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The Alecto Initiative




Beginnings





Parson’s Acre Colony

Alpha Emzara-Furae, Methuselah Cluster 


When the harvest failed again, her father dismissed 
the last few workers and sold off the remaining equipment. Returning from 
Gabriel, where he’d gone to deliver the last of it, he called her into the 
kitchen as the dwarf sun retreated over the low squashed hills. It’s small 
blue-white companion had already set and it painted the room with a rusty light that 
aged everything it touched. He sat there at the cheap table—all the nice 
imported furniture had gone the previous season—the deep creases in his face 
picked out in harsh detail, the squat glass of amber liquid already in front of 
him but as yet untouched, colorless eyes hooded and dull.


There was work, he explained—work off-planet. He knew
people—had made contacts—it was decent work—would get them back on their
feet again. She asked how long. Six—eight months, he said. Maybe a year; maybe
more. “I found a place for you,” he went on. “Good people. They’ll give you a
job and a place to stay.” He didn’t meet her eyes but stared at the drink,
screwing it back and forth on the table. 


Why couldn’t she just go back to school, she asked. She’d
already missed the beginning of the current term, helping him get the harvest
in, but it wasn’t too late. “You can go to school again when we get back on our
feet,” he answered. “They’re coming tomorrow. You should get your things
together tonight—they’ll be early.” 


She asked their names. He took his cel out of his pocket;
thumbed up an address. “Blodgett. Down in Gabriel. Own a lot of business down
there.” He put the cel back, looked out the window at the gathering dark.
“Good people. You’ll be fine.” 


What arrived in the morning was the Blodgett’s truck, right
after first light—three men in dull green coveralls with a patch on the
shoulder. Her father handed the driver an envelope while the other two looked
at her quizzically: lanky, raw-boned, angular, awkward and just a few weeks
past her eleventh birthday; freshly scrubbed with her long still-damp hair
pulled back in a ponytail and a small satchel at her feet. 


“That it?” One of the men pointed at the little bag. She
nodded, mute. “Good,” he said and bent to pick it up. As he bent, he looked up
into her still forming face. “Don’t say a hell of a lot, do ya?”


She shook her head. 


“Good.” He handed her into the back of the truck, a big
cent-weight rig with a covered back, and she saw five other girls and a skinny
boy, all about her age, huddling on the benches. The man tossed her bag onto
the truck bed and walked around the side, muttering. Her father stepped into
view as the truck engaged thrusters and raised his hand. She waved back as the
truck accelerated, staring after him until he was lost in the swirls of red
dust. Then, ignoring the others, she crammed herself into a corner, cold at the
pit of her stomach. She hadn’t been able to clearly make out what the man had
said as he walked to the cab—it had sounded a lot like: “What a fucking
waste.” 


The Blodgetts were in the hospitality business. 
They owned a cluster of establishments in Gabriel that catered to 
travelers—she could tell that from the price lists. Parson’s Acre 
was a poor colony; it served mainly as an entry point for travelers doing 
business in the Methuselah Cluster, the farthest of the Outworlds, 
lying a thousand light-years beyond the Outer Trifid. Gabriel, the site of 
the colony’s starport and its only real city, existed to serve their needs.


Those needs were explained to them in a short orientation
meeting by uniformed staff overseen by a slightly-built man with graying hair
who spoke only briefly, welcoming them with a smile that did not reach his
eyes. Rules of conduct were laid out, especially the strict curfew they were
sternly warned not to break. Private cels were not allowed and would be
confiscated—email and cloud access would be provided to those who performed
well. After getting settled they’d be given their work assignments. That was
all. She had never been to a city before; if they were all like this, she
wondered why anyone stayed. 


Afterwards, company men escorted them to their quarters in a
subterranean compound: a series of dormitories segregated by sex. The tiny
rooms, each housing four bunks, were arranged along bare corridors that had a
lavatory and a large communal shower at each end. They showed her and three
other girls into a room with their first names on their assigned bunk. Hers was
spelled wrong. 


The work she got was not hard: helping out in the kitchens
mostly, washing fragile items that couldn’t be trusted to the big autoloading
sanitizers or fetching things from refrigerated lockers that were many times
the size of her room. Sometimes she cleaned the guest suites. She was kept away
from guests though, unlike the older girls who were often assigned to take them
meals in their suites. She noticed that delivering meals often seemed to take
an unusual amount of time. 


Each dorm had a terminal where those who’d been granted
access could get email and surf in their off-hours. That was the limit of the
leisure activities. She got an email from her father saying he was fine, doing
well; he hoped things were working out for her. She said they were. It was a lie.



For two months, she got emails from him regularly, always
much the same. He did say he was on Tolliman (she had vaguely heard of it) and
there was plenty of work in asteroid mining. Things were going well—even
better than he expected. But he said nothing about coming home. After three
months, the emails stopped. She tried sending him a few after that. They
bounced.


She got a new roommate every month or so. She made friends
with none of them. After she’d been there six months, she awoke in the middle
of the night to hear two of her roommates talking in whispers. They noticed her
stirring and stopped. That evening, both were gone. 


Two months later, she was cleaning up after the lunch
period, her arms elbow deep in hot water and detergent froth, when the twinges
started. She tried to ignore them but by the end of her shift they couldn’t be
ignored and worse, there was a wet sticky oozing in her crotch that frightened
her. She crept to a bathroom, stopping to pant when the strong cramps came out
of nowhere, and once there stared in horror at the blood on her fingers. She
jammed a disposable towel between her legs and wanted to die. 


Her boss found her there, curled up on a bench by the
showers. “What’s the matter with you?”


She shook her head, but the woman noticed the towel.


“Come on,” her boss said, taking her by the upper arm.
“We’re gonna see the nurse.”


The nurse made her take off her clothes and sit on a
narrow, thinly padded examination table. It had jointed metal arms at the foot
with stirrup-like things on the ends. “Lie back,” the nurse said as she moved
some lights into position and laid out an array of instruments. “Put your feet
in these.”


She asked why.


“Pelvic exam. You just got your period—nothing to worry
about.”


She did as she was told.


In a dimly lit room, devoid of furniture except for three
hard chairs and a bulky out-of-place desk, two men and a woman watched the
examination on a bank of video monitors. “She’s intact,” the woman said,
looking over at the two men with a smile. “Never can tell with these people.” 


The older of the two men leaned back in his chair, put his
feet up on the desk and waved an index finger at the screens. “What’s the story
on this one?” 


The second man activated his cel and consulted a file.
“Father brought her in eight months ago. Alcoholic. Had a big place up-country—let
it go to hell. Paid the deposit in cash.”


“What happened to him?”


“Shipped out to Tolliman—packet said he was a mining
engineer. No current certs but—”


“Mining engineer? What the hell was he doing here?”


“Couldn’t say. Record says he came out about nine years ago—lots
of money, no history and a drinking problem. Says here he married twice—neither
lasted more than a couple of seasons.” 


“Where from?


“Had a New Caledonian passport. Issued on Skye though, so it
don’t mean much.”


The older man grunted. Skye was notoriously lax about
issuing passports. “Payments?”


“Nothing for the past five months.”


He scowled at his companions, displeased.


The woman gestured at the image on the screen. “Look
at her.”


The scowl became calculating. “Okay. So what about this guy—where
is he now?”


“He did show up on Tolliman, but that’s all we know. No
taxes filed, no payroll submitted, no new accounts, no major transactions . . . and no exit visa stamps.” 


“How many times has he been off-planet before this?”


“None. No off-world contacts at all. That we know of.”


“Alright.” He took his feet off the desk. “Put her on the
list—send a message.” 


A week later, she was awakened early by the door to their
room opening. As she sat up, a tall man silhouetted in the entry pointed at
her. “You, get dressed. Come with me.” She slid out of her bunk in just her
underwear, pulled on her pants and a company work shirt, and slipped on her
shoes. The man tapped a finger on the doorframe, impatient. As she reached for
the little kit with her wallet in it, he leaned over and grabbed her arm. “You
won’t be needin’ that.” He glowered around the little room, taking in the
frightened eyes in the young faces, grunted and shoved her out into the
corridor. Another half-dozen girls were also standing there: most older than
her; most looking dazed and still blinking with sleep but one almost terrified,
her fists wadding the front of her shirt. The tall man waved to two others
dressed like him and she saw they all carried truncheons. 


She asked where she was going.


“We got new work for you,” he said and gave her a shove in
the middle of the back. 


They put her and the others in the back of a crowded cargo
lorry without windows. She had to tuck her knees up hard to get them out of the
way of the rear doors as they slammed shut and sealed. No one spoke. As far as
she could tell, they were all girls.


The flight was short and when the rear doors opened, she
could see nothing except a row of harsh spotlights illuminating a strip of
pavement with a line painted on it. The glare hid all other details but she
knew they were inside a huge building: the space gave back dim hollow
echoes as the men pulled them out and pointed to the line.


 “Over there—no talking.” They shuffled into place and she
saw others being herded to join them, maybe fifty or so: girls and young women,
some young boys, even a few adult men, looking shaken and cowed. More company
men with truncheons walked up and down the line, a few slapping them
suggestively. The people in line with her squirmed and twitched, some
muttering, others whimpering—one half-strangled cry that was cut off by the
thud of a truncheon. The air was sour in her dry mouth and she felt a
throttling panic form behind her diaphragm and start to spread.


Wide double doors off to their right opened and more men
stepped out. As they moved into the halo of light she saw they were young, most
of them, and not at all like the company men—a gaudy riot of gold hair,
jeweled eyes, wildly iridescent tattoos—and they all had guns. 


They walked down the line, handling their rifles
negligently, and a kind of suffocated hush descended. Two more men followed
them out of the doors. The first was tall and heavyset, dressed in black. The
second was short, older, trim and graying, and dressed in a conservative suit.
She thought she knew him but before she could be sure one of the gaudy men
jabbed her in the midriff with his rifle. “You,” he barked, “eyes down.” 


She dropped her eyes to her toes as the big man spoke in a
strongly accented voice. “Shit. This it?”


“You saw the manifest,” the graying man replied and she
recognized his voice: the Blodgett’s general manager. She couldn’t recall his
name—think—the lurking panic was twisting her guts—no, don’t panic,
think—it was something that began with . . .


“I ain’t got room for half of these. And I ain’t paying more
than lot price for the rest.” 


“I can’t send them back—” 


Treecher. Was that it? Treecher? Think . . .


“Not my problem. Dispose of ‘em the usual way.” 


“I’m already taking a loss here.” 


“Not my problem.” There was a pause and then Treecher
started to say something. The big man cut him off. “You prefer I adjust our
agreement?”


Silence. Then Treecher said, “Fine. Take what you want—leave
the rest.” 


The big man walked toward them, stepping into the light. He
had long black hair tied back, and large hands with wiry black hair on them. He
walked down the line, followed by one of his men with a drawn flechette pistol
and as he passed each person by, his flat voice said with hardly an intervening
pause, “Take. Leave. Leave. Take. Leave. Take.” Every time he said ‘leave’ a
muffled pistol shot punctuated his monosyllabic sentence. 


Then he reached her. He stopped. His wide, thin-lipped mouth
opened in a grin. She became fascinated with the gold designs etched into his
teeth. His big hands reached out and ripped open the front of her blue work
shirt. Air touched coldly on her young, bare, just-budding breasts. 


“Gettin’ there,” his lank voice said, pulling out the short
vowels. “Yep. Gettin’ there.” He bent down to where she couldn’t avoid his
eyes. “What’s your name?” 


“Loralynn Kennakris.” To her ears, it sounded almost as if
someone else had answered for her. 


“Fucked-up sorta name, Kris.” 


The man straightened. 


“Take.” 










Chapter One





Eight years later (GAT) . . .

Contract Slaver Harlot’s Ruse


Kris tried to brush a pesky strand of hair out of her
eyes using the cleanest place on the back of her arm. It didn’t work; her arms
were covered in bilge muck to the elbows. She thought about asking the woman
next to her, but decided against it. No talking among the cleaning crew. 


She gave up and returned to washing the big conical
recycling filter. After all these years, she still couldn’t believe how much
they stank. The greasy gray-green muck had a clingy feel as if it had been
polymerized. Maybe it had. She’d never figured out what the recyclers did
exactly—why, when they were supposed to squeeze every useful organic compound
out of the ship’s waste, there was so much of this left over. She wasn’t
supposed to know. Slaves weren’t supposed to know anything—anything, that is,
except how to do what they were told. 


That’s how she’d ended up down here, in the ship’s bowels,
working in scum on the slime line—not doing what she was told. 


Well, not exactly not doing what she was told. 


God Damn! this stuff stank. She wondered why her nose
hadn’t gone dead. Maybe it had—a little. For the first hour she’d gagged
almost constantly. Strich, the line boss, had spiked her a couple of times over
it—not bad, just reminding. But she’d thought she would be used to it by now.
After all, the whole ship stunk like this—well, not quite like this,
not near this bad—and this wasn’t the first time Trench had sent her down here
either, although he hadn’t done it often. Only when he was really pissed. 


Well, she had been trying to kill him. 


Maybe it was a stupid thing to do, she considered. Trench
wasn’t that bad to her; she had slave life easy and she knew it—occasional
trips to slime line notwithstanding. She was well-fed, given light work, even
allowed to read some or check out the vids. It’d always been that way. For a
year, she hadn’t understood why. Trench had kept her by him ever since that
first morning; the morning he’d looked at her and said Take. When she
was thirteen, she found out why. 


She had kicked and screamed and clawed and tore that first
time. Thrown things, broken things. Tried with all the strength of her young
body to kill him. 


Trench just laughed. He’d pinned her wrists in one coarse,
long-fingered hand and wrenched her quivering legs apart with his knees. She
bit him and he loved it.


When she figured that out, she quit. It hurt too much, and
his pleasure made the very notion of a heroic resistance seem silly, even
obscene. She’d tried laying still, a limp masturbatory doll, but Trench hadn’t
liked that at all. He let her know it in the most brutal fashion possible. That
hurt too much, too. So she concentrated on trying to please him and that
worked. 


Things got better. He sometimes got her things she asked
for, if she wasn’t too greedy about it. He kept the others off her. She didn’t
get shared much unless he needed to grease a deal. He even let her alone once
in a while. This was special and she used that time to learn everything the ship’s
systems could teach her. She was looking for a way to kill him—kill all of
them. This was not the first time she’d tried. 


She didn’t think Trench knew that though. She’d messed with
the ventilators, trying to give him mild hypoxia, but that was just cover. If
he’d found out she was trying to tweak the jump convolvers, he’d have thought
of something worse than this. Her hand paused in scrubbing. Maybe he was
thinking of something worse than this. Maybe this was just the softening-up
routine . . . 


Strich moved into her peripheral vision, slapping the spiker
against his leg. She scrubbed harder. Strich wasn’t bad with the spiker, but he
wasn’t reticent either. Nor was he stupid. He’d been watching her. If he
thought she was acting weird, if he told Trench, if Trench had asked him to
watch her . . . Sweat began to form on her sides, clammy and itching. 


Think of something else . . . 


She returned her attention to the recyclers. The stench was
almost a welcome distraction now. Maybe they were mistuned, or just not very
efficient. They were old. Everything on slaver ships was old: the comms, the
hydroponics, the synthesizers, the assault birds, the planetary tilt-rotors—all
old. Some of the designs—like the tilt-rotors—she knew went back hundreds and
hundreds of years. Stuff out of her school’s history texts. 


But slavers didn’t use the new tech; they couldn’t afford
to. The new tech was great: efficient, low-maintenance, compact. She heard the
crew bitching about it—about the lack of it—all the time. But when it broke—and
everything broke when you got shot at a lot or had to do things like run the
Devil’s Cat’s Cradle—you couldn’t fix it. Molecular reorganizers, atomic
reflux welders, dionized expert systems—all the stuff that made it work—wasn’t
easy to come by and it broke too. Sure, if you had a secure, full-up, automated
airdock, the latest stuff was wonderful. But slavers had to be able to fix
things in space, on moons, in animal pastures. If hammer and tape could fix it,
good. If you could junk it and steal a replacement, better. If you could do
without, better yet. Slavers put their money where it counted: the engines, the
guns. The things that kept you alive. Kept you running. 


Slavers were real good at staying alive and running. Sure
they liked to raise hell, get drunk and stoned and puke on each other. They
used fuck’n between every other word and pissed in the beer. They were
raunchy and brutal and stank. But they were some of the best fighters in
Charted Space, drunk or sober. Some found that admirable. Kris just hated them
for it. 


Strich loomed on her left side, just behind. 


Shit! She’d been drifting again. She watched the blue
tip of the spiker out of the corner of her eye, waiting for the nerve-jangling
prod. It didn’t come. Then she noticed the look on Strich’s face. Was it
possible to be relieved and anxious all at once? Strich’s look made it clear
that he hadn’t been watching her because he was suspicious or because Trench
had told him to. She turned her back on him, scrubbing furiously. 


Would he dare? Trench didn’t like to share his recreation.
Strich knew that. Maybe he figured if Trench sent her down with the animals, he
wanted her reminded of the value of his good graces. Maybe Trench was so pissed
off he’d posted her open-season. 


Kris looked left and right. Nobody seemed to be paying the
slightest attention. Of course not. This was expected. She thought the guy two
stations down was smiling a little under his grime. She bit her lip. Good show,
huh? Why was he waiting then? Shit, he was standing right behind her—she could
feel him. On your knees, bitch was the traditional salutation. Or maybe
he wasn’t going to bother with the small talk. 


She looked down at herself. Gawd, she was a mess. She
stank. How could he possibly want to . . .


Of course, he wanted to. She was the captain’s bitch
and he might not get another chance. Slavers weren’t fastidious, Strich least
of all. What did he have in mind? She’d always managed to fend off Trench’s
more unpleasant urges after the first couple of times . . . 


She felt a push in her center back. Not hard, not gentle—just
unmistakable and insistent. She gritted her teeth and screwed her eyes shut. 


No—wrong. She couldn’t resist. If she resisted, she lost
control. She had to turn, to smile. She had to . . . 


There was a jarring, subacoustic thud and a feeling like
time ripping. Kris thought it was her. Then came a savage jolt and a great
sharp-flat ringing like sledgehammers on hull plate. She and Strich were thrown
to the desk. She was lucky, slamming her shoulder up against the side of the
recycler port. Strich was not. Being taller, he caught his head on a corner. He
slumped to the desk, blood flowing freely. She tried to stand up. Another jolt,
even more violent than last. The deck bucked and she went down again.


What the hell’s happening? 


The proximity sirens went off with an ear-splitting wail.
People were babbling and moaning, some stupidly crying for help. You’re a
slave, dipshit. No one’s gonna help you. Then she heard the whine of the
fusion drives waking up. 


They were in space! Real space! Someone had punched
them out of the wormhole. But that couldn’t happen. It just couldn’t . . . 


Crawling now—she didn’t dare try to stand—she made for the
hatch. The rest of the cleaning crew was trying for it too, the ones who could
move anyway. A claxon raised its undulating wail, adding to the cacophony of
the proximity sirens. There was a crumping noise and three loud bangs tattooed
the side of the ship. 


Someone was firing on them—not warning shots either. She
heard the weird little kzing of the ship’s batteries returning fire.
Sudden acceleration squashed her down against the deck. She felt, then heard, a
launch transient shudder the metal beneath her, then two more, then a fourth. 


Trench was dumping his missiles—fast. They couldn’t have
possibly gotten a firing solution so quickly. Trench was scared—bad scared. A
hot, delicious joy filled Kris. Something bigger and meaner than him was after
his ass. 


The inertial dampers kicked in, too many seconds in coming.
Something must’ve busted for it to take so long. Lucky they weren’t all smeared
to jelly. She peeled herself off the deck, bolted for the hatch now that it was
safe to run. The batteries were firing constantly.


More banging on the hull, then a loud crump—louder than the
others. The emergency reds came on. Kris dove for a lift ladder; swarmed up
using the rungs—you never could tell when the gravity might give out in a
fight. More noisy crumping—armor plate slagging off, she realized—and a sudden
veer the inertial dampers didn’t quite handle. She swung around to the other
side, knees hooked around the rails, and kept moving. Less noise from the
ship’s guns; just the forward batteries firing now. The shudder of a missile
launch. 


Kris boosted herself out of the ladder well on to the
afterdeck. Trench stood in the passageway just outside the cabin they shared.
He held a sidearm in one hand and was trying get into his space armor with the
other. He wasn’t on the bridge! He’d been sleeping. He wasn’t on
the bridge! Kris’s joy turned savage. She hadn’t expected so much.
She sprinted at him. 


He hadn’t seen her yet. Another sudden uncompensated veer
staggered them. He turned, reeling—saw her, waved the gun at her. The boarding
alert drowned out part of what he was shouting: “. . . below! Goddammit! Get
the fuck outta here!” Her eyes widened. He thought she was afraid.
Kris laughed but it came out a scream. He continued to wave at her. “Evac,
goddammit! Evac!” 


There was a huge clang. The ship shuddered and rolled
violently. They’d been docked. Trench went down, clumsy in his half-on armor,
tumbling across the deck and hitting the rim of a sealed hatchway. The breath
went out of him in a grunt. Kris skidded into a bulkhead feet first, kicked
hard and launched herself across two meters of intervening deck plate. He still
didn’t understand when she slammed into him.










Chapter Two





LSS Arizona

Inner Trifid Boundary Zone


Captain Jan RyKirt, commanding the heavy cruiser LSS
Arizona of the Nereidian League’s Colonial Expeditionary Forces, sat at
the desk console in his quarters, flipping through images and listening to the
after-action report. The stuckee was young Ensign Whatsisname, a
Nedaeman on his first patrol, and he wasn’t doing too well. RyKirt was having
to jog every detail out of him. 


What the hell was his name, anyway? Currently an assistant
fire-control officer. Car . . . something. Cardinovich. Benct—no Bren. Bren
Cardinovich. RyKirt shook his head slightly. 


“I’m sorry, Sir?” Cardinovich interrupted himself. 


RyKirt looked up. The boy must have seen him shake his head.
“The crew, son?”


“Nine officers. Five dead, including captain and exec. One
wounded. About a hundred crew, maybe thirty casualties.”


RyKirt regarded the young man narrowly. Cardinovich had
given a good first impression. Hadn’t expected him to go all flappy after his
first fight. “About? Maybe?” 


“Well, sir, we don’t know how many were in the aft weapon
spaces and engineering got scrammed some—” The ensign abruptly broke off as he
realized he’d just used ‘tween-decks talk with his CO. Rapidly he amended,
“Took heavy damage. A bunch of equipment got knocked loose. I guess they had
some trouble with the inertial dampers.” 


Oh so that’s it, RyKirt thought. Must have been
messy. Very casually he asked, “Did you inspect the engineering spaces, son?” 


“Uh, no sir,” Cardinovich answered. “I was on afterdeck
detail. Chief Olsen told me about the engineering spaces.” 


So that wasn’t it. Damn, what had gotten to the boy?
Casualties were light on A-deck. Pushing the thought aside, he went on with his
questions. “Hull?” 


“Chen-Richelieu converted ore carrier. Manufactured in 09”—he
pronounced it ott-nine in typical Nedaeman fashion—“last registered to
Xang-Hua Minerals. Dyson-Forbes powerplant, heavily modified—no serial
numbers. Two C-48 jump drives—”


“What?” RyKirt broke in suddenly. “Where in hell they get
those?” C-48’s were heavy-mass cruiser drives. They’d just been damn lucky—he
never thought he’d been trying to pop a ship with such hot drives. 


“I don’t know, sir.” 


Of course, the boy didn’t know. “Does Commander t’Laren know
about this?” 


Ensign Cardinovich looked even more uncomfortable. “I don’t
know if she does or not, sir.” 


“Well, make damn sure she finds out.” 


“Yes, sir.” Cardinovich saluted and started to turn. 


“Christ son, not now.” Cardinovich actually jumped.
“Finish your report. What about cargo?” 


“About three hundred slaves, sir. Mostly on the holding
deck.” 


“That’s the second time you’ve used that word.” The kid’s
gotta learn, RyKirt muttered to himself. Cardinovich, though, was looking
blank and for a moment the captain was sure he was going to ask, “What word?”
but to his credit he figured it out. 


“We’re having trouble sorting them out, sir. There was some
spalling in the holding deck.” 


“Saying that up front will save you a lot of breath,
Ensign.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


RyKirt went back to the images on his console. They were
flat file-pics of the newly liberated slaves, those identified so far. They
showed all kinds of people: mostly young men and women but some kids too, and a
few that were middle-aged, even elderly. Specialists, RyKirt thought,
looking at the older ones. Paid pick-offs. Slavers didn’t always take in big
batches. Bastards. He swept the pics to the margin. “Do we know when all
these people were taken, Ensign?” 


“All the debriefs aren’t filed yet, sir”—RyKirt hid a
smile; at least the kid could learn—“but most in the last two to three months,
galactic arbitrary time. One’s about eight years, though.” 


Sweet Jesus, RyKirt breathed. Then aloud: “Eight years?”



“Yes sir.” Cardinovich started skimming the images around on
the console’s flat surface. “That’s her, sir. Only, she doesn’t look much like
that anymore.” 


RyKirt looked at the face of a sweet, smiling ten-year-old
who was going to be a very beautiful woman someday. With a jolt, he realized
that someday was now. The caption on the image said, “Loralynn
Kennakris. 1st in Class, Skel-Thorun Secondary School. Year ‘29.
Yarrow Township.” That didn’t ring any bells with RyKirt. “Where is this place,
son?” 


“Parson’s Acre Colony. In the Outworlds—the 
Methuselah Cluster. It’s on the back, sir.” 


RyKirt flipped the image. Sure enough, the information was
there. Parson’s Acre was a spinout of Fredonia; mostly Scottish and
Scandinavian genome, though some Mirandans and Amalekites had recently
emigrated. They came because the colony had
been put under secondary proscription after some local magnates got caught
running a big slaving operation. A few colonial officials had been
involved too, and the planet had been reopened for immigration. He recalled the
operation that had shut the slavers down. Yes . . . about six years ago now. 


“Parents? Family?” RyKirt asked. 


“There’s a father, sir. Nathan Kennakris. His file’s there.”
He pointed. RyKirt saw the name, stroked the file open. Nathan P. Kennakris:
emigrated to Parson’s Acre in the year ‘22, killed while working for a small
wildcat asteroid mining operation on Tolliman in ‘31. Took out a hefty life
insurance policy there. Death initially ruled an accident caused by
intoxication—later changed to suicide. Company refused payment. No mother
listed and no siblings; no aunts, uncles, cousins . . . “That’s it? No
relatives?” 


“Not in our files, sir. Just that.” 


RyKirt uttered a noncommittal grunt. Colonial records were
far from perfect, especially if you wanted it that way, and Mr. Nathan P. Kennakris
might well have. He closed the file and noticed that Cardinovich was standing a
little more stiffly now. Something knit together in RyKirt’s mind. 


“Is she alright, son?”


 “We think so, sir.” Yes, his tone of voice was different;
even more strained and jumpy. “She’s in sickbay. They’re still working on her.”



“She was hurt?” 


“Not really, sir. I mean—well, yes—a little . . .” The
ensign was trying desperately to articulate something that bothered him deeply.
“Some—ah . . . abrasions and—you know, cuts and I mean uh, contusions—and .
. . um . . .”


“Where was she found, Ensign?” RyKirt asked just to shut him
up. Weeping Jesus, the kid was unstrung. What had happened to this girl? 


“We found her on, um, A-deck, sir.” 


“Who we?” 


“I mean—me, sir. I did. She was with the captain.” 


“The captain wasn’t on the bridge?” A jittery headshake in
reply. RyKirt looked at the girl’s image. Could it be that this kid found them .
. . He frowned at his own obtuseness. That was a stupid thought, if there ever
was one. It had been an hour and the report said the captain was dead. 


Dead. 


RyKirt snapped a look at Cardinovich. “You said the captain
was killed?” 


“Ah, yessir. He was . . . was . . .” Cardinovich had gone so
pale his flesh had taken on a yellowish tinge. He looked like he was going to
vomit or faint or both. He started to quiver all over, still trying to answer
RyKirt’s question. “ . . . you see . . . she . . . he . . .” 


RyKirt waved the ensign to silence; this was hopeless. He
started typing on the console. Seconds later he had open the pertinent portion
of the report young Cardinovich held limply in his hand, trying to keep himself
at a species of attention. There was an image. 


Jan RyKirt had never seen anything like it. Not in over
thirty years of service and thousands of gruesome machine-inflicted casualties.
But no machine had done this. A sick feeling jumping in the back of his throat,
RyKirt closed the report. “That girl did this?” 


“Yessir, yessir.” Cardinovich still looked like he wanted to
be sick. He probably already had been. No wonder. “She was . . . still—still .
. . well—sitting by him, kind of . . . well, y’know—” 


No, RyKirt did not know. And did not want to. 


“That’s alright, Ensign. You can go.” Now, before we have
a mess to clean up.


“Yessir.” Cardinovich bolted out. 


RyKirt sat back, shaking ever so slightly. Sonofabitch. Son
of a Bitch. He popped a latch on the side of his desk, produced a shot
glass and a silver flask, poured two fingers and tossed it back. 


Son of a bitch. Of all people, Cardinovich; a
Nedaeman fresh off the beach. Among their other elevated accomplishments,
Nedaemans were strict vegetarians. 


*     *     *


Kris sat on a beige and cream sickbay bed, fidgeting.
She hardly remembered being brought here, just a lot of smoke and noise and
someone in battle gear picking her up like she couldn’t move by herself and
carrying her out an EVAC port. She hadn’t liked that, but protesting and hitting
space armor hadn’t done much good. 


They had carried her through a boarding lamprey and straight
to sickbay where a couple of anxious young men cleaned her up—she’d managed to
get an awful lot of blood on her—took her vitals and seemed relieved the blood
wasn’t hers. As they worked on her and sprayed her clothes with a cleaner to
remove the bloodstains, they’d started to ask how she’d gotten that way but the
earnest young officer who had carried her out—she knew he was an officer by
his shoulder flashes, Trench had taught her that—told them harshly to shut up.



She didn’t know why he seemed so upset and she didn’t
remember how she’d gotten blood all over her anyway. She suspected it had
something to do with Trench. Trench was dead—she knew that—but she hadn’t
seen what killed him. Maybe, it occurred to her, the young officer had killed
Trench and thought he was her lover or something. The young officer spoke again
to the medics—they were careful to not let her overhear—and after that
everyone looked funny and got real quiet. 


She had told them then that it was alright. She hated
Trench, really. He was your basic, brutal asshole. She was glad he was
dead. 


That made the medics look even funnier. One of them said
something stupid and then asked her if she wanted anything to help her sleep.
She declined crossly—why the hell would anyone want to sleep now?—and asked
if she could have something to eat instead. They said okay, that was fine, and
they took her into a little room off to the side with the beige and cream bed
and asked her to wait. Then they left. When the door closed, there a faint
clicking noise and she knew without checking they’d locked her in. That pissed
her off some—being treated like a criminal like this. She hadn’t done anything
wrong; she was on their side, after all. Maybe they didn’t believe her about
Trench. 


Well, they’d figure that out soon enough. Right now, she
really wished they’d come back with some food. She felt like she was starving,
although she remembered having breakfast just a few hours ago. She remembered
it real well—it was that lousy goddamn concentrate they always ate. She’d
finished it right before Trench had found out about the ventilator and all hell
broke loose. 


She smiled. Trench had been so pissed when he sent her down
with the animals. She was really happy he was dead. If she came across the
young officer who had killed him again, she’d have to thank him. Right now she
drummed her heels absently against the padded side of the bed. 


Where the hell were they? How long did it take to get food
on this crate? She fumed a moment and then stopped it. She didn’t know what to
expect on a navy ship. Evidently they didn’t just welcome you with open arms.
It wasn’t the rescue she’d dreamed of, but that was okay. She was used to
waiting. 


The door clicked and opened, snapping her to as if she’d
been dreaming. It was an old trick of hers, going down and down into a deep
cottony nothingness—a refuge when things got too bad, hurt too much, or when
she was just bored to the edge of sanity. It was a good trick; freaked people
out when she made it last more than a couple of hours. Weird that it had just
happened now though—she hadn’t been trying to do it . . . 


A man carrying a tray stepped through the open door. He
folded out a small table and put the tray on it. The door stayed open, but she
couldn’t see anyone outside. She remembered the medics locking her in as they
left.


Probably have the outer door locked now. Bastards.



The newcomer wasn’t any of the people she had seen yet. He
was tall—taller than her by seven or eight centimeters—and young looking, although older than the medics or the young
officer in the battle gear. This one had on crisp blue uniform with rings on
the sleeve and bars on the shoulders. An officer too—and higher rank than the
other one, if weight of braid meant anything. 


He was nice looking, she thought: rich brown hair winged
with a touch of premature gray; a slightly crooked nose and a moderate mouth
that seemed to pull to one side when he smiled. He was slim, but broad
shouldered; clean shaven and devoid of earrings or tattoos that she could see—that
fit with what she’d heard about fleet men. Kris decided that without that nose
and the crooked way he held his mouth, his features would be almost pretty. It
was the eyes that did it: warm dark brown, surrounded by long black lashes.
Kris hadn’t ever seen a man with such pretty eyes. 


He hadn’t said anything yet and seemed to be looking her
over in rather the way she was looking at him. She wondered if he liked what he
saw—everyone else had. Trench could have gotten seventy-five, even a eighty
thousand for her any number of times. 


Thinking about Trench made her wince uncontrollably. She
looked down to hide the twitch in her shoulders and the officer smiled and
said, “Hi, I’m Senior Lieutenant Huron, Arizona’s TAO. Sorry this took
so long—there are about three hundred of you aboard right now and we’re having
a little trouble adjusting.” 


He had a nice voice, she thought; pleasant, but stuck
somewhere between a tenor and a baritone. Did they pick out him special? Is
this where the ugly questions come in? She couldn’t imagine what kind of ugly
questions anyone would think she knew the answers to, but that’s what a lot of
people said happened. 


“It’s getting cold,” Huron said lightly. “It’s not the
greatest under any circumstances, but it’s better hot.” 


Carefully, she lifted the lid. He was crazy—it smelled
wonderful. Her mouth watered. She glanced at him. 


“No, we didn’t spike it. But I’ll try it if you like.” 


If you’d spiked it, you’d have taken the antidote,
she thought, but didn’t say anything. No, she decided, trust him.
They were supposed to be the good guys. 


She picked up the fork and tried some. It was delicious;
some kind of fish in a sauce she could not identify, real vegetables, and a
mound of small red berries in a cup. She ate ferociously, only taking time out
to gulp the fruit-flavored juice that came with it. He watched her eat and
smiled. 


When she finished, she wiped her mouth on a napkin—a cloth
napkin—how did they do that?—and glanced up at him. “So what happens now?” 


“What do you want to happen now?” 


That caught her off guard. Somehow she hadn’t managed to
think that far yet. She crumpled the napkin in her hand. “Well, I . . . I’m not
sure. I hadn’t thought—I guess . . .” 


Huron pulled a swivel seat away from the wall, sat down.
“What do they call you?” 


“Kris.” 


Huron looked contemplative. “It’s important for you to
know,” he began slowly, as if reciting. “It’s important for you to believe
that you’re free to do what you want now. There are placement programs and a
lot of other great stuff the taxpayers bitch about and you can take your pick.
You’re not the first person in this position—I do wish you were going to be
the last. We’ll help if we can.” 


She thought of the locked doors. “Does that mean I can go?
I’ve got freedom of the decks?” 


She saw him smile, a little tightly. “It will. It doesn’t
quite yet. I’m afraid the medics aren’t quite done with you. Your tests are
being run now, and”—he sighed, as if trying to put a good face on something
unpleasant—“they’ll want to run a psych profile. It’s no big deal, but we need
to check you for implants.” 


Somehow, that made lunch settle kind of hard on her stomach.
“Yeah. Okay.” 


“Sorry,” he said gently. “Slavers love practical jokes.
Implanted slaves is a favorite. Of course, their notion of humor is blowing
something up—but I guess you know them better than I do. I am sorry”—she
wondered what the second apology was for—“but they’ve put some very nasty
ideas into some very good people and sent them to us. We have to be careful.
Please try to understand.” She nodded. “Anything else I can do for you?” 


“Where are we going?” 


“Cassandra Station.” 


Kris hadn’t heard of it. 


“It orbits the primary moon of Nedaema. In the Pleiades.” 


“Oh.” The Homeworlds. Kris had seen vids. “What happens
there?” 


“More of the same, I’m afraid. They’ll put you in rehab for
a couple of weeks—check for a few things we can’t. Depending on who—or what—was
on that ship with you, there may be an additional quarantine period. Give more
time for the immunocytes to kick in.” A look of distaste crossed her face.
“Yeah, I know. It’s likely no fun. But we don’t like to mix our microbes any
more than we have to. Slavers aren’t too picky about that either.” 


She nodded again. Odd how after eight years, a few weeks
could seem so long. Not that she had anywhere in particular to go . . . 


“. . . and somebody will go over your rights and
entitlements with you. I can’t tell you much about that—I’m not a lawyer and I
don’t want to misrepresent anything—but I’d say you have a healthy chunk of
change coming.” 


That got her attention. “What?” 


“Policy,” Huron answered unhelpfully. “Part of the
Repatriation Act. Every detainee”—a polite government euphemism for slave—“is
considered to be hired on the day they’re taken and owed back wages for the
length of their indenture, plus interest at median commercial lending rates.
After eight years, that adds up to quite a lot. I can’t say with certainty, but
I’d guess about a meg or so.” 


“A meg?” That couldn’t be right. Meg was another term
for million, which was ridiculous.  


“Yes.” 


“About a million?” 


“Yes.” Smiling now. 


Kris was flabbergasted. She’d never heard of so much money
in her life. No one on Parson’s Acre made close to that much in a lifetime.
Even the richest landholders weren’t worth that. “But I was only eleven.” Kris
didn’t know why that would matter, only that it should. 


“Makes no difference. Legally, you were an employed adult
the moment they took you.”


“Oh.” 


He seemed to take her remark differently than she meant it.
At any rate, he suddenly got very solemn. “We try to be fair, Kris. Everyone
gets treated the same—as close to the same as we can, anyway. There isn’t much
else we can do, besides kill the sonsabitches. Sorry.” 


She shook her head—there wasn’t anything to apologize for.
She tried to say so, but it didn’t come out quite right. He got up as if to go
and handed her a card. It said Rafael Huron, Senior Lieutenant, CEF, and
had the Arizona’s arms embossed on it. Funny, she thought, he’d never
mentioned his first name. “We’ll be reaching Cassandra in about four days. I’ll
try to get the needle-goons to let you out of here.” 


“But I thought you said . . .”


He smiled, a very becoming smile. “Oh, they’ll still run a
profile and all that—but at least you can wander around some. You’re clean.
Well, I think so—and I haven’t been wrong yet.” 










Chapter Three





LSS Arizona

Inner Trifid Boundary Zone


Lieutenant Huron was as good as his word. About
fifteen minutes after he left, the medical director, a severe-looking man,
older in appearance than anyone she’d seen so far, came in and said she could
go. He did not look particularly happy about it but if he had any protests, he
kept them to himself. They’d scheduled some tests for the next morning, he
said, and handed her a pamphlet to look over in case she had any questions. A
yeoman outside would show her to her quarters. 


She glanced haphazardly at the pamphlet and threw it away as
soon as she was outside the sickbay door. The yeoman met her courteously,
handed her a black wrist strip with a small display like a cel, and proceeded
to take her to where she’d bunk. On the way, he explained some things about the
ship she was on. 


The major compartments were all divided by airtight armored
hatches, of course, but a lot of the interior spaces had hatches too. Some,
like sick bay and a few other spaces that she couldn’t identify just had doors,
but the rest were all airtight and secured. She figured it was a navy thing;
there had been a lot fewer hatches on Harlot’s Ruse, mostly just at the
main junctions.


 The yeoman explained that if a hatch seal showed green you
could enter it. If red, it was either locked or restricted—the same went for doors.
If you really needed someone on the other side, you could ask via the entry pad
but you had to convince the system that the interruption was warranted. 


When she indicated she didn’t like that idea much, the yeoman
smiled and explained, “The system’s kinda dumb. Tell it pretty much anything
and it’ll asked for consultation with whomever it is you want—unless they got
a real strong lockdown logged. If so, better respect it. People don’t lock down
here without a damn good reason.” 


Getting around was pretty easy, he said: the black thing on
her wrist was a pathfinder. If she wanted to go somewhere, or got lost, she
could punch up the destination on the display and a pale lavender line in the
floor would guide her to it. If the line was red, the requested area was
restricted. “You can go there, of course—you just can’t get in.” Otherwise,
she could display a set of green lines that showed all of the places she could
go. 


“Must get confusing with all these lines running around,”
she remarked. “How do I know which is mine?” 


“Oh, you’re the only one who can see yours,” he explained.
“They got a some sort of neural projector built in—it shows your line just to
you. It ain’t really on the floor.” 


“Oh,” Kris murmured. She regarded the pathfinder dubiously.
They hadn’t had such stuff on Harlot’s Ruse or anywhere else Kris had
been. 


The yeoman went on merrily playing tour guide, showing her
one of the five messes, the rec-rooms, the library. He pointed out other places—most
of which were off-limits—and she listened with a scant half an ear. Finally,
they stopped in front of a sealed hatch. 


“Through there has been set aside for you ladies,” he said.
“Sorry it’s a bit crowded. We’re not really equipped to handle all you lot but
I hope you’ll manage. Your bunk’ll have your name on it, and there’s a trunk
with some clothes and such. I can’t vouch for the fit, but we did what we
could.


“The head’s through the back to the left, with the showers.
There’s some regs on the wall you oughta get familiar with—the consoles have
all that info too. Bring up the bookroom if you wanna read or check out the
shows. If you need to get a message off-ship, one of us’ll pass it on to the 
Exec—we’re under comms silence but I don’t know how strict. Dinner’s at 
four bells; that’s in twenty minutes. We got Foxtrot mess fixed up specially for 
y’all but you’re welcome at any of the others, of course—‘cept the NCO’s. 
You’ll need an invite there but they’ve got the best food on the ship and I don’t 
think they’d mind you asking.” He made it sound quite personal. 


“Better than the officers?” she asked. 


“Oh yes, ma’am,” he answered vehemently. “Officers is kinda
stingy, on account of they gotta buy their own food, not like the rest of us.
Plus they got to eat what the Exec likes.” 


“Is that bad?” 


“Depends on the Exec. Commander t’Laren’s a real good sort,
though. She’ll probably come round and look in on y’all after dinner. You
haven’t met her?” 


“Uh . . . no.” 


“You’ll like her,” the yeoman said confidently. “Have a nice
PM, ma’am.” He turned to go. She was confused. “Wait. How do I . . . I mean,
don’t you have to—” 


“Oh no, ma’am. That’s women’s country in there. My sort’s
not allowed. Just tap on the hatch. Your strip will let you in. Then look for
the door that lights green—that’s your berth.” 


Women’s country? Kris still didn’t quite understand.
“But there’s women in the crew. They don’t have separate quarters, do they?” 


“No ma’am. But you ain’t crew.” 


“Oh. Well . . . thank you.” 


He tipped the brim of his cap to her. “Afternoon, ma’am.” 


*     *     *


Kris nudged the hatchway; it dilated with a hiss that
startled her. Moving somewhat gingerly, she stepped through into what appeared
to be a forward berthing space. Doors to what she assumed were the individual
bunkrooms opened off each side of the passageway and there was another door at
the far end. She walked slowly along, watching the door seals, until the last
one on the right lit green. She tapped the entry pad and it obediently slid
aside. 


 Maybe it was going to get crowded; it wasn’t at the moment.
There appeared to be room for at least thirty people but right now only a dozen
or so women clustered about; five talking quietly in a small group, a few more
silent with their heads together, two reading alone on their bunks. They all looked
up as Kris walked in. Some looked away again, some seemed startled, some smiled
in a timid, jerky sort of way. Kris nodded slightly to those who made a
pretense of greeting and ignored the rest. She didn’t know any of them. That
wasn’t surprising. She’d been a deck slave, one of the privileged few who had
freedom of the decks and mixed with the crew. There had been a few other deck
slaves she’d known casually; not what you’d call friends, exactly—her status
as the captain’s property tended to put a damper on that—but people she might
eat with or talk to when they had a little time to themselves. None of them
were here, though. She wondered if they were still alive. 


These people must have been transportees. Slavers tried to
keep deck slaves and transport slaves apart—too much information got passed
around otherwise—and mostly they succeeded. Nonetheless, Kris had managed to
get to the holding deck a few times and talk to the transportees. But not this
trip. 


She found her bunk, marked with a narrow white card that
said KRIS. That made her frown; the others she’d seen had the occupant’s full
name spelled out. Was her name just too long? That seemed unlikely—they must
think she preferred it. There was a foot locker under the bunk with the
promised change of clothes. A couple of dark blue jumpsuits, matched for height
and nothing else, a comb, a shower kit with a towel and assorted toiletries.
Pulling out a jumpsuit, she realized it was a man’s. Her nose wrinkled.
Glancing around, she verified that everyone else seemed to be wearing something
that looked like standard issue—but women’s standard issue. 


What the hell’s going on here?


She wasn’t that tall. The brunette reading by herself
in the next bunk was at least her height, and she got real clothes. Piqued,
Kris rummaged around in the locker some more. No underwear.


Well, that figures. 


Still, it was an improvement. She wanted a shower and to
wash her hair. Laying the jumpsuit and the kit on the bunk, she stripped off
her old clothes. Suddenly. the room became very quiet. Kris stiffened. Just
what the hell were they looking at? In the unnatural silence, she thought she
heard a few whispered comments followed by tense warnings to hush up. Her ears
burned. 


Slowly, she stuffed her worn clothes in the foot locker’s
laundry compartment. What good that would do, she couldn’t guess. Even with the
bloodstains mostly gone they were pretty well trashed. She picked up the kit
and jumpsuit, grabbed the towel and walked slowly to the showers. 


The shower was a standard ultrasonic weightless model, newer
than the one on Harlot’s Ruse, but basically similar. There were some
regulations on the wall about water use: one wet-down, one rinse, seven minute
limit per day—that sort of thing. The allotment was positively lavish compared
to what she was used to and the shower seemed leisurely almost to the point of
sin. She kept one eye on the timer, reveling in the slowness at which the
seconds ticked by. She washed her hair with painful thoroughness and stepped
out refreshed not one second earlier than necessary. Briskly, she dried off and
worked the kinks out of her hair before getting dressed again. When she tried
on the jumpsuit, it fit about as expected: too tight across the breasts and
hips, baggy in the waist, short in the inseam. Belting it helped the second
problem somewhat, tucking the pant legs into her boots solved the third, the
rest would have to be endured. Finally, she went back to the bunkroom. It was 
empty now except for the tall brunette in the bunk next to hers. As she walked 
in the brunette looked up and smiled as if she meant it. 


Kris had seen plenty of beautiful girls, but none to match this one
with her dark changeable eyes, heavy waves of sable hair touched with copper
and exquisite latte skin. Even more remarkable, Kris could detect none of the
telltale signs that her looks were the work of a visosculptor, even a gifted
one. Not a colonist certainly; a Homeworlder—and a rich one too. She 
appeared to be no more than a year older than Kris but she probably was; her 
skin had the hyper-healthy sheen that marked her as a rejuvenant. Kris wasn’t 
used to rejuvenants. Out in the colonies, people had to make do with simple 
postpausal geriatrics. The woman’s voice, when she greeted Kris, had a soft liquid 
accent Kris couldn’t place. 


“Hi,” Kris answered, a little uncertainly. 


The woman swung her feet off the bunk and offered her hand.
“You’re Kris, right? I’m Mariwen. I’m sorry about the others—they all went to
dinner early. I think they’re a little bent.” 


“Bent?” Kris asked as she shook the other woman’s hand. “Oh,
my name’s Loralynn. But they call me Kris.” 


“Funny—my brother’s name is Chris. But he goes by Antoine
now. Which do you prefer?” 


Kris looked down. “Well . . . Kris is fine.” 


“Is that a middle name?”


“No.” She looked up, shook her still damp hair. “It’s from
Kennakris—Loralynn Kennakris.”


“That’s beautiful . . . such a lovely name.” 


Kris winced inside, eager to get off that subject. “What’s bent?”



“Oh, you know. Messed up—out of sorts.” She shrugged.
“Bent. It’s not their fault really. Most of them were taken a couple of months
ago. I think it must have been pretty bad. But they won’t talk to me about it.”



“Why?” Kris asked. Mariwen seemed to be the first nice
person she’d met in . . . how long? Not since . . . Stop that. She
exhaled silently. “I mean, why won’t they talk to you?” 


Mariwen laughed. She had a delightful laugh. Kris couldn’t
remember ever hearing one like it. It made her insides ache. “Because I’m a
lesbian.” She tossed a look back over her shoulder, indicating the Great
Unwashed no longer present. “They’re from Harkness mostly—Iron Heads. You
know, Amalekites. They don’t like us very much.” Then she caught Kris’s look
and a sudden concern clouded her exquisite features. “Sorry, maybe I went a bit rough
there. Does it bother you?” 


Kris could only shake her head perplexedly. She wasn’t sure
she’d met a real lesbian before, but her experiences in that vein weren’t
something she wanted to think about right now. “Ah . . . no. I’m—well—I don’t
think I’ve known any homosexuals . . .” Kris abruptly shut her mouth, sure she
was saying something stupid. Then, a little sheepishly: “You seem nice enough.”



Mariwen laughed again. “Thanks. You seem very nice also. I’m
glad—but don’t worry, I won’t make a pass at you, even as beautiful as you
are. Really. It’s just that I’ve missed having someone to talk to so
much. Exiles together, you know.” 


“Um . . . exiles?” Kris had no idea what that meant. Then
she thought of the other women—the bent women—the Amalekites. She
recalled people back home talking about Amalekites when she was growing up,
calling them religious extremists, and she could kind of understand them
having a problem with Mariwen. But what had she done? “I don’t understand.” 


“Oh. I’m sorry.” A flustered look passed over Mariwen’s
face. “I guess I put my foot in it. I didn’t realize you didn’t know.” Kris
couldn’t imagine what there was to know. “Well, it’s about you and that slaver
captain,” Mariwen explained, wincing a little. 


Not that again. Kris tensed her lips, unconsciously
balling one hand into a fist. 


“I’m sorry,” Mariwen repeated softly. “I can’t imagine what
it must have been like . . .” She looked away—the first time she’d done that.
“I wish . . . I hope . . .if I’d been in your place I would have done the same
thing. You’re very brave, you know. They just have trouble dealing with it, I guess. And
with everything that’s happened to them . . . well, you understand.” 


Kris did, but that didn’t alter her opinion much. “You seem
fine.” 


Mariwen rolled her eyes. “I’m a lot better now. I was
only on board a week. I don’t think I had time to get used to the idea—it just
wasn’t real. I kept thinking it couldn’t be happening—and then it wasn’t.” She
shrugged. “But when we were under attack I was so scared.” Mariwen
rolled her eyes again and added a groan. “I was sure we’d all get killed. It
was awful . . .” 


Not as awful as some things. 


Then Mariwen brightened. “But you know all that, don’t you?
Besides, you’re famous. That’s another thing that makes us a pair.” 


“We’re famous?” Mariwen kept saying things that made no
sense. 


She laughed again. “Not making much of a first impression, am I? 
I hope I don’t usually babble like this.”


No, you’re doing fine. Wasn’t quite the way Kris expected Homeworlders to be though, 
based on the few she’d met. They had been—stop thinking about that. . .
 

“But I guess you probably wouldn’t know. Anyway . . .” She pressed a
hand to her lips as if stuffing in a giggle. “I’m Mariwen Rathor. Without
the makeup.” If she was expecting comprehension, she was disappointed. But she
didn’t look disappointed as she elaborated, “I’m a model. I’ve done vid work
too—but mostly print and covers. Shi-an, Metra, Veronique 2M2,
Cosmo—stuff like that.” 


“Oh.” Even Kris had heard of stuff like that. She’d
never read any of them, but the second woman her dad had married got Cosmo
and Metra all the time—he hated them, said they were trash—but Kris
had liked her. They’d only been married a season though and when she left, his
drinking got really bad. It’d been less than a year after that . . . 


Kris blinked, seeing him again that last time, standing in
the road in the billows of red dust, one hand raised, all the life beaten out
of his face, still trying to smile—nothing behind it, nothing at all, just
hollow . . . 


Tears welled up, hot and unpleasant, and Mariwen put a hand
on her shoulder. “Oh shit,”—the expletive was so alien on her lips that it
shocked Kris—“I said something stupid, didn’t I?” 


 “No.” Her voice choked. “No, it’s okay. Really.” She
reached up, touched Mariwen’s arm lightly and shrugged out from under it. 


Mariwen bit her lip as her hand slid off Kris’s shoulder.
“Like hell.” 


Kris sat down on her bunk, put her face in her hands.
Dragging up years of hard-earned control she forced the tears back where they
belonged. She raised her head and smiled at Mariwen. “Look, I’m okay. Really.” 


Mariwen was unconvinced. “If you say so.” She paused, then
said, “It might be better if you just let it go. There isn’t anything wrong
with that, you know. If you want to talk . . .” 


Kris shook her head, politely but firmly. “No. I don’t wanna
talk. It’s fine. I’m used to it.” 


Mariwen nodded, relenting with a smile. “Okay.” Then a second
later, she said: “You know, it’s nice not to be the supermodel to
someone. You haven’t even asked for my autograph.” 


“Yet.” An attempt at a witty repartee—Mariwen seemed to
expect that and it was the best she could do at the moment. 


“Don’t be in a hurry. Are you hungry?” 


Kris drew a couple of deep slow breaths. “Probably.” 


“Want to get something to eat? They already won’t talk to
us. We could start a rumor.” 


“You don’t think there’s enough rumors already?” 


“Oh, come on.” Mariwen held out her hand. Kris hesitated,
then took Mariwen’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze before letting their
fingers slip apart. Mariwen cocked her head, her look becoming a little
pensive. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be pushy. I’d just really like the company.”


 That teased a smile out of Kris, slim but real. “Okay,” she
answered, “Yeah. Thanks.” 


“Thank you,” Mariwen said with a grin. “I’m not quite
up to being alone with my legions of rabid fans just yet.” 










Chapter Four





LSS Arizona

entering Sagittarius


Dinner was something of a disappointment. It was, in
fact, the same concentrate-based stuff that Kris had learned to loathe. This
didn’t do much for her appetite, but she found that if she listened to Mariwen,
she could ignore the food. She hadn’t known how to take Mariwen’s comment about
‘legions of rabid fans’—she seemed to be kidding, but Kris couldn’t tell about
which part. There certainly did appear to be legions of fans, to say the least.
Everyone knew her, and the same things that made Mariwen a pariah to the
Harkness Amalekites—her sexual orientation and chosen profession—made her a
deity to the crew. They were stopped constantly on the way to the mess and had
their dinner interrupted half a dozen more times once they got there. 


But they were hardly rabid. In fact, they all were on their
best Sunday-school manners. Still Kris was amazed at the graciousness with
which Mariwen met them. She smiled, chatted, signed everything—including a
nude flat-photo from an old ‘zine—leaving all her admirers grinning and many
of them tongue-tied and flushed. 


“Yeah, that’s me,” Mariwen admitted when the beaming crewman
with the nude pic left. “You have to get started in this business somehow.
That’s one of the best ways. Besides”—she took another dainty bite of the
lousy food—“it was fun. I’d do it again, if my agent would let me. But she
says it would cost me too much. The money’s all in the tease. Of course, I
might tell her to go to hell one of these days.” 


Kris couldn’t get her mind off the image. “And you said I
was beautiful.” 


“You are,” Mariwen said, suddenly serious. She put down her
fork. “You’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.” 


Kris blushed. Mariwen started eating again. “I am
going to get invited to the NCO mess,” she muttered. “Say, you wouldn’t be
interested in a job, would you? Lora’s a good agent. She doesn’t often handle
newcomers, but I know she’ll work something out if I ask her to. If you want,
that is.” 


“You know?” 


“I know,” Mariwen answered with a twinkle in her eye.
“I’d stop speaking to her. She’d lose her twelve-and-a-half percent and her
meal ticket. Besides, we’re married.” 


“Oh.” 


“Don’t look like that. We’re not that married.” 


Kris’s ears began to go red. Mariwen giggled and shook her
head. “That’s a joke. Are you interested? I’m serious. About the job, I mean.” 


Kris shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. I’m—well . . . Thanks for asking, though.” 


“Okay. But if you change your mind . . .” 


Kris changed the subject instead. They chatted for awhile
and it turned out that Mariwen had been a paid pick. A gang had picked her off
while she was vacationing on Hestia alone—Lora had returned just the day
before to negotiate her next contract. 


“God, I’m glad she wasn’t there,” Mariwen moaned. “I mean,
what would they have done?” 


Kris didn’t have the stomach to tell her. 


“They were very polite and all that. No violence—no real
violence. They didn’t hurt me or even threaten me really. Mustn’t damage the
merchandise or anything.” She stabbed a chunk of reconstituted vegetable with
controlled viciousness. “I’d cheerfully cut the balls off each and every one of
them. With a nail file.” The vegetable disappeared in a single snapped bite. 


Mariwen had no idea who’d paid for her kidnapping. The small
ship she’d been brought in on docked with Harlot’s Ruse and left; her
handlers had been killed in the attack. 


“Handlers?” In all her years as Trench’s slave, Kris hadn’t
heard of that. 


“Handlers. When you’re special, you get handlers. I was special.”
She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “They keep you from scarring yourself. The
re-gen marks still show to a connoisseur”—the venom in the inflection burned
hot and acid-bright through the word—“and they keep you from killing yourself.
And, yes, I thought about that. All the time.” 


Kris mashed her napkin under the table and said nothing. 


Mariwen asked where they were going. When Kris told her,
Mariwen looked blank with surprise. “That’s where Lora is. We live in Nemeton.”
That was a city on Nedaema, Kris gathered. “Christ, I hope she hasn’t gotten all
worked up about this. I wonder what she’s heard . . .” Mariwen fretted over the
thought. “I hope she hasn’t found out too much. She’ll have every goddamned
producer within fifty light-years out to bid for my ‘story’. One week with the
bad guys in a stinking little ship.” She shook her head. “I’ll be sick. Now if
I had your story, that would be something—” 


“You don’t want my story,” Kris said, more harshly than she
meant. 


Mariwen put hands in her lap, looked down at them. “I did it
again, didn’t I? I’m sorry, Kris. I really am. I just keep forgetting. I don’t
know why.” 


Kris touched her arm lightly. “It’s fine,” she lied. Then
they talked about other things. 


After dinner, they went back to their quarters again. They
were full this time; as crowded as she’d been led to expect. Commander t’Laren
came in as promised and talked to them—addressed was maybe a better
word. Isabeau t’Laren was a rather hard-looking woman with short roan-red hair,
younger than middle-age and attractive in a muscular sort of way. She didn’t
smile easily, and then only with the lower half of her face. She was polite but
very formal. Most of the other women watched her with a kind of silent awe. She
told them much of the same information that Lieutenant Huron had already given
her and Kris listened with her eyes closed. She wasn’t sure if she liked the
commander or not. 


After she spoke to the group, t’Laren progressed around the
room and talked to each of them briefly. When she reached Kris she asked the
expected have-everything-you-need questions, and Kris mentioned it would be
nice to have some underwear. 


The commander smiled—she was warmer up close—and
apologized. “We did up your kit on rather short notice. I’ll speak to the
ship’s purser tonight. They will have something more suitable for you in the
morning.” 


Why short notice? That was just weird . . . 


Kris decided she was acting paranoid, said thanks and
t’Laren moved on. Kris thought that the warmth could go on and off like a
light. Finally, she made a brief exiting address and left. 


Kris lay back on her bunk, reading a book on the swing-out
viewer and trying to ignore the ripple of gossip that lapped at her ears.
Lights-out sounded after awhile; she flipped off the viewer, rolled over, and
went almost immediately to sleep. 


*     *     *


The next morning Kris got up
late, ignoring reveille, and found the promised parcel by her bunk. It
contained a woman’s green jumpsuit, a couple of changes of underwear and a
note: “Hope these fit—Isabeau t’Laren, Exec.” Kris was oddly touched by
the personal note. She dressed and showered and made it to sickbay only a
little late for her appointment. 


There, she met the grim-faced medical director of yesterday
and he didn’t look any happier this morning. If she had heard his name, she'd forgotten
it. Perched on a chair in one of the examination rooms—the concept of relaxing
seemed foreign to him—he asked her some preliminary questions: standard stuff
like name, age, siblings, place of birth and where she went to school. Then he
tersely explained how the tests would go. She would be asked three sets of
questions; she could answer anyway she chose. Each set would be asked twice,
the second time under examination. She could stop the testing at any time. 


“What happens if I do that?” 


“That depends on the context,” he answered gruffly. “It is
usually better if you don’t.” He took out a device like a large stylus,
unfurled it to the size of a standard sheet of plaspaper and began jotting
notes on it. Kris didn’t recognize the thing but they seemed quite common here.
The officers and noncoms all had one; some
of the rates did too—specialists, she figured—and they were always using them.
The device appeared to combine the functions of a cel and tablet or mempad,
but this was the first time she’d seen one used in this particular
configuration. Before, she’d only seen people expand theirs to a size bigger
than a typical cel but a little smaller than a mempad. No one had told her a
thing about them—the name or if they were strictly military issue—but they
were clearly more powerful than anything you’d find in the colonies, especially
in the Outworlds. 


The medical director stopped writing and looked up. “Ready?”



“Yeah.” 


He had her recline on the padded sickbay bed, attached a
blood-pressure monitor and several electrodes; one to the side of her neck, one
just above her left breast, two to her forehead, one to right wrist. Then he
slipped a small cuff over her left index finger. “You’ll feel a prick at
sometime during the test—it’s a blood sample. It will only happen once, but
I’m afraid I can’t tell you when.” 


She nodded. 


He placed a dim red light on a movable arm above her face,
about the size and shape of a penlight. “This light will be lit when the
examination is in progress. It will not seem steady—the brightness may vary
and it may appear to move. That’s normal. You might get drowsy, and that’s
normal too. 


“But if you start to feel nausea, or panic or extreme
hostility—an urge to inflict harm on someone—me, for instance—that is not
normal. Tell me immediately and we’ll stop the test. Do you understand?” 


She nodded—Yes. 


“Anything you want to ask before we begin?” 


A head shake—No. 


“Alright, I’ll begin.” 


The medical director went through his questions quickly, not
giving her a chance to think and prodding her if she took too long. Some of the
questions were banal: did she like the color blue? What did she think of the
mess food? Some were more complicated: when was killing justified? Did she
believe in God? Some were personal: was she, or did she think she might be,
homosexual or bisexual? When did she think about sex? Love? When had she lost
her virginity? 


She got pretty upset over those questions but decided he was
asking them just to piss her off. A lot of the questions seemed designed to do
that. Others just seemed silly: what did she want to do for a living? How much
money was enough? Did she like children? 


He asked the questions again with the light on and Kris
thought she gave the same answers, but more calmly because she was expecting
them. Sometimes she wasn’t sure he asked all the questions, or what she said in
response. The light would go off and she would snap to as if she’d dozed. Then
he asked her if any of the questions particularly bothered her. She answered
with a snappish affirmative and they talked about it for a few minutes, him
scribbling all the while. Finally, they began the second set of questions. Some
of the first set were repeated; some were similar, but reworded. She seemed to
remember less of what happened with the light on. 


The last set went very quickly. Suddenly the light went off
and he removed the blood pressure monitor and the electrodes. Her left index
finger was slightly sore—she hadn’t noticed the prick at all. “That’s it?” 


“Yes. For now, Ms. Kennakris.” 


“For now? What’s that mean? Did I pass?” 


The question made him frown, a deeper expression than
normally shaped his sour features. “That is not a term that is especially
applicable in this case, but you are free to go.” He coiled up the wires and
pushed the apparatus aside. 


What the hell did that mean? A shrink’s version of a simple
affirmative? 


“I didn’t notice the blood sample,” she ventured. 


“I know. That’s a good sign.” He finished stowing the
equipment. “There will, of course, be another test of somewhat similar nature
when we reach Cassandra. Although, because of the more sophisticated equipment,
people generally find it pleasanter. Good day, Ms. Kennakris.” 


Kris went back to the bunk room and again found it empty
except Mariwen reading alone—something she did quite a bit. “You’ve been to
see the spook,” she said. “I can tell by your eyes.” 


“Angry?” 


“Crossed.” 


“Angry and crossed,” Kris declared.


Mariwen laughed. “I didn’t enjoy it either. Mostly, I wanted
to bite him.” 


A little shiver went down Kris’s back. “Did you say
anything?” 


“No,” Mariwen answered off-handedly. “I wasn’t serious. He
just made me mad. I always want to bite people when I’m mad. Mom used to say I
was some kind of little furry creature in another life. Why?” 


“Nothing.” Kris shrugged. She’d gotten angry too. “What made
you mad?” 


“Most of it, actually. But the questions about sex, in
particular.” 


“Yeah,” Kris heartily agreed. “Those made me want to bite
him myself.” 


“I got us invited to the NCO mess. Want to come?” 


Kris sat down heavily on her bunk. She liked Mariwen’s
company but not the circus it engendered. That, she could do without. “I
thought I’d rest a bit. Thanks though.” 


Mariwen drew her face into a pouty little frown—an
excessively cute expression. “They’ll all be disappointed. I actually think
they like you better than me. I believe I’m jealous.” 


Kris scowled at her. 


“I’m joking—about being jealous, anyway.” Her face
softened. “Please, would you come?” 


Kris felt the scowl slipping. Mariwen was damn hard to
resist. “Always get your way, don’t you?” 


“No!” Then a smile, one-sided and a little sheepish. “Well,
yeah. Maybe.” She reached out a hand to Kris’s shoulder. Mariwen touched people
so comfortably. Unconsciously, Kris shrugged her shoulder aside. “If you’d
really rather not—”


“No,” Kris said, chagrined when she realized what she’d
done. “Just being bitchy. I’ll go.” 


“Great!” Mariwen beamed. “I did promise them I’d bring you.
I didn’t know how I was going to face them all.” 


Kris was tempted to throw a pillow at her. “You are
insufferable!” 


“I know,” Mariwen giggled. “Ain’t it grand?” 


Lunch in the NCO mess was vastly better. It was, in fact,
better than her first meal; that one must have come from the officer’s mess. So
the little yeoman had been right. The circus Kris had wanted to avoid did not
materialize either: Mariwen’s public was appreciative but there was none of the
hectic adoration of the day before. Lunch went by quickly and Kris was sorry
when it ended. 


As they walked back from the mess, they met Huron in a
passageway. To Kris, he seemed rather hurried and distracted, but he stopped
anyway and asked solicitously after their well-being. He talked rather more to
Mariwen than to her, and Kris thought she detected a manner in Mariwen she had
not seen before. Something like deference. As he left, she asked, “Do you know
him?” 


Mariwen looked a little surprised. “Rafe Huron? Not really.
I know of him, of course. He’s one of the Huron family.” 


Kris shook her head. 


“The Huron family,” Mariwen repeated. “KKHR Control
Group—they’re the ‘H’. You know—TeraCon Heavy Industries, Ilmatar Neoforming,
Prometheus Development . . .” 


Those were names that penetrated even into the far-flung
corners of Kris’s world. “Oh.” 


“They probably own more dirt than anyone. And his daddy’s
Speaker of the Grand Senate, too.” 


“Oh,” Kris repeated. Most colonists couldn’t vote, so
politics didn’t mean much to them but she still knew what being Speaker meant.
As leader of the Grand Senate, he was an immensely powerful man. While he
couldn’t actually order things done as say, the Proconsuls of Halith or
the President of the Bannerman Confederacy could, he could certainly suggest
a course of action and most of the time that amounted to the same thing. 


“. . . and he’s a famous fighter pilot and genuine war hero—just for frosting.” 


“What?” Kris meant she hadn’t heard the first part of the
sentence but Mariwen misunderstood. 


“Yeah, he did something at a place called Mananzas Cay—it
was all over the media for weeks. That would have been about a year ago, I
guess.” 


Mananzas Cay. Kris remembered Mangle, the half-Max
surgeon’s mate, coming back from downside with a load of booze and wild stories
of a disaster at Mananzas Cay, way out in the Hydra. He and Trench had gotten
roaring drunk that night—too drunk to make much sense—but Mangle kept
repeating parts of the story and bad mouthing someone he called “Fuck’n
Flyboy.” 


The news made it all through the crew. They’d been pissed off for a month.
She never managed to hear any details—just a lot of mess-carping and
elaborate plans for Fuck’n Flyboy should they ever get their hands on
him. They never used his name. Maybe they didn’t know it. 


Rafe Huron. Fuck’n Flyboy. Kris smiled a little
tightly. “So he’s a fucking paragon, is he?” 


Mariwen laughed. “Oh yes, they say he’s that, too. I forgot
to mention that part.” 


Kris frowned a little crossly. “Is that why he’s so nice to
you?” 


Mariwen shook her head, still laughing. “No, he knows better
than that. But he’s from Michigan and I’m from California—that gives us some
connection, I guess.” 


“Michigan? California?” 


“Yeah, you know. The States. The old U.S. of A.” 


Kris’s eyes went round. “You’re Staters? Both of you?
From old Terra?” 


“Well, yes,” Mariwen answered, surprised at her reaction.
“We prefer to think of it as Earth, though.” 


“Oh. Oh. Sorry. I never met—I mean—on Parson’s
Acre, we didn’t—well, you know—” 


“It’s okay,” Mariwen interrupted her stammer. “We can’t walk
on water and we only bite when aroused. It’s not a big deal.” Kris nodded
mutely. “Oh, don’t be silly—I’m teasing,” Mariwen scolded. “Come on, let’s go
do something fun.” 










Chapter Five





LSS Arizona

entering the Cepheid-Sagittarian Belt


CEF warships were not designed with fun in mind, but
they persevered. They went to the library, checked out six hours of old Wayfarer
serials that had been popular when Kris was a kid, and watched them all at
once. The next morning, they got up, skipped breakfast and found out they could
play low-G racquetball on the hanger deck. Kris had won trophies in school and
it was one of the few things Trench would let her do, but she soon found out
that Mariwen, for all her model’s looks and seeming softness, was in excellent
shape and could play mean when she had to. They played a dozen games and
Mariwen won the set: 7 to 5. Afterwards, they sat together on the court’s floor—limp and calves cramping, sweat stinging their eyes and dripping off
their elbows—and Mariwen said, “That’s the last time that’s going to happen.” 


“Yeah,” Kris agreed. “Next time I won’t win five.” 


“Bullshit,” Mariwen laughed, a little harshly because her
throat was raw from panting. “Help me up.” 


As they struggled to their feet, Mariwen slipped and
stumbled into Kris. Their bodies came together in a clash of thin sweat-soaked
cloth as Kris caught Mariwen around the shoulders to keep them both from
falling and Mariwen wrapped her arms around Kris’s waist. 


“God, you smell good,” Mariwen murmured huskily in her ear.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to—” 


“Hey!” Kris protested. “You promised.” 


“I know,” Mariwen sighed. “I’m such a bad girl.” Her
breath tickled the side of Kris’s neck. “Goddamn, you make me wet . . .” 


Kris shifted her hands to Mariwen’s upper arms and pushed
firmly. “Come on. You said you wouldn’t, okay?” 


Mariwen stepped back, shook her dark sweat-plastered hair
out of her face and ran her fingers through it so that it sleeked back against
her temples. The motion arched her back, pressing her full breasts tightly
against the stressed fabric of her tank top. Her eyes burned into Kris’s core 
with their look, making her breath catch in her throat. No wonder Mariwen was 
paid so much for what she did. 


Mariwen blinked and the heat in her eyes began to fade. She
let out a huge sigh. “Okay. I’m sorry. It’s the exercise.” Then she shrugged,
her eyes returning to normal. “Alright, lousy excuse. Don’t hate me.” 


Kris was moved to touch her, but dared not. “I don’t hate
you, Mariwen. It’s just . . . I mean, I—um . . . it’s not—” She looked away,
suddenly shy and embarrassed. 


“Sorry, Kris.” Mariwen reached out and curved her hand
around Kris’s shoulder in a neutral fashion and Kris didn’t flinch it off. “I
really am. Please forgive me?” 


Kris nodded, throat tight. Mariwen slipped her hand off
Kris’s shoulder, flashed one of her old safe teasing smiles. “I’m going to take
a shower. I’ll be interested to see if the old cold-shower trick works.” 


Being teased allowed Kris to regain some equilibrium. She
returned the volley with a smirk. “You don’t know yet?” 


“Never had to find out before,” Mariwen shot back. 


“Mariwen!” 


“Don’t look at me like that,” Mariwen said archly. “Your
fault.” 


Kris conceded defeat. “Alright, alright. Let’s go. I’ll even
let you shower first.” 


“So gracious.” Mariwen flounced out ahead of her,
swaying her hips and blowing a kiss. 


On the way back, they passed Huron in the corridor again.
His face had a rigid set to it and there were lines around the mouth and eyes
as if he had been missing sleep. He nodded to them politely, touching the brim
of his peaked cap, but did not stop. Kris read tension and frustration in even
that brief gesture. Something was going on. 


“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” she called after him. “Something’s
up, isn’t it?” Huron paused a moment, indecision momentarily stiffening his
back. Then he turned. 


“Well yes,” he began hesitantly, “something is up.” He
rubbed the fingers of his right hand across his palm. “I guess you two have
earned the right to know this, if anyone has. Yesterday we picked up the phase
wake of a small flotilla. Probably someone coming to meet your friends”—he bit
down hard on the sarcastic syllables—“but since we crashed the party, they’re
trying to clear out of the area. At the moment, I’m afraid they are
succeeding.” 


“They are?” Kris’s voice took on an edge. 


Huron looked pained around the eyes. “I’m afraid so, yes.
The wakes are very weak—we can’t track them reliably. None of the transit
estimates converge. If we had an idea of their destination, we could probably
still nail them—but we don’t.” 


A strange, hard look settled on Kris’s features. “Where are
we?” 


“Grid reference LZ-117.” He looked dubious. “Does that mean
anything to you?”


“Maybe,” Kris answered chewing her lip. “Is that a Never’s
Projection reference?” 


Huron’s eyes widened slightly. “Malthus-Never’s. Pretty
close.” 


“Then we’re near Hipparcos Prime? In the Belt? A little
G-north of Sagittarius?” 


Huron’s eyes widened more. “That’s the closest major, yes.” 


Kris eyes glittered as she grinned thinly. “Then they’re
heading for d’Harra.” 


Huron blinked. “We checked that. It didn’t fit.” 


“You used book numbers. They’ll be running real hot—probably
no better than point seven optimum.” 


“That’s a hell of a risk!” 


“Compared to you guys shooting at them?” Kris shook
her head. “Nah. They run hot to ball up your numbers if you hear them. If you
assume anything reasonable, you’ll way overshoot.” She locked eyes with him.
“You said your estimates wouldn’t converge.” 


Huron rubbed his jaw, not yet convinced. “But there’s
nothing at d’Harra.” 


“That’s why they go there,” Kris snapped. “They can try to
wait you out on it and skate away real shallow once you’re faked out.” 


Huron continued rubbing his jaw, digesting this. “Excuse me
a moment.” 


He walked away slowly a few paces, pulled out the device
like a stylus and hailed the bridge. They heard him talking, fast and low, but
couldn’t make out the words. 


“What’s going on?” Mariwen whispered anxiously in Kris’s
ear. Kris jumped a little. She’d quite forgotten Mariwen. She turned and saw Mariwen’s
eyes—large and worried. “I didn’t understand half of what you said. Is there
going to be a fight?” 


“I don’t think so,” Kris muttered back, having no idea if it
was actually true. 


“. . . yeah, I know that,” Huron snapped suddenly. “I didn’t
say it made sense. Just run it!” 


More unintelligible talking. “Point seven’s just an
estimate, dammit!” Silence. Huron fidgeting and tapping a finger on his trouser
seam. Kris watching him stonily. Mariwen looking out-of-place and confused.
Then the stylus-thing crackled again. Expressions kaleidoscoped across Huron’s
face and ended in a smile. 


“d’Harra at point six-eight optimum. Got a ninety-eight
convergence.” He looked curiously at Kris. “How did you know that? We’ve been
pulling refugees off slaver boats for years—none have ever been able to tell
us a thing about their routes. How did you find out?” 


“You got a system?” Kris asked by way of an answer. 


“In my cabin.” He looked across Kris’s shoulder at Mariwen.
“Please excuse us, Ms. Rathor?” 


“Of course.” Mariwen had recovered a little of her customary
aplomb. She brushed a strand sweat-stiff hair out of Kris’s face and played at
straightening the damp jersey. “You look great, honey. Now don’t be late.” 


*     *     *


Huron’s cabin was smaller than she expected. There was
a narrow extrudable bunk in the sleeping niche, three cabinets with fake teak
paneling, the last of which was an autovalet; a desktop piled with yellow
plaspaper flimsies, two chairs, a console, a mess port in case he wanted to eat
in his quarters, and an omni-lit ceiling. Two fresh uniforms hung on a hook by
a long mirror and there was a stack of chips on a nearby shelf. 


Huron invited her in. “The system’s in the desktop,” he
said, brushing it clean with a casual sweep of his hand. Then he took out the
stylus-like device again, flipped it into the mempad-like mode and waved it
over the desktop. “There. You can use it now.” 


“What is that thing?” Kris asked. It obviously also had some
security functionality, since she was sure he’d just unlocked his system with
it and probably configured it into a guest mode too. “Some sort of cel? Or is
it more like a mempad?”


“This?” He held up the device as it transformed itself back
into a cylinder. She nodded. “It’s a xel. It’s a comm, a personal system and
it’s own cloud node. You can form autonomous hives with them too. Some have a
basic sensor suite, but not these. And you can’t think-link them.”


The cels Kris knew of were just local hive or cloud clients
that would run fairly simple apps. Even the tablets and the better mempads
she’d seen didn’t have as much capability as the thing he called a xel. And
she’d never heard of think-linking. “Do lots of people have them?”


“Most people,” he said, sliding it into his pocket. “We
restrict them onboard ship because frankly, they can be a damn nuisance. These
aren’t nearly as capable as the commercial ones since they have to be fully
secure—their capacity is limited and they don’t have as many configuration
options and, of course, you can’t customize them as much. The good ones are
about as powerful as most desktop systems—a lot of people don’t use desktop
systems anymore.” 


“Oh.” She’d figured they had technology far beyond anything
she was used to, but she had no idea it was this far ahead. What was his system
like? Could she even use it? 


Huron pulled over a chair and gestured for Kris to sit. She
did, then nervously thumbed the system on and adjusted the display the way she
liked it. The screen lost its silvery-purple sheen and glowed a soft blue. 


“Can you talk to it?” she asked. Trench’s system had had a
speech interface. 


“Used to be able to,” Huron answered. “I yanked it. Hate
machines that talk back to you.” 


“Oh.” Kris frowned slightly as she glided the cursor over
the icons. Well, so far things looked pretty much the same . . .


“Problem?” 


“No,” Kris shook her head. She selected a couple of
functions, frowned again as the display changed unexpectedly. “What OS is
this?” 


“x7.01. What are you used to?” 


“x5.0.” 


“Not much different,” Huron said. “They merged a few of the
libraries, and application builder is over there.” He pointed. “They updated
the analyst—moved the config menus under that round thing in the upper left—no,
the silly glowing one.” 


“Oh. Okay.” Kris brightened considerably. She selected a
library and quickly ran its contents through the analyst. 


“What do you need?” 


“Tesseract and a copy of the TSAO catalog, if you’ve got
it.” She squinted at the screen. “I can use Amber Mountain, if not.” 


“Tesseract is in the root. I called it T.” 


“You didn’t link?” 


Huron shrugged. “Why? I can type.” He was rummaging through
the chips on the shelf. “I’ve got TSAO here somewhere. Don’t keep it on the
machine.” 


“Isn’t it in the ship’s library?” 


“Probably. Ah, here we go.” He pulled the chip out of its
case. “What do you need this for anyway?” 


“I need to build a grid.” 


Huron looked blankly at her with the chip in his hand. 


“Oh, it won’t take that long,” she added. “Probably about a
half hour. Is that okay?” 


“There’s mapper, if you want,” Huron finally said in a funny
tone of voice. “Type Map.” 


She did. The display switched to holo mode and grid popped
up in with a point highlighted. 


“Oh, cool!” Kris breathed. “We’re here?” She pointed at the
highlighted grid reference. 


“Yeah. Those are manifolds and allowed phases. Those are
nodes.” 


“And where are we going?” 


“Cassandra Station. It’s NQ-147.” 


She entered the reference. The display put an amber globe
around it. Now she just had to know where they jumped the slaver ship. 


“LQ-85,” Huron told her. She clicked on it. “This is great.
How do I plot a transit?” 


“Hot-linking the transform from Tesseract is probably
easiest. I’ve got a procedure written that’ll do an gross iterative solution,
if you like.” 


“Oh that’s okay,” Kris said sunnily. With the grid up and
the destination marked, this was going to be easy. “Can I just pull the
transforms out of the function library and enter them here?” 


Huron lifted his cap and ran his fingers through his hair.
“Well, yeah. If . . .” 


She ignored the rest of what he said and got into the
function menu. Biting her lip gently, she pulled up a basic transform and
started to convolve it. A red line began to wobble tentatively through the
display. 


“Shit,” she muttered. “Wrong sign.” She typed a couple of
key strokes and started the convolution again. The red transit line arced
across to impale Cassandra. 


“There,” Kris said triumphantly. “That’s it.” Then she
grinned a little sheepishly. “Of course, that’s not what we’re running exactly,
but it oughta be close. Optimum’s all I can do in my head.” 


“Uh huh.” Huron stared at the display incredulously, then
sat down in the other chair. “What exactly does this tell me about slaver
routes?” 


“I needed a reference,” Kris answered in a cheery voice,
enjoying herself immensely. “Now I can fill the rest in pretty easily.” 


“But how did you figure it out to begin with?” 


Kris’s brows rose. “Isn’t it obvious?” 


Huron brought up a hand to smooth the hair over his temple
again; a distracted little gesture. “No. I’m afraid it isn’t. I don’t imagine
they just told you.” 


“No,” Kris said, “They’re usually real close-mouthed. It was
times.” 


“Times?” 


Kris nodded. “Yeah. For an optimum transit, the transit
times are unique. Time enough transits and you can build a wire diagram, then
you just rotate it until the ends all touch a destination.” 


“Oh.” Huron digested this for a moment. “But you need to
anchor it somewhere. If you don’t know where you were when you started timing
transits, you’ve got a problem. And how do you handle routes with similar
timings? They don’t always run optimum—so you said.” 


Kris shrugged. “That’s easy. When you take on the same
supplies, when guys start talking about the same bars or whorehouses, when you
hear the same people on the comms—stuff like that. Finding the anchor was
harder, but the routes are pretty repetitive and after awhile it narrows down.
I got to talk to the transportees a few times and that confirmed it.” 


“Yeah. Okay.” Huron quit fidgeting. “And you figured this
out all by yourself?” 


Kris’s brows quirked in a hurt look. “I had eight years.” 


“Good point.” He stood up. “Look, will you excuse me for a
few minutes? I think the captain should know about this.” 


Kris shrugged. “Sure. This’ll take me a little while.” 


“That’s fine. I’ll be back in about fifteen.” He pointed at
the entry pad by the door. “If that goes off, answer it.” He flashed a narrow,
one-sided smile. “I’ve got my reputation to think about.” 


Before Kris could comment, he was out the door. 


*     *     *


Lieutenant Huron walked quickly down the hall, his
head spinning. He caught the lift-ladder to O-Deck, breezed out, punched
the bridge hatch open without losing stride. Lieutenant Fitz Lee Walsh was
manning the nav-station. Huron went and leaned over the display. 


“Fitz, show me our transit.” 


Walsh brought it up. Huron stared hard at it, muttering and
tracing the line with his finger. Close, but not exact. Well, she’d said that.
“What are we running?” 


“About nine-three,” Walsh answered. “Old Man’s in a hurry.” 


“Plot an optimum, would you?” 


“What for?” 


“Don’t give me grief, Walsh.” 


“Alright. Gimme a second.” Walsh reached out, blanked the
display, brought up the nav module, started fiddling. A minute or so later he
had a transform. He ran it through a pole checker to make sure there were no
unallowed singularities in the solution, then did a residue calculation.
Finally, he brought up the convolver, and stuffed the transform in it with the
residual inputs. The thin red line arced across the display to their
destination. The whole process took about three minutes—Walsh was a pretty
good navigator. “How’s that?” 


“Tap up my system.” Walsh entered the link commands. Huron
entered his passcode. “Grab that,” he said, pointing. “Merge the plots.” 


“What is this?” Walsh muttered testily as the two holo plots
overlaid perfectly. “A fucking test?”


“Sort of,” Huron answered, “but not of you. Son of a bitch.”
He straightened and Walsh shot him a dirty look sideways. “I’ve got a girl back
there who plots transits in her head.” 


“No fuckin’ way!” 


“There it is, man.” Huron pointed at the display. “Living
color. I watched her do it.” 


“Son of a bitch.” 


“My words exactly. And she says she knows all the slaver
routes in this sector.” 


“Oh bullshit! You are pulling my leg.” 


“Not a nanometer,” Huron replied coolly. “She’s plotting
them up now. She got one already.” 


Walsh twisted around in his chair. “d’Harra? She gave
you that?” 


Huron smiled with just the edges of his teeth showing. “You
get a gold star, Fitz. What’s the Old Man doing about it anyway?” 


“He shot it over to PrenTalien. They’re whistling up
Shariati’s group out of Epona. Should be able to give them bastards a big
fucking surprise.” 


A quiet, self-satisfied smile warmed Huron’s features.
“That’s nice.” 










Chapter Six





LSS Arizona

 transiting the Cepheid-Sagittarian Belt


By the time Huron got back to his cabin, Kris was
nearly done with the map. She was agonizing over the last few details as he
came in. “Almost,” she said over her shoulder, then muttered Shit! under
her breath. He came and stood quietly behind her. She typed and muttered,
poking at the holo volume with the stylus. After about five minutes, she threw
her hands in the air. “Fuck it. I can’t remember anymore.” 


Huron looked over her shoulder while she rubbed her eyes. What
he saw left him impressed. He glanced down at her, hesitated, then asked,
“Would you mind telling me how you learned this? Hyper-navigation is a two-year
graduate program. Not to mention astrocartography. It couldn’t have been easy.”


Kris shot him a nakedly angry look. “It wasn’t.” 


*     *     *


Trench had had an old
navigation text and Kris had read it. That made Trench laugh; no way was she
gonna understand that shit. She told him it had cool pictures. He laughed some
more. 


Kris found the text when she was fourteen and for a long
time he was right. Her schooling had ended at age eleven—the text assumed
college-level math and physics. But there were a lot of pictures and animated
tutorials, and for all her lack of formal education, she managed to grasp a few
basic concepts. She took down the text and looked at it whenever she didn’t
have work to do. That wasn’t often, but she wasn’t above trading sexual favors
to other deck slaves to have her chores done. That gave her more time alone
with the text. When she wheedled Trench into letting her log onto his system,
things got better. There was a comprehensive encyclopedia and several tutorial
packages in the library; no doubt installed by the original owners and never
purged. Kris worked herself through calculus and analytic geometry, and all the
physics she could get out of the encyclopedia. Gradually, the navigation text
began to make sense. 


She learned that three things were essential to hyperlight
travel: a wormhole, a statis field and a manifold. A wormhole was simply the
path taken by a mass that collapsed into a black hole when its trajectory was
plotted in N-space; the N-dimensional overspace in which the familiar
four—real space-time or RST—resided. The encyclopedia said that the exact
value of N remained unresolved. Competing theories argued for either
eleven or thirteen and the encyclopedia implied that there was blood on the
walls whenever cosmologists gathered to try to resolve it. 


Wormholes resulting from collapsing star cores were common in
nature but not at all useful. Though once thought of as a likely means of
hyperlight travel, they presented insurmountable difficulties from the
practical standpoint. The encyclopedia said this was actually realized long
before the popular notion died out, and practical hyperlight travel was
considered impossible until the hyper-Lorenz transformations of Benjamin’s
Second Modification of the Grand Unified Theory were discovered. Those provided
the theoretical basis for gravitic technology: the artificial creation and
manipulation of gravity and antigravity fields. The first practical gravitic
technology was the bipolar gravity lens which collected gravity waves
passively, and focused them to create enough virtual mass to make a wormhole.
Much later, antimatter drives were invented that could create enough virtual
mass on their own to make a useable wormhole. 


But making a wormhole was one thing; surviving a trip
through one was something else entirely. Objects falling into a wormhole
experience extreme tidal forces that at the event horizon destroy ordinary
matter. What emerges is a burst of energy and uncorrelated particles that
resemble decay products. But from the human perspective, that wasn't the only
problem. Although wormholes do traverse N-space’s other dimensions,
those dimensions are conjugate spatial, meaning that topology is conserved.
This causes dimensional scaling effects and since a particle transits a wormhole
at the relativistic velocity at which it entered, the trip’s duration from the
traveler’s point of view was exactly the same as it would be in RST. Only from
the point of view of an external observer did the wormhole traveler exceed the
speed of light. 


The solution of both problems was the stasis field, a branch
of gravitic technology. A stasis field created what was, in effect, an event
horizon around the ship, encapsulating a “time bubble” that allowed the ship to
subjectively experience its RST timespace. This not only canceled the
dimensional scaling effects, but also protected against the wormhole’s extreme
tidal forces. By preserving the RST timespace, the stasis field reduced the
period of extreme gravity shear to near the Planck time, enabling the travelers
to survive it. (An alternate explanation held that stasis fields scaled the
electroweak force so that ordinary matter acquired the tensile strength needed
to resist the shear forces. Although supportable by an adaptation of the color
confinement principle of quantum chromo-dynamics, the encyclopedia said this
theory was not widely accepted.) 


The final piece of the puzzle was the cosmic manifold: a
2-dimensional membrane vibrating in the N-dimensional overspace. Cosmic
manifolds grew out of M-theory, an ancient fore-runner of the GUT that was
wrong but led to this useful insight. The formal description was a mess but the
key was that wormhole trajectories followed cosmic manifolds in predictable
ways. It was by mapping manifolds that wormhole travel became more than a blind
jump into the abyss. 


Taken together, it all worked. A ship in a statis field
could safely traverse a wormhole along a manifold, the pseudo-velocity being
related to the ratio of the virtual mass of the drive to the ship’s rest mass;
a higher ratio made the wormhole go deeper—some said straighter—and
took less time. 


Of course, there were limitations. A detailed understanding
of them required tensor calculus, which Kris understood only vaguely, and
hypergonic fractal geometry, which she didn’t understand at all. But she
grasped the practical aspects well enough. One was that not all
pseudo-velocities in a wormhole were permitted; they were constrained by the
allowed vibrational modes of the manifold it was on. These modes, called manifold
phase layers—usually just phase layers—were quantized, just as the electron
states of an atom were quantized and for the same reason, so the only way to go
“faster” was to have a drive “big” enough to jump to the next deeper phase
layer. 


Another limitation was that getting in and out of a wormhole
was not a simple matter. The act of accessing or exiting a wormhole was called translation
(usually ‘drop translation’ in, and ‘lift translation’ out), and the virtual
mass units required was known as the translation potential. A ship could only
create or leave a wormhole if it’s mass rating was greater than the translation
potential. 


To drop translate, it was beneficial to use the gravity well
of a star or other massive body to lower the translation potential, but there
was a problem: the efficacy of a stasis field was not unlimited—it depended on
the ship’s mass rating. Above a certain limit, gravity shear would defeat the
stasis field, destroying the ship. So while using a gravity well helped a ship
translate, the gravity gradient of the well also increased gravity shear and a
ship that translated too close to a massive body, where the gradient was too
steep, risked destruction. 


Once in the wormhole, translating out was, in principle,
just a matter of reversing the gravitic polarity. But a ship had to be careful
not to fall deeper into the destination well than its gravitic systems could
handle. At some point, the attraction of the ship’s virtual mass and the mass
of the primary at the wormhole’s terminus would overcome the gravitic system’s
antigravity potential and the doomed ship then raced to impact. 


Finally, no adjustments to course or velocity could be made
from inside a wormhole. If you’d screwed up, there was no way to tell before
the end—probably the end in all senses of the word. 


 All these factors limited where a ship could translate. The
boundary between the allowed and denied regions was called Fraser’s Limit
(named for the woman who derived it, not the ship captain who proved it by
ignoring it), and it depended on the gravity gradient, the local mass
distribution represented as sets of gravity isoclines known as ‘Teller rings,’ and
the ship’s virtual mass rating.


Calculating Fraser’s Limit was the critical part of
hyperlight travel. It was handled by a branch of mathematics called jump
convolution and it was here that Kris nearly gave up. Jump convolution was
based on something called C-star algebra, a weird topological algebra with
strange non-abelian operators that defied normal description. 


Having successfully dodged tensor calculus and hypergonic
fractal geometry, C-star algebra finally reduced Kris to tears. Written out, it
was pure gibberish. For months, she tried futilely to understand it but when
she’d finally resolved to give it up, she figured out the navigation text’s
plotting module. C-star algebra suddenly made sense. Seen holographically, the
operators became real: changing shape, touching and melding, stretching and
splitting. The discovery made her happy for weeks—she could finally do the
problems in the navigation text. Trench never did figure out why she was so
cheerful. 


One of the first advanced problems was the calculation of an
optimum transit. For any given ship mass, drive rating (in virtual mass units),
and destination, there was an optimum phase layer that gave the shortest time
for the least energy. When she finally mastered it, Kris was amazed, then
delighted, then piqued to discover that for any optimum transit, most of the
ugly stuff went to zero, and the answer was available from a few well-behaved
C-star transforms. 


Of course, an optimum transit could never be realized—something
called phase noise bled off energy and prevented it—but the optimum transit
was almost always a good approximation. And if you could visualize the
operators properly, you could do it in your head. 


*     *     *


“Anyway,” Kris finished, “that’s as far as I got.” She
waved her stylus at the holo volume. “I think this here is fucked up.” She
indicated a family of transits. “The numbers keep coming up weird—I must’ve
got a couple of routes crossed or somethin’.” Her voice slurred, sliding into a
lank drawl as she talked. It was an inflection he hadn’t heard from her before.



“You alright?” 


“Fragged out some.” The slaver slang jarred his ears. “It’s
chill. I’ll stretch.” She shook some thick waves of hair out of her face,
pushed them ineffectually back toward the nape of her neck. “I think the nodes
are jake, though.” 


“Well, that’s the most important part,” he said helpfully. 


“Can’t remember too good no more,” she muttered, ignoring
him. “Had all this shit in Trench’s box. I suppose you guys blew that all to
hell.” 


“ ‘Fraid so.” 


“Wish you hadn’t done that.” 


“Couldn’t be helped.” 


“Yeah.” She leaned her head back, rubbed at her eyes as if
trying to scrub an image from them. “Say, since I did all this for you, can I
ask you a question?” 


“Sure.”


“How’d you guys punch us outta the wormhole? That’s supposed
to be impossible.” 


Huron leaned back and crossed his arms. “Supposed to be,” he
agreed. 


“Secret shit, huh?” 


“Some of it. Why do you want to know?” 


She gave her head a little toss. “Bugs me is all.” She
gestured at the screen. “Look, this is all secret shit, too. Wanna trade?
Secret for secret? I went first.” 


Huron hid a smile behind his hand. “Fine. I’ll play. We
dropped a quantum black hole on you.” 


Kris turned and squinted at him. “You what?” 


Huron let the smile out. “You can bundle a quantum black
hole—a tiny one, say five or six ship masses—and sort of leave it in
someone’s way. In phase space, a quantum black hole is as close to a delta
function as you can get.” A looked of puzzlement clouded her face. “You know,
an impulse—a pure spike. Infinite amplitude and zero width. Anyway, it
interdicts all the possible phases of the manifold it’s on. Can’t form a
wormhole then.” 


Frowning, Kris shook her head. “Nah. That’s fine for bunging
the path ahead of time. But if somebody’s already phasing on that manifold, you
can’t do it. Exclusion principle says so.” 


“Well, yes and no,” Huron said coyly. She gave him a dirty
look and he went on. “You can’t place it on the manifold, but you can
drop it real close—zero width, remember? And under certain circumstances,
which I can’t discuss, the QBH can be made to go inflationary. That creates a
local N-space discontinuity and any wormhole nearby gets pinched off.
It’s not that the two ever coexist—it’s that you violate the boundary
conditions necessary to have a wormhole in the first place.” 


Kris rubbed the tense pain spot between her eyes. “Wait a
sec. How’d you get lift then? If you just pinch it off, don’tcha violate
topological conservation?”


“When the QBH goes inflationary, it sort of pulls the ship
along with it. There’s a coupling mechanism that bleeds energy across to give
you the lift potential. We call it bubble up.” 


“Fuck me.” Kris blinked and then shook her head. “Who
the hell thought all this up?” 


“I’m afraid I can’t say.” 


“Figures.” She turned back to the screen. “What else ya
wanna know about this?” 


“It looks good to me, Kris.” 


“Then can we bag it? I’d like to lay down.” 


“Sure.” He reached over her shoulder, batched the files and
started to close the applications. As he typed the necessary commands, he
looked her over. She did look worn out. She’d been as fresh as daisy
when they started—bright; enthusiastic even. What had happened? Shock finally
setting in? Too much racquetball? Adrenalin suddenly wearing off? He verified
the files and cleared the display, then something unsettling occurred to him.
He asked suddenly: “Kris, how did you keep all this data in a slaver’s system
without them knowing about it?” 


“Tagged it on the core files,” she answered muzzily. “Built
a deinterleaver into the purge command. Used a control code token to run it.” 


“They never checked the core integrity? They never did a
search for system tampering?” 


Kris laughed—a dry hateful sound. “Are you fucked?
Check the system—that’s jag. They steal this shit. They wouldn’t know a
diagnostic if one pissed in their beer.” 


“So you learned to hack the OS too?” 


Kris put her head down and rubbed her temples. “Yeah. The
shit comes with manuals, y’know—they just don’t read ‘em. They don’t purge
tutorials neither.” 


“Why?” 


“Why what?” 


“Why did you go to all this trouble?” 


Kris looked up at so savagely he almost took a step back.
“Are you just fuck’n dense? I was trying to kill ‘em!” 


“How were you going to do that?” 


She rolled her eyes at his painful imbecility. “If I coulda
tweaked the jump convolver, I could’ve gotten ‘em in some real pretty shit, now
couldn’t I?” 


“And yourself.” 


Kris looked disgusted. “BFD. I wasn’t goin’ nowhere. If I
coulda killed that jag motherfucker with my bare hands, I woulda.” That brought
Huron up straight. “But you guys jumped me on that.” She sank back in the
chair. “Shit, my head hurts.” 


Huron took out his xel, poked at it, frowning. “I’ll get you
something. Get some rest, Kris.” 


“Yeah, fine. Okay.” She stood unsteadily. “Don’t know what
the fuck is wrong with me.” 


“Stress,” Huron said. He helped her to the door; called for
a yeoman. Sharply. 


One came at the double. “Problem, sir?” 


Huron handed Kris over. “No, she’s just tired. Take her back
to her quarters, please.” 


“Not sickbay?” 


“No. Not sickbay.” 


“Yessir.” 


“Thank you, McKenna.” The female yeoman lead Kris away. 


*     *     *


Huron went to sickbay himself, got the strongest
analgesic he could find, scribbled some directions on the coded envelop and put
it in a message tube. It would be waiting for her when she got to her berth. He
returned to his cabin, called up the data files and studied Kris’s handiwork. 


Damned impressive. It laid out all the major routes, the
favored efficiencies, frequency of use, supply depots, nodes—the works. If it
checked out, they could shut down the slave trade in this sector. If it wasn’t too
impressive. Slavers liked to play games, but he’d never heard of them trying
anything this sophisticated.


Quickly, he wrote a report, bundled Kris’s files with it and
linked it off to the captain’s system with an urgent eyes-only tag. Ten minutes
after he sent it, his secure line beeped. He keyed it up and Captain RyKirt’s face
appeared. 


“That’s one hell of a report, Huron,” he announced without
preamble. 


“Yes sir.” 


“Is she straight?” 


“I believe so, sir.” 


“I don’t have to tell you what would happen if we ran with
this and it turned out to be a plant.” 


No, he didn’t. Huron sobered distinctly. “No, sir. Didn’t
Quillan clear her?” 


RyKirt paused uncharacteristically. “Well, yes and no.” 


“Sir?” 


“Medical Director Quillan found nothing concrete. But he has
some serious reservations about Ms. Kennakris.” 


“Her condition is hardly surprising, sir. She was a captive
for eight years. And she did kill Anton Trench rather personally.” 


“Both of which head the list of Quillan’s reservations. She
doesn’t remember killing Trench, you know. Thinks Cardinovich did him.” 


“Yes sir. I know that.” Huron realized he was standing at
attention before a display. He relaxed and looked down at his boot tips. 


“She also thinks she was born on Parson’s Acre and we know
that’s not true—her father’s immigration records state she was two when he
moved there. That at least looks solid, but we have no records of  Nathan P.
Kennakris prior to that. She doesn’t know her mother’s name and she gave two
different dates of birth without realizing it.”


“Is that surprising, sir? I mean considering everything. Her
father was a drunk and he did kill himself. I’m not sure what Quillan’s
neuroses-du-jour is, but don’t we owe her a little slack?” 


“Neuroses-du-jour, Lieutenant?” RyKirt cracked an entirely
unpleasant smile. “I know your opinions of Quillan, Huron—and of his
profession in general. And I know his opinions of you. That’s not my problem.
This is my problem.” He waved a hardcopy of Huron’s report. “Damn good story:
eight years a slave, abandoned, obscure past. Real tearjerker packed with just
the kind of  info we’ve never been able to get. Just the kind of thing to cook
up and stuff into a nice pretty girl.”


Nice? Huron recalled Kris’s look of a few minutes
ago. Not exactly. “May I ask what you’re planning, sir?” 


“Nothing.” RyKirt dropped the hardcopy on his desk. “Nothing
further. I put it on the flash net to SIG and they’ll see that the Admiral gets
it. Hopefully SIG can corroborate at least some of it.” 


“You think d’Harra’s a trap?” 


“It had occurred to me. It damn well better have occurred to
you too.” 


Huron chewed the inside of his lip. Of course it had. How
much did he believe in Kris? Thinking it over, he decided he believed in her a
lot. 


“She’s straight, sir. She might be wrong—but she’s clean.” 


“You really believe that?” 


“Yes I do, sir.” 


RyKirt tapped his fingers in agitation. “Well, it’s academic
at this point, in any case. We can’t reach Shariati—she’s in too deep—and we
couldn’t do anything with all these people aboard even if we could.” 


“When will she arrive?” 


“Plan says 0400 GAT. She’ll have to burn it. That only gives
her about an hour to deploy before they show up—if they aren’t there already.”



Huron continued to study his boots. 


“Comm lag’s about six hours to d’Harra,” RyKirt mentioned
offhandedly. “Don’t wait up.” 


Like hell. Show me someone who’ll sleep tonight. 


“Yessir.” 


“Good evening, Lieutenant.” 


“Good evening, sir.” The screen blanked and stared at him
with a dull silver-purple eye. 


*     *     *


Kris arrived at her quarters with her headache growing
steadily worse, found the packet Huron sent and gulped the medication without
water. Mariwen watched her worriedly. “What happened?” 


“Nothing,” Kris croaked. 


“Pardon me, but bullshit.” 


Kris crawled into her bunk. “He asked me questions. I drew
him pictures.” 


Mariwen frowned. If she said anything else, sleep blanked
it. 


Kris slept and dreamed. Dreamed of Trench. Trench was
coming for her in the cabin they shared. She wore a silly little white dress—the
kind of dress her dad had made her wear on Sundays back on Parson’s Acre.
Trench wore black preacher’s cloth. He looked very proud of himself. 


She curled up against the head of the bed, willing herself
into invisibility. Trench was not fooled—Trench could see in the dark. His
hands reached out and grabbed her. 


She fought. Trench liked it when she fought. He laughed. 


She got an arm free, started tearing at his face with her
nails. They ripped his skin easily; blood ran down her fingers. 


Trench laughed. His hands began to rape her. 


She reached for his throat. Her fingers sunk into it like it
was warm butter. She ripped and his throat came out—shreds of putrid, rotten
flesh giving way as though he were already dead and decomposing. Blood splashed
into her eyes, stinging. His rent esophagus dangled, drooling. She started to
go blind. 


Still Trench laughed—still his hands raped. 


Why is he laughing? He can’t laugh with his vocal chords
ripped out! 


Kris started to scream. Trench’s hands clamped tighter. He
began hitting her. 


“Shut up! Shut up! Shutupwakeup! Wake up! Wake up!” 


Kris lurched awake, screaming. Mariwen’s hands were viced
around her biceps. Someone was slapping her. 


“Ow! Fuck! Stop it! Lemme go. Stop it!” 


Mariwen released her and caught the offending hand. “That’s
enough. Enough!” She pushed the hand away. Kris realized she was on the
floor with Mariwen sitting on her. Mariwen didn’t look so good. Other women
circled them in the dim red glow of the deadlights. 


“Wha—wha’appened?” 


Mariwen climbed off her stomach. “You were dreaming.” 


Kris rolled over. She was violently nauseous. 


“Bad?” Mariwen’s voice, stiff with concern. 


The room rolled. Kris rolled with it. “I think I’m gonna be
sick.” 


“Let’s see if we can get to bathroom first. Okay?” 


Mariwen helped her to the head. Kris collapsed by a commode.
Her stomach roiled but she fought it down—grimly, tenaciously. Gritting her
teeth, she hung on to her writhing belly. Finally, she won. Mariwen came and
wiped the sweat off her face with a damp towel. “Better?” 


“Better.” 


“Must have been a hell of a dream.” 


“It was.” 


“Want to tell me about it?” 


“Fuck no!” 


Mariwen looked hurt. “About Trench?” 


“What makes you say that?” 


“You kept screaming his name.” Mariwen handed her the towel.
“Was he that slaver captain? I never knew.” 


“Yeah.” 


“I’m sorry.” 


“I bet.” 


“Fuck you, Kris!” Mariwen hissed. “I’m a friend,
remember?” 


Hot, salty liquid stung Kris’s eyes, just like Trench’s
blood. She blinked furiously, humiliated by the tears. Impatient fingers
flicked them away. “I know.” She reached a hand around the back of Mariwen’s
neck, pulled her close. “I know. Sorry. Don’t be mad.” 


Mariwen kissed her cheek lightly. Comfortingly. “Alright,
I’m not. I’m sorry I snapped.” She laced her arms in Kris’s, leaned her head
back to where she could look into Kris’s face in the dim light. “Are you gonna
be okay? You were talking really strange when you got back. I was worried.” 


“Slaver talk?” 


“I guess.” 


Kris tried to stand. She managed it with Mariwen’s help and
found her head hurt much less. “I was tired. And I guess I’m a little strung
out.” 


“You could say that.” 


“I just did.” 


Mariwen smiled, a bit thin and wan. “Let’s get some sleep.” 


“Okay.”


“No dreams.” 


“If you say so.” Kris took a step, stumbled. “Help me along,
please?” 


Mariwen put an arm about her waist. “Sure.” 


Mariwen put Kris to bed amid ill-disguised murmuring and
sour looks, but the others soon retreated and Mariwen sat holding Kris’s hand
in both of hers while Kris drifted off to sleep. It was an agitated restless
sleep, so Mariwen waited for Kris’s breathing to slow and become even. When it
did, she rose silently and made to slip away, but Kris’s fingers reflexively
closed on her hand with shocking strength. With infinite care, Mariwen settled
back down on the side of the bunk. 


Sometime in quiet hours near the end of the middle watch,
Kris woke from a charming dream that evaporated even as she left it. She did
not open her eyes or try to move; she felt heavy but not constricted and
besides, there was a warm sweet weight pressing against her back and an arm curling
protectively over her flank, with the hand between her breasts where her own
covered it. 


She heard Mariwen’s soft breathing and felt it gently
stirring her hair. Kris shifted a tiny bit, settling ever so slightly deeper
into Mariwen’s embrace and receiving a sleepy murmur in reply. She squeezed the
shielding hand gently, sighed against the pillow and with a hint of the
tempting misty dream again teasing her thoughts, went back to sleep. 










Chapter Seven





LSS Arizona

in the Kepler Transit


Huron rose early, breakfasted on coffee and orange
juice alone, and set about the day’s activities as calmly as he could. Everyone
was waiting on news of d’Harra and the ship had an overall expectant air. By
the middle of the forenoon watch, he was completing his inspection of the aft
weapons bays and as he stepped into the passageway, Walsh jogged up behind him.
“Hey, Huron! Did you hear?”


Huron turned. “Hear what?” 


Walsh’s smile was electric. “About d’Harra. We bagged the
whole lot! They dropped outta the High Holy right into Shariati’s lap.” He
cackled. “That girl turned up gold!”


A deep happiness suffused Huron, spreading to his face as a
slow smile. Walsh clapped him on the back. “So the Captain’s ordering up a
special celebration for tonight. Spit and polish, white gloves, full kit. He
wants you to invite her—special.”


“Kris?”


“Yep! Oh—Ms. Rathor too.” Walsh laughed again. “Of course.”


Huron chuckled privately. Of course. “I’ll see to it.
Thanks Walsh.” 


“Thank her!” He turned and jogged off the passageway.
“Goddamn, this is a beautiful day! Put this fucking day on the calendar . . .”
The joyous exclamations echoed off the bulkheads until Walsh turned a corner and
Huron heard the vigorous opening and closing of a hatch. 


By noon, the invitations had been given and accepted—with
some hesitation on Kris’s part, who would have demurred had Mariwen given her a
choice. The primary concern was finding proper attire but this was not the
obstacle they’d feared, due to the purser’s ingenuity and the considerable
number of female crew. 


The carefully boxed options, presented by white-gloved
orderlies, ranged from subdued to surprisingly flamboyant. Kris chose one end
of the spectrum and Mariwen, the other. Mariwen’s choice—the flamboyant end,
of course—turned out to be a commander’s formal ball gown with the insignia
removed and a rather daring slit up one side of the long elegant royal blue
skirt. Seeing Mariwen twirling delightedly in it made Kris rethink certain
ideas she’d formed about the Navy. 


Her choice was also elegant, if sober: a female lieutenant’s
dark blue full dress suit—pants, no skirt—without the cap. A couple of rates
tailored it to fit her perfectly in less than half an hour and Kris, observing
herself in it, self-consciously admitted that it sat pretty well. 


At the appointed hour, Huron arrived to escort them and also
to explain a few aspects of the proceedings. After detailing the number of
courses, the toasts, and the Navy’s notion of polite conversation, he said:
“And as this is a formal dinner, no ranks, no saluting, and first names only.”


This earned a pair of quizzical looks and Huron elaborated.
“You see, in the Navy we are very formally informal. Except for the Captain, of
course—who is still Sir—and the Admiral, unless he chooses to be
otherwise, as he is not part of the ship.” This he further clarified by
explaining the admiral was only a passenger and not acting in any official
capacity.


This was the first Kris had heard about an admiral, part of
the ship or no, but certainly not the last. He was a short wiry gentleman, bald
but for a fringe of gray hair with a goatee and papery skin that showed the
veins, especially on the backs of his hands. He was a rear admiral; his name
was Nathan Byng—Sir Nathan Byng, for he was Hesperian—and he was on his way
home. Captain RyKirt introduced him at the opening of the dinner, where it was
revealed he had indeed elected to be known to the company by his first name,
not his rank or title; this was understood to be a mark of respect for their
role in the victory. Kris found his way of speaking eccentric and more than a
little decided, but he was the first Hesperian she’d met and one of the few
Homeworlders—Huron and Mariwen being two of the others—so she admittedly had
little to go on. 


Admiral Byng soon settled in, talking mainly with the senior
officers near the head of the table, and the courses started arriving, hot from
the galley, on a truly astounding service of plate made from asteroidal
iridium. The courses were many, which quickly reduced Kris to nibbling, just as
it quickly outstripped her ability to identify the dishes being served, the
names often being foreign to her as were, in some cases, the foodstuffs
comprising them.


The talk was general, pleasant, and if a trifle banal at
times, it still made for a cheering noise with all the officers looking
splendid in their very best—a glittering company. Mariwen shined, entirely in
her element, able to speak charmingly on most subjects and having a dazzling
smile to fall back on if she chose not to. The adoration of the officers was
certainly of a more refined order than that of the crew, but it was adoration
nonetheless and offered with great respect.


Huron and Mariwen talked a good deal. They seemed to be
among the very few Terrans here and the only two from the States. Kris recalled
Mariwen saying she hadn’t really known him personally but they certainly seemed
to have a lot in common, although Kris noticed that every now and then Huron
would allude to something that Mariwen did not seem to catch; she would just
dip her head and smile. A couple of times, she was sure Huron noticed it too,
but of course he did not say anything. Once, though, she did detect him
tactfully changing the subject.


Kris, on the other hand, was not called on to say much at
all, which suited her just fine—if they treated her with a certain respectful
reserve, she was grateful for it. The only truly awkward moment came when the
captain rose to offer a solemn toast in her honor and Mariwen had to chivvy her
out of her seat to accept it, all the while whispering guidance in her ear. 


It was among the first toasts, being the proximate cause of
the occasion, but far from the last. Captain RyKirt maintained an excellent
cellar and bottle after bottle was brought in and circulated, always clockwise
in the time-honored fashion. The admiral was especially fond of wine and at one
point remarked, rather loudly: “This is capital claret. Antiguan, it is?” 


“No actually, Nathan. It comes from the north of California,
on Terra.” RyKirt smiled down the table at Huron. “One of your brother’s
vineyards, isn’t it, Rafe?”


“Indeed so, sir. A small valley slightly to the east of
Napa.” 


“Well, it’s damn fine,” said the admiral, “though I do not
set myself up as true connoisseur. My compliments to your brother. Been in the
business long, have you?” 


“Not long, Nathan. A few generations only.”


 “Well, it does go down most gratefully.” The admiral, who
for some time had been letting it go down very gratefully indeed, held his
glass up to the light and intoned: “History shows us that winemakers and the
military are the only two reliably competent and generally honorable
professions that humanity has ever produced. Well, I suppose I might add
firemen and shipwrights—have never known an incompetent shipwright—but beyond
these noble few and our esteemed guests, of course,”—here he raised his
glass and bowed to Kris and Mariwen at the other end of the table—“humanity has, I’m sad to say, sometimes
seemed to have damned little to recommend itself. So it is wherefore that the
Navy always has and always will drink wine. And if we do so at times
immoderately, let that be taken as a token of our love and respect.”


“Hear! Hear!” the table cried and Huron, hiding his smile
behind his glass, winked. 


“I’m afraid that might have been a trifle tedious for
you,” Huron remarked confidentially when, retiring to their quarters an hour
later, they found themselves alone in the passageway. Kris’s “That’s alright”
clashed precisely with Mariwen’s “Oh, not at all” and they laughed together. 


“Well,” Huron went on in the same tone, “the admiral can
tend to get a little prosy. He’s on his way home and, ah . . . well, shifting
the weight of responsibility, shall we say, can have that effect.”


Neither Kris or Mariwen had a clear idea what he was talking
about but where Mariwen had the diplomatic sense to politely incline her head,
Kris blurted, “Was he relieved?”


Huron looked a trifle embarrassed; his eyes darted left and
right. “He is close to retirement—he may in fact choose to retire. Or
he may have something lined up with the shore establishment.”


“Oh.” Kris, now aware of committing something of a faux
pax, reddened. 


“He’s a kindly gentleman,” Huron finished, “and if he does
retire, it is well deserved.” 


That struck Kris as a rather odd thing to say: surely being
a kindly gentleman was at best a weak compliment for an admiral. Admiral
Joss PrenTalien, the one League admiral Kris had heard mentioned regularly,
would never be described by anyone as kindly, and the only other one she
knew of, Rear Admiral Lo Gai Sabr, had once caused the evacuation of an entire
moon, just on the rumor (the false rumor, it later turned out) that he was
operating in the area. And that well deserved remark could certainly be
taken in more ways than one. But this obviously wasn’t a fit topic for the
middle of a passageway and they ambled on, Kris keeping what part she took in
the conversation, now grown remarkably insipid, to the most neutral of
subjects. 


As they reached the hatchway to their quarters, Huron said,
“We should be translating near the end of the middle watch—not terribly
convenient, I know—but the captain wants to clear into orbit in the late PM
tomorrow. So this will be the last night you’ll spend on board. Unfortunately”—he
sounded a trifle apologetic here—“you’ll just be exchanging our hospitality
for that of the rehab center on Cassandra, but I have it on good authority that
it’s at least a shade more comfortable.” 


Mariwen laughed and put her hand on Huron’s arm. “Oh,
Lieutenant! Surely you don’t think your company has been anything short of
delightful.” 


Huron smiled in that lopsided way he had. “I would never
presume to contradict, but you are too gracious.” 


“Will we have the pleasure again, or are you leaving us at
Cassandra?” Mariwen’s voice was all politeness. 


“I believe you might, should you wish it,” Huron returned,
equally gracious. “We are due for a refit and crew rotation. So if things are
handled with their usual swift efficiency, we’ll be on station for about a
month. If they are not, six weeks is probably more like it.” 


“Then we shall certainly see you again, Lieutenant”—Mariwen
squeezed his hand and leaned slightly forward in her most alluring manner—“when
your duties allow.” 


“That will be the greatest pleasure.” Huron touched the brim
of his peaked cap to both of them. Kris gave him a nod in return and Mariwen an
elegant bob. “Good night, Ladies.” 


The hatch opened in response to a light knock, and as they
stepped through Mariwen looked at Kris and giggled. 


“What the hell was that about?” Kris demanded. She
hadn’t understood much of the comedy of manners she’d just witnessed (maybe it
was a Homeworlder thing?) but she could swear they were flirting. Given
Mariwen’s predilections she didn’t see the point. 


Mariwen giggled again and gave her eyes a little roll. “Rafe
Huron is an outrageous flirt. He’s slept with god-knows-how-many girls
from Sol to Cygnus. If he wanted to, he could have a planet named Dad
after him.”


“But he knows, doesn’t he?”


“Of course he knows. Everyone knows. That’s
what makes it so much fun!”


Kris shook her head, puzzled and on the edge of being
irritated. Mariwen knew the look and put a hand on her wrist. She leaned over,
gave Kris a little kiss on the temple, and said softly, “Don’t worry. I’d never
take him over you.” 


“Mariwen!” Kris hissed. 


Mariwen dissolved into giggles, her hand over her mouth. At
length, she mastered them and waved at Kris apologetically. “I’m sorry! It must
be the wine.” Then she sobered a bit, took Kris’s hand and squeezed it. “Don’t
be too hard on us, Kris. Please? I know—I’m rich and I’m silly and I’m
spoiled. And yes, Rafe Huron can be such a fucking paragon.” She
laughed, soft and with a note that hinted at things beyond Kris’s reach—things
that seemed far from cheerful. “So we play games, Kris. We act out silly little
parts. I know it can seem maybe just a little . . .” She looked down and Kris
could swear she was embarrassed. “. . . stupid.”


Watching Mariwen, Kris had no idea what to think. “I . . . I
never meant that. I just—I just don’t get it sometimes.”


Mariwen reached out and gave her a hug, a strong lingering
hug, and whispered, “Don’t.” 


At around six bells of the middle watch, Kris drifted
from a deep sleep into a light doze. Like most longtime mariners, she was
acutely sensitive to gravitational disturbances like skeer or rip,
or the odd subtle shifting feeling of impending translation. Breaking the
surface of consciousness, she wondered if the skeer had awakened her—they’d
hit a little just as she was falling asleep. That was to be expected: skeer was
caused by gravity-wave phase shifts and non-isotropic rotating mass
distributions in a star system were the most common source, so it was usually
worst at the end of a trip. Skeer was rarely a threat to the ship but it did
make some people profoundly uncomfortable. Kris wasn’t one of those—in fact,
she found the sensations mildly pleasant in an edgy sort of way—but after
laying still for a couple of minutes, she was sure it wasn’t skeer she’d
sensed. No, they were approaching translation.


She stirred and as her hand fumbled for the bunk straps—it
was usual for a ship dropping out of hyperlight to kill the gravity and she
expected a warning any minute—she became aware of agitated breathing next to
her and opened her eyes just as Mariwen touched her forearm. 


“What?” Kris whispered. “What is it?” 


In the faint illumination, Mariwen’s shadowed face was
pinched and drawn; she was chewing her lower lip. “Sorry—I didn’t want to wake
you . . . but we’re going to translate soon, aren’t we?” 


Kris nodded, rising up on her elbows. 


“I, umm . . . I—can’t stand it. I have to . . .” Kris sat
up in her bunk, reached out for Mariwen’s arm; felt the tense muscles jumping
under her fingertips. “I always take something for it.” She paused again and
Kris could see she was fighting to keep her teeth from chattering. “I did—but—but—it’s
not working.” 


“Not working?”


“No!” Mariwen was hugging herself tight with her head sunk
between her hunched shoulders as she shivered. “Something’s wrong! It’s not
working . . . like something’s blocking it and—” A claxon cut the sentence
off. The null-gee warning. 


“Let’s get strapped in. They’ll be taking the gravity down
in a moment.” 


“Oh God!” Mariwen squeezed her eyes shut. The tremors were
getting worse. “I can feel it . . . I can already feel it—”


“Mariwen,” Kris coaxed. “Come on. Come here.” She couldn’t
feel much yet beyond the familiar sense of anticipation, but they couldn’t be
more than a minute away and whatever was happening to Mariwen was clearly worse
than just nerves. She slid her arms around Mariwen’s waist and pulled her into
the bunk as the gravity started to fall. Holding her tight with one arm, she
secured both of them with the other hand. 


“I got you,” she breathed into Mariwen’s ear. “I’m here.
I’ve got you.” Most people had some reaction to translation, usually just a
moment of disorientation or vertigo. For a few, it was a lot worse, but Kris
had never seen anything this bad. She hugged Mariwen’s vibrating body as hard
as she dared, took a deep breath as she felt the first tingle flash across her
skin, and the ship dropped. 


Mariwen might have screamed—she couldn’t be sure. She was
lost to the hot pulsing thrill that sang along her nerves, wave after wave that
made her gasp and her body shake as she took the strain of the exquisite
pressure that kept building and building and . . . Light flared behind her
eyes, a searing incandescence that burned right through her. Kris felt Mariwen’s
body rigid against hers as her arms tightened and she thought god don’t hurt
her—don’t hurt her and then the tension broke; a vast measureless release
that wrenched a deep moan out of Kris and left her trembling. Mariwen turned in
her arms and Kris’s face was awash in the dark sea of her hair and she couldn’t
tell which of them was shaking more. 


“Sorry,” she husked out. “Did I hurt you?”


“No,” Mariwen answered in an unsteady voice. “No. I’m . . .
okay.” Kris eased her grip and lifted her head to see Mariwen’s eyes, wide and
dark and tear-stained, looking at her: astonishment mingled with apprehension.
“Did you . . .? It almost felt like you—”


“No,” Kris cut her off, glad the red glow hid the color in
her face. Her reaction was rare, but she'd never felt self-conscious about it
before. “They’ll bring up the gravity in a moment. Sure you’re alright?” 


Mariwen nodded, voiceless, and they felt the tug of the
gravity coming on. The captain was bringing it up gently and they sank slowly
into the bunk. Kris released the straps and rolled onto her back, still
breathing heavily. Mariwen brought a hand toward Kris’s face but stopped,
pulling her quivering fingers back to her own dry lips. “Thank you.”


Kris sighed and closed her eyes. “Don’t mention it.” 










Chapter Eight





Cassandra Station

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Two weeks in rehab on Cassandra Station, orbiting the
cloud-streaked green and blue orb of Nedaema, was not nearly as bad as it could
have been, but by this point Kris was thoroughly done with it. For the first
few days, she’d had Mariwen for company but then a compact, short haired,
pixie-faced women arrived, Lora Comargo, Kris assumed—they had not been
introduced—and Mariwen left within the hour with only a rushed goodbye. Kris
was more than a little miffed at the special treatment but Mariwen was a
citizen and a celebrity so it was hardly surprising, even if it still felt
monstrously unfair. 


After that Kris had plenty of time to enjoy the food, resent
the shrinks—who showed an unusual and, she thought, overly persistent interest
in her—and get bored. She was given access to a system but not a xel so she
could only get on-line in her quarters, and she couldn’t access everything, but
her share of the clouds still contained much more than she’d ever seen before. 


What she saw first was a shock. The clouds were alive with
news of Mariwen’s rescue; it trumped the coverage of the Grand Senate
deliberations on which colonies would be granted voting rights this session, of
a shuttle accident that killed six and injured a dozen more, and of the verdict
in long-running court case about adulterated foodstuffs. Even news of some
global sporting event didn’t make the headlines. The stories were hasty,
sensationalized and badly distorted, and made the bile rise in Kris’s throat.
She blocked the news feeds and took to viewing almost anything else, up to and
including encyclopedia entries about her new host planet. Nedaema was the first
foreign society she’d been exposed to, and after reading up on it she came to
the conclusion that it was indeed, as she muttered to herself while lying in
bed one night, really fucking foreign. 


For example, she learned that there was only one major
continent that covered about half of the northern hemisphere. The capitol Mare
Nemeton, on its west coast, was one of the few cities on it. Mare wasn’t
part of the name but the term for city; the plural was marii. Relatively
few people—less than the population of Nemeton—lived in the interior, most of
them on enormous farms. The rest of the population—about 6.9 billion—lived on
the multitude of islands, some large but many quite small, that lay on the
equator and in the southern temperate zone. 


The economy of the islands was based on knowledge work,
light industry, and the arts. Arts were heavily subsidized, especially poetry.
Politically, the islands were arranged into themoi, each having
representation in a legislative body called the Proxenoi Council who
were elected by a popular vote of all citizens of the theme, no matter
what class. Members of the body were called proxenos, and a proxenos
was never called mister or ma’am but brother or ally
when met formally. There was also a senate whose membership was much more
exclusive, but unlike most worlds, this body did not supply Nedaema’s Grand
Senators—those, it turned out, came from the proxenoi.


The head of government had the distinctly weird title of the
Archon; he was chosen by the senate. The head of state had the ever
weirder title of the Scholiast; he was addressed as the Scholai
in public and only used his given name. The current office holder was the
Scholai Michael. The Scholiast was chosen by complicated means from
among the membership of something called the Synalogue, the origins of
which Kris could not bring herself to care about, even in an advanced state of
boredom. She gathered from the captions of the pics that they were concerned
with the law and favored ‘textual analysis’—whatever that was—or had, once
upon a time. 


And Nedaemans didn’t eat meat either, except for certain
religious observances. At this point she had logged off, gone to bed, and
expressed her judgment of Nedaema’s foreignness. 


Now she was waiting to be cleared out of the rehab
facility, with her discharge ticket in her lap and a credit chit drawn against
the promised first disbursement of her Repatriation Act money. Like everything
here it was taking ten times longer than any rational procedure should, but
Kris was of the opinion that Nedaemans had far too much time on their hands and
were therefore in the habit of wasting it. 


They were, she had noticed, perpetually busy—talking,
messaging, surfing, all while watching three or more entertainments in
different floating windows—but they hardly ever seemed to get anything done on
schedule (unpleasant medical appointments always excepted) or without a great
deal of yakking. But they did create excellent food, lack of real meat notwithstanding.



Tapping her foot and wondering how long she could wait
before she could ask again without getting a rude answer, she did not notice
Huron coming through the doors. “Good morning, Ms. Kennakris,” he called,
startling her. “How’d you like to make this place just a happy memory?” 


“Oh hi, ah—Lieutenant.” She had not been addressed so
formally by him before and was unsure how to respond. “Umm . . . yes, please.
I’d like that.” 


“Excellent.” He walked up, plucked her discharge ticket out
of her lap, strode over to the reception desk and showed it to the security
staff there. “So we are all in order now? Very good. Thank you.” 


He flicked the ticket onto their desk, turned his back,
keyed open the big main doors, stood back a foot, and swept his arm through the
entrance, saying distinctly, “After you, ma’am.” Kris rose and exited with what
she hoped was a properly nonchalant bearing. Huron swung in behind her as the
security people stared after them, still blinking. 


As they walked down the main concourse under the naked
arches and girdlers of Cassandra Station’s titanium and crysteel skeleton, all
sparkling in the distinctly even, carefully modulated illumination, Kris could
hear Huron muttering under his breath. Just what he was muttering, she could
not make out but she was confident she heard Jesus Christ and Goddamn
clusterfuck. Huron noticed her watching him and slowed his stride. 


“Breath the free air again, Kris—even if it is
canned.” 


“Thanks.” She smiled, a little timidly. She had seen Huron
in several moods before, but this imposing uncompromising imperiousness was not
one of them. What Kris did not know—could not know—was that Huron had just
spent a rather unpleasant three-quarters of this morning with Dr. Quillan,
three Nedaeman shrinks, the director of the rehab facility and his two
deputies.


They had repeatedly shown him reams of data, carefully laid
out and annotated, and expressed to him, in terms adapted to the meanest
understanding, their reservations about Kris. Hostile tendencies and a history
of violence headed their objections, but there were also anomalies in a few of
her responses and a disquieting ability to retreat into some inner space their
techniques could not reach nor their theories adequately explain. But the main
issue, as Huron saw it, was just plain dull impenetrable prejudice and a
profound ignorance of the real universe outside their gilded bubble. 


As the meeting wore on and they reiterated their concerns,
insisted on their ambiguous and more-or-less meaningless data, and urged their
horrific recommendations, Huron’s expression grew colder, his unfailingly
polite responses shorter and there came into his eye and the tone of his voice
a certain quality that reminded all present that he was heir to one of the most
powerful families in existence, that he was a highly decorated fighter pilot,
and that he too harbored hostile tendencies and had a history of violence. 


At last he ended the meeting in a peremptory tone perhaps
more suited to upbraiding a tardy new ensign than addressing a group of
supposedly august academics, demanding that they commit themselves to a formal
review of all their evidence and their recommendations in front of a Grand
Senate subcommittee or obey the law that stated repatriated slaves were not to
be detained—that being the most benign of their recommendations—without
conclusive evidence of their posing a clear and present danger. 


At that, the director and his deputies got white, the other
doctors silent, and Quillan, who as a CEF officer was the least exposed to
official wrath, sullen. But Quillan also had the least influence on the
proceedings and when the director nodded and haltingly allowed that their data
were perhaps somewhat indeterminate, Huron treated them all to steely thank
you and left the room. 


All this was still on his mind when Kris skipped up
alongside him and asked where they were going. Huron stopped, rubbed the bridge
of his nose and regretted the obviousness of his foul humor. “Well, I was
thinking maybe I could take you down to the beach and see that you get settled
properly.” He smiled down at her, only slightly forced. “Unless you’d rather
take the bus.” 


“No! No. I’d like to go down with you.” What does he mean
about the bus? But she asked, “What do you mean get settled?”


“Well,” Huron said with a hint of a more natural grin, “the
Navy’s generous hospitality is about to come to an end. So you’re going to have
to get some accommodations and find a way to keep yourself out of trouble until
you figure out what to do.” 


“Oh.” That part hadn’t sunk it yet. 


“Have you had any thoughts on that?” 


Kris’s expression clouded a bit. “Um . . . not really.” 


“Anything you wanted to—ah . . .” Huron broke the question
off, realizing a bit late that it was probably not a good idea to bring up her
life before she was taken. But his attempt at tardy circumspection was wasted
when she looked at him as if she’d read his mind. 


“You mean, was there anything I wanted to do when I was a
kid—before Trench got me?” He’d expected her to be angry, but she just gave
her head a heartbreaking little shake. “I don’t remember.” 


There was a silence for a few beats while her eyes focused
on some inward place and Huron collected himself. Then: “Is there anything
you’d like to do now?” 


She brightened, her eyes snapping back to the present. “I’d
like to fly.”


Huron smiled, turned and directed her toward the big hanger
bays. “Fly. Flying is good.”


*     *     *


Huron’s ID let them through the main hanger doors and
into a hive of activity. A row of transfer shuttles were embarking passengers
and as Kris watched, one of them sealed its hatches and to the sound of sirens,
a tractor beam lifted it out of the docking clamps and pushed it back into one
of the big airlocks. The lock closed and a moment later Kris felt a slight
tremor in the crysteel deck as the shuttle boosted away. 


Elsewhere, crews with lift-loaders pulled pallets from
shuttle cargo holds or stacked them to be taken aboard. The newly arrived
pallets were being processed into bays at the back of the hanger, or loaded
onto float trucks, or in some cases, even handed down ladder hatches open in
the deck. At the far end of the hanger other crews were prepping some smaller
craft for launch and Huron waved at these. “That’s what we’re taking. Number
three docking stand.” 


“Okay.” Kris observed it critically. It was a stumpy little
vessel with short rounded wings and a couple of canted fins at the tail, rising
from an over-sized looking reaction engine. 


“Four-man pinnace. Not armed, of course, but it’ll go like a
bat outta hell.” He smiled. “Don’t get any ideas.” 


Kris wasn’t sure just what ideas she wasn’t supposed to get,
but she did not have much time to consider the matter as they walked up to the
rates who were finishing their prep and running the last checks. Most of them
saluted but one just waved. Huron’s response was similarly off-hand. 


“Got her ready?”


“Yessir, Lieutenant,” the crew chief declared. “She’ll leave
a patch, that one will.” 


“Not necessary,” Huron replied smiling, as he made a circuit
of the little craft. “Just a little pleasure cruise today.” One of the rates
laughed and Kris noticed them looking at her in a way she did not entirely
appreciate. “Want to check her out?” Huron was talking to her. 


“What?” 


“Check her out. It’s good rule never to get in a craft you
haven’t walked around.” Kris nodded. “Okay.” Huron took her around, pointing
out this and that, indicating common things to look for, having her pull and
tug and, in some cases, just peer. Satisfied, he popped the hatches just
forward of the stubby wings and they climbed in. 


“What was that all about?” she asked after they were
strapped in their seats and the hatches had sealed. 


“Safety protocol.”


“Every passenger get that?”


“Every passenger should,” he answered as he ran through the
preflight checks. “Whether they do or not depends.”


“On what?”


“On what they’re worth.” 


He signaled the rates with a salute and a thumbs-up, they
cleared away and he released the docking clamps. A tractor beam pushed them
into the airlock—it wasn’t quite as smooth as it had looked from the outside—and
inner lock sealed. Seconds later, the lock indicators showed green, Huron got
launch clearance, the outer doors opened, he engaged the thrusters and they
were in space. 


As they dropped clear of the huge station, Kris got her
first look of the incredible mass, stretching away left and right and far up,
the base a massive convex oval with the bulges of the fusion plants just
visible beneath it. All was pearlescent white or sparkling mauve where the
harsh light of Nedaema’s primary touched and impenetrable black where it did
not. 


Kris had been in space for almost half her life but she had
rarely seen space. Whenever they had visited downside, she’d been
bundled into a shuttle’s cargo bay and strapped down, not seeing what was
outside until they landed and usually not even being told where she was. A few
times she’d been let onto the observation deck, but that was rare; the less
slaves saw or knew, the better slavers liked it. Trench wouldn’t have taken her
downside at all if it hadn’t been for her entertainment value.


Now she stared in astonishment at the vastness of it all:
the station receding, becoming delicate, even fragile; the slim ivory fusion
towers gleaming amid the sparkling lattice of the outer works; the tiny disk of
the innermost planet, extraordinarily close in astronomical terms but barely discernible
to her eye; the other planets mere points of light. And beyond, the incredible
wealth of stars showing every color but pure white; those of the Pleiades
cluster, only light-months distant, as bright as moons, while along the
ecliptic flowed a gaudy torrent that thinned to a rich spatter of diamond
brilliance when she looked away from it—all burning in great glory against the
perfect darkness of the cosmos, fourteen-billion light-years deep. 


Huron nosed the craft around and the living blue-green limb
of Nedaema rose into view on the forward screen, cloud-streaked and
jewel-toned, shading rapidly into darker hues below (they being on the night
side), and Kris realized she was holding her breath. Letting it go slowly, she
blinked, and not taking her rapt gaze off the view, asked, almost in a whisper
as if one dare not speak a thought out loud here, “Huron, do we have to go
straight down?” 


“No. We don’t.” His voice was quiet but not a whisper: a
voice you would use to wake a lover in the morning. “You’d like to stay up here
awhile?” Kris nodded. Huron leaned forward, tapped new commands into a console
and they rushed toward the blazing sun rising over the world below. 


Time and again, the little craft fell to the east, Nedaema
rotating serenely beneath it. They were in a 63-degree, 98-minute orbit, clear
of most traffic and Huron had rolled the pinnace so that to one side the
forests and tundra and mountains and the vast island-speckled oceans unrolled
below them, now sunlit, now in deep shadow; while above, the stars traced their
immortal curves, serene and almost hypnotic. 


Kris watched them both in silence for all of one orbit and
part of another until thoughts began to intrude, called up perhaps by the
quiet; the intense feeling of being alive yet apart—of boundless freedom yet
being fixed in an unfathomable solitude. Memories of the Arizona,
particularly of their last day: the celebratory dinner and what was said and by
whom and how they all looked and acted came back with an aching clarity,
relived almost, but as it were from a great distance—a play seen through a
telescope happening in a time at once immediate and everlasting.


She squirmed under the weight of the recollections, trying
to sort meaning out of glances and gestures, tone and inflection: the way a
finger curved with a thought, or a breath was held for a moment, or the way an
eye narrowed and lips parted in the instant before speech. Yet the meanings
were confused, unintelligible, and at last she ran her hands down her face,
yawning and shaking her head as though to shake loose of a spell. 


Huron glanced over as she scrubbed her eyes with one hand.
“How are you doing?” 


“Fine.” She stretched in the straps, looking forward as
Nedaema’s primary again jerked free of the limb to trace its brilliant arc
overhead, and asked a question that had been in her mind at the dinner but was
now back and curiously insistent. “Huron, you knew Mariwen before, didn’t you?”


“Oh, so we’re asking personal questions now, are we?” 


“Sorry,” she muttered, suddenly defensive. It was hard to
make out his expression in the dim glow of the cockpit lights but then he
chuckled. “No—I’m sorry. I was teasing you. Yes, I did know her. It was years
ago. We were at college together.” 


“Really?” 


“Yep. Only for a year. University of California.”


“She said you were from Michigan,”


“I am.” He turned toward her and she could his smile. “But
the Naval Advanced Warfare College is in California. It shares the UC campus so
when I was there in the InfoOps program, I also took year at UC to finish up
another degree.”


“What degree?”


“Ancient history. With a minor in oenology.”


“Eeni what?”


“Wine. And wine making.” 


“Oh.”


“Part of the family business. My great grandfather bought
the all vineyards in the Napa Valley, Sonoma and the Willamette Valley; most of
those in Bordeaux, some in Burgundy and Spain and a few in Australia.” He
glanced over, noted her total lack of comprehension. “He liked wine a lot.” 


“Oh.” 


“So what were you asking about Mariwen?” 


Kris twisted her hands in her lap, flustered. “I just
wondered how she knew you. She didn’t mention your being in school together.” 


Huron gave a little half-snort. “Maybe it wasn’t that
memorable.” 


Kris did not know precisely what he meant by that but her
instinct said not to pursue it. “You took classes together?”


“A few—I was at the grad school and she was still an
undergrad.” She heard him pause, considering. “She majored in biology . . . or—no,
I think it was biophysics. Got her graduate degree after I left. Did her thesis
on modes of avian communication. Ravens mostly.”


“Ravens? You mean, like—birds?” Kris had grown up with a
few chickens and for awhile they’d had a flock of big gray flightless geese.
She was pretty sure she’d seen vids of ravens. 


“Yeah. Birds. She speaks raven—pretty fluently too.” Huron
looked over at her with an ambiguous smile but Kris, frowning at her lap, did
not see it. “Didn’t she tell you that?”


“No, she didn’t mention it.” That unsettled her. “Was she
different then?”


“Well, until this trip, I hadn’t seen her in years. But no,
I wouldn’t say she was different, really. She’s amped it up, of course. She had
just gotten into modeling then. Did a lot of nude work, as I recall.” Kris
remembered the old flat-photo she signed for the crewman. 


“Oh . . .” Then: “Did you like her?” 


The question seemed to particularly amuse him. “Do you mean
did I like her or did I like her?”


Kris felt her cheeks warm with a blush. When she said
nothing further, Huron went on: “We are talking about the Mariwen
Rathor here, Kris. She’s not the most imaged woman from here to the Horsehead
for no reason.” He was silent a moment and she got the impression he was
privately chuckling. “Yeah, I liked her and I like her too. Whatever you
may hear, she’s a good person.” 


“What would I hear?”


“Not easy to get a handle on—harder to keep a hold of. A
bit ephemeral, some might say. And maybe . . .” 


“Maybe what?” 


Huron seemed to be reconsidering what he’d been about to
say, and she thought he might not finish, but after a few beats he went on.
“Mariwen’s in a cut-throat profession and she hasn’t just succeeded in it—she
got to the very top, very quickly. And she’s stayed there, which is much
harder. No one succeeds like that and keeps their position as long she has by
letting things—or people—get in her way.” 


“Okay.” Kris took out the thin plastic card—she assumed it
was plastic anyway—that Mariwen had pressed in her hand as she left and cupped
it in her palm. Mariwen had given it to her with a confidential smile and said,
“Here’s my card. Call me—promise?” in a low voice and Kris had promised. It
was about seven centimeters by five and featureless except for a small
holographic image of a smiling Mariwen is one corner. She had handled it some
that night but it didn’t do much; icons appeared but they were all gray or red.
It didn’t seem to be activated and that was all Kris knew about it. Then she
noticed Huron glancing down at it. He was smiling—a smile with a good deal of
smirk in it. 


“What?”


“You have a calling card.” 


“What does that mean?”


“I think it means somebody likes you.” 


She scowled at him. “I meant what does it do.” 


“It’s a dedicated personal line.” He looked back at the
forward screen as Nedaema’s primary went out of view to their left. 


“Is this like a cel?” 


“Sort of, but it works on a different principle. With a cel—or
even a xel—you never know what you’re talking to. It could be a person, a chat
bot—lots of things. With a calling card, you know you are talking to the
person—it won’t work for anyone but the person it’s keyed to and it’s
impossible to program it to accept a bot or connect it with a cloud or a hive.
A calling card will only call another calling card and they all have a secure
mode.” 


“How’s it work?”


“No one actually knows. Something about quantum
entanglement. It’s organic, not electronic. You clone them.” 


“Weird.” She regarded the card dubiously. “Does that mean I
have to feed it or something?”


Huron laughed—he had a very nice laugh. “Not usually.
They’re good for a long time but if one ever gets feeble, just pop it in the
microwave for about thirty seconds. That’ll perk it right up. Don’t leave it in
there too long, unless you want to make more.” 


“Weird,” Kris repeated. 


“I’ll fix you up with one when we get downside. It’s a good
thing to have.” He reached into the pocket of his uniform jacket and pulled one
out. “By the way, here’s mine.”


“Does this mean you like me?” she asked as she took
it, deliberately snide. 


Huron laughed again. “Boy, is that a loaded question. Let’s
just say I’ve taken an interest.”


“Thanks.” She slipped the card into her pocket with
Mariwen’s and turned her head to hide the ghost of a smile. 


Minutes later, Huron had asked, “You ready for the fun
part?” and when Kris nodded and gave him a thumbs-up, he tapped the console,
took the stick, and fired the retros. The console chimed and they dropped at a
moderate 3.6 gees. Reentry was not as rough as she expected: the noise was the
same—the howling rush of superheated air as they burned their way downwards—but
the pinnace just quivered in a spirited fashion instead of the jarring or even
violent bucking of the shuttles she was used to. At about thirty-thousand
meters, Huron began to shave the vector and they flew in a long curve across a
quarter of the planet toward the capitol city. ATC cleared them for landing and
he brought them down smoothly onto a jetway of the military cosmodrome about
fifty klicks or so outside Nemeton—so smoothly she could not even tell when
the gear touched down. 


When they had taxied off the apron onto the jet park, a
groundcar was there to meet them, with a marine driver. They climbed out, Huron
consigned the pinnace to the waiting ground crew and they walked to the car.
The driver opened the doors with a crisp salute that was returned in kind—no
sloppiness here—and handed her into the back seat. Huron got in the back seat
with her and as the door slid shut and sealed, he asked for her chit. She
handed it over with a questioning frown.


“They will have arranged temporary housing for you. Let’s
see what they picked.” He swiped the chit over his xel and Kris, glancing out the
window, missed his look of mild distaste. He tapped a few brief lines into his
xel. There was a moment’s pause. Huron approved the result and handed Kris back
her card.


“Something not right?” she asked, wondering what had just
happened. He turned and smiled at her. “Oh, no—you’re all set. It’s not
palatial but you should be comfortable. It ought to have about everything you
need but if it doesn’t, just ask.” 


“Thanks.” Kris did not fully understand but couldn’t bring
herself to inquire further. The things happening to her now were things she’d
seen in vids, but never actually done. Being downside was disorienting
and alien—something you did only for a brief stopover—and the thought of staying
here was daunting. For starters, it involved so many weird details . . .
“How many people?” 


It took a moment for Huron to understand what she meant.
“Just you. No one else.” 


“You mean my own bunk?”


“I mean your own bed. In your own apartment.” 


“Oh.” Unaccountably, that thought made Kris shiver. Alone?
She’d never actually been alone—not that she could remember. Even back
on Parson’s Acre. “Umm . . . Ok.” 


Huron smiled and it was oddly, touchingly gentle. “You’ll do
fine, Kris. And if you do need anything, you have my card. And Mariwen’s.” 


He tapped the window and the driver pulled out. Kris looked
up through the transparent port in the car’s armored roof at the alien stars
shining through wisps of alien cloud in an alien sky. She swallowed hard. And
said nothing. 










Chapter Nine





Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


The apartment was unbelievably huge; bigger than the
dwellings on Parson’s Acre, bigger than almost any of the downside places
they’d made brief stays at. It had two actual sleeping rooms, a large living
area, a kitchen full of food that could automatically be prepared to order with
an alcove to eat it in that was itself the size a small cabin, and another room
that was just left over. 


There were two heads—bathrooms, they called them
here. Incredibly both had showers and one had an actual tub in it. She
looked for the water ration and couldn’t find any. Everywhere she’d been had a
water ration. Parson’s Acre had had a generous allowance and this being a
Homeworld where they had actual tubs it had to be even better, but she still
wondered how much it was. She assumed someone would tell her before she used it
up, even though she thought that was pretty unlikely to happen.


There were beds and sofas and chairs and tables and
knickknacks and decorations on the walls and a huge console. One of the
sleeping rooms—bedrooms—had a few changes of clothes in an autovalet
fancier than any she’d ever seen. And they had given her a xel and showed her
how to call on the bots if she needed anything. 


Kris wandered around feeling lost for half an hour. There
was nothing to do. The console offered a truly bewildering array of
options but she was just too tired to deal with it and recalling the news
feeds, she shut it off. A little while later she was trying to figure out the
environmental controls and the walls of the living space turned a pale peach.
It actually made her jump. 


“What the hell?” she muttered, recovering. She’d never seen
that, not even in vids. She poked again and watched the walls fade to a pale
sea green while the kitchen turned a nice sunny yellow. “Jeezus Christ.”
A few pokes more and she realized what she was poking a palette control that
would change the walls, ceiling, trim, and borders—even the carpet. After she
turned the carpet a perfectly hideous pattern of garish bleeding rainbow
colors, she decided enough was enough. 


“Fuck’n weird!” Shaking her head, she reset
everything to neutral. Then she walked over to the long couch and regarded it
with the utmost suspicion. What did it do? Walk? Speak? Morph? Could she
be confident it would remain a couch if she sat on it? 


Unwilling to risk it, she sat on the floor and took out the
calling card Mariwen had given her. Huron had showed her how they worked when
he made her one of her own in the car. He had her press her thumb to the
surface for about ten seconds and then it lit up with a soft glow. It didn’t
need to be activated—it just didn’t work off-planet, he told her. “Not these
anyway,” he added, implying that some did. Kris had put it in her pocket and
noticed it felt slightly warm. It still did. 


She tapped Mariwen’s card on her palm. Mariwen was back home
now—back with her wife—back where she belonged—and there was no telling what
sort of reception she might receive. But she had made Kris promise to call. And
Kris had promised . . . 


She put the card away and, not wanting the try to figure out
the kitchen yet, ordered dinner and waited for it to arrive. Eating without
tasting much (the lack of meat still annoyed her) she took out Mariwen’s card
again and fidgeted with it. A few days spent together on the ship; a few more
days in rehab. Pretty intense days but . . . did she really think she knew
Mariwen at all? 


She bit the head off an alien vegetable that tasted faintly
of citrus. Kris knew very little about society off a slave ship, but she knew a great
deal about playing games and playing roles and the people who did both. No
slave survived long without gaining that knowledge—without being able to
manipulate and detect manipulation. Kris had excelled at both of those on Harlot’s
Ruse and yet she didn’t know what to think about Mariwen. 


Mariwen was different but she didn’t know how
she was different. Mariwen was paid vast amounts to assume a role and
manipulate people’s feelings and everyone knew it and no one cared and they all
went along with it, very happily. It was all false but it wasn’t. There was
something—there seemed to be something—in Mariwen that made it all
okay. Something essential and true. You couldn’t really touch it or get to know
it, but it was there and when Mariwen was playing a role, however brazenly or
subtlety, she also seemed to be saying: the real me is better. But there
was no malice in it—no hurtful teasing. Not even conceit. It was just a
condition—an essential fact that had to be accepted. 


And yet . . . Kris stroked the little smiling holographic
image in the corner and shivered slightly. There had been times on the ship—more
than a few times—when Kris felt . . . no, when she could have sworn
that she was talking to the real Mariwen—no roles, no games, no
filters. Just Mariwen. Was that possible? 


She tapped CALL. 


Mariwen answered at once, her face radiating pleasure.
“Kris!” 


“Hi.” Kris’s voice faltered—she hadn’t been expecting a
greeting quite that enthusiastic. “I . . . I promised I’d call. I hope I’m not
interrupting,” 


“Oh no! No. Of course not. I was so hoping you’d
call. I didn’t know when they were letting you out.”


“Just this AM actually. Huron brought me down.”


An expression Kris couldn’t catch flickered across Mariwen’s
face. “That was thoughtful of him. You got a place and everything?”


“Yeah. They assigned this . . . apartment to me.”


“Apartment?” Mariwen’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Not the
short-term quarters then.”


“I dunno. Maybe not. It’s . . . big.” She laughed,
self-conscious. “I don’t know my way around it yet. The walls change color. It
has a tub.” 


Mariwen laughed, eyes sparkling. “Of course, it has a
tub.” 


Of course? Kris could not help but grin. “Anyway, how
are you? Everything going okay?”


Mariwen’s face fell into a sort of annoyed pout. “Well,
things are certainly going. You’d think I came back from the dead or
something. No one will leave me alone. And then there are these big hearings.
Now they want me to testify—”


“Hearings? On what?”


Mariwen shook her head, eyes rolling. “The slaving problem.
They’ve been planned for—I don’t know—months. Grand Senators, the Archon—”


“Mari!” a woman’s voice called from the background.
“Sweetie, are you forgetting we have to go in just a few minutes? They’ll be
waiting.” 


Mariwen’s face froze for a moment, then fell as she mouthed
a single word. “Sorry. Just a—” She turned and as she did so, the line muted
and Kris saw her speaking to the other woman. Kris didn’t know what she’d seen
for a second in Mariwen’s face but she didn’t like it. Mariwen turned back to
her. “Sorry—I do have to go. Look, I’ll be in touch, okay? Take care of
yourself.” And she cut the line without waiting for Kris to respond. 


Kris sat for a moment, unmoving, feeling that the bottom had
just dropped out of her stomach. She slid the card onto a side table, got up,
walked slowly into a bedroom and slammed the door.


 *     *     *


Lora Comargo, inserting an earring, came and stood by
Mariwen’s shoulder as the line dropped. “Who was that?” 


“A girl I met on the ship.” Mariwen looked at the blank card
for a few moments before putting it away. “She’s nice. Her name’s Loralynn.” 


“Pretty.” 


“Yeah. Unusual too.” 


“I meant the girl.” Lora put her hand on Mariwen’s shoulder.
“Is she sweet?” 


“No.” Mariwen stood up, turned and gave Lora a quick hug.
“No, I wouldn’t say she’s sweet. Exactly.” 


Lora watched Mariwen as she went into the next room for her
coat. “Exactly? How exactly?”


Mariwen came back, shrugging the coat on. It was almost
floor length and the rich chameleon-silk brocade swirled about her beautifully.
“She was the captain’s—” She paused to fumble with the buttons, her fingers
clumsy. Lora came over and started to button it for her. 


“The captain’s?” 


“Of the—the . . . Of the slave ship.” 


“Oh.” 


Mariwen nodded. Lora saw her swallow twice as she finished
with the coat buttons. 


Lora gave her wife a quick kiss. “It’s okay, sweetie. She’ll
be fine now.” She picked up a collection of cards, keys, and a small wallet
from a low ornate table. “Ready? Don’t forget your purse.” 


“Oh.” Mariwen left the room to get it. When she came back
Lora was holding open one of the tall, paneled double-entry doors. “Got
everything?” 


“I think so.”


“Your medicine?”


Mariwen glanced quickly into her purse. “Yes.”


“Okay.” Lora ushered her through and out onto a wide,
columned portico. Beyond, a garden split by a broad flagstone path stretched
for fifty meters to a low wall that supported the invisible security fence.
Outside a wrought-iron gate, a groundcar waited, three men standing by it. Lora
slipped her arm under Mariwen’s as they went down the wide shallow portico
steps to the path. 


Two steps on, Lora swore softly. “Mari, honey, I forgot my
card. Run down there please and tell them I’ll just be a second?” She turned
back to the house and patted Mariwen’s arm. “Sorry!” 


As Mariwen walked toward the car, Lora ran up the steps and
let herself in. Once inside, she checked the console, saw that Mariwen was
standing with the three men by the car and pulled a blank card out of her
pocket. She tapped a short code on it. A central icon lit red, blinked for a
few seconds and then cycled to green. 


“Get me Larson,” Lora said quietly. A man’s voice answered
with a single syllable. “Larson, we may have a situation here.” 


*     *     *


Kris slept badly that first night. The silence, the
solidness, kept jarring her awake. All ships, and even space stations, had a
note, a sound, a vibration that you were always aware of even if you couldn’t
hear it. A sense of moving, of being alive, that produced an ingrained
understanding, and eventually a pure instinct, that if it ever stopped, you
were dead. Without it, she lurched out of her dreams again and again—gasping
for air, lunging for hatch dogs that were not there, frantically looking for
gauges and valves that did not exist—never fully awake. Then falling back
against the pillow, falling down again into the dream—the dream where hatches
blew and the ship’s brittle skin split open like a rotten fruit, spilling out
men like seeds into that utter lack of anything at all to just float float  float
. . .


Finally, she did wake up and saw a promise of light through
the curtains: the beginning of Nedaema’s 37-hour day. She got up and splashed
her face with the incredible treat of pure cold water and went to the kitchen.
She found a tuberous thing with a yellowish skin and white flesh, embedded in
what she took to be a butter sauce. She zipped the clear foil to heat it and a
few minutes later was eating it straight from the package with a spoon. 


It was butter, but unlike any butter she’d ever
known. It was silky and amazingly rich with a clean taste spiked with
unidentifiable savory flavors that went with the tuber outstandingly well.
Although initially she had not felt hungry, she ate it all, wolfing the last
bites and scooping out the remaining sauce with her fingers and licking it off.
Then she went to the larger bathroom and stared defiantly at the tub. Well, fuck
it. She was going to fill the thing, goddammit, and she was going to fill
it with warm water! 


She started the taps, adjusted the temperature and stripped,
feeling rebellious and almost sinful. Then she slid gingerly into the inviting
liquid, the absurd inconceivable luxury of gallons of warm water—feeling
the thrill as her ankles, calves, and thighs submerged, and then plunged her
torso in, all the way up to the shoulders. Water slopped and splashed
alarmingly and she did not care. 


Leaning back, wetting the hair that fell half-way to her
waist, she closed her eyes, let go a shuddering sigh and settled deeper onto
the tub, feeling the warmth invade and caress her muscles. And within minutes,
she was fast asleep. 


It was a mildly insistent undulating tone that woke her
uncounted hours later. It did not wake her abruptly so she came to
consciousness little by little, her body still rocking in the water that had
maintained its perfect temperature. She felt immensely rested, better than she
could ever remember feeling, and she had no idea what the sound was as she lay
there, eyes closed, until consciousness took hold fully and she realized it was
a calling card. 


She almost leapt from the tub and bolted wet, pink and naked
into the living space where the card lay caroling on a short side table by the
couch. But it was not Mariwen’s card. It was Huron’s and the disappointment,
mixed now with embarrassment, started to cool the adrenal burst in her veins.
She picked his card up, shook a last tremor out of her shoulders, and tapped ACCEPT.



Huron’s face appeared and for several seconds looked
perfectly blank. She didn’t understand it. Feeling awkward, she ran a finger
across her lips. “Hi, Huron.” 


 “Hi Kris,” he said, now with a perfectly neutral smile. “Am
I interrupting anything?” 


“No.” Kris shook her head and put the card back down on the
side table so she could wring out her long wet hair. “I was just taking a
bath.”


“I see.” 


Glowering defensively, she scraped water droplets off her
torso with the edges of her hands and shook them. “I’ve only had a bath once
before,” she said, justifying her outrageous, perhaps even wicked, extravagance.



“Well, you can take just as many as you like,” Huron replied
with a wider smile. “But I suggest you up the collagen mix if you’re going to
take more than three a day—that is, if you don’t want your skin to shrivel
up.” 


She flicked more water off, her mouth crimped to one side.
“You’re teasing me again.” 


“No, actually I’m not. You really can if you want.” 


She snorted and sleeked back her wet hair. “And who’s gonna
pay for all that?”


“Well . . .” He smoothed the hair over his temple. “You
could say it’s on the house.” 


“Okay.” She shook her head in disbelief. “If you say so.” 


“Anyway,” Huron went on, “the reason I’m calling is that I
wanted to know if you were serious about learning to fly.”


“What?” The scowl vanished instantly and she grinned down at
the little card on the table. “Yes! Can I?” 


“Ah . . . yeah. You can,” Huron said with a vaguely
quizzical look. “I have a friend who gives flying lessons. His name is Fred Heink—a
good guy, good flyer. I flew with him a lot, back when he was in the Service.
His rates are reasonable—maybe a bit more than some—but worth it. I’ve talked
to him and he might be willing to give you a break. If you want, I’ll give you
his number.”


“Yes!” Kris almost shrieked, literally bouncing with joy in
a tiny circle. Then suddenly she stopped. “I mean, how much is it? Is it still
a lot?”


“Oh, I think you can afford it. You should have your first
disbursement soon, if it’s not in your account already. Fred’s lessons usually
run about five hundred for the introductory course—that’s four weeks.”


“Oh! Okay!” Kris was rosy with delight. “When can I start?”
Smothering a giggle, she finally settled down on the end of the couch.


“I’ll let you work that out with Fred. I’ve sent you his
number. Call him whenever you like. He already knows who you are.” 


She giggled again, making little fists and wiggling them
gleefully. “Thank you, Huron! Really! I really—I don’t know how to . . .” 


Huron just smiled benignly. “That’s alright, Kris, you don’t
have to thank me. Or you can thank me by becoming a good pilot. We could use
another good pilot.” 


Kris laughed, a peal of pure joy. 


“Just one thing though, Kris.” 


“What?” Her smile dimmed a touch as a hint of some new
suspicion crept in. 


“You do know that the video on these cards is two-way
unless you blank it, right?”


Her forehead crimped with puzzlement. “Yeah—of course it
is.” 


“Oh. Okay.” Huron pursed his lips and nodded. “Well, I’ll
tell Fred to expect your call.” 


Her face relaxed back into a smile, not quite so giddy now
but maturing into the warm glow of real happiness. “Thanks, Huron. Talk soon?” 


“Oh, you can count on it. Bye, Kris.” 


“Bye.” 


Huron killed the link, shook his head in wonderment, and
tapped up Fred on his private line. Fred Heink was a grizzled warrant officer with
a limp; an old Service friend recently retired, and he had never been known for
an especially cheerful nature or for having a great deal of forbearance. So
when he saw his friend’s still smiling, slightly pink face his first thought
was that Huron, if not actually drunk, was certainly in an uncharacteristically
cheerful condition. 


“Hello, Rafe. Been having a fine day, have you?”


“You could say that, Fred.”


“Must be nice.”


“No complaints. But I’m calling because I just spoke with
Kris—you remember her—and you have a student—a pretty enthusiastic student,
at that. If you feel like giving her a bit of a break, let me know and I’ll
cover it. Just don’t mention that I have to anyone—especially her. Okay?”


“Means that much to you, does she?” 


“Well she’s different, Fred. I gave her your number and I
think you can expect to hear from her pretty soon.” 


Fred pursed his mouth. Huron wasn’t normally given either to
early drinking or enthusiasms, and he was having to rethink the root of his
friend’s cheerfulness. “Looking forward to it.” 


“And Fred, there’s one more thing.”


“Yeah?”


“She likes baths.”


“Okay.” Fred’s face compressed into a frown. This was not
something that usually came up in regard to prospective flight students. “So?”


“So if she calls after she’s taken one—or even while
she’s taking one—just try to ignore it.” 


Fred’s eyebrows climbed almost to his receding hairline.
“Okay?”


“Like I said, she’s different.” 


“Thanks for the heads up.”


“Anytime. Catch ya over the top.”


“You too, Rafe.” 










Chapter Ten





Eelusis Cosmodrome

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Kris sat cooling her heels in the No.4 hanger of a
small private cosmodrome a few dozen klicks north of Nemeton. Cooling her heels
literally, because in her eagerness to begin her third week of flight lessons,
she had arrived already wearing her flight suit, not counting on the
unseasonably warm weather and that it would take forty-five minutes longer than
expected to clear the traffic pattern for her lesson. 


So she sat in the big open hanger, baked by the afternoon
heat radiating from the melt-rock paving, sweating and fidgeting until it
occurred to her to remove her boots and gloves—the only parts of the suit that
would readily come off—and find a place to sit where she could dangle her bare
feet over a ventilation shaft. It may have looked a little ridiculous but Kris
wasn’t concerned about appearances. She was going to try out a new trainer
today, her instructor having concluded that after ten lessons in an old placid
air-breather that couldn’t even break 15 kilometers altitude, she could handle
something a little hotter. The new trainer was still an air-breather—it
wouldn’t do suborbital—but the online specs promised a considerable
improvement. So it would take a lot more than waiting almost an hour in the
heat in an uncomfortable flight suit to cloud her happiness.


As it was, the only cloud was Mariwen, who still hadn’t
called back, but that was a modest cloud and even so, it was getting thin and
wispy under the joyful glare of learning to fly, unlimited baths (it hadn’t
quite sunk in until a few days ago that Nedaema was a water planet) and
the fact that Mariwen was preoccupied with these hearings she was going to
testify at, which Kris was hearing more and more about, and which were at least
partially responsible for today’s delay. 


As Mariwen had told her, they concerned the slaver problem
and were intended to galvanize public opinion into supporting the measures
necessary to eradicate slaving in the Outworlds once and for all, and they were
to last for three days. In attendance would be dignitaries from all over the
League. A good chunk of the Grand Senate would be there and senior
representatives from all the voting worlds, along with the Archon and the
Scholiast, of course, and the Outworld governors. And the weight of the
security needed to protect all these high-value targets was certainly impeding
daily life and making just getting around—or getting a flight lesson—a
terrific pain. 


Huron, when she asked about them, had been cynical. He
rather thought that the voters hardly needed to be galvanized into supporting
the slavers’ eradication. But he did see how it would help the political images
of the people involved—he called it grandstanding—and given what Kris
had learned about his political connections, she thought he was almost
certainly right. 


But probably the biggest factor in dulling her
disappointment over Mariwen was knowing that a call was more than she could
reasonably expect anyway. Mariwen in her element was necessarily different than
Mariwen in Kris’s element. But Kris was not sure she liked Mariwen’s element—she
was sure she didn’t like Lora Comargo. She knew it might be completely
irrational, but the way Mariwen had seemed to freeze when Lora spoke to her and
the look that crossed her face afterward—the whole change that came over her—bothered
Kris deeply. There was something about Lora’s tone; about the way she had
addressed Mariwen, that almost reminded Kris of Trench: a sort of
off-handedness like you were speaking to a pet, to something you owned. 


Kris felt a tremor just remembering it. 


It was absurd to think that Mariwen, of all people, would be
married to anyone who even remotely thought of her that way and Kris could not
account for it. But neither could she trust herself. Trench came back, often
forcefully, at odd times and for no apparent reason. She would be perfectly
fine for days and then something—a gesture, a phrase, a smell, almost anything
really—would trigger a sudden visceral, almost tactile memory of him that would
leave her shaking. She would be tense and jittery for hours after, going in
fear of the next innocent trivial event that would again raise Trench from the
dead. The rehab shrinks had told her to expect that, of course; they had taught
her exercises that were supposed to help and maybe they did—a bit. But they
were nothing to a long hot soak and there had been days when she swore she
would never leave the tub. 


Hearing familiar voices outside at last broke this
unpleasant reverie and she looked up with a happy expectant grin as two men
walked through the hanger entrance. One was indeed her flight instructor but
the other was Huron, and he was wearing a flight suit and carrying his helmet.
Her expectant grin morphed into a questioning and candidly suspicious look. 


“Hi Kris,” Huron called out, smiling. 


“Hello Huron.” He certainly looked friendly but Kris was not
yet sure how far she trusted the Navy Department’s motives. “What brings you
here?”


Huron grinned wider. “You do. I’m here to save you some money.”
He waved the flight helmet at her instructor. “Fred here says it’s okay.” Fred
laughed and said something Kris could not quite catch—the ending sounded like:
“. . . can afford it.” 


“Money?” 


“Yeah. I thought I’d take you up today.” 


“Oh . . .”


“Don’t mind, do you?” 


“No!” Kris blurted, the pulse going fast in her neck. Take
her up? A famous fighter pilot? “I mean—that’s fine. Great!” 


“Didn’t think you’d object.” He laughed. “Get your boots on.
We’ve got clearance in five.” 


As Kris fumbled into her boots and gloves—her fingers
weren’t working as well as they might—Huron passed a few quiet words with Fred
and they shook hands. “See you back here in a couple of hours, Fred.” 


Fred chuckled low. “Have a good flight, Lieutenant.” 


Flying with Huron would have been surprise enough, but the
real surprise did not become evident until they were out of the hanger and
halfway through the jet park. Kris had assumed Huron would take the trainer
Fred had scheduled but they walked right past it toward a sleek midnight-black
two-man flyer off by itself near the edge of the apron. 


“Are we taking that?” Kris asked, almost breathless,
the color mounting in her cheeks. 


“Actually, you’re taking it,” Huron replied with a glint in
his eye. “I’m just along for the ride.” 


They walked around the beautiful little craft doing their
ground check and Kris took it all in with a thumping heart: from the ogive nose
to the two scramjets alongside the tailfin; the short semi-retractable wings
and shielded thrusters in the fuselage. This was the real thing: a low-orbit
capable high-performance kite. She had to suppress a giggle as they climbed in
via the wings and Huron helped her strap into the pilot’s seat.


“Now two things,” he said as he strapped into the other
chair. “One: we are staying on this planet today. Your ceiling is sixty
klicks—I see stars and you’re grounded. Be a good girl and we’ll see about
taking it over the top another day.”


Kris nodded as solemnly as she could. “Okay.”


“Two,” Huron continued, “You’ll notice there’s no co-pilot’s
controls in this thing. If you screw up, it’s all on you.” As the full meaning
of that and the implications for this lesson began to settle in Kris, her
excitement changed key and she swallowed. “Okay.” 


“Good to go?” 


Kris nodded. “Good to go. Sir.” 


Huron chuckled. “Nice touch.”


Huron talked her through the preflight checks; she asked
ATC for takeoff clearance and received it, then warmed up the scramjets while
she taxied onto the jetway using thrusters. Huron gave her instructions in a calm
professional voice, and as they reached the launch line and she engaged the
brakes to allow the scramjets to spin up to a hypersonic whine, he said, “Hear
that? The pitch?”


“Yes. What about it?” 


“Every engine has it own note—get to know it. If you ever
hear it off-tone—and especially if you ever hear the slightest hum or warble—abort
immediately. Those turbines throwing a blade will ruin your whole day. “


“Yes sir!”


“Good. I hope to hell you’re not tone deaf. Now another
thing”—she could hear the smile in his calm tone—“she’s not much like that
slug you flew last week. When you release brakes, she’s going to bolt. Don’t
worry. She’s kind of a high-strung girl and she just wants you to be gentle
with her. Yank the stick around and she’s liable to take offense. That will
also ruin your whole day.” 


Jeezus! What did I get myself into here? “Oh, ah—yes
sir.” 


“Take it sweet and easy, and she’ll give you a very nice
ride.” He glanced over at her. “You ready?” 


Kris took a deep breath. “Yes . . . sir.” 


“Then let her go.” 


As ready as she thought she was, Kris was not prepared for
what Huron had meant when he’d said bolt. The flyer shot forward with an
acceleration that squashed the air out of her chest and the end to jetway
approached faster than seemed possible. It felt like she was fighting a
hundredweight as she eased the stick back but the little craft took to the air
almost magically without a flutter. 


As they screamed over the trees beyond the end of the
jetway, she pitched the nose up to thirty degrees, eased back on the throttle
and a few seconds later they broke supersonic. She was getting her breath back
and her vision had returned to normal when Huron nodded. “Not bad.”


He leaned over and punched up some data on the Nav-Tac and
her heads-up display came alive with traces. “Okay, now take her over to
two-one-niner, angels thirty, and show me what you got.” 


Kris had never in her life felt so thoroughly alive. The
darling little flyer responded charmingly to her slightest pressure; the sound
of the scramjets was a song of purest joy; the dark blue dome of the sky
shading to the deepest sapphire at the zenith beckoned wantonly but she held
firmly to her promise, all the time remembering his. 


She showed off the simple evolutions she’d learned in her prior
lessons and Huron talked her through a few new ones. After what seemed an age—though
it lasted maybe fifty minutes—they descended in a long smooth curve to about
ten thousand meters and she engaged the Nav-Tac to take them back home. Far to
the east was a bank of the immense lenticular clouds that often formed in
Nedaema’s lower atmosphere at these latitudes and Huron was looking at
something above them that had caught his attention. He reached over, fiddled
with the main console and looked at the HUD. “Bank right,” he said and his tone
was flat. As they came around, he pointed toward the clouds. “What the hell’s
that?” 


Kris followed the line of his arm and saw a small black
speck—a speck that did not seem to be moving but did appear to be
creating a shock cone. She continued her turn and the speck remained on a fixed
bearing as the clouds in the background swept by. It was getting bigger and the
shock cone more obvious. Huron’s voice came, firm and clipped: “Hard roll left.
Full throttle. On my mark, throttle back and hit the airbrakes.” 


Kris pushed the stick hard left as she punched the throttle.
The flyer leaped forward, the horizon spun crazily and she heard Huron counting
out loud: “. . . two, one . . . Brake!”


She deployed the airbrakes and down-throttled. The nose came
up hard as they were thrown forward into the straps with crushing force and the
flyer bucked and rocked as something rocketed by with a tearing scream, more
felt than heard but still deafening, even through their helmets. 


“What the hell!” Kris yelled, her ears ringing and her
vision filled with sparks as she brought the flyer back under control. Huron,
looking behind them, snapped, “Get down on the deck. Fast!” 


Kris dropped the nose. The flyer stooped as she watched the
airspeed climb at an unbelievable rate. “What the fuck was that?” 


“Not now.” She’d never heard anyone’s voice so hard, so
cold. He looked forward again. “You see that lake?” He pointed at a finger of
water, the nearest of a chain of lakes running in long silver-blue gaps through
the dark endless forest rushing up at them at an appalling speed. She nodded. 


“Head for it.” She eased the stick over. 


Huron glanced behind again. “Max boost.” 


She pushed the throttle open as far as it would go. Her
heart hammered, the flyer shuddered as it burned through the denser air. The
horizon was just a smear, the stick shook as she held it with both hands. Beads
of sweat tickled as they ran down her neck inside her suit. 


“Ease off to point eight. I’m going to give you a three-count
to pull out. The control surfaces are going to be heavy but pull smooth The
dampers will take about eighty gees—the wings will come off at around a
hundred. So no matter how heavy it feels, don’t jerk it.” 


“What altitude?” A whisper because she could no longer
breath. 


“We need to skim the surface at about ten meters.” 


Her breath froze in her throat. Ten meters? At this
velocity? Her eyes were locked on the narrow lake, growing in her vision faster
than anything possibly could and her heartbeats were all she could hear,
booming long and slow. There were only two before Huron put his gloved hand
over both of hers and she heard him distantly: “Ready, two one—Now!”


Lake water was all she could see, the ripples frozen in time
across its surface, but before she heard the last syllable, his hand pressed
gently and she was tugging the stick back with both hands. The horizon swooped
down; the sky appeared like a great azure eye suddenly opening. Her vision
grayed out, there was a stabbing pain in her ears and something slapped them
hugely from behind. 


She felt pressure on her hands and followed it, easing off
stick and throttle and her chest convulsed with a huge tearing sob as she
gulped oxygen. Her ears were ringing and there was a terrible pain behind her forehead
and her vision was coming back all blurred and smeared with red. 


“Wha—what . . .” She struggled to breathe; moving her head
was agony. She squeezed her eyes tight shut and willed them open clear. They
did—not entirely, but better. Huron’s hand left hers. “You okay?” His voice
sounded breathy but almost human.


“Yeah,” she gasped. “Yes.” 


“Good.” He was tapping a series of commands on the console.
“Let’s keep it down on the deck. I don’t fancy another one of those.” 


They flew back on autopilot programmed for nap-of-the-earth
and it took a good long time for Kris’s shoulders to stop shaking. By the time
they picked up the landing beacon, she had her breath under control and, except
for the occasional sharp violent shudder, the rest of her. As the approach lit
up on the HUD, Huron appraised her and asked, “Can you take her in?” 


Kris nodded. “Yes sir.” 


He eased back in his seat. “Never doubted it.” 


His confidence was not misplaced, though she did feather
it a bit early and dropped them jarringly from almost two meters up when she
cut power. Neither of them said anything as the flyer came to a stop and she
switched off. She broke her helmet seals and opened the canopy. A rush of air
chilling the sweat on her neck and brow made her shiver as she took the helmet
off and put it in her lap. 


“Now,” she said, getting a grip on her frayed nerves. “Now
tell me what the hell happened.” 


Huron also had his helmet off and was fiddling with the
console, scrolling reams of data down the display while he tapped out messages
on the xel he held in one hand. “Off hand, I’d say that was some sort of
stealth drone with—fortunately for us—a non-adaptive proximity fuse.” 


“What?”


“Yep,” Huron said, biting the syllable off as he touched a
blinking red icon on his xel and rapped out another message. 


“Someone just tried to kill us?” Kris was staring at
him, her eyes huge and her mouth agape. 


“That’s my guess.” He reached over and released her straps. 


“But why?” 


Huron slid out of his straps with practiced ease. “That, I couldn’t
say.” He climbed out on the wing root and gave her a hand. “But I’m arranging a
ride home for you.” She nodded. “And I’d be a little careful about who I talked
to for the next few days.” 


After Kris was bundled into an anonymous groundcar driven
by a marine in mufti who took his instructions from Huron very seriously and
without saying a word, Huron waited in the hanger for his own transport. He’d
sent his groundcar back by an appropriately circuitous route and had arranged
for another, much more difficult to trace. It was unlikely whoever was behind
the attack would try again so soon, but there was no point in taking chances.
Trying to kill someone with a stealth drone was far beyond the run-of-the-mill
assassination attempt. 


As he waited, he heard footsteps and a moment later, Fred
poked his head around the corner. “So how’d she do?” 


“I’ve got no complaints,” Huron answered as he scanned the
last few replies from CEF HQ. 


“Bit rough there on the landing, I thought, though.” 


Huron’s lips tugged left in his trademark half-smile. “Well,
you know. She’s learning.” 


*     *     *


Six hours later, Huron jogged up the steps of CEF HQ
in Nemeton. News of the attack had been all over the media since 1700. The
authorities had announced a Code 3 surveillance condition and most traffic was
at a stand: flights grounded and ports closed. Around the perimeter and on the
portico of the singularly unattractive gray HQ building the barricades were up,
though they were not terribly obvious. Nor were the additional marine guards,
except for those patrolling for show in full combat armor, and only someone
with very good sensors or a secure link to the Operations Center would have
been aware the high-altitude CAP now orbiting over the city. 


None of that concerned Huron as he breezed through security
and took a lift to the seven-floor suite that served as a temporary workspace
for him and the Arizona’s other junior officers. He exchanged salutes
with a number of acquaintances on the way, most of whom favored him with significant
looks. What the looks might be significant of did not concern him either, and
he had in fact forgotten them by the time he arrived at his cube and found, as
he’d expected, a lieutenant with the lank build and albino coloring of a born
Belter waiting for him. 


“Hey Boss,” the lieutenant greeted him, making only a
negligent motion toward saluting. “Who’d you piss off this time?” 


Huron chuckled and reached out to shake the other man’s
hand. “Well, as you know, the list is long but distinguished. Thanks for
coming.” He and Geoff N’Komo had gone through the Academy together and N’Komo 
had been his wingman for most of their deployments before his elevation to 
Arizona’s TAO. Lieutenant N’Komo was currently the senior SRF squadron 
leader on the light carrier LSS Calypso, which had come in last month. 
But whenever they met, regardless of their personal circumstances, he insisted 
on calling Huron ‘Boss.’ 


“Do we have anything yet?” Huron asked, logging onto his
system and his linking his xel. 


“Lotta bullshit media hype,” N’Komo replied. “And downstairs
they’re spooling through the message traffic like fiends.” 


“Recover any of the wreckage?”


“Part of one fin, some of the tail section and a few bits of
the casing.” 


“Interesting?” 


N’Komo spread his unnaturally long hands. “Typical
gray-market stuff. Standard C-12 explosive—no particular mix. Isotopes suggest
it’s originally Bannerman manufacture but that describes about half the stuff
you’d find out there.” 


Huron drummed his fingers on his desk as he watched data
flow to and fro. “Nothing else? Nothing unusual?”


“Not really, except that they think it was here for a while—couple
of months, at least.”


“How do they know that?”


“You know how those stealth coatings pick stuff up—react to
light.” Huron actually did not know but he nodded anyway. “Besides, you can’t
just smuggle in a drone. Gotta bring in the pieces and assemble it here.
Probably take more than a couple of months to pull all that off.” 


“Yeah.” Huron rubbed his knuckles on his palm. “But they
didn’t take time to swap the fuse.” 


“What do you mean?” 


Huron sat on the edge of his desk, showed Geoff the
reconstructed trajectories. “See? It was a non-adaptive proximity fuse. That’s
why it fired on the lake’s surface.”


“Yeah. Damn nice move that.” 


“If it was meant for aerial attack, why not use an adaptive
fuse? They had plenty of time.” 


“Maybe they were in a hurry for some reason.”


“Okay. Why?” 


N’Komo shrugged, an angular gesture. “Target of opportunity?
Who knew you were going to fly today?” 


“No one.” Huron frowned. “I didn’t decide until this AM.” He
shook his head. “We’ve been down here for weeks. Why take a shot now? It
doesn’t make sense.” 


They exchanged a look and shook their heads in unison. “Fuck
it,” Huron muttered. Then: “Who’d the Nedaemans put on it?”


“Their Chief Inspector. Fellow named Taliaferro. He wants to
talk to you, by the way.” 


“Of course.” Huron’s brows crimped. He checked his xel. “I
guess no time like the present. Did he leave a card?”


“I think you’re sitting on it.”


“Oh.” Huron shifted his hip, found the calling card. Picking
it up, he said, “Look Geoff, I want you to do me a favor.”


“You got it, Boss.”


“I got a weird feeling about this. Find somebody to keep an
eye on that girl. Somebody good. Somebody not associated with me. You follow?”


“A-firm, Boss. You think Corporal Vasquez would do? Her
unit’s in town.” 


Huron laughed, shook his head and smiled. The smile had an
unpleasant edge to it. “Oh yeah. Oh yeah.” Still smiling, he stood and
slipped the inspector’s calling card in his pocket. “Well, time to talk to the
cops, I suppose. You’ll let me know if they find anything.” 


“You know I will.” 


“I do at that.” He clapped N’Komo on the shoulder. “Be back
as soon as I’m finished.” 


“Hey, Boss?” N’Komo stopped him as he turned to go. “How did
you know about the fuse?”


“I didn’t. It was the only chance we had.” 


“Well, it was still a damn nice move. Never thought you
could pull that off in a civil bird.”


“Thanks, but I didn’t.” N’Komo looked blank. “I mean I
wasn’t doing the flying. That was her, Geoff. No co-pilot seat in that thing.” 


N’Komo looked blanker. “You’re kidding, right.” 


“Not at all. She had it locked in like I’ve never seen. Not
a shiver. Well . . .” He gave his head a little sideways nod and smiled that
crooked half-smile. “Not until we were on the ground.” 


“Oh.”


“Yeah.” He nodded, smile twitching down on one side. “Did
drop it a bit hard on the landing though. Gotta work on that.”


“Okay.” N’Komo finally got some expression back in his face:
part irony, part puzzlement. “If you say so. You know best.” 


“So I do. Have Vasquez keep a good watch on her, Geoff. I’d
hate like hell to lose this one.”










Chapter Eleven





NBPS HQ, Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Behind the desk of the Chief Inspector of Nedaema’s
Bureau of Public Safety was a round-headed man with broad mobile features and a
halo of unruly white hair that contrasted shockingly with skin burned almost
black by the suns of many less pleasant worlds. He was of middle height with a
thick lumpish build and wore an indifferently tailored dark gray suit. Rising
to greet Huron, he extended a wide short-fingered hand with an improbable
amount of silvery hair on the back of it. 


“Hello Lieutenant. Nikolai Taliaferro,” he said, taking
Huron’s hand in a crushing grip. “As you may have guessed, I am not from these
parts.” 


Huron had indeed guessed but he was not entirely prepared
for just how remote Taliaferro’s native parts must have been. He pronounced his
surname Tolliver in wonderful defiance of its spelling and he did so in
one of the thickest colonial accents Huron had ever encountered. Huron could
not quite place it; likely it had been blurred by a lifetime in the League’s
backwaters or places even more remote, but its origin was probably Whitworth or
maybe Reunion. 


How a colonial had risen to such a high position in a
society as obsessively class unconscious as Nedaema—which is to say
they talked of egalitarianism at length and greatly valued diversity in
everything but thought and manner—was likely a fascinating tale and Huron
thought that it would be fun someday to hear it. But today was not that day, so
he just returned Taliaferro’s handshake with a polite nod. “Thank you,
Inspector. I’m sorry we have to meet under such circumstances.” 


Taliaferro laughed, a rich rather burbling laugh. His eyes
were small and bright blue, and almost disappeared in the creases of his face
when he laughed. “Well, if I wanted to meet people under pleasant
circumstances, I’d get a job as the doorman of a bordello.” 


Huron got the impression he said bordello out of
respect for his company or because it was duty hours, and otherwise the
earthier colonial terms for such an establishment would come more readily to
his tongue: whorehouse, knocking shop, and of course fuckery. “I fully
understand.” 


“Sit down. Sit down.” Taliaferro waved him to a seat. “Mind
if I smoke?” He was already rummaging in the recesses of his suit as Huron said
he did not. Tobacco had long since been deprived of it’s harmful character, but
something of the stigma lingered and smoking was almost unheard of in the
Homeworlds, except among the eccentric rich. Huron had a maiden aunt who smoked
ostentatiously when with company. 


“Thanks.” The Chief Inspector removed the cigarette he had
located, lit it with a flick of his thumbnail, and inhaled a welcome lungful.
Then he fiddled behind his desk and a holographic display popped into existence
above it. “So. It seems that was a hell of a day.” Taliaferro exhaled a vast
blue cloud that the office air-conditioning instantly detected and began to try
to deal with while he continued to fiddle and the display came alive with data.
“We’ve got the air-traffic control logs, of course, and whatever the planetary
civil sensors can tell us—damn little it looks like—and your flyer’s telemetry,
and I’ve got teams combing the weeds for a launch site. I understand that your
people already nicked the debris. I got a nice preliminary email on the
findings.” Huron inclined his head politely. “So why don’t we go over what you
have and we’ll take it from there.” 


Huron stood, to better address the display and explained the
particulars of the incident rapidly and concisely, using the ATC log data and
telemetry for illustration. Taliaferro followed with interest, showing no
problem in keeping up, and asking only a few cogent questions. Huron brought
his testimony to a close. 


“That helps.” Taliaferro considered the holographic volume
minutely. “We didn’t have a very good idea of the initial bearing. Those damn
drones are the Mother’s own bitch to detect at high altitude but you can pick
them up near launch by the turbulence they create if nothing else. Not too many
places they could have launched from that we wouldn’t have seen it and given it
was a short endurance hypersonic drone, we should be able to narrow things down
quite a bit now. He blanked the display. “And that was some damn pretty flying,
by the way.” 


Huron smiled a polite thank you, not clarifying who’d
actually done it. They had already discussed the obvious issues: that Huron’s
flyer had been checked for bugs and tell-tales; that he himself had not known
he planned to fly until that AM, that his flyer was fairly distinctive; that
the drone debris were not. None of it was very satisfying. Taliaferro had
picked up on the non-adaptive fuse on his own and remarked the peculiarity of
it. “Damn peculiar” was, in fact, his summation. 


At the end, he fixed Huron with a considering eye. “Tell me,
Lieutenant. If you were going to assassinate someone, is this the way you’d try
to go about it?” Huron allowed that was unlikely. “I agree.” Taliaferro pulled
his chin. “The way I’m seeing this, we keep investigating it as an attempt on
your life. If it wasn’t and they had another goal in mind and they think we’re
fishing in the wrong pond, we may flush ‘em out a bit. Maybe we get lucky.
Maybe convince ‘em to underestimate us. I think I’ll go make a couple of
slightly obtuse public statements. And of course, I’d appreciate any results
your people can pass along.” 


Huron promised they would, as far as they were able. 


“Thanks. Other than that . . .” Taliaferro spread his hands.
“I think we’re done here for now.”


They stood and shook hands again. “Keep your eyes on the
skyline, Lieutenant,” Taliaferro said as Huron turned to leave. “My gut tells
me that whatever the hell’s going on, this business is gonna get worse before
it gets even worse.”


*     *     *


The calling card lit up with Mariwen’s image and Kris
tapped ACCEPT, feeling a little anxious. “Hi Kris,” Mariwen began. She
looked a little uncertain too. “I wanted to call and apologize for being so
abrupt last time. I didn’t mean to get off the line so quickly. I’m sorry. I
know I should have called sooner—I wanted to but . . .”


“It’s okay. I know you’re busy.”


Mariwen rolled her eyes. “It’s insane. The media
won’t leave me alone and testifying at these hearings has me all in knots.
Lora’s—” She stopped suddenly. “And then this attack, all the security. Lora
brought in these new people—she doesn’t think I’m safe . . .” Another halt, a
strained laugh with something worrisome about the edges. “My god! Listen
to me! I haven’t even asked how you are. Are you okay?”


“Yeah, I’m fine.” 


“Really? Good. I just worried”—Mariwen glanced away—“I
mean . . . it seemed you were seeing a lot of Lieutenant Huron, so I, um . . .”
She stalled to visibly collect herself. “Anyway. I’m sorry I’m such a mess.
Look, what I really wanted to do was ask if you wanted to go out for an
evening. Would you?”


“Go out?” Kris bit the inside of her lip. “Go out where?” 


Mariwen laughed. “Anywhere! I just thought it would be nice
to spend an evening together. Have dinner, maybe see a show. Go shopping—”


“Shopping?” 


“Yeah.” Mariwen brightened, that old twinkle starting to
come back. “You know, girl stuff.” 


Kris did not know. Mariwen detected the confusion under the
blankness, but not its cause. Her face fell a couple of millimeters. “I, ah . .
. I don’t want to intrude. If you have plans . . .”


A tiny flash of insight blossomed in Kris’s brain. “Oh, no!
I mean you aren’t. It’s nothing—I don’t have any plans.”


“Then would you like to?”


Kris gathered her courage, fought down the rising nerves.
Shows? Shopping? “Sure. It sounds like fun.”


“Great! I’ll pick you up in a hour, okay? Do you have
anything to wear?”


To wear? Oh shit... 


Mariwen caught the look. “Oh, don’t worry. We’re about the
same size—I’ll bring a couple of things. We’ll get you all fixed up! Send a
map ref, okay?” 


“Sure.” She remembered them showing her that. She was sure
she could figure it out again. “Thanks.” She managed to keep the tremor out of
her voice. “See you in an hour.” 


“Thanks so much! Bye!”


“Bye.” The line dropped, Kris found the map reference and
sent it—it was ridiculously easy, really—and then sat on the floor, arms
tight around her knees and let the shaking take over. 


Dinner. A show. Shopping. Get you all fixed up
. . .


Trench liked to take her shopping sometimes. Usually in
some city on Cathcar or Solon—she couldn’t recall the names—during
maintenance stopovers. He put these electronic bracelets and anklets on her so
she wouldn’t run off but mostly so everyone knew exactly what she was. They’d
go through shops and kiosks full of stuff Kris had seen in vids. Trench bought
her things—clothes, shoes, jewelry. At the kiosks, he liked to make her change
clothes outside, trying on new outfits over and over again . . .


Get—You—All—Fixed—Up.


He’d have some people do her hair and make her up. Then he
would take her to a show in her new clothes, painted up in striking and garish
colors: deep bloody reds and slash of black or gold across one eye. They’d
usually do body makeup on her too: neon nipples and swirling fluorescent
scrolls on her abdomen with arrows pointing down. 


There would be a lot of people there—people like Trench
with their girls. When her turn came, he’d put her up on this platform under
the harsh spots with the laser lights glittering off her painted flesh and then
he and his friends would . . . 


Kris dropped her face to her knees. Tears ran hot and her
teeth chattered as she shook. Her arms squeezed harder, hugging herself as
tight as she could as she tried to breathe. 


He’s dead. The fucker’s dead. He can’t do that anymore.
She fought for and gained a deep breath. He’s dead . . . 


She closed her eyes, dug deep, reaching down for that place—for
home—way down inside. 


He’s fucking dead . . . 


By the time the door chimed, she was almost back to
normal. She paged Mariwen in and met her at the apartment door a minute later.
Mariwen breezed in with a smile and two shopping bags, saw Kris’s face and
froze. “What’s the matter?”


“It’s alright,” Kris said, her voice low and still clotted.
“I’ve just been a little stressed.” 


Mariwen came over, put her arms around Kris and held tight.
“It’s okay,” she whispered. “I know. I know . . .” 


Her fingers pressed into Kris’s back, feeling the knotted
muscles. She began to rub, firmly, gently, and Kris, her face pressed hard in
the juncture of Mariwen’s neck and shoulder, brought her arms up around
Mariwen’s waist. Her delicate perfume tickled Kris’s nose—unnamable flowers
and alien spice—and she began to relax. After a long minute, Kris let go and
Mariwen slid her hands up to Kris’s shoulders. “Better?” Her eyes were still
clouded with concern. 


Kris nodded. 


“Okay.” Mariwen let her go and reached for the bags she’d
dropped. “Let’s see what we have.” The bags produced a couple of dresses—one
bright and slightly iridescent and one shimmery black, shoes to go with each—and
a sober dark suit, exquisitely tailored, with a short jacket, an ivory shell
top and lovely matching boots with a moderate heel. 


“What do you like?” Mariwen asked and following her eyes
said, “Okay, the suit. I’d thought you’d probably like that. It’s an Ajaib-Gher
design.” 


That meant nothing to Kris but she nodded agreeably as she
made a tactical retreat to bedroom to try it on. When she came out Mariwen
beamed. “Perfect!” Then she considered Kris critically, tapping a fingernail on
her perfect teeth. “You know,” she began, hedging her statement with a cautious
note, “I’ve never seen anyone who needs makeup less than you do, but if you
want, we could try a little something.” 


Kris took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Sure. Okay.” 


Mariwen grinned, took out a small kit and tried a little
something: just some dark liner and a subtle bit of shadow to tilt her eyes
into the green, and lip gloss. “There!” she proclaimed, happy—even triumphant. “Nice. Are you ready?” 


Kris took a couple of deep slow breaths and smiled more
genuinely. “Ready.” 










Chapter Twelve 





CEF HQ, Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


“Hi, Trin. Got anything new on this?” 


Commander Trin Wesselby, acting director, Pleiades Sector
Intelligence Group, looked up at Huron and scowled. “Dammit, Huron. Don’t you
ever knock?” 


Huron reached over and rapped three times on the corner of
her desk. “That better?” 


The expression in her pale grey eyes told him it was not.
Trin Wesselby was a short woman; slim, tidy and precise in speech and manner,
but today she was also tired, harassed and fighting cramps, and her patience—not
long in the best of times—was correspondingly thin. 


“No,” she snapped, reinforcing that look’s message. “But why
do I expect you to have suddenly become housetrained?”


“Because of your unfailing optimism. Now do you have
anything for your very nearly dear departed? With a little help, I can dodge
stealth drones when I have to but I’m wondering what else they may have cooked
up.” 


She sighed and indicated the chair by her desk. “Well, since
you put it like that, do sit down.” Huron did. Wesselby steepled her
arms and looked him over interlaced fingers. Unlike most female officers, she
kept her dark hair long and the fact that a few disorderly stands had managed
to break free of the severe regulation hairstyle spoke volumes. “The short
answer is no.”


“What’s the long answer?”


She jerked her head at the console to her right. “Mostly
no.” Huron raised an eyebrow and waited. Wesselby dropped her hands, opened a
locked drawer and brought out a hardcopy file with a red striped cover. She
unsealed it with a finger and sour look. “This is all we have so far. What it
means depends on how far back you want to go and which conspiracy theories
you’re willing to entertain.” Her mouth quirked left. “And maybe how much
you’ve had to drink.” 


She started sifting reports out of the file and pushing them
across the desk at Huron. “There’s been some message traffic, probably
originating from Halith—Zalamankar looks like a good bet—to destinations that
are suspicious: Bannerman, the Andamans, and Miranda mostly. We understand
Miranda and the Andamans—they’re still trying to make mischief with the local
governments.” 


Huron’s jaw tightened. The League had already fought one
bloody war with the Dominion of Halith—the Halith Empire to most people—and
many confidently predicted a second.


 “But the Bannermans and, in at least a few cases, the
Andamans, have also been in contact with Solon in the Outworlds. It could be
innocent but Bannerman is big in the slave trade and we know the Andamans still
deal, even though they swear they no longer do, and Solon is a major node. We
also think they’ve started moving more shipments through Lacaille, but we can’t
prove that yet. We do know money is moving around, in some cases lots of it,
through some new handlers, likely from Mantua. And there have been some
potentially interesting ship movements, too.” 


“Any of this correlated with that message traffic?”


“Of course not.” Wesselby dropped her chin and peered up at
him, disappointed. “No one’s that stupid. Unless you’re in a hell of rush,
there are plenty of ways to send info around that can’t be traced without a
tail.”


“So?”


“So not much. If you’re paranoid, you can make it look like
something and a few people have. Most of them being Chapman.” She rolled her
eyes. Huron knew exactly what she meant. Dr. Marc Chapman was head of one of
her analysis groups. With a wild idea, a whiteboard and a stylus, he could
clear a room in a heartbeat. “But there’s this.” She shoved a contact report
under his eyes. 


He scanned it briefly. “This?” 


She nodded, turned the report sideways and cocked her head
to look at it. “We got this late last year—our year—from the Ionians. You
know they’ve been having difficulties with Andaman and Nicobar over Winnecke
IV?” Huron nodded. “They swear there was a meeting on Cor Leonis seven months
ago between Korliss Hellman, Nikolai Arutyun, and Nestor Mankho.” 


That got Huron’s full attention. “Mankho? The anarchist?”
Decades ago, Nestor Mankho had formed a terrorist group called the Black Army
that originally had no known state affiliations and no fixed address. It had
committed a string of assassinations and some fairly minor bombings until it
settled on Rephidim, a cold and inhospitable planet in the Outworld's border zone
with a particularly grim settlement history. Once there, Mankho declared his
own sovereign territory and began launching large-scale attacks, almost
certainly with state support. The last one had almost wiped out the Nedaeman
colony of Knydos. After that, the League dedicated a lot of effort to
suppressing the Black Army and Mankho hadn’t been heard from in years. There
were persistent rumors of his death but most believed he was holed up somewhere
in the Methuselah Cluster or the Outer Trifid. 


“The same.” Wesselby flipped over another page of the
report. “We never could prove who backed him on the Knydos raid—probably the
Bannermans but it could have been the Tyrsenian Alliance, despite the problems
they had with him over Rephidim. Anyway, after we put the Black Army out of
business he got into the slave trade in a big way. Turns out he wasn’t in the
Outworlds at all. He’s been living on Lacaille as an unofficial guest of their
security organs.” 


Huron grunted. Lacaille was a Bannerman client in the Hydra.
The rumors had only been off by fifty-six hundred light-years or so. “How long
have we known that?”


“Only a few weeks actually.” She scanned down the page. “I
should have mentioned that the meeting was supposedly arranged by one Orlando
Kagan-Lazar.” The name meant nothing to Huron. Wesselby sat back and rubbed her
palms together slowly. “So what do you think?” 


Huron spread his hands. “I think the Ionians are telling us
that last year Nestor Mankho met with a high-ranking Halith officer and some
guy I haven’t heard of on Andaman’s primary moon, all arranged by another guy I
haven’t heard of. And we have message traffic that we think has Halith prints
on it going between the places they all reside or do business. Is that it?”


“You don’t know about Korliss Hellman?”


“Should I?” 


“Maybe not.” Wesselby fished around in her desktop. “Got a
file on him here.”


“Maybe just give me a précis.” 


“Okay.” She stopped fishing, picked up a stylus and
addressed the open report, making a note. “Korliss Hellman is a prominent
Bannerman and known friend of Halith. In the past he’s conducted what you might
call a little unofficial diplomacy on, shall we say, sensitive issues.
And while he’s not directly involved in the slave trade he does profit from it.
He’s a financier and some years ago he got together with the Andamans to set up
a bank to help slavers handle their business. We suspect that his bank offers
its services to other undesirables as well.” 


“And let me guess,” Huron broke in. “This Kagan-Lazar fellow
is the Andaman he set up the bank with.” 


“Spot on. Kagan-Lazar is a semi-retired official from their
finance ministry.”


“Great. And you think Mankho is a client in good standing.”


“Indeed I do.” 


 “So what is the redoubtable Commander Arutyun up to these
days?” 


Trin Wesselby smiled thinly. “Well, he’s a captain now and
about a month before this meeting is claimed to have occurred, he was
transferred to the staff of Admiral Heydrich.” 


Huron’s eyebrows climbed high. “That would be Christian the
chief-of-Halith-military-intelligence Heydrich or Tristan the
penal-colony-commander Heydrich?” 


“The former. Tristan’s a general. ” 


“Oh, that’s right.” Huron’s eyebrows resumed their place.
“So why do you keep using words like swear and claimed?” 


“Because CID insists that Arutyun couldn’t have been on Cor
Leonis then. He attended a state function on Halith Evandor within a day of the
meeting. They also doubt Hellman could have been there, but they can’t
absolutely rule it out. They do allow that Kagan-Lazar may well have met with
Mankho though.”


“Just a slave banker having a friendly meeting with a valued
client.” 


Wesselby nodded, nibbling the end of her stylus. “And the
Nedaemans agree based on their own sources and, for that matter, so does ONI.
But ONI thinks CID may be wrong about Hellman and that he could have been at
the meeting. Naturally, we've been supporting their position.” 


“Anything for a good customer.” Huron’s voice was sour. “So
where does all this leave us?”


“What was the meeting about? Just slave biz as usual? Or . .
.”


“Buying stealth drones to commit assassination or a terrorist
attack?” 


Wesselby frowned and shook her head, tapping a finger on the
desktop. “Current assessment is that Mankho doesn’t have those kind of
resources anymore. ONI and CID agree on that, at least. They insist he couldn’t
manage an Op like this without state support.” 


“Of course they think that. They may even be right.” Huron
shrugged. “So what?”


“Has it occurred to you that a stealth drone is a damned
expensive way to try to assassinate someone? Especially when it doesn’t work?” 


“Certainly. Are you suggesting they just try to drop a safe
on my head?”


“I’m suggesting that none of this makes any sense. Look”—she
took the stylus and started ticking off points in the various reports—“we’ve
got vague indications of something going on that’s been in the works for at
least a year. We’ve got this Ionian report that is not considered credible but
if it was, would be a smoking gun for a serious plot involving Halith. Then we
have someone taking this shot at you in a way that seems, well, costly and
clumsy.” She favored him with a acerbic smile. “With all due respect, Huron, I
don’t think you’re worth all that effort.”


“For what it’s worth, Taliaferro agrees with you.” 


“Nick Taliaferro is worth a good deal. Is that why he’s
making those media statements?”


“Pretty much.” 


“Wise of him. These hearings are, of course, a very 
high-value target. But if that’s the case, why light up everything now 
by taking a potshot at you? You don’t have anything to do with the hearings.”


“Thank god.” He scratched behind his ear. “So we’re left
with a report we don’t believe, an ambiguous meeting, and a bunch of traffic
that could mean just about anything, or even nothing, and a botched
assassination attempt. And from all this, we conclude that either Halith is
conspiring with Mankho to pull off a major terrorist attack using slaver muscle
and with the connivance of both the Bannermans and Andamans, or Mankho is just
up to his old tricks, or my street value has gone way up.” He looked from
Wesselby to the reports. “Are we milking a dead horse yet?”


“Rather,” Wesselby agreed, gathering the reports into their
file. She sealed it, dropped it back into her desk and shut the drawer
emphatically. 


“Well then.” Huron got up to leave with doubtful sigh. “It’s
been lovely.” He paused and looked back at Wesselby quizzically. “Why are the
Ionians so convinced about that meeting?”


 Wesselby shrugged, looking tired and glum. “They claim they
have direct surveillance.”


“Which they won’t share.”


“Nope. Too sensitive. They don’t like us that much anyway.
Especially these days.” 


“And there’s nothing of interest in the message traffic you
told me about? Nothing that might possibly point to this meeting or Mankho . .
. or Halith?” 


Trin thumbed open a file of hand-written notes and squinted
at them. “No, not really. The only thing CID flagged was some references to the
Alecto.”


“The Alecto?” The LSS Alecto was an old Halith
destroyer captured during the last war and refit. “The Alecto is laid up
in ordinary. Why would they be talking about her?”


Trin shrugged. “No idea.” She closed the file. “Does that
name mean something to you?”


“Well . . . Alecto is one of the Erinyes. Or Dirae,
if you prefer.”


“Yes Rafe,” Trin remarked with a biting tone and look to
match. “We all know you have a classical education. So Alecto is one of
the Erinyes. Meaning what?”


“Ancient Greek and Roman mythology—the Furies. Alecto
was implacable or unrelenting anger, as I recall.”


“So? Other than it makes a nice name for a destroyer.”


“Or a terrorist plot?”


Trin’s brow wrinkled. “What are you trying to get at, Rafe?”


“What sort of education does Mankho have?” Trin rolled her
eyes. Huron’s mood softened. “Okay. Thanks, Trin—this did help. I’m going to
make some calls.”


“Buying tickets for a front-row seat?” 


“Hardhat. In case they think of that dropping-the-safe
idea.”


“Good luck with that.” 


*     *     *


When Huron was clear of the building, he took out his
xel and tapped up Fred Heink. As soon as the connection locked, Fred exclaimed,
“Christ, Rafe! You could’ve said something!” 


“What? Spoil the surprise?” 


Fred snorted. “Made me feel like a ass. Some surprise.” 


“You’ll recover.” He paused to assess his friend. “Look
Fred, I still owe you a drink. Want to meet at Wanda’s in thirty?”


“Sounds good, Rafe. See you then.” 


“Looking forward to it.” 


Fifteen minutes later Huron pulled up in front of a café
that was not called Wanda’s. Wanda was the proprietor’s daughter, who had been
the subject of their mutual affections many years ago—a circumstance they’d
been unaware of until the girl got her dates confused one evening. The comedy
of errors that ensued was a pivotal moment in Huron’s young life. 


He checked his security detail: a groundcar a discreet
distance behind and some nondescript characters lounging around the corner from
the café and another three sitting just inside the door. Fred was waiting by
the door, looking the other way. Huron leaned out the window and whistled. Fred
saw him and came across the street, not hurrying. When he was about six feet
away, he said, “You don’t owe me a drink.” 


“I know,” Huron replied. He’d been checking the car’s
scanners. Fred was clean; not wired and not carrying. 


“So where are they?” 


“Haven’t you spotted them yet?” 


“The guys in that car, yeah. Tell that fella round the
corner to get different shoes and not to ignore his friends so much.” 


“The three guys just inside to the right by the door?”


Fred knew better than to look. “Shit. Must be getting old.” 


“Happens to all of us.” Huron got out of the car, held out
his hand. “Sorry, Fred.”


Fred took his hand and shook it. “Hell, I wouldn’t trust me
either. Where you want to do this?” 


“Let’s take a walk.” Huron pointed down the street. They
turned and walked side by side for about ten meters before Fred said, “So what
do you need?”


“Who knew that I went up with Kris the other day?” 


“Me. You. ATC in the tower, of course. The maintenance guys
probably noticed. Ground crew all over the place—who knows if they were paying
attention. Did you fuel up before takeoff?”


Huron nodded. “Anybody new around in the last few weeks?”


“No new maintenance guys. No one new in ATC. They screen the
hell outta them, anyway. Ground crew?” He made a brusque movement. “Come and
go. Can’t say there.” 


“Who’s in charge of security?” 


 “A guy named Clancy Rollins.” Fred said the name in tone of
singular of distaste.


“Clean?”


 “I think he’s most of an asshole. But that don’t mean he’s
crooked.” 


“Been there long?”


“About a year, I think. No . . . less. Nine—ten months,
maybe” 


“Have you seen him since?”


 Fred twitched his shoulders. “I haven’t been back.
Kennakris is the only student in my book at the moment.” He paused, sucking in
his thin lower lip. “The only other thing I recall was this cop who showed up
about two months ago—made a nuisance of himself. Hestian. Wanted to know about
security practices so we all had to play along for a couple of days.”


“Security in general or counterterrorism?”


“I’d’ve expected counterterrorism with these hearings and
all, but he was more concerned with smuggling, contraband, stuff like that. Weird,
I thought, since Eelusis don’t handle freight. But he talked slaving some too—seemed
to be from that side of things—so maybe that was it.” 


“And he was from Hestia? Remember his name?”


“ ‘Fraid I didn’t catch it. Probably in the notice they sent
out. Want me to look for it?” 


Huron shook his head. Mariwen Rathor had been kidnapped on
Hestia but that would have been at least week or two later, so the visit
couldn’t have been related. “No Fred. Thanks. I think that’s all I need.”


Fred smiled, a bit tight, and touched his forehead. “Glad I
could help.” His eyes made a quick scan of the street. “I don’t think I’ll walk
you back to your car.” He winked. “If you don’t mind.” 


“Not at all.” They shook hands again. “Might want to be a
little careful of your company for a bit. Just to be on the safe side.”


“Well, I was thinking of taking a little vacation—got some
savings, y’know.” 


“Good. Take care of yourself, Fred.” 


“Good hunting, Rafe.” 


Huron watched him for a minute as he walked off down the
street. Then he motioned to the car behind him and got in as it came alongside.
His driver, a massive marine lance corporal named Jenk, gave him just the
briefest sideways glance. “All correct, sir?” 


“Yes, corporal. Take us back.” Jenk selected a priority lane
from the console and merged into it, pulling the nose up and taking the car
clear of the ground. About sixty meters up, he banked left and headed for
Xanthus Towers, it’s tall spires just visible over the horizon against the
fading sun. Huron retrieved Taliaferro’s card from a pocket and tapped CALL.
The lock light illuminated and when the Chief Inspector answered, Huron
immediately said, “Are you in a green zone?”


“Wait one.” The line dimmed for a moment as the mute engaged
and then half a minute later, it came back as Taliaferro asked, “Have you got
something?”


“Do you know anything about a Clancy Rollins, works at
Eelusis cosmodrome?” 


“Oh yeah. Mr. Clancy Rollins. Security director.” 


“So you do know about him.”


“Not personally. He skipped before we got the landlock in
place. Had his bot call in the next morning about a family emergency or
something. Lame.” 


“Any trace of him?”


“Well, when you work at a cosmodrome, it’s pretty easy to
arrange a ride. We’re pretty sure we know his departure craft, but I’m sure he
met someone up top and is long gone. If he was smart at all, they would’ve used
a squealer and it’ll be awhile before we can sort out all the tracks.” 


“Enjoy yourself with that. Do you know if there were any new
ground crew put on the books in the last few weeks?”


“There weren’t. But as he was security director, he could
badge anyone in and make sure the logs didn’t record it. Then they could just
leave with him.”


“Good point.” Shit. He should have thought of that.
“Call logs? Intercepts?”


Taliaferro responded a patient smile that really wasn’t.
“Running that down now. But in an environment this dense, it going to take
time, especially if they were using their own gear.” The smile widened a bit.
“Anything else you think we might have overlooked, Lieutenant? Sure you
don’t want to ask me about Mr. Cole Pritt while you’re at it?” 


“Who?”


“Supervisory Agent Pritt of the Hestian Central Bureau of
Investigation. Deputy director of their human-trafficking task force. Made an
official visit here month before last.” 


“Oh.” So that was his name. “No. But thanks, Inspector.
There’s nothing else.” His voice was stiffer than he would have liked and
clipped with frustration. “Sorry to take up your time.” 


“No worries, Lieutenant. We’ll be touch.” They cut the link.


Huron tapped up Kris on her xel. No answer. No answer on her
calling card either. He asked for a trace. The trace came back refused. He
considered calling in for a scan that would force the line; a legally dubious
act on his own authority and certainly rude. He decided he was overreacting but
tried the trace once more just to be sure. Refused again. Huron repeated his
imprecation under his breath as Jenk glided the car into Xanthus Towers’
private garage. 










Chapter Thirteen





Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Mariwen gave Kris a quick hug and discreet peck on the
cheek. “That was really fun! I didn’t realize how badly I wanted to get away.”
She squeezed Kris’s hand. “Thanks!” Kris returned the squeeze and looked down,
self-conscious. The brief pressure of Mariwen’s lips had managed to reach
something naked and vulnerable that recoiled instinctively, as if back into a
shell. But something else, equally naked, had swarmed blindly toward the warmth
of that kiss and she heard herself saying, “You, um . . . you don’t want to
come up for a minute, do you?”


“I can’t.” Mariwen’s face scrunched awkwardly,
regretful and anxious. “I really do have to get back. It’s late and with the
testimony coming up and everything that just happened . . .” Her look changed
to exasperated. “Lora’s probably fit to be tied as it is.” 


Kris nodded. She understood. It was almost certainly for the
best. But she couldn’t quite hide her disappointment. “Yeah. Okay.” 


“Sorry.” Mariwen let go her hand, turned and slid into the
back seat of the waiting groundcar. As the door closed she stopped it with her
arm. “I’ll call after the hearings, alright?” Kris nodded, waved. The arm
retreated inside, the door slid shut and car left purring on its ground-effect
skirts. 


Kris turned away after a moment, ran her pass-card through
the lock and pressed her thumb to the keypad. The doors opened and as she took
a step inside, someone hit her violently in the back, a blow that propelled her
across the foyer towards a man she barely had a chance to see. He assumed she’d
try to dodge but Kris used the momentum of the shove to launch herself into
him. The impact caught him wrong-footed and they fell heavily back against the
stairs, the base of his skull hitting the lowest step with a resounding crack.
Kris rolled free, lashed out with a kick that struck meat and was rewarded with
a grunt. But the other man was on her now. She punched at his throat with all
her strength even as her knee came up hard between his legs. Both connected but
he did no more than grunt again and she saw the designs on his teeth as he
grinned and, pinning her with one big hand on her throat, raised a fist.


There was a explosive noise behind him and he turned his
head with a shocked look that became permanent as his skull was violently
rotated through a hundred and twenty degrees. The wet sodden pop of vertebrae
parting was unnaturally loud in the confined space. Then a dark shape lunged
past Kris and she heard a breathy grunt cut off by another fleshy snap. Then
nothing. 


She sat up, blinking and dazed, and an arm curved around her
back. She looked sideways into the darkened visor of a marine combat helmet and
while gentle fingers knowingly palpitated her throat, a richly accented,
distinctly feminine, and curiously tender voice asked her, “Are you alright,
ma’am? Can you stand?”


Kris nodded and the marine helped her up. As she got to her
feet, knees wobbling, she found the foyer full of people. Marines, all armed.
One, with a sergeant’s stripes on his arm and a face that might have been
carved in basalt scowling through his open visor, demanded, “Any more?” 


The female marine holding Kris, a corporal, shook her head
and another Marine standing to the side of the foyer’s entrance with his weapon
poised answered, “Marx and Keller giving Have Joy. Perimeter secure,
Sarg.”


“She okay?” The sergeant pointed at Kris and marine
supporting her, who she now noticed was absurdly short, gave her head a silent
shake. Nettled, Kris snapped, “I’m fine, dammit.” But in fact, she was not
fine: she was dizzy and it was getting worse. That sick headache was returning
and her knees were starting to shake badly. The sergeant peered into her eyes
and grunted. “Bring her.” 


The short corporal picked up Kris as if her seventy kilos
were a trivial burden—an infant, a puppy, a sack of rations—and carried her
through the door and down the steps as a low squat heavy vehicle was coming up
to the curb. The marines peeled off from their positions as they passed and the
sergeant brought up the rear. Kris was deposited in the back and the driver was
already pulling out as the rest of the squad piled in. The doors sealed and the
vehicle accelerated. Kris felt it lift away from the ground a moment before she
passed out. 


*     *     *


Huron’s personal secure line flashed red and he
thumbed it on, giving the access code. Geoff N’Komo’s face appeared. “It’s your
girl, Boss. You were right about that weird feeling.”


The fine hair rose at the nape of his neck. “Is she okay?”


“Oh, she’s a little pissed off, I think. Other than that
she’s fine. We got her down here.” 


“What happened?” 


“About what you’d expected. There were only two of them—never
have a chance, even in light armor. I could almost feel sorry for the
sonsabitches.” 


“Glad to hear it. I’ll be there in five minutes.” 


*     *     *


Coffee was a taste Kris had never acquired, so she was
surprised at how well the hot bitter brew went down. They apologized for only
being able to offer it to her black but she just shook her head and mumbled her
gratitude and let the aromatics tickle her nose as she sipped. Her headache was
fading and the shakes were almost gone—just little tremors that corkscrewed
unexpectedly up and down her spine now and then. 


At the sound of footsteps and sotto voce greetings,
she looked up and saw Huron approaching with a long purposeful stride. The
coffee had taken the edge off her mood—savage at having been handled like
baggage and even more so at her body’s betrayal that had allowed it—and she
smiled at him, faintly. 


He smiled back. “Y’know, we have to stop meeting like this.”



Kris’s smile twitched up at the corners and she went back to
sipping her coffee. 


Huron looked around at the others in the room. “Who has the
stiffs?” 


N’Komo answered from within a clot of people checking the
boards on the far side of the room. “The cops. We filed a report after the area
was secure.”


“Anything on them?”


“Didn’t check. They’re awful touchy about that.” N’Komo
detached himself from the clot. “Kinda on thin ice here as it is.” 


Huron nodded. “Yeah.” He leaned back against the desk across
from where Kris was sitting. “Anything you can tell us, Kris?” 


“One of them was a slaver.”


“Did you know him?”


“No. But he had the tattoos.” She tapped her teeth.
“Probably from the Hydra. Cathcar or Mantua.” 


Huron and N’Komo exchanged looks. “Damn far off their
range.” 


“Kris,” Huron said carefully, “why would slavers want to
kill you?” 


Her hands clamped around the coffee cup, the knuckles
showing white. “I don’t know.” 


“Revenge?” Geoff ventured, his voice tentative. He handed
his xel to Huron and mouthed: med scan. 


“Doesn’t make sense,” Huron muttered and Kris shook her
head. He made a distracted motion with his right hand. “No.” He gave the xel
back and looked down at Kris again. “Kris, if you don’t mind, I’d like to put
you up in one of our billets tonight. Is that okay with you?”


Kris nodded, finding it hard to feel anything but numb.
“Sure.” 


“Alright.” He opened a line and spoke briefly. Before she
had finished her coffee an avuncular-looking Navy chief appeared. Huron introduced
them. “The chief here will get you taken are of. Try to get some sleep. We’ll
see you in the morning.” 


“If you’ll follow me, ma’am,” the chief said pleasantly and
he led Kris off. She glanced back at them twice before they exited.


N’Komo watched her go and poured himself his own cup of
now-tepid coffee. “You sure it doesn’t make sense, Boss? She hurt them bad.” 


“They don’t know that.” 


“Maybe they think she knows something they don’t want
us to know.” 


“Something she hasn’t already told us?” 


“Something she doesn’t know she knows?” Huron looked
hard at N’Komo. N’Komo looked uncomfortable. “She passed out on the way here.
You saw that scan. You know what the medicos have been saying about her.” 


“Yeah, Quillan thinks she might be a plant. The shrinks here
have reservations. So what?” He looked off in the direction Kris had gone,
recalling uneasily the symptoms she’d displayed on the Arizona. “If she
wasn’t reasonably fucked up after what she went through on that boat, I
wouldn’t trust her at all.” He took out his own xel. His fingers tapped uneasily 
as his frown deepened. “Why would you kill your own plant?” 


“Damfino, Boss. I’m not cut out for this detective shit.” 


“Yeah,” Huron said, “me either.” And more emphatically:
“Shit.”


*     *     *


Chief Inspector Taliaferro was reading a police report
when Huron was shown into his office. “Ah, Lieutenant.” He came forward with
one hand extended welcomingly, the other still clutching the report. “Thanks
for dropping by.” Huron shook the outstretched hand, his eyes on the report.
The Chief Inspector was being suspiciously ebullient. 


Taliaferro did not allay his suspicions. The formalities of
greeting accomplished, he went back to his desk, hitched a hip onto it and
gestured broadly with the report. “Got a report here on a, ah—a disturbance
last night.” He held it out and peered at it down his broad nose. “Mighty
interesting. Listen. It says here”—he pointed, rather too ostentatiously—“that
on witnessing a forcible entry and hearing a noise, a party of marines entered
the building at 1600 Delphi Prospect—not exactly your cheap flophouse address,
that—and found two individuals in a state of distress.” 


He tossed the report on his desk. “Based on their keen
powers of observation, they stated that one of the individuals had fallen down
the stairs while the other, who was seen committing the forcible entry, had tripped
on the threshold.” He fixed Huron with a gimlet eye that nonetheless might have
held the slightest glint of amusement. “Both individuals had broken
their necks.” 


Huron, keeping his face carefully immobile, nodded. 


“I suppose you are aware,” the Chief Inspector continued,
“that by a fascinating coincidence, 1600 Delphi happens to be the listed
residence of Ms. Loralynn Kennakris.” 


“Yes, sir.” Now Huron let a bit of a smile creep out. “Were
you ever in the Service, sir?” 


Taliaferro’s answering smile was ambiguous. “Pax River.
Class of ‘81.” By which he meant the Royal Marine Corps Academy on Hesperia. 


Huron nodded again, more deeply. “Well sir, then I suspect
you can read a bit more into that report than most.” 


“I can indeed, Lieutenant.” Taliaferro folded his arms and
looked at Huron in a way that gave him a sense of just how formidable he must
have been in his Service days. “And for the moment, I am officially quite
distressed at this business. Unofficially”—here his expression softened a bit—“I’m
none too happy either. Especially at having a couple of slaver crew from Mantua
wearing light body armor turn up dead at the residence of a witness to an
assassination attempt.” 


“I’m not so sure she was just a witness to that
attempt,” Huron offered.


Taliaferro ran a hand over his bald scalp, fished absently
in his coat pockets until he found a cigarette, and scratched it to life. “I’m
not so sure about that either.” He raised the cigarette, sucked in a lungful of
bio-engineered smoke. “What do you say we sit for a few and talk about it.” 


*     *     *


Huron knocked briskly on the doorframe of Trin
Wesselby’s office. She glanced up from her console and sighed theatrically. “Oh
boy. If you actually knocked, it must be bad.” 


“Heard about last night, did you.”


“I did.” 


“Two slavers from Mantua, light armored.” 


“Mantua? I didn’t hear that.” 


“Kris nailed it. Taliaferro just confirmed it.” 


“Kris?” Wesselby’s left eyebrow arched. “On a first-name
basis, are we?”


“If that was her first name, we would be.” 


She let go a slim smile and bent to her console again,
fingers busy. “Mantua, you say? Well, well.” After a minute and a half, her
eyes widened and she sat back. “Bugger!” 


Huron, smiling at the quaint expression, came and looked
over her shoulder. 


“Here,” she said. “It’ll be easier if I put it up.” She
keyed on the display and the holographic map popped up over her disk. “See,
these are the known couriers, these are the lightspeed transmits, here are the
drones. That’s other ship traffic there.” She highlighted each in turn, turning
the display to show them more clearly. “Now here’s the time codes and here is
our traffic overlay. These are the dates the hearings were announced and when
the location was made public. These are the dates when some of the prime
attendees were announced.” She indicated each with her stylus. “And this—this
is the date of the Cor Leonis meeting.” That, she stabbed with a glowing red
spot. 


Huron squinted. “Just ten days after the first announcement
of the attendees. It would take about that long just to get the word and then
travel to the meeting. Assuming it was arranged in advance.” 


“Indeed. Now look at this.” She batted the display to rotate
it. “These—these here—are Lacaillian diplomatic packets. These”—she
highlighted a small subset—“we’re pretty sure are packets used by their
security organs.” She smiled triumphantly. “See how they fill it in? Using Mantua
as a dead drop.”


 “Or staging out of there,” Huron added. 


Trin nodded, tapped the stylus on her smiling lips. “Or
that. Or both. Probably both. Mantua’s prime for that. This can’t be
coincidence. God, how I’d love to know what was in those packets.” 


Huron straightened and watched Trin smiling for a few
seconds. “So we believe the Ionians now? How’d they pulled off Arutyun being at
those functions then?” 


Wesselby shrugged, her eyes not wandering from the display.
“Who knows? Visosculpt a double? A twin brother we don’t know about? A prime
job of video fakery?” She continued tapping the stylus on her lips, her mind
occupied with other problems. “It’s happened before.”


“Can we share this with Taliaferro? They did a lot of work
on the Black Army—may have even more to add to the picture.” 


She snapped him a sharp look. “Not without
authorization. Don’t you dare, Huron!” 


Huron smiled innocently, held up his hands. “Of course not.
No question about that.” 


“Dammit, you know I can’t trust you when you sound
reasonable.” She refocused on the display, took the stylus and added a few
annotations. “No. We have to take this upstairs. This is way above our pay
grade.” 


“Agreed. Let’s get the Old Man on the line.” 










Chapter Fourteen





LSS Ardennes, on orbit

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


With his white hair cut down to stubble and his deeply
tanned, heavy jowled, clean-shaven face, Admiral Joss PrenTalien looked like
nothing so much as a hard-bitten Senior Chief Petty Officer, which is exactly
what he once had been. But being the only enlisted man in the past century to
rise to the rank of full admiral was just one of several distinctions
PrenTalien owned. He was also the only colonial in history to make that rank
and his imposing 195-centimeter frame—they called it six-four back where he grew up—was
a strong hint as to the final distinction. 


 That distinction was in the eyes of many the most
remarkable of all: the only flag officer in League history who was also an
All-Services Unarmed Combat Champion. Although his heavy, slab-muscled physique
had been considerably softened by paperwork and advancing years, PrenTalien
still liked to go to the mat with the occasional green ensign or cocky
lieutenant who thought it would be fun to take down a fat old man with four
stars on his shoulders. Almost all of them quickly learned their error and
those who did not were treated to bragging rights and a sumptuous dinner. 


At the moment, PrenTalien was looking more frustrated than
martial as he pored over the last of several précis and memos that various
parties, both military and political, had urged on him. He had been compelled to inform
at least the Archon and the Nedaeman Foreign Office of Commander Wesselby’s preliminary
findings on the possibility of a terrorist threat to the Human Trafficking Abatement
Hearings, and from those two incontinent centers, word of the meeting had gone
abroad and its size had swelled proportionately.


Finally, PrenTalien pushed the last report away and glanced
around the stateroom, the largest the LSS Ardennes’
had, and which at present contained only himself and Commander Wesselby, who’d
been waiting quietly as he read. 


“I suppose it’s out of the question to just cancel the damn
thing.” His gruff voice was on the edge of being exasperated.


“I’m afraid so, sir,” Wesselby replied diplomatically.
“Though I suppose we could raise the issue with the Archon. Possibly.” 


“Possibly.” PrenTalien swept the reports to a sidebar with
an audible sigh and gestured at the stateroom door. “Very well, Commander, time
to open the ball. Go ahead and let the buggers in.” 


Into the stateroom filed the chiefs of staff of five Grand
Senators and their attendants, the Archon of Nedaema in a plain suit instead of
his state robes and his aides, two senior reps from Nedaeman Foreign Office’s
security arm, Chief Inspector Taliaferro, whom PrenTalien greeted with a
familiar nod, three other staff officers, and Lieutenant Huron. 


Even on a massive dreadnaught, staterooms were not intended
for a meeting of this size, so the more exalted sat on what chairs there were
and the CEF personnel stood, wedged into corners and wherever else they could
fit. The admiral rose to welcome the group, reserving a polite Sir for
the Archon. He was in his undress uniform to emphasize the informality of the
occasion and encourage whatever degree of plain speaking these gentlemen were
capable of. He suspected it was not much. 


 


 “Gentlemen,” he began in a more subdued voice than usual,
“as you all know, there have been some alarming developments in the past
seventy-four hours, but I think we can all agree that alarm before the fact is
much better than picking up pieces after the fact.” There was a general nod and
murmur of agreement at this. “Therefore, I have asked Commander Wesselby to
provide us with a brief rundown of what we currently know and what it might potentially
mean.” More nodding. “I would also like emphasize that what you are about to
hear is both preliminary and of a most sensitive nature and must be kept in
strictest confidence.” His eyes swept the room as he brought this introduction
to a close: “But before we begin, are there any questions on that or other
issues?” 


The Archon, cleared his throat deliberately. “One point,
Admiral, if I may?” 


“Of course, sir.” PrenTalien inclined his head to the Archon
as he sat again. 


The Archon shifted in his chair, turning left and right to
fix his audience. When he began, his voice was low but polished. “These
hearings are the most forceful and important statement against the slave trade
yet made. Yet there have been suggestions that they should be postponed or even
canceled on account of recent developments.” PrenTalien hadn’t been expecting this
and despite wondering Is the old bugger’s hearing really is that good?
he managed to keep his face impassive. 


The Archon lifted his head as he spoke as though on
camera, which of course he was not. Probably force of habit, PrenTalien
thought. “We cannot cancel such a critical event on the basis intelligence that
is not firmly actionable, although it is certainly of great concern. We
cannot be seen to yield to threats by the very people against whom these
hearings are directed. It would be most disadvantageous to consider any such
course at such a time.”


Politically disadvantageous, PrenTalien remarked
inwardly, sternly retaining the mask. He did not personally believe that
slavers stood much in fear of politicians making dire pronouncements about the
evils of their trade. He did believe that Nedaema coveted the various
benefits that having the primary role in the operations would confer, and he
could see that these hearings were a likely means of securing that role. But PrenTalien
was no politician, and strictly speaking that was none of his business. He once
more inclined his head to the Archon. 


“Yes, sir. That question is, of course, well beyond our
remit. The point is certainly well taken, however. Now if there are no further
issues, I’ll have Commander Wesselby begin.”


There were not, and she did. Using the display in the
Admiral’s desk and projecting it out to where the audience might best see it,
Wesselby gave a redacted summary of the data and her preliminary conclusions.
She left out the Ionian report and any direct reference to the Bannermans, but
mentioned Nestor Mankho and his current hosts, and discussed some of the implications.
She emphasized that much of the evidence was highly circumstantial and
concluded with a few well-known facts about Mankho’s previous exploits and his
favored methods. It was a commendably brief summation, well adapted to the
audience, and on finishing it, she left the display active and returned to her
seat. 


“There we have it, gentlemen.” PrenTalien intoned. “That is
what we may be up against.” 


Heads bobbed and amid the hum and mumble of whispered
conversations one of the Hesperian Grand Senator’s men asked: “I’d like to know
more about this stealth drone attack on the honorable Mr.—that is, Lieutenant
Huron. That would seem to be a prime concern. What additional steps in
mitigation have been taken in that regard?” 


The Foreign Office’s security men bristled at the tone and
the most senior leaned forward to speak down the row of little chairs. “We are
running down the issue of the drone now. As for mitigation, I’d like to point
out that such drone, if used in a terrorist attack, would have to defeat the
layered defense of the Grand Exhibit Hall where the hearings are to be held.”
He paused to give a convenient cough and went on: “That is unlikely, even for a
stealth drone. But should it do so, you will observe that the Hall’s canopy is
resistant to even a hypersonic impact by that much mass, and the warhead this
type of drone can carry has a relatively small lethal radius.” Satisfied he’d
made his point, he ventured a further conclusion. “So in the very unlikely
event that another such drone exists and could be used in an attack and
succeeded in impacting the building, damage would be slight and any casualties
minimal.” 


There was general low outcry at this faux pax and
PrenTalien observed Nick Taliaferro at the back, trying not to chuckle as the
Grand Senator’s man remarked, “I am not at all sure that any casualties
at such a gathering could be described as minimal.”


The Foreign Office rep, aware of the gaffe as soon as it was
out of his mouth, was very concerned to recover it. “Please forgive my poor
choice of words,” he said slowly. “I meant casualties in the sense of
the structure and equipment—not, ah, occupants. No human casualties inside
the building would result from a strike of such a kind.” 


The Grand Senator’s man gave him a cold polite nod. “I am
most happy to hear that. But I was rather thinking about a nuclear—not
conventional—warhead, as I understand that such a drone can be made so
capable.” 


There was still redness in the Foreign Office man’s face so
PrenTalien decided to come to his rescue. “What about it, Chief Inspector? Any
uncustomed nukes in your jurisdiction?” 


Taliaferro hid a smile at the admiral’s eccentric use of the
old smuggling term. “Well, sir, as you know, we have never successfully
detected a plot the enemy has successfully hidden—”


“I knew you were going to say that,” PrenTalien interjected
with a twinkle in his eye. 


“—but I think I can say confidently that smuggling in
enough material to make a respectable device is a very low probability event.
And even then, they would have to defeat the fission suppressors. So while we
can’t ever say zero, I’d put it way down on the list.”


“Very well.” PrenTalien said. “Anything else?”


A man in the second row, from New Meridies by his accent,
spoke up. “There’s been some speculation about possible Halith involvement with
either the Bannermans or Andaman or both in the past year. And of course we
know both have ties to the prime Slaver factions. Any conduit to the Halith
would raise the threat level a great deal, but I didn’t hear a mention of that
possibility. Can you address it?”


Where the hell did he hear that? PrenTalien wondered
as he prepared a reply, trying not to make it too sharp, but the Archon beat
him to it. “There have been rumors regarding a meeting between Halith representatives
and Andamans possibly having Slaver associations. Some Bannerman involvement
has also been claimed.” The Archon was using his best tones of calm
authoritative reason now. “But I think I can say with certainty those rumors
have been shown to be unfounded. Both CID and our own intelligence services
concluded this independently. I understand ONI  concurs.” He looked to
PrenTalien. “Is that not so, Admiral?” 


PrenTalien allowed that it was. The Archon made a little bow
in acknowledgement and rising from his chair, spoke in a quiet but determined
voice: “Since the issue has been raised, I must stress the potential danger—the
most grave danger—of such rumors. We are all aware of the situation with
regard to Halith at this present time. As we are already dealing with a new and
potentially serious terrorist threat, great pains must be taken to see that
this does not mistakenly precipitate a major diplomatic crisis.” 


The Archon sat and PrenTalien had to admit that the old man
has carried his point, as evidenced by the silence. When no one spoke for the
better part of a minute, PrenTalien stood. “Gentleman. Sir”—nodding to the
Archon—“if there is nothing else, I think we’ve said all we can for now.
Obviously, you have our full cooperation and I’ll see to it that whatever
coordination is needed between our several services, happens promptly. Good day
to you all.” 


As the guests rose and began to file out, the Admiral
motioned to Taliaferro and Huron. “Chief Inspector, Lieutenant, would you
indulge Commander Wesselby and myself briefly, please?” 


“Well, I suppose we had to do that,” PrenTalien said when
the four of them were alone. “What a useless bunch. Most of them couldn’t find
their ass with both hands unless they shoved a navpac up there.” He shook his
head and then looked out at the three of them. “Any comments?” 


“Sir,” Wesselby began. “I’m concerned about that fellow from
New Meridies knowing about the Ionian report. That report isn’t supposed to be
out to senatorial staff. Who is he?” She looked around the room. 


“His name’s Hagan. Denis Hagan,” Taliaferro answered. “Used
to be an operator. Now he’s Grand Senator’s Grimbles familiar.” 


“Does he still have connections?”


Taliaferro shrugged. “Sounds like it. He’s not a bad sort—overbearing,
proud of what he knows—but not bad. We’ll have to watch him though.
Can’t have any loose cannons right now.” 


“Quite so,” PrenTalien agreed and Wesselby nodded
emphatically. “Nick, who was that guy from the Foreign Office?”


“Burton.” He scratched behind his ear as he gave his head a
private shake. “Technically, very solid—just doesn’t always know how to work
his mouth.” 


“So you agree with what he said about the physical
security?”


“Pretty much. He was defending his honor so he was being
maybe a bit optimistic, but I don’t think by much—unless there’s a crowd
outside, of course. Then again, it’s never been tested.”


“What’s the chances there are more drones in our future?”


“Well y’know Joss, we’ve never—” 


“Yeah, yeah. I get it.” The two men exchanged a smile. 


“Drones don’t bother me much though.” Taliaferro leaned back
and folded his hands across his ample stomach. 


“Plants?” Wesselby prompted.


“Yep. Drones ain’t Mankho’s style.” 


“Speaking of Mankho.” PrenTalien looked at Huron. “What
about you, Lieutenant? You haven’t said much.”


“Not exactly my area, sir. But for what it’s worth, I find
Commander Wesselby’s assessment convincing.” 


PrenTalien thumbed up the corner of a report and glanced at
it. “What about this girl, Loralynn Kennakris, that the medicos have got their
knickers in a twist over?” 


“Sir?”


“Dr. Quillan has memos abroad expressing his ‘grave
reservations’ and recommending I lock her up. At least. Seems to think she
might be a plant. If we accept that Nestor Mankho cooked this up, sounds like
his M.O. But I understand you don’t share the doctor’s opinion.”


“That is correct, sir. I do not.” 


“And you are willing to bet your life on that?”


Huron stiffened, thinking of their encounter with the drone.
“I believe I already have, sir.” 


At that, Wesselby looked down, PrenTalien looked serious,
and Taliaferro looked interested. PrenTalien pulled his chin for a bit, but
turned to Taliaferro. “What about it, Nick? Any thoughts?”


“Not really. Unique case. On the one hand, can’t be too
careful sometimes. On the other, the shrinks can and do go overboard.” 


“Trin?”


Trin looked at Huron briefly and then slid her eyes away. “I
don’t have anything to add, sir.” 


“Any other candidates? Indications?” PrenTalien looked from
one to the other. They both shook their heads and Wesselby added, “Mariwen
Rathor is the only attendee who’s actually had any contact with slavers that we
know of, but the timeline doesn’t work and she was fully checked out, of
course.” 


 PrenTalien looked contemplative. “Nick?”


 “She looks golden. As for who gets into those hearings: no
friends, no family, no live media, hand-picked security. Unless some grand
senator’s a mole, it’d be damn hard to insert someone.”


 “But the Halith angle still bothers me, sir,” Wesselby
interjected. “If there is a Halith conduit, we’ve got a whole new
situation. If Mankho had access to Halith technology and Ops support . . .” She
didn’t need to finish the thought. 


“Indeed.” The Admiral looked at them all in turn. “For all
the Archon is an oily old SOB, he has a point about Halith. We cannot go
there unless we have something ironclad and locked in. They’re salivating for a
casus belli and I’ll be damned if I’m going to give them that
satisfaction.” 


He paused, picked up the hardcopy reports and handed them
across to Wesselby, who sealed them into a yellow folder. “So even though I’ll
accept Iona’s report, the fact is we really don’t know a damned thing about
that meeting on Cor Leonis or what Halith’s involvement might have been—hell,
they could have been arguing against it or even warning the Andamans off
poaching on their preserves. So no one is to go off unprimed on this. We officially
support the Archon’s position. Unofficially too, outside family. That’s rule
one.”


He paused again to ensure there could be no misunderstanding.
“Rule two is that we keep a hard wrap on this. Trin, I want you to set up a
small select group—whoever you think best but no in-laws except Nick here.
That okay with you, Nick?” Taliaferro nodded. “Copy findings to me, eyes only.
Otherwise, keep things at home.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“Nick, can you find a way to share what you’ve got on Mankho
and his Black Army bastards with Trin here without tripping too many wires?”


Taliaferro looked dubious. “Maybe. Gotta walk soft around
that one, though.”


“What kind of official cover do you need? An MOU? Or do I
need to pitch something stronger to the Archon? Make him understand how
seriously we’re taking this.” 


“With all due respect, that office is a goddamned sieve.
Let’s try an MOU. Just promise me a job after I get out, if it doesn’t work.” 


“You got it.” PrenTalien smiled at his old friend. He
gathered up the remaining memos and stacked them to one side. “Now for rule
three. This is the easy one—don’t fuck up. That is all.” As they rose
to leave, the admiral motioned Huron back toward his seat. “Lieutenant, please
stay for a moment.” He stood aside as the others exited, Trin giving him a
uneasy glance on the way out. 


When the door closed, PrenTalien leaned back and exhaled
as if setting down a weight. “You know, Huron, nine days out of ten, you’re
about the best officer I have. But on that tenth day . . .” He reached
over and selected a memo from the stack he’d set aside. “I can’t recall another
instance of a lieutenant of mine threatening a fairly high and respected
civilian official with a Grand Senate subcommittee hearing.” He waved the
flimsy. “But perhaps you were not acting your official capacity that
AM?” 


Huron’s expression settled into stolid impassivity. “I
regret if I crossed over the line there, sir.”


PrenTalien chuckled. “Certainly.” He laid the memo back on
his desk. “So I’m going to suggest you check the calibration on where the
lieutenant ends and Huron family heir begins.”


“Yes, sir.” Huron considered the admiral for a moment, and
then added, “Have you seen the reports on Loralynn Kennakris, sir?”


“I have.” PrenTalien nodded, looking inscrutable. “I’ve read
yours, which Captain RyKirt forwarded to me, and I’ve heard what the rehab
people had to say and I’ve read that medical director’s report. His had
pictures.” 


Huron exhaled. “Ah . . . yes, sir.” Then: “Did you know that
she out-flew a hypersonic drone after only ten flight lessons, sir?”


“Yes, I heard about that too. But she did have a little
help.” 


“I could tell her what to do, sir. I couldn’t make her do
it.” 


PrenTalien nodded, cupping his hands above his desk. “Well,
that’s true.” He looked at Huron, mouth crimping. “Not sure how much it helps,
though. Candidly, she scares the hell out of people. Christ, she scares the
hell outta me.” 


Privately, Huron thought it would be quite the news that the
Universe had spat up anything that frightened Joss PrenTalien, short of defeat.
Which had not yet happened.


“You know that the medicos—even if they don’t quite agree
on her being a plant—consider her to be a ticking time bomb and they want her
defused.” He rubbed his hands discontentedly. “Given this new situation I
cannot, in good conscience, refuse.” A chill settled in Huron’s stomach. “But .
. .” The admiral dropped his hands and leaned back. “I’m not sure my conscience
is all that good. Especially in view of her contribution to the d’Harra
operation.” 


“Then you’ll give her a chance, sir?”


PrenTalien considered. “Where is she now?”


“We have her in a billet down in HQ.” 


“Officially? Was she extended protective custody?”


“No, sir. It merely seemed prudent after that night.” 


“Understandable.” PrenTalien nodded. “But get her out of
there before we have to take official notice.” A pause. “That detail was your
idea, I suppose.” 


“It was, sir.” 


“Got Corporal Vasquez, did you?”


“She was suggested to me, sir.” 


“I remember her from back-when. Such a thumping she gave
me.” PrenTalien laughed quietly at the recollection. “General Perry was
wondering why some of his best people were filing police reports about
witnessing breaking-and-entering.”


“Officially?”


“No. Zeke Perry can connect the dots too. He’s not an overly
rigid sort and he’ll tolerate an off-the-books Op every now and again. He’s
tolerating this one now, so let’s just hope it doesn’t happen again.”
He favored Huron with a telling grin. “Or we may end up explaining
ourselves to a Grand Senate subcommittee.” 


Huron inclined his head. 


“Alright, Lieutenant. That is all. I’ll leave the ticking
time bomb in your care for now.” PrenTalien shook his head, perhaps at what he
considered his own folly. “Just keep her the hell away from these goddamned
hearings.” 


“Very good, sir.” 










Chapter Fifteen





CEF HQ, Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Trin Wesselby put her feet up on a vacant chair and
leaned her nose over a cup of jasmine tea. “So you talked him into it?”


“d’Harra talked him into it.” 


Wesselby tilted her head sideways. “Not a bad argument.” 


“And what’s between the Admiral and Taliaferro? They seemed
quite chummy.”


“You didn’t know?” Huron shook his head. “They served
together—they were sparring partners. Somebody probably saved somebody’s life.
The usual.”


“Oh.” He paused to digest the tidbit. “So are you making
progress with Taliaferro?” 


She nodded, sipping absently. “Some good data we didn’t have.
That Mankho person is even more of a piece of work than I knew.”


“Any conclusions?”


“Yeah. He likes to blow shit up—as they say.”


That was hardly news. “Okay.” 


“Look”—she gestured a little carelessly with her teacup—“Mankho
spent most of the war climbing the terrorist food chain. You remember how he
got rid of Azrael Mureyev? That cruise ship? The Haarlan? He doesn’t
just blow shit up. He blows shit up in a way you’ll remember it.” 


“So you’re sure it’s Mankho.”


“Worst-case scenario. Any run-of-the-mill terrorist, the
security in-place could handle.” 


“Okay, I’ll give you that.” 


“So the Nedaemans foreclosed on the Black Army. Mankho wants
payback. What’s the most spectacular thing he could do?”


“Okay . . .” Huron made a little clucking noise with his
tongue, considering. “He thinks he’s an anarchist, right? So, uh . . . the
Archon gets up, recites a mea culpa about his role in universal
oppression and cosmic injustice and blows the whole place with a nuclear
suicide vest?” 


Wesselby didn’t seem to find the suggestion at all humorous.
“And that would require what?”


“What’s in that tea, Trin?”


“Huron”—she put it down—“about the only thing we can’t
protect against with physical security is a plant. That, and their sense of
humor, is why slavers love plants.”


Huron’s face settled into a grimace. “Kris doesn’t have
anything to do with these meetings.” 


“But Mariwen Rathor does.” 


“What?” 


“Kennakris and Mariwen Rathor were noticed to be a little .
. . cozy on the Arizona.” 


Huron did not like where this was going at all. “So?”


“So what if Kennakris suggests to Ms. Rathor that she
bring along a special guest—a real slave, not just a briefly held paid
pick, but a slave who was held longer than anyone we’ve ever recovered—to give
her own heartrending testimony.”


Huron leaned back, crossed his arms. “So where does Kris get
the nuclear suicide vest? Mine’s at the cleaners.” 


“Look, Rafe.” Wesselby regarded him, a shade more tense than
usual. “I know this sounds crazy. But think who we’re dealing with.”


Huron shook his head; bit back a reply. “Alright.” He
drummed his fingers on his leg. “What if she says no? Doesn’t your little
scheme imply they should implant Mariwen Rathor too? And after all, she was on
that slaver ship.”


Trin shrugged and picked up her tea again. “That would be
ideal but as I told the Admiral, they didn’t have time.”


“How long would they need?”


“Several weeks to have any chance at all. Maybe that was
their plan but we cut it short. Besides, we tested Ms. Rathor just to be safe
and she’s clean.”


Huron digested all that. It didn’t go down well. Mostly to
cover up the feeling, he asked, “So how do these implants actually work?”


Trin raised an eyebrow as she sipped. “Well, you should ask
one of your doctor friends if you want details, but it’s not that complex,
conceptually.” She cleared her throat before going on. “Implants are
morphological structures artificially induced into the appropriate brain
center. They trigger certain actions in response to a given stimuli.” She
paused for another sip as Huron nodded. “But mostly they remove your
inhibitions against whatever the response is, assuming you have any. That’s how
we find them, by the way. Not by detecting the implant itself—that’s almost
impossible without knowing exactly what it is—but by testing behavioral
inhibitors for evidence of tampering. That’s why the tests piss people off so
much.”


“Oh.” Hard-faced, he crossed his arms and considered as she
watched him over the rim of her cup. “So how do you break them?”


 “Well, that depends. If the target is a good friend, the
inhibitions are much more powerful. I’ve heard you can still do it but it takes
a long time and you need to know some details of the relationship. Otherwise,
conflicting impulses arise and the implanting might to be broken.”


None of this was improving his mood. “So if Kris is a plant,
why’d she give us d’Harra? And why’d they try kill her? Twice?”


“Rafe, how do we know they knew she could give us
d’Harra? That’s not a talent she paraded around. No, let me finish. Let’s
assume they did know—that in implanting her they found out she had that
talent. What if they decided to use it? Even make sure she’d give us enough—not
d’Harra specifically because they couldn’t have planned that—but something to
establish our trust in her. After all, what’s losing some slaver assets—assuming
those were Mankho’s people, which we don’t actually know—they could’ve even
been competitors—compared wiping out a whole gaggle of high-ranking officials
from a few dozen governments?”


“And after all this fancy plotting, they try to kill her?”


“Maybe they didn’t.” Trin held up her hand against his look.
“Maybe the first time was to get you out of the way—we have no idea if they
knew she was with you or not—and the second time was an abduction attempt to
prime her for the Op.” She raised an apologetic eyebrow. “You’re thought to be
kind of cozy with her too. And we didn’t exactly get a chance to ask her
assailants their motives.” 


“Jesus Christ, Trin.” 


“Sorry.” She sounded genuinely pained. “This is my job.” 


*     *     *


Huron left in a black mood and it didn’t noticeably
improve as he flew back to his suite at Xanthus Towers. After his meeting with
Admiral PrenTalien he’d moved Kris into his suite, given her strict
instructions not to call anyone and made sure the bots would anonymize any
requests she made or any cloud surfing she did. She hadn’t been happy about it
and he hadn’t had the time to explain. 


Letting himself in unannounced, he walked into the main
atrium, a high-ceilinged noble room with the two main residency wings off to
the left and right, and a larger and even more splendid exedral room straight
ahead, connected to the atrium by an arched narthex. Unsealing his uniform
jacket, he dropped his service sidearm, wallet, and some cards and keys on an
antique side table before crossing to the narthex, where he activated a large
console in the wall over a stately carved mantle and paged Kris. She came out
of the southern residence wing and he saw her agitated look hadn’t changed much—a bit more sullen now. As she approached, she returned his scrutiny. 


“What happened?”


He tossed his jacket toward one of the curved couches in the
exedra, now full of delicate evening light, and it landed a yard short.
Ignoring it, he stretched, joints popping. “Long day,” he answered. “I need a
drink. Can I offer you one? No obligation.” Kris’s experiences with alcohol had
been brief and unpleasant. She shook her head. “You mind if I do?” Another
headshake. He went to the bar cunningly worked into a cabinet in the opposite
wall and tapped a request. A snifter of cognac appeared. He took it, swirled,
inhaled the vapor but did not taste it. 


“Look, Kris . . . It’s getting ugly out there. May I ask you
a few questions?”


She fought down an urge to retreat. “About what?”


“Mariwen.”


“Why?” 


He gave her a condensed and suitably edited version of his
conversation with Trin Wesselby. When he finished, her face was a hard as a
slammed door. He met her eyes with difficulty. “So, did Mariwen say anything
about the hearings to you?” 


“She said she doesn’t want to go. Lora wants her to, though.
Says it will do a lot of good.” 


“She doesn’t want to testify?”


“No. She just wants to forget the whole thing. Lora’s
insisting—I think she wants the money.” Kris sounded waspish. 


Huron ignored the comment. “Has she asked you to go?
Suggested you testify?”


“No!” Kris took a deep breath to calm herself. “She never
said anything like that.” She paused, trying to get her nerves under control.
“All she ever said was I could get rich selling my story to producers”—she spat the word—“but that was when we just met.”


“When you went out with her that night, I noticed your xels and cards were off—”


“People kept calling. The media were hassling us so we
turned ‘em off and blocked the trace.”


“Did she talk to anyone? Mention where you lived? If you
were alone? Anything like that?” 


She looked into Huron’s averted face and hated the
suspicions she saw there. Her hands clenched into fists. “Mariwen didn’t do anything!
That wasn’t her fault!” 


“Alright, Kris.” He straightened, the snifter tilting
forgotten in his hand. He paced over to the big console, checked his messages.
Nothing seemed to interest him. Coming back, he seemed more thoughtful. “Have
you heard from her at all since the second attack?”


“No.” A sad heavy shake of her head. She went and sat on the
edge of one of the little elegant fragile chairs that were spaced along the
atrium walls. “I tried to call her once. She didn’t answer.”


“Why’d you call? Did you want to go to the hearings with her?”
Kris shot him a vicious look. “Sorry. I have to know.”


“So how do you know I’m not lying to you?” Her tone
was acid bright and sharp.


“Because I trust you?” 


Stupid fuck’n answer. Then aloud: “I called because
Lora’s got her scared and all freaked out, on meds, all this shit.” She looked
down at her hands, twisting in her lap. “I just wanted to talk to her—not get
her more upset. She said she’d call after the hearings. But I . . . I’m afraid
she won’t.” 


“Okay, Kris. That’s all. I’m sorry about this.” He finally
lifted his glass and sipped the cognac. “I’m gonna get something to eat—want anything?” 


“No.” Kris rose. “Thanks.” She took a step; looked back.
“That woman’s wrong about this.”


“Who? Commander Wesselby?”


“Yeah.” Kris’s eyes were hard and opaque. “She’s wrong about me—about Mariwen. About everything. She’s doesn’t know shit.” 


*     *     *


Back in the south wing, Kris sat on her bed, feeling
her heart flutter and her stomach cramp and churn over what she’d heard,
especially about implants—Mariwen did not set me up!—and the added weight that, whatever she’d led Huron to believe, what she’d told him was not quite all. 


She had not told him that after she called Mariwen’s card
and got no answer she’d tried to leave a message on her public line, but Lora
Comargo had answered instead. Lora had been a shade too chipper and too
pleasant and the condescension Kris heard in Lora’s voice made her dislike
harden into something not too far from hatred. Lora explained that they were
terribly sorry but Mariwen was at an appointment now and with her testimony
tomorrow would not be free then either—which Kris already knew—but when Kris
asked Lora to convey the message that she hoped to talk to her after the
hearings, Lora had assumed a pained expression. 


“I’m not sure that will be possible,” she’d said.
Unfortunately they were leaving immediately afterwards—an important
opportunity had come up—and were unlikely to return anytime soon. Mariwen
wanted to go home—to Terra—Earth—where she had family she had not seen in
years. Lora was deeply regretful. That ended the conversation. 


Kris believed none of it. Except the part about leaving. 










Chapter Sixteen





Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Lora Comargo came into the bedroom carrying a cup of
tea and small plate with two pills and some slices of purplish-red star-shaped
fruit. “Feeling any better, sweetie?”


Mariwen, lying on her stomach amid a tangle of rumbled
sheets, gave her a faint nod. Lora put the tea and plate on an end table and
watched as Mariwen stretched across the bed to reach them. She swallowed the
pills, sipped the tea and bit into a slice of fruit. As she dabbed at the dark
juice trickling down her lower lip, Lora sat on the bed and caressed her bare
hip. 


“Big day,” she said. “Nervous?” Mariwen shrugged. Lora
leaned over and kissed her back. “It’ll be fine, sweetie—really. Just
think of all the good you’re doing.” Then she playfully slapped one flawless
buttock and slid off the bed. “Got to get ready though. You need to leave in an
hour.”


Mariwen nodded again and consumed more fruit. As Lora busied
herself with the built-in wardrobe, so much larger and more versatile than an
autovalet, Mariwen paused for a moment, her fingers over the plate. “Has Kris
called?”


Lora turned and noted the new brightness in Mariwen’s eyes.
“Who?”


“Loralynn—the girl I went out with that night. You
remember.”


“Oh!” Lora bobbed her head, an exaggerated movement. “The
pretty one. No, she hasn’t.” She took a suit from the wardrobe; inspected it
critically. “I heard she left with Rafael Huron—you know they’ve been seeing 
a lot of each other—a day or two ago.” She laid the suit out carefully by the bed. 


“Oh.” Brightness gone, Mariwen looked down at the little
plate where the juice of the remaining slices was running in narrow rivulets to
collect in a carmine puddle against the rim. 


Right on schedule, Lora Comargo tugged the lapels of
Mariwen’s suit jacket even and twitched the wide collar straight. “I so
wish we were going with you.”


“It’s fine,” Mariwen said.


“I hate all this—the rumors, everything that’s been
happening.” She smoothed the jacket’s fabric with her palm. 


“Don’t worry.”


“Oh, you know me.” Lora stepped back to see if anything else
needed fussing with. Satisfied, she picked up Mariwen’s bag, a large black
satchel, and handed it over. Mariwen took it, gave Lora a quick hug and they
kissed. “Taxi’s already outside,” Lora said. “Wait a second, Sweetie. I want
you to take this.” She held out a heavy compact pistol with a short thick
barrel. “For protection.” Mariwen’s hand hesitated over it. “It’ll be fine.
Just give it to security when you check in,” Lora said reassuringly. “I just
can’t stand the thought of you going out there alone. Things can happen so fast.”
Mariwen’s hand closed over the black shape and she slipped it into the satchel.
Lora squeezed her arm. “Thanks, sweetie. We’ll see you this evening—just as
soon as it’s all over.”


Mariwen nodded absently, the front doors opened and she
stepped out into the soft morning light. 


*     *     *


Kris finished her morning bath early, dressed, and
came out into the big atrium to find Huron already gone and a note on the
console saying he would be at the Chief Inspector’s office. There was a map
reference and a card on the mantle below. The card had a hand-written note next
to it that read: If you need to see me, this will get you in. 


She ordered breakfast, took it to her rooms and settled by
the console. Today was the first day of the hearings and the media were already
out in force. There were vids of participants arriving, taken at a safe
distance because of the security; vids of the welcoming ceremony that media was
not allowed near at all—government reporting only—with commentary based on
leaked copies of the opening speeches, and speculation about the testimony to
be given and its probable effects. 


Mariwen was to be the first actual witness to testify once
the preliminaries were finished. They showed file video of her and replayed
bits of the first sensational stories about her kidnapping. One showed a
distraught Lora Comargo turning the media away, played in slow motion while a
female announcer cooed about the terrible crime. Then the clip cut to a tight
shot of a younger Mariwen walking away from the camera and looking back over
her shoulder with that dazzling smile as the wind caught her hair and blew it
suddenly across her face.


Fuckers. Kris snapped the obscene vid off. She
checked the time. Mariwen was due to arrive in less than half an hour. Kris
stared at the dull blank display, but the images remained etched on her
retinas: Mariwen’s face—young, sweet, happy, achingly beautiful and alive—the
wind rising, her hair stirring, blowing, the gust—


Gone. 


Heart thumping high in her throat, Kris brought out her xel,
requested Transport, tagged it Urgent. The destination was
requested. She entered Grand Exhibit Hall. 


The request came back: DENIED—Restricted Zone. 


Shit. 


She got up, looked around, breathing fast, angry, helpless.
Picked up Huron’s calling card. Stared at it. Huron’s card. The mantle. 


She sprinted from her rooms, snatched the card off mantle.
She repeated her transport request. When she asked for her destination, she
entered it again and swiped his card over the xel. 


The request came back: ACCEPTED ETA 00:23:17.


*     *     *


Mariwen breezed up the steps to the Grand Exhibit
Hall, walking with that long, swing-hipped trademark gait; the black satchel
held comfortably under her left arm. Two security men, gaudy in burgundy and
gold uniforms, flanked the broad, arched entrance. Mariwen noticed half a dozen
others, dressed in dull, workman-like gray, placed unobtrusively around the
wide portico and on a mezzanine level just inside. More lurked around the
margins of the courtyard she had just crossed. She flashed her best model’s
smile as one of the gaudy men approached and tipped his cap to her. 


“Good morning, Ms. Rathor. Glad to have you with us. I’m
afraid I’ll have to examine your bag, though. Just routine, you understand.” 


Mariwen stopped, artfully distressed. “Is that really
necessary? I’m afraid I’m already late.” 


The security man spread his hands and smiled a little
guiltily. “I’m afraid so, Ms. Rathor. There have been rumors, you know. We were
told to make no exceptions.” 


“Oh, alright,” Mariwen conceded, opened the black bag and
held it out to the guard. As his hands took hold of it, she reached deftly
inside and pulled out a stubby black shape. With a smooth motion, she jammed
the pistol into the guard’s stomach and pulled the trigger. 


The flat crack was muffled by flesh that exploded around
them in a fine pink spray. She caught the sagging body even as it clutched
reflexively at its shattered entrails—now uncoiling in tatters about their
feet. Deliberately, she shot the second gaudily-dressed security man, catching
his right arm just above the elbow and carrying it away. 


Yelling began to resound through the pistol shots. One of
the men in gray was running at her, firing wildly with his sidearm. A slug
thwacked wetly into the body of the dead man she was holding. She shot him in
the chest, then squeezed off a volley at the men on the mezzanine. 


They dove for cover as part of the balcony railing shattered
and a large painted urn exploded into fragments. Shards of poly-marble
ricocheted all over the entry way. Mariwen drew a bead on a man crouched behind
a pillar. Then someone yelled her name. 


Kris had reached the broad shallow portico steps just as
Mariwen handed her bag to the security man. She saw the gun drawn, the
explosion as the pistol went off into his belly, the rapid succession of shots
that followed, the other guard crumple around his severed arm, the man in gray
thrown into a neat back flip as the round cratered his chest. 


Absurdly, she thought: 10-mm explosive-tipped caseless.
Slaver ammo. 


“Mariwen!” She sprinted up the steps. Another man in gray
ran from the side, moving to intercept her. He had a gun. 


“Don’t shoot!” she screamed. “Don’t shoot!” 


She didn’t know if she was yelling at him or Mariwen or all
of them. The man in gray shouted at her—something stupid like: “Get down!” 


Fuck you! You’re trying to kill my friend! 


She ran harder. Mariwen aimed deliberately at a man off to
her left. 


“Mariwen! Don’t!” 


He fired—the collar of Mariwen’s jacket twitched as the
bullet clipped the edge. 


“NO!” 


The man in gray caught her, his arms closing around her
waist. Spinning, she fought him. 


“Mariwen!” 


Mariwen turned and pointed the gun straight at her. There
was a blinding flash and the man holding her jerked as the report boxed her
ears. She looked into his eyes—they stared back at her, utterly surprised. His
mouth opened and shut; he blinked twice. Then his body slithered off hers and
she saw the back of his head blown away, the blue remnants of his intelligence
sprayed out in a fan behind her. 


She was untouched. There was hardly any blood. 


“Mariwen.” A plea this time; gentle but carrying. 


More men in gray ran up, guns out. They waved at her,
yelling idiotically. She couldn’t hear them over the ringing in her ears. Her
arms held out to Mariwen, she walked forward. 


Mariwen aimed the pistol between her eyes—she could see the
pitting around the crown of the well-used muzzle. Mariwen’s face was contorted
beyond all bounds of humanness—all beauty raped from it by an insane
bloodlust. 


“Mariwen, please.” The silly gray men and their guns no
longer existed. Nothing existed but her and Mariwen and the pitted muzzle of
Mariwen’s gun. Heartbeats reverberated at long and regular intervals, with
deafening silence in between. 


Kris kept walking toward her. “It’s me. Kris.”


If the gun went off, she’d never hear it. She knew that now.



“Mariwen, put the gun down.”


Mariwen’s eyes bored into hers: dark, mad, tormented.
Trapped, frantic eyes. Hating eyes. Her finger tightened on the trigger. 


“Mariwen, it’s okay. I’m here. Put it down. For me?” 


Something clouded the tortured eyes. Something yearning.
Something confused. Mariwen opened her mouth but no sound emerged. Her lips
writhed helplessly. 


“Will you do that for me, Mariwen? Please?” 


She reached out, arms and hands inviting. 


“Please Mariwen?” 


The gun barrel wavered. 


“I’m here.” 


A long scream, terrible and bare, clawed out of Mariwen’s
throat. The pistol dropped from slack fingers. With a long lunge, Kris caught
her as her knees buckled. Together, they collapsed onto the cold blood-washed
marble. Protectively, Kris hugged her while huge wrenching sobs shook her
narrow back and burning tears washed the bitter sweat from Kris’s skin. 














Aftermaths





Six days later (NST). . .

NBPS HQ, Mare Nemeton

Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Chief Inspector Taliaferro sat on the edge of his desk
between a coffee cup, two ammo clips lying there in open defiance of
regulations, a scattering of hardcopy and an ashtray. He held a light gray cube
in his fingers, not quite two centimeters on a side, twirling it absently.
“Know what this is?”


Kris, who was sitting in the one of the two extra chairs in
Chief Inspector’s office, gave her head a small negative shake and Huron, who
stood behind the other one, responded only with a tightening of the muscles
around his mouth. 


“Metabonded forward-propagating focused-blast explosive,”
Taliaferro said to no one in particular. “Call it Forpro. Supposed to be
experimental. About 45 grams here.” He tossed the cube in his hand and Kris
fervently hoped that whatever it was, it had been rendered inert. “If this went
off ”—he held it up and studied the shiniest of the six surfaces—“lessee, I
think that’s the front—it would blow a hole about two-foot across in that wall
there and wipe out the one beyond. Probably get a third. But sitting here,
you’d only a hear a loud pop—except for some blast reflection, that is.”


He stared at the imaginary hole. “Y’see, the way it
detonates, the blast front propagates in only one direction—cancels itself out
in every other direction. Fun, ain’t it?” 


Neither Huron nor Kris saw fit to comment. 


“Tricky stuff,” Taliaferro went on and before the quiver
this sent up his listeners’ spines could abate he continued, “A real bitch to
set off. Perfectly inert in normal circumstances. Can’t detonate it with
igniters or fuses or even other explosives. Hell, I could set off a demolition mine on this
stuff and it wouldn’t explode.” He dropped the cube on his desk. 


“So what sets it off?” It was Huron who asked. Kris was
still just sitting there, looking pale. 


“EMP. A pretty healthy dose, too.” 


Kris, appalled, found her voice. “That’s what Mariwen was
carrying?” 


“Yep. A small class-C device. Effective range for this
stuff, about forty-five meters.” 


Kris heard Huron exclaim under his breath. “Where was it?
The explosive.”


“In a bunch of extra tables supposedly for those damn
hearings—had a core in the top of all of them. They just waltzed in with ‘em
and stacked ‘em in the courtyard. Since they’d been scanned, nobody gave it a
second thought—didn’t even ask what they were for.”


“How much?” 


“Thirty-two point six kilos total. Stacked right against the
meeting room wall.” Taliaferro shook his head, and Kris looked up at Huron who
was just staring at a blank wall, stone faced. 


“That’s the hell of it all.” Taliaferro waved his hand in an
encompassing gesture. “Explosive scans—well, you know how they work—damn
stuff looks inert—won’t see it. Half a class-C EMP device looks like just a
standard high-capacity battery or even a fuel cell. Get a couple or three—whatever
you need—wire ‘em up right, set up a small priming charge . . . there ya go.”
He let his hand fall to slap on his thigh. “Simple.” With a sigh, he pushed off
the desk, walked around behind it and pulled out a drawer, muttered, pulled out
another one. 


“You mentioned that explosive was experimental.”


“That’s what we thought.” 


“So . . .”


“So they sure as hell didn’t get it from some two-bit bomb
jockey.” 


“Halith?”


Taliaferro located and removed an old-style cigarette pack,
teased one out and scratched it to life. “Officially,” he said slowly, “I have
no idea.” 


“Unofficially?”


Taliaferro shut the drawer with a bang. “Who the hell else?”
Kris looked away from the expression on his face. 


“Please,” she said, not meeting his eyes, “I’d like to know
what happened to Mariwen.”


“Oh, she was implanted, alright.” He twirled the lit
cigarette without bringing it near his lips. The ribbon of smoke tickled Kris’s
nose. “Damn clever operation. Simple implant, but very extensive memory
manipulation—worse’n I’ve seen. Hard to check for that.” 


“But the implant tests . . .”


Taliaferro waved the cigarette at her. “The memory stuff
must’ve masked it. Stirred her responses enough that our baseline got scrammed
or something. Not a lot, mind you—but enough. After all, it’s pretty easy to
get somebody to leave a bomb somewhere: all they have to do is forget
bombs are dangerous—and this wasn’t even a bomb, exactly. Just an electrical
device. Like I said, simple. Simple and neat.” 


“But can you do that in a week?” Huron broke in. “I thought—”


“No, you can’t,” Taliaferro interrupted. “But they didn’t
have her a week. Six weeks is more like it. They must’ve taken her just after
she and Lora Comargo got to Hestia.” Taliaferro paused, flicked the ash from
his cigarette onto his desk. The air-conditioning kicked up to deal with the
smoke and he scooped up the ash with a slightly embarrassed air. It smeared. 


“They killed Lora Comargo right after interrogating her, of
course. That gave them time to finish visosculpting the double and then send
her back with the real one’s ID and a cover story a day or so before the pick
became public. That way, it’s all over the media and the new Lora didn’t have
to do anything that might muss her cover. She could hole-up, be reclusive—if
she acted a bit off, people’d call it spousal distress.” Taliaferro brushed the
ash off his hand into the trash. “Like I said, clever.” 


“Even so, that seems like a long time to fool people,” Huron
observed. 


Taliaferro shrugged. “Not really. Vacation, y’know. No mail,
no calls. Privacy bots handling everything. Nothing suspicious about that.”
He made a sour face, took his cigarette in his fingers again and regarded
doubtfully. 


“Damn,” he muttered and stubbed it out in the ashtray. The
ashtray gulped and swallowed the butt. “Chemical interrogation can tell you a lot—let ‘em get all the details of the cover just right. They used memory
modules in the double—kinda risky to implement, but we know how much they care
about that. Work good when they work.” 


“So what went wrong? Us capturing the ship before they were
ready?” 


“No.” Taliaferro scratched at the halo of hair around his
mahogany scalp; fluffing it up then smoothing it down again. “They were going
to release her in few days anyway. Y’all just made it more melodramatic. Of
course, I expect they weren’t thrilled with you taking out Anton Trench and his ship—”


Kris looked up. “Anton? His name was Anton?” 


“Yeah. Didn’t you know?” 


“No.” 


“Yeah. Big slaver muck-muck. Anyway, I think that probably
played right into their hands actually. High-profile rescue, her testimony
she’d only been held for a week, Lora Comargo back here doing the traumatized
spouse thing—we weren’t as careful as we might have been.” Taliaferro started
fishing in and patting his pockets. “No. What went wrong is you, Ms.
Kennakris.” 


“Me?” 


“Yes, ma’am. You see, it’s almost impossible to get someone
to drop the hammer on their, um . . . their lover.” 


“Me!” Kris sputtered. “But I wasn’t—I’m mean, we never . . .” 


Taliaferro smiled crookedly. “Well fortunately, I guess,
that doesn’t matter much—the fact of your relationship, I mean. What
mattered is that she thought of you that way. You see, one reason they had to
kill Lora Comargo and replace her with their gal was to isolate Ms. Rathor
sexually—make sure nobody showed up and did what you did. And of course they
needed to keep tabs on her, that sort of thing. Needed to be able to set her
off at the right time, too. Implants don’t always take, you know.” Taliaferro
dug inside a coat pocket. Kris saw his fingers wriggling fruitlessly through
the thick fabric. “But then she met you. They didn’t figure on that, of course.
No way to. The two of you hit it off, so to speak, and so when you showed up
and indicated your intentions—shall we say—it worked. It broke the
implant. That’s why they panicked and tried to kill you when they found out
about you two. Kinda stupid of them really—especially with that damned drone.” 


“What were they planning to do with it?” Huron asked. 


“The drone? Don’t think it was part of plan—haven’t
unraveled all that yet. No, it looks like they got panicky and someone saw an
opportunity for a twofer and went for it. Bad call.” 


Kris and Huron looked at each other and Taliaferro said,
“Ah, here’s that little sucker.” He pulled a thin card from some hidden recess
of his coat and held it out to Kris. There were some numbers on it. 


“What’s this?” 


“Number and map reference of the hospital.” 


“Hospital?” 


“Mariwen Rathor’s room. Since you’re a friend.” Kris held
the card like a flower petal. “They don’t give out calling cards. Her personal
number’s restricted. Best I could do.” 


Kris nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.” 


Taliaferro stood, took his overcoat off the back of his desk
chair and made motions as if to leave. “Well, if that’s all . . .”


“Why’d she start shooting?” Kris asked suddenly.


Taliaferro paused in the middle of an awkward-looking
gesture, his heavy, mobile lips twisted down in distaste. “Oh that.
Salvage-fused.” 


Huron went a little gray. Kris just looked confused. “What
fused?” 


“Salvage-fused,” Taliaferro repeated, shrugging his overcoat
the rest of the way on. “That’s something I guess we’re gonna have to pay more
attention to now. It’s an old term they used to apply to nukes. The idea was to
always set them off, even when they missed. Might do some collateral damage
that way. In this case, if the mission gets botched, the idea is to get them—the
subject, you understand—to pull a weapon and do as much damage as possible.
Damn difficult to find too, because it doesn’t depend on suppressing an inhibitor—which
we can test for—but on jacking up the will to survive—which we can’t. Anyway,
that wasn’t the point this time. They were sneakier than that.” 


“How so?” Huron asked, almost against his will. 


“They salvage-fused the EMP device, too. It was rigged to go
off the moment she died. If she couldn’t plant it, they fixed her up to force
us to kill her and set off the bomb that way. The portico was plenty close
enough—it would have done a hell of a job.” 


Taliaferro absently fished out another cigarette and started
to light it. “Yep, they had it fixed all around. Undetectable explosives,
homemade EMP, a VIP plant. Probably laughed themselves sick over how brilliant
they were.” 


He changed his mind again, threw the cigarette in the trash,
ran a hand over his scalp. “Trying to stop that.” It took a moment for Kris to
realize he was talking about the cigarette. “Anyway, looks like it would have
worked too, except for you, Ms. Kennakris. I hope you appreciate what you’ve
accomplished here.” 


Kris had a sour taste in her mouth. If those fucking guards
had been able to shoot worth a shit, she wouldn't have had time to accomplish
anything at all. 


“Suppose there's that too,” Taliaferro said and Kris jerked,
realizing she'd been muttering out loud. But Taliaferro seemed to take it
seriously, because he went on. "Somebody engaging in gunplay on the
Exhibit Hall steps was about the one threat that wasn't in the security
plan. Aerial attack or trying to breach the perimeter with a 50-tonne lorry—yeah,
but not a woman popping off with a sidearm. So you could say she had the
element of surprise." He shrugged. “Then again, who wants to go through
life as the guy who dropped Mariwen Rathor? Probably spoil my aim.”


Kris grimaced and wiped her lips across the back of her
hand. “Is that why they picked her?”  


Taliaferro made a wide, helpless gesture. “Yeah, that
could've been part of it. Maybe. Who knows? There's any number of reasons that
make sense: high profile, good access, lots of connections . . . fun.”


“What happened to them?” 


“The fake Miss Comargo and the rest? Oh, we bagged them.
We’re pumping them dry now.” A sudden frown crossed his face. “You don’t want
to see them, do you?” 


“No.” 


“Good. I don’t think there’s gonna be much left to talk to
anyway.” 


Kris stared at the card cupped in her palm. “So what happens
now?” 


“To whom?” 


“Mariwen.” 


“Well, she’s in rehab. Be there for a while, I expect. She
won’t be charged with anything, if that’s what you mean.” 


“Will she be alright?” 


That helpless gesture again. “I don’t know how alright
she’ll be. She’s gonna have some pretty shit to live with—if you’ll pardon my
French. But we’ve got the best doctors and techs there are working with her. I
think they’ll get her straightened around okay. A lot of it’s up to her. But I
think she’ll pull through.” He reached for his hat. “Eventually.” 


She turned the card over. “When can I see her?” 


“That’s up to her and the docs—not me. I’m just a cop.” He
picked up the hat and pulled it on, then turned to Huron. “Oh. Trin Wesselby
gave me a message for you, Lieutenant. Said to be sure I told you Mankho had a
code name for this caper. Called it the Alecto Initiative. Seems he’s a
classically educated cove too. She said you’d find that . . . interesting.”


“Thanks,” Huron replied with no tone in his voice at all. 


Taliaferro tipped the brim to them. “Well . . . Good day,
Ms. Kennakris. Lieutenant.” 


Kris and Huron stood outside the NBPS headquarters
building, waiting for the cab Kris had paged to take her to the hospital. The
weather service had allowed a lovely day, warm with just the right amount of
breeze and it fanned her hair as they waited, neither talking. Kris was
thinking of the offer Huron had made to her. Huron was thinking about Kris.
Both were thinking about Mariwen. 


After a few minutes, Huron saw the cab approaching and
gestured toward it. “Give her my best . . . If you can.” Kris nodded. The cab
brought itself to a smooth stop and sidled over. As it verified her card as its
fare, its gull-wing doors popped and she stooped to get in. 


“Kris?” 


She looked back, a hand on the open door. “Yeah?” 


“Why did you go to meet Mariwen that day?”


Kris wet her lips. “I . . . I heard they were leaving
afterwards.” She drew a shivering breath. “I thought—I was afraid . . . afraid
she wasn’t gonna say goodbye.” 


“You didn’t know that she was implanted?”


Kris looked down at pavement. “No. I didn’t.” 


She heard Huron draw in a sharp breath and then let it go,
slowly. Then she lifted her head, not knowing what to expect but wanting to face
it all the same. Their eyes met and there was an understanding there—not
complete, but accepting of its incompleteness. He gave her the barest nod. 


She climbed into the cab. The doors shut, the little engines
revved, and it was gone. 


*     *     *


Kris stepped out into the hallway and carefully closed
the door to Mariwen’s room. She wanted to vomit. The doctors had told her what
to expect and she had listened, she had believed them, but she had not understood.



There was, it turned out, something worse in the universe
than rape, and now Kris had seen it. The husk in the bed, host to a complex web
of monitor leads, was perfectly pleasant and physically pretty, answering
questions with the carefully nuanced inflections of the better sort of
software. 


She took her hand off the doorknob, fighting down the bile
jumping in her throat. After a few deep breaths, the sick hot tingling in her
cheeks started to fade and she reached into her pocket for Huron’s card.


Think about it, Kris, he’d said to her as they
had left Taliaferro’s office. It’s hard—we test cadets to destruction at
the Academy, and I don’t look down on anyone with the sense to say no. But I
think you have something that will really make a difference one day. You don’t
owe anyone a damn thing, but if you want it, I’ll see that you get in. 


She hit CALL. 


A moment later Huron’s image shimmered into existence on the
overlay. “Hey, Kris.” 


“Hi, Huron. I’m in.” 




# # #









The Morning Which Breaks



Prologue



Lakskya Compound 

 Lacaille, Praesepe Cluster


“Bravo, this is Alpha Six. Where are those goddamned grenades?” 1st Lieutenant Sebastian Gomez, commander Alpha team, Nedaeman SOFOR 1, hunched in the darkness under an overhang of striated rock as he waited for 2nd Lieutenant Mike Ananian, Bravo section leader, to respond. 


“No joy here, Six,” Ananian came back. “The fuckers are late.” Lieutenant Gomez was well aware they were late—over thirty minutes late—and the unnecessary comment was a sign of the strain the delay was putting on Bravo leader’s temper. Gomez’s temper wasn’t any better: his op window was closing. It would be half-light in another thirty-six minutes, when Lacaille’s secondary rose, and while it was just a very bright star compared to the primary, it would increase the ambient light by almost twenty percent, and Gomez begrudged every extra photon. 


But much more important—critically important, in fact—were his team’s extraction windows. The stealth corvette in orbit overhead could not just magically appear and drop its shuttles at any time. It was a slave to the laws of orbital mechanics, and unless that goddamned convoy with the grenades showed up in the next ten minutes, he had little chance of making the first window. He could theoretically afford to miss it, but that increased the risk enormously, and he certainly could not miss the next. It would be full dawn by the time there would be a third window, and if his team wasn’t gone before that, they weren’t going at all. 


Everything had gone flawlessly up to now, to the point of making Gomez a trifle nervous, so he was not surprised when they finally ran into a hitch, but the convoy being delayed this much was not the hitch he’d foreseen. The plan had allowed a half-hour’s slack for the convoy to reach the point where Bravo could track them. That was a generous window, given that the trucks only had to travel five-hundred twenty klicks from the rendezvous where the cases of grenades had been transshipped. At the truck’s nominal airspeed, the trip should have only taken two and a half hours. The corvette had verified that things were on schedule as of its last pass—there was just no good reason that convoy should be this late on a one-hundred-and-fifty-minute trip. 


If there was no good reason, that left only bad reasons. Bad reasons meant going with the contingency plan and that meant adjusting his deployments, so he checked them again. His people showed as triangles on the topo map projected on his helmet’s faceplate, outlined in light green by his IFF unit. His own section—call sign Angel to avoid confusion—was lying along this ridge overlooking the plain below. Delta section, with the four-man air-sliders they’d use to reach the extraction point, was eight klicks to the north but just a minute away, concealed in some dead ground where the terrain broke up into a series of ravines. Bravo was over the horizon to the southeast, and he couldn’t see them on the plot unless he pushed the power past where he was comfortable. 


A klick behind him on a rise to the east was Sergeant Esteban Howarth, codename Aries, with his 15.4-mm recoil-damped sniper rifle. The big weapon fired terminally guided armor-piercing multimode ammo in three-shot bursts from a hundred-round magazine and had an effective range of five-thousand meters. Aries was his lifeline if—make that when—all hell broke loose. 


He checked the time—seven more minutes—and eased his own rifle across his lap. It was a standard assault model, firing 9-mm light armor-piercing rounds, with a 25-mm grenade launcher under the barrel that could fire antipersonnel, incendiary or high-explosive grenades. It was an old configuration but one that, like the 12-mm sidearm he wore, had served soldiers well for centuries. The same could be said for the 10-cm sheath knife on his belt but not the plasma knife in his right thigh pocket: those had been invented less than fifty years ago.


The rifle also had the latest tunable ultra-wideband scope with a frequency-hopping maser and automatic target acquisition, which incorporated technology that was still considered developmental. Gomez had turned it off. He trusted his own eyes more than any fancy automated acquisition system and he liked his gun set on manual for the same reason. Besides, all that modern crap bled energy and you could never be too sure exactly how good the other guy’s sensor suite was. 


Another minute ticked by and Gomez activated his command link. “All units, this is Alpha Six. If package not in sight in five minutes, we are Buster. Repeat: if package not in sight in five minutes, we are Buster.” Buster was the codename for the contingency plan and they all knew it was a pretty desperate undertaking. 


He really—really—wanted those grenades.


The grenades were not for them—they were bait. Bait intended for a terrorist warlord named Nestor Mankho, asleep in the walled compound three klicks down the slope and across the open flat below. Mankho had been behind a terrorist plot he called the Alecto Initiative: an attempt to bomb a series of high-profile Grand Senate hearings in Nemeton last year. It had almost succeeded; Nedaema came literally within a centimeter of having its government virtually wiped out. It was the first operation Mankho had mounted since the Black Army, an anarchist group he’d once led, had been practically annihilated after they attacked the Nedaeman colony of Knydos in the first years after the last war. 


Mankho had survived the destruction of the Black Army and spent the intervening years smuggling weapons, dealing in slaves, investing in a few legit businesses (including the popular social-networking service Zeta that it was believed he used to ID targets for his slaving operations), and eluding capture. Up until just before the attempted bombing, the conventional wisdom had him knocking about in the Outworlds, but then the League’s Office of Naval Intelligence had located him here on Lacaille, a Bannerman client in the Hydra, which lay between Halith and Bannerman space. 


Current intelligence estimates held that Mankho didn’t have the resources to mount such an involved operation on his own—a conclusion supported by forensics—and the consensus among those in the know was that Mankho had been working for someone else. The Dominion of Halith seemed the most likely someone, but this ‘suspicion’ (as the Archon of Nedaema insisted it be referred to) could easily tip the strained relations with Halith into another war, so it could not be entertained in any official sense without absolute proof. 


The absolute proof was Mankho himself, alive if possible, so the information could be more readily extracted. If taking him alive was not an option, it was necessary to acquire his well-preserved brain. Simply killing Mankho no longer served a useful purpose, so this operation had been planned with meticulous care: NDIA had gone to extraordinary lengths to check and recheck their intelligence, the trap had been painstakingly laid using perfectly reliable, perfectly unwitting contacts and set with an irresistible bait: a shipment of second-gen adaptive grenades. 


The shipment was genuine. Gomez knew it had cleared customs at Kapustin Yar, Lacaille’s main starport, right on schedule, concealed in drums of high-density superconductive oil that was used in the Carnot pumps of low-power reactors. He knew it had been loaded into a big air-lorry on schedule, that it had met the convoy arranged by Mankho’s factor at the appointed rendezvous on schedule, and that the cases of grenades had been swiftly extracted from the oil drums and shifted into the convoy’s vehicles. 


What Lieutenant Gomez really cared about, however, were the other grenades that had been handed over at the rendezvous. When the delivery of Mankho’s grenades was being negotiated, the seller’s Lacaille agent had suggested to Mankho’s factor that they do a little side business. This was perfectly usual: agents and factors always had their own business interests and they took advantage of the logistical arrangements of larger transactions to conduct their own. It was not graft in any real sense and the principals rarely objected, provided things were kept within certain well-understood limits. 


In this case, the seller’s Lacaille agent mentioned he had a few extra cases of grenades, a generation older than those in Mankho’s shipment, but still quite sophisticated, and he was having trouble moving them. They’d been dumped on him, he explained, as a result of another deal that went south—he didn’t deal in weapons much—grenades were a difficult cargo—Mankho’s factor had the connections to move them easily—he’d be more than happy to let them go for a very reasonable price—in fact, they made him kinda nervous . . . 


The sales patter was just part of the culture and the deal that was struck—the grenades for a consignment of Tajima-ushi black cattle embryos that the factor knew were unlikely to be viable due to spoilage—was immaterial. All that mattered was getting those grenades on the convoy, because the seller’s Lacaille agent was also a League agent and in each of those cases that were dutifully handed over for the cryocanister of embryos was a special grenade: a class-C EMP device. Getting them into Mankho’s compound was the whole reason for the elaborate set-up. 


Mankho’s compound was not a particularly impressive edifice, only about sixty meters long and forty wide, with a three-story residence in the northeast corner. But it did have a six-meter curtain wall and barracks space for about fifty men, plus three light-armored vehicles and half a dozen plain trucks. It also had a security enclosure, a perimeter sensor suite and of course secure comms. All of these—especially the security enclosure—had to be disabled if they were to have any chance of taking Mankho alive. Security enclosures were proof against EMP, most explosives, and they acted as a high-efficiency phase-conjugate mirror against lasers and most plasma weapons. They weren’t much good against solid projectiles, unless they were military grade—which this one wasn’t—and they didn’t block most varieties of snooping, although they did keep dragonflies and other remote sensors at a respectful distance. 


They were also damned unpleasant to encounter—sometimes even fatal—unless you were wearing full battle harness. Since Mankho would not be, it was critical to take the enclosure out, and they also had to ensure he couldn’t call in help from Kapustin Yar. (Even though the government of Lacaille had always vehemently denied Mankho’s presence, there was no reason to believe they would disavow him to the point of tolerating an attack on their own soil.)


Detonating the EMP devices would do all that, but only if they were inside the compound or if the security enclosure was open, and that depended on how good Mankho’s security people were. If they were lax, they’d accept the preliminary checks done at the rendezvous and wave both sets of crates into the compound. But if they were doing their jobs, they’d scan the crates. 


Indeed, the plan bet on them scanning the cases, but doing it with the enclosure open. There were good reasons for this. For one thing, opening, closing and reopening the enclosure took time, was wasteful and a bit of a nuisance. For another, if the grenades came too close to the sealed enclosure, they would explode. How close was too close depended on how sensitive the grenades were, so it was safest to leave the enclosure open until they got them stowed securely inside. Unless Mankho’s people had reason to be suspicious—or were extremely paranoid—it was unlikely they’d stop the convoy far enough away to run their checks with the enclosure sealed. If they were that suspicious, the crates should not have been accepted in the first place. 


As for being extremely paranoid, Gomez would just have to see. He did have the option of blowing the whole load and attacking in the confusion—Buster had envisioned that—with a decent chance they could breach the perimeter so he could take out the compound’s electronics with his own EMP strike. That was not ideal, however: a decent chance was not to be compared with detonating the EMP devices with the enclosure open. 


So it was up to Gomez to pick the moment to detonate the EMP devices that would take the enclosure down and render the compound deaf, blind and dumb. If anything happened to him, Bravo’s section leader would set them off. Combined with the explosion and the attack Bravo would make, that would give Angel section the minutes needed to snatch Mankho, and then Delta section’s air-sliders would whisk them all to the extraction point. 


That was the plan but as always, time was of the essence. To get to Mankho before his people could react, his section had to be positioned no more than a hundred meters from the wall and they couldn’t stay that close for long without being detected—the safe estimate was less than eight minutes. Alpha Team’s light combat armor incorporated the best active camouflage Nedaema could produce, which made it very good indeed, and it covered all bands from DC to daylight (if the definition of daylight was extended to include soft X-rays). 


It would take equipment significantly more sophisticated than anyone would expect to find on a former colony like Lacaille to defeat the camouflage, even at the outside of the intel estimates. Lacaille, while nominally independent, was still a Bannerman dependency and the Bannermans had no sensors good enough to detect him or his people under current conditions. 


But with Mankho being ‘suspected’ of working for the Dominion of Halith—and no one took the Archon’s weasel words seriously, not even the Archon—it was possible he’d managed to cadge better technology out of them. That would change the situation considerably, so the plan assumed the worst-case assessment that they faced a Halith sensor suite. 


The drawback to this assessment was that it made their operational timelines very tight and denied him much flexibility—flexibility he could really use right now. Critically, his people had to start moving when the convoy was thirty klicks out, which would give them up to thirteen minutes to get into position. That was plenty, but then the convoy had to arrive at the compound and Mankho’s people had to open the security enclosure and start their checks within the next seven minutes, and Gomez was becoming seriously concerned that would prove to be unrealistic. 


But if he couldn’t expect his team to remain undetected that close to the walls in the growing light for much longer than that—if indeed Mankho had Halith sensors—he also could not wait to start them and still hit the opening. Worse, he realized that his callout that they were Buster—only five minutes from now—had been premature. 


Buster was based on either the enclosure not being kept open or the EMP grenades not making it onto the convoy at all. Now he was looking at neither case and if he executed Buster, he ran the risk of the convoy arriving in the middle of his operation, between the compound and his team’s extraction point, armed with a lot of sophisticated grenades. 


That their whole plan was far too dependent on a single worst-case assumption was a nice, useless insight, coming this late, but his only other option was to call Zulu, and scrub the entire thing. That meant not just the failure of a very elaborate operation, six months in the making, but it would also compromise the valuable assets that had identified Mankho on Lacaille in the first place, and most especially the agent in Kapustin Yar who had arranged the whole thing. 


Four minutes—still no word from Bravo. Dammit. The only way forward was to break out of the timeline and hope they either didn’t have state-of-the-art sensors or weren’t paying attention. He checked his dragonflies for any sign of new activity in the compound. The little airborne sensors—some almost the size of the Terran insect they were named for but most much smaller—orbiting about the compound reported no unexpected movement, no comms activity, no sudden power draws. 


He slid out from under the overhang of rock, crawled through the waist-high native vegetation with its tough, flexible, ribbed stalks and long, fine, tubular leaves that grew thickly around the base of the outcropping to an opening where he could sweep the compound with his scope. That itself risked his being detected if a scan picked up a boresight flash off the scope, but the geometry would have to so precise it wasn’t much of a risk, especially compared to what he was contemplating. 


The sweep showed him nothing new either: just the sentries he’d seen before, making their rounds when they weren’t stopping to smoke, chat, wander into the buildings to grab a bite or take a piss. Sloppy—certainly no sense of urgency there. He rolled back behind the cover of the rock. Maybe a bit too sloppy? His sight-line wasn’t the best: there was a good third of the compound he couldn’t see. Sergeant Howarth was at least fifty meters higher up—not much at this range, but maybe enough. He clicked on his icon to activate a secure circuit. “Aries, this is Six. You all up?”


“I’m up, Six.” Howarth’s voice with its distinctive accent was thin and distorted, but still recognizable over the ultra-wideband burst link. 


“Are you seeing anything new at all downtown?”


“Besides those two fat guys down there lookin’ through a third-floor window, nothin’.” 


Spying on the Boss in the middle of the night? The hi-def orbital scans indicated Mankho’s living quarters were on the third floor of the residence. There were windows all around with two-centimeter armor-glass in them. The first two floors extended out into the compound and there were ladders up from the second-floor roof to the top of the third-floor where two sentries were posted. From a ladder you might get a peek inside, but surely Mankho wouldn’t tolerate that? “They’re not on the roof?”


“Nope. Keep going from second floor up the west ladder. They sure seem to find it fascinatin’.” 


Gomez resisted the urge to shake his head. Who knew? Maybe he liked being watched. “Aries, I’m going to ping Bravo. Get hot. We’re either Buster or Zulu if no-joy on the package.” 


“Roger, Six. Buster or Zulu if package is no-joy.” 


“Roger. Six out.” Gomez cut the link but before he could configure a dragonfly for OTH relay, his command circuit alerted: Bravo’s call-sign. He clicked it. “What the hell, Bravo?”


“This is Fife, Six. We got ‘em in sight.”


“You read the package?”


“Five by five. Package is still wrapped.” 


Deep in his gut, a huge knot of tension unwound. “Affirm package okay. What range?”


“Got ‘em at fifty-two klicks. Making one-forty.” 


“Roger, Bravo. Get hot—I’m calling in. Wait for clearance.”


“Roger, Six. Waiting for clearance. Bravo out.”


Gomez acknowledged, checked the corvette’s ephemeris, got code-lock and activated his uplink. “Hermes, this is Alpha Six.” 


“Go ahead, Alpha Six.”


“Package in sight. Request clearance.” 


“Wait one . . .”


Wait one? What the hell for? “Hermes, we’re at minus forty-two. Half-light in twenty-nine.”


“Acknowledge, Alpha Six. We’ve got unexplained activity down in Kap-Yar.”


Unexplained activity? Kapustin Yar was four-hundred-eighty klicks south—close enough to be a big problem if someone was on the way. “Hermes, clarify what you mean by activity.”


“We picked up some energy spikes. Trying to get a read now.”


Energy spikes? That was all? “Hermes, do we have clear air?”


“We read nothing in the air, Alpha Six.”


Goddammit! Were they clear or not? He needed to move now—one way or another. “Hermes, I mean to execute now. Do you order Zulu?”


A pause on the line. Gomez waited, fuming, tapping his gloved fingers on the rifle’s stock. 


“Negative on Zulu, Alpha Six. You are cleared hot.”


“Roger, Hermes—we are cleared hot. Executing now. Alpha Six out.”


The corvette acknowledged and he killed the uplink and pinged Bravo. “Bravo, this is Six. What is range to package?”


“Package at thirty-four—closing at nominal.” 


“Affirm package at thirty-four, Bravo. Nominal closure.” Lieutenant Gomez opened the burst link to his team. “All Alpha units, this is Alpha Six. Package is in range. Execute prime. Repeat: execute prime. Angels, move in one. We’re going downtown.” 










Part I:  New Beginnings



 


Court: Brother John Bates, is not that the morning which breaks yonder? 


Bates: I think it be: but we have no great cause to desire the approach of day. 


Williams: We see yonder the beginning of the day, but I think we shall never see the end of it . . . 




 Shakespeare, Henry V: Act 4, Scene 1













Chapter One



Aeolis Station

 in Mars orbit, Sol


Through this Portal shall pass the Future Guardians of Mankind’s Freedom . . . 


Loralynn Kennakris stood looking at that sign engraved over the departure portal of Aeolis Station, wondering about the meaning of that message to a colonial like herself, and listening to a welcoming committee of one: a sergeant major of the Nereidian League’s Colonial Expeditionary Forces Marine Corps. He was of slightly less than average height, about twice average girth, and had a face to be carved in basalt and set outside a temple to scare off demons. The hash marks on his sleeve ran from wrist to elbow and the Anson’s Deep Star glittered on the breast of his immaculate uniform. His name was Fyodor Mikhailovich Tal Yu, and he was holding aloft a bronze box. 


“This is where it ends, boys and girls. For those who want to know, it’s about twenty-two centimeters long, fifteen wide and maybe ten high. Mass about six kilos. And if you think that being an officer in the CEF is just a ticket to a nice pension—to voting rights, medical privileges and settlement prerogatives—take a good, hard look. This here is the culmination of your career. Fail in your duty and you go home in one of these. Let down your mates and you go home in one of these. Disobey your orders and you go home in one of these. Don’t listen to me and you go home in one of these.” He paused to let that last comment sink in. Then: “Win a glorious victory . . . and you can go home in one of these, too.” 



His small, black, old, searching eyes swept the little group. There were fifty-six of them standing there waiting to enter the CEF Academy as Class 1861. They came from all over the League and they’d all graduated in the top ten percent of their university class, after which they survived a battery of tests: mental, physical, and political too, for no one was admitted without a state sponsor, usually a senator for Homeworlders, or for colonials, the territorial governor. But there were exceptions—she was one.


The members of Class 1861 were exceptional in another way. The Academy organized its incoming classes by service branch: Navy, Marines, and the Strike and Reconnaissance Forces, or as they were commonly known, the Fighters. Only the top five percent of those accepted could apply for the SRF flight-officer program, the most grueling track at the Academy and the one which, in the Academy’s wholly unofficial pecking order, constituted the institution’s elite. Class 1861 represented twenty percent of that incoming elite.


None of this impressed Sergeant Major Yu. The Academy admitted almost seventy-two hundred new hopefuls every year, each one every bit as well qualified, every bit as confident, and every year, Yu, as one of the Academy’s senior drill instructors, watched more half of them wash out before the end of the first six-month term; wanna-be pilots first. He held the bronze box out at arm’s length. 


“At the Battle of Anson’s Deep, thirty-eight thousand four hundred and eighty-eight of you bought one of these in an action that lasted thirteen hours and twenty-two minutes. Engaged were six hundred ninety-two ships, eight hundred sixty-four corvettes and attack craft—fighters and small craft beyond your ability to count. And a new bronze box every one-point-two-five-zero seconds.” 


Kris noted that at that rate, they would all be wiped out in almost exactly seventy seconds. Then Yu dropped the box. Six kilos of bronze falling a meter and a half to a metal deck under a full gee makes a resounding crash. The group jumped in spite of itself, and Sergeant Major Yu smiled. 


“Look out there,” he commanded, pointing out a view port at Deimos, a potato-shaped lump that was an unhealthy, mottled pinkish gray in the light of Sol. “There’s a rock over there. Damndest rock you ever saw. Semi-major axis of seven-point-five kilometers, semi-minor axis of six-point-one kilometers, ten-point-four klicks through. Mass of—well, who gives a fuck. That rock—which isn’t worth a shit on a good day—is what they died for and what you are signing up to die for. Not that planet down there”—he waved at Mars far below them—“that you aren’t good enough to set foot on yet, or the world back there”—he pointed over their heads towards distant Earth, now in opposition and just a bright star beyond the bulkheads—“which you aren’t even good enough to look at. We have Home Fleet to take care of those. The likes of you are only fit to look after that rock. And all the other rocks just like it. So,” he said with great satisfaction, “you’re gonna learn to love rocks.” 


A bark of laughter sounded from the back of the group and Yu focused directly on the young man who made it. His sternly carved face relaxed as he called the young man forward. “Good afternoon, Son,” he said mildly. 


“How you doing, Sarge?” He was big, this young candidate, and there were pale patches on his tanned skin where tattoos had recently been removed. He smiled openly at the sergeant major, quite sure of himself. A colonial, Kris thought, and lucky to be accepted. He clearly didn’t think it was luck, though. 


The sergeant major continued to smile affably. “Where’re you from, Son?”


“Me? I’m from Reunion, Sarge.” 


Yu nodded. “I’m from Lodestone Station myself.” The young man grinned. The sergeant major was just another colonial from the Inner Trifid, same as him. “Glad you’re enjoying the presentation.” The grin widened. “In fact, I think you should stay up here so we can all benefit from your valuable remarks.” The grin faded. “So why don’t you stand there behind me?” 


“Behind you, Sarge?” 


“That’s right, Son. Right here.” Yu pointed to a spot on the deck about a meter back. “You just stand there while I finish so you can make sure things don’t get boring. Can you do that, son? Or are you just another worthless Reunion puke I’ll have to chuck out of this program?” 


Face darkening, the young man stood where he was told. 


“Oh, and one more thing, Boy,” Yu added. “Any time you feel things are lagging here, go ahead and kick my ass.” There was no reply and Yu swiveled his round head to squint at him. “I can count on you, can’t I, Boy? That’s what you’re here for, isn’t? Kick ass and take names? I mean, what the fuck good are you if you can’t even kick an old man’s ass?” 


The young man still said nothing but the rebellious look settled deeper on his features. 


Yu turned back to the group.  “So, boys and girls. That rock down there is going to be your home for the next year—if you don’t wash out after three weeks. If you can learn to love it. If you can learn to love lousy food, bad air, and a lack of recreational opportunities—not that you’ll have time for that anyway. But most of all”—the sergeant major  paused, sweeping the group with his oddly reptilian gaze—“if you can learn to be a team. The Service lives, eats, sleeps, fights, shits as a team. If you are lucky enough to get liberty, you’ll get drunk and raise hell as a team. Your team will be your family, closer to you than your mother who cried when you decided to come here. You’ll live for your team and when the time comes, you’ll die for it too.”


Yu hooked his thumbs in his belt. The young man behind him was affecting a bored look and she wondered how long it would be before he broke out. Not more than a minute, she guessed. 


“Those of you who understand that and make it through the first year—less than half, I expect—will get to move on to the glorious paradise of Cape York, downside on Mars, for your final year. So when you walk under that”—he jerked his thumb at the words over the portal—“you leave your ego on this side, children. Not like that kid back there.”


She noticed the kid shifting his weight. She guessed he’d had some training. She saw his eyes narrow, his mouth tighten. 


“Kids like that don’t believe in teams—they believe in bossing teams. They think they’re special and they piss out in a week—” All at once the kid moved, right foot lashing out like a spring snapping. What happened next was a confused blur of movement her eye did not follow nor her mind comprehend. 


If what Sergeant Major Yu had actually done wasn’t clear, the result was most emphatically so, for there the young man was, lying on the deck, contorting and gasping, his face gray and his lips almost white. Yu did not spare him a glance, but in the hush that was filled by futile, croaking noises, he waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, don’t worry about him. The kid’ll be fine. Once they rebuild his diaphragm, anyway.” 


The portal opened behind him, revealing the transport shuttle waiting to take them down to Deimos. Yu pointed to it. “Come on, people. Move it. You ain’t gonna get another invitation.” 


They started filing out in a ragged line, hesitantly at first, some steering wide of the weakly twitching, gasping ruin. A couple of corpsmen came out of the bay, picked him up and carried him unceremoniously away. 


As she took her place at the back of the line, Yu came forward and stopped her. His black eyes appraised her briefly. “What’s your name?”


“Loralynn Kennakris, sir.”


Yu nodded. “They call you Kris, don’t they?”


“Mostly, sir.” 


“Well, thank you, Kris, for warning me about that kid. Can’t be too careful with these kids. Sometimes they get lucky.” 


Sure they do, she thought, realizing he’d been reading her the whole time—her face, the tension in her muscles, the size of her pupils, something—to tell what that kid was going to do. And she also realized that out of the fifty-five other people standing there, he’d picked her to focus on. 


Why me? 


Kris looked into Yu’s black eyes for several seconds but they gave nothing away. “Yes, sir.” Glancing after the others, boarding the shuttle through the rear hatch, she ventured, “There’s nothing really wrong with that guy’s diaphragm—he’d be dead. You just knocked the wind out of him. Isn’t that right, sir?”


Yu smiled, just showing the edges of his teeth. “Good girl, Kris. Go get on board.”











 




Chapter Two



Lakskya Compound 

 Lacaille, Praesepe Cluster


Lieutenant Gomez, lying in a shallow depression a hundred meters from the north wall of Mankho’s compound, and six hundred nine light-years away from Mars, watched as his explosion lit up the sky like a sheet of lightning. The entire compound before him instantly went dark and silent. 


It could not have gone better. Mankho’s people had stopped the convoy just fifty meters from the gate and sauntered out with the security enclosure wide open. He brought his systems out of EMP lockdown as the glow faded, brought his HUD back online and checked his people: everyone was just where they should be and passive sensors confirmed the compound dead. 


He rose to a crouch and signaled Carson and Mates, the two men who would snatch Mankho with him. The other five were already fanning out to their assigned cover positions. There was no need for orders now: Aries had dropped the two voyeuristic sentries simultaneously with the explosion and his people were deploying with swift, silent precision. In a few minutes it would be all over—but a lot could happen in a few minutes. 


At the drop of his hand, the three of them sprinted forward. Their light combat armor was not powered to stay off the compound’s sensors, but it had a regenerative assist system that allowed them to cover the hundred meters to the wall in just under ten seconds. Gomez made a powerful leap as he approached, timing it so that he touched the wall just past the top of his rise, three meters up. The molygrip gecko pads on his boots, knees, gloves and elbows adhered to the wall instantly. Mates and Carson landed a split second after him and together they swarmed up to the third floor window, some ten meters above. 


As they reached the dark window, he took one side, Carson the other, and Mates moved around them to hang spider-like above. Still no response from the compound. It had only been about thirty seconds since the explosion, but shouldn’t they be hearing something by now? He shoved the thought away—this wasn’t the time to worry about that—and stuck a small hemispheric charge to the window, while across from him, Carson did the same. The charges were preset for standard armor-glass and sensors in their base measured the thickness. Two seconds later there was an anticlimactic pop and a web of fine cracks spread all across the surface. Mates swung down in an acrobatic move, bursting the window inward with a shower of glass crumbs. Gomez and Carson vaulted through the opening and hit the floor of the dark room. Then he heard the screaming.


The screaming was coming from two naked girls in the middle of a huge, ornate bed in the room’s center, and it took Gomez a split-second to realize they were not screaming at him. The heavy door to the room had burst open and now a hail of gunfire tore through it. Gomez dropped behind the bed, nearly colliding with the girls as they dived off it. Carson lunged for the far corner but Mates, fatally distracted for that instant, caught the burst full in the chest. It lifted him up and slammed him into the wall beside the window, pinning him there for a long, gruesome moment before the wreckage of his body slithered to the floor amidst a welter of blood mottled with gobs of tissue and splinters of bone. Gomez swung his rifle around the foot of the bed and pumped two grenades through the doorway. The explosions shook the walls and blew a hot rush of air into the room that sent unseen items crashing to the floor, and there was silence. 


Except for the ringing in his ears. As that died, he heard a piercing noise behind him, a shrill, broken keening, half-strangled, and Carson across the room, behind a large console of some kind, swearing vehemently but softly through clenched teeth. He spared a glance for the girls. One was an exotic-looking brunette and the other was a pretty blond, and it was the brunette who was making the appalling sound. The blond was holding her, with her hand over the brunette’s mouth trying to keep her quiet, and there was a glistening pool of blood under them. From the outside, a dull rattle punctuated by sharper popping sounds was making itself heard. 


Gunfire. Distant gunfire. That could only be Bravo, and it sounded like they were engaged well away from where they should have been. 


He checked his HUD. It showed all his people exactly where they were supposed to be—three minutes ago. Getting Carson’s attention, he tapped his helmet and mimed a question. Carson shook his head. Fuck. Either the building was shielded or they had an ECM drone overhead. He prayed it wasn’t a drone . . . 


Still nothing outside the room. All dead? Or waiting? He and Carson needed to get out of there now, but Carson couldn’t cover him from where he was. Gomez pointed to the door, signaled three fingers followed by a fist. Carson nodded. Gomez fired a sustained burst through the door as Carson bolted across the open space and slid in beside him. 


“We’ve been fucked, huh Six?” Gomez nodded. It was obvious Mankho wasn’t here and hadn’t been, perhaps not for days. They’d been set up. It didn’t matter how. All that mattered was getting his people clear. He knew, without even looking at his displays, that Hermes was on the far side of the world right now, out of comms range for another ten minutes. It would take twenty minutes after that to get shuttles to the extraction point if they burned in hard—assuming Hermes was still up there . . .


“What’s the play?” 


He looked at Carson, noticing for the first time the rip in the shoulder of his armor and the dark stains around it. “You hit?”


“Crease. It’s nothin’. What’s the play? Back out the window or take it forward?”


“Forward,” Gomez answered. He had no way of knowing what was waiting for them in either direction, but if they’d been set up, the outside perimeter was almost certainly covered. With their retreat cut off, they might as well attack. 


“What about them?” Carson nodded past Gomez’s shoulder at the girls. The brunette was limp now—unconscious or dead, he couldn’t tell—and the blond was whimpering, a soft, smothered sound. 


He turned away. “Can’t.” They were better off here anyway. “Look,” he said after a moment’s pause. “Scans say there’s a mezzanine out there with a half-wall and a stairway to the right. The floor below is supposed to be open space. Access is a stairwell just opposite. I want you to put three grenades through the door, set to three, five and ten meters. I’ll take post next to the stairway and provide cover while you come up. Got it?”


“We gonna force that stairwell down to the second floor?” 


“No. We clear this floor and see what’s up in the compound. Play it from there.” Carson looked dubious. “You all good?”


“Not quite, Six. Lemme go first—you lay down the grenades.” Gomez tightened his jaw, contemplating a direct order. Carson shrugged. “If the boys are gonna get outta this shit, they’ll need you a fuck-tonne more than me.” 


As much as he hated it, the logic was compelling. “Alright. Get ready. On two.” 


On two, Gomez leaned out and fired. Carson, timing it a shade too nice for safety, snap rolled through the doorway as the blast of the third explosion slapped at them. There was an exchange of fire even before the reverberations died, and Gomez was through the door and flat down next to him as it ended. Everywhere was the evidence of the grenade’s work: a heap of corpses at the base of the stair and two more beyond it, torn by the hundreds of small metal cubes each APS grenade packed around its core of explosives; an arm by itself a few meters away, still clutching a heavy rifle; blood in a mist on the floor and nearby walls, in spatters and trails down the stairs and across the floor below, the bright acrid smell of it lingering in the air with the heavy stench of C-12. Carson was keeping up a deliberate fire at anything that showed itself in the stairwell across the large open space below. 


“Ten or so down there—maybe more,” he grunted and blew off a hand that incautiously appeared. There was a shriek and a confused thumping as the owner tumbled down the stairwell. Gomez trained his rifle through a break in the wall next to Carson. “Check the compound.”


He could still hear firing outside, but only rifles and the sharp rattle of a SAW—not the dull thump of mortars or the whine of RPGs. There were windows on either side of the mezzanine; the window to the right overlooked the compound and the building’s flat second-story roof, the one on the left some sloping ground outside the compound to the east. Going out the east window gave him the best chance of linking up with Bravo but the terrain was open that way—too open for them to have much of a chance. Whoever they were up against—it couldn’t just be Mankho’s people and probably not even Lacaille’s meager military; their ground forces were no better than glorified cops—there were way too many of them and they were way too well equipped. But dropping into the compound might be worse. 


Carson scurried to the right-hand window in an almost inhuman crouch, remarkably low to the floor. Moments later he was back, skidding the last few feet. “Compound’s full of runnin’ fucks but I saw three fireteams coverin’ this building. There’s most of a company forming up by the gate and I think they’re settin’ up mortars.” 


Shit. “You see anything uptown?” His use of the codename for Bravo’s position was reflexive. 


“Not really. Just some flashes. Could be they’re sendin’ up seekers.” 


Shit, he repeated inwardly, eyes not leaving the stairwell. They couldn’t go out the windows; remaining in the building bought them less than nothing. That left the—“Roof?” 


“Crack it?” Carson asked. Gomez had no idea how thick it was or exactly what it was made of, but it looked like plasticrete, which was not designed to be blast-proof. And armor-glass was tough stuff. Two charges, though—all that he and Carson had between them—wouldn’t do it. “We’ll need the charges Mates had.” 


“I’ll get ‘em,” Carson said without hesitation. 


Gomez jerked his head sideways. “Go.” 


It took Carson a full minute longer to retrieve the charges than it should have and as he returned, he shut the door with exaggerated care. Crawling up to Gomez, he handed over Mates’ charges without a word. Gomez didn’t ask what the delay had been. Nor did he ask if Carson still had his trauma kit. All he said was, “We gotta clear that stairwell.” 


“You want me to do it?” Carson’s voice was strangely tight. “Bad angle for grenades.”


“No,” Gomez answered, his tone clipped. If only he had a couple of APS mines—if only he had a lot of things . . . “We’ll lob it.” 


“Will it arm?” 


“We’ll find out.” Grenades were armed by launch shock—it made them safer to handle—but he thought a good hard rap might do the trick. Gomez selected an HE variant and set it to a five-second delay, wishing he could risk using an incendiary. But in this confined space—a space they had to occupy for at least another few minutes . . . bad idea. He ejected the grenade into his hand. “Ready?” 


Carson nodded. Gomez swung the grenade in an overhand arc and slammed it against the bare floor as hard as he could. The arming ring blinked red. 


“Sweet!”


Allowing himself the trace of a grin, Gomez hooked it towards the stairwell. It bounced off the far wall and rattled down the steps. Two seconds later a fiery jet erupted through the opening. The whole building shook and then the stairwell collapsed in a fountain of dust and smoking debris. 


“That oughta choke the bastards,” Carson cackled as they climbed the walls. For a few minutes maybe, Gomez thought as he placed his charges. Carson placed his as well, making a rough square a meter and a half on each side, a little out from the corner. They pulled back and Gomez set them off with a typical dull, flat pop. Cracks appeared, chips rained down. That was all. Swearing, Gomez pulled the plasma knife from his thigh pocket and probed the widest crevice, a good arm’s length out. The ceiling was plasticrete, a good fifteen centimeters thick; it sparked and smoked as the blade burned into it. More chips flew and then chunks began to fall. Carson had his knife out too, prying at a fissure nearer the wall, and suddenly the whole section, broken along the diagonal, slumped. Together, they levered their knives into the break and twisted. The blades buzzed and crackled, throwing a broad shower of sparks, and all at once a triangular slab shifted, then fell with a crash. The other half, unsupported, followed and Gomez levered himself through the opening onto the rooftop—and almost directly into the path of a soldier who was stepping off the ladder coming up from the second-floor roof, carrying a crate of mortar rounds. 


Turning at the noise of the falling blocks, he gaped and dropped his burden, but in the instant before he could yell or draw his weapon, Gomez sank the plasma knife into his chest. The hissing blade cut through to the spine and he toppled into the hole, narrowly missing Carson, who was just reaching for the broken rim. The man’s two companions at the roof’s southern edge twisted around as one and had hardly more time to regret the fatal mistake of leaning their rifles against the parapet before Gomez’s sidearm barked twice. 


“Hey look! A mortar!” Carson cried as they dragged the bodies to one side. It was—a light two-inch man-portable mortar. Seven boxes of rounds were already open beside it. 


“Set it up,” snapped Gomez—Carson was being unnecessarily gleeful. “I’m gonna raise Bravo.” His system was giving him a position fix now but not much else. He could tell Aries was down and that Bravo had retreated to some rocky ground east of the road; Delta was not showing up at all. He keyed his mike on. “Bravo, this is Six—report status.” He repeated it twice before he got an answer. 


“Six, this is Walsh. Ananian is down! We got ten effectives here. Must’a been two—three hundred of the fuckers came outta nowhere! Another group of about fifty tried to push around us to the north but we took ‘em out. We’re in deep shit here!” 


“Where are the hostiles? Where exactly?”


“They’re in this gully along the far side of the road. Can you see ‘em from where you are?”


“Negative. What’s your ammo status?” He heard Walsh calling for an ammo check. “Two mags per man and only eight grenades left.” Bravo had carried eight magazines and fifteen grenades per man into this operation and had expended most of it in a fight that wasn’t ten minutes old yet. 


“Listen, Walsh. We’re on the roof of the main compound building. We’re going to put some fire on that gully. I need to know exactly where they are, understand? Can you spot them for me? Link it to Carson also.” 


“Roger, Six. I’ll mark ‘em for you.” 


“When we get those rounds in effect, you break due east for the high ground there. Save your ammo and do not—repeat do not—converge on X-ray.” If they got to Sergeant Howarth and Delta, he had to assume they knew where the extraction point was too. “You read, Walsh?”


“I read you, sir.” 


“I’m gonna try to raise Hermes.” The corvette should be in range any minute but if he didn’t get them in five, he’d fire the shrike. “Link us to that spot and when you go, stay low and move fast.”


“What about you, sir?”


“I’ll come find you. Get ready. Six out.” He killed the link and was setting an auto-ping for Hermes as Carson tapped his arm. “Look down there,” he said. “Those vehicles got wheels on ‘em.” Gomez risked a glance over the parapet. Soldiers were still swarming around: he saw the group just inside the gate climbing into two air-lorries and another mortar team unloading from one of the trucks Carson was talking about. There were six of them in a line along the west side of the compound toward the gate, big wheeled trucks. Wheels meant hydrocarbon fuel. 


“Light ‘em up?” Carson asked. 


Gomez nodded and Carson rose up, fired two incendiary grenades into the line and ducked back down again as they detonated. The sky lit over the compound as the trucks’ fuel tanks exploded with an enormous brilliance, great gouts of flame shot through with black objects rising amid pillars of smoke. Burning debris crashed about them, twisted metal and melted plastic and more ghastly things as Walsh’s spotting info flashed on his HUD. He rolled over to where Carson hunched. “Got it?”


Carson nodded. He had the mortar ready and they fed the coordinates to it and calculated the spread while smoke swirled thick around them. Neither paid any attention to the holocaust going on below them: one air-lorry had been engulfed by the blast and its fuel cells rapidly cooked off, adding to the carnage; the other had careened into the wall and overturned. The few survivors were huddled at the compound’s far end—many burned, all shocked and stunned, none paying any attention to the activities on the roof, where together Gomez and Carson yanked the safety pins from the first two mortar rounds. 


They fed those rounds into the tube and then more in smooth succession. A light mortar with a two-man team was usually capable of firing eight rounds a minute but they exceeded this, dropping on the enemy position antipersonnel, high explosive or even cloaking rounds as they came to hand. For three minutes, they kept it up and were down to the last case of ammo when Carson looked to the north and, the freshening breeze that heralded half-light having thinned the smoke, saw a quartet of lights approaching. Moments later they heard the peculiar, undulating whine of air-sliders, and Carson cried enthusiastically, “It’s Delta!”


Gomez, looking north, also felt a burst of elation that lasted only until he realized the air-sliders were not registering on his IFF at all—and Carson stood up. The 20-mm chain guns slung under each slider’s belly opened up and Gomez saw Carson’s face jerk forward, its elated grin unchanged as his torso vaporized beneath it. Vaulting over the parapet, he felt a tremendous blow above his left knee that spun him around in midair.


He landed on the roof below with a heavy thud, his armor taking most of the impact. His ears were ringing but he felt them ringing as a dense pressure inside his skull, and there was everywhere this heavy silence blanketing everything. With a vast effort, he rolled himself onto his back. The faintly lightening sky shimmered overhead as his eyes focused erratically and he felt the tickle of sweat running down his neck and there was a dull burning ache in his left leg and a feeling of wet heat except he knew he had no left leg anymore and somewhere in the back of his mind he also knew that was his femoral artery bleeding out for all the vasoconstrictors could do and he thought in a vague detached sort of way This is what shock feels like, and then No this isn’t shock and Are they clear yet? 


Infinitely thankful he’d kept his rifle slung instead of setting it aside, he pulled it across his body and, fumbling because his hands were going numb, chambered a last round into the grenade launcher. The drag of gravity on his arms was shocking as he lifted it, fixed the butt in the gravel of the roof and pulled the trigger. The shrike fired, a light explosive charge taking it up to fifty meters where the tiny rockets would ignite and boost it clear of the atmosphere in just over a minute. There, it would detonate, sending out a distress signal that would bring any League ship within thirty light-minutes running. 


The rifle fell sideways unnoticed and he saw, or maybe just imagined he saw, the tiny rocket motors streaking away into the stars and goddammit his fucking leg was starting to hurt and the little rockets were going out and everything else with them . . . 













Chapter Three



NBPS HQ, Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


“Anything left in that bottle?” asked the Director of Pleiades Sector Intelligence Group. The Chief Inspector of the Nedaeman Bureau of Public Safety picked up the bottle and shook it gently, listening with an attentive ear. “Two fingers,” he said and reached over his desk to pour one of these into the director’s glass. It was a Hesperian single-malt scotch he was pouring, twelve years old, and a reasonable approximation of the Terran original. 


Commander Trin Wesselby, the new director, lifted her glass and considered its amber depths while Chief Inspector Nikolai Taliaferro emptied the bottle into his own. Trin Wesselby was a short woman with an athletic build who normally looked rather bookish, but now the prim demeanor was nowhere to be seen. Her dark hair, which unlike most female CEF officers she kept long, was down, and the waves introduced by the plain twist she’d worn it up in softened her face remarkably. Combined with the flush that alcohol brought to her cheeks and her small, precisely cut lips, she was perhaps as near to prettiness as her countenance could reach—or would have been if there had been less worry, tension, and sadness in her expression.


None of this was apparent to Commander Wesselby, however. There was nothing in her glass or elsewhere in the office to bring it home to her, to show the new lines around her pale gray eyes that turned slightly down, or the furrows lately etched into the aristocratic forehead, or the pinch between the dark, straight, thin eyebrows. This was good because it also kept her unaware of the hint of vulnerability that her exhaustion was revealing—she’d rather be hanged first.


Nick Taliaferro noticed all that, and more, but if he looked like a gruff, old, battered colonial noncom, which is exactly what he’d been—Color Sergeant, Hesperian Royal Marine Corps, Class of  ’81, retired—he was also a fairly astute judge of people and thus careful to reveal nothing. “No worries,” he remarked as the last aromatic drops fell with a metronome plit-plit-plit into his glass, now brimming full. “I have another.” 


Drinking was strictly prohibited within the confines of NBPS HQ, where Taliaferro’s office occupied a corner on the sacred Ninth Floor, but the Chief Inspector liberally interpreted this to mean during duty hours, and whatever time it was—he had ceased to take notice some hours ago—it was certainly deep into the graveyard watch and thus well past them. Further, he had not left his office for the past three days, which in his view came near to qualifying it as a temporary residence. Lastly, he no longer cared. 


“Complete write-off?” Trin asked. That’s what the preliminary reports indicated, but there was always a chance, however slim, they might be wrong. 


“Complete. Fifteen bought it during the firefight outside the compound. The other nine managed to evade for a while, but with their corvette taken down, they were eventually surrounded and they ANCAP’d.” ANCAP meant Anti-Capture Protocol, an anodyne way of referring to the charges implanted in the combat helmets of SOFOR teams that vaporized the wearer’s heads in the event of death or capture. With proper equipment, it was possible to extract a surprising amount of data from a decently preserved brain and ANCAPs saw to it there were no brains left to exploit. Such things lay at the heart of Commander Wesselby’s job, but she still could not suppress a shudder. 


“How long were they able to evade?”


“Standard time? Three days, eleven hours and fifteen minutes. More or less.” Taliaferro had not had to look the numbers up. 


“Three days and eleven hours? But . . .” Trin added some times up mentally—added them up again. The op had been staged out of Beta Crucis and the corvette deployed from New Madras, which lay just outside Bannerman space, a short hop from Lacaille. The CEF maintained a squadron at New Madras, most of which they’d pulled as part of the cover for the operation, leaving just three picket destroyers and the stealth frigate that had delivered the team. Even with the team’s corvette down, the frigate’s captain would have known when they were more than a few hours overdue, and the frigate should have been able to extract the survivors without much difficulty. “Even if they needed authorization, round-trip comms transit between New Madras and Beta Crucis is only about seventeen—hours. What happened?” 


Taliaferro set his glass down on his desk as if putting it out of harm’s way. “What happened was that the CO at Beta Crucis had strict orders not to escalate without NCA authorization, so he appealed to G-Staff. That’s another thirty-two hours right there. G-Staff wouldn’t move without approval from the Nedaeman Secretary of State, who had to consult with the Archon, who spent twelve hours pissing all over himself.” Taliaferro stared at his scotch with his hands folded over his middle and the veins in his size-19 neck swelling. “So by the time the relief arrived in-system, there was nothing to do but request the bodies.” 


“Oh.” Trin Wesselby, thinking of those men being hunted through an alien landscape for over three days, waiting for the relief that it was their comrades’ sacred duty to provide, not getting it, being surrounded—out of ammo, out of time, thumb on the ANCAP trigger . . . She swallowed a healthy gulp of scotch, which made her eyes water, which made for a good excuse. “How much telemetry did you recover?”


“Not nearly as much as we’d like. They made the corvette after the firefight started—once that happened, it was just a matter of time. It seems Halith must have given them a lot more than some fancy explosives.” 


“No idea how they did it?”


“None—the corvette never saw what hit it. Anything on your end?” 


“We have ears out of course, but it’ll be months before we can expect to get anything. Just scanning for precursors now.” A few seconds of silence trickled by. “We sent a brief to Admiral Westover this AM. He’s on his way here to meet with the Old Man.” 


Taliaferro grunted. Admiral of the Fleet John Carlos Westover had the singular distinction of wearing two exalted hats: Chief of Naval Operations and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, which was comprised of the senior military commanders of all the Homeworlds. The Old Man he was on his way to see was Admiral Joss PrenTalien, Commander in Chief, Pleiades Sector. Both had reputations for superb competence and neither was known for a forgiving nature. Taliaferro foresaw a number of possible consequences flowing from this meeting—he knew PrenTalien well—and almost all of them would be quite unpleasant for somebody. “So they’ve called in the cavalry or we’re finally getting some adult supervision.” 


 “Or both.” One immaculate fingernail tapped slowly on the side of her glass.  “The opposition will have a field day with this.” 


In point of fact, the opposition already was. Hints of the debacle had leaked early, the clouds were waking to it, though only as rumors so far, and righteous indignation was already mounting in the expected quarters, wanting only a shred or two of credible evidence to be unleashed. Such evidence was gathering, or even being manufactured, and as in most cases like this, credibility was largely in the eye of the beholder. 


“I hear there’s already a video of the firefight in the clouds,” Taliaferro said. “Any chance it’s real?” 


Trin Wesselby, who had seen it, shook her head. “No. It’s a mash-up—pretty amateurish.” 


“Who do you think? An oppo-group or just kids having fun?”


“Hard to say. It has to be somebody local. Anyone who wanted to make some noise could have patched it together and released it. That’s plenty of people.” 


“I’m surprised they didn’t ask you to suppress it.”  


“They did. We could too: the new interdiction bots are quite good, actually. But that’s not a capability we’re ready to turn loose in the wild just to deal with the Archon’s PR problems.” 


Taliaferro nodded. The Archon had maintained that terrorism was a criminal matter; that the perpetrators were to be apprehended and put on trial. It was a risky position and he had only been able to sustain it because the opposition had split between a minority of pacifists, who resisted any non-diplomatic measures, and a larger block that insisted that Lacaille be held accountable and either hand over Mankho and all his supporters for a military trial and execution, or face the consequences—which were clearly meant to include regime change. 


The proponents of this latter position were hamstrung by Archon holding what he thought was his diplomatic ace-in-the-hole: the threat of Bannerman intervention. Lacaille was a former Bannerman colony and this threat was further backstopped by the knowledge (the most secret and confidential knowledge) that Halith had supported Mankho’s plot. It was by making use of these threats (quite privately, for neither had been—and the Halith connection certainly could not be—publicly acknowledged) that the Archon maintained his majority. 


But it was a frail majority and would not likely stand the strain exerted by the killing of twenty-four elite Nedaeman soldiers. The outrage that was even now building would certainly sideline the pacifists and likely peel off enough of his supporters to call for a vote of confidence that the Archon, unable to fully explain his rationale for engaging in what had been shown to be foolish and risky half-measures, would be ill-placed to survive. So Trin Wesselby rather thought that he was about to find his ace-in-the-hole turned into Scylla against the Halith Charybdis, and she could not find it in herself to weep for that. Far from it. 


“Hooray for our side,” Taliaferro said and recovered his scotch. 


“Is he going ahead with his address tomorrow—I mean, later today?” 


Taliaferro nodded.


“Any idea how he’s going to handle it?”


Taliaferro’s dark face became a shade darker. “Anything short of ritual suicide won’t be good enough for me.” 













Chapter Four



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


Deimos was an indifferent satellite—as a moon, its qualities would have recommended it nowhere—but as an orbital campus, it served very well. Extensively hollowed out, it afforded plenty of room for every environment a naval education could make use of, from weightless spaces that could be used for EVA training and drills, in vacuum and not, to classrooms and living quarters supplied with a full gee, to replicas of the interior spaces of various ship classes where the atmosphere and gravity could be regulated at will; and almost anything the cadets might be called on to do as officers could be simulated with a high degree of precision. 


The fifty-six members of Class 1861 installed themselves in these new surroundings, and except for the lack of anything like an outside, they were comfortable enough. In spite of the promises of bad food, bad air, and cramped quarters, all of these were adequate, and to Kris, more than adequate. She’d had a taste of genuine luxury on Nedaema and while it was certainly pleasant enough, Kris liked what she was used to and this was much more like what she was used to. The same could not be said of some of her classmates, a few of whom appeared to have led quite pampered lives, but after a few weeks even their complaints took on a pro forma nature, as if in rehearsal for the inveterate bitching some of them imagined military personnel constantly indulged in.


They were divided into fourteen studies, four cadets to a study, and expected to live, eat, train, and learn together. Cadets were required to surrender their calling cards, if they had any, and their personal xels to the Sergeant-at-Arms, and they were issued a derated military version along with a tablet they would do all their course work on. No outside contact was allowed for the first month—not even email—and thereafter communication with family and friends was strictly limited, while cloud access remained embargoed. 


This was the most painful dislocation of all for most cadets, especially the Homeworlders who were accustomed to living in a flurry of virtual activity: constantly messaging, updating their various profiles and monitoring those of their friends (some physical acquaintances but most not) and following the fads, fashions and entertainments that are the perennial concerns of young people everywhere. The abrupt amputation of their virtual existence caused more attrition among entering classes than the rigid discipline, lack of privacy and demanding course work combined, but these factors touched Kris not at all. 


Where Kris came from, people still used mempads and old thin-net cels, the clouds were rudimentary, and privacy was a luxury only the rich could afford. During her stay on Nedaema, the constant inundation of data in every form, spewing from xels and the omnipresent consoles, tended to afflict her with a kind of claustrophobia which she relieved by soaking for much of the day in a large tub of warm water. The spartan isolation of the Academy came as a profound relief to her, as much as she missed having a tub. 


The studies were organized with careful disregard for origin and social status, so Kris found herself with two Homeworlders and a somewhat boisterous colonial from Port Mahan, out in Cepheus. One of the Homeworlders was a long-limbed youth from Phaedra named Ferhat Basmartin, who was quite handsome, having clear bronze skin, strange pale violet eyes, and coppery-gold hair cut short. 


The other was a New Californian named Nataly Brunner—one of the pampered set—whom Kris disliked on sight and who appeared to return the favor through a tight-lipped and utterly unconvincing smile. Brunner was a girl of striking good looks—mildly exotic, with dark eyes and overfull lips in a longish face with a delicate chin—though it had be to acknowledged that a fair degree of artifice did some of the striking. That artifice had rendered her complexion a flawless ivory; her hair straight, black and glossy, and her breasts more than ample. She was of average height, though her unusually long legs made her look taller, and rather lightly built. Kris, who in the units of her home colony was five-nine and a muscular hundred and fifty-seven pounds with broad shoulders, a trim (but not especially narrow) waist and well-rounded hips surmounting strong legs, preferred to think of her as short and thin. Her nickname was Minx and there was little doubt as to how she’d gotten it. 


The colonial cadet had the resounding name of Franklin Gustavus Adolphus Tanner. He was a compact young man, older than the rest of them, with a round head, beer-colored hair and eyes, and a cheerful demeanor. It was rumored he’d served some time in a colonial militia and his habits did suggest some familiarity with military discipline, but he volunteered nothing and inquires of that nature were strictly disapproved of. Kris took a liking to Basmartin quickly, treated Tanner with guarded cordiality, and was obscurely delighted to learn that Minx snored.


All this took place under the watchful—some swore all-seeing—eye of their drill instructor, Sergeant Major Yu, who fulfilled both the roles of guardian angel and house demon but primarily the latter, especially for those who had not developed a habit of promptness, were overfond of their beds or lax in their dress, or who after three weeks still could not properly shine a buckle or a pair of boots. 


Their time was more-or-less evenly divided between classes, various training exercises, and some basic drills, with a few hours set aside for the luxury of sleep. A good deal of physical effort was involved, and sometimes a degree of discomfort, as in their first evacuation drills. EVAC drills were not an academic exercise on a satellite like Deimos: at any time, the claxons might sound, and they would have less than three minutes to don their EVA suits and report to the designated portal. 


Their first exposure to EVA suits had resulted in a crop of bright red faces, for getting into one involved stripping down in front of your classmates and attaching the suit plumbing before pulling on the rest of the bulky apparatus, which was lined with a conductive gel that definitely took some getting used to. With all the giggling and leering and the occasional yelp, the whole class except for Kris would have died had there been a real emergency. Kris, for whom such drills were second nature, had her suit on, sealed and checked in less than a minute, and had breezed into their EVAC station to wait by Sergeant Major Yu until her classmates began to arrive in disordered heaps and lumps well past the deadline, and blunder into place. 


The sergeant major’s assessment was deservedly scathing. Kris took advantage of the darkened visor to privately express her own opinion, and the drill was repeated, only Kris being excused, and repeated again for those who still failed to meet the relaxed time standard—four minutes today—until only a handful of now meek and seemingly hopeless cases remained. 


Kris’s performance excited more curiosity among her instructors than it did in her classmates. She was known to be an Outworlder—one of the few things that was known about her—and while most of her fellow cadets had probably heard of the Methuselah Cluster, all but a few would have been hard pressed to do more than quote from a hastily skimmed encyclopedia entry about it. To them, especially the Homeworlders, the Outworlds were a distant, dangerous and primitive place—an alien, semi-barbaric region where they lacked xels and clouds and proper medical care and the other appurtenances of civilization. A lawless place too, infested with slavers and pirates and god-knows-what-else, where colonists scratched in the dirt to raise food, burned hydrocarbon fuels and made things by hand. A place whose virtues, if it had any, were limited to being the setting for some popular video entertainments (which were never actually recorded there) and that some people considered its backwardness rather quaint. Of course, its denizens would be proficient at EVAC drills. 


Those who sought validation for their opinions of Outworlders—like Minx—could find it in Kris’s course work. Her formal education had ended at the age of ten, and what she learned on her own through eight years of captivity on the contract slaver Harlot’s Ruse, while up to university level or beyond in some areas, led to some uncomfortable lapses in others, as when she couldn’t recall all the names of the League’s thirteen Homeworlds. She was aware that the League was named for, and had its capitol at, the ancient settlement of Nereus on Mars, but the history behind that now irrelevant political compromise she’d forgotten, assuming she was ever taught it—a dubious proposition for a colonial from a planet as remote as Parson’s Acre.


Even so basic a thing as the calendar could be a problem. The CEF, like all League organizations, used Galactic Arbitrary Time, which preserved a 365-day year of twenty-four-hour days, and reckoned dates from the armistice that marked the formal end of the Formation Wars (Kris had read about them). Each planet had its own local calendar: in the Homeworlds, it was based on the GAT epoch date, while the colonies often used their date of founding. Kris, in her years on Harlot’s Ruse, had come to think of dates in terms of what she knew merely as ship-time, but was in fact a calendar employed by large slaver syndicates to coordinate their operations. Further, half of Kris’s life had been spent traveling at small but significant percentages of light speed, so her concept of when required a relativistic correction to properly relate to planetary time. Switching to GAT caused an unsettling dislocation in her memories and the timing of events. 


Most of this could be glossed over in class and during conversation, but other traits could not, especially the way she spoke. Kris had a pleasant alto voice with a light burr and a gently sibilant intonation, but when she was tired, nervous or upset, it tended to drop a couple of registers and slip into a drawl that lengthened the short vowels and clipped the consonants in a manner that her classmates assumed was a typical Outworld’s accent. It wasn’t: Parson’s Acre had been settled only a century ago, too short a time to develop its own speech patterns, and the colonists there still retained the accent of their origin, Fredonia in most cases, that being the first-gen colony which had chartered the settlement. 


Kris’s accent wasn’t Fredonian either: it was an affectation she’d cultivated, mostly by watching vids, because Anton Trench, the captain of Harlot’s Ruse and her owner, liked her to sound what he called ‘classy.’ He didn’t approve of her speaking with the slaver accent she’d picked up, and which she’d come to instinctively consider her ‘natural’ speaking voice, and he got seriously annoyed when she sprinkled her conversation with fuck’n, just like he did, especially when they had ‘company.’ 


That was one of several habits Trench had never managed to beat out of her, but in the months since her release she’d labored to eradicate it, with modest success. It still appeared at inopportune times, although these days she usually managed to keep it under her breath. She’d also tried to eliminate her drawl but that was harder. Constantly paying attention to her speech made Kris even more reserved in public, and since she wasn’t inclined to be gregarious in her new surroundings anyway, she often came across as cold, even condescending. 


So when her classmates foregathered during their few leisure hours to discuss the prevalent manias, Kris was sadly out of her depth. What took the place of her classmates’ encyclopedic knowledge of the particulars of popular culture—an intimate understanding of slaver society, from their trade practices to the way they graded what they called their ‘merchandise’ to the meanings of the clan tattoos of Tyrsenian pirates—was hardly fit for casual conversation even if she’d felt like talking about it, which she most certainly did not. 


Those of her fellow cadets who were inclined to resent her behavior could not imagine what grounds an Outworlder could possibly have to snub them, and this led inevitably to speculation about her rumored connection with the Huron family. It was known that Kris had been sponsored by Grand Senator Huron, the current Speaker of the Grand Senate and thus head of the Plenary Council. That was supposed to be private data, but such an unprecedented event, involving one of the League’s wealthiest and most powerful families, simply could not escape public notice. The only rationalization her detractors found plausible was that the grand senator had been acting on behalf of his son, Rafael Huron V, with whom they believed Kris had enjoyed a romantic entanglement. 


The foundation of this belief was that Kris and the younger Huron had spent some months together on Nedaema; slim evidence to be sure, but in view of his reputation, inculpatory. Rafe Huron was well known for his many affairs; they provided considerable fodder for tabloid gossips who loved to portray him as a charming rake. He was even rumored to have had a brief fling with a young Mariwen Rathor, a leading interstellar celebrity until her horrific kidnapping last year. That alleged relationship was said to have taken place years ago, before her meteoric rise, and was generally dismissed as mere wishful thinking on the part of those whose job it was to manufacture scandal.


But there was no question about his weakness for beautiful women, and Kris was beautiful. Not beautiful in an uncomplicated, everyday fashion—no small number found Minx more attractive—but in a proud, almost combative sense that, combined with her athlete’s build and an easy, economical grace bequeathed by years of ship-life, gave her an allure that most were sure a man of Huron’s character could not resist. It was equally inconceivable that a young colonial woman, especially one seeking a military career, would resist the advances of the eldest son of the Huron family, for in addition to his social standing, Rafe Huron was one of the CEF’s most decorated active fighter pilots.


Which fact conveniently explained Kris being placed in the elite fighter program. The cadets in the fighter track tended towards cliquishness, especially the upperclassmen who’d made it into the Advanced Fighter Program, and while hazing was strictly forbidden, a few saw it as their duty to ensure that the SRF was not overburdened with those they considered to be ‘the wrong sort.’ With her outlandish accent, obscure origins, and wholly improper lack of a decent sense of subordination, Kris was indisputably wronger than most. Accordingly, a month into the term, one of these self-appointed social guardians decided to question Kris publicly on her relationship with Rafe Huron, and when she failed to rise to the bait, began to loudly speculate on the sexual gymnastics she must have employed to purchase her admittance. Kris instantly rounded on the burly young man with a look of such undiluted savagery in her hazel eyes, which had turned a shocking lambent yellow, that he fell back, dribbling apologies, while his friends urged him to the nearest exit. 


This incident raised her star in some quarters, raised hackles in others, and deepened the air of mystery surrounding her origins. Those seeking answers might have applied to Sergeant Major Yu. Yu had spent most of his career in the Strike Rangers, officially the 101st Marine Special Operations Brigade, where he was still on the strength as brigade sergeant major, and thus had access to private and confidential sources of information. But they did not know to do so, and it was well they did not, for that could have created some painfully awkward circumstances. For his part, Yu kept his own council and his eye on his gifted and anomalous cadet. 


Just how gifted and anomalous became apparent six weeks into the quarter, when new cadets were introduced to ship drill. Although the members of Class 1861 were destined to become fighter pilots, the Academy took an ecumenical approach to education and for the first three months, everyone followed the same curriculum. This included, starting that sixth week and then every third week thereafter, being bundled into a mock-up where the whole class spent five days living in a berth, sleeping in a rack instead of a bunk, eating in the mess, and fulfilling the duties of every rank from junior officer to the lowest enlisted man. Instructors—senior officers all—guided them through those duties: anything from replacing equipment modules to cleaning the recyclers to inspecting weapons to sensor drills and long hours of watch standing. It was an intensely odd feeling—at home and not, familiar and unreal—and Kris woke up in a cold sweat twice during her first night. 


Those first five days were expected to be something of a shambles as the class struggled with getting used to their suits, maneuvering in null-gee and learning up from down, all too often literally. Only minimal direction was initially given and it was not anticipated they would complete the tasks assigned to them with any degree of competence. The real purpose was to assess how they dealt with new and stressful surroundings and tackled problems for which they were manifestly unprepared. 


Her instructors had already noted how much at home Kris was in null-gee during the periodic safety drills, but it was they who were unprepared for how quickly she grasped the basic elements of ship-duty. When she was assigned to replace the CO2 absorbers on her third day, the officer in charge of the drill left to get a leisurely cup of coffee, expecting on his return to find her fumbling through the operation, perplexed and annoyed. And Kris, floating at her station, was perplexed and annoyed: perplexed at how anyone could spend so long getting a cup of coffee and annoyed that he was wasting her time—she’d finished the job within a few minutes and had been waiting for a quarter of an hour. 


Replacing CO2 absorbers was not a demanding task: a precocious cadet with a manual could be expected to figure it out. What happened during the second week of ship drill was in a different category altogether. Kris was standing the bridge watch when there was a simulated failure in the environmentals—exactly the sort of surprise instructors liked to spring on cadets just as they were beginning to get their feet under them. At once, she alerted the officer of the deck, who notified the Exec, both of whom arrived minutes later to find everything properly secured and Kris running through the diagnostics, looking faintly disgusted that the simulation did not extend to actually diagnosing and correcting the problem. 


The story quickly made the rounds—Basmartin, who hadn’t bothered to hide his admiration for Kris, was the likely vector—irritating Minx and bringing Kris onto better terms with Tanner, the only other cadet whose experience of ships seemed to extend beyond the occasional pleasure cruise. It also caused no small amount of comment among her instructors, but it didn’t appear to faze Sergeant Major Yu, who merely made a laconic note in her file and awarded Kris an extra eight hours of sim time. 


Offering simulation time as a reward for superior performance was an Academy tradition of long standing. Class 1861 contained a healthy crop of gamers, as usual for incoming cadets, but the games they’d grown up with were nowhere near as challenging as the Academy simulations, nor did they take place in a genuine virtual-reality environment as the Academy simulations did. These used only a mild form of neural induction to produce their VR effects, and while those effects were not as vivid or realistic as the sensations produced by memory modules and direct-wired connections, they also did not produce the dementia that had resulted in VR technology being heavily restricted where it was not completely outlawed. Like AI technology, banned by interstellar treaty after the disastrous hacking events during the Formation Wars, virtual reality was something of a taboo topic in the Homeworlds, and even this benign introduction to it captivated the cadets with a taste of forbidden fruit. As intended, sim-runs rapidly became the favored form of recreation, spawning teams and competitions and even a degree of wagering which, as long as it was kept within sane limits, was duly noted and duly winked at. 


As this eventful first three months wound to a close, exams became the other great concern. They were approaching the Semi’s: the battery of tests that took place at the end of their first quarter. Basmartin had acquired a cramming guide, a common expedient, which Kris was at the moment borrowing. Just as she closed the unit on the history of early terraforming, Basmartin looked up and cried, “Unbelievable!” This was the third time he’d done that since Kris started her review. 


“Baz, are you reading about Apollo again?”


“Kris, you really oughta look at this.” He gestured animatedly with his xel. “It’s chemical! They did this all with chemicals—liquid oxygen! Kerosene! Would you believe it? I mean . . . kerosene!” 


Baz was near-obsessed with ancient space flight and he had recently found scans, almost primordial, of some analog data records in the Academy archives that showed plans and specifications for chemical rockets from the very dawn of space flight. Baz was not shy about sharing his enthusiasms, and over the past few days Kris had promised herself that if he said, “Amazing! Unbelievable! Greatest instance of human ingenuity!” one more time, or cried out in rapture about the dazzling genius of these ancient giants of inspiration and intellect, she was going to stab him in the neck with a fork. So far, she’d managed to refrain, but as she put her tablet down and Baz beamed at her from across the room, his long legs dangling over the back of a chair as he lounged in his bunk, she felt herself slipping. 


“You know,” he said, for he was not terribly perspicacious when this mood was upon him, “I don’t think there’s anyone alive today who could do this. Just think of all the knowledge—the art!—we’ve lost. It’s criminal!”


If so, it was a crime even older than civilization, and Kris thought it was like lamenting that people no longer knew how to start a fire by rubbing two sticks together: another one of Basmartin’s favorite examples. She could imagine instances where starting a fire would be useful and two sticks might be the only resources at hand, but why anyone would ever have occasion to build a chemical heavy-lift rocket with tools that were barely more advanced than stone axes and braided plant fibers was beyond her. 


“Baz, don’t we have tests to study for?” 


He looked up. “What? There’s nothing till next week.” 


Kris looked hard at him, willing him to get the hint. She knew where there was a fork . . . “What about a pop quiz, maybe? I think we’re overdue. Shouldn’t you be brushing up on the muzzle energy of the three-ring surge gun or something?”


“Oh.” Enlightenment dawned; Baz deflated. “Yeah, probably. Good idea.” 


Kris sunk back into her bunk, picked up her tablet again, and trying to quell her irritation at not even being half done with what they were expected cover, thumbed to the next section.


Section 3.4. . . . Ancient History Module: Initial Colonization Failures 


{a} . . . The G-Barrier: Low-Gee Pregnancy—Sperm Motility—Effects on Fetal Development—Artificial gestation related to infanticide. [ Open Abstract ] 


You Have Not Read This Article


{b} . . . Century of Failure: First Mars Failure—Confinement Issues—Religious tensions of colonization. [ Open Abstract ] 


You Have Not Read This Article


{c} . . . First Hopes: Early Terraforming—Mars & Venus—The Mars Air Line. Belt Civilization: Ganymede, Callisto, Europa, Titan, Triton. 1st Nanocyte Revolution. [ Open Abstract ] 


You Have Read This Article













Chapter Five



NBPS HQ, Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


The story of the botched attempt to capture Nestor Mankho was now three months old, but damning details continued to dribble out, feeding the conflagration it had lit. The media had kept the story alive, the Archon’s supporters trading shot-for-shot with the pro-opposition outlets. The Scholai Michael addressed the Synalogue on the controversy, carefully couching his remarks in a tone more of sorrow than of anger. As head of state, these ‘private observations’ to an advisory and largely ceremonial body with no political remit carried no more than moral weight, but that weight was not inconsiderable. 


The Archon’s allies in the Proxenoi Council tried to spread some oil on the troubled waters by entering a resolution that a committee headed by a special investigator be stood up to look into the government’s handling of the raid. This jaded tactic came too late and served to highlight the Archon’s perceived failures rather than calm the furor, especially after some influential parties in the Nedaeman Senate savaged the proposal on the floor of the chamber, with one former supporter, hand raised imperiously, proclaiming that just such “half-witted half-measures” were responsible for the fiasco in the first place. The quote and the image made for top-line news for over a week and the Archon’s response, which was meant to sound measured and statesmanlike, instead came off as stuffy and ineffectual when presented through the media filter. 


As the increasingly rancorous debate built towards a fever pitch, Lysander Gayle, Nedaema’s junior Grand Senator and a man of immense ambition and considerable oratorical powers, delivered a carefully timed bombshell on the floor of the Grand Senate in the form of a proposal that the League issue an ultimatum to the Bannermans over their support for Mankho’s plot. This stroke, coming just as a vote of no-confidence on the Archon’s government appeared to be inevitable and the various claimants were jockeying for position, stole the limelight from his several competitors and sent half of them into eclipse. The very brass of the measure heightened its impact, coming as it did from a Grand Senator who was heretofore best known for his ability to straddle any issue and for his appeal to the often-contrarian backbenchers.


It was also the first public revelation of Bannerman involvement, and it instantly elevated the issue from a Nedaeman political crisis to an interstellar one. The Bannerman ambassador returned to his capitol on Sephar the next day for consultations with the Confederacy’s President-for-Life, who ordered his navy to conduct a series of fleet exercises in the Hydra. Invited by the Bannermans, Halith sent observers. 


While the Bannermans explained the pacific nature of their exercises—training, nothing more—older heads grappled with the proposal, which they found absurd, especially as Gayle had said next to nothing about the specifics of his ultimatum. This very lack, which might have seemed irresponsible or obtuse at another time, buoyed Gayle up now. With nothing concrete to attack, those who criticized him were tarred with the brush that had been so liberally applied to the Archon, as being against doing something. The Speaker, wise enough not to play Canute with the rising tide, bided his time. 


Stories about these developments  circulated through the Chattering Classes and were sagely commented on and speculated about, but there was a general feeling that little would come of it; that the Grand Senate would dilute any proposed action through politically expedient compromises, and that once the media cooled off, the whole affair would reduce itself to just another tempest in a teapot. 


*    *    *


Within the confines of NBPS headquarters in Nemeton on Nedaema, another opinion was heard. “Worse’n a reformed harlot out for blood,” said Chief Inspector Taliaferro to Commander Wesselby during another of their oh-dark-thirty meetings. “If they’d gone in and done this job when we had Mankho’s organization by the short hairs, I’d have cheered for them. But now that they’ve had all this time to refit and recoup and we don’t even know where the son of a bitch is, they wanna barge in and carry on like a Bashan bull.” 


“Or a braying ass full of mischief?” 


“I like that. A braying ass full of mischief—spot on. Where’d you hear that?”


“Poetry. A braying ass of mischief full. I think that’s how it went.” 


“The Bible?”


“No. An ancient named Douglass. He was an escaped slave who preached against slavery.” 


“I didn’t know you liked poetry.”


“I have unsuspected depth. Do you think Gayle’s serious?” Trin disliked politics and followed it only inasmuch as it made her job more difficult when it wasn’t making it impossible. 


“The braying ass?” Nick smiled and Trin looked down, diplomatically covering an inward sigh; she had a feeling she’d be hearing that phrase a lot from now on. “Dunno. I kinda doubt it. If I had to guess I’d say he’s expecting the ultimatum to get hung up in committee. He needed a way to give the Archon the finger in public and see what sort of support he has when it comes to a no-confidence vote. An ultimatum isn’t something people can straddle the gate on.” 


Trin shook her head and then snapped in pure waspish exasperation. “But releasing the Bannerman data! Do they really have no idea what that cost us in terms of assets? What in the hell was he thinking? He set us back years!”


An amazingly witty remark on the idea that a politician might actually think presented itself to Nick’s mind, but taking note of Trin’s expression, he forbore. “The way I heard it, the Archon pretty much told him to his face that he didn’t have the balls to go through with it. Now Gayle is well known for being spine-optional, but the Archon had to go and yank his chain on this one—overplayed his hand.”


“Boys,” Trin snarled under her breath. 


“You ever meet him?” The question was purely rhetorical: serving CEF intelligence officers did not hobnob with Homeworld politicians. 


“He was a lawyer, wasn’t he?” Trin said, smoothing some strands of hair back distractedly. 


“Colonial law, I think. Got his start as head of this big charitable foundation, doing good works in underdeveloped colonies, y’see. He’s a queer fish—bit of a rabble rouser. Likes to champion this cause or that one—took up the antislavery cudgel for a while—then move on before the real work starts. Made a boatload of money doing it, too.”


“Charming.” 


“They say he is. He was originally a pacifist too. Then just after the war, he claimed to see the light and switched sides, becoming a big proponent of defense and active measures. More ‘n likely, he just realized that the pacifists were never gonna get him elected Grand Senator. My read, though, is that he’s still a lawyer at heart. Thinks this is all just an academic exercise with real nice fringe benefits. He ain’t gonna take a threat seriously until he comes home to find it soaking in his hot tub, eating his last avocado.” 


An alarm chimed: someone requesting entrance to the building. Taliaferro got up, checked the monitors and excused himself. Two minutes later he was back with a large flat box that emitted wisps of steam. He put the box between them on his desk. “You hungry?”


Trin leaned forward and inhaled expectantly. “You didn’t.”


“I’m afraid I did.” He opened the box, revealing a large, flat round of baked dough slathered in red sauce and crowded with small rounds of sausage smothered in cheese, still bubbling. 


“Is that real?” Nedaemans were officially all vegetarians; what meat was allowed to be imported for consumption by foreign residents was strictly monitored, licensed and regulated. Only meat that was cultured according to very specific and exacting standards was permitted and certainly no variety of sausage was on the list. 


“Yep. It pays to know people.” He extracted a slice, the cheese pulling into long, sticky threads and a few drops of hot grease scattering onto his desk. 


“So much for the sacred principle of law enforcement not being above the Law,” Trin muttered, inhaling deeply of the warm, savory aroma. 


“I prefer to think of it as being below the Law. Help yourself. Plates under the coffee maker if you’re feeling civilized.” 


She was feeling civilized and they ate in silence for a while, Trin more cautiously after the first bite nearly blistered the roof of her mouth. 


“Like a beer?” Taliaferro asked, procuring one for himself. Trin shook her head; she preferred milk with this particular delicacy and Nick Taliaferro was emphatically not a milk drinker, although she assumed he knew what it was. 


They demolished three-quarters of the pizza in religious silence. Trin declined a final piece and brushed crumbs from her lap. Watching them scatter—they were more profuse than she’d thought—she asked suddenly, “Nick, do you know how they were planning to handle Mankho’s interrogation if the op succeeded? They didn’t exactly cover themselves with glory with Larson and his cohorts.”


“Screwed the pooch is more what I’d call it.” 


Larson was the name—obviously a codename—of the one good-sized fish Nick’s people had netted, along with a shoal of minor ones, in the aftermath of Mankho’s plot. Then, once the heavy lifting was done, the Nedaeman Foreign Office moved in and claimed jurisdiction. They demanded that the captured terrorists be turned over to the counterterrorism task force, which the Foreign Office led. The claim was perfectly valid, given the interstellar nature of the plot, but a sensible approach would have taken into account that the task force, being an interagency organization, lacked its own assets and was ill-equipped to handle prisoners or undertake their interrogations. 


The obvious solution—to include the Bureau of Public Safety in the task force and let Nick’s well-trained people conduct the interrogations—was rejected in favor of bringing in the Nedaeman Directorate of Intelligence and Analysis. NDIA was not, strictly speaking, a field organization, so they in turn brought in teams of contractors, who were not sufficiently diligent in testing the terrorists for tripwires, as anti-interrogation implants were commonly known. So the NDIA and Foreign Office reps watched as the brains of several subjects, including the man called Larson who’d led the cell that carried out the operation, literally melted before their horrified eyes. 


Trin had managed to get her hands on the forensic analysis—the actual raw data, not the sanitized version that made it into the official report—and it was painfully obvious to her professional eye just when and where and how the operators hired by NDIA had gone wrong. Interrogation was a delicate business, requiring at least a day or two by a skilled operator, and tripwires were, by their very nature, touchy things to deal with. To disable them took at least twice as long, maybe even a week. 


The implants Larson and the others had been fitted with were good but not the best she’d seen. Any halfway decent CEF interrogator would have found them and known how to handle them. Which meant that either the contractors selected by NDIA were not halfway decent or that something else was going on. And the more she looked at the situation as a whole, from the botched interrogations to the failed raid, the more the possible dimensions of that something else grew to disturbing proportions. 


 “Weren’t going to bring in any of your people, were they?” She offered to the silence.


 “Never got that far. The grumbles said SOCOM was gonna try to keep it in-house this go.” Nick wagged the forefinger of his beer-holding hand at the last slice. “Sure you don’t want to split that?” 


“Thanks, but you go ahead.” 


Nick did and Trin watched as the last of the pizza fulfilled its destiny. “Who was read in on this op?” She asked as the last bite of crust disappeared. “Anyone new?” 


He looked at her over his glass. “What’s on your mind, Trin?” 


She wiped her mouth again on a napkin, scrubbing at more than just pizza grease, and dropped the crumpled cellucine wad into a trash receptacle. “It’s just that . . . Nick, have you ever known an op to go so wrong?”


“Not above a couple dozen.”


“No, I mean so precisely wrong. The plan was timed to the minute, from insertion to extraction. Look at this.” She brought a small envelope out of the breast pocket of her uniform. 


Taliaferro’s eyebrows climbed high up the dark-tanned forehead. “You printed it?” 


 She nodded. “My paranoia is rising to a new pitch. Look.” She unsealed the envelope, extracted two folded flimsies and spread one out on top of the pizza box. “This is the timeline, as far as we’ve been able to reconstruct it. The more I look at it, the worse it seems—like they had a precise list of targets and were just waiting for them to show themselves so they could take them out.” She ran her fingers down the list of events, showing the planned and actual timing. “See the tolerances? Now here’s what we think happened.” She overlaid the second sheet on the first. “Note this delay? Another couple of minutes and they almost certainly would have aborted. But they were pushed right to the edge, where they’d have the least amount of time to adapt if anything went wrong. Then they walked straight into what must have been a trap.” 


She sat back as Nick stared hard at the flimsies, lips moving in silent vexation.


“Now wouldn’t it take some pretty fancy hardware in overwatch to detect the corvette, track the team and cue the sensors? That corvette and the shuttles had some of the best signature suppression we’ve got. If even Halith has hardware that good, we’ve missed it badly.” 


“But if they were being surveilled from the moment they got in-system, why let it go as far as a firefight? Propaganda value? Doesn’t make much sense—just detaining the corvette would’ve still given them a dandy incident, if that’s what they were looking for.” 


That took a few unpleasant moments to digest. “You have a point.” 


“And all the indications are that surprise was complete. If they were waiting for them, that means our team couldn’t detect ‘em.”


“Or they weren’t waiting for them. Which implies they had their forces staged in the vicinity but not close enough for our team to find them, and a good enough idea of the timing so they could warn against the corvette even if they couldn’t track it. But once the shooting started and the shrike went up . . .” Trin folded up the flimsies and stuffed them back in her pocket. “Nick, how conspiratorial are we feeling?” 


“Well, I don’t know about you, but I could fit myself for a tinfoil hat about now.” 


Wesselby tried to suppress a bitter smile. “Do you want to go on record with that?” 


“Let’s just keep it between you and me for now. But it’s looking rotten as hell and this ain’t Denmark.”













Chapter Six



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


Sergeant Major Yu, barefoot and dressed in a black exercise rig, bestrode a stage erected in Shuttle Hanger #6. Class 1861, all dressed alike and already diminished to forty-two of its original fifty-six members, sat on rows of equipment lockers placed before the stage, some trying to keep their naked soles off the icy metal deck and reflecting that Yu was pacing back and forth on nice, warm wrestling mats. It was their first day back after the mid-term break, and some of the cadets were clearly still feeling the effects of a week of liberty—their reward for completing the first half of their initial six-month term—and with that sadistic genius that so characterized the bureaucratic military mind, it was their first day of unarmed combat training. 


Sergeant Major Yu was the Academy’s senior unarmed combat instructor. Moreover, he was a three-time All-Forces Unarmed Combat Champion, a distinction he shared with no living person, and with the next tournament coming up at the end of this term, it was being confidently predicted by most that he would win a fourth title, something never before achieved. This opinion was not universal because Yu would be competing for the first time against the reigning champion, a corporal named Vasquez who had won the title once previously, and interest in the match was sure to mount to feverish heights. Early betting favored Yu by odds of three to two. 


Kris, sitting in the second row, was mostly unaware of the growing excitement surrounding the upcoming tournament, but she was not unaware of the cold deck and was sitting cross-legged to avoid it, dignity be dammed. She was not among those suffering from an excess of liberty because she’d spent her liberty right here on Deimos, luxuriating in the quiet of an empty dorm, Tanner and Minx having gone downside to Mars and Basmartin having been treated to a trip to Earth. Basmartin had invited her along but she had declined, claiming the expense as the reason; a false reason as Kris could easily have afforded it—she was, in fact, quite well off, with her credit account still flush with the repatriation payout the government had given her in consequence of her enslavement. 


The true reason she declined was that Mariwen Rathor was from Earth and while Kris had no notion of Mariwen’s current whereabouts—the last time she’d seen her was in a hospital on Nedaema—the pain of that visit and the association with Earth were still too sharp. So she’d ordered a few imported luxuries and enjoyed having a whole glorious thirty-four square meters to herself until her studymates returned last night, Tanner arriving with just ten minutes to spare, his eyes still red-rimmed and bloodshot, and wincing when anyone spoke in the normal tone of voice. 


Tanner was sitting just four places from her now, pasty gray this AM and still wincing as Yu delivered his unamplified address in a gundeck voice calculated to fill a larger space than this roomy hanger. “Now I know some of you think that modern warfare is just sitting around fiddling with icons, and all this is only a betting sport.” He looked out over the group, making most everyone his gaze touched feel like one of the culprits. “So let me assure you, children, that out there, that shit breaks and you never know when and where you are going to meet your enemy. When all the fancy gadgets don’t play—in a cutting-out expedition, a boarding action and yes, those still happen—or when your shuttle is taken down in hostile space, the only thing between you and getting strapped to a table and having your brain turned into mayonnaise is what you learn right here.” 


Yu stopped in his pacing and pointed. “A volunteer, please.” He looked straight at her. “You, Kennakris. Come on up here. On the quick now.” 


Kris stood, sidled down the aisle to murmured exhortations of her classmates—Go get him; Kick his ass; Some people have all the fun—and mounted the steps to stand at parade rest before Sergeant Major Yu. He greeted her with a knowing leer. “So Kennakris, how’s your AM been going?”


“We’ll see in a minute, sir.” 


The leer widened. “Worked up any good resentments lately?” 


“Not against anyone present, sir.” 


“Too bad. Let’s see what we can do about that.” He executed a fluid motion, impossibly swift, and Kris hit the mat hard. “Unacceptable, Kennakris,” he barked. “Totally unacceptable. How’re you gonna kill bad guys flat on your ass like that? Come on, get off your butt and try it again.” 


Kris hauled herself off the mat slowly, coming up into a crouch, rubbing her sore tailbone, and with her knees flexed, exploded forward. She’d fought hundreds of savage, desperate battles against Trench—nasty, brutal, vicious combats that always made him laugh—and lost every one but the last. 


Now, her right hand shot up, feinting with two stiff fingers for Yu’s eyes while she punched hard with the left for his solar plexus. The blow had all the power of her driving legs behind it, but Yu slipped the feint and turned so her fist slammed into his ribs—it was like hitting granite—and his arm came around hers. She writhed, brought her knee up hard for his groin, missed as he blocked with a thigh like a tree trunk—wrenched free, ducked a blow to the side of her head, pivoted hard and tried to sweep his leg. The blow connected. She heard a small grunt as it went home, felt the slight change in balance and lashed out with a kick to the neck that found nothing but air. She spun with the momentum, blocked a heel aimed at her middle, dropped into a roll as a blow hammered down on her shoulder; bounded up, felt herself lifted; twisted in midair, slamming an elbow into rock-solid meat, came down on her feet with her knees bent and kicked high. 


The kick went wide as Yu moved like smoke, and suddenly she found herself flat on the mat, the breath leaving her lungs in a rush, and there was a tremendous weight on her chest, pinning her firmly yet almost gently. The sergeant major smiled down at her—no kind of leer now—and the redness around the edge of her vision started to clear. 


“Much better, Kris. Much better. Put more science behind that and you’ll scare the piss outta people.” His voice was quiet, almost private, and Kris, gasping for air, merely blinked. Yu watched as the yellow-eyed look of savagery faded. “Ready to get up?”


Kris nodded, accepted Yu’s hand to get to her feet and straightened painfully. “That’s the way to go about it, cadets. There are no match rules out there—nobody taps out at the end. You fight smart, you fight dirty, you fight to kill.” He turned to Kris, just starting to breathe easy. “Well done, Kennakris. Take a seat.” And to the others: “Now that we understand each other, let’s get on with the class.” 


*    *    *


At the traditional Monday dinner of protein laboring to imitate beef, reconstituted vegetables, and mashed potatoes—the only genuine thing on the plate—slathered in butter-not-born-of-cow, Basmartin, as study leader for the week, led them in the pre-meal ritual: sitting at command, adjusting their chairs just so, uttering the thanksgiving, “Oh Lord, for what we are about to receive, bugger off,” and then ordering the attack. They ate in silence for a minute and Baz, seeing that Kris was just toying with her food, said, “I gotta hand it to you, Kris. I think you actually made him breathe hard. The rest of us could hardly make him lift a finger.” Kris shrugged. “Where’d you learn to fight like that?”


Kris answered with nothing more than a level stare, but Minx, sitting cattycorner, interjected: “Don’t you know? She grew up in a crappy neighborhood.” 


Kris looked across to her, resisting the powerful urge to slam her pretty Homeworlder face into her mashed potatoes. Minx’s smug look faltered and then went blank, and Kris dropped her eyes to her plate. “Well, it’s true. I did.”













Chapter Seven



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


Rubbing her eyes, Kris picked up her tablet again. The Academy’s history courses were dedicated to the concept of ‘know thy enemy’, which Kris embraced—up to a point. This week, the enemy they were supposed to get to know was Halith. The tablet considerately reminded her where she’d left off. 


Section 6.4.      Poli-Social Theory Module: Technological Determinism 


{a}        FTL Technology and the Evolution of the Halith Imperium: Bi-Polar Gravity Lens—Antimatter Jump Drive—Astrographic Factors. [ Open Abstract ] 


You Have Not Read This Article


She expanded the unit and pulled up the assignment window. It read:


This section discusses the evolution of the Dominion of Halith into an autocratic, imperialist, expansionist state from the perspective of Technological Determinism. Your report will compare and contrast this approach with competing schools of thought, such as Cultural Determinism, the Socio-Economic school, and Holistic Archetype Theory. Explicitly discuss the strengths and weaknesses of Technological Determinism vis-à-vis the competing theories. Consider particularly the ability of the theory to explain significant cultural markers, such as the notably higher incidence of sadistic tendencies among Halith warrior-aristocrats. Form positive conclusions and be prepared to defend them in the oral session. 


Crap. She hated this type of assignment. Did anyone really give a shit why the Halith empire—Dominion, they insisted on calling it, even though the Halith referred to everything about themselves, including their armed forces, as imperial: the Imperial Navy, the Imperial Marines, the Imperial Ground Forces—had turned out like it did? Did it matter if one theory said it could explain better than another why their aristocrats had a statistically greater incidence of being sadistic fucks than other societies? All she cared about was that they still dealt in slaves, they exported terrorism, they’d damn near killed her, and they’d—no, don’t go there . . . 


Setting the tablet aside, she closed her eyes and rubbed her solar plexus. It had been over seven months now and the memories still made her stomach churn. Opening her eyes and leaning out of her bunk, she clicked her footlocker open—there should still be some of her last prescription left. She fished out the vial and opened it. Goddammit. Only two doses; no refills until the end of next week. She clicked the vial shut, slammed the footlocker closed and retreated back into her bunk. Picking up her tablet, she opened the main article and tried to focus on what it had to say. 


The argument began simply enough. First, it reviewed the pros and cons of bi-polar gravity-lens technology, the basis of the original hyperlight drives. The pros were that these drives, which passively collected and focused natural gravity waves, required orders of magnitude less power to operate than modern jump drives and could be run by standard fusion plants, making them relatively safe, cheap and efficient. The text here popped up an info bubble reminding Kris—as if she cared—that gravity-lens technology was still widely used in unmanned hyperdrones, hyperlight relays, and other low-mass applications that required such technology. 


The main drawback was that the required translation energy depended strongly on rest mass (and more weakly on relativistic momentum), and because gravity-lens drives needed useable gravity waves, potential translation points became harder and harder to find as mass increased. For vessels large enough to carry people, gravity-lens drives pretty much had to exploit natural lensing phenomena, which are sparse and subject to fluctuations. That these fluctuations were small-order effects was immaterial: the movement of a translation point by a light-day or two—an insignificant distance at cosmic scales—could add weeks or even a month or more to a trip. So the bottom line was that gravity-lens drives were great if you were low on mass or long on patience, because most trips involved short hyperlight transits linked by lengthy journeys between translation points. 


This was especially true in the region around Sol. Transit times among the nine systems outside Sol that would eventually become League Homeworlds—four of the League Homeworlds, including Terra (Earth, the article insisted), orbited Sol itself—were on the order of one to several years and even messages required months to exchange. The first colonies founded by these societies were even farther afield: decades away in most cases, at the very limit of what could be achieved with gravity-lens drives. 


The first viable transit route outside the Sol Local Group linked the Hyades with the Pleiades Cluster via the Merope Junction, three hundred eighty-six light-years away, leading to the settlement of Nedaema and Galatea, and later Hestia. But the second route discovered was much more ground-breaking: it linked the Regulus junction, via Alpha Persei, to the Orion Spur, a full sixteen hundred light-years distant. The Orion Spur, densely populated with fairly young, metal-rich stars, was well-supplied with habitable worlds, and the gravitational topography there provided a wealth of transit routes between them that were accessible with gravity-lens technology. Instead of years, transits between the systems in the Orion Spur were often only a few weeks—in some cases, even days. 


The text pointed out that this had three important consequences. First, marginally habitable but resource-rich planets could be colonized because necessities could be supplied from outside. Many of the planets in the Spur systems were in this category—the region was noted for an abundance of the heavy elements, rare earths, and exotic metals that space-faring civilizations need. Second, the lack of self-sufficiency and the ability to exchange information quickly—a matter of days at most—both allowed and argued for centralized control. Third, the harsh environments on many of the newly settled planets led to low fertility and prodigious death rates, encouraging the development of slavery and autocratic social and governmental forms which, again, could be imposed because of the short transit times within the Orion Spur.


Under such conditions, the most habitable (and therefore the first settled) planets quickly came to dominate, and what eventually evolved into the Halith core-systems soon controlled a tight nucleus of linked star systems. Further, navigation outside the Orion Spur was constrained by two large gravitational exclusion zones, and this allowed the Halith rulers to both easily defend their core systems and to bottle up their often unhappy colonists. 


The situation was abetted by the growth of the Maxor civilization that took root in Alpha Persei. As the genetically altered Maxors became more deeply xenophobic with each succeeding generation, they effectively put a stop to traffic through their system. Since they controlled the only route between the Sol Local Group and the Orion Spur that gravity-lens drives could use, this effectively isolated the nascent Halith civilization for centuries, until the advent of the antimatter jump drive. 


Kris figured it was this period of isolation occurring relatively early in Halith’s development that made Halith society so fascinating to League academics. Under these circumstances, it was no great stretch to explain the evolution of Halith civilization into a highly authoritarian, militaristic, expansionist society based on the interplay of gravity-lens technology and the gravitational topography of the Orion Spur. That much was straightforward, just as it was obvious that the conditions prevailing on the League’s future Homeworlds would encourage independence, individuality, self-reliance, risk-taking, and innovation. The societies that evolved there favored (or already had) deliberative government, divided and constrained by a dislike of constituted authority, often set up on some variant of the old Terran parliamentary or federal models. 


To say further that these societies also tended to be noisy, fractious, chaotic, insular, arrogant, distrustful and dismissive of strangers—and greedy—was to state the obvious. By the same token, it was not a reach to conclude that the Halith would value conformity, loyalty, duty, and obedience, and emphasize collective responsibility and direct-line authority over the rowdy give-and-take of Earth and her cousins. 


And following this script, it was trivial to see conflict between the two civilizations as inevitable once modern jump drives liberated them from their respective spheres. Halith expanded from its home in the Orion Spur, systematically conquering or making client states of the inhabited star systems along the routes entering and exiting Orion space, while the League’s forerunner, the STO, evolved from a mercantile consortium to an aggressively expanding colonial power, though it did so more by founding new colonies than by subjugating established ones. 


This was all great as far as it went, and could get Kris through a solid two pages—even three if she bloated her sentences with redundant modifiers and some meandering independent clauses—but how could you get to the characteristics that made Halith uniquely what it was? The anarchic tendencies that were as often fostered as repressed; the obsession with personal honor; the addiction to sexual sadism and saber dueling; the obsessive love of High Art with all the exquisitely refined sensibilities that required.


Moreover, the closest analogue to Halith’s government, the text said, was the Roman republic of the Classical era—even some of the titles were borrowed—not any of the imperial models. Yet the Halith aristocracy appeared to fetishize something called the Warsaw Pact, a treaty organization comprised of authoritarian states on Old Earth that was a dismal failure, not lasting even fifty years. The Pact’s dominant empire, often referred to only by its initials, had set itself against the Anglosphere, which had formed its own organization, NATO, led by North America, and lost the great Cold War, leading to its collapse before it was a century old. Afterwards, the Anglosphere established a global hegemony that evolved into Terra—Earth, dammit!—which it had maintained to the present day.  


Nor were those the only echoes of ancient Terran culture in Halith society. There was an individual named Bonaparte who, just after the beginning of the gunpowder age, briefly ruled much of Europe before being defeated and dying in exile. His rule saw less than two years of peace in twenty and was said to be an economic and demographic disaster, yet he was lionized. There was an ancient Asian admiral—who had the same surname as one of Kris’s math instructors—who was reckoned to be a great leader and strategist, yet her professor of Terran naval history pointed out that his major triumph a sneak attack against an unprepared adversary. Then he led his navy to disaster because he failed to take seriously his adversary’s capabilities, and was soon killed because the enemy had broken his codes. 


And wasn’t it weird that General Ilya Turabian, Halith’s greatest hero and putative founder of their current state, had gotten himself killed by foolishly taking his flagship within range of ground fire during the invasion of a minor planet that should not even have required his personal presence? Wasn’t it weird that the Halith should take as their legendary ancestors, and consciously model themselves on, so many short-lived, violent and failed empires? How was one supposed to explain any of this by the simple fact that the Orion Spur was uniquely well suited to getting around in with bi-polar gravity-lens technology? 


Kris sighed. 


“Hey, what did you get?” Tanner asked from the other side of the room. 


“Huh?” Kris looked up, startled out of the haze of annoyed thoughts. 


“What assignment?”


“Oh. Halith.”


“Ow! Harsh. Explain how gravity-lens tech makes people into sadistic militarists.” His gaze dropped back to his tablet’s display and she caught the edge of a grin. “Good luck with that.”


Kris grunted. “What’d you get?”


“The crazy-as-fuck Maxor.” Tanner’s grin edged out a bit. “Piece o’ cake.” Crazy as fuck was almost a Term of Art when it came to describing the Maxor, either individually or their whole civilization. Kris could see his point—not that she was bitter about it or anything. She sighed again, somewhat louder, and dropped her tablet into her lap. Her eyes made a brief circuit of the otherwise empty room as she checked the time.


“Where are Baz and Minx, anyway?”


“Baz wanted to burn off more of those sim-hours he earned. Minx is probably working someone over to get her report written.” He made a not-quite obscene forking gesture with his fingers. Seeing his expression, Kris mentally deleted not quite. 


“So how’s she gonna defend that orally?” 


“Betcha she’s doin’ that now!” Tanner cackled and Kris rolled her eyes. “Damn!” He pointed back at his tablet. “Says here they don’t believe in integers—or something. Crazy shit! Look!” He flicked the article with his forefinger and her tablet beeped as it appeared over the display. She flattened the icon and it automatically opened with the passage highlighted: 


 . . . the Maxor worship an entity whose nature is not to be revealed to outsiders but which is thought by most scholars to be either the concept of Unity or the real-number 0. (Semantic analysis of Maxor texts strongly suggests that they either do not believe in integers or consider them to be blasphemous) . . . 


“Wacky, huh? Crazy as fuck—no, not by half!” Then his xel chimed even as hers did. He opened the message first. “Hey? Baz’s got a tag-team going!” The briefest pause. “Don’t want it, do you?” 


It was obvious he did, but he knew she and Baz were close—they often partnered each other during sim-runs—and besides, her name was at the top of the addressee list. Tanner’s was second. Minx, Kris noted, wasn’t on the list at all. 



Kris shook her head. Somehow, she just wasn’t in the mood tonight. 


“Thanks!” Tanner shut down his tablet and exited with the look of a man going to his salvation. 


Kris sagged back against the pillow at the head of her bunk, brought up the article that Tanner had flicked to her again, and skimmed it with a twisted smile no one would have thought pleasant. She might not have been fully acquainted with the details of Halith’s founding history but she knew what everyone knew about the Maxor: that they were a genetically modified branch of humanity created using old gene-morphing technology back during the Second Colonization Period, not long before the beginning of the Formation Wars. There had always been movements that wanted to resist or reverse the effects humanity inevitably had on its environment, going back to very early times—who insisted on a moral distinction between human and natural. Those movements had become quite powerful during the period when space flight was first invented, but they split over the issue of colonizing other planets when that actually became possible, and split again over the use of terraforming technology during the initial ventures on Mars and then Venus. 


But it wasn’t until the Mars Air Line dramatically altered that planet that the attitudes of the anti-terraforming movements took on an overtly religious aspect. The religious impulse had always been present in the anti-terraformers and their predecessors, but now it became the movement’s foundation. Seeing terraforming as sinful but supporting colonization nonetheless—all of Sol being viewed as beyond redemption—the members of some of these movements opted to use genetic engineering to adapt themselves to the environment of their new chosen homes, rather than the other way around. Their religious fervor allowed them to discount the severe warnings that combinatoric analysis and ergodic theory made about attempting such profound changes to the human genome, and in the end, they created three apparently viable sub-species: the Maxor, the Hural, and the Kychee. 


Apparently viable—that was the key phrase and the article automatically bolded it as she read. The Kychee, who were initially quite prolific, succumbed to insanity in less than ten generations. They were exterminated in a war they started—or nearly so. A parenthetic comment said that records preserved from the era show that a few hundred Kychee specimens were put in cryostasis as study subjects, though all but a handful were destroyed during the Formation Wars. Only nine specimens (some partial) were now known to exist. No great loss there, in Kris’s opinion. 


The Hural, in contrast, succumbed to creeping infertility. When their Homeworld was surveyed at the beginning of the Third Colonization Period, the Hural were declared extinct and their planet was terraformed and recolonized. 


Her cursor grazed a word and another of those stupid bubble notes materialized. 


Despite all official scientific findings in a sizeable literature, the current settlers persist in reporting sightings of Hural survivors. Such sightings are almost universally regarded as just another popular hoax, such as colonists frequently indulge in. 


The note had an image of a Hural male and female. They were short and cute, with big nocturnal-creature eyes, and covered all over with thick dense fur like a calico kitten. Kris found herself hoping the colonists were right. She closed the floating note and went back to skimming. 


The bottom line, obviously, was that only the Maxor had survived to the present day, creating an apparently stable—if highly secretive and deeply xenophobic—civilization that nonetheless was, in the eyes of most humans, crazy as fuck, although the article was too polite to say so. 


All this—as far as the bare bones went—Kris had learned during her primary school years. Her first classes at the Academy on the eras of human colonization and on xenobiological history added details and a layer of sophistication, but neither those nor this summary article altered the basic assessment. This was especially true in view of the fact that Kris, while she’d never met a Maxor (only the members of a specially trained corps of female diplomats ever did), had once known a half-Max. 


Human-Maxor interbreeding was difficult, improbable, and everywhere frowned upon (as well as being anathema to the Maxor themselves), but it could and did happen and the unhappy offspring were sometimes met with in the more desolate regions out in the border zones. 


Half-Max were sometimes possessed of strange and exotic mental gifts; they could, under the proper circumstances, be useful and loyal, and somehow Anton Trench had acquired one to be surgeon’s mate on Harlot’s Ruse. What his real name might have been was unknown: he answered to Mangle. How Trench came upon him, what the nature of their deal was, and what Mangle did for him when they went off alone together for weeks at a time, no one knew. He was on the boat for almost two years before suddenly jumping ship at Cathcar. No one knew why he did that either.  


During those two years, Kris got to know him hardly at all, but got to like him much, much less. Mangle was the stuff of bad dreams and it was in bad dreams that Kris still encountered him. He was a stooped, bitter, twisted, ill-made entity, rather like a gargoyle but with all the charm taken out. As a surgeon’s mate, he was good at what he did—very good—but he got no thanks for that and probably would have resented it if he had. He messed alone, or occasionally with Trench. The crew did their best to avoid him, except for the fact that the idea of Human-Maxor cross-breeding seemed to hold a sick fascination for some of them, especially when they were wasted. Get enough shit into them, add some boredom, and one of the boys would likely start jacking Mangle about his parentage. Most times, Mangle just ignored it, but one day, this tall, skinny kid with bad skin and cheap imitation t’shegir scars didn’t have the sense to shut up. The kid—his name she thought was maybe Taggart but they called him Tag-Rat or Jag-Rat or something like that—started poking Mangle in the middle of his low, thick, sloping forehead and going on about all kinds of crazy shit until he finally asked Mangle how much he missed real Maxor pussy. The next thing you know, Mangle flashed out a scalpel and opened the kid from balls to sternum and side to side. Right there in the mess. 


The kid didn’t even notice at first. And then he just stared for a second. And then he tried to grab his belly and started to scream . . .


Kris exhaled long and attempted to shake the memory off. She closed the window with a grunt. That tight hot feeling was back, flaring at the top of her stomach. Putting down the tablet, she was groping under her bunk for a bottle half full of gingered pineapple juice she’d brought back from lunch when Minx traipsed in. 


“I didn’t know you drank,” Minx said, looking at the partially obliterated label and then ostentatiously at the chrono on the far wall. 


“It’s pineapple juice.”


“Sure it is.” Minx flounced over to her bunk, holding onto a tablet, a thick roll of hardcopy and a discontented look. Tanner’s assessment notwithstanding, it appeared her evening hadn’t lived up to expectation, though whether Minx had been stuck with the short end of the stick or the stick itself had failed in its duty, Kris did not care to guess. 


Minx tossed the tablet onto her bunk and the hardcopy roll onto the small, oblong table that was the room’s one concession to a common workspace. The roll unfurled to reveal itself as an actual print magazine. Glancing over, Kris wondered who was paying for it. Minx was certainly comfortably well off, but Kris didn’t think she had the money to squander on that. 


Settling her haunches on her bunk with an unnecessary writhe—Kris, in no mood to be charitable, thought it was probably instinctive by now—Minx flipped the magazine over. There was a big glossy image of Mariwen Rathor on the front. 



 “What’s that?” Kris nodding at the magazine as Minx started leafing through it.


 “Oh, it’s the annual,” Minx replied as if that explained everything. “Shi-an.” She held it up and tapped the cover. “It’s a retrospective on Mariwen Rathor—the one who was kidnapped and implanted to shoot the Archon of Nedaema during those big meetings last year, you know.” 


Kris ground her teeth and jammed her clenched left hand under a pillow. “Yeah, I know.” And it was a bomb, you idiot. She was implanted to set off a fucking bomb. 


“Veronique 2M2’s gonna do one too, I hear, but they’re going to wait for the first anniversary.” Minx flipped through a few more pages. “Of course, she was on their cover a million times—she practically made the publication. And it’s really awful what happened to her, but . . .” You weren’t there when she blew the head off a man right next to you—you didn’t see her face over the gun barrel—you didn’t hear her scream when she went down . . . Minx frowned at a two-page image of a laughing Mariwen spinning in a sunset-hued gown as the waves on some black-sand beach swirled about her ankles, and then held it up. “I mean, do you really think she’s that pretty?” 


That thing in the hospital bed? Yeah, what was left was pretty . . . just not human anymore. . . Kris cleared her throat, feeling the churning acid burn beneath her heart. “Well . . . yeah. I liked her.” 


The words seemed to skim over Minx, who flipped to another page. “I always thought Moira Winters was actually a better model, but she’s not as fashionable, I guess. Or Tyra Nioro. She really should be the top model now.” Minx closed the magazine and tossed it on the table. “It always kinda bugged me how they constantly hyped her sexuality, too. Mariwen’s, y’know. I mean, it’s fine to be a lesbian but . . .”


Kris stared at Minx, who was well known to be seeing a lot of a female upperclassman, and no one thought what went on between them was platonic. The hand under the pillow balled into a fist. “Did you ever meet her?” 


Minx looked up, surprised. “Who?”


“Mariwen.”


Minx’s face pinched in a smirk. “Meet Mariwen Rathor? Seriously. Did you?”


Well, there was the afternoon we played low-G racquet ball on Arizona’s hanger deck and she won and the morning I held her cuz she’d gotten translation shock real bad and the night I dreamed of Trench and she stayed with me and that evening we went out in Nemeton and she didn’t make me dance . . . Kris nodded. 


“You actually met Mariwen Rathor?”


“Uh huh. I knew her some.” 


“You knew her.”


“Yeah. Some.” 


Minx stood up, shaking her head. “Jeezus, Kris. That’s like saying you fucked the pope.” Picking up her tablet off her bunk, she stalked out the door, still muttering. 


Basmartin walked in a moment later. He saw Kris and hooked a thumb towards the corridor. “What’s up with Minx?” 


Kris shook her head and shrugged. 


He crossed to his bunk and, noticing the publication on the table, picked it up. “This hers?” 


Kris nodded. 


“Figures.” He flipped through a few pages with a sour expression. “That has gotta be the most messed-up thing that ever happened to anyone. It’s been, what? Like nine months? I wish they’d just leave her alone.” He put the magazine back on the table, cover down. Sitting on his bunk, he glanced out the door again, shook his head, and started pulling off his boots. 


“Y’know, my folks—they didn’t actually know her—but they met her a couple of times.” He clicked open his locker and one boot arced across the room to land inside with a rattling crash. “My mom hosted this benefit for a new ward at my dad’s hospital, and she came to it, along with a bunch of other people. Few months later, this boatload of refugees came in. Some of them were big fans of hers, so my mom emailed her, thinking maybe she’d send ‘em a pic or note or something. Five days later she showed up—clear from Nedaema. Stayed a week. Met with all of ‘em.” The other boot went crashing into the locker. “My mom said she was really sweet. Really sweet.” 


Kris, rolling on her back and staring up at the overhead, nodded. The locker clicked shut. Grunting, Basmartin stretched out on his thin, hard mattress. 


“Baz?”


“Yeah?”


“What’s a pope?” 













Chapter Eight



LSS Ardennes, docked 

 Cassandra Station, Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Commander Russell R. Raven, staff operations officer to Admiral Joss PrenTalien, CinC-PLESEC, paused outside the door of his boss’s stateroom on the LSS Ardennes to catch his breath. He’d made a hasty trip all the way from CIC, deep amidships, to here, far aft on O1-Deck—a good three-hundred meters on the big dreadnought—at as close to a jog as a senior officer’s dignity would allow, but his physical exertions weren’t entirely to blame for his state. Running a hand through his thick silver-white hair, he pressed the entry pad. The door slid aside and he stepped in, holding out a hardcopy order in his left hand. 


“Did you authorize this, sir?” 


Admiral PrenTalien, finishing up a late, unhurried breakfast at the long table—real wood—which would seat twelve or even fifteen fellow officers or other guests when he chose to entertain, and which dominated the large, luxuriously-appointed day cabin (lush carpet underfoot, elegant chairs in the sitting area just forward and real paintings along the bulkheads, the situation displays cunningly tucked away now that they were in port), was unfazed by the abrupt question. He set down a bone-china coffee cup that looked absurdly small in his huge hand and reached out to take the flimsy and glanced at the heading, which read General Order No. 1, issued by Third Fleet’s CO, Vice Admiral Hamish Burton.


“I did.” He handed his fleet commander’s order back to Commander Raven, who received it with the look of a man being offered a poisonous snake. 


“Admiral, this order is damn near a declaration of war!” he snapped, holding the document away from his corpulent body.


“Oh, calm down, Russ. That’s just a training order,” PrenTalien replied testily, nudging away the plate decorated with the last of his meal: soused trotters with mustard, bacon and hash browns.


“Training order, sir?” Raven stared at the words on the flimsy incredulously. “Admiral Burton says here, ‘All mounts are to be authorized a full loadout of live ammunition. Fighters are to be kept fueled and armed. Each carrier is to maintain at least one squadron on Alert-Ten status. Comms are to be maintained in Condition Charlie. Task Group 34 is to keep its drives in hot-standby until further orders, and the rest of the fleet is to keep fuel status Tango.’”


“That’s right,” PrenTalien agreed, less sharply than his prior comment. “Like I said, training.”


“But sir,”—Raven’s voice rose half an octave—“what about these patrol orders? Pushing this far down the transit lanes? Intercept authorized for any ship that fails the initial challenge-response order or whose vector is more than fifteen percent off nominal? The merchant houses are going to scream bloody murder the first time we drop down on one of their skippers who’s trying to make a deadline!” 


PrenTalien frowned at his gifted but excitable Ops officer. “Was there a memo I didn’t get, Russ? Did we get subordinated to the merchant houses without anyone telling me?” 


“No, sir.” Commander Raven flapped the flimsy. “Of course not. But how the hell can we justify this as training?”


PrenTalien leaned his heavy six-four frame back in his chair so that it creaked, and interlaced his fingers behind his head with an edged smile that was all too familiar. “Simple. I like my training to be realistic.” 













Chapter Nine



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


“But I have to see her.” 


The woman at the admissions desk raised her eyes without lifting her head. “You said you’re not immediate family?” She dropped her eyes back to a screen Kris could not see.


“No, I’m not. But I have to see her! She called me.” 


“And not a relative?”


“I told you—you gotta let me go to her. They called me!”


“They?” The woman appeared to be keying in data. Kris tried to lean over the counter to see what the woman was doing but she couldn’t, and she couldn’t remember who’d called her either. Was it Mariwen? Or was it Huron? Someone had called her, told her to come now, immediately. Mariwen was in the hospital—she was . . .


“ . . . dying! Look—please! They told me she’s dying! I gotta see her. Please! Don’cha  understand?”


The woman refused to look up. “I’ve told them you’re here. You can wait over there, if you want. If her condition changes, someone will be out to inform you.”


Condition? What the fuck do you mean, ‘condition’? She’s dying! I know she’s dying . . . I gotta go to her—I have to . . . 


She started to reach across the counter toward the woman, but there was no counter and she was getting up out of a plastic chair in a waiting room with cream walls and a beige stripe and these stupid fucking fake windows that showed hummingbirds and shit, big gaudy flowers and scenes like that weird toy one of her schoolmates had when she was six—you shook it and these white flecks swirled around some little thing that looked like a dwelling—“It’s snow,” the girl had said—“That’s snow?” Kris had asked and the girl who was eight laughed at her and she got really angry—and a door with a frosted-glass pane filling the upper half opened and this young guy with an old-style pad was there—there was something weirdly familiar about him—looking at her and then at the pad. 


“Are you Loralynn Kennakris?” She nodded. “Come with me, please.” 


She stood up . . . into Mariwen’s room. The room was full of people—so full they crushed against her on all sides—doctors, techs, nurses, all moving, talking, jostling—and in the middle of it all, Mariwen in a huge bed with a sheet pulled up to the neck and her hair loose all around—long dark waves of it fanned out across the pillows—and the bed was surrounded by racks and racks of machines, all blinking and beeping, and everyone was talking loud to be heard over the noise. She turned sideways to squeeze through the press, a sharp elbow poking her in the ribs. The bed had side rails and Mariwen was still—so still—and the skin of her perfect face wasn’t its normal rich, warm, dark caramel at all but looked like white glass. What the fuck? What’s happened to her? The bed was white too—an impossible white—and she reached out a hand—the bed was so large she had to really stretch—and she could not feel any breath at all and Mariwen’s lips were turning blue . . .


“She’s dying,” Kris said, looking to the nearest doctor. He was facing away, intent on some traces on his obsolete pad. She reached for his arm—“She’s dying!”—but he slid away into the crowd. She turned to a nurse who was talking to a tech—Don’t you fucking understand? Her lips are blue! She’s not breathing!—but she couldn’t reach the woman as a knot of people, talking nonsensically, pushed between them, cramming her back against the side rails. 



Kris shoved her way into the mass of bodies. Why couldn’t they hear her? Why weren’t they paying attention? Mariwen wasn’t breathing! Why wasn’t anyone doing anything? She kept turning but all she saw was the backs of coats and hospital uniforms and where was the door? Where was the fucking door? She had to get out—she had to get someone—someone who’d listen—who’d do something . . . and the strange young man grabbed her elbow. 


“You don’t understand.” She wanted to reply, to say—anything—but the words would not come. “Don’t you know why you’re here?”


Why I’m here? I’m here to—


“End it.” He gave her arm a squeeze. “She wants you to end it. That’s why you’re here.” 


She yanked away and, turning again, was back at Mariwen’s bedside. All those people were crowding around and jostling her but they were sort of gray and she couldn’t focus on them clearly and it was quiet—everyone was still talking but it was quiet. She leaned over and Mariwen was very near, her face was still—so still—and fragile and more beautiful than anything should ever be and now her parted lips were even paler: frosted as though her breath had frozen on them and it was cold—why was it so fucking cold?—and she could see the slender ice-blue vein in Mariwen’s throat, feebly pulsing, and—


Was that a gasp? 


She’s trying to breathe!


No. There was a gentle pressure on her elbow, forcing her arm forward . . .


Look! She’s trying to breathe! 


No. She wants you to end it. Let her go. She wants to go . . .


Kris’s arm moved forward. She didn’t want it to but she couldn’t help it. The tiny flutter of that pale blue vein grew unnaturally large in her vision as her hand reached out for that pure white throat—just squeeze, just a little squeeze—and her thumb touched, felt the frail beat under the chilled skin as her fingers started to close . . . 


Kris bolted upright in her bunk, her whole body shaking, her hands clenched into fists and her heart hammering so loud that Tanner, Baz and Minx, who were all staring at her with shocked expressions, must have heard it clearly. Baz keyed on the lights. 


“Wha’appened?” He rubbed a hand across his face. “You okay? You screamed.”


Unable to speak, Kris nodded. Minx said something low and unintelligible and rolled over. Baz started to get up and Tanner shook his head. Baz looked over at him. Tanner repeated the gesture. Baz lay back down. 


The shaking began to subside. Kris let herself collapse slowly back onto her bunk and someone killed the lights. She rolled onto her side, toward the wall, and jammed her face hard into the pillow. No matter what, she was not ever going to let them hear her cry. 













Chapter Ten



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


Three nights later, Kris looked up at Basmartin across the narrow common table in their dorm. “Gawd, do we really have to do a unit on the history of slaving?” 


There was only the two of them at the moment—Tanner was off getting some simulator time and Minx hadn’t been seen since dinner—and they’d been reviewing the upcoming units for this quarter’s history class. With all the new challenges of their second quarter, Kris had missed this gem her first time through. They still had the same scholastic load but now practical training, especially in the lethal arts, was added as well. Their ship drill had been stepped up, becoming much more realistic; their unarmed combat training had intensified, with leagues set up in imitation of the All-Forces Unarmed Combat Tournament, and they had begun small-arms training. 


This last was a most unexpected pleasure. Like most cadets, Kris had never handled a firearm before in her life, and while she was mostly indifferent to rifles, she found that a well-balanced sidearm in her hand gave her considerable joy, especially when used to make holes in silhouettes on the live-fire range. Neither her enthusiasm nor her skill ascended to the heights Basmartin’s and Tanner’s did—both of them had promptly joined the Academy’s lower-division pistol team, and Tanner looked like he was bidding fair to bring back a trophy—but she was able to hold her own on a good day and at no time did she disgrace herself. 


The biggest change, however, was their introduction to track-specific simulations. The simulations cadets had access to for their first quarter were of a general character, emphasizing team exercises and stopping short of being true wargames. They were conducted on a level playing field and things went as advertised, the uncertainties being heavily constrained and managed.


Now Kris and her classmates were introduced to full-fledged flight simulators. These simulators were their first step towards basic flight training, which they’d begin in their second term, and they were a far cry from the simulations of their first quarter. The exercises grew exponentially in complexity throughout the quarter, starting with simple solo missions and building rapidly to full squadron level exercises, which would culminate at the term’s end in War Week, their first taste of real wargaming.


Kris was solidly in the middle of their class scholastically, but she showed a remarkable degree of skill in these new simulations, coupled with a rare degree of stamina. Basmartin came very nearly up to her level—he might at times surpass it—and they often flew their missions together, so far eclipsing the other first-term cadets’ teams that in the officially denounced but winked-at wagering on these exercises, they rapidly found they had to offer odds of four-to-one or better to get any takers. 


But this competition was not just about vanity, and the money (while nice as a concrete measure of their prowess) didn’t mean that much, Kris having her repatriation settlement and Baz’s family being quite well-to-do. What truly mattered was that the scores they earned in these exercises were one of the major factors in determining how they would be placed at the beginning of their second year, when flight-officer candidates were divided into the Tactical Fighter Program and the Advanced Fighter Program. AFP candidates were the elite’s elite: those who were trained for reconnaissance and deep-strike operations, while the cadets in the Tactical Fighter Program focused on the less glamorous interception, interdiction and area-defense missions. 


Kris, Baz and Minx all had their hearts set on making it into the AFP—Tanner professed to be happy to just escape with his wings—but the odds against all of them doing so were high. Only a third of new cadets in the fighter track were accepted into the advanced program and only about half of those could be expected to graduate from it, the rest reverting to TFP candidates. The rough six-to-one ratio of TFP graduates to those from the advanced program was itself almost twenty percent higher than the actual number of billets available in recon and deep-strike wings, so perhaps a fifth of AFP graduates could still expect to find themselves facing disappointment.


Who was disappointed and who was not depended on a host of factors, and one of those factors was, unhappily, scholastic performance, which meant getting at least acceptable marks in her classes even when they dealt with topics as obnoxious as the history of slaving.


Basmartin looked up from the notes he was making on his tablet. “Well, it is a big part of what we do,” he said. “Y’know, a lot of people don’t take it as—” He lurched to a halt, uncomfortably aware that, Kris being an Outworlder, his foot had just arrived within dangerous proximity to his mouth. “Well, yeah,” he finished. “It doesn’t look like a major unit, though.” He dropped his eyes back to his tablet, determinedly studious. 


Kris grunted as she flipped to the abstract. She knew Baz was merely being considerate, but somehow it made her feel even more like an alien. He didn’t treat Tanner with such tender respect. On the other hand, there were plenty, like Minx, who treated her with hardly any respect at all. No one had really found a comfortable middle ground yet and, she had to admit, that included herself. Silently, she applied herself to reading: 


Throughout history, slavery, as an impulse, has never died. Even in the halcyon years of the Second Colonization Period, when new technologies had briefly allowed people to get ahead of many chronic problems, it lay coiled in Humanity's basement, waiting for the wolf at the door to overwhelm the humanitarian within. When the first colonies were settled and the harsh habitats made healthy workers a scarce commodity again, it began to stir. It woke and yawned full wide during the chaotic expansion that proceeded the Formation Wars [see Formation Wars—Causes—Aftermath], and grew sleek and well-fed in the darkness afterwards. 


Coiled in the basement? Yawned? Really? Sleek and well-fed in the darkness? Kris shook her head, suppressing an impolite sound. 


The reasons for it were not complex, though some have wished to make them so: in an expanding universe of dangerous, sparsely-populated worlds dependent on technologies they did not always own or could not easily replicate, the most desirable capital was people, those highly-productive, infinitely-adaptable, easily-reproduced machines. 


Suppressing rude noises was getting harder. So slaves were ‘highly-productive machines’ now? Maybe someone should have a short, sharp talk to the ‘machine’ that had produced this crap. 


An interstellar economy of person-trade grew in the dark, cobbled together by those planets who retained interstellar flight at the expense of those who did not. Loose federations formed and exploded and reformed [see Slave Federations], driven by the need to expedite the movement of the valuable and fragile cargo. The Slaver Wars were not that at all; they were merely the end of the Formation Wars, fought by the people who still had guns and starships . . . 


Jeezus, who wrote this? She clicked the author tag. A. O. Morgenthau, Senior Fellow, Nedaeman National University for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics. That figures. A goddamned yeast-eater trying to be cute. She scanned his list of other works: ‘Alcohol and Philosophy’, ‘Food and Philosophy’, ‘Sexual Ethos in Slave-Dominated Cultures’—Oh, fuck you! 


Kris almost slammed the tablet on the table. What was it with Nedaemans and their sick fascination with slavers’ sexual tweaks? They’d badgered her with those kinds of creepy questions during her time in Rehab on Cassandra Station. Fuck’n psych-voyeurs. She jumped down a page. 


Suggested Further Reading: Immunocytes and Rise of Abolitionism. 


What the hell? She glided the cursor over the précis: 


Major reduction mortality due to immunocyte technology is shown to mitigate primary economic factors supporting slave-taking and trading, allowing abolitionist sentiments to be asserted with diminished risk of collateral effects. The role of improved health in enhancing the perception of the value of human life is explored. Compare the 3rd Nanocyte Revolution and the advent of modern terraforming.


Typical, Kris thought, thinking of the unit they’d done on Economic Determinism. She was scheduled for her first immunocyte implants at the end of this term—she’d already been tested and her genome mapped to make sure it would take, since the CEF wouldn’t allow anyone to deploy out-system without it—but no one had explained what they were exactly or how they worked. As a kid, she’d been inoculated with proactive vaccines but that was it—they didn’t have anything else on Parson’s Acre. She clicked the link to immunocyte technology. 


Immunocyte Technology. Immunocytes function as a hybrid-Molossian hive-mind controlled by the liver. They produce a threat matrix for any potential antigen and modify the molecular and genetic structure of the antigen to render it harmless, according to the host’s risk profile. They perform the same functions for random mutations within the host itself; for example, suppressing cancerous growths. They also interact with and can if necessary modify natural lymphocytes and macrophages. Effectiveness is claimed to be 100% against all known antigens. 


Limitations: Algorithms employed by current-generation immunocytes have a 12 to 18-month confidence window, depending on the host’s genome. This is not considered an issue as long as the immunocyte implant is properly maintained. 


Of more concern is the potential for rapidly mutating antigens to overwhelm the host before the immunocytes can reach a stable solution. This is primarily due to the nature of the current algorithms which require a large number of trials to meet acceptable confidence thresholds. Developers stress that such concerns are purely theoretical and no such antigens exist, but critics claim that these assessments are too optimistic, and that the potential exists for engineered viruses to exceed the known limits of the adaptive mutation rates of wild-caught viruses. 


Development: Modern immunocyte technology is based on the pioneering work of Dr. Victor Osorio, who developed the first safe and effective proactive vaccines. This work was later expanded upon by his son, Dr. Ivan Osorio. Dr. Osorio’s work was heavily supported by Ilmatar Neoforming, now part of the KKHR Control Group, which still holds several important patents relating to immunocyte technology.


Huh? Wasn’t that Huron’s family’s company? Hadn’t Mariwen told her that back on the Arizona, just after they met? Kris knew that proactive vaccines, along with what they called the Third Nanocyte Revolution, were the keys that allowed the widespread colonization that had occurred over the past hundred and seventy years or so—places like Parson’s Acre and most of the Methuselah Cluster—but she had no idea Huron’s family had played such a critical role in it. No wonder they were so rich. She popped up an info bubble. 


KKHR Control Group. One of the largest business enterprises in existence. Formed by the amalgamation of Ilmatar Neoforming, Prometheus Development Corp, Q3MM and Millennium Industries, the enterprise subsequently acquired . . .


Kris skipped over the list of names, which meant nothing to her, and of business areas, which included just about everything, but primarily terraforming, settlement, finance, and teralogistics. Skimming through the text, she stopped at: 


While KKHR Control Group is relatively small compared to the state-owned SyrDaria Settlement Corporation (a Halith government enterprise), Gaia Group (owned by the Nedaeman government), and the Bahadur Holding Company (majority owned by the Belt government),* and is slightly smaller than Caelius-Protogenos, what is remarkable about the corporation is that a full 55% of the voting stock is under the personal control of the Huron family. In addition, the Huron family maintains sole ownership of TeraCon Heavy Industries, the largest privately-owned company, with unsheltered assets in excess of §500 billion. 


* The total assets of these enterprises are disputed, especially Bahadur Holding Company, whose asset position is complicated by its partially state-owned status. 


Kris closed the bubble. Damn! She knew Huron was rich, but this was—was . . . they weren’t kidding back on Nedaema when they’d told her about some of his holdings. And that was the little stuff. She shook her head and winced. They’d had their bi-weekly bout of unarmed combat training that afternoon and she was getting stiff from the exercise; her legs were starting to cramp and her back ached from landing hard on the mat. She stretched and her neck popped alarmingly. 


Baz looked up. “You know, you creep me the hell out when you do that.” 


“Sorry.” She stood up, tugged and wriggled her fatigues straight. “I gotta go get some sim time—this shit is giving me serious buffer overflow.” She rotated her torso with a suppressed groan, relaxed for a moment, and then did it again, pushing until her spine popped too. Baz rolled his eyes theatrically. 


“Baz, will you do some battlespace prep for me?”


“If you knock it off with the gruesome noises, I might.”


“Find out how much of this they’re gonna test us on. We’ll all sleep better.” She almost added a winning smile but caught herself at the last moment. She knew very well how Baz felt about her, and she didn’t want to lead him on. She liked Baz a lot and he was cute enough, and if she was ever really in the mood for some horizontal recreation, she just might—


The unexpected physical reaction at that thought startled her. She held herself perfectly still, hoping she wouldn’t fall until the bout of dizziness passed, and as her vision cleared, she saw Baz looking up at her quizzically. 


“Okay. See what I can do.” He looked down. 


“Thanks, Baz.” Her voice quavered slightly. Had he noticed?


“Don’t mention it,” Baz answered, his voice giving nothing away. He waved his hand through a cloud of tablet windows, closing them. “Go kill lotsa bad guys.”













Chapter Eleven



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


The dying quail fluttered up over the net, and Kris faded back two steps with a predatory grin on her face. Timing her jump to perfection, she met the ball just past the top of its rise and slammed a winner so hard the tall, rangy cadet on the other side of the court actually ducked. 


“Point!” bellowed the automatic scorekeeper. “Game, set, match. Kennakris, ten. Nevers, two.” 


“Good try, Nevers. Pay the man.” She hooked a thumb at Basmartin, sitting courtside at a small table. Shaking his head ruefully, Nevers bounced across the court, stumbling a little at the edge where the gravity ramped up to a full gee, and handed his chit across to Baz, who stroked off Kris’s winnings and gave it back with a smile.


“Two minutes!” Kris called to the crowd packed into the back of the court, holding two fingers aloft. She bounded to the edge of the court, took the gravity gradient with a smooth glide and landed next to Baz. He handed her a towel. 


“How we doing?” she asked, mopping her face, neck and chest with it. 


“Good! Up §1800. A lot of that’s from Nevers. That’s twice you’ve almost skunked him.” 


“Yeah, well—he’s rich and he likes to watch my tits jiggle.” She pulled out the front of the tight black exercise rig and fanned them. 


“Then I guess he’s getting what he paid for.” 


Kris tossed the towel aside. “How much longer we got?” 


“Call it half an hour.” 


“Sounds good.” Kris turned and took a leap back onto the court. “Okay, who’s next? Come on—ten points a match! Hundred a point! Who wants it? You! Lono. Atta’ boy! You can serve first and I’ll give you an extra fault . . .”


*    *    *


Commander Naomi Buthelezi, the senior Strategy and Tactics instructor and also Superintendent of Student Affairs, had just bitten into a beignet when her xel lit up with the face of her assistant, Lieutenant Kath Innis. 


“What is it, Kath?” she answered on the voice-only circuit as she wiped powdered sugar off her chin. Naomi was an impressive-looking woman, with peerless jet-black skin and a clean-lined, high-cheekboned face with regal features: literally regal in her case, because the commander was a member of the KwaZulu Natal royal family. It was a face of no particular age: in Terran standard years she could have passed for forty or thirty-five or even younger, the impression of youth reinforced by an engaging smile. It didn’t need to be seen enhanced with powdered sugar, especially during duty hours. 


 “It’s Cadet Kennakris. Ma’am.” 


“What’s she up to now?” Commander Buthelezi was, quite incidentally, the faculty rep for Class 1861 and had come to expect the unexpected from them, especially Cadet Kennakris. 


“I’m not sure how to view this, ma’am—it seems to be a gray area in the Ethics Code—but she’s playing low-gee racquetball for money.”


“What exactly is she doing?” Betting was officially frowned on, but unofficially there were always pools and wagers on any number of things. Athletic contests generated the most activity—the All-Forces Unarmed Combat Championships created such a furor that anyone who didn’t have a stake in the outcome became practically a pariah—and small friendly bets, often quite amusing, were winked at. There was even a long-established floating poker game that had become a hallowed Academy tradition. 


“Well, ma’am, she’s playing games against all comers: so many points to win and the loser pays the winner the point differential.”


“Doesn’t sound terribly criminal.” 


“No, ma’am, but . . . she’s playing for a hundred a point!”


Naomi’s eyebrows went up at that. A hundred a point was serious money. “How much has she made on this little enterprise of hers? Any idea?”


“I don’t know anything officially, of course, ma’am, but based on the matches we know she’s played, almost eleven thousand!”


The gracefully curved eyebrows rose to unrecorded heights. Eleven thousand was close to twice the median monthly wage on any Homeworld except Earth—in the Outworlds it represented a fortune. 


 “How long has she been doing this?” 


“A month, ma’am. We knew about the games—she holds them twice a week and they draw a crowd now—it was the extent of the betting I just learned.”


 “Did someone complain?” 


“No, ma’am. The matches are popular. I just happened to hear a group of cadets talking. Then I checked the results—they post them.” This last had a slight note of apology attached. 


Good Lord. With all the side bets that were certainly occurring, this could be taking on disturbing proportions. “Thanks, Kath. I think I’ll bring this up with Sergeant Major Yu. Take no official notice until you hear from me.” 


“Of course, ma’am.”


*    *    *


“You asked to see me, ma’am?” Sergeant Major Yu, standing at a comfortable parade rest, looked across the desk at Commander Buthelezi with an expression so carefully neutral it seemed to scream volumes. She didn’t know Yu especially well—it wasn’t clear that anyone did—but she certainly knew that when it came to discipline, there were rules and there were his rules. She also had to conclude that he, with his reputation for near-omniscience, must have been aware of Kennakris’s activities for some time. In fact, she had the distinct feeling that he knew why she’d asked to see him and, probably, what she was about to say next. 


So she took a breath and said, without preamble, “I did, Sergeant Major. I hear that your Cadet Kennakris is hustling low-gee racquetball.” 


“Yes, ma’am. Quite successfully.”


“I should say so—to the tune of §11,000.”


“A bit more, as I understand it.”


The commander made a noncommittal noise deep in her throat. “You’ve been aware of this for a while, I take it?”


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“And you have no problem with this behavior?”


“If the underlying motive was money, I certainly would, ma’am.”


“You conclude that is not the motive, Sergeant Major?”


“I highly doubt it, ma’am. Ms. Kennakris is worth a little more than a million.”


“Indeed?” That was very well off by any standard and the word came out in a higher pitch than she would have liked. “I was not aware.” 


“No, ma’am. That is not official info, ma’am.” 


“I see.” She tapped her index finger on the desktop. Icons scurried away and took refuge along the upper-left margins. “That aside, you don’t see any difficulties arising from the magnitude of the funds involved?”


“In a year, we’ll be asking these cadets to bet their lives and the lives of their people, ma’am. Wagering a few hundred or even a thousand on their skills gives them a little perspective.” 


That was not the tack she’d expected Yu to take. “Is that the main reason, Sergeant Major?”


“No, ma’am. Cadet Kennakris is a unique case. She has little or nothing in common with the other cadets—this was initially disruptive, especially given her capabilities. These matches have brought her better acquainted with the other cadets, and they are starting to develop more respect for her as a result. In my opinion, these matches are proving invaluable in developing the primary group bonds that, in her case, would be difficult to form otherwise.” 


That was an excellent point. Further, they pushed the kids hard and Commander Buthelezi could see that being stuck here on Deimos, with little beyond simulations to relieve the strain of constant study and endless drills, a vigorous athletic contest with something tangible on the line would have a lot of appeal. But that didn’t excuse taking advantage of the situation. A straight-up competition was one thing—hustling was something else. Of course, Kath might have been using the term loosely. 


“As you appear to be well informed, Sergeant Major, you see no issues with the way the matches themselves are conducted?” she asked.


“No, ma’am. Cadet Kennakris does not refuse to play anyone, even cadets who consistently have the edge over her, and overall the cadets’ performance is improving. I believe that up-tick in readiness scores we’ve observed for the past few weeks may be partially in consequence.” 


Commander Buthelezi had noticed the mild jump in scores too. She also thought she’d detected a heightened degree of alertness, especially in Kris’s class, which she had chalked up to War Week approaching, but it was certainly true that wagering on this level would tend to focus the mind, and maybe that was spilling over into the cadets’ training. 


“Any other observations, Sergeant Major?” 


“Yes, ma’am. These matches are wholly theirs. Everything else the cadets do is an official activity or has official sanction. This allows them to conduct themselves independently and experience the real-world consequences. It’s not a bad habit for them to start developing.” 


That also was quite true. She half expected Yu to opine next that if Kennakris had not existed, it would have been necessary to invent her. Nonetheless, it was a delicate business, contemplating turning a blind official eye to something of this magnitude. Elliptically, she was reminded of a situation that had arisen years ago during her last active duty posting, when she was Tactical Action Officer on the battlecruiser LSS Athena Nike, Admiral Sabr’s flagship. 


One of their carrier group’s recon wings has been posted downside on a largely uninhabited planet far out in the Hydra, near Tyrsenian space—the kind of assignment flyers hated most—and both the duty and the environment had been unusually harsh. Discipline suffered, largely because the maintenance crews improved their leisure hours by sneaking into the wilds outside their compound and constructing stills in which they brewed dubious liquors, resulting in a greater-than-usual incidence of drunkenness, fighting, and injuries that weakened morale and produced a sick-list that would have been excessive in a dreadnought. 


The wing’s CO, a good officer but something of a martinet, took all the usual steps: he cracked down on drinking, he posted extra guards over his stores, he sent out patrols regularly to find and destroy the stills. Of course, the situation continued to deteriorate. 


Then the CO invalided home unexpectedly and the executive officer took over. This officer immediately did three things: he zealously enforced the regs against rendering oneself unfit for duty but otherwise turned a mostly blind eye to off-duty drinking, he removed the extra guards from the storage depot, and he stopped the still-busting patrols while making sure he knew exactly where they were. When he needed the stores that the stills were using, mostly fuel cells and meters of valuable tubing, he simply led a detail into the wild and broke some up until they had what was needed. 


He explained all this at the informal inquiry, on which Naomi sat, by saying that a still was a trivial drain on a fuel cell, and the tubing might just as well be stored in one—he’d referred to it as dynamic storage—as in the depot. And the discipline issues stopped. 


The executive officer had been none other than Senior Lieutenant Rafael Huron and the planet had been Mananzas Cay. The action that transpired there against a Tyrsenian fleet—the inquiry had been held at Huron’s hospital bedside—was starred in the annals of CEF history. 


“I see.” Commander Buthelezi nodded. “I will leave this situation in your hands and officially know nothing about it.”


Yu inclined his head but his expression did not change. 


“That is all, Sergeant Major. Of course, my door is always open, should there ever be anything you wish to convey to me.”


“Certainly, ma’am.” Yu saluted with his trademark precision and exited smartly, but he didn’t take Naomi’s vague feelings of unease with him. 













Chapter Twelve



Grand Senate Chamber

 League Capitol Complex, Nereus, Mars


The old man’s voice was still strong, still resonant. “Senators, it has been my privilege for the past five decades to address this chamber. It has been your burden to suffer through those addresses, and a sad burden I fear it has sometimes been, too. One would think that half a century of doing anything might give a man some proficiency in it—alas, I stand before you now as proof that is not always so. 


“So today, as I lay down that privilege and you, that burden, I will have done with attempts at eloquence, and speak plainly. We are—again—at the brink of war. A more momentous question has never tested—nor will ever test—the mind of Man. And never more do passions reign than when cold calculation is needed. 


“Senators, I beg for that calculation now. An ultimatum is urged that the government of the Bannerman Confederacy shall give over to our justice the terrorist Nestor Mankho and certain of his supporters—or face, as we choose to call it, maximum measures. Maximum measures.” Here he paused to read the faces of his colleagues and saw, with a sinking heart, precisely what he had expected. He forged on. “Now, you know and I know damn well that if we were to locate Mankho, Ardennes and Rubicon together could boil his host planet down to the bedrock—half a morning’s work. To what end? To what final end? A wiser man than me once said: The fiery trial through which we pass will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation. 


“And so it shall. We all know what is at stake here and we also know—and should not be afraid to say—that we, as a body, are not much accustomed to being at the sharp end of events. Yes, it is true that Mankho came this close”—he raised a hand with thumb and index finger less than a finger’s width apart—“of ending the lives of some dozens of us. But let us weigh that carefully in the balance of the actions we take into contemplation.


“Justice must be done—that is not the question. The question is the means—and, yes, other means were tried, and the failure”—he would not say blunder, though blunder it had certainly appeared to be—“was grievous, but let us not give in and allow that to compel us to blindly grab for the biggest, bluntest tool that comes to hand. An ultimatum is such a tool—it compels us to either surrender our judgment to events, or to appear impotent if we back down.” Pausing again, he noted the discreet squirming, the small rustles, about the chamber. “Colleagues, I will close. If war is upon us—if our adversaries are so determined—this measure will not prevent it. If they are not yet so determined, this measure can only make them so. I urge you, Senators: prepare for war with all speed but calculate with deliberation.” This last seemed to deflate him and he looked even older: old with years, deeds and cares. 


“My friends, I entered this chamber as a young man and I leave it now as an old one, with a task yet before us as great as we have ever faced. I am at a loss to express the depth of my feelings at such an occasion. Without the guidance of the Divine, which ever assisted our forbearers, we cannot succeed—with it, we cannot fail. Trusting in that Guidance, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. With these poor words I must leave you, and I bid you all an affectionate farewell.”


*    *    *


“Magnificent speech, Leon,” Speaker-Elect Hazen Gauthier, the senior Grand Senator from Hestia, said with her best smile, as Speaker Rafael L. Huron IV conducted her to the Speaker’s private chambers, there to formally surrender, in her presence, the Keys to the Grand Senate’s Sergeant at Arms. The new Speaker would receive them tomorrow, at the culmination of her inauguration with all due pomp and circumstance. He was glad he would miss it. “You know my aide, I believe? Ms. Pollit?” she added with an airy wave of one soft white hand.  


The Speaker nodded to the rather thick-bodied woman at the Speaker-Elect’s shoulder. He was indeed acquainted with Noelle Pollit, but that was years ago when she was Nowell Pollit: a beefy, hard-charging man who’d been a rising star in the Hestian Finance Ministry. Indeed, he’d first met Pollit when he was on the short list to become the next Hestian Finance Minister. 


Unfortunately, Pollit then became embroiled in a scandal over an election tampering scheme engineered by his good friend, Samantha Grace, deputy director of the census bureau. Not incidentally, Grace and her compatriots were also embezzling huge sums by directing government subsidies to parties who did not exist. On being indicted, Grace pled guilty, whereupon the court allowed her to select euthanasia instead of undergoing chemical interrogation. Denied this chance to prove his innocence, Pollit, while escaping indictment, was forced to resign, and thereafter disappeared from public life. It was only recently that Noelle Pollit had reemerged, as Grand Senator Gautier’s personal aide. 


“We have met once,” he said ambiguously. As they approached the Speaker’s chambers, he indicated the diminutive woman with fine straight black hair, tilted eyes, and pure ivory skin standing by the entrance. She was holding what appeared to be a small attaché case. 


“My chief of staff, Vaishali Kriesel-Roth,” he announced by way of introduction. “You know her, of course, Hazen. Vai, this is Noelle.”


“Pleasure,” his chief of staff murmured with such a polite lack of inflection that the greeting could have meant most anything. 


“Charmed, I’m sure,” replied Pollit, play acting not quite as well. 


“Where’s George?” the Speaker asked, referring to the Sergeant at Arms, who was to relieve him of his primary burden. For the object his chief of staff held with both hands was in fact, the Keys, and they unlocked much more than the odd door. 


“Right behind you, sir,” Kriesel-Roth said with a lift her chin and a smile on her delicate but expressive features.


The Speaker looked around. “Ah, there you are, George”—addressing the tall imposing official making his way down the corridor. “I can’t tell you how I long to be shot of the beastly thing.” 


This last was spoken in the direction of Hazen Gauthier, who received it with a slight inclination of her head and pleasant half-smile. Receiving things pleasantly, be they bad news or satiric comments, was one of her main talents, along with looking dignified and even stately. Almost as tall as the Speaker, who had once been a rangy six-feet (though age had now claimed an inch or so), she had fine patrician features and white hair she wore in an elaborate coiffure that resembled a well-behaved corona. Speaker Huron, for his part, always thought it looked like it had been dipped in lacquer. 


“Here we go”—accepting the Keys from his chief of staff as George arrived. “Hazen, if you would please,” nodding to a spot beside him. “Noelle, you might as well crowd in too. All correct? Splendid.” 


Taking a small unmarked ingot of silver metal on a chain from around his neck, he applied it to the Key’s lock. His chief of staff then repeated the procedure with her identical ingot, and when the lock glowed amber, he pressed his thumb over it and held. The case opened a lit panel, on which the Speaker typed a passcode. It was accepted and the Sergeant at Arms leaned over to insert his dual keys into the panel’s matching receptacles, and turned them. The lights died, and on the two keys being removed, the panel closed with a loud click. 


“There we are,” the now-former Speaker said with a satisfied sigh, handing the case to George along with his and Vaishali’s ingots. “Try not to lose it.” 


The Sergeant at Arms, who did not have the Speaker-Elect’s talent for receiving satiric comments pleasantly, frowned. Yet, perhaps the comment was not so satiric either: he’d held this post for only the last twelve of the former Speaker’s twenty-three-year tenure, and so had not yet performed this particular duty. He would be custodian of the Keys until tomorrow PM, when the inauguration ceremony ended, and should anything happen in the meantime, he would be on the hook to deal with it, insofar as notifying and cooperating with the proper authorities, and given the current atmosphere, he was discovering he did not relish the thought. 


But he gave Grand Senator Huron (as he now was—his retirement becoming official tomorrow) a proper bow, and stepping away, called for his marine escort. The Grand Senator brought out his card-key the Speaker’s chambers and offered it to Gauthier. 


“Perhaps you’d like to jump the gun a little.” 


With a vague nod, she took that card-key and opened the chambers, while Grand Senator Huron ushered them all inside. It was not a palatial space—nothing like the large octagonal office in the Speaker’s residence at Alexandria—and in fact a little drab. He preferred it that way, as had his predecessor, a man of simple tastes, and so had eschewed any elaboration. 


“Take the Big Chair”—gesturing to the Speaker’s seat while he himself took another one in the main sitting area.


“Thank you, Leon. But tomorrow comes soon enough, doesn’t it?” Gauthier smiled—she was perpetually smiling, it seemed to him—and took a chair across from him. 


“Indeed. At times it comes sooner that you think,” he replied as his chief of staff and her aide found their seats.


No sooner were they all settled, than he looked at the—not his—desk. That elicited a minor twinge, for in spite of his outward demeanor, he was not going with perfect willingness. Indeed, he’d fought to postpone his retirement until this present crisis was either resolved or past the point of no return, but his doctors had insisted, and for the first time since he assumed the Speakership of the Grand Senate, he had to admit he didn’t have the votes. This time no amount of backroom back-scratching, bargaining or arm-twisting was likely to change that. Finally, Vaishali had convinced him that a retired Speaker, unfettered by the need to maintain his majority and other parliamentary niceties, could have more influence over events than an embattled one.


Hazen Gauthier had been the consensus choice to succeed him only because none of the other candidates could form a majority after days of often acrimonious wrangling and debate. She was a close ally of Lysander Gayle, and well enough liked (not to be confused with well respected), and the outgoing Speaker knew that her ascension was predicated on a degree of the malleability that each of the competing factions was convinced they could exploit. Privately, he wished them joy of that hope. 


Now he fixed an apologetic look on his chief of staff. “Vai, I’m afraid I was premature. Would you fetch it, please?” 


“Of course, sir.” She rose and retrieved a folder with a yellow cover from the desk. It was the missive the out-going Speaker traditionally prepared for the incoming one, listing the most critical issues and giving brief thoughts on each, along with any inside information on current activities relating to them. Privately, he called it his Letter to the Ephesians, and while he hoped that the new Speaker would pay more attention to it than history proved humanity-at-large had paid to Paul’s original, he did not think it terribly likely. 


“You have this, of course,”—sliding the folder on the low table between them—“but we might as well observe tradition. I retain my faith in an analog universe, no matter what quantum physicists say.” 


The reference was more obscure than most, and Hazen Gauthier merely picked up the folder and flipped through the hardcopy inside. “I do,” she said. “Thank you, Leon. It was most illuminating.” 


Searching for a sign of what exactly might have been illuminated, he folded his hands in his lap. “Glad to hear it. When I took up this office and Old Meyer handed me his—did you ever meet him, by the way? Meinhard Meyer?”


“I’m afraid I never had the pleasure.” 


“Fascinating fellow. Outstanding mathematician. Took up teaching afterward—University of Hesse, in the Ruhr.” Noting the rapid blinking that this digression was met with, he waved a hand as if dismissing it. “Anyway, as he handed me his, he gave me the benefit of a few private remarks, by way of some further—illumination, as it were. I thought I might extend the compliment.” 


“By all means.” Having made her show of scanning the pages, she closed the folder.


“Do you know the story of Ptolemy Auletes, by any chance?” 


“Indeed, I don’t. He was a Nedaeman, I take it?”


“King of Egypt, actually. Back in the Hellenistic period. The original Ptolemy was Greek—one of Alexander the Great’s generals. He seized the Egyptian throne after Alexander’s death and established a dynasty there. Ptolemy Auletes was the twelfth, I believe. Your residence—the Speaker’s residence, that is—is built over his palace in Alexandria.”


“How interesting.” 


“Yes, I always liked that. The point is that by the time Auletes, as he was known, assumed the throne, Egypt, which had been a great power, was not in great shape. She was rich—breadbasket of the Mediterranean, they called her—but militarily weak. Rome, on the other hand, was militarily strong, but unable to feed itself. Rome needed Egyptian grain. Now Auletes is a Greek word—means flute player. Historians like to think the nickname meant the king was a music lover. They can’t seem to get their heads around the idea that the ancients also had a sense of humor. It’s pretty clear, in fact, that the flute they were referring to back then was not a musical instrument. You see, Auletes just wanted to keep his throne. Those were unsettled times, and if he had to get down on his knees for Rome, he’d do it. It’s that attitude toward Romans that earned him the nickname—he thought that by a combination of Egypt’s grain and his flute-playing abilities, he could keep his throne and come out top. So to speak.”


“Truly fascinating.” The Speaker-Elect brushed at her buoyant hair.


“Glad you think so. Because in the end, Auletes died unhappy, having sold his economy down the river. Egypt became a Roman vassal state and eventually a Roman province. Flute-playing got him what it usually does: sore knees and a wet chin before you’re shown the door.” 


Gautier was now blinking even more consistently. He sighed inwardly, and nodded at the document she held loosely curled in her lap. “I might direct your attention to the CEF Fleet readiness numbers on page three. You’ll find the corresponding ONI appraisal of the Halith military at the bottom of page four—underneath CID’s estimates for their current gross domestic output and a five-year economic forecast, showing their accumulated deficits.” 


The Speaker-Elect stopped blinking and favored him with one of those half nods as she passed the folder to her aide. “Of course, Leon. I’ll give it every attention.”


He answered the nod with one of his own. “As I thought.”


*    *    *


Within the hour, the office cleared out and his archives secured, Grand Senator Huron, leaning on the arm of his chief of staff, stooped to enter the armored groundcar that would take him to his private shuttle, then to the heavy cruiser LSS Hyperion which would convey him into retirement at his estate in Washington Territory, on the western coast of North America. There he would watch over his vineyards, enjoy his art collection, and—if he could manage it—finally listen to his doctor’s advice, for although he was not yet raising ninety, he was genetically resistant to regeneration treatments and standard geriatrics could only do so much in the face of an indifferent diet, irregular sleep and eighteen-hour days.


She sat by him now in the roomy passenger compartment, preparing two cups of tea (Snow Leopard Pai-Mu Tan for herself and Fenghuang Mountain with osmanthus flowers for him), and when they were ready, remarked: “Well, that was interesting.” She’d been the grand senator’s closest political advisor and confidant for over thirty years, she knew his moods through and through, but she was still a bit surprised he’d come that close to calling Hazen Gauthier a cocksucker. 


“A damn fiasco, Vai,” Senator Huron replied. “I couldn’t find the right note in there. Now they’ll go do some damned fool thing and we’ll blunder into war when we’re least ready for it.” He accepted the tea gratefully. “Half of ‘em are out for blood, the other half have their heads in the sand, and none of ‘em can tell their ass from a hot rock.” 













Chapter Thirteen



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


The alarm went off, a mad undulating shriek that had Kris out of her straps and alongside her rack, scanning the environmental indicators, before she was fully awake. They were in null-gee—her dreaming mind had known that—the emergency lamps were lit and most of the indicators were blinking ominous shades of red and amber. Did they have ship power? No—the forward hatch light showed open. It should have automatically secured itself and dogged down at the first sign of trouble. Radiation? Not yet . . .


She swung around to face Basmartin, who was up and struggling out of his tee shirt. Like most mariners, Kris slept naked—it saved vital seconds getting into an EVA suit in an emergency—but her study mates had not yet adopted this prudent habit. Tanner was still extricating himself and swearing in sleep-blurred tones, while Minx was just sitting up, wild-eyed and disoriented, fumbling with her straps. Baz, free of the shirt now, was reaching for his suit.


“No!” Kris barked. “The ventilators! 


“Huh?” Baz blinked. 


“Shut down the ventilators!” The number-one rule of ship life was that compartment integrity came first. It was critical to keep radiation and toxic or explosive gasses—or even hostile boarders—from spreading to the next compartment. But the inexperienced often wasted a minute or more getting into their suits, by which time things could easily get to the point where being in a suit hardly mattered. 


“Oh!” Baz finally understood and lunged for the controls as Kris shot through the open door and somersaulted off the far bulkhead towards the open forward hatch. The alarms were still screaming, at a higher pitch now; the indicators over the hatch were angry red and her ears told her the pressure was dropping fast. She smashed the cover of the hatch controls with her elbow, and crumbs of glass, impelled by the pressure differential, spattered all over her bare skin. Grabbing the long manual locking lever in both hands, she braced one foot on the hatch combing and the other on the near bulkhead and heaved. The locking mechanism protested, gave grudgingly, then released, and the hatch leaves slammed shut. She rammed the dogging lever down and kicked back to their berth, almost colliding with Baz in the entrance.


“It’s not responding! There’s no power—” 


“The override, dammit!” Kris pointed, flinging a spray of globules from the cuts in her elbow, glistening black in the dull red light, throughout the cabin. “Use the manual override! Tanner, will you get Minx into her fucking suit? Now!” 


Tanner, half into his own, grabbed Minx and pulled her out of her rack as Kris flipped herself into her waiting suit. She kept it open, gelled and partially inflated to allow just such a maneuver, but it took years of practice to slide into a suit that way. Kris was practiced and she mated the attachments with an instinctive writhe. Baz finally had the ventilators shut and was pulling his suit on as Kris grabbed her helmet. Tanner had just shoved Minx’s legs into the bottom half of her suit—she yelped—as Kris grabbed one arm and Baz took hold of the other. Together, they got Minx sealed in while Tanner jammed her helmet down on the neck ring and locked the visor, hiding her white, appalled face. 


“Go!” She shoved Baz into the passageway, coming along close behind him as Tanner took Minx around the waist and followed. The pressure felt close to stable for the moment, and she locked her helmet down with the visor open. Their Evac station was just beyond the sealed after-hatch and Baz coasted up to it, grabbing for the manual release. 


“Don’t!” Kris yelled.


“What?” He looked back. “The pressure indicators are okay!”


“Don’t trust that!” She wedged in beside him. “Gimme that lever!” 


“This?” He held up the steel bar he was about to undog the hatch with. She snatched it from his gloved hand, closed her visor and braced herself, pressing her helmet against the hatch. Then she slammed the bar into it. Hearing the dim reverberation from the other side, she handed the bar back with a thumbs-up. Baz popped the hatch dogs, and together they levered it open to reveal two instructors and Sergeant Major Yu, wearing a grin and consulting a stopwatch. 


“Twenty-three seconds to spare. I guess you’ll live to have breakfast after all.”


*    *    *


“What’s up with hitting the hatch with that bar?” Baz asked as Tanner wrapped a pressure bandage around Kris’s lacerated elbow. “You should take this to sickbay,” Tanner interjected. “I don’t think we got all the glass out.” 


Kris ignored Tanner’s input. “It’s the echo, dummy. It means there’s still air on the other side—the compartment’s not open to space.”


“Oh. Okay.” 


“There’s a hammer, y’know,” Tanner remarked as he finished tucking in the ends of the bandage. “Under the access panel for the hatch controls. It’s for breaking the glass.” 


“Oh.” So that’s why it’s there. Kris looked around. “Where’s Minx?”


“Off sulking, I think,” Baz offered. 


“She did get gawd-a’mighty pinched by the suit plumbing,” Tanner temporized. “That smarts.”


“Too fucking bad,” Kris snapped.


“It was just a drill, y’know.” Tanner couched the observation in his most reasonable tone. 


“This time.” She flexed her elbow and winced. It did feel like things were grinding together in there . . .


“You really should get that looked at,” Baz said. 


“Yeah. Okay.” She stood up and wavered briefly from the head rush. “I’ll . . . I’ll see you guys after breakfast.”


*    *    *


“Where’d Kris get her ship-time?” Tanner asked as they walked to the mess hall. Kris’s reactions obviously couldn’t be explained by their few weeks of ship drill. Basmartin shrugged, but Minx, now following them several steps back and looking thoroughly sour and sullen, answered, “Didn’t you know? She was a slave.” 


“What?” Basmartin and Tanner said it in unison, facing about as they walked. 


“That’s right,” Minx affirmed with an unbecoming smirk. “She was on this slave ship for like eight years.” 


“Eight years?” Tanner shook his head. Minx wasn’t given to lying, exactly—but he would not put it past her to stretch the facts a little around the edges. “No one’s ever been repatriated after eight years before.” 


“Well, that’s what they say,” Minx emphasized. “Nobody’s seen any proof, you know.” 


“Proof,” Basmartin muttered, as if the word left a bad taste in his mouth. 


“She would have been just a kid,” Tanner said. “Is that the reason they admitted her? Some kind of program?”


“Of course not.” Minx twisted her full, mobile mouth to one side.


“What do you mean by of course not?” Baz asked caustically. 


“They don’t admit slaves. So they had her records sealed.” 


“Who had?” Tanner swiveled his head between them. “Who’s this they?”


“The Huron family, of course!” Rolling her eyes at Tanner’s imbecility. 


“The Huron family? Are we talking sealing records or getting her in here?”


“Both!” Minx smiled with something close to malignant triumph. “Don’t you get it? They had her records sealed so no one could check, and then she was sponsored by Grand Senator Huron.” 


“Look,” Baz snapped. “We’ve all heard plenty of crap about Kris and Lieutenant Huron on Nedaema.”


“It’s not crap. They did meet after she was repatriated, and they were together”—she gave it a slow, sweetly acid inflection—“while she was on Nedaema, after she cleared Rehab. And he did get his dad to sponsor her and take care of her records and everything else.”


Baz regarded Minx narrowly. “Who told you all this?”


“Jaz Quillan.” 


Tanner and Basmartin exchanged a look. 


“Jaz Quillan and I were roommates at the University of New California. She’s Commander Quillan’s daughter. He’s the doctor who did the original psycheval on Kris. He was there when she was in Rehab on—”


“And he just happened to tell his daughter all the details of a confidential evaluation of one of his patients?”


“She wasn’t a patient,” Minx shot back, nettled by Basmartin’s tone. “She was a slave. All repatriated slaves get a psycheval done and are scanned for implants—it goes in their file.”


“It’s still private—”


“She only knew because Huron threatened the director of Rehab on Cassandra Station. Her dad was in the process of filing a formal complaint. She heard him talking about it.”


“He threatened the guy who runs Rehab on Cassandra?” 


“Yes! And that’s what she told me. The director had serious problems with some of the results they were seeing and her dad agreed, and the next thing you know, Lieutenant Huron shows up and gets her out of Rehab, and then her files are sealed, and then they get her into the Academy.”


Baz and Tanner exchanged another look—this was all too implausible to make up. 


“So what happened to his complaint?” Tanner wanted to know. “A formal complaint like that’s a big deal—even for somebody like Huron.”


“He never filed it. The director asked him not to.”


Baz shook his head, chin wrinkling. “Are you trying to say the Huron family threatened this director to get him to shut down your roommate’s father?” 


“No—I’m not saying that.” Minx put her hands on her hips, her head cocked to one side, still wearing that smirk. “I’m just saying that’s why they treat her like they do. She’s special.”


“I guess so,” drawled Tanner. “The number of times she’s saved your lily-white ass.”













Chapter Fourteen



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


 “You think she’s telling the truth?” 


“Who? Minx?” Tanner looked back at Baz from where he was perched on the door lip of the big refer unit. 


“Yeah. About Kris.”


“I dunno. Probably.” Tanner resumed poking the code panel under the reefer’s display. “What do you want? The Boston cream pie or the Black Forest torte?”


“Is that all they got?”


“Looks like.”


“Does it have bananas?” 


Tanner jumped off onto the floor. “Does what have bananas?” 


“The Boston cream pie. Sometimes they make it with bananas.” 


“How the hell should I know? Hand over the pry bar, will ya?”


Baz picked up the heavy bar and passed it to him. “I guess the torte then.” 


“Okay. You ready?”


“Ready.” 


Tanner wedged the bar into the slight gap between the door and the lip. “Here goes.” Grunting, he gave the bar a heave and the door hissed slightly. “Pop her now!” Baz swung his hammer to expertly rap the side of the door just below the locking cylinder. The refer unit gave a louder hiss, then a sharp click, and the door swung open. Chuckling, Tanner hopped back up on the lip and took a long lean inside. “Why?” he asked as he passed a wrapped package out to Baz. 


Baz shrugged, putting the package down on the nearest work table. “Well . . . eight years. That’s just—”


“Hey, I think they got ice cream back here.” Tanner leaned farther in. “It’s hard to say, y’know. She is . . . well, different.” 


“Yeah.” Baz accepted another package, frost already forming on the wrapping. “But eight years. I mean . . . what must that have been like?”


Tanner extracted himself from the unit and jumped to the floor again. “I don’t think you wanna know.” He tossed Baz the five-kilo ice cream container. “Let’s lock this thing up.” They slammed the door and listened while it locked and sealed. 


“Don’t forget to reset the inventory,” Baz said. 


“Shaddup,” Tanner retorted, doing it. 


They sat down on the floor and Baz handed Tanner a spoon as they broke open their loot. “What’dya mean?” He asked after his first bite of frozen torte. “Did you know any slaves?”  


“Uh-uh,” Tanner mumbled through a mouthful of cream pie. “I never did. But I had this cousin. He shipped out to the Inner Trifid with a private security firm. No bananas, by the way.” 


Baz shrugged resignedly. “Private slaving patrols?” He’d never heard of such a thing. Chasing slavers was always government business. 


“Nah.” Tanner shoveled in another spoonful of pie. 


“He wasn’t . . . I mean—” Baz stopped, flustered, and hurriedly took another bite.


Tanner seemed unoffended. “No, nothing like that. He worked for some port authority. Solon, I think. Or some place. Anyway, they’d have these ships come in regular—you’d spot ‘em as soon as they made orbit. Always cleared customs, no grief—no hassle. Y’know?” He paused. “Want something to drink with that?”


“Whatcha got?”


“I saw some beer over there.” Tanner hooked a thumb over his shoulder.


“Beer?”


“Oh. Maybe not. Wanna trade?”


“Sure” 


They exchanged desserts. 


“Anyway,” Tanner continued. “A few times my cousin got tagged to do a little escort work. They’d bring these girls through the underground, y’know—pretty much always girls.” He paused, dangling his spoon for a moment. “Keep ‘em down in the maintenance spaces for a couple of days—shit like that. Said you’d hear ‘em talking sometimes.” He shook his head. 


“What?”


Tanner shook his head again, scooped some cherries off the remains of the torte. “Crazy shit.” 


Baz put his own spoon down. “Does he still do that?” 


“Nope.” Tanner pushed the last bite of torte away. “No, he got killed. Accident. They said.” He reached out and pried open the ice cream container. “Yep. It’s chocolate.” 


“Hallelujah!” Baz leaned over and the lights went on, blinding them. “Shit!”


“What the hell are you two doing down here in the kitchens?”


Squinting, they held their hands up against the glare, trying to make out the figure in the doorway. Then Baz dropped his hand. “Hey, Kris,” he said sheepishly. “Ice cream?”


*    *    *


The three of them sat around the small oblong table in their room, five kilos of rich chocolate ice cream rapidly diminishing under the onslaught of determined spoons, although Kris had a habit of levering off sizeable chunks that she ate with her fingers. Neither Basmartin nor Tanner knew what to make of this idiosyncrasy and so resolved not to notice it. But there was a question preying on both their minds and when they had chiseled a good quarter of the way through their plunder, Baz finally got up the nerve to ask it.


“Say, Kris . . . How did you know where we were?”


Kris looked up from licking the remnants of her last shard of ice cream off her fingers. “I checked the door access logs. When I saw someone entering the kitchens at this time of night, I figured it was probably you guys.” 


Tanner looked at Baz accusingly.  “I thought you cleared that.” 


“I did. Afterwards. You can’t clear it while you’re in there or it alarms when you try to leave.” He glared at Tanner. “Idiot.” 


Tanner made a face and shrugged. Baz looked back at Kris. “So, how’d you get to the door access logs? Those don’t report out anywhere but the security feeds. Except at the entry pad.”


“They’re linked through the environmentals,” Kris replied innocently. 


Two spoons froze in midair. “They what?” Speaking as one. 


“The environmentals log all the door and hatch accesses, y’know . . . they gotta. What?” Basmartin and Tanner were staring at her with expressions of fixed horror. “What?” She repeated in a querulous tone. 


“You hacked into the environmentals?” Basmartin’s voice was a tense, low whisper. 


“So? I didn’t do anything. I just checked the logs.”


“Jeezus fucking Christ, Kris!” Tanner breathed. “This is a fucking moon!”


Kris’s gaze ricocheted between them. Baz groaned and dropped his spoon in the frozen chocolate crater. “Kris . . . Kris . . . you can’t hack the environmentals, f’gawd’s sake! They don’t just expel you for that—they send your ass straight to Helpless!”


“What’s Helpless?” Kris asked, dismayed and bewildered. She’d never do anything—couldn’t they understand that? She wouldn’t have even looked at the stupid environmentals if they hadn’t stuck her with that simulated failure during the exercise months ago. When she found out the simulation didn’t allow her to actually deal with the problem, she’d prodded the environmentals to see if she could find a solution that way. She’d been shocked to discover that the system here on Deimos wasn’t that much different than the one on Harlot’s Ruse; it had a ton more modules, obviously, but it was just as old and it had the same core vulnerabilities. So she got in and poked around a little. She’d found out about the door access logs and some other useful things. But of course she’d never tweak anything—that would be unthinkable. 


Baz and Tanner looked at the floor and shook their heads. “I don’t believe it,” Tanner muttered. 


“She doesn’t know,” Baz said in reply. He raised his head. “It’s really called Helpernion, Kris. It’s a prison—a maximum-security prison. It’s a nickel-iron rogue body that was hollowed out during the Formation Wars as a secret command post. No one who hasn’t been there even knows where it is. It’s where they send terrorists and people like that.” 


“I’m not a terrorist!”


“For fuck’s sake, keep your voice down!” Tanner hissed. “Minx could barge in here any second.” 


They appeared to be serious. An uncomfortable, clotted feeling started to form in her throat. 


“How did you do it?” Tanner asked. Kris told them: a brief and heavily redacted explanation. 


Then a strange, hard look came over Basmartin’s face. “Wait . . . you’re kidding, right?” Kris looked into his pale violet eyes. He stared back, his pupils shrunk to black pinholes. 


“Um . . .” She began. “Ah . . . yeah, I am. I was just fuck’n with you guys.” 


“What?” Tanner exclaimed. He threw his head back with a hand over his face. “Gawd dammit, Kris! Don’t fucking do that!” She couldn’t tell how much was relief and how much was anger. “So how did you find us?”


“I followed you,” Kris lied. “I was coming back from the infirmary an’ I saw you guys way down one ‘a the corridors, so I thought I’d see what’s up. I didn’t know which way you’d gone, so I jus’ wandered ‘round till I saw an open door code.” She swallowed. “That’s all.”


“Damn, you had us going.” Tanner shook his head, exhaling heavily. 


“Sorry,” Kris mumbled, staring back into the ice cream. “So where’d you guys get the access codes to the kitchens?” 


“Tradition,” Tanner said. 


Kris squinted at him. 


“There’s sorta this tradition,” Baz explained, his eyes returning to normal, “with the upperclassmen and this refer unit. We, ah, we did a little recon a while back and then . . . kinda filled in the missing pieces.”


“You didn’t tell me.” 


“Didn’t wanna get ya in trouble.” Tanner’s look as he offered the excuse was unconvincing. Kris opened her mouth to retort, but the sound of the door opening interrupted her.


“What’s with the ice cream?” Minx asked.


“We won a bet,” Baz answered smoothly. “Want some?”


Minx humphed. Kris pushed herself away from the table. “Here, you can use my spoon,”—wiping it on her fatigues—“I’m finished.” 


“Yeah, okay.” Minx accepted the spoon, wiped it again and sat down. “You guys hear the speech?”


“What speech?”


“The Speaker’s speech, of course. He stepped down tonight. They had it on all the monitors. Don’t any of you keep up on current events?” All three of them shook their heads. 


“What’d he say?” Asked Baz. 


“He talked about that ultimatum they proposed. Said it was a prelude to war.”


“Seriously?” For all the reports and rumors and gossip of the past month, most still thought it wouldn’t amount to much, Baz and Tanner among them. Kris hadn’t bothered to form an opinion.


Minx took a dainty bite of the softening ice cream and nodded. 


“Shit,” Tanner breathed. “They really gonna do it?”


Minx shrugged, licking off the spoon before she dipped it again. “With a new Speaker—and I hear the Archon is on his way out—I betcha they do.” Silence as three young minds grappled with the formerly abstract concept to war. Minx seemed to have made hers up. 


“Y’know,” she said after the interval, “they commissioned cadets as midshipmen for active service during the last war.”


“Y’know,” Baz said while Tanner was not-so-discreetly rolling his eyes, “they only did that cuz the casualty rates during the first two years were so high they started running out of officers.” 


Minx gave an elaborate shrug while she licked up a bite. “That was last time. I think it’d be cool to serve.”


“Oh boy . . .” Tanner sighed under his breath and Baz got up. “Yeah, a real picnic,” he said. “I’m done. Go ahead and finish that.” 













Chapter Fifteen



CEF Academy 

 Deimos, Mars


The government of Nedaema fell. The Archon was removed in a resounding vote of no confidence, and in the general election that followed five weeks later, the pacifists lost half their seats and the former opposition took firm control, the first non-coalition government Nedaema had elected since the turn of the century. Lysander Gayle, the new Archon, used the occasion of his victory announcement to make a fiery speech, and the media came alive with stories of turmoil, havoc and threats of war.   


The Bannerman ambassador chose this moment to make an ill-timed and pointedly undiplomatic comment to the Second Secretary of the Nedaeman Foreign Office. It seemed likely that the comment was meant to be private, but it was made in a public forum and overheard. Gayle, suddenly worried about escalating the situation, took no notice, but he reckoned without his friend, Zenda Alpernius, a grand senator from Messier who was facing a stiff reelection challenge. Senator Alpernius calculated that the time was ripe to be incensed, and without consulting Gayle, he no longer being a member of the chamber, revived the specter of his ultimatum, happily languishing in committee since it had done its work. So now the new Archon watched with growing alarm as this bastard stepchild of his ambition began to grow legs. 


Speaker Gauthier, mindful of her slim majority and nervous about straining her untried political muscles, temporized. The Bannerman President-for-Life ordered his fleet units at Callindra 69, a fortified outer base, to deploy. In response, the Plenary Council voted to direct CNO to order the CEF Third Fleet, under Vice Admiral Burton, to sortie to Wogan’s Reef, the junction that secured the main transit to Bannerman space from the League’s side. 


Fleet Admiral Westover, unwilling to be pulled into a game of brinksmanship by career politicians who had no actual skin in the game (however much they valued their political hides), demurred, pointing out the inherent dangers of such an operation—besides, the ‘training’ exercises PrenTalien had directed Admiral Burton to carry out were already covering that approach—and instead detached Third Fleet’s Task Force 34 under Rear Admiral Lo Gai Sabr and sent it to New Madras to keep an eye on Bannerman activities from there. Critically, he would be much better placed to observe the main Bannerman fleet at Tarakan, as well as cover any moves attempted by Cathcar or Lacaille. 


But if these events could be likened to the proverbial tree that topples in a forest, the noise they made registered but distantly within the hallowed confines of the CEF Academy. Two main reasons accounted for this: the proximity of their final exams, culminating in War Week, the intense series of wargames the ended the term; and the beginning of the All-Forces Unarmed Combat Tournament. The preliminaries to select the final thirty-two contestants who would compete for the title over the next two weeks were already underway, and among Kris’s classmates this eclipsed most other concerns, absorbed as they were with Sergeant Major Yu’s quest for an unprecedented fourth title.


Yu took no part in the preliminaries. Anyone who had won the title more than once was automatically entered into the final thirty-two if they chose to be, as was the reigning champion. Corporal Vasquez was steadily gaining adherents, while those who had met Yu on the mat during the course of their own unarmed combat training were confirmed in their belief he was unbeatable, even by the as-yet-undefeated Vasquez.


But what was really stoking the fires was the possibility (or in the view of most, the strong probability) that repeat champions would meet in the finals, something that had only happened once before in living memory—two years ago, when Yu defeated a Marine captain named Minerva Lewis for his third title. Lewis, who’d made the finals for the past four years running, winning twice before losing to Yu and then to Vasquez last year, was not competing this year, a circumstance welcomed or deplored, according to one’s loyalties. In any event, it simplified the betting, which was now a soft four to three in Yu’s favor, and there was strong feeling that by the time the quarterfinals arrived, it would be even money.


None of this concerned Kris, who labored to project a polite but obviously pale and academic interest in the affair. What interested Kris much more than the tournament was participating in War Week for the first time. The Academy awarded a number of honors to cadets, some more official than others. Obviously there was class ranking, with special privileges extended to the cadets who graduated first or second. There was the position of Honor Candidate for the cadet who graduated with the fewest demerits, satirically known as the ‘Tinplater.’ And there were specific rankings in the various tracks: for cadets in the fighter program, the rank they achieved during their flight training was most important. 


But the most coveted—and least official—prize was that of War Week Points Leader. Each cadet earned both individual and team points during these exercises, and the team that performed best overall was, upon graduation, officially recognized as Team Alpha. But the cadet who amassed the highest individual total throughout their academy career earned the title of ‘Number One.’ The honor was unofficial because the Academy deliberately elevated team effort over individual achievement, and because it was almost impossible for anyone outside the fighter track to win it. The ace deep-radar operator, snug in CIC, was critical to her ship’s performance, but it was her ship that won the battle. Nor was she likely to go down in flames five times a day. 


The members of Team Alpha got a nicely framed certificate and their achievement was added to the list on a big wall plaque somewhere; the maintenance crews kept it dusted. But any cadet who’d been through War Week once could tell you who’d made Number One in each year going back to the last war. 


Kris’s uneven scholastic record gave her no shot at graduating at the top of her class, her mouth and her attitude had long since forestalled any danger of her becoming the Tinplater, but ever since she’d gotten a taste of wargaming, she’d been determined to leave as Number One. 


The Academy’s wargames were managed by Commander Buthelezi, who had the good fortune to be among the best liked and most respected of the Academy’s instructors: exacting and demanding yet approachable and scrupulously fair. Kris, in particular, had a strong liking for the commander, whose demeanor managed to combine gravitas with a surprising degree of warmth, and she was the only instructor Kris consciously tried to impress. For her part, Commander Buthelezi took a deep interest in her singular cadet. She’d already noted Kris struggling through her course work, her uneasy interactions with her fellow cadets (Basmartin, and to some extent Tanner, excepted) and her tendency to bristle at potential slights. 


But when Kris strapped into a flight simulator, all this changed. The proud, closed face relaxed, losing its prickly reserve, her heart rate and the rhythm of her breathing changed, and a look of profound concentration combined with a passionate eagerness would suffuse her entire being. It brought to Commander Buthelezi’s mind an ancient poem, still thought of by many as the fighter pilot’s anthem, that began Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth, except that the sense was entirely different. The poet had reveled in the ecstasy of flight—Kris reveled in the ecstasy of the hunt. The tension that sang through her, visible even in her biometric readouts, was the untamed anticipation of a predator sighting her prey. And nine times out of ten, the prey never stood a chance.


Naomi Buthelezi had spent her entire career in the Navy, mostly in staff billets such as operations, or as a flag lieutenant, but she’d also served as a TAO on a number of deployments and to her, combat was much like a lethal form of chess (a game at which she excelled), but chess played by gamblers for life-and-death stakes with most of the pieces hidden. The searing, capillary-bursting excitement of a close-quarters dogfight—the fierce ballets that could be so heartrendingly beautiful if only they had a different object—was alien to her. 


Still, she could read it in the faces and gestures of the men and women when they returned from a mission, flashing out in a laugh or a glance or just a glow in the eyes behind the rigidly held professional demeanor, and since SRF officers not uncommonly exchanged into the Navy to serve a tour or two as TAOs or in staff billets, she had come to know several quite well, Rafe Huron among them. But she’d never known one quite like Kris. 


War Week was coming up in a mere five days and all of Naomi’s instincts cried out that war itself would be following not long after: three or four months maybe, five at the outside. Admiral PrenTalien clearly shared her judgment—friends on Lo Gai’s staff kept her quietly informed—and he already had Third Fleet on what was essentially war footing. They were certainly entering interesting times, as the old curse ran, and Commander Buthelezi, in the few quiet moments her day allowed, often wondered what was in store for them all: herself, her friends, her Service, and an enigmatic young flight-officer candidate who just might be the most dangerous person she’d ever met. 













Chapter Sixteen



LSS Ardennes, in port

 Cassandra Station, Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Compared to the admiral’s stateroom, with its opulent day cabin, night quarters, separate galley and private head, the Flag Bridge on LSS Ardennes was small, cramped and undeniably spartan. It was almost entirely devoid of furniture, with only a charting table down one side and what seats there were bolted to the deck around the big omnisynth that dominated the space, the projecting ledge of which served as a work surface and a place to put your coffee cup or a hasty sandwich. The bulkheads were lined with large displays linked, like the omnisynth, to the dreadnought’s myriad sensors and comms nets. There was room for the admiral’s staff and a few visitors, if they didn’t mind standing. 


No one was standing today, it being just the admiral’s regular weekly staff meeting, and the omnisynth was off since Ardennes was in port, docked with the massive bulk of Cassandra Station, which dwarfed even the five-hundred-meter ship; thus, its flat projection surface hosted a box of donuts. 


The admiral, his bulk overwhelming the inadequate seat, declined a last donut in a nod to moderation and set his briefing notes aside. “That concludes the important business. Geoff, did we get our weekly missive from the Honorable Jackson Holder?”—this to his flag lieutenant, Geoffrey Reynolds. 


“We did, sir,” Reynolds replied. “Two, in fact.” Ever since Vice Admiral Burton had started enforcing the rules of the road on the transit lanes under PLESEC authority, Jackson Holder, CEO of Caelius-Protogenos, accustomed to the immunity usually enjoyed by one of the League’s largest corporations, had been bombarding PrenTalien with increasingly strident letters from his legal department. Two in one week was a new level of escalation, however. 


“Two?” PrenTalien cocked a bushy eyebrow. 


“Yes, sir.” Reynolds pulled a hardcopy from his folder and slid it across to his boss. “I believe he wrote this one himself.” 


The admiral picked it up and scanned it with an amused look. “By god, I think you’re right. His bot would certainly know the difference between their and they’re.” 


“Indeed,” Reynolds said with an answering smile that was echoed around the space. “It seems we are beginning to take a bite out of his bottom line.” 


“Bully for our side.” PrenTalien set the printout on a stack of other reports. “If he put half the effort into getting his skippers to keep their assigned vectors and observe right-of-way as he did into writing that letter, we wouldn’t need to haul down on them all the time. But where’s the fun in that?” 


“Quite so, sir,” his flag lieutenant acknowledged. “Do you choose to respond?” 


“I suppose I ought to. Return the compliment, as it were. You’ll make sure it’s grammatical, of course.” 


Reynolds smiled. “That won’t be an issue, I’m sure, sir.” 


“Very well. Any others?” 


“Just three, sir. Things were a little slow this week. Shall I respond as per usual?”


“Do. Use that letter you composed for the last batch—I liked that one especially. Copy CNO and send the detailed log files this time, not just the overview. If they want to break a lance with Carlos over this, they have my blessing.” It was not usual for flag officers, even of PrenTalien’s seniority, to be on a first-name basis with the Chief of Naval Operations, but this wasn’t the only way the CinC of Pleiades Sector was exceptional; most of his staff had served with him for a long time—Reynolds, at a mere six months was the newest—and they were used to the familiarity. 


“Thank you, sir.” Reynolds jotted some notes and closed his folder. “I’ll do that.” 


“Then that wraps things up for today.” PrenTalien closed his folder as well. “Let’s go keep a weather-eye on the mischief out there, shall we?”


His staff rose with a chorus of nods and covert smiles, that being one of the admiral’s favorite expressions, and as they filed through the hatch, he caught Trin Wesselby’s eye. “Indulge me for a minute, would you, Commander?”


“Of course, sir.” Trin squeezed herself against the charting table and waited for the throng to pass by. The hatch closed and she resumed her seat across from PrenTalien, who had not gotten up.


“You didn’t have much to say this AM,” he commented. 


“I wasn’t asked anything, sir.” 


“C’mon, Trin,” the admiral said with an indulgent look. “We’ve known each other too long for that. What’s eating at you? This Hydra business?”


‘This Hydra business’ had been the main subject of the morning’s meeting—specifically, a request from the Plenary Council, responsive to a motion in the Grand Senate, that Third Fleet make a show of force in that region to counter the ongoing Bannerman exercises there. CNO had been able to finesse the previous request, but with Admiral Sabr’s Task Force 34 already there at New Madras, ostensibly for just such a purpose, this one could not be avoided. 


The problem was that the Hydra was a backwater, and while it was not entirely devoid of importance, there was nothing there worth starting an interstellar war over. That included Nestor Mankho who, she was sure, had long since decamped to parts unknown. Indeed, it was evident to Trin that the original rationale for the ultimatum—coercing the Bannermans into helping apprehend him—had been lost in the rush to garner political capital from looking muscular, and to avenge the perceived insult to Nedaema’s honor. But there were also hints that the ultimatum was being pushed by some shadowy actors, probably allied with one or more of the powerful merchant house factions. Those hints pointed in the opposite direction, across the Crucis Sector, towards Antares and the Sultanate of Andaman and Nicobar. 


There was trouble brewing in that region. Iona, which bordered on Andaman and Nicobar, had emerged in recent years as a major competitor to both the Sultanate and certain of the League merchant houses, based partly on the development of some groundbreaking new technologies and partly on their cutthroat way of doing business. To access new markets for their burgeoning commerce, Iona relied on the strategically crucial transit junction at Winnecke IV, which was controlled by Ivoria, a Nicobarese colony. The Sublime Porte, as the Sultanate’s government preferred to be called, had started restricting Ionian traffic through Winnecke IV just over a year ago, and the Ionians had retaliated by stopping and searching merchantmen flagged by the Porte both in their space and in the disputed zone between them and the Sultanate. 


The Ionians, who were vehemently antislavery, claimed they were stopping suspected slavers returning from the Outworlds. The Porte denied these claims with equal vigor, accusing the Ionians of mounting false-flag operations and outright piracy. The League’s official position was that the Sultanate no longer dealt in slaves and rumors to the contrary were based on counterfeit registrations or otherwise unfounded. Trin knew better, as did Office on Naval Intelligence, but the Central Intelligence Directorate leaned in the opposite direction, and neither Ionian’s methods nor motives were above reproach. There was evidence, tenuous at best but not dismissible, that Iona had designs on the Winnecke IV junction itself.


Things had gotten so ugly that the Porte had made common cause with several of the League’s largest concerns—Caelius-Protogenos was prominent among them—in urging the Plenary Council to order a blockade of Iona. When Grand Senator Huron was Speaker, these pleas (and the protests that accompanied them) had fallen on the deafest of deaf official ears. The former speaker had strong personal as well as political ties to Iona—his first wife had been Ionian—and those most feeling the bite were his commercial competitors and political rivals. 


Hazen Gauthier was likely to be much more receptive, however, but what role the politicking over the ultimatum played in all this was unclear. Trin was sure there was a role, but the ultimatum also cast the League in the light of an aggressor, and the Porte would not be happy getting dragged into a war on those terms. 


Indeed, the Porte did not want war at all. Being militarily weak, the Sultanate prospered by exploiting its strategic position, playing the League off against Halith. If either power became firmly ascendant, Andaman and Nicobar would rapidly be reduced to the status of client states. So while the Porte might very much want the League to rein in its brash former colony and offset the small but highly trained and technologically advanced Ionian navy, it did not wish this done at the cost of another major war with Halith, and no one with any sense believed the ultimatum would lead to anything else. 


So it was possible that the ultimatum was being used by someone to wring concessions out of the Porte, and there were also those reports that suggested the Emir of Ivoria may have his own plans, and if he got Ionian backing—


Here Trin hit the brakes on her careening train of thought. Letting it ramble on could lead off into any one of a dozen unprofitable directions at this point. But there was one thing. She cleared her throat. 


“Permission to speak frankly, sir.” 


PrenTalien, who’d been using the brief interval to survey the remaining donuts and decide if he regretted his earlier decision to forego another, shut the box lid. “You know you make me nervous when you get formal like that.” He made a coaxing gesture with one large hand. “Why don’t you just tell me what’s on your mind?” 


“Sir, they’ve put themselves between the devil and the deep-blue sea on this ultimatum vote. What are the chances this op is a set-up to create a diplomatic incident?” If the Bannermans initiated hostilities, that would cut through the Gordian Knot of complications at the risk of the whole thing blowing up in their faces, and she’d be damned if she’d roll over quietly for that. (When Trin mixed her metaphors, she believed in going whole hog.) Further, it was inconceivable this hadn’t occurred to her boss.


“Does a bear shit in the woods?” PrenTalien averred with a wink. 


“To the best of my knowledge, sir, these days, most of them shit in zoos.”


“Oh. Right.” The admiral made a mental note to abandon that particular expression. “Well then. Anything else bothering you?” 


“That’s the main thing . . . at the moment. Sir.” As artful a dodge as she could manage under the circumstances. 


PrenTalien read what he wanted from her response and went to the charting table, nodding for her to join him. Bringing up a chart of the Hydra as she stepped beside him, he returned to the previous point. “That’s why I’m making this an anti-slaving op. It answers the mail but offers fewer opportunities for any untoward provocation. We’re overdue to run some anti-slaving exercises in the Hydra, in any case. With all the focus on the Outworlds lately, they’ve pulled in their horns there and are likely making up the difference here.” He waggled his index finger over the triangle formed by Lacaille, Cathcar and Mantua. “There’s some rich pickings in there, as you know. My belief is that’s a good place to start.”


“Yessir.” 


“By building the task group around Retribution, we deploy a force that’s well suited to running down slavers, but also one that has the legs to get out of a tight spot if they have to—Retribution is the fastest battlecruiser on the list, though I wouldn’t go odds between her and Nike, and she has very long claws if it comes to that. Captain Lawrence has a way with these things”—slavers, he meant—“and if we produce an airtight argument for half again more than we think we need, we’ll stand a good chance of getting something reasonable. I plan to add one light cruiser to the list as a sacrificial goat—that always makes the Admiralty feel better.”


Most of this had been covered in the meeting, and Trin waited for the punch line. 


With a knowing smile, he delivered it. “And then there’s Mankho. If we could get a line on his whereabouts, we could queer their pitch on this ultimatum nonsense, couldn’t we?” 


“Yessir”—with a nascent smile as the picture began to come into focus. 


“I have a notion that slavers have a damn sight better idea where he is than the Bannermans do. We’ve never considered slavers much of a resource in that regard, but I’m thinking it may be time to expand our horizons. What do you think?” 


Trin was already thinking, and had been since he uttered Mankho’s name. “It has a lot of merit, sir. I don’t imagine you’ll be including this in the standard op-plan?”


“After what happened on Lacaille? No.” 


That answered Trin’s unspoken question. 


“So someone would need to be assigned to carry out this part of the operation. Someone not directly under Captain Lawrence, but assigned in an advisory capacity?” PrenTalien replied to that with a nod. “Commander Huron would be a logical choice, I believe.”


“I agree there,” the admiral said. Huron had been promoted to lieutenant commander five months ago and assigned to Task Force 34 as Lo Gai’s staff operations officer. It was perfectly reasonable that on a delicate mission of this type the admiral’s ops officer would go along, although of course he could not be, in effect, demoted to serve on the senior captain’s staff, even if the captain was allowed a commodore’s billet. “So you think it’s doable?” 


“Well, sir, there are a lot of questions that would have to be answered. We would need a much better understanding than we currently have of slavers just to determine who is worth interrogating. We don’t have the time or the resources to just round up slavers and send them back for interrogation. We need a reliable means of triage to have any chance of recovering useful data.” 


“What’s it take to do that? Develop a decent triage method?”


“Our data on slavers is all top-level. Slavers tend to deal on a personal basis, face-to-face, not through organized institutional networks. So we’d need someone who knows who’s who in the slaver community.” Trin paused. “I can only think of one person who might have any insight there.”


  “That girl, if I take your meaning.” PrenTalien had clearly been following the same logic to the same conclusion. “The one who supplied all that data. The medicos had their knickers in a twist over her. What was her name?” 


“Loralynn Kennakris, sir.”


“That’s right. Knew Huron pretty well too, as I heard.” 


Trin allowed herself a look of guarded pique. “Yes, sir. But not in the way commonly assumed. And she’s a cadet now. A flight-officer candidate.” 


“So I recall. Made a bit of rumble at the time.” The admiral blanked the charts and squeezed past her and back to his seat, where he appeared to be considering the slim stack of reports he’d retained. “You really think she could help?”


“Commander Huron would be the best person to assess that, I think, sir.”


PrenTalien nodded and tapped the page under his hand; Jackson Holder’s letter, she saw. 


“Well enough. Have a sit-down with him and see what he thinks. He’ll be here day after tomorrow for the Quarterlies, in any case.” 


Trin could pretty well guess what Huron would think. “Yes, sir. I’ll do that.” 


“Russ will have to be read in, of course,” PrenTalien added with the air of an afterthought. “And I imagine CID will want their hack, too.” 


“We’ll have to inform them, at least, sir. Given the subject matter.” 


He continued to squint at the letter, scanning a finger down the passages. “Let’s hope they won’t want to clutter things up too much.” 


“I don’t think they’ll interfere. If we play it right.” 


“Very good.” He looked up with a smile. “Keep me in the loop and we’ll see where this leads.” Trin gathered up her materials and prepared to leave. “Say,” he forestalled her. “How’s Nick doing? You see much of him lately?” 


“Off and on, sir.” Trin shifted the bundle to her other arm. Nick and the admiral were old, old friends, but this was no mere casual pleasantry. “Have you heard from him recently?”


“Emailed me this AM, in fact. Wanted to know what odds I’d accept to take Vasquez over Yu in the upcoming, should they both make it to the finals.”


Most people seemed to take that as a foregone conclusion, which was about the extent of Trin’s knowledge of the affair. But the real import was that Nick was also being markedly silent about his suspicions. “And how did you respond, sir?” 


“Haven’t yet. A lot of people have gone broke betting against old Fred. But then I recall the thumpings Vasquez would hand out back when.” His recollections here were far from academic, as Joss PrenTalien was the only flag officer in League history to win the All-Forces Unarmed Combat Tournament. He’d met both of them on the mat numerous times and retained a most lively appreciation of their skills. “What do you think?” 


She smiled, for the question was an in-joke between them. “I’m afraid that transcends my professional expertise, sir.” 


“I’ll have to mull it over then.” Still smiling, he stuffed the documents into a folio. “Carry on, Commander. Now it seems I must go waste precious moments that will never be recovered answering that beastly letter.” 













Chapter Seventeen



CEF HQ, Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


“I know it was my suggestion.” Trin Wesselby poured herself another cup of black coffee. “Just because it’s the only way I can think of to go about this doesn’t mean it’s a good way.” 


“Were you expecting me to talk you out of it?” Rafe Huron, who was still nursing his first cup, looked at her across its rim. 


The commander returned to her desk and sat with a graceless, agitated motion—as graceless as she could be, Huron thought. Which still set a fairly high standard for most people. If Trin noticed his scrutiny, she didn’t show it. Of course, Trin Wesselby excelled at not showing things. 


“Rafe, we’re basing the concept for this whole op on a single source—”


“—who is known to have reported reliably in the past,” he finished for her, quoting directly from ONI’s analysis guidelines. 


Shaking her head, Trin slouched back in her chair. “You’re not going to be any help at all. Are you?”


Huron made a broad gesture with the hand not occupied with his coffee cup. “Trin, if you wanted me to come here and play devil’s advocate, you should’ve put that in the memo. You asked me what I thought, and what I think is the idea has a lot of merit. Yes, it’s dicey. Certainly it’s not the way we’d like to do things. But from what you’ve told me already, hasn’t the likeable ship broken orbit already?”


Trin orbited her coffee under her nose and set it down. “You have a point.” 


“Of course, it would be good to narrow things down as much as possible. Are you picking up any signals yet? It should be about time.”  


“Yes and no. Yes, we are detecting some faint signals off of Lacaille. No, they don’t tell us much of anything. The corvette was probably destroyed by ground fire, but we don’t know how they detected it. The operative theory is that they didn’t vary their orbit enough. It’s just possible the defense net got a ghost beep off it, and when they came around on the next pass they maintained their track—do that enough times and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out who you are.” 


“Is that what you think?”


“I said that’s the operative theory. Not my theory.” 


“What does everyone else think?”


“Define everyone.” 


Huron shrugged with an open-handed gesture. When Trin got into this mood, it was usually better just to let her talk. 


“Since Nedaema has a new government and the orgy of finger-pointing has died down, most people have lost interest. A few outlets are still flogging the story but no one is paying much attention. The official response was initially so incoherent people are pretty well satisfied that it’s just a case of government bungling.” 


She paused, rubbing her lower lip with an index finger. “You know they arrested that guy who put out the mash-up of the firefight, don’t you?” 


“No. I missed that. How’d they justify that?” 


“Badly. First they said the video had enough ‘potentially valid’ details in it to make him a person of interest—unquote. Sent this poor woman out to brief the media on it. Then they got caught when someone ID’d the clips he used to put the whole thing together. So then they said their spokesperson misspoke and hung her out to dry. That only confirmed people’s opinion they were just trying to cover up their incompetence.”


“Not like the former Archon to bungle something that badly.” 


“He didn’t. The Foreign Secretary was feeling a lot of heat and needed a distraction while she got her story together. Thought she could feed this guy to the media to buy some time and then explain it away afterwards. Typical of a political appointee trying to get clever.” 


“What happened to the guy?”


“The vid author? He’s still under arrest.” 


“For making a video?”


“Sort of. Turns out he had a prior conviction for malicious slander and virtual trespassing. Terms of his sentence prohibit him from posting anything to the clouds.” 


“What did he do?”


“He was on this personal antislavery crusade—”


“At least his heart was in the right place.”


“Sort of. He made these ‘documentaries,’ he called them, exposing ‘tools of the slave trade’—real conspiracy theory stuff. He’d go after just about everyone who is anyone.”


“Did I at least get a cameo?”


“In a manner of speaking. You and your father were held up as paragons of righteousness.” 


“I think I just got my feelings hurt.” 


“Do tell. Anyway, then he got ambitious and went after Jackson Holder.”


“That’s ambitious?” The combative CEO of Caelius Protogenos had more enemies than he had hair follicles. Slandering him was a favored way of breaking the ice at cocktail parties. 


“More specifically, he went after Holder’s daughter. Hacked her Zeta account.” 


“Okay. That’s ambitious.”


“Turns out she’d posted quite a number of private videos there. Intimate get-togethers with a few dozen of her closest friends. That sort of thing. The proceedings tended to get a little outré—even by New Californian standards.”


“I see.” 


“I’m sure you do. He put together what you might call a highlight reel and included it in one of his documentaries to demonstrate the perfidy of Holder senior and show what he was spending his shareholders’ money on.” 


“Now let me see if I have this right: this guy made a video accusing Jackson Holder of procuring sex slaves for his daughter’s kinky parties?”


“You should really come over to the intel side, Rafe. Your perspicacity never fails to amaze.” 


That was either a jibe or a genuine compliment. Either way, Huron ignored it. “I’m a little surprised he still has the use of his limbs.” 


“He might be too. Certainly he seems comfortable enough in Nedaeman custody.” 


“So it’s a win-win. What’s the feeling inside the community?” Guiding the conversation back to the subject at hand.


“Not that much different than outside it.” Trin’s expression had settled into a decided scowl. “The Board still meets—in fact, it met again last week to review the lightspeed data we’re starting to collect. As usual, that generated more heat than light.” 


Huron knew the Board in question: the League had established it at Nedaema’s request to independently investigate the failure of the Lacaille operation. He knew most of the people on it, too. With a few exceptions, generating light was not among their outstanding qualities. 


“So they are falling in with the general consensus?”


“I think so. The final postmortems aren’t all in yet, but the prevailing opinion seems to be that the op plan was fragile, the team underestimated the opposition or somehow blundered and the Lacaille forces caught them by surprise.” 


Huron agreed with the first and third points. 


“The Messian rep even quoted ‘never attribute to malice what can be explained by incompetence.’ I think Mayfield would have strangled him, if he could have found a protocol that covered it.” 


Carter Mayfield was the deputy head of NDIA’s counterintelligence branch; Huron had testified before him during the Alecto investigation. The idea of the short, stuffy Nedaeman trying to figure out how to strangle a corpulent Messian aristocrat ‘by the book’ was irresistibly droll. 


“I suppose it’s lucky then that Nedaema’s not a dueling culture.”


“If they were, half the Board would be fertilizer now.” Trin’s scowl twisted at the edges. “Of course, now that I come to think of it . . .” 


Huron cleared his throat diplomatically. “No one’s raising any red flags, then.”


Trin flipped both hands—exasperation mingled with disgust. “No one’s really looking for them. The new government isn’t interested in digging too far into the failures of the old one, and those people who’ve survived the purges are keeping their heads down. I think there’s a hope that this asinine ultimatum will moot the whole question one way or another and honor will somehow be satisfied.” 


The way things were heading, it certainly did look as though there was a good chance the whole question would be moot—once the shooting started. He nodded. “So I think you’ve just talked yourself into going ahead with this. Based on what you’ve told me, what have we got to lose?” 


Sagging back in her chair, Trin regarded her almost untouched coffee, which had achieved room temperature some time ago. “You are wasted over there. Do you think she’ll agree to cooperate?”


“Kris? Maybe. If we can avoid treating her like a subhuman who’s just learned to wear shoes.” Kris’s interview with NDIA regarding the Alecto investigation had lasted all of two minutes. The interviewer had seen fit to start off with “Now, young woman, you are in the Homeworlds, and I want to you to understand that it is very, very important that you tell the truth.” Things had gone downhill from there, and the interviewer hadn’t yet reached the verb of her third sentence when Kris got up and left. Personally, Huron, when he’d heard about it, commended her restraint. 


“NDIA won’t be involved,” Trin said succulently; she’d heard the same story. 


“It would be good to keep participants to a minimum, and I imagine the Academy would prefer that anyway. Have they agreed yet, by the way? Hoste is a bit doctrinaire about protocol and he may not be entirely happy about our wanting to hijack a first-year cadet. Especially given the security implications.” 


“I’m going to Nereus on other business, so I plan on talking to them personally—find out their ground rules before we get deeper into this. My faith in v-mail isn’t so high just now.” 


“That’s convenient.”


“You know how ONI is fond of holding coordination meetings. Besides, I’m a bit overdue for my annual security update.”


“Come to think of it, I probably am too. Maybe I should tag along. Save a lot of time that way.” 


“Be my guest. As long as you can be reasonably discreet about it.” 


“I suspect it’s time for the admiral to send out a memo upbraiding us lax staff officers for not keeping all our certs current.” 


“That should do it.”  


“What are your thoughts about attending the meeting then? If it happens?”


“I can’t say yet. This should be as low-profile as possible. We’ll have to include someone from CID, since we’re talking about slaver ops, and SECNAV will want to send a senior navy rep. And you, of course, since you’ll be the mission’s ops officer. I’d like to keep it to that.” 


Three wasn’t too many. SECNAV—Huron did not think they would be a problem. Their operations people weren’t likely to be fussy as long as they saw the right boxes were being checked. Inviting CID was a professional courtesy and also to ensure they didn’t crash the party—and vice versa. But there was still the issue of why they were questioning a cadet on such a sensitive topic in the first place. 


“How do we explain Kris?”


“As far as ONI and CID are concerned, she’s a PLESIG-vetted asset.”


“A reliable HUMINT source?”


“Actually, no. She’s officially listed as just a knowledgeable resource. That way she’s not associated with any specific events.”


“And d’Harra and the Inner Trifid are still the fruits of tech exploitation.” 


“That’s our story and we’re sticking to it”—with the glimmer of a smile.


That should fly, Huron thought, if they could avoid getting a busybody with an enthusiasm for connecting the dots. “Any idea who CID might be sending?” 


“If we’re clever about scheduling it and don’t give them any more notice than we absolutely have to, I think we can ensure it will be someone relatively harmless. The higher-ups hate these things.”


“Excellent. They’re in the middle of War Week right now, so we’ll have to wait until after the end of the term to schedule this anyway. That should provide plenty of flexibility on the timing.”


“Quite. I’ll keep you in the loop, and once I’ve talked to them, we’ll plan accordingly.” 


“Looking forward to it.” Huron stood. “By the way, how’s Nick doing these days?”


“Now you’re going to start prying into my private life?” 


“So you and Nick do have a private life.” 


“Don’t start.” 













Chapter Eighteen



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


 “Welcome to today’s op, Cadets.” Commander Buthelezi looked out at the twelve expectant faces before her—expectant, but not universally eager. It was the last day of War Week, and aside from the fact that it actually lasted ten Terran days, not seven, it was specifically designed to be brutal. Buthelezi could see the effects of sleep deprivation on several faces, and on a couple, the despair born of repeated crushing defeats. She predicted that less than half of the prospective pilots before her were going to come back next term for more. 


Two she was sure would: Cadets Kennakris and Basmartin. Kennakris was waiting eagerly, almost fiercely, for their assignment. War Week had awakened something in her that one rarely saw, and she’d actually seemed to get stronger as the days progressed. Basmartin’s enthusiasm, though certainly marked, was of a less ferine nature. As a student, he was solid, steady, precise and seemed almost indefatigable. There was chemistry between them; they made a good team, with Basmartin’s uncommon common sense anchoring Kennakris’s inveterate seat-of-the-pants risk-taking. And they were almost tied for the lead in War Week points—Kennakris leading by only two. 


“This is a Red Team/Blue Team op for all the marbles,” Buthelezi continued, flashing the point total on the screen. Ten faces fell: it was almost equal to the possible score of all their exercises so far combined. Kris’s eyes narrowed slightly and Buthelezi could have sworn they got a little brighter, while Basmartin just looked over at her and smiled. “And you get to pull out all the stops. Here we go.”


Buthelezi adjusted the display and brought up a star system in the holographic volume of the classroom’s big omnisynth, now configured as the Ready-Ops room of a light carrier. “Lacaille,” Buthelezi announced to a general murmur. Lacaille had been even more in the media since the change in the Nedaeman government; the ongoing drama surrounding the proposed ultimatum had kept it a top-line item almost every news cycle.


 “This is the situation: The Lacaille government has detained a diplomatic packet carrying sixteen of our people, including a senior consular official, sent there to negotiate the extradition of Nestor Mankho.” Murmurs of approval and nodding heads were cut short by the commander’s sharp look. Kris was, she noticed, the only one who had not taken her eyes off the display. 


“They are blaming irregularities in some of our people’s credentials for the delay and claim the meetings will commence when those are addressed. But they’ve disabled the packet’s jump convolver, and we have evidence they are in communication with the Bannermans. Our sources indicate that once they have active Bannerman support, they intend to use our people as hostages to get a number of unacceptable concessions. The packet is still in orbit around Lacaille and our best intel is that our people are still on it. Our response is to dispatch two corvettes transporting a team of marines to rescue our people and then recover or destroy the packet. Your mission is to effect this rescue. Four of you will be assigned to the corvettes. The rest will provide fighter cover for the operation.” 


Louder murmurs now, with three cases of indiscreet eye-rolling. This scenario was vastly more involved than anything they had previously been presented with. 


“Focus, people,” Buthelezi snapped, recalling all eyes to her. “Lacaille’s Navy, such as it is”—smiles at this—“is stationed at their primary moon, where their main orbital base is. You’ll find what we know about their current order of battle uploaded to your xels, but briefly, their heaviest combatants are destroyers, mostly old Halith refits, although they do have two newer ships that were domestically produced. Only six can be considered up-to-date and operational, and of those, we believe two are undergoing refit in airdock at this time. The older ships are either mothballed or laid up in ordinary. 


“In addition, we estimate they have four new frigates, two of which we know to be operational. The other two were recently undergoing OPEVAL trials and may still be fitting out. They also have twenty older boats—again, originally Halith—of which at least six are undergoing refit with new weapons and sensor systems.” 


Commander Buthelezi scanned the little group to see how this info was being received. Overall, pretty well, she thought. “So as far as major combatants go, we estimate only four destroyers and perhaps eight frigates are ready to sortie on short notice. Sortie time from their moon to planetary orbit is sixty to ninety minutes. It is unlikely that they have more than one destroyer and two frigates hot”—meaning they could sortie within the hour—“the rest will take at least twelve standard hours to get underway. 


“Normal patrol duties in Lacaille space are handled by corvettes and LMACs. They do have quite a number of light interceptors and some strike fighters but they do not use these for patrol. They are attached to their main orbital base and don’t operate independently.


“We are here”—Commander Buthelezi highlighted a jump field just at the limit of deep-radar range from the Lacaille system—“and these are Lacaille jump fields.” She highlighted these as well; there were three, almost equally spaced just outside the orbit of the lone gas giant in the system and more-or-less synchronous with it. “You will jump into this field here”—Buthelezi indicated the jump field closest to the gas giant—“and make a transit along this route to Lacaille orbit.” An orange line skirting the gas giant curved in gracefully to intersect the planet. 


“Estimated transit time is two-hundred-sixty minutes. If you maintain schedule, you will reach the packet’s position while it is at its maximum distance from their primary moon, adding an extra thirty minutes or so to their response time. Once you intercept the packet, you in the fighters will establish overwatch while the marines from the corvettes board and recover our people. You will see that we have allowed forty-five minutes for this operation. You will then escort them to the jump field that provides the best avenue for exit, getting your jump convolver settings from the corvettes. Questions?” 


Basmartin raised a polite finger. Buthelezi nodded to him. “Do we know who’s keeping an eye on the packet?”


“There have been one—sometimes two—corvettes in company most of the time. We believe there have been one or two LMACs visiting sporadically as well. Our corvettes will handle any corvettes or LMACs in company. You will intercept any craft approaching the packet or who appear to be intent on interfering with the rescue operation. Yes, Cadet Brunner?” 


“Are we allowed to fire on approaching craft, ma’am?” asked Minx.


“If you witness a hostile act, you will return fire. If a Lacaille craft attempts perimeter breach, you may prevent that by force. Full ROEs are on your xels and you will submit your acknowledgement with the op-plan, as per usual.”


Kris raised her hand. “Ma’am, what about patrol routes and sensor coverage?”


“All the latest is in your TAC upload. You’ll note they don’t have the resources to maintain leakproof surveillance. Your approach has been plotted and timed to avoid the routes we know about and any buoys we’ve been able to detect. Once you get inside the hundred-minute mark”—Buthelezi indicated the time tick—“you’ll be detectable to their listening nets if you aren’t careful. So keep it dark and quiet after that point.” 


“Ma’am?”—Basmartin again—“Are we sure they won’t move our people downside?”


“We’ve informed the Lacaille government that if our people are removed from the packet, we will consider that an act of war which will be met with a maximum response.” Buthelezi smiled. “That is not a victory condition, people. There will be special negative grades for anyone who involves us in another major war over this. Understood?” A chorus of nods assured her that it was. “Good. Otherwise, scoring is the same.” 


Buthelezi took an appraising look around the room. “Very well. You now have a full TAC upload available. We are at T-6 hours on this op and I expect a plan within the hour. Kennakris, as points leader, you have command of this op. Basmartin, you’re her second. If there are no other questions, then good hunting, Cadets.”


Basmartin whistled as Commander Buthelezi left the room and looked sideways at Kris. “What the hell?” Kris shook her head, but Minx, who had been squirming through the last part of the briefing, burst out, “Christ! We don’t know how to do this! Jump, fly four hours through hostile space, engage Jesus knows what at the other end? Destroyers! Frigates! It’s ridiculous—”


“Clamp it, Minx,” Kris snapped. Minx got on Kris’s nerves in the best of times, but she was okay as long as things were straightforward and by the book. Give her too much leeway, though, and she tended to get flighty—like now. Still, Kris had to admit, if only inwardly, that they were being asked to undertake a mission far beyond what they, as first-term cadets, could be expected to accomplish. 


“You think we’re being boggarted?” Basmartin asked. Boggart was cadet slang for a no-win scenario. They were especially popular near the end of War Week and as far as any one of them knew, no one had been boggarted yet, so there was a general feeling they were overdue. 


“Maybe.” Kris sighed. Their mission scenarios had always been precise up until now; any variations well defined, not probably this and latest intel indicates that and we estimate only six . . . or eight . . . or . . .


She went to the omnisynth and leaned her elbows on the edge, watching the planets and the jump fields and the little moon with its orbital base, along with their objective and its unknown covering force, move serenely through their simulated paces. Would they really cut loose capital ships against her little force of eight fighters and two corvettes? 


They might. Academy exercises were not about fairness or even odds, but there were limits. Red Team/Blue Team meant there was another squad of cadets who’d been given the task of intercepting her forces and defeating them. So she wasn’t up against a battle simulation computer or exercise refs. Whatever authority those other cadets—the Red Team—had, it could not be that much greater than what she’d been given. That meant they would not have the authority to sortie all their major combatants—that was an NCA decision. At best, they should be able to request support from no more than one frigate or maybe the destroyer—assuming the info on how many combatants they kept hot was accurate. As for fighters, a full squadron wouldn’t surprise her, but if their specs could be trusted, they wouldn’t be as capable as her team’s. 


However, there was something else—perhaps even more critical—and it had nothing directly to do with the details of this exercise: their instructor’s attitude. How Commander Buthelezi felt about her, Kris wasn’t sure: she treated all cadets strictly according to their merits. But today, she felt that the commander was paying particular attention to her, and furthermore, Kris had detected a tiny sparkle in her instructor’s eye, a sparkle she could only describe as devilish. Her instincts in this regard were well honed, and she was almost positive something unusual was up. 


She glanced over at Basmartin, who was poking his xel and talking with Tanner, who was often Minx’s wingman, although Kris personally thought he was the better pilot. Minx herself was towards the back of the room, alternately reiterating her point, helped out by agitated gestures, and listening to the other cadets with pursed lips. 


“Got anything, Baz?”


Basmartin came over and started to stroke through the TAC upload for her. “Pretty much what she said. We can expect small craft on orbit, and if they aren’t totally asleep they’ll put fighters in geo-polar and wait for the corvettes to engage. Then the real fun will begin.” 


“So where do we set up overwatch?”


“Well”—Basmartin zoomed the omnisynth display in on Lacaille—“the way we’re coming in, the L5 point looks good. The corvettes bang in and whichever way the fighters come down, we bounce ‘em.”


“What if they have a frigate out there?”


Basmartin looked sour, and Minx, who’d come over to stand behind him, said, “If they do that, we’re so screwed.” Kris had never met anyone before who said screwed—the first time she’d heard it, she hadn’t known what it meant—and it still made her eyes roll. But she suppressed it now, and as Minx seemed about to enlarge on her opinion for the third or fourth time, she said to Basmartin, “Look at it their way.”


She adjusted the display and pulled up a window from the point of view of Lacaille’s orbital base. “Look,” she repeated, “the transit they gave us is the best transit.”


“So?”


“So, if we can see it’s the best transit, they can see it’s the best transit. And they must have some idea of the timing, and they know where their surveillance holes are better than we do. So if they put a squadron here—or a frigate—and another in geo-polar, and we come in like we’re supposed to, look what happens.” She tapped the data into the omnisynth and ran it. 


“Christ,” said Tanner as the brutal scenario unfolded. 


“What we need to do”—Kris entered some new data—“is get here, by L3. That will at least allow us to pick off that outer group, and if the corvettes can stay out of the way of the inner group for a bit, I think we can come down in time to make it work.” 


Basmartin shook his head. “But we can’t get to L3. We’d have to go through this”—he added a red line—“and forces from their base can cut us off anywhere along here.” He highlighted the danger zone—at least thirty minutes with no way out and no hope of support.


“Not if we come from this jump point.” Kris highlighted the complement to their assigned jump field. “It’s only about forty minutes farther out. If we could jump in there, and if we jump in say half an hour early, they’d miss us completely, wouldn’t they?” 


“But we can’t.” Basmartin insisted, running his hand across the short bright-gold curls that covered the top of his richly bronzed scalp. “Buthelezi isn’t going to change the scenario—we can’t just ask for a new convolution.” 


“What are you thinking, Kris?” Minx asked suspiciously. “No upperclassman’s going to run a new convolution for us—that’s cheating.” 


“It wouldn’t work anyway,” Tanner added. “Even if someone did, those convolutions are only good for a few minutes—you know that.”


“No,” Kris said slowly and with a most particular look. “But the corvettes have all the nav data. That’s how we’re going to get the convolution settings to get home. They’ll have to link it over with the new settings for the exit jump. So we have access to the nav data if we want it.” 


“Want it for what? Our fighters don’t even have a convolution module. Even if you knew how to operate one—” 


“The refs supply the convolutions, Kris,” Minx broke in, talking over Tanner with slow emphasis to make Kris grasp the depths of her imbecility. “They won’t run a new set for us! It’s not in the scenario!”


Now Kris did roll her eyes and turn away from Minx with exaggerated disdain. “Look, Baz. If I can get us these convolution settings—legally—will you follow me on this?”


“No problem—if you can do it in a way that won’t get us kicked out.”


“Tanner?”


“Sure.” Tanner grinned. “I’m not sure I care if you get kicked out.” 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Kris,” said Minx, “but I—” 


“Minx, stow it for a second, okay? Nobody’s gonna get you into trouble. All you have to do is follow the plan they gave us—same jump field, same timing, same trajectory, same everything.” She skewered Minx with a direct challenge. “Will you do that? If we get this right, we all get out early, and then you can spend the whole weekend with your girlfriend.”


Minx folded her arms under her ample bosom and shot a hip. “Okay, I’ll do it.” 


“Fine. You get the big piece then.” Kris turned back to the omnisynth, took her previous data set and started to manipulate it. “This is what I got in mind . . .”


*    *    *


Commander Buthelezi was relaxing in the Instructor’s Lounge, lavishing whipped cream over a generous wedge of seven-layer cake—she had a notorious sweet tooth and maintained her sinuous, tight-sprung physique by dint of rigorous daily exercise—and waiting for a fresh pot of coffee to finish synthesizing when Lieutenant Innis poked her head in, a look of consternation on her round pink face. 


“What is it, Kath? Haven’t given up already, have they?” 


“No ma’am.” The lieutenant hurried over and laid her xel on the table. “I linked it to you, but I’m afraid there was no response.” 


“Oh.” Naomi Buthelezi smiled. “My fault—left it in my office. What’s up?”


Innis pointed at her xel. “They submitted it, ma’am. Cadet Kennakris, I mean. She’s submitted her op-plan.”


Buthelezi checked the time—barely three-quarters of an hour. “That was fast. Problem?” 


“Dunno, ma’am. Not obviously.” She scrolled through the plan Kris had submitted. “It certainly isn’t orthodox, though.” Innis tapped the xel. “She’s proposing to split her fighters—in the presence of a superior adversary, no less, and she’s aware of that too—into a group of three and a group of five. The group of five, under Cadet Brunner, will come in with the corvettes on the assigned route and take overwatch at L5.”


“Okay.” Except for splitting the group, that was entirely expected. 


“But, see here, ma’am, the other group—that’s Cadet Kennakris with Cadets Basmartin and Tanner”—the three best pilots, Buthelezi noted—“they’re going to take a covering position here. Just inside L3” 


“Hmm.” Commander Buthelezi slowly consumed a forkful of cake. “How do they plan to get there?”


“Doesn’t say, ma’am. But they’ll be sitting ducks for most of the way.”


“Interesting.” The coffee pot beeped and Buthelezi clicked it off with the remote. 


“And she wants to move the T-0 ahead by an hour and ten minutes—just for her group. The corvettes and Brunner go as planned. And she’s asking for torpedoes.” 


“Torpedoes?”


“Yes, ma’am. Loadout of two each for Cadets Basmartin and Tanner.” Lieutenant Innis looked at her boss with a pinched expression. “You don’t think she found out somehow, do you?” 


Naomi Buthelezi stood slowly, looking one last time at the xel as she reached for the coffee pot. Filling a waiting cup, she answered, “I don’t see how she could. Red Team hasn’t even submitted their plan yet. Would you like some coffee, Kath?”


“Yes, please, ma’am—thank you.” Buthelezi filled a second cup, handed it across. Innis added a healthy splash of cream—a venial sin common in the shore establishment. “What do we do, ma’am?”


Buthelezi raised her own cup—thick, rich, steaming and utterly black—and sipped. “Approve it. I really want to see what she has in mind.” 


*    *    *


Before entering the Academy, Kris had taken eight weeks of flight lessons on Nedaema. True, those lessons had involved a harrowing and near-fatal encounter with a hypersonic stealth drone, but in retrospect that only added something to the savor. The main thing was that they—and especially the drone attack she’d barely survived—gave her a perspective on Academy flight simulators that few cadets had. The weightless aspect of the simulators was perfect because it wasn’t simulated at all: the simulators were in the zero-gee environment of Deimos’ interior. The discomforts of the armored flight suits weren’t simulated either, and on long missions these were significant, especially for female cadets who had to deal with the rather more intricate plumbing arrangements. 


Where the flight simulators fell short was in the gee forces of maneuvering: the cockpit motion, augmented by neural induction, produced sensations that did not exceed 3 gees and Kris, who’d pulled a 78-gee actual, 9-gee damped maneuver at near-hypersonic velocity to evade that drone, thought this limitation was just plain silly. The cadets who made it to Basic Flight were in for a hell of a surprise if they thought the simulators prepared you in any way for high-gee maneuvering. 


They would, Kris thought, be much better prepared for cramped, uncomfortable boredom. A five-hour approach looked great on the omnisynth, but now, two-hundred-eighty minutes into it with the sweat the flight suits never completely handled itching, the cramps that had been torturing her left leg for half an hour and the gathering tension in her shoulders and lower back beginning to sting, she was feeling she might have been too clever by half.


The jump had gone perfectly. She’d been worried because the only convolution she had was an optimum, and an optimum convolution was not physically possible, although you could get very close. But she was afraid the sim-software would reject it and insist on a real, fully-developed convolution. It did not, however, taking her convolution, digesting it as happily as a real input and dropping them into Lacaille space just where she wanted to be. The glow of that small victory lasted for about half an hour before it began to pall. 


They were flying in on a pure ballistic to reduce their signatures to a minimum; fire-control off, no shields, and only Basmartin had sensors running and then only his passive suite. Their trajectory was intended to bring them in behind where Kris had concluded the Red Team’s frigate would be, if they had one, at a range just inside their torpedoes’ engagement envelope. The problem was this: would the frigate be there? Kris had based her whole plan on the assumption that they were being boggarted and that’s all it was—an assumption. If they weren’t—if this was a straight-up exercise—she’d split her force in the presence of a superior enemy and both her little group and Minx’s were going to end up 86’d, or as the other cadets said, deep in the hurt locker. 


She locked on to Basmartin, one minute up ahead, with her tight-beam maser. “Got anything, Baz?” 


“Negative.” 


“Not even shield glow?” It was an unnecessary question, even an unfair one—Basmartin was running sensors because he was far better at it than anyone else in their group. He certainly didn’t need to be told to check for the radiation that bled from active shields, and if she hadn’t been so nervous and irritated, she never would have asked it. Basmartin knew all that and made no attempt to keep the annoyance out of his voice as he repeated, “Negative.” 


“You think they’re really there, Kris?” This was Tanner on the link. “If they aren’t, or if Minx doesn’t come in on time or—”


“Tanner, cut the yak,” Kris snapped. But in truth, Tanner’s question was only slightly more gratuitous than hers to Basmartin. There were, in fact, a hundred things that could go wrong with her plan. She’d blocked the time window out for Minx, but if she didn’t get there before Red Team recovered from the surprise of Kris’s attack, they were ions. If Minx didn’t keep the formation she’d been given—jammed tight around the corvettes so Red Team couldn’t get a decent read on her numbers—they were ions. If that goddamned frigate was not where she thought it was—if they were busy sneaking up on empty space—they were ions. And the last thing she needed right now was someone reminding her about it. She beamed Basmartin. “Still nothing?”


“Not in the last ninety seconds, Kris.” 


Damn. 


“Kris?” Basmartin again, in a different tone. “You think they could be running shields down?”


Irritated, Kris scowled. “Shields down? That wouldn’t make any . . .” Oh, yes, it would. If they wanted to lie dark and cold to ambush her, it would make sense. If she smoked them early, coming in on the expected trajectory, according to the scenario, she could still get out. She’d lose, but they wouldn’t get any kills, either. If they had the frigate lie up dark and then come down on a cold ballistic while she was engaged with the fighters, they could bag the lot—she wouldn’t detect the frigate until it was almost in weapons range, far too late to disengage. 


She checked her numbers again on the fighter’s T-Synth. If Minx and the corvettes were on schedule, they would be in sensor range in about fifteen minutes; if the fighters were where she’d estimated them to be, they’d engage in twenty-five minutes. If the frigate was where she thought it would be, it would move to engage in about fifteen minutes and she’d be in torpedo range in about eleven minutes. If—if—if. Damn—damn—damn . . .


A fretful silent minute went by—and another. Why hadn’t Baz detected something by now? At this range, he should be getting a drive signature off the frigate, even if its shields were down. Could they be shielding their drive emissions somehow? That shouldn’t be possible, especially on this approach, unless they were stealth ships, in which case . . . I’m gonna kick somebody in the crotch. They wouldn’t—wouldn’t—sneak stealth ships into the scenario. Would they? 


“Kris?” Basmartin interrupted her agitated thoughts. “Got something here. Emission signature—it’s a frigate.” About fuckin’ time! “Almost 6-dB down, though—wait one . . . Shit!” Very strong language from Ferhat Basmartin. Kris’s heart fluttered. “Not a frigate. What the hell? That’s a destroyer signature. But I could’ve sworn . . .”


“Link it,” Kris said. The data flowed across into her T-Synth, which ran it against the library and spat out its conclusion: an old Halith Kurgan-class destroyer. Well goddammit. They cut loose the destroyer anyway. “Baz . . .”


“Hold on”—she could hear him muttering to himself—“Oh Christ. I did see a frigate, Kris. I got two signatures now. A frigate and that Kurgan out there.”


“Oh, we are so boggarted,” Tanner interjected. 


Kris did not bother to shut him up this time. A destroyer and a frigate? That was almost as bad as turning loose a sheath ship on them. She put the new data into the T-Synth as her blood started to come to a slow boil. Somebody was gonna pay for this shit and it was not just going to be her. The T-Synth popped up with its new results. 


 “Baz, why are the emissions so far down? Do you have good range?”


“Not that good—but they are about where they’re supposed to be. Hang on a second. . .” Kris hung on, quietly seething. “Kris? I think they’re in 10-Minute Ready mode.” 


“You sure? They’re not in hot-standby?” 


“I don’t think so—look at those peaks: the main peak is normal but the secondaries are shifted. If they were in hot—” 


“Baz! We’re not in lecture!”


“Yeah—right. Sorry.”


“Nothing on SWIR yet?” Shortwave infrared readings of the power plant’s heat blooms would definitely tell them what mode the ships were in. 


“No joy—still too far out to resolve.” Dammit. If the ships really were in 10-Minute Ready mode, they were sitting ducks. They would need to get their drives into hot-standby before they could bring up shields. She had four torps: plenty to handle a frigate—but a frigate and a destroyer were two entirely different things. But if they were just sitting there. . .


“Anybody else just wanna call it a day?”


“Shut up, Tanner.” They said it almost together and Kris grinned. 


“Okay, Baz—Tanner. I’m linking you new numbers. Here’s what we’re gonna do. Those tin cans there are sitting ducks until they get their drives hot. Baz, you and I are gonna take the frigate. Tanner, you get the Kurgan—”


“Huh? Just me?”


“We’re gonna go in ahead and screen you. When we get to the 14-meg ring, you lock both torps on the Kurgan and hold position. Baz and I boost in. You wait until we hit the 8-meg ring and then you launch and boost like hell for L3. Baz, you lock that frigate and launch one torp at 5 megs range—save the other for the next round. And keep your missiles for the fighters.”


“What next round?”


“Any next round, dammit!” Her tone shut them up for the moment. “I’m going to burn in and hit them with all the gun I can. With cold drives they won’t be able to get energy mounts on us, but expect a lot of missiles. So look sharp. See you at L3.”


“Oh, this sounds like fun. . .” Tanner must have thought his mike was off. 


“Okay, people—three minutes. Get hot.” And, Minx, you little twit, don’t you dare be late. . . 


Kris watched the range rings run off the display one by one. She still didn’t have the range down as well as she would have liked, but there was no time to worry about that now. The back of her neck itched and she flexed her hands around the stick. 


“Baz, as we go in, light up that Kurgan with all the plasma you’ve got.” 


“Plasma guns won’t do anything to a destroyer, Kris.”


“It might keep ‘em from seeing Tanner’s torps until it’s too late. We need two hits on that Kurgan to take it out. If their point defense gets both, we’re shit outta luck.” 


“Okay, Kris.” The 14-meg ring was coming up. Coming up—creeping towards the edge, crossing now. . . “Tanner? You got tone?” Five seconds—ten. . . 


“I got tone!”


“Baz, you ready?”


“As I’ll ever be.”


“Keep it close. Here we go. . .” The throttle jammed forward; the gentle push back in the seat;. her HUD coming alive with data as she brought all her sensors online—no point in stealth now—arcs, ranges, envelopes flashing out in red, orange, bright yellow. Her fire control engaging, the pip locking on; range rings flying now; Basmartin a comforting blue triangle just off her port wing spar. Fifty seconds to launch range, forty, thirty—activity in the destroyer up ahead; its sensors were up, going active, sweeping; her ESM clamoring that they’d been detected—Yes, I know that—fifteen seconds to launch. 


“Baz, dump chaff and weave!” Chaff blooming around them as she dumped two packets, Baz dumping a third. No lock warning—no missiles out yet. The frigate slow in responding to the danger, its fire control just now online. Priming spikes as the frigate and destroyer woke their drives—


Too late, you sonsabitches, too fuckin’ late! 


“Tanner?” 


“Launch! Two torps away!”


“Baz, paint ‘em hard!” She squeezed the trigger of her plasma cannon, a line of bright violet coruscations that burst into white incandescence when their mag-jars timed out, playing across the frigate’s engine cluster at extreme range; Baz taking the destroyer under fire; their guns heating up; the indicators running towards the red; Tanner’s torpedoes burning in. The 5-meg ring approaching. . . “Baz. . .”


“I got tone!” Wait, wait. . . “Torp away!” His torpedo arcing through her display. 


Lock warnings chimed in her ears. “Suck it in, Baz! Here they come—”


A volley of missiles from the destroyer, orange fans arcing out and curving towards them. She purled off two decoys, activated her ECM, and kept her eyes fixed on the three torpedoes. They were running true. Had they seen them yet? 




“No shields yet”—Baz’s voice was loud and startling—“I think we caught ‘em with their knickers low!” 


“Break now, Baz!” He broke high and right, ECM screaming and spraying chaff with abandon as the destroyer’s missiles came on. The salvo hunted, some losing lock, some detonating on the decoys, their anti-missile chain guns engaged some more. The rest bore in. There was a flash and a short, sharp shock as one detonated against her forward shield; the shield took it, the indicator dipped into the yellow and she pulled hard left and down as another burned in. It flashed past, encountered a chaff cloud and detonated behind her. She rolled up just in time to watch the destroyer’s point defense take down one torpedo. 


The second one ran in. She saw the destroyer trying to turn keel up with thrusters only. The torpedo struck forward, a glancing blow against the belt armor—Kris saw a plume of debris and gas from a hull breach, serious but not disabling. She boosted in hard, juked a missile, came down on the destroyer’s port-aft quarter and opened up on a drive node, hammering it savagely with her neutron guns until she saw molten slag explode as the node ruptured. She broke off, dancing under the ship, shaving the keel, and boosted away for L3 past the frigate tumbling in a cloud of wreckage, a great gash open amidships. She must have turned into the torpedo trying to bring her weapons to bear and been struck square on. Her fusion bottle was in emergency shutdown and her people were frantically running stringers along the ruptured hull. 


Kris resisted the urge to make a pass—a few bursts of neutron fire into that breach or even a couple of the six missiles she was hoarding would have been devastating—but the frigate was out of the fight and it would bring her under the guns of the destroyer, closing up now with its battered consort. Nor, she reflected through the adrenaline singing loud in her veins, would the referees think highly of her firing deliberately into a crew busy trying to save their disabled ship. Willing her heart to calm, she headed for L3. 


Bringing her fighter into formation three minutes, ten seconds later, Kris hailed her wingmates. 


“Tanner?” 


“All good here, Kris.”


“Baz?”


“Got some sunburn here; forward shield is toast.” He’d taken two hits on the way out that had taken off part of a wing spar, and one near-miss that had scorched a patch down his starboard side, but he still had a torpedo and all his missiles. “Not bad considering. You?”


Kris had timed her escape a shade too nicely: the destroyer had gotten off another missile launch—smaller than the first—but it had still cost her her aft shield. The burn-through had taken out her long-range radar and her port drive node was down to eighty-five percent. “I’m okay. Got a little singed back there. Nothing real serious. Where’s Minx?”


“Doing what she’s supposed to, looks like,” Baz told her. “Have you seen this?” 


“LRR is hash—show me.” He linked over some data. “I think they think we’re something we’re not,” he said as the data came up on her display. The squadron covering the packet was breaking from Lacaille orbit and headed their way—all of them. Sixteen fighters, twelve minutes out—maybe thirteen. “What are they leaving down there?”


 “Just a corvette and one LMAC.” Without the fighters, Minx could easily deal with a single corvette and one sluggish attack craft, but not if that Kurgan came down—and as soon as Minx and the corvettes got in range she would come down, no matter how the frigate or the fighters were doing. Already she was edging away on thrusters, and while the attack had disrupted her getting underway, she was now only five minutes or so from boost. 


“We gotta go back in.” 


“You wanna take on that destroyer again?” Tanner obviously thought once was all honor demanded. “She has shields up now,” he added. 


“You want to wait until she has drives up and comes after us with that fighter squadron?” 


“No. But we can blitz out now, hail Minx, get the hell outta here. Call it a tie.” From the scoring point of view, he had a point. Playing a game, it made perfect sense. Kris ground her teeth together. “I’m not going home with missiles under my wing.” A pause while she watched the destroyer’s progress and the fighter squadron coming up. “And I’m not wasting that goddamned torp.” 


“Kris,” Baz now, using his voice of sweet reason. “One torp will be wasted on her shields.” 


“They’re probably not a hundred percent. I bet if we hit her with all our missiles at once and then the torp, we get burn-through.” Silence. “Come on, guys—let’s go home winners or not at all.” 


“Alright,” Baz replied first. “Just to see the look on their faces.” 


“Okay,” Tanner agreed. “This is fucking nuts but let’s do it.” And then sotto voce: “Before she thinks up something else . . .”


*    *    *


If Kris had ever been more exhausted, she couldn’t recall it. She pulled herself out of the simulator and hung by the hatch, grateful for the zero gravity, not at all sure she could have stood had it been gee-normal. Basmartin and Tanner were there to greet her, Baz looking more ebullient and energetic than he had any right to be. 


“We did it! I don’t believe it!” 


They had done it—and he would have been well within his rights not to believe it. Coming down spar-tip to spar-tip, Tanner on point, Kris on flank, and Baz in the slot where their shields could cover him, they’d survived the destroyer’s last baggage of missiles—thanks in part to the clutter of the previous attack—and launched their own at point-blank range; watched the destroyer’s point defense take down five as they broke away; seen the rest strike the aft shield almost as one; and seen the shield shiver and collapse and Baz’s torpedo go home into its engine cluster. The destroyer’s fusion bottle went critical and exploded forty seconds later—ten seconds sooner and they might not have survived it—and the explosion having the most decided effect on the Red Squadron that was flying to intercept them.


Seeing their destroyer disappear in a blaze of light and their frigate a tumbling hulk, they broke raggedly and burned hard for the safety of their orbital base. Within a minute, the LMAC and the corvette guarding the packet followed them. Minx’s flight came in unopposed and effected the rescue without further incident. 


The three of them glided down the passageway together. There was a debriefing to go to before she could collapse completely, but Baz was busy with his xel; messages were already flying far and wide. He scrolled through several and grinned at her. “Oh my god! It was a boggart! Y’know you just made history, Kris? No one’s ever beaten a boggart before. Not ever!”


“Knock it off, Baz,” Kris said, vaguely embarrassed by his effusions. “You guys made the torp runs—I didn’t really do anything.” 


Baz laughed out loud. “God! Listen to yourself! You didn’t do anything! Yeah, right.” Still laughing, he shook his head and held up his xel. “You know why they bolted?”


Kris shook her head. 


“They thought they were being boggarted! They thought giving them light capital ships was a sucker play and we got something even better!” He laughed again, louder. “Lord, I can’t wait to see their faces when they find out . . .”













Chapter Nineteen



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


The victory was a nine-days’ wonder throughout the Academy, but by the evening of the second day it had become a singularly uncomfortable one as well. The faces Basmartin couldn’t wait to see were every bit as astonished as might be wished or even more so, but the gratification that had been expected was not forthcoming. Official scoring was delayed, pending the outcome of a formal hearing, to be held on Deimos the day after tomorrow, into the precise circumstances of the victory. By firing on two ships in ambush position first, Kris had interpreted the rules of engagement rather liberally, and that, combined with a lack of any reliable info about how she’d accomplished it, had the rumor mill churning at full speed, producing a flood of speculation in which Kris had already been reprimanded, expelled, crucified, or exonerated and given a formal cheer. 


The hearing was the outcome—the reluctant outcome, for formal hearings were not comfortable for either students or staff and the Commandant especially felt they did not tend toward the smooth running of the institution—of an AM meeting, downside at the main Cape York campus, involving the Commandant, Kris’s instructors, and other concerned staff (which was most of them). It produced a consensus that while Kris had certainly acted aggressively, she had not transgressed the bounds allowed to an active, zealous officer when confronted with an ambush. Beyond that, only three things were clear: that a hearing was unavoidable, that there was no firm evidence of wrongdoing, and that Kris’s explanation to Commander Buthelezi, while offered with every appearance of frankness and sincerity, could not be attempted to be believed. The meeting broke up in an atmosphere of singular dissatisfaction, all the more burdensome for having no specific focus for its discontent, and the staff left with little more than a feeling that they were being handled in some obscure way, and that they resented it.


Naomi Buthelezi lingered at the request of Commandant Hoste. Ambrose Hoste had a reputation as a fine mathematician and a good administrator, and he’d been known as a solid fighting captain in his younger days but no kind of fire eater. A spare man of medium height with the flesh lying close over the angular bones of his long, deeply-lined, amiable face, he often projected a grandfatherly air but he certainly was not doing so now. He was just a year from retirement, his tenure had been unremarkable and he very much wanted to keep it so—the prospect of scandal was wonderfully disagreeable—and the dissatisfaction of the meeting affected him most severely. 


After the room finally emptied, he let that dissatisfaction settle more deeply on his narrow, aged features. Hoste and Naomi were old shipmates—she had served as his flag lieutenant during his last active command—and this, in addition to her being Superintendent of Student Affairs, allowed a rare degree of openness between them, an openness which he now called upon. 


“Naomi, in all candor, do you think she’s lying?”


“I would not like to believe it, Ambrose,” answered Naomi, who had taken a liking to her gifted, withdrawn, oddly magnetic student. “She’s performed exceptionally well in most things prior to this, and while she’s not particularly popular, the others still look to her as a leader. You’ve seen the results of War Week. She tends to dominate whatever team she’s on even though I think she’d rather not, and even when some of the other team members resent it. But they still fall in with her—it’s still her plan that ends up being adopted, even when someone else is nominally the exercise leader.”


“Yes.” Hoste pulled at his jaw. Kris had won every engagement she’d been involved in, often in overwhelming fashion, although in several cases the cost had been rather higher than usually considered acceptable. “I fear it may be distorting—that the cadets may not feel the need to exert themselves around her.”


“I’m not sure that’s exactly true,” Naomi demurred. “In some cases, she seems to inspire them to some remarkable efforts—the torpedo attacks by Cadets Basmartin and Tanner in this last exercise is a particular example—but when it comes to exerting independent leadership, I fear you’re right.”


“Yes,” he began, “it would be unfortunate if the preferred solution to tactical problems devolved to asking the opinion of one cadet. But . . .” They were in danger of getting rather far afield here and Hoste waved distractedly at the digression. “But about this claim she’s making. Is it at all credible?”


 “Well, if it isn’t, we have to accept that she beat the system in some other way. She was not in contact with anyone outside Blue Team before the exercise began. There were no data transmissions to her xel, and when she began the exercise, all she did was link the nav data from one of the corvettes to her simulator—perfectly allowable.”


“And the corvettes were not primed to produce those new convolutions? We’re certain of that?”


“The referees insist that data integrity was maintained and there was no way for someone to upload those new convolutions for her. And even if someone did manage it and then deleted the data set, they’d have to have recreated all the logs and all the signatures for us to not find some trace of it—that just doesn’t seem possible. So frankly, Ambrose, either she’s telling the truth or we have to face the fact that she and some accomplice managed to defeat all our security and leave no trace behind. I can’t say which I find more incredible.” 


Those had been always the only possible options; that, however, did nothing to improve the Commandant’s outlook. “But have you ever heard of such a thing?”


 “I asked Commander Olson that. He said that he’d heard similar claims made for a few very experienced officers—there was one long-retired officer, I don’t recall his name, who reportedly did something similar at the beginning of the last war—but Olson said he had never met anyone who could do it, nor did he know anyone who had. So it seems it may be possible, but certainly the capability is very rare.”


“Very experienced officers.” Hoste looked slowly from side to side, but whatever he sought was not in reach. “There were reservations, you know, about admitting her—strong, I believe, in some quarters—but they were overruled. Her records are sealed.” This he had learned from his request prior to the AM’s meeting for the standard background check on Kennakris (Loralynn), of Parson’s Acre Colony. The terse memo he’d received in response was open now on his desk. He drummed his thumb on his chair arm. 


“How are the cadets taking it?”


“As far as I can tell, about half seem to think that since the scenario was no-win, cheating to get around it was fine, even laudable. Most of the rest resent it, but I suspect that’s because they can’t figure out how she did it. And some probably also resent that she had the guts to go through with it.” 


“Well, a damned awkward business, at all events.” The drumming stopped; he consulted the memo. It told him nothing new. “You say she has not many friends?”


“That’s my impression. She’s not easy to approach and frankly she tends to make people feel ill at ease.” 


Hoste was certainly beginning to appreciate that. “Thank you, Naomi. I suppose it’s time to talk to Sergeant Major Yu.”


When it came to making people feel ill-at-ease, few succeeded better than Sergeant Major Yu. In part, it was his semi-legendary status as the senior member of the Strike Rangers; in part, it was his record of accomplishment, which had been amassed over more than half a century and would take an afternoon to read out; and partly it was Yu himself—he was the iconic sergeant major to the teeth, imposing resistless military perfection on all around him.


Commandant Hoste was immune to most of these sources of unease: officers of his seniority were not easily imposed upon, and while two men could not well be more different in temperament, Hoste being from the mathematical navy that liked its probabilities neatly defined and bounded, whereas Yu was from the part that throve in the maelstrom, Hoste had genuine respect and liking for Yu. Yet he did have some cause for unease, because he knew that Yu had sources of information—some official, most not—that were not available to him, and under the present circumstances, and on top of the revelation of the sealed records, he found that profoundly irritating. 


The sergeant major was called into the Commandant’s office and on being told, “At ease, Sergeant Major—no ceremony,” assumed a comfortable parade rest. 


Hoste cleared his throat. “You will not object, if Commander Buthelezi is present for this meeting?”


“Certainly not, sir.”


The Commandant folded his hands and considered Yu over them. “You are aware of the, ah, controversy surrounding Cadet Kennakris and the latest exercise—particularly her explanation as to how the victory was accomplished.” It was not a question and, requiring no answer, it received none beyond a very slight inclination of Yu’s head. “So in the interest of expediency, allow me to simply ask: do you find her explanation credible?”


 “I’m afraid I cannot express an opinion of Cadet Kennakris’s abilities in that regard, sir.” 


The answer was delivered with all the precise and civil absence of inflection Hoste expected, and he sighed inwardly. “Have you an opinion you feel you can express?”


“I would be most surprised if she cheated, sir.” 


“You don’t think she’d cheat even when she’s confronted with a no-win scenario?”


“I’m not sure she is acquainted with the concept of a no-win scenario, sir.” 


That fascinating comment hung in the space between them for several beats. Hoste glanced at Naomi, who wore a pinched expression. “Sergeant Major . . .” Hoste paused, one pale, narrow finger tapping his chin. “What is your personal assessment of Cadet Kennakris?”


“Permission to speak candidly, sir?” 


“Certainly, Sergeant Major.”


“She’s a killer, sir.”


The Commandant’s eyebrows climbed to a surprising degree, and the commander lost her pinched expression to startlement. “Anything else?” Hoste asked.


“Yes, sir.” Hoste seemed to detect a change in Yu’s professionally bland visage, a gleam in the small dark eyes that he could not readily identify. Pride? “If something matters enough to her, she’ll go through Hell for it—and Hell will never be the same.” 


Trying hard to detect if Yu was suppressing a smile, the Commandant asked, “Have you any ideas on what such a thing might be?” That question was not strictly within proper bounds; Hoste expected no answer and he got none beyond a mechanical “Afraid not, sir,” and a glimmer of the smile Yu had in fact been suppressing. 


“If I may, Sergeant Major, would you go with her?”


“Yes, I would, sir.” The smile broke out fully now—Hoste found it distinctly unnerving. “She wants some seasoning, but indeed I would.” 


Hoste nodded. “Thank you, Sergeant Major. It has been most edifying. Carry on.” 


The sergeant major saluted smartly, turned precisely on his booted heel and exited. Hoste emitted a breath ending in a disgruntled sound. “Well now. What do you think of that?”


Naomi Buthelezi brought her hands together, slowly rubbing her palms. “I think it’s going to be quite the AM.” 


*    *    *


 “I told you!” Kris slammed the tablet she’d been reading on the mattress of her bunk, and Minx backed up quickly, fetching the backs of her knees up against a chair, which brought her down into the seat with a thump. Tanner put his hand on her shoulder, shieldingly, but Kris subsided. 


Naomi Buthelezi had a keen sense of her students, and in this case her assessment of the cadets’ attitudes was accurate even to the level of Kris’s study. Minx was suspicious and resentful, sure Kris had pulled off a spectacular cheat, the details of which she unaccountably refused to divulge. Tanner was uncomfortably neutral and Basmartin supported her, no matter what he believed—he refused to reveal what that was. Minx therefore assumed he had been in on it since the beginning. 


From the chair, Minx looked from Baz to Tanner, and not finding the support she sought, hunched down, crossed her arms and threw a leg over her knee, repeating under her breath what she’d said just moments earlier: “What bullshit—it’s a grad course—nobody can do that.”


Kris watched her over the edge of the tablet she had picked up again. The article she’d been trying to read—an analysis of the famous victory at Anson’s Deep at the end of the last war—had lost all meaning, and her eyes had taken on that dangerous yellow glint.


Minx measured the chill in the room, mumbled something about needing to go to the library, levered herself out of the chair, grabbed her tablet and left. Kris watched her go, then closed the tablet and swung her legs out of the bunk. 


“Not going to the library, are you?” Basmartin asked from the other side of the room. 


“No.” Kris stood up. “Target practice.” 


Baz put down the tablet he was reading. 


Kris shook her head. “I’m just gonna go see if a simulator’s free.” 


*    *    *


The fighter was running, running as hard as he could, and although Kris was gaining, she was not gaining nearly fast enough. There was no finesse now, no maneuvering, just a race against time. She was pushing her damaged engines way past red-line to try to close—the alarms had been scolding her for the last ten minutes—and firing carefully spaced bursts from her plasma cannon in hopes of hitting a drive node, making him veer—anything to close the range.


That was her only hope now, unless the chase blew its engines first—a not entirely unrealistic possibility; the chase could not be in much better shape than she was. A couple of minutes would decide it either way: in addition to burning her engines, she was burning her emergency fuel reserve, and it would already take a near-miracle to get her home. Very soon, not even that would help. 


An hour ago, Kris had strapped into the simulator and accepted the third single-fighter mission that came up: a convoy op. The objective was to attack and disable two replenishment ships escorted by a corvette and three long-range fighters. It was not the most advanced op, nor was it particularly realistic—no single fighter would ever be tasked to engage such a convoy, and it was pretty unlikely that any such convoy would actually sail—but that was all beside the point. 


The exercise was intended to teach navigation, proper stealth-approach technique and hit-and-run tactics. It was not expected, or even desired, that the replenishment ships should be destroyed—a mobility kill was what was called for—and the fighters and the corvette were there to make the odds too high to allow a conventional attack. But among cadets, the real objective of this exercise was the fabled sweep: disabling both ships and the corvette and destroying all three fighters. It could be done—it had been done on a tiny handful of occasions—but not by Kris. She’d come close several times, but the last success was decades ago; the cadet who’d done it was Rafael Huron. 


She had come close this time too—but even if she got this last fighter, she would fall short of the mark. Although her stealth attack on the corvette had been a brilliant success and she’d taken down two of the fighters in short order, they’d gotten in several hits that had reduced her shields to thirty percent and damaged a drive node, and her attack on the replenishment ships had left one limping away while the last fighter fled. She had given chase in the hope of destroying the fighter and then returned to finish off the crippled ship. That hope had disappeared long ago, and now Kris was determined to nail the chase if it was the last thing she ever did, which—as far as the simulation was concerned—it very likely would be. 


She pushed her engines harder; the alarms rose to a shriek and a flashing red warning filled almost her entire forward screen. Ignoring both, she drew a final bead on the chase, squeezed the trigger of the plasma cannon and held it. Plasma bursts lanced towards the fleeing fighter, exploding in searing white flowers, far-distant, as the alarms built to a crescendo and the chase suddenly yawed. 


Instantly, she released the trigger and eased back on the throttle. The alarms paused, recomputed and resumed their former, less urgent tones. The chase had lost a drive node—whether to her fire or overloading she could not tell—and was wallowing. She ghosted into neutron gun range, opened fire, watched the twin purple-silver lines stab him in the spar roots. His armor boiled and in a flash, he was gone. But she did not feel the rush, the burst of exultation she usually did when she scored a victory, and it was almost a relief when, moments later, the claxon sounded, the screen went dark and the simulator cracked open. 


Kris climbed out of the simulator and kicked across the bay to find Basmartin waiting in the simulator ready room, studying the scoring display. She handled the gravity gradient outside the hatch with ease, coming down on her toes and walking into the room without a bounce.


“Nice,” Baz said as Kris sank down on a bench and unsealed her flight suit. “Awful long way to swim home though.” 


 “It wasn’t a scoring run,” she muttered, dissatisfied and provoked. 


He came over and sat next to her. “They’ll log it anyway. Might have been better to finish up with that victualer and let the fighter go—he wasn’t coming back, and you would have made it home with plenty to spare.” He shied from the look Kris gave him. “Just an opinion.” 


Kris looked away as she wrenched one boot off and then the other. 


“Look,” Baz offered against her silence. “I think it’s gonna go okay tomorrow. They can’t throw the book at you just cuz you outsmarted ‘em—I mean not really.” 


“That just another opinion?” She extracted her arms from the bulky suit and jammed it down over her hips. “You don’t believe me either—do you?”


“Well, it is kinda hard to believe, Kris.” Baz spread his hands apologetically. “I mean, no one’s ever done anything like that.” 


“I didn’t know that!” Kris kicked herself free of the suit, went to her locker and jammed it inside with barely contained violence. Slamming the locker shut, she turned on him. “I didn’t know it was such a big deal!” Her chest heaved and her voice quieted, dropped a tone. “I thought lots of people could do it.”













Chapter Twenty



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


Commander Buthelezi was habitually an early riser. She liked to have an hour or so to do a light workout, enjoy her coffee and contemplate breakfast—a meal she hated to rush—before settling into the day’s work. So it was a rather unwelcome surprise when her xel lit up with a priority message from Commandant Hoste just as she had finished her iaido kata and was pouring her first cup of coffee while considering breakfast options. Something hearty (bacon would figure prominently) as it promised to be a long day.


She picked up the xel and activated the voice-only circuit—she never bothered to dress for her morning’s exercise—and when the connection was established, said, “Yes, sir?” in the most professional tone she could manage. 


“Apologies, Naomi.” Hoste sounded sincere. “I know the hour is quite unorthodox, but I wonder if I might see you before the inquiry this AM. I’ve received a communication that is—how might I put it?—surprising.” 


“Certainly, Ambrose. Shall we say twenty minutes?” That would just give her time for a quick shower. Breakfast could wait. 


“That would be ideal, Naomi. Much appreciated.” 


True to the minute, Naomi walked into Ambrose Hoste’s Deimos office, and if she felt refreshed by the shower and the coffee, the Commandant, who had made the two hour flight up from Cape York the night before, appeared not to have slept at all. As she sat in response to his nodded invitation, he retrieved a printout and handed it across to her. 


“This arrived some hours ago in follow-up to my request for background on Ms. Kennakris. I stretch a point by sharing it with you—you will have noticed the markings.” Indeed she had. Such a request would normally have been forwarded by the Bureau of Naval Personnel to the Office of Colonial Affairs under the Department of Human Services, who would have supplied the relevant information. This response had come straight from the Office of Naval Intelligence, without even the normal BuNavPers cover. 


Naomi looked across the desk at the Commandant. What was the word he’d used? Surprising? “ONI sent this response?” That a cadet’s personal records would be held by ONI was unheard of. But then, she had to acknowledge, the whole situation was unheard of . . .


 “I was obliged to acquaint them with the background for my request, naturally,” Hoste explained as she flipped through the flimsies, “and you see that they refer to a report—there’s a summary on the second page—submitted by Captain RyKirt when he had the Arizona, with a follow-up endorsed by Admiral PrenTalien.” 


Naomi had noticed that, but she’d already returned to the first paragraph. “No family?” 


“All DHS has is an immigration record from Parson’s Acre that identifies a father, Nathan Kennakris—no prior info on him either—who committed suicide on Tolliman in the year ‘31.” 


“And after that, she was sold as a slave.”


“Yes. On a contract slaver for eight years, I gather, during which she seems to have developed some, ah . . . curious talents.” 


“She was the source for the d’Harra operation,” Naomi remarked, scanning farther into the document. A CEF detachment had cornered a sizable slaver fleet at d’Harra last year. “And”—reading quickly through the last page—“she was also the one who gave PrenTalien the key to rolling up the slaver network in the Inner Trifid Boundary Zone?” That sparsely settled space between the Inner Trifid and Sagittarius had been a hotbed of the slave trade. Dismantling the slaver network there was a major triumph, but it was generally assumed to have been the result of information obtained from the ships taken at d’Harra.


 “Indeed,” Hoste said with a deep nod. “Specifically—although it is not noted there—what she provided was a map: their routes, nodes, favored efficiencies and supply points for the whole operation. Or almost all of it. It would seem that, in addition to her other talents, she has a prodigious memory, since it was from memory that she reconstructed it aboard Arizona.” 


“Good lord,” muttered Naomi, putting the report back on the desk. “So she is telling the truth.” 


“So it would appear. A truth SECNAV has deemed highly classified.” 


“And we turned her loose on a boggart.” Boggarting the best cadets was a longstanding but unacknowledged tradition that served not only to test their character but to drive home the point that no one was unbeatable. It also helped defuse some of the tensions and jealousies that War Week inevitably produced. That the tradition could backfire had never been considered, even remotely. 


“Yes. It seems Fred Yu was not speaking in the hyperbole of the Corps this time.” 


“Indeed not. Holding an inquiry under these conditions might be . . . problematic.” 


“Quite,” Hoste agreed. “But I don’t believe we have a choice. You will note—third page, penultimate paragraph—that we are directed to take such action as is consistent with security while maintaining the integrity of our institution. Unquote.” 


Naomi barely cracked a smile in response. Directives of this type were almost reflexive in the Navy Department—enemy force shall be engaged with utmost aggression while strictly maintaining own-force security was a classic—and did not really merit comment. But here, they were much more on the mark. She assumed Hoste had something in mind. He would not have been spending the hours since the message arrived in idle worry, and he certainly wouldn’t have called her merely to commiserate. “Have we an idea of how to handle this?” she prompted. 


“To cancel the inquiry now would smack of a cover-up and only feed the rumor mill—which is already working double tides over this, I gather—and even if we just delay it, it will still seem rather suspicious, especially as most everyone is here. Yet an open inquiry is clearly out of the question.”


“Clearly.” 


“I’m considering holding a closed inquiry—fortunately we haven’t announced the protocols yet—and inviting a sufficient number of cadets of influential character that their combined word might, even without specifics, calm the rumor mongering to something like a dull roar.”


Naomi nodded; it seemed a feasible approach—perhaps the only feasible approach—given the circumstances. 


“And I would look to you, if I might, to select the cadets who would attend. We still have a couple of hours to send out a notice.”


“How many cadets?”


“As many as you feel necessary. A substantial number, I think, lest finesse be suspected.” 


“That would amount to two or three dozen, Ambrose. Difficult to maintain proper security for that many. If I understood that correctly”—she pointed to the report—“they will all have to be read into that compartment, which would be unprecedented.” 


“Most unprecedented,” Hoste said, pulling at his jaw. “But precedents have been falling thick and fast over this business already, so I don’t think we can be squeamish about this one. But that is rather a lot. Suggestions?”


Naomi considered. Cadet politics were complicated and ticklish, and exquisitely tuned to any sense of manipulation. “Perhaps we could invite a larger group who would be briefed on the broad outlines of the situation without trespassing on the specific security aspects, and invite them to select a smaller number of representatives to attend the actual inquiry. That might do.”


Hoste’s expression lightened; he seemed to like the idea. “Twelve or sixteen, maybe?” 


“Something like that.”


“Very well. If you could get me a list by 0900, that would be best. There are a number of upperclassmen waiting to fly up now, and that will give us time to make needed adjustments.” 


“I will, sir.” 


He smiled. “Much appreciated. I do regret intruding on your breakfast.”


“No need, sir.” Naomi smiled back as she checked the time. There was still about fifteen minutes before the instructor’s mess ran short of the critical items—tight, but she could make it. 


*    *    *


At 1330 sharp, the Commandant, Commander Buthelezi, a quorum of instructors and a gaggle of cadets, fairly evenly divided between upper- and lower-classmen, gathered in the hall that had been set aside for the inquiry. One of the largest halls had been chosen to suit the size of the originally anticipated audience and it was not crowded—indeed, it echoed. Kris was not among those filing into their seats and glancing about the big, gloomy interior. She was stewing in her room, wearing her dress uniform and waiting alone for her summons—Baz, Tanner and Minx had all gone ahead—while feeling deeply annoyed.


Whether the inquiry being closed was part of that annoyance or a relief she couldn’t quite decide. She had a pretty good idea of what was going to happen, and while she despised the idea of being trotted out before most of the student body like a performing dog, at least it promised to settle the issue. A closed inquiry meant less of a floor show, but it raised the specter of still being treated like a performing dog, only this time, one that few people would believe could actually do the tricks. Whether this worst-of-all-possible-worlds outcome would in fact happen, she wasn’t sure, but the last couple of days had given her no reason for optimism. 


Across the campus, her fellow students were suffering not dissimilar feelings of apprehension. The Commandant had opened the proceedings by introducing Commander Liam Kelleher, the chair of the Academy’s Department of Military Justice, as Judge Advocate and having him read out the 17 Articles on which naval law was based. Copies of the 17 Articles were liberally posted about the Academy, and although they were actually no more than headings phrased to suit the mariner’s taste for simple and direct prose (the full Code of Military Justice with all its addenda, amendments and provisions was a thick set of volumes), hearing them recited in Commander Kelleher’s solemn, well-practiced delivery did much to impress the hearers with a proper sense of the gravity of the occasion.


There followed a brief discussion of procedure, explaining that the inquiry would proceed according to the forms usual for courts of inquiry, less formal than courts martial but imposing enough. When this introduction had set the mood in the hall, Commandant Hoste dropped his bombshell. Until now, the prevailing opinion had been that the decision to close the inquiry proceeded from a desire to avoid embarrassment to the Academy, but now Hoste circulated a heavily redacted copy of ONI’s memo, with the classification markings prominent upon it. 


“Unless things have changed drastically since I came through these hallowed halls,” the Commandant began when the memo had been appraised and its significance made clear to all, “the rumor mill will have tried and convicted everyone from the Secretary of the Navy to the mess-hall stewards in this matter, with suspicions about the Superintendent’s cat tossed in for good measure. If not, someone is falling down on the job.” 


This sally from Hoste, not notable among the cadets for a sense of humor, was greeted with tentative grins. 


“But you will now appreciate that the questions under consideration here have ramifications far beyond those we are accustomed to dealing with in this Academy. Here we venture into what is normally termed the Real World—perhaps you have heard of it.” A chuckle or two at that.


“For this reason, the decision has been made to restrict the number of those in attendance to the necessary minimum. Therefore, I am going to ask you to retire for thirty minutes and select sixteen of your number to attend.” He paused to let the implications sink in. “Understand that those chosen will have to accept the conditions imposed by the classification of the information they will be exposed to. Those conditions are serious and far-reaching, and if you have any reservations whatsoever about assuming them, do not consider attending.” 


He stopped to observe the effect this news was having on the students before him. An hour was all he and Commander Buthelezi had had to vet the thirty-two cadets, half of whom they intended to read into a security compartment that few of the instructors had—Naomi, for one, did not until the Commandant had taken it upon himself to induct her into it. He expected no small amount of flak for his actions, but if that’s all that came his way, he’d be satisfied with it. Or almost satisfied with it. 


The cadets appeared to be taking it about as well as he could expect; a deal of discreet murmuring was going on, but the tone gratifyingly serious. He dismissed them, set the time to reconvene and, as the cadets shuffled off into a side room for their deliberations, exchanged a private look with Naomi. It was no small thing hazarding one’s career on a decision that involved a bunch of kids, but she smiled back at him in a way that reminded him that in about six months, people would be hazarding their lives on the actions of some of these same kids. Real world indeed . . .


Kris therefore entered the hall to a mass of somber faces: the solid phalanx of instructors on the dais, the two sparse rows of cadets, and Commander Kelleher sitting a little apart where the court president would normally be. Baz, Tanner, and Minx made a small, forlorn block off to one side; they were there in the character of witnesses and were the only people she’d actually told how she’d accomplished the jump, other than the instructors at the debriefing. All three seemed to have kept it to themselves—even Minx, which surprised her—for reasons of their own: Baz she thought might be trying to protect her; Minx probably expected her to make an ass of herself in public and did not want to spoil the surprise. Tanner, for all his jovial nature, simply didn’t talk a lot, and although he was older, he had a tendency to follow Basmartin’s lead. 


As she stepped through a side door, Baz and Tanner looked over and each gave her a furtive smile; Minx looked pointedly away. The other cadets seemed to think the occasion demanded they stare stonily ahead after taking a quick glance, and the instructors, while less rigid, were not noticeably less grim. The big, echoing room itself added to the imposing atmosphere, but she walked between the dais and the first row of seats feeling more irritated than imposed upon. 


Stopping immediately before Commandant Hoste, she executed a neat right-face turn, saluted crisply and stood at attention while Commander Kelleher read a preamble about swearing in, rules of evidence and some other things. As he spoke she covertly surveyed the array of instructors, all sitting under a row of large auditorium displays, now blank, and whose vaguely shimmering gray glare added to the officious mood. She knew all of them except Commander Olson, who taught astrogation, and Commander Kelleher, and she’d never actually met the Commandant. She hadn’t run afoul of any of them that she knew, but of them all, she thought Commander Buthelezi was probably most favorably disposed towards her. But then, it was Buthelezi’s exercise she’d defeated . . . 


When Kelleher finished, the Commandant stated formally that this was just an inquiry, not a disciplinary hearing, and asked if she understood and agreed to the conditions Kelleher had read out. In a voice rather louder than she intended—or so it seemed in the mostly empty hall—she said she did. He then offered a short summation of the exercise, extracted almost word-for-word from her debrief, and asked: “Is that an accurate summary, Ms. Kennakris?”


“Yes, sir,” she answered, keeping her voice lower this time. He then asked her three study mates if they concurred. One at a time, each did. 


“Now, Ms. Kennakris,” Hoste addressed her, leaning slightly forward and speaking more slowly, “the ingress and exit routes for this exercise were provided to your team as inputs, and preloaded into your simulators. The exercise briefing you received specifically mentioned these routes were to be used, with choice of exit routes the only specified option. Yet you changed the ingress route, selecting a new route outside the scope of the exercise. Did you consider this to be a violation of the exercise parameters?”


“I did not, sir.”


“Can you explain why, Cadet?”


“Commander Buthelezi said we got to pull out all the stops on this one, sir.” 


Hoste looked over at Naomi. “That’s true, sir,” she affirmed. “In fact, my exact words, if I recall correctly.” The amplification was not strictly necessary, and Kris felt a little glow on realizing the commander was indeed on her side. She did her best not to show it, though. 


Hoste turned back to Kris. “So you took the commander’s statement as essentially permissive?”


“I did, sir. I thought anything we could do to win was fair game, sir—unless it was specifically prohibited.” 


Hoste nodded, but looked to Commander Kelleher. “That’s a fair reading, sir,” Kelleher allowed. “The exercise rules stipulate prohibited actions as opposed to permitted actions: the text is worded in the permissive sense, especially when reinforced by an instructor’s statement.” 


“Very well, Ms. Kennakris,” Hoste addressed her again. “Can you please tell us for the record how you obtained the new jump convolutions for the route you selected?”


Kris took a deep breath. “I did them in my head, sir.” The chorus of muffled exclamations that broke out confirmed that her study mates had kept quiet on the subject. 


“You realize that is an extraordinary claim, Ms. Kennakris—” 


“I didn’t at the time, sir.”


Hoste blinked, but let it pass. “Perhaps you can explain more exactly how you accomplished this?”


“More exactly, sir?”


“What tools—resources—you used to perform this calculation.”


“I downloaded the local TSAO catalog for Lacaille space onto my xel, sir. Then I used a copy of Tesseract with a mapping module to give me the available manifolds. I downloaded the nav data from the corvettes to get the key points I needed, and then I worked out the new convolution. Once I had it, I manually entered it into my simulator and linked it to the others.”


“So the only tools you used were a copy of Tesseract and a mapping module on your xel, and the only data you required was the TSAO catalog and the exercise nav data supplied to the corvettes?”


“That’s right, sir.”


Hoste looked right and left to his stone-faced colleagues on the dais. “Any comments?”


“Well, sir,” Commander Olson spoke up. “Tesseract’s not a program we would expect an underclassman to be able to use, but it’s certainly available to anyone who wants to install it. As long as she used it legitimately—without outside assistance—I don’t see a problem with that.” 


“Any further comments? No? Then let us continue.” He activated the screen above the dais. “Ms. Kennakris, are you willing to demonstrate this ability for the members of the inquiry?”


“I am, sir.” This is where the dog-and-pony show begins, she thought, wondering if she could actually concentrate with a hoard of eyes boring into the back of her skull. 


“Very well,” the Commandant pronounced, and as Kris waited, trying not to fidget, the process of formally testing her claim was set in motion. She thought it was a silly, tedious and irritating bit of theatre: first, they called for a few randomly selected upperclassmen to surrender their xels—for a moment it seemed they might even resort to rolling dice, for gawd’s sake—then went through the ritual of verifying that the tools she’d need were properly installed; setting the right permissions; having Commander Olson test them; having the class president and Lieutenant Commander Fulton, the head of the Academy’s IT department, witness and endorse all these procedures; and finally presenting her with the approved device. Hoste then asked for a selection of test problems from the audience; these were displayed on the screens, and another randomly selected student made the choice. 


Kris refocused her eyes as the Commandant addressed her—she’d been calming herself by creating a mental catalog of all the ways these ridiculous attempts at ‘proving’ the test would be fair and unbiased might be defeated—and replied automatically, “Yes, sir?”


“Do you find this an acceptable problem, Ms. Kennakris?” 


She looked up at the displays for the first time. The problem posed was straightforward: a transit from Nedaema in the Pleiades to Antigua in the Fomalhaut Sector. “Yes, that’s fine, sir.” 


He nodded for her to proceed and she opened Tesseract and started loading data into it, then imported the results into the mapper for display. The xel was linked to big auditorium screens and she had to resist glancing at them, while the room became unnaturally silent. Accessing the function menu and bringing up a basic transform, she felt the tension focused on her becoming more acute, and for a moment she had to stop. Closing her eyes, she tried to shut out the room with its many pairs of invasive eyes and the bated breathing in the pregnant quiet, filling it instead with a simple rhythm that she slowly elaborated on until, at last, she could visualize the convolution operators, each with its own melody, and begin to harmonize them. 


After what seemed an immensely long time—perhaps a minute—she had her answer. She input the convolution into the plotting module and tapped PLOT. The thin red trace of the transit arced through the xel’s display volume, neatly connecting Nedaema with Antigua. She held the xel out. “That’s it, sir.” 


No one spoke. All their attention was riveted on the auditorium screens, as if spellbound by some particularly odd conjuring trick, at once unbelievable yet not quite satisfying. Hoste recovered first. “Commander Olsen, please verify this result. Ms. Huston”—calling on the class president—“would you observe, please?”


Eleanor Huston came down from her seat and peered officiously over Commander Olson’s shoulder as he took out a xel and ran the convolution the normal way. So how do you like it? Kris thought maliciously as his operations unfolded across the display and Ms. Huston did her best to look keenly serious. Merging his plot with Kris’s, Olson looked up. “Perfect, sir,” he reported in a strangely pinched tone of voice.


Murmuring broke out and Kris sternly suppressed an urge to roll her eyes. She wished she could give a little bow and pull a coin from her ear—or maybe make the xel disappear . . . by shoving it up someone’s—


“Thank you, Ms. Kennakris.” Hoste’s manner suggested that he might have been following her thoughts. To his left, Kris saw that Naomi Buthelezi had a little glint in her eye—she probably was too. “Would you object to doing another problem, for confirmation?”


“If it will help expedite the proceedings,” Kris answered, keeping her tone just this side of snide, “I’m happy to undertake another problem.” 


Her tone was not lost on Hoste but he could not well say anything, and they went through the Kabuki dance of selecting a new problem set again. These were more challenging, and when the final selection was made—by Minx, and Kris wondered if she’d been looking up navigation problems while the deliberations were going on—it made Kris smile inwardly. 


The transit Minx picked was from Anson’s Deep to the Ivoria-controlled junction at Winnecke IV. It was really two transits because there was no direct route between them: you either had to go via Andaman & Nicobar or through Iona, both of which could be problematic. 


A third possibility was to run the Shaula Traps, which were notoriously difficult to negotiate and required a ship with very hot drives. Kris smiled because the Traps run was much used by slavers, and they typically over-engined their ships to allow them to do it. She’d made the trip numerous times in Harlot’s Ruse and had actually considered tweaking Harlot’s jump convolver just enough to make the next run fatal. She was certainly happy that the CEF had forestalled her plan for suicidal revenge on Anton Trench, but she found the irony of Minx picking that particular problem quite amusing. 


Hoste, considering Kris intently as he highlighted the choice, asked her: “Have you a question, Ms. Kennakris?”


“Yes, sir.” Kris tried to keep the amusement out of her voice. “I was wondering if it was important in the context of this problem that the transit be unobserved?”


Hoste seemed to have an idea of what she was getting at—his eyes narrowed and she also noticed Naomi Buthelezi and Commander Olson looking at her quite intently—but he merely said, “Please clarify, Cadet.”


“Well sir, as I’m sure you’re aware, the only practical transits are through the Sultanate itself or Iona. Given how the Ionians feel about us these days, there could be, um, consequences, and the Andamans probably wouldn’t be too happy either about us sending a task force to their key junction.” This pithy assessment of the current political situation sent glances ricocheting around the dais. “But you can sneak through the Traps pretty well—assuming you can run deep enough.” 



Now the exchange of looks took on an entirely different and altogether more serious character. The CEF was quite familiar with the properties of the Shaula Traps and its usefulness for covert transits, but that was far from common knowledge. Hearing about it from a cadet was decidedly uncomfortable. 


“Your point, Ms. Kennakris?” asked the Commandant, uncomfortably.


“It’s just that running an optimum through the Traps is no good, sir. Optimum’s all I can do in my head, so if that’s the preferred route, I wanted to point out that my solution would not be practical.” She smiled, trying to make it agreeable rather than triumphant, and wasn’t altogether successful. “You can ask Commander Olson, but I think he’ll verify that you can’t really run the Traps at anything above 0.75 optimum, sir—should go hotter if you can manage it—about 0.69 if you really want to have a good chance of not being detected.”


“Ah . . . um.” Hoste looked over at Olson, whose jaw tightened as he tried to hide his alarm. The CEF’s covert transit doctrine called for running the Shaula Traps at 0.67 optimum and that value was  in fact highly classified. Having a cadet essentially blurt it out was a most disagreeable surprise and Hoste could only thank God he’d been warned to close the inquiry. 


“Your point is well taken, cadet,” Hoste said a moment later. “That caveat is accepted. Please provide an optimum solution for whichever route you choose.”


“Thank you, sir. I’ll take the Traps.” And she did. It was easier this time, and when Olson verified her result the murmuring was louder and more general. A sotto voce discussion broke out on the dais and Kris finally allowed herself a look of triumph, while murmuring a few not very complimentary reflections to herself. 


The Commandant saw her lips move. He again leaned forward slightly. “Is there some further comment you wish to make, Ms. Kennakris?”


“Not really, sir.” She might have left it there—Hoste certainly thought she would and was leaning back—but the devil already had her tongue and she added, “I was just going to say that I can keep doing this, if you want. I’ve got a free afternoon.”


The ensuing ripple of laughter quickly threatened to get out of hand, and the Commandant called sharply for order. Eventually, he got it.


*    *    *


One of the perqs of being Commandant was a private residence with its own dining faculties, downside at the Cape York campus. Ambrose Hoste made sparing use of these, feeling it was generally better to dine with his staff, but this evening he made an exception. Stirring cream into a cup of tea while he and Naomi Buthelezi worried at a plate of petit fours, he remarked in a thoroughly discontented voice: “That was damn near a fiasco.” 


“Don’t take it so hard, Ambrose. We knew she could do it. And it certainly put to rest any question of her cheating.” 


“Yes, but we can hardly attribute her victory to luck.” 


“Not just to luck, perhaps, but I think we can allow that route in the scoring. We needn’t get specific as to how she exploited it. That attack she made was spectacular enough.” 


“I suppose.” The fact of the matter was that they had little choice, but that did not make it sit any better with him—indeed it made it worse. “But, good lord, Naomi! Did you see Stan’s face when she delivered that little homily on how to escape detection by running the Traps? How does she know these things? He was in here afterwards practically demanding I arrest her.” 


Naomi had overheard some of Stanislaus Olson’s rather overwrought reaction, and she concealed her smile with a petit fours. “He’s probably just afraid of what might happen when she shows up in his class next year.” 


“And I shouldn’t wonder,” Hoste said in a low voice, not really attending. Then louder: “Imagine having a cadet who can check your work!”—forgetting in his agitation that Naomi had no need to imagine: it was her ‘unsolvable’ problem that Kris had blown up so spectacularly, precipitating this whole mess. Personally, she’d been amused and somewhat gratified by Kris’s performance, but she could appreciate that others—notably Commander Olson, who could be a prickly sort—might see things in a different light. Still, she thought his being lectured by a cadet—an underclassmen, at that—was good for him. 


“She has had a rather singular education, it would seem,” she said diplomatically. “But I don’t think we need to be concerned—she’s quite closed mouthed—only talks to Basmartin. She felt provoked today. Maybe we should have apprised her of that memo beforehand.” 


Hoste made a noncommittal noise and attacked his tea. “Perhaps Fred Yu was right after all.”


“In what respect?”


“About her not really belonging here. Turn her loose on them, by God”—he motioned generally at the cosmos—“and let them see how they like it. If she discomfits our adversaries half as much as she did me today, it would be well worth it.”


“Ambrose, you can’t be serious,” Naomi chided gently. 


“I suppose not.” He settled his cup back on its navy-blue saucer with its elegant hawser-laid border picked out in gold. “But I tell you—in earnest—I worry about what else they saw fit not to tell us.” 


That was a fair question. Naomi had no answer for it, and before she could offer more than a slight shrug, the Commandant’s personal line beeped. He thumbed ACCEPT. 


“Yes?” 


“Apologies for the interruption, sir”—it was his secretary on the line—“but you just received a call from ONI.” 


He exchanged a glance with Naomi. It was not unlikely he would hear from the Office of Naval Intelligence regarding the inquiry, but not anything like this soon. “Did they say on what subject?”


“No, sir,” his secretary replied. “The call was from a Commander Wesselby.” 


“Thank you, Stacy. Please tell her I shall be happy to speak to her in fifteen minutes, if that is convenient. I’ll take the call in my office.”


“Very good, sir.” 


“Commander Wesselby?” he asked Naomi. 


She returned a thoughtful look. “Trin Wesselby, I believe. She was deputy director, PLESIG, but I heard she’s been given the director’s billet. Very close to Admiral PrenTalien.” 


“Odd,” Hoste muttered. Quite odd, in fact. What conceivable reason could the director of PLESIG have to visit ONI here at Nereus HQ, and then call on him? 


“If I remember right, she was our lead in investigating the Alecto Initiative also.” 


Hoste looked up sharply. “Was Kennakris involved in that, by any chance?”


“I’m not sure, sir. It’s possible. Lieutenant Commander Huron was.”


“I take it Lieutenant Commander Huron and Kennakris are . . . associated?” 


“I believe there are some rumors to that effect, sir.” 


Hoste made a disgruntled noise. This was beginning to look even more complicated, and he’d had quite enough of complications. “Well, do excuse me, Naomi. This shouldn’t take long. I would enjoy finishing our game, if that’s not inconvenient.” 


Their eyes wandered to the waiting chess board, set to one side for dinner. Ambrose Hoste, distracted, had not played at his usual level this PM and she had a clear mate in five, but with this new development she was considering a blunder, if she could make one that wasn’t too obvious. 


“Not at all, Ambrose.” She selected another petit fours and bit it in half. “Please don’t rush.”













Chapter Twenty-One



CEF CGHQ, Capitol Complex

 Nereus, Mars, Sol


The distinctive warbling tone echoed thinly throughout the almost empty gym, and Rafe Huron tapped his sparring partner’s forearm. Gunnery Sergeant Alison Jordan released what was about to become a devastating hammer lock, swiped some bright gold locks, now darkened with sweat, away from her forehead and stepped back with a heartfelt sigh. 


Wearing an easy grin, Huron loped across the exercise mats to where the calling card lay caroling among his gear. Tapping ACCEPT, he was treated to Commander Wesselby’s smiling face. 


“Not an inopportune time, is it?” she asked, taking her dark hair out of the tight braid and noting the way Huron was dressed. 


“Not at all. Quite propitious, in fact.”


“Why? Allie about to get the drop on you again?”


“How’d you guess?”


“I can see her grinning over your shoulder. Hello, Sergeant.” 


“Good evening, Commander.” Sergeant Jordan’s sweetly accented voice spoke right next to his ear. He hadn’t heard her approach at all. 


“Apologies if I delayed Rafe getting what I’m sure he richly deserves.” 


“No worries, ma’am.” The sergeant, a dyed-in-the-wool Canberra native, rolled her shoulders suggestively. “Not much of a delay, I expect.”  


“Glad to hear it.” Trin returned her gaze to Huron. “I just spoke with the Commandant and also Commander Buthelezi—who sends her regards, incidentally. Is she one of your old flames, by any chance? Her greeting seemed to convey a certain . . . warmth.”


“Who’s prying now?” Huron was acutely conscious of their audience. 


“It’s my turn.” 


“She’s a royal, y’know.”


“So are you—to most people.”


“It’s not the same thing.” 


“She’d be quite a catch.” Trin was warming to the exercise. 


“Now don’t you start.” 


“ ‘I have not yet begun to fight.’ John Paul Jones.” 


“I know. He also said something about going into harm’s way.” 


“Touché.” 


Huron made a little bow of acknowledgement to the image in the card. 


“And she also wanted you to know your girl made quite a name for herself tearing up War Week.”


“Do tell.”


“They actually had to hold an inquiry about it.”


“Trin?”


“Yes?”


“Two things. You might want to go easy on employing the possessive case when it comes to Kris. And as much as I appreciate the interruption, my keen instincts tell me you had another reason for calling.”


“In fact I did. The Academy is willing to greenlight a meeting, if she agrees.”


“Schedule?”


“Early next week. We’re looking for a day to maximize the inconvenience for CID.” 


“Excellent. With whom?” 


“You, a Commander Tilletson from Operations and a CID rep to be named later. Most of the department heads will be attending a major bull session at Lunar 1 then, so I’m expecting Eliot Matheson. He’s deputy of the group that’s tasked with human trafficking. Do you know him?”


“Never heard of him.”


“You’re in for a treat, then.”


“Box checker?”


“Extraordinaire. He’s hell on wheels when it comes to report formats too.”


“Very nice.”  


“Back with an update tomorrow PM.” 


“Looking forward to it. Enjoy your evening, Trin.” 


“You too, Rafe. Have fun, Allie.” 


“I’ll do that, ma’am.” 


And Huron killed the link. 


“Have you known the Commander a long time, sir?” Sergeant Jordan inquired politely as they moved back onto the mats. 


“Her father and mine were friends.” 


“Does she always talk to you like that?”


“Once she lets her hair down, yes.” 


“So it’s true you dated Commander Buthelezi?” As they took their stance and locked forearms. 


“Are you trying to get on my good side, Sergeant?”


Alison Jordan replied with a grin as bright as her hair. “You’re better when you’re motivated, sir. Ready?”  













Chapter Twenty-Two



CEF Academy Orbital Campus

 Deimos, Mars, Sol


The day after the inquiry, a board of faculty members, chaired by Commander Buthelezi and observed by Commandant Hoste, who took no active role, met to decide the War Week scoring. It was a close, detailed and deeply technical discussion, and the upshot was that Basmartin came out on top, ahead of Kris by a mere three points, the edge being his performance during the torpedo runs. Indeed, the result was so closely argued, detailed and technical as to seem a bit defensive, which, given the extraordinary nature of the situation, it certainly was. Nonetheless, the majority accepted the decision as being on the right side of justice. 


This majority did not include Basmartin, who was livid. When they chanced to have a moment alone, he’d exclaimed savagely to Kris, “You were robbed! Fucking robbed!” 


Kris had never seen him angry before and certainly had never heard him say fuck, the way she and Tanner did so liberally—it was daunting. 


“S’Okay,” she replied. “It’s no problem—really.” And then she tried to explain that setting up the conditions for victory was not at all the same as achieving victory. 


Baz would not buy any of it. “But you assigned us the torps! You coulda made those runs better than either of us! You know it!” 


She did know it, but she also knew that she was better in a dogfight than either of them, so if Red Team’s fighters had shown up, she stood a better chance of buying them the time needed to pull off the attack. That, however, was a line of argument Baz was obviously not amenable to, and she didn’t even bother to voice it. When she left, he was still fuming. 


The following day, the Grand Senate passed, by an unusually slim margin, a resolution authorizing the Plenary Council to proceed with the ultimatum and any action that should result from its execution. An eleventh-hour compromise to soften some of the wording had been needed to secure sufficient votes, leading to cries of weasel wording and watering down. The senior senator from New Meridies took the floor at the last minute to harangue his colleagues: “What is the point of an ultimatum that merely suggests, not demands?” His tone was overwrought, as were his arguments, and the compromise stood. The Plenary Council accepted the resolution with due solemnity, and the Speaker promised action with “all alacrity consistent with the portentous nature of the resolution” and set no date for doing anything. The media, reacting on cue, was full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.


At the Academy, all the outcry signified perhaps less than nothing. The results of the vote were announced on the same Martian day as the finals of the All-Forces Unarmed Combat Championship, in which Corporal Vasquez defeated Sergeant Major Yu in a match of record length by the required minimum of two points. Regardless of the confident predictions from some parties, the sky did not fall and, as attentive observers noted the next morning, the sun rose in its accustomed quadrant. 


Even for those few near-pariahs who hadn’t followed the tournament with obsessive dedication, the term was ending in the spirit of holiday, not politics, and governmental doings were a very distant concern, indeed. 


Kris’s private thoughts were not on holidays, however, which meant nothing to her but more time on her hands (it was pleasant enough to have a break from people, but she got squirmy after about a week), and even less on what the government was up to. 


Instead, her thoughts were wholly occupied with what the immunocyte implants were doing to her system. Walking with knees that still shook more than a little and keeping one hand on the wall, she was making her way back to her study from the head, where she’d practically taken up a lease on the stall nearest the door. In fact, the day before yesterday she’d seriously considered posting a sign to that effect when she unexpectedly found it occupied. Fortunately, there was a sink handy.




She’d gotten her first round of immunocytes four days ago—the same day the final scoring was announced—and the med-techs had told her to expect “a little discomfort” and “maybe some nausea,” especially after the first twenty-four hours. Kris had come to understand this as medical shorthand for puking your guts out for an hour and a half every morning. That was supposed to be diminishing at this point, and she certainly hoped it would, because it was beginning to feel like the cure was worse than the disease—any disease. The very thought of food made her stomach roll; she was having enough trouble keeping down the specially fortified, somewhat slimy, vaguely sweet, unpleasantly pale-orange stuff she was supposed to drink a liter of each evening.  


Baz looked up as she eased unsteadily through the door, noting her pale, drawn face and the beads of clammy perspiration across her forehead and under her eyes, which were ringed with dark circles. 


“Bad, huh?” He’d gotten his implants the same day, and whatever they fixed up kids with in the Homeworlds, it must be a lot different than the proactive vaccines Kris had been inoculated with, because he’d sailed through with barely a burp. Kris was not close to forgiving him for that. 


“What’re ya still doin’ here?” she said in a hoarse, strained voice. He was supposed to have left to meet his family early that AM.


“Flight’s delayed.” 


“Again?” This was the second time. Minx and Tanner had left two days ago, Minx with her upperclassman girlfriend and Tanner to parts unknown. Baz had been stuck here, exactly at the time when she really didn’t want the company. 


“It happens,” he said philosophically. It was easy for him to be philosophical. Kris had a vague idea that he also felt some obligation to hang around and ‘be there for her’ or some such bullshit. His parents were doctors—his father was in fact the medical director of a hospital on Phaedra—and Kris knew they both did a lot of pro bono medical outreach in the poorer colonies. Baz evidently felt he had to keep up the family tradition. She really couldn’t blame him for that, but she did anyway. Sometimes Baz could be really dense. 


As she made her way carefully to her bunk—Tanner’s bunk, actually, since hers was an upper rack—Baz looked down at the tablet he was browsing. “By the way, your xel’s been beeping like crazy.”


“Fuck it,” Kris muttered as she sat carefully on the bunk and dragged a pillow across her knees. 


“I think it’s important.”


“Fuck it anyway,” as she lowered her face into the welcoming softness. 


“It’s from Commander Huron.”


Kris raised her head faster than was prudent. “What the fuck?” 


“Yeah, he got promoted. Months ago, I guess. Anyway, it’s his sig. Thought you’d wanna know.” 


“Yeah.” She’d left her xel a good two meters way. That meant moving. Shit. 


Baz got up and reached over for it. “Here.”


“Thanks.” She hadn’t meant it to sound so gruff. Baz smiled anyway. He opened his mouth but then his xel warbled, an insistent priority tone. He thumbed it off and checked the alert. 


“Now they’re here. Just cleared into orbit.” He looked over at Kris, who was staring at her xel in bewilderment. “You doing okay? I can stay a little longer, if you’d like. It won’t kill them to wait some.”


“No—no,” Kris said distractedly. “Go on. Have a good break. Tell your sister I say Hi.” 


“Sure you don’t need anything?”


Yeah, being alone. “Naw, I don’t. All good.” 


“Okay.” He made no move to stir. “We’ll be downside a few days—maybe the rest of the week. Then we’ll be at my sister’s place in Kyoto. You got my card?” 


“Yeah.”


“Well . . . y’know—you can call if there’s anything. Door’s always open—all that.”


“I know.” 


Finally, he shouldered his tightly packed duffle bag and picked up a smaller travel case. “Well, see ya next term, Kris.” 


“Take it easy, Baz.” 


The door slid open and then shut behind him before she looked up. 


The message was from Lieutenant Commander Huron and what was more, it came with an endorsement from Commandant Hoste, or at least his office. The endorsement informed her that while the attached request concerned an official matter, her compliance was wholly voluntary and refusal would in no way impact her Academy career—would not in fact be noted in her record—but if she chose to comply, she was to understand there would be certain obligations thereby assumed, both under civil law and the 17 Articles of the Code of Military Justice, and she was to understand what rights she had in such a case and which others might be limited or curtailed by her acceptance of the request and so on for almost three pages. 


The message itself was not even three lines. It simply said he and some other unnamed ‘gentlemen’ had some questions they would like to ask her, and would she agree to meet with them downside at the main campus today at 1500, or some other time tomorrow if that was more convenient? The second line informed her that transport was already standing by. 


Of the topic there was no clue, but there were few things Commander Huron and some ‘gentlemen’ could possible wish to ask her about—in fact, she could think of only one: Nestor Mankho. 


She sighed and rubbed her aching ribs, trying to ease the pain in the wrenched muscles along her sides and around her abdomen. She had no doubt she could refuse, and besides, she felt like shit. That was not an excuse exactly—no excuses were called for here—but on the other hand, it would get her off this fucking rock for a day. And she’d get to see Huron again. That thought gave her queer contradictory feelings which did not sit well with her stomach. 


Goddammit. She rapped her knuckles absently on her thigh. It was still early. What did she have to look forward to here? Choking down another liter of that fucking jellied lizard piss this evening?


Oh, to hell with it. She opened the message again, typed her two-word acceptance. Hit SEND. 













Chapter Twenty-Three



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


Fresh from a two-hour nap that had her feeling almost human again, Kris jogged up the broad white dolomite steps of the portico that framed the towering main entrance of the Academy’s Cape York campus. At the security desk, she presented her ID and surrendered her private xel and her calling cards—she’d decided to stay downside at least a few days and so had recovered them and packed her meager belongings—and received her badge and a pathfinder from the young, round-headed guard whose chipper demeanor clashed oddly with the two grim, unsmiling, censorious marine sentries who flanked the inner entrance. 


Passing through into the massively vaulted atrium, she followed the pathfinder’s line to a bank of lifts at the far end and was surprised to see Minx coming from the other direction, accompanied by a young woman with buzz-cut silver-white hair, a Venusian tan and a wrestler’s build. She was quite a bit shorter than Minx and wore a Marine cadet’s uniform, and Kris thought her attractive in a robust, square-jawed sort of way. She and Minx made a rather odd couple, and as they exchanged nods in passing, Kris noted that the name on the marine cadet’s badge was Alane Hotchkiss. 


The next available lift queried Kris’s pathfinder, and on verifying her biometrics, displayed her destination—the ninth floor—and produced a riser for her. She stepped on it and as it ascended, she just missed Hotchkiss looking back over her shoulder. 


“Who was that?” 


Minx twitched one eyebrow. “Oh, that was Kris.” 


“That’s Kris?”


“Yeah. Why?”


“Nothing. I just didn’t know she was, ah—”


Minx frowned.


“—so tall.”


“Uh huh.”


“Y’know,” Hotchkiss went on, noting the tightness of her girlfriend’s lips, “I saw Commander Huron up on the Ninth about an hour ago.” 


“Really?” That brought some color back to Minx’s smile. “No wonder she’s in a hurry. I bet they don’t even wait ‘til they’re out of the building.” 


Hotchkiss laughed. “What? You think they’re just gonna find an empty desk and go for it?” 


“She hasn’t seen him in like eight months.” 


“You’re not serious.”


“How much you wanna bet?”


The ninth floor was reserved for senior staff offices and conference rooms, so Kris was not surprised at being directed there, but she hadn’t expected the pathfinder to guide her to the Commandant’s suite. The door opened to her hesitant knock, and after crossing the well-appointed foyer, Kris was met by his secretary, who conducted her to the inner office. 


Commandant Hoste was waiting there, along with Commander Buthelezi, two men she had never seen before and Rafe Huron. The two unknown men were such a contrast as to appear almost comical, irresistibly reminding Kris of stock actors in the vids she watched as a child. One was tall, thick-bodied and stolid, his heavy-jowled face not giving anything away but a sense of bureaucratic officiousness. The other was a narrow-chested, thin-faced man with a longish nose and a fringe of pale hair, who sat very erect and projected an air Kris could only think of as rabbity. The impression was not helped at all by his rather long and wispy sideburns. He was probably a native of Mars, she guessed, and the sideburns had undoubtedly been in fashion at some point, but why he clung to them was anybody’s guess. 


Huron was sitting just to one side, looking almost totally impassive in his crisp lieutenant commander’s uniform. Huron had more ways of being impassive than anyone decently should, and Kris was not sure what this one might mean. She guessed he was just waiting; there certainly did not seem to be any real connection between him and the other two men. Commander Buthelezi projected her usual air of competent unflappability, and Commandant Hoste looked like he’d had a rough few days of it, which was certainly the case.  


Hoste cleared his throat. “Ms. Kennakris. Good of you to come. I trust the conditions stipulated in the attachment to Commander Huron’s message were clear to you?” 


Oh, fuck no. “Ah—yes, sir.” 


“Very good.” Hoste extracted a printout of those conditions from a folder and pushed the flimsies across his desk to her. “If you will sign and authenticate these, please, we can begin.” Kris dutifully signed where the Commandant indicated and pressed her thumb over the signature. Hoste secured the pages and replaced them in his desk. “This meeting is informal in nature and we have no intention of making you stand all the while. Do be seated.”


Kris looked behind her to see that the Commandant’s secretary had managed to surreptitiously provide her with a chair. “Thank you, sir,” she said with an acknowledging smile, and sat. 


Then he indicated his visitors. “These gentlemen are Commander Tilletson and Mr. Matheson. You will have deduced from the endorsement that Mr. Matheson represents CID, hence the caveats.”


Kris had deduced no such thing, though if she’d taken the time to read it fully, she might have. Keeping as straight a face as possible, she said nothing but bowed her head politely to each of them, hoping that would suffice; it didn’t seem appropriate to salute under the circumstances.


Both men replied in kind and Hoste gestured to Huron. “Commander Huron, you already know.”


“Yes, sir.” 


“These gentlemen will explain the reasons behind this meeting more fully,” the Commandant continued, “but I shall acquaint you with the broad outlines. If you should feel that you wish to decline further participation thereafter, you are at liberty to do so, but the conditions stipulated will remain in effect. Have you any questions before I begin?” 


“No, sir.” 


“Very well. It has been proposed”—Kris noted the slight emphasis on the word—“that we conduct an operation against the slaver networks in the Hydra. The scope of this operation would be somewhat different than those we’ve done in the past, focusing not merely on suppression but also on identifying potential assets that might support future operations. It was Commander Huron’s suggestion that, in view of your—background, you might be able to provide some useful insights that would help determine how fruitful such an undertaking is likely to be.” 


Here he paused as if inviting her to comment, but Kris sat still, holding to her bland expression. 


After a lapse of some seconds, Hoste finished his introduction. “I shall not be present, but it has been decided that, in view of the exceptional nature of this meeting, Commander Buthelezi may remain in the character of an advocate, should you wish it. Do you wish it?”


“No, sir,” Kris answered, a shade mechanically. “I’m fine—that is, I don’t think that’s necessary.”


The Commandant looked as though he’d expected that response and rose from behind his deck. “In that case, Gentlemen, Cadet—the commander and I shall retire. Please take whatever time you need. Good day.”


A chorus of low-voiced replies wished the Commandant Good day in turn, and as he stepped out, Commander Buthelezi followed, giving Kris a look that might have been simple encouragement or license to ‘Give ‘em hell,’ or something of both. As the door closed, the tenor in the room changed, at once less stiff but somehow more awkward. 


Commander Tilletson, now the senior party present, turned to Matheson and invited him to open the proceedings. Matheson, folding his hands in front of him, shifted forward in his chair and began by saying that they had a few ‘simple and straightforward’ questions for her. Then he talked for the better part of five minutes: a jumbled discourse full of clauses, qualifiers and interlocking parentheses that didn’t always come out. Kris was in no shape to follow it all, and his peculiar delivery, punctuated by occasionally twitching his elbows, was distracting to say the least, but it was clear that he was laboring under the impression that slavers were organized into some sort of hierarchy or could, at a minimum, be assigned to tidy little boxes that were related to each other in equally tidy ways. He seemed to think she could explain all this and tell them which of these boxes (and their supposed occupants) were of potential interest, from an intelligence standpoint, and how to go about identifying them. When he finished, he sat there with his hands still neatly folded and looked at her expectantly with that narrow rabbity smile. 


“I’m afraid I don’t really get what you’re asking, sir,” Kris replied in a halting voice. 


Huron looked across at Matheson, who seemed to be struggling with the notion that his ‘simple and straightforward’ questions had turned out to be neither. Commander Tilletson had withdrawn into a look of studied vacuity, so Huron finally said, “Ms. Kennakris, perhaps you could expand on what it is that we failed to make clear?”


“Expand, sir?” Kris looked beseechingly at Huron, hoping he was throwing her a rope, not a noose. They’d always been friendly before—almost always, anyway—but that was back on Nedaema. She hadn’t been a cadet then, and while she liked Rafe Huron pretty well (when he wasn’t making her nuts), Lieutenant Commander Huron was someone she’d just met. 


Maybe he had some sense of that too, because he smiled with a hint of his old warmth and said, “Just tell us what you’re thinking.” 


“Okay, sir.” That seemed a tall order, but Kris drew a breath and launched into it. “You see, sir, it all depends. Everyone does things their own way—you gotta know who you’re dealing with. Um . . .” 


Huron nodded encouragement. 


“Well—take the big Bannerman syndicates. They like to keep things in-house. They’ve got their own fleets, their own captains, crews they hire permanently. And of course, they have Feds on their side, so they don’t need havens or bundlers or sutlers—”


“Excuse me, Ms. Kennakris,” Matheson broke in. “Sutlers?”


“Ah . . . victualers? Y’know—food? O2? And stuff,” Kris offered with a nervous twist of her lips while Huron scowled at him. 


“Yes, of course,” Matheson mumbled, and Kris groped for her lost thread. “Anyway, they don’t need any of that. They move their trade along all their own vectors, and they have their regular customers and territories and they don’t poach a lot. Y’see?” 


Whether they did or not, the three men nodded.


“But then you’ve got the Tyrsenians—they don’t deal much. They take for themselves. I mean, if they have overstock they’ll wholesale it, and sometimes the clans will gang up for a spec raid, but that’s pretty rare, I think—these days. Um . . . except the Lemnos clans. They deal, at least . . .” 


Here Kris faltered, afraid she was about to overreach what she actually knew. Like the Bannermans, the Tyrsenian Alliance was a remnant of the slave federations that had grown up in the chaos that followed the Formation Wars. They were much more loosely organized, however, lacking a central government and instead mostly just collaborating to form raiding fleets that operated out of their core systems of Lemnos, Abydos and Tiryns. She knew about the Lemnos clans because Trench dealt with them a lot—he’d enjoyed excellent relations with several of the clan leaders. It cut his margins quite a bit, but it was a lot less risky and it sped up fulfillment too, so it was worth it. But that wasn’t to say other captains didn’t have similar arrangements with some of the Abydos clans—probably not the Tiryns chiefs, though. They didn’t get along with anybody . . . 


“And, um—” Kris blinked, trying to recover gist of the point she’d been about make. “They’re Grade-A muscle too, so they get a lot of play for—um, special . . . ops. Stuff like that.” It was a lame finish to her point and she glanced at her audience anxiously. 


“So . . .” Matheson began in a careful voice. “The Tyrsenians. Who is it they wholesale to? Not the Bannermans, if I understood correctly.” 


“No, sir,” Kris said, embarrassed at the gaping hole she’d left. “The freelancers. The Andaman guilds all deal with freelancers.” 


That caused a visible stir, and Matheson actually held up a hand to interrupt her again. “Ms. Kennakris, you’re saying that the Sultanate actually has slaver guilds?” 


“Sure. I mean, yes. Sir.” As if the CID man had just questioned the law of gravity. 


“And you are entirely confident—that is, there can be no mistake.” 


Kris blinked. “No, sir. They—ah . . . I mean, the guilds are all based on Nicobar and they don’t deal out of there. Their trade mostly goes through Winnecke IV—the Emir’s people handle it—” 


“The Emir of Ivoria,” Matheson clarified.


“That’s right, sir. But what I was saying is that they don’t deal local. They’ve got factors in most of the major ports. Y’know—Solon, Pyramus. Mantua and Cathcar in the Hydra, of course. They even had guild reps in Little North Bear for a while. They’re not big lot buyers. They mostly deal in paid picks and special—ah . . . special talents. What freelancers handle. It gives ‘em ploz—um—” Dammit! What was that phrase Trench liked to use? 


“Plausible deniability?” Huron suggested helpfully. 


“Yes, sir. That’s it. Plausible deniability. Since they don’t have official Fed cover or anything.” 


“Quite,” Matheson murmured. He seemed to be wrestling with Kris’s infodump. Admittedly, it was a lot to wrestle with. Then louder: “So, you are saying this is a very large, complex, even organic or one might say ad hoc . . . society?” 


Kris had no firm idea what ad hoc meant but it seemed clear from context. She nodded agreeably. “Yes, sir. But you gotta understand I’m only talking about top-rail captains here—the guys who swing heavy. There are tons of bottom-feeders too—they’ll deal with anybody.”  


“I see.” 


Kris wasn’t at all sure that Matheson did. For one thing, she was acutely aware of ignoring Halith entirely. She knew that a lot of Halith colonial labor—what they called guest labor—was really slave labor, but since Trench never dealt directly with Halith buyers (no freelancer could handle the volumes they needed), she knew next to nothing about them. For another thing, he seemed to be missing the point. Their lack of comprehension of some of the most basic things about slavers confused and puzzled her—Hoste had introduced Matheson as an intel type. Weren’t they supposed to have a read on all sorts of spooky shit? 


She backed up and tried again. “But the thing is, say you net some guy. Unless you drop on a Bannerman boat, how you gonna know if he’s top-rail or not? They pretty much all smell the same.” 


Something like a collective sigh went through the room and Matheson looked appealingly at Huron. Tilletson continued to do an excellent impression of a nonentity. Kris couldn’t figure out why he was here—or Matheson, for that matter. Only Huron seemed to not have his head up his ass. She hungered to know what this was really all about; her guess about Mankho seemed to be wide of the mark. 


Huron made no response to the appeal and Matheson scratched his ear. “Yes. Most enlightening, Ms. Kennakris. You clearly know a great deal about the subject.” He folded his hands again, looking studious. “Tell me: what would be your assessment—or rather let me say, were we to interview other, ah, detainees, would they be able to provide a similar level of insight into, shall we say, issues of interest?” 


The question took Kris squarely aback. “Oh hel—um, sorry. No, sir.”


“No?” Matheson ridged his narrow forehead.


“No, sir. Transportees don’t know anything. They’re on the holding deck all the time or in pens or they get stashed in a haven if there’s problems with the delivery or a deal gets 86’d. And they’re only around for a couple of months—three, maybe four at the outside. Slavers don’t hold stock. Costs too much.” 


“But you yourself—”


“I mean, if you wanted to get anything useful,” Kris interrupted out of exasperation, “you’d have to talk to the goldfish. But goldfish don’t talk.” 


It was profoundly true that goldfish, in the sense of Asian carp, Carassius auratus, were absolutely speechless, as the three men in the room readily acknowledged. What Kris was alluding to, however, they found particularly obscure. Matheson again appealed mutely to Huron, who accepted the invitation this time. 


“We don’t quite grasp what is meant by goldfish, I’m afraid.” 


Huron’s comment brought home to Kris just how liberal she’d been with slaver jargon and her cheeks flamed. “I’m—I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to—”


“No worries. Just, if you could—”


“Yes, sir.” Kris took another calming breath. “Goldfish is what they call long-term slaves. Ones that have been held for two, three years or more. It’s cuz, well . . . once you’ve been in a goldfish bowl long enough, you’re not really good for much else.” 


Huron tensed his jaw and even Commander Tilletson was startled out of his vacant expression. 


“And that’s why they won’t talk,” Huron said. 


“That’s right, sir. That is, not normally.” 


The three men shared a significant look. “Thank you, Ms. Kennakris,” Huron said after a pause Kris found profoundly uncomfortable. “That concludes our questions, for the time being. Would you be willing to wait outside for a few minutes?”


“Yes, sir. Of course.” 


She stood up. Huron stood up as well and conducted her to the door, which he opened for her. “This shouldn’t take long, but if you’d rather, feel free to wait in the canteen. It’s just around that corner and down the hall to the right.” 


“Thank you, sir.” And saluted—in spite of herself.


He smiled, an oddly tight expression, and acknowledged her salute, and the door closed behind her with a decided click. 


“The Andamans have slaver guilds?” Matheson said as the door latched. “Seems scarcely believable. We have evidence of their involvement, of course—nothing actionable—but guilds?” 


“Goldfish?” muttered Commander Tilletson. “Good lord.” 


“If half of what she says is credible—” Matheson continued. 


“I don’t think there’s any question about that,” Huron cut him off.


“But where does that leave us?” Tilletson demanded. “We’ve never interrogated slavers, and from what she just told us, that’s a fine thing—their value as exploitable assets is damn near nil.”


“I don’t think that was quite the point she was making, sir,” Huron demurred, more willing to be polite to a senior naval officer than to a middle manager from CID. 


“We still lack a reliable means of triage,” Tilletson complained. “And we can’t haul every one of them we sweep up back here for interrogation—that would take months.”


“I don’t suppose the cadet could provide a matrix of indicators, or something,” Matheson suggested. 


Both Huron and Tilletson glared at him. 


The commander turned back to Huron. “I don’t know what to make of this. Seemed like an innovative approach, but we just don’t have the proper assets.”


“I wouldn’t exactly say that, sir,” Huron countered. “We appear to have one.” 


“You mean Cadet Kennakris?” Matheson broke in. “She’s a cadet. She can’t serve on active duty.” 


“She could be rated midshipman.”


“We haven’t rated a midshipman in over twenty years,” Commander Tilletson added, frankly dubious. “She’s not even an upperclassman.” 


Huron failed to see the relevance for either of those observations. “She does have extensive, detailed and personal knowledge, sir. She’s capable of performing triage and she may have additional insights we’re not yet aware of.” 


“Would she even consent?” Matheson asked with a peevish frown; that doubled-barreled glare was still stinging. “It’s highly irregular. She’s not under orders. And she’s . . . quite young.”


Huron ruthlessly suppressed a scathing retort. “If we want the answer to that,” he said more calmly than he felt, “I suppose we’d have to ask her.” 


Commander Tilletson made a discontented huffing sound. “Well, if you can convince the Admiral to rate her midshipman, you’ve got my blessing. But what to make of all this, I’m sure I don’t know.” 


“It’s highly irregular,” Matheson reiterated. “I can’t see a role for CID in this.” 


Thank god, Huron thought with a great inward sigh of relief.


“Of course, if anything actionable should turn up—” 


You’ll be happy to share the credit. 


“Keep my office advised,” Matheson finished. 


“Then are we concluded here, gentlemen?” Commander Tilletson looked from one to the other. 


Huron nodded. 


“I have nothing to add,” Matheson said, sealing a folio and standing. 


Now that’s an understatement. But Huron just smiled as he got to his feet. 


Huron found Kris not in the canteen but outside it, a few meters farther up the hall. She was leaning against the wall, looking grim and tapping the heel of her boot against the beige plasticrete surface. On entering the canteen, she’d been hit with a vinegary smell, slightly sweet, and while it was not strong, her stomach gave a dangerous lurch and she beat a hasty retreat upwind. The pangs of nausea had soured her mood as well as her stomach, and her glance was less than friendly as Huron approached. 


“Immunocytes?” He recognized the look and the general demeanor. 


Kris dropped her eyes back to the floor with a slow, careful nod. 


“Landed me flat on my ass for a week when I got my first implants,” he commented offhandedly. Pausing as he passed the canteen’s entrance, he caught a whiff of three-bean salad—probably the last aroma someone in Kris’s state would want to encounter. “How are you doing?”


Kris covered a watery belch with her hand. “M’Okay.” 


“Right.” He glanced up and down the corridor. “Let’s find another venue, shall we?”


“Sure.” 


The other venue presented itself around two corners and down an anonymous stretch of hallway, next to what appeared to be a utility access panel. It was a blank metal door glazed to match the walls and innocent of knobs, locks, handles or any markings but an ‘L34’ deeply embossed in the middle. Huron regarded it with satisfaction. 


“This’ll do.” 


He took out a set of card keys and applied them to the right-hand side of the door where a lock would be expected to be until, with a hydraulic-sounding hiss, the door popped out about a centimeter. 


“Handy things to have,” Huron remarked as he levered the door open and the interior lights came on. “After you.” 


“You’re kidding.” Alane Hotchkiss pulled her head back behind the corner. “That’s just not right.”


“You believe me now?” Minx asked, sweetly triumphant.


“Not if I hadn’t seen it.” Hotchkiss took out her wallet. “Twenty-five?” 


“And dinner.” 


“Nyoutaisushi again?” Stroking the money into Minx’s account with a mild scowl.


“I’ll let you pick.” Minx gave her girlfriend a strategic squeeze. “We can save sushi for later.”  


“So,” Huron said, settling comfortably on a pallet of cleaning supplies, “I expect you’re experiencing nine kinds of what the hell? just about now.”


“Sorta.” Kris was sitting on what she took to be a big coil of fiber-optic cable. The rest of the cramped space was untidily stuffed with drums and some bales wrapped in black plastic and shelves with random parts strewn on them, tools she could not identify and a trio of wicked-looking cleaners crammed into a corner. She assumed they were deactivated. 


“The song and dance was necessary, I’m afraid. Ritual is important, as I’m sure you’ve figured out.” 


“Uh huh. Who were those guys, anyway?”


“You might call them the Gods of the Copybook Headings. They’re useful and even necessary but they can still be a pain in the ass. You have to throw them a bone now and then, and sometimes you have to take them with a grain of salt, too.” 


“Uh huh.” Kris had a feeling that was all the answer she was going to get. “So . . . ah—”


“Why are we sitting here in the maintenance locker?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Because your previous contributions have not been forgotten, and the Admiral—and a select group of others—thinks it might be time for an encore.” 


“You mean the Inner Trifid thing?”


“In a nutshell, yes.” 


Kris rubbed the spot on her temple that was starting to ache again. “So this op you guys wanna pull off in the Hydra—you’re looking for something like that? I don’t know the Hydra.”


“You do appear to have insights we lack.” 


“No—” Kris chewed her lip. Where’d they get this idea she was some fucking miracle worker? “Look, the Inner Trifid was Trench’s sandbox. The fix was in, the Feds took their end—it was business. Hydra’s not like that. We went there—a couple of times a cycle maybe—but just to bid when they had a big lot sale or for maintenance stopovers or to crew up or . . . other stuff. It’s mostly all Bannerman anyway, so it’s not like you can just bang in there and hit someplace.” She shifted, antsy and restless. “So—I . . . still don’t know what you guys want.” 


“Well, there’s Thing One and Thing Two.” Which was about the weirdest thing she’d heard him say (out of his decided penchant for saying weird things), because Thing One and Thing Two were characters from a bedtime story her father would act out for her when she was little. Fragments of the ancient rhyme began to flit about in her mind and she shook her head, distracted and annoyed. 


“Thing One,” Huron continued, “is that since we rolled up the Inner Trifid, the slavers have moved more aggressively into the Hydra. Indications are there’s more cooperation going on there than in the past with the Tyrsenians taking an even bigger role. We’re not quite sure who’s in bed with who and to what degree—it’s likely things are shifting about quite a bit. I appreciate that you don’t have the keys like you did for the Inner Trifid, but what you know is still likely to be of help. That routine in there was to present your bona fides and convince them you are an asset we need to employ.” 


 “I’m an asset.” 


“In their terminology.” 


“So what’s Thing Two?”


“The part they don’t know about.”


“They don’t?” That scarcely seemed possible. 


“This is where things get—eh, ticklish.” 


“Whazzat mean?” Nothing good, she supposed.


“Thing Two is Mankho.” 


A tingling warmed her cheeks and scampered down her arms to her fingers. So she was right after all. “I dunno anything about Mankho.” 


“Not directly, no,” Huron said, speaking gingerly. “But Trench was associated with him to a degree—that’s how Mariwen ended up on Harlot’s Ruse.”


She tried not to wince, and he did a good job of not noticing that she tried. 


“After Lacaille, Mankho went to ground—we have no leads. He’s shut down almost anything we could use to track him. But slaves are his main line. We know he’s still active, and now that the nexus has shifted, we think there’s a decent chance almost all his trade is going through the Hydra. But we don’t know where, and we don’t know who. Though it’s likely to be people who dealt with Trench.” 


“So . . .” Kris swallowed. “You want me to see if I can ID any of Trench’s buddies you might sweep up.”


“Or anything else. We understand what you said about long-term slaves, but there are different possibilities here. We don’t have the time to conduct comprehensive interrogations of whoever we get, and we don’t have a good enough idea where to start looking. We also lack the time to do the kind of workup that could give us these answers, so it all boiled down to asking you. That’s a compliment, by the way.” Noting the look on her face.


“So how’s all this gonna play?”


“Ostensibly, we’re after Thing One. That’s in the works and a task group is already fitting out. Deployment is slated to last two months. If you agree, I’ve been authorized by the admiral to submit a recommendation to SECNAV that you be rated midshipman to accompany the mission as an advisor.”


“With you?”


“I’m the assigned ops officer, so yes. You and I will be the only ones who know about Thing Two.” 


“So what happens if I say no?” 


“We saddle up and take our best shot. And I’ll have a few more private questions, if that’s okay.” 


“Ah . . . Okay.” 


“This is no cakewalk, Kris. This is throwing you into the deep end.”


That coaxed out a smile. “Without a paddle?” 


“Something along those lines, yes.” 


Kris shrugged. “Well, shit, then. I didn’t have plans anyway.” 


“Take your time. The Navy Department is going to balk at rating a midshipman, and who knows what other objections they might gin up. They like things orthodox and this is anything but. And these assignments can be tedious as all hell—right up until they become a shit storm in an airlock. That’s what the recruiting propaganda calls an adventure. On the other hand”—he spread both of his—“maybe we get lucky.” 


She echoed the gesture. “So what do you want me to do?”


He stood. “First, I think we should probably cease inflaming overactive imaginations any more than we already have.” 


“What d’ya mean?”


“Any chance you know a female cadet, about this tall”—he held his hand at shoulder level—“slim, long black hair, long legs, bit of an attitude?”


“Sounds like Minx.” 


“Yeah, that would fit.”


“She fuck’n lurking?”


“Might call it a reconnaissance in force.”


“Bitch.”


“Don’t take it so hard. The envy of the masses, y’know. We’ve got a day—go think about it.” 













Chapter Twenty-Four



Port Sutherland

 Mars, Sol


She thought about it—for almost as long as it took to exit the building. In truth, there was never any real question in her mind. Whatever Huron had said about cakewalks and deep ends and airlocks, the overriding fact was that the prospect of so much time on her hands alone filled her with consternation, and that was spiked with the additional worry of where to spend it. As a cadet, she wasn’t allowed to travel out-system without clearance, and the options she faced all struck her as less than congenial. 


Mars, the oldest settled extraterrestrial planet by a century, had in the view of many (especially the descendants of the original colonists) become a bureaucratic hellhole, a charge with substantial truth to it since the League capital of Nereus sprawled across a huge chunk of the narrow equatorial zone, and eight of ten inhabitants worked for the government. Otherwise, human settlement had taken a light hand on Mars, aside from importing enough air to make the atmosphere breathable (close to a billion cubic kilometers of refined gases brought from Venus by the Mars Air Line; perhaps the greatest engineering feat mankind had ever pulled off), and the planet retained its stark beauty, but what mattered to Kris was that it reminded her all too much of Parson’s Acre. 


Venus, on the other hand, was just creepy. When it was originally colonized, Venus still had its dense, highly corrosive atmosphere in which breathable air was a lifting gas, so the first settlements were encapsulated stations floating at high altitudes where the temperature, pressure, and available sunlight were suitable. Although the Venusian atmosphere was now benign and the surface temperature no longer hot enough to melt lead, the Venusians themselves had never lost their taste for floating cities, and if there was one thing Kris disliked more than being in a gravity well, it was being in a gravity well where you could fall thirty kilometers before you hit something. 


The Belt sounded kind of fun, but visas weren’t easy to come by and living space there was at a premium—waiting lists for everything—and her cadet status did not get her preferred treatment like it did on Mars. Earth, which from what little news she followed appeared to be a planet-sized insane asylum, was right out.


In view of the options, she’d waited what she hoped was a decent interval before telling Huron she was in, and had spent the hours since trying not to get her hopes up. Huron was a hard person to read, but you could always tell when he was serious about something—at least she could. It was certainly true the Admiralty could balk—that any number of things could get in the way—but Huron had looked like he wasn’t about to take no for an answer, and Kris had a strong if rather indistinct faith in that look. 


She hadn’t seen Huron since she’d left Nedaema a little over eight standard months ago. Her acceptance to the Academy had been pretty much a fait accompli, but since she still had to pass the preliminaries, she’d shipped out two months early and taken up residence here in Port Sutherland, the settlement adjacent to the Academy’s main campus at Cape York. 


So when he’d appeared so unexpectedly, promoted to lieutenant commander and now in a staff billet, it was almost as if she hadn’t seen him in years, except that her memories of those weeks on Nedaema were still so sharp. They’d spent quite a bit of time together—because of Mariwen, because she didn’t know another soul on the planet. It was a companionable time for the most part, but there was also a subtle friction that never quite abated; a matching of tempers, mutual respect and intrigue that (or at least, that she thought) was paired with a fair degree of innate understanding of each other. 


She knew he was cautious towards her, and while he was careful not to crowd (occasionally too careful, she sometimes felt), there was also a degree of protectiveness that often irritated her, but it all was mixed up with a strange, inchoate feeling that they were never really going to get out of each other’s company—almost as if, were they both wandering around in a crowded room blindfolded, they’d always end up next to each other. 


She knew Huron had a reputation in the Service as a brilliant though occasionally difficult officer. Although his results were unquestionably good, his methods were often unorthodox, he took more liberties than some felt were quite right and he was devilishly difficult to pin down. Huron had a certain lank elegance and he used it to great effect, both to disarm or, if he felt so inclined, to subtly needle. It showed in his look, his manner, and his voice too: a vague drawl, playing with the syllables as they crossed his tongue. He could be meltingly smooth, he could be sickeningly syrupy, he could be cuttingly sharp—sometimes all at once. No one knew which was the real Huron, although a lot of ladies spent uncounted nights in diligent research trying to find out. Despite all the rumors, and an underlying and not-quite-acknowledged sexual tension between them, Kris was not one of those ladies.


It was complicated. He was complicated, her feelings were complicated and that would have been true even without the complicating factor of Mariwen, whose life she’d supposedly saved and whose current existence—for which she felt wholly responsible—was the cruelest thing she’d ever seen. None of it obeyed any calculus she was familiar with. 


The one thing that stood out from her tangled emotions were the flight lessons Rafe had given her during her last few weeks on Nedaema. She had never felt so wholly alive, so completely free and unburdened as when she was putting a flyer through its evolutions. And what made the whole thing truly astounding was that during their last week of lessons, he’d let her solo. That was not strictly legal, but here again Huron was something of a law unto himself. There were those who avowed he routinely abused his position; he had at least as many enemies as admirers (some even being one and the same), and while he was not nearly as black, or as glowing, as common report painted him, it was true that he let little—essentially nothing—get in his way once he determined he was right. 


And with Kris, he thought he was right. Time would test that assertion, but that was of little consequence then or now, and none at all to Kris. What mattered to her more than anything was that he’d believed in her. It was a gift beyond words, a gift she still could not expand her being enough to fully comprehend. From the first time she saw him in Arizona’s sickbay, he’d treated her as a person—not a commodity or a medical issue or a dangerous curiosity. The chaos of the next few weeks had masked that realization, and it had not really hit her until he’d helped her strap in to his flyer—his flyer!—handed over her helmet and said, “Okay, take her up and turn her loose. I’ve got your wing. Don’t fuck up.” 


That day—the whole week, but that day especially—was the most incredible she’d ever lived. The deep azure sky, the sweetly responsive flyer under her hand, the song of the engines, the tremendous raw power to be gentled or unleashed by the pressure of her fingertips . . . and then, overwhelming even these feelings, the time she’d asked, summoning all her nerve, to go sub-orbital. His voice had come back through her headset, calm, cool and assured: “Roger, Kris. That’s affirmative. Take her over the top.” 


She’d eased back the stick, opened the throttle and the sapphire roof of the sky had disappeared. A perfect darkness opened like a dream, infinitely deep and beckoning. She held her breath as she cut back the engines to switch to thrusters, and all sound died. Silence, the purity of the stars in that eternal night . . . freedom. It only lasted an hour—Nedaeman ATC was on the edge of apoplexy as it was—and she had to shake the tears out of her eyes so she could line up the vector for reentry. 


Finally, sitting there in the cockpit with wet cheeks after they landed, watching Huron walk across the apron with that easy gait, helmet swinging in his hand, whistling off-key and grinning. She could have kissed him. She would have kissed him, except that she never could have made it mean enough. 


*    *    *


A little more than ninety-six hours later, Kris had her afternoon bath interrupted by the sound of a calling card. She’d taken rooms at one of Port Sutherland’s better hotels and paid extra for the luxury of a tub and an extended water ration. That still effectively limited her to just two baths a day, but she was entirely good with that. 


Even better, her system had finally made peace with the immunocytes and she was enjoying real food again, mostly mounds of mashed potatoes—the genuine article imported from Terra, not the Martian ones, which were orange and had a strangely sweet character she didn’t especially care for. Between the baths, the manifold joys of eating, and reveling in not being sick, she was feeling positively sybaritic, so much so she hadn’t even started to get bored yet. 


Wrapping her hair in the warm towel so it wouldn’t drip all over the plush carpet—the carpet would just have to deal with the droplets running off the rest of her—she padded into the bedroom and picked up the lit card. 


“Hi, Rafe.” 


“Hello, Kris.” Huron was used to her somewhat eccentric habits when it came to bathing and didn’t bat an eye. “SECNAV’s given us the go-ahead. So how about it? You ready to go catch bad guys?”










Part II:  Retribution



 


 King Henry V:

The gates of mercy shall be all shut up, 

 And the flesh'd soldier, rough and hard of heart, 

 In liberty of bloody hand shall range, 

 With conscience wide as hell . . . 


Shakespeare, Henry V: Act 3, Scene 3













Chapter One



LSS Retribution

 New Madras Outstation, Hydra Border Zone


The last time Kris had boarded a CEF naval combatant she’d been carried on by an officer in combat armor and covered in Trench’s blood. Now she stood next to Huron, looking quite tall and handsome in the black dress uniform of an SRF flight officer, in the docking hatch of the cutter that had brought them from the dispatch boat Tyche to the side of the battlecruiser LSS Retribution. Tyche was a true flyer that had lived up to its name: the skipper delivered them in near-record time but at the cost of a rough passage; so rough that Kris, who’d known her share of rough passages, was still feeling a touch green as they waited for the boarding lamprey to latch on and seal to Retribution’s portside main hatch. 


The lock indicators cycled and the pressure blister in the hatch itself confirmed the presence of atmosphere on the other side. Kris pulled her shoulders back and tugged her own dress blues straighter, smoothing the imperceptible wrinkles. Naval Logistics Command had faced something of a conundrum when it came to outfitting a single midshipman. In the last war, the traditional uniform had been revived—an archaic-looking rig topped by, of all things, a shako—but it had been decommissioned immediately afterwards, and to go through the bother of getting approval to use it again and then produce just one, especially on short notice, was patently ridiculous. The compromise reached—an ensign’s blue uniform with an epaulet on the left shoulder only and no braid—suited Kris much better. The only peculiar note was that they had replaced the single star on the epaulet that indicated a line officer with a domed pin of the League emblem, an ellipsoidal design representing the League capitol and the thirteen Homeworlds, colloquially known as ‘Mars and Stars’. Kris thought it a trifle gaudy and unmilitary-looking, but she of course had not been consulted. 


Once the conundrum had been resolved, they’d loaded her down with a full kit. Being presented with a full set of ‘Ups & Downs’—Ups were the dark blue uniforms worn aboard ship, while Downs were the ‘reversed’ white uniforms worn when stationed planetside—along with her own suit of combat armor, left Kris somewhat puzzled as to what to do with it all. Cadets were only supplied with a single dress uniform and two working uniforms for everyday use, plus fatigues and an exercise rig. Aside from the dress uniform, those items and the entirety of her personal possessions comfortably filled one large duffle bag. Her new kit took up more than twice that, and then there was the armor to contend with. She didn’t think she could get it all in one trip, which meant making the cutter’s crew wait—an unpleasant prospect. Huron, being a lieutenant commander, had a batman who would look after his baggage, but whatever arrangements the Navy Department had seen fit to make for the only midshipman in the service, they undoubtedly did not include dealing with her gear too. And it would certainly be improper to ask him. But hopefully this boarding business wouldn’t take long and she’d make it back before they got testy.  


The hatches opened to the trill of an alarm, and Kris and Huron launched themselves into a smooth glide through the ten-meter lamprey. They negotiated the gravity gradient at Retribution’s big pressure lock deftly and landed together just inside the main hatch. Each branch of the Service had its own particular flag, with its own name, that was always prominently displayed and commanded the first respects of all visitors, flag officers not excepted. The SRF flew the Black Jack, a swallow-tailed guidon with silver wings above the unit insignia on a black field. The marines had the Red Ensign, a burgundy-and-gold design that retained the archaic sea-anchor-and-chain motif, while CEF warships all wore the Blue Peter, or ‘Old Pete’: a narrow isosceles triangle that had the ‘Mars and Stars’ emblazoned on a royal-blue field which was scattered with small white diamonds representing the colonies.


Huron and Kris performed their duty to Old Pete, hanging from the jack staff on the near bulkhead. That obligation satisfied, they turned to the small party waiting to greet them. That party consisted of a tall man, a short woman, and a nondescript young lieutenant. The tall man was also unusually thin; he had that slightly elongated build of one who’d grown up in low gravity, and there was a brief moment of surprise as Kris realized he was Retribution’s captain. Star captains did not usually meet mere lieutenant commanders when they reported; that was typically left to the executive officer—Kris took the short woman in the commander’s uniform to be her—but Huron’s social position clearly made him an exception in this, as in so much else.  


The young lieutenant stepped forward and saluted, then made introductions. The captain was Sir Phillip Lawrence, the title indicating he was from the Meridies Cluster. The woman was, as Kris had surmised, the exec, Commander Trislan Ravenswood. The lieutenant, per protocol, did not give his name. Huron made his acknowledgments and then indicated Kris. “Allow me to present Midshipman Loralynn Kennakris.” This was merely the identification required of anyone entering the ship. 


Kris advanced a step from where she’d been waiting at attention, saluted, and was even more surprised when Captain Lawrence addressed her directly. “Ms. Kennakris, welcome aboard. It seems the Admiralty has seen fit to be somewhat vague as to your precise status and seniority. Clearly, you cannot occupy a junior officer’s billet, and placing you with the noncommissioned officers is equally inappropriate, so I have interpreted their directive as considering you a junior warrant officer and have attached you to my staff in that capacity. However, I think it best that you continue to report directly to Commander Huron.” He switched his gaze to the latter. “Does that suit, Commander?” 


“Perfectly, sir.” 


“Very well.” He looked back to Kris. “The Lieutenant here will show you to your berth. Given the hour, we shall leave off your formal reading-in until the beginning of the forenoon watch.” He nodded to the waiting lieutenant. “Lieutenant, if you please. Midshipman, do carry on.” 


The lieutenant swung an arm down the passageway and with a cheery “Follow me, miz,” moved off briskly. Kris, caught off guard—she’d been about to return to the cutter for her neglected baggage—experienced a moment of paralyzing indecision during which Captain Lawrence politely asked Huron if he might “Spare a moment, please?” 


I wonder what that’s all about? The excessively polite tone raised her hackles but, realizing she was about to be left by herself, Kris shook off her paralysis and jogged a few steps to catch up with the retreating lieutenant. He guided her to the main ladder junction, and they ascended two decks before Kris found an opportunity to say anything. 


“Sir?” she asked as they approached a hatchway. “About my kit—”


“A crewman will be along with it shortly,” he answered offhandedly as he palmed open the hatch and ushered her into a portside forward berthing compartment. Kris’s naval architecture was still a bit hazy, but from the captain’s comment, this must be where the warrant officers berthed. The noncoms would have the space just to starboard, across the main spline passage, with the rates occupying the forepart of the deck below and the rest of the crew the lower deck, just above the ground tier. Officers’ country would be far aft.


The lieutenant hooked a thumb at the hatch. “You’re not in the system yet, but don’t worry. It’s coded open and so is your berth, and we don’t have any lock-downs scheduled. They’ll put you in with the next update at 0400.” Kris nodded, still befuddled and nervous about showing it. The lieutenant stopped and tapped the entry pad to open the third door on the left. “This is your berth.” 


Kris poked her head inside. There was a narrow bunk in a recess at the far end, two lockers and even an autovalet, not just a footlocker, set into the bulkhead, a desk console with its own chair, two folding seats and a mess port. “This is all for me?” She tried to keep the wonder out of her voice, but the lieutenant, whose expression had been verging on a frown since she’d asked about her kit, smiled. How much condescension was in that smile she couldn’t decide, but she tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. 


“First time on a warship?” His tone was no less ambiguous than his smile. Academy mockups obviously didn’t count. 


“First time on a battlecruiser,” Kris answered carefully. 


“Oh, she’s a beaut!” His smile broadened considerably, and now there was no difficulty reading it. “Say, would you like a tour? I’m off after the last dog watch. You won’t be read in until tomorrow AM, so it’d be a perfect opportunity.” 


Right. That tour wouldn’t include your bunk, would it? But she smiled anyway, putting just enough ice in it to see if he’d get the hint. “Thanks, but I should check in with Commander Huron and see what he’s got planned for me.” Huron’s name or her hint—or both—worked their magic, and the lieutenant deflated appropriately. “Where do I mess, though?”


“Warrant officers mess with us juniors in the C-deck wardroom, so I’d guess you’ll eat there. Or you can always punch up something in your quarters. The menu options are on the console. It’s okay if you’re not too picky.” 


“Thanks, Lieutenant.” Kris gave him points for being able to take a hint, but her cool smile did not change. He reached into a pocket and took out his card. “Tap me up if you need anything.” 


Kris took it. His name was Tomas Wagner and he was an assistant ESM officer, which meant he was responsible for helping oversee the ship’s passive sensors. “I appreciate that, sir.” 


Wagner touched his cap brim. “Most welcome. Good evening, Ms. Kennakris.” 


In his expansive, well-appointed day cabin, Captain Lawrence urged Huron into a seat with a cheery “No ceremony, Commander” that was a trifle overdone. Huron had never before met Sir Phillip, but he knew him well enough by reputation. He’d been promoted to his present rank in the last year of the late war at the ripe old age of thirty, partly through the work of providence and partly through the good offices of a powerful uncle, making him about ten years younger than most of his colleagues and only six years older than Huron. He had distinguished himself in several small actions, gaining a reputation as a bold, enterprising and skillful commander. 


Bold, skillful and enterprising he was, but not especially popular. He was known for being so punctilious as to appear frosty, and when he set himself out to be agreeable—as now—his affected bonhomie often did not come across as intended. He was particular about rank and refused to wink at the many little corruptions most naval men saw as their just desserts. His disapproval of alcohol was notably eccentric, nor did he tolerate any degree of licentiousness or vagaries of that kind. 


But more than these offenses against the immemorial customs of the lower decks, his crews disliked his habit of frequently destroying prizes. He condemned what he called ‘fortune hunting’ and felt it his duty to set an example of noble disinterest. His officers and crewmen, however, who saw no conflict between duty and profiting from a fine fat prize, were inclined to detect an alloy of hypocrisy in this attitude, for Sir Phillip, in addition to being a New Meridian peer, was from old money and, if his family did not ascend to anything close to Huron’s heights, he was still quite rich. 


During the peace, he continued to serve on active duty, unlike many officers—including Huron—who had put their commissions in abeyance to pursue opportunities outside the Service. For several years he had conducted anti-slaving patrols before transferring to the Naval Survey Department, a duty he found most congenial, having grown up in a family of surveyors who spent most of their time on planets that were not gee-standard, which accounted for his somewhat attenuated appearance. Now he was using the long fingers of both fragile-looking hands to arrange the cabin’s situation displays for Huron’s benefit, while he explained their current disposition in the Hydra. 


The significance of the Hydra lay in the fact that it was rich in habitable systems and interstellar routes accessible to the old gravity-lens technology. It had been a major combat zone during the Formation Wars. In the aftermath, it was largely abandoned, partly because cosmic symmetries ordained that where conditions were hospitable to gravity-lens drives, they were less favorable for jump drives, but mainly because the region was devoid of the antimatter fields that fueled modern interstellar travel. 


But while a lack of convenient routes and available fuel had kept the Hydra from being resettled, that did not mean it was ignored—far from it. The Formation Wars had left enormous amounts of wreckage behind, from derelict starships and other valuable detritus that littered the ancient battle zones, to feral settlements which had never regained space flight in the aftermath of the carnage, some struggling along at pre-industrial levels even now. Wildcat salvage operations flocked there to exploit the first and slavers, the second; Bannermans and Tyrsenians primarily, but also many smaller and more ad hoc groups operating out of Mantua and Cathcar. 


Bannerman claimed a nominal suzerainty over the Hydra, but it had neither the resources nor the will to enforce it. Halith meddled opportunistically but had eschewed any major operations since it conquered Zalamenkar two centuries ago. The League formally rejected the Bannerman claims and asserted the right to patrol the region to maintain a tenuous contact with a handful of settlements, keep tabs on Bannerman, Tyrsenian and Halith activities and, as now, to discourage slavers.


“The Admiralty made a damn job of it, of course,” Sir Phillip said as he finished uploading the latest data and zoomed in on their present location, the elements of his squadron picked out in a fine glowing green. “They promised us Gryphon and she was snatched away in the first week—no surprise there—but what’s truly nettlesome is that they filched Fury and Ethalion, and replaced them with Ixion and Swiftsure. Now the only destroyers we have are Avenger and Naiad, and being saddled with all these frigates”—he meant Ixion and Swiftsure, together with Kestrel, a stealth frigate that was one of the task force’s original members—“I don’t know how they imagine we will be able to cover our assigned sectors with anything like thoroughness.” He highlighted the vast expanse that was their intended hunting grounds. “One might think that the Admiralty would appreciate that slavers are not just foxy bastards but that their ships are legged to the nines, and no frigate yet built stands a chance should it come to a race. In a stern chase, I shall have to leave half my force in my wake and I don’t relish that, I tell you. Not that they have anything that can touch Retribution, to be sure,” he added, feeling that perhaps he was giving the wrong impression, “nor Avenger—nor Naiad, if it comes to it—but I should not like to chance the mauling they might give Ixion or Swiftsure should they come upon either of them alone.” 


“Then, sir, I imagine we’ll just have to stay ahead of them,” Huron remarked casually. As Admiral Sabr’s staff operations officer, he knew more than Captain Lawrence about the backstage maneuvering that had gone into forming his squadron. There was never any real possibility that they would be allowed to retain Gryphon, however ideal that would have been—the light cruiser was well armed for her size and wonderfully fast—but the decision to pull the two destroyers did smart. 


Huron thought it probably smarted particularly for Sir Phillip, because the reduction in force deprived him of being appointed commodore. He led the detachment as Senior Captain, nothing more, and if Lawrence despised fortune-hunting, he certainly did not feel the same way about glory-seeking. He coveted a rear admiral’s stars and hoisting a commodore’s broad pennant was a necessary prerequisite. Captain Lawrence had not yet achieved this distinction, and at this point in his career, he was beginning to feel time was against him. 


It was not time, as Huron was aware, but certain parties who were against the captain. His early career had created resentments that his personal qualities had done nothing to dispel, and those parties would not miss an opportunity to delay his step if they could. It didn’t help that his present CO, Rear Admiral Ilene A’Nakuma, was a Belter. Belters proudly retained their rough frontier manners and they especially detested Meridian spit and polish, while the aristocrats of the tightly linked Meridies Cluster tended to think of Belters as no better than colonists. Huron knew and respected Ilene, but he allowed that she was touchy. It was also known that back when they were both captains, she had been jumped over Lawrence into a position he thought rightly his, and that position was largely responsible for getting Captain A’Nakuma her step. Lawrence had made some impolitic criticisms, verging on personal, and Huron was mortally certain the admiral had not forgotten them. 


Such political machinations were to be deplored, but they were as much a part of naval life as the drinking and off-duty pleasure-seeking Captain Lawrence denounced in his Orders of the Day. As much respect as Huron had for Lawrence as a fighting captain, and that was considerable, he did not have much sympathy for his constant kicking against the pricks. At the moment, though, this was neither here nor there. 


It was possible that Sir Phillip’s thoughts were running in a similar vein as he considered his small force on the various displays. Certainly it was the best part of a minute before he responded with a wry bend of his thin, flexible mouth. “Stay ahead of them—that’s the trick, to be sure. Packed a crystal ball in your kit, did you?” 


Huron kept his visage professionally blank. “Not in my kit, sir, nor crystal. But I believe Ms. Kennakris might be able to contribute something in that regard.”


“Yes.” Sir Phillip stroked his narrow jaw in a contemplative gesture. “I’ve heard something of her oracular powers. Jan RyKirt was loud in her praise on that score.” Huron was a little surprised that Lawrence knew about Kris’s role in the victory at d’Harra but he betrayed nothing. Then the captain pulled his long face into a frown. “You’ll forgive me saying, Huron—I know it don’t sound quite proper—but this whole business is rather irregular, you know. Making her a midshipman and all that. One hears things—can’t help it, really—and she’s so young. Do you really think she’s quite the thing?”


With that, a certain undercurrent in Laurence’s manner broached the surface and it dawned on Huron that the captain’s issue was not so much with Kris’s age or irregular rank, but with the fact that her hastily assembled dossier had not included an image. Eight years as a prized slave had given Kris a horror of enhancing her looks—indeed, she would have preferred to disguise them—but her fine, strong features were not of the type that could be dulled or blurred. She had not yet realized that pulling her hair back and eschewing makeup in an effort to look severe only accentuated her knife-edged beauty. 


Huron was well aware of the effect this could have when met with unexpectedly, and given Kris’s peculiar status—betwixt and between as it were—and the captain’s strong feelings against shipboard romances, Huron could understand and almost forgive his anxiety. Almost but not entirely, and he knew how to express his feelings while staying just to the right side of sounding insubordinate. 


“I think, sir,” he said with a particular drawl that was accompanied by a hint of brimstone in his eye, “you’ll find that Ms. Kennakris can take care of herself.” 













Chapter Two



LSS Retribution

 New Madras Outstation, Hydra Border Zone


While Commander Huron and Captain Lawrence were indulging their several reflections, leading to Huron having a closeted meeting with Commander Ravenswood for a more detailed appraisal of the intended operation, Kris was unpacking her kit into her expansive, well-appointed space (as she considered it), and indulging reflections of her own. Being back aboard ship brought out weirdly conflicting feelings, as if she’d stepped into an old, familiar house only to find that while the superficial appearance was as she remembered, everything substantive had changed. It was a sensation not unlike her first days in the Academy’s mock-ups, but much more acute, and she was at a loss to explain it. The transit from Nedaema to Sol on a plush commercial liner had elicited no such reaction, nor the voyage out here on Tyche. 


Conceivably, it had something to do with the quality of the air, which was always just a shade too fresh on naval combatants with their near-religious fixation on cleanliness, so different from the fetid miasma of a slaver ship: the curious scent of sterility, of scoured desks and spotless bulkheads and metal too often polished. Or perhaps it was the subtle vibration of a living ship, sensed below hearing and overlaid with the myriad sounds of ship life: ventilators clicking and whirring, alarms and alerts beeping and trilling, the buried hiss of hydraulics, the sound of hatches constantly opening and closing, how footsteps and murmured conversations would ripple down the passageways. 


Whatever it was, it was not being helped by the fact that she still wasn’t clear on what she was supposed to do exactly, and it would have been even worse if she’d overheard the captain’s crystal ball comment and Huron’s response. Yet, it was still better than enduring two months of galloping boredom or, when it came right down to it, subjecting herself to the ‘slings and arrows’ (a phrase she’d picked up from Huron, and taken a liking to) of Sol’s outrageous societies. 


Picking up her xel, she tapped out a message to Huron, asking if he had any orders, and received an immediate reply that she was at liberty for the evening. Wagner’s offer was still on the table and he wasn’t wrong about it being a perfect opportunity. Kris took out his card, noted his contact number and paged him. Less than a minute later, he popped up in overlay on the display. She hit ACCEPT. 


“Evening, Midshipman.” 


“Hi, Lieutenant. I’m free now, if you’re still game.” 


“Absolutely! Meet me in five?” 


The overlay showed a spot just outside her berthing space, by the main spline ladder junction. 


“Sounds good. Thank you, sir.” 


“You can hold the sir, y’know, as long as we’re both off-duty.”


Yeah, right. “Uh, sure. I’ll try to remember that.” 


“Let’s start with the main armament,” Wagner suggested, leading the way to the gundeck. As they entered through one of the three main armored hatchways, he stood aside and made a sweeping gesture down the deck. “Isn’t that a pretty sight?”


Perhaps it was to a gunner, more than to someone like Kris, but she did her best to look impressed. And it was impressive: the two rows of hulking mounts, eighteen per side, now fully retracted and housed behind the sealed gunports, leaving only a narrow zigzag path to walk through. He explained the operation of the fore, aft, and midship ammo hoists that brought rounds up from the magazines below, and the port and starboard shot trains that conveyed these to each mount’s shot locker. The mounts themselves were normally controlled from CIC, but each was also manned by a crew of three who could operate them independently on local power if the need arose. 


“They’re only nine-inchers,” Wagner was saying, referring to the projectile’s diameter. “But they’re long nines. They hit like the mother of God. Those guys with the short twelve’s can have ‘em.” His practiced disdain was expected in a young officer proud of his first ship, and it was aimed at the twelve-inch, three-ring surge gun—unofficially the ‘short twelve’ and very unofficially the ‘short dozen’—which was the standard armament on all battlecruisers built since Kris was born; even heavy cruisers were being refit with them nowadays. The long nine was a seven-ring railgun, and it threw its projectile fifty-percent faster than the three-ring surge gun, giving it a much greater effective range against maneuvering targets and making it ideal for standoff engagements. But the surge gun fired a more massive round at a significantly higher rate of fire: up to ten per minute against a long nine’s six. In a fleet engagement, this was usually decisive, as navy doctrine called for disrupting the enemy’s defense net with torpedoes and missile barrages, and then closing rapidly at the critical moment to finish off individual ships with overwhelming short-range railgun fire.


At least that was what Kris’s academy instructors said, but she had no intention of raising the point with Lieutenant Wagner. The days of chivalric ship duels between agreeable adversaries belonged to the mists of the romantic past—modern missile technology had put them there—and long guns were on their way to joining them. It was maybe a little sad, Kris thought; the romance did have a certain captivating quality to it, and she was trying to think of something appropriate to say in that vein when Wagner pointed at the overhead, to the wide structure that ran like a spine down the length of the gundeck. 


“That’s the missile fin,” he explained. “Two hundred sixty-four missiles, all one-meter tubes. Eighty-nine meters long by five wide. We can dump all of ‘em in three minutes if we really want to. And they better hope to God they never make us want to. C’mon”—he jerked his head with a grin—“lemme show you the aft chase mounts.” 


Wending their way between the guns, Wagner led her to a lift ladder that took them down two levels and into a dimly lit, cavernous space far aft. In the gloom, Kris could make out three enormous shapes, reposing like sphinxes and much the same shape; two here and one on a half-deck above them. 


The lieutenant had not lost his grin during the journey, and now he gestured like a fairground showman. “You might never see these again,” he said portentously, and when Kris questioned him with an askance look that puckered her brow, he announced, “Long fourteens. Got another two as bow chasers. We’re probably the only ship that still has ‘em.” 


He was probably right. The long fourteen-inch railgun was almost an anachronism and hadn’t been popular at any time. Too big to be mounted as broadside armament on any ship smaller than a dreadnought, they had been relegated to chase guns, mostly on battleships. By now, all those had been replaced with the new torpedo clusters. Kris thought they could fit half-a-dozen tubes in the space these three guns took, and frankly she wondered why they didn’t. 


“With the new magnetic traverse, we can get a full sixty-degree fire cone out of these beauties,” Wagner was explaining, his voice warm with enthusiasm. “And they fire quark-diamond warheads.” 


That was a surprise. Quark diamonds were metalized diamonds spiked with inclusions of strange matter, the densest form of matter possible. That gave the warhead extraordinary penetrating power and when it shattered on relativistic impact, it released more energy than a large nuke. In her history classes, Kris had heard about massive 36-inch railguns that had been mounted on monitors during the Formation Wars and used for ground bombardment. Their quark-diamond rounds penetrated hundreds of meters into the planet’s crust before they detonated, and a concerted bombardment could turn a continent into a smoldering slagheap in an afternoon. 


Kris knew they were still used in some missiles and with the long 18- and 24-inch railguns that armed the current generation of monitors, but she’d never heard of them being fitted to anything as small as a 14-inch gun. It must have been another innovation that failed to catch on. 


Wagner was clearly of a different mind. As he dwelt lovingly on the specifics, Kris wondered at the young sensor officer’s passion for gunnery. Gunnery had lost the luster it once had, the technology being eclipsed by missiles and, especially, the latest generation of torpedoes. 


Maybe her expression communicated her thoughts, for Wagner drew his hand down the flank of the nearest mount and declared in a low conspiratorial voice, “I know what the missile mavens and the torpeckers say, but you gotta remember none of that fancy crap’s been battletested. When we put metal on metal out here, I’m betting they’ll wish they’d stuck to their guns.” 


With the principle wonders of railguns suitably exhausted, Wagner conducted her around the rest of the ship, showing her the rec spaces and other less martial accommodations with a more subdued air. When he badged them into CIC (his home turf, as it were), he became crisply professional and introduced the watch, supervised by a senior lieutenant named Rachelle Martin, Retribution’s chief fire-control officer. As Retribution was running under Condition III-Easy, the tactical stations were only partly manned, with the EW section consisting of two petty officers and a dour lieutenant who identified himself as Mike Warland and thereafter had nothing whatever to say, while the three rates of the sensor section—Wagner’s department—were being overseen by a lieutenant-jg with the resounding name of Maria Luisa Suarez Martinez, a bubbly Antiguan to whom Kris warmed instantly. For reasons that were not apparent, she went by Sara. 


Wagner described for Kris the particulars of the ship’s sensor suite. Although she was already quite familiar with the lightspeed sensors, and knew something about deep radar and the passive gravitic sensors that detected the phase wakes of hypercapable ships, she listened attentively, quite willing to make the best first impression she could. His explanations were brisk and proficient (possibly because Martin was there, or maybe he was just trying to impress Martinez), but Kris felt his heart wasn’t really in it. The only time she caught an echo of his earlier intensity was when he had Martinez put the gravitic sensors through some simulated paces to demonstrate the effects of the improved Swirling filters they’d been working on. 


“With these algorithms, we can track a bowling ball out to the Cassini Limit”—smiling with evident pride as he said it. Kris, who’d never heard of a bowling ball before (clearly a challenging target), smiled back, matching his expression as best she could. That concluded the visit, and with a cheery farewell from Martinez, a civil nod from Martin, and a total lack of anything from Warland (who was staring fixedly at the main ESM console and fiddling industriously), they made their exit. 


“Don’t be too hard on Mike,” Wagner said in confidential murmur when they were alone in the passageway. “Good guy, just quiet. And”—he dropped his voice even further—“he broke up with Sara right before this cruise. Hates standing watch with her.” 


“Oh.” 


Apparently thinking something else was called for—Kris got the feeling Wagner had his own interests in the attractive young jig and wasn’t sorry to have the field clear—he went on to explain that they had “I dunno, three or four other Luisa’s and gawd knows how many Maria’s” in the crew, so Martinez had adopted Sara as preferable to being assigned a number. 


“You don’t really assign people numbers, do ya?” Kris exclaimed in a low, shocked voice. 


“No, of course not”—taken aback by her vehemence. “It’s sort of a joke. Like we have a bunch of Henry’s too. Most go by Hank or something, but there was this new guy last cruise, he liked to call himself Henry the Eighth—thought it was really funny for some reason. That’s how it got started. But Sara, she prefers it. Maria Luisa’s her mother’s name, I guess.” 


“Oh.” Kris was a bit sorry for her reaction—she should have realized he wasn’t serious—so when he said, “Hey, I’m gonna grab some coffee before I turn in. You wouldn’t want some, would’ja?” she impulsively agreed, then wondered if she’d made a regrettable choice.


They spent the stroll to the junior officer’s mess in small talk, or rather he did, seeming quite happy with Kris’s noncommittal and, at times, monosyllabic answers. It wasn’t until they were sipping their coffee together, companionably enough, that he asked anything approaching a personal question, and that was only to inquire what track she was in. 


“Fighters.” 


“Really?” A wistful look came over his face, and he shook his head. “Washed outta that myself. Right at the beginning of basic flight. No slots in gunnery these days. Got put into sensors instead.”  


Which explained a lot, Kris thought silently. 


“Got into the advanced program, I take it?” By Wagner’s reckoning, a cadet exceptional enough to be rated midshipman would obviously be an AFP candidate. 


Kris felt her ears get warm. “Uh . . . well, I really hope I do.”


He looked blank. “You mean, you’re not an upper—” and bit the question off. 


She answered with a self-conscious shrug and shook her head.


“Oh. That’s a . . .” He paused to consider what it might be. “That’s impressive.” But she wasn’t sure he sounded impressed. 


“Thanks. And, um—” She gestured a little haphazardly with the half-full plastic coffee cup. “Thanks for showing me around.” 


He crumpled his own cup with a tight-edged smile. “Pleasure. See you in the AM.” 


“Yes—Lieutenant.” 


They parted ways and Kris hurried back to her berth. So much for avoiding social hitches by accepting a shipboard assignment. Slings and arrows—always the fucking slings and arrows.













Chapter Three



LSS Retribution

 New Madras Outstation, Hydra Border Zone


The holographic volume of the big omnisynth dominated Retribution’s Combat Information Center, the battlecruiser’s tactical brain. If CIC were to be described as the brain of the ship (a pedant might have suggested that cerebral cortex was more accurate), the omnisynth might fairly be called its frontal lobe. Not, however, its heart. As with all CEF warships, Retribution’s heart lay on the bridge, in the person of her captain, or in his absence, in his duly appointed vicar, the Officer of the Deck. The CEF insisted on this division of heart and mind on the grounds that the captain’s primary purpose was to lead. CIC was the most heavily shielded part of any warship, tucked deep in the ship’s core, and in the CEF’s view, proper leadership could not be exercised while sitting in a comfy armored bubble.


CEF captains therefore fought the ship from the bridge, while the executive officer was stationed in CIC, there communing with the Tactical Action Officer and assembling the overall picture needed for the captain to exercise command. That command was actually carried out through the TAO; if the captain fought the ship, it was the TAO who actually struck the blows. And it was the TAO, not the executive officer, who took over the ship if the captain was killed or incapacitated. 




It was a romantic notion, but the CEF was, on the whole, a romantic service. The opposing view, typified by the decidedly unromantic Halith Imperial Navy, was that hearts and minds should work as one. Halith also considered star captains and admirals vital assets to be protected at all costs. Accordingly, they placed the captain in CIC, where he (female captains being unheard of in the Halith Navy) fought the ship through his Weapons Control Officer and Electronic Warfare Officer, relaying maneuver orders to his executive officer stationed on the bridge. If this contravened the hallowed principle of leading from the front, so be it. Halith mariners were not expected to need inspirational leadership; they were expected to do as they were told. 


Most other navies also adopted this arrangement, the Ionians being the sole current exception, but that was due more to their fiercely egalitarian nature than any romantic ideals. Ionian sailors (the term they preferred) became ornery, if not downright mutinous, when a captain “came it the heavy” over them, or “acted the Topping John” in their colorful way of speaking. (The other exception had been the Royal Navy of the New United Kingdom of Friesia and New Caledonia, but they had abandoned the practice decades ago.) 


So it was their romantic bent that set the CEF apart, as much or more than their doctrine. They cherished the distinction, and indeed it sometimes overflowed to the point of taking on a religious tint: a ship’s soul, as well as her heart, was often spoken of, and overtly theist commanders (commonly known as ‘blue-lights’) were not unusual. Vice Admiral Angharad Ross, the commander of Seventh Fleet in Cygnus Sector, was a notable example. 


Blue-light commanders aside, the theist impulse in the CEF was, however, diffuse and ecumenical, or absent altogether. The bluff and profane Admiral PrenTalien was much more the standard model than the primly reverential Admiral Ross, and if Rear Admiral Lo Gai Sabr had religion, most were convinced it involved dancing naked under a full moon brandishing the entrails of his enemies. (A visual frequently enlivened by including the admiral’s tall, beautiful, and equally bloody-minded spouse, Senior Captain Yasmin Shariati, a former privateer and the only permanently appointed commodore in the Service. It was not without reason that throughout the lower decks the couple was known as ‘Demon Gin and the Devil’s Dancing Girl’.) 


But neither hearts nor souls, frontal lobes nor dancing girls were on the minds of anyone present in Retribution’s CIC that morning. Their enemy’s entrails were another question, as the frustration of the AM’s planning meeting mounted. What the omnisynth’s holographic volume currently displayed was an expanded view of the Hydra, cluttered with routes accessible to grav-lens technology, the much rarer favorable jump nodes, old battlefields, what intelligence they had about slaver activities, Bannerman patrols and other ship movements (often dated), and a spatter of colored pinpricks indicating a meager handful of League-associated settlements. 


“Frankly, sir, it’s a real dog’s breakfast.” Senior Lieutenant Elisabeth Gill, head of the Astrogation Department, laid her pointer on the omnisynth’s wide lip. She’d just brought up an overlay of the fuel consumption projected for each of the proposed patrol options, and it was much worse than estimated: the Admiralty’s astrocartography branch had not fully appreciated the degree of local variability here and their charts were obsolete. Like all large warships, Retribution was fitted with an enormous magnetic ram-scoop to garner antimatter from fuel fields (were any available), but given the challenging environments in which the fields were found, this was only done under exceptional circumstances, the task usually being assigned to specially equipped harvesting ships. 


Captain Lawrence would have risked it, but it hardly mattered. The New Madras station had sent out deep-probes and buoys to collect the latest data, which had been downloaded yesterday afternoon. It showed that the few sparse fuel fields, so thin as to be barely worth the trouble, lay far from their assigned sectors. The rest of the squadron, especially the short-winded frigates, would have to feed off Retribution’s fuel reserves, and this necessity was proving to be a very serious limitation.


Nor was it the only one. Amidst the fuzzy volumes that marked out the cruising limits their fuel status restricted them to, Lieutenant Gill had plotted the latest data on tides and currents, as mariners referred to the gravitational lensing phenomena for which the Hydra was noted, and which made it so favorable to grav-lens drives and inhospitable to jump drives. Tides and currents were unpredictable and variable, in the sense that they exhibited fluctuations known as jitter, pulse, and slap (slap being the worst; it was the severe slap that made the famed Rip so deadly), which added to the more prevalent navigational hazards like rip and skeer. A few of the probes sent out to map these conditions had not reported in yet, and that itself was a bad sign.


Gill, not bothering with the pointer, waved a finger at the mess. “You can see how those currents have shifted right across the lanes we want to cover. They’re asymmetric, of course, and nonlinear with respect to mass, so if we go in, anyone downstream will be able to hear us days out, but we probably won’t be able to detect them. And even if we do, it’ll be next to impossible to get a decent read because of the way the lensing distorts phase wakes. They couldn’t have arranged it better if God was their bitch. We might as well send out engraved invitations!” (Liz Gill had had a very long night of it.) 


Captain Lawrence looked to Lieutenant Commander Alicia Easley, his conning officer, and Senior Lieutenant Aaron Chimunaya, the lead navigator. 


“We can work around it,” Lieutenant Chimunaya said, leaning forward to highlight the plot, “but it’ll take weeks. And the way things seem to be hopping out there, who knows what we’ll find when we arrive? It’s a stern chase with a chaotic quantity.” 


Lawrence looked over at Huron, who was sitting beside Commander Ravenswood. “Get ahead of them?” he commented with a flinty smile. 


“Sir,” Commander Ravenswood interjected before Huron could say anything, “I’ve been reviewing the data with Commander Huron, and there may be another issue.” 


The captain inclined his head, the smile becoming fixed.


“It’s a bit embarrassing, sir. I’m not sure why GS3 didn’t think of it, but the Commander pointed out that the slaver traffic info GS3 used when they assigned us our patrol sectors is based on intercepts.” That was obvious enough. “But we only get intercepts where we look. There’s a lot of places we don’t.” 


Sir Philip received the news with a closed, now-they-tell-me expression. “So your judgment is that the General Staff’s Operations Department lacks a sufficient grasp of slaver activity in the Hydra upon which to base a viable operational plan. Is that it in a nutshell?” 


“I doubt they’d agree with that, sir. But on talking with Commander Huron, I concur. Our patrols of the Hydra have been opportunistic, not systematic. That’s mainly what CID’s and ONI’s projections are derived from. They get fed back to GS3 and—”


“Self-fulfilling prophesy. We see what we expect to see because we’ve already seen it.”


“Just so, sir.” 


The captain pulled his jaw; something, Kris noted, he’d been doing a lot of. She was sitting next to Huron, on the side opposite Commander Ravenswood, maintaining an obdurate silence. Huron had brought her along to the meeting, saying it would be most edifying, and it was—though not in the way she’d expected. 


Now, Sir Phillip fixed his attention on her. Whether he was thinking of crystal balls or ‘Set a thief to catch a thief’, he alone knew. Happily, his question avoided expressing either. Unhappily, Kris wondered if he was laying down a coil of rope in the hope she might hang herself with it. 


“Well, Midshipman, you are reputed to know something of these parts. What do you say? Are we looking in the wrong place?” 


Feeling like an insect being prepared for mounting, Kris cleared her throat nervously. Twice. “Sir, I—I can’t say really. Slavers do like to lie up doggo and—”


“Doggo, Midshipman?”


“Sorry, sir. I mean they fly a cold ballistic, keel down, so they can’t be heard. Then when they get to a nice tide race, they’ll jump from there. So like the Lieutenant said, even if you hear ‘em—”


“They jump while they’re in a tide race?” Lieutenant Gill and her lead navigator shared a look of mingled horror and disbelief. Attempting a jump under those lensing conditions would introduce all sorts of uncertainties into the convolution calcs, with potentially fatal results. 


“Sure,” Kris said, puzzled and unwilling to show it. “If you’re legged enough, you can get away with it.” Harlot’s Ruse was a converted ore carrier, not quite the size of a destroyer but fitted with heavy mass cruiser drives, and that was why. And perhaps she should have said usually get away with it, but that was neither here nor there, as far as their mission was concerned. 


“Good lord,” muttered the lieutenant. 


“One might presume that they have favored locales for this lying up doggo business?” Sir Phillip inquired, icily polite. 


“They do, sir. But I don’t know what any of ‘em are called on your—our—charts. A prime one was Killian's Reach.”


“Killian's Reach,” Sir Phillip repeated, perhaps struck by the name—a romantic-sounding name. “And you might recall something more than a name? Perhaps?”


“Ah—” Kris swallowed against the dryness in her mouth. “They used this little globular cluster as a primary guide ref, and there was an asterism there. I could probably getcha some transform parameters too.”


It wasn’t at all clear that the captain had actually been expecting a constructive answer, but after his eyebrows resettled into their accustomed position, his face relaxed into a more humane expression than it had worn so far that AM. 


“Very well, Ms. Kennakris. I’ll ask you to confer with Lieutenant Gill to see if this Killian's Reach can be pinned down. Commander Ravenswood, if you will accompany me, we shall go beat the brass over this execrable fuel situation they have saddled us with. There is, to my certain knowledge, at least one lighter lurking about the station—perhaps two. I mean to possess it before the dogs bark this evening. The rest of you, carry on.” 


Two hours later, fresh from a successful campaign to secure a fuel lighter for his squadron, Captain Lawrence saw his xel light up with the face of Lieutenant Gill, wearing a broad and unmilitary grin. 


“I think we got it, sir: whiskey-delta four-zero. It’s an old battle zone. Used to be a major nexus, but fifty or sixty years ago, there was a shift and a nasty current set up through there. It shows creep—about an arcsecond and a half per year—and has heavy jitter but not much slap. So it’s manageable, if you’ve got the legs to run it. And there’s so much ancient clutter in there, it’s a great place to lie up and drift if you’re waiting for someone.”


“Can we get there without notifying the entire neighborhood?”


“I believe so, sir. We’ve forwarded the data to Commander Easley for review, but it looks like we can make a deep run and then cut the current at victor-echo four-two. There’s a tributary we can ride awhile and then skate in real shallow. That should set us up nicely.” 


“Please be specific about what you mean by awhile, Ms. Gill.” 


“Beg your pardon, sir. Six days, sixteen hours—best estimate.”


“Very good, Lieutenant. We shall wait for Ms. Easley’s concurrence, of course, but make Commander Ravenswood aware of your findings, if you please. I should like a preliminary cruise plan within the hour.”


“Aye aye, sir.”


“Carry on, Lieutenant.” 


Furling his xel, he looked over at Huron, who was standing by. “Crystal ball, eh?” 


When Huron responded with nothing more than a slight nod and an ambiguous smile, he bobbed his own head once and tugged his angular chin. 


“A week, give or take. Well, that gives us some time to work the people up. Best be about it.” 













Chapter Four



LSS Retribution

 entering Challenger Deeps, en route to Killian's Reach


They went about it, and the crews responded with more zeal than their officers perhaps expected. The prospect of cruising hitherto unpicked regions that might yield a rich harvest spurred them on, and the mariners’ age-old delight in subverting the will of constituted authority helped as well. (Sir Phillip’s orders allowed considerable latitude, but the crews knew they were to cruise far beyond their set bounds and reveled in what they chose to view as taking liberties with the spirit, if not the letter, of the orders.) 


Or perhaps it was a deeper feeling, a manifestation of the Navy’s true religion, superseding all others, and still expressed on very formal occasions by the phrase “Her Ladyship’s Battlecruiser” (in the case of LSS Retribution). Luck was the Lady in question, for the CEF was devoted to fortune. Mariners still prayed, as they had for eons (though rarely aloud these days), for ‘a fair wind from the Sun’—among fighter pilots, the formula ran, ‘Good hunting and target-rich environment’—and luck was a quality mariners were exquisitely sensitive to. 


By whatever sixth sense mariners used to detect luck, or its absence, the crew of the Retribution had concluded Kris was lucky. This conclusion owed little or nothing to her youth, her beauty, or her peculiar talents (except inasmuch as lucky girls might be expected to be young, beautiful, and peculiarly talented), or her association with Huron, who was likewise considered lucky (with greater justice, given his record). It was more invisible than that, an ancient pagan quality, often bestowed only fleetingly. Yet with these two aboard, they could hardly avoid having a successful cruise, and they set to their work with a will. 


Huron had some sense of this, and regarded it with tolerant amusement. Kris had none, and would have been confused and annoyed if she did. Her ideas of religion—of spirituality in general—were bound up with the notion of ‘church,’ a diffuse residue of her early childhood. Church was pervasive on Parson’s Acre, to the point of essentially defining their society, but Kris and her father, as outsiders, were never fully admitted. She attended church sporadically; there were church services and daily prayer sessions at her school (a good time for a nap), but the essence of it, from the point of view of either community or spirituality, left her untouched. Whether god existed or what the nature of heaven might be were questions she never asked—what hell was like, she had no need to. 


So she accepted the smiles, becks and nods, the solicitous “by your leave, ma’am” and “if you’ll permit me, ma’am” to open a hatch or fetch her a sandwich or cup of coffee while she was standing watch (which she always drank, her ambivalent feelings toward the beverage notwithstanding), with a polite and slightly embarrassed incomprehension, which only served to confirm the crew in their judgment. 


The view of the officers was rather more complex. Some, like Liz Gill and Tomas Wagner, she’d won over quickly; others remained more guarded. A few were suspicious of her relationship with Huron, but most accepted her with good grace. Their feelings about fortune might be on a different plane than those of the lower decks; they might be more theoretical and couched in the mantras of their profession; but they still existed, and the corporate opinion of the lower decks and the wardroom rarely diverged on this point. Further, they were pleased with the high spirits of the crew and that in itself was contagious. 


Kris was pleased at being allowed to do something. True, that something was standing watch, but it was better than nothing. After two days of indulging in every possible variant of thumb-twiddling, she approached Huron privately to ask if “there was anything she could do on this goddamn tub.”


Huron advanced the question, suitably edited, and received a positive response. The first thought, attaching her to Lieutenant Gill’s Astrogation Department (however well supported by the logic of events), did not meet with official approval. Serving in Astrogation in any capacity required at least one of several ratings, ratings no cadet could possibly have, no matter what insights she’d provided. Ignoring that would require a degree of dissimulation in the ship’s log that some captains might have winked at, but not Sir Phillip. The solution was to attach her to Lieutenant Wagner’s sensor watch instead. 


That suited Kris fine. Wagner was a decent sort; the mild awkwardness over her status was behind them, and he proved to be friendly enough without being overbearing. He also seemed to be more than a little overawed by Huron, as most of the junior officers were, and her connection there discouraged any unwelcome degree of familiarity. 


Her station was on the bridge, and that suited her fine, too—mostly. What she knew about sensors did not qualify her to man a console in CIC (although she couldn’t help but think how much Baz would have loved it there), and she found the bridge far more interesting. Her watch duties were not arduous, and they brought her much better acquainted with how things actually ran on a warship, as opposed to the idealized version presented at the Academy. 


The senior personnel of a nominal bridge watch consisted of the Officer of the Deck, the conning officer, and the helmsmen. The Chief of the Watch, the nav watch, and the quartermaster rounded out a typical watch bill. The OOD ran the ship when the captain wasn’t on the bridge (which was most of the time) in accordance with the standing orders. The conning officer seconded the OOD, gave both helmsmen their conning orders (the helmsman who directed the ship in RST, and the G-helmsman, who handled the gravitics), and maintained tactical awareness of all contacts reported by the CIC sensor section, along with any hazards reported by the quartermaster and the nav watch. The Chief of the Watch managed the entire deck watch section throughout the ship, ensuring all stations were properly manned and relieved.


At the Academy, ship comms were typically the conning officer’s responsibility, which was usual for smaller combatants, but Retribution had a signal lieutenant to handle that duty. This officer also acted as the conning officer’s chief assistant, coordinating with the sensor section, which in this case meant coordinating with Kris, who was now the sensor section’s representative on the bridge. 


The Signal Lieutenant proper—that is, the head of the battlecruiser’s Signals Department, which embraced both the comms and IT sections—was a lieutenant named Clancy Weber, who was among those not yet reconciled to Kris’s anomalous position, or (as he saw it) the degree of deference she was shown. He was an avid devotee of Sir Phillip, much impressed with the captain’s titles and consequence, rather over-proud of his admittedly detailed knowledge of the technology in his charge, and he talked too much. He had a pinched, nervous, nasal voice (most atypical for a naval officer), and Kris soon came to feel that his talking at all was too much. The other signal lieutenants—whoever had the watch also had the title, be they a lieutenant-jg, an ensign or, in a couple of cases, a grizzled chief petty officer who might have been almost as old as Retribution herself—she found much more congenial. 


Fortunately, Weber was only on the bridge when the captain was, most often the forenoon watch. They had assigned her the afternoon and first watches, which gave her the dogs off for dinner and to meet with Huron on those aspects of the mission that weren’t acknowledged in the official op plan. Not that there was much to do in that regard at this point, but she didn’t mind the company either.


Nor did she mind that her watch schedule kept her from seeing much of Captain Lawrence. His Meridian manners were strange and opaque to her, and she couldn’t shake the feeling he was coiling plenty of rope at her feet, hoping that if she didn’t hang herself with it, she might at least trip.


Of Commander Ravenswood, she saw hardly anything at all. The exec’s role was primarily an administrative one, so she spent nearly all her time meeting with the captain or the various department heads, seeing to the myriad details that were involved in the smooth running of the ship. She seemed to be a competent, quiet woman, if quite particular and maybe a bit tense. She hardly said three words to Kris in the first week after she arrived. 


Kris came to be much better acquainted with Hrolf Walashek, a kindly, avuncular, colonial lieutenant commander, quite long in grade, who was head of Retribution’s maintenance department and chief damage control officer. His position was somewhat satirically known as the ‘bosun-in-chief’ as the corresponding department head on cruisers and destroyers was a bosun, and thus a senior warrant officer, while frigates had to be content with a chief bosun’s mate. On a dreadnought or fleet carrier, the billet would be filed by a senior commander, and was reckoned to be the second or third most important position on the ship. As such, Walashek ran one of Retribution’s largest departments, and ran it quite well, for all his easy-going manner. He commanded immense respect, and his eccentricities excited no comment beyond the occasional wink.


Walashek was of course no watch stander, but he liked to appear on the bridge in the middle of first watch, always with a mug of coffee strong enough to float an iron wedge, and tell the type of stories old mariners love to indulge in when nothing much is going on. He seemed to have taken a shine to Kris, and when time and circumstances allowed, enjoyed imparting to her some of his inexhaustible knowledge of the finer points, as well as the vagaries, of naval architecture. 


Kris also knew something about those vagaries—in regard to slaver ships, that is, as became apparent when they were eleven days out. They had arrived at Killian's Reach as predicted, as pretty a starfall as could be wished, skimming in cold and silent, and almost immediately encountered a great, fat Tyrsenian tender dawdling along quite unconcerned. Captain Lawrence had dispensed with any ‘prattle’—“damned rogues have nothing to say to me, nor I to them,” was the way he put it—and dispatched his boats: four cutters packed with marines and a covering force of armed pinnaces. 


Whatever sort of watch the Tyrsenians kept, it was clearly lacking, for the boats swam quietly out of the dark, masking their signatures by coming in behind the engine cluster, and before any alarm was given, the boarding lampreys had latched on and ripped open the hatches, while Retribution’s EW section made sure no messages could be sent. The armored marines stormed the tender, made short work of the dazed and gawping crew almost before they could rouse themselves, and found nearly six hundred recently taken slaves. 


Interrogating the survivors, they learned the tender had four consorts, sleek, well-armed raiders who’d been preying on nearby systems for over two months. They had gone much farther afield this last trip, seeking richer pickings among settlements that had been purposely left alone to replenish what they called their “stock”, and were expected to return shortly—a couple of day cycles at most. 


Captain Lawrence pulled his squadron back to a safe distance, all but the stealth frigate Kestrel and the pinnaces, and left his marines to prepare a welcoming party. It was a bit of a risk, should the slavers show up all at once, but not much of one, for that was unlikely, and Kestrel should, in any case, be able to give them enough warning to intervene, if necessary. 


As it turned out, nothing of the kind was necessary. The Tyrsenians, smug with the belief that they were far out of harm's way in this isolated patch where no League ship had ever been seen, had not even bothered with recognition codes. One after the other, the four ships glided in, docked with no more than “by your leave—welcome back” and waltzed smiling into the arms of the waiting marines. 


A few lost their heads, at first figuratively and then literally, but most went along meekly enough. None, on Kris’s review, were really worth keeping, but they had other uses. 


A rendezvous had been arranged to “cull the herd” and dicker with some freelancers out of Cathcar who hoped to profit from the Tyrsenians’ having overstock. Captain Lawrence’s squadron kept the rendezvous and snapped them up, too. The next cycle saw more captures: another Tyrsenian from Abydos, outbound in ballast, who gave them their first fight; and a slaver from Solon on his way to Mantua with a large cargo, who gave them a chilling example of ruthless self-interest as he tried to flee. Sir Phillip’s response had been equaling chilling; the log laconically recorded the incident thus:


11:4716:40 GAT. LOC: VE-44:1/7. Detected phase wake of a considerable vessel, bearing: 032:17. Set General Quarters, Weapons Tight. Signaled general chase. 


44:4730:40 GAT. LOC: VE-44:5/3. Fell in with chase after 14:33-hr pursuit and forced it to lie to. Proved to be Forlorn Hope, slaver out of Solon, bound for Mantua with a cargo of 269 individuals. Captain and crew were obliged to be put out of doors, due to enormities committed immediately prior to capture. 


07:4735:40 GAT. do LOC. Embarked prize crew, Lt. Laurel Barrett cmdg [see list]. Xfer'd 86 individuals in need of medical attention to Retribution. Secured from General Quarters. Set Condition II-Easy, Weapons Hold throughout squadron. 


Notwithstanding a slaver captain (Michel Castonguay, late of Port Royale), his seven mates and thirty-nine crew being ‘put out of doors’, it had been a heady few days and raised Kris to unparalleled heights among the crew, who nonetheless observed sagely to one another that they’d “known it all along.” Such were their high spirits that even when they had to let go a small flotilla of Bannerman corsairs—fast nine-kiloton ships with plenty of teeth, but outbound from Anju-Ri and thus diplomatically inviolate—it did not do much to shade their happiness.


There were problems, though, in so much good fortune. The squadron was now host to well over a thousand liberated slaves, who had to be fed, who needed air and water and a place to sleep. Observing the state of his stores, Captain Lawrence resolved to return those who had been taken in the Hydra directly to their settlements. He did not have the capacity to ship them all back to New Madras unless he did it in relays, and he was loath to divide his small force. Besides, they were not League citizens; the CEF had no responsibility to them as the Repatriation Acts did not apply. 


Then there were the prisoners to be considered: almost four hundred of them (three hundred seventy-eight, to be precise). Their needs were more debatable, but while the CEF would not blink if a dozen slavers ‘went missing’ after an action, some hundreds was not at all the same thing. In taking a short way with Michel Castonguay and his men, Sir Phillip had likely given his political enemies some ammunition, and while he had no doubt his actions were entirely defensible under the circumstances—would certainly do the same again, if his hand was forced—there was no sense pressing the issue. 


His orders directed that captured slavers were to be evaluated. Said evaluation was Commander Huron’s province, meaning Kris spent many uncomfortable hours reviewing the names, faces, statements, and (in some cases) preliminary interrogation video of three hundred seventy-eight men who were still breathing air that, in her opinion (expressed only in the set of her jaw), could be put to much better use. 


She’d felt no pleasure in checking off “No Interest” next to the name Michel Castonguay on her list—had never met him but knew his name: a minor player in a freelance ring that operated out of Ksaar on Tsinglyn—and consigning him to his fate. No qualm either; they’d all witnessed what he’d done firsthand and it was no more than justice, although when the captain had first employed the threat, it made her blink.


Pricking the names of his officers with the same grim coldness, she shot the list back to Huron, who dutifully added his endorsement and forwarded it to Commander Ravenswood, who placed it in the hands of Captain Lawrence, who then gave the order to proceed in a harsh metallic voice. 


That was days ago now, and while the death of those forty-seven men was far from forgotten, it was, in a sense, submerged. Of the remaining prisoners—mostly crew, mostly illiterate, some just desperate to make a living and not overnice about the details, almost as enslaved as the men, women and children they herded into their holds—she thought two might be worth something: the captain of Rag Faire, a Nicobarese who’d known Trench, and a brutally ugly man named Reid, Soul Catcher’s captain, out of Mohales-Hoc on Warshov. Reid’s second officer she added to the list based on some answers he let slip under interrogation, and a couple of others out of a spirit of completeness. Another dozen she set aside to look at again later. 


Tapping up Huron, she apprised him of her progress and he responded by asking her to bring her report to the captain’s stateroom. Traversing the length of the ship, she withstood the gauntlet of smiles, grins and salutes, along with a chief who just wanted to shake her hand (he’d reckoned up the estimated value of the prizes, divided by the number of shares in the squadron, multiplied by his portion, and was now deep in contemplation of the name for a bar he planned to open when he got home), and upon arriving at Sir Phillip’s quarters, was promptly admitted. 


As she stepped in, she coughed. Which is to say, they heard her cough, because blurting out “What the fuck?” in front of Retribution’s assembled senior officers would have been impolitic. 


They had been discussing how best to rid themselves of both their prisoners and the former slaves; the latest capture, a big corvette that had shot right into the middle of the squadron during the graveyard watch and hadn’t even been unloaded yet, had swelled their number past thirteen hundred. The problem was that the former slaves had to go home (those of them who had homes that could be reached), while the rest, along with their prisoners, had to be transported to New Madras, which lay in the opposite direction. 


The ships available to do this were the captured prizes, and while they were armed and fast, and with competent prize crews would make a flotilla formidable enough to not require escort, the same could not be said of the tender. It was large, slow, thin-skinned and unarmed, but also the only vessel they had with enough space for all the people they needed to convey to New Madras, and sufficient fuel to get them there. Traveling in company, it was in no danger, but alone it was hideously vulnerable. 


The solution, as Captain Lawrence and his staff saw it, had a risk, but they judged it a small one. They would send the tender as far as they could with the other ships, and call up an escort from New Madras to accompany it the rest of the way. The risk arose from the state of those ships that were to deliver the former slaves home. Half were light on fuel, all were light on stores, and they would be badly overcrowded. The technology slavers used was primitive compared to the CEF, and the journey would squeeze the margins when it came to arriving at their destination with enough air to breath. 


Once they delivered their charges, they could replenish their stores, and by redistributing the remaining fuel, all but two ships could safely return to New Madras for condemnation and sale. (The Admiralty would still pay head money and perhaps an ex gratia bonus for the abandoned prizes; a point of no small consequence for some of them.) But to make them rendezvous with an escort on the outward leg would squeeze the already narrow margins even tighter, and that would never do.


Given how long it would take to get a message to New Madras, receive a reply confirming the rendezvous, and then make the trip, there would be no time for the devious route the squadron had followed on the way in, and to choose the most direct one had all the problems that the devious route avoided. Lieutenant Gill’s Astrogation Section had supplied a solution whereby the tender would make one solo jump to meet its escort at a likely spot on the transit lane connecting New Madras and Lacaille. 


The risk was the unescorted jump and the potential delay, up to thirty-six hours, before the escort arrived. But the tender could lie up, dark and silent, reducing any chance of detection to a level they deemed acceptable. Of course, this scheme also meant mixing the slaves they were repatriating with their slavers, a combustible situation to be sure, but they had an answer for that too. 


“Lock ‘em down in their own holds. Let them wallow in there awhile and see how they may like it.” 


This was what Kris heard Captain Lawrence say as she walked into his stateroom. And coughed. 


A dozen pairs of high-ranking eyes turned to stare at her and her cheeks tingled as the blood left them, while the rims of her ears got pink. 


“Yes, Midshipman?” inquired Sir Phillip. 


“I—ah . . . I have Commander Huron’s report here, sir. On the prisoners.” 


“Ah. Quite.” Lawrence looked benignly down the long table at Huron, who was looking at Kris. 


“Your report, sir”—approaching stiffly and laying the folder before him. 


“Thank you, Ms. Kennakris.” Huron continued to look piercingly at her. 


Kris, heart fluttering, noted that he didn’t even glance at it. “Ah—will that be all, sir?”


“Yes, I think so.” He paused. “Unless there’s something you wish to say.” 


Licking her lower lip discreetly, she nodded at a situation display, showing the squadron ringed about their prizes, the big tender in the middle. “Well, sir. I heard something about holds. Putting the slavers in their own holds?” 


She looked back at Huron, beseechingly, but it was the captain who spoke. 


“You do not approve, Midshipman?”


The vaguely mocking tone took some of the edge off Kris’s nerves. “No, sir. Not really”—turning to face him. “Y’see, that could be a really bad idea.” 


“Explain, please?”


Kris gestured at the display. “Those ships. They riddle ‘em, sir. Hidden compartments, false decks, crawl spaces—all kinds of stuff behind the bulkheads. That tender there, she’s probably honeycombed. They do it in case they get boarded, sir. You never know where the f— I mean, where they’ll come out of.”


Sir Phillip, digesting this unlooked-for morsel, singled out Commander Walashek. “Commander, what do you think of the midshipman’s statement?”


“We have no info on that, sir, but it’s certainly plausible. Take a full survey to find out, of course.” 


“Of course.” Sir Phillip leaned his elbows on the table. “Then prudence demands, I think. Do carry out a survey, Mr. Walashek. The rest of you, we will hold matters in abeyance until we know better what devilry those fellows have been up to. That is all.”


That devilry proved to be shockingly extensive, yet fruitful. By the end of the first watch, Commander  Walashek’s team of surveyors had found all Kris had spoken of, plus weapons, explosives, and six pale, filthy, and shaking fugitives wedged in some very unlikely places. 


And Kris added another two names to her list. 


The incident also earned her new respect in some elevated quarters, a new station on the bridge watch, and a permanent seat at the table. She was in it the following AM when Commander Walashek made his report. The captain listened with a mild expression until he finished.


“Do you think you can stopper all their bolt holes, then?” was his first question.


“I wouldn’t bet the life of anyone who owed me money,” Walashek answered in his easy, country-bred manner. “The size of that thing, and the way it’s put together, have to rip it to pieces. In airdock, that’d take a couple of weeks. Out here, month at least.” 


Captain Lawrence put a finger to his lips with a discontented sound. “I suppose, then, it’s back to the drawing board, as they say.” 


It was, indeed, and after some thrashing, all present bowed to the inevitable. The prizes would go as planned, crammed with their nine hundred passengers, but somewhat richer in stores, for the tender had been nearly stripped of these, along with some of its fuel. This could be done because the tender, its navigation disabled and its jump convolver destroyed, was to be loaded with just the slavers and escorted back to New Madras by Naiad. With no prize crew or other passengers to support, it merely had to get them there alive, or as Captain Lawrence put it: “A low diet will do them no harm, and washing they appear not to esteem, though by the end they may gasp a little.”


That did mean Naiad had to make room for the four-hundred-twenty-odd ex-slaves she was to take on board, and she was distributing some of her people about the squadron in a near-desperate bid to do that. She succeeded (“God knoweth how” was heard throughout the squadron), and departed in company with the overstuffed prizes to much cheering and many an avid wish for a fair voyage and a happy return. 













Chapter Five



Mare Seriphos

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


As Sir Phillip and his officers, free of their burdens but short a destroyer, considered how best to continue their endeavors, seven hundred thirty-seven light-years away in the Pleiades, a different sort of commentary was to be heard. A flaw in the wind, followed by a sudden gust, had just laid over the competitor with the bright red sail, and the woman on the starboard tack took advantage of it to cut inside, nearly clipping her opponent’s board. 


“That was a goddamned foul!” cried Nick, swinging his binoculars to the judge’s skiff. No red flag appeared, however. “Gawd, they hate a Terran.” He lowered the glasses with a rueful shake of his head. “Don’t worry though. Zara has some moves left in her.” 


Trin Wesselby was far from worried. She’d spent most of the day listening to esoteric discussions of jibing versus gybing, tacking and planing, luffing matches and downhill cut-backs and the virtues of various types of fins or skegs or boom vangs or dagger boards. Now she was looking at the woman with the red sail, Zara Daniels, the Terran windsurfing formula champion, and wondering about the power of a well-rounded yet taut female physique to inspire such an elevated degree of technical enthusiasm. But within minutes, Nick was shown to be a true prophet, as Daniels executed a bold and faultless carve gybe on the downwind leg that ate the wind out of her opponent and left her deep in spray at the finish line.


“Knew she’d pull it out,” Nick observed with great satisfaction, no doubt enhanced by the winnings now registering on his xel. “There’s only one way to keep a good woman down, and that ain’t it.” 


Trin had to smile at that. In truth, she was finding it less dreary than she’d feared. She’d never before paid any attention to the League’s annual windsurfing championships, which rotated between here and Terra, and which, despite the name, drew competitors from only a small handful of planets. In general, it was a Terran-Nedaeman contest, although a contestant from Phaedra had been a surprise winner two years ago. The finer points might be lost on her—and she intended to keep it that way—but the light on the water and freshening breeze were most agreeable, and the undeniably graceful, even acrobatic, maneuvers of the competitors were a joy to behold. If she had to endure a surfeit of technical discourse, well . . . there were worse fates. 


The wind diminished to a series of flawed gusts, prompting the judges to delay the next heat, and Trin took advantage of the respite to settle back against the bole of the silver oak they were sitting under. It crowned one of the taller hills overlooking the water and offered a fine, if remote, prospect of the course along with a comfortable degree of solitude, the rest of the spectators being arranged on a series of knolls nearer the shore or crammed against the water’s edge. The distance was no great handicap to those possessing mil-grade binoculars and Trin appreciated being far from the maddening crowd. 


Reaching into the pack between them, she took out the container of truffle pate and a couple of brioche, on which she smeared a generous layer and held one out to Nick. That was part of their deal: if he picked the event, she chose the food. Drinks were left to the individual, which in Nick’s case meant beer in all its interesting variety, and for Trin, wine—reds, as rule. Today, Nick had opted for stout and she was drinking a Nedaeman Tempranillo. Nedaeman viticulture differed from Terran in a number of respects but particularly in the structure of the tannins, which gave Nedaeman wines a character most often described as ‘leathery.’ It was an acquired taste, but Trin had come to enjoy it, though not in the whites, where it lent a glyceriny character (much praised by the locals) she could not find favor with. 


Pouring her glass full, she nibbled the brioche, enjoying the dappled sunlight scattering through the silver oak leaves and their soft musical rustling in the mild, inconstant airs. Silver oaks were not a native species, nor were they silver, nor oaks. In fact, even their status as plants was debatable: they did not photosynthesize but derived their energy from the photovoltaic properties of a monomolecular layer of silicon in their leaves. This, and the silicon veins running through their variegated bark, gave them their name and striking appearance. Recently, a subspecies had been developed in which the tiny blossoms acted as light-emitting diodes; Trin thought that was taking things a bit far. But she had no objection to the original variety, which had been discovered a century ago on some undeveloped planet deep in the Hydra. The light playing across her closed eyelids was having an almost hypnotic effect, and Nick reached over to right her dangerously tilting wine glass. 


“So what did you want to ask?” he said as she opened her eyes and blinked. A moment’s mental rummaging brought back the question she’d elliptically alluded to in her message of the previous PM.


 “When things don’t make sense, do you find it helpful to go back to the beginning?” 


“Eukaryotes,” he said with a deep nod. 


“What?”


“Going back to the beginning”—and winked.


Trin sighed. Trust Nick to flash out an outlandish paleontological reference when you least expected it. “Perhaps I should be more specific.” 


“Can’t hurt.”


“What I’m curious about is: who invited Mariwen Rathor to the human-trafficking hearings?” 


“That is a good question.” 


“Any idea?”


“No one from our side. At least, I don’t recall anyone on the organizing committee bringing it up.”


“It would have to be someone influential.”


“Any of the attendees could have floated the idea.”


“One of the senators?” 


“Likely.”


“Any chance you can find out? I can’t get near politicals.” 


“My office didn’t get anything but the list after it was vetted. Oughta be a signature somewhere, though—maybe in the minutes of some meeting. I’ll take a look.” 


“Thanks.”


“Fun, huh?” He made a wide gesture that took in the whole horizon. 


“The windsurfing? I’ve spent less pleasant afternoons.” 


“Great. Because there’s all day tomorrow too.” 


“Nick, you ever think it’s possible for there to be too much of a good thing?”


He topped off his beer and took a pull through the rich foam. “Nope, can’t say I ever have.” 













Chapter Six



LSS Retribution

 Killian's Reach, Hydra Region


It was around three bells in the afternoon watch, on their seventeenth day of patrolling, when Ixion, far off in her picket station, informed Retribution via hyperwave of a faint contact, estimated to be just under ninety light-minutes out. Retribution’s sensor team immediately tuned their gravitic ears to the parameters provided by Ixion and confirmed a vessel, the size of a very small merchantman, coming in-system on a standard parabolic; their gravitic eyes—deep radar—they kept shut. Passive gravitic sensors were nearly instantaneous at this range but the data they collected were crude: just bearing, mass-energy profile and a rough estimate of range. Lightspeed sensors that could refine the contact’s characteristics to within the proverbial gnat’s ass would have to wait their turn. Ixion was herself over a light-hour away, running with her keel cold so grav-sensors could not pick her up, thus it would be at least that long before they got a look at the interloper’s emissions which would reveal a great deal about him and potentially allow a positive identification. 


The new contact was designated Tango-One-Seven, and all that could be said with confidence at present was that the mass-energy profile most closely fit that of a blockade runner, and he was in a tearing hurry. Of course, there were no blockades to run anywhere in the Hydra and while the mass reading might, at the lower end of the confidence interval, match a government dispatch boat, there was no conceivable reason a dispatch boat belonging to any of the nearby governments would be transiting this particular system. 


His obvious intent was to translate through one of the jump fields near the system’s periphery, probably one of the two marked on the charts as M5 and M7. A ship going through M7 could be headed for Cathcar or Lacaille, or even the Bannerman naval base at Callindra 69, but one exiting by M5 was almost certainly bound for Mantua. Any of these, except perhaps the naval base, was a likely slaver destination. 


Captain Lawrence ordered Ixion to maintain distant contact with the interloper: no closer than five light-minutes and with passive sensors only—“Mustn’t spook the fellow just yet”—until she could handoff to Kestrel. The contact obviously had the legs of Ixion, the slowest of his squadron, so pursuit was pointless and he didn’t want the frigate pulled too far off her picket station in case Tango-One-Seven had a consort out there somewhere. 


Kestrel was better positioned for an intercept, and while she was fast for a frigate, she could not be fast and maintain her stealthy character. More importantly, Sir Phillip was sure they had not seen the contact show his full paces yet—the energy profile told him that. If the contact broke too soon, it was doubtful Kestrel could close, and neither Swiftsure nor Avenger were yet in position. With that in mind, he directed Avenger to conform to his own movements and Swiftsure to plot a best-speed course to the M7, the closest of the two likely jump fields. That was a guess, no more, but it would not irretrievably commit them to anything for several hours at least. Once Tango-One-Seven reached his turnover point—the focus of his parabola—they would know a great deal more about his true intentions. 


“Ms. Easley,” Captain Lawrence addressed the conning officer, “how soon before the contact can reach either of those jump fields?”


“Eleven to fourteen hours, sir, depending on how he handles his turnover. The way he’s piling on vee, I would say closer to eleven.”


“Plot his turnover point for me, please.” 


Lieutenant Commander Easley put a kidney-shaped blob on the big main screen, shaded according to the current uncertainty on the contact’s trajectory. 


“Very good,” Captain Lawrence said after a moment’s scrutiny. “We shall take the western-most zone and station Avenger to the southeast. Fifteen percent margin I should think will be sufficient. Ms. Easley, make us a course that keeps the primary between us and him as far as possible. Mr. Martinsen, when the course is locked in, we shall proceed all-ahead standard. Mr. Emmanuel, be so good as to make Avenger aware of our motions.” 


The helmsman, SWO Reidar Martinsen, and Ensign Ivor Emmanuel, the signal lieutenant for the watch, made their acknowledgements and Captain Lawrence leaned back in his chair, drumming four fingers lightly on the arm. Then he turned to Huron, standing by the quartermaster’s station with Kris on his flank. 


“A peculiar swan, don’t you think, Commander? What do you make of him?” 


Huron turned to Kris, who’d been watching him out of the corner of her eye. Ever since the contact’s estimated mass-energy profile had gone up on the display, she had been studying the trajectory intently and rhythmically clenching her hands behind her back. 


He observed her expression and asked, “Something you’d like to offer, Midshipman?”


“He’s a fleshex, sir,” Kris replied and clicked her teeth shut as she heard her own hasty words. 


Sir Phillip turned further round, with a tilted expression. “A flechette? That is a whimsical name for a ship class. Would that be a slaver term, at all?” 


Kris breathed a sigh of confused relief. A flechette was a dart-like projectile, usually of tungsten, fired by light sidearms and some multimode rifles. A fleshex was something completely different: the name slavers gave to special shipments of high-value cargo—Kris had been such a cargo several times. The term was supposedly a contraction of flesh express, but that wasn’t really clear—it could have been just another rationalization of a slaver idiosyncrasy—and while not a class of vessel at all, slavers did favor heavily modified corvettes that usually had a crew of six or eight for this purpose, and Kris was certainly willing to fall in with this notion her imprecise diction had given rise to. 


“Ah, yessir. Flechettes”—she enunciated the name quite clearly—“are mostly used to transport prime slaves or paid picks—anything exceptional like that.” 


“Then this fellow is worth the effort, you would say?”


Kris shot Huron a look with a tinge of panic, but there was no help there. She’d opened her own goddamn mouth; let her deal with the consequences. “I—um—I would say that, sir. Yes.” 


“Very well.” The captain returned his attention to the forward screen. “Mr. Emmanuel, record in the log: Fell in with chase, presumed a flechette, at thirteen-thirty hours. You will note the exact time, of course.” 


And with that simple sentence, Contact Tango-One-Seven became simply the chase, to be pursued mercilessly to death or capture, and a new class of vessel was entered in the CEF’s books.


They chased. All through the afternoon and all through the dogwatches, when stewards brought in sandwiches and coffee and a sweetly astringent pinkish liquid that made Kris’s mouth pucker. “Grapefruit juice,” Huron commented, picking up a second cup of thin black coffee. Closing to within ten light minutes, the chase ran on, innocent by all appearances of being stalked. Sensors discreetly queried, calculated and refined their data, then draped it across the many screens. Four bells of the first watch—they had been at it for eight-and-half hours and Huron said privately to Kris, “Go get some rest, if you like. I’ll see that you’re called before anything happens.” 


“I’d rather stay, sir,” she answered, eyes glued to the plot. 


Seven bells of the first watch. Every pair of eyes on the bridge intent on the chase—a fixity of expression, almost wolfish. 


“Ms. Easley, what do you estimate his time to turnover to be?”


“Forty-one minutes for M7, sir. Twenty-six minutes for M5,” the lieutenant commander replied, her clipped tones stiffening her normally smooth voice. “Unless he smokes us, sir.” 


As if on cue, Lieutenant Wagner appeared in overlay from his post in CIC. “His drives just spiked, sir. I think he’s made us.” 


“Put his energy profile up, Mr. Wagner. Two sigma limits, please, and stand by.” A dense stratum of lines replaced the lieutenant’s young face. The chase had certainly spiked his drives. 


“Increase to full,” snapped Sir Phillip. “Mr. Emmanuel, tight beam to Swiftsure with relay to Kestrel: Close the chase, best acceleration. Kestrel will not unmask until directed by me.” That would put Kestrel farther behind but in a good position if the chase tried to double up. Although it would be difficult for him to narrow his trajectory into a hyperbolic about the system’s primary, the captain was not willing to bet it could not be done. And he did not wish to reveal his ace-in-the-hole unless he absolutely had to. 


“Sending now sir, aye,” Ensign Emmanuel announced briskly. Then: “Acknowledged.” 


Sir Phillip gave no more than a nod. Commander Easley had left the chase’s estimated turnover point on the forward screen and it was growing and blurring as his acceleration increased. It was becoming increasingly obvious they no longer had any hope of covering both M5 and M7; they would have to choose, and choose soon. 


“What do you make of him, Ms. Easley?”


“He’s fine for M7, sir, on his current tack. He can still make M5 though. He won’t be committed for another twenty-three minutes.” 


Sir Phillip pulled his narrow chin and addressed the Signal Lieutenant. “Send Avenger and Swiftsure ahead. Have them lay in a course to make intercept one light-minute short of M5.”


“M5, sir?”


“Just so, Lieutenant. Tell them that they are to be prepared to come about on my order.” 


“Aye aye, sir.” 


Captain Lawrence swiveled his chair again and this time addressed Kris directly. “So, Midshipman. Have you pearls of wisdom to cast before us?”


“Excuse me, sir?” 


The captain favored her with that tight-lipped smile. “Do you care to voice an opinion as to where this fellow might be headed? He appears to wish us to think he is pelting headlong for M7. So do we conclude he seeks to fox us and means to break for M5? Or shall we take him at his word?” 


How the fuck should I know? He couldn’t really mean to throw this straight on her? Could he? Cathcar and Mantua were both major slaving centers and traffic still moved through Lacaille, though it seemed less likely a fleshex would be headed there. Is this some kind of fucking test? She began to feel the oppressive eyes on her, just as she’d felt them at the inquiry, but there she knew how to find the answer. Here, what should she do? Slavers didn’t run to a goddamn schedule unless they were in a hurry to make a gathering. Should she guess? It was almost a fifty-fifty deal, right? 


Kris opened her mouth, feeling everyone on the bridge ready to pounce on whatever she was about to say, and half-formed words practically choked her. A gathering. She brought a fist to her mouth to cover a cough and then cleared her throat. “Ah, sir? What are the dates?”


“Dates, Ms. Kennakris?” His mobile face seemed to express genuine puzzlement. 


“The local dates, sir. On Cathcar and Mantua. What day in the season is it?” 


Captain Lawrence gave his head an abrupt twitch as though he were trying not to blink and Huron, standing where Kris could not see him, indulged in a covert smile. “Mr. Wagner, ask Commander Ravenswood if she would be so good as to have someone look up the current local dates on Cathcar and Mantua. By season, that is.”


“Yes, sir. One moment, sir.” The line muted. A tense, pregnant air, like the audience of a play’s third act when all is to be revealed. Then Commander Ravenswood appeared. “Sir, Cathcar’s local date is the forty-fourth day of High Summer. On Mantua, it is the sixty-first day of their autumn.”


The hush continued. Kris swallowed. Shit. How many days in Mantua’s autumn? Sixty-four? Or was that Solon? God fucking dammit! Why couldn’t she remember? She’d been there often enough. 


“Sir? Can you ask if that’s four days before the winter solstice? On Mantua, I mean.” 


Sir Phillip spoke again in a strained, unnatural voice; he was not accustomed to relaying messages for midshipmen. “Commander, would that be four days before the winter solstice on Mantua?”


“Affirmative, sir.” 


The Mantua Winter Solstice Gathering: the biggest gathering on that planet during the year. One of the biggest slaver gatherings. Loads of VIPs; captains from all over bringing their bitches. Deals, trades, loans . . . A lightheadedness seized Kris and for a moment she genuinely feared falling. Then her eyes cleared. 


“That’s it, sir. Mantua.” Her voice was brusque as she endeavored to conceal its weakness.


“Are you quite sure, Midshipman?” 


“As sure as I can be, sir.” 


Captain Lawrence seemed oddly reluctant to look away. “Ms. Easley, is there any change in the chase’s trajectory?”


“Negative, sir.”


“Mr. Wagner, is there any change in the chase’s energy profile or emissions?” 


“Negative, sir.”


More silence. The tension on the bridge was mounting towards the snapping point, with officers actually beginning to lean forward at their stations. 


“Ms. Easley, if Avenger and Swiftsure were to come about and make intercept before M7, how soon must that be done?”


“Swiftsure is on the ragged edge right now, sir. Avenger could wait maybe five minutes.”


“Why the imprecision, Commander?”


“Sir, I’m not entirely confident we’ve seen the chase at his best so far.” 


“You suspect he’s foxing us then?” 


“I can’t say he isn’t, sir.” 


Captain Lawrence grunted. Then: “Mr. Wagner, please update the energy profile for the chase.”


“Two sigma, sir?”


“I should like it raw this time, Lieutenant.” 


The strata of colored lines fuzzed into bands of spiky hash. Sir Phillip considered them minutely. Huron left Kris’s side to go stand by the captain’s console and stared with equal intensity. The chase did appear to be running for all he was worth, redlining his bottles. He was in fact running harder than they’d known, chuffing his drives for extra boost. A dangerous practice that; the smoothing of the Poisson filters had masked it. Yet his acceleration seemed less than it should have been, pushing so hard, and what was that shuddering in the plume signature—?


“Foxed us, by God!” Sir Phillip muttered emphatically. He looked up at Huron. “A shunt, I dare say. Or am I deceived?”


“No,” Huron answered. “About seven, eight percent, I’d guess, the way he’s chuffing.” A shunt bled off thrust, usually through emergency exhaust ports in the engine housing. It had risks and care had to be taken to hide the broadening of the plume it caused, and it also produced wake turbulence. But so did chuffing and it was very difficult to spot the difference unless one was quite close—or unusually astute. 


“Foxed us!” Captain Lawrence repeated. “Ms. Easley—” But the conning officer had already updated her turnover estimates for the chase’s new energy profile. “Quite. See there? He can still come about three minutes after we’re committed to M7. Well, my friend, we’ll see about that.” The look of tension dissolved, replaced with a renewed predatory gleam, and Captain Lawrence actually rubbed his hands. “Mr. Emmanuel, raise Avenger. She is to come about for M7 immediately and hold that course for fifteen minutes. Tight beam to Swiftsure: ‘Conform to Avenger.’ She may be a trifle less than swift in her motions, although I am sure it will be done with every appearance of alacrity.” 


As the lieutenant relayed the message and they watched the evolution unfold, Lawrence looked up at Huron with a devilish smile. “The sluggishness of frigates, you know. In six minutes that will open up a gap in our dispositions, and he will have another four in which to shoot it if he wishes to make M5.” 


Sir Phillip sounded almost gleeful, but Kris, watching the plot, failed to see why. She knew only the rudiments of ship handling, but even she could see that with Avenger bearing up for M7 and Swiftsure just finishing her clumsy turn, only Retribution could possibly close the chase before he reached M5, and Retribution had not yet started her turn in pursuit. She knew the battlecruiser was fast, but even at flank acceleration, the chances of intercept could not be better than fifty percent and they were falling every second she held this vector. 


Yet Sir Phillip seemed entirely confident. Indeed, his smile was now a most unbecoming grin, and he rubbed his hands briskly again. 


“I think it is time we show that fellow over there what a battlecruiser can do. Mr. Martinsen, inquire of Commander Grinenko about the possibility of going to one-hundred-thirty percent on the bottles.” There was the briefest pause, and the helmsman’s relaying of that message echoed loud in the bridge as even some of the senior officers looked a bit pale at the question.


SWO Martinsen took his hand from his earpiece and reported, “Engineer says she can do, sir. But she begs your honor will not keep it up for more than ten minutes.”


That sounded like Deirdre, and Captain Lawrence broke out in a look of intense satisfaction. “Ten minutes shall be more than adequate. Helm, come about. Increase to flank and go to one-thirty on the bottles, if you please.” 


The helmsman responded, “All ahead flank and going to one-thirty on the bottles, aye sir.” Then, quite low: “And may all the goddamned fuckin’ sacred martyrs preserve us.” It was not the most politic thing to murmur on a bridge where you could hear a pin drop, but no one, not even Captain Lawrence, saw fit to take issue with the sentiment. 


As foretold, the chase came about as soon as the gap materialized, turning on his heel with an ease that was well-nigh breathtaking. He shot ahead, displaying his true form—no tricks now—going all-out in a headlong rush towards M5. For all of three minutes, the chase must have reveled in the excellence of his maneuver, but then the magnitude of the battlecruiser’s acceleration became apparent and signs of panic broke out. 


“He’s watering his drives, sir,” Lieutenant Wagner reported and the conning officer concurred. It was a desperate stroke in a ship that size: small craft would inject water molecules directly into the reactor chamber for an instant gain in thrust—some CEF fighters implemented a system to do this called E-boost—and while it could increase acceleration by as much as twenty percent in a fighter, it also greatly increased chamber pressure, and the presence of oxygen had a damping effect on the reaction which would cause the reactor to go subcritical if it was sustained.  


Watering your drives was therefore a running gamble between having them shut down due to  chamber overpressure, the reaction damping out, or the chamber itself blowing due to a pressure spike, and on a corvette, one of these was sure to happen within a very few minutes. A terrible gamble, then, and a futile one: Retribution continued to gain. Sir Philip and his officers watched with even greater intensity, alert for the smallest signs of any reckless, frantic measure the chase might try next. 


“Hail the chase,” he said crisply after a minute had gone by. “Inform him that if he opens hatches or ejects anything whatsoever from his ship, he and his whole crew will be spaced in suits with pinholes in them.” 


Kris no longer flinched when the captain threatened that—slow decompression over a matter of hours in a suit with a pinhole leak was perhaps the most agonizing death imaginable—especially after the late Captain Castonguay had ejected some of his ‘cargo’ from his hold before they could board.


“Make that quite clear, Mr. Immanuel,” Sir Phillip continued, “I wish it to be particularly well understood.” 


The hail was sent, and with Retribution coming up hand over fist, the chase’s heart died within him. Died utterly, but not fast enough to save his drives: they went into emergency shutdown and the chase became a mere ballistic projectile. They readied the cutter and two armed pinnaces as Retribution drew to within a hundred kilometers, still vigilant. 


“Mr. Wagner,” Captain Lawrence called as the boats were preparing.


“Sir?” the young man snapped to something like a seated species of attention at his station.


“I do not believe you have yet had the pleasure of taking possession of a prize.” 


“No, sir.”


“I trust you feel that to be within your capabilities?”


“Absolutely, sir!” A bright, shining reply, as near ecstasy as discipline allowed. 


“Then be so good as to do so. Select a squad of marines and a party of bosun’s mates—Gunnery Sergeant Thompson and Chief Zayterland might be good choices, but I leave that to you.” 


“Aye aye, sir!”


The captain regarded the beaming lieutenant with a tolerant smile. “Carry on, Lieutenant.” As Wagner’s cavernous grin disappeared from the forward screen—it remained strangely present in Kris’s mental eye, rather like the Cheshire Cat’s smile—Captain Lawrence turned to her. 


“Midshipman?”


“Sir?” Kris blinked, startled out of her reverie. 


“As you seem to know something of these flechettes, perhaps you would care to accompany Lieutenant Wagner and give him the benefit of your lights, should questions arise.” 


“Ah, yessir. Of co— Aye aye, sir.” 


Lawrence favored her with the barest nod of his elongated skull. “Do carry on, Midshipman.” 













Chapter Seven



The Chase

 Killian's Reach, Hydra Region


They carried on: Kris, Wagner, and a squad of marines in full combat armor led by Gunnery Sergeant Gunnar Thompson, a man so enormous Kris could not imagine where they found for him to bunk, along with a party of bosun’s mates under Senior Chief Pamela Zayterland, a diminutive woman who didn’t quite come up to the middle of Gunny Thompson’s chest, but who matched him pound-for-pound in resolute, unsmiling professional competence. 


Coming alongside the heavily modified corvette—or flechette, as the CEF now reckoned it—in Retribution’s largest cutter, they announced their intention to board under the covering guns of the two pinnaces. 


The flechette’s master sent his acknowledgement and broke the seal on his main hatch. Chief Zayterland ran a scan to detect any untoward power sources, such as rigged fuel cells or charged weapons, and grunted her acceptance of the negative results. They extended a boarding lamprey and it latched on. Wagner demanded the master open his airlock and prepare to receive them with his mates and all his logs and papers. The master acknowledged that too. 


The hatch retracted and the lock opened, revealing the master and two other men, doing their best to look compliant. Zayterland repeated her scan with the same result; the cutter’s hatch opened and Thompson advanced at the head of his marines, their weapons brought to bear. Entering the other ship’s hatch, they fanned out and scanned the passageways of the craft while the master and his mates were careful not to make any abrupt gestures. After a tense minute in which Kris forgot to breathe, Thompson gave the all clear. 


Wagner advanced now, followed by Kris, Zayterland and the bosun’s mates. Everyone was in combat armor except Wagner, and he was also the only unarmed person in the party; even Kris had been issued a sidearm. It was a calculated bit of theatre that Kris found pointless, and she would have been quite pleased to go unarmored as well. This was her first experience in a combat suit and she was finding the thing cumbersome, oppressive and vastly annoying: it pinched in some very uncomfortable places. Either marines were more stoic than she knew, or they’d gotten the measurements of the damn thing wrong in their hurry to fabricate it. But the pistol on her hip did make her happy. 


Stopping in front of the master, Wagner demanded to see his documents and that he provide an explanation of his actions. The master, a thin, youngish-looking man with ruddy skin and long black hair that fell over his shoulders in elegant ringlets, supplied both, the former on a tablet and the latter in a long series of run-on sentences: here was his registry—Ivorian, sir! See the Emir’s own signature?—his cargo manifest and bills of lading, his customs certificates from his last port ‘o call—Qazvan, sir—and his clearance for his destination: Outremeria, a good five days from here. 


Why had he run? Wagner wanted to know. Pirates, of course, came the agitated answer. Pirates! The lieutenant expressed disbelief: Did not the master know a CEF warship when he encountered one? A League warship—a battlecruiser? Here? Absurdity! The CEF never patrolled out this far—everyone knew that. What was he to think, being pursued in such a threatening way? His cargo of Maxor herbs—rare herbs used in the making of a unique perfume—was extremely valuable, highly perishable, could not be frozen. Of course he was in a hurry; his ship was one of the few that could make the delivery without spoilage.


Accompanied by these explanations, often repeated, they retired to the bridge to review the logs. Kris followed along while Chief Zayterland and her team went about their survey of the ship. Half the marines went with them—just in case. Gunnery Sergeant Thompson stayed with the lieutenant to encourage the master should his spirit of cooperation begin to flag. Kris squashed herself into a corner as well as she could in the bulky armor and tried to pay attention while Wagner and the master scrolled through the ship’s logs on the main console, and the questions began again.  


Why were there only five crew? The master had presented his mate and engineer; the marines had rounded up the navigator and helmsman. There should have been six—as Kris and Zayterland already knew—and the logs clearly indicated six from the state of the consumables and environmental records, as Wagner recognized. Bolted, sir! His second helmsman had bolted on Qazvan—no time to engage another one. Did the lieutenant know what it was like standing watch-on-watch so many days running? Certainly, he did. Certainly he understood being shorthanded on such a tight schedule with a fragile, valuable cargo—and on and on . . .


Kris listened with half an ear and fidgeted. It was of course all a complete crock of shit. The Emirate of Ivoria looked after the traffic the Andaman slaver guilds ran through Winnecke 4 all the time. Qazvan was a Bannerman colony—clearing customs there meant nothing—less than nothing, given how much the Bannermans dealt. And no one in their right mind would be trying to peddle expensive Maxor ingredients for perfumes on a dismal hole like Outremeria. The whole ship reeked of slaver, probably literally if she were to open her visor, which she was under orders not to do. Even the vessel’s purported name, the Intrepid Fawkes, had an odor to it.


So Kris fumed and waited, waited and fumed some more. The only good thing about keeping her visor closed was that she didn’t have to worry about controlling her expression or quelling the stream of obscenities she was muttering under her breath. But Wagner, listening to the master’s prattle, nodding and trying not to repeat his questions too often, was having a rough time of it. Clearly he’d expected to catch a slaver red-handed with a boatload of sobbing slaves, ever so grateful to be rescued. Not this nervous, talkative, dandyish supposed master of a merchant vessel who seemed to have everything genuinely in order. He didn’t want to believe the stories he was hearing, but the wealth of data being dumped on him was wearing him down, especially because it all checked out. 


Kris let loose another jet of invective. Sure everything’s gonna look jake, you idiot. Did they think slavers were that stupid? 


At length, Chief Zayterland reported in. They had surveyed the mess just aft of the bridge—Kris had walked through it on the way here—the crew spaces along the waist and the crew’s head forward, the master’s berth right aft, and the hold. There was cargo in the hold that matched the manifests; the stamps and seals all checked out. They were still going over the engineering spaces. So far, everything was copasetic—a word Kris had never heard before. But she gathered it was not good, at least from her perspective. They couldn’t seriously be thinking of taking the oily little shit at his word?


Could they? The tenor of the room had changed since the chief arrived: the master had been looking increasingly sullen these past three-quarters of an hour; now he seemed to have relaxed slightly. That would be the case even if he was innocent as the driven snow—no, not snow dammit. What was it that Huron liked to say? Anyway, innocent. But innocent wasn’t all she thought she was seeing: there might be a gleam of triumph too. The captain had told Kris to give Lieutenant Wagner the benefit of her lights, though he hadn’t said Wagner had to ask for them, or act on them if he did. And it didn’t look like he was going to. Well, fuck it—enough was enough. 


Wagner wasn’t wearing armor but he did have an ear bug, and Kris used her suit comms to ping it. “Can I talk to you, sir?” He shot her a harassed look. “Privately?” The lieutenant moved his lips in irritation but did not open them. “Maybe have the Chief take the crew back to engineering or the hold or someplace—make ‘em show her the compartments or anything.” Kris tried to make the suggestion sound helpful, not exasperated, and couldn’t tell how well she might have succeeded. 


Without giving her another look, Wagner handed the tablet back to the master. “Chief Zayterland, would you kindly conduct the master and his crew to the engineering spaces and see that they give you access to all the core files and mod-recs? The records here appear to me not to match what I saw in our sensor data. Gunnery Sergeant, accompany the Chief with your section, please.” 


Zayterland gave the lieutenant a sharp look and Thompson rumbled, “Against orders to leave you and the Midshipman unescorted, sir.” 


“Quite so, Gunny,” Wagner replied testily. “Leave two men and carry on.” 


“Aye aye sir.” He told off two men, then he and Chief Zayterland ushered the master and his crew off in the company of the other marines without another word.


Kris popped her visor with a relieved sigh as Wagner stepped over. “What is it?” His agitation made him snappishly familiar but Kris refused to take umbrage.


“They finding anything?” 


“The cargo, yeah. It’s in the hold—marked and stamped and sealed. His docs are all in order. They scan as authentic too.” 


“They check for hidden compartments?”


“Of course they checked, Kris!” Wagner’s eyes flicked sideways to see if either of the marines had registered the gaffe. It didn’t seem like it. He lowered his voice anyway. “Look, the chief’s an expert, okay? She knows what to look for!” 


She’s not an expert on ‘flechettes’—you guys never caught one before. “I know,” Kris returned in the same low whisper. “But they’re real slick about hiding compartments on these boats.”


“How d’ya know?”


 I know cuz I’ve been stashed in ‘em. Not often, just a couple of times when Trench had moved her through a port where customs wasn’t rigged. But how could she explain that to Wagner? “Umm . . . ya gotta trust me?”


“Trust you?” Wagner’s eyes darted aside again. “For gawd’s sake, you have any idea what they’ll do to me if I screw this up? If we go breaking bulkheads here and this guy really is what he says, I’ll be lucky if all they do is make me a permanent scavenger for cleaning the heads!”


“But you gotta know this is all ratshit!” 


“I don’t know that at all! We’ve got nothing on him.” 


Dammit! “Okay, I read that. Sorry—sir. But look—” Wagner narrowed his eyes and Kris went on before he could speak: “Call Commander Huron.”


“Commander Huron?”


“Yeah, he’s intel, not just ops. Get him to talk to these guys—review the data. Betcha he finds something.” 


The lieutenant’s lips clamped down: that would be admitting defeat—that he couldn’t hack it after all. “I’ll think about it. I gotta go talk to the Chief.” He started to leave, then stopped and looked back at Kris. “Don’t do anything, alright?”


Kris bit her lip. “Nosir.” 


“Okay. I’ll see what the Chief thinks.” He turned, and with one of the marines following, walked down the passageway toward the main junction that led to the hold and engineering. 


Kris watched him go with her stomach working itself into a hot, tight, angry knot. This was fucked. They had to be transporting someone and she had to be prime, the way they were flying. They’d had hours to stash her and fuck the logs around, though from the way the master was acting, she was pretty sure they hadn’t expected to be run down—they’d thought they had the legs of the battlecruiser. 


Which told her what? Nothing useful. Every ship had different hidey-holes. On Harlot’s Ruse they were in Trench’s quarters; it saved time and people always suspected the holds. 


What was the master’s berth like on this boat? Small for sure, but . . . She tapped her helmet and nodded to the remaining marine. “The lieutenant’s pinging me. I gotta go see. Stand by here.” Then she hurried aft without giving him a chance to react. He didn’t question or follow her, but outside the hatch to the master’s berth there was another marine standing guard. They weren’t risking anything being disturbed. Made sense—but did it apply to her? She walked purposely towards the hatch. 


He stopped her. “Sorry, ma’am. No one’s allowed back there.” 


Shit. Her suit pinched her again and she winced. “I know. I’m not gonna touch anything. I just need to get back there for a minute.” 


The marine tugged one side of his mouth into a half-grin. “Suit not workin’ right? There’s another head up forward.” So the master’s berth did have its own head. Interesting. And since he apparently thought . . . 


Kris made a face. “First time I’ve had the goddamned thing on. It’s um—not fitting.” 


“Can’t help you with that. Go up forward.” The grin flirted with the other side of his mouth. 


She could tell he’d recognized her accent and she knew his: Maxwell, in the Inner Trifid. One Outworlder smirking at another. “I’ve been forward. No joy. Look, I’ll just be a minute, I swear. C’mon, before my teeth start floating.” Kris caught his eye and held it. “Or you want me to just drop down here and piss on your feet? Cuz if I have to—” The marine moved his jaw restlessly. Kris reached for her suit seals. “Fine, have it your way. I hope you like gettin’—”


He jerked his head toward the hatch. “A’right! Go on. Just get it done before that prick lieutenant comes back again.”


“Thanks,” Kris smiled. “You’re a winner.” She ducked past him before he could say anything else. 


The master’s birth itself was almost exactly what she expected: a narrow galley-shaped space with a sleeping niche on one side—the bunk was still extended—and a table on the other, retracted, with a row of consoles linked to the bridge displays in the bulkhead and a dumbwaiter, not an actual mess port. There were a couple tall cabinets at each end and a few shallow ones up against the overhead. 


What she did not expect was the head: it had a shower, and not just any shower. Most ultrasonic weightless showers had barely enough room for a single person to turn around in. This one, by that standard, was positively sybaritic: you could easily get two people into it—if they were fond of each other. You might find a shower like this on a big boat that had room and resources to burn, but it seemed distinctly out-of-place on a corvette. She knelt to examine the stall more closely. 


The combat armor had a basic sensor suite: standard ESM and optical gear. The optics covered from near-ultraviolet to short-wave IR, were filterable and had up to 25X magnification. She closed her visor, activated the suite and inspected the shower walls, the hardware, the seams, the surrounding bulkheads, the deck. Nothing. 


Well, that was no big fucking surprise. Chief Zayterland’s people had done the same thing and with much more sophisticated hardware. They had sounders and scanners and gawd-knows-what else. If they couldn’t detect anything, her suite sure as hell wasn’t gonna find it. 


But it wrong. Just fucking wrong. 


Kris sat back on her heels, thoroughly discontented. She was wasting time. That goddamn marine was gonna come back here any second. The shower was clean inside and her scan suggested it hadn’t been used in a while. She leaned in, zoomed to max, set the filters to UV and flashed the seam around the bottom. Hot damn! Was that dust deep in the minute crevice? An ultrasonic shower shouldn’t accumulate dust in the seams—unless it hadn’t been used in a long, long time. 


Had this thing ever been used? Should she test it? She leaned farther in to inspect the controls. They looked perfectly normal, of course. Her gloved hand stopped short of the actuator. There was dust in that seam. She looked down. The drain. A real shower had to have a real drain. She knelt over it. Every suit of combat armor carried a plasma knife and a multi-bladed survival tool in the thigh pockets. She took out the survival tool, flipped open a flat blade and pried at the drain cover. It yielded without much struggle. The drain went down only a few centimeters before a right-angle bend. That didn’t seem right either. She shined her UV and IR lamps down the drain and snapped a composite. 


Dust sparkled. Lots of dust. Dust took forever to accumulate on a starship. The shower was a fake. 


She crawled out. Now all she had to do was find the releases. There oughta be two and they couldn’t be farther apart than a person could reach. The obvious place was the outside corners on the base. She felt around but her gloves were too thick. Backing up, she put her helmet to the floor and studied the corners. There was a very faint depression in each, like a mold mark. She put her thumbs against them and pressed. Nothing. She pressed and held. There was a faint hissing noise and the shower floor raised a couple of centimeters. 


With a sudden shock, Kris realized she had no idea who or what was waiting down there. She scuttled back, drew her sidearm, cocked it and then, drawing a tense breath, swiftly levered the floor up, swinging her pistol into the opening. 


A gasp and a muted girlish yelp. Then nothing. Heart pounding high in her throat, Kris risked a glance over the rim. There was a well below, about a meter deep, with a young girl in a light EVA suit curled at the bottom of it, both arms shielding her face. A helmet lay next to her with a couple of air bottles. 


“Hey!” Kris called softly. “S’Okay. Come on up.”


The girl cowered and Kris heard a faint whimper. The suit speaker would be distorting her voice and she was still pointing a gun at her. Idiot! She opened her visor and pulled the gun back. “S’Okay,” she repeated. “Everything’s jake now. You can come outta there.” 


The girl looked up—she had startling green eyes in a smooth young face, deathly pale. “S’kay?” she whimpered, her full bloodless lips barely moving. 


Kris reached out a hand. “S’Okay. C’mon.” 


The girl ignored her hand, regarding it with suspicion, but rolled into a crouch and eased to her feet. As her head cleared the edge, Kris heard a grinding thump from behind; the girl shrieked and dropped. Kris spun just in time to see a body squirming from a tight slot where the bunk had been—the thump was it falling to the deck—a body with a sidearm in its right hand. She got a hasty impression of a thin angular face, sallow from years on-ship, steel-gray hair cut close and heavy, sweeping eyebrows above narrow blue eyes, wide in astonishment. 


“You!” he hissed. Kris slammed her visor down and swung her gun up. A flash, a terrible hammer blow that snapped her head back as she fired twice reflexively; shocking blindness. Swearing exploded, dimly heard through the bell-like ringing in her skull. Her vision came back all warped amid oscillating bands of light and dark. She made out blood streaming from a furrow down the length of his forearm, the gun wavering in his hand, his blue eyes on fire with hatred more than pain. 


She fired twice more. The first shot smashed against the bulkhead; the second went right through the snarling, thin-lipped mouth, spraying teeth out the back of his head in an explosion of atomized tissue and skull fragments. Blackness overwhelmed her, and she slumped. 


Yelling, banging, the crash of many boots. Someone shaking her shoulder violently. “Knock it off,” Kris swore at the distorted face—Wagner’s face, she knew, though her eyes refused to focus. Her head hurt like it was being pounded on all sides; the shaking was an agony. “She’s down there.” Kris twitched a hand at the shower stall. Wagner started to rise and Kris clutched after him. “Don’t!” she gasped through the fierce reverberation stabbing her ears. “She’s bad freaked. Get the Chief—”


She closed her eyes tight against hot waves of nausea that were surging up against the pain in her skull; cold sweat broke out on her cheeks and scalp and her hands tingled. There was the strangest feeling of unnatural weight in her lower body, and she wasn’t quite sure what her legs were doing. She heard orders she did not understand, and someone else was kneeling before her, removing her helmet—that hurt as they roughly moved her head—and peeling back one protesting eyelid. 


Kris batted at the offending hand. “M’Okay. Back off, will ya?” 


“Like hell you are—ma’am,” the marine grunted, brushing aside her feeble attempt to interfere. He noted the unequal pupils and the thick, slurred voice, almost unintelligible, placed an ampoule against the base of her throat and popped it. A wave of intense cold swept through Kris, seeming to erupt from her forehead and flowing down to her knees. She emitted a kind of yowl, a sound of feral protest, but the nausea was fading fast as the drug hit her bloodstream, and the pain, while still intense, had stopped its horrible ebb and flow. Her vision was still distorted and full of lurid electric green spots with yellow haloes around them, but at least it wasn’t doing that awful fucked-up swooping thing so much and she could feel her hands and legs again. 


The marine looked into her eyes with great satisfaction and grunted. “Better. Ya don’t ever wanna puke in your armor, y’know. It’s a real bitch to clean out. Squeeze my hand.” He put his right hand in hers, and she clamped down for all she was worth. “Good.” He pulled his hand free and got to his feet with a stern warning not to try to move for at least five minutes—longer if her vision hadn’t cleared up by then—and she could expect to have a screaming headache. Once she’d been through a full scan back on the ship, they’d probably give her something for it. If the nausea came back bad or she started to have vertigo again or felt like she was going to blackout, she was to ping him instantly or he wouldn’t answer for the consequences.  



Kris tried to thank him, but all she could do was mumble and he was leaving anyway. Two men were pulling the corpse, its lower face a grisly ruin, from the narrow slot behind the bunk—incredible anyone could fit back there—and putting it in a body bag. The chief must’ve gotten the girl out—she had a confused impression of people talking and stepping over her legs—and Huron was next to her. She hadn’t noticed him until now. 


He put a hand very lightly on the shoulder of her armor and she reached across with her other hand and squeezed it. 


“Take it easy, Kris,” he said very low. “That was a hell of a pop you took.” He held up her helmet where she could see it without moving her head. There was a spider web of cracks the size of her palm in the visor just over her right eye. If he’d thought to set his gun to fire a burst . . .


Which reminded Kris of what she’d wanted to tell Huron when she first saw him. She scanned her eyes left and right; they seemed to be alone. “Corcoran,” she told him under her breath. 


“What?”


“That guy. Ravel Corcoran.”


“Slaver captain?”


“Yeah. Lady Day.”


“You know him?”


“Yeah.” Her shoulders twitched. “He and Trench were tight.” 


*    *    *


In his stateroom aboard Retribution, Captain Lawrence closed the after-action report filed by Lieutenant Wagner and a flock of other documents, including supporting statements from Chief Zayterland and Gunnery Sergeant Thompson, and the latest sitrep supplied by his TAO. Further examination of the vessel’s core flies and interrogation of the crew confirmed the identity of the dead captain and the boat as Chiller Down, originally a corvette of Bannerman manufacture. Lady Day was five days behind them, bound for Mantua with an assorted cargo they’d loaded at Pyramus, no more than a hundred slaves. That was all.


Sir Phillip looked up with a frown that mixed guarded satisfaction with pique in approximately equal parts and met Huron’s eyes across his desktop. “That midshipman of yours is quite the unique animal, Commander. What track did you say she is on?” 


“She is a flight-officer candidate, sir.” 


The captain nodded as if that explained everything. “Not quite the thing, these methods of hers, y’know.” 


“Sir, I don’t defend her methods, but she did find that hidden compartment the survey missed, and she did manage to maintain control of the situation so the girl was recovered without further incident, even with a rather severe concussion.”


“Quite.” It was not clear which part of Huron’s statement he was agreeing with. “In truth, I find it difficult to quarrel with her results. However . . . there is such a thing as discipline.” On reflection, he seemed to find the remark uncharitable, for he added, “But she is young. No doubt she will come to it in time.” His tone lacked conviction, however, and Huron, deep in his private mind, was afraid he could not entirely disagree. 













Chapter Eight
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Twenty-eight hours later, the entry panel to Huron’s cabin chimed. He called out “Yes,” and the door opened. Kris stood on the other side, looking haggard. She obviously had not slept, her eyes were red and puffy and the lines around her mouth were deeper than he had seen them. 


“Excuse me, Commander. May I come in for a minute?”


“Absolutely.” He motioned her inside and the cabin door slid shut. “Go ahead and sit down.”


Kris nodded, swung out a folding seat from the bulkhead and collapsed into it. 


“How’s the head?”


“Been better.” Kris shrugged. “Been worse too.” 


“Was there something you wanted—?” 


“That girl—from the fleshex,” she interrupted him. “How old is she?”


Huron consulted his desktop and opened a report from Chiller Down’s logs. “Sixteen, it says here.” 


“How long since she was taken?”


“Looks like three standard years and few months. Why?”


“She’s way pretty, and moving her like that—she had to be a captain’s bitch. A prime bitch. You know what that is, right?” 


Huron frowned. “I think so, but can you be more specific?” 


“You probably don’t see ‘em. They keep us really close.” That us—they keep us—jangled harshly in his ears. “A few get sold or more often traded, but once you’re a captain’s bitch you can’t run. No one will touch you, y’know? And the life has . . . advantages.” 


Huron nodded silently, doing his level best to maintain a neutral expression. 


“One of the big things is that you don’t get passed around a lot—unless they get really pissed at you and post you open-season. But . . .” Kris paused, closed her eyes for a moment before going on. “They have these . . . gatherings. Captains bring their bitches for entertainment. Y’know—appetizers, first course, main course, dessert.” She paused, her eyes sliding away, and wiped her knuckles across her mouth. “This girl would have been main course.” Kris knew all too much about being the main course, but there was no reason to tell Huron that. “That’s where he was goin’—Mantua Solstice Gathering. It’s top-line—huge. Lasts a week or more.”


Huron leaned forward, a sound forming in his throat. 


Kris shook her head and waved off the interruption. “No. What I mean is . . . lots of deals get done at these things. A lot of business. You might get handed over to seal a deal—probably will.” Huron swallowed: he hated the detached, matter-of-fact tone, the twisted pronouns—you might equaling I was—and leaned back in his seat, waiting for Kris to continue. After a moment, she did. “But here’s the thing. Some of these guys are VIPs—”


“VIPs?”


“Yeah. Big buyers, brokers, financials, major sutlers, haven owners . . .”


“Okay.” 


“So you might get loaned to a VIP—couple of days, maybe a week if it’s really important.”


“Is Mankho a VIP?” 


“No. Mankho’s up the food chain from those guys—top tier, three-M.” That was a bit of slang Huron knew: Money, Muscle, Materiel. “But anyway, some of these VIPs are Feds—or they bring friends who are Feds. Cops, port security, transit and customs guys. Um—”


“Payoff or blackmail?”


“Both, I guess. Sorry, I’m not making this real clear—”


“It’s okay.” 


“But this is it—you remember what I told ya about goldfish?”


Huron wasn’t likely to forget that anytime soon. He nodded.


“Well, the bitches are the ones you want. If you’re a captain’s bitch, you hear a lot of shit. You meet all these people. A girl like that—she’s worth a ton in those circles. If something big was working—if they needed fed-hooks to pull it off, could be she was part of the deal. If they had a mark on the line, maybe she was in on that too. What boats was she on? Just Lady Day?” 


Huron thumbed through the report. “No. Says here she was first on Iron Maiden.” 


Kris had heard of the captain of Iron Maiden but she didn’t know him. She did recall him being pretty much a bottom feeder. That fit. Either Iron Maiden’s captain was into Corcoran for a fuck-ton and used that girl to settle up, or Corcoran poached her. Knowing him, he probably poached her. 


 “Look . . .” Kris shifted restlessly. “Corcoran swung heavy. The way he was movin’ her, had to be a deal workin’. Good bet he was gonna loan her. That happens a lot right before a gathering opens—they have whatcha might call preliminaries. Probably not the first time either.” 


Huron flipped the file closed. “What might she know?” 


Kris tossed her hands to an impatient gesture. “She not gonna know what she knows. But she might recognize a voice or a face or . . . something. These guys are—fucked up. They like to run their mouth—get burly—talk large. And it doesn’t happen so often you don’t remember it. Try to find out if she got loaned, see what she remembers. If she can tag anyone, likely that guy leads to someone else. Somethin’ like this—gotta be way up there. If someone’s dirty—especially if someone’s dirty—she’s your best bet at tagging them.”


“Will she cooperate?”


“Dunno. Being a bitch—it’s not like . . . normal. Some girls, they uh—Corcoran could be a real jacked-up, undiluted motherfucker, but that don’t—doesn’t—mean . . . I dunno.” 


“Kris . . . I hate to ask you, but—”


“You want me to talk to her.”


“Would you?”


Kris looked over at him; it was all he could do not to drop his eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, okay.”


“Thanks, Kris. Get some rest, alright?”


Kris nodded, stood up slowly.


“Would you like something to help you sleep?” 


“No . . . Thanks.” She shook her head, loose strands of hair stirring about the drawn face. “I’ll be okay. Find out what she likes to eat.” 


The next AM, Kris slid into a chair across from the girl and a bowl of fresh strawberries. She was prettier close up—beautiful actually—with lustrous platinum-blond hair waving across those exquisitely shaped green eyes under elegantly arched brows; high cheekbones in a face that hadn’t outgrown its adolescent softness. She had her heels up on her chair with her arms around her knees. 


“What do they call you?”


“Tiara.” A soft, sweet voice, slightly breathy and not yet fully formed. 


“What’s your name?” 


“Kym.”


“Hi, Kym. I’m Kris.” She reached a hand halfway to the strawberries. “You mind?” A shake of the pretty head, refusing to look up. Kris selected a strawberry and bit into it slowly. It was ripe almost to bursting, and she wiped the escaped juice off her chin with her forearm and then licked it off. Kym covertly followed the gesture with her eyes. “You were on Lady Day?” No response. “Ravel Corcoran?” That earned another momentary glance. Kris finished the strawberry. “He had you tagged?” Kris tapped her cheek—that was a popular place to put the organic nanochips. 


Kym shot her a hard look, then gave her head a vigorous shake. 


“Oh. Down there, huh?” Labial tags were uncommon, but she wouldn’t be surprised if Corcoran was partial to them. Slavers thought of labial tags as a kind of joke: not who they owned but what . . . 


Kym squeezed her eyes tight shut and nodded. 


“Fucker.” Kris selected another strawberry. “Trench never tagged me. He liked bracelets.” 


Kym’s head jerked up, green eyes wide. “Trench? You’re . . . you’re that Kris?” 


“Uh huh—Harlot’s Ruse. I don’t think you ever met him. I’d remember you.” Kris held out the strawberry. 


Kym regarded it uncertainly and brought a hand to her lips. “Everyone said you were dead.”


“Really? Well, they did try pretty hard.” A beat of silence. “They’re good strawberries.” 


Slowly, the girl uncoiled a little from her seat; thin delicate white fingers reaching out, taking the strawberry; biting it, catching the juice on her bare forearm and licking it off. “Thanks.” 


Kris exhaled deeply and tossed her xel on Huron’s desk. Her throat burned and she swallowed twice to ease it. “It’s all on there. Two loans—not Corcoran’s idea. Somebody upstream leaned on him. One about four months before the conference on Nedaema. The other was two weeks before the Lacaille op. She doesn’t know where, but you might be able to figure it out from the cargo. Same guy—but the second time she brought a friend.” 


“She?”


“Yeah—the loan was to a woman. Probably why Corcoran didn’t like it. Some of ‘em are strange about that.” 


“Oh.” Apparently guy was not a gender-specific term in the Outworlds. Huron turned the xel towards him, skimmed the record—it was long and detailed. “Good work, Kris.” He paused. “There’s one more thing, though.” 


Kris grimaced. “What?”


“One of us has to talk to Kym—assess what else she knows. And tell her what’s in store for her when she gets to Sol.” He paused again. “Had she ever been off Lacaille before?”


“I don’t think so. Didn’t sound like it.” Kym had said she was from some minor township in the southern temperate zone. Not the sort of place people went star-faring from. 


“What about Kap-Yar?”


“Where?”


“The main city. Lacaille’s starport.”


“Dunno. Maybe not.”


Probably not, Huron considered. Lacaille had been a middling prosperous Bannerman colony, but its nominal independence had not been good for it. Without the influx of subsidies (and it was likely the Bannermans let the colony go to stop paying those subsidies), the economy had started to slide and was still sliding. The ruling junta was a textbook example of gangster government, to the extent there was government at all. It was no surprise that they had invited Nestor Mankho, or that he was comfortable there. The degree of adjustment required to live on any League planet—


He shook his head.


“Huh?” Kris’s voice broke off his contemplations. 


“Nothing. Random thought. Which would you rather?” 


The tension in her neck was sending painful roots down into her back and across her shoulders. She’d never regretted not having access to a tub so much in her life. 


“I’ll talk to her.”


“I appreciate it.” 


“But when we get back. Those rehab people—”


“Sol’s not Nedaema.” Though in fact, he wasn’t sure how much difference that really made.


“And she’ll get paid, right? Like I was?”


That was a gray area, Kym not being a League citizen, or taken from a League-controlled planet or from League-registered vessel. But there were ways around that. “She’ll get paid.” 


“Alright.” Kris nodded, stretching her neck, hoping it would crack. “That it?”


“That’s it.” 


Finally, the stubborn vertebra popped, appallingly loud. “Okay. I gotta go take a shower now.” 
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They had been at it for hours—too many hours—and Kym’s answers were growing ever more vague and troubled. She was flagging badly, her spirits failing. Kris understood: the stream of faces, voice samples, and vids affected her too, and she was feeling guilty about pushing the young girl so hard. 


On reviewing everything Kym told them in the first interview, they’d concluded that the friend who accompanied the woman on the second loan could be key: the timing was too suspicious. Kym wanted to help; she persisted with the best will in the world, but it was no use. She couldn’t clearly identify anyone, and now her descriptions were starting to diverge, painful memories stirred up in a muddle that confused times, places, incidents . . . Kris decided to call it quits.


She shut down the holographic projector, swept the desktop clean, closed the files, logged out of the ship’s libraries and furled her xel. Kym huddled on her bunk looking desolate. They’d moved her into this compartment so she could have a space to herself; the privacy also made debriefing easier. 


“Thanks, Kym.” Kris pocketed the xel and started to get up. 


“Sorry I din’t do well.”


Kris looked over but Kym would not meet her eyes. “You did fine, Kym. Really.” 


“You gotta leave now?” 


Kris stopped and resettled slowly into her seat. “No. Not just yet.” 


Kym squirmed to the edge of the bunk. “What’s gonna happen to me?”


“Nothing you don’t want to happen.” Kym didn’t seem satisfied with the answer. Kris changed tack. “Any family—friends?” Since Lacaille was a Bannerman client, there were no registries to check. But slavers didn’t raid Bannerman clients. 


Kym shook her head, then shrugged. 


Kris felt a chill settle in the pit of her stomach. “Who sold you, Kym?”


That forlorn little head shake again. “Papa got in trouble with the local boss over money. We’d two bad years and he had to borrow again for planting.” She looked at Kris for a sign of comprehension. 


Kris nodded. That’s certainly what he would have said. “Your papa’s a farmer?” 


A tiny, distracted nod. “They came while I was out riding the bounds. I got back and they’d tied up Mama and Stacy in the house and—and . . .” raped them, Kris filled in the silence. “And they were taking Papa into the barn . . .” 


Kris let a pain-filled breath out slowly. “And so he sold you to make up his debts.” 


“No.” Kym shook her head and wiped at her eyes with her forearm. “No. I did—me. I told ‘em if they’d leave Papa alone—and Mama and my sister—I’d go. The boss said okay.” 


Oh good fucking Christ. Kris got up and crossed the cabin to sit beside her. Kym scrunched away a little, then stole a look at Kris and put her hands between her knees. Kris slowly put an arm around her shoulders—they were quivering. 


“I’m sorry, Kym.” 


The shaking increased, almost a paroxysm, and then Kym leaned into her. Kris brought her other arm around, encircling the girl. The image of her own father as he sent her off was sharp in Kris’s memory: him standing alone in the swirling red road dust, hand raised, the early morning light slashing across his rutted empty face . . . Had he known? Had he asked? Or had he known not to ask . . .


“I can’t go back.” A tiny, thin, halting voice, shattering her thoughts. “If I go back, they’ll kill them.” 


Yes, they will. 


“I’m scared—I’m so scared. Please don’t go.” 


Kris tightened her grip around the narrow shoulders, waiting for the tears to come, keeping her own back. They did—a salty, silent flood—and Kris, her own eyes dry and hard, held Kym and said nothing. 


“Fuck, Huron.” Kris was sitting in his cabin that evening, head down, rubbing her brows with the fingertips of both hands. She’d finally coaxed Kym into taking a mild sedative; she was sleeping now, and Kris hoped like hell she wasn’t dreaming. Huron had listened to the story without comment.


“So, no luck with the woman or the friend she brought along?”


“No luck.” Kris dropped her hands. “Got anything for a headache?” 


Huron reached over to his console and tapped out a request. “Did she see anyone who reminded her of the woman?”


“Yeah—kinda.” Kris got slowly to her feet, went to the console, brought up one of the files they’d been trudging through. After a minute’s browsing she put half a dozen pix on the desktop. “She said the woman sorta looked like these here, but she wasn’t any of ‘em.” 


Huron cocked his head. “Interesting.”


“What’s interesting?”


Huron highlighted five of the six. “That’s the same woman.” 


Kris looked more closely at the images. Within the limits of surgery it was certainly possible. “Who is she?”


“Her name is Sandrine Onstanyan, but she was born Byrony Levasseur. She gets a visosculpt every year or two, so pix aren’t much help—those are the latest we have. She’s Nestor Mankho’s wife.” 


“The fucker’s married?” She dragged her palms down her face. “That’s tight. Where’s she from?”


“Corinth, originally. Why?”


A shrug, set off with a disgusted grimace. “Dunno. Just curious where they got people so fucked up they’d go for Mankho, I guess.” 


“Corinth’s wealthy—first-gen out of Nedaema. Nice and safe. Most people find it pleasant.”


Kris grunted and Huron’s entry pad chimed. He got up to answer it, accepted a small package and handed it to Kris. She tore it open, bolted two pills dry, then looked up to see Huron offering her a glass of water. 


“Oh.” She accepted the glass, drank half for form’s sake, handed it back. “Thanks. Anything else?”


“Not until we get more on who’s been palling around with Mankho’s wife.”


“Alright.” Massaging the back of her neck, Kris rolled her shoulders, impatient for the analgesics to kick in.


“Kris . . .” She looked up at him—anger, disgust, fatigue all plain on her face—and he knew his own was grave and forbidding and tried to gentle it. “Kris, a lot of things in this job are hard. But the hardest is maintaining your objectivity.”


“I know.” The instructors in her Leadership in Command class had harped on that constantly. “I know I’m not supposed to care about this shit.”


“That’s not quite it. Of course, you care—you have too. Caring’s what sets us apart from them. But it’s how you care that matters. It’s not only that the people you care about might not be around tomorrow. It’s also that you might have to be the one who gives the order that gets them killed. And if you can’t do that, a lot more people will die because you didn’t. Bottom line, Kris: you’ve got to care enough to be able to do that—care enough to stay objective.”


She looked away. “Yeah . . . Okay.” 


He sighed, soft and inaudible. “I hope so. Because this is gonna get worse before it gets better.”


“But it does get better?”


“Ask Kym about that someday.” 


*    *    *


Towards the beginning of the graveyard watch, Huron walked quietly along the darkened passageway, only the red glow of the deadlights showing, a ship asleep and at peace, and paused outside Kris’s compartment. In the quiet—just the deep thrum of the drives, more felt than heard, and the whisper of the ventilation system punctuated every few minutes by the low bleat of the environmental alarms signifying all’s well—he heard another sound and tapped the entry panel with a hesitant knuckle. 


No response, but the door was not sealed. He tried again, more insistently. The door hissed to one side. He saw her there, crammed into the foot of her rack, as small as she could make herself, fully dressed with her boots still on, the toes barely touching a small, dim, pale circle of light from the overhead. Sobs convulsed her hunched shoulders, nearly silent but occasionally breaking out in a choking sound—the sound he’d heard in the passageway.


“Kris?”


“I’m fine.” 


He stepped into the compartment, unwilling to be put off. She raised her face from her knees, her long chestnut hair tangled across it, and her eyes were wet and feral in the darkness. 


“I’m fine. Just leave me the fuck alone.” 


He stopped and something changed in her face, inexpressible and fleeting, and her voice softened to a whisper. “Please. Please just go.”


Huron nodded, tamping down the unquiet feelings that were clotting in his chest, and backed slowly out the open door into the passageway. The entry pad clicked and cycled to red, and the door closed with a final hiss. 
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Leaning back from his console, Huron tapped his stylus on his knee, grappling with a gnawing sense of frustration that was threatening to become profound. All the pertinent data Retribution owned was arrayed before him, some arranged neatly, some in untidy clumps, and all of it failing him. He’d guessed it would the moment he learned of Kym’s revelations regarding Sandrine Onstanyan, but that was no comfort in view of the new light it cast upon his mission and all the potential ramifications thereof. 


The first issue was that he only had access to the shipboard version of TEARs, the Tech ELINT Analytic Registry: ONI’s comprehensive database of the characteristics of known vessels, weapon and sensor systems, along with a summary appreciation of the capabilities of other navies, friendly and not, their key personalities, and a digest of the last two years’ worth of message traffic. That was what interested him most, but only the Sensitive & Restricted version was released to combatants—the real meat was in the Most Secret & Compartmented version retained at fleet commands and above. 


Unfortunately, even the MSC version of TEARs was unlikely to help much. TEARs did include some data on slavers and their known associates; he’d culled the profiles Kris had shown Kym from there. Sandrine Onstanyan he’d added of his own initiative, she being one of the few women known to be actively involved in the slave trade. Kym’s initial descriptions strongly indicated that neither of the people she’d been loaned to were from slaver society—which incidentally ruled out Mankho himself—and, in fact, the data pointed to them being from the League. That was obviously the most serious possibility, and he’d selected the profiles on that basis. 


But Kym’s belated clarification that the friend Nestor Mankho’s wife had brought along on the second loan was also a women unraveled the few leads he’d thought promising. Now, the only hope for getting a clue about the second woman was querying CID’s Special Assets Analytic Registry. The Defense Intelligence Office, who maintained SAARs for CID, put a redacted version on ARGONET (the multi-service network used to share intelligence products), which Trin could access. That might help but the full version would be much better, especially when it came to people with slaver connections, and he wasn’t confident CID ever shared that with ONI, still less with the sector commands. 


On the other hand, Trin was exceptionally resourceful, and he was sure she had contacts and assets he (thankfully) knew nothing about. The only way to find out was to talk to her in person, and cutting his mission short to do that required a somewhat elastic interpretation of his orders. Lawrence would not mind; while the captain had been most obliging so far, there wasn’t any real question that he’d prefer being left alone to hunt slavers in peace, especially now that he had much better data to do that with. It was the questions an early return might raise in other quarters that were of potential concern. 


That concern could be probably be finessed. More problematic was that Sandrine Onstanyan was starting to look like a weak reed to prop all this on. Her involvement, and its timing, seemed to hint at great things, but she also had a certain reputation. It was clear that Trench, Corcoran, and Mankho were all closely associated. As unpleasant as it was to contemplate (and it was damned unpleasant), Sandrine Onstanyan asking her husband to lean on one of his captains so she could enjoy a day of ‘fun’ with a beautiful young girl was not at all unlikely. Inviting a lady friend along for an encore was not unlikely either. Regardless of his earlier conviction, the reed was bending alarmingly—right before his eyes.


If he couldn’t get something solid or at least a decent set of alternatives, he’d be obliged to continue the search, perhaps losing valuable weeks. At this point, he was afraid they couldn’t afford that. 


His sources kept him tolerably well informed of the machinations ongoing in the Grand Senate, and it appeared that their original estimates of how long they had before those worthies did the ‘damned-fool thing’ his father had warned about were too sanguine. Not that it was inevitable, but there was also a degree of unpredictability in the other side. Further, it was appearing as though they’d have to walk even more softly on this, and that would make things more difficult and take longer. At a time when he begrudged losing an hour, wherever he looked, days were slipping through his grasp. 


It was unfortunate, to be sure, that they hadn’t managed to take Ravel Corcoran alive. Together with Kym, that would have been an unquestionable success, and the ideal pretext too. Not that he regretted what Kris had done in the slightest. Under the circumstances, any other outcome would’ve been immeasurably worse. He would not trade Kris for Corcoran, no matter what the latter might have been able to tell them. No, not even for Nestor Mankho himself. In fact—


His stylus stopped in mid-tap and hung still for a moment. Then he slid it onto his desk and reached for his xel. 













Chapter Eleven



LSS Retribution

 Killian's Reach, Hydra Region


“Ma’am?” The word, spoken behind Kris as she was on her way to answer Huron’s page, made her stiffen. After some toing and froing, the Navy had concluded that this was the proper form of address for a female midshipman, and Kris did not like it one bit. But that wasn’t the sole cause of her reaction—it was also the voice that uttered it. Kris turned to nod to the speaker, Senior Chief Pamela Zayterland. The chief was a highly respected professional who had been serving on starships for longer than Kris had been alive, not someone who should ever be calling a cadet of a whole six-month’s seniority ma’am, no matter what the Navy saw fit to say about that.  


“Hello, Chief”—doing her best to sound somewhat natural. Zayterland did not salute her; the Navy had at least concluded that would be inappropriate. Thank gawd. 


“I wanted to tell you what we found out about that ultrasonic shower unit on the flechette, ma’am,” the chief said. Kris nodded with a fair expression of interest. “They had molecular modulators built into it—good ones. Showed our scanners exactly what we thought should be there.” 


Kris lost her fixedly polite expression. “I didn’t know that.” 


Zayterland was watching her closely, half-suspecting she was telling a polite fib. “Yeah,” the chief said, a little slowly. “We’ve made some mods to our equipment, so we oughta be able to pick that up now, but we’re gonna need new scanners and we gotta be a damn-sight more suspicious after this. They clearly got tricks we haven’t thought of. But now that we know what to look for, I don’t think they’re gonna get away with it anymore.” She paused and gave Kris that piercing look again. “But I was wondering—if you don’t mind my asking—how you knew.”  


Kris had been expecting that, and she explained her suspicions based on the unit’s incongruity and then said, “But it was the dust that clinched it.”


“Dust?” Now Zayterland’s face relaxed in unfeigned surprise. 


“There was dust in the drain. Couldn’t have been a working unit.” 


“Oh . . .” The chief’s face reflected something like the ex post facto horror of disaster averted. “But it was a working unit.” 


“It was?” Now it was Kris’s turn to be horrified. 


“Well, working enough to test it anyway. Would’ve run for three, four minutes.” The look settled deeper on both their faces, “Damn, I’m glad we didn’t do that. I was sore tempted.” 


Me too . . . 


Zayterland shook her head and blew a breath through pursed lips. “Damn,” she repeated and then held out her hand. “Well, I wanted to thank you, ma’am. That was fine work. To think we would’ve had to let the son of a bitch go.” Kris took the offered hand self-consciously. The chief’s grip was powerful, her handshake vigorous and when she released Kris’s hand, she asked, “How’s that girl? She gonna be all right?”


“I think so.” A cautious and politic answer. 


“I sure hope she is. Seems like a real sweetheart.” Zayterland touched the brim of her cap. “G’day, ma’am.”  


Kris appeared at Huron’s cabin door minutes later. The strain of last night was marked on her features but she was composed. Utterly composed; a hardness in her expression and her voice that was chilling. 


“You wanted to see me, sir?” 


“I did. Get comfortable.” He motioned to one of the folding seats. 


She sat, moving in a tight-sprung way that matched the look in her yellow-shot hazel eyes. 


“Look, Kris”—he relaxed his voice and used her familiar name in hopes of relieving some of the tension in the air—“this loan to Sandrine Onstanyan and her friend. How usual is that?”


“You mean two women like that? It happens.”


“Without men involved?”


“That part’s a little weird.” 


“Do these loans happen strictly at gatherings? The ones involving outsiders like this?” 


“The loans, yeah. Sometimes they let guys buy hours, though. That could be anywhere.”


“Does that happen a lot?”


“Depends. Some girls—yeah, they got put on the boards all time. Me, not so much. Trench didn’t like doin’ it. But y’know, scrip gets tight—he’d get an offer too good to refuse.” Like during one extended stay on Solon. Things had been slow, the refitters were gouging them, and this mook showed up and bought all the hours with Kris Trench would sell. A slack fucker with a few too many visosculpts, chromatanned, face permanently depilated, a semi-hard body bought with faux-exercise treatments. He had money though, lots of it: liked to watch Kris with a genuine androgyne—much rarer and more pricey than the commonly available hermaphrodites—and then had her made up like a boi and fitted with a prosthesis, and wanted her to drive . . .


“How do they get the word out?” Huron’s question was a welcome interruption. “Did they ever post to the dark clouds, trolling for clients?”


“I don’t know,” Kris answered when her stomach settled. “What do you mean dark clouds?”


“Those are clouds where people go to deal in elicit services—nearly all are ghosted and cloaked. Mostly VRSN but also controlled substances and contraband: Maxor pharmaceuticals, bootleg liquor and things like that. People with exotic sexual tastes go there too, for things the legit services won’t handle. We see a lot of ‘slave auctions’ and ‘slave for rent’ notices posted, but as far as I know, none of them have turned out to be by genuine slavers. Only lifestylers. But it’s hard to tell. From what you’ve told us, if slavers were posting, it would be easy to miss.” 


“What’s a lifestyler?” 


“A person who adopts a master-slave relationship with their primary partner as a lifestyle.” 


“You mean you got people who pretend to be slaves? For fun?”


“Some. It’s not all that uncommon.”


Kris swore, long and vehemently, under her breath. “I don’t get it,” she muttered when the diatribe exhausted itself. “People are fucked.” 


Huron had no idea whether present company was excluded from that judgment or not, and he had no intention of asking. 


“Kris, here’s the deal,” he ventured instead, “until now, we’ve treated slavers as a—constrained problem.” That got him no more than a bitter, narrow-eyed frown. “I mean, we thought of it as slavers dealing with slave-holding societies and their enablers. When we found them, we—dealt with them. We haven’t studied them much—not the details of their society anyway. You probably noticed. ”


“Yeah. Okay.”


“But from what you just said, they don’t just deal in slaves—they deal in services too. That means they have much wider reach than we supposed.”


“Uh huh.”


“Any of these people who buy hours—they’re blackmail targets. Or potential sympathizers. And they’re outside what we’ve always assumed to be slaver society, and they interact through channels we know nothing about. That means other people could be using slavers to reach pretty deep into our . . . into other areas. Maybe sensitive areas.”


“Yeah. Big problem.”


“Exactly. We need a better handle on this, or at least a piece of it, to see if there are any hooks and how deep they might go.” 


“What’s that mean? For us?”


“We can’t do that out here. We need other resources—other people.”


“Not those two asshats at that meeting?” Her voice notched up a tone with alarm.


He suppressed a smile. Trin Wesselby was about as far from Commander Aloysius Tilletson and Eliot Matheson as the bounds of the species would permit. “No. Professionals.” 


“That’s good.” 


“We can debrief Kym better—get a more thorough understanding of what she knows.”


Kris’s lips compressed and the yellow cast in her eyes got brighter. 


“Or we stay out here and hope another long shot comes in. But . . .” 


“But what?”


“We not just fighting this problem. We’re fighting time.”


Jaw clenched, Kris sat still for a minute. “I don’t want those people fuck’n with her.” 


“I understand how you feel—”


“No you don’t!” 


He waited for the angry rush of breath to subside. “That’s a fair comment.” 


“So?” She bent forward, rubbing hard at her temples with the knuckles of both hands.


“So this is where it starts to get tight, Kris. I said it was going to—” 


“I remember”—cutting him off, her eyes squeezed shut. “So do it. Do whatcha gotta do.” 


*    *    *


Captain Lawrence stroked the deep smile lines along either side of his mouth as he read the document Huron had given him, explaining the requirement to transport Kym back to Sol directly. “Found another oracle, have you?” he asked, smiling. Sir Phillip set great store by his wit, which led him to recycle favored examples, and while that was harmless enough, Huron would not weep for being shot of it. 


“Rather too early to say, sir,” he replied smoothly. “She does appear to be a potentially valuable cooperative source, but clearly that cannot be assessed here. ONI will need to do that, though we’ll have to coordinate with PLESIG first. And, of course, it would be best to get her back quickly and with as little notice as possible. There’s no sense in stirring up questions as to who should have cognizance until we get an evaluation.”


“Quite.” Sir Phillip tapped the document suggestively. “Those fellows at CID are like to barge in, if they get wind this. It’s their way to appropriate the info you’ve sweated blood to acquire, hem and haw over it, and then pronounce you’ve no right to it—your own data!” Captain Lawrence had gained considerable experience dealing with the Central Intelligence Directorate during his time hunting slavers. 


“Just so, sir.”


“Be taking Kennakris, of course.” 


“Yes, sir.” Kris was present only in the capacity of an advisor, and her attachment to the captain’s staff was a mere formality, to give her have an official existence on board, but Huron had included a justification that she was needed to provide ‘psychological support’ and ‘liaison services’ for Kym, just in case Sir Phillip discovered some reason to become particular on the point. So far, however, he’d been complaisance itself.


“No difficulty about the flechette. Fine idea. Almost poetic.”


Huron could not imagine what the captain meant by that. It was no more than logic to use the captured corvette—flechette, call it what you will—to return to Sol. She could make the journey, she was wonderfully fast, and she wasn’t needed for anything else. Poetry would not seem to enter into it.


“One could say she’s hers by right, y’know,” Sir Phillip added, elucidating, but not very well. 


“Ms. Kennakris, sir?” Huron asked, unraveling the pronouns. 


“Yes. If anyone has a claim to that boat, she does. Can’t see the Service buying her, though. Too much refit for a craft like that. Pity, her being so fast and sweet handling. Might make the midshipman a tidy sum otherwise. Has she thought of that, do you think? Shouldn’t like her to get her hopes up. Not that she doesn’t have a tidy sum coming as it is.” 


Wondering at the captain’s solicitude, he answered truthfully, “Not as far as I’m aware, sir.” He believed it was quite unlikely that Kris would want to have anything more to do with the slaver boat, and he would, in fact, have preferred to use another vessel for their return, had any been available.


“Just as well. She’s done fine things for the hands—for the whole squadron. They shall be sorry to see her go.”


“Yes, sir.” The extent to which that feeling was mutual, he had no idea. Kris had closed up these past few days, even more so than usual. “But the show’s not over yet.” 


“No, indeed. We’ve a lap or two left to run, I dare say.” Sir Phillip got to his feet and Huron stood up with him. “You shall have my endorsement for all this,”—indicating the flimsy he’d just slid onto his desktop—“not that it’s truly necessary, since you don’t work for me. But never it hurts seeing all the T’s are dotted and the I’s crossed, y’know.”


“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.” The sentiment, anyway—the shopworn witticism, not as much. 


“Then, good speed to you, Commander.” They shook hands. “Perhaps at the end of this business we’ll have a chance to share a glass or two. Do the civil thing together for an evening, perhaps.”


“Certainly, sir.” Huron made his most politic smile, calculating how soon they could leave. If they’d been expeditious about getting the stores in, that should be within the hour. “And best of fortune to you.” 













Chapter Twelve



Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Trin Wesselby broke the surface slowly and rolled on her back, breathing deeply. She’d taken it easy today—only forty laps—but even that told on her. Served her right for neglecting her PM swim for the past few days. Closing her eyes, she heard footsteps and then the voice of her aide. 


“Commander? There’s a call for you. Chief Inspector Taliaferro. Would you like to call him back?” 


Trin turned and stroked unhurriedly to the wall. “No, I’ll take it here.” 


“Very good, ma’am.” 


Hauling herself out on the coping of the 25-meter pool, she accepted the handset. Her aide, an impressionable young lieutenant, had obligingly set it to voice-only, no doubt thinking it improper for his boss to be seen in her current state of undress outside the family—as if, after thirty-five years in the Royal Hesperian Marine Corps, Nick was capable of being scandalized. But Robert didn’t know that and he was a good kid, if a trifle wet behind the ears. 


She keyed the handset on and waited for the secure mode to lock. “Hello, Inspector.”


“Afternoon, Commander. Apologies for interrupting your busy PM, but I’m afraid there’s no dice on that info you requested. Nothing my department has would be of use. I thought I should call myself so there’d be no confusion.”


“I appreciate that, Inspector.”


“Sorry we couldn’t be more help.” 


“It was a long shot. Thank you for trying.” 


“Our pleasure. Have a good PM, Commander.”


“You as well, Inspector.” 


Getting to her feet, Trin held out the handset. “Thank you, Robert. I’ll be back at the office shortly.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


As the lieutenant exited, Trin made her way to the locker room, leaving a trail of small damp footprints. Once inside, she entered the shower nearest the door and activated it, turning the spray up as hot as she could stand. Then she went to her locker and retrieved Nick’s calling card from her wallet. Stepping into the enveloping cloud of steam, she hit CALL. As the secure icon lit, Nick answered. 


“Nice,” he said, eyeing her surroundings—no nonsense about voice-only mode this time. “Excellent white-noise generator. Steam’s a nice touch. Y’know, it never occurred to me these things are waterproof.” 


“We’ll see about that,” Trin said, turning under the spray. “No dice, huh?”


“Correct.” That being the term they’d agreed on if Nick found anything. “The request to add Mariwen Rathor to the attendee list came from Grimbles’ office. He endorsed it personally.” 


Trin hadn’t expected that. Grand Senator Grimbles was Hesperian and notably straitlaced. Mariwen Rathor had been as popular in the Meridies Cluster as anywhere else, although her racy lifestyle came in for constant comment from the local media. Of course, that was only to be expected from a society that still thought ‘racy’ was an appropriate adjective for a sexually open lesbian, or for anything else, when it came right down to it. She’d rather thought someone from New California or Venus or even the Belt would have been more likely to consider a mildly controversial celebrity as a good headliner for the conference, not an old fossil like Grimbles.


“Any indications what his motive was?” 


“Can’t say as yet. The email trail suggests the idea originated with his Chief of Staff, Taylor Lessing. Lessing’s been with Grimbles most of his career, serving in one capacity or other. Started out in security. Reputation for being very hard-nosed. He’s rolled a number of people on his way up, and he’s pretty ruthless about enforcing loyalty on the senator’s staff.” 


“Sounds like a very popular guy.” 


“I suspect he’s got enough enemies to make a fair-sized colony, but Grimbles appears dedicated to him. That gives him a wide shield.” 


“And a lot of influence.” Which made sense. Mankho’s plot hinged on getting Mariwen into those hearings—it was not something they could’ve left to chance. And then there was the note she’d gotten from Huron early this AM. “Nick, Rafe may be on to something. I got a message from him today.”


“A source?”


“Possibly. He’s bringing her back for debriefing now. I’m shipping out tomorrow to meet him. What are the odds you can get more background on Lessing?” Nick still had his RHMC connections, and if Lessing began in security, he almost certainly had left some acquaintances behind. Maybe unhappy acquaintances. 


“Fair to middling.”


“Don’t get your fingers burned.” 


“Wouldn’t dream of it.” 


She killed the connection and then the shower, and stepped out a fine, glowing shrimp pink. Grabbing a towel with her other hand, she dried off on the way back to her locker, where she replaced the card in her wallet and sealed it. Then she braided her wet hair while running a routine scan with her custom security bots. They showed all clear. Dressing quickly, she tapped up Robert on her xel. 


“Are the visitors here yet?”


“They’re being badged in now, ma’am.” 


“Very good. I’ll be there in a minute. And, Robert, could you have them send me up some iced tea?” 


“Not hot tea, ma’am?”


“No. Iced, please.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


Trin nodded gratefully as the line dropped. Things were looking plenty hot enough already. 













Chapter Thirteen



In Transit, Outer Neptune Approach Zone

  Free Space, Sol


The nameless corvette dropped into Sol space four light-hours inside heliopause, cutting it as close as Huron dared. She was nameless because there was obviously no chance they’d retain Chiller Down, and inspiration had not been forthcoming, so the little craft was known solely by its new registry code and call sign, Alpha-Zulu 17. Huron activated his beacon and duly submitted both, along with his recognition codes, to the outer ring of early warning satellites thirty light-minutes up ahead that were linked to hovering constellations of H&Ks, and kept his velocity just barely on the right side of the law. As Sir Phillip had said, she was a sweet-handling little boat and wonderfully fast, but he could not love her, or even like her. With Sol in sight, he was impatient to be off her, and he had a good idea that Kris, sitting next to him in the No.2 chair, and Kym, asleep in the berth they rigged in what had been the crew’s mess, felt that way even more strongly.


It had been a quiet trip; the underlying tension had put a damper on casual conversation, and despite the boat being completely turned over and scrubbed to bare metal (a requirement for entering League space in any case), the miasma clung to her, as if it was worked into the atomic structure.


He got up, leaving Kris to set up their approach and deal with the autopilot—she’d become quite proficient and if she had wanted, he would’ve cheerfully seen that she got the corvette in lieu of prize money (her share was likely enough to cover it and then some)—and went to tune the hyperwave. The set was old, finicky, and supported only the most basic encryption the League used, but there was a good chance Trin would try to contact him, once she learned they’d made their number. 


He’d sent her two messages already: a standard OPREP on the mission from New Madras, and a private message via a KKHR courier when they stopped briefly at Knydos. The second message had in fact been addressed to his father, and ostensibly (and, to a degree, actually) contained an update on some local developments. He hadn’t copied his younger brother Charles on the message as he nominally should have, and Charles would undoubtedly get tetchy when he found out, though he’d be best off keeping it to himself. 


Since his retirement, his father had involved himself again in the family business, and if that caused some discomfort for Charles, who’d been handling the bulk of the management responsibilities for years now, it was perfectly fine with Rafe. His father needed the distraction. So far, he hadn’t thrown anything lethal at his staff, which was a blessing. But Vaishali knew how to handle him, and once he got his hands around the opportunities his new situation afforded, things would be calmer. And it wouldn’t hurt Charles to be reminded that he didn’t know everything there was to know about running an interstellar business just yet.


But the real reason he hadn’t CC’d Charles was that embedded in the message were the keys to deciphering some additional details in the OPREP. His father would know how to extract them and get them to Trin, and by putting the two messages together she’d get a précis of what they’d learned from Kym about her loan and the woman who accompanied Sandrine Onstanyan, along with the info Kris had supplied and his own preliminary conclusions. That should have been enough to allow Trin to discreetly query SAARs and see if anything promising turned up. They certainly couldn’t go into details over a link this insecure, but he’d sent her the hyperwave set’s parameters anyway and a contact protocol, and it was very likely she’d chime in, if only to give him a brief heads-up. 


They were almost eight light-hours out, no delay for a hyperwave, but he didn’t know if Trin was still on Mars, or if she’d arrived on Luna yet. If she was on Mars, that would add another twenty to forty minutes for the alert they were in-system to arrive, since those were routed through Tycho Control. So he went to grab a sandwich—Kris turned down his offer with a vague shake of her head; she hadn’t been eating regularly and he didn’t know what to make of that, but he knew better than to press the point—and prepared to make himself comfortable. 


His patience was rewarded an hour later when the hyperwave lit up with Trin’s recognition code. He verified her parameters and her location—she was on Luna—and hit RECEIVE. The text scrolled across the screen.


Welcome home.


He typed his reply:


Thanks. Good to see real sunshine.


And hit SEND. Trin responded: 


Back early. 


Trip wasn’t quite what we planned.


Sorry to hear. Total loss?


Still looking for a silver lining.


Have you seen the markets?


Been a few days. Action?


Lots of stirring. Big CP announcement expected soon. 


That clearly referred to some developments at Caelius Protogenos Huron been monitoring for many months now. 


Not surprised. 


Oh? Something I should know?


If you have a substantial position, dump it.


What’s up?


Their new development is about to tank. They’ve also got too much exposure on the margins.


What happened?


Didn’t run a sufficient baseline. Bad estimate of the primary’s variability. 


Meaning?


It’s been running unusually hot for ~150 years. Just went into its minimum. Planet has hair-trigger climatic cycle. 


Meaning?


Holder bought himself a snowball. Announcement is because the neutrino emissions confirmed it last month. Very high pucker factor over there. 


Ouch.


Yep. He’ll need a full constellation of SUNSATS if he wants to salvage. He’ll never make that back. 


Double ouch.


Yep^2. Screwed the pooch on his new flagship project. Investors will not be pleased.


And you love it. 


Absolutely. 


Glad you’re happy. 


Life has its consolations. You?


Can’t complain. Wish I could though. 


No takers on the new property?


Had some hopefuls. They all faded. 


Sorry to hear.


Might need to pull back and reconsider. 


Sometimes that’s a good plan.


Going home?


Briefly. 


Give your dad my best. Tell him we miss him. 


Wilco.


Is he in WASH?


No. Visiting Marc in Melbourne. Has a new mare he’s all excited about. 


Marc or your dad?


Both, I suspect. They think she’s a Victorian Cup prospect.


Interesting. Hope it is not too expensive for them.


You know them.


I do. best of luck. Bye. STOP // END 


Thanks. Bye. ACK.// STOP // END 


Huron shut the channel down. Aside from his perfectly valid advice on Caelius Protogenos (they’d been watching that development gleefully, having run their own baseline years ago), the lack of takers on Trin’s ‘property’ meant she’d struck out on SAARs. Giving his father her best was a suggestion that they lay the problem before him. His father maintained a data store he privately referred to as the ‘skeleton files’ and, given the nature of the person they were seeking, it was perhaps more likely they’d find clues there than in SAARs. Huron was not entirely sure how he felt about the prospect, but he had no doubt his father would relish it. Might as well make the old man’s day. 


Getting up from the terminal, he turned to leave the little bridge.


“Hey, Rafe?” Kris stopped him—abruptly. She almost never used his given name. 


“Yeah?”


“Whatcha gonna do with this gig here?” He didn’t know if it was fatigue, stress, Kym’s company or just the boat’s environment that had caused her voice to slip back into the slaver drawl. It seemed to have gotten stronger as the trip progressed. That was not a happy sign. 


“I hadn’t thought much about it. Probably send her in to be condemned, with a recommendation to scrap. Why?”


“Scrap? Really?” She swept her hand over the console, a curious closed look on her face. “She’s awful yar.” 


“Yar? Where’d you hear that?” Kris had said some surprising things in the past, but nothing as startling as a centuries’ old sailing term that originated in New England for a boat that was fast, easy to handle and quick to the helm; he thought it might even be pre-industrial. “Is that a slaver term?”


“Nah.” Kris looked down, coloring faintly. “It’s somethin’ my dad said. He’d say to me, ‘Be yar now, would’ja?’”


That was the first detail of Kris’s home life he’d ever heard her mention. “Were you?”


“Sometimes.” Her fingertip orbited aimlessly on the console. “I guess.”


“You want her?”


Kris shrugged. “Could I have her? If I did.”


“Sure. Put in a claim—ask them to take it out of your share. With an endorsement, you should be able to get her for scrap value.” 


“Share of what?”


“Your share of the prize money.” 


“I get a share?”


“Of course.”


“Oh. I didn’t think.” A pause. “Do I gotta decide now?” 


“No. These things take a little while.”


She gave a little, confused humph under her breath and drew her hand into her lap. 


“Have a name picked out?”


She shrugged again. “Dunno. Thought maybe—maybe Flechette.” 


“That’s appropriate.” 


“Yeah. Just don’t tell that Lawrence guy. Okay?”













Chapter Fourteen



Queen Charlotte’s Club, Melbourne

 Republic of Victoria, Terra, Sol


The black mare rounded the clubhouse turn and stretched out, every muscle of her strong, compact body straining. She was a good two lengths in the lead, four ahead of the pack, and all her focus was on the finish line one hundred twenty yards ahead. The huge bay, now a length and a half back, drifted in toward the rail and seemed to find another gear deep in his massive body. His longer stride began to tell; he closed. The mare was flying though, her jockey low on her neck, and there seemed to be no way he could catch her. But with a mere twenty-five yards to go, the bay suddenly veered to the outside and shot forward, propelled by an immensely powerful drive from behind. The mare’s jockey turned his head, a split-second too late, and both horses hit the wire together. 


“I told him,” Marcus Huron said, shaking his head in the VIP box five minutes later, after video revealed the mare had lost by a nose—less than a nose, really: a whisker. “I told him: watch out for Blue’s late charge. I told him: ride through the finish. What do I have to tell him?”


Rafael Huron IV, the retired speaker, clapped his youngest son affectionately on the shoulder. “Well, if the worst she does is lose the Victorian Cup by a hair her first time running it, she’ll have a grand career.”


“But she had it, Dad! You saw that she had it.”  


“Oh yes, I saw. Truly.” And truly, their accounts were now lighter by about a million. But Eclipse, the black Arabian mare who was his youngest son’s pride and joy, and the most beautiful horse he’d ever beheld, had actually run better than he expected her first time out in the southern hemisphere’s biggest race. The victor, Blue at the Mizzen, was a canny brute, and his jockey, Geri Wolfe, was one of the best in the business. Willie Brunt, who’d been up on Eclipse, was generally solid and reliable, but he’d blundered today, thinking he had it in the bag in the most important race of his career. It was clear that they’d have to find someone better for Eclipse to come fully into her own. 


Marc refused to be mollified. He was fairly new to the racing business—his latest enthusiasm. Having taken up horse breeding some years ago, he’d concluded there ought to be some purpose he was breeding them for, so he launched into a line of racehorses, and he still felt these setbacks (as he persisted in seeing them) keenly. He was on the short side, with an air of permanent youth stamped on him; lightly built, almost wispy compared to his tall, commanding eldest brother—half-brother, to those inclined to be pedantic, for he, like the middle brother Charles, was the son of their father’s second wife. He also had his mother’s light blond hair, blue eyes and refined features, which conveyed a misleading impression of delicacy. Charles, on the other hand, was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and corpulent. There was a heaviness about his manner that tended to make him seem sullen, even when he wasn’t, which (truth be told) was not that often. Three more disparate siblings could not well be imagined. 


They all had their particular geniuses, however. Marc, when not indulging his eccentricities (before horse breeding, he’d made a brief foray into racing camels), was a senior staff physicist, although he was not yet thirty, specializing in gravitics at Forbes-Dyson, which supplied about half of the grav-plants in League starships. Charles excelled as a manager, for all he and Rafe often didn’t see eye-to-eye; and Rafe’s exploits (military and otherwise) were top-line news—that is, whenever they were made public. 


Rafe was the son most closely identified with his exalted father, and the most like him, casting a deep shadow over his siblings. The seeming injustice nagged at him, but Rafael Huron IV had lived too long and seen too much to believe all injustices, or even most of them, could be righted. This one, to the extent it existed, did not seem to loom large on the cosmic scale, and in any event, the best one could do was try to fight the good fight, trust in Fate, and enjoy what meager triumphs she afforded. 


A club steward entered and made himself known. Both faces, old and young, turned to him as one. He bowed and announced, “There is a Bethany May Wolcott wishing to see you, sir.” 


The young face registered incomprehension, while the older barely changed, so the steward explained, “Blue at the Mizzen’s owner, sir.” 


Marc squinted sidelong at his father, who smiled and said, “We’d be delighted. Please show her in.” 


“I thought Blue was owned by Parke Godwinson,” Marc muttered as the short, trim, elegantly dressed woman was ushered through the entryway. 


“Please don’t think I’m here to gloat,” she said before any word of greeting could be made. “Eclipse is a magnificent animal—magnificent. She had the race; had it, but for—well, you know. But I just wanted to come and congratulate you. Such an outing in her virgin Cup! I hope you are both quite proud.” The door shut and the woman took off her aqua-tinted glasses. 


“Hello, Trin,” the elder Huron said. 


“Are you really Blue’s owner?” Marc asked.


“When I need to be,” Commander Wesselby said with a smile. “Sorry you had an expensive PM.” 


The father waved that off. “It’s Brunt that had the expensive PM. He is a fine lad for down-circuit tracks, but he was in over his head today.” 


“I’m sure you’ll find a comer very soon who can take Eclipse the full distance. She really is a magnificent animal.” 


“Thanks,” Marc said, a little uncertainly. Trin Wesselby appearing under an assumed name could only betoken certain things, the consequences of which were usually unpleasant for someone. He directed a searching glance between her and his father. “I think I’ll go talk to the trainers. I imagine you two have things you wish to discuss.” 


“Not at all,” Trin said with an even smile. “Is Rafe still up at the ranch?” The ‘ranch’ was four hundred thousand acres Marc owned just north of the Grampians.


“No, he left out of Adelaide night before last.” 


“He did mention that issue you’re having, however,” his father added. 


She nodded, appearing satisfied, while the elder Huron fished silently in his wallet. After a few moments he extracted a business card and handed it to Trin. “These are the people Vai recommends. I hope it helps.” 


Trin slipped the card into a pocket inside her fawn jacket. “Thank you so much.”


“Don’t mention it.” 


“Absolutely not.” She took out her xel, flipped open the display, and frowned mildly. “I need to run. It’s nice seeing you again, Marc. Sorry I can’t stay longer.”


“Yeah. Absolutely. Anytime.” 


With a wave and a breezy goodbye, she palmed open the entryway and left.


Marc stood still for a moment, looking at the space she’d formerly occupied. “Has she ever been married?”


“Trin?” his father answered with a peculiar smile. “Perish the thought.” 


Five decades ago, Rafael Leonidas Huron IV had been at the pinnacle of his career as the League’s leading business magnate, managing the huge commercial empire built up by his grandfather, Rafael Leonidas Huron II. The original Rafael Leonidas Huron had emigrated to Terra from Karelia, changing his surname and bringing with him the two companies that had been in the family for generations: Ilmatar Neoforming, which specialized in fabricating habitats on moons and other small forms, and its sister concern, Tuonela Shipbuilders. It was his association with the Dr. Ivan Osorio, who developed the first immunocyte implants, that allowed Ilmatar Neoforming to leverage the new terraforming technology that used nanocyte ‘seeds’ on a biologically active planet to transform the atmosphere and neutralize toxins in a fraction of the time required by previous methods. Immunocytes allowed settlers to occupy these newly terraformed planets years before they otherwise could, and they were almost equally beneficial on established planets, even some of the Homeworlds. 


By licensing the basis for immunocyte technology, Ilmatar Neoforming became the tenth largest terraforming corporation within a generation, and Tuonela Shipbuilders, renamed TeraCon Heavy Industries, the largest private company. It was Rafael Huron II—the unusually active and (oft said) rapacious grandfather—who had then assembled the KKHR Control Group over the notional bodies of his corporate foes. 


Then it seemed the cutthroat strain skipped a generation (the third Rafael Huron was an amiable, well-liked man and an able consolidator), and had perhaps died out altogether in that man’s son, the dashing, charismatic Rafael Huron IV. Others were not so sure, imagining they detected a glim of the old man’s ferocity behind the effortless charm. Still others had him down as a playboy, a lightweight, a ‘flash cove with no bottom.’ The courses of his youth had suggested as much, for he led an unusually active social life, often appearing at the banquets, toney riots, and charitable events he frequented with a new and radiant companion on his arm—sometimes two. 


By his forty-fifth year, any doubts about his managerial skills had been dispersed, and in that year, the social world was stunned by his sudden marriage to Alana Marcella Zavala-Marquez, the daughter of a prominent Ionian family, who possessed all the beauty and fire of her Antiguan heritage (Rafe got his looks from her), along with a full measure of the savagely independent Ionian spirit. The gossips salivated. 


Events, or Fate (who always does her work uncompromisingly), intervened. In the year ‘89, Halith invaded Karelia, staging the operation out of Miranda, which they’d annexed twenty-one years before. The old and respected Terran Grand Senator Sophonisba Emrys announced her retirement and, incensed by what he viewed as a dilatory response to the invasion, the newly married Rafael Huron IV stood for the seat. In the campaign that followed, those who suspected the latent ferocious strain, and those who doubted it, had their opinions respectively confirmed and obliterated. The opposition was quietly slaughtered, with such efficiency that rumors of a hidden hand behind Grand Senator Emrys’ retirement began to spread. 


The new Terran grand senator lost no time starting an internal campaign for greater support for beleaguered Karelia, and when the republic fell after a bloody, protracted and unusually vicious conflict, marked by brutal atrocities on both sides, he shifted to exploring other avenues to liberate his ancestral home, which took him deep into the labyrinth of intelligence, and also into military reform. 


The League had not fought a major war since its inception; the CEF was a small force, well suited to hunting pirates and fighting minor actions (minor to Homeworlders, that is, not to the participants) on the colonial frontiers. It was hidebound and hampered by the circumstances of its creation, which focused not on military efficiency, but instead on ensuring it did not become a vehicle for any one partner to achieve supremacy over the others. In contrast, the Halith military was large, experienced, and thoroughly professional. Yet in spite of the threat Halith posed, reforming the CEF was still anathema to the more conservative blocks who dominated League politics. Grand Senator Huron nonetheless managed to find allies for his reform proposals, especially after the defeat of his colleague in the semi-decadal elections boosted him to the top slot. 


Another fleet was added and deployed to Cygnus to protect the Kepler junction, complementing the three assigned to Eltanin, Regulus and the Pleiades, and the Epona Outstation was established to watch over Miranda. The system whereby colonial officers were considered inferior to officers from the Homeworlds, regardless of seniority, was abandoned (over heated objections from the Meridies). The marines were expanded from being little better than a token force to a genuine fighting arm and made independent of the Navy, as was the SRF. Over two hundred years of mossy tradition were being challenged, and it took all of the grand senator’s famous charm (darkened now by the death of Alana from an unheard-of condition when she was pregnant with Rafe—he missed her still, most earnestly, these forty years and more on) to chip away at the accreted customs and lingering prejudices surrounding the CEF. 


Yet chip he did, and progress was made. Still, it was over his vehement warnings that in the year ‘05, the Plenary Council, mismanaging one nasty little war, the Perseid Campaign, which it had started in hopes of weakening the Dominion internally, blundered into a major one in the light of an aggressor. 


Over the next twelve years, the League and Halith fought a seesaw conflict, as the reforms proved their worth. Then, in the year ‘17, Grand Senator Huron was elected Speaker. He brought the Plenary Council to heel and set about swiftly revamping the way the League made war. First, he jumped Admiral Jasmine Kasena, an abrasive former President of the Advanced Warfare College, who was known for her strategic brilliance but had never commanded a fleet in combat and was languishing as head of the General Staff’s Planning Department, over a dozen more experienced and higher-ranking admirals to the post of CNO, and then stood by her while she replaced inefficient senior officers, many of them Homeworlders and some quite influential, with talented juniors, often colonials. 


He was deaf to cries of favoritism when she gave the coveted position of CO, First Fleet, to her good friend and protégé, Vice Admiral Ashlynn Kiamura, a junior fleet commander with a talent for authoring improbable victories, and who, as a cruiser captain, had earned a reputation as a green-eyed, cold-hearted killer. He was equally deaf to howls of impropriety when she promoted a hard-drinking, hard-swearing colonial, Joss PrenTalien, to vice admiral, and made him CO of Fifth Fleet at Regulus, the critical League nexus controlling the routes to Cygnus, Karelia, and the Huygens’s gap. 


By the time Admiral Kasena reached far down the roster to elevate a hirsute, bandy-legged Nepalese, Lo Gai Sabr, another cruiser captain whose crews loved him as much as his enemies feared him, to rear admiral, the grumblers were either pining in (usually) comfortable exile, or running short of breath. 


When she talked the League’s most successful privateer, Yasmin Shariati, an Antiguan rejuvenant who was as beautiful as she was bloodthirsty, into accepting a commission as the only permanently appointed commodore in the Navy, they shook their heads and turned away. And when Admiral Sabr married her, they said that it was fate.


They were an odd, eclectic bunch—unorthodox, undisciplined, often ill-mannered and always brash; Kasena’s deputy, the dapper, smiling Admiral Westover, was the only polished one among them—and their elders muttered and looked on darkly while the media compared them unfavorably to pirates, commented unfavorably on their many eccentricities, and joyfully pimped the views of pundits predicting disaster. This disdain was returned full-bore. Admiral Kasena was known to hate reporters more than Halith (had said of the latter: “At least they can sometimes shoot straight”), and her general order on media relations read: “Don’t tell them a goddamned thing. When it’s over, tell ‘em who won.” 


Those characteristics aside, they all had several other things in common: they were ruthless, inventive, and had no idea what it meant to quit. Most of all, they knew how to make the enemy afraid. This attracted other officers of similar disposition, and the tenor of the conflict, as well as the tone of the men and women who fought it, began to change. The League took the offensive more often and more successfully, finally not just trading enormous amounts of vacuum at great cost, until even the media began to take note. (Not that this altered Admiral Kasena’s opinion of them one iota.) 


In the meantime, the new Speaker brought all his considerable management expertise to bear on the CEF itself. He reorganized the Byzantine support functions and revamped logistics, eradicating fiefdoms, bypassing middlemen and streamlining supply. The intelligence organs were not spared his scrutiny or his knife either: he pared and slashed, opening up cherished strongholds whose owners had for decades profited by dispensing, or failing to dispense, privileged information. New howls were heard—rampant insecurity, lack of vetting, insufficient oversight—but within a year, the tide of the war turned. 


Within another eighteen months, it tipped, when Admiral Kiamura, outnumbered by more than two to one, broke the Imperial Navy’s back at Anson’s Deep. Ten months later, the Plenary Council ordered an invasion of Halith to force an unconditional surrender. Admiral Kiamura spearheaded the operation through Novaya Zemlya, a major transit linking Wogan’s Reef with the Halith nexus at Tau Verde. For reasons that remained unexplained—and seemed inexplicable—her task force became trapped and was effectively annihilated (less than a thousand survivors were taken prisoner by Halith and later exchanged). Fleet Admiral Kasena took responsibility and resigned. Although Halith remained unable to take the offensive, the disaster forced the League to accept a negotiated peace to end the war.


That peace liberated Karelia and restored Miranda to independence (an unhappy occasion for the large number of Halith settlers who had immigrated there), but the Battle of Novaya Zemlya remained one of the bitterest days the Speaker had ever lived, although he’d now lost two wives, the second that very year in a botched assassination attempt. He’d been close to Admiral Kiamura, whose flagship was destroyed early in the battle. She was not among the few survivors recovered, and the circumstances of her death had never been ascertained. 


In the aftermath, despite the recriminations that inevitably followed a tainted victory, Grand Senator Huron’s grip on the Speakership remained firm. So did his grip on the intelligence apparatus, expanded during the war and coming to include a number of quasi-official, and unofficial, conduits and sources. These he carefully husbanded, as a potent force against enemies both foreign and domestic (there being no shortage of either), and the cream of which—distilled, collated and organized—he’d just handed to Commander Wesselby, coded into the very atoms of an innocuous-looking business card. 













Chapter Fifteen



ONI Main Annex

 Lunar 1, Tycho Prime

 Luna, Sol


The cream certainly, though of a singularly unwholesome crop, and how to use it? Trin downloaded the mass to her personal xel, in the privacy of her ONI Annex office, then entered the erasure code, licked her thumb and applied it to the card, thereby returning the spin-locked electrons to ordinary matter, and the card itself to a mere piece of cellulosic paper. 


They had planned for a considerable mass, but what they got exceeded their generous expectations. There was, for example, no reason to believe the woman they sought was from the League; she could just as easily be someone from Bannerman or Halith, or even the Sultanate, though she had not originated there, according to the description Kym provided. Bannerman also seemed unlikely, based on Kym’s initial response to the voice samples they played for her. Bannerman accents were distinctive; what Kym had identified as “kinda sounds like–sorta” were accents from the Meridies Cluster, from New California, and from the east coast of North America, which was so widely distributed throughout Sol as to be almost useless. But Kym also recognized the predominant accent of Halith Evandor, the Dominion’s prime world. That in itself implied the woman had grown up on more than one planet, which suggested a League origin, as Halith used a strict system of internal passports to discourage mobility; or that she had traveled extensively enough to have acquired the polyglot accent that was sometimes met with among old mariners and other professional voyagers.  


Yet another wrinkle was added when Rafe described the problem to his father: the first question the old man had asked was “We are sure this individual has always been female?” 


Rafe admitted that thought hadn’t yet occurred to him, but it seemed most likely. Transsexuals were not that rare, but unless they’d undergone a complete gender morph, they were fairly evident and Kym would almost certainly have noticed. Gender morphing was a long, involved and expensive procedure, requiring extensive hospitalization to monitor the gene splicing (no matter of simply swapping out the inconvenient X or Y chromosome) and especially the skeletomuscular changes, and was done at the youngest possible age, when the plasticity of youth improved the results and ameliorated the discomforts as well as the risks.  


In the League, gender morphing was strictly regulated, being performed only where testing demonstrated a strong need, and adults had to content themselves with the much less radical gender reassignment therapy. A few might travel to jurisdictions where the regulations were more lax, and the truly desperate might seek out the illegal back-alley gender-benders. These charlatans promised a full morph using banned nanocyte technology, but most often delivered a lifetime of crippling pain—if the subject lived at all, which in many cases, they wished they hadn’t. 


Some ‘practitioners’ even went so far as to advertise gender flexing, a supposedly reversible procedure for those eager to walk on the wild side, which they claimed was based on the ‘lost’ secrets of old gene-morphing technology. That this technology had been used to create the Maxor was a dubious recommendation; that the other human subspecies begot with it were all extinct should have been a stark warning, but those who ventured into these outer limits were not concerned with such things. Fortunately for them, the gender flex procedure only separated them from large amounts of cash, unlike the victims of the gender-benders. 


All this argued strongly that their target had not been born male, but the possibility could not be ignored. Given Kris’s revelations about the services slavers offered, they were already casting their net wide into decidedly squalid waters, and now they cast them wider still. Taken together, their efforts had seined up a considerable collection of suspects, most quite low, but some not, and a few quite highly placed indeed, united in their taste for (or addiction to) the sordid, the outrageous, and the extreme. 


It seemed everything they considered broadened their search criteria, rather than narrowing it, and Trin had already been through SAARs as much as was prudent; the thinness of the results had prompted them to approach Huron’s father in the first place. To query it again using a significant portion of the personalities he’d supplied to winnow the candidates risked raising red flags. Yet there were far too many for a standard debriefing. 


There was a solution, and it lay well within Trin’s professional capabilities, but it wasn’t the sort of thing you would ordinarily like to subject a sixteen-year-old girl to, especially not a recently recovered sex slave who’d never been on a developed world before. Huron sat with Trin in her office for one fruitless hour and most of another, arguing pros and cons that could do no more than sooth a raw conscience, at least in Huron’s case, and failing even there. His final suggestion—that they involve Kris as someone Kym trusted—was met with a brisk headshake and a cold look of negation. 


Trin knew what she was doing and, the sensitivity of the topic aside, a lack of distractions was everything in these matters. Comfort was kind, but it was a distraction by its very nature, and that would interfere with the responses they were hoping to collect. There was no honor to be satisfied in this mode of warfare, just winning and losing—and trying to live with it afterward. 


Huron took out his xel and made the call, giving thanks to Providence he was just a fighter pilot. 


At the appointed time, Kris delivered Kym to Trin’s office, which had a small conference room that would serve their purpose admirably. The look she gave Huron as she surrendered Kym to their tender mercies was one he thought even Trin might have trouble meeting. There was no telling, however, as she was in the other room, completing her setup. For his part, he kept his face impassive, his gestures to a curt nod, and his words to a brusque acknowledgement. He also studiously ignored the murmured exchange between Kris and Kym, just before Kris left with a choppy salute that could have broken an unwary neck.  


Showing Kym into the small room, he made cursory introductions and retired to the main office to prevent interruptions and await developments. Trin resumed her seat after urging Kym into a chair, which she took, tucking her feet up as she habitually did and looking suspicious. 


Commander Wesselby was an experienced interrogator but heretofore, her subjects had all been implacably hostile. The last one—Reid, the late slaver captain—they were keeping on ice (what was left of him anyway), in case his remaining synapses might still yield something useful. This young girl, watching her with a wary expression in her huge, green, and undeniably discerning eyes, was outside her professional experience. And she was willing, more or less. Trin knew from Kym’s file that she had not yet undergone a routine psycheval—the circumstances of her recovery accounted for that, and they would insist on doing one when she entered rehab—so she had no idea whatsoever about the procedure Trin had planned, and all that it entailed. Planned being the key word.


Trin’s reputation among her service acquaintance was for being as “ruthless as God makes ‘em,” and given what was at stake, she had every intention of going through with the procedure, even if Kym showed signs of balking. It was certainly bound to be unpleasant, perhaps quite unpleasant, but it wasn’t going to permanently scar the girl. Her file made it clear she’d been through much worse.


Still, willing was better than unwilling, so Trin began her description with the dry, technical aspects, in hopes of making things less threatening. But as the talk progressed, she came to appreciate Huron’s attitude toward Kym, and her resolve began to falter. And by the time she reached the point of describing the components of the small portable kit she was using—five induction probes, much like penlights, and a master probe linked to her xel, through which she’d control the procedure—Trin had decided she would not proceed without Kym’s full consent. 


It was a new feeling, and strange, reposing her faith in a teenage girl she’d just met. The only saving grace of this unexpected softness (if that’s what it was—her mind was unsettled on that point) was that it owed nothing to any perception of weakness in Kym. For all that Kym might be as sweet as a lunar day was long, and at times act younger than her years, Trin sensed that weakness formed no part of her character. Frontier colonies did not breed weakness, whatever else they might do, and no weak girl could survive three years as a slaver captain’s bitch (a phrase Huron’s OPREP had acquainted her with, along with the condition). So it was full of unaccustomed feelings that Trin pointed out the master probe, positioned at eye-level in front of the chair beyond the end of the conference table, with the other probes arrayed about it. 


“This is the device you will be able to see. It lights up red. The light will blink now and then. It may change color and it may appear to move. You might feel lightheaded or dizzy or experience some disorientation, especially with regard to time. That’s perfectly normal. But it you feel vertigo—if the room starts to spin—or if you become strongly nauseated, tell me at once, because we need to stop immediately. Understand?”


Kym nodded, her face betraying the first signs of impatience. “So what’s it do?”


Trin opened her mouth to launch into a discussion that would have been far beyond most people and, seized by a sudden inspiration, paused. Picking up her xel, she tapped a series of codes into it and held it out to Kym. 


“Here. I’ll show you.”


Kym took the unfamiliar device hesitantly, looking askance at Trin as she relocated to the chair with the probes about it. Ideally it would have been a something that allowed the subject to recline, but Trin was just a visitor here, temporarily borrowing an office, and even back on Nedaema it would have strained credulity to request having a couch delivered. They would have to make the best of it. 


“This is what I want you to do. See the big green button?”


“Uh huh.” 


“When I tell you, tap that button. Not until I tell you.”


“Uh huh.” 


“Then I want you to ask me a question. After I answer, hit the red button that says STOP. Okay?”


“What kinda question?”


“We’ll start with something simple, like what I had for breakfast two days ago. Okay?”


“Sure.”


“Ready?”


“Tap the green button. Then ask me the question.”


Kym tapped. “What did’ja have for breakfast two days ago?”


Trin had forgotten for the moment that two days ago was a weekend, and her usual weekend breakfast—toasted peanut-butter sandwiches, grapefruit, and champagne—was one of her more private eccentricities. But she answered truthfully and Kym laughed. Some of the anxiety went out of the room. Kym hit STOP. 


“What’s all this?”—looking confusedly at the xel’s display. 


Trin leaned forward. “This here”—pointing—“means it’s a recent memory. This part tells you it is also sharp, and probably habitual. That is, related to something that happens a lot. This part down here says that I’m telling the truth. I don’t necessarily mean lying”—noting Kym’s look—“I could be confused. I might mistake what I ate for breakfast last weekend with some other day. Clear?”


“Yeah. Sorta.”


“That’s the basics. Now I want you to ask me another question, something harder. Like what I had for dinner some day last month.”


“Does it gotta be that?”


“No. Make something up. But keep it to last month. And make it specific.” 


“Okay.” 


“Ready?”


“Yeah.”


“Start then.” 


Kym did. “What were ya doin’ fifteenth of last month at noon?”


“Talking to Nick.”


“Who’s Nick?” —deviating from the script.


“A friend. Stop.”


Kym hit the red button. Trin moved her index finger over the display again. 


“Do you see how things have changed? The memory is less recent, but it’s still a strong memory.  I happen to remember that day clearly.” She cycled the display. “This shows my response to your second question. That is also a strong memory, but you see this area here? These spikes? That means I wasn’t completely happy telling you.” 


“Sorry,” Kym mumbled. 


“That’s alright. Now you see how this works.”


“Uh huh.”—nibbling her lower lip. 


“Okay. One last question. One.” 


“Yeah. Sure.”


“Make this one about something quite old. Like where I was on this day, a Terran year ago.”


 “How long’s that?”


“Thirty-one million, five hundred fifty-six thousand, nine hundred fifty-two seconds.”


“Oh.” 


“Ready?”


“Uh huh.”


“Go ahead.”


Kym stuck to the script this time. Trin answered vaguely that she was at work, in her office. Then she took the xel back and showed Kym the final displays. 


“You see how the colors changed? And there’s no spikes in this area now. This area here is just hash—not a pattern like it was before.” 


“Yeah.”


“That means I’m guessing. I don’t really remember—consciously—where I was a year ago, but it’s very likely I was at my office. I usually am, on a weekday, unless I’m traveling. And I don’t recall being on a trip then. And it’s an honest guess. I’m not making something up because I don’t remember, and I’m not confused about some event. Understand?”


“Yeah.” 


Trin cycled to a new set of displays. “This tells you my guess is probably right. You see, I can’t remember, but the information is still stored in my brain—partly, anyway. There are still memory indices relating to where I was and what I was doing that day, but I can’t consciously recall them. They match up with my answer, though. This bar here shows how well, while this one shows how good the related indices are. By putting those two together, you can say that my guess is almost certainly correct, even though it’s just a guess.”


“Oh.”


“So that is how I can test your memories very quickly with the data—the pictures and video—I’m going to show you. Even if you can’t remember, or if your memories are confused, I’ll be able to tell.” 


Kym sat still for a minute, thinking.


“So what’s the ringer?”


Trin took a deep breath. “It’s not like remembering. It’s more like reliving. Like it’s happening all over again.” 


Kym rested her chin on her knees and looked at Trin over them. “An’ you done this? Yourself, I mean? Not jus’ easy questions like we did jus’ now?”


“I’ve been through the procedure, yes. We all go through it, so we know what it’s like.” 


“An’ you got through it okay?”


“I survived, yes.” 


Kym gave her an especially penetrating look. 


“S’kay. I’ll try.” 


“How’d she do?” Rafe asked Trin as she came back into the office, having duly consigned Kym to the proper authorities. It had only been an hour and they’d expected it to take most of the PM. Kym had left tight-lipped and pale, but putting a brave face over it all. 


“Frankly, better than I expected.” 


Not the reply he expected, given the relative brevity. “Get anything?” 


Trin helped herself to a chair. “Do you remember Shardine Karmin? The Halith actress?”


It would be a bit strange if Huron didn’t: Shardine Karmin had made a big splash while still in her teens and during her heyday had been almost as famous as Mariwen Rathor would become thirty years later. (In fact, when Mariwen arrived on the scene, it was common to compare her to Shardine, although they were nothing alike, except in the ability to convey a certain untamed, captivating intensity.) Halith celebrities usually didn’t cross over into League markets but Shardine had, becoming popular in the Meridies and New California, where she spent considerable time before the first League-Halith War cut off all such intercourse. 


Shardine Karmin had retired abruptly, as he recalled, several years after the start of the war. “What happened to her?”


“She became Nikolai Arutyun’s mistress.” 


“Really? Are they still together?” 


“More or less. Stormy relationship—quite a few scandals, some hushed up better than others, including one involving a war minister who got caught with his fingers in the, ah—till, shall we say. After that, they were estranged for five years or so. Resumed their relationship after the end of the war. She’s a woman of singular talents and rather exotic tastes. And she’s probably a rejuvenant. Could’ve had the procedure started on New California when she was living there. She was young enough.”


“How’s she getting the follow-ups done then? Not on Halith.” 


“No idea. There’s always the black market. She does have considerable trade value.” 


“That’s very high risk.” 


“Functional immortality is worth it to some people.” 


“Do tell. What else?”


“These days she uses her birth name, Carissa Pagorskav, and while her official bio says she was born on Vehren, it’s almost certain she’s actually from Zalamenkar.”


“A Halith colonial? Next you’re going to tell me she’s the woman we’ve been looking for.” 


“I am indeed.” 


“What confidence?”


“Positive ID. Face, voice, mannerisms. That girl lit up like a Christmas tree when she saw her.”


“So Sandrine has a thing for Shardine—or Byrony for Carissa, if you wanna slice it that way.” 


“That’s what it boils down to, yes.”


“And we’re back at square one.” 


“I wouldn’t say that.” 


“What would you say?” 


“Not even that far.”













Chapter Sixteen



Tycho Prime

 Luna, Sol


“I don’t know what you mean—what’s a protocol?” 


Kym’s question was directed at the thin woman of medium height with jet-black hair and an overly healthy complexion sitting in the ergonomic chair across from her. The room had several such chairs—Kym was folded into another one, arms and legs crossed—and a couple of low, convenient tables, but was devoid of desks or other trappings of authority, in keeping with the policy of the Department of Human Service’s Office of Rehabilitation to encourage an open, nonthreatening atmosphere of antiseptic welcome. That office, or rather a committee under it, had mandated the mutedly cheery wall color (an officially approved shade known as ‘whisper peach’) and the color of the doors and trim (whisper beige), the omni-lit ceiling that banished any shadows, and even the woman’s tailored suit, which was warmed-over beige with taupe accents, and lacked metallic buttons, buckles, or clasps. 


The committee may well have mandated her smile too, and her overly modulated, almost sing-song tones as she replied, “It’s simply our procedures to ensure your health and well-being. Perfectly usual—what we do for everyone.”


“I’m not an everyone,” Kym said from the back of the chair. “I haven’t done nothing wrong. I don’t understand why I have to be here.” 


“It’s not a question of having done anything wrong. It’s simply what’s normal—the way things are done.”  


“So do ‘em different.” Kym glanced out through the room’s big front windows into the equally well-appointed lobby of Tycho Prime’s main rehabilitation and quarantine facility, staffed with women in equally sedate, committee-approved attire, at something that caught her attention. 


“Be assured we do understand your feelings,” the woman purred, oblivious, “and as much as I empathize, I’m terribly afraid that, under the circumstances, that would not be—” 


A commotion interrupted the formulaic answer, and the room’s door opened to reveal Kris in her glittering best, closely followed by another women in a most unusual and unwelcome state of agitation. 


“Hi Kym,” Kris called out, ignoring both the agitated woman’s fluttering and the look on the black-haired woman’s face: a look that would certainly not have met with committee approval. 


“Hi Kris!” Kym beamed while the agitated woman stammered, “Very sorry, ma’am! I told her—I insisted—”


“That’s quite all right, Emily,” the black-haired woman interrupted smoothly. “Kindly return to your station.” Her eyes shifted to Kris. “Who are you, please?” 


“Midshipman Loralynn Kennakris,” Kris replied with equal smoothness, mentally calculating how long it would take Emily to return to her desk, call security and explain the situation, and for them to dispatch a detail. “There’s been a mistake.” 


“A mistake?”


“That’s right. This girl is under our protective custody. She should not have been released for processing—seems someone didn’t get the memo. I’ve orders to take her back.”


“Take her back?”


“Immediately. She’s a key witness.”


“Witness to what?”


“I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”  


“I can’t release a subject—”


“Her name’s Kym.” 


“Of course—certainly. But I must have authorization.”


“You can take that up with Commander Huron.”


“Commander Rafael Huron?”


“That’s right.” Kris looked at Kym, who was grinning. “Let’s go, Kym.”


“Wait!” the black-haired woman cried; she’d noted the grin as well. “I must protest. This is highly irregular.”


With a badly suppressed sigh, Kris took out her xel, unfurled the display and tapped a code on it. A moment later she lifted it to her ear. “Commander, we’ve got a problem here. Yessir, I’m afraid so. Can you shoot me an official stinger? Thank you, sir. Wait one.” Kris dropped the xel with her hand over the display. “What’s your name?” 


The black-haired woman swallowed rapidly. “Excuse me?”   


“Commander Huron wishes to know your name.”


“Well, I—certainly.” She smiled with a shaky bob of her head. “I merely wished to confirm—protocol—you understand.”


“Perfectly.” Kris spoke again into the xel. “That won’t be necessary after all, sir. Yes, sir. All resolved. Reporting in ten, sir.” She furled the xel and motioned to Kym. “Okay. C’mon.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” Kym slid out of her chair, and as Kris opened the door for her, she surprised Emily on the other side. Emily ducked away and tried to peer around Kris and Kym as they stepped through. 


“Oh, ma’am! The people—the gentlemen—they’ll be here any moment!”—with a hasty look towards the exit. 


“Not necessary, Emily,” came the black-haired woman’s voice from within. “Please tell them not to bother.” 


*    *    *


“Thanks, Kris,” Kym said as they entered the tube system. 


“Don’t mention it.” 


“You got my note, then?” 


“I got it.” What she got was a text message saying: How are U? OK? Anyway, this place - R'hab - turned out jake. R U good? Call! Bye!


It had been ages since Kris got a message like that, but she knew almost at once it was in Match Code. That was what deck slaves called the code they used to privately communicate. It was similar in principle to the prisoner’s tap-codes of ancient times but used word length and punctuation, and most desk slaves could read it at sight. The real message Kym had sent was: Get me out!   


“Not gonna get into trouble, are ya?”


“Why do you say that?”


“You weren’t really talking to anybody on that thing—the thing in your pocket. What d’ya call it?” 


“A xel?”


“Yeah. Weren’t, were ya?”


“Not this time.” 


“Knew it.” Kym reached out and slid her hand into Kris’s. “Where we going?”


“My place.”


“So it’s gonna be okay, now? Really?”


“It’ll be okay.”


“Knew it.” 


Kris badged them into her apartment on the fifty-third floor of the Galileo Complex. The CEF had assigned her quarters in Lunar 1’s BOQ, but Huron had finagled them an exemption, so using it wasn’t compulsory. Kym walked in and looked around intently. 


“Jus’ you lives here?”


“Yeah. It’s only temporary.” 


“It’s . . . big.”


Kris smiled indulgently, thinking when she’d felt just the same—a whole ten standard months ago. “Yeah. So what happened?”


“Well, they took me to that place and first they took some blood. Then they put me in this room with a guy and a bunch of junk and he asked me questions.”


“With a red light?” That would have been the start of a standard psycheval. 


“Uh huh. Like that lady’s—sorta. He wanted to know ‘bout all sorts of stuff, but mostly ‘bout fucking. It was weird.” That sounded familiar too. “So when he let me go, I sent you that note.” 


“How’d that work?” Rehab facilities were very strict about outgoing communications. 


“They weren’t gonna let me. But I said I jus’ needed to tell you where I was and that I was okay. So this guy let me type it on his xel thing and sent it. I watched him send it.” Kym frowned. “He was nice. But then that other lady came and took me to that room and started talking and telling me how I had to stay there an’ everything. And she got mad at the guy who sent the note for me too. She was trying to hide it, but you could tell. That’s why I was afraid it would make trouble for you.”


And it might, Kris admitted inwardly, when she had to report to Huron in the AM. But he’d done almost exactly the same thing for her when she was stuck in Rehab back on Nedaema, so she thought—hoped?—he’d go along. 


“It’ll be okay,” she said with as much conviction as she could decently manage. “Did you eat?”


“Yeah. That part was good.” 


“Want anything?”


Kym shook her head, stirring the platinum blond hair around her young and absurdly pretty face—though somewhat less young and even lovelier, now that she was coming back into her own. 


“I guess not.” She looked around the apartment again. “Is everything here like this?”


“Like what?”


“Not this, I mean, but out there. Everything’s metal. Like the inside of a ship—only bigger.”


“No, it’s not all like this.”


“Have you been lots of places?” 


“Just Nedaema.” Kym might never have heard of it, so she added, “In the Pleiades.”


“What’s it like?”


“It’s a water planet.” 


“Oh. Are you from a water planet?”


Kris smiled at the thought. “No. There’s no surface water at all where I grew up.”


“None at all? Where’s that?”


“Parson’s Acre. In the Methuselah Cluster.” 


“Oh.” Kym drew her brows together. “Guess I ask too many questions, huh?”


“No, you’re fine. I’m gonna turn in though. Bunk’s through there.” She gestured towards the bedroom. “All good if you wanna stay up though. There’s a console, if you’re interested.” 


“Thanks, but I’ll—um—turn in too. If that’s okay.” 


“Fine.” And Kris ushered her into the bedroom. Taking off her uniform, she nodded towards the bed. “Right or left?”


“Your bunk,” Kym answered, stripping out of her government-issued cream-and-pewter jumpsuit. “You pick.” 


“Right, I guess.” Kris pulled back the sheets and got in on that side, while Kym slipped in on the other. Kris dimmed the room lights and settled back against the pillow. But her eyes hadn’t been closed a minute when she felt a light touch on her hand. 


“Hey?”


“Yeah?”


“Could I, um”—Kym’s small, warm hand slid up to her arm—“Would’ja mind?”


“No.” Kris stretched her right arm out to circle Kym’s torso. “It’s jake. C’mere.” 


Kym snuggled in close and pillowed her head on Kris’s shoulder. The silk-fine hair washed against her ear and down her neck, tickling.


“G’nite, Kris.” 


“‘Nite, Kym.”
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“Kris. . .” Huron smoothed the hair over his temple in one of the few distracted gestures he had. “There are limits to the authority midshipmen have. They may be a little vague, but I assure you they do exist.” 


Kris looked down, sullen and dogged. She hadn’t expected this interview to be pleasant, but— “They were fuck’n with her. And after . . . I promised they wouldn’t.” 


“I understand. But you could have checked in first. There are ways to handle these things. You don’t always have to go one-on-one with the universe out there.” 


Like fuck. Biting the inside of her cheek, she kept her eyes on her boots and off the large expanse of windows behind his desk. As Admiral Sabr’s staff operations officer, Huron had officially been seconded to the GS3 section at the General Staff Headquarters Main Annex, where they’d given him the corner office of a senior captain who was on a long leave. It certainly had plenty of elbow room and a great view, if you liked craters.


“So whatcha gonna do?


He opened the letter he’d gotten early that AM from the director of Tycho Prime’s rehab facility, and checked the addressee list again. He was pretty sure this wasn’t going to be the only letter in his in-box, come early afternoon. “It appears you told them Kym is in a witness program?” 


“She is a witness.”


“And she’s at your place?”


A stiff-necked nod. 


Well, maybe he could sell that as ‘undisclosed location.’ He didn’t have the authority to add Kym to a confidential source list, but as DSI-PLESIG, Trin did. Talking her into it was another matter . . . 


With an inaudible sigh, he closed the letter. “Alright, we’re gonna have to take this one on the volley. I think I can get us some top cover, though.” His frown deepened, showing the lines around his mouth. “But keep your goddamn head down after this, okay?”


“Yessir.” She raised her eyes. “Then you’re not—not gonna send her back?”


“No.” A flat, final syllable. Fishing in his desktop, he brought up several more files. “Now what’s the status of that report you’re working on?”


Kris blinked. Was that it? All of it? She hadn’t really expected him to send Kym back. She had expected him to leave with her ass in his briefcase. 


“I—ah . . . I haven’t gotten through that last data pull yet. I think I can by tomorrow though.”


“You think you can get me a draft by the middle of next week?”


“Yes, sir.” That is, she hoped she could—but this was no time to temporize. 


“Good.” He pushed the files across to her. “These are the prelims on three of the subjects.” 


Meaning the preliminary interrogation reports on three of the slavers she’d flagged. Skimming them, she saw Reid’s name on the top one. 


“Take a look at them. We need to know if we go farther or if they’ve outlived their usefulness.”


“By when?”


“ASAP. As in this PM. Doable?”


“Yes, sir.” 


“Very good. Those are summaries. You’ll find additional info under my sig-file. I expect the others day after tomorrow. So finish up with that data pull as soon as you can and get me your highlights. Nothing fancy—I don’t care about your grammar. And check in with me by 1400 on those prelims.”


“Yes, sir.” She brought out her xel and used it to copy the files to her secure workspace. 


“That’s all.” Dismissing her with a nod.


Kris stood, sketched an awkward salute, and turned to the door. Reaching for the entry pad, she glanced back, but Huron had his head down, scanning some report on his desktop. Holding in a breath, she tapped the panel. The door opened and she stepped quickly through.


“I see your protégé takes after you.” Commander Wesselby’s gimlet eye was perfectly discernible on the calling card’s display. Huron allowed the barb. He hadn't expected Trin to be overjoyed. 


“It’s plausible, Trin. She is a source—that’s a matter of record at this point. And she’s an émigré, strictly speaking, not a repatriated slave. That alone should qualify her, if there are questions.” 


“Not trying to have it both ways here at all, are we?” Referring to the Placement Assistance and Repatriation Settlement Exception Decree they’d applied for on Kym’s behalf.  


“Trin, we make ex gratia payments to émigré sources all the time.”


“Not all the time.” 


“Some of the time.” 


“For actionable results. Which we don't yet have.” 


“Look, how many times did Kris pull our nuts out of the grav-furnace in the Hydra?”


“This isn’t about Kris.”


“It is. She gave the girl her word. You know what that means.”


Trin moved her jaw restlessly, and he could feel, though not see, her fingers drumming on her desktop. “Alright. You win. I’ll add her to a Class-C list and send a code you can reference. You can explain why you sent a midshipman instead of going through proper channels.” 


“Going through proper channels would have called undue attention to a confidential source.”


“Knew you’d think of something.” 


“Thanks, Trin.” 


“You’re welcome. This time. But, Rafe”—her tone changed and she caught his eye—“that girl of yours is starting to run up quite a tab. Are you sure she can handle it when the bill comes due?”
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“Gotta go soon, don’cha?”


They were eating in the kitchen alcove, where Kris had been introducing Kym to the wonders of xel-enabled food prep. Those wonders were of a dubious character, as far as Kym was concerned. In her opinion, food could be more than adequately prepared with just a variable heat source and some pot and pans. Kris had not seen a pot or pan since she was eight, when in the course of one of her father’s disastrous marriages, it was decided they should try ‘traditional’ cooking. Kris’s tradition, however, involved eating ration packs more than ninety percent of the time, and the cuisine afforded by an automated kitchen was a huge improvement over that. 


In fact, Kym did not seem much impressed with technology in general. She grasped it quickly enough but thought it mostly unnecessary and even a trifle boorish. This Kris learned from the almost unending flow of talk Kym subjected her to. She’d never met anyone who talked as much as Kym, and she was at a loss to explain why she didn’t find it profoundly irritating. Maybe her voice? She was really coming to like Kym’s voice: the sweetness of it (though inclined to be chirpy); the unaffected gaiety in it when she was happy, which was much of the time. Whatever it was, Kris would just sit there, smiling behind her hand now and then, while Kym went on, as cheerily as a nightingale. 


She was also as inquisitive as a ferret, interrupting herself to get up and explore, inspect and question. Yesterday, Kris had found her on her knees in the bathroom, face by the floor, peering into a recess between the ultrasonic shower and tub. She was plainly about to use one or the other, and as Kris entered, she’d looked back over her upraised hips with a suspicious frown and asked, “What’s in here?”


Kris had no idea, but it turned out to be a maintenance hatch. Kym had noticed the cover and decided it needed to be investigated. (Just how she’d gotten the cover off was an unsolved mystery.) Satisfied, she was about to hop into the shower when Kris suggested she might like a bath instead. Kym considered the tub, studied the water ration, smiled, and elected to forego the extravagance. The whole episode had struck Kris as bizarre until it occurred to her that Kym had been stashed under a shower unit just like it, and spotting the hatch cover, wanted to make sure this one was safe. 


It was odd, it was endearing, and it was unpredictable. Kris was getting used to that. Kym seemed to have no reserve at all: her feelings were painted across her mobile features as plainly as neon. Kris recognized it as a survival skill—Kym’s pout could unarmor the most adamantine heart—but it relied on being genuine. Her moods could change quickly too, especially when she talked about her past, which she did a good deal. Her family’s farmstead had been more ranch than farm: they grew a variety of subsistence crops, but made their living off of herd animals, especially a dwarfish sort of buffalo. They also raised goats, which were genetically modified to produce a protein in their milk that could be processed into a special type of silk. Kym had adored the little goats and missed them much more than the buffalos, who tended to get mean. 


There were also these things called moa, a native predator. Kris gathered they were sort of like a large flightless bird, except they didn’t have feathers or anything, which made them look more along the lines of big weird lizards. They ran in flocks and preyed on the buffalos, but they were ‘good eatin’ (according to the locals) and hunted for their flesh and to keep them in check. Kym had learned to set snares for them when she was a little kid. 


The trouble came when her dad had decided to try to grow peaches, a rare delicacy on Lacaille. Peaches called for a lot of water, especially to get them established, and a couple of years into the venture, some dispute (Kym didn’t know what it was about) caused the local boss to give their extended water license to a competing farm. The trees all died—sixteen hectares of them—leaving her family heavily in debt. And then the boss had sent his men . . .


Kris shook her head as she swallowed a bite of braised garlic seitan and answered Kym’s question about her impending departure. “Yeah. Pretty soon. Not real soon, though.”


“Comin’ back?”                                                                                                              


“Um, not here. I go back the Academy after I’m done here.”


“Where’s that?”


“Mars.”


“Is that a long way?”


“No—not really. This system.” 


“Is it better’n here? Mars?”


“I—I dunno. It’s different.” 


“What’s it like?”


Kris took out her xel and brought up a series of images. Kym wrinkled her nose. 


“Is it all like that?”


“Pretty much.”


“Why’d anybody wanna live there? No animals. Can’t grow nothin’.”  


“Well, the capital’s there.”


“Why don’t they put the capital somewhere nice? Don’t make sense.” 


Kris moved her shoulders helplessly and closed the pictures. 


“I don’t have to go somewhere like that, do I?”


“No. You can go wherever you like. They’ll send stuff on places—jobs. You get to pick.”


“Okay.” Kym sounded far from satisfied. Then: “You goin’ back?”


“Back where?”


“Y’know. Out there.”


“I dunno yet. We’re—lookin’ for somebody.” 


“That’s why you wanted to know ‘bout all those people you showed me? Why I had to go see that lady.” 


“That’s right.”


“Who? Who ya lookin’ for?”


“I . . . can’t say.”


“Somebody Corc’n knew?”


“I dunno.” 


“You knew Corc’n—din’t ya?”


“I—ah . . . Trench knew him.”


“I know. They were tight. When Trench got killed he—” Kym looked down with her fists buried in her lap. “Corc’n talked ‘bout ya lots. Said Trench use’ta—did he—? I mean Corc’n, he din’t never—”


“Kym—”


The strain in her voice snapped Kym’s head up and her hands slapped over her mouth. “Gawd! Sorry! Din’t mean to—sorry!” 


“S’Okay, Kym. No worries, huh? No worries.” It was an effort to sound calm but somehow she managed. 


Kym wasn’t fooled. “Din’t know! Thought he jus’—jus’ talkin’.” Her face crumpled in a stunned look of naked, unguarded distress.


Kris reached out and squeezed the shaking shoulder, then brushed tears off one round cheek. “S’Okay, Kym. Really.” 


Kym sniffed. “Really sorry.” 


“C’mon. Stop it.”


The catch and sigh of uneasy breathing between them, calming after a long minute to silence. Then: “Wish I could help.” 


“You did, Kym.”


“Real help. Maybe I could. If I knew.”


“Sorry, Kym. I can’t—”


“Don’t trust me, do they? Those people.” She jerked her chin at the whole outside.


“It’s not that. We just have to do things a certain way.”


Kym shook her head with a disgusted look. “Everybody says that. They said that.” 


“Sorry, Kym. This is different. Gotta be.”


Kym bit a knuckle, wanting to believe. Finally: “Real tall then, huh?”


“Who?”


“The guy. The guy you’re lookin’ for. Way—way up there? Right? Or ya wouldn’t be doin’ all this. Right?” 


“Yeah. That’s true.”


“Like him?”


“Who?”


“Y’know. Him.” 


Kris shook her head, bewildered. Kym stood up, came over and whispered the name in her ear. 


“Did you know him?”—in a shocked undertone. 


“Uh-uh. Corc’n knew him. Talked ‘bout him all the time. Talked real big, y’know?” 


“You never met him?”


“No.”


“You sure?”


“Umm . . .”


“Kym—”


Kym’s flawless teeth indented her lower lip. “More pictures, huh?” 


“If you wanna help.”


“Just you this time?”


“Just me.”


“No weird stuff? No blinkin’ lights?”


“No blinkin’ lights.”


Her full lips closed over the white teeth and a determined look appeared. “Yeah. S’kay.” 
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The last of the images closed after their third time through them and Kym was scrunched back in her chair again, hugging her knees. Kris hated seeing her like that, but she was having too much trouble controlling the shaking in her own knees to worry much about it. 


“Din’t do well again,” Kym muttered from the depths of the chair. They were in a briefing room down in the third basement level of the CGHQ Main Annex, which Huron had secured for them. He was in fact in the adjacent cube, where he’d been selecting the images for Kym to review. 


“Why can’t we just show her the fucker’s picture?” Kris had asked him earlier that AM. 


“Doesn’t work, Kris,” was the even reply. “People try too hard. Show them an image and about half the time, they’ll convince themselves they met the guy. They don’t mean to, they just can’t help it. That’s why we wire ‘em up. Since that’s not an option this time . . .” 


Kris had grumbled—it seemed like putting Kym through that much more, and she’d wanted to avoid that. She hadn’t been at all prepared for what did happen. 


“No, Kym. You did fine.” Kris fought to keep the tremors out of her voice. Fought and lost. 


“You said that last time. You always say that. You’re jus’ bein’ nice. You’re too nice.” 


No one had ever leveled that particular accusation at Kris before, but she was in no mood to appreciate it. 


“Look, I can’t explain. Maybe someday. Not now.”


Shifting in her perch, Kym slid her pale hands down to her ankles. “My fault you’re so upset?”


“No. Nothin’ to do with you.” 


Uncoiling from the chair, Kym padded over and knelt so she could look into Kris’s averted face. After a few moments’ study, she reached out to pat Kris’s knee. “S’kay. Sorry though.”


“S’Alright, Kym.” Kris shifted her eyes away again—they revealed too much. “Listen, I’m gonna have someone take you back, okay? It’s all good—just go with ‘em. Okay?”


“And you’ll be back?”


“Yeah. I’ll be back. Later.” 


Kym stood with a shallow nod as Kris took out her xel and sent a request to Huron to have Kym escorted back to her apartment. It couldn’t have been much more than a minute before the entry panel chimed. Kris unlocked the door and it slid aside to reveal a uniformed yeoman waiting there. 


“Miss?” the yeoman said, officially pleasant. Kym shot Kris a look. Kris nodded and bent her lips into something like a smile. Kym nodded back and trotted up to the yeoman, who gestured down the corridor. “This way, miss. Follow me, please.” 


With a final backward glance, Kym jogged off after the long-striding yeoman, and the door shut.


It opened again a few seconds later and Huron walked in, looking uncomfortable. 


“She didn’t know anyone?”


Head against her knuckles, Kris gave it a shake. 


Huron lowered himself into the chair Kym had just vacated.


“But you did.” 


A quick, sharp nod just this side of a spasm. 


“Which one?”


“Last set. Third guy from the end.”—harsh voiced, with her hands clenching into fists. 


“How did you know him?” 


She knew him because Trench had loaned her to him for two local weeks. They’d called him Mr. Wexford—a few times Squire Wexford or something like that; the strange title was evidently some sort of joke to them. For two days he hadn’t touched her, but he’d made her watch. He was fond of electrical implements and neural inductors and exotic shows. When he stopped letting her watch . . . 


Kris swallowed hard against the sick churning in her gut. 


“Bad?” 


“Uh huh.” After she’d been there a week, the man left and came back three days later in a savage mood. She’d tried ever since to forget what had happened that night. The next PM he was quite pleasant: had her fixed up, sumptuously fed, even let her sleep alone. Then a friend arrived. 


“What did he look like?” Huron asked when Kris had finished her bald and heavily abridged account. 


“Medium height, kinda thin. A scar here—” she drew her finger from the right corner of her mouth to the angle of her jaw “—missing a finger on his left hand, really pale . . .”


“A long pale face like a dead fish?” Kris wasn’t acquainted with enough dead fish to say, but Huron tapped his xel and put another image on the screen. “Is this him?”


Kris nodded again, fighting down the nausea. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s him. Who . . . who is he?”


“That’s Nikolai Arutyun. Captain Nikolai Arutyun. He’s a senior Halith staff officer—works for Admiral Christian Heydrich, Chief of Halith Military Intelligence. We think he’s the one who arranged the explosives for Mankho’s attack on Nemeton.”


“Great.”


“Yeah. Word is that he’s a noted sadist. Takes after his boss.” 


“Uh huh.” Kris was not going to fill Huron in on the particulars of that assessment. “That guy—the other guy. Who’s he?”


Huron put down his xel and lowered his voice. “Kris, that’s Nestor Mankho.”
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“This is for those of you who are new here.” Commander Trin Wesselby, standing at the head of the briefing room’s long table, looked out at her audience and caught the eyes of each of those newcomers in turn: two ensigns and a lieutenant from the CGHQ’s GS2 section, and three civilian specialists from CID’s tech-exploit department. This AM she’d set aside the straitlaced starchiness she usually affected during duty hours, and the severity of her expression seemed to arise from something altogether different. Exactly what was not apparent, although it was clear you wouldn’t want to meet it unexpectedly in a dark alley. Huron and Sergeant Major Yu were both acquainted with Trin in this mode, but hid the knowledge behind their carefully reserved and professional expressions—the others resolved to pay close attention. 


Commander Wesselby was not unaware of the effect she was having—her primness was largely theoretical and never more than skin deep—and she continued with a hint of satisfaction in her voice, if not her expression. “The target, as I’m sure you’re aware, is Nestor Mankho.” Mankho’s image appeared on the briefing screen, and she tapped it between the eyes. The revelation that Kris had met Mankho, the details she’d been able to provide of his compound and what she’d seen of the surroundings had touched off a minor maelstrom of activity. A hasty written request to stand up a team to evaluate the potential for another operation against Mankho—strictly CEF this time—had been approved, and Huron had gotten it appended to his acting order for the Hydra operation so he could lead it. Trin, who’d been back on Mars, fretting at CEF CGHQ Nereus, caught a fast packet back and, at Huron’s request, Yu had been granted leave to come along. The team was built on the fly.


At the moment, that team consisted of Huron, Yu, Lieutenant Ashley Crismon with Ensigns Jaelin and McCaffrey from GS2, and the three civilians led by Mitchell “Mick” Quennell, who had a reputation as one of the CID’s best tech analysts. Trin was not part of it: for one thing, as DSI-PLESIG she was staff, not a line officer; for another she ranked Huron, which could have caused complications. 


“For the last two decades,” she went on, “Mankho has been pretty much the poster child for evil—and deservedly so. His résumé reads like something written for an archvillain out of central casting. His humble beginnings: kidnapping, assassinations, gun running and dealing in slaves. Then forming the Black Army, moving to Rephidim and declaring his own state there. And finally, the attack on Knydos, expressive of the hubris that causes his downfall”—she said it with a smirk—“as always happens with a good villain. If only he looked the part, the story would have been perfect.”


Indeed, Evil’s Poster Child was something of a nondescript: roundish face with a wide forehead, sallow complexion, thin mouth, chin slightly weak and dark eyes a bit small with drooping lids. His hair was thinning and his nose was neither beaked nor broad. A face of no particular age that said nothing of its origins and was seldom noticed, exciting no comment if it was, and easily forgotten. 


“The problem is that, even if he looks like a mild-mannered accountant, he’s so iconized that we’ve lost our grip on him—the narrative has come to dominate the reality. Too much, we’ve come to see him as the abstract terrorist mastermind, concocting fiendish plots that are doomed to fail, because in the narrative, that’s what always happens. This last plot—to bomb the Grand Senate hearings—is a perfect case in point. Brilliantly clever and foiled at the last second—literally—by the hand of Fate.” She scanned her audience once more, mouth twisted in a wry expression. “Or something. That is why it’s important to remind ourselves of where Mankho came from, and how he got to be where he is.”


The image on the screen faded and was replaced by another. “So let me take you back to another archvillain—and he does look the part.” He did. A fierce dark bearded face with its hawk-like nose and narrow piercing eyes, a shocking light blue and deep-socketed under dominating brows; a cruel mouth and dark wavy hair receding sharply to widow’s peak above the high broad forehead, alive with a brutal vitality. 


“This, of course, is Shamir Azrael Mureyev, the Amur separatist leader. You might recall that back in thirteenth year of the last war, when things were starting to go poorly for Halith, the separatists on Amu Daria made a serious bid for independence—an effort we showed some sympathy for at the time.” She did not need to elaborate: they all knew those expressions of sympathy had taken the form of intelligence support and shipments of weapons—Sergeant Major Yu had been personally involved. 


“That story’s well-known: Halith responded with an invasion, miscalculated for once, and very quickly got into difficulties. The separatists managed to recruit Mureyev, who was Colonel Ivan Mureyev of the Halith Imperial Ground Forces at the time. He reverted to his birth name, broke the siege of Amur-Plesetsk, and allowed Amu Daria to claim de facto, if not de jure, independence.”


Trin Wesselby paused to take the room’s temperature. “So why the history lesson? We know what happened next: Novaya Zemlya, the end of the war, and two years later the Banestre Square bombing that Halith SPEC-OPs committed so they could pin the blame on Amu Daria’s provisional government as a pretext to invade. By the way, Admiral Heydrich, the current head of Halith military intelligence—he was a lieutenant commander then—was responsible for that bombing. So you can see things haven’t changed much. 


“In any event, Halith did it right this time, the provisional government surrendered and Mureyev, who’d been defense minister, was declared a terrorist and took refuge off-planet, knocking around the Outworlds until he was killed eight years ago.


“But before that, there was the HSS Haarlan.” The room stilled at the mention of the most horrific terrorist attack in memory. The Halith-registered cruise ship, Haarlan, had been chartered to take six hundred school children from the Halith core system of Vehren to view the Great Nebula in Orion. Mureyev’s people had managed to hijack the ship during a stopover at Zalamenkar, threatening to kill a child every fifteen minutes until their demands were met. Too far away to send their own teams, the Halith government relied on local forces, who botched the raid, killing only a few of the terrorists while losing half their number and all of the hostages. The murder of six hundred kids, most under the age of ten, created an interstellar sensation and effectively ended any chance of independence for Amu Daria, even though the Amur separatists cut their ties with Mureyev and denounced the attack in the strongest possible terms. It also ended Mureyev’s career as a warlord and terrorist; he became a lone fugitive until he was killed on Meremont's World—not by government agents, but in a dispute over a shipment of illegal aphrodisiacs. 


“And that’s my point,” Trin said. “Why did a successful warlord and planetary hero commit an act so heinous that it completely delegitimized the cause he was fighting for and made him such a pariah that he died years later in what amounts to a whorehouse brawl? Mureyev was never the sort of person you’d take home to mother—his actions on Amu Daria were predictably ruthless, no matter which side he was on—but he never embraced terrorism, and by the local standards, he didn’t allow atrocities either. So what happened?” 


Mureyev’s image faded from the screen and Mankho’s reappeared. 


“That’s right. The mastermind behind the Haarlan hijacking was actually Nestor Mankho.” Trin noted with a small degree of inner satisfaction that she’d surprised all but two people in the room. “So let me thicken the plot some more. We don’t know exactly when Mankho and Mureyev met. There’s some data that indicates it’s likely, though by no means conclusive, that they met on Amu Daria during its brief period of ‘independence.’ Mankho’s an anarchist and Amu Daria was as close as you could get to an anarchist paradise back then. 


“What we do know is that he was palling around with Mureyev on Warshov at least a year before the hijacking, while Mureyev was trying to buy support from the Tyrsenians. We know that during that time, Mankho sold Mureyev on the idea that conventional terrorism was pointless against Halith, because if you attacked them, they wouldn’t just kill you—they’d kill you and ship your testicles to your mother. And that’s just for openers. 


“Mankho convinced Mureyev that to succeed, he had to pull off something that even Halith wouldn’t do. That would make Mureyev the biggest badass in charted space and give him the leverage necessary to negotiate—or so the argument ran. Mureyev bought off on it and when the Haarlan presented an opportunity, he approved the plan, but at the last minute he flinched. Not about killing the children but about the way they’d kill them. Mankho wanted the kids shot. Mureyev thought it would be better—more antiseptic, at least—to space them. That may seem like an odd thing to make an issue of, but Mankho understood how people would react. He argued that spacing the kids would dilute the impact, and to prove his point, he kidnapped a nine-year old girl—this was before the hijacking—and shot her in the face while she begged for her life. He made a video of the killing and posted it to the clouds on Vehren and Haslar. That video was suppressed but it had the effect he wanted, both on Halith and on Mureyev. This is the video.” 


On the screen, Mankho’s face dissolved to show the little girl huddled on a slab floor, face lifted—drained of color, eyes huge and nakedly open, soft round chin trembling—the sound of her breathing—fast, harsh, catching—her soft pleas that gave way to hiccups—the click of the gun’s action cocking—the sharp flat ringing crack of the gunshot . . . She never screamed. 


“And that, people, is how Nestor Mankho catapulted himself to the top of the terrorist food chain. His theory was perfectly sound, as far as it went. Mureyev, not being a terrorist at heart, couldn’t see when the theory was pushed too far. Remember, Mankho’s an anarchist. He didn’t give a damn about the Amur separatists or anything else. He doesn’t have a cause—he wanted to be the guy who destroyed Shamir Mureyev, ended a planetary movement, and manipulated the Halith government. Not with six hundred victims, but just one—on video. And he did. That’s what we’re dealing with.”


*    *    *


In his spacious temporary office, Huron pulled out a flask, put two plastic cups he’d retrieved from next to the coffee machine on his desk, and poured them both three-quarters full. He pushed one across to Commander Wesselby. 


“After that, I need a drink.”


“You knew all that,” she said softly, reaching for it. “You’ve seen it before.” As she picked up the cup, he saw her fingers were trembling.


“Yeah. But it’s not like that makes it any easier.”


“No.” She sipped, her eyes widening as the raw alcohol bit—but that didn’t account for everything he saw there. “No, it doesn’t.” 













Chapter Twenty-One



CGHQ Main Annex

 Lunar 1, Tycho Prime

 Luna, Sol


The department secretary rang Huron at his desk as he was putting the final touches on an update to a preliminary report he’d submitted, recommending their proposal be moved from strictly analytic footing to the exploratory phase of an actual operation. Kris had dumped core for them: everything she could recall about Mankho’s facility, the planet it was on, and the trip there and back. The loan had been not quite two years ago, so the data weren’t current, but they also weren’t necessarily outdated, and while only two firm conclusions could be drawn, they were important ones. 


First, that it was a major facility, larger and better equipped than the compound on Lacaille. Indeed, Kris’s description made it sound more like a base from which one might stage substantial operations, not a secondary residence or a temporary bolt hole. That was not to say that Mankho did not have secondary residences or temporary bolt holes, and that after Lacaille he did not retire to one of them, nor that he wasn’t currently moving between several. But the compound Kris described was a major asset. In all likelihood, he’d have held on to it, if he possibly could. Even if he wasn’t there now, locating and exploiting it would almost certainly yield valuable insights. 


Second, the description did not match any facility known to be associated with him. It seemed very likely that this was a new facility, and that meant he’d reestablished himself with some major backers: Bannerman certainly, but also with Halith to a much greater degree than they’d supposed. Taken together, those conclusions implied that Mankho was on the verge of being able to mount major operations again—that the Alecto Initiative could have been just a warm-up exercise. 


That, at least, was how Huron had couched it in his preliminary report. The conclusions were perfectly valid but there was also an undeniable whiff of salesmanship. The fact of the matter was that some influential parties in the League—and thus the CEF—remained deeply ambivalent about Nestor Mankho and the threat he might present: he was, to them, yesterday’s problem or somebody else’s business. The failure on Lacaille and the ongoing kerfuffle over the ultimatum, which had descended into the murk of backroom political hustling and all the nastiness that implied, had done nothing but harden their position. 


To confirm any of their suppositions about where Nestor Mankho was and what he might be up to required conducting reconnaissance, and while it was easy enough to get approval for a research project—the CEF would allow pretty much anything to be studied—reconnaissance meant moving to operational footing. 


Even in peacetime, that required a CNO stamp and, assuming they found something, approval for any actual attempt on Mankho or one of his compounds would elevate to SECNAV, or the Plenary Council itself. While Huron felt he could count on some support from CNO (Admiral Westover and his father had a long history together and that did not count for nothing), that did not mean his proposal would be met with open arms, because the reconnaissance assets they needed went a ways beyond what PLESEC would ordinarily dedicate to such an operation. 


There was not much help for that, as far as he could determine. Unfortunately, the one thing Kris had not been able to give them was enough detail to narrow down the location, even roughly. Descriptions of the planet itself—the terrain, the vegetation, the day sky, even moons—weren’t much use.


What they needed was a description of the night sky to get some idea of the visible astronomical bodies, things like nearby nebula, star clusters or bright asterisms that might identify a stellar neighborhood—and they’d been careful not to let her see that. 


That meant they had a very wide field to cover. All they had to go on was the trip’s duration, and that was a weak clue at best. She’d been put on board one of Mankho’s smaller transports at Cathcar and held in lockdown until they arrived. They’d made one stopover, suggesting the route was not a direct one, and one RST transit of about a week, indicating they had gone off the main transit lanes, which was only to be expected. None of it narrowed things down to an appreciable degree. 




Mankho had worn out his welcome on quite a number of worlds during his career. But since the destruction of the Black Army over the Knydos affair, and the Tyrsenians subsequently evicting him from Rephidim, he’d had plenty of time to reestablish himself on any one of the many potentially available planets in the vast, poorly charted volume that their best estimate currently encompassed. 


It was a tall order, and Huron expected a rather tortuous approval process, which at least (and here he knew he was grasping for a silver lining) would give them more time to sort through the reams of possibilities. At present, though, the preliminary report was still wending its way through the command structure, as far as he knew, so it was without much interest that he answered the secretary’s page. 


“Call for you, sir,” the secretary announced in his startling baritone. 


None of his personal acquaintances would call him on his office line at this time of ‘night’ (as Luna regarded it in her artificial day cycle), but it was late PM at CGHQ Nereus. Which probably meant some official busybody had just gotten the report and wanted to complain about his paragraph numbering or the font size he’d picked. Or maybe the addressee list hadn’t been formatted correctly. In fact, he was pretty sure it wasn’t. He sighed. 


“Route it to my console, please.”


“Yes, sir. It’s from CNO, sir.”


Oh hell. That was unusually fast and almost certainly a bad sign. If approval was a tortuous process, denial was more often a short, sharp shock. He steeled himself for disappointment. “Thank you.”


By CNO, he’d taken the secretary to mean some underling from the CNO’s office, and thus he was caught terribly flatfooted when the visage of the office holder himself appeared on his console. 


“Hello, sir,” he managed to say with a credible degree of aplomb. 


“No ceremony, Rafe,” Fleet Admiral John Carlos Westover answered, smiling at the reaction he’d caused. “Graveyard watch and all that. They have you burning the midnight hydrogen, I see?”


“No. I think I’m the only one to blame for that, in this case.” 


“Well, don’t overdo it. You see what it’s done to Joss.”


The backhanded allusion to Westover’s oldest friend and one of the CEF’s most respected admirals—in the view of many occupying that rarefied stratum which included Fleet Admiral Kasena, the near-legendary former CNO, and Admiral Kiamura, the victor of Anson’s Deep—got Huron to crack a smile. 


“I’ll certainly be careful then.” 


“See that you are. Have to leave some oxygen for the rest of us, you understand.” 


“Of course, sir.” 


“I have your report here”—getting to the meat of the call. “Very interesting. Do you really think we might finally be able to get an inside track on the bastard?” 


“It will take some more time to evaluate the data we have, but if we can get the assets, I believe it’s looking better than anything we’ve had before.” 


“I agree.” Glancing down, he tapped what must have been his copy of the report. “I don’t need to tell you that if we make this actionable, keep it simple. Elaboration is not your friend.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“The Nedaemans must’ve been thinking they were writing a plot for a blockbuster, not an op that had to work in the wild. Anyway—” 


Huron’s ears pricked to attention at the slight hesitation and change in tone. 


“There have been some developments—perhaps you’re aware—that argue strongly for shortening the approval cycle on this business.” Thus did the Chief of Naval Operations inform him that the odor of the rat they’d been smelling must be getting strong indeed, for a man like Westover to connive so blithely against what ordinarily was considered properly constituted political authority. “So I’ve talked to Zeke Perry. If you can get a firm fix on Mankho, he’ll loan you CAT 5.” 


That brought Huron’s smile out into something close to a grin. Covert Action Team 5 was Sergeant Major Yu’s team, and one couldn’t ask for better. Their nickname was, unsurprisingly, the Hurricanes. Huron recalled that when a lieutenant named Richter took over CAT 3; he’d lobbied—successfully—to have the unit designation changed to CAT 10. No one could accuse the special forces of lacking a sense of humor, such as it was.


“I understand you’ve already shanghaied old Fred.”


“Well, it saved a trip, sir.” 


“Considerate of you.” Westover’s smile spread a little wider behind the immaculate gray moustache. “Now officially, this is still in my in-box. I expect it will be there a good while. Then I’ll subject it to the most careful scrutiny—can’t be too careful these days. Apt to be a lot of debate. Probably have to kick it upstairs—you understand how things are.”


“I do, indeed.” 


“So don’t expect to hear anything for at least six weeks. Longer, if the PC gets a hold of it.”


“Very good, sir.” 


“In the meantime, Joss knows what’s afoot. He’ll make sure Lo Gai doesn’t have any questions. That’s why I called. I’ve given Trin a privileged channel so she can keep me in the loop. She’ll give you the yea or nay when we get to that point. When do you think that’ll be, by the way?”


“It all depends on how long it takes to isolate a reasonable target set. I’m afraid there is a lot of uncharted ether to cover.”


“That’s generally the case,” Westover agreed, nodding. “Has anyone talked to Old Moe yet?”


Until that moment, Huron had been unaware there was an ‘Old Moe’ to talk to. “Not to the best of my knowledge.”


“Moses Sanderson—lieutenant,” the admiral elucidated. “Might want to look him up. By the way, don’t ever call him Old Moe, or he’ll likely stop speaking to you.” 


“Yes, sir. But I haven’t noticed him on any rosters.”


“That’s because he doesn’t work for us. He’s Terran Navy.”


“I see.”


“Very senior. Spends about half his time on long leave. Always haring off after one thing or another. Last time, it was bustards, if I recall correctly.”


“The fowl, sir?”—wondering if he’d heard correctly. 


“As I understand it. A time before that—years ago, now—it was bumblebees. He pursued them all over Yorkshire with pitch pipe.” 


“Indeed.” That seemed a singularly whimsical pastime for anyone, not to say a naval lieutenant. 


“Yes. He had this idea that the tone their wings made as they flew was related to impending climatic changes. Went on about it all through lunch. I dare say it would have been mighty edifying, if any of us could have understood it.” 


“Quite so.” Huron drowned a chuckle by clearing his throat. “And was it? Related, I mean.”


“I gather not. He said the bees had proved froward.” A slight pause. “That’s the way he likes to talk.” 


“Froward?” Huron enunciated. “As in difficult, contrary or obstinate?”


“I suppose. I never did bother to look it up. It sounds like you two will get along famously, though.” 


“I hope so, sir.” 


“In any case, see if you can get them to winkle him out of wherever he is. He’s excellent for this sort of issue—by far the best they have, I’d say. Could save you a great deal of time.” 


“I’ll get right on it, sir.”


“There has to be an MOU we can exhume to cover his participation in the effort. I’ll light up Candace for you, if you like.”


“That would be very helpful, sir.” How Admiral of the Fleet Candace Smith, Commander in Chief of the Terran Navy, would feel about being lit up Huron could not say, but happily that was far beyond his remit. 


“Glad to contribute something useful.” Huron was fairly sure the Admiral had almost winked. “So once you have your target set, what do things look like?”


“Recon could take as long as three weeks before we move to Phase 3. If we get a short list, it might be as little as two, but Phase 3 can go almost immediately after that, if we can stack the resources we need during the recon.”


Westover nodded, pleased. “Take some art, but that can be managed. We’ll let the dog and pony show run its course and hope for not too much more than the usual foolishness. With this nonsense about the ultimatum going on, I expect a distracted audience, which is all to the good.” 


Huron nodded in response. 


“So this will be our last intimate little chat on the matter.” 


“Of course.” 


“How’s your father keeping? Well, I trust?”


 “He’s still adjusting. Doing okay at it though.” 


“I still remember that hunting expedition we took to Pohjola in ‘85. Don’t ever let him talk you into a shortcut. You know all about that, though.” 


“Quite so, sir.” 


“Give him my best. Nil desperandum.” 


“Absolutely.”


“And enjoy the rest of your AM.”


“You too, sir.” 













Chapter Twenty-Two
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Admiral Westover had exaggerated neither Lieutenant Sanderson’s eccentricities nor his analytic gifts. In response to Huron’s carefully worded request, Terran Navy Supreme HQ’s G2 Section, knowing their man and being adept at winkling, swiftly located ‘Old Moe’ in the Outer Hebrides, where he was busy lowering himself down cliff faces, by a system of blocks and tackles of his own devising, to study the domestic economy of otherwise inaccessible hirundines. Establishing a code channel, they forwarded Kris’s data dump to him—data upon which some hundreds of man-hours had already been spent trying to find a match in the catalog of known planets within the target regions—and asked for comment. By lunch, Lieutenant Sanderson produced the following response: 


“Most interesting. Sounds rather like Rephidim, especially from the odor. Be so good as to ask the midshipman if she happened to notice any of the shrubbery [see attached]. Very singular shrubbery there, especially the carnivorous Odis Tardactilynia, as we seem to be dealing with the northern hemisphere. A rare specimen, it produces a peculiar keening or whistling after sunset, and if she heard such or saw one, we could confidently narrow the location to a tolerably few places, all within 1300 km or so. Do note they have a seasonal migration, so we must account for the fact she was there near the vernal equinox.”


Attached were images of the plants in question, with a full botanical description. 


Kris’s astounded response—she’d said, “Those were plants? Carnivorous plants? Whistling carnivorous plants that walk?” followed by a string of muttered imprecations—had borne fruit: approval had been granted to dispatch a stealth probe, which readily identified a compound matching Kris’s description on Rephidim’s northern continent, near the tundra line, and COMINT confirmed Mankho’s presence there. 


Rephidim was a cold, mountainous, inhospitable world, quite active geologically, steeped in petrochemicals, with a long and tortured settlement history. Like many planets, it was initially a mining settlement, but the veins weren’t as rich as the original assays suggested, and it was subsequently abandoned. The first serious colonists were therefore religiously heterodox Amalekites trying to escape oppression by the Sultanate of Andaman and Nicobar. At first, the Sultanate tried to exercise suzerainty over the colony, but after their disastrous war with the New United Kingdom, they relinquished it. 


The planet then became a point of dispute between Outremeria and the Bannermans, who both claimed it as being within their sphere. The Amalekite settlers decamped en mass, a few for an almost sterile world in an uninhabited, asteroid-filled system far off in Cygnus that they dubbed Asylum, and the rest for the primitive pastoral world of Harkness, where they hoped to find a more fertile environment for their strict and ardent faith. 


Upon the departure of the Amalekites, groups from Outremeria and Bannerman began resettling the planet. The Bannermans believed that new techniques would make the planet’s unexploited resources accessible. Outremeria wanted to expand its influence in the region through settlement. Later, some Tyrsenians also arrived. These competing factions, alternately hostile and collaborative as whim and opportunity dictated, made the planet a perfect stew of lawlessness—an attractive haunt for a terrorist warlord who dealt heavily in the slave trade. Accordingly, after years of moving from one base to another, Mankho settled on Rephidim with his Black Army and declared his own sovereign state. 


For a time, the Black Army was able to dominate much of the planet. Things began to deteriorate when their relationship with the Tyrsenians soured. According to conventional wisdom, they came to view the Black Army as an unwelcome competitor and were hostile to Mankho’s anarchist credo. Whether for these reasons or others, there were a series of sharp engagements between them and the Black Army when the latter was at the height of its powers. This was thought to have played a role in the decision to attack Knydos, leading to the Black Army’s downfall and Mankho’s eviction. The Tyrsenians then got the upper hand in local affairs and had kept it ever since. 


Rephidim had thus been widely disregarded as a possible refuge for Mankho after Lacaille. His discovery there was viewed as vindication by a small cadre of analysts who maintained the hostility between the Tyrsenians and the Black Army was more theoretical than real; some even thought it was largely a blind. Indeed, this group proposed the Tyrsenians, not the Bannermans, as the Black Army’s most likely state sponsor, and held that the Tyrsenians fell out with Mankho over the failure at Knydos (which, in their view, the Tyrsenians were invested), rather than the other way around. How right they were remained unclear, but there was no doubt that Mankho was firmly reestablished on Rephidim in a major new installation.


A model of that installation now hovered over the briefing table, while the 2D data and various reports lay scattered about the table itself. Old Moe himself stood, or rather stooped, above it. He was uncommonly tall and round-shouldered as well as old—the oldest lieutenant in the Terran Navy, in fact, a distinction he’d achieved by the simple expedient of refusing promotion once he had attained that rank. Superannuated lieutenants were not normally tolerated, but given his talents and impressive personal fund of information, the Service made an exception for him, just as they did for his uniform, which was at least twenty years out-of-date; his shock of unruly white hair that would not submit to headgear of any kind; and his frequent long leaves, such as the one he’d just been recalled from.


If he regretted that (he’d left behind not only his beloved nesting swallows, but also a rare oyster catcher who was about to bring off her brood), no trace of it showed in his seamed face or pale eyes under the sparse gray eyebrows that waved about to a surprising degree as he talked. He was talking now, presenting his assessment of Mankho’s compound. 


“Not the best model, I’m afraid”—rotating it with a long, thin, translucent forefinger. “Regrettably, the probe could not cover all the favorable aspects given the time constraints. What you need for a really superlative model is—” Huron cleared his throat. Sanderson might be an excellent analyst, but he also tended to be prolix and easily distracted, as Huron had been warned. He got the hint this time, however, and forged on. “Yes. What you see is a rather well thought-out installation. Quite a defensible location, good orbital access, close enough to Tirana to receive support, but not so close as to suffer the, shall we say, the inconvenience of having pesky visitors about.


“You will have noted, of course, the perimeter fence, well placed, and the walled main compound with towers commanding all the approaches, and these hardened bunkers here and here”—he highlighted them in red with his stylus—“that look very much as if they house an IADS, probably employing plasma guns. These towers are likely to mount gatlings: 30-mm or so, I would say. You can see what look like ammo hoists there on the inner walls. There are quite likely antipersonnel measures as well. In one of those images you can see a number of pallets being unloaded. It’s difficult to tell, needless to say, but enhancement suggests they are cases of mortar rounds: semi-active, two-inch—five-centimeter, if you prefer—typical of Bannerman, Tyrsenian, most of the armed groups in that neck of the woods, so to speak. 


“Now turning to infrastructure: power is local, as is water. Note the wells between the fence and the compound. The generators would appear to be underground—there are significant underground facilities, a garage for vehicles and water treatment, environmentals and the like.”


He tapped the model and magnified a portion. “These are very likely quarters, and here is a large main residence structure. The compound is thermally shielded and caged against sounders, so little can be determined regarding the inside, though as you can see, it is well supplied with windows.” 


Here he paused, for the presence of so many windows had caused a small stir. Mankho’s compound on Lacaille had also been notable for having a lot of windows, which was somewhat unusual from the security standpoint. Ensign Jaelin from GS2 straightened in his chair. 


“Have the windows some special significance, possibly?” he asked. 


“To look out of, I should think,” Sanderson replied solemnly, without a trace of sarcasm. Observing the look on the ensign’s face, he added, “But perhaps you had something less canonical in mind.” 


At the far end of the table, Kris leaned closer to Huron and whispered, “He hates feeling closed in.” 


Huron dipped his head next to hers. “He’s claustrophobic?” 


“I guess that’s what you call it. Enclosed spaces freak him out. He’s gotta have lots of windows.” 


Noting the quiet interchange, Sanderson peered down the table to where Kris sat. “Ah yes, I am forgetting. I’ve been given to understand one of you has experience of the place.” 


Huron nodded as Kris sat unmoving and no one else saw fit to respond. 


“Well, better to leave those matters until later then. So . . . um, yes. In sum—an installation suited to a number of functions, including training, conferencing, staging for modest operations, as well as a fortified refuge and residence. A tough nut in any case. Perhaps you have specific questions.” 


“How many people could be quartered there?” asked Sergeant Major Yu. 


“Based on the size of the leach field, we can estimate that no more than a hundred people are expected to be in residence for an extended length of time—the number of bottoms per square meter of leach field is a remarkably stable indicator. Naturally, twice that number could be accommodated for short periods of time, but currently the telemetry from the septic system indicates about sixty or so. Also, you will note the limited garaging space, if vehicles are not to be left in the open. That reduces the likely upper limit somewhat.”


“Reduces by how much?” Huron wanted to know.


“Oh, ah . . . to a hundred and fifty, I should say. Assuming they don’t have people perched on the outsides of their vehicles. Not an altogether unlikely situation, given these sorts.” 


“You mentioned possible support from Tirana,” Lieutenant Crismon said. Tirana was the major city and starport on the northern continent. “Any estimates on that?”


“I’m afraid nothing new. The situation is tolerably fluid and we’re not quite sure how well Mr. Mankho gets on with his neighbors. You can clearly see that, if such support is available, it is only about forty minutes away by air. I should point out that because of the abundance of petrochemicals and the general state of things, they rely a great deal on wheeled transport, and that would be a matter of some ten hours away—perhaps as much as most of a standard day, depending on the state of the roads, unpredictable that far north.” 


“What sort of comms infrastructure do they have?” Ensign McCaffrey asked.


“A very standard RF suite—you find the details in that third insert. But there’s also a buried hard line—we were able to map it for about twenty kilometers, until it went under an especially dense strata. We did not note any isolated RF repeaters in the vicinity so it’s possible it goes all the way to Tirana. Unfortunately we cannot identify a building there to which it might connect.” 


“Do you see evidence of an active security enclosure?” Yu inquired.


“Nothing definite, the imagery being insufficient. It is possible, given the power capacity. You see here”—he highlighted a number of structures on the roof over what they took to be the underground garage—“those are heat-exchangers. Characteristic of systems from ABR Nevis—the Bannerman firm. Class-B devices; high-end, quite well made. With their standard rating, an active security enclosure for the main compound is not out of the question. Not to cover the whole perimeter, certainly not, but the compound itself could be managed, or perhaps just the main residence building, though I shouldn’t think they would be able to run it for long—not more than a few hours—twenty-percent duty cycle, something like that. Less, if they indeed have plasma mounts in their IADS.”


Lieutenant Crismon spoke next. “What about the environmentals? If there is no security enclosure or they can’t run it for long, would the compound be susceptible to gas?”


A chime interrupted them, and Huron took a quick glance at his xel. He lifted a finger and nodded to Yu. Yu nodded back and Huron said, “Excuse the interruption—this will just take a moment.” At the press of an icon, the briefing materials obediently cloaked themselves and Huron unlocked the door. 


Kris watched the man who entered with interest. ‘Tall, dark, and handsome’ would have described him perfectly, had Kris been aware of the cliché and had he not been rather short. He strode purposefully to Huron’s chair; they bent their heads together for a brief conversation and the man handed Huron a chip which he immediately put in his briefing folder. It was all a trifle mysterious—as was the look that passed between Huron and Yu—and the man straightened and left without another word, but with Kris’s curiosity quite piqued. As the door closed, Huron apologized and directed Sanderson back to the lieutenant’s question.


Sanderson cleared his throat a trifle ostentatiously. “Yes . . . about the susceptibility to gas attack. I should doubt it. I should think they’d have scrubbers. Even if they are not concerned about gas, those fumaroles to the northwest are quite active. Liable to get rather, well, eh . . . stinky much of the time. Not quite the thing for a proper warlord’s castle, if you follow me.” 


Polite nods assured him that they did.


Huron checked the time and, in the pause that followed, suggested a short break. There was a general nod of assent, the briefing materials were shut down and each of the participants sealed their notes in the tabletop before standing and filing out. Huron did one last sweep to verify the room was secure and motioned to Kris, and she walked out the door just ahead of him. 


As they exited the conference room, Kris saw the handsome man waiting in the corridor. He saw her as well—he appeared to have been waiting for her—and approached, bringing his right hand to his forehead in greeting. “Ms. Kennakris, I hope you will forgive the imposition. I’m Antoine Rathor. I am Mariwen’s brother.” 


“Yes. Pleasure,” she murmured with a frozen smile. Close to, he indeed showed the clear stamp of Mariwen, but rendered in shining black and not as tall; as near to beauty as a man could well be. 


She recalled Mariwen telling her she had a brother named Chris—almost the first thing she’d said when they met—and Kris now noted his badge said C. Antoine Rathor, below the initials of one of the Terran security departments. Automatically, she extended her hand and he took it, not shaking it firmly but gently squeezing and bowing with his head a little. 


“I’m sorry this is so haphazard, but when I learned from Commander Huron’s agenda you were going to be here, I felt I shouldn’t waste the opportunity, as I understand you’re leaving soon.”


He spoke with the flat Terran accent that most inhabitants of Sol seemed to have (except Belters, who clung fiercely to their distinctions); so different from Mariwen’s soft, liquid lilt. She’d gathered from things Huron had said that Mariwen’s brother was older—perhaps quite a bit older—and it seemed he must have been raised under very different circumstances, but she’d had no idea he was with Terran security. The image she’d formed of Mariwen’s family certainly did not fit with government connections. Old money was more what she’d imagined: large estates, pampered living, servants, lots of leisure travel and yes, a bit spoiled—not a family that would have an elder son as a mid-level official in one of the many security organs.


These were odd reflections to be having, and Kris’s ears got warm as she realized he was still speaking and she’d completely missed at least one full sentence, maybe two. “. . . impossible to adequately express our gratitude or repay the debt we owe you. But I hope you have some sense of what saving Mariwen’s life means to us. To say someone is the light of your life sounds pitifully trite, Ms. Kennakris, but with Mariwen that’s almost literally true.” 


That would have sounded pitifully trite for anyone but Mariwen, and it congealed in Kris’s stomach like a lump of ice. Light was what had been so horribly missing last time she saw Mariwen—the husk of Mariwen—propped up in a hospital room on Nedaema, surrounded by equipment racks: smiling, physically perfect; eyes dull, flat, and utterly empty. Utterly unlit.


“Thanks—thank you,” she managed to say in spite of the constriction in her throat. “Is—ah . . . How is Mariwen?” 


Antoine’s lips curved in a slightly forced smile. “She’s . . . she is back in California. Well taken care of. We still have hopes.” 


Still have . . . The qualification snatched at some chord deep in Kris’s chest and, haunted by the image of the pretty thing in the bed, but even more by the memory of the dazzling, brilliant vibrancy that had translated Mariwen’s beauty out of the realm of mere physicality into a quality much more sublime, she replied with something low, indistinct, and (she hoped) appropriate. 


“Thank you,” Antoine said. He offered a card. “If there’s ever anything I or my family can do for you, please don’t hesitate to ask.” She took the card, smiled and slid it into a breast pocket. He gave her another of those slight nods. “I hope that someday we will have the pleasure—the honor—of your company under more pleasant circumstances.” 


“Of course,” Kris murmured and, looking over his shoulder, noticed Huron coming down the hall. “Certainly, sir. Most appreciated.” 


Antoine Rathor followed her look and advanced the pensive smile he had greeted her with. “I see I’ve detained you. I won’t take up any more of your time. Good afternoon, Ms. Kennakris.” 


Huron was waiting patiently by the conference room door, holding it open for her. They entered wordlessly and resumed their seats. The meeting lasted another two hours but Kris, full of restless feelings, took in almost none of it. 















Chapter Twenty-Three



Northern California Territory

 Western Federal District, Terra, Sol


Antoine Rathor piloted his groundcar into the drive of the modest residence nestled in the midst of a landscape of rolling hills dotted with oak trees in full-summer leaf, the late afternoon sun throwing sharply cut shadows across the surrounding fields, their tall pale stalks nodding in the southerly breeze that always came up at this time of day. 


Personally, he preferred this place in spring, when the fields added their own diverse notes to the symphony of green—the acres of dry dead grass lent a strange air of being passed over, or being used up; physically identical to their former verdant state, but with all the color bleached out. He found it depressing and it would have been trivial to change, but the medical team had suggested that strong visual cues regarding the passage of time would be beneficial, so they’d decided not to improve on the cycles of Nature. 


He submitted his codes and the purely decorative gate retracted as the security enclosure opened a portal for him to guide the groundcar through. That was little more than a formality; he’d already passed through several layers of security, including (but not limited to) a squadron of surveillance drones overhead backed up by a constellation of dedicated micro-sats in low Earth orbit. The Terran government paid for micro-sats; they were footing the bill for the drones themselves.


Cutting the power, the car settled down in the cobbled parking area, and his xel alerted with a call from his escort. “All correct, sir?”


He activated the voice circuit. “Yes, Shawn.”


“Will you be needing anything else this evening?”


“I don’t think so. I believe I’m going to stay the night this time.” 


“Very good, sir.”


“Who relieves you?”


“Wallace and Martin. Be along at 1930, sir.” That last detail was reflexive precision. 


“Thank you, Shawn. Tell them I expect to be here until 0900 tomorrow. I’ll catch a flight back from Beale at 0930. Perhaps you could let them know.” 


“Will do, sir. Good evening, now.” 


“You as well, Shawn.” 


Signing off, he stepped out the car and walked down through the new garden to the front entrance, letting himself in without ringing first—the security system would have informed the occupants of his impending arrival as soon as he locked on to the local traffic grid, and tracked him all the way to the gate. 


The young-looking—but not that young—tech just inside greeted him with a smile. “Good evening, Mr. Rathor.”


“Hello—” He was embarrassed at realizing he did not recall her name. One the newer people, from Venus. A recently graduated post-doc, excellent references. “Are they finished yet?”


“Very close.” Her smile took on an apologetic tinge. Mirjean—that was her name. Mirjean Thorne.  “Things took slightly longer today.” 


“I see.” 


“I believe there’s been some progress. Can I get you something while you wait?”


“No thank you, Mirjean”—attempting to atone for his lapse. 


She gave her round head with its loose cap of feathered silvery hair a bob. “I’ll go see how long they think they’ll be.” 


As she proceeded down the hall toward the room, its door opened and a troupe of techs emerged, coming along one by one, and each giving Antoine a polite smile as they passed. Their careful expressions revealed nothing. 


At last, the doctor came out and advanced, hand extended in greeting. “Mr. Rathor. Good to see you.”


“Doctor”—accepting  the hand and shaking it. “How is she?”


“Improving,” the doctor said, with that medically significant frown they must all be taught in school as being the approved way to convey ‘good news’ with proper gravity. He took out his xel and unfurled it, bringing up a trio of displays for Antoine. “You can see, the overall index is much better. Her lucid periods are improving. Erratic, still, of course . . .”


A few months ago, Antoine had barely heard of Chalmers’ Hypothesis of Meta-consciousness, Knots-and-Splices Theory and associative axial Q-coding. Now they were part of his daily speech. Not that he understood the details fully, by any means, but their relevance to Mariwen’s treatment was certainly clear. The deep irony was that Mariwen had understood them fully—before starting her modeling career, she’d gotten a graduate degree in biophysics. She and the doctor could have had a rare old discussion—


He suppressed that thought and concentrated on what the doctor was saying. 


“. . . we’ve been able to loop out the worst of it, so I believe the episodes should be decreasing.” 


Antoine nodded. He’d been present for a number of those episodes. 


“So I’ve dialed back the paralytics. It’s good if she can have a fuller spectrum response. Her time sense remains severely dislocated—that’s to be expected.” 


“Will that improve? Eventually?”


“Too soon to tell.” The professionally approved dodge, fooling no one. “What matters is that we’re seeing to real improvement in a few key indices. That’s very good.”


Clearing his throat twice at the doctor’s casual reduction of his sister’s personality to a few key indices, Antoine kept any hint of his reaction off his face. He was an excellent doctor and he certainly meant well. But sometimes Antoine thought he was a little vague on the distinction between the person, the patient, and puzzle they presented. 


The doctor was perspicuous enough to discern his wording might have left something to be desired. He furled his xel and advanced a more human smile. “Is there anything else I can tell you?”


“Not at the moment. Thank you.” 


“Are you—ah—remaining long?” 


“I’m spending the night, yes.” 


That considering frown again, with a solemn nod. “I think you should have a quiet time of it. Mirjean is, of course, well versed in all the protocols. And you have my card.”


“I do.”


“Then, good evening, Mr. Rathor.” 


They shook hands in parting but Antoine stopped him as he began to leave. “It’s all right to go in then?”


The doctor quickly scanned a bank of monitors over Mirjean’s station. “Oh, yes. She’ll be coming out of it in a minute.” 


“Thank you.” 


Easing the door open, Antoine slipped into the dim room. He knew full dark was to be avoided and that the overhead luminates had been programmed to a therapeutic spectral-intensity profile. They probably didn’t want him messing with it. He reached out and tweaked the light up anyway. 


Mariwen lay in the middle of the bed, the equipment around it all discreetly stowed in elegant wooden cabinets—she tended to react badly if she saw the consoles. Right now, her eyes were open, seeing nothing. As the light slowly brightened, her head turned mechanically, and the exquisite mask of her face—a visage that might have been created by a sculptor who was a genius at capturing every detail but had no idea what life was—produced a smile. 


“Hi Antoine,” that mouth with its perfect lips uttered. “How was your day?”


He crossed the room and sat in the chair next to the bed, taking her slack hand in his. 


“Mariwen . . .”


The dark eyes lost their glassy look and a frown creased the smooth forehead. “Chris?”


“Yes. I’m here.” 


She blinked. Her hand squeezed his. “Keep—dreaming.” 


“I know. It’s okay”—his voice suddenly hoarse. 


“No.” 


“It’ll get better.” 


Struggling, she tried to sit up. He helped her with a hand on her shoulder. Her eyes swept and reswept the room. “Where is she? Is she still here?”


“No. I’m afraid not.”


“No? We were going to—she said—” Mariwen blinked and he saw her swallow. 


“She had to go.” 


“Oh. Didn’t—think—it would be so—soon.” 


“She couldn’t help it. She’s thinking of you, though.” 


“You—saw her?” 


“Yes. Just today, in fact.” 


“How is she?” 


“She’s doing well.” 


“Will she be coming—back?” 


“I’m afraid she can’t.” He took a shallow, halting breath. “Not soon.” 


“Oh.” Slim fingers clenched and unclenched in the covers. She looked at him. “Help—”


“Help?”


A sketchy nod.


“Help you with what?”


“Write.”


“You want to write? What do you want to write?”


Slowly Mariwen sank back against the pillows, eyes closing. After a moment, they opened again.


“Hi Antoine. Did you have a good day?”













Chapter Twenty-Four



NAVSUR HQ

 Lunar 1, Tycho Prime

 Luna, Sol


With Mankho located, General Perry, true to his word and prompt in execution, dispatched the operational section of CAT 5 to Lunar 1. Now they gathered in the small undistinguished space on the first basement level of NAVSUR HQ they’d taken over as an ops room. Naval Survey Command was something of a kingdom unto itself, staffed with officers who’d been in it all or most of their careers, often from families who’d been in Survey for generations. A few anomalous marines stalking about the premises might be noticed, and an eyebrow or three elevated, but they would not be recognized, and survey types were famous for keeping to themselves. The same could not be said for CAT 5 being observed in the CGHQ Main Annex, and using an ONI space would be a dead giveaway. 


Commander Wesselby had duly relayed the results of the meeting with Lieutenant Sanderson to Admiral Westover via the privileged channel he’d set up, along with her own assessment, and had given Huron the yea he’d been looking for a day later, allowing them to assemble the rest of the team and proceed with full operational planning. With the compressed schedule they were working against, Huron had allowed three days to come up with an acceptable plan and work out the details, and so far it wasn’t looking too good. 


He waved his hand at the mound of data on the table around which they were squeezed in tight. “That’s about the size of it. Either we go in light or with a full reinforced company, commit an act of war and probably kill the fucker—assuming they don’t pick up our wakes inbound twelve hours out, in which case we’ll have just spent a few million of the taxpayer’s funds to capture an empty villa.” 


 “I suppose we could blow up a few mud huts on the way,” offered Lieutenant Elkins, CAT 5’s new ops planner. “You know, just to round out the bill.” 


The remark was not well received, and Huron was finding he didn’t like the new Marine lieutenant much. Robert Elkins was young, fussy, and relatively inexperienced. He hadn’t jelled with the rest of the team yet, but that wasn’t completely his fault, and he had a reputation for competence or he would not have been given the position. Officers weren’t assigned to CATs to lead them as much as to learn from them, to get experience that would serve them well in their later careers and, in the case of a young lieutenant like Elkins, to understand what carrying out the orders they would later give really involved. This was why junior officers were assigned to CATs as operations planners, and also why they were the only commissioned officers who were officially part of the team. For the same reason, they were rotated out regularly, rarely staying more than a year.


So if Elkins went by-the-book more than Huron liked, and leaned on Yu more than a little, that was only prudent, but he was also rather too fond of his own wit and a shade too positive. Worse still, he’d shown a tendency to be touchy, and while he listened to Yu respectfully, he seemed to try to make up for it by being stiff and almost dismissive with the other team members, as if his reliance on Yu was a weakness he had to defend by asserting his authority elsewhere. He hadn’t grasped yet that a covert action team was an extremely close-knit unit; that for the men and women in it, the CAT was their life, not just their career. No one expected an officer to fully master what CATs did, but they were expected to contribute what they could and, especially, to not get in the way. By his actions, Elkins was not yet reconciled to this role and if he didn’t catch on quick, Huron was going to have to do something about it.


Personally, he’d have preferred Lieutenant Crismon, who was sharp and meticulous, and who he’d come to like these past weeks, but naval officers rarely served on CATs, and in any case, she wasn’t field qualified. Huron had attached her in a support capacity, along with the two ensigns, McCaffrey and Jaelin, thereby stepping on Elkins’ toes somewhat. It was the team ops planner’s job to, among other things, identify the outside experts needed for any particular mission, bring them on board and interface with them. In this case, Huron had taken that role onto himself, given that Elkins was new and Crismon and her people had been involved from the start. It wasn’t the most politic approach but he didn’t have time for hand-holding. Elkins would have to deal or fold. 


“It all comes back to pinning the bugger down,” Lieutenant Crismon broke in on Huron’s thoughts. Trin liked to say bugger too, and that amused him. “If we can’t know where he’ll be, when and for how long—and be sure he’ll stay there—this whole thing’s academic. Isn’t that just about it, sir?”


Huron, recovering from the momentary distraction, nodded. 


“Flush him and bounce him when he makes orbit?” offered Lieutenant Elkins.


Ensign McCaffrey shook her head. “I’ve been through the traffic in and out of there. We’d need a whole fleet and a full sys-load of small craft. Even so, he only needs one smuggler smarter than us.” 


“I belled a cat before,” commented PFC Marko Tiernan, CAT 5’s designated sniper, smiling at the no-doubt-intentional pun. “That were a piece o’ cake compared to this. I don’t think we can count on stopping all his bolt holes even if we could find ‘em. Not there. Labyrinth ain’t in it.”


“It could work if we tagged his bird. Mark, flush, snatch,” insisted Elkins. 


“How do we get someone in there to do the tagging?” McCaffrey countered. “He’s got what? A dozen vehicles? More? What’s his rotation? Schedules? How’d we hustle him into the one we want? Without real-time surveillance? Maybe he calls for a ride?” McCaffrey fanned a hand through the fog of difficulties. “We don’t know how deep his hooks go.”


“Maybe use a dragonfly to drop him?” Elkins tried again. He had persistence. “Catch him when they try to move him?”


“Been tried,” answered PFC Rachel Cates, the team’s sniper/scout and medic.


“Hasn’t about everything been tried by now?” asked Gunnery Sergeant Antoinette Lopez. “Short of an engraved invitation in Iambic pentameter.” 


“That might work,” Huron drawled. “How ‘bout it, Trin?”


Trin Wesselby did not reply but looked over at Elkins. “They used dragonflies on the Lacaille op.” She flicked a report across to the lieutenant. “We have to assume he’s primed to look for them.” 


Elkins leafed through a screen or two and closed the report without comment. 


Silence. Then PFC Kyle Argento, frankly exasperated, commented, “Is there anything this son of a bitch will stay put for and where he’s not alone?” 


Huron looked up, the story Kris had told him about her loan coming back to his ears and the blood starting to leave his cheeks. Trin noticed. 


“You have something, Huron?”


Huron looked at her woodenly. “We’ve moved a lot of air around here today but not much else. I think we should break for the PM—see if maybe we can get a different perspective tomorrow.”


*    *    *


Alone with Commander Wesselby in her private office ten minutes later, Huron shook his head. “No.” 


“Rafe, I didn’t mean send her,” Trin snapped. “Don’t be an idiot. But it’s almost the only thing that hasn’t been tried yet—”


“For damn good reasons—”


“Like we’ve never had access to the necessary insight before now.” Trin leaned back and folded her arms. “For god’s sake, Rafe. We just need the info. To evaluate this.” 


They waited out the rigid silence between them that lasted for more than a handful of tense breaths, and then Huron looked over at the time. It was just coming up on the first dogwatch. “Fine. I’ll talk to her. I’ll let you know what she says. But I’m not going to order her to do this.”


“I’ll accept that.” Another beat. “For now.”


He nodded, his expression fixed, palmed the door open and stepped through. 


Trin hesitated a moment and then followed Huron into the corridor. “Rafe?”


He turned, face still set in sour discontent. 


“Are you sure you’ve got a good handle on this?”


“Meaning what?”


Trin’s expression could have been either frustration or hurt, or some of both. “Look, you two weren’t exactly invisible on Nedaema. I’ve seen her file. She’s the best pilot candidate to come through the Academy since you, she made the Academy S&T staff look ridiculous over that stunt with the boggart, she blew Mankho’s plot without any help from us, and I’ve gone over the data dumps from the Harlot’s Ruse. Did you know she was this close”—raising her hand before her eyes with thumb and forefinger two millimeters apart—“to taking that boat down by herself? She had complete control of the environmentals and she was about to crack the jump convolver.” One corner of Trin’s mouth slanted down as she lifted an eyebrow. “And she’s drop-dead gorgeous. I mean . . . a girl like that, what’s not to like?”


“I think you left out what she did to Anton Trench.”


“Rafe . . .” Her expression softened and she put a hand on his arm. “Everyone’s objectivity has limits. Even yours.” Huron said nothing, knowing full well that there was nothing to say. Trin glanced quickly down the hall, stretched up on her toes and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Look, I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I thought I should say something . . . as your friend.” 


That cracked Huron’s stony expression. “Don’t apologize, Trin.” She settled back on her heels with a careful nod. “But if she agrees, you ask the questions. Okay?”


Trin gave his arm another squeeze. “Okay. Deal.” 


*    *    *


Twenty minutes later, Huron rang at the entrance to Kris’s quarters. As the door opened, she looked into his face and assumed a blank expression. “Yes, sir?” 


“Hi, Kris. May I come in?” 


Her lips pinched together. “Ah . . . sure.” 


Huron smiled. “No ranks during the dog watches. Navy tradition.” 


Her look became suspicious—no such tradition had been mentioned at the Academy. “Are you making that up?”


“Well, maybe it’s a very local tradition.” 


That earned a smile and she ushered him in. “Have a seat,” she offered, indicating one chair while she took another. 


“Thanks. Is Kym here?” 


“No. She’s at another orientation seminar. Be back tomorrow.” 


“How’s she handling it?” 


Kris shrugged. “Okay. This place pisses her off some, though. Did’ja wanna see her?” 


“No. I came to see you.” 


That did not appear to be a surprise. “So what is it? Did the meeting go okay?” 


His bantering smile died. “It went fine. I think we may have a shot but . . . we need more info. On Nestor Mankho.”


“Info.” She stared into his face, her eyes suddenly like yellow flint. 


“Yes.” He held her gaze; it was difficult. “That loan. You were with him for what? Two weeks?”


“Eighteen days standard. Thirteen local.”


“Okay.” His eyes slid from hers. “What we need is . . . We need to know what he’s like—and what he likes. Habits: when he eats, sleeps—does he follow a personal schedule or not? If he likes to entertain and how. Does he sleep alone? What occupies him? What’s important to him? What he allows interruptions for and especially . . . what he doesn’t.”


Kris’s eyes had gone so hard Huron thought you could strike sparks off them. “Huron, you want me to stand up in front of these people and tell them what it’s like to get fucked by Nestor Mankho. That’s it, right?”


Her look made him feel like a rapist. “Yeah . . . that’s what we need.”


“Shit.” She dropped her face into both hands and her shoulders began to shake, but she wasn’t crying. She made no noise at all. When her head came up there were no tears—just a withering coldness. “Fuck.” One syllable, very soft and impossibly savage. He saw her exhale. “Alright. When?”


“Tomorrow. Oh-eight-thirty.” 


She nodded, eyes unfocused. He rose, thanked her in a quiet voice and let himself out. 


Kris sat for long minutes, staring not at a place, but a time—a cloud of memories she’d have given anything to be rid of. How could she possibly put what happened during those days into words suitable for a briefing? She didn’t even know how she’d survived them. With Trench, when things got ugly, she had a trick of falling down—falling into herself: a cottony nothingness where the pain barely touched. She’d used it with Mankho too, especially that night he came back in such a bestial mood, but she couldn’t do it all the time.


She remembered his leer, the games he made her watch, how he’d used a neural transmitter and an array of microcams to show her things no one should ever see—the silky cold sound of his voice in her ear as he kept up a detailed running commentary, the endless supply of studs and exotics she’d performed with until he became aroused enough to join in, the hot feeling of his rough skin and calloused hands . . . The girl she’d put on a show with and what he’d done to her afterwards, making them flip a coin to see who it would be—a weighted coin, because Trench had to have her back in one piece—and what was left over and how he made her clean up the mess.  


Her stomach heaved and she bolted for the bathroom. The door was already open or she never would have made it in time. 













Chapter Twenty-Five



NAVSUR HQ

 Lunar 1, Tycho Prime

 Luna, Sol


Kris arrived for the briefing the next AM six minutes early, dressed in her best uniform. She’d put it on because she wanted to armor herself with all the formality she could get, and wearing her No.1 rig seemed like a good way to do that. Commander Wesselby was already there; she introduced herself with perfect politeness, thanked Kris for being willing to appear and showed her to a seat near the head of the table. 


Huron and Sergeant Major Yu arrived in the next minute, followed a moment later by two lieutenants Kris did not know: a slightly mousy woman and an undistinguished-looking man, rather young. He seemed to Kris to have a vaguely nervous air. When everyone had settled into their seats, Trin Wesselby stepped to the head of the table, activated the displays, introduced Kris, and after a short description of the briefing’s purpose, said, “Because of the nature of the information being presented, I’m going to establish some ground rules. First, any questions will concern generic points only and will be strictly limited to Nestor Mankho or the details of his compound and its operations. Questions about specific incidents or Ms. Kennakris’s personal history will not be made. 


“Next, the credibility of this information has been established. Do not ask for further substantiation on points presented. Finally, Ms. Kennakris has my permission not to offer amplification on any issue she does not wish to further address. In that case, please accept the answer and consider the point closed.”


She looked over the audience, paying real attention only to Lieutenant Elkins. The stern preamble had been intended for him. Huron had warned her that he was insecure in his new post and had a tendency to overreach. Satisfied that Elkins looked sufficiently impressed, she concluded her introduction. “All info presented here this AM shall be treated as eyes-only code-class ZIRKON. Commander Huron and myself will be sole key-holders. Now, unless there are any questions, we’ll get started.”


There were no questions, and Wesselby took her seat as Kris stood and stepped into her place. She had never done anything like this before yet she found herself strangely calm. It certainly helped that the group was small, and that Huron and Yu were there. Commander Wesselby seemed thoroughly professional and had an air about her that enforced the same. Only the lieutenants were an unknown quantity—Elkins especially. Lieutenant Ashley Crismon had a calm demeanor: she clearly knew her business. Elkins was still feeling his way, Kris thought. 


The very nature of the material she was to present also helped: had she been asked to address them on some pleasant, neutral topic she might well have been too nervous to speak. She’d spent the night trying to pare down the experience of those days to a cold, clinical skeleton—still horrific enough but nothing like the fleshed-out reality—and finding appropriate names for Mankho’s favored activities. The expressions slavers used—shake-n-bake, rip-rap, glory trains, triple play, cradle rocking, cut-n-run—would require explanations she didn’t want to give. If they didn’t understand the terminology she’d settled on (some from medical references and some from elsewhere), they could damn well look it up for themselves.


If that effort had robbed her of sleep, it’d also bought some vital distance, and she knew exactly what she intended to say. Speaking without notes, she began, very formally and consciously imitating the mien of her favorite instructors. 


“Officers, Sergeant Major, regarding my information on Nestor Mankho, there are two things that need to be emphasized up front. First, this info is almost two years old, so I’m going to limit my remarks to habits and characteristics that seem unlikely to have changed since then. Next, the period of observation”—she’d chosen the phrase deliberately—“was thirteen local days, so what I have to say is based on one episode and can’t be considered comprehensive. I’ll do my best to answer questions on the understanding that my observations may be obsolete or atypical.” 


She paused to see how this was received, and perceiving polite acceptance, launched into her main line. “Nestor Mankho is a voyeur and a sexual sadist. He thinks he’s a showman. He likes Old Earth European replicas, especially Baroque.” She’d looked up the name of the style—which he had copied exactly, from the gilded furniture to the brocade bed hangings and the overwrought paintings—and made sure she knew how to pronounce it correctly. “He likes to stage what he calls productions, which feature men, woman and exotics. He does not himself engage initially. He may, in fact, wait a day, or even two . . .” She went on to describe some of his favorite activities, hurrying a little. The expressions on the faces of her audience showed her when comprehension set in: Commander Wesselby first, Elkins last—though it was clear Lieutenant Crismon was getting quite the education too. Only Wesselby never betrayed any emotion beyond a particular chill in her light-colored eyes. Kris was certain the commander knew precisely what she was talking about, and wondered how the small woman might have come by that knowledge. 


“He’ll switch between caring and sadistic—you never know what you’re going to get or when he might change his mind.” She paused, having come to the end of her prepared remarks and aware she’d neglected to think of a wrap-up. 


“So any operator we insert can expect to endure sexual torture?” Commander Wesselby asked after the pause had stretched out for a few seconds.


“Yes ma’am, but not necessarily right away. He likes to make new slaves watch for a while—a day or two maybe—as a softening-up routine. It’s a sort of psychological torture, really.”


“Does this typically occur under restraint?” 


“If you mean bound, ma’am, occasionally—for fun. He always has muscle with him.” 


“Can you say anything about how he selects those whom he subjects to this psychological softening-up routine and those he doesn’t?”


“He doesn’t like to start in on top-tier girls right away. He takes his time with them—it’s the others he’ll work over from the beginning.” 


“Top-tier—is that a formal classification?”


“No, ma’am. It’s more her reputation . . . sales history, stuff like that. It’s pretty subjective.”


“So, Ms. Kennakris, it sounds like the ratio of psychological to physical methods used goes up if the subject is highly valued. Did I infer that correctly?” 


“Well . . . sort of, ma’am. He does use psych methods more on top-tier girls—it’s more of a game-type thing with him—but that doesn’t mean that he does less physical stuff. Except for actual maiming. He isn’t going to seriously maim a top-tier girl. Not normally.” 


It took some moments for this to sink in. Kris watched as they all jotted down notes. Huron, Commander Wesselby and Sergeant Major Yu exchanged a significant look. Crismon’s face was grim and Elkins appeared to be even more out of his depth. Then Yu spoke. 


“How often are these activities fatal to the subjects?”


Something lurched deep behind her solar plexus. “Well, he had them strangle this girl slow while he fuc—” Her teeth clicked as her mouth snapped shut and she shot Huron and a panicky, pleading glance. 


“That’s quite alright, Midshipman,” he said calmly. “Please carry on.”


Kris swallowed the acid burning her throat. “Yessir.”


“It that a common activity?” Yu asked, his voice utterly flat and precisely controlled. 


“Ah . . . I—I only saw it the one time, sir.”


That look cycled between the three of them again, but with a new cast to it. 


From her end of the table, Commander Wesselby said, “Ms. Kennakris, if you feel this—”


“It’s—alright, ma’am,” Kris interrupted hurriedly, trying frantically to shake off the memory. Inhaling deeply, she closed her eyes for a moment and with a great conscious effort calmed her mind, reaching inward for that special healing stillness, and when she opened them, her face relaxed. 


“I’m afraid I haven’t answered your question, sir”—addressing herself now to Sergeant Major Yu. “He does go through a lot of slaves but I think that’s mostly . . .” She hunted for a word—the slaver phrase tear & wear didn’t seem appropriate—and finally decided on “attrition. Yes, he will sometimes kill slaves during his games but I don’t know how often, and as far as I know only meat. He keeps a lot of meat, mostly for his muscle—his troops, I mean—but once they get to be what they call leftovers—”


“How do you know what’s meat?” Elkins broke in. “Is that a subjective measure too?”


Kris pinned him with a glare that had him shrinking back in his seat. “Excuse me, sir. It’s not what. It’s who.” Elkins got even smaller. “And meat is a grade. There are four: prime, utility grade, service grade—those are specialists, people with tech skills—and meat. They barcode meat. It’s rude to mark prime merchandise.”


Lieutenant Elkins nodded and cleared his throat. Nodded again. 


“Thank you, Ms. Kennakris,” Commander Wesselby said, shooting Elkins a look that warned him it might be better for him not to open his mouth again once he got his foot out of it. “So if we assign an operative, we have to be sure that she doesn’t become classified as . . . meat?”


“That’s right, ma’am.”


“And who decides?”


“A grader does, ma’am—it’s a guild. You can sell ungraded slaves but it’s risky. It’s not just about looks: health, mentality, resilience, docility, skills . . . lots of things count. Graders assess all that. And they’ll guarantee a clean title too.” 


“Clean title?” Lieutenant Crismon asked. “Is that to make sure it’s not an escaped slave or something?”


“Oh, that doesn’t happen very often, ma’am. It’s usually money stuff—liens, unreported shares . . . partner deals. Stuff like that.” 


“Liens . . .” Huron muttered under his breath. Then: “Do they keep a central registry or database where this data is recorded?” A central database could be a major issue unless they could get into it. That could take months . . .


“I don’t know, sir. I never heard of one—there weren’t any hooks to anything like that in the ship’s databases. Maybe the big houses have something. I don’t know.”


“How do they check then?” asked Crismon. She seemed to want something new to think about. 


“Well, ma’am . . . I’m not exactly sure. Usually the grader knows the seller; he’ll have his regular clients and he can check with other graders, especially in his guild house. If a slave isn’t clean or the original bill of sale isn’t straight, he’ll probably hear.”


“So it’s mainly informal then,” Commander Wesselby put in.


“Yes, ma’am. As far as I saw.”


She looked over at Huron. “We’ll have to confirm that, to be sure. We can’t have our operative failing a check if they do run a registry.” Huron gave her a nod and she turned back to Kris. “What’s the mechanism for all this? If this system is run in a mostly informal way, how is the guarantee made?”


“Usually, the grader posts a bond. Then he charges the buyer for bond insurance. If a legit claim is made, the bond pays it.” 


“I see.”  As the commander made a note, Kris saw her mouth the words bond insurance. 


“Ah, ma’am?” Kris was getting antsy. “There’s a draft report on all this. It’s almost ready. You could speak to Commander Huron about getting an advance copy.”


“Yes . . .” She jotted another note. “We are getting a little far afield. So, back to the operator. It’s obviously critical that she match his criteria for a favored slave. Can you offer any . . . insight on what’s typical of Mankho’s favored slaves?”


“Well, ma’am . . .” Kris took a deep breath. “It’s hard to say. Guys like that get bored easily. And it’s been years. But yes, from what I saw, the ones he kept around—treated well—they were a couple of types.” Her voice caught for a moment before going on. “He had a few tall girls on the pale side, though I didn’t see any blonds—only brunettes with lighter eyes. What I think he liked about them was the contrast. His regular girls were short—he liked short. Dark hair, tanned. Young looking; real pretty although he didn’t seem to go for the—um—stylish types . . . Good curves but not heavy or slack—he had a couple of athletes, I saw. And, ah . . .” She let the sentence trail off. 


“Athletes?” Sergeant Major Yu asked. “Do you recall what sort?”


“Well, one girl was into judo—he made me spar with her. The winner would . . .” She crushed that thought. 


“How good was she?” 


“Decent, sir. I think.” 


“Who won?” Yu had taught her unarmed combat: he knew exactly what Kris could do and could use that knowledge to gauge her opponent’s ability. 


“I did—barely.” 


Yu gestured at Huron and Wesselby and all three nodded. Lieutenants Crismon and Elkins were not included. Commander Wesselby said it first. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 


From their expressions, it was clear that they were. Kris hadn’t a clue. 


Wesselby returned her attention to Kris. “Ms. Kennakris. I’m going to show you images of a few of our operators that I think best match your criteria. Could you please indicate those who would meet Nestor Mankho’s tastes—as you understand them—if there are any?”


“Certainly, ma’am.” 


When the images appeared on-screen, Kris scanned them quickly, trying not to think why she was doing it. Any would probably do, but the fourth especially caught her eye. The woman had a young, heart-shaped face with short, lustrous black hair, huge dark almond-shaped eyes and an absurdly cute pouting mouth. Dressed in a tight black exercise rig, Kris saw that she had moderate breasts, a tiny waist, full hips and unmistakable muscles, although they were sleek, not at all bulky. The woman also appeared to be quite short. There was a sparkle in her eye that belied her otherwise serious expression, and Kris got an overall impression of latent ferocity, as if she was the prettiest predator you could ever hope to meet. Mankho liked that in his women: it excited him to play with dangerous toys—as long as he stayed in control. As long as he thought he was in control.


Kris selected the image and highlighted it. “Her. Definitely her.” 


All three of them gave the impression of expecting that result. 


“Vasquez.” They said it almost together and their tone expressed a great deal more than might be expected for a mere two syllables. 


The commander blanked the image. “That was very informative, Ms, Kennakris. One last question. Has Nestor Mankho any significant peculiarities, outside of what you have just described to us?” 


“Ah—I’m not sure what you mean by significant peculiarities, ma’am.”


“Habits, phobias—things that govern how he acts or reacts. I believe you mentioned to Commander Huron that he is severely claustrophobic.” 


“Um . . . well, he hates needles. Knives too. Sharp objects in general, I guess. Won’t let any of his people carry ‘em. I heard the thought of surgery really freaks him out.” 


“Most interesting.” Commander Wesselby began to gather her materials together. “I think it’s time we took a break. We’ll reconvene back here at 1330. Ms. Kennakris”—she gave Kris a nod—“I want to thank you for your contributions. I understand this was very far from easy. I’m going to ask you to attend this PM’s session—a few people from different organizations will be joining—civilians—and they are not aware of the nature of your involvement in this matter. I intend to keep it that way.”


“Thank you, ma’am.” 


“Then we will see you at 1330, Ms. Kennakris.” 


As Kris left the room, Lieutenant Crismon following, Huron turned to Elkins. “Lieutenant, would you mind going downstairs and getting a copy of Ms. Kennakris’s draft report for the commander? It’s not in the system yet, but if they look under my sigfile, they’ll find it.” 


The set of his mouth made it clear that Elkins didn’t appreciate being the commander’s errand boy but he couldn’t very well object, so he said, “Not at all, sir” and stood up to leave with as much bad grace as he thought he could get away with. 


When the door closed behind him, Trin looked over at Huron. “I see what you mean,” she said. “I thought Elkins was going to have a coronary.” 


“Daggers weren’t in it,” added Yu with a grin. “Since when did midshipmen start running staff meetings?”


Huron chuckled. “Maybe that’s why they abolished the rank.” 


After lunch, they were joined by Mick Quennell, another man from his shop named Keith Rosen and a third named Ezzard Klein, whose affiliation was not stated. Quennell and Rosen, with their thinning long hair, day-old stubble and rumpled attire, adhered to the stereotype of a cloistered tech almost to absurdity, as if they dressed each AM according to a manual. Klein was of a wholly different animal, laid-back and very sure of himself, and he smiled to excess.  


Commander Wesselby introduced the newcomers and gave them a preamble setting limits on the topics and questions. Kris was not mentioned this time. She hunched in the back willing herself to invisibility, as the commander finished: “Our goal here is to assess whether we can realistically place an operator within Nestor Mankho’s personal compound and if she could sufficiently control events to allow our team to extract him.” She paused. “This is perhaps the most challenging environment we have ever encountered, and you are all aware of the previous failure on Lacaille. So the risks here are extreme—especially to any operator we assign. Now I’m going to summarize what we have so far, but keep the level of risk in mind when you consider your input.” 


The summary was admirably concise, condensing the essence of all Kris had told them into a few short minutes. The possibility of using Vasquez was introduced last.


“Just one point,” Lieutenant Elkins spoke up when she was done. It was obvious from his tone that he was trying to redeem himself. “Corporal Vasquez is a three-time All-Forces Unarmed Combat Champion. That’s earned her some notoriety. How confident are we that Mankho’s organization hasn’t cracked our profiles and could recognize who she really is?”


Trin Wesselby took a breath before answering. She hadn’t shared her suspicions with anyone in the room except Huron, and the point was an unsettling one. Huron hadn’t reacted to the question, except that his gaze was now rather chillier. 


“That would imply a serious and far-reaching breach of our overall security,” she said carefully. “If we consider it a realistic possibility, we need to make our case directly to GS2.3 and CNO. If not, we go forward and plan accordingly.” 


Elkins subsided, but not all the way. “What about the possibility of doing a visosculpt or something? Do we have time for that?”


From the back, Kris abandoned her attempt at being undetectable. “Excuse me, ma’am?”


Commander Wesselby turned toward her. “Yes, Midshipman? Have you something to add?”


“Yes, ma’am. That would be a really bad idea.” All eyes around the table fixed on her and she cleared her throat. “They—ah . . . check real carefully for re-gen marks—big buyers hate ‘em. You’ll never get a girl through like that—they’ll spot her as a knockoff right away.” 


Huron, Wesselby, Lieutenant Crismon, and Yu shared a collective exhalation; Quennell, Klein and Rosen regarded her with new interest. Elkins stared straight ahead, doing his best not to look picked on again.  


It took a moment for the mood in the room to recover, and the brainstorming that followed made Kris blanch almost as much as poor Elkins had during that AM’s briefing, as the three civilians brought up and sifted a compendium of dirty tricks, nasty surprises, and ethically dubious remedies. 


It made her stomach turn, though, when Rosen suggested, “What if we give her a shot of androhalynene? With thirty-six hours for it to build up in her mucosa, it’d give him all the symptoms of a scary-ass heart attack about twenty minutes after he initiates sex with her, whether he’s using a barrier or not—unless it’s a damn special one—and provided he has a Y-chromosome, of course.”


And when someone else—Kris thought it was Klein—muttered that Vasquez would hardly need androhalynene to induce a heart attack in any man she had sex with, she excused herself and left the room.


Huron found her in the head, splashing cold water on her face. She looked sideways at him: disgust bordering on loathing. Reaching for a towel, she just held it for a moment, and then dropped her gaze back to the metal sink. 


“That’s some fucked-up shit you guys think of.” 


“Klein was out of line. In about an hour, it’ll occur to him that Vasquez might become aware of his remark.” 


“And if she did?” Kris straightened and began scrubbing her face with the rough towel.


“She’d probably just laugh. But Klein doesn’t know that—he only knows her by her reputation. And she knows where he works. He may not be sleeping too well for a while.” 


Kris threw the towel at the laundry chute. “Who is this Vasquez person? They talked about her back on Deimos too, especially after she won the last tournament.”


“One of Yu’s people.” 


“And he’d send her off to someone like Mankho?”


“She’d volunteer.” 


“Fuckin’ stupid,” Kris snapped. “You’re not really gonna do this, are you? You—she . . . you guys got no fuckin’ idea what you’re getting into.”


“She defeated Yu in the finals. Doesn’t that tell you something?”


“In a sporting event.” 


“I guess you didn’t watch it then.”


Her eyes went to slits as she clamped her lips over whatever retort she was about to make.


“Okay, maybe we don’t know. But Mankho certainly wouldn’t have any idea what he’s getting into. If you ever meet her, you’ll understand.” 


Kris leaned back over the sink, silent. 


“Look, Kris . . . we’re close to done here. It’s not really necessary for you to—”


She shot him a vicious look. “I’m not copping out on this.” 


That brought Trin’s words back like a slap. Maybe he was losing his objectivity. 
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“Look,” Huron said again, the frustration mounting in his voice, “if we can’t identify a reliable, secure covert comms scheme, this whole plan is pointless.” He leaned back and put one boot up against the briefing table. He didn’t like the idea—none of them did—and he was tired. They were all tired. 


Mick Quennell leaned his arms on the table, over which was spread everything they knew about Nestor Mankho and most of what they’d learned about slaver operations in the last few days. “The comms themselves aren’t the problem. We can give her a new freckle, we can tattoo a transponder on her eyelid—we can do any damn thing. But we don’t know what we’re up against.” He swept his hand across the charts. “If they have the right scanning equipment, they can find anything. If we know what they have, we can beat it. But all this—this doesn’t help much. The guy’s paranoid, he’s connected and he’s got Halith tech support.” He slumped back in his chair. “If they’ve got it, don’t we have to assume he has it?”


They’d been going around on this for a while now, partly because cove-ops people and tech analysts didn’t really speak the same language. Huron couldn’t blame him for sounding exasperated.


“So your bottom line is that there’s no point in talking about a solution unless we can give you a more specific target to work against.”


“That’s right,” Quennell said, sounding relieved that someone finally got it. “There’s no generic eight-seven percent solution here. Maybe sixty, but I wouldn’t stick my neck out even on that.” 


“Co-opting their surveillance nets might be the most viable option,” Lieutenant Elkins offered. “We can almost certainly get in.”


Quennell gave the young man a quizzical look. “What’s she gonna do? Blink Morse code into the surveillance video?”


Elkins was about to reply but Yu, who’d hardly said anything the whole meeting, spoke first. “We can’t guarantee she will be in range of a surveillance unit when we need it. I’m not sending one of my people in without a lifeline we control. I don’t care what she says.” He spoke with great finality and Elkins subsided. Huron found himself intensely amused that Yu had just implied Corporal Vasquez might be human, after all. 


“Okay,” he said, letting a glimmer of that amusement show through, “I suggest we—” His xel beeped and he looked down to see Kris hailing him. He tapped ACCEPT. “Yes, Kennakris?” 


“I’ve got that report you asked for, sir.” 


It took Huron a moment to remember which report she was referring to. “Thanks. Would you mind bringing it down here to Briefing 5?” 


“Not at all, sir.”


“Thank you.” He cut the connection. “Anyway, as I was—”


“Does she know anything about this guy’s scanning tech?” Quennell asked abruptly. That got him a pointed frown from Huron. He seemed surprised by the reaction. “Well, I understand she hacked the hell out of that boat’s systems—had the environmentals doing a jig.”


Elkins shook his head, confused. “Who are we talking about?”


“Midshipman Kennakris,” Huron answered. 


“The one . . . the one who briefed us on . . .” Elkins stopped, the tips of his ears starting to show pink. “I wasn’t aware . . .”


“Most aren’t,” Huron said, wondering how Quennell found out. Before he could say anything else the door opened and admitted the briefer herself. Stepping into the room, Kris saw the occupants looking at her in a way that made her distinctly uncomfortable. Huron forced a smile. 


“Take a seat, Midshipman. We have a couple of questions.”


“Yes, sir,” she replied cautiously, sliding into the chair at the foot of the table. “Oh—here’s the report, sir.” She put the sheaf of hardcopy on the table and pushed it towards him. The charts obediently reshuffled themselves so as not to be obscured. 


“Thanks,” Huron said, picking it up and sliding it into a folder without looking at it. “Mr. Quennell, would you briefly explain the problem?”


Brevity was not one of Quennell’s strong points. Kris listened as he began his discourse on cove-com and scanning tech, link equations and probabilities. Finally, swallowing her dismay that they were seriously considering this scheme at all, she interrupted. 


“I’m sorry, but why don’t you just tag her?”


Quennell looked blank. “Do what?” 


Kris scanned the faces around the table. Elkins seemed to be even more clueless than Quennell, but Yu and Huron were suddenly alert. “She’s pretty enough—tag her. There wouldn’t be anything weird about it. I mean if a chip is supposed to be there, then a scan finding it doesn’t matter . . . does it?” 


“I’m not sure we quite follow, Ms. Kennakris,” Huron explained. “Some people get tagged?” 


“Yeah,” Kris answered, oddly disconcerted they didn’t know. “You haven’t run into this?”


“Not that I know of.” He was tapping his xel. “These tags—they’re tracking devices?”


“Uh huh.” Kris took a breath. “I’ve heard they do other . . . stuff—too.” 


“And who gets them?”


“Top-tier girls . . . you know—the special ones.” She didn’t want to use the term captain’s bitch in this company. Huron understood. 


Quennell was looking intently at her. “How big are these tags? They’re O-chips, right?”


“Yeah. They’re about like this.” Kris held her hand up, thumb and forefinger a few millimeters apart. 


“That large?”


“Yeah,” she answered, vaguely defensive—what was weird about that? They knew slavers didn’t use new-gen technology. 


“Well, that’s huge!” Quennell threw his hands in the air, happy for the first time that day. “We can do anything with that! Even if they scan the chip itself, we can easily disguise our circuits. They’d have to know almost exactly what to look for to detect them.” He smiled at the table in general, then came back to Kris. “So where do they put these things?”


“Umm . . .” Kris tapped her cheek. “This is the most common place.” 


“Nice and simple,” Quennell said happily. 


Huron, watching Kris, twitched the left side of his mouth. 


“But,” she continued slowly, “if the owner is a real bastard—excuse me, sir—he’ll do a labial tag.” That wiped the smile off Quennell’s face. “It means . . . They think it’s funny.” 


Kris couldn’t tell what Quennell was thinking, but Elkins just seemed even more embarrassed. Kris wondered if he’d somehow gotten the wrong idea about what covert ops might entail. Only Huron seemed to have followed her thought. Shifting in his chair he said, “So if a girl shows up with a labial tag, they’re unlikely to be suspicious.”


Kris nodded. “They do worry about CFCs—I mean, plants—being run past them.” She dropped her eyes at the slip of the tongue: CFC was slaver shorthand for counterfeit cunt, but she hoped they didn’t know that. “But—yeah . . . a low-chipped girl with a clean bill of sale, there’s almost no chance they’d suspect that.” 


Huron settled slowly back, looking satisfied, but Quennell had just discovered the fly in his ointment. “So . . . if we didn’t know about these things, where are we gonna get one to copy?” He eyed Kris. She didn’t think he was leering, but the glare she gave him made sure. Then she looked down the table at Huron, who was watching her impassively. 


“Kym has one.”


*    *    *


“Damn, will you look at this thing?” Quennell had the schematic of the organic nanochip they’d recovered from Kym up on his console and Huron was looking at it. He just had no idea what he was seeing. “Looks like Kennakris was right about these things being more than just tracking devices. We never recovered one before?” 


“I searched the database,” Huron said. “Looks like a few have been found, years ago. Nothing recent, and the ones we found weren’t elaborate.”


“Maybe this is the super-deluxe model.” He circled part of the schematic with his stylus. “Lookie here—know what this is?” The question was clearly rhetorical and Huron didn’t bother to respond. “Nanocyte reservoir. Seeded with a couple of paralytics—not lethal, as near as I can tell, but one of them . . .” He shook his head. “Major neurotransmitter tweak. Can’t imagine how that would feel.” Huron, trying not to, felt a tightness in his gut. “Programmable—can set it to perimeter, distance, environmental . . . even biometrics.”


“Biometrics?”


“Yeah—in case they get frisky with the staff, I guess.” 


Huron muttered something harsh under his breath. 


“Over here, we have the logs.” Quennell brought them up and started scrolling. “See? Transponder queries, tracking, arming logs, activation logs . . . looks like she was a good girl.” Huron shot him a look but then saw the sarcasm that twisted Quennell’s expression. “Sales and transfers—only the two owners—health records . . . she had the flu when they picked her up—hmm, must’ve uploaded that later. Oh, they built in a contraceptive implant. How thoughtful.” 


Damn, Huron thought. They’d have to check Vasquez for that too. What else hadn’t they thought of yet? He blew out a breath and shook his head. 


“ . . . the works. Pretty good security too—especially for the arming system. It’s code-locked and uses biometrics. Guess it would really suck if somebody hacked your girl.” 


Huron did not mistake his tone this time. “Is that why it wasn’t triggered when we got her?” 


“Probably. Maybe the owner got dead before he could arm it.”


“So there’s no dead-man switch on this thing?”


“Dunno—haven’t been through the menus that far.” 


“Yeah.” Huron was glad when Quennell blanked the display. “So you can copy it?” 


“Oh hell yes—the technology’s at least three generations back. Have to have the foundry rough it up a bit, just in case they do scan it. And we’ll have plenty of room for our special features too.”


“Have to create all the logs, don’t we?”


“Do these guys keep a central database or something? If not, that shouldn’t be too hard. If so, we’re gonna have to get creative.” 


“We’re looking into that.” 


“Beyond that, I don’t see any issues. Take a few days.” Quennell looked over at Huron and leaned back in his chair, fingers laced. “But y’know . . . I thought I’d seen some fucked-up shit in this job. But this . . .” He didn’t finish the thought. He didn’t need to. 
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Quennell had sandbagged his estimate. Within forty-eight hours, the new organochip was delivered, tested, approved and fitted. Its reservoirs contained stimulants, painkillers, and lethal nanocytes that guaranteed a painless check-out and a sanitized corpse, if it came to that. The special features were tongue switch, blink switch, and biometrically triggered, and there was a low-power UWB symbol-based neural transponder with a voice circuit for dire emergencies. 


Vasquez embarked on a stealth corvette bound for Outremeria, there to intercept a slaver packet on its way to Rephidim with Mankho’s latest purchases. (Trolling the dark clouds had panned out, at least in this regard: Trin’s bots had cracked a bundle of VPNs slavers used to make their logistical arrangements.) Where Trin had obtained the stealth corvette’s crew, those who were aware she’d hired them had the sense not to ask. All that mattered was that they were fully equipped to deal with the slavers on the packet, and by the time they arrived to make delivery, they’d be able to impersonate them down to their accents and favorite foods. 


Thirty-six hours later, CAT 5 was loading their gear into another corvette whose stealthy character was of an entirely different nature. She was the League Hired Craft Flechette, and by a sudden twist, her owner was also preparing to board. Kris had made up her mind shortly after arriving at Luna that she did indeed want to purchase the yar little boat, if that was possible. It was, though at the last minute, the Admiralty adjustors balked at selling it to her for scrap value. That would have killed the deal, but for the fact that CAT 5 discovered the need for a fast, unattributable and readily available means of transport. 


The original plan had been to employ another stealth corvette, but no vessel was perfectly stealthy, especially in low orbit, so the team would have to deploy from an assault shuttle—a risky proposition. During the Lacaille operation, the Nedaeman corvette had been detected and unhappily, they lacked a firm estimate of Tirana’s surveillance capabilities: they might be as good as Lacaille’s, or even better. On the other hand, a slaver entering a system much frequented by slavers (and few others) was only to be expected, and what better way to impersonate a slaver boat than to use a real one? 


So the deal went through, at slightly below market value, and a little later that PM, Kris inked a contract to hire the craft back to PLE-SOCOM (Pleiades Special Operations Command, under whose auspices the mission was being run) on generous terms for a Terran month, fully indemnified and with a guaranteed option of extending it another thirty days. Thus, the CEF was spared risking a very expensive bit of hardware, and Kris left the table with a new corvette and some additional padding in her bank accounts. That night, a team of carefully chosen engineers set about adding clamps for an assault shuttle and tweaking its grav-plant profile and electronic signatures on the off chance someone on Rephidim might have the ill-fated Chiller Down in a database. 


That Kris was going to accompany CAT 5 on her own boat was the result of developments that began when Mariwen’s brother had interrupted their meeting to hand Huron a chip. Antoine Rathor worked for the Office of TransStellar Issues, the Terran security organization that dealt with smuggling, slaving and terrorism by non-state actors. No official conduit existed for sharing information between a Terran security department and PLE-SOCOM (or anyone in the CEF), but where officialdom failed, personal ties might suffice, especially when a retired Speaker was involved, and CNO had provided an MOU with conveniently vague wording. 


The chip was a dump of all the info OTI had on Mankho and his known associates, and Antoine Rathor had also privately communicated to Huron during their brief conversation that they expected an update from a trusted source ‘very shortly’. In this case, very shortly was the AM before Kris finalized the purchase of Flechette, and the update was that since the Lacaille raid, Mankho had started using doubles. As Kris had told them, Mankho had a horror of surgery, denying him biosculpting as an option to confound his enemies, but creating doubles was almost as good—in some ways, perhaps better—and he had no lack of ‘raw material’ to work with. 


How many doubles had not been ascertained, nor the exact whereabouts of all of them, but the source was confident that a number were with him on Rephidim. A good double could deceive any casual observer and even most acquaintances, and Corporal Vasquez had only imagery to go on. But no double could deceive someone who knew the subject intimately: the way they walked and stood and moved, their expressions and how they gestured when they spoke, could never be perfectly copied. And Kris, although she’d been in Mankho’s company for just less than two local weeks, knew him as few people did, and in ways fewer still would forget, even if they lacked Kris’s highly retentive memory. 


That attaching her to the operation was the obvious solution did not mean it was a simple or easy one. Kris was not close to being field rated: what she knew of ground combat consisted of her unarmed combat training and the introductory small arms classes she’d taken. About such things as deploying from orbit, covert reconnaissance, small unit infantry tactics, fireteam drills and the myriad other operational details CATs took for granted, she had no clue. The expected length of the transit—two Terran weeks—was precious little time to polish what skills she had. 


It was, however, more than no time, and she would not be called on to do much more than keep up, stay low, and follow orders. She would also have to understand a few of the rudiments of what CATs did and how, but as for that, a willing mind could achieve surprising results in fourteen days. 


Whether they were dealing with a willing mind or a reluctant one was unclear. Since returning from the Hydra, Kris had become even more withdrawn. When Huron met privately with Yu, neither of them were under any illusions about the risks of bringing her on the mission. But they also knew they were facing a digital choice: there was just no fallback at this point. Without Kris to finger Mankho, they would have to scrub. So they weighed the risks and resolved to approach her, though Huron waited until after the purchase of Flechette was wrapped up to do it. In spite of her evident pleasure at the deal, she acquiesced with a look so wooden as to give him pause—an unconsidered decision, almost, as if accepting the inevitable. 


The extent to which Huron or Yu guessed what lay behind the stolid expression and stiff, clipped response they did not advertise, but they certainly didn’t think it was trepidation, and they were right. What Kris’s sullen manner had previously attempted to mask was a seething frustration that, having found Mankho—having had to recall and explain all he’d said and done to her, down to the feel of his skin and the way he smelled when he got excited—she was to be left behind, consigned to the sidelines, an impotent distant spectator, while people with no personal stake in the issue did the real work. 


As the days crawled by, her desire to be in at the kill hardened into a need, a physical pain deep in her core that she tried to keep off her face but couldn’t keep out of her voice, leading to short, sharp answers and failing to meet people’s eyes. 


What she endeavored to conceal now—a more difficult thing by far—was the surge of elation she’d felt when Huron broached the possibility of bringing her along, an emotion beyond anything in her experience. The echoes were with her still, and the trepidation she did feel—that if they knew, they might have second thoughts and leave her behind, after all—made for an unhealthy brew, always just below a boil. 


And they might have—Kris had no idea, for they were determined to be as impenetrable as she—but they also might not. They knew, to a degree she did not appreciate, that when infiltrating Hell, bringing a native guide along could make all the difference. 


*    *    *


Not fully aware of her new status as a native guide, Kris sealed her bag, a smaller bag than usual because it contained only her personal effects (her uniforms and other kit had already been sent ahead), and took it out into the main living area where Kym was looking at the console with an expression of settled discontent. Dropping it by the entrance, Kris tried to think of something appropriate to say. 


In point of fact, she’d been trying to think of something appropriate to say since she started packing. In the past few weeks, Kris had come to realize she liked Kym—liked her a lot—and this was where they would part ways. Until now, Kris’s life had not afforded many opportunities for saying goodbye, and never with someone she actually liked. She had some vague ideas on the subject, mostly gleaned from old video entertainments: the goodbyes were always heartfelt and rather overlong, and no matter how final they were presented as being, some glaringly improbable circumstance always seemed to bring the principals back together at the end. How exactly this mapped to real life, Kris didn’t know, but she had a strong suspicion that it didn’t. 


“How’s it going?” she asked—a feeble attempt at buying a few more moments. “Finding anything?”


Kym shrugged. She’d been getting info from the placement center in the Office of Colonial Affairs’ Repatriation Bureau for the past week on resettlement options, and while she studied them all diligently, so far none had any degree of appeal. This was hardly surprising: the Bureau’s matching algorithms were not well adapted to someone of Kym’s background. 


Fortunately, there was no hurry. The exception decree they’d applied for had been granted to the extent of providing placement assistance, and that carried with it a small payment, good for about three-month’s living expenses. Commander Wesselby had arranged for a more generous ex gratia payment through PLESIG, which Huron’s father had then augmented with a disbursement from some particular funds within Terran intelligence that he retained a degree of control over. 


Between them, those payments approximately equaled the repatriation settlement Kym could have expected if she were a League citizen, but the total was, in fact, somewhat more. This was because Kris, in ignorance of the particulars of those disbursements, had arranged for Kym to receive a modest monthly stipend, paid for out of the proceeds of her own prudently invested repatriation funds. The end result of all this benevolence was not to make Kym rich (though indeed it added up to wealth far beyond any thoughts she may have had), but to give her a long breathing space before committing herself to anything. Kris knew, of course, that Kym, while deeply appreciative of the kindness she was being shown, wasn’t so much interested in breathing space as not living on a moon. She hoped this wouldn’t incline Kym to be overly hasty. 


Wanting to put the best possible face on it, Kris said, “Well, you’ve got plenty of time. This place is leased through the end of next month—it’s all paid up. No worries.” She had already explained that, but given her own unfamiliarity with financial matters and the sometimes embarrassing episodes it had caused (and continued to cause, if the truth be told), she wasn’t sure it had really sunk in. 


“I know that”—pointedly informing her that it had, indeed. “An’ I’m gonna pay you.” 


“Kym, it’s already paid—”


“You paid it,” Kym insisted, firing a scowl over her shoulder. “You’re bein’ too nice again.”


“Yeah. Okay.” 


“How much?”


Kris stepped to the console, leaned over Kym’s shoulder and opened her accounts screen. She showed Kym the bank draft for the lease amount and what the remainder came to. Kym, lips compressed into a studious frown, opened her own accounts, and under Kris’s guidance, stroked the funds across.


“There,” Kym pronounced with great satisfaction. 


“Yeah. Thanks. Um—” Kris checked her xel. It was getting late. “I—ah—gotta go. You take care of yourself, okay?”


Returning to the entryway, she leaned down for her bag and heard the sound of Kym practically flinging herself out of the chair barely in time to brace for the impact. Kym’s slim arms came crushingly around her waist and Kym’s face was mashed into her breast. 


“Gonna come back, right?” A softly piercing voice, muffled by the cloth of her fatigues. 


In her hurry of spirits, Kris wondered if Kym could have possibly forgotten that after this op, she was returning directly to the Academy and wouldn’t leave it again until the end of the next term, seven months from now. 


“Um—not here—” 


“I don’t mean that.” Kym cut off her faltering response with a look in her startling green eyes that was almost fierce. “You’re gonna—gonna be careful out there, right? You’re gonna come back. You’re not gonna do nothin—” White teeth worried at her trembling lower lip. “Ya gotta come back. ‘Kay?”


“Kym,” Kris began, feeling more acutely self-conscious than she could ever remember being. “I’m just goin’ along as an observer. Nothin’s gonna happen. A’course, I’m comin’ back.” 


“Promise me,” Kym whispered intensely. 


“Yeah. Okay. Promise.”


The arms around her waist eased their grip. Kris picked up her bag as her diaphragm was finally allowed to draw in a deeper breath. Cycling the entrance open, she stepped through and then put her hand over the jamb. 


“Look. Maybe I’ll see you again someday.” It was one of the most painfully ridiculous things she’d ever said, and Kym, who seemed to know that as well as she did, just nodded. With an uneasy, artificial smile, she dipped her chin in answer, and turned to go. 


“Kris?” 


Half against her will, she paused and looked back. Kym was wedged there in the entryway, holding the door open.


“Remember?”


Her throat closed up around whatever she was going to say. She nodded again. Looking down, Kym let the door go and disappeared inside. Kris stood for another moment, surveying the white blankness of the closed entrance. She shifted her bag to her shoulder, turned, and left.













Chapter Twenty-Eight



The Octagon

 League Capitol Complex, Nereus, Mars


As Corporal Vasquez, her crew of would-be slavers, and a crew of authentic slavers on the evocatively named packet Miss Goodnight all hurried to their appointment with destiny at Outremeria, and CAT 5 journeyed to their own rendezvous, in this case with LSS Kestrel at a dismal patch of vacuum off the transit lanes between Mantua and Knydos, the Plenary Council sat in earnest deliberation on the question of invoking the ultimatum, held in abeyance these past months. Most earnest deliberations, and occasionally acrimonious too, as when the Commerce Secretary got nasty and the Secretary of the Navy got sore, and the Speaker had to call a recess for an hour to let tempers cool. 


In the end, none of that heat made it into the final outcome: a statement carefully couched in tones of sorrow more than anger, requiring the Bannerman government to surrender either the named parties or all information that might tend towards aiding the apprehension of same, and a few more minor clauses, within 2,592,000 seconds of the stated GAT date-time group. Speaker Gauthier duly informed the Bannerman ambassador the next morning of the Council’s action, and had a hardcopy of the ultimatum hand delivered under the Council’s official seal. She also sent around her private fig-leaf-bearing emissaries to assure the ambassador that a face-saving compromise was still possible, if wiser heads could but seize it.  


The mixed messages muddied the waters wonderfully, which delighted the Bannerman ambassador, who undertook to muddy them even more. In public, he was bombastically defiant; in private, he scrutinized the offered fig leaf carefully, talked soothingly, and forbore to seize it. The two and a half million seconds allowed for an answer (a Terran month) was predicated on the communications delays involved, and the Bannerman ambassador played both his public and private roles to the hilt while waiting for his government to respond. 


Nor was the Speaker idle. She sent to the Halith ambassador as well, assuring him this was purely a matter of combating terrorism, nothing more—his government need not feel the slightest concern—it was, after all, to everyone’s benefit that Nestor Mankho be apprehended—a clear case of mutual interest. The Halith ambassador replied calmly that he understood perfectly well. He would inform his government of the Speaker’s message, which he did, and promptly arranged to have his minions meet clandestinely with those of the Bannerman ambassador. What those two men then said, thought and did, together and in private, they kept to themselves. 


What Speaker Gauthier said, thought, and did was less obscure. She surveyed the effects her efforts were having, believed in what she saw, inwardly congratulated herself on her deft handling of the situation, and told her intimates they could relax. All would yet be well. 













Chapter Twenty-Nine



LHC Flechette

 en route to rendezvous w/ LSS Kestrel


 Life on a corvette built for six, that might carry nine or even twelve in a pinch, left something to be desired when packed with fourteen. It should have been fifteen, but Lieutenant Elkins had not made the trip. An ‘opportunity’ for another assignment had suddenly become available and he’d hastened to take it. Few questions were asked and no tears shed. 


The dozen members of CAT 5 who, along with Kris and Huron, made up this cozy congregation packed in three to a rack, were a miscellaneous bunch. Kris was surprised to learn how many of them were Terrans: Master Sergeant Andréa Burdette, who answered informally to Top and was CAT Second as well as the team’s EW specialist; Warrant Officer Bodo Wojakowski, their shuttle pilot/engineer; and his copilot and gunner, Staff Sergeant Abraham Donnerkill. Burdette had kept the broad accent of New South Wales, while Abe Donnerkill spoke with the brusque, clipped tones of his native Essen in the Ruhr. Only Wojakowski, from Lublin in the Polish Avar Collective, spoke with the flat Terran accent, though he tended to elaborate it with a discordant twang. 


PFC Rachel Cates, the unit medic and sniper/scout for Fireteam Charlie, had the lank build, ghostly pale coloring and silver-white hair of a Belter, but with a smoother accent than most—except when she swore, which she did with feeling but not often, unlike some of the others. 


Gunnery Sergeant Antoinette Lopez, Fireteam Charlie’s Leader, was from Antigua, as were Fireteam Alpha’s extraction duo, Corporal Sam Perez and PFC Kyle Argento. That was not a surprise to Kris: from what she’d seen at the Academy, Antiguans were statistically overrepresented in the CEF Marine Corps. (In her mental tally, she also added Corporal Vasquez to the roll of CAT 5’s Antiguans.)


The rest of the team were colonials, three of them Outworlders, including Sergeant Major Yu, who hailed from Lodestone Station in the Inner Trifid. Lance Corporal Benn Gergen, Fireteam Charlie’s Gunner, Kris immediately recognized as being from Reveille in the Methuselah Cluster, and PFC Marko Tiernan, the team’s designated sniper, was from Whitworth in the Outer Trifid.


The final two members were the unit’s demolition experts, both attached to Fireteam Alpha: Tech-Corporal Arno Watkins, who was from Fredonia and was also a small-craft pilot (Kris learned that each CAT had at least one person qualified to fly small craft, in addition to the shuttle crew), and Specialist Ioan Resnick from Mytilene in Crucis Sector.


If they were a diverse bunch, they were also a raucous one, as Kris learned when they described the nature of their operations to her. At the Academy, Kris had been taught the fundamentals of the fireteam concept which, as applied to CATs, involved forming Fireteam Alpha and Fireteam Charlie, the former being the action team, who were assigned the objective (snatching Mankho, in this case), and the latter being the cover team, who provided the necessary support. 


That explained why Fireteam Alpha consisted of two experts at subduing non-cooperative targets and two demolition specialists (a loose term that covered being adept at getting in and out of fortified spaces, as well as disabling critical infrastructure and generally ‘blowing shit up’), while Fireteam Charlie was composed of a sniper, a sniper/scout medic, a gunner (who manned the unit’s SAW), and was led by a gunnery sergeant. 


This basic understanding was elaborated on by CAT 5, who explained in detail who could walk on water and who didn’t have the sense to pour piss out of a boot, who crapped bigger than whom, who had their shit wired and who just wanted to engage in dick-pulling contests. There were discussions of various member’s personal relationships with ponies, sheep and goats (which seemed to need to be roped, for reasons Kris failed to grasp). Wojakowski enjoyed asking Burdette if she’d give ‘her kingdom for a sheep’, which clearly had something to do with her being from New South Wales, but beyond that made no sense whatsoever. Nonetheless, Wojakowski found it outrageously funny and Burdette, despite reminding the warrant officer of his mortality, did not really seem to mind (though Kris got even more confused: reference was often made to ‘nine lives’, but whether Wojakowski had already expended his, or was never blessed with them in the first place, she couldn’t make out). 


It was all quite egalitarian and recognized neither rank nor origin, for CAT 5 had been together for years, and rank counted for little with CATs in any case. Sergeant Major Yu, as CAT Leader, did not engage in the verbal (and occasionally physical) roughhousing, but did little to rein it in either; the contrast with the punctilious Academy drill instructor could not have been greater. 


Huron, as Officer in Tactical Command, was obviously also exempt, and so was Kris, beyond receiving the benefit of a somewhat dubious education. In other ways, they observed an odd delicacy around her: one evening, Sergeant Lopez checked Corporal Watkins when he began to speculate on the personal habits of colonists from the Methuselah Cluster at Corporal Gergen’s expense—the only time Kris saw that happen—and afterwards the corporal apologized to her and hoped she hadn’t taken offense. 


She assured him she had not, and was none the wiser. The same could be said of exactly how the fireteams would be employed to capture Mankho. Operational details did not really concern her, but there was no such thing as a private conversation on a boat as small as Flechette. She’d heard Huron say “take it on the volley” once before, and now she heard it several more times, along with “play her as she lays”, “go with the flow”, “shoot the curl” and “ride the smooth air.” At one point it was suggested that they “dance with the girl what brung ‘em”, and Burdette even observed that Commander Wesselby “sure kept her cards tight to her tits.” 


The overall feeling was the Nedaemans had gold-plated their plan to a fatal degree, relying on an elegant but complex script that the enemy was not obliged to follow. CAT 5 would have no such script, but they did have an ace in the hole, or actually a pair of them. Vasquez herself counted as the first, and the second had been supplied by Quennell. In an inspired bit of improvisation, he’d added 3D-modeling software to the chip Vasquez was fitted with, which was simple enough, but his techs had been able to link it to her visual cortex, so whatever she saw was immediately used to refine the basic layout of the compound, which Kris had supplied them with. 


The symbol-based comms system they’d given her could not transmit the full model, but it could transmit vertices that would update a copy of the model on Burdette’s xel. Along with vertices, waypoints could be shared, and the chip included a pathfinder as well. This allowed for a high degree of flexibility, which was the cornerstone of their plan, if anything so ephemeral deserved that name.


CAT 5 displayed a faith in Vasquez that was second only to their trust in Yu. The Sergeant Major and the corporal had worked together for decades, and the others liked to enliven mealtimes with half-completed, wink-and-nod anecdotes about past adventures. Kris took it in with a large grain of salt. Practicing on green officers was a well-established marine tradition—at the same time, the stories could not be entirely dismissed. 


However, she did dismiss the one about Vasquez making the sun stand still at Gideon so CAT 5 could finish an op in daylight. Gideon, along with Jordan, Goshen and Gilead, was a major settlement on Jericho, another colony in the Methuselah Cluster, and like them, it was on the lit side. Jericho was tidally locked with its red dwarf primary, so the sun hadn’t set there in over a billion years. As with half the things she’d heard on this trip, the story made no goddamn sense. (She also had a feeling Vasquez couldn’t really play the trumpet.)


Vasquez’s putative astronomical influences aside, on this op, everything hinged on getting her in a closed room with Mankho, once Kris picked him out, at least partly unrestrained and preferably not alone. They expected Mankho to have his muscle with him, and ideally they’d be able to wait until the noisier part of one of his ‘entertainments’. A roomful of frantic people would give Vasquez some cover, getting in the way of Mankho’s bodyguards more than they’d impede her. Kris had not been able to tell them how likely it was that the guards would be armed with more than spikers, but the consensus was that if they were, it’d only seal their fate faster. Vasquez was thought to be good against any six under such conditions, even eight. Yu was going in with Fireteam Alpha, which led to a spirited debate over who’d sell the tickets and who got the hotdog concession (coincidently introducing Kris to a couple of different meanings of the term ‘weenie roast’). And if things went south in a hurry, their snatch job would turn into a rescue mission. 


If things tanked even more badly than that, Kestrel was the ace they could draw to. The stealth frigate had been detached from Captain Lawrence’s squadron as the most likely ship to support the mission, and unlike the Nedaeman op, there was no bullshit about calling in. Commander Constance Yanazuka, Kestrel’s captain, had been given private orders under CNO seal, authorizing her to “take any and all measures deemed necessary to extract our team,” and in the event that proved impossible, to “take any such measures as you deem necessary and proper under such circumstances as shall prevail at the time”—meaning that if they all bought it on “that fuckin’ rock,” Kestrel was authorized to give them one hell of a send-off. (That Rephidim, unlike Lacaille, was not affiliated with a major power may have played some role in granting this license.) 


It was a source of great comfort to the team, for none doubted that Commander Yanazuka, who was known to be diligent in the extreme, if personally a bit of uncompromising, would carry out those orders to the fullest possible extent. All in all, with a pair of aces in their hand, and another in their stacked deck, CAT 5 figured they had good odds on coming back with a full house. 


Kris listened to it all and wondered what the hell they were talking about. No doubt, Huron would clue her in, if she asked him, but she had no intention of doing that until they could be alone. In the meantime, at least she was confused on a much higher plane.













Chapter Thirty



LSS Kestrel, in company w/ LHC Flechette

 en route to the Tarsus Gates, Outworld’s Border Zone


After a week crammed into Flechette, the accommodations on LSS Kestrel seemed positively roomy, though they might have come across as a trifle narrow, not to say cramped, under normal circumstances. Owing to her being a stealth frigate, Kestrel was on the small side; in fact, the smallest class of ship that could be rated a light capital ship—the lightest of the light, as it were. Elbow room therefore had to be sacrificed to pack into her the normal compliment of weapons and an extra helping of sensors. As the primary raison d'être for stealth frigates was to support intelligence collection and special ops, Kestrel’s sensor suite would have done credit to a battleship, and her data processing capabilities were even better, most especially her decryption suite. 


And she was fast for a frigate and could deliver an outsized punch for her mass, which, coupled with her stalking abilities, made her a dangerous opponent. To her crew, all this made up for a lack of certain creature comforts. Frigates were not generally held in high regard in the Service, but stealth frigates were an exception: an elite service in their own right, along with the special forces they customarily supported. So the crew was older and more experienced than would otherwise be expected on a light capital ship. 


They were also notably more relaxed, particularly in address and the matter of uniform. Kris, whose previous experience of CEF combatants was limited LSS Retribution, where full dress in the wardroom was the order of the day at least once a week (Captain Lawrence felt it contributed to an overall habit of smartness), was a bit surprised to see the crew working in tee-shirts and tank tops, and calling each other by their given names. In that sense, CAT 5 fit right in, although they did take the rambunctiousness down a notch or two. 


Relaxed in appearance, however, did not mean relaxed in their duties, and Kris found the officers to be a quietly intense bunch, starting with Kestrel’s captain. Constance Yanazuka was on the older side, even for a stealth frigate skipper. She had reportedly refused promotion at least once to retain the command: captains could only command major combatants, which meant jumping her to a light cruiser and fleet duty, a prospect she did not relish. 


Kris had seen her once or twice before, at Captain Lawrence’s staff meetings; a medium-height woman with a stocky build that made her seem shorter than she was, and a deceptively mild oval face. Her officers probably absorbed a good detail of their intensity from her, and she had an excellent reputation in everything but her ability to play well with others.  


Of all of them, her Tactical Action Officer, Lieutenant Commander Vincent Caprelli was the most like her. Also of medium height, but wiry and bald, with blue-black skin and strange green eyes that were slightly mismatched, he was quick, in both mentality and movements, and this made him seem sharp tempered at times. Young for his post, the CEF had him pegged as a rising star. If he had a fault—outside of questionable people skills—it was a reluctance to be pinned down, coupled with a tendency to insist on the worst possible interpretation of the data. If there was anyone on the ship who viewed the universe through the opposite of rose-colored glasses, it was Vince Caprelli. 


Lieutenant Commander Gregor York, the executive officer, was more low key. A precise and dutiful officer, one of his main talents seemed to be buffering interactions between fleet commands and his occasionally undiplomatic CO. Otherwise, he managed the ship’s departments easily and well. 


If joviality was to be found among Kestrel’s officers, it was in the person of Lieutenant Josephus Ramses, the sensor lead, who reminded Kris of Basmartin. He was an ace operator and noted cryptanalyst, but Kris thought he’d be happier in a shore posting. He had a talkative streak that was somewhat out of place, and it seemed that Caprelli and his tendency to not be pleased oppressed him. His friendliness towards her had a guarded edge to it, and he showed a marked degree of deference to Huron. 


The rest of the officers, Kris saw only at mealtimes, and not enough to form any firm opinions, other than they were quite capable, and jealous of their distinctions. With Rephidim a week on the far side of the Tarsus Gates, her time was spent with Huron and the members of CAT 5 getting her further up to speed on their operating methods, and familiarizing her with a standard weapon suite.


This latter began the AM after they embarked, when Huron requested her presence in the forward assault bay. When Kris met him there, he was holding a compactly-made heavy rifle with a folding stock and a short thick barrel, the whole weapon just over half a meter long. He held it out. 


“Have you seen one of these?” 


She had—and her heart quickened. 


 “This is the fabled MI-6 assault rifle—a CAT’s favorite weapon.” He stripped the action and handed it to her. Empty, it must have weighed five kilos. “Fires 12.7-mm multimode caseless; you get your choice of anti-personnel, light-armor piercing terminally guided, or armor-piercing mid-course corrected ammo. Effective range about twenty-five hundred meters, though an expert can push it to almost twice that. Carries one hundred rounds in a dual clip, selectable to three or five-shot bursts.” He smiled. “Even with light armor and recoil damping, unless you have a tripod, five hurts a lot.” 


She hefted the bulky rifle. It was not sleek or elegant or beautiful, unless you found five kilos of compact, well-engineered, efficient lethality beautiful—which Kris did. She grinned like a kid having the best birthday ever. “For me?” 


“Yep,” Huron replied with an answering grin. “Yu doesn’t want any deadweight on this op and I agree. Let’s get her loaded up and check you out on her.” 


The first exercises were all simulation. Huron showed her the sight picture, the action, the controls; all manual on this one—some CAT members got theirs think-linked, but that obviously didn’t apply here and Corps was starting to frown on the practice anyway—and how to load, swap, and strip the thick curved dual magazine. Then he lined up some targets on the simulator range and described how the multi-wave sounder calculated windage and lead-angle, adding: “In a high-threat environment, you might not want to go active and risk giving away your position, especially if they have seekers or dragonflies about. That’s mainly what the TG rounds are for—they let you to stay passive. You can go passive with MC rounds too but it degrades their effectiveness somewhat.” 


“How does the mid-course correction thing work?” she asked.


“It corrects once for windage, barometric pressure changes and target acceleration if it’s moving,” Huron explained. “Other than that, it’s all you.” He settled in on the bench and selected a target from the array of holographic bad guys menacing them. “First pressure designates the target, second pressure fires. It has a customizable trigger but I suggest you don’t fool with it.” And he calmly blew the head off a notional terrorist at a simulated two thousand meters. “Here, you try it.” 


Once she was used to the weight, she got dialed in pretty well at fifteen-hundred meters. Beyond that, she was spotty. After the second clip, he nodded. “Not bad. Now let’s find an open firing port and break some pigeons. Nothing like a whiff of C-12 to focus the mind.” 













Chapter Thirty-One



The Speaker’s Official Residence

 Alexandria, District of Alexandria

 Lower Nile Protected Zone, Terra, Sol


Back on Earth, Speaker Gautier’s mind was also focused, though in an altogether different and less pleasant way. She had just ended a highly unsatisfactory conversation with the Halith Ambassador, who had called to express ‘grave reservations’ about the ultimatum. He had information, he claimed, that showed the ultimatum to be no more than a blind for—here he paused and, adjusting his purely cosmetic spectacles (CID had verified this), said, “certain measures that did not tend towards the continued peaceful coexistence between their respective governments.” 


The Speaker had no idea what he meant, but hid it well. She was less successful in convincing the gentleman that whatever he had heard, his source was most unfortunately confused, and they should be careful to avoid any untoward misunderstanding. There followed a steely silence, after which the ambassador begged that the Speaker would not take the situation lightly, and that he must seek direction from his government. In her turn, Hazen Gautier begged they would not act in a hasty or precipitous manner. That was received with no more than a cold smile, and the call ended with a rare display of artic cordiality. 


Now the Speaker hurried through the splendid west wing of her official residence, the hot summer sun blazing through the noble span of tall windows, to her private office. Outside, the sunlight scattered a diamond brilliance across Alexandria’s Grand Harbor, with the towering replica of the Pharos Lighthouse on the great mole beyond—a fine day that made no impression. As she arrived at the office door,  the security system recognized and admitted her.


She disliked the cramped, windowless space with its drab, utilitarian furnishings intensely; not so much because it was cramped, drab, or utilitarian, but because this had been her predecessor’s inner sanctum—his nerve center. She felt he’d never quite relinquished his grip here and she resented it. Those were private feelings; she thrust them forcefully into the background as she sat behind the unadorned gray desk. Keying on the hyperwave with her private code, she sent a connection request with a priority tag to her aide, who was at the capitol in Nereus keeping tabs on affairs. Mars was near opposition at the moment, and at that range the hyperwave would only support voice, not video, for which she was thankful. She knew herself to be quite broadminded, but the fact remained that she still wasn’t entirely used to Nowell being Noelle, and when she was tired or flustered—and today she was both—she was apt to make mistakes. Not having to talk face to face helped avoid them. 


The problem was not so much the Halith ambassador: she felt she had the measure of him and was almost certain he was running a bluff. The problem was that things were transpiring which were hid from sight, and it was not impossible he’d gotten a hint of something somewhere, and was trying to parlay it into more. His Bannerman counterpart was a bit a buffoon, and thus probably not involved, except as a useful distraction. What then might he have heard? Or thought he heard? 


She was well aware she didn’t enjoy the full confidence of several members of the Council, and of course they also had their own agendas (several of which she’d do well to puncture when the times were convenient), and she could well believe some staff person had been indiscreet. But not about anything that “did not tend towards the continued peaceful coexistence between their respective governments.” For a Council member to get that far out of bounds was inconceivable. And no one else, even a grand senator, had the necessary clout. 


No—unless the Halith ambassador was fishing more randomly than was wise, the only plausible explanation for such a concern lay with the military or the intelligence organizations. She inclined towards the former. Admiral Westover, in particular, she thought a shade too smooth at times—his answers rather facile and too pat. The Service fairly worshiped him, as the vicar of the sainted Admiral Kasena, and that gave him a potentially uncomfortable degree of latitude. Nowell—Noelle, she corrected herself—had a good sense for these things. 


As if summoned, the hyperwave lit up with Noelle’s code and a message scrolled across the screen: LOCKING NOW. WILL HAVE VOICE IN 2. STAND BY PLEASE. Her mental slip very much on her mind, Hazen Gautier typed her acknowledgement with care. The hyperwave beeped and displayed a ream a headers, then the Circuit Active indicator lit. 


“Hello, Madam Speaker,” came Noelle’s voice, stripped of all tone and most inflection by the link. 


“Good morning, Noelle,” she replied, enunciating precisely. “How are you?”


“Quite fine. What can I do for you, ma’am?” 


Hyperwaves were not well suited to idle pleasantries and chitchat, so the Speaker relayed the essentials of her conversation with the Halith ambassador, without any elaboration, then asked, “Are we doing anything, Noelle?” 


“Not that I’m aware, ma’am, besides perhaps that Rephidim business.” 


“That’s only exploratory. We haven’t approved anything yet. It has scarcely been discussed.” 


“Reconnaissance was approved, ma’am.”


“Approved, yes. But not begun. The assets are still being assembled. They won’t be ready for at least another week.” 


“Quite true, ma’am.”


“And Halith has no interests in the Outworlds Border Zone. Surely they could not object to our conducting reconnaissance there. We are well within our rights to patrol that region as we choose.”


“Yes, ma’am. Though they might have an interest in the subject himself.” 


“Do you think it’s possible they would have learned of the subject?”


“I’d be very concerned if they did, ma’am. Such a situation would need to be—dealt with.” 


“I agree.” A pause while Speaker Gautier considered that most unwelcome prospect. She found it did not bear thinking on and retreated to her first suspicion. “Then you don’t think the admiral might be engaged in something?” 


“Admiral Westover, ma’am? Do you mean an off-the-books operation?”


“Something like that, yes.”


“I shouldn’t think so. Admiral Westover isn’t much a risk taker.” 


“No?”


“He’s very astute, ma’am, and administratively quite excellent. But he owes his position to his relationship with Jasmine Kasena. He’s not really what they call a fighting admiral. The former Speaker retained him because he runs a taut ship, as they say, and he’s not a loose cannon. The former Speaker did not tolerate loose cannons.” 


Because he was one, the Speaker thought to herself. 


“I’d be more concerned about Admiral PrenTalien, but he doesn’t have the authority and if he tried to start something big enough to be of concern, I’m sure we’d hear about it.” 


“Is it your feeling that the ambassador is just bluffing then?”


“Perhaps, although the ultimatum is of great concern to them. There are people listed in it that I’m sure they would very much like to see removed.”


“Such as?”


“I believe Korliss Hellman would be one such.” 


She recalled the name, but not the specific connection. There was no need to ask, however—she would look this person up later. 


“So a fishing expedition then. To see who we might give up?” 


“More of a probe, ma’am, I believe. To gauge our reaction.”


“Indeed.” That did make a lot of sense. “Then we need to encourage him to lay his cards out.”


“Just so, ma’am.” 


“Thank you, Noelle. This has been most helpful.”


“My pleasure, Madam Speaker. Will there be anything else?”


“No. I think not presently.” 


“Then good evening, ma’am.”


“Take care, Noelle.” 


She waited until Noelle signed off, ended the session, cleared the channel, and shut down the hyperwave. 


Yes, it all made a good deal of sense. Send out a probe—gauge a response. She had been too open and conciliatory in her initial approaches, that was clear. Her efforts had not encouraged a like openness. But it had conveyed a certain impression; that could be useful. Time to send some probes of her own. Of course, in sending a probe, the platform was nine-tenths of the issue. Without a proper platform, nothing could be accomplished—things might even backfire. 


The Bannerman ambassador would make a quite good platform, she thought. He and the Halith ambassador certainly corresponded, and not just about what was in their official ambit. Indeed not. She could certainly feed the Bannerman ambassador something that would pique his Halith friend’s interest. Something that would get him to show at least part of his hand. 


And she would play hers very close. 


Yes, she felt much better now. Yes, she could handle this. 













Chapter Thirty-Two



Miss Goodnight, in orbit

 Rephidim, Outworld’s Border Zone


Events, entangled with causal chains, whose links were made of many human foibles and most human vices, continued to unfold across distances that had reached cosmic proportions. 


At Rephidim, in orbit about its yellow dwarf primary that had not the dignity of a name, only a mere catalog descriptor (Gamma Hydras LXIX-EZ1), Nestor Mankho’s factor was arguing with the master of the slaver packet, Miss Goodnight. He began by informing the master he was late. 


Sixteen hours, the master retorted. BFD. Did the factor think he was the fuck’n post? Besides one of the cargo managed to choke herself to death on the way out—swallowed her fuck’n tongue! 


The factor upbraided him for careless handling and received a rude response. 


Any gate, the master went on, they picked up a replacement at Outremeria. Sweet deal. That’s why they were late—lost a day. Got some back. Did the factor wanna see the body? 


Which body, the factor wanted to know. 


“The dead one, asshole,” the master snapped. 


He did. The master conducted him to the bilges and unsealed a body bag. Inside was a young woman, gray and rigid with a specially mixed dose of tetraodontoxins. The factor checked her with his outdated med scanner. Yep, dead. About a week. He wrinkled his heavily studded nose. Lucky they had a body bag. 


“Want salvage?” the master asked.


“How much?”


“Twenty percent of purchase.”


“That’s fuck’n outrageous!”


“You gotta thing for dead chicks, you can pay a fuck’n premium.” 


The factor told the master what he could do with his premium. 


The master told the factor to go fuck an engine port. Then, adopting a more conciliatory mien, he led the factor back up the ladder. 


“Wait till ya see what we got in her place. Prime. Worth two—three times asking. Ya lucked out.” On reaching the holding deck, he whistled. His men brought out a short shivering cowering naked girl, terror writ large in her beautiful dark eyes. “See?”


The factor saw, and more than his cupidity spiked. The girl wasn’t just prime, she was a treasure. The very thing his boss adored. The master was under with his three-over assessment. So taken was he, the factor hardly examined at the chip the master handed him with the girl’s bill of sale, grading certificate, ownership history and health records. 


“I’ll give her to ya for just . . . one up.” 


“Double? That weren’t the deal.” 


“Then take the salvage and hit air.”


The factor gnawed the end of his braided beard. The girl was easily worth three times what they agreed for the dead one. He took another look at the replacement’s records. Copasetic—chipped too. The boss would like that.


“Okay. We’ll take.” 


“All good then?” asked the master.


“Good,” the factor agreed, eyeing the new acquisition and weighing whether he could get away with a test drive on the trip down. 


The master was shaking a lading chip at him. “Sign.” 


The factor signed.


“Load ‘em up!” the master yelled. His men started herding the other two dozen slaves—some wondering what fate-worse-than-death one of their number had met with—into the boats that would transport them to the cargo lighter loitering in a 96-minute parking orbit just below. 


“Hey?” he addressed the factor as the latter turned to accompany his shipment. “You want the salvage or what?”


The factor shook his head. 


“Fine. Gonna dump her when we break orbit. Make a pretty show. If you’re lucky, you might catch it.” 


The factor laughed, took Vasquez by the hand, and led her into the second boat. 


*    *    *


At the same moment, five hundred light-years away, nine former slaver crew regained consciousness, dazed and confused, in the hold of a tender bearing ‘guest labor’ to a prison moon in the Halith colony system of Qokand. The security forces on Qokand V-b (the moon had not a name either) had been without fresh recreation for quite some time. The nine slavers—dazed and confused not just because of their surroundings, but because they were now mute and their bodies were undergoing a startling transformation—had been placed in that part of the shipment set aside to provide this recreation. 


The transformation might not be quite complete by the time the tender delivered its cargo in a little over three weeks. Not that the men of the security forces would notice. Or care, if they did. 


*    *    *


Still farther away—almost four times farther, in fact—the Speaker fiddled while the opposition burned. The previous day, when the randomly selected girl who would soon wake up in LSS Kestrel’s sickbay, confused but free, was being rendered a temporary corpse, the Bannerman Ambassador informed Speaker Gauthier of his government’s initial response. It was terse. The Ambassador was not.


The burden of the message was that while his government was most cognizant of the serious nature of the demands, there were difficulties that may be insuperable within the allotted time. Was some flexibility still possible? As a gesture of good faith, his government would have no objection to a fact-finding expedition to Lacaille to recover whatever might be helpful (an almost meaningless concession at this stage). More to the point, he had a list of names. Here, he produced the list.


A short list. Prominent on it was the name Clancy Rollins, formerly Security Director at Eelusis Cosmodrome, outside Nemeton on Nedaema, and wanted for questioning in the matter of the Alecto Initiative. The notation to the right of the name read Deceased. 


“Almost certainly,” the Ambassador emended. 


A much more interesting name was Korliss Hellman, a prominent Bannerman financier known to do ‘unofficial diplomacy’ on behalf of Halith, who had set up a bank to help slavers handle their business. Nestor Mankho had been a client. (His partner in this endeavor was a semi-retired official from the Andaman finance ministry, Orlando Kagan-Lazar, who’d arranged for the bank to be formed under the seal of the Sultan’s government. His name, regrettably, could not be part of the ultimatum.) 


Next to Hellman’s name was the word Accredited. This raised even the speaker’s distinctly arched eyebrows. The ambassador spread his hands with a pained smile. 


“The gentleman has been accredited by the Halith government.” He then produced a credential, showing that the Dominion of Halith had indeed seen fit to enroll the Honorable Korliss Hellman as a special envoy, and grant him full diplomatic immunity. The instruments allowing for this were attached. “Obviously, we are powerless.” He extended the documents. 


The Speaker did not bother to even glance at them. “Obviously.” 


Speaker Gauthier leaned back in her leather upholstered chair, regarded her magnificent hand-carved desk, and thought of probes and fig leaves. The Bannerman ambassador took his leave ten minutes later. 


The next day, the Halith Ambassador announced that he was returning to Halith Evandor by order of his government for urgent consultations. He regretted that the subject matter could not be revealed. The Speaker regretted his hasty departure. Neither he nor Speaker Gautier mentioned the ultimatum by name. The remainder of the interview did not last five minutes.


Late that evening, a priority call from DCID informed her that unusual activity had been detected on the Halith Supreme Staff’s Morganatic nets—their ultra-secured command channels. 


Early the next morning, she was awakened by another call, this one from the Director of ONI, with the news that the Halith Imperial Navy had dispatched the elite Prince Vorland Fleet to Janin Station in Tau Verde, which covered Halith’s end of the Novaya Zemlya transit. The Kerberos Fleet, commonly regarded as the bastard stepchild of the Imperial Navy and formerly homeported at Janin, had been recalled. 


Hazen Gauthier thanked the Director in a soft strained voice, hung up the connection, and then sat unmoving in her nightgown until the rising sun began to warm the Carrara marble facing stones on the east side of her residence, and her maid rang to ask if she’d rather have coffee or tea with her breakfast.  













Chapter Thirty-Three



LSS Kestrel w/ LHC Flechette in company

 exiting the Tarsus Gates, Outworld’s Border Zone


LSS Kestrel dropped into real space-time three light-hours away from Rephidim’s primary with LHC Flechette bundled in tight. As the pent-up translation energy bled off in a violent storm of neutrinos, the statis field binding the two ships dissolved and their keels unlocked as their grav plants went into standby mode. Despite the gravitic baffles that directed much of Kestrel’s translation energy into deep space, the maneuver may not have answered in a heavily patrolled and monitored system, like Tau Verde or Sol, but Rephidim had no sensors even close to that good. All they would see, if anyone bothered to look, was a slightly more vigorous than normal corvette coming in-system.  


They also might note that the corvette was a little tubby, as corvettes went, but not enough to excite comment. Slavers frequently modified corvettes with bigger drives and larger holds, sometimes building them up almost to the mass of a trans-atmospheric freighter. Flechette’s increased mass was due to having one of Kestrel’s assault shuttles clamped on, covered by a belly skin in case Rephidim OTC (or anyone else on the planet) had a decent imaging radar. The intel data said no one did, but there was no point in betting your life on that—this op offered plenty of opportunities for betting your life in other ways. 


Kestrel parted company to take station in the parking orbit her astrogation section had worked out around one of the nearby gas giants, while Flechette breezed along. It would take about one day cycle to make orbit, and her flight crew for this part of the trip had been lent to her by Kestrel, so Warrant Officer Wojakowski and Sergeant Donnerkill could man the shuttle. That meant a total of sixteen people onboard, checking their gear and doing their best to stay off each other’s toes. 


At five hours from orbit, they would make their number and state their intention: take on stores in exchange for some cargo they were carrying, doing an on-orbit swap—all perfectly unremarkable. They had a list with the names of likely vendors and would send out for bids when they settled into a comfortable 105-minute orbit. Adding a few hard-to-get items to the bid list would delay any replies for up to a day and that, along with the usual dickering, would buy them plenty of time—several days at least. 


They needed that time for two reasons. First, CAT 5 would drop in about a hundred kilometers from Mankho’s compound, to avoid any surveillance, and it would take two days to cover the distance on foot. Second, they needed Mankho to get warmed up and engaged in one of his ‘productions’, or other event they could take advantage of, and that was expected to take a day or two. By the time they made orbit, Vasquez would be arriving downside at his compound, which would start that clock. The team would deploy from the corvette over the northern pole, where the coverage of the planetary orbital tracking sensors was poor, and Rephidim’s unusually active ionosphere gave some extra cover. 


All this was carefully explained to Kris, and made perfect sense. It was the deploying part the whole explanation was kind of light on. You just didn’t step out of a corvette a hundred-fifty klicks up . . . did you? 


She was about to raise this minor issue when Huron told her, with a look of detached unconcern: “Kris, this insertion business can get a little hairy, so you’ll drop tethered to me.” 


Oh, that sounds just great, Kris thought. “How the hell does this work anyway?” There were few events more conspicuous than a solid body hitting atmosphere at several kilometers per second; a rock the size of her fist could light up most of a hemisphere.


“Nanobot reentry shield,” he replied with a grin. “It takes the reentry energy and uses it to make more bots, which increases drag and slows you down. Acts as a phase-conjugate mirror against energy weapons—low-grade but better than nothing—and a background-matching transponder or a blackbody against sensor freqs. Damn clever engineering. Works pretty well unless they’ve got prime UWB equipment, in which case things get more interesting.”


But Kris was stuck on the first part. At the amounts of kinetic energy they were talking about that was a lot of nanobots. “But how’s it work? Sure you got lots of energy, but what d’ya use for the structure? You can’t just make stuff outta air.”


“You might be surprised about that. But the seeding material’s in the reentry pack. It’s furled silicon-laced graphene.”


“You make a shield outta graphene and air? How’s that hold together hitting atmo at five klicks a second?”


“Closer to six.”


“Whatever. This stuff is gonna keep us from burning up? What’s the silicon do? Is it silicene? Do the bots spin off nanofibers or something?”


“For god’s sake, Kris,” Huron cut her off, laughing. “Do I look like an engineer to you?”


Kris swallowed her other questions, displeased with the aftertaste. “How big do these things get?”


“It all depends—a klick or two across maybe.”


Jeezus Christ!  She almost bit her tongue trying not to stare, open-mouthed. 


“Converts to an active parafoil at about a thousand meters unless you wanna be really sneaky, in which case you can set it lower.”


“How much lower?” This whole thing was beginning to sound very suspicious.


“Well, Yu came in at a hundred once.”


“A hundred meters!?”


“A hundred feet, actually. They gave him a medal.” 


Now Kris did stare at Huron, perfectly speechless. Then: “And what are we gonna do?”


“I have to talk to Fred about that.” With a grin again. Damn that grin—her suspicions got quite a bit darker.


“Huron, how many times have you done this?” 


“Well, now that you bring it up . . . none.”


“Are you fuckin’ kidding me!?”


“I did read a manual though—”


Oh my good fuckin’ gawd— “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” she hissed, very low. 


“In for a penny, in for a pound, Kris. You already had a lot on your mind.” 


You jag-fuckin’ rip-shit little—


“Would it have made a difference? You can still stay onboard, Kris. No one will look down on you—we know you didn’t sign up for this. We can improvise something. It’s your choice.”


Fine, asshole—put it all on me . . . No, that wasn’t fair—Oh fuck fair—No goddammit. She shook her head like a terrier shedding cold water. “No . . . sir. I told you I’m not copping out on this op. But . . .”


“Yes?”


She glared at the deck, struggling with the savage frown that darkened her face. “I just wish . . . A penny for a pound? What’s that shit mean, anyway?”


“It means that once you get into a fighter’s cockpit, flying’s gonna seem like a dockyard holiday.” 


*    *    *


Ten minutes of stark terror that lasted an eon, followed an hour and half of sheer exhilaration that could have gone on forever. That was Kris’s personal experience of reentry. 


They’d deployed from the corvette and used suit thrusters to decelerate to suborbital velocity, but hitting even the most tenuous atmosphere at 5.7 km/sec was like doing a belly flop into a pond from five meters up. Kris—who’d never been in a body of water bigger than a bathtub—could not have appreciated the comparison, nor did she appreciate the tremendous slap when it occurred. The suit took most of it, but if she hadn’t been scared out her wits, she would have been surprised that she still had all her teeth. 


Worse was to come: hitting the eddies, voids, and pockets of slightly denser atmosphere all along the boundary with space at that speed brought her excruciatingly well acquainted with what the members of CAT 5 called ‘rock and roll’ or ‘the good part’. During ‘the good part’ she wasn’t just tethered to Huron—she was clamped onto him like a limpet. 


But then the unseen nanobot reentry shield began to have effect, and the ride smoothed out as they entered the slightly denser air a few klicks down. The paralyzing terror began to fade as her frontal lobes came to believe that they were neither going to burn up nor auger in, and her limbs started to relax their cataleptic hold. By the time they crossed over the south pole, she was holding Huron by the hand, streaking northwards towards the morning which was just about to break. 


They crossed the equator with the unlit world below showing a rim of molten brass as the primary approached the western horizon from below (Rephidim rotating counter to Earth). She couldn’t see Huron’s face through the darkened visor, but the grip of his fingers communicated a thrill matching the one that had her heart beating fast, high in her chest.


At 15-degrees north, they cut the terminator and emerged fully into the light, then left it behind as the reentry shield took a deeper bite. They were perceptibly descending now, a long glide that would take them another thirty degrees of latitude farther north and ten degrees of longitude to the west. At sixteen thousand meters altitude, their speed dropped to subsonic. At twelve thousand, the turbulent margins of the jet stream caught them up in a swirling dance where they joined hands and pirouetted together through the denser air, the rush she felt making her laugh for pure joy.


The parafoils formed at a comfortable six hundred meters, and when they landed a few minutes later, within two hundred meters of their mark, the radiant grin was still on her face as she unsealed her helmet and took it off. 


“Fuck’n meow! Ya think they’d let us do that again?”


Huron, his helmet off and his smile almost as broad, shook his head in wonderment. “I suppose you could ask the sergeant major for an application.” 


There was no time for leisurely reflection, however. The parasails reconfigured themselves into what amounted to a low-grade security enclosure to shield them from the prying eyes of any overhead sensors, but it would only last about twenty minutes. Within that time, they had to get out of their suits and into their combat armor and deal with all their gear. Two equipment canisters had been dropped with them: one held their armor, the section automatic weapon and extra ammo (they’d dropped with their personal weapons), along with their packs containing rations, camo-shelters and medical supplies. The second had EW systems, sapper and satchel charges, along with other demolition equipment, and a mole. 


The mole had been brought along because of the fence surrounding Mankho’s compound. It was a digging robot and a quite wonderful one at that. Through most soil types, it could burrow at two meters per minute and had the endurance to go a klick or two on one charge. It could leave a tunnel big enough a crawl through, or ‘swim’ through the dirt. It was accompanied by small bots that ran about on the surface to take care of seismic detectors and the like; the CATs called these lizards. 


Using lizards involved some evident risks, but Rephidim was very active geologically, meaning seismic sensors would have to be set to a relatively high threshold to keep from producing a stream of false alarms. Sounder data had told then that the soil around Mankho’s compound was such that the mole could achieve a decent rate of progress while maintaining an acceptable safety margin against detection. Just as importantly, the data showed that the fence went down only two meters and didn’t follow the profile of the underlying hard strata, leaving numerous places the mole could tunnel under without having to cut part of the fence at any point, which greatly simplified things.


Of course, they had to get the mole there, and that meant lugging it a hundred klicks. It was broken into a dozen sections, one for each member of the team to carry, along with everything else they had. Kris was not officially a member of CAT 5, but she wasn’t officially an officer either, and while officers were by tradition exempted from being beasts of burden, they also—by tradition—shouldered their share of the load. 


So Kris wasn’t terribly surprised when, looking up from stowing her reentry gear in an empty crate (a drone from Kestrel would be down to retrieve it after the op was finished—win, lose or draw), she saw Marko Tiernan approaching. It was how he was approaching that worried her: staggering along with a metal section of the mole that was as almost big as her entire upper body. With a grunt, he set it down in front of her. 


“This ‘un’s for you, midshipman,” he said, dusting his hands and stretching. 


 “Just me?” She eyed the mass. Marko topped her by a more than a head and out-massed her by at least fifty kilos. And she was supposed to carry this thing?


“Yep.” He waggled a finger at the carrying handles. “See? Got it all rigged. Not so bad once ya get used to it.” 


“Oh.” Was he serious?


He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Unless ya wanna carry that bitty thing over there.”


She looked where he was pointing. There was a dark gray cylinder by the other crate, about the size of her forearm, with one hemispheric end. Yeah, right. This was clearly some sort of test. Well, if she at least tried, they probably wouldn’t make her carry the damn thing that far. Assuming she could even lift it. 


“No,”—looking down and gauging the weight. “I’ll manage with this.” 


Marko displayed a toothy grin. “Good on ya, midshipman. You have fun now.” 


Sure, asshole. But she flexed her knees, grasped the two handles and heaved. The section shot into the air as she toppled backwards and landed hard on her ass. It was a hollow titanium shell and couldn’t have weighed much more than two kilos. No one laughed, but a few hoarse chuckles were heard, and the grins were near universal. 


Hauling herself to her feet, Kris rubbed what was sure to be a handsome bruise later. 


“Now weren’t that fun?” Marko asked, grin even brighter than before. 


“Stellar,” she muttered. Straightening all the way, she pointed at the gray cylinder. “So what’s that thing?”


“That? That there’s the power supply. Go on. Pick ‘er up.” 


Limping over, Kris leaned down and tried to pick it up. “Shit!” It must’ve weighed thirty kilos if it weighed a gram. 


“Now ain’t you happy with your choice?”


Kris looked back at the titanium shell and then down at the power supply. She nudged it with the toe of her boot. “No. I don’t think I am. You’re a burly guy—you struggle along with the big piece. I’m gonna take the bitty thing, after all.” 


Bending again, she grabbed the power supply in both hands and lifted it with a grunt. 


Marko switched his grin to a smile and sketched her a salute. “Yes, ma’am.” 


*    *    *


The plan called for them to cover forty klicks that day and another fifty tomorrow, which would get them in the vicinity of the compound to await events. The terrain they would cross was marked by ridges and gullies, and tomorrow there was a river they’d have to cope with, but forty klicks was doable. They’d have to maintain six klicks an hour to do it, however. 


Six klicks an hour was a brisk pace when encumbered with a twenty-five kilo pack plus weaponry and ammo, and that fucking power supply she’d stupidly agreed to carry, even with the armor’s passive assist system, which fed back about ten percent of the energy expended in walking. Kris was sweating freely within half an hour and by the time Yu called the first ten-minute halt, her knees were shaking badly. 


Collapsing on a handy boulder, she popped her helmet visor and panted, sucking in great lungfuls of the sharp air and cursing whatever inner devil had made her want to show off in front of Tiernan. She didn’t even notice Master Sergeant Burdette coming over.


“You know,” she said, sitting down next to Kris and offering a canteen. “Marko’s been pulling that shit with the mole skin ever since I’ve known him. Everyone falls for it.” 


Accepting the canteen, Kris slaked her parched throat. “Everyone?”


“Everyone I’ve seen.” 


Kris handed the canteen back and Burdette capped it. 


“Damn few offer to carry the power supply afterward though.” 


As they stood up to resume the march, Marko came over, hefting the mole skin with one hand. He set it down in front of her again. “Y’know? This goddamn thing’s got me all tuckered out. Wanna trade?”


Kris slung off the pack with the power supply in it, trying not to wince. “Yeah, okay. I’ll go for that.” 


*    *    *


The primary was setting in the east when they reached the location selected for that night’s camp. As they set up their camouflage shelters and feasted on self-heating ration packs, Burdette mapped out the perimeter and assigned Fireteam Alpha first watch. Arno Watkins, however, had concerns about local flora and fauna—especially the former. 


“Hey, Top! What’s this I hear about singing bushes that walk around at night and eat things?”


“It’s true, Watkins,” answered Burdette. “So be goddamned careful what you pick to piss on.” 


This led to a great deal of ribald speculation, which Yu tolerated for about a minute before cutting things short by saying, “Okay—let’s get back online. When you get home from this op, you can hunt up all the bush you want, assuming you can still find some that’ll give you the time of day.” 


Huron, looking at Sergeant Major Yu with a new appreciation, had to hide a grin as order was eventually restored. 


*    *    *


They awoke at dawn the next morning under an ugly sky thick with dark roiling clouds. Chewing a ration bar, PFC Rachel Cates surveyed them with a considering eye. “Tut, tut,” she said, giving Kris a wink. “It looks like rain.” Then she ambled off, humming. 


Rain—buckets of it, that turned the lower areas they had to traverse into slurry. By local noon, they were already two hours behind schedule. At last, Yu signaled for them to take a break. Resting behind some boulders on the spine of a narrow ridge that split a wide plain maybe sixty meters below, Kris was gulping a hydration pack she hoped was spiked with enough electrolytes and whatever else to calm the agonized cramps in her legs, and trying to scrape kilos of gray-green greasy muck off her boots. In the last hour, lightning had started to enliven the rainstorm and a few of the team were watching with evident pleasure. Then nearly everyone jumped as three bolts struck the plain below in rapid succession, leaving great hissing circles of steaming earth. 


“Y’know,” Corporal Gergen commented, eyeing the clouds. “Maybe we oughta get off this ridge.” 


Specialist Ioan Resnick stared at him. “The lightning’s hitting down there, Benn. You wanna go down there?” 


Gergen shifted his gaze to a still-steaming patch of dirt down in the flat. “Gotta say, you may have a point.” 


*    *    *


The storm ended as abruptly as it began, the clouds swept away as though by an enormous hand. In a sky too thin to show an honest blue, the red dwarf primary burned down with unwholesome vigor and they were all soon sweating in spite of the armor’s environmentals. Tech-Corporal Watkins was not impressed. 


“Who orders the weather on this fuckin’ planet, anyway?”


Corporal Perez laughed at the notion that a dismal rock like Rephidim would have a weather service, as the Homeworlds and long-established colonies did. “Why don’t you write your senator?”


“Now why did I think of that? Oh, maybe cuz the three-handed old putz can’t read. You’re a fuckin’ genius, Sam.”


*    *    *


The cracked and riven ground soaked up the deluge, leaving a few sorry mud puddles scattered across the landscape that glinted in the slanting ginger light. Dusk was fast approaching and they were still over an hour behind schedule, but Yu called a halt anyway to have Burdette send out some dragonflies to survey the terrain up ahead. Tiernan and Cates were scouting two klicks forward and could relay the data back, allowing the dragonflies to transmit in line-of-sight mode, which was advisable as they were just twenty klicks from Mankho’s compound. 


“Alright, people,” Yu announced. “We’re gonna take fifteen here.” They’d been pushing hard, but the day’s exertions hadn’t seemed to tell on him at all.  Kris sat down right where she was, on a patch of still soggy ground. Huron came over. 


“How’s it going, Kris?” His voice was low and private.


Breathing too hard to speak, she just shook her head. 


He reached out—she thought to take her pack and grabbed for his wrist to stop him, only to see he was offering her a ration bar. 


“Just suck on it at first,” he said in the same private voice. “It helps.”


Taking it was trembling fingers, she did, but her stomach closed. There were feelings gnawing deep inside her, growing stronger the closer they got to Mankho’s compound. Holding the sticky rat-bar in unfeeling fingers she put her head to her knees, closed her eyes, and tried to breathe more easily. 


When she opened them, Huron, Burdette and Yu were clustered a together in the lee of a rocky outcropping. Burdette and Huron were discussing something and Yu was talking quietly, evidently getting a report from Tiernan or Cates. She couldn’t have cared less.


Sergeant Major Yu cut the connection with Cates and scanned the terrain to the east while Burdette checked the readout from the dragonflies. She projected the data on the ground with a map overlay.


“This is our last hurdle,” Yu said and ran his finger along a river, about five kilometers distant, which was just visible as a narrow winding strip reflecting the strange coppery sky. The river marked the nominal boundary of Mankho’s domain. “Here’s the ford they use for wheeled vehicles,” he went on. “Only about three feet deep. They’re sure to have eyes on it though. Good bet they have eyes on this whole stretch.” He indicated a stretch of river for several klicks in either direction. 


“Suggestion?” Huron asked, following the finger.


“I think we go down here, a few more klicks downstream.” Yu tapped a point on the projection. “Lots of growth along the banks here—good cover even if they have motion sensors. Paranoid bastard like that, he might.” 


“How do we cross?” The Doppler returns from the dragonflies showed the current swift and gamma-backscatter sounders showed river about three meters deep at that point. 


Yu winked. “Gotta cross that bridge when we come to it.” 


*    *    *


In the darkness an hour later, with the dual moons just breaking the horizon, they knelt in the rush-like plants that grew thickly along both sides of the river, watching the wide black water ripple and purl along in front of them. Yu observed the turbulent flow and then examined the banks. “Gotta cross on a line,” he said after a minute. Then added: “Wish they had bigger trees in this fuckin’ place though.” 


Kris had finally managed to choke down most of the rat-bar. It made her queasy at first, but after a few minutes, her equilibrium started to reestablish itself. Now she cast a worried glance at the sergeant major—what exactly did he have in mind?


Yu turned his head. “Rachel, Sam.” The two marines crawled up next to him. Yu pointed at river, about thirty meters across here. “You two think you can swim that?” They both nodded. “Fine. Marko, Kyle, take lines on three or four of them scrubby things there, low down.” Tiernan and Argento moved off and Kris watched amazed as Perez and Cates stripped. Argento came down and handed the lines across. Perez and Cates each looped a line around their waist, slung their rifles around their necks and slid into the water, quite naked. The others started bundling their castoff gear together. 


“Almost no chance of seeing them in this water,” Yu commented, noticing Kris looking at him. 


“But how will we get across?” she whispered. She didn’t welcome the thought of stripping down and getting into that frigid-looking water—even if she could swim, which she couldn’t, Parson’s Acre being emphatically unsuited to the practice. This probably wasn’t quite the right time to bring that up. Maybe she could hold onto something . . .


“We walk the bottom on a line,” Yu said with a grin. “I just hope this goddamn armor don’t leak too bad.” 


*    *    *


It didn’t—as long as the definition of too bad did not include water filling the armor up to the knees. They slogged along, with Fireteam Charlie flanked out and Cates on point, heading for a patch of rocky ground eight kilometers south of the compound. The going was slower now as they followed a more circuitous path, keeping to areas where their armor’s camouflage would be most effective. Reaching their destination two hours before midnight, they established a perimeter and Fireteam Charlie took the first watch. They all laid out their full-spectrum camo-shelters and Burdette set up an array of passive sensors. Then she took out her xel and waited for the first update from Vasquez. It came in, right on schedule. Burdette ran a series of checks against the data and nodded, satisfied. 


“Report?” Yu asked, as Huron and Gunnery Sergeant Lopez joined them. 


“We got a good set of vertices for what she’s seen so far, but that’s only the garaging area and some of a subfloor. Looks like they’ve got her with the others in a holding area.”


“Any sign of the proprietor?” 


“Not yet. She’s signaling all quiet.” 


Kris, lying a few meters away and listening to interchange, felt anything but quiet.


Kris was awakened all too shortly afterwards by the sound of Huron’s boots crunching through the thin crust of the cold dry soil. As she opened her eyes, he lifted the edge of her camouflage canopy and said in a low voice, “They’re reporting activity downtown. Might be the proprietor—need you to take a look.” 


“Yeah. A’right.” Her eyes weren’t fully focused and she blinked rapidly to clear them. Through the canopy’s fabric, transparent from the inside, the star-pocked sky at last came into being, with both moons overhead, showing a rusty amber. Drawing her helmet close, she checked the chrono; barely past midnight—another seven hours until first light.


She’d fallen asleep in her armor (they were all sleeping in their armor this close to Mankho’s compound), so all that was needed was to roll out and strike the shelter. Taking a quick drink from a canteen, she cleared the stickiness out of her mouth as Gunnery Sergeant Lopez came over and settled next to Huron. 


“Toni will take you there,” he said. “Benn and Rachel are out on the line. Good hunting.”


“Ready, ma’am?” the sergeant asked quietly in her sweetly accented Antiguan voice.


“Yes.” Picking up her rifle, Kris rolled into a crouch. 


Tapping her shoulder, Lopez pointed. “Around this way then. Keep your head down.” 


Together they moved off, staying low to the ground for the first hundred meters, and then turning north and setting off at an easy jog for Mankho’s compound, just eight klicks away. 


*    *    *


Squirming up to the top of a ridge thick with half-meter tufts of dark gray-green native vegetation, dull black in the dim ruddy moonlight, Kris carefully parted the stalks with the barrel of her assault rifle and zoomed the scope to max. The residence was three kilometers away across the barren ground in front of her, and she zeroed in on the big lit second-story window. Early AM was a popular time with Mankho: sometimes for a little ‘light fun’ or maybe just to pace when he got nervy, which seemed to be often. She knew that big space on the second floor—he called it his ‘rec-room’ and held his less private entertainments there. It had stairwells in each of the back corners and a spiral staircase up to a mezzanine level that wrapped around three sides; when last she saw it, he’d installed couches for spectators, and less comfortable, but more inventive, arrangements for participants. None of which were visible from this vantage point. 


She could make out that the furnishings had changed in the last two years, and big new consoles had replaced the pornographic wall decorations. There was a bar at the back that she’d didn’t recall, with a large screen over it. At least, she thought it was a screen. Other possibilities occurred to her, one involving ‘goldfish’, which she didn’t want to think about. Whatever it was, it was blank now and the room was empty. In fact, she didn’t see any signs of life in the compound at all. But the lights were on, so somebody must’ve been in there very recently. She scrunched deeper into the foliage. 


Her patience was rewarded a few minutes later when two men entered from the left side of her view. One was dressed in loose trousers and the other in nothing at all, and both of them were dead ringers for Mankho. Neither was, of course: the trousered one slouched and the naked one held his right hand to his face when he spoke, stroking line from his nose to the left corner of his mouth. With no need to perform, they weren’t making any effort to ape the boss. But they did seem to be conversing animatedly as they crossed the space to the bar. The naked man kept talking while the other rummaged behind it. From the way the talker was now waving one hand, Kris didn’t think they were merely exercising their prerogatives as Mankho’s doubles (assuming they had any), to grab a late-night drink. 


As she watched, both men stiffened suddenly and the rummager glared to his right, hand frozen deep in a niche as a third Mankho walked in. This one was fully dressed and his back was three-quarters to her. Was it him? She crawled forward half a meter but the other two relaxed perceptibly. Not the genuine article either, then—no one relaxed like that at the sight of Mankho. The newcomer went up to the other two, and appeared to deliver a message. As he turned sideways in her field of view, Kris was able to confirm her hasty judgment: three fakes and no proprietor. 


Goddammit. 


“Ma’am?” The quiet voice of Sergeant Lopez and a tap on her boot made Kris’s heart jump. She twisted around to the sergeant, just below her on the downslope. “Not wise to expose yourself that much.” 


Kris slid backwards off the ridge. “I was just tryin’ to get a better read,” she whispered. 


“Roger that. But be careful. Understand?”


Face hot, Kris nodded. 


“Post on up then.” 


Shifting back into position, Kris saw the three men finish their discussion and go their separate ways. The lights died. She gave Lopez a thumbs down. Lopez checked in with Gergen and Cates: nothing from their vantage either. They decided they’d wait the watch out. 


The two moons were twelve degrees lower in the sky when Kris heard Lopez pinging Cates and Gergen for an update. They reported no activity in the residence, no extra power drains, no comms. Lopez tapped Kris’s boot again and motioned her off the ridge. 


“No joy, ma’am. I think we’re done here for tonight.” 


The waiting had been bearing down on Kris to the point where she’d had to make a conscious effort to breathe. Now the crushing feeling eased with a deep shuddering breath. Afraid of coughing, she signed Okay. 


“Then head on back, but not the way we came. Take a loop around that big rock pile to the east and follow the gully from there. Roger?”


“Yes, ma’am”—finding her voice and adding the contra-protocol ma’am unconsciously.


Lopez took no notice. “Alright. Get going. I’ll cover you.” 


Herd might have been more accurate, at least as Kris saw it, but they got back in good time, and when they arrived, she felt a pang at finding the team awake and in cover positions. At first, she thought it was an alert they weren’t telling her about, but on seeing Gergen and Cates appear wraithlike from the darkness and noting Perez and Argento were missing, she realized it was just Charlie coming in as Alpha took the dawn watch. 


Lopez saw her back to her shelter where Kris safed the rifle. Then she left, with a nod to Huron who came over and knelt beside Kris as she removed her helmet. There was just enough light to allow her dark-adapted eyes to discern his hooded expression, but not what lay behind it. 


“Anything to report?” His murmur was a touch gravelly and she didn’t think it was because he’d been sleeping. Everyone was tense—she could feel it.


“Three doubles”—keeping her voice to a whisper. “Proprietor himself was a no-show.” 


“Anything else?” 


“Nosir.” The meeting of the three doubles could mean anything—or nothing—and she couldn’t think how to explain it anyway. In fact, she couldn’t think. 


Huron gazed off to the west, where the primary would be rising in a few hours and shifted as if to leave. 


“Uh—sir?”


“What is it?”


“We hear anything? This end, I mean?”


Huron’s eyes flicked back to her. “Vasquez checked in. Overheard enough to think there’s something planned for later this AM. Could be a production.”


“Has she been—um—introduced yet?”


The corner of Huron’s mouth twitched down. “Not sure. Someone just gave her a bit of a going-over. Pretty light, she thought—didn’t quite fit the proprietor’s MO.”


“Oh.” Was that what the fake Mankhos had been talking about? 


He rose from his crouch. “It’s four hours till we move out, Kris. Get comfortable and get some rest.” 


Unsealing the torso unit of her armor, she pulled it off. Get comfortable? Not fuckin’ likely. Her guts were twisting like a bucket of eels. 


She swallowed hard. “Yessir.”













Chapter Thirty-Four



near Nestor Mankho’s Compound

 Rephidim, Outworld’s Border Zone


Chained spread-eagle to a huge ornate bed, hung about with diaphanous silk curtains, she stared at her refection in the mirrored canopy overhead. She was dressed in a catsuit of black Antiguan glove leather and matching calf boots with iridium fittings. The suit had strategically placed zippers, all gaping opening, and the gold chains at wrist and ankle clashed horribly with the outfit’s silver-white buckles. Mankho sat on edge of the bed, dining on imported seafood from heavily incised gilt platters and feeding her bites now and then, while he talked about his art collection. It floating about them, not decently hung as paintings should be, but twisting slowly in midair as the images in the heavy knurled frames slid from one grotesque scene to another. 


“Pay particular attention to this one,” he was saying in an oily murmur, gesturing at the nearest painting with his wineglass as his fingernail traced a neat line on the thin supple leather across her lower belly to the crease between her upper thigh and groin. “We start the incision here and then move in towards the bone—”


Lurching awake, Kris put a hand out blindly to brush aside the camouflage canopy above her. As she touched it, the boundary between nightmare and reality resolved. It was just after daybreak. Rephidim’s senile primary had barely nicked the horizon and was casting its first thin bloody light across the top of the rise behind them and over the high ground to the south. 


The taste of blood filled in her mouth too; she rolled on her side and spat into the dirt. The hollow was still full of purplish shadows, pooling beneath the boulders, and the dawn air prickled on the back of her neck where beads of cold sweat ran down her spine underneath her tank top.


Shaking in the grip of the fading vision, she searched the camp for what might have awakened her. It took a moment to discern Huron and the others in the gloom among the rocks. Huron saw her sitting up, and came over stooped low. Everyone already had their gear on. 


“Whazzup?” The word struggled out through the phlegm in her throat. Hawking to clear it, she spat again. 


“Boots and saddles, Kris. Looks like we’ve got an open engagement online.” 


“Okay.” She shrugged on her combat armor’s torso unit, which she’d been using for a pillow, and slid out from under the canopy. “Did Vasquez call in again? Are we on?” 


“No, but they’re prepping for something over there. Tiernan and Cates ID’d a spot three klicks west of the compound to lay up and see what develops. We’ll know more when we get there.” 


For Tiernan and Cates to scout a spot that far away, they must’ve left near an hour ago. He’d been letting her sleep. She broke open a ration bar and nibbled. “Ya lemme sleep. Didn’t need to do that.”


“You had a busy night. Be ready in five.” 


Before she could do more than move her head in reply, he was gone.


*    *    *


Their new staging area was a sheltered depression, thick with those squat native trees, behind a modest rise, flanked by an escarpment that offered an excellent prospect of the surrounding area. So excellent, in fact, that Yu declined to occupy it, as being the most obvious place for an adversary to keep watch on. Beyond the rise in front of them was a kilometer of broken ground, split by a ravine, and then sloping up to another one of the many ridges that corrugated the local terrain. Beyond that was the two klicks of the barren flat earth that surrounded the compound. 


Cates and Tiernan lay concealed along that ridge, keeping the compound under surveillance, with Lopez covering them and Gergen on watch, while back in the trees, Yu, Burdette, Perez and Huron were kneeling around a patch of smoothed dirt, on which they were projecting various diagrams and discussing the final details of their approach. Burdette had located the compound’s Achilles’ heel: a utility bunker on a subfloor of the main garage that was directly beneath the outer wall. Whoever the architect was, he must have thought burying the bunker like that made it safe, not realizing a sapper charge could be shot through a meter and a half of anything softer than granite, and the surrounding earth would provide an excellent tamp. With no more than a dull thump, they could breach the bunker, and once inside  they’d control the compound’s power and have access to the main garage. Vasquez had reported seeing three low-orbit capable cargo lighters in there, and there were two stairwells and one elevator leading directly up to the residence. 


Once the mole, sitting there assembled and waiting, got them under the fence, that would get them in, but what happened next depended on whether Vasquez already had the package wrapped or if they had to go get him, exactly where the corvette was, what the opposition was up to and what they needed to do about it. Watkins had been especially happy to learn about the elevator. They were easy to hotwire and could then be used to deliver stun grenades, gas cartridges, or any number of other nasty surprises to one or several floors. But all that mattered to Kris was whether they were going to take her along. 


That was clearly not the preferred option, but there was no guarantee Mankho would be cooperative enough to make an appearance at a convenient window, at least on a schedule Yu was happy with. Burdette had a flock of optical dragonflies out, loitering as close to the compound as was safe, with low-power line-of-sight masers linking the video back to Cates, who relayed it back to Burdette over a UWB burst link. If one of the Mankhos appeared, they’d ask Kris for an ID. It wasn’t as good as putting eyeballs on target, but Kris obviously couldn’t be everywhere at once and she had a feeling they were reluctant to let her out of their sight. 


In the meantime, she had nothing to do but sit by herself and wait. How long was the question. Yu preferred to have the corvette in position to provide support—Wojakowski and Donnerkill were up there with the assault shuttle in 5-minute ready mode—and the ideal time for that was forty-five minutes from now. Cutting the power, hijacking a lorry, and blasting your way out of the garage, leaving behind a nicely timed EMP charge to roast all the compound’s electronics as you boosted clear, was all well and good, but it was not to be compared with the comfort of having a shuttle inbound that could lay down suppressing fire on undesirables.


On the other hand, their latest info put the number of undesirables at between sixty and eighty, a manageable number, so that comfort was not essential. What was essential, of course, was getting a line on Mankho, and Vasquez had sent no more than a hold status update half an hour ago, meaning there was nothing new to report. She was still in a subspace below the main residence, which Kris, when asked, opined was a little unusual. Mankho liked to keep his new girls handy, unless maybe he had other business. 


Other business. Kris knew about the failure of the Lacaille raid and she also knew—better than anyone—that what had beaten Mankho on Nedaema was really just dumb luck. Whatever else she was feeling that AM besides twitchy and nauseated, it sure as hell wasn’t lucky. She glanced over at Gergen, posted maybe fifty meters upslope and still almost impossible to see unless you knew what to look for, and barely caught Burdette saying, “. . . got a situation here.” 


A short conference ensued. Gergen rose to a crouch and took off northeast with his SAW. Perez went off with Fireteam Alpha a moment later. 


Fuck. I knew it. 


Kris dug her boot heel viciously into the dirt. The op had blown on them. 


Fuck’n knew it.


Yu, Huron, and Burdette had their heads down, intent on some new data that was streaming in. She wondered if she dared get close enough to eavesdrop. A minute crawled by. Another  minute. Then Huron looked across at Yu and asked, “What do you advise?” 


Yu was conferring with Burdette but Kris heard his answer clearly as he turned back: “We pull out.” 


Vision darkening with molten churning in her gut, she clamped her jaws shut in an effort not to scream. Going through all that shit—coming all this way—for nothing. 


Fuck that.


*    *    *


“I think we got a situation here,” Sergeant Burdette said, just loud enough for Kris to overhear the last four words, as an alert from one of her dragonflies lit up her xel. 


“What is it?” asked Sergeant Major Yu, in an unruffled voice.


“I’m picking up signals to the northwest. Vehicles inbound.”


“Make?”


“Can’t say for certain, but could be lorries.” 


Yu pinged Cates, who was positioned the farthest north. “Rachel, we got incoming. You seeing anything north of your position?”


“Negative. Nothing in sight. Shall I send eyes up high for a peek?”


“Affirm. Make it quick.” 


“Wait one.” Then: “We got a flock of air-lorries inbound. I count six—no, scratch, make it seven. Coming low along the north road. At the speed they’re making, they’ll be at the front door in seven, eight minutes.”


“Cargo or personnel?” 


“Looks like both, but I can’t get a good read on the last three. The four out front are five-tonners, though. You want video?”


Burdette, who was listening, shook her head. 


“Negative. I’m sending you Benn. Tap up Marko but otherwise keep low, good quiet, until Benn relieves you. Then haul ass back here, but don’t report in until Andie or I ping you and then voice only.” 


“Roger that.” 


Yu clicked over to Gergen. “Benn, unknown vehicles inbound from the north. Post up to Marko and relieve Rachel. Take your SAW but do not engage.” 


“Yessir. I’m on it.” 


“Sam,”—turning now to Perez. “Take your people and move out east. See how badly they’re stirred up over there. Ping us when you’re in position. Andie, anything from Vasquez?”


“Negative. Next scheduled ping-back is twelve minutes.”


“Break protocol. Tell her to expect visitors in six minutes. How soon can we get a shuttle down if we need it? Forty-five minutes?” 


“Forty-two. If the IADS is offline.” 


Acknowledging Burdette’s caveat with a barely perceptible nod, the sergeant major addressed Huron. “What’s your call, sir?”


Huron drew a winding curve in the dirt with his finger. “They’re following the north road, right? Why follow a road in air-lorries?” 


“Protocol?” suggested Yu. 


“That’s my guess. Keep the IADS happy. IFF’s no good if you can’t be sure who your friends are.” 


“So maybe this is just a delivery.”


“Goddamned big delivery though. Capacity of five-ton lorry is twenty-four men.”


“Packing ‘em in, yeah.” 


“So if we stand pat on Rachel’s numbers, we’re talking a hundred men and over ten tons of cargo. That’s two reinforced platoons with heavy gear.” 


“If they knew we were here, won’t they have ordered up an air strike from Tirana hours ago?”


“They would—if Tirana’s willing to heed to call.” Huron drew an arc across his squiggle. “No. He must be planning something else. Coordination meeting? Training? Recruiting drive?” Smoothing the patch of dirt, he motioned to Burdette. “Lay out all the data we have—thirty-second ticks, please.” 


They considered it together in silence a while. Then Huron looked up. “What do you advise?”


Gergen pinged them, indicating he was in position and Cates was on her way back. Yu leaned towards Burdette to verify when Cates would be in a safe transmit zone—about a minute, he estimated, just as soon as she was into that dead ground along the ravine. 


“Well, sir, by the book,” he began, tapping the location of her xel’s display. Burdette nodded in agreement and Yu turned back to Huron. “We pull out.”


Huron detected an underlying tone in Yu’s manner. “But?”


“Let’s see what else Rachel can tell us. At my age, I might not be recalling the book right. ‘Fraid I didn’t bring my copy.” 


“Neither did I,” Huron said. “Careless of us.”


Cates indeed had something new to report: another convoy, this one wheeled, that had broken the horizon a minute or so before Gergen arrived. “Long and slow,” was her assessment. They weren’t emitting, but with Perez and Alpha now in position, Burdette dispatched a dragonfly to investigate. She showed Yu the stills that it sent back. 


“Two dozen we can see. Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes out. We could have three-fifty—four hundred men dropping in on us.” 


Huron regarded Yu with interest. “Having new thoughts, Sergeant Major?”


Before he could reply, Perez interrupted with a ping. “Got a confab going on the second floor here. Those lorries came in a minute ago. They’ve got loaders running—lots of big crates. Might be equipment.” 


“Not munitions?”


“Some could be. Unloading a raft of smaller pallets, now. Can’t see any markings from here. Compound’s swarming. Over a hundred’s my guess, carrying light arms. Can’t see the south end, though.”


“Spot the package yet?”


“Negative on the package.” 


“Standby, Sam. Andie,”—this to Burdette—“update status on Vasquez.” 


Burdette cycled a xel screen. “They’ve moved her. Antechamber on the first-floor. She’s at ease but not alone.” 


“That’s his personal quarters.” 


“Roger that. But no sign of the proprietor yet.” 


“Plot the second convoy.” 


She did. Yu measured the distance, mentally ticking off individual minutes. Then he grinned. “Yes, sir. I am havin’ new thoughts. I’m thinking we crash this party through the front gate.” The grin widen a trifle, taking on a cheerfully ghoulish aspect. “What’s three more outta three hundred?” 


Huron stretched his mouth the one side. “Y’know, Fred, I’ve always admired your notion of fair odds.” 


“Good to go, sir?”


“It’s your party, Fred. Go enjoy yourself.”


“Appreciate it, sir.” Yu consulted the map again. “Have Benn and Marko rendezvous with me here. Let’s see if we can catch a ride.” The three Outworlders, Huron and Burdette both noted. “Prime some dragonflies so you can play operator in case that second convoy tries to call in. Put Wojo on hot standby, but he’s not to hit air with the IADS up. When Rachel gets here, go link up with Sam and keep eyes out for the proprietor. Leave the mole but take Kris with you.” 


Burdette raised her head. “Where is she?”


*    *    *


Flat down on her belly amid those gray-green stalks that grew thickly along the ridge crest, Kris watched the throng milling about through the residence’s second-story window, two klicks away. She knew that window was armor-glass but she has no idea how thick: it could be three centimeters or five or even seven, and she didn’t dare use her scope’s maser to find out. How many armor-piercing rounds to break it? No idea there either. With a three-shot burst, she couldn’t afford to use more than two: if she clipped Mankho with an AP round. it would fuck him up but might not kill him. Were two enough? And only one antipersonnel round at this range? She had to be sure—this one burst was all she was gonna get . . .


Kris dialed up a five-shot burst: three AP followed by two APS rounds. Zooming her scope to max, she brought up the targeting screen. There were too many people moving about in the room to rely on autolock without retuning it and she didn’t have time to mess with that. Mankho was in there somewhere: she was sure she’d caught a glimpse of him as she crawled up, but then lost him in the swirl of activity. Now one of his doubles was waiting in the back—waiting for what? Who were they trying to fool at this point? Mankho hadn’t left, had he? 


Wait . . . there was a tall skinny red-haired woman off to the far left. She was facing away and appeared to be giving directions—pointing imperiously. No flunky then. Mankho's wife, maybe? The woman turned in profile, and smiled. Yep—Mankho's wife. She’d changed her face again since the pics Huron had shown her, but that was definitely her. Kris could almost make out the re-gen scars of the repeated visosculpts from here. Who was she smiling at? Her husband? Had to be . . . 


Move bitch. Fuck’n move to the right, goddammit—


But the woman leaned the other way and a man stepped into view. Mankho. He made shooing motions at an aide who approached and turned aside to kiss his wife. Oh that’s just too fuck’n sweet, you jag motherfucker. She zeroed the sight picture and took first pressure to designate the target. As the kiss broke; the reticule pipped and she squeezed the trigger. 


Five trip-hammer blows against her shoulder, inconceivably rapid—a sharp electric snap as something gave way despite the armor—and she was pushed back almost a foot. Through the haze of pain she saw a confused scene of shattered glass and rushing bodies and a lurid red mist that seemed to hang in the air—and there was Mankho huge in the rifle’s scope, black eyes livid, thin colorless lips writhing in silent rage. 


A surge of icy shock crashed through her chest, and then he was gone. Behind where he’d been, thrown into a mangled heap at the foot of the bar against the far wall was a corpse that ended at the middle of the ribcage. A woman’s corpse. 


Oh fuck—! Her vision went gray and then a hand clamped on her ankle and jerked her down the slope. Yelling as the motion jarred her shoulder, she rolled and kicked blindly. The hand slapped the kick aside and suddenly Huron was above her, his face swimming through the splotches of darkness, so furious she didn’t recognize it for a heartbeat. 


“Did you lose your fucking mind?” The deadly hiss sliced through her shock. 


“You were bolting!” Kris yelled, her voice almost a shriek. “You were bolting on the fuck’n op!”


She thought she saw him mouth Oh for fuck’s sake, and then he was rising, looking left. “Sergeant Major! Call the shuttle down hot—full burn! Ping the corvette with relay to Kestrel—advise Condition One. And get this midshipman down the fucking hill!” 


Out of nowhere, Yu’s powerful arms lifted her. She yelped and scrabbled with her good hand for the rifle she’d dropped. 


“Leave that!” Huron snapped, snatching it out from under her grasp. Then she was being whisked away, every rapid stride down the hill an agonizing jolt. Her sharp labored breathing was loud in her helmet and there was the sound of firing behind them and Yu was talking low and rapid beside her but she couldn’t make out anything he said. After a dizzying interval she found herself at the base of the slope in the copse of those scrubby trees, hugging her right arm across her body. 


“Look at that,” Yu called to Cates, jerking a thumb at Kris, and when the marine came over Kris snarled at her, “Leave me the fuck alone.” 


“Fuck that, ma’am,” Cates rapped out and pushed her down with a hand on her neck. Swearing impotently, Kris felt her rip open a patch on the back of her armor, press something and there was jab in her upper spine that made her yelp and then a fiery numbness went up her neck to her scalp and down the middle of her back; a sensation so wholly contradictory it felt like the ground had dropped out from under her. 


“Don’t you fuckin’ know how this stuff works?” Cates muttered caustically in her ear. “You can’t figure out a simple blink switch?” Kris shot her a look of pure hatred that was obscured by the helmet visor. She had seen a pulsing red icon on her HUD but it never occurred to her to blink at it. And she did vaguely recall something from the briefing they gave her when she was issued that first ill-fitting suit of combat armor back on Mars, but the suits she was used to never had this shit! 


Somewhere—it must’ve been quite close but it didn’t sound like it—Yu was confirming the shuttle’s ETA—fourteen minutes, twenty seconds—and he was talking with someone, probably Huron, about a boulder-strewn ridge to the southwest with a narrow depression behind it before the terrain rose up in the series of scarps and one of them said, “IADS” and she heard Burdette saying something about compound’s sensors being up and the pain was rapidly dulling to a distant otherworldly ache and then Yu was squatting in front of her. “How bad?” he asked Cates brusquely. 


“Not bad. Just a fractured right clavicle—dinged the AC joint pretty good too. Fired off a five-burst without a tripod, didn’t she?”  


Yu grunted. Then Burdette slid in beside him. “They got people coming out by the fuck-ton over there. No IADS yet and the planetary nets are still clear but they got eyes all over that flat ground to the south. I think maybe we can work down this side the river though, if—Wow!”


“What?” Huron had come over to kneel by Burdette and he and Yu said it almost together. 


“The whole compound just went dark. Somebody cut the power!”


“That’s our cue,” the sergeant major said briskly. “Call the shuttle into the dead ground just south of that ridge.” Then louder. “C’mon people! We got a bus to catch!”


“But Fred,” Burdette said low, “they’ve got mortars set up. If they pop off a seeker while we’re crossing that flat—”


“We’re fucked—what of it? We got a klick to cover and three minutes to cover it. Get moving.” He spared Kris the briefest glance. “Rachel, bring her.” 


“I got it,” Kris blurted and lurched to her feet. Yu had already sent Tiernan off with Lopez and Gergen flanked out, and the rest of the section was formed up with Huron and Yu at the rear. 


“Then go,” he snapped and they all set off at a dead run.


*    *    *


Kris had no idea how she got across that ground. They’d come under fire half-way there, a distant and ineffectual fire, and as they gained the sheltering rocks at the base of the ridge Kris could still hear the peculiar sound of the bullets—like rapidly ripped cloth—hear them over the close thunder of blood in her ears, over the whooshing rasp in her gullet. The suit’s filtered air tore her throat with iron-tasting fingers as her lungs gulped it in and her cracked collarbone sent out star-like bursts of pain for all the analgesics could do. Marko Tiernan and the two others were already laying down cover fire before she collapsed in the dirt between two boulders. Someone grabbed her belt and hauled her up. 


“Not here, goddammit,” a gruff wheezing voice, probably Corporal Gergen, said very close. “Get’cher ass up to that ridge.” A powerful shove in the small of back propelled her forward and now she heard firing on all sides and Yu was saying calmly over her helmet set, “Here they come, people. Let’s show ‘em they ain’t welcome.” 


Faltering near the top, somebody else took her arm and piloted her to a niche in the wall of rock that crowned the ridge. She looked up and found herself staring into the bright hazel eyes of Sergeant Lopez. “Stay down, ma’am,” she ordered, her voice incongruously gentle. “Where’s your sidearm?”


Kris fumbled for the thigh holster she’d completely forgotten about with her left hand. She almost dropped the pistol before she got it cocked and then held it awkwardly, squashed under the overhang. Lopez was long gone, somewhere off in the rocks below. The rifle fire intensified and the SAW was chattering away. No one was talking and she couldn’t see a damn thing from where she was. She stood it for about two minutes before crawling out. She wasn’t waiting in some little shithole to die. 


Kris saw Yu to the left of the narrow trial they’d climbed up with Benn Gergen, manning the SAW and putting well-aimed methodical bursts into the swarming figures far off on the plain below, while Yu, off-net, calmly directed his fire and picked off targets in the middle distance, between six hundred and a thousand meters out. 


To Kris’s right, the bulky form of Marko Tiernan knelt at a gap in the rocks where he was keeping up his own rapid accurate fire. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he was also chuckling on the net. She slithered over next to him while bullets from below kicked dust from the boulders and splattered against the rock behind them. As she propped herself up, he shot her a grin. 


“Y’know, these fuckers can’t shoot,” he remarked in a casual tone and squeezed off three more shots at unseen assailants, “but there’s a lot of ‘em.” He dipped his eyes towards the gun in her left hand. “Can you hit anything with that?” 


“Let one of those assholes up here and let’s find out,” Kris answered in a harsh brittle voice. 


Tiernan laughed and killed another two of their attackers.


“Incoming!” Yu barked over the net and a moment later she heard the two-toned whistle of mortar shells descending. She crouched against the boulder, hearing the first detonations downslope, the sound rendered flat and dull by her helmet’s noise suppression. Then an explosion lifted her and slammed her into the wall of rock. She slid to the ground dazed; came slowly to her knees to hear a savage, almost bestial growling next her. Turning her head, she saw Tiernan, clutching his right leg, which ended in bloody shreds just below the knee. There were holes in the torso of his body armor too and rivulets stained the hands viced around the stump. Yu rolled to him and swiftly applied a field tourniquet while Marko hissed through clenched teeth, “Motherfucker that smarts!” Another mortar shell landed in the rocks behind them—without power to their targeting sensors they were dropping the damn things all over place—and pebbles rained down on them. 


When Kris looked up again, Huron was on his knees next to Marko and Yu, his assault rifle poised; Gergen still had the SAW working, with Burdette beside him, her leg darkly wet. Perez, Argento and Cates were just below, covering the trail from there. She couldn’t see Resnick or Watkins but then Lopez vaulted over a boulder and landed by their feet. “Forming up for another rush down there,” she reported. “They got sliders coming up this time and the compound just got power restored to the IADS.” 


“Wojo, you copy that?” Huron called out and Kris realized he must have a line open to the shuttle pilot. “Five by five, sir,” came the faint reply. “Don’t you worry none, Commander—we’ll skate this crate in under their noses. Have to put it down a bit shorter than planned though.” 


“We’ll meet you. CATs out.” Huron looked towards the rocks guarding the trail and then across Tiernan at Yu. “Grab Marko—we gotta get to the other side now. Bird will never get in here with the IADS up.” 


“No fuckin’ way,” Marko snarled, “with all due respect, sir. You’ll never make it luggin’ me—not with them sliders on the way.” He forced himself into a sitting position. “Get me to them goddamned rocks down there. Where’s my fuckin’ gun?” Huron stretched out for the rifle. “No—sir! I need the fucking SAW. And gimme all your grenades.” Huron and Yu stripped their belts. “Now prop me up down there”—he pointed to the gap below that covered the head of the trail—“and get the fuck outta here. With all due respect. Sir.” 


Locking eyes with Yu, Huron shook his head. “We can have the bird put some heat on ‘em.”  


Yu’s eyes were bleak. “No joy, sir. Marko’s right. Not with those sliders.” 


Scanning the plain below Huron saw that was true: they were too many and too dispersed for one shuttle’s indirect fire to hold them back for more than a couple of minutes. Not enough. 


“Carry on, Sergeant Major.” His voice was harsh and clipped.


Yu called over Gergen and Cates. The two of them moved Tiernan into position, swearing steadily under his breath all the while, and set up the SAW.


“Why’d they stop firing?” Kris asked, ears still ringing. 


“Chary of their own people,” Yu answered. “Lousy practice.” A message flashed on his visor. “Shuttle in five.” 


“Better get ‘em moving, Fred.” 


Yu nodded in quick decision. “Peel off by twos! Andie, you and Rachel go first. Toni, you and Kyle follow. Go now!”


Huron did a quick plot, his face still an unhealthy color. Five minutes was about two minutes too long. They had thin ‘em out down there—give Marko a little more time.  


Burdette and Cates fell back to the cleft at the top of the ridge with Lopez and Argento behind them, while Kris heard Huron key on his mike. “Wojo, we got bunches o’ bad guys forming up with sliders down here. Can you discourage them at all?” 


“I got no fix here.” 


“Just lock on this, add six hundred meters northwest and lob in some plasma. I don’t care what you hit—just make some noise!” 


“Roger that. Commence noise makin’.” 


“Here they come!” Yu slapped Huron’s shoulder and they heard the SAW open up. Moments later they saw the light and heard the hollow whooshing thump of plasma charges hitting the flat below. Huron looked south and saw the trail of the shuttle approached low and fast. 


“Gotta move!” He took Kris by her good arm, pulling her to her feet. “Stay low.” 


Yu signaled the rest of their people; there were more explosions—Marko using his grenades now—and the team scrambled up through the rocks around the sharp summit to the other side. The assault shuttle came in hot, spun and dropped in the clear space downslope, leaving them a good hundred meters to cover. They sprinted, crouching low as the mortar rounds started falling again—Mankho’s people had seen the shuttle too and were firing indiscriminately—and when Kris stumbled in the last five meters, Yu grabbed her and chucked her bodily through the shuttle’s boarding hatch. She hit the deck rolling and slammed into the far side of the fuselage. A white-hot scream of agony lanced through the painkillers and she lay there curled up and gasping. 


“Nice to have you aboard.” The jovial voice rang out terribly loud and she looked up, squinting through tears to see Bodo Wojakowski grinning at her from the pilot’s chair, with Abe Donnerkill next to him. “Where’s your pals? Oh, here we are—” as the others vaulted through the hatch. Yu and Huron waited for the last two, Burdette—limping, swearing and shedding blood from her boot as she propped up Argento, who was coughing crimson foam at every step—boosted them in, and climbed in themselves. 


“That’s it!” Huron called. “Party’s over. Take her home.” 


Wojakowski brought the nose up and even as the hatch sealed, a mortar round detonating right in front of them. It did nothing against the shuttle’s armor but Wojakowski yelled “Fuckers!” as he gunned the thrusters. “Assholes! Coulda dinged my paint!” He banked hard as they all scrambled to get into harness. “Commander, when we get back to the nest, can I drop a thank-you note on that bunch of fuckers down there? I’ve conceived me a dislike.”


Huron grabbed Kris by the leg to keep her from sliding across the deck and helped her buckle in. “Vasquez?”


“Arrived up top a minute ago. Guess she caused quite a ruckus making her exit there.” 


“Then sure. Be my guest.” 


*    *    *


Back on Kestrel, they stowed their gear in the aft weapons compartment. The adrenaline had long since faded; there was a heaviness in their mood and movements, made worse by sending four of their team to sickbay: Kyle Argento, with a bullet through the lung, was the worst though he’d make it; Antoinette Lopez had joked on the way up that maybe she’d get a nice blue eye to replace the hazel one lost when mortar shrapnel shattered her visor, just to freak out her boyfriend; Andréa Burdette’s calf wound was ugly but uncomplicated, and Benn Gergen may or may not need to grow a new left hand—but most of all, by having to leave Marko Tiernan behind. It was a steep butcher’s bill for an op that had gained nothing—and not even Kris counted her shoulder in the tally. No one spoke as weapons were checked, stripped, safed and put back in the racks. 


They filed into the locker space to take a quick shower, still silent, and it was not until after they got back into their fatigues and caps were put on and settled, that Huron turned his attention to Kris, and said quietly, “Leave me with this officer.” 


As soon as they were alone, Huron pinned her with a look so savage she was sure he was going hit her. She’d never seen him like this—veins swelling in his neck and his face suffused with rage—and when he took a half step forward she involuntarily backed, fetching up against the lockers. 


“What the hell were you thinking?” His voice wasn’t loud, not much above a whisper, but it cut. “Don’t you fucking understand we need him alive—his brain intact? If we wanted the fucker dead, we’d have nuked his compound from orbit.”


She flattened against the lockers, squashed by the force of his anger—his completely justified righteous anger—and stared into his dark furious eyes, hating that he was right, and in that hatred ground out, “I need him dead.”



Huron moved back a step, opening the charged space between them. Something condensed in his look, something implacable and terribly cold. 


“Then you can fucking well explain that to Marko’s wife and kids. I expect your letter within the hour.” 


The words hit her with almost physical force, worse than if he’d actually struck her, and she struggled to remain upright. 


“Dismissed, Midshipman Kennakris.” 













Chapter Thirty-Five



LSS Kestrel

 Rephidim, Outworld’s Border Zone


Fifty-six minutes later, in a fresh uniform, with her shoulder wrapped and her right arm clipped up, Kris pressed the entry pad to Huron’s cabin. The door slid open and she saw him, sitting at his console in fatigues, looking tired. He looked up and she saw the depth of his exhaustion, as if his anger of an hour ago had hollowed him out. 


“Yes, Midshipman?”


Kris saluted, left-handed and uneasy, and produced the flimsy she’d printed. “The letter you requested, sir.” He motioned her over and she entered, pacing the few steps smartly and laying the plastic sheet by his console. He picked it up, leaned back and read:


Dear Ms. {__________} Tiernan and family {_______________},


It is with the very deepest regret that I inform you of the death of your husband, Pvt. 1st-Class Marko Tiernan. I must further inform you that it was through my own ill-judged actions that your husband was killed. I cannot adequately express to you the overwhelming sorrow I feel that my failure caused the death of your husband, a very good man, respected by all who knew him, and whom it was an honor to know.


I am sorry I cannot describe the nature of the operation in which he died, but you should know that your husband, although severely wounded, insisted on remaining behind and covering our escape alone, against overwhelming odds, saving my life and the lives of all the rest of his team. 


I cannot ask your forgiveness for what I did, nor can I forgive myself, and I know of no recompense that I could possibly offer, but I do pray for you and your children and wish with all my being that someday you may be granted a measure of peace. 


With most profound apologies and regrets, 

 Loralynn Kennakris, Midshipman, CEF


“I don’t know their names, sir,” she said haltingly when he put the flimsy down. “I was hoping you could add them for me.” He looked her up and down, still standing at rigid attention. “And,” she began again, stopped, then gathered herself and went on, looking straight ahead and speaking very formally, “And I respectfully offer my resignation or submit myself to whatever . . . discipline normally applies in such cases.” 


“Courts martial for negligence and dismissed from the service is usual,” he said, cool and detached.


“I would accept that, sir.” Still staring fixedly at a point on the wall behind his head.


“If,” he continued, “if you were a commissioned officer. You aren’t. You're a midshipman and you lost your head in your first firefight. You fucked up.” He handed the flimsy back to her. “Let’s not compound that fuck-up by being hasty or by wallowing in it.” He nodded at the sheet she held uncertainly in her hand. “If you want to do something for Marko—for his wife and kids—become the officer they deserve.” He turned back to his console. “That’s all, Kennakris.” 


She saluted again and turned to go, but his voice stopped her. “I’ll put their names in it for you.” 


Huron’s entry pad chimed for a second time that night and the door opened to reveal the solid form of Sergeant Major Yu. “You wanted to see me, sir?”


Huron closed the document he was working on and motioned him in. “It’s been a bad fuckin’ day, Fred. Would you like a drink?”


“I don’t think I’ve ever turned down a drink, sir—except once.” Huron lifted his eyes in a question as he produced a bottle and two glasses from a little cabinet behind his desk. “That bright-blue lizard piss they brew in Little North Bear, way out in the Trifid. Ever try it, sir?”


“Provo Ice?” He poured a generous amount of smoky amber liquid in each glass and the subtle aroma began to fill the cabin. 


“That’s it, sir. Gut just can’t handle that shit.” 


Huron smiled and handed a glass to Yu. “Marko.” 


“Marko,” Yu echoed and they knocked back the scotch in one. Huron refilled both glasses. “I shouldn’t have done it, Fred.” 


“How’s that, sir?”


“Kris. Came close to losing it with her.” He swirled the scotch in the glass. “Never should have put her in that position. Two bad . . . bad calls.”


Yu didn’t offer any thoughts on that, but after a moment asked, “How’s she taking it?”


Huron took out Kris’s letter and slid it across the desktop. Yu took it, read it, and looked up. “She wrote this? I knew she had guts and to spare but . . .”


Huron nodded. “I’m half-tempted not to send it. It wasn’t her fault—not really.”


“You want my opinion, sir?”


“Always.”


“That’d be your third bad call. Sure it ain’t all her fault, but she wrote it—she deserves to have it read. And Laeyna will understand, sir. It’ll make her feel better to know what sort of officer Marko served with, even if only for a few days.” 


“Thanks, Sergeant Major.”


“Anytime, sir.” 


Huron drained his glass. “How’s Vasquez?” He knew she’d been recovered but the report—if anything so brief could be called a report—included only a few fragmentary details, and those were a little . . . outré might be a good word. 


“Bloomin’, sir, from what I heard. Don’t have anything official yet—that might have to wait till we make orbit—but a flash came through with the bare bones, so to speak.” 


Huron’s mouth twitched to one side at the double entendre. “I take it that phrase might have been more literal than usual this time?”


“Well sir, she did show up with a boatload of beauties, most near naked or better. And—ah—she wasn’t exactly regulation herself.” 


That squared with the fragments that had been relayed to Huron: something about a short corset, gauntlets and thigh-high boots—air-dancers, in fact—and nothing else. 


“Seems that in the confusion, she disarmed some security, rounded up the gals nearby, shot her way into the garage, yanked a power main and then jacked a cargo lighter. Loaded ‘em in and boosted clear of the air-top where they met up with the corvette, leaving some merry havoc behind her.” Yu tossed off the scotch. “Says she’s keeping them boots as spoils of war.” 


Huron stifled a snorting laugh. Once Flechette had picked up Vasquez and her ‘boatload of beauties,’ the corvette had made a swift—and prudent—exit out-system, and now they wouldn’t rendezvous until Beta Crucis. With that many people crammed into Flechette, Huron didn’t think they could find room to lie down—they’d probably all have to sleep standing up. But the cruiser LSS Osiris was patrolling off Knydos with her task group, and Flechette could rendezvous with her in four days—sooner, if Osiris got the message Kestrel had sent her quickly enough. 


The detour would give Vasquez and the corvette’s skipper plenty of time to construct their official after-action reports but Huron still wondered how this was going to be set into standard AAR navaleze: dry, tedious and with much use of the passive. That, at least, would be something to look forward to. 


Yu put down the glass and rose. “Well sir, I oughta get back unless there’s something else.”


Huron shook his head. “No, there isn’t. Carry on, Sergeant Major.”


“Yessir. G’night, sir.” 


“And you, Fred.” The sergeant major made his exit and Huron returned to his console, reopened the document he had been working on and resumed typing. 













Chapter Thirty-Six



LSS Kestrel

 departing Rephidim, Outworld’s Border Zone


They held the ceremony the next AM, after first assembly. Gunnery Sergeant Lopez, with a black patch over her missing eye, had called on Kris and formally requested she attend with full kit. There was a curious insistence on the word full. Besides being full of knots inside, she crammed everything she had into her kit bag and hurried down the passage to the forward assault bay, wearing her dress blues. Lopez had also emphasized this was not a full dress occasion (Kris’s full-dress uniform hadn’t made the trip anyway), but the sergeant hadn’t said what it was. All Kris had with her, besides her combat armor, were fatigues and her blues, and fatigues just didn’t seem right. 


So when she arrived to see the marines in their service grays and Huron in his undress blacks, she self-consciously assumed her place in the circle, feeling uncomfortably conspicuous. No one took any evident notice, however, and once Master Sergeant Burdette, supporting herself on an old-fashioned metal crutch, called them to attention, Sergeant Major Yu and Gunnery Sergeant Lopez brought out a camo-shelter and spread it on the deck at the center of the circle. Then Burdette, laying her crutch aside, limped up carrying Marko’s duffle bag, and began solemnly laying out his marine kit on the fabric. (His personal effects had already been sealed for shipment home, along with the requisite bronze box.) 


When all the items were arranged, she got laboriously to her feet and limped back to her place, where Yu was waiting with her crutch. The sergeant major nodded, and in a strict order—and to Kris’s initial bewilderment—each member of the team approached the shelter and took one item of Marko’s, replacing it with a like item of their own. Rachel Cates went first, laying down her assault rifle and taking Marko’s, which Huron had preserved. Sam Perez exchanged his ammo belt, and Kyle Argento traded his canteen. The rest followed in turn. Finally, Benn Gergen came forward, his left arm heavily wrapped, to swap his service sidearm for Marko’s, the grip of which he’d carved to own taste, leaving the last item: a tin cup, slightly crushed on one side. No one had ever explained to Kris why marines were still issued a tin cup. It seemed a weird anachronism, but the enlisted ranks, who called them by the Antiguan name pialla, were quite fond of them. 


Without warning, all eyes fixed on Kris. She was obviously expected to swap for it. The mess kit she’d been issued had something similar, but it was navy issue and not really the same. But that apparently didn’t matter. Rifling her kit bag for the cup occupied an anguished thirty seconds, then she stepped forward and put it down, picking up the dented pialla with nervous fingers. When she returned to her place, Burdette called them again to attention. 


Sergeant Lopez took a pace forward, snapped a salute that was answered by all present, and began to sing Amazing Grace in a pure-toned velvet soprano that filled the compartment to admiration. The rest of the team joined in after the first verse, except for Huron and Yu—and Kris, who didn’t know the words. There followed a minute of silence, after which Burdette and Lopez carefully bundled up the camo-shelter and tied it. The bundle was placed in a waiting torpedo crate, draped with the Red Ensign of the CEF Marine Corps, and Yu called up the surviving members of Fireteam Charlie, while he and Burdette stepped alongside the crate’s head. 


There was one place to fill, and as Kris wondered who it would be, Yu nodded to her. Swallowing against the rush of nerves, Kris took the final place. On command, the six of them lifted the crate, no more than fifteen kilos, and slid it into an open ejection port. Yu armed the firing mechanism and stepped aside. As the others formed ranks and saluted, Kris was gripped by a horrible premonition. 


You’re not gonna make me—fer fuck’s sake don’t make—


But Huron came forward and, exchanging salutes with the sergeant major, pressed the firing stud. With a rush of compressed air, the torpedo crate was consigned to the eternal night. Yu turned to face his team. 


“Dismiss.” 


And Kris, letting her breath go, realized that, aside from the song and these few orders, no one had spoken a word during the entire ceremony.  


Dismiss, in this case, did not seem to mean leave. The members of CAT 5 continued to hang about, chatting with the occasional burst of laugher, and Wojakowski brought out a bottle of something and shared it around. Kris did not partake. But she did notice when Lopez handed a small wrapped package to Burdette, who handed it to Yu. He unwrapped it and Kris caught the wink of gold—Marko’s collar tabs. Closing his thick, powerful fist about them, he crossed the floor to Cates and, putting his arm about her shoulders, placed them in her hand. She took them with a tight, trembling smile and damp eyes and Yu gave her a grandfatherly embrace, which unsettled Kris most strangely. 


She was profoundly unsettled anyway, unable to join in and unwilling to be the first to leave, and so was profoundly grateful when Huron shook hands with CAT 5 and then waved for Kris to fall in with him as he left. 


When they were alone in the passage and Kris felt she could breathe a little easier, she murmured, “I didn’t know it had words.”


“Hmm?” Huron looked across at her. He didn’t seem to be angry with her anymore, and that made her uncomfortable. She was still angry at her . . . “The song—I didn’t know it had words,” Kris repeated, feeling strangely embarrassed. 


“You know that song?”


The feeling of unease and embarrassment became more acute. Could he be making fun of her? Now? “Sure. We played it on Parson’s Acre all the time. At school—church . . . holidays. But we played it on bagpipes. No one ever sang.” 


That brought a hint of a smile to Huron’s features, the first she’d seen since they’d made the drop from the corvette together. “You like bagpipes?”


“Yeah.” She ran a hand over her warm forehead. “What’s wrong with bagpipes?” 


“Not a thing. So they tell me.” 


Yeah, that was definitely a smile she was seeing. Goddamn him anyway. 


A party of rates coming the other way saluted and squeezed aside to let them pass. Kris watched them as they continued down the passage towards the forward bays. 


“Was I supposed to do somethin’?” 


“What do you mean?”


“Say somethin’—back there.” 


“No, Kris. They understand.” 


“They do? How d’ya know?”


“They left you his pialla.” 


“The dinged cup?”


“That’s right. It’s lucky.”


“It is?”


“Yep. Marko was a lucky guy.”


“Uh—okay.” 


“Life goes on, Kris.”


“Does it?”


“For the time being.”













Chapter Thirty-Seven



LSS Kestrel  

 approaching the Cilician Gates, Outworld’s Border Zone


At the chime sounding the beginning of the first dog watch, Kris entered Kestrel’s gunroom, prompt to the minute and still attired in her dress blues. Kestrel was a bit lax about mess dress, as were many frigates, and fatigues were not an uncommon sight there, something that would rarely be countenanced on a destroyer, and never on a cruiser or any other major capital ship. But today was special; the mess steward had pulled out all the stops in honor of Marko, and she knew her presence was particularly expected. 


Had it not been, she would have been tempted to dine in her berth, but CAT 5 had made it clear she was not excluded from their company, and repaying them by sulking alone when the invitation had been extended was inconceivable. She hadn’t needed Huron’s subtle hint to understand that, though under the circumstances, she didn’t blame him for making it either. So she took her place at the table and did her best to be convivial, succeeding to a competent degree. 


All the same, the excellent dinner did not sit well on her stomach, and she didn’t object when, having made it through dessert and endured the three obligatory toasts, Huron stood, offered his sincere thanks, and asked if she’d join him in CIC. 


On the way there he said next to nothing, but she detected something quietly churning below the placid surface, and as they approached the hatch to CIC, she concluded it was an uncommon degree of excitement, perhaps mixed with a touch of unease. Just what there was to be excited about she could not imagine, and as it happened, did not learn for some time. Instead, Huron made small talk with the watch officer, Lieutenant Ramses, and brought her acquainted with the events of the last twenty-four hours. 


First, he told her that Mankho’s compound, for all intents and purposes, was no more. Commander Yanazuka had interpreted her broadly worded orders to mean that if Mankho could not be captured, at least his facility should not be left behind as a viable base. She therefore destroyed the outer works, the IADS, and all of the main compound itself but the residence building, with surgically delivered strikes. To make doubly sure, she had preceded this with a bombardment of EMP charges sufficient to reduce to smoking slag anything electronic within a fifty-kilometer radius. 


By an unhappy chance—unhappy for those roaming about outside the compound after their firefight with CAT 5—the first EMP salvo was not in fact all EMP charges. As the log subsequently reported, a number of 8-inch close-ground-support antipersonnel rounds had been “accidentally expended,” and several hundred of Mankho’s supporters reported to their Maker. This was blamed on a miscommunication. Warrant Officer Wojakowski said he was sorry. He would “read more careful” in the future. Kestrel’s captain sternly admonished him that he should indeed do so. 


Next, a review of the data Kestrel had been able to glean regarding these supporters who had so unexpected arrived shed some light on their purpose there. Kestrel’s signals section had been able to decrypt their comms, both with Mankho and with as yet unidentified parties in Tirana, and these revealed that they’d been there for both a planning meeting and to start on a major upgrade of the compound’s defenses, including an improved IADS with better sensors. Other details were vague, but it was clear Mankho had been expecting something to happen and, based on a vicious argument over impending schedule delays, expecting it in about three to four weeks. 


To Huron, who alone knew the proposed versus actual schedule for the operation, this sounded like too much of a coincidence. He was now dead certain that Admiral Westover had called it, and that Trin, as usual, was right on the money. 


The final item had to wait until Kestrel’s TAO could join them. The wardroom dined later than the gunroom, and a dinner to honor a fallen comrade could not be rushed. They’d been reduced to small talk by the time Lieutenant Commander Caprelli appeared and greeted them, cordially but without undue warmth. 


“Can you bring up the plot from yesterday?” Huron inquired politely. “I’d like the midshipman to take a look at it.” 


“Of course,” Caprelli answered, sounding a touch chippy. “Over here, please”—directing them to the omnisynth. He tapped the controls and the holographic display volume flooded with data. 


Kris peered at the chaotic jumble.  “Ah . . . what am I looking at, sir?” 


“A mess,” Huron answered succinctly. “This is what happened yesterday in response to our little visit. As you can see, Tirana went ape shit”—Kris caught Caprelli’s sour look at the profanity—“and Kiruna and Svaardo lit up too.” Those were Rephidim’s three starports. Kiruna, the smallest, was on the northern continent with Tirana. Svaardo, which was big enough to handle light trans-atmospheric freighters, was in the southern hemisphere. “Let me filter it for you.” He approached the omnisynth’s console. “May I, Commander?” 


“Of course.” Caprelli gave his head a jerky nod. 


Huron typed and the mess reduced to a spray of tendrils radiating from Mankho’s compound and spanning the globe. “There are vehicle tracks out of the compound. You can see from the ticks he didn’t waste any time getting the hell out of there.” 


“Mankho?” There were almost ten times as many tracks as Mankho had vehicles, Kris noted. What help was that? “Are you sure one of those is him?”


“Well, there’s two schools of thought there.” Huron flashed out that half-smile of his. Caprelli was not amused. Huron tapped a key. “Here.” All but four of the traces vanished. “See? They launched a whole flock of decoys.”


“Those were all decoys?” It seemed like an awful lot of drones to put in the air at once.


 “Yep. Made by AVI Conlandia. They’re more Bannerman junk—about the size of your fist. Nice and cheap, too. They make some rather extravagant claims for them. Anyway, you said you saw three doubles, right?”


“Yeah—yes. Sir.” 


“And from what you told us, Mankho puts a pretty high price on his own skin?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“But he didn’t get time to plan his trip. If you look at all those decoy tracks, you’ll see that they went off later than these four. My guess is that he hit the door as fast as he could, sending his doubles off at the same time. Then one of his flunkies thought to cover the boss’s ass while he was already in the air—leaving his people behind to deal with the mess, by the way. Not very leader-like of him.”


Kris didn’t comment on Mankho’s tendency to leave messes behind. Caprelli cleared his throat. Huron continued. 


“You see where the first four went: Tirana, Kiruna and two down to Svaardo. Now here”—he tapped another key—“are the launches from those ports, within the window he could’ve made.”


“Okay.”


“You said he’s claustrophobic. How does he deal with flying?” 


“I—dunno.”


“I’m guessing not very well, especially when he’s not prepared for it.”


That sounded reasonable. Kris shrugged. 


“So let’s X out Svaardo. That’s a long flight and, if we wanted, we could have smoked both those vehicles in the air. Too big a risk.” 


“Um, yessir.” 


“And let’s knock off Kiruna too. They’ve only got one pad that can handle trans-atmo hypercapable craft. He might have to wait a day or two to get a ride. After all, the guy’s a bit freaked—not thinking about anything but getting the hell outta town. So he goes to Tirana, which has decent lift capacity, and we know he has friends there—using that term loosely. He takes time to enhance his calm—gulp some meds or whatever he does to cope with traveling—and grabs the first ride out he can get. Am I boring you yet?” 


Kris blinked. “Ah—no. Sir.” Caprelli, though, was drumming his fingers on his trouser seam. 


“Okay, let’s cut to the chase.” Huron swirled the display wildly. There was just one track now, arcing out of the system at max boost. “That’s a corvette that launched from Tirana very late last night. Add up the time to fly there, arrange things and get on board, give yourself some wiggle room, and this is one of two launches within the likely window.” 


“Two?” she asked. So where’s the other one? 


With a nod, Huron zoomed the display into a section of the asteroid belt inside the system’s largest gas giant. There was a speck with a red globe surrounding it. “That,” he said, making it blink, “is a ship. It’s been sitting there cold. Lieutenant Ramses spotted it late this PM.” 


“What happened?” Kris asked because she was obviously expected to. 


“This.” Huron replotted that one track. It passed by what he’d identified as a ship but not close, except in astronomical terms. “Six thousand klicks,” Huron elucidated. “Closest point of approach. Happened right after 1500.”


“Okay.” 


“So say you eject an escape capsule at CPA and that ship picks it up? How long would the drift take?” 


“Oh.” The picture finally focused. “You think Mankho was on that corvette and they shoved him out in an escape capsule to be picked up by that other ship?” 


“I do. I think that’s Mankho’s bolt hole and why we’ve had so much trouble tracking him all these years. He has a private ship he keeps in a cold parking orbit wherever he is, and he uses it as his getaway, doing a deep-space transfer like this so if anyone is tracking, they follow the wrong vessel out-system.” 


Caprelli cleared his throat again.


“I should in fairness add that Commander Caprelli thinks this is all circumstantial.” 


“Very,” Caprelli uttered, low but quite distinctly. 


“So here’s the deal,” Huron said with a gesture at the TAO. “I’ve bet the commander a thousand that ship there lights up and heads for the Cilician Gates before the middle of the graveyard watch.” The Cilician Gates were the complimentary transit node to the Tarsus Gates and linked this region to the Outworlds, Bannerman space, and points beyond.


“That’s right.” Caprelli said it with another of those twitchy nods. 


“And another five that by the time the dogs bark tomorrow, we get signals—COMINT—anything that verifies Mankho is aboard.”


“Five thousand?” At least Huron was putting his money where his speculation was, Kris thought. 


“Yep. You want any of that?”


Stunned, Kris rubbed two fingers on a spot between her eyebrows. “You—you asked me here to—to see if I wanted to make a bet? Sir?”


“I may have an ulterior motive too.”


“Okay.” Her querulous response owed nothing to the incongruity of his offer and little to his affected manner—a hint too glib and disconcertingly flip—but was almost entirely due to her inner struggle over the fact that he’d just told her—apparently told her—he thought they might be able to nail Mankho after all. Back on Parson’s Acre, when she was very young, they’d  harped on redemption constantly: no sermon or talk or prayer meeting was without it—and the incessant drumbeat had made an impression even on Kris, who’d done her best (which was quite good) to ignore these tedious intervals. But redemption, to the church fathers, was a beyond-the-grave thing. It lacked relevance to the here-and-now, which was given over to the suffering that would sort the wicked from the righteous. That silly bullshit Kris had long dismissed, but the notion of redemption as an abstract concept she vaguely retained. 


Or one part of her mind retained. That part brandished it now, and called for hope or some echo of it, for some degree of elation at the thought they might succeed after all, but it called in vain. Those parts of her being were numb, shut tight, unwilling or unable to respond. The absence of feeling baffled her, and absently rubbing her solar plexus, she saw that Huron was looking at her in the strangest way.


“So how ‘bout it?” he jogged her, with a smile that was no more than skin-deep. 


“Um. Sure, sir,” she answered through her reverberating confusion, not knowing what else to say. “I’ll take half.” 


Right on time, the ship fired its engines and began to move off, not hurrying, but keeping a nice sober pace. Kestrel, fully cloaked, fell in behind her. Caprelli sighed. 


“Double or nothing on the five thousand?” Huron asked. Caprelli declined. Huron shrugged.


Two hours later, Lieutenant Ramses raised his head from his ESM console. “Sir, I think we’ve got something.” That could have been addressed to several people in the compartment, but Huron stepped over. Ramses ran a fingertip across the screen. 


“We just got these transmissions decrypted, sir. Can’t read them one hundred percent and there are a few more we’re still working on. But—you see?—this one is thirty-six minutes before he lit off his drives and this one is five minutes later. This last one is just a couple of minutes before he took his drives out of standby.” 


Huron turned his head slowly to Kris. “Kris, didn’t you mention that they had a codename or something they used for Mankho?”


“That’s right, sir.”—a knot forming in her chest at the question. “They called him Squire Wexford.” 


With a deep smile, Huron turned back to Ramses’ console. “Would you read those last two transmissions, Lieutenant?”


“Yes, sir.” Ramses coughed to clear his throat. “‘Do you have him?’ That’s the first one. Then: ‘We have him. The Squire is aboard.’”


Caprelli shook his head philosophically and allowed himself a touch of a smile. It was not like he’d actually wanted to win the bet. “You’ll take a bank draft, I assume?” 


*    *    *


A query of TEARs produced the conclusion that the vessel now leaving Rephidim’s system with Nestor Mankho aboard was the Black Autumn, a fast, well-armed Tyrsenian commerce raider, close in mass to a destroyer. Commander Yanazuka agreed with Huron that since the orders for Mankho’s capture specified neither locale nor date, pursuing his ship did not constitute exceeding them. 


She had every confidence Kestrel could tackle Black Autumn alone, even though the Tyrsenian was the larger ship. Catching him was another matter. Kestrel was fast for a frigate, but she couldn’t be both fast and stealthy. If she had to uncloak, that would make it more of a fair fight than Kestrel’s captain preferred to engage in, although that didn’t affect her view of the outcome—as long as their prey did not have a consort. And that was an open question. It was very unlikely that another ship between here and the Gates could have escaped their notice, so it was a choice between trying to force an engagement before he could jump, since Kestrel lacked the virtual mass-rating needed to pop a ship that size out of the wormhole, or risking that Black Autumn’s skipper had arranged a rendezvous with some friends wherever he was going. 


If they knew where he was going, they could possibly arrange a welcoming party of their own, and therein lay the rub. The Cilician Gates offered a number of options, and they might not discover which he had in mind until it was too late to get word to a task group with a chance to intercept. 


It was not that Kestrel’s captain lacked boldness—if it came down to it, she’d press the fight without hesitation—but that the time was not yet ripe. For one thing, the TEARs record for Black Autumn was neither as recent or comprehensive as could be wished; a longer period of observation was desirable to see how the ship was handled and what its capabilities were. For another, they were giving no signs of being alerted to her presence over there, so for the time being she would continue to stalk in hopes of arranging a more advantageous encounter. 


In regards to working out the details of such an arrangement, she had no qualms in delegating it to Huron and her TAO—Caprelli reveled in taking on this sort of problem—assisted by Lieutenant Ramses and Midshipman Kennakris. She was well aware of what had happened on Rephidim, but she’d also seen firsthand what that unusual young woman had done in the Hydra; they all had. To think Kris might still be able to make a unique contribution, one did not have to embrace the superstitions of the lower deck, whose corporate opinion, expressed with a sidelong look and a finger to the corner of the eye, was that Kris’s luck had “come in too hearty”—a terrible thing, akin to possession by a higher power, which earned her the sobriquet, “Harvester’s Daughter.”  


For the moment, however, the contributors were clustered around the omnisynth in the frigate’s CIC, sifting options and waiting for the Tyrsenian to tip his hand. The Cilician Gates weren’t a nice tidy nexus, but a maze-like series of linked zones stretched through a volume of space that could take three days to cross. Local perturbations made the exact contours of those zones (technically speaking, the Teller Rings) unpredictable, and the Gates therefore tricky to navigate, unless you had an experienced local pilot, which they didn’t, but it was a fair bet that Black Autumn’s skipper did. That kept Kestrel’s crew on their toes, and Huron, Kris, Caprelli and Ramses busy tracking and updating their estimates.


Four main options had readily presented themselves, along with a raft of unknowns. The first option was the deep, fast transit lane that linked the Gates to Meremont's World in the Inner Trifid Boundary Zone. At first blush, the Trifid had a lot of advantages as a region to lay low in, and Mankho had connections there. But ever since the CEF had eviscerated the slaver networks in the Inner Trifid Boundary Zone a year ago (thanks to Kris), the Trifid Frontier Force had stepped up their patrols, and it would seem difficult for a known Tyrsenian commerce raider to slip through. 


Unfortunately, if Mankho was as well informed of League operations as Huron thought, he probably knew the TFF’s patrol schedule, which might at least allow him to arrange a safe rendezvous to exchange into an innocuous craft. It was also a good ten days away, which put it beyond the frigate’s comfortable range. Accordingly, Commander Yanazuka dispatched a message to Admiral Sanjay Sansar, commander of the Tuffs (as the TFF preferred to be known), with all the data they’d been able to glean so far. She knew the admiral well: if Mankho wanted to match wits with him, she’d give it her blessing. 


The next option was much closer, but also problematic: the link to the Bannerman secondary nexus at Anju-Ri. The Bannermans had longstanding ties with Mankho, and if they decided to give him asylum, he would be essentially untouchable, under current circumstances. But those ties were based on Mankho’s usefulness, and with all the heat the Bannermans were getting over the ultimatum, they might well decide his best use would be as a sacrificial goat. It was implausible Mankho should not be aware of this. That option went to the bottom of their list. 


The third option was to proceed to Lemnos, in Tyrsenian space. That could be almost as secure a haven as the Bannermans, but just how well Mankho and the Tyrsenians were getting along these days was unknown. If that was the choice, Kestrel would have to try to stop him here or let him go: she could not follow him into the Tyrsenian’s lair, and there was no help in that direction. 


The fourth option was Cathcar. Cathcar did not offer asylum, but it was close and a major hub of slaver activity, especially for maintenance layovers and ship-fitting. Mankho could certainly arrange a rendezvous there with whatever supporters he had in the area; given his long presence on Lacaille, those were likely to be substantial. If Mankho wanted to reset and regroup, Cathcar was a good place to do it. It also offered him the opportunity to be seen and engage in some damage control before stories that he’d been run off Rephidim with his tail between his legs began to spread. If that happened, Mankho would start looking better as a bargaining chip than a business partner, and he couldn’t afford that. A terrorist warlord had to be feared or he became just another commodity, like those he bought and sold. 


Kestrel could not make an attempt on a slaver bastion like Cathcar any more than she could on Lemnos, but there was a vital difference: Captain Lawrence’s squadron might still be operating in the Hydra. Indeed, Yanazuka had a good idea that it was, based on her last conversation with him, right before she left. Unlike the Inner Trifid Boundary Zone, it seemed doubtful that Mankho could have a good handle on Captain Lawrence’s whereabouts; perhaps he was not even aware of the squadron’s presence. If he was, the original op-plan put Lawrence’s squadron on the other side of the Hydra, and as far as she knew, Lawrence hadn’t yet bothered to appraise CGHQ of exactly where he was operating. 


That was a happy thought, but it also complicated contacting him: her message had to be sent to New Madras and then routed to him through relays. Retribution had the brawn to pop a ship the size of Black Autumn, if she could get to the right place at the right time. If not, the squadron, with Kestrel, was powerful enough to conduct a hit and run raid on Cathcar to take the Tyrsenian before he made orbit. The unhappy thought related to the degree of coordination both of these operations required. Until she got a reply back from Lawrence, there was no telling what might be possible. If she didn’t get that soon, they’d face the same dilemma with this option too: engage now or let him go. 


There were also the myriad other things Mankho could do. Each of them responded to these according to their lights. Huron believed Mankho needed to outrun damaging news, and that meant Cathcar, only two days away. Caprelli believed in being thorough, and entertained them with one potential scenario after another; it helped pass the time. Kris wasn’t sure what she believed, beyond that she never wanted to smell another cup of coffee as long as she lived, and Ramses believed he was happy he didn’t have to make any of these decisions.


At 2130, they got a small break when Black Autumn changed course, eliminating Lemnos as a destination, and forty minutes later, a big blow when a flash message from Captain Lawrence came through on the hyperwave, stating he could not have his squadron in position before seventy-two hours and, if that could be made to suit, giving coordinates for a suggested rendezvous. 


It could not. That would give Mankho a day or more to lose himself in the labyrinthine morass of Cathcar—he would not stay comfortably aboard his ship, waiting for them to organize a cutting-out expedition. No, if they were going to take on Black Autumn, they were on their own. 


Commander Yanazuka received this news with barely a twitch of her eyelid. She drafted her reply, informing Lawrence of the timeline and stating her intentions. In the event of an action, she would be pleased to keep his suggested rendezvous, as her ship would be low on fuel at that point. That Kestrel might require assistance with more than just fuel was left unstated. She would provide an update as soon as possible.


The message was given to her conning officer to code and transmit (Kestrel having no signal lieutenant’s billet), and she passed the word for her senior officers. As they appeared on the bridge’s main console, she addressed them only briefly. “Officers, convene in my quarters at six bells. Commander Huron, you will attend, of course? Please bring Midshipman Kennakris with you.” 


Some CEF Navy captains made a habit of holding councils of war before going into action: airing views, discussing options, and essentially crafting battle plans by committee. One such officer even had his exec take down minutes. Constance Yanazuka was not of their stamp. Her strong feeling was that these meetings produced more indecision and delay than solid tactical judgments, and she despised the diffusion of responsibility they implied: masking a leader’s failings behind the veil of staff work. But this situation was exceptional, both in the array of options and their ramifications, and she did not feel she could commit her ship—and her people’s lives—without a formal staff meeting.


That did not mean, however, she was especially happy about it, and when her officers arrived, including Huron with Kris in tow, promptly at 2300—six bells of first watch—they found their skipper looking even more severe than usual. As they crowded into the smallish cabin and sat, Yanazuka asked first if anything in the past ninety minutes had altered their previous assessments. 


Caprelli indicated the lead navigator. “I think Hitch has something, Skipper.” 


All eyes around the narrow table lit on Lieutenant Henry Landau. “Ma’am, about the Cathcar option. We’ve been tracking the way that Tyrsenian is handling himself, and Vince and I think he’s light on stores. You watch his maneuvers—they’re not really brisk-like, and for all the hullaballoo, he took it out of the system pretty gentle.” 


“Yes, Hitch?” his captain prodded. 


“Well, there’s two routes from here to the jump fields outside Cathcar. The shallow one is a good forty hours out-system. The deep one is almost twenty-six hours closer at a nominal approach.” He linked his xel to the table’s built-in display and showed both routes and their respective jump zones. “Now you see, this second route—the deep one—drops in way over here. With book numbers, it’s a half-day longer. But if we jump just after he does so he can’t hear us, and then burn hard, we can shave that to eight, even seven, hours. Then we take this vector”—he drew a line across the display—“and cut his transit in this area here.” Hitch drew a circle about the volume. “That allows us to stay cloaked the whole way. We get there a couple of hours early, see if he’s got company, and go from there.”


Yanazuka regarded her TAO. “You concur, Mr. Caprelli?”


“Absolutely, ma’am.” 


“And if he does elect to go deep?”


Her TAO, who’d been more than usually animated so far, resumed his accustomed mien. “Well, ma’am, then we can try to beat him there without knowing if he’s arranged for company or not, or we can slide in behind him and have a look-over before we fully commit ourselves.”


“And very likely lose him, if we get caught in a stern chase that close to the system.” 


“That’s right.” 


Her eyes sought out Huron, himself a former TAO. “Comment, Commander?”


“If he elects to go deep, I’d think it’s more likely he’s arranged a rendezvous. It would be a lot more convenient there.” They’d each done the arithmetic already: it said that if the Tyrsenian took the shallow route and wanted companionship on arrival, he would have had to call in by now for his friends to get there in time. On the deep route, he could wait until he jumped, plus maybe an hour or so, to get a message out, depending on how good his hyperwave was. 


“Opinion, Vince?” she inquired of Caprelli. Before he could respond, her command channel beeped with hail from the bridge—her conning officer. She thumbed it on. “Yes?”


“Captain, this is Conn.” 


“Go ahead, Conn.”


“The chase has just passed PNR for Kilo-Lima.” The cryptic-sounding message told her the Tyrsenian had just passed the point of no return for a jump to the Trifid. 


“Understood, Conn. Please attach a notice to that effect to our prior message to COMTUF and send it, same priority.” Admiral Sansar would have to seek his sport elsewhere this time. 


“Shall I forward it to you first, ma’am?” 


“Not necessary. Just attach my sig-file and transmit.”


“Conn, aye.”


“Thank you, Mike. Captain out.” She blanked the channel. “Yes, Vince?”


Caprelli looked almost as if he’d been holding his breath through the interruption. “I concur with Commander Huron’s analysis.” 


Yanazuka resisted the urge to look askance at her TAO for terming such a hunch analysis. But then, Huron was known for his analysis, though she was unaware how much that knack had cost Caprelli very early that AM. 


“Good, Vince. Hitch, where’s the egress?”—returning her attention to the navigator.


“This way, ma’am.” Landau added another arc. “If the welcome mat ain’t out, we skate through here and jump from this field to make rendezvous with Captain Lawrence.” 


It was very promising, but that first jump—running that deep—would take a big bite out of their fuel. The commander nodded to her exec. “Do we have the juice for this caper, Greg?” 


“We might be chewing thick vacuum by the time we raise the squadron, Skipper, but we can do it.” 


That squared with her own assessment. She took a look around the table. “Further comments?”


“I would like to add that I endorse all the statements that have been made here,” Huron said when no one else spoke. 


“Thank you, Commander.” Nothing required Huron to make that declaration, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt to have the endorsement of Admiral Sabr’s staff operations officer on record, should there be an inquiry in their future. They both knew they were pushing the envelope here. “Does anyone else have something to add?” No one did. “Very well. That’s all then.”


As they stood with a chorus of nods and “Aye, Skipper”, Commander Yanazuka caught the attention of Lieutenant Commander York. “Greg, I want to start rotating the watch early—the people have been hard over all day. Have them open the galley so we can all get some hot food. Tell Skip he has my permission to raid my locker for anything he likes. The night isn’t over yet.” 


Indeed, the night had barely begun, and despite the gallery crew taking the captain at her word and ranging at large through her private stores to offer an array of delicacies, the tension barely slackened. In CIC, it didn’t slack off at all, not even when Lieutenant Ramses came back from a foraging expedition with five kinds of cheesecake to share out among them. Kris’s nerves still hadn’t quite made peace with her stomach, but cheesecake was a vast improvement over lukewarm coffee and cold sandwiches. She hadn’t slept much either: an attempt to catch a nap during the forenoon watch had proved abortive when her dreaming mind took her back to Rephidim and Marko’s laughter got mixed up with a window shattering and the two-toned whistle of a falling mortar shell that shocked her awake. 


But no one had put her on the spot during the staff meeting, the cheesecake was excellent, and Caprelli had ceased his scenario mongering, so maybe things were looking up. They had another two and a half hours, give or take twenty minutes, before they would find out what Mankho had on his mind. He still hadn’t sent any messages and the skipper over there continued to act as if he was being careful of his resources. Had he counted on having another few weeks to resupply, Rephidim being a long way from sources of pretty much everything a ship that size needed, especially fuel? It was certainly possible, and if Black Autumn was light on fuel, her skipper would have to take it easy. Their drives, and especially their jump drives, were relatively inefficient compared to League ships. A deep jump might be beyond him. That, at least, was the thought they used to fan their hope he’d take the easy way out—that they’d be able to get the drop on him at last. 


If the tension brought on by that nascent hope made Kris even quieter, it had the opposite effect on Lieutenant Ramses who, growing uncomfortable with the concentrated silence as they all watched the plot and listened to the periodic status reports, started advancing this trivial topic or that one (he was a big sports fan, Kris learned), which met with polite but meaningless expressions. After about ninety minutes he gave up. A few minutes later, when one of the operators called out that he was seeing an aspect change, he bolted from his seat for the console. 


“Sir!”—his voice nearly cracking with the strain—“Yes, he’s changed course and he’s warming up his grav-plant!” 


“Where away?” Caprelli barked.


“He’s coming to course 090:17. It’s Cathcar, sir.” 


“Is he committed?”


“He’s initiated his translation sequence, sir.” 


Caprelli hailed the bridge and relayed the information. 


Commander Yanazuka read off the numbers. “Can you estimate his translation potential yet?” 


“It’s looking short and shallow, ma’am.”


“Inform me the instant he reaches red-line,” came the captain’s crisp reply. 


The minutes ticked by in a silence so absolute that everyone jumped when Lieutenant Ramses announced, “Red-line, ma’am!” 


“Thank you, Mr. Ramses.” Constance Yanazuka’s voice lifted. “All hands, secure from silent running. Assume drop stations. Prepare to translate.” 


They strapped into their stations and three minutes later, as the gravity fell to null-gee, the translation alert sounded. A minute after that, when they were starting to feel that peculiar, hair-raising sensation of a ship about to drop, the hyperwave in CIC lit up with a piercing priority shriek. 


“Can you read it?” Caprelli’s voice was almost as urgent. “Is it Lawrence?”


Ramses was straining forward against his straps, trying to make out the origin code. “No, sir. Not Captain Lawrence. I think—” He squinted. His face contorted in disbelief, then blanked in astonishment. “I think it’s from CGHQ.” 













Chapter Thirty-Eight



The Octagon

 League Capitol Complex, Nereus, Mars


Nineteen hours before Rafe Huron won his bet with Commander Caprelli, Speaker Gautier learned she’d lost hers in the most spectacular fashion possible. A flurry of messages, increasing rapidly to an avalanche, informed her that far off in the Perseid, on the opposite side of charted space from where all her government’s attention was focused, the Halith Imperial Navy’s Kerberos Fleet had erupted from a thin transit route linking their core system of Zhian with Omicron Ceti, the prime world of the Rho Ceti Principate. The Principate’s military, unprepared and outgunned, fought a desperate action for nearly three days before the sovereign, with three Halith battleships and the dreadnought Marshall Nedelin taking up bombardment positions, halted the carnage by agreeing to an unconditional surrender. 


By the time news of the invasion reached Mars, it was already over. Belatedly, the Plenary Council realized that for weeks—indeed, probably since before they decided to act on the ultimatum—they had been trying to manage events after the fact. Only a week ago, prompted by the Halith ambassador leaving for ‘consultations’, the Speaker had sent a personal message to Jerome Paul Augustus, one of the two serving Halith Proconsuls, expressing her grave concerns. At that moment, the Kerberos Fleet had been en route to Rho Ceti for nine standard days. 


Then came a report that the Price Vorland Fleet had sortied from Janin Station to Novaya Zemlya. Novaya Zemlya was historically Halith space, but had been declared a demilitarized zone by treaty after the first League Halith war. Hurriedly, the Council notified Halith of the treaty violation and sent orders for Task Force 34 under Rear Admiral Lo Gai Sabr to reinforce Outbound Station, the CEF forward base that covered Wogan’s Reef, the gateway to Novaya Zemlya from the League’s side. Third Fleet, at its home base in Crucis Sector, was placed on Alert One status and ordered to deploy to the Merope Junction in the Pleiades, where it would be better placed to render support.


Before those orders could reach Admiral PrenTalien at Pleiades Sector Command, another message arrived, formally conveying Halith’s renunciation of the treaty that ended the previous conflict and declaring they would seize League shipping through any lanes they controlled. That message had been dispatched ninety-eight hours previously, the day the Halith ambassador left. Growing frantic, the Plenary Council lodged a sharp protest, saying that it would consider any such actions as an act of war. 


Not quite forty-eight hours later, the first word of the invasion arrived—the military maneuvers at Novaya Zemlya had been a diversion from the first. While the League scrambled to marshal its forces, fresh news arrived announcing Rho Ceti’s capitulation. 


Stunned by the speed of the Principate’s collapse, the Plenary Council at first responded with a terse order to CNO to consider a strike against Tau Verde. It was returned by Fleet Admiral Westover with an equally terse reply, written across the flimsy in a broad hand: “Strategically ill-advised.” A letter of resignation was attached. They were free, the admiral said, to accept one or the other. 


The Speaker was astute enough to know that Westover would take PrenTalien with him, along with Admiral Devlyn Zahir, CinC-CYGCOM—at this instant, the League’s most critical sector, as Cygnus contained the vital Kepler Junction, which Halith now directly threatened—and probably even SOLCOM’s commander in chief, Admiral Lian Narses. Admiral Norman Rhodes, CinC of Meridies Sector Command, would undoubtedly stay loyal, but that meant nothing if eighty percent of her senior command structure resigned in protest. CNO’s offered resignation was not accepted. 


Bending under the strain, the Speaker grasped for one straw after another. The League had no treaties, no agreements of any kind with the Principate, she pointed out. This invasion, while most terrible, need not involve them militarily. Halith should now be satisfied—its strategic objectives had been achieved—at a time like this, smart diplomacy was needed, not saber rattling. Cool heads would best serve their interests, she continued, feeling a chill work through her own scalp as the rest of the Council watched her performance with mounting incredulity. They would present a firm, resolute front, she finished gamely, but give peace a chance. 


A diplomatic courier arrived, bearing a final message, issued under the seal of the Halith Council of Ministers and bearing an endorsement by the provisional government of the Rho Ceti Principate. It stated that the Kepler Junction was within the Principate’s sovereign sphere; the Halith Imperial Navy would therefore move to occupy it on the Principate’s behalf, in accordance with the attached treaty, to “ensure the freedom of navigation through the nexus for peaceful purposes.” 


The claim was ridiculous; the endorsement, given the timing, materially impossible. The notice was a joke in the worst taste, plainly intended to add insult to injury. Jerome had taken the measure of his adversary. Hazen Gauthier handed the paper to the Secretary of the Navy and left the chamber. 


The second League-Halith war had begun.


*    *    *


Commander Constance Yanazuka was just closing the last of the reports that documented her ship’s transition from peacetime operating conditions to war-footing when her entry pad chimed. She checked the code and quelled a sigh—she’d been expecting this. “Come.” She did a decent job of keeping the sharpness out of her voice and settled her features as the door slid aside to reveal Huron’s tall form. She motioned him in and leaned back in her chair, one index finger against her compressed lips. The door closed behind him. 


“Commander, if you’re here for the reason I think you’re here, I can save us a lot of time. I have my orders.”  


“I understand that.” Huron spoke with affected blandness, matching the impassive mask that shaped Yanazuka’s pure Asian features. “I wanted to report that we have a good plot on the Black Autumn and—”


“—and a mere twenty-six hours is all we need to intercept. Or maybe twenty-eight. Thirty at the outside.” She made a show of squinting at a file on her desktop and tapped it with that index finger. “I have Caprelli’s memo right here, you see.” She looked up and met his eyes. “I do get memos, Huron.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” Huron, not relaxing his rigid posture, laid down his last card. “I feel compelled to point out that the evidence suggests Nestor Mankho knew something was planned, he just didn’t know when. The implications of that, especially after the failure of the Lacaille op, are not something—”


“I’m not going to argue with you, Commander.” Yanazuka’s hand closed. “I appreciate your feelings, and before you go any further, let me assure you my comms are in perfect working order.” Huron answered with no more than a twitch at the side of his set mouth, the only sign of life in his immobile face, other than the look in his eyes. “Now, will there be anything else?”


“No, ma’am.” 


“Then good evening, Commander.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” Huron snapped an entirely unnecessary parade-ground salute that made it painfully obvious he’d rather snap something else. The door closed behind him a second later and Kestrel’s captain let a sigh go. She poked her exec’s memo. Caprelli was always a pessimistic cuss and if he said their confidence in the plot estimate was only seventy-five percent, that was about as close to gold as he’d ever go. God damn these orders anyway. An hour more and she would have been too deep to receive them. A fucking hour. Huron wasn’t wrong about the implications—not wrong at all. 


“Fuck it,” she muttered under her breath. There was a war on. She had work to do.


*    *    *


Alone in his quarters, Huron reopened the document he’d typed the night after Marko Tiernan died and read:


Dear Ms. Laeyna Tiernan and family: Jeska, Marlys, and Marko Jr.,


I attach this note to the enclosed letter to express my personal condolences and deep regrets for your husband’s death. Please understand that while Ms. Midshipman Kennakris’s letter is not inaccurate, she was not in command of the operation—I was, and the responsibility for its outcome and Marko’s death rests entirely with me. 


In view of your loss, I think it proper to acquaint you with the circumstances, which Midshipman Kennakris was not at liberty to do. The operation in which Marko lost his life was an attempt to capture the terrorist leader Nestor Mankho, involving an infiltration of his heavily guarded and fortified personal compound. In the course of this operation, when Mankho received a large reinforcement that appeared to put the mission in jeopardy, Ms. Kennakris acted alone to achieve the objective by lethal force. It was in the ensuing firefight that your husband was killed, as Ms. Kennakris says, covering the extraction of his team. 


Although this action by Ms. Kennakris was counter to orders, it is my fault for placing her in a situation for which she had not been trained and was not prepared. Please understand that Ms. Kennakris personally suffered extremely at the hands of Nestor Mankho (to a degree impossible to relate) and I should have foreseen this outcome and taken adequate steps to prevent it. I offer my most sincere apologies for my failure.


Further, I would like you to know that it was primarily through Ms. Kennakris’s special skills, knowledge, and high dedication that we were able to locate this terrorist leader, who has for many years frustrated all our efforts to apprehend him, and attempt this operation. Although we failed in this mission, Ms. Kennakris has been instrumental in allowing us to substantially dismantle Mankho’s organization, greatly reducing, if not eliminating, his ability to carry out further terrorist acts and saving many future lives. So without diminishing the severity of your loss, I would ask that you consider this on her behalf. For myself, I ask nothing, as no such mitigation can apply.


I hope this explanation has been of some help to you. We owe our lives to Marko’s heroism, professionalism and skill, and while this debt cannot be repaid, please know that he did not die in vain—justice will be done. Please allow me to add my prayers for you and your children and my wish, in echo of hers, that you may someday find a measure of peace.


Yours very sincerely, 

 Rafael Huron V, Lt. Commander, CEF










Part III:  Awake the Sleeping Sword



 


King Henry V: 

Therefore take heed how you  . . . 

 Awake our sleeping sword of war: 

 For never two such kingdoms did contend . . . 

 Without much fall of blood; whose guiltless drops 

  . . . do make such waste in brief mortality.


Shakespeare, Henry V: Act 1, Scene 2













Chapter One



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


Commandant Hoste walked slowly up the long marble ramp to the rostrum that had been set up on the southern edge of the large, leveled but unpaved open area, a mile on each side, which lay immediately northwest of the Academy’s main entrance. Set off from the broad cobbled courtyard to the south by an impressive colonnade, it was backed on its east side by the Academy’s towering façade. To the north and west stretched the unimproved Martian landscape for as far as the eye could see, and in fact a great deal farther, all the way the slopes of Olympus Mons. 


Centuries ago, when the complex was first built, a notion had been floated to call this open plain the “Campus Martius” (“Field of Mars” in the Latin), the area in ancient Rome of roughly similar size where the Roman army assembled in time of war and where the citizens—the res publica—gathered to vote. The idea suited the Classical fads of the day, but when someone pointed out that the Latin name for the structures in which the actual voting took place translated as sheep pens, the concept lost some of its luster. These days, the area was simply known as The Field, and it was used mostly for the occasional open-air concert and for graduation ceremonies. It had never, in Hoste’s long lifetime, been put to the purpose for which he was about to use it. 


As he reached the rostrum, the Sergeant-at-Arms called the assembled cadets to attention, which was all of them, both upper- and lowerclassmen, for the latter had been bundled down from Deimos the day before, bag and baggage, leaving the little moon well-nigh deserted for the first time in over a generation. In some circles, it might have been considered a logistical miracle to move a few thousand people from a moon to its planet in less than twenty-four hours, but such operations were second nature to the CEF and they were taken almost for granted. 


Not that Hoste took them for granted, especially this one—far from it—and today this evidence of logistical know-how struck him with a particular poignancy. The declaration of war had made its impact on the Academy, above all on the upperclassmen, who were to be commissioned directly into combat, but the Academy’s routine, it was decided, should be affected as little as possible. Now that had all changed, as though a great wave, beside which the declaration of war had been a mere ripple, had swept clean everything that came before it: expectations, routines, even history. The cause of all this was written on the sheet of real paper Hoste held in his left hand.  


“Cadets.” His amplified voice carried over the serried ranks in front of him. “Yesterday, at 0917 hours, I received the following dispatch from Fleet Admiral Westover, Chief of Naval Operations for the Colonial Expeditionary Forces.” He placed the sheet in front of him and, pinning it against the rising wind, recited—for he had no need to actually read it—the message word for word. 


 “All commands. It is my duty to inform you of a very disastrous engagement that took place from 02.6336.40 to 57.6371.40 GAT between our forces (consisting of the Deneb Squadron of the New United Kingdom of Friesia and New Caledonia, the Terebellum Empire’s Tamand Naval Frontier Group, and TFs 7.1, 7.3, and 7.6 of Seventh Fleet) and the Halith Imperial Navy’s Kerberos Fleet. In a severe action lasting thirty-six hours, the Tamand Group was annihilated, the Kingdom’s Deneb Squadron suffered in excess of fifty-five percent casualties and Seventh Fleet was forced to retire to Epona with operational losses of thirty percent, approximately half of which are deemed unrecoverable. The Kepler Junction has been lost.” 


It was a testament to their discipline that the cadets made no sound or movement, although a cynic (had any been present, which they were not) might have suggested that shock also had something to do with it. At a blow, Halith had knocked both the New UK and the Terebellum Empire out of the war—they could no longer hope to contemplate offensive operations—and cut off the entire Deneb Sector. Small but rich Port Mahan had been rendered untenable, Winnecke IV was threatened, and defense of the League’s critical junctions at Regulus and Eltanin had been pushed back to Epona, an outstation intended mainly to support Miranda, a strategically vital system and nominal League ally, but one whose position was made precarious by a sizeable population of pro-Halith separatists who perennially threatened the planet’s government.


Coming so close after the shock from the lightning offensive at Rho Ceti, this blow was staggering. After Rho Ceti, the politicians (and others of volatile temperament), had recovered their spirits quickly. At Kepler, the Imperial Navy wouldn’t be facing the Principate’s small, out-classed military, but the full strength of the CEF’s Seventh Fleet, aided by the Empire and the New UK. Viewed in this rose-tinted light, victory appeared almost inevitable. Such misplaced optimism would prove regrettably contagious.


Not that the plan didn’t have its share of Cassandras from the start; Hoste knew many of them. Three dissimilar fleets with different doctrines, different op-tempos, incompatible sensor nets; inter-fleet comms reduced to the lowest common denominator; disunity of command . . . 


Hoste had shaken his own head at the thought. Admiral Westover himself had pressed the idea that Seventh should be reinforced with the Ardennes Strike Force (which would also have put his old friend Joss PrenTalien in command, PrenTalien being senior to Vice Admiral Ross, Seventh Fleet’s CO) and given their head, with the New UK’s Deneb Squadron (antiquated but game) held in reserve and the Tamand fleet relegated to being well-dressed spectators. It was politically impossible, of course. Kepler was their front gate—the League simply couldn’t tell them not to fight there. 


Now they had reaped what they’d sown, but as was usual in these debacles, those who’d been reaped came from a much different class than those who’d done the sowing. But these were thoughts for another day—the work at hand was to see that they reached that other day. He cleared his throat. 


“In view of the altered circumstances, the Admiralty has promulgated the following changes, effective immediately. All liberties, leaves and furloughs are canceled until further notice. External communications are limited per the wartime clauses under Section III of the 17 Articles, and are to be governed by it and the relevant paragraphs. Finally,”—here he paused—“the term before graduation has been shortened from two years to one.” This did cause a stir. He forged through it. “As of now, you are all upperclassmen, set to graduate and be commissioned at the end of the current term. All course work not directly related to combat readiness is hereby suspended. Those of you who were lowerclassmen until a moment ago will complete your current studies over the next month and be assigned to your upper-division track at that time. Those of you who were senior until a moment ago, I look to you to aid your new classmates in their transition and to give them the benefit of your experience in getting them up to speed.


“All of you, these next five months will take us into uncharted regions where we will face unprecedented challenges and perils we cannot predict. Our only certainties are those we bring with us, and of these, I have, to begin with, this one. I am certain you will all do your duty. Keep that thought always in the forefront of your mind. Keep your eye always on the task at hand. Hold to those two principles and everything else is a detail. That is all.” 


*    *    *


“Goddammit! Give me Seventh, Carlos! Let me turn Lo Gai loose on the bastards.” Admiral Joss PrenTalien loomed over his desk like the wrath of God, supported on the knuckles of his huge fists, planted far apart. It was an attitude well adapted to flaying an unlucky junior officer, but not so much for addressing the most august military personage in the League. The Chief of Naval Operations had known his friend for over half a century, however, and was used to these displays. Still, there were limits, even where full admirals were concerned. 


“Now, hold on, Joss,” Fleet Admiral Westover said placidly. “We have to get a better grip on the situation before I go demoting you to a fleet CO.” 


“To hell with that!” PrenTalien clearly was not interested with the niceties of rank or getting a better grip on anything—except the enemy. “We can hit ‘em through Karelia, Carlos.” He swung one hand towards the big situation display built into the bulkhead of his stateroom. “Sure, it’s not what you’d call ideal—”


“That’s one of several things I wouldn’t call it, old friend—”


“—but it’d work. Almost half their strength is off carousing in Deneb. We can pin ‘em down at Kepler with what Angie left us of Seventh while Lo Gai gets us a bridgehead into Rho Ceti. That’s all we need. Devlyn sorties the Thermopylae Strike Force out of Epona and drives ‘em off the junction while I take the Principate’s nexus and cut off their escape route. Then we’ll have the buggers over a bottle.” 


Westover heaved a heartfelt sigh. Angharad Ross’s incapacity after the defeat at Kepler had left her deputy, Rear Admiral Tymon Murphy, in command and he was inexperienced for that much responsibility. Devlyn Zahir had her hands full putting the pieces back together at CYGCOM, and it had taken him over an hour to convince Lian Narses to detach a task force from SOLCOM’s Grand Fleet to help pick up some of the slack. Along with the Sol Local Group, she had Regulus to worry about, and he didn’t want to think what would happen with SOLCOM’s peppery commander in chief if he approved PrenTalien and Zahir haring off to Rho Ceti with Lo Gai and a patched-up fleet, leaving Hamish Burton holding Pleiades Sector and Cygnus practically uncovered if things went wrong. 


And he also didn’t want to experience the scene that would likely ensue if Devlyn got wind of Joss’s suggestion and found out he’d turned it down. She and Joss were by far his most aggressive senior commanders—the less said about Lo Gai, the better—but at times, they tended to lack perspective. 


 Like now. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate your feelings, Joss”—he held up a hand against a fresh outburst—“but I need you here at the moment.”


“Here?” PrenTalien looked at his friend and then at the displays, as if they’d suddenly transmuted into windows that would reveal an alternate reality. “There’s nothing here, Carlos, and what nothing there is, Hamish can look after. He’d jump at the chance. Why not let him?” 


Westover could think of a few reasons, for although Burton was a fine fleet commander, steady and meticulous, he also tended to be slow and was used to PrenTalien’s firm guiding hand. Moreover, he could get stubborn if pushed, and Admiral Narses didn’t fully trust him. But those were minor considerations compared to the main issue. 


“Because Merope’s here,” he explained quietly. “Merope covers Wogan’s Reef, and if they take it, they can threaten both the Pleiades and Canopus. Now that they own the fuel fields in Deneb, we can’t count on holding them at Epona, especially with Miranda being as shaky as it is, and that exposes both Eltanin and Regulus from—” 


“So shut down the Huygens’ Gap with mines and a couple of monitors and let Lian reinforce Merope from Regulus—or even with the Grand Fleet, they’re not good for much else—while Devlyn and I push ‘em off—”


“That won’t do, Josh. Even if we shut down Huygens—and we’re about to—we have to worry about the Maxor.”


“Maxor?”—in tones of ringing disbelief. 


“There’s been . . . well, not what you’d call indications yet, but let’s just say some disquieting data points regarding possible Maxor interaction with Halith.”


“You can’t be serious, Carlos. That was on Delphi, for God’s sake.” Delphi Group professed to be a government watchdog organization, but what they actually did was peddle conspiracy theories through a network of cloud sites with affiliates on all the Homeworlds and most of the major colonies. Peddled them most successfully, as Delphi was consistently near the top of the official Nexel list of most trafficked cloud sites.


“I know it was. And I wish to hell we knew how they got a hold of it. Timing’s too neat for me to dismiss it as mere coincidence.” 


That got PrenTalien to sit down. “So you do think it’s serious?” 


“Frankly, Joss, I’m not sure what to think at this point. We were so far out on our assessment of the Principate and Halith’s intentions that CID is going through everything again with a molecular sieve. Things that would’ve gotten you assigned straight to the Tin-Foil Hat Section two months ago have to be taken seriously now.” 


The frustration in Westover’s voice was almost as disturbing as the answer itself. He saw the point: Halith’s offensive against Rho Ceti had more hallmarks of a coup than an invasion. PrenTalien shifted in his seat, his massive shoulders flexing unconsciously. “What exactly are they finding?”


“Their algorithms reported a pattern shift, starting eight months ago and lasting for five weeks before things settled into a new pattern. No one thought anything of it at the time—the confidence threshold was less than one-sigma.” 



“Less than sixty-eight percent. Christ—that’s not much better than random chance.” 


“That’s right. Even if it’s significant, Halith must’ve been well into the planning stages by then, so it’s not unreasonable they would have some sort of dialog with Maxor, to reassure them if nothing else. But until we’re certain it isn’t more than that, we can’t weaken Regulus. And that’s not all.” 


“Oh, so now for the good news?”


Scrubbing his hands together in a distracted gesture, Westover leaned back in his seat. “Kepler upset things more than you may realize—no, let me explain. What matters now are the Antares fields and the Traps. Especially the Traps. Those fuel fields are crucial. With Port Mahan untenable, we have to secure the Rip from the Andaman side, which bleeds Crucis. Yes, I know it is a long shot, but we can’t ignore it. Right now, the Porte is about as happy as a cat on hot tiles. If we don’t support them fully, they might flip. You know the problems they’ve been having with the Ionians.”


“I’d take the Ionians over the Sultan’s Navy any day.”


“So would I, but that’s not the issue. If we shift focus now, the Porte won’t stand for it—the only alternative would be to annex the Sultanate. One war at a time, Joss.” 


PrenTalien shrugged. 


“The kicker is that even if the Porte doesn’t flip, the Emir of Ivoria might.” 


“You’re saying he might invite Halith in through the Winnecke IV junction?” 


“It can’t be ruled out. It seems he’s been scheming to set up as an independent ruler for some time. There are conflicting reports that he was feeling out the Ionians at one time regarding a possible alliance, but the Ionians would rather do things their own way—”


“Of course.”


“—and apparently nothing came of it. Their relations cooled markedly after that. Anyway, it’s dubious Iona could have given him the backing he needs, while Halith certainly could.” 


“Who told us all this?” 


“CID got it from the Porte.”


“And we believe it?”


“To a degree. ONI corroborated some key points through their Ionian sources. Enough to make SECNAV very nervous.” 


With a grunt, PrenTalien settled back in his chair and rubbed one thick hand across his face. “So, they got us pinned, is that it, Carlos? Some crap about the Maxor from Delphi and a story about a treacherous emir from an oily Andaman diplomat. They’re not even committing any forces—just bullshit served up on a shingle. We already lost Kepler—now we’re losing the info-space too.”  


“We need to find a line we can hold, Joss. Regulus, Eltanin, and here. That’s the bottom line.”


Admiral PrenTalien lifted his gaze to the situation display on the far wall, to Crucis Sector. “And devil take the hindmost.”













Chapter Two



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


“I heard they gave up Knydos.”


“No one gave up Knydos. You oughta stay off Delphi.”


“Wasn’t Delphi—it was my cousin.”


“Tell your cousin to stay off Delphi then.” 


“Fuck you.”


“Hold it down, you two.”


“No way we hold Knydos after losing New Madras. Chiron’s gonna go too.” 


The loss of the CEF’s forward base at New Madras to a surprise Bannerman attack had been the top story of the day’s news. The announcement of a new declaration of war between the League and the Bannerman Confederacy had been read out to them before breakfast.  


“We gotta hold Chiron! Without it we lose Mytilene. They can’t write off the whole Crucis Sector!” 


“They sure as hell can. They’re worried about Merope and Regulus. If the Andamans flip—”


The clatter of a tray as Cadet Sylvester Harkins got up abruptly and left. 


“His family’s on Mytilene,” the girl who’d been sitting on his right said quietly. 


“Aw shit. That’s the cube root of fuck-all. Hey Kris!” Tanner lifted his voice as Kris walked into the mess. “Over here!”


Midshipman no longer, but merely Cadet Kennakris again, she snagged a loaded tray from the chow line and made her serpentine way through the tables to where Tanner sat with three other cadets she did not recognize. As she put down her dinner, he indicated the three with a wave. 


“This is Roland DuChein, Deniz Singh-Whalen, and Sahyli Casanova.”


“Make it Shyli,” said the last woman, smiling.


“This is Kris”—with a genteel jerk of his thumb in her direction. 


“Hi.” Kris squeezed sideways into a chair at the crowded table with her best attempt at a smile. 


“We’re hot-bunking with them,” Tanner explained. “You know about that?”


“Uh huh,” she answered with a mouth full of something the cooks dignified with the title casserole. It probably wouldn’t do to inquire much further. 


“Heard you were on your way back. You just get in?”


“This AM.” Meaning she’d gotten back to the Academy that AM. She had been in-system for almost four days, including two at Lunar 1, where she’d dealt with closing out her apartment, received a note Kym had left for her—heartfelt, but not very well spelled—and spent two miserable hours waiting to be debriefed. In the end, it was so anticlimactic as to be surreal. Conducted into the room at last, wondering if they meant to eviscerate her quickly or slowly, a rail-thin, hard-faced lieutenant colonel of Marines from PLE-SOCOM asked her to be seated in the only chair in the nearly barren room. 


After five minutes of boilerplate that seemed to serve no purpose but setting her up for the knife, he unfurled his xel and read a statement that she recognized as a condensed version of Huron’s after-action report. With no change in tone or expression, he asked if she disputed any of the statements he had read. When she answered she did not, he asked if she had anything to add. When she said “No”, he closed the proceedings with no more than a sharp “That will be all, Midshipman.” 


Standing up and saluting, she was wondering if he meant she’d been dismissed when he capped the surrealistic episode by inquiring, in the same official tone, if she was “at leisure to consider other business?” Thoroughly taken aback, she mumbled “Yes,” upon which another officer entered and escorted her to a different room. There the officer and two other men, dressed as civilians, politely presented her with the hire agreement she’d signed for Flechette, which had another few days to run. Would she be interested in extending the agreement for another six Terran months? Perhaps a year? 


“Sure,” she’d said automatically. She hadn’t bothered to consider what she planned to do with it, but they’d evidently concluded that having a fast slaver-built corvette on hand was a useful thing. 


The three men smiled. Would a year suit? 


“Sure,” she repeated. 


In view of current circumstances—meaning the war—would she like half to be paid in advance?


“Fine”—whatever. 


They asked her to sign a new agreement. She did and left the room with a new source of income and her head spinning. Had she been aware of the backstage maneuvers that had gone on due to the op’s mostly off-the-books nature, including the official cover story regarding Marko’s death, and compounded by Huron’s strictly unofficial letter, her head would still have spun, though perhaps in the opposite direction. 


As it was, she had not quite shaken off the dazed feeling when she arrived at the Academy, where she’d spent much of that morning getting up to speed with the developments during her absence. Hot-bunking was one of those developments: the problem of accommodating twice the usual number of cadets here at the main campus had been solved by the simple expedient of doubling room occupancy and having them sleep in shifts. Other changes, like the end of purely academic coursework, were more welcome—most of the rest, not so much. 


Yet these were mild reactions compared this sense she’d stepped back into some kind of a theme park where what they did—what she’d done before she left—was an elaborate make-believe with training wheels—a feeling so disorienting as to be almost dream-like. When two cadets she vaguely knew passed her in the corridor on the way here, she overheard their earnest chatter about tests—tests? War games? What the fuck? Suddenly recalling her fervent desire to graduate Number 1 was a strange hollow sensation, impossible to comprehend. Were they gonna stop all the game playing and get real here? Did anyone even know what that meant? 


“What’sa matter with your shoulder?” Tanner asked, noticing how she was moving it as she ate. 


“Nothing.” The break was well on its way to being healed, but it was still stiff and she wasn’t quite used to not favoring it. “Dinged it some. That’s all.” 


“You’ve come from out there,” Singh-Whalen cut in abruptly. “Is it true? Are we really abandoning Crucis?” 


Kris, who’d heard the status reports firsthand on her way back, was most unwilling to be the bearer of bad news. “I dunno anything you guys don’t.”


“Must really be bad then,” Shyli said, half under her breath. 


Kris kept her eyes on her food. “Say,” she asked after a moment. “Where’s Minx and Baz?”


To Kris’s great relief, Tanner embraced the change of subject with both arms. “At their solos. We’re all up before the selection committee start of next week. There’s lots of new instructors, too. They’re running things ‘round the clock. It’s insane—you got no idea . . .” 


“Don’t be mad at ‘em,” Tanner said as they walked back to their dorm. “They’re good people—Shyli’s nice—and they do treat us like mushrooms here.” 


“I’m not mad.” Kris glanced back over her shoulder, uncomfortably aware of her disconnected attitude. “Was I bein’ a shit?”


“It’s okay. No one expects you to talk a lot.” 


“Didn’t mean to be.” 


“Don’t worry ‘bout it. Uh—” Now Tanner glanced back. “Did’ja hear about the Outworlds? They put that on the Boards.” 


Kris nodded. However reluctant the League might be about announcing the impending loss of Crucis Sector, they had no similar qualms about the Outworlds. Of course, the Trifid Frontier Force was needed elsewhere—no one would seriously expect them to expend precious resources defending a colonial backwater. 


“You got people there?” 


Kris bit the inside of her lip. “Not anymore.” 


*    *    *


“You think Kris has changed?” Basmartin asked Tanner during a rare private moment in their dorm the next AM. They were reviewing the scores of their solos, the final hurdle before getting their assignments from the selection committee. Baz had scored in the top three percent. Tanner had done about as well as he expected. He set his tablet aside with a sigh that belied his professed insouciance for getting into the Advanced program. They all knew the quota and while they hadn’t heard yet—it was a safe bet that they would shortly—he was pretty sure Minx had topped him by a few percent. She always did well on tests. 


“What do you mean?”


“Y’know. Colder.”


“She never was much of what you’d call a beacon of sweetness and light.”


Baz frowned. Sometimes it was okay when Tanner got flip like that—something it wasn’t.


“Not like this. Something happened when she was gone—I’m sure of it.”


“What makes you think that?”


“How’d she break her collarbone?”


“She said she just dinged her shoulder.” Tanner picked his tablet back up and started scrolling through screens again. Getting into Tactical wasn’t so bad. Not really.  


“No. Watch the way she moves it.” Both of Basmartin’s parents were doctors, so he would know. “She broke it, a month or six weeks ago, maybe. She probably dinged her shoulder too.” 


“Accidents happen.”


“What? You think she just slipped in the shower?”


Tanner shrugged. “So ask her.” 


Basmartin stared at his tablet another moment before blanking the screen. “Do you know when they’re gonna send out the selection results? I haven’t heard anything announced about it yet.” 


Tanner looked across the small room at him for several seconds. Then he gave his head a little shake. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 


         













Chapter Three



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


Commander Brett Rappaport, head of the Fighter Track Selection Committee, closed the file on Class 1842 and opened Class 1861. “What’s your count, Charlie?” he asked the woman to his right. 


“Twenty-four left.” 


That squared with his own tally. Nodding, he stirred four profiles into the middle of the table. “This is their highest ranked study. Cadets Basmartin, Brunner, Tanner, and Kennakris.” Reaching out with his stylus, he ticked off two. “Basmartin and Kennakris. No question, I think. Anyone disagree?” No one did. He marked both profiles with an Advanced tag and swept them to one side. 


“Now this Cadet Brunner. Comments?”


“Technically solid, sir. Learns quickly, good with a plan. Follows up. Generally thorough.” 


“Thanks, Mike. Improvisation?”


“Not her best area.” 


“Tanner?”


“Good but he skates at times. He’s got the edge over Brunner when things brew up badly, though. Between them, call it fifty-fifty.”


“Zale, what do you think about that?”


“Mostly agree, sir. Tanner does lock it in when he has to. Outside the envelope, Brunner has a tendency to be operationally brittle. Tanner goes all in, as long as he believes in his leader.” 


That was Rappaport’s impression too. “Play that torpedo run he made again.” 


Lieutenant Zale Aquinas reran the video of Tanner’s torpedo attack during his, Basmartin’s and Kris’s now legendary encounter with the boggart. Reviewing the familiar footage, Rappaport nodded and made a note on his ledger. “Send Brunner to Tactical. Tanner needs to be shaped a bit, but I’m nominating him for Advanced. Let’s see if he can rise to the occasion.” 


“You sure, Brett?” asked a man who hadn’t spoken yet. “His scores are a little soft.”


“I am.” Commander Rappaport checked two boxes and extinguished the four profiles. “It can’t be all about numbers, Pete. Not anymore.” 


*    *    *


Kris entered their dorm just as Minx was stuffing two last articles in her duffle and zipping the flap. The rest of her luggage was already by the door. The realized prospect of war had rubbed some of the brass out of Minx’s personality, but Kris hadn’t seen her look like this before—almost stricken. Suddenly, she wished she’d arrived a minute later. 


Minx clearly had been hoping the same thing. Straightening stiffly, she watched Kris cross to the bunk she shared with Shyli Casanova. 


Kris felt the stare on the back of her neck as she dropped her bag on the footlocker. “Look”—turning after another awkward span of seconds—“that was a tough break.” 


“Uh huh. Yeah.” Minx slung the duffle over her shoulder and reached for the bags by the door. Her eyes skipped once about the room before returning to Kris and then sliding away. “Umm . . . Congratulations. Tell ‘em bye, okay?”


“Thanks. I will.” 


But Minx was already out the door, jogging down the hallway as fast as her luggage would allow.













Chapter Four



Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


Pouring herself a second cup of tea, Trin Wesselby logged on to her desk console in her downtown Nemeton apartment. Outside the window, Telos, the largest of Nedaema’s moons, was a silver-blue crescent low on the horizon. Slightly above and to the right was Eidothea, who seemed to be enjoying the monthly flirtation with her companion, to judge from her sweetly blushing peach complexion. But it would fade to a pale buttery yellow soon enough, as the smaller moon approached its zenith. Tomorrow night the inevitable separation would begin, the two moons rising seven minutes apart each day. 


Such absurd romantic notions would not have occurred to Commander Wesselby at any time, and especially not now, when she was reviewing her accounts. Aside from the welcome news that Q3MM and Prometheus Development were bucking the current bearish trend—the former had just declared a small but welcome supplemental dividend—and her pre-war decision to divest herself of her holdings in Caelius Protogenos was proving providential, there was a note that Nick had just paid back a dinner tab from last month to the tune of §49.99.


Among its other interesting characteristics, 4999 was the prime number closest to 5000. Picking up her xel and opening a message Nick had sent her around noon that day, she extracted an exponent and a random seed. The exponent, when applied to the amount of his tab, gave her the address of a single-use lockbox. Running the seed through her key-gen supplied a password and she downloaded the contents via a ghosted connection. The lockbox obediently evaporated. 


The file presented her with what she’d expected: Nick’s current appreciation of their working list of people who might have been involved with the Alecto Initiative. Many had been included in the ultimatum as ‘persons of interest’. Some were left off as being diplomatically untouchable. Others had not yet garnered official attention. 


For most, Nick had nothing new to add. The late Sandrine Onstanyan had been removed, of course, and shortly to join her in digital, as well as physical, oblivion was Clancy Rollins. Trin had suspected the Bannerman’s Ambassador’s statement regarding the former security director’s demise of being a typical diplomatic falsehood, but Nick concurred that he was dead. Orbital traffic analysis had identified his flyer shortly after the fact and Nedaeman OTC had recovered it, thoroughly sanitized. No rendezvous with another craft had been found, although that was not conclusive, since an undetected transfer could still be made, if you didn’t mind drifting for a while. Still, some object whose ephemeris would link the flyer’s trajectory with that of an outbound craft should have been detected, even if it appeared to be no more than a piece of debris. 


Nick’s people had run the entire Nedaeman orbital debris catalog and found no such object, but they did find a small item that had been ejected from his flyer. Based on its radar cross-section, was about the size of the head of an explosive bolt. It had been tagged as catalog entry 57.5947.39-5795.452, and duly removed from orbit during the last OTC debris sweep. However, looking like a bolt head did not mean being a bolt head, so NBPS’s orbital analysis team obtained the raw sensor data and reprocessed it. Cyclostationary techniques revealed that the actual mass of 57.5947.39-5795.452 was between seventy-five and a hundred kilos, at ninety-five percent confidence. 


Thus did it appear that the unfortunate Mr. Rollins had bailed out to catch a ride that did not come and, trying to activate his suit’s emergency beacon, discovered it had been disabled (the suit having no doubt been supplied by the same people who were supposed to pick him up). Or so Nick surmised.


Trin agreed, with the elaboration that Rollins had certainly made contact in some way with his compatriots, so as to be lured into taking that fatal step. But that was neither here nor there at this point, and the former security director-cum amateur terrorist was long gone, having added his own personal sparkle to the annual light show produced by OTC’s manmade ‘meteor shower’ last winter. 


About Korliss Hellman, now in snug with his Halith hosts (his accreditation had been more or less a crock, not that it mattered); Captain Arutyun, promoted to Admiral Heydrich’s Aide de Camp, and the former Shardine Karmin (enjoying her exotic sexual tastes more privately as Carissa Pagorskav these days); or Orlando Kagan-Lazar, whom the war had placed beyond even Trin’s creative methods, Nick had nothing to add—unsurprisingly, as they were far off his range.


But he had attached a new name: Cole Pritt, Supervisory Agent of the Hestian Central Bureau of Investigation, and former deputy director of their human-trafficking task force. Ever since the full dimensions of Mariwen Rathor’s kidnapping on Hestia became apparent, the government there had been conducting a most meticulous investigation—or witch hunt, depending on which side you were on—as to how the crime could have been committed. The bulk of Hestia’s economy depended on tourism and having about the biggest celebrity there was snatched cleanly off their planet was crushing the tourism trade and just about everything else. Land values had tanked as the rich no longer wished buy the vast bucolic estates there, as it had been fashionable to do, or they were trying to dump the ones they owned. Hestia’s stock market had slowed to crawl—even first-class paper sometimes not negotiable. 


Heads were rolling right and left throughout the CBI, many surely scapegoats and some perhaps not. Supervisory Agent Pritt had taken over the initial investigation of Mariwen’s kidnapping from one of the former, a department head named Karol van Dyk who, on being dismissed, protested his innocence by blowing his brains out in his office. Pritt had also seemed well on his way to following van Dyk into the herd of scapegoats. He’d been placed on administrative leave without pay for three months, then brought back and demoted. 


But in Pritt’s case, appearances might have been deceiving: around two months before the Alecto Initiative went down, he’d visited Rollins at Eelusis Cosmodrome. Ostensibly, the visit was related to security for the Grand Senate hearings Mankho’s plot had targeted, but the combination of the meeting and van Dyk’s suicide, together with the somewhat banal results of the investigation Pritt took over, piqued Nick’s interest. 


As well it should, Trin thought. This was Nick’s bailiwick, however, and she’d leave that ball in it. What interested her most was the pièce de résistance of the whole download: a biographical summary of Taylor Lessing. The first section told her little she did not expect; it could have applied to any ambitious and gifted political operative, given allowances for the times and planet of origin. 


To begin with, his birth name was one of those long, awkward, non-euphonious and peculiarly Hesperian monikers: Edward Taylor George Earle Calpurnius-Lessing. It was a very distinguished name in the eyes of Hesperian society, and his was an ancient and honorable family. Although perhaps the honor had been somewhat tarnished in recent generations. His father had once been Baron Lessing, as had all his fathers before him, but collapse of the family fortune had caused them to fall below the property threshold for titled nobility, and he’d been forced to sell the barony, becoming, like his son, plain Mr. Lessing. 


What effect this degradation in status had on that son was not clear, but once in college he had jettisoned the excess baggage from his name, officially shortening it to Taylor Lessing. On graduating, he gravitated to politics, first as staff gopher and then moving into security, as Nick had mentioned. He’d landed a job on Grimbles’ staff before he was thirty, while the future grand senator was still a parliamentary backbencher. The father died not long after, and while Lessing subsequently recovered much of the family fortune, there were no indications that he had petitioned for restoration of the title. 


In his mid-forties, he married (late for a Hesperian peer, but not that late) a lovely nineteen-year-old heiress (young, but not that young) from a parvenu family. It was mildly scandalous. And, it seemed, unhappy. No children, separate vacations after the first year; eventually separate residences. The wife took a good many lovers of both sexes, becoming ever bolder about it. Yet it was probably her increasingly erratic public behavior that led to the final break-up: wild shopping sprees, multiple brushes with the law, drug-induced frenzies and some altercations, a near-fatal flyer accident. 


The divorce proceedings began acrimoniously but were settled rather suddenly. The young wife pocketed a sizeable settlement and disappeared from public life. All that was left was a patchy trail of medical records from a number of rehab facilities. Her current whereabouts were cloaked.


Contemplatively, Trin sipped her fragrant tea and stroked her upper lip. 


Prior to the divorce, Lessing had made a bid for a seat in parliament, but the imbroglio with his wife sunk it. He returned to Grimbles’ staff after that and never left. Unusual loyalty. Grimbles had been elected to the Grand Senate on his second try. Lessing managed the campaign and thereafter became his chief of staff. 


Except for the drama with the spouse, all very typical, and that was noteworthy only in degree. What followed was less typical, and may have offered a clue to the unhappy marriage. It was a filtered log of Lessing’s cloud activity for the past three years, including a number of ‘sterile’ profiles and some short-lived proxy accounts, through which considerable sums had flowed. It was all anonymized and carefully ghosted, and Trin suspected that an audit of his accounts would show that those sums had never touched them. There was a still a thriving, and largely illegal, sub-economy that ran on cash and barter, and few were entirely innocent of it. 


Lessing’s participation was significant, but by no means exceptional. What was of interest was where he spent it. Lessing had relied on an anonymizer/VPN bundle known as Tap-Out, one of the most popular of those illegal applications. It was powerful, easy to use, and a CID product. Indeed, Trin had no trouble giving CID due credit for creating it. Along with the black-market firewall CID had released, it was an invaluable tool. 


Nick had prudently restricted his pull to just the meta data, but that was sufficient to show that Lessing was a frequenter of the dark clouds and that his interests were primarily sexual. The illicit sexual services offered there spanned a wide spectrum, and Lessing’s tastes lay toward the more expensive end. That alone would make him a prime target for blackmail, as the expensive end was also the most exotic and perverse. Yet there was no hint of blackmail in his actions or in his accounts. 


Draining the last of her tea, Trin resolved to look more deeply into the mystery of the ex-wife’s whereabouts. And not only that. 


Outside her window, the ardor of the moons was cooling as they mounted higher in the sky. Eidothea’s peach tint had faded and Telos was now a soft dovish gray. So like life, infinitely repeated. 


Trin smiled as she looked away, closed the file and deleted it. 













Chapter Five



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


“Comments, Naomi?” Commandant Hoste slid the file across the table to Commander Buthelezi. It listed the new instructors proposed for the additional classes needed to handle the increased load and fill the vacancies created by officers who’d taken active-duty assignments. The selectors had narrowed it down to twenty-six final candidates, of which only two caught Buthelezi’s eye. 


“This Commander Mertone.” She tapped his name with a fingernail to highlight it. “I don’t know him.”


“Cal?” Hoste leaned back and laced his fingers in front of him. “He served under me on Tarawa. Technically excellent—rather a stickler for detail, though that’s not a bad thing. Question?” 


“He’s a Messian aristocrat, Ambrose. And we have an unusually high number of colonials among the new cadets.” 


“A good many officers are Messian aristocrats, Naomi. I don’t think we can afford to be particular on that account.” 


“It looks like he’s gunning for the fighter-boss slot on Trafalgar,” she added with pursed lips. Mertone’s file included an annotation that he’d turned down the same post on LSS Camperdown, after serving as DSRO (the more official designation for fighter boss) on the light carrier LSS Fidelia. Trafalgar was the CEF’s newest and fastest fleet carrier, due to be commissioned just after the end of the current term. She was a plum posting for any officer and competition for billets was fierce. Naomi herself had been encouraged to apply for TAO but she’d demurred, preferring to stay at the Academy for the time being. 


All DSROs were former pilots, and Mertone was a starling—a flight-rated naval officer, one of a dying breed since the services had been separated. He hadn’t seen the inside of a cockpit in years, but he was very well connected and looked to have the inside track on the position. That meant he’d probably only be at the Academy for the next four months, and Naomi would have preferred someone committed to at least a year, not just serving out the current term. 


“I’m not sure we can hold that against him,” Hoste offered. He was well aware of the history behind the choice. “We need someone to replace Janaina, and Cal, in addition to being excellent on theory, has a wealth of real-world experience. It might be throwing them into the deep end to some extent, but it’s not too soon for that.” 


Naomi allowed the justice of that remark. Lieutenant Commander Janaina Carniero, the former Advanced Astronautics instructor, whose position Mertone was being considered for, had also been an excellent theoretician, but she hadn’t served in the fleet since she was a jig (that being why she’d accepted a posting to Tamerlane, one of the newest battlecruisers), so in that regard Mertone was definitely an improvement. And these were uncommon times; Ambrose was not wrong about the cadets getting an unvarnished view of the navy in which they were about to serve. 


Accepting her nod, Hoste pointed to a name further down the list—the second name to catch Naomi’s eye. “What I was most curious about, however, was your reaction to Commander Huron.” 


Naomi raised an eyebrow slightly. “Ambrose, you can’t be suggesting there’s someone better to teach ACM.” Advanced combat maneuvering (dogfighting to pilots) was the most important course in the Advanced Fighter Program; the cadet’s instruction in it was literally a matter of life and death. She knew Huron had requested assignment to any open wing commander billet, of which there were several—the fleet carriers Normandy, Ramillies and Blenheim and the light carriers Bellerophon and Daedalus all had wings available—and the Admiralty had shot him down, promptly and without comment. Not that any comment was needed: with the war going badly, it was scarcely conceivable that the CEF would allow its most famous officer to be exposed to the dangers of front-line combat, extending to the enemy the possibility of a major propaganda coup should he be killed or captured. 


Privately, Naomi did not expect that to last. Huron had applied to take over as lead instructor for the Academy’s ACM course as his second choice, not incidentally allowing the current incumbent to pursue the combat posting he coveted, and giving Huron time to marshal his forces, as it were. She was sure that the end of term would see him back at the controls of a fighter, even if he had to change the government to do it (she allowed herself a private smile at the exaggeration, if indeed it was that), and what was more, Trafalgar’s wings were still being formed. Personally, she suspected he had his heart set on the new carrier’s recon wing, and she wouldn’t put it past him to have urged the Admiralty for an immediate appointment, knowing it would be denied, to strengthen his case for getting it. 


But private politicking aside, she was entirely certain he would give himself completely to his role as teacher, and both the Academy and the cadets would be much the better for it. Looking across at the Commandant, however, she could tell he was occupied with other thoughts. 


“Are you concerned about him and Kennakris?” she ventured. 


Hoste compressed his lips—a clear affirmation. “It’s not that I give credence to the scuttlebutt, but she will obviously be in the alpha track, and appearances, even if they are only that, can still be distracting.”


That was true, as far as it went. The ACM class lead served as principal flight instructor for the alpha-track cadets, and that would put Kennakris in close contact with Huron for the last half of the term. There would be no shortage of gossip and innuendo, and yes, it might prove a bit distracting. But that went along with the unvarnished side of the service as well, in her opinion. 


“That’s true, Ambrose. But I’m afraid it just may be in Kennakris’s nature to cause distractions. Under the circumstances, I think we will just have to accept that and overcome it.” 


“Well, I suppose there is something to that,” the Commandant allowed, having just employed the same argument. “I shall endorse the list and, as you say, we’ll deal with the fallout as best we can.” He leaned forward to pull the document closer and affix his signature. “And who knows? Perhaps Commander Huron will know what to make of Kennakris. I do not think it is my fate to find out.” 


A flock of homilies came to Commander Buthelezi’s mind, but she dismissed them with a smile, partly concealed by a fan of fingers. 


“Confusion to the enemy, is it, Ambrose?”


“Amen to that, Naomi,” the Commandant said with deep feeling. “Amen to that.” 













Chapter Six 



CEF Academy Flight School

 Solander Point, Mars, Sol


He was a good-looking kid, Kris thought. Nice eyes, well-spaced; an unnatural blue from the corneal implants but so what. Nice smile too, with slightly crooked teeth. A happy, confident the-world-is-my-oyster kind of look. The eyes, the teeth and the blond hair worn straight back dated the image to over thirty years ago, just as it announced the young man’s origin: New California and almost certainly from the capitol, Ascalon, which, with a population of about half a billion, was the second largest megalopolis on that planet, and the fifth largest in the League as a whole.


“Ryan Sroka,” announced Lieutenant Commander Huron, the new lead instructor for the Advanced Combat Maneuvering course. Kris and the twenty-three other cadets who made up the alpha track of the Advanced Fighter Program were all standing at rigid attention on this, the very beginning of their very first day. “Graduated at the top of his class.”


He tapped the image with his pointer and it faded, only to be replaced by another: a plain girl with a determined expression and an out-of-date ponytail. “Kathryn Laeser. She was second in her class.” Another image: three strapping young men, grinning as they held aloft a slight girl with pale hair so short it was almost shaved, saluting the camera with an erect middle finger. “Giles Peterson, Jon Shierling, Trevor Lambert, and Maria Heberlein. Peterson was Honor Candidate for his class. Lambert came in third in flight scores. Heberlein was twice War Week Points Leader—as you can see, she finished Number One.” 


Cadet Ian Mason, back in the third row, allowed himself a snigger at this and Huron paused, fixing him with a look that first extinguished the smile and then, as the seconds stretched out, bore down on Mason himself. Finally, his gaze released the much diminished cadet, and he continued. “Michael Zelenjak, John Declan Murphy . . .” 


Image followed image, name followed name: Lars Lyn, Kelly Prcin, Lauren Russell, Wolfgang Simms, Tristan Randall, Grigorios Vastatzidis, Kennedy Kin-Tak Shang—a precise litany that took a full ninety seconds to recite. Only when he was done and the forty-eight images were arranged in a mosaic on the wall behind him did Huron say, “Be seated.”


The class sat as one, with no wasted motion and very little noise. Of all the alpha-track cadets, only two were probably not in awe of Commander Huron, who was second in kills on the active list. One of those was too arrogant to know better. The other was Kris. 


“Take a good look at them,” Huron was saying. “They all have two things in common.” He brushed the pointer along the array of faces, making them glow. “One, like you, they were the first class in the last war to be graduated directly into combat.” The pointer swung down so the tip touched the floor. “Two, they are all dead.” 


“They all died,” he said, stepping away from the lectern, “in their first dogfight. Lambert lasted the longest—seven minutes. Heberlein, less than two. In fact”—he paused to allow them to digest this data—“the casualty rate for the flight officers of the class of ‘06 in their first year of combat was sixty-four percent. At the start of that war, the half-life of a new SRF ensign was three hundred twenty combat hours—about seventy-two sorties. The overall exchange ratio was just under three to one. For them”—he hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the young, happy faces—“it was a damn sight less. 


“I’m here to see that what happened to them does not happen to you. The game playing ends now. You’re not flying for points anymore. There are no second chances out there, and no one comes in second place. Every time you strap in and boost out, someone is not coming home. If it’s not them, it’s you. Any questions?”


*    *    *


“Bloody hell!” Basmartin jumped off his trainer’s wing spar onto the ferrocrete paving of the jet park. “One hundred twenty-seven seconds.”  He looked across at Tanner, who’d just popped his canopy and was taking off his helmet. “You?”


“Not even.” Tanner pitched it onto the pavement and proceeded to climb out. “If he’s second on the kills list, who the hell is first?”


“Captain Vire,” Kris said, walking up behind them. “But only because he fought most of the war. Huron just got in at the end—he graduated in ‘19.” 


Baz snorted. “I guess we can be thankful he’s on our side.”


“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Tanner muttered.


“Gentlemen!” Huron’s voice slashed across their conversation. He walked up and looked down at the discarded helmet. “What is that?”


“Ah . . .” Tanner blanched. “That’s my helmet, sir.”


“Is your head in it?”


“Um . . . no, sir.”


“Then pull your head out of your ass and put it on. If I see that again, your head will be on the ground with it. You understand me?” 


“Yes, sir!” Tanner snatched the helmet up and jammed it on, wincing as the electrodes pinched. 


“Kennakris.” Huron looked over at her. “You broke one-fifty—so this one’s your show. Basmartin, you’re her wing. Tanner, you get Tail-Gunner Charley.” 


“Yessir!” they chorused together.


“Basmartin.” Huron singled him out with a gloved finger. “I want one-eighty out of you. Stop thinking about the book. You’re telegraphing every move you make. You waste twenty percent of every approach you set up, worrying if you’re doing it right. This is combat, not a goddamned lab.”


“Yessir!”


“Tanner.”


“Sir!”


“Try to convince me you’re not hopeless. If you can’t stay alive for two minutes up there, I’m having you assigned to the bootlace-and-jockstrap department. Is that clear?”


“Yessir!”


“Kennakris.” Huron turned back towards her. “I want two-forty out of you this time.” 


She swallowed hard—that would beat her best by over a minute. 


“You’re worrying too much about what I’m going to do to you and not enough about what you’re gonna do to me. Quit flying to their level. If these guys are holding you back, shoot Tanner. Got it?”


“Yessir!”


“Okay, people. No one goes home until you hit your marks. We’ve got all night and all day tomorrow. Now strap in and get hot.”


*    *    *


“I don’t think I’m cut out for this shit,” Tanner groaned as the hot, pulsing water of the shower pummeled his bowed back. “How many times did we go up today?”


“Today—tonight. I lost count,” Baz answered, half shrouded in the spray. “But, hey—you got to one-thirty-five.”


“Yeah, that’ll be my fuckin’ epitaph. Mr. One-Thirty-Five. You’ll be Mr. One-Ninety-Three. Hey, Kris!” He lifted his head and squinted through the steam at her. “Congrats on being Ms. Three Hundred!”


“I didn’t win,” Kris snapped, scrubbing furiously at her matted hair.


“Well, who the hell ever has?”


Kris sniped a glare at him and kept scrubbing. 


“You know he took out a destroyer once,” Basmartin added. 


“You’re shittin’ me!” Tanner straightened and reached for the shower controls as the timer chimed. 


“He did. That action at Mananzas Cay. He got a half-dozen other kills there too, but the destroyer’s what made all the noise. That’s really why they gave him the Senatorial Cross. The OPREP doesn’t mention it in the UNCLE version—just the other stuff. But it was him. Dux told me about it.”


“Why’d they put a lid on it?”


“Damfino. Don’t want people to know how he did it, I guess.”


“I’d like to know how he did it. Hey, Kris?” Tanner called out as the spray of water died. “Did’ja know about that?” 


“What makes you think I would?” She wrung a stream of water out of her hair. In fact, Mariwen had told her about Huron being a big hero at Mananzas Cay, the day after they met. She hadn’t said why, though, and Kris had never heard anything about a destroyer. 


“Well, you knew him. Before here, I mean.” 


Kris shook her head and flipped her wet hair back over her shoulders. “Listen, don’t believe all that shit people talk, okay?”


*    *    *


Fresh from his own hot shower, which he’d prolonged as a privilege of rank, Huron settled onto the short couch in his sparsely appointed quarters, institutional beige, like everything else in it, and rifled his wallet. 


He was looking for a calling card—a very particular calling card—and after an initial pass, located it in a deep inner pocket. Calling cards came in several different types (or perhaps species was more appropriate), and this one had unusual range. Mars was near conjunction with Earth, and Luna was in a favorable position, so he thought trying to get a connection was worth a shot. He didn’t feel like trusting the conversation he wanted to have to a hyperwave. 


He rubbed his thumb across the card to activate it and the icons lit green. So far, so good. He tapped CALL. The icons pulsed for an unusually long time and then the card locked, the secure mode indicator illuminating. After a moment, Antoine Rathor appeared in the overlay.


“Hello, Rafe.” 


“Evening, Antoine. Not keeping you up, am I?” 


“Oh no. Certainly not. No rest for the wicked here.” 


“Quite so. Still at the office?”


“Indeed. Though I’m learning to call it home these days.”


Indeed. That would change the tack of this conversation. “It must be midnight there?” Referring to Luna’s utterly artificial 24-hour day cycle. 


“2300. Time shift last weekend.” 


“Oh. Moved it again, did they? I always forget. Why do they even bother with that, do you think?”


“Immemorial tradition of the ancestors. What can I do for you?”


“You recall that special little item I got from you last time I was out that way?” Referring to the chip full of information on Mankho which Antoine had handed him at the meeting back on Luna.


“I believe so.”


“Well, I’m wondering if there might be another available. A friend has a birthday coming up and I’d like to make her a present of it. Doesn’t seem to be available here.”


“Who might that be?”


“Trin. I don’t think you’ve met.” 


“No. But I’ve heard of her.” 


“Think there’s any chance of it?”


“Last I checked they were all out of stock. I’ve been keeping an eye out for it.” 


“I was a afraid of that. Seems to be a very rare item.” 


“That is certainly true. Sorry I couldn’t be more help.” 


“No worries.” He paused. “How’s Mariwen? Anything new?”


The image in the overlay dipped its head to one side. “Doing better. She’s becoming more lucid now.” 


Huron was not quite sure how to reconcile doing better with becoming lucid. He’d seen a few cases of a neural implant crashing, similar to what happened to Mariwen, and when they became more lucid, they also started trying to commit suicide. And usually succeeded.


“So it’s more promising?”—keeping that thought strictly to himself.


“She’s walking again. We’ve been able to take her outside these past few weeks.” 


“Things are looking up then,” Huron remarked in more human tone. 


“She has something to live for. That helps.” Antoine pursed his lips. “If you wanted to visit, I think it would be alright.”


“That’s a kind thought,” Huron answered after a moment. “Might not be the best time right now, though—with the general state of things.” 


“I understand.”


“Tell her I’m thinking of her and convey my best wishes, though.” 


“That will please her, I’m sure.”


“Good luck with rest of your night.”


“Good bye, Rafe.”













Chapter Seven



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


“Kris!” 


The sound of her name carrying faintly through the cold, still Martian air turned Kris’s head as she mounted the wide steps to the Academy’s front entrance. She caught sight of the small figure heading for her from the taxi way across the broad courtyard, and closing at a dead run. Retreating down the steps, she met Kym, panting and breathless, at their foot. 


“Caught—you!” Kym plopped down unceremoniously on the lowest step. “I was—so—afraid I’d—miss you.” She must’ve sprinted over a hundred meters. Kris settled next to her. 


“No, I’m here for the duration now. What’s up on your end?”


“Leaving. Real—soon.” 


Kris expected that; in fact, she’d half expected Kym to already be gone. When she’d left, they’d been inundating her with placement applications. The funds Kris, Huron’s father, and Trin Wesselby had arranged for her meant that Kym had plenty of scope to be choosy, but given she didn’t like it here much, and Kris figured she’d take the first decent opportunity. 


And she had, Kym explained, as she started to get her breath back. She’d accepted a position at a plantation on Hestia, the least populous of the League’s Homeworlds, and a right-to-work state, meaning that automation was kept within strict limits in favor of human workers. Kris knew next to nothing about the planet except that it was a favored vacation spot and Mariwen had been kidnapped there, but that aside, it did seem like the only Homeworld that might be comfortable to someone with Kym’s upbringing. Of course, there were colonies that were every bit as remote, underdeveloped and backwards as Lacaille, but Kris couldn’t imagine why anybody would voluntarily choose one of them. 


Nor could she imagine a bucolic job on Hestia being the sole cause of Kym’s obviously high state of excitement. Then Kym cried, with a note of unmistakable triumph, “But then I got lost!”


“You got lost?” 


“Uh huh!” Kym’s green eyes were actually sparkling. “I had my stuff and my temp visa an’ all my immigration docs an’ everything, and they shipped me to this place, Ceres Transfer Station”—which of course they would, that being the largest of the three stations that handled Sol’s out-system traffic—“where I was gonna board my flight the next cycle. And they sent me to this shuttle with this black wrist thing—” 


“A pathfinder, yeah.”


“Uh huh. An’ one of those xel things. I hate those things.” Here, Kym looked exaggeratedly cross. “They beep and they nag and they say ‘How can we help?’ and ‘Where would you like to start?’ and then dump out craploads of floating windows you never asked for and they don’t do anything.” 


That engendered a covert smile. Kris, who’d made her peace with xels early on, could still appreciate the sentiment, and she noticed Kym didn’t seem to have one now. 


“Anyway, they said everything was uploaded on it—all I had to do was follow the line in the deck once the shuttle dropped me at the embarkation terminal, an’ everything would be jake. It’d take me right there!” 


“Right.”


“And it din’t! I got off the shuttle and the wrist thing din’t do anything!” 


“It didn’t?”


“No! Not nothin’! I thought maybe I had to be somewhere closer to get it to turn on, so I went down one of the tubes to the inside but that din’t work, so I got out and tried ‘nother one and then a couple more, and then I ended up in this huge place with all these people rushing and no signs or directions or nothing!”  


Of course, there weren’t any signs. Every passenger had a pathfinder and a xel to direct them. It sounded to Kris, who’d been through Ceres herself, like Kym had blundered onto the main concourse outside the actual terminals. It was indeed huge and utterly devoid of markings, which would have been pointless in any case. 


“So what happened?” She’d never heard of a pathfinder failing. 


“I almost cried!” Kym laughed. “Really! I din’t know what to do! I just sat down in the middle of everything with all my stuff—an’ all these zillion people.” 


“Oh.”


“And then I met somebody!”


“Oh.” The image crystallized. 


“Yeah! He saw me sitting there and came over and asked me what was wrong—he was really nice!—an’ I told him everything and he looked at the wrist thing and asked to see my tickets an’ I was in the complete wrong place! I got on the wrong shuttle somehow! That’s why nothin’ worked!” 


The breathless tale of the good Samaritan continued to unfold. He’d explained where she needed to go and then accompanied her there, but by that time, Kym had missed the flight. The next available one wasn’t for eighty-six hours, so the Samaritan—whose name, it appeared, was Egan—got her lodgings and made sure there’d be no mistakes about shuttles next time. But then, it developed, he’d missed his flight as well—he’d been on his way to board when he found her. 


“And he couldn’t get ‘nother one for a month!” Which implied some far-remote colonial destination, indeed, and with the war affecting transit, he was lucky to get anything at all. 


“So what did you do?” 


“I took him back to Luna,” Kym announced matter-of-factly. “Got us our own place. I paid too.” An emphatic nod. “My own money. He wanted to pay—at least some. But I said no. He helped, so I wasn’t gonna let him pay. He’s really nice.” 


“And you’re not shipping out to Hestia anymore.” 


“Nope!” Kym beamed fit to rival distant Sol. “We’re getting married!” 


Kris had seen that coming a kilometer off. She smiled. A pampered Homeworlder would have been horrified at the thought of a sixteen-year-old girl hitching her star to a stranger chance-met on the Ceres main concourse, but that Homeworlder would have failed to understand that no one survived being a slave for long without learning to quickly tell friend from foe; good intentions from bad ones. If this guy seemed really nice to Kym, he probably was really nice. And if not, that couldn’t be her worry anymore—


“—horses!” Kym ended the sentence Kris had missed with a giggle.


“Horses?”


“He raises them! On this big place he has back home!” 


She hadn’t caught where that was. Maybe Kym hadn’t said. “Sounds really nice.” 


“I’m so happy!” Indeed, there were tears of it glinting in her eyes. “An’ it’s all cuz of you!” She threw her arms around Kris’s neck and hugged so tight Kris winced. “Can’t never thank you ‘nuff, Kris! Not ever!” 


Kris moved to ease the stranglehold a bit. “S’Okay, Kym,” hugging her back. “Don’t give me too much credit. You got lost on your own.” 


Kym laughed, a peal of pure delight, right in her ear. Then a kiss, high on her cheek. “Never gonna forget you, Kris.”


“Never gonna forget you either, Kym.”


Unaccountably, that seemed to make her shy, and her arms loosened. “Oh, you’re gonna—I mean . . . What time is it?”


Kris showed her. 


“Oh! I gotta go! My connection’s leaving outta Phobos tonight. I’m meeting him at Ceres and then we leave.” 


“He didn’t come along with you?”


“Uh-uh. He needed another day to finish up some arrangements. Said he’s been to Mars already—din’t need to see it again.” 


Oh . . .


“Don’t look like that,” Kym scolded her with a cockeyed grin. “He’s really nice.” 


“I know.” Kris stood up. “You better get going.” 


“Yeah.” Kym stood up as well. “This is it! Wish me luck!”


“Best of fortune, Kym.” 


“G’bye, Kris.” 


Releasing Kris’s hand with a final squeeze, she ran back across the courtyard, almost as fast as she’d come. Pausing once at the edge of the taxi way, she turned and waved. Kris waved back. The tiny figure climbed into a waiting taxi; it pulled out into the traffic pattern and was rapidly lost. 


After another heartbeat, Kris turned and made her way quickly up the Academy steps. The wind had suddenly picked up, blowing in fitful gusts, and it was cold. 













Chapter Eight



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


Commandant Hoste once again addressed the Academy’s assembled student body. What had begun as an expedient had become an end-of-week ritual. Part of that ritual was the sheet of paper with the handwritten notes inscribed on it that he smoothed onto the rostrum’s surface before beginning. 


“I am pleased to say that the news this week is of a better nature than last.” This was setting a pretty low bar, in all conscience: last week the loss of Crucis Sector (the word abandonment was studiously avoided) had been officially announced. “An assault on the Merope Junction was repulsed with heavy loss to the enemy. Losses among the Bannerman auxiliaries were especially severe, with one detachment being captured entire. The Winnecke IV junction remains secure. Reports that a Halith fleet managed to run the Rip and turn our position there, though widely reported, are without foundation. Elsewhere, the Larate of Alesia has signed a capitulation. That leaves the Aventine Grand Duchy as the only state in Deneb still resisting the Halith incursions. At the request of the Mirandan government, additional marine forces have been dispatched to deal with the rise in insurgency there. You are all aware, I am sure, that holding Miranda is vital to maintaining our connection with the Karelian Republic. The situation in regards to the Terebellum Empire and the New UK is unchanged.” 


Here Hoste paused and removed his hands from the rostrum. Looking across the sea of faces, which seemed to him absurdly young, his voice took on a new and deeper tone.


“Cadets, in a few short weeks, you will be officers. You will be facing in combat the very forces that now are moving to occupy the homes of many of you. I shall therefore refrain from, as the saying goes, attempting to blow sunshine up your ass.” 


A ripple of polite laughter answered the sally. 


“Victory is never assured. It is not a gift—it does not descend from some higher power upon those who think themselves righteous. Victory is won—by your skill and yes, your pride, but most of all by your professionalism. It is your professionalism that these events will most sorely test. I do not doubt that you all can successfully meet that test. Remain vigilant. Anger, hate and despair are your deadliest opponents. Conquer them and your battles are half won.


“One more thing. Final exams have been suspended. That is all.” 













Chapter Nine



CEF HQ, Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


TOP-LINE BREAKING: HESPERIAN GRAND SENATOR MISSING—FEARED DEAD. 


{For Immediate Release. This story is developing–ed.}


A convoy carrying Grand Senator Archibald Grimbles of Hesperia and members of his staff has disappeared en route to Miranda. The Senator was making a secret trip to visit Hesperian troops stationed there for Michaelmas {Hesperia’s main thanksgiving holiday–ed.} The Senator arrived at Epona Outstation on schedule, and left as planned twenty-six hours later. As the convoy was observing strict communications silence to maintain security, no signals were received and the convoy was not declared missing until twelve hours after it failed to reach Mirandan space. CEF units have been dispatched to search for any survivors.


Missing along with Grand Senator Grimbles are his chief of staff, Taylor Lessing, his personal secretary Manuel Weston, his security chief, Jacob Christy, and—


Trin Wesselby clicked off the feed. 


“Well, that’s bloody convenient,” Nick Taliaferro commented from his chair. 


“You don’t believe it either?” 


Nick snorted—the question was not a serious one. “Oh, I believe Grimbles is dead alright. As for Lessing, either Halith decided he was a liability and foreclosed on him, or he set this up as his ticket home. So the question is, did Lessing put him up to it?” 


“That is the question.”


“Your folks got anything?”


“Just wreckage. No survivors.” 


“So this story is just the Speaker’s idea of buttering up the masses for the bad news?”


“That’s about the size of it. But if he arranged this as his ticket in from the cold, why bother? He can’t hope to go so deep underground that we won’t find him eventually. Besides, Halith might want the credit—they’re vain that way. And there’s nothing like a little mole paranoia to fubar the source code.”


“Nice way to silence all the people who might have had something on him. We know Lessing didn’t get along with Christy. Weston was also in a position to learn things that might have been damaging. Like what really happened to his wife.” They’d recently learned that the ex-wife was dead: euthanized by court order after spending five years in a persistent vegetative state as a result of a drug overdose, which had been ruled an attempted suicide. As yet, they’d uncovered no contrary evidence, but Trin had heard that one before. “And maybe he’s protecting someone else.” 


“Another mole.” Trin sighed. “Any chance you can get at the rest of his personal files? Profiles? Xel logs? Backups? He can’t have erased everything. He wouldn’t have erased everything. He’d keep some sort of insurance. Otherwise he becomes a nonentity. Admiral Heydrich isn’t going to welcome a nonentity just for a job well done.”


“Awfully sure of ourselves here, aren’t we?” 


“If I’m wrong, I’ll cheerfully admit I owe him an apology.” 


That’d be worth the price of admission, thought Nick with an inward smile. But his face gave nothing away as he answered. “Anything he left behind will be sealed pending an inquest.”


“Is that a problem?”


That allowed the smile out. “You promise to visit me on Helpless?” 


“If they give us adjoining cells.” Which might be a best-case scenario, Trin thought. 


“I’ll see what I can do.” 













Chapter Ten



Olympus Mons Airspace

 CEF Academy Flight Training Zone, Mars, Sol


Her target jumped on her screen like a hooked trout, zigging and jagging, jinking and spinning, waiting until she guessed wrong to break away and get around behind her. She couldn’t guess wrong—she’d been riding his ass for what seemed like forever and if he got behind her in his more maneuverable ship, it was game-over. 


She squeezed a couple of bursts from her plasma cannon; too far out for a good hit and she knew it, but mostly she was just trying to piss him off. She was glad to see one flare on his belly, even if the shields took it. Her target broke high and right, trying a snapback on her to make her overshoot. 


No you don’t, asshole. That’s in the book. 


She braked hard into a lazy-S and dropped below him. As her nose came up, she fired a hard burst of plasma at him. Two went left, two right, two caught his left weapons spar. The shields stopped one, the other took the spar end off. 


Yes! That was more like it! Her prey went to full military power, burning into a pure vertical, going for an up-n-over. The book said go with him: her superior acceleration would put her on top first, placed for a good shot if he muffed the rollover, or a good escape if he didn’t. 


She didn’t want to escape and he wasn’t going to muff the rollover. Not this guy. No, she wanted him—bad. She’d lost a lot of velocity braking into the lazy-S, and now she jammed the decel as hard as it would go. The fighter shuddered, but she’d done it. She’d stood her bird on its tail. She saw him above her, just about topping his arc as her nose came up, and popped off two seekers. 


They weren’t locked: no time and he was out of the envelope anyway. But he couldn’t be sure of that. His best bet was turning into them in his dancy little ship—that meant breaking his rollover into an Immelman. 


He did. She whooped and hit emergency boost. The water molecules fed directly into the reaction chamber instantly increased thrust twenty percent, and again acceleration slammed her—this time back into the seat, and the screen got dim and fuzzy. Blinking as the inertial compensators eased off, she prayed that he’d watched those missiles for just a second instead of her. She saw them flash by him, one close enough to make him juke. Then he flattened out, right in front of her. 


It’d worked! He had expected her to still be down there, playing dink-n-dodge until her missiles locked—not climbing his ass on E-boost in a charge that she’d no way be able to save if she missed. 


She wasn’t going to miss. She had that sucker dead-on. Now if only she could close the range. She flipped to neutron guns—half the range but four times the hit. She was climbing fast. Dodging those missiles had bled off velocity—he was having trouble getting it back. He drifted into her sights—


Gotcha!


She squeezed the trigger. Twin lines, metallic purple in the tracking laser light, stabbed out. They caught him amidships. His shield flared green and out, then his ship disappeared from her display in a cloud of glowing orange plasma. 


“OOOEEEEE!” she whooped, loving the bright orange flower convulsing before her. Then her HUD went nuts and the track alarm began to shriek. 


What the fuck? She broke hard right, looking to her T-Synth. Something hammered savagely on her port-aft quarter. Pendragon! Shit! Shit! Shit! Alarms lit up all over the place and there was a loud, ugly crunch. The KILL warning flashed up on her HUD, and the trainer’s weapon systems and sensors went into lockdown as the autopilot engaged and set a course back to base. 


“That’s enough for today, people,” Lieutenant Commander Huron said over the command net. “Let’s take it home. Huron has the lead.” 


She was still sitting in the fighting straps, with her hand on the stick and the canopy cracked open, when she heard footsteps approaching; Huron and Pendragon, maybe Merlion. She’d trusted Merlion to handle Pendragon. Dumbshit! You know better! She hunched, hating what they were about to say. 


“Cadet Kennakris”—Huron’s voice—“gloating over a victory is considered a bit . . . unseemly. Especially when it gets you killed.” 


“Yessir.” 


“It is likewise unseemly to refer to your flight instructor as an asshole.” 


Oh fuck! Was I talking out loud? God DAMN it! 


“Now come out of there. It’s been a long day.” 


“Yessir.” She yanked at the fighting straps, caught a finger painfully in the buckle and swallowed the invective this time. Gracelessly, she clambered out of the cockpit and onto the ferrocrete of the landing apron. 


Mercifully, he was the only one left to meet her. When they finished staring at one another—Huron appraisingly, Kris violently—he leaned one hand against the trainer’s fuselage and spoke. 


“You know, Kris, you take this shit all too seriously.” 


“Flying is a serious business, sir.” 


“I’m not talking about flying.” His voice had gotten sharp. “I’m talking about killing. You live for killing.” He shook his head. “I know what it’s like to score and come away clean. It’s a rush. That’s natural, that’s part of winning. But you”—his dark eyes pinned her—“when you score, just here in playtime, I watch your bi-outs and I swear to god you cum.” 


Hard and cold, she snapped, “I got you.” 


“See, Kris?” His narrow smile was too fucking close to a smirk, and her short fingernails punched angry crescents in her palms. “Yeah, you got me. And Pendragon iced you. You die, we win. There are five of us for every one of you. You lost. And you just lost again. I can wind you up and let you go. I can dance you anywhere I want. Can’t I?” 


She turned her back on him. 


“There you go again. Control, Kris. Control.” 


She didn’t want to listen anymore. She wanted out—away. How’d she ever let herself get talked into this? 


“Hear this, Cadet,” he barked. “Front and center.” 


She faced him stiffly; assumed attention. 


“Much better.” His voice was now calm and formal. She watched him carefully, wondering where his attack would come from now. Sometimes she thought talking with him was like flying against him. “Now listen, what you do with your own time is your business. But up there, you can’t be flying for Marko or against Trench. You can’t be trying to get back whatever they took from you—you won’t find it up there. You have a job to do—and that’s to see to it you come home and the other guy doesn’t. That’s it. We don’t do victory dances, Kris—save that for racquetball.”


“Understood, sir.”


“I hope so. You’re going to be a hell of a pilot. I know—that’s my job. But if you don’t keep it hardwired, this little jaunt with Pendragon and me won’t be just a game. You’re going to get burned, just like today—only that time, the autopilot won’t bring you home.” 


“I know that, sir.” 


“Then act like it. You scare the shit out of people. When you were in Rehab, the medics were on you like a gravnet. Uncontrollable hostility, they said. They wanted to turn you into a cabbage—a nice sexy cabbage that could feed itself.” 


“What the F–!” Sudden rage foamed up and over. Nobody had told her that before. 


“Now goddammit, lock that up!” The command voice arrested her. “See, they were right. But I stopped them.” 


“You? Huh? I—I . . . didn’t know that.” Under the shock of those words, the rage drained away. “I—my apologies, sir. No excuses for my behavior, sir. I won’t let it happen again.” 


“That’s okay, Kris.” The glimmer of a smile was back. “I’m not going to ask the impossible. But,” his eyes leveled into hers and with the anger gone she saw the earnestness in them, “I can’t keep the assholes at bay forever. No one can. Just you. Stay on top of it, Kris. Make them give you a chance.” 


She looked at the ground, nodded—a cold, numb feeling congealing in the pit of her stomach.


“Better?” She nodded again. “I step over the line a lot with you, Kris. I know that. But there’s almost no limit to how good you can be, if only you can stay alive long enough. We need you to be that good, Kris, if we’re gonna take the bastards down. I can’t say I want them as bad as you do, but I do want ‘em.” He pushed off the side of the trainer, sighed like he was tired. Looking at him, she saw he was. “Go get cleaned up, Cadet. If someone calls you late, just send the note to me.” 


“Yes, sir.” She turned to leave, but stopped after two paces. “Question, sir?” 


Huron looked back and nodded. 


“We never do victory dances in the Service?”


The smile that broke out then on Huron’s face touched things down inside she had no name for. 


“We never do them up there, Cadet. Down here . . . that’s another matter. Stick with it and maybe we’ll get to share one someday.”













Chapter Eleven



CEF Academy Main Campus

 Cape York, Mars, Sol


Goddammit, I am late, Kris fumed as she hurried down the corridor to her next session, stuffing strands of still-damp hair into her undress cap. Neither the topic, Advanced Astronautics, nor the instructor, Commander Calvin Mertone, were congenial, and in this case, the feeling seemed to be reciprocated. But at least this was the next to the last session; after this week they wouldn’t have to worry about getting on each other’s nerves. 


Kris stopped at the door, took a deep breath, released it, and twitched her tunic straight. She tapped the entry pad, took two steps through as the door opened and snapped a salute. “I regret and apologize for my unpunctuality, sir. No excuse, sir.” 


She felt the eyes of the class on her and steeled herself for one of Mertone’s salvos regretting her inevitable slackness, her lack of dedication or at least ability to tell the time, and compassing her many other sins and perhaps those of her foremothers as well. But Mertone merely smiled at her with his odd cat-gold eyes, the heritage of his pure-blood Messian genome, and motioned for her to take her seat. “Commander Huron has already read you in, Cadet. Do be seated.” The room seemed to let go a collective sigh—in disappointment, or so it felt to Kris. 


“As I was saying, cadets,” Mertone resumed as Kris slid into her seat, “our time here is nearing an end. And,” here he paused for effect, “in view of the satisfactory results of the last form—the highly satisfactory results—it has been decided to forgive the final sessions and extend a liberty period to you all. Well done.” A half-stifled unmilitary cheer erupted. “Certs will be issued at the regular time. That concludes for today and for our class.”


The class bounded to its collective feet and thirty-six right arms snapped in salute. Mertone returned the salute and added, “Until I see you all at graduation, good luck and good hunting.” 


They began to file out with considerably more noise and chat than was normally countenanced, but two weeks before graduation standards were apt to grow a bit lax. The exit was not as orderly as usually expected either, and Kris was in the middle of the jostling crowd at the doorway when she heard her name. Swearing inside, she sidled out and began to salute but Mertone waved it off with a smile. He was a short, thick-set man, round-faced and heavy-featured, and smiles did not sit naturally on him. Even with the best intent, surmounted by those yellow eyes they always seemed forced or cynical. He lifted his hip onto his desk and gestured in an open-handed way. 


“At ease, Cadet. Strictly unofficial.” 


“Yessir,” Kris said mechanically. She assumed the approved stance but did not relax. 


“I got a glimpse of your last flight today. Most impressive.” Kris quirked her brows together. Mertone had been a fighter boss before joining the Academy, so he knew what he was talking about, but such open praise was not encouraged. Maybe he just doesn’t like Huron. That wouldn’t surprise her. For one thing, Huron was just a grade below him but at least a decade younger. “I wanted to mark my appreciation of your flying. Just a training run of course, but I’m sure that your career will be, ah—as I think Admiral Nelson said—damn good for your friends and damn bad for your enemies.”


“Thank you, sir!” Kris hadn’t actually meant to bark but it was mostly habit by now. Mostly, but not all. Something gave her the feeling Mertone was trying to butter her up. 


“Anyway,” he continued, and Kris could definitely detect the butter now, “we are having a small get-together later tonight; something of a tradition. A few select cadets—very informal. And as your classes are over with, there’s no question of impropriety.” He held out a card. “I’d be pleased if you’d accept the invitation.” 


Kris had heard of these informal pre-graduation parties but had never considered that she might be invited to one. The Academy instructors hosted them but senior officers, even ship captions, also attended, and those introductions could be invaluable for landing a good post, especially now. It would almost certainly be worth it, even if Mertone was hosting this one. 


“Thank you, sir,” she said in a more human tone and held out her hand for the card. 


*    *    *


Informal, as understood in the context of a naval gathering, was not of the sort of informal that most civilians would recognize. The senior officers’ undress whites still sported a splendid amount of gold braid, and while most decorations were discouraged, service ribbons were not and exceptions were made for the very highest honors, such as the Senatorial Cross, three of which Kris saw as she circulated with an untouched drink warming in her hand: one on a thin, grizzled flag officer and another worn by a tall, imposing female captain of the elite 101st Marine Special Operations Brigade. Huron wore the third.


It was not a large gathering, but it was not particularly small either: a few dozen of her classmates and a lesser number of other guests; but large or small, it was certainly the most glittering Kris had ever attended. The Academy Commandant made a brief appearance, and in addition to the Senatorial Crosses she saw several officers, two of them star captains, wearing the Anson’s Deep medal on its heavy scarlet ribbon. There was also another marine officer with the Hesperian Order of Merit, and she even saw the Legion’s Honor with Wound Stripes on the chest of a very senior NCO with hash marks past the elbow. 


Kris was introduced around, faintly praised in the manner of the service, hands were shaken—no saluting allowed—and cards exchanged. One of the Anson’s Deep Captains, a burly man named RyKirt, showed her particular attention. Huron had served under him aboard the LSS Arizona, the cruiser that had taken her off Harlot’s Ruse, and Kris had met him in the course of a formal dinner on that ship which, although this was nowhere recorded, had been held partly in her honor for her contribution to the D’Harra operation. RyKirt clearly remembered her and their conversation went well beyond that demanded by mere politeness. As he left, RyKirt gave Kris his card, a firm farewell handshake and an invitation to call, once repeated. Huron, following him shortly afterwards, gave her an equally significant look. 


The encounter with Captain RyKirt warmed Kris to the gathering and a few hours later, with the crowd beginning to thin out as most of the active service officers took their leave, she was genuinely enjoying herself. She was sipping a drink now, something smooth and smoky over ice, and being careful. Alcohol affected her oddly and this was no time to risk overdoing it. Some of her classmates were distinctly rosy by now and being quite careful in their enunciation.


 “Enjoying yourself, Kennakris?” The question startled her. Mertone had come up on her blind side.


“Uh-huh. Yes, sir.” 


Mertone had a drink as well, not his first by any means, but he was perfectly composed, although Kris thought his eyes a bit brighter than usual. “I saw you talking with Captain RyKirt.” He took her elbow in his free hand in a companionable fashion, guiding her away from a gaggle of cadets who were laughing and threatening to become loud. “He had Arizona, you know. Made a bit of a name for himself.” The affected friendliness in Mertone’s voice sent a tiny chill working through her gut. “They’re giving him Trafalgar now.” 


In spite of herself, Kris’s brows went up. LSS Trafalgar had just completed her final shakedown cruise and would finish fitting out by the end of the month. She’d already heard several times tonight how keen competition was for the available billets, and it was unusual to award such a prime carrier command to a captain who’d spent much of his career in cruisers. RyKirt must have a lot of pull or be exceptionally well thought of. While she considered the new implications of having RyKirt’s card in her pocket, Mertone entertained her with some specifics leavened with a good bit of speculation about her likely operations and loadout, and the obvious benefits that would accrue to an exceptional flight officer who could get posted to such a ship. 


Then leaning close, Mertone spoke confidentially. “I’ve . . . ah . . . applied for the DSRO billet.” His hand slid up to her shoulder and Kris grit her teeth against the assumed familiarity. “Not official yet, of course. But there’s a pretty good understanding, I think.” 


“Congratulations, sir,” Kris said, feeling she had to say something. 


Mertone chuckled. “Thanks, but that’s not what I was getting at.” They had been walking slowly as he talked, and Kris realized they were now quite a distance from the others and the party had dwindled to the knot of laughing cadets, a few holding onto each other for mutual support at this point. “The squadrons will fill up fast. They’ll take mostly established wings, of course, but a few new ensigns might be selected. If they are exceptional, of course.” They had stopped in front of a dim alcove and Mertone was now quite close. Kris felt her heart skip and begin to race; that chill had just run down to her toes. “And if, ah, the right strings were pulled.” 


Mertone’s hand began to move questingly down towards the small of her back while the other, still holding his now neglected drink, reached across her as he leaned against the alcove wall. Kris shrank back half a foot, her shoulders fetching up against the corner of the alcove’s entrance. Mertone’s eyes were hot gold. “If you’d like,” he said, his voice dangerously slow, “we could talk this over in a more private—” 


There was a blinding snap behind her eyes that left them full of sparks and her ears ringing, and pure spinal reflex brought her knee up hard into Mertone’s groin. She never heard his gasp, didn’t see him crumple and fall, didn’t feel the door as she hit it, bursting through, running—running without thought or feeling into the thin cold frozen drizzle of the Martian night. 


*    *    *


Commandant Hoste had had better days—much better. There was nothing uglier than these nasty he-said-she-said affairs, with no close witnesses and the recollections of those who were present blurred by an alcoholic haze, and complicated by the fact that the she-said part of the equation had key parts missing. Kennakris had not actually accused Commander Mertone of sexual assault or even serious impropriety—she’d said hardly anything at all. Her deposition was a bald recitation of the facts and awkwardly truncated. She claimed not to remember the act or what immediately preceded it, and Hoste could get no sense if this assertion was genuine or merely tactical. For his part, Mertone had lodged a complaint, but he’d stopped short of making a formal assault charge. 


Almost nothing excused a cadet striking an officer, but sexual assault was included in that minute category, and where a playful grope crossed the line into assault was very much in the eye of the beholder. As a matter of policy, the Service did put more weight on the views of the gropee, especially in a case like this, involving a young female cadet and senior male officer. But young female cadets were also expected to be able to handle these situations without resorting to physical violence. An unwanted sexual advance would get an officer severely reprimanded, in some cases cashiered, and it was not considered necessary to deck one unless he obviously failed to take no for an answer. 


How Commander Mertone had come to forget all this was a mystery to the Commandant. Mertone was proud and could be touchy—a trait he shared with many Messian aristocrats—and he denied there was anything sexual in either his actions or his intent. The latter was certainly open to question, and Kennakris’s deposition did not allow him to reach much of a conclusion on the former, but that was all beside the point. Mertone should have known better than to pull such a stunt with any cadet, and especially with this cadet. 


But at least Kennakris was still officially a cadet. Had she been a commissioned officer, there would have been no way to avoid a formal inquest and it would be supremely difficult to get around court martial proceedings. As things were, it was just possible that they could still deal with this whole unfortunate episode right here—if Mertone could pull his head out of his ass, Hoste thought dryly, and if Kennakris was willing to go along. He thought there was a decent chance Mertone would do so. With the war heating up, Mertone might prefer to eat a serious helping of crow rather than run the risk of being permanently sidelined should an inquest go against him. What Kennakris might do, he had no notion. She was sitting there now, absolutely rigid, her spine a good six inches from the back of her chair, and he could not plumb her thoughts at all. 


From that chair, Kris was watching Commandant Hoste with equal intensity and finding him equally opaque. She believed the Commandant to be a fair-minded man, but she also knew he had a strong aversion to controversy, that Mertone was a very senior officer of some influence, and that she could not recall exactly what he’d said or done in that final instant. That—not tactics—was the reason for her truncated deposition. While she had no doubt what had been on Mertone’s mind, the only clear evidence was against her, and how far the Commandant would be willing to go to defend a lowly colonial cadet against a Messian aristocrat made her sick to think about. Certainly it did not look especially promising, she thought, noting the lines in his face which were graven deeper still and his pale eyes hard as glass. 


As Kris fought to maintain her composure, Hoste’s frown got deeper as he scanned and rescanned her deposition, and his eyes harder and colder. At last, he tossed the papers—real papers—onto his huge, ornate, imposing desk and rocked back in the tall, imposing chair. 


“Cadet Kennakris, have you anything to add to your deposition?”


“Nosir.” Her voice was weak, barely audible. Hoste’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “No. Sir.” 


Hoste nodded, stirring the pages with his right hand. “Commander Mertone. Do you have anything to add to your deposition?” 


Commander Mertone was standing to her left, not close, in a stance that was by no means at ease, although officially that’s what it was called. “I do not, sir,” he answered, his inflection utterly flat and his tone metallic. 


Hoste exhaled, turned his head to one side then the other, and stood. “Bad business this. Assault. Conduct Unbecoming. Actionable harassment. The facts, it appears”—he stabbed the depositions with a forefinger—“are not in dispute. The judgment upon those facts”—here he fixed both of them in turn—“waits upon a formal inquiry.” Silence for a few beats to let that sink in. 


“Bad business,” he repeated. “However . . .” He let the word hang for a moment as he walked around to the front of his desk. “However, there would seem”—hard emphasis on that word—“to be the elements of a serious, but perhaps rectifiable, misunderstanding here.” Hands behind his back, he paced three steps. “Alcohol, a relaxed atmosphere.” He paused, shot Kris a look. “And history.” 


Turning to face Mertone, he asked formally: “Commander Mertone, would you assert under oath that you had no sexual intent in regards to Cadet Kennakris and your physical contact with her was not so intended?” 


“I would—I do. Sir.” 


Liar, Kris thought, remembering his eyes.


“However inappropriate it was?” 


The blood was up in Mertone’s face. “Yes. Sir.”


Hoste turned to face her. “Cadet Kennakris. Would you assert under oath that you have no memory of striking the commander? That you had no intention of doing so?”


“I would, sir.” Strong this time with the anger at Mertone’s lie.


“However inappropriate that response was?” 


Kris bit down on the inside of her lip. “Yes. Sir.”


Hoste chose to ignore the tone. “I inform you both that you have the right to a formal inquiry with a public reading of all charges and court martial, if the inquiry so recommends.” He turned back to them and his eyes were fierce. “Do either of you wish to exercise said right?”


Neither spoke. Hoste came and stood before Kris. “Cadet?”


Kris drew in a deep breath; her jaw worked for a long moment. “No. No, sir.” She let the breath go. 


Hoste looked sharply at Mertone. “Commander?”


“No, sir.” There was less brass in his voice this time. 


“Very well.” Hoste walked deliberately back behind his desk. “I therefore admonish you both regarding your dangerously inappropriate and unacceptable behavior that brings dishonor to the Service and discredit on yourselves as naval officers—and cadets—and advise you of the serious consequences thereof.” He paused again, and adopting a pulpit voice, finished: “You are hereby so advised and admonished.” Then he reached out and stopped the recorder even as the last syllables died away. 



“Now,” he said, more fiercely than before, “that the lawyerly bullshit is dispensed with, I trust we can put this disgraceful episode behind us and get on with the war!” 


No answer seemed to be expected and they made none. Hoste sat heavily in his tall chair. “Cadet, you may go. Commander, please stay a moment.”


Kris stood, saluted and left the room with a stiff, wooden gait. 


As the door slid shut, Hoste looked at Mertone. “Alright, Cal, go ahead and have a seat. You’re damn lucky she agreed. An inquiry right now is just what we don’t need, especially involving her. So now do you want to explain to me how you came to do such a goddamned stupid thing?”


“It was a party. We were drinking. She graduates in two weeks. Class’s over.” He sat down in a waiting chair, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. “It was assault. All she had to do was say no.”


Hoste looked hard at the younger man. “Didn’t you know? Didn’t you have any idea? ” 


Mertone blinked, puzzled and somewhat unnerved by Hoste’s tone. “About what?”


Hoste removed a folder from a locked drawer of his desk and held it up. “This is a file on Kennakris. Submitted by Captain RyKirt. They released it to me after her stint as a midshipman. You never heard anything about this?”


 “No. No, I didn’t. Why the hell would RyKirt submit a file on Kennakris? I thought he’d only met her at the party.”


“He submitted it because of some—contributions Kennakris made to his operation. But it also contains Dr. Quillan’s evaluation of her. You were on Fidelia with Quillan, weren’t you?”


“Ev Quillan? Sure. For about six weeks.” 


“And in those six weeks, he never bent your ear about Kennakris?”


“No. Well—I knew he’d flamed out over some colonial—”


“Not some colonial.” Hoste tapped the folder with a hooked forefinger. “This colonial.”


Mertone extended a hand.  “Can I see that?”


“Be my guest.” Hoste passed the folder across.


As he opened the cover, a series of images opened up and spread themselves over the desktop. 


“Holy shit.” 


“That’s what you made a run at, Cal.” 


Mertone just shook his head, his lips pale. 


“I think you’re damn lucky to get off as lightly as you did.” 


Mertone, closing the file, grunted. 


“In spite of what you just saw, ” Hoste went on, “I got an email from RyKirt this AM suggesting that soon-to-be Ensign Kennakris be assigned to Commander Huron’s new recon wing on Trafalgar. They both seem to have—ah . . . taken an interest in her career.” Mertone grunted again, now holding the folder in slack hands. “RyKirt cc’d Admiral PrenTalien and PrenTalien endorsed the request.” 


Mertone looked up, opened his mouth, then closed it abruptly. Hoste held out his hand for the folder and Mertone gave it back without a word. Hoste took the folder, sealed it with his thumb, and thrust it into the waiting drawer. 


“So do you want to explain this little episode to RyKirt, Cal? Or do you want me to do it? Or do you want to find yourself a new billet?” 













Chapter Twelve



Aeolis Station

 in Mars orbit, Sol


Ensign Loralynn Kennakris, the gold bars on her shoulders not yet forty-eight hours old, stood in the departure terminal of Aeolis Station, waiting for the call to embark on the transport LSS Sardis and resisting the urge to kick the large massy duffle bag at her feet which, aside from her dress uniforms, contained everything she owned. She blamed Ensign Weber, leaning against a stanchion about five meters away, who had been doing exactly that for at least the last twenty minutes.


In Kris’s opinion, rhythmically kicking one’s baggage was beneath the dignity of a newly commissioned ensign, but Weber had been disappointed in his hope for a combat posting. He’d dropped out of the pilot program during basic flight, tried for EW, and was now destined for the CEF Command Logistics Directorate, posting to Weyland Station out in Eltanin Sector. He’d already been ribbed mercilessly over it—Weber, where’s my socks? Weber, you call this food? and the old favorite: Weber, don’t get your panties in a bunch, they come by the gross—so if anyone had a right to kick their baggage, she supposed he did. But she still wished he’d stop. 


It didn’t help that she’d spent the last two of those almost forty-eight hours right here, next to the terminal where, a year ago, she’d passed under the sign that read: Through this Portal shall pass the Future Guardians of Mankind’s Freedom. She stood here with another twelve hundred and forty-one of those guardians, future no longer, on their way to war—the first class commissioned directly into combat since before Kris was born. 


That year had been tumultuous, but it was the hours since graduation that oppressed her now, an odd kaleidoscope of feelings, memories, impressions; so new yet so difficult to sort. The ceremony itself: marching in silently; the valedictory brief, somber, businesslike—nothing grandiose or stirring—and the archaic words of the oath: I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; followed by the stilted phrases of the dire warning: Neither you nor any of you shall fail in your duty as you will answer the contrary at your peril, which now took on a new, more terrible and urgent meaning. Her class falling out at the command of Sergeant Major Yu—his last command to them—stepping smartly back one pace, facing about and throwing their caps with a cheer; the caps sailing, sailing, in the native Martian gravity—and the cheer echoing oddly, thinly off the towering Academy façade in the cold, dry, unstirring air. No guests (that being deemed unfair to colonials whose families could not be expected to make the journey), only the instructors and the Commandant standing in silent ranks. Then mounting the Academy steps one last time to receive their first salute from Sergeant Major Yu; Yu’s unexpected and contra-protocol wink as she handed him the ritual coin while he saluted her and offered his congratulations. Then the long walk up the marble ramp, not to a month of liberty but to receive their deployment orders from a starchy senior lieutenant in full dress. 


Most of all, searching for Huron, not seeing him; learning he had been ordered away to take over LSS Trafalgar’s new recon wing; missing him, being privately surprised and embarrassed at how much. Then unfolding her orders, delivered in a square white wrapper, and feeling her heart lurch even though she knew it had been discussed—indeed almost privately promised (Admiralty promises often just so much hot air)—but there it was in beautiful, objective, undeniable print: You are hereby directed and required to report immediately to the post of flight officer, CEF 135th Reconnaissance Wing, LSS Trafalgar. LCDR Rafael L. Huron V commanding.


Her xel beeped again, louder. It had been beeping for not quite fifty minutes: a page from the station porter’s office. A page she’d been ignoring because the porter’s office was deep in the guts of the station, six minutes one way, her xel said, and it was certainly a mistake. With her departure imminent—it had been listed as imminent for ninety minutes now—she didn’t want to negotiate the tube system just to confirm the mistake and have to hurry back, suffering the wry looks of her officers if her boarding group was called in her absence. 


She knew it was a mistake because the porter’s office primarily handled physical mail, a mode of correspondence employed by the well-to-do on special occasions and by the government for certain formal notices. Some of her fellow ensigns had been getting graduation cards from their families this way, a few on genuine paper, but she had no family and no real friends besides Baz, who was standing just a few meters away, so it was inconceivable that she should be sent a card, and the Navy did not speak to persons of so little consequence as a new ensign by such means. It was possible—barely—that Huron had sent her something, but a personal communication of that sort from her new commanding officer would be stretching the limits of propriety to near breaking, and it was unlikely even Huron would go so far. In any event, she’d be reporting to him shortly. 


She thumbed the alert off for the fifth time and looked up to see a porter hurrying through the crowd, heading straight for her. Kris, most unwilling to be made game of in front of so many former classmates, watched the porter’s undeviating course with an ever more forbidding expression until the porter, a young woman, stopped in front of her and touched her cap. 


“Ensign Kennakris?” Kris nodded. “Ensign Loralynn Kennakris?” the porter asked with particular emphasis. Kris nodded again. “Letter for you, ma’am.” 


Kris’s brows furrowed as the porter held out a pad for Kris to sign. She signed and pressed her thumb over the signature. The pad approved her biometrics and the porter unsealed her satchel, produced a white envelope and handed it over. Kris took it and felt the texture. Real paper. Her name was written across the front of the envelope in a feminine hand and it was sealed with a gold wafer. 


“Who’s this from?” 


The porter consulted a manifest. “A Ms. Rathor. Earth. Return address care of . . .” She hesitated, screwing her young face into a frown. “Care of one of the agencies. Can’t tell which. That’s a generic government drop box”—showing Kris the address. 


Mariwen? 


Kris mumbled something, took out her xel and mechanically stroked off a tip for the porter, who smiled, made a reply Kris couldn’t hear over the blood rushing in her ears, touched her cap again and left. Kris stared off at nothing and willed her knees not to shake. 


The boarding claxon made her jump as her group number scrolled across the display, called out at the same time by a hieratic voice over the PA system. She bent, unzipped a pocket on the duffle, slid the envelope inside, sealed it, shouldered the heavy bag and took her place in line. 


*    *    *


Lights out; the dim red glow of the dark-lamp in the berth showing three sleeping forms. The portly senior warrant officer in the lower bunk across from her, his slow, brutish snoring mixing oddly with the soft, almost feline purr of the young lieutenant-jg in the upper bunk, another flight officer and an absurdly pretty girl, slight with shoulder-length black hair, delicate features and improbably long lashes that quivered as she dreamed. Basmartin in the bunk above hers, sleeping with the log-like imperturbably she remembered; he was the only other member of their graduating class accepted into Trafalgar’s new recon wing. 


Two days out now, en route to Epona in Cygnus Sector. Seven days, sixteen hours more if they made good time, but probably longer—Sardis was no flyer. Kris rolled slowly onto her side and sat up. The warrant officer snored on; the pretty lieutenant stirred. Kris froze, unconsciously holding her breath at the sound of a murmured name. The lieutenant rolled over, fractious for a moment, plucking at the coverlet with a slim hand with painted nails—not strictly regulation that—before settling more deeply into her bunk with a dainty sigh. 


Kris exhaled and twitched her duffle bag out from under the bunk, feeling for the zippered pocket. Unlocking the zipper with her thumb, she opened it and drew out the envelope inside. It crackled. The pulse fluttered in her neck as she stroked the expensive paper, ever so slightly rough with a tooth to the edge. Turning it over, she touched the gold wafer. It released, raising a curled lip. She peeled it open. The sheet inside slid into her palm with a soft rustle. It was folded in quarters with that slight imprecision that showed the work of a human hand. There were no marks on the outer sides at all. Conscious of the slow heavy beat of her heart, she opened the leaves and saw written there, slanting across the paper in a woman’s fine elliptical hand:


The moon has set, and the Pleiades; 

 Midnight is gone, 

 the hours wear by, 

 and here I lie alone; alone . . .


# # #













Epilogue



The Riverlands, Mare Nemeton

 Nedaema, Pleiades Sector


“Why coots?” asked Trin Wesselby as she distributed another handful of popcorn across the crowd of squabbling waterfowl that had collected under the limestone bridge to dispute over the bounty raining down from six meters up. She looked out over the Riverlands, the artful maze of serpentine waterways that divided Nedaema’s capital, its parks crowded with silver oak and red gum trees, willows lining the banks and a sprinkling of small islands decorated with Japanese maples, their leaves all flame-colored at this time of year. Beyond, Nedaema’s primary was just setting and, due to its spectrum and the unique chemistry of Nedaema’s upper atmosphere, pouring streams of pure molten gold over the clouds mounded low on the horizon. The light also rendered the limestone of the bridge on which they were standing a rich lemon yellow, and the whole scene looked decidedly unreal. Which was no doubt what the designers intended. Except for the coots. 


“Coots?” asked Nick Taliaferro, loafing beside her and studying the round little birds, all a sort of muddled grayish-black with a white eye stripe. He’d always rather liked their drab, commonplace appearance—a note of charming mundanity in this beautifully contrived watercolor landscape. It was revealing, he thought, of a note of sly humor that Nedaemans all too often lacked. Trin, though, didn’t seem to agree. 


“Yeah,” she said. “I can understand those trumpeter swans”—pointing to a troupe gliding majestically across the gilded water, their plumage every shade of blue from the richest peacock or deepest indigo to a shade of Prussian that was almost black—“even though I think they’re a little gaudy. But I just don’t get the coots. Why go to all the trouble to import coots?” 


Nick smiled as Trin dipped into her plastic bag and scattered more manna from heaven to the teeming supplicants circling below. A flock of teal pintail ducks from the other side of the bridge were beginning to notice, and to Nick, they looked like they were getting ready to rumble. 


“I dunno,” he answered, watching with mild anticipation. The coots could probably hold their own against the pintails, but if those Beaufort’s geese just coming out from behind that island over there got into the action, it was all over. The swans, he knew, would hold aloof, the whole business being beneath them. “I sorta like coots.”


“They always look so annoyed,” Trin said. She’d noticed the pintails too, who were launching a reconnaissance in force. “There’s just no pleasing a coot.” 


Nick laughed and it startled all the birds below. Both sides backed off, anxious at this new development. Trin dumped what popcorn she had left into the disputed territory. 


“Sounds like half the people I’ve worked with,” he said, watching the white puffs spiral down.


“Only half?” Trin wadded the empty bag only to realize she didn’t have a pocket to stow it in. She was wearing a pencil skirt today, fashionably short with a kick pleat, a tailored jacket with wide shoulders and a stand collar with cobalt-nickel fittings, along with a pair of moderate heels. It was not her usual look and it was deficient in the article of pockets. Nick couldn’t decide if it made her look like an attorney or a hit-lady. Maybe both. 


He grinned and held out a hand. “I’ve been fortunate in my acquaintance.” 


Trin looked sidelong at him and noted the grin and the proffered hand. She’d been about to stuff the crumpled bag in her purse—a distasteful idea since she extremely disliked cluttering her purse. At present it held only her xel, her wallet, some keys, and a compact flechette pistol with two spare clips in the outer pocket. Besides, there were still a good many popcorn hulls in the bag. She handed it over and he put it in the thigh pocket of the baggy dun cargo pants he wore. The left thigh pocket, opposite the one that held the one-eleven STYG automatic. She wondered where he was carrying his back-up piece today; she’d detected nothing under his loose, open-necked flower-print shirt. Probably a crotch holster, she thought. 


And that grin had been very like a leer. But she found she didn’t mind that so much. 


“So what’s the next move?” Nick asked. Trin shook her head. Down below, the coots and pintails seemed to have agreed on some sort of détente and were cautiously hovering around the margins of the bounty. “Just hang out here,” he suggested, “watch the sunsets and bombard coots who will never be pleased with popcorn for the rest of whatever?”


“You’ve made worse suggestions.” Trin sighed and turned her back on the spectacular sunset, just starting to fade and getting that peculiar neon-green tint that was characteristic of Nedaema’s skies, resting her elbows on the ornate wrought-iron scrollwork that topped the bridge’s meter-high railing. “What about you? Any thoughts?”


Nick leaned forward, a posture that was almost the exact compliment of Trin’s. “Retirement.” 


“Retirement?” Trin tried but failed to keep the surprise and dismay out of her voice.


“Sure. Lots to be said for retirement.” Nick looked out into the fading light. The pale disk of Telos was just starting to show. “No one cares if you forget to shave. You can wear loud shirts . . . belch—scratch. It’s almost expected.”


“You’re not even eighty yet. What would you do with yourself?”


“I thought maybe I’d take up fishing.” 


“Fishing. . .”


“Yep.” He watched the gathering dark. At this latitude it came on surprisingly fast. “Sport fishing. Go after the big bastards—the ones that put up a real fight.”


“Nick . . . we’re dealing with a mole here.” Spoken very quietly, almost under her breath. CID had detected Lessing on Halith Evandor barely two months after his ‘death’—that was unusually fast, and Trin suspected that either Lessing, or more likely Admiral Heydrich, was thumbing his nose at them. Reading between the lines, Trin had caught some indications that made her suspect a short and unhappy life for Mr. Defector Lessing. 


The news had leaked, and with the revelation that a grand senator’s most senior staff member had been a Halith mole, much of the public frustration over the course of the war was given vent. A hastily assembled special commission, chaired by the Senior Secretary of the Plenary Council, looked into the matter and proclaimed that Lessing had acted alone. That finding was supported by a slew of immature writings, recovered mainly from his college days, showing a dewy-eyed young imperialist besotted with thoughts of a ‘New Rome’ burgeoning in the bosom of Orion. CID concurred. Trin didn’t. 


It was entirely too tidy for her tastes and important questions were not being addressed. There were still figures apparently involved with the Alecto Initiative whose connection with Lessing was obscure. And there was the question of insurance—Nick’s investigations had not turned up any.


What he had turned up was an impressive collection of pornography, a passion Lessing appeared to share with another, to judge from a decades’ long correspondence of embarrassingly trite and undeniably graphic love letters to “my dear companion” and “the sweet well of my affections” and “Sweet Jordie,” or sometimes just plain “Pickwick.” Pickwick’s replies were often alluded to but rarely preserved; nevertheless, there was no doubt as to the nature of the relationship or who occupied the driver’s seat. The relationship seemed to be physical, at least at one point, but more usually carried on virtually via the shared collection, which included quite the number of illegal feelies. 


Add what it might to the understanding of Lessing’s personality and the motivations behind his treachery (and that was significant), it was useless as insurance. He’d either been very clever or very stupid. There was a certain naiveté about the letters, an increasingly frequent need for reassurance very much at odds with the hard-nosed political operator Lessing had been in public—almost, Trin thought, a puppet’s adoration for its master. Now Lessing’s strings were cut, but the guiding hand still hovered out there somewhere, manipulating how many other puppets? 


“At least two, I’d say. And some mole-lets hanging about in odd corners here and there.” Nick reached into a shirt pocket and took out a folded piece of hardcopy. “Made some notes on the best places to go sport fishing. Just in case—y’know—you’re interested.” He handed the plaspaper over.


Trin unfolded it gingerly. The page was crammed with tiny, precise writing. “You handwrote this?”


“I think you’re rubbing off on me.” 


She reached out and gave his thick shoulder a squeeze. “Thanks, Nick.” 


“Don’t mention it.” 


“Certainly not.” She slid the sheet in with the spare ammo clips. “Say, would you like to get some dinner? I’m feeling generous tonight.” 


He winked at her. “Do I have to change?” 


She smiled back. “There’s no dress code at the place I have in mind.” Then took out her xel and summoned her car. 


“Sounds like a plan.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt and his teeth showed a gleam in his heavily creased, broad face. Trin’s groundcar glided up to the end of the bridge and waited there, purring almost silently on its skirts. She checked her authentication bots and relaxed perceptibly as they all showed green. 


“No driver?” Nick asked, sliding his xel back into a pocket. 


“Not these days.” She replaced her xel and popped the doors open. They walked down the gentle slope together, and as Trin strapped into the driver’s side, Nick took the shotgun seat and remarked, “Y’know what else I look forward to about being retired?” 


Trin sealed the doors, checked the display and shook her head as she engaged thrusters. 


“Fraternizing. Sixty years in the service leaves a fellow with a powerful deal of fraternizing to catch up on.” 


Trin favored him with a sideways look and cocked an eyebrow. “You’re not retired yet, Nick.”


“True. But a fella can hope. Can’t he?”


“Oh certainly.” She took them up to a hundred meters with a private smile. 


“So where’s this place we’re going?” 


She displayed the map reference on the HUD. Nick chuckled as he recognized her address. 


“I wanted someplace we could talk.”


“Absolutely. Fine idea. Good plan.” He settled deeper into his seat. She saw his lips move in the canopy’s dim reflection. Did Nick know she could read lips? Hard to say. 


She connected to the grid, entered an entirely bogus destination, submitted her override codes, and then banked left as the car disappeared from the traffic-control nets and its ghost continued merrily on. She stole another sideways glance at Nick. Did he know?


He caught her looking and winked. Yep, he knew. 


Retirement, here I come. Those were the words his lips had formed.


The private smile deepened. Who knew? God knows, she’d gotten worse offers. Maybe someday. She returned her attention to the HUD, the smile beginning to make itself public. 


Keep hoping, Nick. These days they could all use a little hope. 













Authors’ Notes 



The following are a few notes on some terms and references that appear in this book. Please see our glossary for additional background, and definitions of the terminology and acronyms we employ. A downloadable map of Charted Space is available at our website: www.loralynnkennakris.com


The Blue Peter is the nickname given to the maritime signal flag flown by ships in harbor to indicate they are about to sail. We have appropriated the nickname to apply it in Kris’s universe to the ensign (flag) worn by CEF combatants, on the grounds that these warships pride themselves on being ready to sail at a moment’s notice.  


Sutlers were originally civilian merchants who followed armies to supply them with food and other necessities. The preferred naval term is victualer (also spelled victualler), which was also the term used for a supply ship (combat stores ship) into the 19th Century and unofficially until much later. In the Royal Navy, provisioning was administered by the Victualling Board (made up of the Victualling Commissioners, also called the Commissioners for the victualling of the Navy) until 1832, when these functions were assumed by the Admiralty Board. 


In applying to the term victualer to naval stores ships and using sutler as a cant term for those who provide provisions to slavers, we intend no negative reflection on those honorable, worthy and necessary persons who have in the past engaged in sutlery (along with those who might be said to still do so today).  


The fighter pilot’s anthem referred to in Part I, Chapter Thirteen, is the poem “High Flight” by Pilot Officer John Gillespie Magee, Jr. of the Royal Canadian Air Force. Although he served in the RCAF, Magee was an American who, like a number of Americans, joined the RCAF before the United States officially entered WWII. He was killed in a midair collision on December 11, 1941, over Lincolnshire, in the East Midlands of England, at the age of nineteen.


The ‘Gods of the Copybook Headings’ mentioned by Huron in Part I, Chapter Twenty-Three, is the title of a poem authored by Rudyard Kipling in 1919. It is likely that Kipling was inspired by the massive international trauma of what was then known as the Great War (later WWI), which had just ended. The message of the poem is that when people neglect or dismiss eternal verities in favor of wishful thinking, terrible things inevitably result. 


Here, Huron, while acknowledging Kipling’s point, is using the title rather more satirically. The copybook headings referred to in the poem were homilies (generally of a moral character) printed at the tops of the pages in Victorian students’ copybooks. They were supposed to copy these headings down the page to practice penmanship (hence the name). As such, these homilies often came to be viewed as platitudinous and thus the phrase might be applied to any set of rules that, however useful, are enforced in a mindless or bureaucratic way, especially when they stifle creativity and risk-taking. 


This is the sense in which Huron uses the phrase here: to refer to military bureaucrats who have developed their own ‘copybook headings’ that must be acknowledged for their worth but not slavishly adhered to. It is Huron’s rather ‘nuanced’ relationship with these principles that accounts for much of his reputation as a brilliant but difficult officer.


The quote attributed to Fleet Admiral Kasena, CEF, CNO, in Part II, Chapter Fourteen, is a paraphrase of a comment made by Admiral Ernest J. King, CNO, USN, during WWII. When asked how to handle the press, Admiral King replied, “Tell 'em nothing, and when it's over, tell 'em who won.”


The ceremony in Part II, Chapter Thirty-Six was inspired by the reminiscences of the late George MacDonald Frasier, and largely modeled on a similar ceremony he described in his excellent WWII memoir, Quartered Safe Out Here. We freely acknowledge our debt to Mr. Frasier, and pay our deepest respects to him for leaving us this invaluable work. 


The four lines of poetry sent to Kris in the Epilogue are a fragment of a poem by Sappho (the Greek lyric poet, circa 600 BC). Various translations of this work exist. We have relied on no particular translation, but considered several in composing the version that appears in this book. 











Wogan’s Reef






For Thy Sake— 


For the sake of thee

I stood my ground 


For the sake of thee

I bore the sound 


Of bullets as they whistled past 

And each one sang: All flesh is grass. 


Ere long came one that laid me low

And falling as I felt the blow

For thy sake, watched my red blood flow

And lying still—that’s all I know. 


I had not lived ten thousand days

I might have died a hundred ways

But for thee I chose this price to pay—Go 


And bring to me that sacred fire

Set thy torch to my funeral pyre

And even as I burn for thee—Know 


Thou hast not seen the last of me. 


From “The Half-Ballade of Anandale”

— of unknown authorship (originated in the CEF Marine Corps) 












Prologue: Zero Day


Janin Station;
 Tau Verde, Vulpecula Region



It was make-and-mend day for the Halith Imperial Navy’s Kerberos Fleet, riding peacefully at grav anchor within the vast embrace of Janin Station. Officially, it was a day of rest when the usual chores like ship drills, weapons exercises, sensor sweeps, and watchstanding were suspended, but in reality it was the busiest and least welcome of the eight days of the naval week that ruled the lives of Halith mariners—especially when the fleet was lying up at a comfortable port like Janin. 


Watchstanding and sensor sweeps were little more than formalities for a fleet at Janin: not only was it the second-largest free structure ever built by man—only the astounding bulk of Kazanian Station, orbiting the prime world of Halith Evandor itself, surpassed it—but it was also the most heavily fortified place in existence. The station itself was unarmed (its real estate being too precious to waste on weapons), but the star system in which it resided was, in fact, one vast fortress. Hundreds of picket vessels ceaselessly patrolled the outer approaches to the system, while a combination of light-speed and gravitic sensors that could detect incoming starships over a full day out provided warning. The inner system was protected by a multilayered network of hunter-killer satellites, and finally the station itself and its supporting moon base were guarded by a ring of monitors. 


These enormous ships, looking like nothing so much as the giant testudines who still roamed the sanctuaries of Earth, were so large that no hypercapable classes had been produced since the Formation Wars and so expensive that Halith had only ever built sixteen of them. Five of these were deployed to Janin Station. Within their high-domed hulls were thousands of missiles and the best EW and C4ISR suites Halith could produce, but it was the five massive turrets that contained their main armament: triplets of long 24-inch railguns that fired two-ton projectiles at near-relativistic speeds, more than twice the mass and many times the energy of the rounds fired by the 16-inch railguns that dreadnoughts and the largest battleships carried. 
 

So, at ease behind all these defenses, the mariners of the Kerberos fleet could be forgiven if they wanted to slack off a little, above all when the enticements of Qeshan Moon Base were a mere hour away and, for those who could get leave and afford it, the much greater charms of Tau Verde only an evening’s shuttle ride below. With such temptations ever-present, it was entirely expected that they had come to detest make-and-mend day as never before—the day they had to muster by divisions for inspection, with all the cleaning and scouring, primping and polishing that entailed. 


This particular day the crews looked upon with special trepidation because it happened to fall right after the celebration of Nefastio, the year-end holiday on which official work was banned and a great deal of license was tolerated, and as a result, most of them were badly hungover. But what really mattered was the state of their officers, many of whom might be in even worse shape than they were. 


By an unexplained coincidence, the pocket dreadnought Ilya Turabian—the Grand Admiral’s Yacht, as she was satirically known—had come in five days ago and been given pride of place at the anchorage, forcing Kerberos Fleet’s flagship to an outlying berth (a slight the mariners of the fleet did not take calmly, and it was well that the crew of the pocket dreadnought were not allowed shore leave). The purpose of her visit had been kept confidential, but an important banquet was held on the day before Nefastio itself, attended by all the captains of the fleet, their senior officers and staffs, and two days of almost unrelenting debauchery would sorely test those who did not have iron constitutions or a rare degree of self-control. 


So as the bosuns roused out their frowsty and crapulous crews at 0600 to begin the long process of making themselves and their ships presentable again (for one thing, the heads were a horror few could face), there was much murmured commentary and many a discreet weather eye trained on officers’ country to see when they would start to appear and what their aspect would be. The later it was, they figured, the better their chances. 


The port was already crowded with small craft at this early hour, almost all of them bumboats that were conveying the mariners’ pleasurable company of the night before back to Qeshan’s many brothels. The bosuns had bundled these beauties out early, in most cases even before the crews were awake, because centuries of experience showed that mariners were most easily detached from their harlots while both parties were unconscious. Thus, by 0400, a good two hours before reveille, the bosuns’ mates, assisted by the sergeant-at-arms, were herding long lines of blinking, yawning, muttering whores, indifferently dressed if dressed at all, into the waiting boats where orderlies scanned their venereals, rechecked their licenses, updated their health records and endorsed their pay chits as they embarked. 


The officer’s companions presented a much different case. Not only did they include wives and sweethearts, but none came from the low port houses, many were professionals of distinction, and the more exalted they were, the longer they stayed aboard. And the mariners knew that nothing was guaranteed to put a hungover officer in a good frame of mind better than a couple of extra hours’ sack time with one of these delightful artisans. 


But it was the fleet’s commanding officer who set the tone on these occasions, and Admiral Jakob Adenauer was well known as an abstemious man devoted to his wife. He was no kind of tyrant, but the same could not be said for all of his subordinates. The possibility that he would appear and, worse yet, deliver some sort of address at his normal hour of 0800 thus preyed on many a fretful mind. 


That such an address was due was confidently predicted by most. The banquet of two nights ago was proof of that. Fleet commanders did not hold such events for their entertainment value, and doing so immediately before such an important holiday meant something big was at the event horizon, perhaps something unprecedented. It could only mean a new deployment, and while the crews readied themselves for a light breakfast (sutlëchĵ, made of golden rice boiled in malt beer and liberally spiked with detoxicants), this topic occupied them almost as much as the likely state of their officers, for it conceivably offered as much potential for concern as excitement. 


Concern because an astute professional eye that could have encompassed the entire scene that AM would have noticed that although the Kerberos Fleet embodied an enormous accumulation of naval firepower, which presented a stirring sight in port, it was not a fleet in prime condition—far from it. 


Painfully evident everywhere were the scars of last month’s battle at Miranda. Most obviously, neither of the big carriers of Carrier Division II (CARDIV II), which represented half their long-range strike power, were ready to sortie. Count Ivanov was still in airdock undergoing repairs, and Prince Valens had recently received a new fighter group to replace the one decimated in the encounter and was still training it. 


Although the light carriers Danton and Mazarin had been added, they each had less than half the fighter complement of a fleet carrier and they were inexperienced; the level of coordination required by fighter ops took much time and effort to attain, and as yet, no one knew how well these two little sisters would be able to cooperate with King Constantine and Prince Gregor, the heart of CARDIV I. 


Joining Count Ivanov in airdock were the fleet’s two fastest battleships, Condorcet and Desailles, which comprised BATDIV I. Condorcet was having her damaged drive nodes replaced and would not be ready for a month. Desailles was in worse shape, and her wounds would keep her in port even longer. In compensation, IHS Orlan had been attached, and although Orlan was the newest of the powerful Marengo-class battleships and came from the elite Prince Vorland Fleet, she had yet to see action, which made her a much less welcome addition than IHS Jena, the battle-hardened veteran from the VanNeimen Fleet for which Adenauer had lobbied tirelessly, eventually prevailing only through the intercession of his friend, Admiral Joaquin Caneris, the Prince Vorland Fleet’s commander. 


Also, an objective observer would have faulted the force structure. There were not enough destroyers for the screening, picket duty and rescue operations these nimble little ships excelled at—they should have had a dozen squadrons, not a mere eight, and a third of those below strength—and there were rather too many light cruisers of that unhappy breed which could neither keep up with fast battleships nor offer much support to the big carriers and dreadnoughts they could accompany. In terms of long-range reconnaissance assets, there were too few, and they were of the wrong type. The fleet’s stealth frigates had suffered heavily; only a paltry number remained, and compensating with additional corvettes was a weak stopgap measure, at best. 


Finally, all too many of the ships were simply old. Indeed, the light cruisers Neva and Taranis were ancient Amur-class ships that should never have been employed in a modern fleet. Elchingen and VanScheer, two of the Fleet’s original battleships, were among the oldest in service, and barely a match for the newest League battlecruisers. Most of the destroyers were old as well, and short-winded compared to their newer sisters, putting an undue strain on the fleet’s logistics. 


In short, the Kerberos fleet was wearing out. By rights, it should have passed the baton to one of the other main Halith fleets, the VanNeimen or perhaps the Ilion, and been given a long, well-deserved period of R&R. Even Admiral Adenauer’s flagship, the big dreadnought Marshall Nedelin, was in need of a thorough refit. 


But an objective observer would not have gotten a very sympathetic hearing for his views from the men and women of the Kerberos fleet, assuming he had the audacity to bring them up. From highest to lowest, they were full of pride in their fleet, which before the war was looked on as the bastard stepchild of the Halith navy: an assemblage of the antiquated and the cast off, good for nothing but patrolling the disorderly backwater of the Hydra region between Halith’s eastern frontier and the Bannerman Confederacy. 


Selected for the war’s opening thrust and grudgingly reinforced because they were (most of all) expendable, they’d succeeded brilliantly at Rho Ceti, then grown and continued to succeed, defeating a combined fleet comprised of units from the Nereidian League’s Colonial Expeditionary Forces, the New UK’s Royal Navy, and the Terebellum Empire’s Navy to take the vital Kepler Junction. After that, they subdued Deneb sector, where Alesia put up a gallant but doomed resistance, and the Aventine Grand Duchy concluded that survival was the better part of valor. 


Now they were the most powerful fleet in the Halith Imperial Navy. The Prince Vorland Fleet had more cachet and the Haslar Fleet had the blue blood and prestige, but they had the battle honors. They felt they had carried the conflict for the past year—fourteen months by the Terran calendar—and they were jealous of the distinction. They might not have all the best and the brightest, their deployments might not always follow the book, they might look a bit patchy and act a trifle weary, but they had beaten all comers to this point, and they had every confidence they would do it again whenever the need arose. 


Indeed, Miranda, which they knew to have been a defeat (whatever government propaganda might say), confirmed their opinions. For all that it rankled and for all they looked forward eagerly to getting some of their own back, they knew they had fought well—the respective losses proved it—but there had been poor management and inefficient leadership. They’d been attached to the Duke Albrecht Fleet as mere auxiliaries there—let those pricks wear the shame. Had the operation been entrusted to them, had they been under their own admiral, how different the outcome would have been. At Kepler, they’d beaten the vaunted CEF Seventh Fleet—the Pogues, as they derisively referred to them. It was sheer idiocy they’d been denied the chance to do it again. Now, happily, that chance was certainly at hand. 


So on the mess decks, and in the gunrooms and berthing spaces, as 0800 came and went and no officers appeared to savage them, the mood began to lift. As the mariners bent to their tasks, their thoughts turned to what orders the yacht might have brought them, and the theories ran as hot and strong as the coffee. 


Would they finally break out through the Kepler Junction and complete the conquest of Cygnus sector? Or, since the Terebellum Empire was rumored to be wavering, would they perhaps get a crack at finishing off the New United Kingdom of Friesia and New Caledonia? They might even be sent to carry out the reconquest of the Karelian Republic, although a tiny handful silently hoped not: the Karelian navy was small, expert and savage, and the planets of the republic were more so. Or maybe the Supreme Staff had resolved to take another shot at securing Novaya Zemlya, where they’d trapped and annihilated a League fleet at the end of the last war. 


As each of these ideas was propounded and its merits debated, the hard-bitten veterans of the fleet would cap the discussion by clapping a knowing eye on the first-voyagers and announcing: “Don’t you worry, ya pollywogs. Those Pogue bastards will be under our guns again soon enough. And when they are, we’ll stamp every round ‘Remember Miranda.’” 










Part I: A Lull in The Tempest






 “In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.” 


Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower 



 “A good plan violently executed now is better than a perfect plan executed next week.” 


Gen. George S. Patton Jr. 


 









Chapter One: The Echoes of Battle




Z-Day minus 42





LSS Trafalgar, deployed;
 Cygnus Sector


The fighter ghosted up on the carrier, dark and quiet, showing only a faint ultraviolet nimbus from the leaky power plant. All around, the wreckage of battle orbited, mostly cooled by now to invisibility, but here and there floated brilliant, star-like objects: the stasis bottles that contained the antimatter fuel for hypercapable warships. These beacons for the dead would shine for decades, or if they were massive enough—like those of the fleet carrier LSS Camperdown and the light carrier IHS Revanche, both of which had exploded, with the loss of all hands—for centuries, casting their piercing blue-white light through the battlespace. Elsewhere, wounded leviathans wallowed in clouds of their own debris and crystallizing atmosphere: a thousand kilometers away to port, LSS Blenheim drifted, a swarm of consorts giving what aid they could while damage-control teams fought desperately to save the battleship’s life. Five hundred klicks below, the heavy cruiser LSS Jellicoe tumbled helplessly, awaiting the coup de grâce that would blow her fusion bottles and add her star to the rest. Much nearer, LSS Ramillies, mauled but alive, worked frantically to clear her fouled deck and recover the last of her pilots. 


In the cockpit of her fighter, Ensign Loralynn Kennakris could perceive none of this. Her forward screen was a scorched ruin, most of her instruments were hash. All she had left was the beacon indicator on her T-Synth. She kept an iron hand locked on the controls, waiting until she got close enough for her maser to be heard with what was left of her battery power. The range rings ran off the edge of the T-Synth’s display, one by one, much too slowly for her taste. As the last ring grew outwards, she keyed the mic. 


“Trafalgar, this is Viper Echo 2-4. I’ve got a problem here.” 


The reply was a dim crackle over her headset. “Copy, Viper Echo 2-4. What’s your status?” 


“My status is fucked.” Kris blinked at the sweat that the armored flight suit should have been taking care of. “I’m on manual. Battery’s in the red. Atmo down to twenty-seven percent.” 


“Copy that, Viper Echo 2-4,” the voice replied. “Declare an emergency.” 


She desperately wanted to pop the faceplate to get the sweat out of her eyes, but there wasn’t enough air left for that. “Emergency declared. Look, I need you guys to uplink a BOLO approach. I’ll fly the pip. Clear the deck for a hot landing.” 


“Acknowledged. Wait one.” There was a brief pause on the other end. “Negative, Viper Echo 2-4. You’re too badly damaged. Standby for tractor tow.” 


“No way!” Kris barked. “If one of your ham-fisted operators gets a beam on this crate, he’ll crack it wide open. Gimme the pip.” 


“Repeat negative, Viper Echo 2-4. We’ll scramble a pick-up. Prepare to eject.” 


“No can do,” Kris said wearily. “Just link me the data. I think I’ve got enough reserve to make it in.” Another excruciating pause. 


“Kennakris,” said a new voice on the line, “do you have suit perforations?” 


“Goddammit, I’ve got me perforations,” Kris snapped. “Now link me that goddamned pip before I park this thing in the bridge. Sir.” 


“Roger that. Uplink commencing.” 


The pip appeared on her T-Synth, blinking bright orange. She was too wide and still too fast. She ground her teeth hard as she pulled back on the stick. Flying the pip was always tricky—with one hand and a crippled bird it might prove impossible. A hull splinter had gone right through her left shoulder, another had broken some ribs, and while the vasoconstrictors were controlling the bleeding and the suit pharmacopeia was helping with the pain, they couldn’t give her left arm back its strength or help much with her breathing, which was short, shallow, difficult, wheezing. 


That was because of the ribs, she hoped. The holes in the flight suit were self-sealing, and at twenty-seven percent atmosphere, it should still be holding pressure. But at around fifteen percent it would start leaking again—at ten, it would fail. She had no attention to spare for the environmental readouts, however; the pip was turning from orange to yellow but she wasn’t sure she had enough decel left to get it into the green. 


“Huron”—she’d recognized his voice—“you still there?” 


“Here, Kris.” 


“Get ’em to foam the deck. This is gonna be close.” 


“Roger that.” Then: “You’re still too wide. How much you got left?” 


“Dunno.” 


“We can match velocity in three point seven minutes.” 


Sweat stung her eyes, blurring the pip. She blinked furiously. A claxon went off, startling her. The environmentals—cabin pressure was dropping towards critical. 


“No joy. Atmo down below twenty percent, falling.” Her breath was coming in sharp, painful pants. “Look”—a pause as she fought for air—“I’m gonna keep this vector and give it all the decel I got for the next forty-five seconds before I break right to make the approach. But you’re gonna have to slew that beast about a point.” She paused again, trying to get control of her breathing. “Can they do it?” 


Carriers did not normally recover craft when under acceleration. They stayed ballistic while the pilot lined up the approach and flew it all the way in. Kris was asking them to do the exact opposite: maneuver to match her vector after her engines cut out. A fleet carrier was not a nimble object and if they were off by more than the slightest amount— 


“Affirmative, Kris. Bring it home. We’ll catch.” 


I hope so. 


She jammed the decel for all it was worth. The fighter shuddered and bucked, the broken bones in her shoulder ground sickeningly into each other and the pain from her ribs stabbed hot and deep. 


By all the fucking gods, I hope so. 


*     *     * 


Gear buckled, nose crumpled, missing its port fins, her fighter lay over on its starboard pylons, askew in a smother of crash foam. Kris popped the canopy as the fully-suited damage crews began to swarm over the little craft with hoses, lines, and rescue gear. She got out of the fighting straps with much difficulty, shooing off a crewman who impertinently tried to assist. She managed to get down the wing ladder by herself despite extreme dizziness, a crippled arm, and darkening vision, and stood on the deck, swaying. The pain was getting the better of the drugs now and it was an agony to breathe. Waiting medics brought over a float pallet and she snarled at them. 


“Fuck that.” 


Shouldering past, holding her arm tight across her body, she managed five steps before pitching forward in a dead faint. 


*     *     * 


Rear Admiral Lo Gai Sabr, commanding Task Force 34 of CEF Third Fleet, lifted his jet-black eyes from a situation display to the big main screen of the flag bridge on the battlecruiser, LSS Athena Nike, as Trafalgar completed her maneuver to recover the heavily damaged fighter. 


“Is that the last of them?” Sabr growled—his inexpressive voice was a rough instrument that only seemed capable of either a laugh or growl—and motioned at the display. 


“Yes, sir,” replied Captain James Donovan, his chief of staff, who was used to the admiral’s ways. Sabr was famous for being short of stature (he did not reach Donovan’s shoulder), short of temper, and for having a short way with his enemies, as well as subordinates who did not live up to his exacting standards. His roundish, compactly featured, deeply figured face, bare scalp and short curling black beard invited piratical comparisons, as did his exploits, which were numerous and fed a reputation for audacity, ruthlessness, and tactical brilliance that had reached legendary proportions. Indeed, it was stated—and believed—that during the last war, the enemy had evacuated a moon based on nothing more than the rumor of his approach. Friends and enemies alike often speculated on what his given name might mean in his native tongue—some contended it was slang for “ghost man”; others insisted on “foreign devil”—while the lower decks, after their artless and insightful manner, bestowed on him the sobriquet “Demon Gin.” Neither the fear nor the adulation had evident effect on his outward demeanor, and what went on in his private mind, only his tall, beautiful and equally sanguinary Antiguan wife, Commodore Yasmin Shariati (a former privateer), knew for sure. 


“Fox is down on both carriers,” Donovan added, indicating that landing operations were complete. 


“Status on Jellicoe?” 


“Confirmed dark and quiet. The demolition team is awaiting final clearance.” As Sabr nodded, Captain Donovan touched his ear piece. “Tech Exploit is reporting—” 


A blinking icon appeared on the main display, interrupting Donovan as the face of Commander Stacy Callahan, acting captain of LSS Ramillies, appeared in overlay. 


“Yes, Captain?” inquired the admiral, acknowledging Callahan’s temporary position. Ramillies belonged to Seventh Fleet, and thus Callahan was not part of his command. But Sabr was senior to Rear Admiral Tymon Murphy, CO of Seventh Fleet’s Task Force 72, making him senior officer on station. Undiplomatic and direct to a fault, he’d nonetheless laid himself out to be agreeable with Murphy’s subordinates, now going so far as to show the glim of an uncharacteristic smile. 


What Commander Callahan made of this unexpected gesture—Lo Gai smiling rarely portended anything desirable—he strove to keep out of his expression, rendering his rugged ebony face unnaturally wooden. “Main power has met ninety-five percent threshold, sir,” Callahan reported. “We’ll be able to achieve jump potential within the hour.” 


Sabr allowed his smile to develop itself. Ramillies’ engineering and damage-control teams had indeed labored like heroes to get the big carrier hypercapable so quickly. “Well done, Commander. My compliments to Admiral Murphy, and do you know if he can spare a moment?” 


“He’s in sickbay with Captain Shannon, sir.” Alex Shannon had been critically wounded when a torpedo strike destroyed most of Ramillies’ bridge early in the battle. He and Murphy were old friends. 


“How is Captain Shannon?” 


“I’m afraid it’s touch and go, sir.” 


“Please keep me informed, Captain. If he regains consciousness or takes a turn for the worse, do notify me at once.” 


“Of course, sir.” 


“Convey my personal compliments to your people as well.” 


That cracked Callahan’s stolid expression, set there by long hours of incalculable strain. “Ah—Thank you, sir.” 


“Anything further?” 


“No sir.” 


“Very well. Flag out.” With a brief acknowledgement, the commander’s visage faded. “My gig is ready?” Sabr directed the query sideways to Donovan. If Captain Shannon’s condition became dire, he felt a strong moral obligation to see him a final time. 


“We can have you there in five minutes, sir. Would you like us to close the range to Ramillies’?” 


“Do. I would not like to be a minute late.” 


As Donovan relayed the request to Shiro Watanabe, Nike’s captain, Sabr returned his attention to the status display and resumed paging through the screens. They felt the mild acceleration and a subtle change in the vibration of the living metal of the deck as the battlecruiser answered her helm. 


“What was that you were saying about Tech Exploit reporting in?” Sabr asked conversationally. 


“They report a clean sweep. Korolev is salvageable, but Leuthen and Kuhn aren’t even fit for scrap.” 


The news was received without evident emotion, being no more than he’d expected. It would have been nice, of course, if they’d been able to salvage IHS Leuthen, one of Halith’s newest heavy cruisers, instead of a tin can like Korolev. Kuhn, an old Kurgan-class destroyer, had been barely worth more than scrap before the battle. (Why Halith had felt she was still battle-worthy was a mystery to him.) But such things were part of the fortunes of war. 


Turning to consult the big omnisynth, he saw that the Halith force was continuing its retreat. Shadowing them was Battlecruiser Division 61, led by Captain Sir Phillip Lawrence in LSS Retribution. It took no imagination to visualize Sir Phillip looking for stragglers with his usual predatory intensity, for it was clear from his dispositions. He’d pushed his destroyer screen ahead to the outermost limit of tactical prudence, no doubt hoping to provoke the enemy into doing something rash. 


Donovan saw it too, and looked inquiringly at his boss. 


Sabr shook his head. Lawrence could be counted on to judge these things to within the finest of fine hairs, and in another half hour, physics would put it out of the hands of either fleet to do harm to the other. In the meantime, the Halith commander over there could see Sir Phillip straining at the leash as well as he could, and to the extent this demonstration helped to hurry him on his way, Lo Gai was all for it. 


A nod from his chief of staff brought Sabr’s attention to a lit icon on the main screen even as the chime sounded. It was Rear Admiral Murphy. Murphy had been Seventh Fleet’s acting CO during the months of Vice Admiral Angharad Ross’s incapacity after the defeat at Kepler last year. Considered not to have enough time in grade to be promoted, he’d been replaced by the politically powerful Vice Admiral Franklin Tannahill. It had proven to be a divisive appointment. Admiral Devlyn Zahir, Cygnus Sector’s famously fiery commander in chief—she was the first cousin of Sabr’s spouse and the resemblance was marked—had argued vigorously for Murphy’s promotion, doing (given her impolitic nature) perhaps more harm than good. But there could be no question where Seventh Fleet’s sympathies lay, and Zahir had taken the slightly unusual step of restructuring TF 72, assigning the bulk of Seventh’s strike power to it, making Tannahill’s position almost redundant as far as offensive operations went. Tannahill, a fussy commander with a reputation for being something of a martinet, fumed at being sidelined in favor of his more aggressive subordinate but could not easily object. 


During the controversy, Admiral Sabr had developed a healthy respect for Murphy’s qualities, and when TF 34 had unexpectedly happened on TF 72 already engaged with Halith’s Duke Albrecht Fleet, he’d elected to leave Murphy as officer in tactical command rather than divide the command structure in the midst of a fight. With the fight over, he still resolved to tread lightly. 


“Tim, how are you? And how is Captain Shannon?” 


“Pretty fair, Admiral, but I’m afraid they had to tank Alex.” 


“Sorry to hear.” Putting someone in cryostasis was the method of last resort, and even if they could be revived and treated, the chances of postmortal cryonic dementia were lamentably great. “I don’t doubt he’ll pull through, Tim.” 
 

“Me neither,” replied the younger man with a slightly strained smile. Alex Shannon was said to be so stubborn that he expressed the trait down to the cellular level. “Though if we’re wrong, the afterlife is gonna be a bitch of a place to reside in.” 


“True words. Under the circumstances, I suggest you jump ahead to Epona as soon as Ramillies makes potential. We’ll watch the gate here for you, just in case the Doms decide to get ambitious.” 


“I appreciate that, but we’d rather not leave you holding the bag.” 


“You’ve got most of the wounded, Tim. Better you go ahead. We’ll follow as soon as they’ve jumped. Should they change their minds, you know it’ll be the last thing the sonsabitches ever do.” 


“Can I at least give you some people to help with Blenheim? I hate to see the old girl like that.” 


“Thanks, but Kyle and Dalton are doing all they can. Keep your people in case something shakes loose on the way home. But as you appear to be in a giving mood, I’ll ask for a prize crew for Korolev.” 


“Happy to.” Murphy couldn’t entirely disguise the twinge of relief he felt. “I’ll send one right over. Have you thought of a provisional name for her?” 


“I believe that should be your privilege.” 


“Your people captured her.” 


“Your people destroyed Revanche.” 


“Okay. Since you insist, what do you think of Carlow?” 


“Appropriate.” 


“Thank you, Lo Gai. See you back on the beach.” 


“Happy return, Tim.” 


The line dropped and Rear Admiral Murphy’s image faded. With a glance to confirm that Sir Phillip was still keeping within the bounds of propriety—he was, if those bounds were considered a trifle elastic—Sabr spoke to Captain Donovan. “Raise Blenheim, please.” 


A moment later the harassed and sweating face of Lieutenant Jeremy Dalton, Blenheim’s senior surviving engineering officer, appeared. 


“What’s her status, Lieutenant?” 


Dalton blotted his forehead with a sleeve. “I’m afraid it’s no-go, sir. We could get the plant back to maybe forty percent in two, three hours, but she’ll never take the strain. The keel’s near sheared at the root and there’s nothing but good will keeping things together aft of frame one-oh-four until you hit E-Ring. All the stringers god made, if we had ’em, wouldn’t help.” 


“Understood, Lieutenant.” Sabr had been prepared for that. Throughout the AM, he’d cherished a private hope that Blenheim might have enough left in her to get home, even if they had to bundle her with Trafalgar. But hope was like water in the desert, and it disappeared into the sand just as quickly. “Secure things there and prepare to disembark your people.” 


“Aye aye, sir. Should I page Commander Kyle? He’s down the hole.” 


“That’s not necessary, Lieutenant. You’ve done all you can. Report when all’s secure.” 


“Aye, sir.” 


As the line dropped, Sabr returned his attention to the omnisynth. “When Lieutenant Dalton gives the all clear, tow Jellicoe and remaining captures alongside Blenheim, secure with ley lines, and set the fusion bottles to blow together.” 


“That’ll take some time, Admiral,” his chief of staff remarked cautiously. 


“Then make the time”—fixing the captain with his dark-shadowed gimlet eye. “She’s a proud old ship and she handed out better than she received. She doesn’t deserve to go alone.” His turbulent black gaze returned to the main screen. “No one should go alone.” 
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LSS Trafalgar
 en route to Epona, Cygnus Sector


Kris came to in sickbay, her body suffused with a deep burning ache, and tried to lift her head. Nothing happened. The false sensation of muscles contracting utterly betrayed her. A spasm of panic coursed through her, to which her body was unable to respond with so much as a twitch. A medical corpsman, hovering over her and intent on a scanner, did not notice she was conscious until she made an effort to clear her clogged throat. 


“Hey,” he said with what he obviously thought was a reassuring smile. 


“Wha . . . why . . .” She tried to force the words out but they would not come. 


“Oh, nothing to worry about,” the corpsman said, as he put a mask over her nose and mouth. Something sharp and bitterly cold shocked her throat and lungs. “We gave you a paralytic. Can’t have you moving until the assessment’s done. That’ll be a little bit.” 


The vapor left a sour, caustic aftertaste on her tongue but the congestion in her throat was gone. The shock of being unable to move subsided, and she tried again. “Why . . . why’d—I pass out?” 


“Oh, that.” He put down his scanner and peeled back one eyelid to shine a flashing blue light in her pupil. “That was a bit of an infarction you had a there. No big deal—suit defibrillator took care of it. Kinda expected, y’know.” 


Kris did not know. 


“Well, other than that shoulder and five busted ribs,” he explained, “you got a righteous case of R&R. Nothing we can’t handle, but yeah—there’s some smooth muscle damage. Not too much, but we’re gonna keep you wired here for a bit.” 


So that’s what it feels like. 


R&R in this instance stood for “rattle & roll,” which was the short form of “shake, rattle & roll,” the informal name for the muscular damage pilots suffered from sustained ultra-high gee maneuvering. Doctors called it Submesodermal Microrupture Syndrome, and Kris would have given a lot to have lived her whole life in ignorance of how it felt. 


“How . . . long?” 


“Can’t rightly say. Doc’s gonna be back soon. He’ll fill you in.” He picked up his scanner again, scribbled more notes. “Sorry we can’t do more for the pain just yet. It’s a . . . well, I guess you’d say it’s diagnostic.” More scribbling. “I know it sucks.” 


You think it sucks, Kris thought acidly. 


“And you got a visitor. Wanna see him?” 


“Commander Huron?” 


“Yes, ma’am.” He gestured with the scanner. “Gotta send this to the Doc. You want I should get him?” 


“Sure.” 


Moments later Rafe Huron stepped into her field of vision, wearing a carefully unconcerned and false smile on his disconcertingly handsome features. “Hi, Kris.” 


Kris tried a fake smile of her own. “We gotta stop meeting like this.” 


“Yeah.” Huron rubbed the bridge of his nose, slightly crooked from an old break he refused to have corrected. “I’m not going to ask how you feel.” 


“That bad?” 


His mouth twitched sideways. “Well, I know it’s not good. Been there myself.” 


“Really?” 


“Twice.” He dropped his hand, looked off toward a bulkhead. “Let’s see, the first time was . . . ah . . . damn! I forget his name.” He shook his head. “He was a stubborn bastard—wouldn’t take no for an answer. That was in the last war. The second was Mananzas Cay. I got ship duty after that.” 


“That was about a year before we met, wasn’t it?” 


“I guess so.” He grinned and it was genuine this time. “Lucky, huh?” 


Kris gave him an answering smile. “Lucky.” Then the smile faded. “Did Tole make it back?” In the murderous melee that had taken place over Prince Valens, Kris and her element leader had gotten tangled up with six Halith fighters in a swirling dogfight that pulled them far from the main action. Tole’s fighter had taken heavy damage early on and the last she’d seen of him, he was arcing away, out of control, trailing molten slag and gas. 


“Most of him.” 


“Most?” 


“His bird was pretty much toast and he had to swim home. Rough ejection. We got him back all right, but if he wants to have kids, he’s gonna have to clone ’em.” Huron did not look like he was kidding. She decided not to ask. His gaze wandered the room for a moment before meeting her eyes again. “You know, there’s no shame in taking a pass under circumstances like that.” 


“I hate to come home empty handed.” 


He smoothed the hair over his left temple. “You could leave some for the rest of us.” 


“I think I did.” A pause. “Who the hell was that guy?” She had dealt with the remaining bandits after Tole was knocked out of the fight—that went okay and she was no more than singed. It was the other fighter who’d shown up a couple of minutes later—out of nowhere, flying solo. No sane pilot ever flew solo. It was almost like he’d been waiting . . . 


“Won’t know for sure until all your data gets collated, but I have a hunch.” 


“What’s that?” 


“Think of the best Halith pilot we know.” 


“No way! He’s a captain now—teaches goslings back at Haslar. No way they let him go up.” 


“Maybe. There was a rumor on the Boards he wangled a staff posting—director of flight ops planning for the Haslar Fleet.” 


“That wasn’t the Haslar Fleet out there.” 


“No, but it’s possible he talked his way into a transfer. After all, what’s the point of being flight ops planner for a fleet that never leaves port except to parade around the core systems to impress the plebs?” 


“You really think it was Banner?” 


“That’s my guess, but we’ll see.” 


Kris closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. Captain Jantony Banner had scored over two hundred victories in the last war. Between the wars, he’d formed up a training squadron with three friends, all top pilots: Lord Garvin, Pavel Heinck and the Vicomte Sallinger, and gone touring with their protégés. They called it Banner’s Flying Circus. Garvin had been killed in an accident on Vehren years ago. Huron had shot down Pavel Heinck during a skirmish here in Cygnus. Sallinger was reportedly attached to the Prince Vorland fleet and still flying. 


Jantony Banner . . . Her lips moved without her knowing it and Huron broke in on her thoughts. 


“I did confirm one thing, though.” 


She didn’t bother to open her eyes. “What’s that?” 


“You just made ace-in-a-day. Got five and a half out there.” 


That got her eyes open. “I did?” 


“Yep. Congratulations. Tole’s gonna owe you a triple fuck-ton of beer.” 


Had things been working better, Kris might have gone to the effort to make a face. She’d learned to like coffee, but she couldn’t grasp the Service’s deep attachment to beer. 


“I thought it was only four—that the rest got away.” 


“Well, no doubt you were distracted at the time.” 


Fuckin’ no kidding. 


“Get some rest, Kris. I know it feels bad now, but it won’t last. They do a bang-up job on SMS these days.” She detected a ghost of a smirk and a slight twinkle in his eye. “No pun intended.” 


Kris rolled her eyes as he turned away. 


None taken.  
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LSS Trafalgar, on-orbit;
 Epona, Cygnus Sector


Forty-eight hours later, supported by a cocktail of carefully blended painkillers and duly admonished by the ship’s doctor about her immoderate behavior, Kris walked into the wardroom with one arm in a sling but under her own power. The nanocytes had done their ticklish work—a not exactly painful process but one that produced a singularly annoying crawling sensation—and were now breaking down and being flushed out of her system as fast as her overworked kidneys could manage. They had given her some pills to help with that, along with strict instructions to scrupulously avoid rich food and strong drink—clearly someone’s idea of a bad joke. 


In truth, it wasn’t as much of a joke as Kris had first thought. The atmosphere of rejoicing that flooded the carrier after the battle had been tempered by the loss of many friends, but it was rejoicing nonetheless. There was no shame in feeling elation at still being alive, and if there were friends to be mourned, that mourning could go forward just as well, or even better, in good fellowship and strong drink as in sorrow and tears. 


This certainly was the opinion of Trafalgar’s medical director, Dr. Stanton, who entered the wardroom the evening after the battle, triumphantly bearing aloft four gallons of genuine Kentucky bourbon. Having seen that the wounded were as comfortable as his keen ingenuity could make them under the present crowded conditions, he did not scruple to prescribe for his other shipmates. Bolstered by this Hippocratic sanction, affairs proceeded at full tilt, to the point where a young lieutenant-JG treated them to a rousing rendition of—of all things—John Peel. This was followed by the unofficial version of Farewell Hyperion, the Navy anthem, with earthier lyrics that seemed more to the point, and somehow culminated in Lights Out, Miranda. 


Now, as she entered the wardroom, Kris saw her flight mates gathered at their usual places, joined, as they often were, by Senior Lieutenant Geoff N’Komo, the recon wing’s Foxtrot squadron leader and Huron’s best friend. A full day of celebration and its aftereffects had rendered them a relaxed group, except for Tole, who’d made it out of sickbay a day-cycle ahead of Kris and was looking glum. From this, Kris deduced someone must have brought up his relatively minor but embarrassing wound. 


She was right. N’Komo was laughing as Lieutenant-JG Krieger expounded on the details of the incident while consuming enormous forkfuls of food. He was just completing his recitation of Tole’s ejection and recovery when Kris limped up to the table. They all greeted her with genuine warmth, and as she sat, slowly and with extra care, a mess steward slid a bowl of translucent, tepid, colorless glop in front of her and handed her a spoon. 


Kris regarded it skeptically. “What’s this crap supposed to be?” 


“Doctor’s orders,” N’Komo said with a leer. 


“My ass,” Kris muttered. 


The leer deepened. “Nah, it’s actually just amino acids spiked with a few complex carbs.” 


And everyone laughed. Even Kris. 


Then Huron, wearing his usual look of smiling, affable reserve, leaned back, enfolding a steaming cup of coffee in his two hands. “Have you seen the report yet?” 


Kris, consuming a spoonful of glop, shook her head. Tole, welcoming the interruption, skated a xel across to her. “Ya made the highlight reel, that’s fer damn sure. Check it out.” 


Kris did. She swallowed hastily. “It was Banner.” 


“You want to know what else?” Huron asked, sipping slowly. Kris, scanning through the report as she obediently took another spoonful (the stuff wasn’t as bad as it looked), shrugged. 


“You don’t see it?” 


A slow deliberate headshake. 


“Here, let me enhance it for you.” Huron took the xel and fiddled with the display for a moment. “There. Look at that.” 


The spoon stopped halfway to her lips—hung there faintly trembling. “Air?” 


“Yep. That’s an air-trail he’s leaving. Has some node damage too and I wouldn’t give a lot for that section of fuselage ahead of his canopy.” 


“You think he made it back?” 


Glances crossed all around the table. Huron refilled his cup. “Can’t say. You did.” 


“Yeah. I did.” She put the spoon carefully back in the bowl. “So, who’s gonna tell me what this was all about? Or is it still a big secret?” 


Two weeks ago, without any explanation, they’d suddenly been ordered to Karelia—a high-speed transit under maximum security. Arriving at Kalervo Station, orbiting the frigid paradise of Pohjola, they’d exchanged their full complement of fighters for the strangest warbirds any of them had ever seen. There were eighteen of these great ungainly beasts, and along with them came two hundred seventy nameless strangers, who promptly vanished into locked quarters, emerging only to see to the care of their charges, whom the deck crews were not allowed to approach, and whose requirements in the way of fuel, stores and handling (to the extent they were communicated) were wholly outside the crew’s experience. 


It was disruptive, and at times more than a little provoking. Kris and Tole, along with Ensign Charles Dance, who was the other occupant of their berth (there should have been four of them, but Lieutenant-JG Molly Szentpetery had been killed two months ago, and they hadn’t been assigned a replacement yet), found themselves hot-bunking it in a warrant officer’s berth, while the junior officer’s wardroom was summarily taken over without so much as a by-your-leave. The deck crews were forbidden their own holy deck, and left to grumble in the mess and stalk sullenly about the passageways. 


Trafalgar then proceeded, again at top speed and under complete blackout conditions, to Tuonela, the true back of beyond, where ninety men and women boarded the strange craft and launched into the unknown. The crew of Trafalgar watched them go, most shaking their heads in bafflement, but a few beginning to suspect something momentous has just happened. Kris was one of those few. 


“Which part?” asked N’Komo, with a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile. 


“Those birds. What were they?”—wondering if she’d guessed right. 


“Starclippers,” Tole answered. He’d had a day to catch up on the scuttlebutt that was just now beginning to spread. “Racing yachts,” he added, being helpful. 


“Yeah, I know what a starclipper is.” 


Starclippers were the fastest hypercapable craft ever built. She had heard of them but never seen a real one, as indeed few people ever had, there being fewer than a thousand in existence. These had not looked quite like the published images, due to their modifications, but they weren’t heavily disguised. Kris hadn’t needed the benefit of the scuttlebutt to draw the right conclusions. 


Looking around, she stirred her glop. “So what did we do? Take a poke at Halith with those things?” 


Kris knew that Tuonela, at the very edge of Karelian space, was connected to Syrdar, the outermost of the Halith core systems, by a thin transit route that was uncommonly dangerous. Having a lot of experience running dangerous transits when she’d been held as a slave on Harlot’s Ruse, she had a much greater appreciation of what that meant than most. If that was really what they’d attempted—and why else would you launch armed starclippers from such a gawd-forsaken bit of ether?—those ninety men and women must have been exceptional: exceptionally brave, exceptionally crazy, exceptionally bored with life—any or all three. She figured less than half would make it. 


“You gonna tell her?” N’Komo looked to Huron. 


He leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “Yep. We took a poke at Halith.” 


“Okay.” Kris dutifully ate another spoonful. “Are you gonna give me a hint? Or . . .” 


Huron shrugged, smiled, swirled his coffee, and began. “We’ve been trying to engineer this for about a year now . . .” Ever since the disastrous Battle of Kepler at the beginning of the war, in fact. The Speaker of the Grand Senate, Hazen Gautier, had first expressed the desire to strike Halith a direct blow at a secret meeting of the Plenary Council within a month of Kepler. As defeat followed humiliating defeat, with the subsequent loss of Crucis, where one system after another succumbed to the onslaught, it became ever more important to bolster public morale by demonstrating, somehow, that Halith was also vulnerable to attack. But ten months elapsed before an opportunity presented itself and when it did, Trafalgar was the chosen instrument. That was why she’d been inexplicably saddled with eighteen specialized starclippers. 


Using starclippers to conduct a raid on the Halith core systems was the brainchild of a marine, Colonel Christina Yeager. It might have been unexpected that such a notion would originate in the CEF Marine Corps, but the colonel was the daughter of Ed Yeager, the famous yacht racer, and in the days of her youth, little “Chrissy” had learned a thing or two about handling those fast, finicky beasts from her old man. Furthermore, her family was Karelian, and she had a good idea of what Halith’s reaction would be to a strike, however small, against their “sacred space.” 


“You knew the Colonel, didn’t you?” asked N’Komo, rising from his seat. 


Huron shook his head. “I’ve met her. Our families are friendly. Can’t say I know her, though.” 


“My mistake,” N’Komo said with a wink that seemed to be aimed at Kris. She had no idea why. Huron had a certain reputation, but . . . “Anybody else want a beer?” N’Komo asked. No one did. 


“So . . . that’s it?” Kris sensed there was much more to the story. 


Huron glanced over at N’Komo, although he was used to being ribbed by his old friend. “Yeah. For the most part, that’s it.” 


That wasn’t it. In fact, it wasn’t even close to it. The rest of the story he was not at liberty to relate and did not, in fact, know in any official sense—which was true of a great deal of what he knew. To begin with, he knew that Fleet Admiral Westover, Chief of Naval Operations for the CEF, had inclined toward the idea, and Admiral Zahir was positively eager to give it a go. But cooler heads in the General Staff’s Operations Department felt themselves duty-bound to rain on the parade. The problem wasn’t dispatching eighteen extremely expensive boats and their crews on a one-way mission to deliver a pin-prick to Syrdar—the chosen target, it being the most vulnerable of Halith’s core systems—but how to get them within range. The only ship in the right place with enough capacity was Trafalgar, and she’d have to completely denude herself of her three fighter wings to cram the starclippers in. G-Staff was understandably reluctant to expose their newest, biggest and fastest fleet carrier to this sort of risk for what was, in effect, an IW mission. 


At this juncture, Lady Luck (or the Goddess Fortuna Major, depending on where you hailed from), who had been notably stingy thus far, served up an ace. Sent on an independent cruise to reconnoiter the Halith defenses at the outskirts of Crucis, the redoubtable Captain Lawrence had captured two ships in a single engagement, the heavy cruiser IHS Polidor and the light cruiser IHS Vistula. Sir Phillip, who prized his dedication to the “old ways,” had fought a running gun battle with the two ships, taking them under fire from his battlecruiser’s 14-inch chase mounts. 


Retribution was one of the few ships in the CEF who still owned these long railguns, and they proved their worth. Disabling the Halith cruisers at stand-off range with unhurried, precisely aimed salvos, his marines boarded Vistula to find that a 14-inch quark-diamond warhead had gone right through CIC, killing all the senior officers and leaving a panicky lieutenant in command. This luckless lieutenant had neglected to properly dispose of Vistula’s IFF system, including her recognition codes and private signals. G-Staff’s “dirty tricks” department (officially GS5.4, the misleadingly named R&D Department) accepted the gift eagerly, but it did have a limited shelf life, as the Imperial Navy was known to recycle their IFF systems quarterly (by the Halith calendar), and GS5.4 was puzzled as to how best to make use of it. 


Coordination was not the rule between the dirty-tricks folks and the more doctrinaire Operations Department, so it fell to an intelligence officer—Huron’s friend, Commander Trin Wesselby, Director of Pleiades Sector Intelligence Group, who was charged with exploiting the captures—to put the pieces together, and she did. Armed with counterfeit IFF systems and legitimately-generated recognition codes, Colonel Yeager’s proposed strike could conceivably be delivered not against Syrdar, but against Haslar, the most vital of the Halith core systems after the prime world of Halith Evandor itself. It would still be no more than a hornet sting, but a hornet sting delivered to an exquisitely sensitive part of Halith's body politic. 
 

A select team led by Commander Wesselby was tasked with planning the operation, and this went forward under the deepest secrecy. The League’s Plenary Council was not informed beyond a carefully worded message from CNO regarding “potential new opportunities” which was as much misdirection as a legally mandated notice. Even the Speaker of the Grand Senate was herself kept in the dark. 


The concept Trin Wesselby and her team came up with called for TF 34, which had been on loan to Seventh Fleet to shore up Cygnus Sector’s defenses, to be “recalled” to its rightful home in the Pleiades. While GS5.4 was stage-managing this “transit,” TF 34 would travel to Karelia and rendezvous at Kalervo Station with members of the Karelian special forces who would have, in essence, smuggled the starclippers through their own territory. 


Leaving her fighters in the care of Karelian Special Operations Command, Trafalgar would then proceed to Tuonela and—as Kris had guessed—launch the starclippers on the dangerous thin transit route to Syrdar, through which they would pass on their way to Haslar. Where Colonel Yeager and her flight would go after conducting their strike, only they would know. Trin’s people would provide the colonel with all available intelligence on the various separatist movements in Halith’s territory that might be able to aid or shelter them, but how that info was used was up to the colonel. 


After weeks of close, hectic, coffee-and-dim-sum-fueled, round-the-clock work at Outbound Station, where security could be even more tightly controlled than at Pleiades Sector HQ on Nedaema, and supported by private sub rosa diplomacy on the part of the former Speaker and retired Terran grand senator, Rafael Huron IV, who enjoyed close ties with the Karelian government, a plan was submitted to CNO, sealed, in a gold-striped cover, consisting of untraceable hardcopy, two centimeters thick. 


A final meeting on the massive dreadnought LSS Ardennes, the flagship of Admiral Joss PrenTalien, Pleiades Sector’s commander in chief, lasted deep into the graveyard watch. In attendance were Colonel Yeager; Commander Wesselby; Admiral PrenTalien, whose forces would carry out the plan; Admiral Zahir, from whose sector the plan would be launched; and Fleet Admiral Westover, who was officially not within a hundred and fifty light-years. 


The plan was approved and life became, if anything, less enviable for all involved as the deadline imposed by the date Halith would rollover their IFF systems loomed large. Colonel Yeager picked her flight crews with special care. Most were colonials, four of whom had lost their families in the conquest of Crucis Sector. Three were Karelian SOFOR teams, who were let in on the “fun” as a quid pro quo for their cooperation, and eight were almost certainly smugglers before the war had swept them into the military. None were married or had any living immediate family. 


All knew it was a reckless venture, and the chances of a homecoming were vanishingly small. Simulations predicted that they could expect only ten to twelve of the starclippers to survive the transit. There was a one-third chance less than half would. Further, the efficacy of the forged IFF systems could not be tested. The exact capabilities of the surveillance systems around Haslar itself were unknown. Their exit, if they made it that far, was by guess and by God. Yet none of them would have given up the chance to “ride the Elephant”—as CEF mariners put it—for anything else in this world, or the next. 


The operation got underway beneath stygian cover. Fleet commands were not notified. Even Third Fleet’s CO, Vice Admiral Hamish Burton, did not learn of the operation until TF 34 was due to arrive at Outbound Station, and was then required to submit to the indignity of being held incommunicado with all the other station personnel, under strict orders from Admiral PrenTalien. 


Astoundingly, things went off without a hitch, and Trafalgar was even able to make rendezvous seventy-two hours early, allowing them to advance the timeline by that much. This stroke of good fortune was explained by the participants according to their lights: the Karelians credited the good offices of Saint Helen, a young woman who’d helped save Karelia during an invasion by Syrdar centuries before. The smugglers attributed it to the god who looks after fools and drunkards. What Christina Yeager or Trin Wesselby might have thought, they did not share. 


Three Terran months and seven days after Colonel Yeager had proposed the idea, and two months and fourteen days after Trin Wesselby had found a way to make it work, the eighteen starclippers took off, bound for Haslar, and TF 34 set course for Miranda, little guessing what lay in store there. 


Huron got up and refilled his cup. The slightly narrow-eyed look he wore as he rose from his seat, gave Kris an inkling of just how much she was missing. 


“So—for the most part—that’s it,” Kris probed, echoing his last comment. 


“That’s it,” repeated Huron, fooling no one, least of all Kris. Seeing he wasn’t going to budge on this one, she changed the subject. 


“Okay. Then what about the big dance we just had? Can you fill me in? Or do I have to go all 20-Questions on that too?” 


They collectively assured her she did not. Kris’s experience of the battle had been limited to her squadron being scrambled as soon as they dropped into normal space, boosting out to engage the forces of a Dom carrier and then spending the rest of her PM mixing it up in one of the worst dogfights anyone had ever seen. Two and a half days in sickbay—that half-day, she’d been unconscious for—had not done much to enlighten her. 


Now her flight mates—on firmer ground where there was no danger of trespassing on official secrets—were eager to supply this lack. The result was a little disjointed, and at one point Krieger and Tole got into a spirited debate about exactly which ships engaged IHS Revanche, and whether the fatal salvos had been fired by the battlecruiser LSS Intrepid or the heavy cruiser LSS Arizona (the former command of Trafalgar’s captain), leading to raised voices and veiled imputations of disloyalty. 


Huron quelled the debate at this point, pointing out that neither man had been anywhere near the light carrier at the moment she exploded, and somewhat chastened, they continued the narrative, helped along by occasional editorial commentary from N’Komo. What Kris came to understand from it all was this: 


Recovering their fighters from Kalervo Station, they’d jumped back to Miranda and stumbled upon a major engagement in progress. Unbeknownst to them, Halith had launched an operation against Miranda, using the Duke Albrecht Fleet’s Center Force supported by two divisions of the Kerberos fleet, which escorted a large invasion flotilla. Without breaking comms silence, Lo Gai came down the flank of the Halith fleet with all his characteristic energy, caught Count Ivanov just as she was preparing to launch a strike and handled the big carrier cruelly. In doing so, he turned his bored and antsy pilots loose, and they took their collective frustrations out on Prince Valens’ fighter group. 


Then Lo Gai, trusting that Admiral Murphy had things in hand, turned himself loose as well, inviting Retribution to join in the lark. She and Nike were the two fastest battlecruisers in the CEF, and they descended on the invasion force with all the fury of their namesakes. The Halith commander had made the fateful decision to bring maximum strike power to the battle in hopes of gaining a quick victory against Seventh Fleet’s overmatched TF 72, leaving only a single destroyer squadron to cover the flotilla. 


Handed this golden opportunity, Sir Phillip did what he loved best—demolishing one destroyer with his long guns—while Lo Gai disabled another with missile strikes, then lay alongside at pistol shot and reduced it to hot fragments with rapid salvos from his 12-inch surge guns. The remainder of the squadron, shocked and awed, broke ignominiously and ran for their lives. Well satisfied to let them go, Lo Gai and Sir Phillip ranged at large among the thin-skinned invasion transports, having (according to Krieger’s report) “the time of their lives.” 


Later, members of the crew would compete to describe the action. “Wolves among the sheep”“ was heard from those whose martial prowess outstripped their literary talents, but one lieutenant opined that it was like “the lions shall lay down with the lambs—and eat them.” Those who eschewed such flights, however, said it best: it was simply slaughter. 


The Halith commander, belatedly noting the extinction of the force that was the raison d’etre for the whole operation, detached part of his main body in a vain attempt to rescue what was left. All he got for his pains was an education in the inadvisability of dividing his fleet while engaged and the foolhardiness of pursuing a battlecruiser that could outrun his torpedoes and was armed with 14-inch chase mounts. 


In the end, the Halith fleet was forced to withdraw, having lost a light carrier, a heavy cruiser, and four destroyers and all their transports, with a battleship and a fleet carrier badly battered, and another carrier’s fighter group decimated. On the CEF side of the ledger, Trafalgar came away somewhat clawed, while Camperdown and Blenheim were lost along with the heavy cruiser Jellicoe. Ramillies would be months getting back into fighting trim, the battlecruiser Defiant and the heavy cruiser Essex had been roughed up, though not seriously, and two destroyers, Bellona and Actaeon had taken moderate damage. 


If sober analysis had diminished the box score—it had been confidently reported that Count Ivanov was too severely damaged to make the exit jump, easing the loss of Camperdown until the error was found out—this was taken in stride, though not without a few pungent observations. (Trafalgar’s bosun was heard to say, “They may have lugged her home, but that bitch will never swim again. My word on it.”) They knew they’d taken a beating—by a count of losses in the main battle, they’d arguably suffered another defeat—but such numbers were not the whole story, not by very long chalks. 


They were full of a deep, if sorrowing, pride in Blenheim. Beset by two battleships and a heavy cruiser, she’d fought gallantly until mortally wounded, and if she had taken only the cruiser with her, neither Condorcet nor Desailles—the latter, a limping cripple—would soon forget the beating she gave them. Prince Valens’ surviving fighter pilots would no doubt think twice about tangling with Trafalgar when they met her again (the initially reported exchange ratio of a phenomenal seven to one had been reduced in the official reckoning to a more modest, but still impressive, five to one), and above all they’d held the field, thwarted a major invasion, and sent a superior Halith force slinking away wounded and whimpering. 


It was clearly a victory, and anyone with sense would see it so. Yes, there could be an unlearned civilian here and there who, wringing his hands over the losses, might conclude otherwise, but anyone who had been keeping up with current events would disagree. 


“So what’s the word?” Kris pushed the bowl away—the stuff had begun to pall halfway through the recitation—and looked from one expectant face to another. It was as if telling the battle over again had whetted their appetite for more. 


“Rearm, refit.” Huron spoke for the group. “Try to rope in some replacements.” Here he was probably referring to the marines lost with Blenheim. “Check the next slot on the dance card.” 


“Any guess as to where?” 


Huron swirled the cold coffee left in his cup and decided it wasn’t worth it. “Not here.” 














Z-Day minus 33





LSS Trafalgar, on-orbit;
 Epona, Cygnus Sector


As usual, Huron proved to be a true prophet. Six days later found Trafalgar’s entire fighter group waiting in the Number 4 hanger, their customary meeting space when the whole group assembled, while Commander Sonovia Harmon, Trafalgar’s Director of Strike and Reconnaissance Operations (less formally, the DSRO or fighter boss), mounted the temporary dais to stand at the briefing lectern and call her ninety-four flight officers to attention. 


Sonovia Harmon was not an especially prepossessing woman. At sixty-five, age had thickened her already stocky frame and squared the line of her jaw, which had always been a tad heavy, and her short dark hair was shot through with gray, enlivened only by a silver forelock. She wore her unconcern for her physical appearance with a certain solid, quiet pride and off duty, when her high wide forehead was not furrowed by the concerns of her job, she might have been taken for a prosperous midlevel manager of a modest but thriving business enterprise, a kindly aunt, or even a senior librarian. Few, if any, would have taken her at first glance for a fighter pilot who had ended her flying days fifth on the CEF’s active kills list, two places behind Rafe Huron and one ahead of Geoff N’Komo. (Newly joined ensigns who were inclined to privately call her “Auntie Harmon” or “Granny Harmon” for her gray hair and strict ways were thus quickly and vigorously disabused of their erroneous opinions.) 


That was at the conclusion of the last war, and the events of the ongoing one had moved her down the list by a few notches—Huron had since displaced Captain Vire in the top slot and N’Komo stood at number five, ahead of a cluster of young aces who constantly reshuffled the Top 20, which now included Kris, who’d jumped into nineteenth position by virtue of her recent victories. Today, however, she looked every inch the top ace as she acknowledged her officers’ salute and told them crisply to be seated. 


As they complied, she gave them her version of a smile. “By now most of you will have already guessed that our labors in Cygnus are coming to an end. It’s time to go home.” 


Within the CEF, home was a rather elastic term, short of a bronze box (earning one was said to be “taking up permanent residence”), but in this case, it referred to Outbound Station, which resided in a star system near the outer edge of the Hydra Border Zone, and guarded the vital junction at Wogan’s Reef. The station consisted of three small planetesimals, conjoined by an impressive array of manmade works. The largest of these bodies was roughly the size of Deimos, while the second was a Ceres-class asteroid. The first, designated Outbound Alpha, was home to the station’s dockyards, storage and work spaces. Outbound Beta held the station’s offices and habitations. The third, Outbound Charlie (Chuck to the mariners), was a mere rock that trailed the others like a scorned younger sibling, but was arguably the most important of the three, for it housed the station’s large automated refueling facilities. 


As stations went, Outbound was among the more popular postings. Although remote, it shared the system with Crystal City, a fanciful edifice built in the years immediately after the last war as a commerce hub. The original owners’ plans were even more fanciful than the architecture, and when they went bankrupt, Crystal City was sold piecemeal to those concerns that have made a long practice of supplying military bases with the creature comforts their personnel needed. 


In consequence, many mariners preferred the more exotic, untroubled and candid offerings of the City’s establishments (or as some preferred to frame it: more licentious, wanton, abandoned and dissolute) to the highly refined, regulated and civilized attractions of Nedaema, a full five days away in the Pleiades. 


TF 34 had been long from these attractions and the temptations Epona could offer—which were quite a bit ruder, it being a frontier planet, as well as overburdened by the recent large influx of military personnel—did not really measure up. So Harmon’s officers received this confirmation of their hopes with a good deal of private satisfaction. 


“However,” the commander continued, announcing the inevitable cloud that accompanied this silver lining, “some of you will have the honor and privilege of remaining here and continuing to support Seventh Fleet.” They all knew TF 34’s other fleet carrier, LSS Salamis—Big Sal, as she was affectionately known—had been detached to Seventh in partial recompense for the loss of Camperdown and the damage to Ramillies, but the breaking up of Trafalgar’s fighter group came as a surprise. 


“That’s you, Kideki,” she continued, singling out a short muscular man in the second row, Huron’s junior squadron leader, “and you, Tschosik,” nodding to a tall lean belter, a friend of N’Komo’s, who led one of the strike wing’s squadrons. “You’ll get the details of your new assignments this PM and transfer in the next day-cycle.” 


“Huron,”—she caught his eye where he sat in the front row—“this is going to fall most heavily on you, as you’re already light.” That was something of an understatement. Recon wings only had three squadrons where strike wings had four, so this reduced his strength by a third from its normal complement. But since his wing had not been at full strength in months, it was actually closer to forty percent. “We’re doing our best to get you some help. Bellerophon has been pulled off blockade duty at Callindra 69 and they’ve promised us another light carrier, as well.” Harmon had no need to gesture for him to detect the air-quotes around the word promised. An Admiralty promise and six bits would get you a lukewarm cup of coffee in any canteen you cared to mention. “I’m confident you’ll find a way to keep up the good work in the meantime.” 


N’Komo’s sideways half-grin from two places down wished him good luck with that. 


“Now that we have the domestic concerns settled, I’m sure you’re all wondering what we’re going to do for an encore.” Here Commander Harmon stepped away from the lectern. “You know the state the Doms went home in.” She did not elaborate. Unlike many fighter bosses, Commander Harmon abjured anatomical similes and scatological metaphors. But in contrast to the lighthearted introduction, her expression was deadly serious. 


“We have just received some new information. What I am about to say is not to leave this room. Most especially those of you transferring to Big Sal shall make no mention of it. Nor shall you ask about—or even speculate on—the source.” Pausing to see that this sunk in, and assuring herself that it had, the commander went on: “This is in regards to the Tuonela Op”—the sighing noise of a collective inhalation at that—“which you lately helped carry out. Because you took the freight there, it’s been decided to inform you of what we’ve been able to learn of the results. The target was not Syrdar, as was supposed at the time. The strike was delivered against Haslar itself. It was a qualified success.” The last sentence kept the group from breaking into a cheer, as Harmon had known it would. 


“It appears that a dozen or so of our ships survived. They were able to attack the dock facilities and launch—” She paused again to wait for calm to reassert itself. “Launch a ground strike. Damage was minimal.” The group settled further. “All we can assess is significant damage to one destroyer and minor damage to a cruiser. The ground strike did not appear to hit anything of value. As far as we know, all our ships were able to escape the system. There is no further info on them.” 


Now that mood in the room had cooled, she proceeded to the heart of the matter—or as near to it as she was allowed. “That a couple of ships were dinged is not the significance of this strike. Not at all.” 


She had the room silent now. “We’ve hit Halith where it really counts—where they never thought it possible.” Indeed, their sources indicated that shock had reigned supreme at Supreme Staff HQ for the better part of three days, and Grand Marshal Van Diemens, Chief of the Supreme Staff, and Grand Admiral Osterman had left hurriedly to brief the Proconsuls personally. What was more, the Halith analysts had been completely flummoxed by where the starclippers came from. They appeared to believe—incredibly enough—that the CEF had somehow managed to get a carrier somewhere within Halith space, launch the ships, and then exit without a trace. There were even suggestions that the Supreme Staff was worried the CEF might attempt a suicide attack by sending hyper-accelerated ships into the planet itself. 


How ONI—or CDI or whoever—had managed to learn all this, Commander Harmon had no idea. The message had not arrived through normal channels, and Captain RyKirt had briefed her personally. They were the only two people on the ship who knew these details, and she was not at liberty to divulge them. Instead, she kept to the brief script she and RyKirt had worked out. 


“What matters is that we’ve lit a fire under the Doms that they have no idea how to put out. That works to our advantage. Our goal was to sting them into acting impulsively, before they’re ready, and it appears we’ve succeeded. Now we have to brace for whatever they throw at us and hit back harder. 


“The warm-ups are over. You passed the dress rehearsal with flying colors. Now it’s time for the main event. We’ve been waiting a long time for this. When it comes, stay focused and keep your eyes firmly fixed on the main chance. Never underestimate the enemy, but remember you’re better pilots flying better birds, and you’re a damn-sight crazier. I have no doubt you will do your duty. That is it for today. May Fortune follow you all.” Her officers stood as one. “Dismiss.” 


*     *     * 


Lingering in the passageway after the others had dispersed, Huron was scanning their transit orders on his xel. It turned out they were making a detour to pick up some marine replacements at Tenebris, here in Cygnus. Last month, the CEF had launched its first major offensive of the war out of there, only to have it blow up spectacularly from the get-go. The whole thing had to be aborted, but not before a battalion of marines was almost wiped out at a place called Anandale. It’d been ugly from first to last, and he wondered if the replacements they’d be ferrying to Outbound were some of the survivors. If so, he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He closed the file and furled his xel as Kris jogged up. 


“Hi, Kris”—giving her a welcoming nod. 


“Hello, sir.” She touched her cap brim casually. Her arm was out of its sling and he knew from that AM’s medical reports they’d pulled the matrix from her broken ribs, which were healing nicely. Physical therapy for the SMS was much more involved, but overall, she was looking more bright eyed and bushy tailed than was usual for her. 


Kris had grown from the Academy cadet of a year ago, and was almost unrecognizable from the girl he’d met the day she was pulled off the contract slaver Harlot’s Ruse: at once fierce, withdrawn and oddly magnetic—a collection of dangerous edges, beautifully assembled. Her personality had smoothed to the point where ordinary mortals could rub shoulders with her without coming away bleeding, but the new habits were still tenuous, and while there was no one he trusted more in a dogfight, in social situations the old, habitual inclination to shield her still leapt out at inopportune times and made things awkward. 


He could admit privately (there being no place for it in the professional sphere) that he missed flying with her. By tradition, the SRF usually assigned the most junior member of the squadron to be the squadron leader’s wingman. So when Kris earned her combat wings, she’d flown with Huron for three months until Ensign Charles Dance had joined. 


During the last war, Huron had flown mainly with Geoff N’Komo, making a famous duo to rival Jantony Banner’s partnership with Pavel Heink. But his connection with Kris was even stronger, as their tally of victories clearly showed. In the intensely focused purity of combat, the strengths of their relationship—an innate mutual comprehension that went deeper than consciousness, and a faith in each other’s abilities no odds could shake—were given full play, without the multilayered complications that so often (or so it seemed to him) would turn inward and bite when their lives weren’t on the line. 


Carefully schooling these thoughts off his face, he answered her evident good humor with a smile. 


“So what can I do for you?” 


Kris glanced about as if checking who else was within earshot, and then asked in a low tone, “Is the game still on for tonight?” 


“Yeah.” He paused. She was referring to the private weekly poker game he and N’Komo had established some months ago for select shipmates. (It was a tradition of longstanding with them, revived wherever they were stationed for a decent interval.) Membership was limited to six, always three men and three women. At present, the third man was Krieger and there were only two women: Ensign Sahyli “Shyli” Casanova (she much preferred her nickname), a merrily minded young woman Kris had roomed with during her last months at the Academy; and Lieutenant Commander Leeza Cannero, who reminded Kris of an older version of another studymate, Minx, in face and form though not in character. The open seat had belonged to Lieutenant Dina Sexton, who’d lost parts both legs at Miranda, and was on her way to Verdun Military Hospital to have replacements cultured. (She was also going to get them to fix, or so she swore, a condition she termed “chronic height deficiency.”) Kris, learning of this a couple of days ago, had worked up the nerve to ask Huron if she could join in. 


“Sure you still wanna do this?” he asked, gauging her expression. 


“Absolutely.” Her tone was touch emphatic, in keeping with her new resolve to improve her social skills where she could. Becoming more social seemed like a good place to start. 


Huron, noting the tone, also observed the accompanying smile. “Okay. Which ranks higher, a straight or a flush?” 


“A flush,” she said confidently. Huron had given her a brief rundown on the theory of the game when she broached the subject last night and she’d checked the rules quickly on her xel. Gambling was unheard of on Parson’s Acre, the Outworlds colony where Kris was raised, and slavers generally preferred dice to cards. 


“What’s a flush?” 


“All red?”—the confidence dimming a shade. 


“Not quite. Try all the same suit.” 


Kris nodded, surreptitiously biting the inside of her lower lip. “That’s right.” 


“What ranks next above a flush?” 


“A full house. That’s three of a kind and a pair”—attaching the elaboration to attenuate her prior mistake. 


“And the highest-ranked hand is?” 


“A Royal Flush.” 


“Alright.” He rewarded her with a one-sided smile. “2130. You know the place.” 


The place was the “snake pit”“ attached to Epona Outstation’s small SRF officers’ club downside at Mather’s Landing. In the SRF, snake pits were a hallowed tradition—a separate space where the normal rules of military discipline did not apply and were, in fact, actively discouraged. Saluting and ranks weren’t allowed (first names only), proper uniform was not to be worn (and never ties of any kind), and drinking was generally required. Accordingly, it was a cozy room equipped with a trio of couches, a few small tables and a single larger one, a huge console, and two liquor cabinets stocked with alcohol of many interesting varieties. The walls were decorated with slogans encouraging unruly (even licentious) behavior and 3D pinups, several of which (rather poignantly for Kris) were images of Mariwen Rathor. The room was also lavishly provided with a multitude of snacks and jar full of fast-acting detox tablets. 


Kris breezed in at the appointed time and was greeted with smiles and nods, which she returned, and which subsequently became a bit puzzled as she continued on, entering the adjoining compartment where their lockers were. Most officers kept a change of clothes there (both uniform and civilian kit), because you never knew just what the state your apparel might be when it came time to leave. 


But whatever Kris needed to retrieve from her locker was no concern of theirs, so they resumed their conversation while Krieger picked up the deck of cards and began to shuffle it, preparatory to Huron cutting for the deal. Krieger liked to show off a little when he shuffled, but in this case he was simply riffling the deck when Kris walked back in and he sprayed the cards across the table and beyond. 


The others glanced at the chaos spread abroad—including some cards that had landed in their laps—and then turned to look at Kris. Kris, feeling a twinge of self-consciousness at the scrutiny, looked down at her feet. “I left my boots on. Is that okay? The deck’s cold.” 


“Ah . . .” Huron began as N’Komo’s already wide smile widened to its outer limits and Shyli covered a chuckle. 


“What?” Kris asked, her tone becoming challenging. “You said this was strip poker.” 


“Right,” Huron acknowledged, recovering himself. For indeed, boots were all Kris was wearing. Ever since they’d been acquainted on Nedaema, he’d known her attitude toward nudity was on the outré side, even by the standards of the CEF (which were notably relaxed), and it occurred to him he should have expected this response to his overly casual use of the game’s appellation. But she’d also let down her hair, and the way the shoulder-length chestnut waves framed her high-cheekboned face with its firm full lips and perfectly shaped hazel eyes under dark, arched brows was startling to behold. Combined with her tall, gracefully sculpted athlete’s physique—broad shoulders above a trim waist that flared smoothly into strong hips surmounting long legs—he wondered if they were getting more than they bargained for. 


Oh well . . . “It is. You just got a little ahead of us.” He stood and started removing his shirt. Shyli, locked in mortal combat with a fit of giggles, got up with him and took off her tunic, followed by N’Komo and then the others. 


Two minutes later, they were all attired alike in service boots, with their clothes neatly folded and stacked beneath their seats. Kris, her worries now substantially allayed, settled in and favored the other players with an expectant smile. 


“So what is it we’re playing for here, anyway?” 









Chapter Two: The Marines




Z-Day minus 32 (AM)





Port Lux, Saarland District;
 Tenebris, Cygnus Region


Captain Minerva Lewis, CEF Marine Corps, opened her eyes to an insistent pounding. Blinking away the haze that was a remnant of the night before—three types of cognac, four varieties of scotch, and other drinks more dubious and less memorable—she identified the pounding as being from the door to the room, not her cranium. Sliding out from under the dark, lean, muscular arm that curved over her hips, she took her sidearm off an end table and cocked it while groping for her boots with the other hand. 


“What the fuck?” her companion muttered, shaking sleep-tousled dark red hair out of her light green eyes. 


“Some dead asshole,” Lewis muttered. “Just doesn’t know it yet.” She slipped her boots on and stood, otherwise naked, while the woman behind her also retrieved a holstered weapon. The pounding redoubled. “Stay there. Watch my ass.” 
 

“You know how I love watching your ass. Though, of course, I’d rather—” 


“We’ll get back to that.” Crossing the floor with a lighter step than might be expected for her size and condition—by the reckoning of Lodestone Station, her home colony, the captain was six-foot three and a solid one hundred eighty-five pounds—she checked the readouts near the door. They showed a single person demanding entrance. That didn’t mean much: the sensors in a flophouse this cheap were easy spoof, when they worked at all. She couldn’t recollect giving anyone sufficient offense last evening to warrant an oh-dark-thirty call, but some parts of the festivities were distinctly indistinct and, in this quarter of the port, there was no sense taking chances. 


Waiting until the pounding resumed, she popped the door partway open and swung her sidearm through—right into the face of a gulping, wide-eyed ensign. To his credit, the young man did not squeak. 


“It’s alright, Shy,” she called back to the sleeping niche. 


Lieutenant Shiloh Wells, flight officer, SRF, and every bit as innocent of clothing as the captain, stepped from around the bed. “Who’s the prick?”—gesturing at the pale ensign with her sidearm. 


“Who are you?” Minerva Lewis asked the young man, his blond hair still cropped close to his round skull, symptomatic of his first deployment. 


“Ensign Jeremiah Pfeiffer, ma’am.” 


“You don’t say.” Lewis uncocked the pistol. “So what’s all the ruckus for?” 


The ensign stepped through the entrance, trying to master his tendency to gape, and held up a flimsy. “We couldn’t reach you, ma’am—” 


“Damn straight. I’m on furlough here.” 


“New orders, ma’am. Highest priority. Direct from—” 


“Ah, just give it over”—taking the flimsy from his moist hand. She scanned it and scratched her temple with her trigger finger. “Oh fuck me.” Half turning, she waved it at the lieutenant. “I’ve been reassigned.” 


“Effective when?” The flight officer’s lovely face was set in a scowl. 


“Immediately, ma’am,” the ensign stammered. “My orders—” 


The captain resettled her cool gray eyes on him. “Look, Piffle—” 


“Pfeiffer, ma’am.” 


“Shut up.” Lewis crumpled the flimsy and stuffed it into the breast pocket of his rumpled white uniform. “That order came in at 0900 yesterday. When did they give it to you?” 


“1730, ma’am. When I came on duty.” 


“So they waited all day to send the dogs out. And you’ve been combing every bar, whorehouse, flophouse, and outhouse in this dump ever since, is that it?” 


“Ah—yes. Ma’am. I wasn’t to come back until I found you.” 


“Uh huh. It’s 0630 now. So you’ve been at this for thirteen hours straight, huh?” 


“Um, I guess so, ma’am.” 


“You guess so. I guess you’ve been stoppin’ for some recreation here and there along the way.” She caught and held the ensign’s watery eye. “Or you’ve been doin’ a righteously shit job of recon.” 


“Um—ah—” 


“I don’t care which it is, Piffle. Thank gawd you’re not my problem. Now that you’ve found me, here’s what you’re gonna do.” With a hand on the narrow shoulder, she turned him about and propelled him forcefully through the doorway. “You’re gonna report back that I’ll check in at 1400—” 


“Make it 1500,” put in Shiloh with a wink and snicker. 


“1500. No. 1530. Run along now. That’s a good ensign.” 


“But, ma’am.” Pfeiffer was quivering on the threshold. “How do I—? It says immediate—” 


“Improvise and overcome, Ensign.” And she shut the door on his incontinent stammering. “Shit. Eight months on the line, and they can’t even give us three full days.” 


Lieutenant Wells approached with more sway in her hips than was strictly necessary and laced both arms about her much taller lover’s neck. “Then we’ll just have to make the best of it.” 


Lewis took possession of those round hips with both hands and dipped her head for a kiss. “Suppose so. Now that we’re both up, where were we?” 


“You said something about Oh fuck me, I think?” 














Z-Day minus 32 (PM)





Port Lux, Saarland District;
 Tenebris, Cygnus Sector


“Heya, Captain! What the hell’s up now?” 


Walking across the melt-rock paving of the open concourse that connected the flyer park with the rambling eyesore of Saarland District Headquarters (formerly a school, a casino, and—according to local legend—a brothel), behind which rose the steep stone-dotted scarps that threw the heat of the blue-white primary down on Port Lux, Minerva Lewis turned at the sound of the familiar voice. 


“Hi, Anders. Wish I knew. What’ve you heard?” 


A short lieutenant with a gymnast’s build, her company XO, sauntered up. “Seems we’ve been amalgamated.” 


“We?” 


“Yeah, they brought what’s left of the company here. Just got in a few hours ago.” 


“Amalgamated with whom?” 


“The 321st and two platoons of the old 35th. They haven’t told you yet?” 


“Nope. They sent this squirt around outta calling hours—too green to know you don’t pass out in a whore’s rack with your uniform on.” 


“So he had seen a naked woman before.” 


“Dunno. But he has now. Why?” 


“They were still laughing about it when I reported to the new CO. Y’all made quite an impression, I gather. You’d think nobody ever pulled a gun on him neither.” 


“Probably haven’t. Training ain’t shit these days.” 


“It’ll serve him well in the end. How’s Shiloh? She alright?” 


Lieutenant Wells had been on Camperdown; her squadron rotated out the week before the Miranda action. They’d both learned of the big carrier’s destruction just that PM. 


“She’s okay. A little tight around the edges.” 


“They take her outta the line?” 


“They did. Sending her back for a training billet. She’s overdue, but she’s still pissed about it. But whatcha gonna do?” 


Anders shrugged in philosophic agreement. “Give ’er my best when you see her.” 


“Wilco.” Lewis checked her xel. “Gotta square up and sup with the devil. What’s he like?” 


“Kerr?” Another shrug. “Brand new light colonel. Terran. A bit young. Still got the parade gloss on him. I expect he’ll be okay once he acquires some field polish.” 


The lieutenant colonel’s service record, which Lewis was glancing over, suggested as much. She furled her xel. “Yeah. I just hope the polishing don’t cost too damn much.” 


*     *     * 


Lieutenant Colonel Oren Kerr was a fit-looking man of medium height, with brown eyes, blond hair, and that peculiarly erect carriage of the newly promoted. A bit young was even younger than she’d expected; clearly he’d been marked for rapid advancement. Minerva Lewis made him out to be not quite thirty. 


She herself was forty-three, old for a captain, but like many officers—especially the young ones commissioned near the end of the last war—she’d put her commission in abeyance during the peace to pursue other avenues. In her case, those avenues led to employment in a couple of mercenary outfits before accepting a commission in the New UK’s marine corps, where she rose to the rank of colonel. Five years ago, she’d returned to her native Service, still at her former rank of first lieutenant, and received an immediate promotion to captain for her “record of accomplishment while on foreign service”—a polite term for soldiers in her situation—“tending to reflect well on her capabilities as an officer.” There she stayed, while the Oren Kerr’s of the Service passed her by. 


In peacetime, she would have likely retired a captain, perhaps with an ex post facto promotion to major to pad her pension, for she was a colonial with no interest (rather the reverse, her father—an inveterate smuggler—being a guest of the state at the penal colony on Paradise), while Kerr would make bird colonel in two years and brigadier in five, set to retire at her age with the full benefits of an eleventh-hour elevation to major general. 


War, however, was the great leveler, and the freshly minted Lieutenant Colonel Kerr no longer had an assured inside track on promotion, as railguns, 10-mm slugs, and shrapnel took no notice of social standing. Of course, Kerr could get her killed through inexperience, arrogance or plain idiocy—or all three—and she had no wish to die that way. If it came down to it, she’d told Anders after last month’s bloody debacle at Anandale—where they’d lost twenty percent of the battalion, with another half wounded or missing, and Colonel Hatch and Major Walker had both bought it—she was gonna die “her own fuckin’ way.” So she had a deep interest in taking the young colonel’s measure. 


At the moment, Kerr was perusing her service record and being rather too ostentatious about it, leaning back in his chair, with his left index finger idly stroking a drooping mustache which was a shade darker than his hair. That style had recently been revived by some marine officers, but Lewis thought Kerr had probably grown it to make himself look older. 


His right forefinger traced down the display of his unfurled xel as he spoke slowly under his breath. “Anson’s Deep, Second Miranda. Ilmatar, Pohjola, Saari. Two years in Probyn’s Irregulars, six years with the Tanith Rangers. Seven in the Royal Caledonians, 95th Rifles. Pathankot, Durwan Station. Rejoined and promoted. New Madras. Awarded the League Order of Merit with wound stripes there”—she’d paid for it with a bullet through the lungs—“Chiron. Themiscyra. Order of Merit augmented”—two dozen pieces of shrapnel pulled out of her torso and left leg—“Novo-Rangoon”—she’d lost an eye there and had worn a dashing black patch until they cloned a new one—“Najema . . .” His voice dropped to inaudibility at this point as he flipped to a new page and the finger continued its trace until it reached Anandale. 


He set the xel aside. “No doubt about it, Captain, you’re an interesting officer.” 


“Thank you, sir.” 


“And twice All-Forces Unarmed Combat Champion in the bargain. It’s not often that you meet one of those.” 


“Depends on the company you keep, sir.” 


Kerr swiveled his chair gently from side to side. “Yes, I see you operated with the Strike Rangers a time or two.” Or six. But only twice on the open record. “Know Fred Yu well?” 


“We’ve met”—tersely, as Kerr had not yet earned that familiarity. 


“And Corporal Vasquez, of course.” 


This time, Lewis contented herself with a nod. Assigning her to this prick was the reason they’d fucked her furlough sideways? Anders thought he’d be okay. What okay-ness had he seen in him? 


“What went wrong at Anandale? I hear it was a shambles.” 


Just about everything. “There’s a report, sir. I really can’t comment.” 


“I heard there was trouble coordinating with the relief force.” 


The problem was no relief force. Anandale—officially Operation Avalon—had been the proposed invasion of Wolf-Rayet in neighboring Cepheus. The colony was nominally independent, but by controlling it, the CEF could launch an attack on the much richer and more important settlement of Port Mahan, which had been seized by Halith early in the war. Occupying Port Mahan allowed Halith to threaten both the Andamans and the vital junction at Winnecke IV. Getting it back was a League priority. 


Lewis’s battalion was the tip of the spear. They were to land at Anandale, where Wolf-Rayet’s security forces were based and, having ensured they would not (or could not) interfere, move south to link up with the rest of their regiment and a division of New-UK ground forces to secure the starport of Naxos, at which the main force would land. 


As it turned out, Halith, who’d initially thought Wolf-Rayet’s neutrality worked to their advantage, had changed their minds on this point and, through the offices of a sympathetic high commissioner in the colony’s administration, had deployed two divisions of irregulars at Anandale and dispatched the Ilion Fleet to secure the system. 


On landing, Lewis’s battalion found itself almost immediately surrounded, while the appearance of the Ilion Fleet’s lead elements forced the invasion to be aborted. A relief force was standing by to extract the battalion under just such an emergency, but the comms protocols had been incautiously changed at the last minute and a transcription error had been introduced (by some little shit who’d better pray he never met any of the battalion’s survivors) which kept them incommunicado for nine crucial hours. The battalion managed to fight its way clear and cover the two hundred klicks to Naxos, where they were able to seize a motley collection of craft and evacuate the survivors, including all the wounded. Once clear of the planet, a plain language request for assistance, sent in the guard band, finally brought the relief force in, and completed the rescue. 


The after-action report, which Lewis herself submitted, tabulated the final result like this: 


Forces Deployed: 850 of all arms 


Killed: 169 


Wounded: 396 


Missing/Unaccounted for: 51 


Total Casualties: 616 


Fit for Duty: 234 


“That’s true, sir,” Lewis flatly answered the lieutenant colonel’s question. 


“You took command, I believe. After Major Walker was killed?” 


“Incapacitated, sir”—shot once through the chest and twice through the gut. “She died on the way back”—holding my hand and biting through her lip to keep from screaming ’cuz there weren’t enough pain meds to go around, and she wouldn’t take a single dose away from her people. 


“Damn shame. Caitlyn Walker had a reputation as a fine officer.” 


Better’n you’ll ever be. Rest ye gentle, Kate. 


“Well—” He gave his smooth hands a little toss and sat up straighter. “You did save six hundred of our people.” The corner of Lewis’s mouth twitched at the words our people. “All in all, a remarkable accomplishment, under the circumstances.” 


“Thank you, sir.” As if you’re in a position to judge. 


Leaning forward, Kerr laced his hands on the desktop. “Now, about this promotion . . .” 


Oh, that’s what this is all about—he thinks I’m gunning for his job. It was true the regimental commander, Brigadier “Long John” Henderson, had put her up for promotion. There’d even been loose talk of giving her a brevet rank so she could retain command. That obviously hadn’t happened. 


“I’m afraid I have bad news. Or perhaps I should say, less-than-welcome news. It hasn’t been denied exactly, but the decision is being held in abeyance. For the time being.” 


“I understand, sir.” 


“All good things in their time, Captain.” 


Right-o. 


“And you may rest assured there shall be no shambles under this command.” 


Now that’s a big fuckin’ comfort. “Yessir. Is that all, sir?” 


“Yes . . . Oh, not quite. Almost slipped my mind.” He retrieved his xel and opened a window. “Do you know a Commander Wesselby, by any chance? DSI-PLESEC?” 


Lewis checked her move to rise, curiosity suddenly piqued. Most people involved with intelligence or SPEC-Ops knew of Commander Trin Wesselby in one way or another, and some of them lived to regret it. “Not personally, sir.” 


“She addressed a message to you. As you weren’t available, it seems, they forwarded it to me. Peculiar.” He batted the window around to face her. “What do you make of it?” 


Lewis leaned closer to read the document. It appeared to be a routine request for some reports, the serial numbers of which were listed in the annex. She flipped it open and scanned them. 


“These are the Anandale reports, sir. She probably wants more info on the Halith irregulars we encountered. They’ve deployed a lot of ’em in Crucis, too.” 


“Yes.” Kerr swept the message back onto his xel. “But why send it to you? By rights, it should have gone to Regimental HQ.” 


“I submitted the AAR, sir. And those reports are under my sig-file. Whoever sent out the message probably thought I was the HQ point of contact.” Privately, she suspected there was something more to it. Commander Wesselby should certainly know her SPEC-Ops history, and this could well be a discreet request for a more privileged communication. Did Wesselby think she had inside info of some kind on Anandale? That could be good or bad. Probably not good though. 


“Typical,” Kerr muttered, swallowing the hook. He furled the xel and slid it back into a pocket. “We’ll let HQ deal with it then. I’ll send it along—don’t trouble about it. We’ve better things to do than play librarian, I believe.” 


“Of course.” 


“If it comes out there is something more to it, we may be in that neck of the woods anyway.” He made an airy gesture at Lewis’s mild expression of interest. “This Miranda business. Just getting the details now, but it looks as though Third could be light a battalion or two. It’s possible we’ll be assigned. Of course, there’s not much prospect of action there these days. Don’t suppose you’d mind that terribly.” 


Her lack of reply was more than reply enough. 


Kerr sensed it. He cleared his throat. “Yes, well. One final item: there’s an opportunity on the near horizon for some employment. As it’s not too soon to start working the people up, I think we should seize it. Half our people have barely had a taste thus far—that must change in a hurry. We need to start turning these kids into razors.” She winced inwardly at the archaic term. He must have thought that, being a colonial, she preferred it. “So staff meeting tomorrow at 0830—I’ll fill everyone in then.” 


Hallelujah and jubilee. Paradise, here we come. “Yessir.” 


He signaled the end of their meeting with a shallow bob of his head. “Then you may carry on, Captain. And . . . keep up the good work.” 


Fuck you very much, sir. 


“Yessir.” She got to her feet and snapped a parade-ground salute before she left. 


Her jaw was still tight and her boot heels were still hitting the pavement hard when she exited the building on the way to her temporary quarters at the BOQ. So they might be headed to the Pleiades and attached to Third Fleet? If Kerr thought that sector was all feather bed he was in for a big fuckin’ surprise—that much was clear. And what was Trin Wesselby’s interest in her? The commander wasn’t someone you wanted to get crossways of. She’d have to do some recon of her own. There were still back-channels open to her, and not all in the CEF either—or even in the League. Sometimes it was good to have friends in low places. 


Yep, the shit was definitely in a stir out there. Only this time, they weren’t going to use her people for the stick. And if anyone tried to, they were also in for a big fuckin’ surprise—she’d make sure of that. 













Z-Day minus 29




Phase Plane Indigo;
 November-Ocean Quadrant, Cygnus Region


The flank of the enemy dreadnought nearly filled the assault shuttle’s forward screen, growing as they approached, until Captain Lewis could make out the lines of the hatches on the millimeter-wave display. A dozen assault birds were ghosting up on the dreadnought’s port hanger deck, abaft the triple line of gun ports. Another ten were targeting the gundeck hatches amidships. Ten more shuttles came behind, ready to support either thrust, or even attempt the starboard boat deck, if need be. 


“Sappers in position, sir,” Major Bradshaw, the XO, relayed over the command link. The 50-ton demolition charges the sappers had attached to the engine housing would guarantee a mobility kill, if nothing else. “Point-defense mounts disabled, starboard side aft. Captain Talbot is primed.” In theory, taking out the starboard point-defense should freeze the defenders, as long as the decoys held. Talbot’s people would seal off the gundecks and the forward weapons spaces, then isolate the bridge. Lewis’s company would board through the hanger, take the main junctions, then secure engineering and CIC. 


“Very good, Major.” Lieutenant Colonel Kerr sounded pleased and switched to the all-hands circuit. “Okay, people. This is it. Get hot! Shipbreakers away!” 


A platoon of shipbreakers deployed from their shuttles, boosting in with suit thrusters. Their specialty was blowing hatches and cracking ports. Here, their goal was the hanger doors and a small hatch forward through which a team led by Lieutenant Martin could access a maintenance space where they could cut the cable runs, portside, that controlled weapons, hatches and anti-boarding measures. 


Up ahead, the shipbreakers latched on and set their shaped charges. Waiting twenty seconds for the shuttles to come in range—the moment those charges detonated, the defenders would know they’d been pulled to the wrong side—they fired them. Lines of bright violet flared along the seams as the metal seals boiled. 


“Lead shuttles, kick in!” barked Kerr. 


A quintet of specially fitted shuttles shot forward. Across the nose of each were large plates that welded on contact, four to the hanger doors and the fifth to the maintenance hatch. There was a moment of agonizing tension as all waited to see if the shipbreakers had done their work. Then the shuttles tore open the hanger doors and jettisoned them, sending the large sheets of armor plate twirling away. 


Immediately, the shuttles coming up behind fired a salvo of antipersonnel charges into the hanger and skidded in through the explosions. As they touched down, the hatches popped and Kerr hollered over the net, “Fox platoon, take the left! Kilo, you hold this ground! Victor platoon, with me!” 


In the back of the third shuttle to land, Troy Anders touched his helmet to Minerva Lewis’s. “What the hell does he think he’s doing? Makin’ a vid?” 


“You wanted him field polished, Lieutenant.” The slow smile was evident in her voice. “Now you’re gettin’ your wish.” 


“Oh gawd,” muttered Anders, shifting his assault rifle to hand as he prepared to disembark. “I hate this shit.” 


*     *     * 


“Fire teams, open out!” ordered Lewis. “Watch those corners!” She clicked to the command link. “Whatcha got, Anders?” 


“Looks like they’re holed up at the main spline junctions. Got perimeter plasma rigged all around.” 


Next to her, Kerr, listening on the same circuit, nodded. “Concentrating their defense and relying on the plasma to disrupt us.” He did not sound as if he approved. They were at the entrance to the right-side main passageway, leading from the hanger deck into the central part of the ship. “If we move now, we and Captain Talbot’s people can catch them in a crossfire.” 


“That plasma could disrupt us, sir,” Lewis cautioned. “Might wanna wait a minute more for Lieutenant Martin to get those control lines cut.” 


“No, Captain.” The colonel spoke adamantly. “Speed is the essence of attack.” 


Good Christ. “Schorr! Mininger! Warblers, now!” Corporal Schorr and PFC Mininger side-armed two of the Ping-Pong ball-sized warblers down the passageway, triggering the plasma. As the flames dissipated, Lewis called, “Cover teams, go! Techs, go!” 


They might have only thirty seconds before the plasma generators rearmed, but she guessed it’d be more like a minute—thirty seconds would only allow for a reduced blast that their armor could survive. It would be a race to see if either her techs or Lieutenant Martin could silence the plasma before they fried. 


Eye on the op-timer at the lower-left corner of her HUD, Lewis watched the seconds count down from sixty. At seven, Tech Sergeant MacDonald signaled “Plasma down!” just as the overheads died and the emergency reds came on. Lieutenant Martin’s voice came over the link a moment later. “Control lines cut, sir. Plasma deactivated portside. All their internal hatches have gone into emergency lockdown.” 


“Well done, Martin,” Kerr acknowledged. “Can you run a bypass to break the seals on hatches—” He paused to check the ship schematic on his HUD. “Hatches O6, O4, and O1?” 


“I’m on it, sir. Looks like we can override the hatch controls from here, as long as they don’t manually isolate them.” 


“Understood, Lieutenant. Wait for my signal.” 


“Roger that, sir.” 


Kerr tapped Lewis on the shoulder. “Turn ’em loose, Captain.” 


Allowing herself a brief eye-roll, Lewis clicked over to her platoon commanders. “Tallmadge, move on the O6 hatch—standard clearing procedure. Drake, secure that junction up ahead. Set your nets left. Get rolling.” The monofilament nets would block antipersonnel charges, grenades, and other nasty surprises that might come from that direction. Drake’s heavy weapons detail could deal with the rest. 


“Yes, ma’am!” Drake called back. “Roll tide!” 


Yeah, Drake—we all know where you’re from. 


Tallmadge, much more laconic, contented himself with a simple “A-firm, Captain.” 


Lewis gave Kerr a tap. “See you back here, Colonel.” 


Kerr turned and regarded her reproachfully. “Certainly not, Captain. I’m leading this assault.” 


Lewis sighed inwardly. “Then after you, sir.” 


*     *     * 


“Cover teams up! Hatch breakers, ready!” Lewis ordered as they approached the junction leading to the O6 hatch. “Tallmadge, are you hearing anything up there?” 


“Negative, Captain.” 


Nothing showed on Lewis’s HUD either. The passageway beyond the hatch showed quiet. “Anders, report status. Anything new on your sensors?” 


“Negative, Captain,” Lieutenant Anders reported from the hanger deck. “Situation unchanged.” 


Lewis blink switched to their wholly unofficial private circuit. “Troy, watch your back.” 


“Gonna break bad, ma’am?” 


“You’ll know in a minute, but I think we gotta case of Hoppin’ John here. Alert Drake.” She switched off and raised the colonel. “In position, sir. Shall we break the hatch?” 


“Negative, Captain. Martin says he has the override rigged. Faster if we have him pop it.” 


“But sir—” 


“Pop her, Martin,” Kerr called out over the command link. The hatch lights cycled from red to green and seals cracked. “Go!” he rapped out. The cover teams vaulted through the opening hatch. “Move up! On the double now!” The colonel was among them, really entering into the spirit of the thing. Lewis and the rest of the marines followed. The lead section moved swiftly to secure the junction up ahead—to the left was the O4 hatch, with the defenders massed beyond. 


Swearing exploded over the all-hands circuit. “It’s wired, sir!” Sergeant Mason yelled. “The whole damn place is full of it!” His video was up on her HUD, and Lewis could see the faint shimmering filling the passageway in both directions. Monofilament wire—coils and coils of it. 


“Dammit!” Kerr shouted. “It’s a trap! Fall back by sections! Secure that—” 


Before he could get the word out, the hatch behind them slammed shut and locked down, and the overhead popped open. Looking up, they all stared into the muzzles of a platoon’s worth of assault rifles, the marines aiming them holding adaptive grenades in their off hands. 


“Hey! How you all doin’ down there?” a cheery voice declared over the exercise broadcast circuit. 


Minerva Lewis, imagining the grins behind the darkened visors up there, shook her head. “No can do, sir,” she told Kerr gratuitously. “We’re dead.” 


*     *     * 


“You wanted to see me, sir?” 


Back at HQ on Tenebris, Minerva Lewis—fed, rested, and wearing a fresh uniform—stood at a comfortable parade rest in front of Lieutenant Colonel Kerr’s desk, while he leaned back in his chair, tapping a stylus on his knee. The exercise summary and evaluation was open on his desktop. It was not pretty sight. From his expression, it did look like the parade gloss was a little scuffed. 


“Captain, I’m sure you appreciate how much more difficult things will be in this command if I don’t enjoy the full confidence of my officers.” 


“I certainly do, sir.” You can start by earning it. 


“Then I’m sure I can count on you, in future.” 


“You can definitely count on me to do my duty, sir.” 


Kerr gave her an intent look. He sat up and tossed the stylus onto his desktop. 


“About that wire—” He stopped abruptly. 


“What about it, sir?” Lewis had the distinct feeling he suspected she might have known about the wire all along. The mockup had been full of it—every passageway leading to the critical areas. Captain Talbot’s people were caught the same way. To add insult to injury, one of his tech sections had blown a hatch, only to find that what was supposed to be the maintenance access to the forward weapons spaces actually led to the plumbing for the lower deck’s heads. Major Bradshaw and Lieutenant Anders had extracted their remaining force, with the final operational losses amounting to forty percent. Tolerantly, she said nothing regarding shambles. 


She could feel tolerant because, to be fair, the exercise really wasn’t. Using monofilament wire entanglements like that would not be very practical on a real dreadnought, and it would have been next to impossible to hide several platoons of marines in the overhead spaces. But that wasn’t the point. The point was to teach them to expect the unexpected. And maybe that lesson was starting to sink in. 


Kerr had evidently used the pause to rethink his question. “Did you see that coming at all?” 


“Can’t say I did, sir. But in hindsight, I’m not surprised.” 


“Why is that?” 


“The bad guys were from the 32nd Engineers, sir. They have access to monofilament wire—lots of monofilament wire.” They also knew how to rig the hatches so that when the override was applied, they’d open obligingly and then slam shut using a simple mechanical timer rigged to the manual locking system. That also would not have been well advised on a real ship, as it could badly complicate the defender’s position if things went wrong. But here too, the principle of expecting the unexpected applied. 


“Quite so. And that trick with the hatch.” Kerr picked up his stylus again and underlined something in the report. “What would be your suggestion for dealing with the situation we faced?” 


To have not done everything by the book. But instead, she offered, “Well, sir, seeing that kind of wire, it’s sometimes best to break out the plasma knives and bash on regardless. That’ll hang your people up, of course, so you might also want to lay down all the pulsed EMI you’ve got and go hand to hand.” 


Pulsed EMI would shut down the electronics in suits and weapons, reducing things to plasma knives or even steel. It tended to be messy. Even seasoned troops could shy away from getting up close and personal with a knife. 


“Yet you did not elect to mention that approach.” Kerr was probably thinking of her being forward enough to suggest breaking the hatch open, which might have left them a way out. 


“You ordered an immediate withdrawal, sir. Am I to understand I have the liberty to countermand your orders in combat?” 


The young colonel’s lips tightened beneath his moustache, and he scratched out a note he’d begun to write. “Well, Captain, I must say it’s been an . . . edifying exercise. Dismiss.” 


Damn straight. “Yessir.” Lewis tossed a crisp salute and left him to contemplate that edification. 









Chapter Three: The Commanders




Z-Day minus 28





IHS Marshall Nedelin, docked;
 Janin Station, Tau Verde, Vulpecula Region


“My Amelia, 


“At breakfast this AM, it was pointed out to me that we had just passed our thousandth hour in port. A wearisome number, and I cannot but admit that for many of those hours I could have wished this waiting over. A long port stay is the death of discipline. The people require serious work, and yet I fear—” 


Admiral Jakob Adenauer, commanding Halith’s Kerberos Fleet, raised his stylus from the coded private entry of the diary he kept in the form of a serial letter to his wife—a document that in the normal course of events would never be read, most certainly not by the wife he held dear—and considered how far he wanted to follow these thoughts into the murky realm of potentially treasonous comment. 


Lifting his long lantern-jawed face, he automatically checked the large situation displays that alone ornamented the bulkheads of his day cabin, which served as his office, dining room, or alternate CIC as occasion demanded. An admiral’s stateroom was luxurious in the article of space, if little else, but this was of real consequence to a man as tall as Jakob Adenauer, one of the loftiest officers in the Halith Imperial Navy. To be sure, the luxury was sensibly diminished by the amount of equipment that cluttered the space, nor was there much that was personal about what comfort there was. Admirals did not form the deep attachments to the ships they served on that captains did—an admiral was in the position of an honored guest in another’s house, as it were—and most observed this distinction by keeping their quarters spare and relatively unmarked by any individual character (though by no means all: one admiral, of whom Adenauer strongly disapproved, habitually turned his quarters into a space-going bordello). Adenauer himself was not adverse to comfort, but he was no sybarite, and moreover his prime comforts were of the less material variety: his library, the regular dinners he held for his officers, and his diary. 


Currently, the cabin had assumed its peaceful, administrative character, with the tactical consoles and the big battle management computer against the starboard bulkhead in their stowed positions, and his highly professional eye scanned the screens with a mind mostly detached. Nothing required his immediate attention, so with a frown, he applied his stylus: “—these new plans are insufficiently tested. On charts, it all looks well enough, of course (these things always do), but I wish I could be more easy about them. Altogether too much depends upon the Bannermans, and they are a doubtful quality. Already they have missed one favorable conjunction, and I greatly fear their missing another. The Bannermans can be bold to the point of rashness (a dubious point in their favor, I might add) but they cannot seem to be made to understand the critical nature of timing in strategy. They are opportunists, first and foremost, always ready to rely on a providential tomorrow, where before this we might have commenced the business at great advantage. Coming after the setback at Miranda—” 


Here, he lifted his stylus again. What had Vansant been thinking, leaving his transports undefended? His mission was to support the invasion, not fight a fleet action. That, of course, was the heart of the matter. The CO of the Duke Albrecht Fleet had never before fought a major fleet action. His fleet held Kepler and had participated in the conquest of Deneb, but there was little glory to be had there. Adenauer, far down the list, had the battle honors he craved. Employing him that way had been asking for trouble. Deciding this dangerous digression did not merit recording, he erased his last incomplete sentence and continued. 


“And yet from the Bannermans I get nothing but affable delay and tolerably vague excuses.” 


Pausing again, he recalled the last few dispatches from his troublesome allies: stores not all in, system and weapons upgrades yet to be completed, units delayed, units that must be exchanged to cope with situations elsewhere, real or potential (or simply more immediately profitable, Adenauer thought unkindly); all to be rectified within days or perhaps a week, but almost certainly not much longer. This sort of thing was part and parcel of an admiral’s vexations—Adenauer had known them his whole career—and they did not explain his chief and most vexing concern. Twirling the stylus as he considered his words, he took the plunge. 


“But where I am truly ill at ease is on the question of how they will stand strain in a really serious action. This slash-and-grab business is well enough for commerce raiding, but how will they take the kind of pounding PrenTalien can deal out? I cannot but worry that the business could end badly if they are hard put to it. And to think”—here he paused again, but he was already in deep, so went on—“that before Miranda, we might have conducted this operation without the Bannermans, leaving them to distract and harass the League”—instead of me, he might have written, but did write: “which they excel at.” 


*     *     * 


The uncomfortable fact that lay behind Adenauer’s vexation was that Halith’s string of uninterrupted victories had put the Supreme Staff on the horns of a dilemma. Having achieved great things in what seemed a remarkably short span of time, they had found themselves unprepared for what came next. For the past few months, a large amount of hot air had been stirred about and a great flood of bytes had been expended in wrangling over various options, but when all was said and done, it really boiled down to just two choices. Predictably, the Supreme Staff had split over them. 


The first choice, favored by Grand Admiral Andros Osterman with vigorous support from Chief of Strategic Operations Admiral Bucharin and Chief of Ground Operations Marshal Halder, who together led what was known as the “Staff Faction,” was the Karelia option. Firmly in control of the Kepler Junction, and thus Deneb, and with the new forward base at Asylum becoming operational, these men had felt the time was ripe to strike at Karelia. Adding the republic’s conquest to their current achievements would accomplish the Dominion’s longstanding strategic objectives—their position would be essentially unassailable. There were limits, they cogently argued, to the amount of blood and treasure the League would pour into defending regions not their own. 


These arguments were well taken, but strike was not quite the right word for what they had in mind. Whittle might be more appropriate, as the strike actually contemplated was against Miranda. By controlling Miranda, the CEF base at Epona would be rendered untenable. The Imperial Navy could then threaten the lines of communication between Karelia and the League. Without League support, the former would eventually be unable to resist invasion and might well see it to be in its best interest to capitulate rather than undergo another long and bloody conflict. (Personally, Adenauer felt those who believed this were ingesting something illegal, likely of Maxor origin.) 


The glaring problem, of course, was with the words threaten and eventually, as the so-called “Fleet Faction” (who often set themselves in opposition to the Staff Faction) pointed out, again and again. Halith could not cut off all aid to Karelia from the League without taking Regulus, and—at this point certainly, and for the foreseeable future—that was out of the question. What they could do from Miranda was raid, and raiding would hinder, but not halt, the support Karelia needed to survive. 


Indeed, the Fleet Faction had brought this up well over a year ago and advanced a plan involving a surprise attack on Regulus, aimed at crippling the CEF Fifth Fleet there. Combined with the political turmoil their agents had been assiduously stirring up, that would incapacitate the League long enough for an offensive to overrun Karelia. Presented with a fait accompli, a new and more pliant Speaker (as had been confidently—and correctly—predicted) would acquiesce without a fight. 


They lost that debate when Jerome Paul Augustus, the more powerful of the two ruling Proconsuls, vetoed the plan. To strike at Regulus was not just to strike at the heart of the League, he’d reminded them, but to strike directly at Sol, under whose authority Fifth Fleet was. Sol—and the Belt most especially—would never suffer such an attack without a maximum response, and all their investment in undermining Speaker Huron’s majority to force his retirement would have been lost. Nothing would have solidified his faltering grip on power more than a sneak attack on SOLCOM’s largest base. 


Instead, the Proconsul directed them to adopt the Rho Ceti plan, which offered the swift and easy conquest of a weak adversary with the prospect of seizing the vital Kepler junction, if circumstances appeared propitious. They did indeed so appear, and there followed an unprecedented string of victories. Ironically perhaps, those victories considerably strengthened the Fleet Faction’s hand in the debate over strategy. While the Fleet Faction used as its spokesman Admiral Vansant, its leader was in fact Admiral Christian Heydrich, the Chief of Halith Military Intelligence, and the prime architect of the Rho Ceti operation. Heydrich was also of an old and noble family: he held the title Lord Meremont, which gave him a seat on the Council of Ministers; and to this formidable combination, he now added the cachet of victory. 


Tall and good-looking in a severe and distinguished fashion, impeccably mannered, deeply incisive and utterly ruthless, he heaped gracious scorn on the ideas of those who dared oppose him. Careful not to directly indict his own immediate superior, Grand Marshal Van Diemens, Chief of the Supreme Staff, or the politically powerful Grand Admiral Osterman, he instead picked off their wingman, the Chief of Strategic Operations. Beginning with the obvious, he made the point that time was not on their side: the economy of Sol alone dwarfed the combined economies for the Halith Core Systems. The League would grow stronger, not weaker, as the war progressed: if the war was allowed to go on too long, its industrial might would make good its losses and the balance would inevitably swing back in their favor. 


Admiral Bucharin and Marshal Halder had anticipated all this, of course. They’d directed their staffs to craft unimpeachable rebuttals, especially on the question of what constituted too long, but they were unprepared when Heydrich blindsided them. Bucharin erred, he averred, in focusing on Karelia. The true strategic center of gravity was the Sultanate of Andaman and Nicobar. If the Porte (as the Sultan’s government was called) could be made to flip, it would deprive the League of a critical resource: the rich antimatter fields of the Antares Region, especially the Shaula Traps. Turning the Sultanate into an ally would present the League with a two-front war, without adequate fuel reserves to fight it. 


Better yet, Halith owned a bargaining chip that could be turned into a wedge: Crucis Sector. Crucis was rich, but not in resources, and it would take many years to see a net economic gain from it. Objectively, Deneb was worth much more to the Dominion at that moment. The Pleiades sought the recovery of Crucis above all else, and that made the sector an excellent point to start a negotiation from a position of strength. With the Sultanate on their side, they could offer the League the choice of a bloody protracted war, or a treaty that would recognize Halith’s other gains and new relationship with the Porte (he’d smiled as he said it) in exchange for Crucis. 


Not only was this likely to get strong support from the Pleiades (especially given their pacifist tendencies), but the Meridies might go along as well. Of all the League’s Homeworlds, the Meridies alone had significant fuel fields in their sphere. Indeed, loss of the resources the Sultanate controlled would fall most heavily on Sol, with whom the Meridies were often at odds. He foresaw great things eventuating if this wedge could be inserted in the League’s already turbulent political environment. 


It was all quite well-thought-out and masterfully delivered—except for the one essential. The Sultanate had not flipped and there were no firm signs it was about to. The Porte’s relationship with the League was a source of great profit, and everyone knew that the Sultanate derived its power from following a strategy of aggressive neutrality, playing one side off against the other. To abandon that policy risked reducing Andaman and Nicobar to separate vassal states. 


Having baited his trap, Heydrich sprung it. Their conquests to date, properly understood, were not aimed at the League, but at convincing the Sultan that the League had not the strength to defend him. True, he was not convinced of that yet, but he could see the League’s internal turmoil and the ineffectiveness of the current Speaker as well as anyone. If Hazen Gauthier had not induced a total paralysis of will into the Plenary Council, she’d come close enough. If they could lure a significant portion of the CEF into battle and crush it, the combination would make clear to the Porte the dire position they were in. The Sultanate and the League were not natural allies—they shared neither culture nor ideology. Handled well, the Porte could be made to see that a relationship (he used the word pointedly again) with the Dominion was a happier match. 


That was all well and good, Admiral Bucharin had retorted, his hackles raised, but the League was not foolish enough to accept such a battle right now. They would sit tight in their bastions while valuable time was lost—time that might be spent weakening both them and Karelia, without the risks attendant on Heydrich’s plan. Had he not considered what might happen if they lost his big battle? 


Here, Heydrich gave the admiral a polite nod and commented smoothly that he was sure, given the brilliance of their recent victories, that Bucharin and the worthy fleet commanders would not let any such thing happen. But he allowed the point and said the solution was to attack an objective that the League would have to defend, and to do so in a way that the CEF thought it might have a chance of succeeding. He had just the place. Bringing a map up on the table’s holographic display, he highlighted it: Wogan’s Reef. If they secured Wogan’s Reef, he explained unnecessarily, they could threaten the Pleiades on a new axis and also Canopus. It was not a threat that could be ignored, and they had a direct route via the Novaya Zemlya transit from their main base at Tau Verde. In addition, support could be provided by the Bannermans, who would be on the League’s flank at Wogan’s Reef. 


At this point (so Adenauer had been told), all eyes had turned to Admiral Joaquin Caneris, Lord OverHallin and commander of Halith’s elite Prince Vorland Fleet, who had yet to speak. The Proconsul asked his opinion. Caneris was the only person in the room who topped Heydrich on Halith’s social scale; indeed, he had taken precedence over the Proconsul before the latter’s elevation. His distinguished career had made him the most respected of the Imperial Navy’s active fleet commanders, and he did not much like Christian Heydrich, whose personal reputation was unsavory, even by the generous standards of the Halith aristocracy. 


He matched Heydrich in distinguished looks as well, for all that he was a short man, and if anything even more severe, without the admiral’s well-oiled charm. He made no attempt to disguise his age either, keeping his iron gray hair clipped short and eschewing the facial hair that was de rigueur for most senior naval officers, so the deep wrinkles around his mouth and eyes, set there by long habit, had nothing to compete with them. 


He was also, for all his unexpressed disapproval of Heydrich, a pragmatist, and neither hasty nor given to rash, ill-considered moves. He could well see merit and risk on both sides, and as ever, the devil was in the details. Stroking his smooth jaw, he held the room’s attention a moment longer and then stated he could express no opinion until both plans were more fully fleshed out. The verdict, delivered in his cool, slightly gravelly voice, took some of the wind out of Heydrich’s sails, as he’d known it would. That ended the meeting, but not the controversy or the bickering. Grand Marshal Van Diemens inclined towards the Karelian option, but he also had strong personal ties to the Heydrich family, who ranked well above him socially. Thus, he did little to quell the infighting among his staff. 


Jerome favored Heydrich’s strategy: he felt time pressing, politically as well as strategically, and earnestly wished to have a signal victory before his term of office was up. Having sown what he considered a grand crop, he did not relish the thought of it being harvested by his successor. But he respected the opinions of his commanders as well, especially Admiral Caneris. Heydrich might be quite powerful, he might be the man behind the Rho Ceti coup, and he’d done an excellent job exploiting (and enhancing) the discord in the League, but he was still a staff officer. Within the Halith military, the opinion of a line officer almost always outweighed that of a staff officer, especially an intelligence officer whose duties did not normally extend to formulating grand strategy. 


And so the matter went unresolved. Much of the opposition to Heydrich’s concept was political. Had Admiral Bucharin proposed it, it would likely have been endorsed much more freely. Halith military theory did embrace the concept of decisive battle, and the Navy fairly worshipped the offensive. Indeed, the Staff Faction’s proposal to wage what amounted to attritional warfare should have met with a great deal more resistance. Yet there was also a feeling that it was time to consolidate—that their run of good fortune might perhaps be wearing thin. 


For some weeks, the two sides exchanged shots through lower-level proxies on their respective staffs. When Admiral Bucharin, whose opinion as Chief of Strategic Operations was pivotal, asked for more details from Heydrich on his proposed operation, especially regarding the logistics, the admiral, interpreting this as an olive branch, dispatched a commander from his staff with a briefing. The supposed olive branch was anything but. Heydrich’s staff was not expert at logistics, Bucharin’s was, and the commander walked, smiling, straight into an ambush. Bucharin had, in fact, directed the Logistics Department of the Supreme Staff’s Operations Bureau to examine Heydrich’s nascent proposal from every possible angle. They roundly savaged the commander’s briefing, belittled his naiveté, impugned his intellect and sent him shell-shocked back to his boss. 


Admiral Heydrich was understandably furious, so much so that Van Diemens felt compelled to closet himself with Grand Admiral Osterman for a day to see what might be done to deescalate the situation. The solution they had come up with was perhaps not ideal, but it would serve, especially if they could garner the Proconsul’s support. It came in two parts. 


First, Osterman embraced Heydrich’s conception of Crucis as a major bargaining chip. Might not that chip be traded for a treaty that would leave them free to concentrate on bringing Karelia “back into the fold” where she rightfully belonged? Would not gaining such a treaty serve as well as Heydrich’s decisive battle to demonstrate the League’s weakness to the Porte, and encourage them to seek an accommodation with Halith? True, it was not a swift solution, but it was also lower risk, it defanged the League, and it allowed them to consolidate their other gains. 


Heydrich was grudgingly forced to accept the wisdom of some of what they said, and that opened the door for the second part of the solution. 


Regardless of which path was ultimately chosen, was not the time propitious to retake Miranda? This operation was low-risk, given the presence of the large pro-Halith faction, and the fact that Seventh Fleet was not yet fully recovered. It would force the CEF to abandon Epona, cement their control of Cygnus, and allow them to directly threaten both Eltanin and Regulus. That alone would render any peace proposals they chose to make more attractive, and since Osterman’s staff had a detailed work-up from the Plans & Operations Department showing that the Duke Albrecht Fleet’s Center Force supported by BATDIV I and CARDIV II from the Kerberos Fleet would suffice. Any future assistance the separatists needed in subduing the planet could be provided by forces already in Deneb. 


Like most compromises, the plan—which all knew was as much political as strategic, allowing both sides time to better marshal their arguments and (hopefully) cool their tempers—did not meet with universal approbation, but it did not raise unacceptable levels of opprobrium either. The strategic objective was sound, and the fact that Miranda lay on the opposite side of charted space from Wogan’s Reef was considered a plus, as keeping the League’s attention fixed in that direction. The Imperial Navy had had things pretty much its own way up to this point; no one saw any reason why this should not continue. Spirits at Supreme Staff HQ began to ascend to levels not seen since the heady first weeks of the war. 


Then, as the Miranda operation got underway, the utterly unthinkable happened: thirteen League warships had appeared as if conjured at Haslar and attacked. (In defiance of expectation, only five had failed to survive the trip.) The Haslar Fleet was unable to intervene, and the flotilla assigned to in-system security could do no more than mount a belated and futile pursuit as the attackers sped away and vanished, heading (it was thought most likely) for Amu Daria. 


The attack itself—some torpedoes fired off in a rather desultory fashion, and a few packets of ground-bombardment charges sprinkled over the main Haslar cosmodrome—resulted in nothing more than two ships damaged; none of the bombs destroyed anything important. An officer’s club took a direct hit, but it was empty. (The rank and file thought that was too bad—much better if it had been packed to the walls.) Even so, the magnitude of the failure was scarcely conceivable. 


And worse yet was to come. As the Halith leadership grappled with the awful ramifications of Yeager’s raid, messages began to arrive that the invasion of Miranda had failed. How exactly this happened did not become apparent until Kerberos Fleet’s CARDIV II limped back into port at Zhian, having stopped in Rho Ceti to briefly refurbish and drop off most of their casualties along with those they’d accepted from BATDIV I and Duke Albrecht’s Center Force. (CENFOR had been reunited with the rest of its fleet at Kepler; BATDIV I was licking its wounds at Asylum.) Tactically, they could claim a victory, but that was gloss. Strategically, they had failed, and the Kerberos Fleet had lost the use of two prime divisions. The insult icing this injury was that the outcome appeared to be the result of another intelligence failure. 


Everything had been going according to plan, reported Vice Admiral Vitaliy Tomashevich, CO of CARDIV II, right up until TF 34 appeared where it absolutely had no right to be: on CARDIV II’s flank. The Imperial Research & Intelligence Service (IRIS) had stated flatly that TF 34 had been returned to Third Fleet in the Pleiades. (GS5.4, working with both sectors’ intelligence groups, had done a masterful job convincing IRIS of that, while Lo Gai was off in the backlands of Karelia launching starclippers.) 


Again, the losses sustained were minor compared to the intelligence failure that had enabled them. Admiral Vansant’s aggressiveness in attacking Seventh Fleet’s TF 72 might have been lauded if IRIS had not let him down. As it was, he appeared recklessly irresponsible. Adenauer himself had been furious that he’d lost the use of half his carrier force and a third of his battleships. This, however, was a miniscule matter compared to how it affected opinions regarding what their next operation should be. 


All now agreed—the Proconsul Jerome most especially—that they no longer had time for raiding, whittling, or attritional warfare. There was an absolute need to strike the League a crushing blow that would force it to the negotiating table. With Vansant’s blundering and the losses they had sustained at Miranda, there was only one possible place such a blow could now be struck: Wogan’s Reef. 


*     *     * 


“But the Proconsul will have his victory,” Adenauer wrote, addressing himself to his dairy again, “before his term ends—you well know his pretensions, my dear, I will not repeat them—so that he might have another feather in this peacock’s tail he fashions to impress the masses. I cannot but think it will be costly feather, and I am sorry for our people who must pay this premium.” Stopping once more, he tapped the stylus on the edge of the pad. 


It was not that Adenauer disagreed with the strategic calculus that had driven the decision or that he disregarded the political aspect. He had a full measure of the professional military man’s profound distrust of politicians—especially when they were as self-serving as Jerome—but even so, he accepted that the timing must suit the political as well as military ends, for to be wrong about the one risked victory, while to be wrong about the other could render a victory hollow. 


The real issue was that all the rush was allowing politics to corrupt the detailed analysis such an undertaking deserved. The recent wargames, for instance, had been hastily conducted and sloppily run. At one point, a referee—one of Heydrich’s staff—had actually reversed casualties sustained when the captain playing the part of the CEF admiral had deviated from the given plan to appear a day early, before the Bannermans could arrive. The referee ruled that PrenTalien could not possibly do this without forewarning, which (despite the recent experience at Miranda) was judged impossible. 


Adenauer had no such illusions, and he believed some of the Supreme Staff’s officers were cutting corners dangerously in other areas, such as fueling requirements, and being entirely too sanguine about the effectiveness of their surveillance assets. These were failings that he might yet address, if allowed the opportunity to do so, but the political pressure to adopt the current roseate view was severe. 


He also had a considerable degree of personal pique, because politics had saddled him with his current second-in-command, Vice Admiral Arvind Shima. Shima was a diffident, colorless man: an over-promoted academic who had written volumes on how war ought to be conducted, but knew little about how it was conducted. 


Shima had been foisted off on him because the insistence on conducting this operation now allowed Shima’s influential connections to maneuver him into this assignment. Shima had not yet held a command in a fleet action; this was a serious stumbling block to his advancement and he longed to do away with it. All through the last war he and his friends had peppered the Supreme Staff and the War Ministry with demands for a fleet command, but in vain—Adenauer’s opinion of him was by no means uncommon—but finally hurry, influence, and a dearth of other available officers of comparable seniority got him his wish. 


The irritation Adenauer felt was all the more pointed because Shima, as his Second, would be commander of his right-flank division, so that in action Adenauer would find himself with the touchy and possibly unreliable Bannermans holding his left, while the bookish, hesitant Shima anchored his right. His plan was to tuck Shima firmly into a secure position where the possible axes of attack were heavily constrained and give him a formidable division, well suited to defense. But if bold action was called for—that is, if things went wrong—he was not confident Shima could be relied on to supply it. 


But these were thoughts he could not record, not even in so private a record—thinking treason against the Proconsul was one thing, against a fellow officer was quite another—and in any event, Captain Seidler was requesting entrance to his quarters. 


“Now, I must close. Seidler is here, no doubt with news, and I must hope it is not of another delay.” He closed the diary, code-locked and ghosted it, and only then pressed the button that would admit his chief of staff—and his news. 














Z-Day minus 28





LSS Aquitaine, docked;
 Rigel Kent, Terran Space


While Admiral Adenauer was receiving from his chief of staff the news that IHS Orlan was to join company, Fleet Admiral Westover, his three most senior commanders-in-chief, their key staff officers, and two utterly reliable batmen (who were there to act as gophers and keep the officers in coffee, tea and sandwiches) were gathered in the day cabin of Admiral Lian Narses, CinC SOLCOM, aboard the dreadnought LSS Aquitaine. A dapper man of surprisingly youthful appearance, with silvery gray hair shading elegantly to white at the temples and an immaculately groomed moustache, John Carlos Westover had taken a long march to arrive at his present position. 


During the last war, Westover had been commander in chief of SOLCOM and Fleet Admiral Jasmine Kasena’s principal deputy, where even his considerable charm and political gifts had been sorely tried by the famously acerbic CNO, whose brilliance was coupled with serious want of tact, verging at times on outright intolerance. So it was not without some relief that when Kasena resigned over the disaster at Novaya Zemlya, Westover had stepped in to make the best of an unfavorable situation. In the aftermath, however, public opinion soured: having endured fifteen years of grueling warfare, the League was on the verge of a crushing victory before Novaya Zemlya, and the negotiated settlement that followed, which once would have been viewed as a stunning success, came to be seen as not far from defeat. 


Denied confirmation by the Grand Senate for the position he’d inherited, Westover had been consigned to professional obscurity until four years ago, when Speaker Huron, who had maintained a lively appreciation for his old friend’s talents, resurrected him from the elephant’s graveyard of the Admiralty’s General Advisory Board (with its unfortunate acronym GAB), and nominated him for CNO. There was no difficulty about the confirmation this time, although the talents Huron Sr. recognized—a clear, incisive mind immune to panic and the ability to reason cogently and act decisively no matter how great the pressure—were less important to the Grand Senate than the perception that he was a careful (or diffident) and prudent (or risk-adverse) commander, who could be relied on to remain loyal, not rock the boat and, above all, keep his two fire-breathing sector CinCs, Joss PrenTalien and Devlin Zahir, on the shortest of short leashes during this time of increasing tension with Halith. 


The first year of the war, and most especially the first months, had confirmed most people in the belief that Westover was a fine caretaker, but no fighting admiral. It was fortunate this belief had not gained more political traction, because beneath all the obscuring froth the early stages of the war had stirred up, Westover had in fact achieved several critical things. 


First, he had consolidated the CEF’s scattered and demoralized forces, establishing a firm defensive sphere, even though it meant letting go Crucis and the Outworlds, two regions the overstretched CEF could not hope to hold. Next, he had quelled the hysteria after the defeat at Kepler, when the politicians howled for a wholesale purge, thus preserving a great many good and capable officers. Third, he’d prevented a serious rift in his senior command when the ineffective Admiral Sir Norman Rhodes, commander in chief of Meridies Sector, was replaced by the undeniably brilliant but aloof Lord Admiral Sir Malcolm Hawkes, a Hesperian aristocrat who considered practically everyone else (Westover not excepted) to be a strategic illiterate, and at times seemed to evince greater admiration for his Halith adversaries than his League compatriots. 


Calming Sir Malcolm’s ruffled feathers over a policy he thought consigned him to a backwater was a major accomplishment, and Westover pulled off another by soothing the Sublime Porte’s jangled nerves, thus securing continued access to the strategically vital antimatter fields which the Porte controlled. It had cost him the services of the Tuffs (as the Trifid Frontier Force liked to be known) and their commander, Vice Admiral Sanjay Sansar, who were now on semi-permanent loan to shore up the Sultanate’s shaky military, but Sansar had the necessary political instincts to fit into the Sultan’s court and the tactical acumen to handle this very sensitive independent command. 


Thus, to a degree most did not appreciate, the League was in much better shape than it had been only a few months ago. Furthermore, in defiance of the settled opinions of both friends and enemies, Westover was spoiling for a fight, and now, illuminated by the soft glow of the large cabin’s omnisynth, he and his senior commanders were busy trying to find it. 


“The Andamans still represent the strategy center of gravity,” Admiral Narses was saying. “The Doms are as well aware of that as we are. And the way things are going, they certainly appreciate the position in which opening another front on that axis would put us.” 


“That’s true, Lian,” Admiral PrenTalien agreed, shifting his heavily muscled frame in the inadequate chair. “No one denies it. But I think Commander Wesselby has a good point. The indications are that the Porte is already leaning their way. But the Sultan is a touchy prick—he may well balk if they try to force his hand.” 


“There’s also the question of the Emir, ma’am,” Trin Wesselby added. “He’s fixated on independence. If the Porte jumps one way, he’ll jump the other. So neither side wants to jump first. He’s been quietly building up his position, and holding Winnecke IV gives him a lot of leverage.” 


“Yes, I believe we’re aware of that, Commander.” The admiral spoke with a touch of her well-known acerbity. “Perhaps that would be all the more motivation to put an end to all the shilly-shallying. The Doms don’t care which of them comes out on top, as long as they themselves do.” 


Trin could see she was not articulating her point at all clearly. Halith didn’t need to put an end to all the shilly-shallying—as long as the situation remained in flux, the League had to devote extra resources to the region to safeguard their access to the fuel fields there. Halith did not. The mere threat, by itself, was almost as good as another front. Settling back, she cast a quick glance at her boss. She was drained—exhausted, actually—and this was one time she doubted she could muster the energy to go once more into the breach. 


Instead, Admiral Zahir spoke up. “Karelia remains a viable option. They took their whack and got a bloody nose out of it. But they have the forces at hand, and there’s little risk to their supply lines or their avenue of retreat.” 


Allowing that with a nod, PrenTalien looked to his staff operations officer, Captain Raven. “Russ, you haven’t said much. Time to weigh in?” 


Captain Raven stroked his smooth, round chin. “Well, sir, Karelia certainly deserves consideration, but given the balance of available forces, I’ll go with Commander Wesselby’s assessment. Wogan’s Reef being the objective makes a lot of sense. They’ve got the Kerberos Fleet right there, so they can launch from a standing start. They can make good their losses as far as battleships go, and while they’re still short a carrier division, that doesn’t hurt them much since fighters can hardly operate in Wogan’s Reef anyway. And they have the possibility of Bannerman support.” 


Captain Wicklow, Narses’ chief of staff, raised his head. 


“You don’t believe Admiral Hollis can hold the blockade at Callindra?” He plied the question pointedly. Rear Admiral Wayne Hollis was tasked with keeping the Bannerman Fleet at Callindra 69 bottled up. He and Commodore Tomas Rhimer, who commanded what was loosely termed the “inshore squadron” that did the actual blockading, were First Fleet officers, and the fact that First had been allowed to poach this way on what Third Fleet considered its preserve had been something of a sore spot. 


Raven, newly promoted, sensitive to this and also sensitive to being needled, felt the heat rise in his round pale face. “I said possible. Meaning they will consider it in their calculus.” 


Wicklow turned a hand palm up, tacitly conceding the point. 


Slightly mollified, Raven continued. “Then there’s the fact that if they keep things in the Hydra, Adenauer commands. If they go back at Karelia, it’ll be under Admiral—ah—” 


“Vansant,” Trin murmured. “Reginald Vansant.” 


“That’s right, Vansant. Intel’s not my bailiwick, but I’d guess that the Supreme Staff would back away from doubling down on failure.” 


“They could detail the Prince Vorland Fleet instead,” suggested Captain Wicklow. 


“Have we seen any indications of that, Commander?” PrenTalien asked Trin. 


She blinked. “Ah—no, sir. Nothing that suggests that. In fact—” Halting abruptly, she brought her hand to her face to cover the beginnings of a sneeze. The impulse died and she shook her head. 


“In fact—what?” asked Wicklow, with a sharp look. 


“Nothing.” Trin rubbed her right eye. “Anything’s possible, of course.” Which struck all present as a most un-Trin-like rejoinder—so much so that it stilled the conversation for a moment. 


“The one thing that is clear,” Admiral Westover said when that moment had elapsed, “is if we wait until the Doms tip their hand, the game is up. Either we secure the initiative, or we’ll find ourselves in kneepads, paying the devil. We all understand the trade-offs they face. What we need is an idea of their thinking—how they weigh the options. Has anyone a suggestion on that?” 


Several beats of silence, then Trin Wesselby spoke up with a queer, reluctant edge to her voice. “Well, sir. I have given it some thought.” She said nothing further and Westover exchanged a glance with PrenTalien, who said nothing either. 


The CNO gestured to the other staff officers in the room. “Gentleman, excuse us please.” 


Wearing bewildered expressions, the men stood. When Captain Raven hesitated briefly, PrenTalien gave him a private nod. Accepting the dismissal, he filed out with the others. When the five of them were alone in the huge compartment, Narses and Zahir regarded Trin with singular intensity. 


“What was that all about?” Narses asked the room in general. 


“A moment, Lian.” Westover nodded to the commander. “What is it you have, Trin?” 


“We send a message, sir,” she answered, avoiding the CinC of SOLCOM’s eye. “Something the Supreme Staff can’t ignore that pins down a specific option. Then we wait for their reaction.” 


“How does waiting—” Narses began, impatient and irked at being put off. Westover silenced her with a raised forefinger. 


“Such as?” he asked mildly, eyes on Trin. Zahir was also shifting forward in her chair. 


“That depends, sir. Maybe we could say that the refueling facilities at Outbound are down for some reason. We send it in Admiralty B, so the fleet commands are notified per usual, then—” 


“Carlos! What the hell’s going on?” Narses had reached the end of her patience—never a long journey. “Admiralty B? What’s this about?” Admiralty B was the CEF interservice encryption system used to coordinate operations with field commands. 


At last, Westover turned to address her. “The Halith Supreme Staff has broken Admiralty B.” 


“They’ve what!? How do we know that?” 


“Because we’ve partly broken their Morganatic channels.” Those were the Supreme Staff’s ultra-secured command networks. 


Narses slumped back in her seat, seamed face registering shock and no small amount of pique. “Why wasn’t I informed?” 


“You just have been, Lian,” Westover told her, brusquely. “There are—ramifications. This isn’t the time to go into them.” 


“You’re the focal point in all this, I take it, Commander?” The question sounded uncomfortably like an accusation, as if Trin had pulled off this remarkable coup just to highlight the incapacity of her superiors. 


“That is correct, ma’am.” Trin’s tone was barely civil. 


“How long have we known this? About Admiralty B?” 


“Three months, ma’am. It appears that Halith broke the code months before that. Maybe as long as a year ago.” 


“And we continue to rely on it?” Narses stabbed Westover with a fierce look. 


Westover took it unflinchingly. “Yes. We can’t make a major change that risks alerting them.” 


“Anandale was coordinated using Admiralty B.” Zahir spoke almost under her breath. 


Westover nodded. “That’s why I suggested we postpone it, Devlyn. But the Council was determined.” 


“I understand, Carlos.” 


Trin cleared her throat and looked across at Zahir. “Ma’am? We also don’t yet understand how they broke Admiralty B. We can’t deploy a new encryption system until we have some handle on how the old one was compromised.” 


“Of course.” 


Admiral Narses, however, was still smarting. “So, is this insight you’ve gained into the Doms’ mind the reason you’re flogging the Wogan’s Reef idea, Commander?” 


Trin ground her teeth. Narses had learned tact from her former boss, Fleet Admiral Kasena, and while she was a better-than-average CinC, she was no Jasmine Kasena. “No, ma’am. We know they’ve been debating the matter, rather like us.” The slightly waspish intonation did not go unnoticed. “We have a good idea of who’s advocating for the various options, and it does appear that they recently came to a decision—Colonel Yeager’s raid looks to be the catalyst—but we’ve no indications yet what it was.” 


“Hence your scheme.” The waspish note had not improved her temper. “What makes you think they would react to a story about refueling problems at Outbound?” 


“Nothing—particular, ma’am. I mentioned it for the purposes of illustration, no more.” 


“So—whatever we say—how do we keep from confusing our own people as much as the Doms?” 


“We’d have to use Exarchy, ma’am. And rely on couriers to inform the subordinate commands.” 


“Doable,” PrenTalien commented. “Especially for a place like Outbound.” 


“Good point,” agreed Zahir. 


Narses, seeing that she was pushing it—even for her—subsided. 


Westover nodded. “Agreed. Joss, since this seems to be most in your area, come up with a scheme and go forward. We don’t have time for a lot of back and forth on this, so just take your best shot.” 


“I’m beginning to like this refueling notion,” Joss PrenTalien said, with a nod in Trin’s direction. “If Outbound had a problem with its refueling facilities, we’d have to take up the slack with a tanker fleet out of Merope. And we’d be at liberty to position it where it would be most convenient. That would give the Doms something new to think about, and a juicy new target to boot.” 


“If that’s what you think best.” Westover shifted his attention. “Devlyn, prep for another poke at Miranda—be somewhat ostentatious about it. Lian, support her on that. Offer help, but don’t overplay it, of course.” To her credit, the admiral did not snort. “That will send a message, as well. Is there anything else before we break?” 


Trin nodded slowly. “Possibly, sir.” 


“Yes, Commander?” 


“We’ve been finding some odd message threads lately—I can’t say how long they’ve been going on—but some appear to relate to an R&D effort, others to requisitions. Some may be test results. The only common denominator is that they might relate to large gravitic systems.” 


“How large?” Westover asked, interested. 


Trin shook her head. “Maybe dreadnought class? I don’t—there’s not a clear connection there, sir. Halith doesn’t have any new dreadnoughts in the slips, nor do we have anything on a new class being in development—even at the initial R&D phase. And all the components we can identify so far are in series production, not developmental.” She cast an apologetic look at her boss. “I’m sorry I haven’t reported on this before, sir. We’ve been finding these messages over the past few weeks, but the possible connection only occurred to us quite recently.” 


“No apologies, Trin. But you think there’s some special significance here?” 


“It’s hard to say—grav plants that size . . . they could be looking to jump something quite large. I’ll keep after it, of course.” 


PrenTalien took that in with a serious look and gave Trin a nod. “First things first, though.” 


“Of course, sir.” 


The CNO glanced a final time about the table. “I believe we’re concluded here then. That was productive. I think we’ve found our road at last. All that remains is to follow it.” Here, he favored Trin with a professional smile. “Thank you for your input, Commander. Carry on.” 


“Yes, sir.” Trin rose, moving stiffly and supporting herself against the edge of the table with both hands. “Thank you, sir.” 


*     *     * 


Once in the passageway, Joss PrenTalien put a fatherly hand on his intelligence chief’s shoulder. 


“You were looking a little piqued in there, Trin. Are you doing alright?” 


“Perfectly, sir”—attempting to support the bald assertion with a frayed smile. “It’s really nothing. I’ll be fine.” 


“Well, take care of yourself, then. Get some rest. You’re not looking well.” 


“I will, sir.” She tapped the folio under her arm. “Just as soon as I deal with this.” 













Z-Day minus 24




IHS Marshall Nedelin, docked;
 Janin Station, Tau Verde, Vulpecula Region


“Jakob, it is good to see you,” Admiral Caneris greeted his old friend warmly. Joaquin Caneris was not notable for personal warmth, and that he showed it to any degree bespoke the deep connection between the two men. 


“I am happy to see you as well, Joaquin. Happier than you might imagine.” Adenauer invited him to a seat in his day cabin. Caneris was well aware of the tremendous strain Adenauer had been under; what was more, he could see it in the new lines on the long face and in the bowed shoulders. “Truly, I had not looked for you this trip.” 


Caneris had arrived unexpectedly with IHS Orlan, which had docked early that AM, and Adenauer suspected he had more reason for making the trip than to oversee the orderly transfer of his newest and largest battleship to the Kerberos Fleet. As much as he wished to hear what those reasons might be, there were proprieties to be observed. “But before I say more, allow me to offer my deepest condolences. Ava was a jewel among women. I am most heartily sorry.” 


“Thank you,” Caneris replied, his voice uninflected. Ava Marcellanis, his wife of fifty years, had recently succumbed to the aftereffects of her immunocyte implant triggering a cytokine storm, a rare but not unheard of reaction, especially in postpausal women. Then he spoke in a more human tone. “It was a mercy, there at the last. You know how she would never consent to seem a cripple.” 


“Yes,” Adenauer said simply, putting an end to the topic. “So what news? I must imagine you have some.” 


“That is true,” Caneris allowed. “But before we attend to that, I’m afraid I have to apprise you of new developments you will not find so pleasant, regarding this business with Jantony Banner.” 


“What business?” 


“You have not heard?” 


Adenauer shrugged, opening his long hands. “He requested a billet here. I was obliged to turn him down. I do not think he was well pleased.” 


Here the Kerberos Fleet’s commander was perhaps not being wholly candid. While he readily admitted the genius of Banner’s flying, Adenauer personally found the turbulent aristocrat vain, arrogant, and too showy by half. The “flying circus” he’d formed between the wars had real practical value, but it was also shameless self-promotion and needless grandstanding. But what truly raised Adenauer’s indignation to a fine pitch was Banner’s habit of—here the admiral preferred a Terran word—hotdogging: flying combat missions for the express purpose of scoring kills without regard for the real objective. At best, this was a chivalric stunt—searching for an opponent “worthy of his guns”—but Adenauer knew for a fact that by the end of the last war, Banner had taken to shadowing other formations solo, looking to pick off damaged enemy fighters to pad his list of kills with little or no risk to himself. That was discreditable in the extreme, and when Banner had talked his way into combat and applied for a posting to the Kerberos Fleet, Adenauer had been happy to promptly deny it. 


“Vansant took him on,” he finished, a move which had surprised him not at all, and at the time, he’d wished the Duke Albrecht Fleet’s CO joy of having the prickly prima donna in his command. “Has he raised some complaint?” That also would not surprise him. 


Caneris’ normally inexpressive face registered something not far from shock. “He was wounded at Miranda. Most severely. Has been in a coma since—not expected to recover. Almost certainly will not.” 


“You astonish me.” And indeed Adenauer looked it. “What happened? Was it Commander Huron?” That would be the most plausible explanation. And as Huron had killed his friend, Pavel Heinck, Banner had all the more reason to seek an engagement. 


“It was not Commander Huron,” Caneris emphasized, still recovering from his wonder at his friend having been kept in the dark. “Though it seems clear Banner thought it was. You know his habits.” 


Adenauer merely nodded, not wishing to interrupt. 


“His flight recorder data shows he was stalking a dogfight—six of ours against two of theirs. One of their pilots was put out of action swiftly, but the other, instead of taking the prudent course, attacked.” 


“With what result?” 


“He killed five outright and crippled the last—the pilot failed to return. You can see how that would invite the comparison.” Caneris used the masculine pronoun reflexively: the Imperial Navy did not allow women as pilots in their strike and reconnaissance forces. 


“Indeed so.” 


“However, that was a small thing to what followed. I have seen the video—and I tell you plainly, Jakob, such a display of lethal virtuosity I have never before witnessed.” 


Very strong words from Joaquin Caneris. Adenauer could not recall him an occasion where he’d been so emphatic before. “If it was not Commander Huron, who was it?” 


“That is the devil of it, Jakob. We don’t know. The officer was junior enough to be a wingman, not even an element leader.” 


“That is bad.” Adenauer glanced toward one of the large lit console screens, not registering the data displayed there. Seen objectively, the incident might appear inconsequential enough—the fate of a single man—but war was not an objective business. Symbolism wielded great influence in war, and Captain Jantony Banner, Halith’s most revered warrior, was one of the most potent symbols of all. If it became widely known that he had been defeated and perhaps killed by a junior CEF officer who couldn’t even be identified, it could not but have a very poor effect on morale, with potentially far-reaching consequences. How the Ministry of Information would handle the debacle, Adenauer had no idea. Banner could not plausibly be kept out of the limelight much longer. 


“You say there is no hope of survival?” 


“No hope of recovery, certainly. Survival is a more delicate matter.” 


Adenauer’s expression hardened and he waited for Caneris to go on. 


“Indeed, the Ministry strongly desired life-support to be removed and things allowed to take their ‘natural’ course.” The set of Caneris’ jaw eloquently expressed his disapproval of the whole affair. “The family refused, of course.” 


“I don’t wonder.” Euthanizing, in effect, a man—an aristocrat—of Banner’s stature was unheard of. 


“Banner has been released into their care. Subject to certain stipulations.” 


Maintaining a strict silence he meant. Now they were reaching the heart of the matter, it seemed. 


“Obviously, they have been suppressing the incident—more effectively than I would have believed possible, as you had not heard—and the decision has been made that Banner shall be ‘lost in action’ in the course of the forthcoming operations. The Ministry’s propaganda people are hard at work making a production of it—a suitably epic end—odds of twenty to one were even discussed—and we may be assured the media will play it constantly for years.” 


This struck a chill to Adenauer’s stomach—not the ridiculous fancy of engaging at twenty to one; that could hardly be attempted to be believed—but from what he anticipated must be coming next. 


By his look, Caneris inferred his friend’s feelings. “I regret to say you have been assigned major supporting role in all of this.” 


As he thought. “Did they provide you with details? Or must we wait upon those?” There was only one way to handle this, and nothing he could do about it, but he might as well hear the scheme now. 


“They did, to a degree. Banner will be assigned to your fleet with a new squadron. The double has been visosculpted and preparations are now finalizing.” 


“Condemned? Or did they find a volunteer?” It made little difference either way. They would certainly use neurological implants and memory modules to allow the double to play his part convincingly, and the other members of his “squadron” would see that he did. Adenauer asked the question mainly to indulge his generally ineffable aggravation. 


“I’m afraid I cannot say. A basic framework has been established. No doubt the operation will provide ample engagements to lend the necessary degree of verisimilitude.” 


“No doubt,” Adenauer remarked dryly. “But what of the League? They will certainly want to profit from Banner’s ‘death’. Yet they can hardly release corroborating video. Are they aware what actually happened?” 


“It appears they are not. The fate of the other pilot is unknown. He took heavy damage as well, and may not have survived. Even now, there has been no mention, not even within CEF channels.” Accepting that with no more than a low noise from the back of his throat, Adenauer allowed Caneris to continue. “And they will revel in the result surely, but either ‘suppress’ video of the engagement or ‘doctor’ it to conceal the ‘vast damage’ wrought by a single pilot. Such will be the official line.” 


“Oh, surely.” Adenauer shook his head and rubbed his lower lip. “That implies sacrificing most of his ‘squadron’ for effect, does it not?” 


“It remains to be seen.” 


“Well, I appreciate that you brought me this word.” A routine alert appeared on a nearby console: Orlan requesting details regarding taking on stores, shore leave policy—someone wanting permission to send a boat . . . nothing that needed his attention. Adenauer routed it to his chief of staff to deal with. “But you had other news?” 


“Yes. Forgive my being the unwelcome messenger. But this should put things in a better light. They have agreed to release Jena to you. You will receive official word of the transfer in a day or so.” 


It certainly did put things in a better light. “Thank you, Joaquin”—with a stately inclination of his head. “I am deeply grateful for your efforts there.” 


“It is nothing—no more than justice. I am even happier to tell you the monitor is finally operational and will be able to deploy by the end of this week.” 


This was even more welcome news: the Naval Construction & Logistics Department had badly underestimated the difficulty in getting the monitor ready, and so much depended on it. 


“Will they send it here?” Adenauer was thinking ahead to the necessary logistical arrangements. 


“They will. The tuning of the grav plants has been quite problematic. They will need to be retested and verified before it can jump to Novaya Zemlya. Once there, you will then have to reassess whether it can make the transit to Wogan’s Reef.” 


“I see.” That implied a serious risk the enormous ship would fail to make a jump, but they had accepted that from the start, and Adenauer did not pursue the point, for Caneris clearly had more to say. 


“Now, I believe you have reservations about the Wogan’s Reef plan as proposed?” The recent wargames had revealed some glaring holes—holes the plan’s proponents were busy trying to explain away. 


“Most certainly,” Adenauer said with emphasis. “Especially this insistence by Bucharin that we not divide our forces. It ties my hands, Joaquin. Outbound Station is the key. If we do not seize it early in the battle and cut off PrenTalien’s escape route, we achieve very little. Our decisive battle is not decisive if he can retire with his fleet intact. It is his fleet that is our object—not some volume of space, however grand.” 


“Just so,” agreed Caneris, inwardly impressed by his laconic friend’s vehemence. “I felt that would be your position—strongly enough that I pressed Andros on this point, and he has agreed.” 


“Has he truly? That is excellent.” 


“There are other details that will admit modification, I think. All under seal—it is vital no word leak. But in its essence, the plan remains unchanged. PrenTalien must not leave Ardennes at Outbound as covering force, nor must he be presented with a situation so overwhelming that he decides to disengage. He is aggressive, yes”—anticipating his friend’s objection—“but Merope is his critical sector, not Wogan’s Reef, and he must answer to Admiral Westover, who will counsel prudence. Once he commits, he must be held until your Center Force can engage—the monitor will see to that.” Here, Caneris paused. “Now, would you rely on the Bannermans to deal with Outbound? You know about the tanker fleet being sent there, of course.” 


“I do know about it. And no, I would not—the timing is too critical to rely on the Bannermans. If they are late and allow PrenTalien to reposition his tankers, or even if they are early, it could be ruinous. It is vital that proper coordination be maintained, else we invite defeat in detail or risk missing the object altogether.” 


“I agree, and considering the conditions in the Reef, our carriers are of little value there. That allows us to detach them for other uses. It is on this possibility, Jakob, that I wish to hear your thoughts. I believe we might use them to decoy the blockading force so as to aid the Bannermans’ breakout, and then employ them against either Outbound, or better, the tanker fleet. It is the tankers that are key, and they are vulnerable to our attack craft, much more so than the station. As you say, it is PrenTalien’s fleet that is our true object. We need not hold the station—that would be extremely difficult with the forces at hand in any case—but the point is to effectively cut off his ability to retire with his force intact. Our carriers are well suited to this and I believe that justifies employing them independently on this occasion. Even if the tankers are moved, our long-range strike assets will be able to reach them, which gives us added flexibility.” 


Caneris stood, having taken on a terrier-like intensity. “Perhaps if we were to move to the BMC, I could be clearer.” 









Chapter Four: By The Fates Assembled




Z-Day minus 24





Northern California Territory;
 Western Federal District, Terra, Sol


The gentle light of the new-risen sun filtered through the heavily laden boughs of the peach trees to fall across Mariwen’s face, accentuating the eloquent curve of her cheek and the perfect shape of her lips, while emphasizing the extraordinary warmth of her flawless latte complexion. It was a famous face—indeed, one of the most famous in charted space—revered for its beauty. Such an inadequate word. To say Mariwen Rathor was beautiful was to state that which was blindingly obvious, and indeed, the multitudes were blinded by the captivating trademark smile, the lambent sensuality, the penetrating look in the dark eyes that could kill at a mile. But those were merely the tools of her trade. The essence went much deeper than that; a sublime quality, richer and more invisible, that defied description—and it was gone. In its place was a look of peace, as serene as this perfect morning with the dew-scented air barely stirring and the tiny droplets on the leaves catching the light in a myriad rainbow glints.


To Antoine Rathor, standing at his sister’s shoulder as she gazed up at something that had caught her attention in the branches above, that was the cruelest cut of all. The peace was manufactured, the serenity medically induced. This early walk in the peach orchard was actually a medical exercise: Mariwen’s time sense remained dislocated and carefully planned excursions like this were calculated to steady her perception of the passing days and hours, and help her sort prior memories from present existence. 


And it did seem to be working. His sister now smiled and talked much more easily, and if there was still a certain feeling of going through the motions about it, it was a definite improvement over the mechanical responses of the first year. The medical staff was quite pleased. Mariwen had weathered the dangerous period where lucid episodes combining with shattered memories often moved patients to suicide, and they now talked openly about attaining a significant degree of self-sufficiency. 


There were all the usual caveats, of course, and Antoine had done his own research. He knew they were far from out of this mental desert and a “significant degree of self-sufficiency” was very much in the eyes of the beholder—what the doctors considered significant and what was acceptable to him and their mother, and to Mariwen herself, could be wide apart. His reading told him that Mariwen had already recovered better than eighty percent of patients in like circumstances, but to see his sister condemned forever to this placid wandering in the wastelands of her mind—a sort of waking death—was not a fate he was, as yet, prepared to accept. 


It was a touchy issue. Her doctors had made him aware full recovery was next to unheard of, and in the rare cases it happened, it was the result of a spontaneous crisis, most often happening late in the rehabilitation process. It was not something to be sought after, they strongly cautioned. The usual outcome was a relapse into deep catatonia, rapidly degrading to a persistent vegetative state and death. In fact, at this point, with Mariwen showing such improvement, the primary focus of her treatment had shifted to seeing that this potential crisis would not occur. 


The family had acquiesced to this approach; on sober reflection there was really no choice. Nothing in Antoine’s personal makeup or profession predisposed him to put much stock in miracles, and while their mother’s older faith might have been more generous in this regard, it did not preclude being realistic about Mariwen's prognosis. 


Such thoughts were ever-present, but he pushed them into the background now as he looked up to see what absorbed his sister so. It appeared to be a blossom on one of the nearer branches, coming in late. The trees of this orchard bore both summer and winter fruit—with the last of the former ripening, the latter were just beginning to bud. 


Looking closer, he saw that this late bloom was unlikely to make it that far. One fragile petal had unfurled and it was already starting to fade, the telltale crinkling of the edges and faint stain of rust heralding the inevitable. It struck him with particular poignancy this morning, and left him wholly unprepared when Mariwen suddenly spoke. 


“She’s dead, isn’t she?” 


The words were shocking enough, but the way she said them more so. No one had heard such animation in her voice at any time during her rehabilitation. 


“Who is?” He kept his tone deliberately cautious, to mask the surprise she’d given him, and because he was half afraid of the answer. Mariwen’s late wife, Lora Comargo, had been murdered by Nestor Mankho’s people during her kidnapping on Hestia over two years ago, but his gut told him that wasn’t who Mariwen meant. 


“Kris.” 


“Kris isn’t dead”—wishing his gut had been wrong. 


“But—” Mariwen took her eyes off the blossom and looked into his face, a look that pierced to the bone. “I . . . Didn’t—I—?” 


Her eyes defocused and he had barely a second to react before she collapsed into his arms. 


*     *     * 


“What happened?” 


Dr. Alistair King, head of Mariwen’s medical team, shifted uneasily at Antoine's question. This setback had caught them all by surprise, and Dr. King was finding it harder than usual to maintain a pose of proper professional detachment. Antoine wished he’d just give it up: the way he kept twitching his shoulders while trying to keep his folded hands still wasn’t helping anything. 


“I’m afraid it’s still too soon to say with certainty. Until her condition stabilizes, we can’t take the necessary measures. However . . .” The doctor cleared his throat—never a good sign. “You are familiar with the role of an associative anchor, I trust?” 


“To a degree, yes.” 


“Key memories, I believe they are called in the popular literature. Not the best term. But critical, especially in a case such as your sister’s—critical, that is, to reconstruction. Anchors—particularly strong anchors—cannot be readily modified, even for therapeutic purposes, as doing so risks unraveling, as it were, an entire memory stack. Thus, we are unable to loop them out, as we could other memory structures, if they are . . . problematic. This creates certain—difficulties.” 


“Yes.” Antoine was sure there was a point to all this. 


Dr. King was flexing his hands now. “What we have been able to determine is that there’s been a considerable degree of transference—that’s to be expected, of course, when someone has been subjected to such extensive memory manipulation—but in this case, the specifics are, ah—” He stopped and, unclasping his hands, leaned back in his chair. “At this time there exists in your sister’s mind serious confusion regarding the nature of her relationships with her late wife and this other woman, Loralynn Kennakris. Normally, this would be straightforward to deal with, by suppressing the improper associations. But your sister is also cognizant that her wife died. And unfortunately, one of the strongest anchors we’ve been able to identify relates to the events immediately before the neural implant was broken.” 


When Mariwen was pointing a gun at Kris and about to squeeze the trigger. Antoine had seen the classified government surveillance video, not just the blurry long-distance recording the media had released. 


“You are saying,” he began stiffly, “that Mariwen believes she was married to Loralynn Kennakris, not Lora Comargo and, knowing her wife is dead, thinks she killed her.” 


“Not precisely. Or I should say, that cannot be determined at this time. But the conflicting perceptions—her wife’s death, her emotions in regard to Loralynn Kennakris, the events of—yes, those appear to be the cause of this episode.” 


“But it’s easy enough to demonstrate that Loralynn Kennakris is alive. Wouldn’t that help?” 


“I’m afraid not.” The doctor leaned forward on his desk again. “You sister’s ability to properly process sensory input is still compromised, and with this setback, we cannot be confident of what effect a given stimulus will have—when she regains consciousness, that is. As far as we can tell, your sister did not suffer a full cascade failure, as happened when the implant broke. But extreme caution is required at this point.” 


“I see.” 


“Yes. In view of that, there is another topic I feel it necessary to raise.” 


Given the direction of their conversation, Antoine had been expecting this. “Loralynn Kennakris.” 


“Just so. I understand this woman is a fighter pilot?” 


“She is a flight officer, yes.” 


“Indeed. I would imagine that you are much more aware than I that a flight officer’s life—that is, that the risks involved are extreme?” 


Antoine, not liking where this was headed at all, nodded. 


“By that, I mean the risks to your sister’s recovery, should this woman become a fatality,” the doctor added, somewhat too hastily. 


“Doctor,” Antoine interrupted brusquely, “are you about to suggest that Ensign Kennakris be expunged from my sister’s memory?” 


“Such a course might be advisable. Under the circumstances. Given the nature of the attachment.” 


The medical lexicon apparently did not admit the word love. 


“It’s not that I don’t appreciate your concerns, Doctor,” Antoine began slowly. “But is it not also important that my sister’s love for Loralynn Kennakris has been a primary factor in her recovery? Especially in view of this setback? The transference issues should be resolved in time, shouldn’t they? Or does the current prognosis not envision that?” 


“We must be guarded as to the prognosis, of course. For the time being. But my concern here encompasses the out-years as well.” 


It wasn’t like Doctor King to be so evasive. Clearly there was more behind this than the simple worry about what would happen to Mariwen should Kris be killed in action. 


“Out-years. By that, you mean the possibility of a future relationship.” 


“Mr. Rathor, we had spoken before of certain rare instances where full recovery was attained.” 


“We had.” 


“You understand, I trust, that any such possibility is now precluded?” 


At this, Antoine could do no more than nod. Dr. King accepted the nod with something like a muffled cough and looked down to retrieve a sheaf of hardcopy from a desk drawer. Placing it on his desk between them, he drew his hands back and regarded Antoine with an air that appeared to contain more uneasiness than might be expected in a medical professional of his prominence. 


“Given the new circumstances,” he began, in a slow voice, weighted with proactive justification, “and the significance of this Loralynn Kennakris to your sister’s mental state—” Pausing abruptly, he glanced briefly at the document before meeting Antoine’s eyes again. “Have you met her, by the way?” 


“I’ve had a conversation with her, yes.” 


“Ah. As I was saying, in view of current circumstances, I felt it necessary to make certain inquires. I imagine you have not heard of a Dr. E.E Quillan?” 


“No. I have not.” 


“A naval commander, but quite well-regarded.” 


Antoine tightened his jaw at the gaffe but let it slide by without comment. 


“Considered a specialist in these matters,” Dr. King went on, conscious he’d overstepped. “We have consulted a time or two. As it happens”—here, he tapped the pages—“he performed the initial psychiatric evaluation on Ensign Kennakris, immediately upon her recovery—you are aware of her history, of course?” 


“Certainly.” 


“Yes. Obviously, it would be out of the question for him to divulge details, but he did supply an overview, conforming to a standard professional—well, here it is.” With that, he pushed the papers across the desk to Antoine. 


Antoine lifted the coversheet and scanned the first page. His face hardened. “He’s essentially calling her a psychopath here.” 


“That’s not quite accurate—unfortunately imprecise,” Dr. King replied uncomfortably. Gesturing at the document, he added, “If you refer to the second page, you will see that he describes certain indicators, possible latent tendencies, a certain—” Seeing that Antoine was making no move to view the page, he broke off, pulling his hands once again into his lap. “Mr. Rathor, I realize this is a delicate subject. I cannot, of course, endorse all of Dr. Quillan’s conclusions, as I have no direct knowledge of the woman. But I can say there is compelling evidence of serious instabilities.” 


“Doctor—” Antoine also leaned back, leaving the document between them. “I understand your concern. But I cannot consent to any course that would tend to suppress my sister’s feelings toward Loralynn Kennakris.” 


With a shallow nod, Dr. King picked up the document and returned it to his desk. “We shall of course be responsive to your wishes. However—” 


“Yes?” 


“Permit me to say that any direct contact between your sister—once she recovers from this present episode—and such an individual would, for the time being, be extremely ill-advised.” 


Coming slowly to his feet, Antoine signaled the end of the meeting with a curt acknowledgement. “That, I shall take under advisement.” 














Z-Day minus 21





LSS Trafalgar, docked;
 Outbound Station, Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Kris, wearing tight black exercise shorts and a matching tank top, sprinted up the simulated incline of a treadmill in Trafalgar’s forward rec spaces. Her long muscular legs flashed and her bare feet pounded out a swift rhythm as she attacked the “hill” created the artificial gravity gradient, and her flushed skin was glistening with sweat. Today, this was not about the exercise: it was Stage 3 of the physical she needed to pass as a first step to getting back her flight rating. 


There was more to it than mere stamina—much more. The treadmill projected a facsimile of a HUD in the holographic space just before her, and targets popped in and out at random intervals. For some, she had to take the appropriate action by tapping the HUD’s virtual controls; others she had to locate in the space about her and actually touch, and since these winking multicolored spheres were just projections, they could scamper about with a fine disregard for inertia. A few were to be ignored; they were just distractions from targets that actually mattered. Every time she missed one, the treadmill made life more difficult for her. If she scored three or more in a row, it eased off. Overall, it was a grueling test of stamina, coordination, reflexes, and situational awareness. 


And it felt like it was killing her. She needed an 85-percent score to pass and right now, she was hovering between 83 and 84. She had less than four minutes left, and if she nailed the remaining targets and beat the standard course time by at least 30 seconds, she figured she’d get to 86 percent—barely. Gritting her teeth, she forced her pace up another notch. 


Huron, dressed similarly, was on the adjacent treadmill, matching her stride for stride. Bastard that he was, his score was perfect. He wasn’t even breathing all that hard. But then, he was reaping the benefits of never missing. Son of a bitch. 


A cloud of targets appeared high and right. Her hand shot out, fingers tapping precisely, but a touchable one skittered past, forcing her to twist to swat it and she almost stumbled. At that moment, a fugitive shot right over her head. She had to pull up to make a desperate stab, but the little fucker winked out a split-second too soon. 


Goddammit! That miss was all she could afford. Her success with the others bought her a respite though, and incline lessened. Sucking in great lungfuls of air, she lengthened her stride as she came onto the “flat.” There was barely a minute left. Three more targets appeared, but they were top-dead-center, and the spacing wasn’t bad. She dealt with each methodically. The course timer chimed and treadmill slowed down, allowing her to lope to stop. 


Bending forward with her hands on her shaking knees, Kris breathed deep and slow. Her healed ribs hurt; her chest was one massive crushing ache and her trachea burned as if she’d been drinking molten metal. Her vision was shot through with sparks that danced and whirled like fireflies. None of which enlarged her appreciation any when Huron said cheerily, “Not bad.” 


She blinked until she could make out the scoring display. It read 85.4. 


“Skin of my fuckin’ teeth,” she wheezed. 


Huron adopted a conciliatory mien. “SMS is no cakewalk, Kris. You just need to give it time.” 


“I just need to beat somebody’s ass”—glowering savagely at her exercise readouts. A month ago, she wouldn’t have just hammered this course, she would have actually made it beg for mercy. 


“Think you could?” One of those smiles was flirting with the corner of his mouth. 


“You makin’ an offer there, sir?” Gimme just five minutes to get my breath back. 


Huron cracked his knuckles with a keen-edged grin. “If that’s how it is, Ensign, let’s clear the compartment and see whatcha got.” 


Ten minutes later, the compartment cleared and wrestling mats deployed, Kris and Huron locked forearms and waited for the timer. They’d agreed to full contact, of course, but only to the third degree—one shy of no holds barred—and best two out of three. The timer beeped, Huron swiveled and snapped one knee up between Kris’s arm and torso, catching her in a flying armbar. Twisting expertly, he slammed her to the mat hard. Kris grunted as he released his hold to put a knee against her exposed throat. She tapped out. 


Getting to her feet slowly, he grinned at the unyielding look in her yellow-turned hazel eyes. They locked arms again, and when the timer sounded, Kris smashed her elbows out hard, breaking contact and darting a shin into his midsection. He moved to dodge and two quick straight lefts caught him squarely on the chin, dropping him to one knee. 


Moving easily now on the balls of her feet, Kris laughed. “How’s that, sir?” 


He smirked and wiped the back of his hand across his split lip. “Better.” 


Climbing to his feet, he slipped another combination and tried to wrap up her left arm. She broke the hold and kicked high, but he closed, cutting off the angle and caught her with a blow to the abdomen. Grunting, she opened the range, throwing a series of jabs, but her left hand drifted low. He slid to her off-side and dropped her with a wicked right cross. 


“Gotta watch that hand,” he commented unhelpfully. 


“Yeah. I’ll do that”—spitting blood on the mat. 


“How much more of this do you want?” he asked as she scrambled back up. 


“Dunno yet”—shaking her head and rolling her shoulders as she bobbed and weaved in front of him. He feinted high, went low to sweep her leg. She twirled, he missed, her heel rammed into his chest, knocking him back a meter. Instantly, she closed, throwing a vicious flurry rights and lefts that he mostly blocked. Grappling high, he tried a hip throw, but she writhed around behind him and drove a knee into the small of his back. They toppled together and she got her legs in a scissors lock around his throat. He tapped out. 


“You taking it easy on me?” Her eyes were sparkling as he staggered up, rubbing his neck. 


“Wouldn’t dream of it.” 


They took their stance, and broke at the sound of the timer. A stunning head butt snapped her upright and his flying round kick sent her spinning backwards into a bulkhead. She slumped to the deck, gasping. 


“Unless you want me to, of course,” he added. 


“No. Never.” Her voice was a weak, hacking rasp. She lifted an arm with difficulty. “Ah, shit. Help me up, would’ja?” 


He crossed the mats and lifted her gently. For a minute, she just lay limp against his chest, panting shallowly. Her firm body was unusually warm through the thin exercise rig, the heat coming off in dense waves. He smoothed some damp strands of hair back from the side her face and neck. 


“Did you get what you want?” 


She straightened, wavering slightly as he helped support her with one arm. 


“Not entirely”—pressing the back of her forearm to her bleeding lips and wincing as she smiled. “But close.” 


“You’ll get even next time”—continuing to steady her with one hand. 


She gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Count on it.” 














Z-Day minus 17





LSS Bellerophon, docked;
 Outbound Station, Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


“Your serve.” 


Minerva Lewis tossed the small black-and-white ball across the court—LSS Bellerophon’s aft portside fighter staging bay, behind the hanger deck, which when not engaged in flight ops could be configured as an assembly area, a theatre or, as in this instance, a low-gee racquetball court. Her opponent, a slim woman of medium height with a wiry build, short bright-red hair framing an engaging heart-shaped face, and a smile that in her youth would have called to mind something of a roguish pixie (even now, it was not entirely innocent of that character), caught the ball and, bouncing it twice in preparation, leapt. 


They were playing side by side, as was usual for singles, separated by a net down the length of the court. Lines marked out the live areas of the court, the automated gamemaster presented a target box the player serving must hit, and each player had a scoring box behind them to defend. The ball was allowed to bounce off each live surface only once to stay in play. The game could be played loose or tight, the latter being a more challenging court with smaller serving targets and a larger scoring box. In addition, the serve could be random or called. In the called game, the server would announce the location of the target box. Otherwise, the gamemaster would place it randomly in any of the designated areas. 


Today, they were playing the game random and tight, and the gamemaster flashed the black target box in a difficult position to the far left. At the top of her leap, the redhead slammed a hard shot into it, and Minerva Lewis faded back to take the ricochet with an easy forehand. She preferred to play well back, where her exceptional reach could be used to advantage, nursing the game with patient volleys. Her opponent, shorter and more aggressive, liked crowding up to exploit the riskier angles. She did so now, chopping a quick backhand off the deck that bounced smartly to just nick the upper-right corner of Lewis’s scoring box. 


“Point!” announced the score-bot in its hieratic voice. “Advantage McKenzie!” 


With a silvery laugh, Lewis’s opponent served for the match. This time, Lewis played up and sent it back wearing a nasty topspin. That took some of the juice out of McKenzie’s return, allowing Lewis to set up a series of long cannon shots that worked the court. Having pushed McKenzie back to her baseline, she closed suddenly to hit a forehand winner. 


McKenzie shot forward in a wildly dangerous move, meeting the volley in the one place she could, and slapped it hard. Lewis, caught leaning the wrong way, lunged, laying flat out a meter in the air, but the spinning orb rocketed past, a centimeter beyond the tip of her outstretched racquet. She tucked a shoulder and hit the deck rolling, bouncing once before she fetched up hard against the bulkhead. 


“Game! Set! Match!” boomed the score-bot. “McKenzie, thirteen. Lewis, eleven.” 


“Oomph!” Lewis pulled herself into a sitting position, flexing her shoulder. “You had no damn right to save that last shot.” 


“If you can’t do something right, do something rash,” replied Captain Kellyn McKenzie of the Bellerophon. When they’d started playing low-gee racquetball together years ago, Lewis had won more often than not. These days, McKenzie had a slight edge, thanks in part to her quickness, but more to a studious application through which she’d developed a mean inside game. 


Lewis had known Kellyn McKenzie since their Academy days, and when she arrived at Outbound to find her unit had been assigned to the light carrier commanded by her oldest friend, she was overjoyed. Overjoyed might have been overstating the case under normal circumstances, but not the way things had been going recently. 


“Better to do somethin’ desperate than do somethin’ dumb,” Lewis agreed. “How much is that I owe you?” 


“Forget about it.” 


“Take winner’s dibs on the hot water, at least.” 


McKenzie laughed as she settled down on the deck next to Lewis. “Y’know, as captain of this here barge, I do get my own shower, Min. Privilege of rank.” 


“Ya don’t say. Knew there had to be some reason you took this job.” 


McKenzie was a year younger than Lewis, but she’d kept her commission during the peace. Advancing by merit alone, she’d made captain just before the war broke out. Bellerophon was her first major command. With a groan, she hit a button on the bulkhead and removed a couple of towels from the aperture that opened, handing one to Lewis. “Here. Don’t say I never gave you anything.” 


Lewis accepted it with a grin and mopped her face and neck. McKenzie followed suit, then leaned back against the bulkhead and picked up one of their water bottles. She took a long, slow drink and set it between them. 


“I’m sorry about Kate.” 


“She only did what she had to do. Like any of us.” Lewis dried her wavy, leonine hair vigorously. “Mind if I kill that?” 


McKenzie offered the bottle. “But better than most of us.” 


Min shrugged a shoulder, drained half of what was left and poured the remainder down her chest. 


“You’re seeing Shiloh again?” 


A rueful laugh. “Good Christ! You got eyes everywhere?” 


“I just like to know how my old friends are doing.” 


“And who they’re doing?” Lewis peeled off the top of her drenched exercise rig. 


“Min—” 


“You grilled Anders, right? Damn his mouth anyway.” 


“He worries about you sometimes.” 


Min snorted. “Well, since you asked. Shy’s on her way back to Mars—got a training billet. We happened to cross paths on Tenebris, that’s all. She’s still a great gal.” That uncomfortable lift of the left shoulder again. 


But not Kate. Kell knew her friend’s look, however, and knew better than to voice that thought. 


“Okay, I’ll stop being nosy. Six months on blockage, Min. You gotta cut us some slack. We go a little stir crazy.” 


“How’s it going out there?” 


McKenzie sagged further back and shook her head, stirring what strands of bright red hair weren’t plastered about her high-colored face. “Well, aside from the fact we’ve got two COs who’d rather piss down each other’s back than give out the time of day, it’s sterling.” 


“That bad?” 


“You have no idea.” 


“Why don’t they do anything?” 


“The Old Man’s hands are pretty well tied.” Kell shifted and picked up the towel. “Hollis and Rhimer are First Fleet. The CinC can tell them what to do, but he can’t fire them.” 


“Can’t they have one of ’em reassigned? There’s always a way to finagle a transfer.” 


“That’s just it. You see, scuttlebutt says that Rhimer privately accused Hollis of lacking conduct.” 


“He actually said his CO was shy?” To accuse your direct superior of cowardice was as far beyond the pale as you could get. In the Meridies, the socially acceptable answer was to arrange one of those traditional meetings at dawn. Of course, dueling in time of war was strictly forbidden, but it still happened. 


“I don’t know if it’s true, but it got all over the whisper net and now Rhimer’s about as popular as—well, you can guess. Nobody will touch him, so a face-saving transfer is out of the question and despite everything, they don’t have good cause to relieve him.” 


“Hollis didn’t call him out?” 


“Some people say he did and that Rhimer hid behind the regs. Personally, I don’t buy it. I think that’s just the shit-pitching monkeys. But Hollis does want Rhimer stuck on blockade duty till hell freezes over. Stretched as thin as we are, no one wants to wade in this particular cesspit. And so far they’re holding the line.” She tossed away the towel she’d been holding. “But I tell ya, if the Bannermans don’t make a move here within the month, I think they are gonna start shooting at each other.” 


“That’d take care of the problem, wouldn’t it?” 


McKenzie laughed as she stood up and got out of her own sopping exercise rig. “You goddamned lobsters! That’s your solution to everything.” 


“Sure. It keeps things simple.” 


*     *     * 


“Thanks, Kell.” Minerva Lewis smiled as she stepped out of the shower in the captain’s stateroom. “This is a sweet setup you’ve got here.” 


“Carriers are nice,” Bellerophon’s captain remarked as she dried Min’s hard-muscled back, noting some new scars, freshly healed. “Flag rank is even better.” 


Min bent to towel off one leg, then the other. “Then I’ve got something to look forward to.” 


“You do. Come by when you get off. Have a drink with me.” 


Min straightened and reached for her uniform. “I’d love to, Kell. But we’ve got these three hundred kids who’ve never been kissed. Good kids. Gotta see to it they know enough to pour piss out of a boot.” 


McKenzie replied with a soft, knowing laugh as her friend got dressed. “Y’think I’ve gone blind since I last saw you, Min? You’re holding on too tight. You need to let it ramble for an evening. Let Anders dry the kids’ ears tonight. He owes you one anyway.” 


Lewis tucked her hair up and settled her cap over it. “We’ll see. Maybe you’re right. Say, do you know Commander Wesselby? The DSI hereabouts?” 


“By reputation.” 


“Never met her?” 


“No. Why?” 


“Her office sent me a request—might’ve been just a routine fuck-up. I dunno. Doesn’t feel right.” 


“About Anandale?” 


“Yep. I’m heading over to the PLESIG Annex to see her now.” 


A guarded look closed over McKenzie’s features. “Might want to be careful leading with your chin on that.” 


Min cast her a sideways glance. “Something I should know?” 


“No.” McKenzie shook her head. “Nothing on my radar. Just work light around Anandale—I think the weather’s still kinda treacherous there. And don’t let tonight slip your mind.” 


“Right. I’ll see what I can do.” 


*     *     * 


“Hello, Captain. What can I do for you?” 


Captain Lewis, wearing her best poker face, surveyed the woman across the desk, who was doing exactly the same thing. She had to admit the commander was doing it quite well—being professionally solicitous while projecting an air of unflappable competence that gave away next to nothing. Next to nothing because Lewis detected, in the set of her jaw and the newly deepened lines around her unnervingly pale eyes, that the commander was under an unusual amount of strain and had been for a long time. She was also curious about Lewis’s request for a meeting and not entirely happy about it. 


Forewarned, Lewis kept her manner as smooth as could be. “Well, Commander, I got a request from this office a while back, and as there seemed to be a bit of misdirection involved, it bounced around some. Being in the neighborhood, I thought I should check in and see if there was any follow-up required.” 


“I see.” 


Lewis saw that the commander was not completely buying her facile explanation. 


“What request?” 


She brought out her xel, opened the message and passed it across to Trin Wesselby. Trin read it, one side of her prim mouth pulling down as she did so. Handing the xel back, she tapped a series of commands on her desktop. Surveying the result, her frown deepened. 


“It appears I owe you an apology, Captain. That request should have been sent to your regimental headquarters. As those reports are under your sig-file, it looks as if you were mistaken for the point of contact.” The look that accompanied this explanation did not bode well for the party responsible, once the commander got them in her sights. Trin cleared the desktop with a sweep of her hand. “I regret the inconvenience.” 


“So just a routine screw-up, then.” Min set the barb casually. 


Trin’s cold grey eyes got noticeably colder. “Not routine in this office, Captain.” 


Having learned all she wanted to know, Min gave the commander a nod and stood up. “I’m sure that’s the case. I won’t take up any more of your time, Commander.” 


Trin stood with her. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Captain.” 


Line marine captains in the CEF did not salute naval staff officers below flag rank, so the two women shook hands. 


Exiting the office complex and entering the station’s tube system on the way back to their temporary barracks to confer with Anders about the evening’s activities and assess if keeping her date with Kell was really doable, Min considered her brief exchange with Commander Wesselby. She’d known more than a few intel types in her career. They tended to be windy, bookish sorts: detail driven, slow to commit, hard to pin down. The commander might have those latter qualities in spades, and while she had the bookish act down pat, underneath it she was about as bookish as a bayonet. And, Min reflected darkly, she knew a fuck-ton more about Anandale than she was letting on. 


This was no ordinary nickel-and-dime intel whitewash—Min knew that in her bones. No one had been where she’d been and done what she’d done without developing the ability to detect bullshit a great way off, and Anandale reeked. Kell was right: this was dangerous ground. But she’d been raised on dangerous ground. And there was no place like home. 


*     *     * 


Near the end of the first dog watch, the entry panel of Huron’s quarters aboard Trafalgar chimed. Looking up, he was surprised to see it was Trin Wesselby. Admitting her, they barely exchanged a glance as she crossed to his bunk and collapsed on it, giving her head an abrupt shake and dragging one hand down her face. 


Slowly, he resumed his seat. “So . . . To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” 


Trin did not look up. “Lock down, would you?” 


Huron tapped an icon on his console, and the entry panel beeped twice and cycled to red as it secured the compartment. 


Straightening, Trin raised her eyes and scrubbed her palms against her knees. “Do you know a marine captain, Minerva Lewis? Her unit’s been assigned here—to Third Fleet.” 


“All-Forces-Unarmed-Combat-Champion Lewis?” 


“Correct.” 


“I’ve seen her a time or three. I’m sure we’ve been introduced.” 


“How would you describe her?” 


“Colorful.” 


“Quite. She paid me a visit today.” 


“What about?” 


“It was just a clerical error.” 


“A clerical error?” That sounded almost bizarre, coming from Trin. More unnerving yet, she was biting the inside of her cheek and seemed to be unaware of it. 


“That was the proximate cause”—sounding a little more like herself. “A few weeks ago, we sent out a routine request for some background files on Anandale that one of Burton’s staff asked for. Not the sort of thing that even crosses my desk. It should have gone straight to their regimental HQ.” She paused to rub the muscles at the base of her skull. “Well, whoever handled it—the request—must have just looked up the sig-file on the reports and pulled an address. Captain Lewis was the senior surviving officer at Anandale. She submitted the AAR and the reports were sealed with her sig-file. They didn’t crosscheck her address to verify that she was an HQ POC. So the request went to her by mistake.” 


“I see.” 


“She called this AM and asked to see me. I thought maybe it was a staff matter.” 


“You didn’t ask someone else to handle it?” 


“We’re not all prima donnas, Rafe.” 


“Apologies”—noting the lack of banter in her tone. “I only meant that seems an unusual way to handle a routine request.” 


“It wasn’t a routine request. She asked to see me, very specifically. When someone new we don’t know does that, I indulge them, if only to see what’s on their mind.” 


“And what was on her mind?” 


Trin summarized the brief meeting. “I wasn’t even aware of the request. I explained what must’ve happened—I confirmed it after she left—and, ah—” 


“She wasn’t satisfied.” 


“She believed there’d been a mix-up. I don’t think she accepted that our office—or I—don’t have a deeper interest in Anandale.” 


“So you think she was fishing.” 


“Rafe, you know what happened—her battalion took over seventy percent casualties there. I did some checking. The XO died of her injuries on the way back. She could have easily been saved, but she refused treatment because there weren’t enough medical supplies—or medics—to handle all the wounded.” 


“And she and Captain Lewis were close.” 


“Very.” 


“So she has a personal interest.” 


“Indeed, she does. Did you know she served in two mercenary units between the wars?” 


“I know she did a long stint in Corhaine’s Black Hats—the Tanith Rangers, if you’re feeling formal.” 


“Who specialize in black ops.” 


“And are quite proficient at them.” 


“She also operated with CAT 5 on at least half a dozen occasions—three of which were while she was with the Tanith Rangers.” CATs—Covert Action Teams—were the CEF’s elite special operations units. They were drawn from the Marine Corps, but officers from the other services might lead them—those frequently employed this way formed an unofficial “CAT Club.” Huron was such a one, owing to his long association with CAT 5, and especially its leader, the near-legendary Sergeant Major Yu. 


“We never overlapped, Trin, so I don’t know what her involvement was. But Fred Yu has a good opinion of her, if that helps.” 


“And none of this is of any concern to you.” 


Now it was Rafe’s turn to gnaw his inner lip. “What are you getting at here, Trin?” 


“You know what I’m getting at, Rafe. The last thing we need right now is a loose cannon with a wet chip on her shoulder, an extensive SPEC-Ops resume, and untraceable back-channels to a premier black-ops outfit snooping around Anandale!” 


“What do you think she’s gonna do, Trin? Mutiny? Go to the media?” 


“I don’t know what she might do, Rafe. That’s what worries me.” 


Huron sighed. “Trin. You’ve been pushing harder than anyone should for months now. Isn’t it time you pulled back a little and got some rest?” 


“There’s a war on, Rafe.” 


“Yeah.” He swept a hand through his hair, mostly to hide his expression. “I know that.” 














Z-Day minus 14





Crystal City, Outer N-Ring;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Von Williams’ Lark was a club, proclaimed as such by the flutter of a multispectral sign ascending (flirtatiously) the three-story façade, that occupied a prime location along Crystal City’s main concourse (sandwiched between an upscale bordello and a law office). This was due to seniority. When the edifice, constructed in and around a substantial asteroid near the system’s outer boundary, was auctioned off, garnering the original investors twelve percent of their outlay, the club’s owner, Von Williams, had been first to bid. Its notoriety, the club owed to Von himself, who was well into his second century and thus more than three times as old as Crystal City. His eccentricities were legion: he believed there were two kinds of beer, dark and other; he served whisky, a unitary class in his view, and it was best not to inquire about the origin; he hated tequila with a white-hot intensity and asking for it would get you tossed out on your ear. Lastly, his antediluvian views on female chastity meant the working girls kept a decidedly low profile. 


On the other hand, he loved champagne and the place bulged with the stuff. Rumor had it he liked to come out after hours and gaze on the collection with a beneficence that was almost paternal. If you could tell the difference between a Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin and a Pommery Cuvée Louise or a Perrier-Jouët Belle Époque, you got the bottle on the house. If you could distinguish vintages—and especially if you could pick out the sacred ‘26—you not only got all the champagne you could drink for free, but Von himself would come out and kiss you. For this reason, it was wise to keep such knowledge to yourself. 


Minerva Lewis, cruising through the tall, narrow, out-of-place art-deco doors in mufti, was there for an entirely different reason, which had two parts, both entirely civil. (Long gone were the days when she’d descend on the bar, slap down a credit chip and loudly demand tequila—the chip was for damages—just to see how many of Von’s bouncers were up for the exercise. After she’d cleared the house twice against one Pyrrhic victory, they came to an understanding.) 


The main part was the music. Min shared with the owner a passion for analog music, which stood in sharp contrast to the current rage for HARP, an acronym for the opaque (and non-euphonious) term Heuristic Anodyne Ratiocinative Polyphony. HARP composers did not compose music per se. Rather, they created a seed measure, phase, or even motif (though that was usually looked down on, as being too limiting) that they fed to an algorithmic tree, which they also constructed—that being the real work—and let a bot produce the actual music. The result was either akin to the Music of the Spheres or desperately insipid saccharine drivel, bordering on soulless cacophony, depending on your taste. Min and Von Williams both inclined to the latter view (which went far toward enabling their rapprochement.) 


The second part of the reason was the group old Von had hired to perform: a trio that went by the name of Raw, Silk & Jaz. They had been appearing at the Lark for a little over a year now, owning a regular contract—a most unusual occurrence. Min picked her way through the capacity crowd to a seat near the stage. The bartender saw her, smiled and waved, and although she was out of uniform, the club goers showed no opposition to her claiming her pick of the tables. The house lights dimmed and the trio came on stage for the opening number without announcement or fanfare. 


Right away, Min got an inkling of the reason behind the group’s popularity, and it was not entirely the music. The female vocalist was a tiny blond in tight Shiras leather pants and an obsidian swarm jacket built on a network of fine palladium chains, with large, loveable, opal-green eyes and a megawatt smile. Then she began to sing, and Min began to revise her initial impression. 


At first, she took it slow—a little too slow and a lot too sweet—but it was just a ploy. After that setup, she cut loose. Her top voice was a bright, reaching soprano that could pick you up and hold you right there, squirming on its pointed tip. Her top voice, because she was a triplet singer, capable of singing in three independent voices, each in its own range, allowing her to do multipart harmonies or be her own chorus. Whether she achieved this with laryngeal implants or had gone in for the full genetic modification, Min neither knew nor cared. When her accompanists—a dark, craggy sitar player and a young woman on the steel drums—added their own unique voices to the mix, the result was astounding to hear. 


Midway through the set, the singer made eye contact and shucked off the jacket in a move that a dozen strippers Min knew would have killed for. The thin shell of peach sharn silk she wore beneath adhered to the perspiration between her breasts and the peaks of her brazen nipples. At this point, Min decided she really needed a drink. 


Feeling the singer’s eyes on her all the way to the bar, Min ordered a beer and when it came stroked off a lavish tip into the account displayed on the menu interface. At the end of the song, the singer blew Min a big wet thank-you. Min took a deep, cold swallow and smiled back. The singer turned and said something to the sitar player, who flashed gleaming white teeth in a laugh. 


The first set came to a close, and Min watched as the singer walked over from the stage, parting the crowd like an act of God. She nudged the chair opposite her out with her boot. 


“Have a chair?” 


The small woman accepted the invitation with impeccable grace. 


“I gotta say, that was a shade beyond amazing,” Min said with her best smile. 


“Thank you.” At this range, she’d dialed down the heat considerably—to an attitude that struck Min as smoldering watchfulness—and switched to her lower voice: a lush, smoky contralto. 


“By the way, I’m Min. Which are you?” She glanced at the marquee with the trio’s name on it. 


“Min.” The singer repeated it as if she were filing the name away for reference. “You must’ve come here a lot.” 


“Why do you say that?”—allowing the redirection. 


“Zuni knows you”—she meant the bartender Min had exchanged greetings with on the way in—“and you took that seat like you own it.” 


“More of a long-term lease kinda thing.” 


“So Von must like you.” 


“I wouldn’t go that far. We do share an appreciation for a coupla things, though.” It wasn’t the beer that was relaxing Min’s tongue—they both knew that. 


“But I haven’t seen you here before.” 


“Y’know how life gets in the way of life’s little pleasures.” 


The woman’s smile took on a slightly icy stiffness. “You’re in the Service.” 


“I can’t deny it. Service is ’bout the only thing I was ever good at.” 


That smile cooled another couple of degrees. 


Min’s smile was undimmed. “So what’dya say to having a drink with me?” 


“Sorry, I don’t drink when I’m working.” 


“Do you eat?” Min swiped the tip of her tongue across her smiling upper lip. The food offerings at the Lark were meager. The house specialty was bangers and mash, but informed people stuck with the finger chips and malt vinegar. 


Neither the gesture nor the double entendre were lost on the woman. She stood up. “Look—that was a really sweet tip. But I don’t go home with patrons either.” 


“I wasn’t planning on going home. Thought a room might do.” 


Slim fingers clamped on the back of the chair while the opal-jade eyes chilled. Her voice dropped another register and went perilously soft. “You’re pressing your luck here, Sailor.” The old term for mariner, delivered with such supple insolence, cut clean through the hiss and babble of the crowd. 


Min smiled wider. “That would be lobster. I’m a marine. And I always press my luck, cuz I live a charmed—life.” At the slight catch between the last two words, the singer’s eyes changed completely. Her hands relaxed on the back of the chair, and Min gave her head a slight negative shake as she added: “You wouldn’t reconsider if maybe I sent a . . . peace offering? When you get off?” 


The woman, catching the tone, raised one eyebrow. “You think I’ll roll over for a dozen roses?” 


“Three dozen. Orchids.” 


“Which are your favorites?” 


“I go for Phalaenopsis, mostly.” 


“Hmmm.” That smile breaking out, with a razor edge this time. “You like the pink ones, I bet.” 


“I try to be flexible about that.” 


“Right.” She straightened with a precise writhe of her torso. “I lean towards Satyriums, personally.” 


Min lifted her beer to the singer. “If that’s your taste. See what I can do.” 


“Enjoy the rest of the show, Lobster.” 


Min gave her a wink as she turned to leave. “Before I get another beer to put these flames out, tell me which one you are.” 


The woman stopped and fired a pointedly lambent half-smile over her shoulder. “I’m Silk.” 


*     *     * 


The hostelry’s scanner indicated a person approaching and Minerva Lewis’s xel, patched through the security system, showed that it was Silk. A moment later, she requested entry and Min opened the cubicle’s narrow door. The other woman stepped through and did not bother to look around. In truth, there wasn’t much to see except Min lounging on the bed, propped up by the pillows with her hands clasped behind her head. (If you wanted an actual room, you needed to look elsewhere.) The door closed automatically behind her and locked. About the only amenity these joints offered was privacy, and Min’s bots reinforced that. 


Silk had changed out of her work clothes into a shapeless jacket, loose-fitting pants and pair of well-worn half-boots. The jacket could have concealed any number of things, as could the bag over her left shoulder. She had both hands deep in her jacket pockets. 


Min erased the tense silence with a smile. “Glad you could make it. I guess you got the orchids.” The accompanying note had given the location of this hostelry and an access code to this cubicle. 


Silk cocked her head to one side like she was sizing up an opponent—which she might’ve been. Her attire wasn’t the only thing she’d left at the Lark: the blond hair was pulled straight back and the high-voltage smile had been replaced with a profound don't-fuck-with-me expression. 


“How’d you know who I was?” Her voice was clipped too—a sharp alto with a touch of brass, quite unlike the way she’d spoken at the club. 


“The General always has at least a couple of people here, to keep up on the loose talk and juicy gossip. I went through all the contractors for the popular spots until I got a hit. That would be you.” 


“I’m not on the active roster.” Silk hadn’t taken her hands out of the jacket pockets yet and Min could see them clenching. It would’ve been impossible to get any conventional weapons through the scanners. 


“That’s right.” Min shifted slightly, as if getting more comfortable. “After Durwan Station, they took you outta the line and moved you over to Chthonic branch. I don’t recall anything in your profile about singing though.” 


“How do you—” The hands were balling into fists and then Min saw the woman’s lips form the first syllable of her name. “Wait. You’re Minerva Lewis.” 


“Guilty as charged.” 


“You were the General’s right hand for—maybe . . . five years?” 


“Yeah, that’d be it—more or less.” 


Silk sighed and dropped the bag on the floor. Her jacket followed it. The light peach shell was still underneath. “Sorry. I shoulda figured that out sooner.” She thumped down on the end of the bed. “Didn’t mean to go full hostile on you like that.” 


“Sure ya did—till you got hard proof. It’s been years. We never actually met.” 


Radiating intense dissatisfaction with herself, Silk shook off the offered excuse. “We don’t use that test phrase anymore, by the way. Just so you know.” 


“Charmed—life?” Min enunciated it carefully. The test phrase had several variants: all included charm in one of its forms, but it was the slight catch between the two words, more than the words themselves, that was the critical part. Orchids answering roses was one of the confirmations. The test was designed for use in heavily surveilled or low-tech environments to allow members of the Tanith Rangers to recognize and acknowledge each other. In such places, it was a strict part of the protocol that had to be satisfied before any information could be exchanged. 


“We replaced it a few years ago. I wondered if maybe somebody copped it.” 


“I figured so. That’s why I was happy to see you.” But not the only reason. The Chthonic branch of the Tanith Rangers was their core intel unit, with its own special deep-cover field operatives. They were the only ones in the organization she could trust with the questions she had. 


“Okay. What do you need?” 


“I need background on Commander Trin Wesselby—” 


“The DSI here?” There was a note of cautious surprise in the younger woman’s question. 


“A-firm on that.” 


“She’s cold.” 


“That she is. And she’ll cut you up faster than a Kychee butcher”—the Kychee being a (hopefully) extinct, genetically engineered, six-limbed warrior subspecies from the time of the Formation Wars. 


That did not seem to be news to Silk. “What sort of background?” 


“Where she’s been for the past year or so—what she’s been working on. Or who. Out-of-school contacts. Unexplained absences—pretty much anything interesting.” 


Silk shook her head. “I can’t go forward with just that. What’s this about?” 


“Anandale.” 


That got Silk to look over. “How was she involved?” 


Min answered with an off-kilter shrug. “Dunno. In the op itself—maybe not at all. But they’re covering something up, and she is involved with that. In fact, I think she’s the prime mover on it.” 


“Why?” 


“Call it women’s intuition.” 


“Sure it is.” Silk chuckled. “So if I can do this, what kinda timeframe are you looking for?” 


“A week—ten days. Before the shit hits the fan around here.” 


A strong negative headshake. “We can’t do a workup anything like that fast.” 


“No workup. I need this to go straight to the General. If it is what I think it might be, she’ll have a direct line on it, but this can’t go any further than her—no one else in the loop.” Min sat up, swung her legs off the bed and reached halfway to Silk before she thought better of it. “Look. They fed my people straight into the fuckin’ furnace there. I’m not taking ’em back into hell again without knowing why and what-the-fuck. No one serves up my people like burnt offerings that way—not twice.” 


Silk held the fierce gray eyes with her shifting green ones. “Is it true what they say about you and the General?” 


That softened Min’s expression. “Alexis Corhaine is the best woman you’ll ever meet. But don’t believe everything you hear.” 


After searching Min’s face for a moment, Silk nodded. “It’ll take sixty-two hours to blink a message to her. I can’t promise anything in less than a week.” 


“That’ll do fine. Thanks, Silk.” Min reached for her boots. 


Silk stopped her with a hand on Min’s bare knee. “That’s not my name, y’know.” 


Min looked over at her, assessing. “I do—” 


“It’s Quinn.” 


“I know.” Althea Quinn, if memory served. Sometimes Allie. Never Althea. Lance Corporal, way back when. “Mind if I ask a personal question?” 


“Probably not.” Then: “No.” 


“Could you always sing?” 


That drew out an odd, quirky half-smile. “No. Five years ago, I couldn’t sing a lick.” 


“Then I have to say, if you ever decide to go straight, you got a grand career ahead of you.” 


She laughed. Using all three voices, it was unnerving as hell. “You ever gonna go straight?” 


“Not a lotta career options for me.” 


“You’d make a terrific bouncer.” 


“Maybe so.” Min’s forefinger teased the edge of a grin. “Why didn’t I ever think of that?” 


Quinn smiled as the unasked question wound round and round the silence thickening between them. Finally she answered it. “Triplet singers can go anywhere. Nobody suspects ’em and all sorts of people talk to ’em. You’d be surprised how many people wanna fuck a Trip.” 


Not anymore. 


“It’s a lot better cover than stripping—better even than a courtesan. Strippers don’t have access and high-value targets know better than to get chatty with their whores. But Trips are just fascinating and harmless.” That odd smile again as she said it. “We’re artists.” 


That was the first time she’d applied the term to herself, Min noted, and from the note of bitter-tinged pride it was obvious, in regard to the other two avocations, she was speaking from experience. 


“I gotta agree with that last bit.” Min offered it quietly. “Takes more than just an operation to do what you do.” 


“Thanks.” Her smile this time was a touch shy. “I was always good at math. Learning the music part was easy once I could actually do it.” 


“Well, I appreciate it. But don’t let me keep you.” The look Min gave the woman sitting close to her after checking the chrono over the entry might have been invitation or farewell. Another pause for the space of two breaths. “Back at the Lark—you understand. We needed cover.” 


Quinn regarded Min sideways—a tilted gaze, more than half ironic. “Back at the Lark . . . I don’t think that was just cover.” Her hand rubbed up Min’s naked thigh slowly. 


Watching the temperature rise in her eyes, Min gauged the voltage returning to the smile, the degree of challenge in the lingering uncertainty. “I reckon you’re about right.” 


“The truth is . . . I do go for Phalaenopsis. I like pink.” 


Min lolled back against the pillows. “So my intuition wasn’t leading me astray after all?” 


“It wasn’t—but don’t let that go to your head.” Quinn reached for the seals of her half-boots. “So what’s your schedule like tonight?” 


“Pretty open. I already got tagged for an hour on this place. Be a shame not to use it.” 


That mordant edge reemerged, with a daggerish look from those hot opal-jade eyes. “If that’s all I’m worth to you, maybe I should just go now and let you fuck yourself.” 


No parry of the thrust was attempted. “Me and my damn mouth. Guess I need to watch it better.” 


Quinn snickered as she popped the seal on one boot, then the other. “Yeah. The General said that about you.” The peach shell was peeled off with one effortless heart-stopping motion and fluttered to the floor. A sinuous writhe and the pants followed. Pure ivory flesh, now fully liberated, shone in the uncertain light of the cubicle’s two dull and ugly lamps. “So how ’bout it? Are we even now?” 


Scanning the lithe and lovely form, Min smiled into that wicked green gaze and made room on the bed. “No, Lieutenant, we’re not. I think I still owe you, and I am entirely at your service.” 









Chapter Five: The Gathering Storm




Z-Day minus 13





LSS Ardennes, docked;
 Outbound Station, Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Admiral Joss PrenTalien cleared the displays and refocused the omnisynth in Ardennes’ crowded flag bridge. “So, ladies and gentlemen, now that we’ve finally got our tickets punched, a few items to improve your evening hours.” Confirmation that Wogan’s Reef was the Halith objective had been received late AM yesterday—Trin Wesselby’s fuel caper, as the admiral had termed it when he conveyed his personal and private congratulations, had borne fruit. “X-ray will remain at Merope, as expected”—referring to the second squadron of the Ardennes Strike Force. It would have been more comfortable to have the dreadnought squadron join them here at Outbound, but weakening the Pleiades’ critical junction at Merope that much posed too great a risk, and the Nedaemans had vetoed the idea. He did not resent the decision. 


“Ardennes Tango will deploy to Wogan’s Reef with Third Fleet, except for TF 34, who’ll hold the fort here.” By taking DREDRON Ardennes Tango to the battlespace, PrenTalien was also taking himself, so he could exercise personal command. That effectively put Vice Admiral Burton (Third Fleet’s CO) in the position of his deputy, but no one objected, least of all Hamish Burton. He was a fine defensive admiral, and that was not the kind of battle PrenTalien intended to fight. Well aware of the scope of his talents and being of an unusually modest demeanor, even for a Nedaeman admiral, Burton had raised no protest. He’d transferred his flag to the battlecruiser Temeraire, where he would assume command as needed and, if things went down Charybdis, be responsible for getting what he could of the fleet home safely. It was no small responsibility, and it suited him admirably. 


“Jesse, you’ll have command of the left flank, as usual”—looking across at Rear Admiral Leander “Jesse” Wallace, gray and grizzled, with a bulldog chin; the very picture of what mariners called an “old shellback.” 


“Kim?” PrenTalien turned now to Rear Admiral Kimiko Belvoir, two places down from Wallace. “You’ll take the right. While Jesse gets them by the balls, you kick ’em in the ass.” 


“Yes, sir.” Belvoir might be on the young side for a rear admiral, but like her mentor, Lo Gai Sabr, she excelled at ass-kicking. 


“Ardennes takes the center under me.” That PrenTalien would retain command of the center as a second hat went without saying, but staff meetings required it to be said anyway. They did allow it to go unsaid that PrenTalien would undoubtedly work in some ass-kicking of his own—this was equally well understood. “Now—” He paused to adjust the omnisynth’s display again. “About the Bannermans. We all know how badly the Doms would like to bring them along to this dance.” 


Nods and smiles about the small space assured him this was so. 


“It’s up to Admiral Hollis to see that doesn’t happen. But given what they say about the fates of mice and men”—as well as what was said about the relationship between Hollis and Commodore Rhimer—“or is it plans?” More smiles, for the CinC’s propensity for mishandling quotes and homilies was also well known. “Anyway, an ounce of prevention is in order.” 


PrenTalien looked again to Admiral Belvoir. “Kim, I’m saddling you with that ounce. Shariati’s off scouting the situation now and she’ll stay out there to be our canary. You’re the cat, if they get through.” 


“Understood, Admiral.” 


“Very good.” Rubbing his broad palms, he briefly appraised his officers. “That brings us to this phantom monitor.” That was the other revelation contained in recent intelligence. It had been thought since shortly after Trin had raised the issue of Halith doing something suspicious with high-capacity gravitics that the Imperial Navy might be trying to fit dreadnought-class hyper-keels on a monitor. The suspicion had grown stronger during the interim, and if last week’s intercept was to be believed, they had actually managed to do it. The report was not fully accepted in all quarters, but PrenTalien was taking no chances with it. 


“If they bring it—and should they chicken out, I think I’ll be disappointed—it’ll be the key to their entire position. But they expect it to be a surprise, so we better act surprised. If it looks like we knew all along, we’re going to get into a slugging match over the damn thing, which we can ill-afford. So we are going to dedicate just three light carriers to this: Daedalus, Bellerophon, and Fidelia. We’ll cram ’em with all the assault birds they can hold—enough to deploy a full battalion.” 


He swiveled his gaze to Lieutenant Colonel Kerr, seated by the hatchway, next to Trin Wesselby. “That means we’ll have to go in brisk and hard, Colonel. No time for the niceties of a classic setup. I understand your people haven’t worked together before. Do you think they can handle it?” 


“Absolutely, sir.” 


PrenTalien frowned. No officer ever had the right to be absolute about anything. Kerr was young and he didn’t know him. His newly constituted battalion had some very seasoned units and some equally green ones—not the best mix for this sort of operation. “We’re big believers in the Uncertainly Principle here, Colonel. We leave absolutes to the Blue Lights”—a satiric reference to officers known for their religious piety, after the blue lights they burned in devotionals. “What’s your assessment?” 


That cooled the colonel’s ardor several degrees. “It’s true, sir, my people have not yet been on the line together and some are new. But I have a solid core of veterans, sir—razors—under excellent officers. They know the work, Admiral, and I don’t doubt they’ll bring the others along. I’ll have all the details for you, sir—by morning.” 


That was the best answer he was going to get, and PrenTalien accepted it. “Thank you, Colonel.” Sealing his notes, he pushed them across to his flag lieutenant. “I think that’s all the damage we can do for the moment. We’ll leave the details of the dispositions until next time.” Then, hands on the omnisynth’s ledge, he heaved to his feet and addressed them all. 


“The Doms will expect us to fight a defensive battle. They’ve been having a ball for over a year now, and they feel they’re entitled. They believe we’ll do our damndest to hold our jump sectors, so we can skedaddle if—in their view, when—things get too hot. That’s not how this one’s gonna go. You’ve heard of ‘the wisdom of the ancients’, I believe, and there truly is some. A general named Patton said it best: on the eve of the Normandy Invasion—the one in the middle of the 20th Century, I mean—he told his people he didn’t want to get any messages saying they were ‘holding their position.’ They’d let the enemy do that. He told them they were attacking constantly and ‘We’re not interested in holding on to anything, except the enemy.’” His determined gaze swept the space. “I can’t say it better than that. You all have your action items—now go forth and conquer.” 


His officers stood with some shuffling, and muted conversations here and there began to spring up. All except for Trin Wesselby, who was still in her seat, looking paler than usual. The admiral, noting the perspiration beading her forehead and under her eyes, and the slackness that seemed to be affecting the left side of her face, stopped Lieutenant Reynolds as he was about to leave and turned to her. 


“Are you alright, Commander?” 


Trin blinked at the question but seemed unable to move her head. “Not quite, sir. I’m—afraid . . . I’m feeling—a trifle unwell.” Several officers, clustered in the flag bridge’s hatchway and hearing the labored intonation, turned and looked. 


“Geoff, get a medic in here. Make a lane there!” PrenTalien barked at the group at the entrance. 


“Don’t bother, s-sir.” Trin slurred the words thickly through the right half of her mouth. “Jus—just a little—” Her eyes rolled back and she slumped. The watching officers parted as a medical corpsman and an orderly shouldered their way through the press. The corpsman had a hand scanner out and was attaching the leads to Trin’s neck and temples. Her lips were turning blue. 


“What is it? A stroke?” asked PrenTalien. 


“Could be, sir.” The corpsman checked his traces. “No intracranial bleeding but her blood pressure’s—shit!” He waved to the orderly. “Heart stopped. Gimme a defib and get her up on that chart table, stat!” 


One sweep of the admiral’s arm cleared the narrow chart table of its contents. The corpsman and his orderly lifted Trin’s limp body onto it. A savage wrench ripped open the front of her uniform tunic, the gilt buttons ricocheting about the compartment. The corpsman attached a defibrillator unit to the still breast and yelled, “Clear!” The unit fired, lifting her body a hand’s breadth off the surface. 


The corpsman checked his scanner and shook his head. “Clear!” Trin’s body convulsed again. Again the corpsman checked the traces and shook his head. “Get the A-V stim unit and an oxygen loop.” 


The orderly produced a vicious-looking dark gray block with four bent appendages ending in glittering needles three centimeters long. The corpsman placed the atrial-ventricular stimulation unit over Trin’s sternum while the orderly unwrapped some thin transparent coils from around a banded cylinder a little bigger than his thumb and applied them to the hollow of her throat. The crowd on the other side of the space watched in distraught fascination as the ends of the coils burrowed into the quiescent flesh. Instantly, the tubes turned the dark color of oxygen-starved arterial blood. 


“Workin’ there?” the corpsman asked. The orderly gave him a thumbs-up. 


“Alright, here we go,” the corpsman muttered and chewed his lip. He tapped a series of codes into his scanner, reached over and pressed the central button on the unit between Trin’s breasts. The four appendages snapped down with a metallic snick, driving the needles deep into the grayish flesh that now looked like wet clay. Her body did not so much as twitch. Scanning the traces, the corpsman rubbed the side of his nose. 


“Not so good here, sir.” He held the scanner out to the admiral, wagging his head apologetically. “Look at the alpha trace. Circulation’s up and running okay, but—” Another dismal headshake. “We ain’t equipped for this—there ain’t a full neurological suite in this whole station.” 


The admiral was aware of that: Outbound’s medical facilities were designed to treat combat trauma, not rare conditions like stroke. “Who is equipped to handle this?” 


“Ah—Cimarron probably can, sir. She’s got a special ward for touchy cases.” 


PrenTalien caught the eye of Lieutenant Reynolds, who’d been hovering near. “How far out is Cimarron?” The big hospital ship was not in port: they’d cleared the station’s hospital wards of all patients who could be moved to prepare for the impending action, and she’d left earlier that PM to transfer them to fast transport bound for Merope. 


“Just over an hour, sir—last reported position.” 


“Will that do?” he questioned the corpsman. 


“I don’t know, sir. That’d be cuttin’ it mighty fine. She needs a full setup—the works. ASAP.” 


PrenTalien swung his heavy, grim countenance back to his flag lieutenant. “Order Cimarron to close us at flank acceleration. Whatever they think they’re doing, they aren’t doing anymore.” His glare transfixed the corpsman again. “Can she be moved?” 


“Ah—yessir.” The corpsman licked his dry lips. “Just don’t go bouncing her around.” 


“Geoff, ready a pinnace. You and the medics here will transport the commander to Cimarron at best possible speed—burn the bottles as long as she doesn’t get bounced around. Does that meet your requirements, Corpsman?” 


“Uh—yessir. That should be satisfactory.” 


“What’s your name, anyway?” 


“Nicholson, sir. Specialist Dieter Nicholson.” 


“Very good, Mr. Nicholson—” Here they were interrupted by two more orderlies maneuvering a float pallet into the space. PrenTalien waved them over. “Carry on.” 


“Aye aye, sir.” They sidled up to the table. Nicholson and an orderly lifted Trin onto the pallet and began to prepare her for transport. 


Lieutenant Reynolds looked up from his xel. “Cimarron’s skipper’s replied, sir. He says he’s about to transfer the remaining patients and begs we give him twenty minutes to accomplish it.” 


“You tell him from me,” PrenTalien answered, a blaze of brimstone in his glacially blue eyes, “that his remaining patients can hang fire for awhile and if he doesn’t get his ass moving in ten seconds, I’ll personally find out how long he can hold his fucking breath.” His voice grew even louder as he called out to the members of his staff who were still loitering. “Clear away there! Nobody told you to stop working.” 


That impelled the loiterers from the compartment, and medics guided the pallet with Trin’s strapped and sheeted form into the passageway. As Lieutenant Reynolds made to follow, the admiral laid a hand on his elbow. 


“See that she’s put in a secure ward, Geoff—no admittance without my say-so. I don’t care if they have to stack people in the bilges to make it happen. And keep me updated. She’s worth a strike force to us, and I’ll be goddamned if I lose her.” 


*     *     * 


Joss PrenTalien exhaled noisily, pushed aside the night’s last cup of coffee and cleared his desktop of the day’s last paperwork. Then he paged his flag lieutenant. The young man answered on the second ping. 


“Not getting you up, am I, Geoff?” 


“Of course not, sir.” Lieutenant Reynolds stifled a yawn. 


“Spare me a minute, if you would. There’s a couple of quick items.” 


“Absolutely, sir. I’ll be there directly.” 


The stateroom’s entry system announced Lieutenant Reynolds’ arrival not quite eight minutes later, and admitting him, the admiral smiled at his aide’s crisp appearance, despite the hour. The resiliency of youth, he observed silently. How soon we grow old and forget. 


“Yes, sir?” Reynolds prompted politely. 


“I was wondering if there’s been an update on Commander Wesselby.” He hadn’t heard anything for the last two hours, and it wouldn’t do to constantly badger them. But Geoff had left Cimarron less than an hour ago. 


“Nothing since I returned, sir. She’s been placed in a medical coma.” That would be consistent with the diagnosis of a massive stroke. 


“Prognosis unchanged then?” 


“It’s guarded, sir. They say it’s still too soon to assess the full extent of the damage.” 


“I see.” He rasped one beefy hand across the new stubble on his heavy jaw. “She can be transported?” Traveling hyperlight could be risky for delicate cases, especially neurological ones. 


“Yes, sir. They were discussing arrangements to transfer her to Bastogne when I left.” Bastogne Military Hospital at Cassandra Station was one of the CEF’s premier medical facilities. 


The admiral nodded. “Have them use my corvette—she’s standing by with my personal physician. Make it as soon as possible, Geoff. I’d like you to oversee this personally.” 


“Of course, sir.” Reynolds had known his boss and the commander were close. He hadn’t known he regarded her, in essence, as family. 


“There’s something else we oughta see to,” PrenTalien continued. He took a chip from a secure envelope and put it on the desktop. “You recall Nick Taliaferro.” 


“Certainly, sir.” 


“He and the commander are close friends.” Reynolds did not miss the slight emphasis on close. “He ought to be informed of what happened.” 


“Do we know where he is, sir?” He’d heard the retired Nedaeman chief inspector had moved on. 


“She mentioned he’s vacationing. Outremeria, is what I recall her saying.” 


“Outremeria?” A decidedly eccentric choice for a vacation spot, in Reynolds’ opinion. 


“Yep. Nick likes to go fantee, at times.” 


The lieutenant recognized that as a cant term for “going native”—or so he thought. He resolved to look it up when he had a moment. “Do we even have a consulate on Outremeria, sir?” 


“We don’t, no. But Nick’s from Whitworth”—as indeed the admiral himself was—“and the colony maintains a semi-permanent delegation there. For trade, you understand.” 


Reynolds understood, in so far as at least a third of the economy of Whitworth was based on smuggling. Only Lodestone Station surpassed it as a notorious smuggler’s haven. “Quite so, sir.” 


“If we get a message to them, Nick will be able to pick it up. The current colonial registry will have the contact info.” 


“Very good, sir.” 


“And then there’s this.” PrenTalien tapped the chip he’d placed on the desk. “It’s a private message she left for him in case anything happened. It ought to be personally delivered, if possible.” 


“Yes . . . That might be—problematic? Sir.” 


“Might be,” PrenTalien agreed, hoisting himself out of his chair with a grimace. “But get a hold of Sergeant Major Yu. Explain the situation and see what he suggests. If he wants, have the chip couriered to him directly.” 


Fred Yu had spent most of his long and extraordinary career in the Strike Rangers, where he was still Brigade Sergeant Major, and if there was anyone who would know how to deliver a sensitive chip to the far side of charted space, it was him. 


Reynolds picked up the chip cautiously. “I’ll get right on it, sir.” 


The admiral smiled, a weary expression that aged his broad, heavy-jowled face. “Treat this all as classified, Geoff. I know I can rely on your discretion.” 


“Absolutely, sir.” 










 



Z-Day minus 12





LSS Trafalgar, deployed;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


“Tally ho! Two bandits! One o’clock level. I don’t think they’ve made us yet. Let’s see what’s on their mind.” 


Huron’s voice was crisp over Kris’s helmet set, with that slight undertone of anticipation she’d come to recognize. She had the two Doms fixed on her T-Synth, heading away on a crossing vector, apparently unconcerned. Apparently—and only two of them. Doms typically flew in a three-fighter vic, and these guys looked a little too casual for her taste. It stank of a setup, but the way to find out was to go dance in that fire. 


“Got ’em, sir.” She eased in tighter to Huron’s wing spar, slewing with him. 


“Come left to oh-one-five, angels plus six, twenty decel easy, continue left turn.” 


“Roger—coming to oh-one-five, angels plus six, twenty decel easy, continuing left turn.” 


As one, their fighters rose six thousand meters, sliding around in an arc that would bring them into the Doms’ drive cones (their baffles, as they were called) where their passive sensors were blind. 


“Kris, we’re gonna engage along Phase Line Hammer. I’ve got a bead on the northern bandit.” 


“Roger that, sir. I got the southern guy.” 


At that moment, the Doms broke, cutting back sharply and going to max boost. 


“Okay, this is it—they’re comin’ down.” 


Kris and Huron opened their formation. Some pilots liked to play it close, so the fields of fire of their antimissile chain guns would overlap, but that risked crowding each other’s engagement volumes. Opening up maximized their kill power on target, and the very best missile defense was obviously to kill the other guy first. The Doms felt similarly, for they did likewise and bore straight in. 


Kris flipped to her neutron guns. Ya wanna go head to head, motherfucker? That’s fine with me. 


They opened fire at almost the same instant, his shots splashing in bright peacock colors all over her forward shield. She watched the indicator dip into the yellow and was about to jink when he flashed past, coming between her fighter and Huron’s. It was a gutsy move, and she pulled back on the stick to clear her baffles. Huron had winged his target and was closing in for the kill. She checked her T-Synth to get a line on her adversary—she doubted he was hurt yet. 


Christ! Where the fuck did he go? 


A lock warning chimed as Huron’s voice came over the command link. “Kris, watch your six!” 


Shit! How’d he done that so fast? He was too close to spin loop and engage, so she broke right into a J-slide. He stuck with her as if he’d read her mind, pickling two missiles as he closed. She dumped a chaff bundle. One missile bit on it and her chain guns opened up on the other. It detonated off her port side, close enough to singe a wing spar through the shield. 


“Goddammit, Huron! Get this asshole off me!” 


“I have him, Kris. Hard roll left! Help me engage.” 


She nodded the nose of her fighter to the right then slammed into a left roll. The Dom didn’t bite on the yaw and anticipated her maneuver smoothly. A burst of plasma fire lit up her weakened aft shield. 


Jeezus Fucked! This bandit’s all over me! 


“Huron!” 


He swooped in on the Dom’s tail, plasma cannon and neutron guns firing together. The Dom reacted a split-second too late. His shields flared and died—he spun wildly. There was a blinding flash, tinted green by her shields, and a spreading cloud of debris. 


Fuck! That was close. 


Huron coasted up on her starboard side. “How you doin’ there, Ensign?” 


“I got it, sir”—fighting to keep the tremors out of her voice. 


“Good. Because we got triplets coming in at three o’clock low.” 


“I see ’em.” 


“They’re splitting wide. Let the trailer go.” 


“I can take him, sir.” 


“Stick with it, Ensign.” 


“He’s coming around, goddammit!” 


“I said stick with it. Don’t break until I say.” 


Okay, fine. Let him burn your ass— 


She slid in alongside Huron, targeting the off-side bandit. Her fire control cycled and hunted, fighting his ECM for a solution. 


C’mon—lock up, dammit! 


The two Doms started crossing their drive wakes, further cluttering her sensors. She pushed forward. “Missiles won’t lock. I’m switching to guns.” 


“Kris—” 


Her target cut back to counter, but she veered, suddenly dropping below him. He tried to recover but couldn’t get his nose around in time. Twin streams from her neutron guns took him solidly in the belly. His shield failed, the thinner armor there boiled and he exploded. 


Yes! That was more like it! 


Huron was in a knife fight with the other two Doms far off to her left and above, one of them now bleeding air. She throttled back and was turning to engage when a sixth fighter appeared on her T-Synth, high and behind, and stooped. Caught decelerating at the bottom of her loop, she could have braked into a Split-S—that was the prudent thing to do. It wouldn’t allow her to engage the Dom, but it would buy crucial time and set up Huron for a clear shot, once he’d shaken his last adversary. Even if Huron couldn’t engage, she’d still be in a good position to extend an escape. 


But Kris wasn’t feeling prudent. If she elected to escape, Huron would be obliged to break off to follow her, and that meant letting them both go. 


No fuckin’ way— 


She held her vector and went to maximum power. The bandit had a velocity advantage, and if he pushed hard enough he could still close. The maneuver she intended had a tight envelope; the game was to pull him in by convincing him she was outside it, because there was the book envelope and there was her envelope. Her acceleration continued to climb and he was burning in, red-lining his drives—just what she wanted. 


“Kris!” Huron called suddenly. “You can’t pull a cobra boosting like that!” 


Her fist tightened on the stick. Watch me, asshole! 


The Dom was still coming hard—in another second, he’d be in range. The instant he locked— 


The lock alarm shrieked. She jammed the brakes, dropping power as she pulled up the nose. The trick was to hit E-boost and pitch down just as her bird tipped past vertical, flying up and snapping back to the horizontal as the Dom shot by. The tight S-shaped trajectory her bird would describe, ending with a sharp lunge forward, gave the lethal maneuver its name. 


Sensing the moment, she hit pitch thrusters to pop the nose down, but her timing was off by a hair and there had been a shade too much yaw when she braked. A sudden vicious cross-coupling threw her into rapid tumble. Struggling to save it, she never had time to see the Dom loop back easily and fire two missiles, both of which hit her weakened shield mere seconds later. 


“Gotcha!” N’Komo caroled over the exercise circuit, his voice reaching that annoying high-pitched register he resorted to when happy. “You’re dead, kiddo.” 


Swearing in a steady monotonous undertone, Kris cracked the simulator canopy and levered herself out. Dropping to the deck, she saw Huron emerge from the adjacent unit. He stood there, appraising her in that dissecting way of his, and rubbing his jaw. 


“That could’ve gone . . . better.” 


Her left hand rhythmically clenching, Kris resisted the urge to kick something—anything. This failure meant another three weeks on the walking wounded list, standing watch along with Tole, who’d also failed to requalify, and missing out on everything. How could she possibly take it? The biggest battle since Anson’s Deep right there on the horizon, and she’d be left out of it? They couldn’t let that happen. They just couldn’t— 


“You’re trying too hard, Kris,” Huron intruded on her thoughts. “You know better than to push it like that when you’re in a bad position.” He stepped over and showed her the biometric readouts: stamina, vision, and reaction time were all highlighted. “It’s not there, Kris. You’re not ready yet. Sorry.” 


“I feel fine, sir. Really.” She brought a hand to her forehead, unable to face the numbers any longer. “I just got a little tight out there today. I’ll get the edge back. I will.” 


“I know.” His voice was soft—almost intimate. “But not today. Not tomorrow or this week. You’ve still got some healing to do.” 


Biting her lip savagely, Kris looked down to hide the wetness starting to film her eyes. 


“Yessir.” 














Z-Day minus 7





Outbound Station;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


At precisely 0732, between grabbing a second helping of eggs over-easy, pouring a third cup of coffee and trying to decide between another plate of bacon or a lamb chop, Minerva Lewis’s xel lit up. She pushed it aside without looking at it—the alert tone had signified general/administrative—and continued her contemplation of the lamb chop. It was cultured, of course (you couldn’t get anything really fresh out here, except vegetables from Crystal City’s few hydroponic farms, and those cost like hell), but overall, she’d been surprised and pleased at how well the officer’s mess on Outbound did. 


Frowning now, though, she concluded that lamb which had never gamboled or even had a chance to baa was not all that interesting this AM. Uncharacteristically, she abjured more bacon too and was reaching instead for the hash browns when her xel chided her for neglect. She glared at the device, still demurely furled and emitting a soft amber glow. 


As it was, her mood was far from good (if it could have been pegged by an old-fashioned barometer, the mercury would have settled somewhere between Storm Warning and Hurricane Watch). Three of the past four days had been taken up with exercises; they were to hold the final postmortems that PM. In a more charitable mood, she would’ve readily acknowledged that Major Bradshaw, the executive officer, was decently competent, Lieutenant Colonel Kerr was making some progress getting his head dislodged from his ass, and the kids were shaping up okay. 


But this progress was a far cry from anything on the smiling side of comfortable, because she knew what lay ahead of them. She’d heard about the “phantom” monitor, both officially and privately, had spent no small share of the wee hours discussing it with Kell, and there was just no fuckin’ way in this here God’s Great Green Galaxy here you could stand up and say with a straight face they were ready. 


Kerr, of course, had done just that. He had to, obviously. There was no possible way around it—no other acceptable answer. Do or die, no questions why—up an’ at ’em, never quit ’em—send ’em back in the same old style, fuck the bastards single file—three cheers and a slug in the rear—swing low, sweet chariot, she’s never gonna follow you home . . . 


It wasn’t that she minded her molecules mingling out there with star stuff—that’s what everyone was and would be again—we’re all just once and future fusion fuel—but that she hated waste and bad management. She’d had her run—done her bit. Her experiences, knowledge, joy and pain were part of the Cosmos now, propagating inexorably toward some far place the physicists still couldn’t make up their mind about, in company with all the other myriad thoughts and feelings: the incalculable love-hate-agony-fear-lust-raptures that are the marrow of all the Joyful Sorrows of the World and the precise opposite of nothingness, but just as unfathomable. 


Not a bad thing that . . . 


But those kids—feeling their way yet, their impressions still soft, unset, apt to smudge—being cheated of leaving an indelible fingerprint on the Infinite, all because of carelessness—some asshole who couldn’t care less—couldn’t care about a 6 and 9 transposed—169 serial numbers on 169 bronze boxes (did they get those right?)—616 (sweet symmetry that) of her people paying the blood gelt for what those REMFs couldn’t shovel under fast enough, bury deep enough—and here we go again—boots and saddles, lock and load, answer the Call . . . 


Take the weight, pay the freight—and the rest is silence. 


Her xel, out of patience, warbled aggressively. 


Uttering two bad words, she picked it up. There wasn’t anybody she wanted to hear from this AM except maybe Kell (unlikely, since she’d be seeing her later in the day), or Quinn—which shouldn’t have been possible, as she’d never be that reckless. And anyway, they had a date scheduled for tomorrow when her duty week ended. With any sort of luck at all (she couldn’t help feeling she was overdue in that department), Quinn would have received some sort of response by then. 


Opening the display, she silenced the alert and read the message headers in frustrated puzzlement. It was from PLESIG; the subject said: Request Follow-up. The body was hardly more illuminating, repeating the subject while adding “re: previous communication” and suggesting a 0930 meeting or “at easiest convenience.” It could only be about those misdirected Anandale reports. Why they felt it necessary to waste her time with that now, in the midst of all this other shit, was one of those mysterious dysfunctions of the bureaucratic mind. 


To hell with it. Might as well take the bullshit by the horns. With a mirthless upward bend of the lips, she tapped the reply icon and suggested 0800 as being her “earliest convenience.” That gave them five minutes to confirm, if she was going to make it. If they were expecting her to try to put it off, they would not be watching the clock. They’d have dropped the message in the cue, planning to check it in an hour or so. In that case, she’d be within her rights to blow them off for today, which effectively meant until the beginning of her next duty week, by which time who knew what might have come up? 


Her xel beeped again: confirmation of her request for an 0800 meeting. Not even a full minute had elapsed. Oh well. That still gave her five minutes to finish her hash browns. Which was something. 


*     *     * 


Minerva Lewis presented herself at the PLESIG Annex at 0758 and was ushered in by the secretary on duty, who was (in marked contrast to the rather severe female lieutenant she’d met on her first visit) a good-looking young jig with a calm demeanor and a rare degree of poise for such a junior officer. It was pretty clear to Min he’d been handpicked for grooming, probably by Commander Wesselby herself. She had no opportunity to form any further impressions, for once they crossed the lobby into the office proper, he simply raised an arm to point down the corridor to her right. 


“Conference Room Three. Fifth door on your left. He’s expecting you.” 


They exchanged parting nods and he returned to his desk without further ado. Min went to find the room indicated. Neither the secretary nor the message said who he was (the message had a generic signature on it, which meant the secretary had sent it out as part of the office’s daily mail), but it could hardly be other than the deputy, or possibly a department head. So it was a surprise when she opened the door to Conference Room #3 and saw a broad-shouldered back belonging to a dark-haired man, her height or maybe an inch shorter, with a lieutenant commander’s tabs and an ineffably familiar air to him, instead of the stocky, sandy-haired and unfortunately dough-faced deputy. 


Commander Huron turned around, dropped whatever he’d been reading on the table and extended his hand to her. “Hello, Captain. It’s been a while.” 


“Years, Commander”—meeting the strong grip confidently and trying to remember just how many years. 


With that characteristic smile that pleasantly concealed any real intentions, he invited her to a seat. As they settled in, he drew the folder he’d been reading closer and rotated it through 180 degrees. 


“I appreciate you responding so promptly, Captain. I imagine you have other matters to fill up your day.” Like the smile, that meant precisely nothing and she gave it the shallow nod it deserved. “So we might as well move this right along. I didn’t ask you here to talk about those Anandale reports.” 


It would have been patently absurd if he had. Huron was a line officer, and however close he was to Trin Wesselby (pretty close, by all she’d heard, and he seemed damned comfortable here), he could never act for her. But he’d obviously talked to her about them. And she didn’t much like the way he was fiddling with that report folder. What he said next she liked a good deal less. 


“I hope you’ll forgive me this indiscretion”—We’ll see about that—“but given the circumstances surrounding those reports and Commander Wesselby’s incapacity”—the slight emphasis seemed to proclaim volumes—“I was obliged to do a little investigating.” 


That raised Min’s hackles. As an officer, Huron was a mere lieutenant commander in the SRF, without any authority over her whatsoever. As a member of the Huron family, he could do damn near anything he pleased, and—on occasion—had. Whether she was talking to the officer or the heir was not yet clear. But this meeting was not trending in an officerly direction. 


She replied with another of those carefully calibrated nods. 


“The Tanith Rangers usually have a person or two stationed at all the main transit nodes that might impinge on their operations. I noticed there’s a Lieutenant Quinn working at the Lark.” 


That caught her completely off-guard, and it took a great effort to keep the shock out of her face. She knew Huron had excellent sources—besides his relationship with Wesselby, she was aware of his history with CAT 5 and his long friendship with Sergeant Major Yu—but she wouldn’t have guessed his reach extended into the heart of the Tanith Rangers. 


Unaware of her inner reaction, or more likely ignoring it (she was getting a whole new appreciation of how he’d come by his reputation), he finished, “I don’t suppose you happened to drop in there when you visited the City last week?” 


There was little point in subterfuge now and Min’s eyes narrowed as she drew in a slow breath. She was under no compulsion to answer the question, of course. She could end this interview, interrogation—whatever it was—at any time, but sometimes it was better to take a bullet to keep moving forward. Trying to dodge it lost momentum, and often did nothing more than delay the inevitable anyway. 


“I did.” The clipped response carried its own warning. Kell had told her this was dangerous ground and that certainly seemed to be proving out, but it didn’t mean she was entirely without options. “So what’s your next bullet?” 


He smiled at the intentional pun. “That—as much as I admire General Corhaine—she can’t help this time.” He looked over at her. And he’d stopped fiddling with that report. “But maybe I can.” 


“You know the General?” 


“Not personally. We’ve worked with her a time or two.” Meaning his family’s business then. That explained a few things, but far from all. She waited out a brief silence. He ended it by pushing the folder across to her. 


“Fred Yu says you’re one of the best officers he’s ever worked with. I’ve trusted my life to Fred’s judgment on a number of occasions. And I’m about to do it again.” He gave the folder a pointed look. She flipped the cover open. The first page was an executive summary of recent results obtained by a group she’d never heard of, codenamed Eschaton. 


“Judgment Day,” Min commented, referring to the moniker. “Cute. Who thought that up?” 


“Hard to say.” That smile was back, camouflaging his thoughts, but not the intensity of them. She read on. Most of the first page talked about the Halith IFF systems recovered from the cruiser Captain Lawrence captured, which had allowed the Yeager Raid to be conducted. 


“So that’s how they did it,” she commented, when she finished with that part. “Commander Wesselby set all this up?” 


“That’s right. She selected the people and personally runs the group. As you can see, Eschaton’s charter—as far as anyone knows—is tech exploit.” Which pretty clearly indicated there were things anyone didn’t know. He supplied what she took to be a hint. “In fact, it’s our best cryptanalysis group.” 


The remaining entries did give that overall flavor. But there was nothing about Anandale. 


She slid the report back to him with an offhand smirk. “So this is the part of the show where I scoot to the edge of my seat?” 


“I’d take that as a compliment,” Huron returned easily, closing the cover. “But don’t put yourself out.” She rewarded him with a tight smile. He continued. “What you didn’t read in here is that the surviving Halith lieutenant on Vistula also missed an old tertiary message backup.” 


Interesting. “And what do we get out of that?”—feeling it wouldn’t hurt to play the game. 


“The ability to crack the Supreme Staff’s Morganatic channels.” 


“Oh.” For a moment Min couldn’t think of anything else to say. 


“That’s how Trin—Commander Wesselby—learned that Halith has broken Admiralty B.” 


This time Min didn’t bother with any vocalization at all. 


Huron pressed on. “We learned this shortly after Anandale was proposed. CNO—I mean Westover, not his office—suggested a delay, so we could try to establish an alternate system, but he couldn’t support it without revealing why. So Anandale went ahead using Admiralty B.” 


A pause filled with an aching, pregnant, white silence peopled by the whispering dead. Then: “Who knows about this?” 


“Eschaton—obviously. PrenTalien. Westover. Me. Zahir and Narses were told three weeks ago. And now you.” 


“That’s a very hard wrap.” 


“I’m sure it’s evident to you that compromising Admiralty B had to be an inside job.” 


Min nodded. 


“And you’re aware of the history surrounding the Lacaille Raid.” 


Min nodded again. 


“Nothing can excuse the clusterfuck with the relief force, Captain. But it wasn’t all for nothing.” 


“I see that.” 


“Commander Wesselby would have informed you herself”—eventually, but their personal debate over exactly when was precisely that—“if she’d had the opportunity.” 


Nodding absently, Min got to her feet. Against the scattershot radiance in her mind’s eye was superimposed the indelible memory, like an image in negative, of the instant the light went out in Kate’s eyes. 


It wasn’t all for nothing. 


“Now I owe the commander an apology.” Her voice huskier than she would’ve liked. 


“How’s that?” 


Min gave her head a shake, trying to restore a modicum of her normal vision. “Just somethin’ she said. How’s she doin’, by the way?” 


“Time will tell.” 


“I wish her all the best.” Looking up, she raised her right arm in a slow, exact salute. “Thanks for letting me in, Commander.” 


Huron returned it. “Welcome aboard, Captain.” 


*     *     * 


“Your eyes are different. What happened?” Kell, straddling her, worked her fingers even deeper into the small of Min’s back. She exhaled slowly as Kell bore down with all her slender weight. 


“Different, huh? Are they any prettier?” 


That earned her a laugh and a hard, stinging slap on the ass. “Keep on trying, Captain.” 


Min smiled into the warm towel beneath her cheek. Kell had been married for twenty-one years to the same man—helluva nice guy, structural engineer, kinda shy, tall but still easy to overlook, great sense of humor but no damn use at a party, hated ’em in fact. They had three kids, with a license for two more if they ever felt the need. Great kids. Karolyne, the eldest, was off studying genetics. The youngest, Cybil, was eighteen kinds of hell-on-wheels and champing at the bit for a chance to turn the universe on its ear. (Be afraid, Universe—be very afraid.) Ryan, the boy in the middle who took after his dad . . . 


Her eyes closed as Kell resumed doing that magic thing her fingers did. “Well, you know me. Never say die.” 


The Bellerophon’s skipper chuckled. Being teased about her sexuality had been a fixture of their friendship ever since that weekend of liberty back at the Academy when they discovered she was laser-straight and Min wasn’t. But it was also a good barometer of how her friend was feeling. Not as good as the muscles she was kneading—Min was an open book there—and the two together were an infallible sign that something important had changed. 


You know me. 


She did—about as well as anyone could. Minerva Lewis was every centimeter the bluff, profane, hard-drinking, cheerful Lodestone native she appeared to be. As for her qualities as a marine, well . . . No one had any right to be so much like a realized Valkyrie. She even looked the part. It was a lot harder, Kell thought as she devoted herself to relaxing Min’s cramped adductors, to see that she could be stubborn about the heart—both ways. Kate Walker alone got had gotten a life-lock there. 


Never say die. 


Kell suppressed an urge to shake her head and kept on with her work. 


Min’s thoughts, as she drifted on the warm, aching, punctuated languor produced by Kell’s ministrations, ran in like currents, although a good deal more lazily and rarely following the shortest distance between two points. For some time she’d been reflecting, in light of Huron’s revelations, on the light itself—the concept of it, now given by his words a more-than-metaphorical existence. She was not unacquainted with these sudden shocking illuminations, but they were among those experiences which are ever-new—like love, orgasms, or barking your shin. You never really got used to them. 


This one wasn’t the light that cleaves the darkness, the one bright shining truth that slashes through the murk and banishes all doubt, the divine radiance that heals all wounds before plodding Father Time gets his boots on. She had no faith in those counterfeit notions, though it wasn’t the thing itself that was false. It was the yearning for it—the yearning that must cleave to something (anything) because it was bright, not because it was true; that confused letting go with running away; that believed healing was the mere dead absence of pain. So Huron’s explanation made the loss less bitter but not less deep. If it didn’t heal (which was the case), it did throw things into sharper relief, exposing what there was to be healed. 


Sifting those thoughts like a child stirring a pile of dry leaves so that they flew up and spun on a chill cleansing breath of Autumn air, the fragments of an old ballad from her childhood, which she hadn’t thought of in years, rose up as well. 


Make my heart a bed, on which your soul might rest,
 Make my love a guide star for the Isle of the Blest. 


How I longed to hold you here—it was your time to go,
 And though I long to follow now— 


Here the verse broke both meter and rhyme in an odd, poignant fashion that always threw her out and made her forget what came next—something about times unripe, tasks undone, journeys still to be undertaken. But the final lines were: 


When you arrive at harbor safe, hoist the lantern high,
 That I might see your light reflect—
 In Eternity’s blind eye. 


Her eyes fluttered open and shut as Kell’s capable hands mauled her right calf deliciously, and her thoughts began to recondense, return to the here and now: her date with Quinn tomorrow; nudging Kerr to jettison some of his more burdensome notions on how to do his job; keeping her eyes on some of the new people who were getting a bit too starry-eyed over their prospects. 


Stars . . . 


Sweet voyages, Caitlyn. 


Then she grunted softly as Kell, finished with her calves, shifted off her. “That’s two massages you owe me, sister.” Kell sounded quite pleased with herself, as well she might. 


Min, having passed the limp-noodle stage half an hour ago, grunted louder. At length, she said, “Take it up with my adjutant. He’ll get you on my schedule.” 


Kell laughed, soft and musical, and gave her behind a playful pat. “So what did happen? You make a new friend?” 


Kell was no doubt thinking about her date with Quinn. She’d didn’t know quite everything. 


“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” 
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LSS Trafalgar, docked;
 Outbound Station, Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Kris opened her locker and, reaching far back on the top shelf, took out the metal case there. It was half again as big as the bronze boxes the CEF shipped off to the families of those killed in action, weighed about the same, and served a related purpose: safeguarding critical items, such as service records and anything else the owner could fit into it. It was equipped with a recovery beacon and built to survive the most catastrophic events. Officers and enlisted alike called them DMBs: Dead Man’s Bank. 


She set it on the berth’s small desk and sitting, opened it with her ID tag. Most people’s DMB held a few mementos, maybe some credit chips, and for the pessimistic (or well-prepared, depending on one’s point of view) a last letter to be sent to family or friends. Other than her service records and a sheaf of official documents, Kris’s DMB held just two envelopes and a dented tin cup. 


The tin cup, which CEF marines referred to as a pialla, had belonged to PFC Marko Tiernan, a member of Covert Action Team 5. He’d died last year on Rephidim, a thoroughly undistinguished planet far off in the Outworlds Border Zone, during an attempt to capture Nestor Mankho—died saving her life. He’d also saved the lives of Huron and the rest of CAT 5. But that was different. They weren’t the reason Marko Tiernan was dead. She was. 


One of the two envelopes was curled into the cup. It was a letter from Marko Tiernan’s widow, who lived on Whitworth in the Outer Trifid. She took it out now and unfolded the plaspaper sheet inside. For the first few months after she’d received the letter, her fingers trembled every time she touched it. These days, there was usually just a flutter in her stomach, but today she had to concentrate to keep her hand still. Smoothing the neatly printed page next to her console, she read it again: 


Dear Ms. Kennakris, 


I wanted to write and thank you for your kind letter regarding my husband, Marko. Commander Huron was so kind as to enclose a letter of his own, explaining further the circumstances of Marko’s death, and we are glad to know what happened and why. It has helped us much. 


I do understand your feelings and appreciate them but please know that we do forgive you. Marko loved the Service. It was very important to him to do his duty and I know in my heart that he does not blame you nor would he wish us to, and I forgive you in his name as well as my own. 


I know how you must feel but that is a burden you cannot forever carry. Marko would not wish it so, nor do I. 


Yours most sincerely,
 Laeyna Tiernan 


Opening the message module of the desk’s console, she brought up Laeyna’s last email. They’d been in full comms lockdown during their transit and much of the time they were on-station. This email was stamped almost a month ago and it had just been released to her that AM. Now, it looked like they’d deploy within the next thirty-six—yesterday and today there’d been more exercises; she’d stood watch with Tole both days, assigned to the comms department—and they’d certainly go back into lockdown before they left. Skimming Laeyna’s email again—a warm, friendly, comfortable missive full of domestic details she didn’t always comprehend—she expanded a compose screen and started typing. 


Dear Laeyna, 


Thank you for your last email. I’m sorry I couldn’t reply sooner. Things have been busy around here, maybe you’ve heard. I’m happy Jeska and Little Marko liked the stuff I sent—I hope they don’t get into too much trouble with it. I hope Marlys is feeling better too. Those inoculations can be a real bitch. 


She stopped and bit her lower lip. Was it okay to say bitch in a letter? Especially to someone you’d never actually met? Shaking her head slowly, she hit backspace and rekeyed: can be really uncomfortable. 


Anyway, things are heating up. It looks like something major is at the horizon, so I may not be able to write back again. I want to let you know, that if anything does happen, I’m making arrangements to send you Marko’s pialla. 


The CATs had given it to her at Marko’s funeral—she still wasn’t exactly sure why—and she’d written Laeyna shortly after to tell her she had it, and that she wanted to return it. Laeyna, unaccountably (as far as Kris was concerned) had insisted she keep it. So she had. But with her last outing and the way things were shaping up, it felt like time to stop taking chances. 


You probably know better than me how screwed up— 


She paused again and reread the last line. It was probably alright. 


things get after a big dance, and I don’t want anything to happen to it. I’m leaving instructions with Rafe to send it to you. Either he, or his people, will handle it. It will be good for the kids to have when they are older. 


I also want to thank you again for that first ever letter you sent. I can’t tell you how much it means to me. It has really kept me going at times. Your emails have always meant a lot to me too. 


Please give my best to the kids, and especially thank Little Marko again for his email, that you enclosed. He already writes a better letter than I do. 


Sincerely yours,
 Loralynn Kennakris 


PS: I forgot to mention that I got a note from CPL Gergen. The re-gen of his hand still won’t take so he accepted retirement on a medical instead of being stuck as a base wallah. He’s going back to Reveille. He’s passing through Whitworth on the way and said he’d like to call on you. (You might have heard from him already.) If you see him, please give him my best. 


Lance Corporal Benn Gergen had been CAT 5’s gunner; he’d lost his left hand in the same firefight in which Marko lost his life. She still got a message from him on occasion, as she did from First Sergeant Andréa Burdette, CAT Second, who’d come close to losing her leg, and Gunnery Sergeant Antoinette Lopez, Fireteam Charlie’s leader, who had lost an eye and made good on her threat to replace it with a bright blue prosthetic to go with her remaining hazel one. As much as she appreciated their consideration, the kindness tended to put her on edge, as being undeserved. It was one thing for Laeyna and CAT 5 to forgive her for fucking up. Forgiving herself was quite something else. 


Reading her reply over, she sighed. It reeked lame. Fuck it. She wasn’t kidding when she said Marko’s eight-year-old son wrote a better letter than she did. She hit SEND. 


Refolding Laeyna’s letter and carefully putting it back in the pialla, she reached for the second envelope. Her hand hovered a moment over the crisp paper—the real thing, handmade by artisans and very expensive—and then dropped to the desk. Staring a moment longer, she reached out again and picked up the envelope, turning it over. On the back was a gold wafer, slightly curled up at one edge. 


Setting it facedown on the desktop, she steepled her hands over it and squeezed her eyes shut. There was no need to open it, to pull out the sheet inside and read the words again. She knew them by heart—knew every loop and curve. Four spare lines of poetry, written in a woman’s graceful hand. 


Mariwen’s hand. 


She’d received it—without any explanation—when she graduated from the Academy. No address, for Mariwen remained in protective custody, her contact info highly restricted. No word since—nothing. Just those four unanswerable lines, floating in limbo, meaning nothing—everything. 


Kris shook her head. She didn’t even know how Mariwen was doing, how she was recovering, if she still remembered . . . 


Fuck. 


Looking away, she picked up Marko’s pialla and put it back in the DMB. She took out the sheaf of documents, flipped through it until she found the one headed Final Deposition, Statement of Instructions, Disposition of Personal Effects, and pretended to read it. It named Huron as her executor—they’d made her have one as her estate was above the legal threshold, thanks to her repatriation settlement—and contained instructions to continue the annuity she’d arranged for Kym, a young girl she’d pulled off a slaver boat a year ago and become fond of. (She hoped Kym was okay: she’d married some guy she met by chance at Ceres transfer station, and that was the last Kris had heard of her.) Otherwise the document was blank, except for a note she’d written on the back about returning the pialla. No family, no next of kin, no possessions to speak of. 


Just Mariwen’s letter. 


Why was she even keeping it at this point? Maybe it was time to just— 


No. 


Hands shaking worse now, she gathered up the papers and stuffed them back in the DMB. She checked the time, and swore under her breath. She had a physical therapy session in five minutes—she was gonna be late. Again. 


Shit. 


Putting the envelope back on top of the other papers, she shut the lid. The edges glowed briefly as it sealed. Hurrying those few steps to her locker, she shoved the DMB back where it had been, slapped the door shut, and reached for her undress tunic. 


Thirty-six hours— 


Then what? More watchstanding. Watching. Waiting. Being fuckin’ useless. That letter . . . 


She was gonna be late. She hated bein’ late. 


Hated it. 














Zero Day





IHS Marshall Nedelin, docked;
 Janin Station, Tau Verde, Vulpecula Region


“My Dearest,” Jakob Adenauer began his latest diary entry, at 0800 on the morning after Nefastio. It would likely be his last for some time. That it might also be his last ever was in the back of his mind, as it always was for anyone who made war their profession, and as it should be. It was there that thought belonged, and there it would stay. Of much greater consequence was the thing he wrote next. 


“The waiting is done. At last, we embark on the business at hand—it is a relief.” A tremendous relief, it was not too much to say. The planning had come together; the final simulations, held on board Ilya Turabian three days ago, were as encouraging as such things could be. He and Caneris had carried their main points, and there had been no sloppy foolishness in these exercises. The monitor had arrived without incident, and his tech staff had completed their system checks and cleared it for deployment. 


The last minute decision to give CARDIV I to Vice Admiral Tomashevich, temporarily relieving Josephus Kline, was not entirely welcome, but Tomashevich was senior to Kline and, after the beating CARDIV II had taken at Miranda, Tomashevich was eager to redeem himself. CARDIV I had not yet fully jelled and suddenly putting them under a new CO would not help that, but nor was it quite agreeable to entrust such a vital mission—almost unprecedented—to the less-experienced Kline. 


Most of all, it just wasn’t politically feasible to leave Tomashevich in port, overseeing the rebuilding of CARDIV II, while a much younger admiral was sent off to harvest the glory that would naturally fall to the man who would release the Bannermans and play such a crucial role in trapping PrenTalien’s fleet, thereby seeing to its final destruction. 


Then there was the question of his people, and here too he had a mind more contented then it had lately been. “They will be at ease,” he added to his diary, “knowing their duty, and the Fleet will come together, the discords being set aside.” 


He did not think he was being overly optimistic here. It was true that the newcomers—Orlan was particularly singled out—had been viewed as interlopers and not made to feel at home. The men and women of the Kerberos Fleet had come to take a perverse pride in their humble origins and rough colonial ways and enjoyed looking down on the “blueblood virgins” who made up a large part of Orlan’s crew. Adenauer knew that in the mess or on grave watch—whenever they thought an officer wasn’t attending—the seniors of the fleet would jerk their head toward a port, wink, and say quietly: “We’ll get them aristo fuckers over there at the pointy end soon enough. Then we’ll see what color their blood really is.” 


That was part of their spirit, well earned by now, and he’d turned a mostly deaf ear to it. In any case, regulations and stern admonitions from on high could not weld a fleet together. Only the shared experience of battle could fully accomplish that, and battle they would soon have. The blueblood virgins would earn their place and be given their just due. Or they would not. Either way, there was nothing more to be said about it. 


What mattered now, to the people of all ranks, was that after the disappointments of Miranda, they were going to get a chance to salve their injured pride, to prove their worth—to give their social “betters” another one in the eye. That was merely right and proper, in their book, for all it would tear them away from the good food, cold drinks, and supple limbs afforded by a nice long port stay, and as much as they would gripe and grumble and bitch when it happened—and that was right and proper too. It was for good reason that they were called—and called themselves—the dregs of a hundred planets. He would not have led anyone else. 


His stylus scratched on, at times squeaking faintly against the surface of the pad. 


“It is odd perhaps to think of such a thing at such a time, but I cannot help but recall our wedding: how vast were the plans, how carefully laid, what debates on this detail or that one. And on the AM appointed, how nothing seemed to go right. The hairdressers were late, and there was not time for the coiffures intended. Someone lost her shoes—she borrowed a pair of boots from your sister with disreputable heels. Your maids’ gowns arrived without closures by some astounding oversight—I helped you sew them on the girls while our families fretted. What a terrible breach it was that we should be together before the ceremony—a frightful scandal. Your mother was absolutely white with it all. 


“And yet, in the end, it all passed off rather well. No one knew and by the feast all was forgotten. So it is in war—as the first guns speak, the plans are found to be useless (though planning itself cannot be dispensed with). Someone critical is always late—something indispensable must again be dispensed with. Yet still may we stitch together a victory, though the means may look, to some, disreputable.” 


He lifted the stylus for a final time, a private smile unstiffening his long features, then dipped it to the pad again. “Now, I must close. Keep yourself well and we shall meet again, at the time which Providence, in her wisdom, shall appoint.” 


Attaching an affectionate valedictory, he closed and locked the document and returned his attention to the cabin’s situation displays. He knew full well that throughout the fleet, all who could command a port or a screen or a console were keeping their eyes on the flagship, while those who couldn’t kept their eyes on those who could. But all of them were eagerly waiting for his inevitable signal: All captains repair aboard Flag; in joyful anticipation of yet another glorious cruise. 










Part II: The Shattered Sword






 “The longer a war lasts, the more things tend to depend on accidents. Neither you nor we can see into them: we have to abide their outcome in the dark.” 


Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War 



 “Do your damnedest in an ostentatious manner all the time.”


Gen. George S. Patton Jr. 









Chapter One: Opening Gambits




Z-Day +2 (AM)





LSS Ardennes, Point Moira;
 near Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


Wogan’s Reef was binary system, a circumstance that resulted in its usefulness as a transit node along with some other notable characteristics. The primary was Wogan’s Star, a moderate red giant whose companion was smaller K1-type. For eons, the primary had been feeding off its poor relation, now reduced to not much more than a dim dwarf, and the primary’s gorging made it a fast-period variable. 


The variability of Wogan’s Star complicated astrogation in the neighborhood, shifting the Teller rings and thus the favored jump sectors, as did two massive gas giants, trapped in uneasy, unpredictable orbits between the two stars. Another complication was that Wogan’s Star did not feed in a genteel manner: it sucked up its diet of hydrogen sometimes in sips but often in gulps, and frequently emitted great belches of plasma, which mariners facetiously referred to as “weather.” These posed no physical danger to ships, although small craft might suffer if caught in one, but they did play Old Harry with sensors and lightspeed communications. 


The hydrogen and helium, with traces of heavier elements, swirling in to feed Wogan’s Star heated and ionized as they did so, creating a disk of plasma about the diner that gave it an unhealthy squashed and bloated appearance. Jump sectors could shift in and out of this disk; doing so did not make them unusable, but the plasma’s effects on navigation sensors greatly increased the risk. There were always those willing to run such risks, however: smugglers and pirates mostly, who used these occluded jump sectors to transit the junction undetected. 


Finally, there was the reef in Wogan’s Reef: an accretion disk surrounding the companion star out to about 2 AU. The system’s complex gravitational interactions prevented the formation of anything larger than gravel, and the reef was composed of these pea-sized particles orbiting in a soup—quite thick by astronomical standards—of fine silt-like grains. Ships could not operate in this soup, but the gravity of the chaotically orbiting gas giants perpetually stirred the accretion disk, creating voids and eddies through which ships could safely transit, and in which they could—if need be—hide. For this reason, the reef had been heavily mined at the beginning of the last war, and these days no one knew how many mines were still there, and how active they might be. These factors played together to make Wogan’s Reef a very valuable bit of ether and also one that was especially difficult in which to operate. 


Admiral Joss PrenTalien had this all in mind as he stood in the combat information center of LSS Ardennes, the most powerful dreadnought in the CEF Navy and now Third Fleet’s flagship as well, surveying a forward view screen upon which a schematic of Wogan’s Reef was displayed. The data, which were being collected by a constellation of probes within the system and a line of stealth frigates outside it, and then transmitted to the fleet by hyper-relay, was fifty minutes old. The fleet itself was assembled six hours out, at an otherwise undistinguished location PrenTalien had designated Point Moira, on the suggestion of his flag lieutenant. The young man had gone on to explain that Moira was the name Homer used for the Fates—he could be whimsical like that. The admiral, having grown up with a grandmother of that name (and it fit her to a ‘T’), happily fell in with the notion. 


Now, thoughts of whimsy (or even beloved grandmothers) far from his mind, PrenTalien used his pointer to highlight a region between Wogan’s Star and the innermost gas giant, close to the edge of the former’s plasma disk. 


“This is what worries me, Harry”—addressing Harry Bolton, the Captain of the Fleet, who was standing next to him. “This damn zone has moved twice in the last week. The Bannermans have been running smugglers and worse through this system for a century. I’m betting they can predict it. We’ve got no handle on it at all. If it moves anywhere here”—he swept out an area of the plasma disk—“they can jump in and we won’t even be able to see them, much less stop them.” 


The Bannerman fleet at Callindra 69 was the object of his concern. Recent reports of the Doms’ activities had driven their faith in the blockading force’s ability to hold them there even lower. 


“I’m afraid we may have given up too easily on detaching X-ray to reinforce them.” Bolton sounded uncharacteristically peevish, but then the last few days had been especially trying. “Hamish would’ve superseded Hollis, putting an end to all the nonsense. That alone would’ve been a victory.” 


Bolton was alluding to an eleventh-hour proposal to dispatch the strike force’s other DREDRON under Vice Admiral Hamish Burton (Third Fleet’s nominal CO) to Callindra 69, greatly strengthening the blockade and giving him something more active to do than hold the exit gate for them at Wogan’s Reef. But the Nedaemans were in no mood to reverse their earlier veto of allowing Ardennes X-ray to deploy out of Merope, and in any case, the plan would have put the entire strike force on the wrong side of the plate if things broke ugly. The suggestion had been allowed to die a quiet death. 


PrenTalien shrugged the remark off. “No matter. We’ve crossed the Rubicon.” It was a joke he relished, coming at the expense of Ardennes’ sister ship, LSS Rubicon, the heart of Ardennes X-ray. Bolton was long used it. 


“Yes, sir,” Bolton commented in a deeply dissatisfied tone. “But if they can boost their fleet in there in such a way we can’t detect it . . .” He left the thought unfinished. Everything depended on keeping the two enemy fleets separated. If the Bannermans managed to effect a link-up between their fleet and the Kerberos Fleet, the business would get very awkward indeed. Right now, they had something like parity with the approaching Halith forces, but the Bannermans could bring close to a hundred ships to the fight, though only about a quarter of those were major combatants. 


As it was, parity looked like this: PrenTalien had ninety-one ships at Moira Point, thirty-two of which were heavies. Besides Ardennes, these consisted of three battleships, ten battlecruisers and eighteen heavy cruisers. Adding in light cruisers and the three light carriers intended to deal with the monitor (if it succeeded in making the trip), brought the total number of capital ships to forty-nine. No fleet carriers were present, as the Reef was hostile to fighter ops and it was not worth the risk of losing another. Trafalgar, along with the light carrier Concordia and the rest of TF 34, remained at Outbound. In addition to the carriers, Lo Gai had four battlecruisers there, supported by a mixed lot of cruisers and destroyers, tallying three dozen, to hold the station or act as a potential relief force, as need be. 


Beyond these forces, there were sixteen stealth frigates, deployed far forward to monitor the likely approaches, and some of the unlikely ones as well. Of particular concern was a Bannerman sortie being launched from New Madras, which they’d captured early in the war. Such a move would be more than slightly insane—which was why it was a worry. Insanity and war marched arm in arm. The frigates were his tripwires against such maneuvers. PrenTalien did not have as many of these doughty little ships as he might have liked, and he’d given their skippers orders to exercise a modicum of caution. Knowing them as he did, he expected the order to fall on mostly deaf ears, but it was the thought that counted. 


Last on the list was Commodore Shariati’s roving squadron, which was off lurking about the borders of Bannerman space, looking for chances to commit mayhem generally. She only had seven ships, led by the fast battlecruiser LSS Artemisia, but they fought far above their weight. 


These, and a squadron of minesweepers, were the totality of forces PrenTalien had at his disposal. Arrayed against him, Adenauer could potentially muster one hundred fifty-three ships, but thirty-four of those belonged to CARDIV I, and it was an open question if he would risk them in the Reef. The idea that he would break up CARDIV I was anathema the Halith military mind. It was much more likely they would be employed as a reserve force outside the Reef, though nothing could be taken for granted. 


Aside from CARDIV I, Adenauer had another hundred and nineteen ships he was sure to bring to the party, including his flagship, Marshall Nedelin, six battleships, six battlecruisers, and twenty-eight heavy cruisers. The numbers were exact because Captain Constance Yanazuka, skipper of the stealth frigate LSS Kestrel—whose ears were notably deaf in some ways, and who did not appear have the word caution in her lexicon—had been sticking her neck out very much farther than was consistent with achieving retirement age. Hovering about the margins of Tau Verde, she’d sent back a precise report as the Kerberos Fleet had sortied two days ago. Although the Doms had been determined to make her pay for that impertinence, she’d managed to sneak away without getting rattled around too badly. 


So much for the numbers. They were never the whole story, and especially not here. To begin with, the “phantom” monitor had demonstrated its existence three days ago, when Kestrel caught it boosting out from one of Tau Verde’s gas giants where it had been fueling. PrenTalien had received his tech exploit department’s assessment of the monitor making the trip without a major failure. They put it at two-thirds, but being conscientious, they’d included error bounds to account for the spotty intelligence and lack of time to do a detailed workup on the engineering. The full range spanned from just less than half to almost ninety percent. In PrenTalien’s experience, the universe did not always play fair with probabilities (privately, he blamed entropy), so he was going with the high value. 


Of course, the Doms also knew he now knew about the monitor, but if they assumed this was his first inkling of its existence—and they had no reason to think otherwise—it was too late for him to do much about it. At least, he hoped they had no reason to think otherwise. If they believed the realization might make him more cautious, that was a misconception he’d be happy to encourage. More disturbingly, CARDIV I had sortied a day ahead of the rest of the fleet, though that could explained by the monitor. Moving that much mass through the junction at once was tricky and shrunk the available windows. It made sense to send the carriers first. Yet he failed to find much comfort in this comforting argument. 


Next, Halith ships were generally larger and more heavily armed than their CEF counterparts (except for dreadnoughts, where the CEF had the edge). In the popular view, this disparity in size and throw weight was offset—or more than offset, depending on the degree of chest beating involved—by the League’s superior technology. Pundits could afford to prate about this presumed advantage from their cozy offices back in the Homeworlds. Out here at the sharp end, things looked rather different. It was certainly true that the CEF’s missile technology was better than Halith’s and that their cooperative engagement capability was more effective, particularly on the attack. Halith did not emphasize CEC for offensive purposes to the same degree, and their area-defense nets were more dependent on fewer prime nodes and thus arguably more brittle. 


While these advantages were real enough, they were primarily the result of doctrine. The CEF had trended more and more towards missiles in recent years, augmented by sophisticated torpedoes as stand-off weapons, while the Imperial Navy still considered missiles primarily defensive weapons and espoused disruptive torpedo attacks followed up with massed railgun fire. So whatever Mr. and Ms. Comfy Pundit liked to spout off about on their daily shows, seen from the perspective of how the fleets actually operated, the technology gap was greatly diminished, or (if the small, vocal, curmudgeonly band of pro-gun-power officers was to be believed) actually favored the other side. 


PrenTalien took an ecumenical view of the missile-gun debate, although his overall sympathies tended to lie with the gunners and his fleet had rather more gun-purists like Captain Lawrence than not. But you danced with the girl you had—or the fleet that brought you (as the case may be). Pining for chimerical ideals—whether girls or fleets—profited a man nothing. 


Lastly, there were the conditions that Wogan’s Reef itself imposed on operations. Gravitic technology meant that space warfare was not quite the Newtonian free-for-all that it had been in former times. The keels of hypercapable ships, where the grav plants were housed, created local fields strong enough to deflect projectiles, and even light, with the result that the ship was invulnerable over a narrow cone—the cone angle depended on the ship’s virtual mass rating but was never greater than thirty degrees—oriented in the direction the keel was pointed. In addition, when ships were close enough together, these fields would merge, producing a fatter cone that could defeat any attack made from within it. 


Fleets used this principle to create a “floor” through which an enemy could not attack. At times, fleets would invert half their ships, making a ceiling as well, although this meant crowding ships closer together, effectively reducing their offensive firepower and risking gaps in the floor or ceiling if ships did not maintain precise station. 


A fleet could even form itself into a tight ball, keels outward, rendering the whole formation safe from any attack, but this also meant that the ships could not employ their weapons. It was a purely defensive formation—called podding in most navies—which allowed a battered fleet to try to reach a jump zone and escape. Podding was not perfect tactic by any means: maintaining a pod required exact station keeping, difficult at any time and much more so with damaged ships, and since all the ships of a fleet could rarely manage to translate together, a pod would break up as the fleet jumped out, allowing a pursuing enemy to snap up stragglers. 


The whole upshot was that fleets tended to form disks or annuli that looped and circled, rather like belligerent amoebas trying engulf one another, until one weakened to the point where it could no longer maintain the integrity of its defense net. Then the survivors would usually pod up and try to break out. But in systems where movement was constrained (Wogan’s Reef was just such a one), formations could be employed where one or both ends were anchored to planetary bodies or, in this present case, the reef. 


The tactics that resulted therefore bore more resemblance to the tactics of the ocean-going navies of ancient Earth in the days before space flight than anyone from the space-faring era before modern gravitics were invented might have suspected. This realization had led to renewed interest in ancient naval engagements, which were much studied by enthusiasts and officers with a historical bent. That Joss PrenTalien was the latter was debatable; that he had an excellent grasp of the concepts was not. 


The same could be said of his opposite number. Jakob Adenauer was known to be a careful and studious commander, excellent on defense and not apt to blunder at any time. PrenTalien very much doubted he was going to start blundering now. 


Neither man had yet had an opportunity to take the other’s measure, and thus far in this war, neither had known defeat. That was all about to change. Technocrats writing policy papers saw these campaigns as contests between systems: physical, like ships, sensors and weapons; and intellectual, such as tactics, training and doctrine. But those who did the fighting and dying knew better. While it was certainly the case that you couldn’t carry much water in a paper bucket, it was equally true that battle, with all its unimaginable chaos twisting under the hard hand of Fate, remained, first and last, a test of wills between commanders: Caesar and Pompey, Grant and Lee, Nimitz and Yamamoto, Kiamura and Falkenhavn. 


Now he and Adenauer were about to take their star turn on history’s bloody stage. And the only thing he could assert with confidence was that in the end, someone was going to have a very bad day. 














Z-Day +2 (PM)





LSS Effingham, on blockade;
 Callindra 69, Hydra Region


Commodore Tomas Rhimer, commanding officer of TG 15.2 (the Inshore Squadron) of Rear Admiral Hollis’s TF 15, blockading the Bannerman fleet at Callindra 69, had the honor of having as his flagship the battlecruiser with perhaps the least enviable name in the CEF Navy: LSS Effingham. It was inevitable that she should by known on the lower desks as the LSS Fuckin’ham, but what was truly regrettable was that, after eight months on blockade duty, this practice had spread among Effingham’s officers, and was now infecting wardrooms throughout the disgruntled squadron. On duty, it manifested itself in a milder form: an emphasis on Effing with a slight pause before pronouncing ham. It was only off duty and then only sotto voce that the virulent full-spectrum symptoms exhibited themselves. 


There was little enough Rhimer could do about it. He was aware of the practice, certainly, but posting an order of the day threatening dire consequences against anyone using the offensive name would only make him look ridiculous, which the commodore could ill afford. A short, thick-set, dyspeptic man with an oddly cold, or sometimes overly casual, manner, Rhimer was not well liked. He had a genius for giving offense without knowing it, and he inclined to female flag lieutenants: usually attractive, ambitious, and given sycophantic behavior. This did not wear well at any time. On blockade duty (the worst a mariner could draw) it was near intolerable, quickly alienating Rhimer from his officers. Indeed, he was barely on speaking terms with two of his destroyer captains, and there were regrettable tensions among his own staff. If his crews had not disliked the patrician Admiral Hollis even more—him being a martinet who was, by habit, savagely rude to those he felt to be beneath him—the squadron would not have held together at all. 


The other thing that united them was a burning desire for the Bannermans to come out from behind their fortifications where they could get at them. Although the Bannermans were, by the list, twice their strength, there was not a man or woman who would not have given their right hand to get the left one on the Bannermans’ collective throat and give vent to their pent-up emotions. 


It was into this stew that, at the end of dead watch, the stealth frigate LSS Araxes, far off at the northernmost picket station, sent in a report of suspicious and unexplained phase wakes. Roused, the commodore donned his tunic hastily and hurried to CIC, there to be met by Lieutenant Commander Vladimir Kara-Murza, the duty TAO, report in hand. 


“Is it the Bannermans?” croaked Rhimer, snatching at the flimsy. Kara-Murza relinquished it, and directed the commodore’s attention to the deep-radar display. 


“I’m not sure, sir. We aren’t picking up any unusual activity from Callindra.” 


Rhimer scanned the report avidly. “Who else could it be?” 


“I suppose it could possibly be a Halith squadron.” 


“This?” He shook the plaspaper. “The Doms don’t split their forces this way—they concentrate. You know that as well as I. See here.” He underlined the wake amplitudes with an indignant forefinger. “Those aren’t battleships. Can’t be. These signatures—they’re all wrong. Where are their battleships, I say? They don’t deploy without ’em. No, this must be the Bannermans.” 


“Sir,” Kara-Murza began uneasily, “that is a preliminary report. It may not be complete. We don’t have verification from any of the other frigates yet. I sent to Araxes for follow-up, but she hasn’t reported back yet. She may have been driven off her station.” 


“Has she not? How long has it been?” 


“Thirty-five minutes, sir. But if she’s had to go deep, we may not be able to reach her.” 


“All the more reason not to dawdle.” Rhimer glared about. “Where’s the officer of the deck? Where is Captain Thwaites? God damn and blast the fellow—he should be here.” 


“He’s on his way, sir,” answered the executive officer, Commander Aileen Dierig, as she walked up, eyeing the commodore coldly. Rhimer grunted and looked to the deep-radar console again. 


“No change, you said?”—directing the question to the TAO. 


“No sir. Not on deep-radar. Not on passive sensors either.” 


“Could be decoys then.” 


“Yes, possibly—” 


“The Doms have no reason to come this way. But the Bannermans surely wish to go to them. They’ve split their force and mean to link up at Novaya Zemlya. Left some ships behind to carry on, along with a bunch of tarted-up crates.” By which he meant noncombatants with fitted out with false emissions and drive signatures to maintain the appearance of a fleet on-station. 


“That could be, sir. But we should verify it.” Kara-Murza looked at the Commander Dierig, who was standing there rigid and silent. 


“Yes, yes. Of course. But Araxes was out there to warn us. She’s warned us. It won’t do to sit on our hands here. Wake up Hollis”—this to the Exec. “Tell him I’m contemplating a change of base. Have him come up to mind the store.” 


“Sir,” Kara-Murza tried one last time, as the Exec turned away with no more than a nod and a sketchy salute. “We should consider that this might be a Dom maneuver to accomplish exactly that.” 


“Exactly what?” 


“Pull us off our station, sir.” 


“To what purpose? The Doms are after Wogan’s Reef—not this place. They aren’t going to divide their force to come here. Those signatures are all wrong! You can see that yourself. It’s a Bannerman flotilla that’s got out. Are we to let them go?” 


“Sir, it’s possible the Doms may contemplate a second strike. They may have detached a force to come here and link up with the Bannerman fleet, possibly to attack Outbound. This could be a trap.” 


“That is wholly against their doctrine. You expect an officer of my experience to believe it?” 


Lieutenant Commander Kara-Murza regarded the flimsy, now crushed in the commodore’s hand, with a forlorn air. “I’m afraid, sir, that my responsibility must end with that report.”  














Z-Day +3 (PM)





LSS Ardennes, Point Moira;
 near Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


In the middle of his lunch, Joss PrenTalien’s secure line went off with that disturbing tone that meant a priority alert. He answered it, putting down a half-eaten sandwich, and Bolton’s face popped into view the console screen, his expression stony but for its high color. “What is it, Harry? Can I assume the excrement has encountered the turbine?” 


“You can.” Bolton’s tone was clipped and snappish. “Rhimer’s been driven off Callindra and Admiral Hollis has had to fall back all the way to Outbound.” 


Now PrenTalien’s face went red. “How the hell did that happen?” 


“It seems Rhimer got the idea that the Bannermans were dividing their fleet to break out and reinforce Adenauer, so he changed base to where he thought could engage the smaller half. But the Bannermans were not dividing their fleet and they caught Rhimer in transit with their whole force. He called on Hollis come up in support, but Hollis thought that would not be prudent and ordered him to hold with what he had. Rhimer was getting pretty well chewed up so he fell back to Outbound, and Hollis of course had to follow him.” 


“Shit and fried eggs,” muttered PrenTalien. 


“Now Hollis is accusing Rhimer of deserting his station and Rhimer is accusing Hollis of failure to engage in the face of the enemy. And we can expect the Bannerman fleet to drop in on us at damn near anytime.” 


“Where exactly are they now? Hollis and Rhimer, I mean.” 


“Milling around the junction, just out-system. Hollis has announced his intention to retire all the way to Merope. Should we stop him?” 


“No, Harry.” The last thing he needed was to burden his operations with a worn-out, recently mauled task force whose commanders were not on speaking terms. “Let ’em go. In fact, direct them to clear our space and report to First Fleet—let Hawke deal with it. Notify CNO that we have no further use for either of ’em in our sector.” 


“Will do.” Bolton had his xel out and was already composing the order. 


“Who’s most current on all this? Shariati?” 


“Yes. She made the first report. She’s been shadowing the Bannermans at extreme range since.” 


“Alright, Harry. Whistle up Lo Gai out of Outbound and send Shariati to him with everything we know. Tell him to wait for her so they can consult when she gets there. He’s gonna have to haul ass and take only ships that can keep up with Nike. Shariati’s squadron will remain there with the carriers and any slugs that’ll slow Lo Gai down.” 


“Aye aye, sir.” But Bolton’s face was troubled. “But we still aren’t sure of the composition of the Bannerman fleet. It’s possible they left enough behind to hit Outbound, and if they reinforce—” 


“One thing at a time, Harry. I doubt they will uncover their core systems—not to take a shot at Outbound. But if they do, tell Yasmin she’s not to engage in a hopeless defense. If she can’t hold the station, her orders are to burn hard for Port Calebria and raise unrestricted hell.” 


Bolton’s eyes widened a bit. Port Calebria was the Bannerman’s most important commercial port, orbiting Anju-Ri. The bulk of their merchant fleet lay up there and almost half of their industrial capacity was in the immediate vicinity. Callindra 69 was primarily responsible for its defense; the Bannermans’ home fleet was based at the prime world of Sephar. With Callindra 69 stripped of its fleet, only the in-system flotilla would likely be guarding the port. But so far in this war, the CEF had refrained from striking civil installations, even critical ones. 


“Okay. But I think we’re taking a hell of a risk.” 


PrenTalien was unsure if Bolton was alluding to sacrificing the station or the potential political fallout—or both. But probably the former: Bolton loathed politics. “Not that bad, Harry. We’ll do our best to cover Outbound from here. I think we can manage it in a pinch.” 


“Not exactly what I mean,” Bolton replied, now with a smile. “If she doesn’t get a chance to execute orders like those, she’s going to be so pissed off I wouldn’t want to be on the same station with her for a month.” 


PrenTalien, caught out in his guess, answered his friend’s smile with his own. “Harry, you may have point. You may, indeed.” 














Z-Day +4 (Early AM)





LSS Athena Nike, Outbound Station;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Eleven hours later, the battlecruiser LSS Artemisia, with four destroyers and a trio of cruisers as consorts, translated through the Outbound junction and cleared into orbit. While the battlecruiser was still decelerating, her captain’s gig launched and fifteen minutes later out stepped onto Nike’s boat deck, not the battlecruiser’s captain, but Commodore Yasmin Shariati. She made her duty to the Blue Peter (the CEF Navy’s particular flag, which commanded the first respects of all who came aboard) and then swept down the ramp to meet Admiral Sabr, who was waiting expectantly for her. 


The commodore was as tall and striking as the admiral was short and ugly, which caused a good deal of good-natured ribaldry on the lower decks (where they were complemented Lo Gai’s tag of “Demon Gin” by affectionately referring to his wife as “the Devil’s Dancing Girl”). As physically dissimilar as two human beings could well be, they were alike in being fierce, almost to the point of savagery, dedicated, honorable according to their lights, and extremely good at what they did. 


She greeted her husband in a high, pure carrying soprano that would have allowed her a fine career in the opera had she not taken out a letter of marque as a privateer instead, before accepting a commission in the CEF as commander of a roving cruiser squadron. Indeed, on less busy evenings, she was known to sing, accompanied by a quartet of her officers, and she did so to great acclaim. 


But neither operatic evenings nor even connubial bliss were on their minds tonight. Striding across the deck together, arms about each other companionably—his reaching high, her curving low—and talking rapid and confident tones, there could be no more doubt about what most had guessed the moment Shariati’s battlecruiser first appeared: the rocket had just gone up. 


*     *     * 


Admiral Sabr and Commodore Shariati foregathered alone on Nike’s flag bridge. This meeting was their private consultation; they would assemble their respective staffs later, but it was their habit to hash things out between themselves first. Addressing her husband across the omnisynth, she gestured at the data swirling and dancing through the display. 


“Look at this, now. I think they are using a new variety of gravitic shunt to mask their drive wakes.” She highlighted four areas of in the holographic volume. “These are where we obtained the best reads. You can see why Rhimer thought the Bannermans must have slipped out somehow, given his notions, but any way you look at it, it is odd. No amount of shunting could disguise battleships under these conditions, and there are none. What we were able to collect of the energy readings doesn’t fit either. But these signatures, however distorted, are certainly destroyers—the numbers are not consistent with a typical Halith task group. And see here—the histogram.” At her command, the omnisynth produced a plot of the estimated mass ratios of the detected drive wakes. It was clearly bimodal. “See what’s missing? Heavy cruisers—or battlecruisers. There ought to be more.” 


“What do you make of it?” Sabr was forming his own opinions. 


Shariati leaned back from the omnisynth. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a carrier battle group. Perfectly absurd, of course.” 


“Quite absurd,” her husband agreed, amiably. 


The commodore favored her husband with a sidelong look and a familiar smile. “What do you know that you haven’t yet told me, dear?” 


“Adenauer’s CARDIV I sortied thirty hours before of the main body.” 


“Did they indeed?” 


“They did. Constance was on the spot. We believed it was to better distribute the mass loading through the node, broadening the available jump windows. To account for the monitor.” 


“The monitor—yes. I was informed of that.” 


Sabr allowed the dig. “This data’s what? Almost thirty-seven hours old?” 


“Closer to forty,” his wife replied, “when you account for the lag.” 


“Let’s compare then.” Together, they applied themselves to the omnisynth’s controls, and within a minute several timelines and their associated signature data were merged and correlated. 


“Ah,” they announced together. “CARDIV I, without a doubt.” It was the commodore who supplied the amplification. “So they used CARDIV I to decoy Rhimer off his station. And then returned together?” 


“I just wonder about that,” Sabr commented. “We don’t know if they actually jumped, do we? Shall I mention another factor of which you may not be fully aware?” 


“Do.” 


The admiral related the story of the fuel caper and the fictitious tanker fleet. “Individual commands are being informed by courier.” 


“Of course.” No other ear would have detected the note of semi-apology, but she did not take umbrage. There were professional limits, even between spouses. “So what are you thinking, dear? I know you have a good head for tactics.” 


“Destroying our refueling capability would cut off Joss’s retreat. They had to consider that in their plans. The fuel caper was to encourage them in those directions, by way of a red herring.” 


“Yes?” his spouse coaxed. 


“The logical option was to assign that role to the Bannermans. It’s the sort of mission they’re used to, and Callindra is the favored place to launch from. Keeps thing tidy too—no interoperability issues, that sort thing.” 


“But?”—uttered sweetly. 


Sabr looked over the traces and scratched the curling beard that grew almost to his eyes. “There is no reason whatever to assume the Doms intend to launch a strike against us with just a carrier force. They never operate carriers groups independently. It’s risky, it’s wholly against their sacred, infallible doctrine, and there hasn’t been a pure carrier battle in this century. Adenauer’s not the sort of man to suddenly be seized by originality.” He gave her a smile that was all edges through his beard. “Therefore, I conclude that is precisely what they are doing.” 


“Then this is still a raid. Aimed at destroying that ‘tanker fleet’.” 


“Exactly. They cannot hope to take the station with just carriers, though they might destroy the outer works, the fueling plants—make a mess generally. But it also means they don’t view this as an independent op. Trapping Third at Wogan’s Reef is their objective. Novaya Zemlya all over again.” 


“Quiet so. And if they have their hearts set on lighting up a tanker fleet, I think we should take pains to provide them with one. I hate to break anyone’s heart.” 


“If you can, by all means do so. Of course, if it’s that critical to them, CARDIV I might well be supported by a center force. Fire the magazines, as it were—the station and the fleet. In which case—” 


“It will have been nice knowing you, dearest”—giving his shoulder a familiar squeeze. 


“Likewise,” he replied in an affectionate growl. “But you have Joss’s orders. If it comes to that, it might be best to order Trafalgar back to Merope. She won’t be of great use to you, and the taxpayers would appreciate it.” 
 

The commodore laughed—a bright, ringing sound. “You know how I feel about taxpayers. And Jan RyKirt will mutiny if I so much as breathe any such suggestion.” 


“That is true, I suppose.” Lo Gai paused. “And while we are on the subject of potential mutiny, I must you inform that the Admiralty has issued strict orders that under no circumstances is Commander Huron to be risked in any engagement in which the odds are deemed unfavorable.” 


That elevated the commodore’s eyebrows to a surprising degree. “On what justification?” 


“Indications are that Captain Banner was severely wounded—perhaps even killed—at Miranda. In any event, taken out of action.” 


“Indeed, I heard something of that. One of your people—an ensign, wasn’t it?” 


“Ensign Kennakris, yes.” His inflection seemed to give the name an unusual degree of significance, but he quickly moved on. “SECNAV greatly fears a similar mishap with Huron. There are hints, I am told, that the Doms’ propaganda organs are concocting a scheme to explain what happened to Banner, and should Huron become a fatality, they will surely credit it to him—heroic duel to the death, that sort of thing. Obviously, that would hand them a substantial moral victory and we are ordered to take ‘all necessary steps’ to ensure that no such thing occurs.” 


“Has Rafe been informed of these orders?” The question was accompanied with an arch look. 


“The occasion has not yet arisen, no.” 


“I see.” The melodically sarcastic tone eloquently expressed how much she appreciated having this small detail dropped in her lap. She’d rather Lo Gai had handed her a poisonous snake—she was fond of snakes. “Did SECNAV provide any guidance as to how far I am allowed to go in taking ‘all necessary steps’ regarding this matter?” 


The admiral considered. “Lethal force is clearly out of the question.” He stroked his jaw through the thick curls. “I believe maiming would be frowned upon.” 


“Oh, that narrows down my options, doesn’t it?” 


He gave her that knife-edged smile. “Well, it is in your hands. Do as you think best.” 









Chapter Two: The Die is Cast




Z-Day +4 (PM)





LSS Trafalgar, Outbound Station;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


“With the assets we have, ma’am, trying to maintain a CAP is basically a waste of time.” Commander Sonovia Harmon, Trafalgar’s fighter boss, waved her hand through the omnisynth’s holographic display. 


“Then there’s no point in trying to maintain one, is there?” Commodore Shariati looked across at Commander Harmon, observing her critically. She had transferred her flag to Trafalgar from Artemisia upon Lo Gai’s departure—an entirely prudent move, but not an entirely comfortable one. These were Lo Gai’s people and she didn’t know them well. Further, all TF 34 had been able to spare them were three cruisers, one heavy and two light, along with enough destroyers to provide a barely ample screen for the carriers. By all reasonable metrics they were badly overmatched by the approaching forces, and this wasn’t having a good effect on anyone’s temper. So Shariati had a distinct feeling Harmon was playing it a bit close to the vest with her temporary CO. They didn’t have time for that. 


“But ma’am, we also don’t have the recon assets to cover all the potential threat axes and our sensor net does not extend far enough to give us the reaction window we’d need to rely purely on interceptors.” 


“Then we would be well advised to make the Doms worry about us, instead of us worrying about them, wouldn’t we?” 


“Yes, ma’am,” Harmon agreed with a twinge of alarm. The commodore had made her name in small actions; she was new to fighter ops and Harmon was getting a sinking feeling that she may not fully appreciate the difficulties involved. It was one thing to commit slashing attacks with a squadron built around a fast battlecruiser, and quite another to try it with the understrength task group they had, especially with slugs in it like their two frigates and the light carrier LSS Concordia. 


Commodore Shariati seemed to be reading her mind and smiled. “Don’t worry, Sonovia—I’m not suggesting we go entirely ‘jolly roger’ here—but if we can keep landing jabs, they won’t be able to get off a coordinated strike—you know how the Doms dote on that. Breaking up their arrangements early and often is our only real chance, isn’t it?” They had loaded all the latest data along with their assessments into a couple of hyperdrones and launched them to PrenTalien at Point Moira, but they knew they could not expect help from that quarter. They would have to fight this battle out themselves. 


“Certainly, ma’am.” Harmon looked beseechingly over at Commander Jagai DeCano, Huron’s successor as Lo Gai’s operations officer, who’d been left behind not only to lend his expertise but to act as a buffer between the officers of the task group and the commodore’s staff. 


“I agree, ma’am,” DeCano said. “But employing a cascading defense with strong attritional tactics”—essentially what the commodore meant by landing jabs—“requires assets we don’t have. Especially stealth frigates.” 


“Good point,” interjected Captain Dirk Bajorat, Shariati’s chief of staff, and both commanders breathed an inward sigh of relief. This mixing of staffs on the fly was a tricky business and Captain Bajorat’s willingness to offer the comment was a hopeful sign. 


Shariati nodded, her expression composed and withdrawn. “True, Dirk. Let’s get all the staff together and see what we have to work with . . .” 


*     *     * 


“That’s the size of it, ma’am,” Commander DeCano finished. “They can hit us with about twice our mass and strike power, on any of these three axes.” He highlighted each of them on the omnisynth. “That’s assuming they don’t have a center force with them. If they bring just two heavy hitters along, my assessment is that we’re all looking at early retirement.” 


Shariati rolled a stylus between her teeth. DeCano was right, of course, even if she didn’t much like his tone. Two battleships—DeCano’s heavy hitters—would ruin their whole day, which was why they needed to get ahead of the game now. The three-axis problem arose because the Doms could use the force they’d foxed Rhimer with at Callindra 69 to strike directly from there, which had the advantage of being able to hit them sooner. Or they might have returned to Novaya Zemlya with the Bannerman Fleet. That would allow them to attach those major capital ships DeCano was worried about. 


If they did the latter, the Doms had two further choices: bring the whole combined force to Wogan’s Reef and detach the carrier force to attack Outbound there, or split the carrier force off where jump fields linked the Novaya Zemlya transit to the Callindra 69 lane through another node that also connected with Outbound. For convenience, this gravitational complex was referred to as the NZ fork. 


Shariati didn’t believe in the first of those two options much at all. With the Doms’ advantage in numbers and throw weight, they would want to spread the CEF force to the maximum extent possible. Launching an attack on Outbound from Wogan’s Reef not only didn’t do that, it risked getting embroiled with PrenTalien. He might even be able to detach part of his fleet to catch them in a pincer between his force and Outbound’s defenders, which as far as the Doms knew, consisted of a fully constituted TF 34. 


No, the Doms wouldn’t run that risk. That left the other two options. She leaned forward on her elbows, scrutinizing the omnisynth’s volume, crowded with the latest situation assessment. 


“This is still the crux, isn’t it? This chokepoint here.” She used her stylus to circle a volume of space between the NZ fork and the Callindra 69 lane. It wasn’t a chokepoint in the physical sense, but an area where gravitational lensing allowed the phase wakes of a fleet on either transit to be detected. If they could cover it, they’d get an early read on what they were up against, on exactly which axis, and be able to arrange their defense accordingly. If the attack was overwhelming, she had her sealed orders, which she had not shared with anyone, and would not before absolutely necessary. 


Her staff nodded as one, though none to them—from the intel officer to the chief of logistics to the young jig who was her very temporary and nearly invisible flag lieutenant—looked happy about her bringing it up again: DeCano and Harmon most especially. Dirk Bajorat was keeping his thoughts to himself, as per usual. 


“Yes, ma’am,” DeCano said, his tone shaded with frustration at having to recap an argument he’d thought was settled. “But as we said before, we don’t have a way to surveil it. If we detach Artemis and Callisto, and support them with Janus and Ixion, I wouldn’t give much for our defense net if the Doms do get a punch through. And I wouldn’t give anything for them if the Doms put ’em in a tight spot. Frankly, I don’t like dividing our forces to that degree—not with what we’re up against.” 


What the operations officer was being less than frank about, Shariati sensed, was his strong philosophical objection to sending their people on a suicide mission, which was what this amounted to. Maybe not for Callisto and Artemis—the two destroyers were fast and would give a good account of themselves in a scrap—but certainly for Janus and Ixion. The frigates were old, thin-skinned, light on the bite, short-winded and, most of all, slow. They were of no use to her if she had to execute her sealed orders, and not much more in defending the station. They could be invaluable as reconnaissance assets—but only if she was willing to sacrifice them. 


The commodore nibbled her stylus delicately, her dark violet eyes shadowed. Lo Gai could order it—and she had no doubt he would—but coming from her, it was more likely to seem merely callous. She couldn’t fight this battle with his people believing she considered them no more than expendable pawns—fine words and cogent arguments would get her no more than grim-lipped obedience and she needed much better than that. She set the stylus aside. 


“Well, then. I think we know enough about what we don’t have. Let’s focus on what we do have.” Half the faces in the compartment looked as if they expected a homily on the value of surprise. “What we have”—she smiled as she prepared her surprise—“is a ‘tanker fleet’, although it exists purely in the Doms’ mind.” Shariati’s smile might have been decorated with feathers, but none of the staff were quite sure of the ill-fate canary’s identity. “We can position this ‘fleet’ wherever we like, to funnel the Doms’ assault along a vector of our own choosing. If they are attacking strictly with a carrier group, that should be quite diverting for them, as their fighters won’t be much use against the station, and by not tying our force down here, we retain tactical mobility.” 


She directed her attention to the staff intelligence officer, Lieutenant Irene Varis. “Lieutenant, I’d like the Doms to think we are doing everything we can to give them the impression the tankers are cozied up here, when ‘in fact’ they are moving to a ‘rendezvous’ with Admiral PrenTalien. Do you think you can do that?” 


The lieutenant, who had previously been on the ragged edge of glum, looked positively joyful at the prospect. “Yes, ma’am. Shall we scatter breadcrumbs or give them a nip-slip?” 


Varis was fairly young and Shariati was not entirely familiar with that turn of phrase, but she took it to be equivalent to what her generation called a knickers flash. “Whichever you feel would be more effective, Lieutenant.” 


“Breadcrumbs I think would be surer, ma’am, but they take longer too. Though I suppose we could moon them if they’re too slow on the uptake.” 


“As you see fit, Lieutenant. I see no need to be culpably abrupt in our actions.” Shariati said it a touch coolly—she was finding Varis, in this new mood, a trifle unbuttoned. 


The intel officer seemed not to notice. “Exactly where will we be sending them, ma’am?” 


“Caucus with Commanders DeCano and Harmon when we break here and work out some options based when we’ve discussed this AM. Do you think you can have something by 1400?” 


The three officers concerned exchanged a look. “Doable, ma’am,” Varis asserted. 


“Excellent. Jan?” She queried the operations officer as she highlighted the Callindra 69 transit on the display. “On this axis, how soon could they be in position to launch a strike against us?” 


“I’d say fifty-three hours, give or take four hours. If they use the Novaya Zemlya axis, that would add at least another twelve hours, but it does give them additional support options.” 


Shariati tried to ignore him harping on his damn battleships. “True. But the Callindra axis is the more urgent problem. If can we rule it out, we have that half day to respond on the Novaya Zemlya axis, is that not so?” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“That gives us about forty-two hours to prove my theory correct.” The commodore turned now to her fighter boss. “Sonovia, what are our long-range recon assets currently?” 


“They’re not what I’d call ideal—um . . .” Harmon cleared her throat, realizing a moment late that she was criticizing her absent CO’s dispositions to his spouse. “Apologies, ma’am. That is, we have Commander Huron’s wing here on Trafalgar and Concordia’s squadron.” 


“Both full strength?” 


“No, ma’am. Concordia’s squadron is a full flight short of its complement. Commander Huron’s wing is in no better shape: he’s light one squadron. The remaining two have all but three slots filled, though his Echo Squadron has two officers on semi-active status, one with provisional flight clearance.” 


That was far less than optimal. “Display them, please.” 


Harmon put the latest condition report for all the units up on the board. The commodore skimmed it. She would have been much happier with another squadron but at least she had Huron. Then her eyes narrowed in displeasure as she noted the numbers that Huron’s own Echo Squadron had put up. They had more kills, by far, than any other in TF 34; perhaps more than any other in the fleet. That would never do: recon squadrons were not supposed to act like strike forces or interceptors. In fact, Shariati was aware that Huron had been assigned to recon to curb his famously aggressive tendencies. Of course, he was also known for pushing things to the outer limits of his instructions, but she was still surprised that he’d been hotdogging it to this degree. 


However, Huron was not her wing leader, and she could hardly rebuke an officer for his prior conduct, especially when his actual CO ranked her. But in view of her orders, she could see to it that he kept his horns in where they belonged while on her watch. 


“Display the combat detail for Echo Squadron, please.” 


The record appeared and one of Shariati’s dark level eyebrows rose as it revealed the real surprise: the flight’s elevated numbers were not primarily the work of Commander Huron, though he’d done his share. It was a junior member of Echo Squadron who’d been running up the total; one of the two on the walking wounded list. Shariati highlighted the officer and recognized the name Lo Gai had mentioned. 


“This Ensign Kennakris—she’s the one who mixed it up with Jantony Banner?” 


Harmon glanced up. “That’s affirmative, ma’am.” 


“I see.” But the name also rang a different, and rather distinct, bell. “She’s been associated with Commander Huron for some time, has she not?” 


A touch of color came to Harmon’s cheeks. “Yes, ma’am.” 


“Link me her service record, please.” The file obediently appeared on the commodore’s xel. She opened it and almost immediately looked up. “Why does Kennakris have dual seniority dates in her file?” 


“She served on active duty while at the Academy, ma’am,” Harmon answered. “They entered her as a midshipmen for three months after her first term. The reason’s not in her file but allegedly it had something to do with slaver ops. Apparently she has . . . expertise in the area.” 


Ignoring the superfluous explanation, Shariati looked at the dates. An ensign’s seniority normally went by their class ranking. Skimming her academy record, she noted Kennakris had graduated near the bottom of the upper quartile due to mediocre course work in everything but tactics, math, and flight training. There were a few disciplinary issues, as well—a cryptic note about her hustling, of all things, low-gee racquetball—which, combined with her course work, put Kennakris about a third of the way down the list. But then there were her months of active service. 


“That would make Kennakris the senior officer in her class then?” 


“That’s not officially resolved yet, ma’am,” Harmon explained. “Since there haven’t been any other midshipmen entered since early in the last war, Ensign Kennakris is in a unique position and the Admiralty’s not keen on setting a precedent.” 


Shariati nodded, reading deeper into the file. “So how have you been handling it?” 


“Our general feeling, ma’am, has been that her active service should take precedence over her class ranking.” 


“I see she got her combat wings early. Was her active service a consideration there?” 


“Not really, ma’am. Her training squadron got jumped during a convoy op.” 


That wasn’t as unusual as it should have been. Fighter groups usually had a squadron of new flight officers who were not yet combat qualified. They were employed on routine missions like convoy ops in pacified areas, and some CinCs were more optimistic about declaring an area “pacified” than others. Admiral Tannahill was one of these, and Kennakris had been deployed in his area at the time. But it was unusual to award a flight officer her combat wings that early just for getting shot at. 


“What happened there?” 


“It’s reported in the annex, ma’am.” 


The commodore fixed Trafalgar’s fighter boss with a withering look. 


Harmon cleared her throat again. “Well, she scored three kills, ma’am.” 


“Three?” 


“And two probables.” 


“Did she, indeed?” Shariati glanced back at the file, tapping her full lower lip. “Anyone else draw blood that day?” 


“Ensign Basmartin was credited with one kill and a probable, and the squadron leader also got a kill.” 


“That’s eight killed or damaged. How big was the opposition?” 


“Sixteen fighters, ma’am.” 


“Against twelve in this training squadron?” 


“That’s correct, ma’am.” 


“So two green ensigns accounted for close to half of a roving Halith squadron, with their leader batting clean-up? And Kennakris essentially made ace-in-a-day her first time out.” 


“Two of those were just probable, ma’am.” 


“Oh, certainly.” The pointed sarcasm was evident on the commodore’s face. “The Board sitting still for a young colonial ensign achieving that before she even had her combat wings? She’d have had to bring the heads of those last two home on pikes. I’m surprised they allowed her three.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“Well then.” Shariati pushed herself away from the table. “We seem to be in the presence of a phoenix. Has this ensign any other characteristics that might be pertinent?” 


“Well, ma’am,” offered Commander DeCano, “the CinC once commented that she scares the living shit out of people.” 


“So I can believe.” The real question was: how could they use it? She killed the display and stood. “That’s all for now, ladies and gentlemen. We reconvene at 1400.” 


*     *     * 


Alone in her stateroom, Commodore Shariati keyed up a private line to Trafalgar’s recon wing leader. “Commander Huron, I should like to inquire after one of your flight officers.” 


“Would that be Ensign Kennakris, ma’am?” 


“Do you always answer the question like that?” 


“Well, ma’am, she does have a way of getting people’s attention.” 


“I’ve been told she scares the living shit out of people.” 


“That’s one of the ways she gets their attention.” 


“No doubt. Currently, however, she’s on the walking wounded list. Do you think she’s mission capable?” 


“The medical director has given her clearance for light duties.” 


“Does your reluctance to answer the question indicate a lack of confidence in your own judgment, Commander?” 


“Apologies, ma’am. I would rate Ensign Kennakris is back to about eighty-five percent, except perhaps for her stamina.” 


“And how would you rate that?” 


“I’m afraid it’s too soon to tell, ma’am.” 


“I see.” The commodore passed a finger across her lips. “I have in mind a surveillance op. I would like your candid appraisal of the chances that Ensign Kennakris could successfully undertake it.” 


“Of course, ma’am.” 


Briefly, Shariati outlined her plan as Huron’s features took on a set look. “Well, Commander?” 


“I would say there is a reasonable chance,” he answered, since surviving was clearly not among the success criteria. He did not voice this postscript, merely adding, “I cannot quantify it, however.” 


“Have you some reservation, Commander?” Shariati asked, reading his expression. 


Huron returned the commodore’s gaze, weighing his next words. “Not as to capability. But . . .” 


“Yes?” 


“I would like to point out that Ensign Kennakris is shaping up to be an exceptional officer.” 


“Quite so. Is there another flight officer you feel would be better suited to lead this mission?” 


“Yes, ma’am. I request that I be given personal command of this mission—” 


“That is out of the question.” 


“With respect, ma’am, no more so than shanghaiing my people for a suicide mission.” 


There was clearly not one iota of respect in his look or his tone. He did, in fact, have great respect for the commodore—he even liked her—but trying to pull his people out from under him like this and send them off on a mission without a homecoming was beyond the pale. She obviously had her reasons—no doubt good reasons—but that did not mean he had to sit still for them. 


He pressed the point—insubordination be damned. “I am Trafalgar’s recon wing leader, and I’m the best you have. Let me do my job.” 


Shariati’s violet eyes went amethyst and just as hard. “I’m fully aware of your sterling service record, Huron. I’m also aware of certain—how shall I say it—rumors? But I would think an officer of your seniority and accomplishments incapable of letting personal feelings influence an operational decision. However”—a long curved forefinger with its elegantly polished nail traced a whorl on the desktop—“I do not claim to be infallible and perhaps I am mistaken. Am I mistaken, Commander?” 


Huron could not avoid the deftly delivered thrust but he had the sense not to squirm on the blade, even as she gave it that final twist at the end. The set look deepened. “No, ma’am.” 


“Most gratified to hear it.” 


“Have you any further comments?” 


“No, ma’am.” 


“And of course, it is understood that undertaking this mission is strictly voluntary.” 


“Of course, ma’am.” 


Shariati nodded; a clear signal the interview was at an end. “Thank you, Commander. Please extend my compliments to Ensign Kennakris and tell her I should like to see her as soon as convenient.” 


“Yes, ma’am. I believe the ensign is at leisure and can report to you within the hour.” 


“That would be excellent, Commander. Good day.” 


“Good day, ma’am.” In hell. And the screen blanked. 


*     *     * 


“Be seated, Ensign.” Commodore Shariati gestured graciously to the chair on the other side of her desk. “This meeting is strictly informal and unofficial. I would like to solicit your opinions on a course of action I am considering and I expect to you to speak frankly. Is that agreeable to you?” 


Kris did her best not to show the chill that skittered down her spine. As a rule, commodores never “solicited” anything from ensigns, frank or otherwise. Huron had been guarded and uneasy when he’d conveyed the summons. That was a bad sign—this was worse. 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“Commander Huron speaks highly of you—not without reason.” She waved a hand at the desktop. “I’ve been reviewing your file. Most impressive. Ace-in-a-day, twenty-eight victories, a Distinguished Flying Cross, and you survived an encounter with Captain Banner. That’s more than most pilots could hope for in their entire career, and you’ve managed it in only five months.” 


“Thank you, ma’am. I’ve been fortunate.” 


“Napoleon supposedly thought it more important for a general to be lucky than brilliant.” 


“Didn’t Napoleon lose, ma’am?” 


“There is that.” Shariati smiled, a slender expression, deceptively mild, and glided on. “But what particularly interests me is your Academy record. You are the only cadet ever to defeat a boggart.” 


It was true enough: she and two studymates, Ferhat Basmartin and Frank Tanner, had beaten a no-win scenario—a boggart in Academy slang—by literally going around it; exceeding the bounds of the simulation. An inquiry absolved Kris of cheating and promptly classified the findings on how she’d done it at a very high level, so Kris did not know if the commodore had access to the entire record or just part of it. But either way, she didn’t see how it could possibly be relevant. 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“And this note from Sergeant Major Yu—” 


Kris felt a breath freeze in her trachea. She’d been in the sergeant major’s class at the Academy, and except for that op on Rephidim where she’d lost her head, fucked the mission, and gotten Marko Tiernan killed, they’d gotten along just fine— 


“Is it true what he says here about no-win scenarios?” 


“Ma’am?” 


“He said,” the commodore enunciated carefully, “he thought you were unacquainted with the concept of a no-win scenario. Is that true, Ensign?” 


“I—ahh—I wasn’t aware the sergeant major held that opinion, ma’am.” 


“He has always been an excellent judge of these things, in my experience.” Shariati swept her desktop clean. “Some might feel—justifiably—we are facing a no-win scenario now. What do you think?” 


Huron had given her a brief rundown on the tactical situation when he talked to her, and Kris wasn’t quite sure how to respond. 


Seeing her struggle for a diplomatic answer, Shariati frowned. “I expected you to be frank, Ensign.” 


“Yes, ma’am. Then I think that if we can’t find a way to keep the Doms off balance and confused, we’re well and truly f— . . . that is, we are . . .” 


“Fucked is the word I believe you’re looking for. Am I correct?” 


“Ah—I—yes, ma’am.” 


“The medicos, I see, have cleared you for light duties. How would you rate your recovery? Do you feel flight-ready?” 


Kris knew what Huron thought—he must’ve said it too, since Shariati had talked to him first. Had he been overruled? Or was she selling him short on his opinion of her? 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“This is what I believe we may be facing.” The commodore activated the display in her desktop and gave Kris a succinct account of the situation. It added more details to what Huron had told her but the real story was expressed eloquently enough by the traces. 


“I think you’ll agree that this chokepoint is the heart of matter,” Shariati said conversationally. Kris certainly agreed with that—and with the as-yet-unmentioned fact that it was well beyond twice a recon fighter’s normal operating range. She assumed the commodore would get to that eventually. 


“Now what I propose,” Shariati continued smoothly, “is that a single flight positioned here”—she drew a box on the display—“with each element operating independently”—adding two ellipses within said box—“can accomplish a leakproof surveillance of both approaches.” 


Not quite. “What about that gap in the middle, ma’am?” Kris interjected and instantly clicked her teeth together at the realization she’d just interrupted a flag officer. 


The commodore merely gave her another of those thin smiles, like a scalpel blade. “Yes. The tender can be modified to cover that—there will, of course, be a tender to get the flight there and back.” 


So much for the range issue: tenders could carry up to six fighters using external clamps. They were mainly used for ferrying operations and retrieving damaged fighters and their pilots, but they could also support long-range missions that were beyond a fighter’s limited jump capabilities, allowing them to refuel and rearm. The downside was that when fully loaded, they were slow and not terribly stealthy, making them easy meat in enemy space. And what they were looking at would certainly become enemy space, unless it was a wasted trip. 


“Yes, ma’am,” Kris agreed tonelessly. 


“The plan is to fly a two-phase nautilus search”—naval jargon for a search pattern based on a logarithmic spiral using two craft—“with the tender making a static fence along here. That will suffice, don’t you think?” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“The expected arrival window”—Shariati tapped the numbers on the display—“is seven hours wide. For myself, I’ve never thought much of the Doms’ time sense. So I would suggest widening it to nine, just to be sure.” Kris nodded. “Lastly, when detection is made, it is vital that a complete order of battle be obtained. As complete as possible, I should say.” Based on the commodore’s look, as possible did not seem to encompass concerns for life and limb. “What do you think, Ensign? Is this plan feasible?” 


“The tender will be acting as a comms relay, ma’am?” The question was no more than a ploy to buy time while she thought of something more intelligent to say. 


“Yes. And each fighter will also carry a hyperdrone to return any data the flight collects.” 


“Um—then sure—yes, ma’am. I’d say it’s feasible.” 


“I was interested to note that not only is Ensign Basmartin your squadron mate, but Ensign Tanner is currently assigned to the recon wing on Concordia. So we appear to have the nucleus of a winning team here. The three of you accomplished the seemingly impossible once before, Ensign. If I offer you command of this op, what do you say to an encore?” 


The tradition of the Service usually demanded unquestioning assent to such proposals, but this case was more extreme than most. Blurting out Yes, ma’am in the best gung-ho style might not be what the commodore was looking for here. 


“Ah—” 


“Don’t be hasty, Ensign. This mission is voluntary, and I will not disparage the severity of the challenges involved. Obtaining the data we need will likely require close contact with the enemy force. You, I’m sure, will have already worked out the odds of survival for yourself.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” She knew they weren’t going to make her do it. But . . . “Lemme talk to ’em.” 


*     *     * 


“What’dya guys think? We don’t have to do this.” 


The three of them sat alone in Echo Squadron’s ready room, a generously sized compartment furnished with five retractable tables, a dumb waiter, and three coffee machines. Along the bulkheads, tactical displays (now all blank) alternated with scale models of Halith combatants and a number of more lighthearted decorations. When not serving as a briefing space, it acted as a sort of club with an atmosphere to match, but now, amidst of welter of disposable coffee cups and leftover pizza—the remains of their abbreviated dinner—Kris felt chilled. 


“If it’s not us, they’ll just send someone else,” answered Baz, appearing to study the bulkhead decorations. She wondered which ones. “She asked us first, so she must think we give ’em the best shot.” 


She asked us first cuz we’re expendable. But she looked at Tanner without acknowledging the thought. “What do you say?” 


“Sounds like old times to me.” 


“This isn’t another boggart, Tanner,” Kris cautioned. Back at the Academy, when they’d fought the boggart to a draw and had a chance to get away clean, she’d said: let’s go home winners or not at all. Why she’d said that was something Baz and Tanner couldn’t really grasp—certainly not then, and probably not now. And it had been just a war game. 


Tanner grinned. “Thank gawd for that!” 


No, he didn’t get it. Outwardly she asked, “What about Diego? Think he’ll go for it?” Ensign Chaz Diego was Tanner’s wingman and the logical choice to fill out the roster. Kris had never met him. 


“Oh hell, yeah.” He chuckled. “You’ll never get the grin off his face. I should give him a call?” 


Must already have visions of the decorations we’ll earn if we pull this off dancing in his head. Posthumous decorations? 


She nudged a pizza crust to the side of her plate. “Do that.” 


Tanner got on his xel, and Diego arrived ten minutes later, looking happy and expectant. As Kris explained the mission, Tanner’s prognostication proved to be correct. By the time she finished his smile was so bright you could read by it. 


Kris held back a sigh as she unfurled her xel and keyed up the commodore. 


“Yes, Ensign?” Shariati answered crisply. 


“We’re all in, ma’am. It’s a go.” 


*     *     * 


The ops briefing broke up in an air of tension, quiet but palpable, and Commander Huron’s closing “Good hunting” did not elicit any of the usual boisterous remarks, it being just the five of them. Baz had lapsed into his usual studious preflight silence and Tanner was by now more subdued. Only Ensign Diego was still smiling. 


They filed out, still with a solid hour’s work ahead of them. The mission required several software patches; those had to be verified. The tender and its new sensor suite was being seen to, and they needed to run a thorough link test. Hyperdrones were finicky critters, so the interfaces had to be wrung out one last time. With those things accomplished, they’d review any final details of the contingencies that had been prepared, then complete their TAC upload and ordnance checks. 


Kris paused at the entry, then stepped back to let it close. A knot had suddenly formed behind her solar plexus. She was closer to Huron than anyone she’d ever known; that was a fact—an often uncomfortable fact. It wasn’t just that everyone assumed they were lovers and had been since they met. It was the thing itself: a queer, chancy, hybrid sort of relationship, half-completed and awkward—and half the time she wished they’d end it. The rest of the time . . . 


“Huron? I . . . ah”—forcing the syllables out one by one. “You got a minute?” 


“Of course, Kris.” 


She was still facing the entry, and looking down as she spoke. “If, um . . . there’s no homecoming from this op, when you go to get Marko’s pialla, there’s another letter in my stuff. I’d like you to take it before . . . well, y’know. I don’t care about anything else, but take that letter, okay?” 


She turned toward him and from the way she momentarily met his eyes and looked away, it was clear she wasn’t talking about the sort of letter pilots often left behind in case they didn’t come back. And Kris had no one to send such a letter to—at least no one he was aware of. He nodded. The other boot was clearly dangling between them, and he waited for it to drop. 


“It’s from Mariwen”—dropping it. “She . . .” Kris took a step forward, rubbing her knuckles on the palm of her other hand. “I never answered it. I don’t know how—but, I was hoping you’d tell her—just tell her that . . . I’m sorry. I know her contact info’s restricted and all, but I figured you could get it, so . . . I mean, if you can—if she’s okay—just say I’m sorry.” 


“Sure. I’ll do that.” A pause. “What do you want me to do with her letter?” 


“I . . . don’t know.” She looked up and tried to smile. “You figure that out, okay?” 


He started to nod—to try to think of something appropriate to say—there was the space of only a short step between them—she crossed it suddenly and her hands came up against his chest, then dropped. 


“Look, Rafe. There’s a lotta shit I’m no good at. And a lot more I never got a chance to learn. Keep that in mind, would’ja? Please?” And before he could respond, her arms came around his neck and she kissed him—a shocking, lingering kiss—and settled back on her heels, the color high in her face. Turning away to hide her eyes, she seemed on the cusp of saying something but shook her head—he wondered what words had been on the tip of her tongue—reached for his hand, squeezed it once, and let go. 


“Bye, Rafe,” 


Carefully, he swallowed to ease the catch in his throat and waited that crucial beat so his voice would at least sound calm. 


“See you later, Kris.”  














Z-Day +5 (AM)





Recon Flight Rogue Viper, on patrol;
 Phase Plane Victor, Hydra Border Zone


Had an observer been able to lift itself far out of the galactic plane, to a god-like eminence above this volume of space that was distinguished only by its usefulness in surveilling the transit routes on either side, it would have observed four infinitesimal specks in that vast emptiness, carving the ether with mathematic precision. Two complimentary logarithmic spirals, their centers nine light-hours apart; two specks on each spiral, ten light-seconds apart, and exactly between them, a fifth speck, with which the other four communicated, although only when on the innermost leg of each expanding spiral, and then only by the briefest burst and according to the strictest protocol. 


Further, if this being’s gaze could plumb dimensions normally inaccessible, it would also have beheld the deep-radar flashes from each leading speck, probing the “High Holy”(as mariners termed it) for the “shadows” made by the active keels of hypercapable ships. The trailing specks were themselves watchfully silent, listening for the flash’s echo, and any other telltale signs of approaching craft. 


It might be supposed that this simple ballet would appear serene, even pleasing, to such an observer, conveying nothing of the tense, nibbling boredom being experienced by the absurdly finite inhabitants of those specks. Most especially not as it affected the inhabitant of the lead speck on the western spiral (as referenced to galactic north), who happened to be Kris. This sort of punctuated tedium was exactly how recon pilots earned their living, and it was usual to do so far from home and with little support. But not this far from home or with this little support: one slow, vulnerable, unhandy, unmanned tender. As Baz had remarked on the way out, if anything did go wrong, they were in for a very long swim home. 


Nor was there often so much riding on the outcome, and never before had Kris been in actual command. In simulation, yes, of course—more times than she could recall—but this was her first encounter with the real-world version and she felt the responsibility most keenly. That feeling had been growing minute by minute and hour by hour as they followed their assigned trajectories, Baz keeping precise station behind her. Basmartin’s role had nothing to do with seniority and everything to do with his skill with sensors. He’d been the best in their class at the Academy, routinely achieving detection ranges ten or even fifteen percent better than anyone else. He was especially good with passive sensors, which was why Kris played the role of illuminator, and he had a preternatural knack for defeating ECM (or music, as it was known in the Service). 


Having Baz back there was indeed a comfort, but it was a comfort sensibly diminished by her knowledge that Tanner’s skills in this regard were merely adequate (as were her own) and that she knew nothing about Diego beyond his reputation, which was for being solid, if a tad enthusiastic. She kept a hard rein on her creeping urge to ping Tanner any more than absolutely necessary. Their job was to report detection results, not chat, and in any case, her breathing down his neck wasn’t going to suddenly improve his performance. 


On each inward leg, one fighter of each element flashed their results to the tender, and the tender, keeping its lonely automated vigil, duly relayed the data by hyperwave burst to Outbound. It also replied to the sender with status messages from the other element and its own news. As the spirals lengthened, so did the comms lag and interval between transmission windows. This increased the likelihood of running afoul of Halith pickets while out of comms range, so they kept their hyperdrones primed. If all went well, they’d use the drones to return their full data set once they finally made contact with the Halith fleet. 


They had been at it for two hours and twenty minutes when Kris came around on the inward leg and let go a burst of data at the tender. The tender obediently replied with its own “all clear” report, but not with a status message from either Tanner or Diego. They were supposed to keep their search patterns synched but it was possible they were lagging a few minutes. She gnawed her cheek, wondering if she should slow down to allow more time for them to report in. The pattern had only a ten percent margin to keep it leakproof, and she didn’t want to start invading that yet. On the other hand . . . 


She keyed up her tight-beam link. “Baz? No report from Rogue 2”—Tanner and Diego’s call sign. “Are you seeing anything?” If they’d run in trouble, one of them ought to have launched a hyperdrone. At this range, Baz might have been able to pick up a transient when it jumped out. 


“Wait one.” Dead silence on the link as she felt the weight bear down on her shoulders. “Negative, Kris. I got nothing. Maybe they’re just a few minutes late.” 


Maybe my ass. “I gonna ping ’em.” She decelerated to extend her comms window another six minutes. The hyperwave ping went off into vacuum. The window closed without a reply and a prickle ran across the back of her neck, the fine hairs there tickling unbearably against her flight helmet. 


Goddammit. “Baz, they’re in trouble.” 


“I’ll be in range in five minutes, Kris. If we stretch it some, I can—” 


“No.” Those hairs felt like they were screaming and foreboding weight was pressing her down in the seat. “They ran into somethin’. They can’t be this late. We gotta go check.” 


“But if we abandon this section . . .” 


Kris wasn’t listening. She was rerunning their search pattern with new parameters. “We can jump the tender to here”—linking him the new pattern. “That’ll give us some cover while we see what happened.” 


“That’s not leakproof.” 


“It’s eighty-five percent. That’s—” 


“Fifteen percent we let ’em get by.” 


“Baz! What the fuck? You wanna stay here with the tender? That’s leakproof.” 


“Not on the other side—” 


“Exactly. What the fuck ya think went down over there? A tea party?” 


“Okay, Kris. Sorry.” His voice was heavy with resignation. “What’re we gonna do?” 


“Order the tender over here and then form up on me. We jump in ninety seconds.” 


“Roger that, ma’am.” 


*     *     * 


The two fighters translated into the eastern half of their search volume, designated Phase Plane Juliet, with that strange sensation—as though space-time had become oddly slippery—so different from the translation of a large ship, which induced a feeling akin to euphoria in Kris. 


But this shallow jump made no such impression, and as soon as her instruments came back online, she keyed up the tight-beam link to Baz. “Quarter and search. I’ll take Phase 1.” 


Baz acknowledged and split off westward to cover his assigned arc. Whatever Tanner and Diego had run into, it had taken them by complete surprise, which ruled out anything as mundane as a Halith fighter squadron. Kris had to conclude they’d encountered picket ships—stealth corvettes or maybe even a frigate—and she and Baz had tuned their sensors with that in mind. It was likely the pickets were still operating in the area, probably sweeping ahead of Tanner and Diego’s last reported position. 


Running a plot based on that guess, Kris took an arc extending eastward, designed to put her in the baffles of any ship cruising in that direction, and cut her drives and electronic signatures to the bare minimum. Finding nothing after coasting along for twenty minutes, she decided to add a dogleg to her pattern and turned south. Almost immediately her ESM suite picked up a faint flickering signature. Its amplitude and bearing suggested it was at extreme range and receding rapidly. 


She shot Baz a coded hyperwave pulse, telling him to continue his search and rendezvous with her in fifty minutes, then boosted after the ghost, barely waiting for his acknowledging ping to come back. Whatever objections Baz might have to her haring off alone—and he’d probably have some—she didn’t have time to listen to them. 


At the appointed instant, armed with as good a read on the ghost as long range allowed, she made the rendezvous to find Baz waiting for her. Closing to tight-beam range, she opened the lowest-power spread-spectrum channel. “Anything?” 


“Found a statis bottle back there in a debris cloud,” came the tinny reply, “and Tanner’s bird—what’s left of it anyway. He’s not in it.” The cloud had to be what was left of Diego’s fighter then. And probably of Diego. Fucked-up start to my first command—losing two right outta the chute. 


That thought needed to be pushed aside, and the acid bite in her stomach needed to be ignored. With an effort, she managed both. “Tanner ejected?” 


“Looks like. I haven’t been able to detect a suit beacon yet—hope he’s just lying low. But he didn’t launch his hyperdrone.” That was not comforting: he should’ve popped it off at the first sign of trouble. But it was impossible to say what might have happened, and if Tanner thought the bad guys were still in the area, it made sense he wouldn’t activated his beacon immediately. His suit environmentals were good for about twenty-four hours if he wanted to stay conscious—maybe as long as twenty-six or even twenty-eight in a pinch—although it was ill-advised to push it much past sixteen. At that point, you were better off going into hyper-sleep, which would keep you alive for another ten days or so. The catch there was that the suit couldn’t revive you: a medical team had to do that. But he knew Kris and Baz would start searching ASAP, so surely he’d activate his beacon before too long—if he could. If not, they’d have to do a fine-comb search for him, which meant— 


She yanked that train of thought to a halt. Don’t try to do everything—let Baz handle it. It was the ghost that needed her attention right now. 


“Alright, Baz. Take a look at this.” She linked him the signature data. “What’dya think?” 


“Looks like a stealth corvette to me,” he answered after a minute, concurring with her initial guess. “Got whacked some too—he’s bleeding erratically—and hauling ass for home.” Tanner and Diego must have gotten some licks in then. Good job there, guys. She never would’ve detected it otherwise. 


“That’s what I thought.” Following the corvette’s course would lead her straight to the Doms but, assuming they were somewhere along the Callindra Lane, her fighter didn’t have the reaction mass to get there and get back. Confirming their location, to say nothing of getting close enough to ID the individual ships, meant a one-way trip. 


A one-way trip for her fighter certainly. It might be just possible she could make it back. The idea sounded insane at first, but the more she’d thought about it, the more plausible it seemed. Fundamentally, it depended only on that most reliable of forces—simple gravity—and out here, far from any perturbing bodies, the mechanics were perfectly straightforward. She’d worked out a simple algorithm while returning to meet Baz, and although it needed to be refined, the results were promising. 


“Baz, keep searching for Tanner. How long do you think that’ll take?” 


“Based on where his fighter is, maybe a couple of hours. If he lights up, a lot less of course.” 


“Good. Bring the tender over here, fuel up, find Tanner and get ’im back to the station ASAP. Send a drone off with my data and anything else you find out as soon as you locate him—” 


“Kris—” 


“Don’t interrupt. Once you’re tanked up, I need you to set the tender’s autopilot to fly this trajectory”—sending him a plot. “Exactly this trajectory, Baz. Can you do that?” 


“Kris, what the hell are you thinking?” 


“I’m going after the ghost. We still gotta a job to do.” 


“That’s way outta range—” 


“That’s why I need you to send the tender down this line.” 


Something brief and unintelligible on the other end. “Yeah, okay.” 


“This is gonna work, Baz.” 


“Sure.” 


She ignored his tone. “Just one more thing.” 


“What?” 


“What’s the specific impulse of a round from a standard-issue sidearm?” 


“What?” 


“Come on, Baz—specific impulse. How much delta-V do you get from firing a sidearm in null-G?” 


“Well . . . shit. About two meters per second maybe. For a hundred kilo rest mass.” 


“About? I don’t need about, Baz. You used to keep all this shit on your xel! What’s the fuckin’ number?” 


“Kris . . .” She heard him exhale over the link. “How many decimals you want?” 


“How many you got?” 


“I dunno—I can’t say what the exact tolerances are on the goddamned things! Maybe . . . call it four significant digits?” 


“Fine. Gimme four significant digits then.” 


He did. She plugged them into her algorithm. 


“Look, Kris—” 


“Thanks, Baz. You better get going.” 


“Kris—” 


“And I’m sorry I snapped at you. Don’t hate me, okay?” 


“Kris! When I said we might be in for a long swim home, you knew I was kidding, right?” 


“Get home safe, Baz. Don’t fuck around out there—that’s an order. You understand?” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


*     *     * 


Kris understood Basmartin’s feelings; had the roles been reversed, she wouldn’t have been happy with it either. But somebody had to find Tanner (there was too little hope for Diego to be worth thinking about right now) and report back with what they’d found. The data they had on the fleeing corvette wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. It meant the mission wasn’t a total zero. 


And Baz had family, friends—a life. A real one beyond the Service. He deserved a shot at living it. 


He was probably being pessimistic anyway—he always worried too much. Sorta like Huron, that way. They both worried about her—thinking she did crazy shit cuz she just didn’t care. It wasn’t true. She liked breathing as much as anyone. But sometimes shit just had to get done. 


Like now. 


Her plan was a good one. She’d follow the corvette’s course, burning hard at first and then cooling it down as she got closer. That committed her to a long stern chase, but that was what she wanted: it would bring her in behind the fleet’s pickets. It was highly unlikely the Doms would be looking for a lone fighter approaching from the rear, especially not with the corvette reporting it had found and flamed two snoopers. 


If the Doms did decide to get nosy and intercept her bird, that was okay with her—she wouldn’t be in it. That was why she’d had Baz dispatch the tender on that specific trajectory. First, if she failed to detect the fleet by the point of no return, she’d have the option of breaking off and going home—a failure. But she didn’t see how it was possible to miss a footprint that big. At the ops briefing, Huron had told them to expect shunting that would distort and confuse the gravitic signatures, but that would be directed ahead and she’d be coming up from behind. 


Once she had the Doms localized, she’d set her bird on an intercept course and shut down all but the passive sensors. The sensor suite could be programed with a decision tree to regulate when reports would be flashed to the tender, which would be skirting the edge of the fleet’s detection envelope. She’d figured in a nice safety margin there. Once the algorithm was satisfied it had resolved all the major targets, it would launch the drone—sooner, if it detected any craft approaching. That might give the game away, but no matter; they’d have accomplished their mission. Her part in all this was just to set everything up and make sure it was working. Then she’d do the simplest thing of all: step out. 


It would be a long drift: twenty hours before she rendezvoused with the tender, twenty-two at the outside. That was pushing it, but not too hard. There would be errors in her estimates, of course, and they’d accumulate over time. Chances were good that when she arrived, she wouldn’t be able to close the tender using just suit thrusters. That’s why she’d asked Baz about the specific impulse generated by her sidearm. As a maneuvering device, it was crude, but her calculations showed that it would allow her to make the necessary course corrections during the endgame. Until then, there wouldn’t be anything for her to do, and she could use a nice long nap. 


*     *     * 


Two hundred and ninety-four minutes into chasing down the long vanished corvette’s trail, Kris was alerted to cloud of phase wakes, just above threshold. Locking onto them and running a swirling filter, she extracted a range and a mass estimate; pretty vague but, for her purposes, good enough. She sent a burst off to the tender, waited for confirmation it was received, and started her algorithms. The point of no return was far behind her, and now she was looking at a twenty-four drift, the not the twenty-two hour maximum she’d counted on. 


Dammit. 


There was nothing for it, however—things would only get worse from here. Checking her figures one last time, she uploaded all the data to her xel and mated it to her suit avionics. Reverifying the upload and that her xel was accessible through her visor display, she engaged the autopilot. 


The autopilot beeped and flashed up a message to acknowledge the handover. One by one, the bird’s systems took themselves offline. Unmating the suit umbilicals as the cockpit HUD blanked, she sat for a minute, breathing deliberately and watching the countdown timer in the upper-right corner of her visor. When it reached one minute, she cracked the canopy with the manual release. 


At forty-five seconds, she levered open the canopy and swung out on the wing spar. Grasping the rim of the cockpit, she checked the countdown timer again. The digits reeled off as she watched with the greatest concentration. In the instant before the timer beeped over her helmet speakers and the sound actually registered in her mind, she let go. 
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LSS Trafalgar, Outbound Station
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Commodore Shariati faced her intent officers assembled in Trafalgar’s CIC. Now that they knew what they were up against, on which axis, adrenaline was running high. The hyperdrone from Kris’s fighter had arrived in the beginning of the afternoon watch, bearing a detailed breakdown of the Dom battle group that was better than anything the commodore, despite her seemingly cavalier manner, had dared hope for. It tallied two fleet carriers, two light carriers, a dozen cruisers (four heavy and eight light) and eighteen destroyers, behind a screen of three frigates and seven stealth corvettes. That was twice their strength in ships, but more critically, if the Doms’ strike groups were at their full complement, they’d bring four hundred twenty fighters into battle, against the one hundred thirty-four in her force. Their best estimate was that those four hundred twenty fighters would be in strike range at 0415 the day cycle after tomorrow. 


So much for what the data told them. What it did not reveal was the fate of the four young pilots she’d sent out to collect it. None had yet returned. Nominally, they should have followed the drone by no more than seven hours, and it was well past that. But the data did show it had been collected at close range: so close that a fighter probably could not have made it back to the tender, even if the pilot managed to escape. And that was all the answer they were likely to ever get. 


She clearly recalled the look in Huron’s eyes as they discussed the mission—a look whose basis was better than she’d thought at the time—and she promised herself that if they lived through this, she'd spend a day reflecting on those four pilots, and most especially on a certain young female ensign who’d made it all possible. But right now what mattered was not wasting the gift she’d given them. 


“Sonovia,” the commodore spoke in her clear, cutting voice, “please get me the maximum sustainable sortie rates assuming an op window of twenty-four hours. Deploy our recon assets as far forward as possible, in a two-tier search. I’m posting BATCRURON 9 to here.” She highlighted an outlying position, off the flank of the approaching Halith forces. BATCRURON 9 included Artemisia, Shariati’s own battlecruiser, the heavy cruisers Formidable and Reliant, the light cruisers Osiris, Ares, Laconia and Agamemnon, and their destroyer screen. 


“Detach Osiris and Minotaur to here”—selecting a point on the Anju-Ri axis—“as if we had been reinforced and were planning a breakout on that line. Tell Captain Lazaroff she may be somewhat conspicuous in her actions, but she is on no account to risk either ship.” That left them only the light cruisers Gryphon and Nemesis, and the remaining destroyers, to support Trafalgar and Concordia. 


Commander Harmon held back a frown as she felt her stomach tighten. “Ma’am, that gives us only the bare minimum for picket duty and recovery ops. We won’t be able to maintain an effective area-defense net.” 


“I’m quite aware of that, Commander.” 


“Are we planning a breakout on the Anju-Ri axis, ma’am?” Commander DeCano asked cautiously. 


“As of now, no,” Shariati answered with equal care, “but you will plan for that eventuality.” 


“Are we to deploy all our recon assets, ma’am?” Harmon asked. 


“All except Commander Huron’s flight, Sonovia. And the commander himself is to remain on board—I wish that to be particularly well understood.” 


“What contingencies are we to consider, ma’am?” asked Captain Bajorat. 


“Sauvé qui peut, Dirk. Sauvé qui peut.” 


“Very good, ma’am.” The captain, who was used to his CO’s eccentric sense of humor, still did not find that an especially comforting thought, whatever his cool, calm and collected tone implied. 


“There you have it, people. Our work is cut out for us. Report back by midnight. Dirk, please notify the other commands and inform Captain RyKirt he may set Condition 2 Easy throughout the ship.” 


Condition 2 Easy meant that action stations were manned but ship is not fully secured, allowing personnel to move between spaces for head calls, to get coffee, or visit the gunrooms for a snack. The galley was still able to serve hot food, which was not a trivial consideration for people with a hard night ahead of them, and the promise of a much harder day tomorrow. 


“Shall I tell them anything else, ma’am?” her chief of staff asked, his manner unchanged. 


“You may tell them: Iacta alea est, Captain. That is all.” 


*     *     * 


In all the diminished task force, there were probably only a few dozen people who were conversant in Latin to any degree, and a bare handful that knew a word of French. Armorer’s Mate Second Class Luis Castillo was certainly not among them. So the commodore’s mild jest of having The die is cast announced over the all-hands broadcast system in the original Latin was not responsible for Castillo’s look of discomposure as he exited the H-deck ladder well, having skidded down five lift ladders from C-deck, where he’d been standing watch. His post had given him every opportunity to observe the officers coming and going from CIC and eavesdrop on snatches of their conversation, and despite his monoglotism, everything he’d heard during his watch left him with no doubt as to the true nature of what Shariati had said about contingencies, no matter which dead language she chose to express it in. 


He was still breathing hard as he ducked through the hatch that led to the gunroom just outside the forward berthing area. As expected, it was busy with petty officers gathering up what they could for themselves and their teams to see them through the remainder of the watch. At a table near the back, he saw his crew-second, Senior Chief Petty Officer Gabrielle Wooten, sharing coffee and a sandwich with Machinist Katie Flowers. Wooten looked up as he squeezed through the crowd, noted the high color in the young mariner’s face and retrieved another sandwich from the dumbwaiter. 


“Here, Castillo. Eat something—you look pale.” 


Castillo took the sandwich automatically. “She’s gone and done it,” he said, low and hoarse, conscious of dozens of attentive ears. “Hoisted the goddamn black flag, I tell ya. Fucking jolly roger, all the way.” 


“Now watch your mouth, sailor.” Wooten, who knew the commodore of old and knew well that almost no power of heaven or earth would keep her from going straight for the enemy’s jugular once her blood was up, poured the last of the coffee into Flower’s cup. “We got mixed company here. Now grab a box of donuts and get on down to your action station.” 
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Deep space,
 Hydra Border Zone


Being alone. Drifting through an infinitude with hard vacuum stretching away on every hand as far as time itself. There probably wasn’t so much as single organic molecule for a thousand klicks in any direction. What the fuck had she been thinking . . . 


Once Trench had taken her onto the observation deck of Harlot’s Ruse. They were in null-gee, as usual, and he activated the omni-displays and suppressed the overhead, bulkheads and deck. It was an old slaver trick, intended to make new girls feel helpless and isolated by introducing them to the never-ending abyss, and maybe giving them a hint of what might be in store if they misbehaved. Generally it worked, provoking anything from profound unease to outright hysteria. 


It made Kris laugh. 


Whether Trench enjoyed the experience or could merely tolerate it for a few minutes while his property freaked out, Kris never knew. He never repeated it—their subsequent visits to O-deck where strictly conventional—so it seemed pretty likely he actually didn’t enjoy it much. But she did. At odd times, say if she could get away in the middle of grave watch, she’d go there and just float, communing with eternity and tenuous promise of freedom it seemed to hold. 


Eternity met with on view screens was one thing. Staring it in the eye out here was another. When she let go of her fighter, her appointed rendezvous with the tender had been a mere number: 5,135,169 ±32 kilometers distant on this trajectory (two-sigma confidence), based on her estimate of how good her inputs were. She now knew they weren’t as good as she had thought. An error as small as not accounting for her offset from the fighter’s centerline when she let go mattered. Just how much, she’d learn very soon. 


Her calculations showed that she’d be near enough to try to close the tender with suit thrusters if she could resolve the fore and aft running lights. Dead reckoning from her xel said that should happen in six minutes and she would reach the point of closest approach twenty-nine minutes, odd seconds later. But what really mattered was the last five minutes: at that range, she should be able to resolve all four running lights, and that would allow her to accurately guide herself in—if she was on the proper trajectory. 


Of course, she wasn’t seeing her actual trajectory or the tender’s, but the mean plot of their respective error volumes. The only way she’d know if was she actually on an intercept trajectory was if the tender’s bearing didn’t change. Bearing rate was everything: if it was two degrees per minute or less at the point she could resolve the fore and aft running lights, she had a good chance, but it had to be ten degrees per minute or less when she could resolve all four. That’s when the sidearm came in: the total impulse from emptying the clip should give her an extra sixty-nine meters per second leeway in delta V, allowing for reasonable errors . . . 


Reasonable errors. She’d been happy with her estimates when she’d constructed the algorithm, even a little proud: ninety seconds to measure the bearing rate to within half a degree per second; 10 seconds to slew and aim, 240 arcseconds pointing accuracy for each shot at a chosen guide-star; 0.3 seconds average reaction time to fire . . . 


But now, after a twenty-three-hour drift—the idea that she’d be able to sleep through most of it was sheer fantasy—to be able to aim within a small faction of a degree? Time her shots within three tenths of second? Her shoulders were cramping; her fingers had long ago started to feel thick and numb . . . 


What the fuck was she thinking . . . 


The xel beeped, giving her the 30-second warning she’d asked for and put a red circle on her visor around the bearing where the tender should be. She closed her eyes for a moment, breathed deep of the dregs of suit recycler’s remaining rancid air, opened them and tried to focus. 


Yes, it was there. She could just make out the winking red and blue pinprick of light. The wave of relief made her dizzy. Shit! Focus, goddammit! Blinking, she zoomed the visor display to 13X magnification and aligned the reticule, then watched the countdown, waiting for the alert. It chimed and she zeroed the tick. Ninety seconds proceeded to crawl by at a glacial pace and the tiny point moved almost imperceptibly across the bearing rings. At a minute, it had moved over two degrees; when count ended, just under three and a half. 


Not good. Maybe not fatally bad, but certainly not good. Kris entered the values into her xel. She had allowed a minute to input the bearing rate and angle and get back a guide star from her algorithm—another mistake; it took sixty-five seconds. Her xel highlighted the guide-star and she raised the gun, aimed and fired four shots at three-second intervals. The recoil felt gentle compared to what it would have been in a full gee, but the last one sent a spasm up her arms. She swore savagely at the pain as her xel computed the likely change in her trajectory and offered up new numbers. In three minutes and seventeen seconds, she’d do it all again. 


Twenty-three minutes later, Kris was exhausted. She’d gotten through the last twenty minutes on pure adrenalin but it was failing now, leaving behind chills and a dangerous trembling in her extremities. 


She’d also expended all but two rounds from her sidearm and seventy-five percent of her thruster capacity. That left her fifteen percent for her final approach maneuver and ten-percent reserve to match velocity when she got close. If she got close. The error volumes were shrinking and bearing rate was improving but the last three estimates had jumped around lot a more than she liked so there was still no way of knowing if it was enough. Another minute would tell her that . . . 


The alarm sounded and she lined up the reticule on the tender and started her count. She could make out all four running lights now quite well at full magnification, which put the range on the near side of the estimates. The shorter range meant the upper limit on the maximum bearing rate would be higher; ten degrees per minute was nominal, but at the new estimated range, the value was closer to ten and a half. 


The counter clicked through fifty seconds as the tender passed the 10-degree tick and her breath stilled. As the fifty-ninth second rolled over it touched twelve. Twelve degrees per minute. She dropped her reserve to five percent and ran a new estimate; dropped it to three percent and ran it again. Dropped it all the way to zero and assumed best case for everything just to make sure and . . . 


I’m gonna die. 


The thought seeped up like a memory from a nightmare, slowly overtaking her consciousness. She felt it tingle in her cheeks, gather in her chest and roll down to the pit of her stomach—a startling feeling: empty, hollow, cold . . . 


Far off, the receding lights of the tender continued to blink—callously, monotonously—rushing towards its own oblivion. 


Oblivion, eternity . . . 


Thoughts leaking out to puddle in the vacancy inside her; a trickle at first— 


Eternity: the length of time required for everything that was physically possible to happen at least once, according to her Academy physics instructor. What was his name? It was a joke—had to be a joke—eternity, infinity—the universe was finite, wasn’t it? She wouldn’t really drift forever—drift around what? What was she orbiting right now? Not close to any primary . . . The three-body problem: unsolvable, chaotic . . . but on what timescale? Should be Keplerian for at least . . . 


Then in a rush— 


Why hadn’t she kissed Huron sooner? Or Baz? Good kid, Baz . . . So he was in love with her—stupid, not his fault though—Shit . . . he’s gonna blame himself . . . He’d get over it—he’d better . . . Good kid but too nice, not killer enough—gonna get him in trouble . . . Huron, his asymmetric smile, the memory of their lips in contact—bright, immediate, tactile—like Mariwen’s laugh and the way she hugged . . . the scent of fresh-baked bread—how do I know that? She’d never had fresh-baked bread. Mariwen’s perfume—Mariwen in the hospital . . . oblivion—Trench—Stop! Fuckin’ stop! Hypoxia—signs of hypoxia: headache, cramps, dizziness, nausea, euphoria—the first round of pressure-chamber tests at the Academy—Tanner giggling insanely as the atmosphere dropped towards thirty percent, Minx on the edge of a freak-out until Baz jammed an oxygen mask over her face—death by hypoxia: edema, spasms in the chest muscles, tongue swelling, seizures . . . 


Or the gun. Two rounds left. Solids—standard-issue sidearms didn’t fire the light-armor piercing explosive-tipped ammo assault weapons used. But they’d go through the side of a flight helmet okay—through one side. Probably fragment on impact with the other side—pieces bouncing around in her skull while her brains boiled out the entry hole under a full atmosphere of pressure. And then she’d drift and drift, surrounded by an ever expanding cloud of the frozen clots of her own intelligence until— 


“I FUCKING HATE YOU!” The gun came up and she fired her next-to-last round at the escaping tender as the scream echoed in her ears. The echo died and everything seemed to go with it: a great searing silent rush and the tears at last began to well and her mouth was so dry the air rasped her throat and— 


Don’t cry. You’re gonna freeze and what if they find you someday? 


Why the fuck do you care how they find you? 


I don’t know I just do . . . I just do . . . 


One round left . . . 


I can’t—I just can’t . . . 


Almost two hours of oxygen left . . . 


Don’t pop the visor—that’ll really hurt . . . 


Two fuckin’ hours . . . 


She shook her head angrily and the tears flew and spattered against the inside of the helmet; tiny globules ricocheting back into her face, her eyes. She blinked and blinked again and caught a glimpse of the tender’s running lights and they were . . . they were—upside down? 


They couldn’t be upside down. She couldn’t be upside down either. What the hell? 


I’m wrong . . . that’s the way they always were—must be— 


And, as if in answer, the lights blinked on and off, with utmost deliberation, three times. 


Four minutes later, the tender eased up alongside her with the wing hatches open and suited figure inside, faintly lit by the cockpit instruments. Basmartin’s voice came through her comm, shocking after so long with nothing to listen to but her own heartbeat. “Y’know, ma’am, this is shitty place to try to catch a ride.” 


“Baz! What the hell are you doing here?” The shout made the helmet speaker crackle and he waved. 


“Well, if you’re waiting for someone else, I guess I’ll just—” 


“NO!” Her rational mind knew he was kidding, but it had a very tenuous hold right now. She realized how hard she was breathing and tried to stop. “I . . . I’m sorry. Sorry. Just—please—” 


“Come aboard, Kris.” He popped the straps and pushed out of his seat on a tether. His outstretched glove caught her wrist and he pulled her inboard with a gentle tug. The hatches closed and sealed and she felt the umbilicals mate as she settled into the co-pilot’s chair. 


“How much air you got left?” Baz asked has he engaged thrusters to turn them around. 


She gripped the seat hard, feeding on the solidity. “An hour forty-five. Maybe two.” 


“I’ll top you off. This thing’s kinda light on the environmentals, but we’ll be back in plenty of time.” 


“Thanks.” She felt the acceleration press down on her as he fired the main engines and popped up the nav-display. His gloved fingers tapped rapidly across the console and their course appeared. “First hop in twenty. You okay?” 


“Yeah.” Her fingers was starting to ache and she relaxed her grip, sliding her hands toward her lap. “Wh—what about Tanner?” 


“Got ’im in the back—sleepin’. Y’know how he is.” He must’ve set his beacon on a delay timer and gone into hyper-sleep, Kris thought in some free-floating portion of her mind. 


“Diego?”—with that same inner unconnectedness. 


“No joy.” 


The syllables, with their deliberate tonelessness, seem to fall between them. She hadn’t known Diego; she had known he was dead. So why did it make her gut lurch like that? Why was she surprised it did? 


“So . . . how’d you do it?” 


“Do what?” Baz leaned over and tweaked the sensor controls. “Didn’t notice any bad guys hereabouts, did ya?” 


“How would I know if there were . . . But—I mean . . . How’d you . . . find me?” 


“Well, it would have been a hell of a lot easier if you’d activated your suit beacon. There”—he pointed at the main ESM console—“keep an eye on that, will ya? It’d be bad if anyone sneaks up on us. This thing handles like a pig.” 


“Where’s your fighter?” 


“Ditched it. All that extra mass made things too dicey—not knowing how far I’d have to go exactly. They can fish for it if they want.” 


“So how did you—” 


“You had to be somewhere on this line—I just worked the problem backwards from what you told me—plotted out the volume where you’d have any chance of making intercept. Of course, it was about an hour and a half wide since I didn’t know how far you were gonna push things. I was afraid I’d sail right by, but I was hoping if you didn’t engage your beacon, I’d still be able to pick up your suit emissions.” 


“So that was it?” 


“Nope. Couldn’t get anything. Damn suits hardly bleed.” 


“Then . . .” 


“Your sidearm. When you fire those things, it produces a transient.” 


“A transient?” 


“Yeah. Wasn’t sure that’s what it was at first. Then I saw another some minutes later, figured it out and got a bearing. The third one allowed me to get a rough localization, but it was that last one that finally gave me a fix.” 


“The last one . . .” 


“Yep. Glad you didn’t give up on that idea.” 


A violent shudder ran through Kris’s torso and she clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering. “Yeah,” she said after a minute. “Me too.” 


*     *     * 


The console lights were swimming by the time they got the tender into the deck clamps; smears of color cavorting before her eyes, some blinking of their own accord, the rest just randomly fading in and out. Baz popped the hatch seal; air rushed in as the pressure equalized. She got her helmet off and was drinking deep of its sweetness as Warrant Officer Angel Moreno, the crew chief, stuck his jubilantly ugly round head in. 


“You done for there, kid?” 


“Fuck off, Chief,” Kris growled, fighting with the straps. The buckles were putting up a heroic resistance and her eyes stubbornly refused to focus but that didn’t give Marino the right to call her “kid.” 


“Sorry, ma’am,” Marino said, pushing her fumbling hands out of the way and expertly popping the releases. “Lemme give you a hand outta there.” 


Kris nodded, gripped the thick, hard-calloused hand and pushed with her legs but they betrayed her as cramps bloomed through both of them. Her vision went from fuzzy to a startling nothingness in which her heartbeat was improbably loud although she could still hear people talking over it and there was a very strange sensation like swimming through something impossibly heavy and when her vision came back, it came back unevenly, full of dancing lights. 


A medtech pulled back the light he’d been shining in her pupils and ripped a lead off the inside of her now exposed wrist—someone had removed her gloves. “She’s okay,” he said to the probable someone off to her right. “Just fatigue and dehydration. Hell of a swim and they didn’t figure on people riding in that tender. Damn long time to be living off suit environmentals.” 


There was a sharp jab in her wrist where the patch had been. “Ow! What the hell?” 


“Hydration pack,” the tech said with a grin, wrapping a length of bandage around her arm to keep it in place. “Give it a few minutes and it’ll fetch you around nicely.” 


Kris became aware that she was sitting on a wing spar with Baz on one side and Marino on the other. Running a hand across her eyes, she asked, “Did I pass out?” 


“Nope,” the tech said, snapping his case shut. “Just a brownout—that’s all. All good.” 


It didn’t feel all good—it felt like warmed-over shit with a deep, hot tearing ache in her neck and shoulders, descending her spine and burning along the front of both thighs, flaring into her knees and spiking down her shins. 


“Don’t try to get up for bit. Let the pack get a handle on those cramps. Just breath slow—it helps.” Kris did as she was told—it did help. 


So how long’s a bit? she wondered as the tech stood and left. She didn’t want to sit here letting the pack get a handle on anything. She wanted out of the goddamned suit that was making her feel mummified, she wanted—well, a bath was out of the question, but at least a shower; she wanted . . . 


“How long’s a bit?” she grumbled out loud this time, feeling for the nearest support—Marino’s brawny shoulder. “Help me up, dammit.” With Baz on her other side, they eased Kris to her feet. 


“You got her there, sir?” Marino asked as she stood between them, wobbling. 


“Got her, Chief,” Baz answered, and then to Kris, “How do you feel now?” 


“Been worse.” She took an experimental step, staggered and he caught her. She straightened, her arms shifting around his shoulders, and dropped her face alongside his. “Look, Baz . . . sorry I sounded like such a bitch back there. Thank you. Thanks for comin’ back for me.” 


“Don’t mention it, Kr—” But she covered his lips with hers and he stood there, suddenly frozen and his face going stiff. She broke the contact gently, pushing away half an arm’s length while his arms still supported her mechanically. No flush could show on his dark skin but his breathing was choppy as he said, “It’s okay—really.” 


“I mean it,” Kris replied, low. “Really.” 


“Yeah.” His mouth twitched in an uncertain grin. “I—um—I should . . . Good morning, sir.” 


This last was directed over her shoulder and Kris turned her head to see Commander Huron approaching, smiling with his hand held out. “That’s an damn fine thing you did, Basmartin. I’ll see that the CO hears about it and a copy of the report is attached to you file.” 


“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that, sir.” Basmartin’s face went through a strange contortion as he tried to sort out the conflicting impulses to salute, hold up Kris, and shake the offered hand. Kris solved part of the problem by stepping back from between them, keeping one hand on Baz’s shoulder to steady herself. Huron solved the rest by taking Basmartin’s hesitant hand in his firm grip. 


“There’ll be an ops briefing after chow at 1830,” Huron went on, stepping back a comfortable pace. “Go get some rest until then. You both deserve it.” 


Kris detected a latent wink in Huron’s eye and a look of something almost like panic in Basmartin’s. 


“Yessir,” Baz said hastily. “I—that is, I should really go explain about the bird first.” He nodded at Kris. “Would it be okay—that is, I think Ensign Kennakris could use some assistance, sir.” 


The faint movement at the corner of his mouth told Kris that Huron was keeping a look of either surprise or amusement out of his expression. Maybe both. “Of course, Ensign. And no worries about the bird—taxpayers’ money never better spent. If someone makes a fuss, tell ’em to send the bill to me.” 


“Yessir. Thank you again, sir.” He saluted as Huron stepped over to Kris and they watched his brisk retreat until he was lost from sight. 


“He’s a good kid,” Huron said when they were out of earshot. “Didn’t scare him away, did I?” 


“No. I think it was me that did.” 


“So you two aren’t, um . . .” 


“Nope. Would you gimme a little help? I want out of the this fucking suit. Like now.” 


“Well, you did just swim over five million klicks in it. Ever think of taking up a nice safe sport like say . . . moon diving?” 


“Huron, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about half the time. More than half.” 


“My apologies. What do you say we get you to your quarters first? For form’s sake?” 


She nodded and Huron held out his arm to her. As she took it, his expression changed. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to sickbay, Kris? I can call an orderly.” 


“No. Not sickbay.” 


“Okay.” He paused. “Don’t take this wrong, but my rack’s open if you’d like to rest in peace.” 


As a lieutenant commander, Huron had a stateroom to himself. Going to her berth meant dealing with Krieger and Dance. Getting a few hours sleep by herself would be nice. 


“Um—sure. If you’re all good with that.” 


Of course, he was good with it. It’d be red meat for the rumor mill, though. “A yeoman can see you there—if you like.” That might help—a bit. 


She shook her head, leaning on his arm. “So how are we really doin’?” 


“Still sizing up the dance card. Don’t figure to open the ball until tomorrow AM.” 


“Tanner?” 


“In sickbay—doing well.” 


“Good.” Then, haltingly: “Diego didn’t make it.” 


His arm shifted to hold her a little tighter. “I know. Don’t let it ride you, Kris. You did fine.” 


“Thanks.” It was taking all her concentration to keep putting one foot in front of the other and his answers weren’t really sinking in yet. “You don’t mind if I lean on you a little more, d‘ya?” 


“Not at all, Kris.” He slid his arm around her waist. 


“Y’know how they talk.” She put her arm over his shoulder and felt him take the weight. It was nice . . . 


“I know.” 


“Thanks, Huron.” 


*     *     * 


They made it to his quarters and Huron helped Kris into his rack. The hydration pack started beeping and he removed it as she tugged at the suit seals. “Let me,” he said and before she could say yes or no, he had her boots off and was easing the suit off her shoulders. The skin beneath was splotched with angry red where it wasn’t a puffy mottled white and gray, and clammy everywhere with suit gel and perspiration. 


“Goddammit,” Kris muttered as her arms came free. She sat up to reach for the leg seals, but the dizziness overcame her again and she sagged back. “Shit . . .” 


“It’s okay, Kris. Here—just shift a little.” 


She did, and he had her out of the suit with a trio of yanks. 


“That better?” 


“Yeah.” She closed her eyes because bulkheads kept going to and fro in a most disconcerting manner. “Better.” 


“Good. I’ll be back in a sec.” A sec or a minute or minutes—it was all the same to her. Then he was back with a wet, warm cloth in his hand and was rubbing it all over her body, clearing away the sweat and gel, and it was slightly rough in a way that made her skin tingle. It felt wonderful. But not as wonderful as the clear, highly viscous oil he poured into his palm and then began rubbing into her shoulders and upper arms. 


“What is that stuff?” she asked when he finished with her arms and started massaging her left thigh where the ghost of the burn was being exorcized by his ministrations. It had a mild, slightly piquant, unfamiliar scent with just a hint of sweetness. 


“Just a medium-chain triglyceride with some phytosterols.” 


“Huh?” 


“Coconut oil.” 


“What’s a coconut?” 


“A bad thing to have fall on your head. I don’t care for it in chocolate, either.” 


“Huron . . .” 


“That help?” His hands were on her ribcage now, rubbing firmly and quite expertly. Her assent was three-quarters moan. “Roll over.” 


She rolled. The things his oil-rich fingers did were not things it had occurred to her that fingers could do. They sank deep into her overused muscles and it hurt as he seemed to pull the stress out by the roots—but it hurt in this marvelous way that left warmth and lightness and something even more astonishing behind: a kind of release that made her bite her lip even as it dissolved everything all the way down to her toes. 


And when he finished, she rolled on her back and looked at him, though her eyelids had grown terribly heavy, and in the dimness of the cabin she could not make out his expression at all. With an effort just short of infinite, she reached up and pulled him close until their lips touched, and she took the pressure of that kiss openly, nuzzling his lips apart and sharing a lazy caress that asked nothing but promised much. 


At last, her hands slid down his neck to his shoulders and her head fell back against the pillow. 


“Rafe?” 


“Yes?” 


“There’s something . . . would it be okay if—? I mean, I’d like it if you’d . . .” 


“What?” 


“Get me some potatoes. Real potatoes.” 


She saw the gleam of his smile in the shadow now. 


“How would you like them?” 


Nothing could prop her eyelids open anymore and she gave up trying; the lassitude was swamping her in an overwhelming, resistless tide, and it was all she could do to whisper mashed as she fell asleep. 









Chapter Three: First Blood




Z-Day +7 (0500)





LSS Ardennes, deployed center;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


“They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters”—so ran the old quote. And ever since they had—probably ever since someone first paddled a log canoe, thought Admiral PrenTalien—others had likewise gone down to the sea in armed ships, to “sink, take, or destroy” those who did business in great waters (as the ancient naval sailing orders put it—or so his flag lieutenant claimed). In each age, these attempts to sink, take, or destroy had seen their signal innovations—from the new strengthened bow that allowed for a effective armored ram, to the rotating gun turret, to railguns and modern missiles—along with their epic victories: Themistocles luring the Persian fleet to its death at Salamis; Nelson’s pell-mell triumph at Trafalgar; Tōgō crossing the Russian ‘T’ at the Battle of Tsushima Strait; Nimitz outthinking and outfighting Yamamoto at Midway; Kiamura surgically dissecting and then crushing piecemeal the combined Halith fleet at Anson’s Deep. Each rewrote both history and doctrine, providing a last war to be fought over again—a new dogma to be repeated to death. 


Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat its mistakes. Those who do learn will find new mistakes to make. He was fond of that well-worn maxim, which he liked to connect with another: Victory in battle goes to him who makes the next-to-last mistake. 


Who would that be today? 


As if to address his admiral’s unspoken question, the Captain of the Fleet gestured at the broad forward screen that showed the Halith fleet coming out from the cover of the plasma disk. The video they were watching telescoped the last five hours of observations. The Doms had arrived that long ago (at midnight, ship-time) and the fleets were still about ninety minutes from contact. 


“It’s a cool customer we have over there,” Bolton opined, as the evolutions unfolded. 


PrenTalien could not but agree, and Adenauer’s deployments filled him with professional admiration. He was taking things judiciously, no reckless hurry, maneuvering with methodical precision. With another commander—Vansant for example—he might have hoped for some complicated, artful-looking maneuver, such a pincer movement to attack the rear area which PrenTalien had no intention of defending. That would’ve played right into his hands. Adenauer knew he had a strong hand; he didn’t need to flaunt it. 


His deliberation had another cause, as PrenTalien well knew: the strike against Outbound and the chimerical tanker fleet. Adenauer needed to bide his time, and hopefully let PrenTalien exhaust himself with his initial attacks—then push hard, forcing Third Fleet back to Outbound where he would be trapped (in the Doms’ estimation) and Adenauer would have the use of his carriers. (He could not bring the monitor with him, having no way to retune the multiple grav plants here.) 


That’s why PrenTalien figured Adenauer was leading with the monitor. Otherwise, it would’ve seemed a peculiarly brash move, exposing the monitor to assault. It could be tactically justified by saying that putting a strong screen out ahead would mask the monitor’s firepower, and Adenauer was there to attack, not defend. But in essence, the monitor’s role here was defensive: it was to anchor the center of Adenauer’s position. Still, defense could be active. 


By sticking it out there, Adenauer was using it as bait, inviting his opponent to hit him with his best shot. Based on everything he knew, the chance PrenTalien could land a knockout blow was slim. Adenauer expected to absorb it and then counterpunch. 


It made impeccable sense in the Doms’ overall strategy. But PrenTalien knew something else Adenauer didn’t know: the state of the weather. PrenTalien had turned his astrogation section into “weathermen” and ever since they’d known where the battle would be, he’d had a small section deployed just out-system observing Wogan’s Star. They’d gotten a good handle on its behavior and they were predicting a burst of weather at about 0800. That would nicely mask his planned assault on the monitor, scrambling sensor data and shutting down lightspeed communications. His weathermen gave it only a seventy-percent chance of happening, but he was willing to gamble on it. (The star had been quite active for the past couple days, which meant it was due for a nap. So this was probably the only shot at helpful weather they were going to get.) 


It appeared Adenauer hadn’t considered this angle, or he didn’t think it important. PrenTalien disagreed with him on that. If Lieutenant Colonel Kerr had his people up to the mark, he had every intention of scoring a knockout with his first shot. 


And there was another thing. PrenTalien had been examining Adenauer’s right-flank, and from the way they initially cuddled up to the safe edge of the plasma disk, the way they were now being tucked into the reef, and especially because Adenauer had shifted his force to support that flank when they’d maneuvered into their current formation, PrenTalien had concluded that whoever held the right flank over there, Adenauer didn’t fully trust him. 


That was interesting. It opened up the possibility of applying pressure there by threatening a close engagement. If the right flank contracted in response, that would create a gap in Adenauer’s position, allowing Admiral Jesse Wallace (on PrenTalien’s left) to make a hard thrust between Adenauer’s right and center, freeing Admiral Belvoir to swing around the Bannermans in a deep flank attack. 


On seeing PrenTalien chart this option out, Geoffrey Reynolds, his historically minded flag lieutenant, had likened it to Admiral Rodney breaking his line at the Battle of the Saintes. Whether that was an apt comparison to not, it would isolate the monitor and allow more time to neutralize it. 


Or it would be a colossal mistake. Like ignoring the weather? Or basing an entire strategy on independent battles in different systems without the ability communicate? Or trying to defeat that strategy with half a carrier task force and some sleight of hand with a phony tanker fleet? 


Those might all be mistakes. So the question was: which would be next to last? And who was making it? Him? Or his unusually tall and grave opponent over there? 


*     *     * 


Over there, Admiral Adenauer was in his quarters, sipping tea, and observing his opposite number’s dispositions with every bit as much keen interest as PrenTalien was examining him. If he was not privately expressing quite the same degree of admiration for PrenTalien’s actions, it was because PrenTalien had not yet tipped his hand. 


Temperamentally, the two commanders could not be more different—at least by reputation. Adenauer, who had studied his opponent for years, believed PrenTalien’s penchant for being bold to the point of rashness was overstated. He was aggressive, certainly, and if he had a weakness, it was not taking much care with his lines of retreat. But then, he hadn’t yet had occasion to retreat. 


Adenauer’s one unshakeable rule never was to delegate the drafting of battle plans to his staff. Nine hours ago, as soon as he’d received the final estimates of the opposing forces, he’d set to work. Finishing, he had summoned Vice Admiral Shima and the Bannerman commander, Admiral Romaan Voorhees, to explain his plans and solicit their comments. 


That had led to a painful two hours as Shima had offered his comments and offered them again. Admiral Voorhees had little to say, or maybe just had trouble getting a word in edgewise. Adenauer at last shut down his prolix deputy and the plan was approved, with Shima citing one substantive concern: he was not happy with his torpedo loadouts, which were light in view of the forces they were facing. It was agreed that Shima’s combatants would keep enough torps in their ready hoists for three salvos, and save the rest for engaging the Ardennes Strike Force when it entered the battle. With that, the two admirals returned to their flagships, and final copies of the plan were beamed to the fleet. (Aware of his deputy’s habits, Adenauer had already ordered advance copies distributed to his captains, so they and their staffs might familiarize themselves, awaiting the final version to put it into effect.) 


Remaining behind, and with him now, were Captain Raoul Alexander, Adenauer’s aide-de-camp, and Marshall Nedelin’s captain, Armand DuPlessis, sharing tea and a platter of biscuits. He knew both men well and liked them. Raoul, especially, who’d been with him for years. Nonetheless, strict protocols were observed at an admiral’s table, and even senior captains were not at liberty to speak out of turn. Since the end of the meeting, Adenauer, lost in thought, had said very little, casting the stateroom into silence. 


Perhaps feeling this, he raised his head, smiled down the table and reached for a biscuit. They were perfectly ordinary biscuits, and something of a tradition with him. Dipping it in his tea, the admiral spoke casually. “I do not like to count game that has awhile yet to run, but I think we may do rather well today.” 


“I have every expectation of it, sir,” replied Captain DuPlessis. 


“That is not to say it will be easy,” the admiral added, consuming the moistened biscuit. 


“Certainly not, sir. I have no doubt Admiral PrenTalien will give us a most satisfactory encounter,” his aide put in, with an echoing smile. “I also look forward to our broadening his horizons.” 


“Quite so.” Adenauer refreshed his tea. “Yet I would not be so forward as to beg a dispensation from Providence.” The admiral rarely engaged in humor, and his choice of the word forward—for he was indeed a most forward admiral, while some others they knew were decidedly rear, whatever their rank—was about as close as he ever came to a joke. 


The rest of the sentence they understood to mean that no plan ever survived contact with the enemy. The adage was profoundly true, but they felt that perhaps today they might get as close to it as Providence would allow. The plan was simple enough: they had to hold PrenTalien here and string him along until CARDIV I had done their work. Then a hard, sharp thrust would knock him off balance and force him back to Outbound. Once there, they’d combine forces with CARDIV I to finish the job. 


As Adenauer had maintained all along, CARDIV I’s role was the heart of it and he had confidence in Admiral Vitaliy Tomashevich. It was true he could be high-strung and irritable at times, but Adenauer respected his abilities as a carrier admiral. At Miranda, Vansant had put him in a next-to-impossible position and considering that, he hadn’t done too badly. But CARDIV I had two new light carriers, and Tomashevich was unfamiliar with the division, so coordination would undoubtedly suffer. Not badly enough to spell defeat, but it could affect their timing. It was imperative that the tanker fleet be destroyed and Outbound taken out of the equation in accordance with the schedule for his main assault. 


He looked at the chrono. By the schedule, Tomashevich should have launched his first strikes an hour ago, and they ought to be arriving at their targets now. Still, it might be wise to allow some extra time. The issue was he couldn’t know how much. He had no way to monitor the progress of the battle at Outbound: as the first and greatest military historian put it, he had to abide the outcome in the dark. If he waited until news of that outcome could be transmitted to him, PrenTalien would also receive word. 


That absolutely would not do: if PrenTalien learned he was trapped before Adenauer could consolidate all his forces, there was no telling what he might do. He might even attempt to break out and attack Novaya Zemlya—there was a fuel depot there. And then, refueled— 


Adenauer shook his head at the thought. No, PrenTalien must be forced back to Outbound, where lack of fuel would render his fleet unable to embark on any such desperate measures. He could afford to stretch the timeline another fifteen percent—perhaps twenty—even though it meant accepting higher losses. Another twenty percent . . . How would the Bannermans hold out? Would PrenTalien choose to risk a close engagement? 


Lifting the thermal carafe, he gauged the remaining contents. “Anymore tea?” The two other men smiled and demurred. “Very well. Take a biscuit with you. That’s the last of them.” 


Ceremonially, each man selected a biscuit, rose and made his bow before turning to leave. His aide stopped just short of the entrance. “Sir?” 


Adenauer lifted himself out of his study. “Yes, Raoul?” 


“I’ve already secured your effects, sir. Is there anything you should like me to add?” 


“Oh yes.” The admiral put down his teacup and slipped off his wedding ring. “This, if you would.” 


His aide re-crossed the carpet to the table and accepted the plain band of white metal. “Very good, sir.” 


“Thank you, Raoul.” As the man left, Adenauer poured the last centimeter of tea into his cup. 


No, not twenty. But fifteen percent—that was tolerable. He would inform Shima and Voorhees personally. 


Right now, however, the main thing was the monitor. He’d set the bait. Would PrenTalien take it? 


*     *     * 


“This is it, people.” Lieutenant Colonel Kerr’s amplified voice filled Bellerophon’s hanger deck easily. “This is what you’ve trained your whole mind and body for . . .” 


Pre-battle exhortations weren’t Kerr’s strong suit. But to be fair, thought Minerva Lewis, standing behind and to one side of him, wearing an expression of appropriately grim-lipped resolution, this was probably the first real one he’d given. Kerr had come along better in these past weeks than their first meeting had suggested, and he had a decent XO in Major Bradshaw, now standing on Kerr’s right, looking especially tall and impressive. The physical dissimilarity of the two men—with his fine blond hair and smooth (almost glossy) skin, Kerr couldn’t look anything but dandyish—probably wasn’t helping Kerr’s nerves, which were on edge. She thought Bradshaw sensed it too, from the overly rigid set of his shoulders. 


Of course, Bradshaw would be leading this op, not Kerr—there’d been no more of that follow-me-once-more-into-the-breach bullshit since that ill-fated exercise back in Tenebris—and that also might have something to do with it. Kerr, warming to his text, exhorted away. 


Professional decorum demanded that she not move a muscle of her countenance, and by now that was second nature to her, but the activity of her mind more than made up for her immobile visage. Motivational speeches were best kept short and to the point—the St. Crispin’s Day speech might sound great in the theatre, but it didn’t help anyone focus. That wisdom seemed to have been lost on Kerr (and what she was hearing was about as far away from Shakespeare as it was possible to be), but what was worse, he sounded like he was losing the thread. After a particularly painful pause—did he think it was dramatic?—Kerr dropped his voice into what he must’ve thought was a sterner register. 


“Now, this op is gonna go smooth and by the numbers,” he declared solemnly. Then her heart sank further as he proceeded to reiterate what those numbers were. 


In one sense, the word numbers could be taken literally. Over the past half-century, the tactics for attacking a monitor had become as formalized as a classic three-act play in which the outcome was preordained. The generally approved script went like this (as Kerr was now explaining): 


Act I was The Approach. This involved a complicated dance of agile ships firing so that their shots struck the same place at the same time while maintaining missile defense. This suppressing fire targeted the monitor’s point-defense systems to keep them from engaging the assault shuttles. The problem was that the dance’s pattern could usually be predicted after five or six volleys and then the monitor’s return fire would decimate the supporting ships. To avoid this, the assault forces had to follow through their own ships’ railgun fire, which meant taking casualties from it. In fact, the tactics manual stated that if at least ten to fifteen percent of the total casualties sustained by the assault forces were not due to friendly fire, they had not moved through the barrage aggressively enough. 


Act II was The Boarding. (The Insertion—a common heading in staff memos—was always good for a laugh). The concept here was to hit hard and fast, overwhelming the defenders at the point of attack. That meant going in heavy—with everything they had—and the only way to get that many marines into a monitor quickly was to storm the hanger deck. Storming the hanger deck meant massing their assault shuttles, blowing the hanger doors and clearing the whole area with antipersonnel charges and fire from the shuttles’ twin 30-mm chain guns. The shuttles would then land through the firestorm and disembark the marines, who’d use demolition charges to blow the hatches and disable the plasma generators. Once that was achieved, they would seize the main junctions fore and aft of the hanger deck. 


For this to succeed, a spoiling attack through another entry point was necessary to prevent the monitor’s crew from being free to fully concentrate their defense on the hanger deck. Otherwise, they’d end up with several hundred of their people crammed into a space where most could not use their weapons but all were targets, with their only way out being to fly their shuttles unsupported through the monitor’s fire—an experience that was likely to be extremely unpleasant, however brief. 


Act III was The Incursion. With the main junctions taken, the tech sections and their supporting fireteams would push on to the weapon control spaces, while heavy weapons teams kept the monitor’s crew disorganized and at bay. Once those spaces were demolished, putting the missile systems and main batteries out of action, they would withdraw via the hanger deck unless there was a good chance of actually taking the monitor, which was highly unlikely. 


That, anyway, was the classic script. If both sides played their parts to perfection, the vessel’s fate was sealed. For this reason, monitors had lost favor in some circles because the only sure method of protecting them was an active defense that prevented the curtain from ever going up on the play. Employing such a defense did away with much of the reason for having a monitor in the first place. 


This purist view had not swept the field for the simple reason that in the fog and friction of battle, doing anything perfectly was insuperably difficult. Things were thus unpredictable and monitors remained a very hard nut to crack. So in the real world, the play was often recast from heroic drama to tragic farce. 


Such concerns formed no part of Kerr’s textbook peroration. He’d just told them that their training was their rock and savior—it would certainly bring them back alive, which was a generous assumption to say the least—and he was about to launch into his close. Drawing breath, he began: “One thing I can assure you. When you get home to your families, you won’t have to say—” 


Oh, fer fuck’s sake! Was he really gonna to pitch that out there? In all her years, Min must have heard a dozen variations on this theme. The original (if the history texts were to be believed) was attributed to General Patton, who supposedly completed it: “I shoveled shit in Louisiana.” One of her first COs had said “I cleaned latrines at Armageddon,” which she thought was actually pretty good, but might have been tempting Fate, as he was vaporized by an antipersonnel charge a few days later. Kerr, however (perhaps feeling an attempt at originality did not become him), simply concluded: “I sat on the sidelines and watched.” 


It was a leaden end to a leaden speech, and there was an air of genuine relief when Major Bradshaw called everyone to attention again and barked, “Dismiss!” 


One hundred sixty right arms snapped a precise and silent salute, echoed by another four hundred eighty on the light carriers Daedalus and Fidelia, where those arms’ owners had been watching the performance on video. That was all the answer they made to their CO’s address. The CEF Marine Corps did not have an official battle cry like the Hesperians or the Royal Marines of the New UK. The ostensible reason was that they had no need to yell: you could always tell where they were by the wailing of their enemies. 


Personally, Min thought it had more to do with a certain lack of imagination coupled with the fact that—compared to those other corps—the CEF marines operated in vacuum a greater percentage of the time, which made yelling kinda absurd. 


Still silent, the marines executed a neat about-face and began to clump by sections and platoons, gradually filling the space with a low rumbling mutter of subdued voices as they checked their TAC uploads and compared notes before dispersing to their action stations. Min started to do likewise. Spotting her XO, Lieutenant Anders, in the throng, she waved him over. As he approached, Kerr called her name. 


“Yes, sir?”—turning back around. 


“Don’t leave just yet, Captain,” he told her, with an oddly smooth expression—almost smug. “You are to remain here.” 


“Excuse me, sir?” Kerr was a good three meters away—maybe she’d misheard in the din. 


He stepped closer. “You and your company are to remain behind. Major Bradshaw is leading this assault, so you will act as my adjutant for the time being, while your company is held in reserve.” 


“While my company’s what?” What the fuck was Kerr thinking, holding back a quarter of their strike power on an op like this? 


“I’m sure an officer of your proven abilities appreciates the value of a reserve, Captain,” her CO enunciated coldly. “And of following orders.” 


Weeping fuckin’ Jeezus! He means it! “Yessir.” 


“You will accompany me to CIC. Your XO can look after your people”—with a negligent gesture toward Troy Anders, who was ten feet away, looking thunderstruck. 


“Yes. Sir.”  














Z-Day +7 (0517)





LSS Trafalgar, forward deployed;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


“Huron!”


At the entrance to his quarters, he turned to see Kris jogging down the passageway. She still had a trace of a limp and her face was pale, but with emotion, not fatigue. “What is it, Kris?” 


Clearly shocked at seeing him still in uniform, she hooked a thumb behind her. “I heard the call ten minutes ago! What the hell goin’ on? There’s strikes inbound on us. We gotta go!” 


“Not us, Kris.” His voice was grim and colder than he meant it to be. “We’ve been ordered to stand down.” 


“Stand down? What the fuck for?” 


“Commodore’s orders. We stand down until they call us.” 


“Jeezus Christ, Huron! Ya can’t let ’er do that!” 


“Not my call, Kris—” 


“Fuck!” She bit the word off, not listening to him. “What happened? I get put back on the list?” 


It sounded like an accusation, as if he’d pulled strings to keep her out this fight. “Why do you say that?” 


“I heard you asked to take the op”—a hurt, combative tone. Thank god they were alone. 


“Where did you hear that?” 


“Word gets around”—still pale, almost shaking. “Did you?” 


“It was my responsibility, Kris. I’m no less expendable than you. None of us are.” 


That seemed to get through to her, at least enough to raise a glimmer of doubt. “Was that really it? It’s not cuz you don’t trust me anymore?” 


“You know better than that, Kris”—scowling at the impossible thought. 


“Do I?” 


Was that more hope or doubt in her voice? “If we don’t know each better than that by now, both of us should resign our commissions.” 


She searched his eyes, trying to calm the pounding in her chest. And you would, wouldn’t you? 


Yeah, he’d do it. He was the first person who’d ever believed in her—who’d ever thought of her as someone, not some thing. He’d do it in a heartbeat. 


Her gaze wavered; she swallowed hard. “I, ah . . . I guess I owe you an apology.” 


His eyes softened, muted—and he smiled. “That’s okay, Kris. Hold on to it. Maybe I’ll be by to collect it later.” 


“Yeah. Sure.” Her glance skittered over the deck. “Okay.” 


“Hang tight.” He reached out to put a quieting hand on her shoulder. “The day’s not over yet.”  














Z-Day +7 (0623)





LSS Ardennes, deployed center;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


On Ardennes’ flag bridge, dimmer now that the battle lamps were lit, Lieutenant Reynolds looked up from his console to address Admiral PrenTalien. “Your pardon, sir. Colonel Kerr reports his people are spun up and launch-ready, and Admiral Belvoir is requesting permission to engage.” 


They’d been in extreme range and closing for a quarter-hour, and the weather looked to break in another twenty minutes or so, but that wasn’t what he was waiting for. He perfectly understood Kim Belvoir wanting to get at the Doms now, and her people were no doubt straining at the traces. Normally, he would have agreed. But his delay in opening the action—to engage at long range where his fleet held the supposed advantage—had to be jangling nerves over there. It was not much short of madness to seek a close engagement when outweighed two to one, and he wanted the Doms—and especially that cautious creeping fellow holding their right, who was even now tucking himself tighter and tighter into the reef—to think he was a little nuts. 


“Tell her to have ’em hold their horses a moment longer, Geoff. We’re not going to play at long bowls today. I want us to see their running lights.” 


“Understood, sir.” 


“If you prefer, you can quote the immortal words of Lord Nelson: I have not yet begun to fight.” 


“Of course, sir.” His flag lieutenant exchanged a glance with Harry Bolton, who hid a smile behind his hand. “But with respect, wasn’t that John Paul Jones?” 


PrenTalien, who’s career had been more concerned with making history than studying it, replied with a deep chuckle. “Perhaps it was. Send it out however you like, Mr. Reynolds.” 


*     *     * 


Deep within the hull of Marshall Nedelin, in the most protected part of the huge ship, Admiral Adenauer was forming his own opinions about his opponent’s sanity: crazy like a fox might have come to his mind, had there been any foxes on Halith Evandor. There was however, a large, crafty and dangerous arboreal predator known (with slim reference to its Terran namesake) as the black-maned stoat, and the Halith had a phrase “stoat-minded” in their lexicon. This is what the admiral was thinking. 


What his aide-de-camp, standing next to him, was thinking was plain on his face. “Admiral, I believe he means to press a close engagement. Should we order the fleet to a tighter formation?” 


Adenauer was well aware of the danger that worried his aide: he had deployed his forces on the belief that PrenTalien would adhere to accepted CEF doctrine, which called for launching torpedo attacks at long range. Their fast torpedoes, equipped with sophisticated pentaids, were a serious threat. The way to deal with them was a layered defense with ships arrayed in open order to spread the attack and blunt it. That meant putting his lighter combatants out front, in echelon. If PrenTalien’s cruisers got among them in a close engagement, they would feast on the smaller ships. 


That would be most unpleasant and he did not relish the thought, but it was unlikely to be crippling. As hard as PrenTalien could hit them, their superior numbers would allow them to absorb the blow and then engulf the smaller fleet. It meant some sacrifice in both ships and ether, and perhaps the monitor would be isolated for time, but worse would be in store for PrenTalien, once his forces became entangled and could not readily disengage. 


To Adenauer, it was a risk he was prepared to run. He was not sold on the attack—PrenTalien was not so rash, although he might be trusting to luck. Instead, he felt PrenTalien wanted to prod him into contracting his formation, as cnidarians did when poked. Such maneuvers, executed in haste, were rarely carried out perfectly, producing gaps. That was dangerous. If they gave PrenTalien a gap he could exploit, he’d split them like a peach. 


Admiral Kiamura had done just that at Anson’s Deep, catching Admiral Falkenhavn flatfooted with a shocking, lightning thrust that hopelessly disorganized his entire fleet. Adenauer had been a cruiser captain then, and Ardennes—that very dreadnought over there—had reduced his ship to splinters, smashing it almost negligently, as a man swats an insect on his way to doing something important. 


He’d spent thirty-four hours drifting in an escape capsule before he was picked up by a CEF destroyer belonging to a battlecruiser squadron commanded by none other than Lo Gai Sabr, then a new rear admiral, and who—in defiance of his fearsome reputation—proved to be a gracious host to his defeated adversary; Adenauer retained the liveliest recollection of him. 


Admiral Sabr was also lurking over there somewhere, still in command of a battlecruiser, but now deputy to Admiral PrenTalien. PrenTalien, then commander of CEF Fifth Fleet, had been at Regulus on the fated day Anson’s Deep was fought. No doubt he hoped this battle would be his long-delayed recompense for missing out on the historic action. 


No. Observing the attack unfold, he directed the thought at the man across the way he considered a colleague. This is not that day. 


He looked once more to his aide-de-camp. “Message to all commands: hold position. Do not fire until fired upon. We take this blow all standing. And then we pay them back—twice as hard.” 


No sooner was the message sent than the screens throughout Marshall Nedelin’s CIC filled with snow. 


*     *     * 


“This is it, people!” Kerr’s voice was harsh with excitement as the colossal belch of plasma from Wogan’s’ Star smothered the battlespace. “That’s our curtain call!” 


Minerva Lewis gave her CO a sidelong glance. The lieutenant colonel didn’t know what curtain call meant? And here was me thinking all Terrans were culture snobs. 


Until the storm passed they would be fighting blind, but with the significant advantage of knowing exactly what to do. PrenTalien’s “close engagement” was in essence a huge feint, designed to freeze the defenders in position so Admiral Belvoir’s covering force could get close to the monitor without exciting a response. So far, it seemed to have worked. Belvoir’s ships would be splitting off now and racing for the monitor, whose fire-control systems would have a hard time targeting them through a thick stream of ions moving at near lightspeed. The covering force, however, knew exactly where the monitor was. According to the plan, they would open fire in five minutes and this storm could be counted on to last another twelve, at least. 


“Bravo Group—launch!” Kerr barked. “Charley Group—launch! Delta Group—launch!” 


The three companies boosted from their carriers in waves. Four hundred eighty men and women in twenty-six assault shuttles. Alpha Group—Min’s company—was stuck here on Bellerophon with their thumbs up their asses. Kerr had better pray his bullshit idea of keeping a reserve would work. 


If not, hell to pay would not begin to cover it. 


*     *     * 


The storm of plasma abated, and throughout Marshall Nedelin’s CIC displays flickered back to life. Looking over at the main plot, Adenauer’s lantern-jawed face registered strong displeasure at what his deputy commander was doing. Unnerved by PrenTalien’s impetuous tactics, the idiot was backing into the reef, shortening his line. If he kept on, there would be a gap soon, exactly the thing he feared. 


With no more than a glance at his aide-de-camp, he snapped, “Message to Admiral Shima: Compliments and he is to maintain better station.” 


“Yes, sir.” Captain Alexander complied and after a moment, laid a finger on Adenauer’s elbow. The admiral looked down at him with a nod. “The Bannermans are signaling, sir. The admiral believes he sees an opportunity to drive through PrenTalien’s position and seize the Outbound jump sectors. He—respectfully—requests we move up that he may exploit it.” 


Adenauer tightened his lips in a look of grim amusement at his aide’s emendation to Admiral Voorhees’ message: to his certain knowledge, Voorhees had never done anything respectful in his life. “Compliments to the admiral”—whenever possible he, like his aide, avoided using the name of a man he detested—“and he will oblige me by—” Attending to his duty was too insulting, Adenauer decided. “By holding his position. You may assure him from me that his chance will yet come. When the time is ripe.” 


With a curt nod, his aide relayed the message while Adenauer returned his attention to the plot to see how the times were ripening. 


*     *     * 


Minerva Lewis, rooted to the deck in Bellerophon’s CIC, with nothing to do, watched the displays refresh with even greater intensity. Adenauer was accepting Belvoir’s attack by allowing his center to bend inward slowly and the Bannermans hadn’t taken the bait. Belvoir was starting to lose steam. The assault’s covering force was maintaining their deadly, delicate dance but the shuttles were coming under more intense fire, and green icons in the omnisynth’s volume were turning red with growing frequency. 


Beside her, Kerr was also watching, his jaw champing and his face increasingly pale. “What’s happening there?” he demanded of no one in particular. “What are they doing?” 


The leading edge of the assault was beginning to fray, gaps appearing not just as shuttles were being lost, but where some accelerated while others slowed down in an effort to evade the incoming fire. More shots were telling against the covering force as well, disrupting their dance so that their salvos, once delivered with precise timing and pinpoint accuracy, slackened. 


But things weren’t bad yet. If they maintained their pace and intervals, they’d be past the worst of monitor’s fire in a couple of minutes. Even now, they were approaching the critical point where they’d have to boost hard through their own suppressing fire to get inside the monitor’s engagement envelope. Surely Kerr could see that— 


“Raise Major Bradshaw!” Kerr’s voice was husky with strain. “Have him dress that leading edge!” 


Min turned to look at the colonel, shocked. Did he seriously think they should slow down to dress their formation? 


“Sir, I can’t raise him,” answered the comms officer, intent on his console. 


“Open a direct channel then! General order: advance units are to close up!” 


Min felt the blood begin to leave her face. How could Kerr believe he could micromanage the assault directly from here? 


“Sir—” 


Kerr swung his head around abruptly, as if he’d forgotten her existence. “Not now, Captain!” 


She ground her teeth. The assault was in danger of fragmenting, but if they could hold together a minute longer . . . 


Hit it. Hit it now! Don’t listen to this asshole— 


The leading edge of the formation accelerated. It was ragged. Sloppy coordination—Bradshaw must be down—but not hopelessly so— 


Stick with it. Stick with it. 


More icons turning red as the casualties mounted. They were well into the crossfire zone now. The trailing edge was showing signs of faltering—not pressing through the barrage hard enough. 


Kerr was licking his lips repeatedly. Min, hands clenching impotently behind her back, stood rigid and silent. Her mind—her whole being—was fully identified with those dots, seeing the railgun shells ripping through the thin-skinned shuttles, the splinters exploding through the interior, mists of blood and atomized flesh and fluids boiling from rent armor; hearing the screams there was no air to carry . . . 


For gawd’s sake, don’t let up now— 


“No. No good.” 


Min felt Kerr’s words like a kick. Her throat spasmed, blocking her speech for a moment. They’d break through in seconds— 


“This isn’t working. Get them outta there!” His eyes were wild and staring. She could see the naked panic rioting across his face. The man was coming apart at the seams. 


Instinctively her hand shot out to grab his shoulder. “Colonel! What the fuck—” 


He lurched away. “You’re relieved!”—his voice pitched up high, ending in a shattered note. Then, as she stood there transfixed, Kerr yelled, “Fall back! General order! All units fall back!” 


The red-hot churning in her gut started to boil over—a sharp indrawn breath hissed between her teeth. 


A hand closed hard on her arm. “Don’t. Ain’t worth it, Captain,” Troy Anders said softly in her ear. “Nothin’ for it. Let’s get outta here.” 


Shaking and nearly blind with rage, she let Anders guide her from the compartment. 


*     *     * 


“What the hell’s Kerr doing?” Admiral PrenTalien thundered in a voice that made the bulkheads vibrate. They’d just heard Kerr’s frantic fatal order—literally fatal, for almost half the assault shuttles began to withdraw immediately while the rest ignored the order and pressed on, unaware they were doing so alone. The rift this opened destroyed whatever cohesion the formation had left and all dissolved into murderous confusion. 


PrenTalien groaned at the sight, a sound so deep and guttural as to seem almost subterranean, and one, thought Bolton (seeing how his CO’s powerful hands twitched), that Kerr would have been lucky to outlast, had he been in the compartment. 


“Dear God,” Bolton muttered under his breath, as the survivors of the smashed assault streamed back through glowing clouds of wreckage, mechanical and human. There was Daedalus taking Fidelia under tow. Defender and Basilisk were shattered, lifeless hulks. Medea was steaming air and tumbling as Actaeon, limping badly, closed to render assistance while the light cruiser Avenger tried valiantly to cover them both. Admiral Belvoir had broken off and sent her cruiser divisions sprinting back to screen the mauled force and prevent its complete annihilation. 


“Fuck this noise,” ground out Admiral PrenTalien, his face so dark with fury that his blue eyes seemed to burn with a cold, ruthless inner fire. “Get me a link to Bellerophon. I’m going to skin that ass over there myself.” 


  


  


  


  














Z-Day +7 (0713)





LSS Fury, on-station, far left flank;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


At the extreme left edge of Rear Admiral Wallace’s left-flank force, another group of spectators had been following the assault on the monitor, first with guarded hope, then with bewilderment and growing anger, and finally, as the full extent of the rout unfolded, furious disbelief, bordering on incomprehension. These were the crews of Destroyer Squadron 6, and to a man or woman they longed to prove to the Doms the truth of the old saying payback is a bitch—none more so than their commanding officer, Captain Ishmael Coward. 


Skip Coward was anything but. (As the last person who’d mocked his given name—and spent a month regrowing most of his teeth, in consequence—could attest.) Still, his friends thought he sometimes took his efforts to demonstrate this to extremes. He was not doing so now, despite his own feelings and those of his people, because he was under orders—very strict orders—to behave himself, even if it meant just sitting there in seething frustration, which it did. 


DESRON 6, comprised of the destroyers Argo, Sphinx, Circe and Hippolyte, the frigates Ixion and Ajax, and his own ship, the light cruiser Fury (a posting sometimes questioned on the grounds Coward did not need any more encouragement), was assigned to act in support of the heavy cruisers Shannon and Vanguard, which meant cuddling up and adding their not inconsiderable capability to the cruisers’ area-defense umbrella and, especially, their point-defense nets. Huddled under his wing was also the quartet of minesweepers, whose job it was to ward off surprises from the reef that were old, automated, and decidedly unpleasant. 


Anchoring the left extremity of PrenTalien’s whole position was no small responsibility, but it also meant doing nothing except staying vigilant, because across the way, the Halith admiral in charge of that flank, having withstood one attack from Jesse Wallace, was showing no inclination to do other than hold tight to the reef protecting his position. As much as Coward admitted that was entirely prudent of him from the Doms’ point of view, he resented it bitterly—especially now. 


So when his exec, Commander Norman Yoshioka, hailed him from CIC with a questioning look on his handsome and usually impassive face—he was known for being as laconic as his CO was intense—Coward replied rather more gruffly than he should have. Knowing he’d overstepped, he tried to smile but mostly succeeded in just showing teeth. “You have something for me, Norm?” 


“Indeed, sir.” Yoshioka was used to his CO and took no notice of the bite. “Can you spare a tick?” 


“I’ll be right down.” 


Walking into the dimly lit compartment full of glowing screens a minute later, his exec made only the barest pretense of greeting and twitched his thumb at a crewman behind him: a master’s mate with the singular name of Pequot Jones, an ace deep-radar operator and his sensor section lead. “Jones here has something I think you should see.” 


Coward nodded and called him over. “What have you got, Jonesy?” 


Jones approached, knuckling his forehead, and pointed at the omnisynth. “If you’ll allow me, sir.” Coward stepped up and motioned Jones to a place beside him. Jones fiddled with the console, linking up several layers of sensor data, merging them, applying some filters and then magnifying a sector of the reef between them and the left extremity of Admiral Shima’s position. 


“Sir, you know how we get these aperiodic inhomogeneities from the movement of those gas giants, especially the innermost one?” Whether he did or not, Jones pressed on. “Well, there’s also a modulating effect from the orbits of its two largest moons, sort of a third-order perturbation, if you follow me, but while first and second-order effects have a time scale of—well—on the order of a month or so, especially the second order and when the companion is in peristellian with the primary, these effects—the moons I mean—have a time constant of maybe forty-eight hours or so.” 


Jones glanced at his CO, who gave just the barest nod at the pause in the deluge. “So—um—anyway, sir, these third-order effects don’t make them—the inhomogeneities, y’see—come and go and they don’t move them much either. Not strong enough for that, you understand—and the time constant being so short—” 


“You’re losing me here, Jonesy.” 


“Oh.” Jones had his finger poised to make his next point. Concentrating visibly, he skipped to the end. “Sorry, sir. What they do is change the shape.” 


“The shape?” And now Coward noticed Yoshioka smiling—a rare expression for him. 


“Yessir.” Jones fiddled with the display again. “Look here, sir. This inhomogeneity here.” He highlighted the zoomed-in section of the reef and rotated it. “It’s a tunnel, sir.” 


Coward’s eyes moved in rapid succession from the plot to Jones to Yoshioka’s smile and back. “A tunnel. A tunnel through the reef.” 


“Well, it’s not like it’s empty of course, just less dense—” 


“Jonesy!” 


“Sir!” Jones snapped up straight, almost treading on Commander Yoshioka. 


“How much less dense?” 


“About an order of magnitude, sir. Roughly.” 


Coward locked eyes with Yoshioka. “We can get through it.” Yoshioka nodded, almost grinning. He looked back at Jones. “What are the chances the Doms know about this?” 


Jones frowned and waved in the direction of his data. “If they aren’t looking, sir . . . well, you can see how it’s not like a rift, surrounded like that. You have to take all these aspect scans and layer them with the passive data from the alpha-line emissions and apply a couple of Swirling filters—” 


“Jonesy, is that a no?” 


“Ah—yessir. I mean, it is a no—that is, I’d say damn unlikely. Uh—sorry, sir.” 


Coward smiled. “Relax, Jonesy. Fine work here. Carry on.” 


As Jones saluted and left, his step noticeably buoyant, Coward motioned Yoshioka over. “Work me up a plot getting us and the cruisers through this hole. Get the minesweepers working—it’s time they earned their keep. Ping Vanguard and shoot a maser burst to Admiral Wallace—this, we gotta call in.” 


*     *     * 


Rear Admiral Wallace was exiting his quarters on the battleship LSS Cannae, on his way back to CIC, when a lieutenant sprinting around a corner almost collided with him. As Wallace steadied the young woman, he asked, “What all the rush, Silva?” 


Lieutenant-JG Erin Silva held out a flimsy to him. “Maser burst message from DESRON 6, sir. Captain Coward. Captain Wallace, Vanguard, endorsed it, sir.” 


Wallace reached for the flimsy, wondering what Coward could possibly have to say that could only be trusted a maser flash and would need Colleen Wallace—the captain was no relation—to sign off on. The still breathless lieutenant told him even as he read it. “He says he’s found a hole in the reef, sir! He wants to know if we can support him with—” 


“Very good. Thank you, Lieutenant. ” Wallace held up his hand against her enthusiasm as he read: 


HAVE FOUND PRACTICABLE PASSAGE THROUGH REEF, EXTREME LEFT FLANK. CAN TAKE DESRON 6 W/ SHANNON AND VANGUARD THROUGH TO ENGAGE HALITH FLEET FROM INSIDE POSITION IF YOU CAN SUPPORT WITH DD screen AND BCGS. 


IF YOU APPROVE, WILL SUBMIT OP-PLAN IN 15 MINUTES. 


I. COWARD, CAPT FURY——C. WALLACE, CAPT VANGUARD—END / END 


Wallace looked up, crushing the flimsy in his hand, now almost as animated as the lieutenant who was about the same age as his granddaughter. “Respond with: Hell yes! At once. Immediately—and you may quote me exactly. Copy Admiral PrenTalien and get me Sambre and Falklands”—his two fastest and most powerful battlecruisers—“and the CO of DESRON 5. You may run, Lieutenant.” 


She did. 


Not quite fifteen minutes later, Wallace had Coward’s plan on his display: 


WILL ENGAGE IN THREE GROUPS: ARGO AND AJAX WILL TAKE HIGH SPOT—DEFIANT AND IXION LOW SPOT. FURY WILL LEAD W/ VANGUARD FOLLOWED BY SHANNON. DESRON 6 WILL ENGAGE WITH TORPS AT 4000 MM, THEN FURY WILL CLEAR HIGH TO ALLOW VANGUARD AND SHANNON TO CLOSE AND ENGAGE WITH missiles and GUNS. 


DESRON 6 WILL HOLD HI-LO SPOT AND ENGAGE W/ MISSILES. WILL ENGAGE W/ GUNS ONLY IF OPPORTUNITY presents. 


IF YOU APPROVE, WILL MOVE AS SOON CAN COORDINATE W/ BCGS YOUR SIDE. NAV PLOTS ATTACHED 


I. COWARD, CAPT FURY——END / END 


Wallace sent back: 


APPROVED. SAMBRE AND FALKLANDS MOVING immediately TO YOUR SUPPORT W/ DESRON 5. WILL DETACH DESRON 8 IF POSSIBLE. 


He finished with: 


GO!—GO NOW! 


L. WALLACE, rADM——END / END 
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LSS Bellerophon, deployed center;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


Minerva Lewis stood in the middle of Bellerophon’s crowded hanger deck amidst chaos. They had been busy recovering the assault’s survivors, and when she arrived from CIC, she’d found a mixed lot of marines milling about to no evident purpose while angry, sweating deck crews labored to re-spot their own shuttles so they could wrestle the damaged ones into bays where they could be worked on. Coming on top of the losses they just sustained, the obvious disorganization enraged her further. 


Kerr had departed to the Ready Ops room, forward, ostensibly to try to make some sense of the debacle and plan their next move, but mostly to get out from under and try to salvage what wits he had left. Min, the executive officer now that Major Bradshaw was fighting for his life in Bellerophon’s sickbay (no one had taken Kerr relieving her seriously—not even Kerr, once he’d been able to think again), had been hectoring and coaxing the new people into some semblance of order (most of them young, many bewildered and even stupefied by what had just happened to them), getting them to take up the slack and help where they could, or if they couldn’t, to get out of the way. 


She’d just consigned a platoon’s worth of the worst cases to Troy Anders to walk down to the mess and get some hot chow into them—afterward she’d assign them something trivial to keep their minds off the last hour until exhaustion could dull the raw edge—when her xel shrieked above the tumult. Snapping the screen open brought up a perfunctory message, ordering her to report to the Ready Ops room at the double. Somewhat to her surprise, the order referenced a request from Harry Bolton, Captain of the Fleet, not Kerr. 


Figuring that, at this point, she could stand next to Kerr for five minutes without throttling him, she acknowledged the order and shot a ping to Anders, passing the baton to him for the time being. Then, with a powerful rolling stride, she breezed out of the press toward the main ladder junction and the spaces forward. 


*     *     * 


As she entered Ready Ops, Minerva Lewis at once caught the expectant, anxious air among Kerr and his staff, who were grouped around the central console, about which there was dense cloud of open windows, displaying a plethora of status reports. Everyone was on tenterhooks, and her suspicions as to why were confirmed a moment later when the signal lieutenant sounded a call over the address system that brought them all to attention before the big main view screen. 


The screen flashed to life as the video link connected, revealing a vignetted image of Ardennes’ flag bridge. Admiral PrenTalien, who’d been speaking to someone off screen, turned towards the pickup. His attention immediately fixed on the lieutenant colonel. 


Kerr, seeing the admiral staring down at him in a truly majestic rage, went pale. Since the assault, he’d regained a degree of composure but now, he was barely able to manage a salute as he struggled to meet PrenTalien’s eye. 


“Colonel! What the hell’s going on there?” the admiral flayed him with a voice of brass. 


Kerr paled further, mashing his xel in one hand. “Most sorry, sir. But I cannot send my people into such attack without adequate suppressing fire.” 


PrenTalien’s gaze swept the space. “Officers, you will leave me with Lieutenant Colonel Kerr.” 


Then he singled out the tall woman, only an inch or so shorter than himself, with her helmet under her arm and a face that at other times would be open, handsome and friendly, but now looked back at him with a determined cold ferocity, her light gray eyes narrowed in some way that intensified their effect. 


“Captain Lewis”—recognizing her from years of unarmed combat competitions—“Remain please.” 


Wordlessly, the room’s other occupants filed out through an atmosphere that crackled. The door of the compartment closed. 


Less than five minutes later it opened again. Kerr emerged, face bloodless and making a great effort to put one foot in front of the other. Minerva Lewis followed him out, but did not spare a glance for the tottering figure as she turned the other way and strode swiftly toward the hanger deck. 


The marine sentry standing watch outside the compartment, a grizzled private of many years standing, whistled softly when the two were out of earshot, and a small crowd of his mates, who had been loitering in the vicinity on one pretext of other, sidled over. The door to the Ready Ops room was no thicker than any ordinary unsecured compartment, and it would have taken better than an armored hatch to keep the admiral’s stentorian voice in. 


“Damn me all over, if I ain’t heard some things in my day,” the private said, winking at his eagerly listening audience. “I’ve heard the Old Man take off some poor bugger’s skin a strip at a time before now—and not just once neither. But that ain’t nothin’ to what I heard in there. No, y’all don’t understand me”—shaking his gray head—“He didn’t swear at ’im. Hell, he didn’t even take his name in vain. He just yanked out that little prick’s immortal soul, wiped his ass on it, and threw it away. That’s what he did, by gawd. And just threw it away.” 


*     *     * 


Reentering the hanger deck, Minerva Lewis called out in voice that, for all that it had only the power of her lungs behind it, stopped all the activity cold. “Alright people! Full kit in fifteen minutes! Tallmadge, Drake—heavy weapons detail. Barnett, Henderson—demolition. Pack heavy. Get moving!” 


Her elevation to Marine Commandant had been flashed to all the officers and NCOs, and despite the speed of her trip from Ready Ops to the hanger deck, the news of Kerr’s vivisection at the Admiral’s hands had managed to outpace her. So the marines went for their equipment with renewed vigor, and chaos resolved itself into something, if not exactly orderly, at least directed and purposeful.


Observing this with satisfaction, Lewis addressed her officers. “Anders, Kristoff! We’ve got two hours to put that monitor out of action. Complete your TAC upload and see me back here in five. Clear this deck and get those shuttles hot!” 


Captain Kristoff, CO of Delta company (who’d been shipped over from Daedalus to make room for the wounded) turned away, but Troy Anders, now commander of Alpha Company in her place, came over and leaned his head close to hers. “Y’know I ain’t shy, Captain. But you saw what happened, and we ain’t even got the weather goin’ for us this time. How the hell are we gonna do this without any more suppressing fire but what this here barge can lay down? We’ll be nothing but skeets out there. That monitor can put fire on anything with an RCS bigger than a ration pack!” 


Min, who (whatever her outward appearance) had been struggling with the same thought, paused in paging through the latest TAC data. She had been seeking an opening in the monitor’s defenses or, failing that, contemplating a truly desperate measure involving highly accelerated assault birds, but now her clouded expression cleared, transforming her handsome face into something not far from beauty. 


“That’s why I like you, Anders—you’re a fucking genius.” 


Captain Kellyn McKenzie was deep in animated conversation with her TAO when Min strode onto the bridge. Kell lifted her head, a scowl deforming her alluring features and said, “We’re gonna give you every goddamned thing we got, Lewis—but short of ramming, I can’t promise you more than ten minutes before we have to start tossing soup cans at ’em.” 


Unexpectedly, Min laughed and Bellerophon’s captain gave her TAO a private look. Even for her best friend, Kell thought this was coming it a little high. 


“Thanks, Captain—I’ll get to that, but right now I need tight-beam links to Actaeon, Fidelia, Daedalus, Avenger and Medea.” 


“Okay, but they won’t come back in, except maybe Avenger—Fidelia’s lost her legs, Daedalus is loaded with wounded; Medea and Actaeon are too badly chewed up.” 


“No worries,” Min said, still smiling. “I don’t want them—I want their junk. Yours too.” 


With the tight-beams links established, the other ship captains listened expectantly as Min outlined her plan. She wanted them to take all the scrap and useless objects they could get their hands on: shot casings, ammo boxes, supply crates, water carboys, cargo lockers—“and yes,” she added, “ration packs, beer bottles, coffee cups and soup cans”—bundle it up and use tractor beams to boost it all at the monitor. The assault shuttles would coast in behind the wall of clutter, unpowered, drive signatures as low as could be and no emissions at all until the last moment. 


“And corner reflectors,” Lewis added, referring the open three-sided half-cubes that were used as targets. “As many as you have.” 


“What do we do with those?” Medea’s captain asked. “They’ll know right off they’re targets.” 


“Punch holes in them to break up the signature and then stick ’em on the front of every missile case and torpedo crate you have. Then they ought have an RCS close enough to an assault bird to buy us a little more of time.” 


The captains nodded, the plan coming together in their minds, but McKenzie shook her head. “Tractor beams are fine for us, but they”—she gestured at the other ships—“won’t be able to adjust the acceleration enough to merge all this junk at the proper range. We may just end up pelting the monitor with a lot of debris in random clumps.” 


Min saw that Kell had a point, but before she could say anything, Avenger’s captain broke in. “Suppose I play garbage man, collect what we have and come in on a hot hyperbolic. I can lay it all down in a screen while you people ghost in behind it.” 


Min looked at her friend, who nodded. “That could work.” 


“Very good, “ She said, smiling dangerously. “How long?” 


The captains compared notes. “Fifty minutes—an hour at the outside.” 


“That’ll do. If this works, the beer’s on me.” 


Kell broke the link and turned to Min. “I’m holding you to that, y’know.” Min still wore that dangerous smile. “And you realize, of course, that pitching assault birds out with tractors like that is gonna make ’em tumble like hell.” 


“Of course—making us look like the rest of the garbage.” 


“Okay.” Kell rolled her eyes. “I just hope your people haven’t eaten too much.” 


*     *     * 


On the flag bridge of Ardennes, Joss PrenTalien opened a tight-beam link to Admiral Wallace, his left-flank commander, on his flagship, LSS Cannae. 


“Jesse, we’re going to bat against the monitor again,” PrenTalien told him, his gruff voice belying the jocose wording. “I want you to touch up Adenauer there on the left some more—make it look like a pinning maneuver to cover a retreat. I’m gonna twitch Kim back as if she’s moving to secure the exit zones—see if the Bannermans are game for a chase.” If the Bannermans shifted forward at all, Kim Belvoir could get a good grip on them, giving Lewis all the more time. “Conserve at least thirty percent of your torps though, and be ready to break back to me if the marines put this one in the bank.” 


“Very well, Joss. We’ll keep them busy for you.” 


“Thanks, Jesse. Flag out.” 


“Best of fortune, Joss. Cannae out.” 


*     *     * 


Minerva Lewis hailed the CO, Bravo company, on Fidelia. The officer who answered, 1st Lieutenant Robyn Gomez, looked stiff, pale, and absurdly young. “Where’s Captain Talbot, Gomez?” 


“Copped it, ma’am.” 


“Captain Hartzheim too?” Greg Hartzheim had been a good friend. 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


“Are you the senior officer present, Gomez?” 


“Yes. Ma’am.” Lieutenant Gomez hastily wet her lips. “Lieutenants Galovic and Martinez are here, ma’am. Lieutenant Galovic has Charlie company.” 


Min knew Chloe Galovic—a fine young officer. Benedict Martinez she’d hadn’t had much chance to form an opinion of yet. “How many assault birds do you have left?” 


“Nine, ma’am.” With the seven Delta brought back, that meant a total of sixteen had survived. Out of twenty-six. Damn. 


“Okay, Gomez. Get those birds hot for me—pilot and gunner only—and we’ll come get ’em. I’ll link up details on the way.” 


“Pilot and gunner only, ma’am?” Gomez had a lovely, apple-cheeked face and it looked hurt. Min had read in Gomez’ file that her older brother, Sebastian Gomez of Nedaeman SOFOR 1, had been killed on Lacaille before war, leading an attempt to capture Nestor Mankho—in fact, that incident was considered the casus belli. So no doubt Gomez had stronger personal motivations than most. But the op she had in mind didn’t have room for a whole raft of shaken young troops—Bravo company had never been in action before and Charlie only once. 


“That’s the plan, Lieutenant. No reflection on your people.” 


“With all due respect, Captain, we’d like in.” Gomez darted her eyes at someone off-screen. “We didn’t even clear our weapons, ma’am—and there are still a hundred seventy-two of us fit for duty.” 


Good Christ, that’s forty-six percent casualties, Min thought. No wonder the kid’s pale. 


“More ain’t necessarily better, Lieutenant. Sometimes it’s just more.” The pretty face fell even as its owner tried to hide it. Damn it! As much as she didn’t like it, the kid had a point: sending home a unit that had been so badly mauled with its tail between its legs—especially a green unit—without even a chance to fire a shot in return was close to wrecking it. 


“But look here. Pick your best platoon from each company and saddle ’em up. All the heavy weapons you can carry. You take Bravo, of course, and Galovic will take Charlie and leave Martinez to mind the store. Tell him from me, I’ll make it up to him later.” 


Gomez brightened amazingly. “You got it, Captain!” 


Youth, thought Min, recalling when she’d felt just the same. She had lived to get over and hoped Gomez would too. 


“Get ’em ready to move out in fifteen, Lieutenant. I’ll catch you on the fly. Lewis out.” 


Lieutenant Gomez acknowledged with a jaunty salute and Min cut the link. She keyed up Bellerophon’s captain. “Kell, we got some passengers to pick up from Fidelia.” 


“How many?” 


“Only two platoons, but all their birds.” 


“Gonna get crowded around here.” 


“Yep, packed in like kippers—six to a rack. I’m hoping maybe they’ll think we’re rendering aid and comfort and have called it day.” 


“That’d be nice. I wouldn’t make book on it though.” 


*     *     * 


“Sir, it appears PrenTalien is retreating.” Captain Alexander relayed this news to his fleet commander aboard Marshall Nedelin. 


Retreating? Adenauer drew a finger along the strong angle of his jaw as he digested the statement. Certainly PrenTalien was shifting his right flank back, positioning it to cover the Outbound jump sectors, and Shima was being sharply engaged. It might well be the beginning of a pivot to withdraw . . . His eyes flicked the chrono. Was Tomashevich on schedule? He’d been engaged for two hours. It would be best to give him at least another hour before letting PrenTalien go. Was that feasible? 


Returning to the main plot, he noted Voorhees had already advanced his fleet and detached a shadowing force—on his own initiative. That was acceptable under the circumstances. If this retreat developed itself, he would turn the Bannerman loose to purchase what delay he could, though Voorhees might find his ardor more expensive than he expected. Adenauer was perfectly content with that outcome. 


“Thank you, Captain. Kindly convey to—” 


“Pardon, sir!” His aide’s voice, abrupt and strident, rang with disbelief. “Flash emergency from Admiral Shima. He says ships are coming out of the reef!” 


Out of the reef? How was such a thing possible? 


“In what force?” 


“Unclear, sir. The admiral urgently requests you will send immediate support.” 


Damn Shima for sending an incomplete report. His sensors could not resolve anything that close to the reef. What had PrenTalien conjured over there? It would waste precious minutes to request clarification. He made a quick decision. 


“Message to Jena. My compliments to Admiral Tallis: he will detach his division and move to the aid of Admiral Shima. How he does that is his affair—I leave it to his best judgment.” Ivan Tallis was a steady fellow; he could be counted on not to overreact. 


“Very good, sir.” 


“Signal the Bannermans. They are to stop immediately and extend themselves no farther than their current position. You may repeat that.” 


His aide-de-camp glanced up from submitting the messages to the comms officer to code and dispatch. “I shall do that, sir.” 


*     *     * 


Skip Coward led DESRON 6 out of reef, the heavy cruisers Shannon and Vanguard following, with DESRON 5 coming along behind. 


“Signal to squadron: all torps to be targeted on Orlan, then break to stations.” The big battleship was not just the second most powerful ship in Adenauer’s fleet, she was the critical node of the area-defense net for this whole flank. Destroying or crippling her would leave the other ships almost on their own, with little more than their point-defense systems. “Save your missiles for the supporting units. I’m going to break their formation ahead of Vardar. Mr. Porter”—to his TAO—“we’ll hold our torpedoes for whatever comes up, but you may salute Orlan with the guns as we pass by. Sixteen guns for a vice admiral, I think it is?” 


*     *     * 


As Bellerophon closed with Fidelia, and Avenger was completing her tour as junk collector, Captain Lewis waited for the last of her officers to board so she could brief them on her plan of attack. The op plan had already been distributed, but it was her unbreakable habit never to go into action without first meeting with her officers, all together and face to face. Nothing told you what was going on in someone’s mind like seeing their face before an op, and that was never more important than for a touchy lark like this. 


A hail appeared on her xel and she tapped it up. It was Lieutenant Gomez, doing her best to look deadly serious. “Lieutenants Gomez and Galovic reporting aboard, ma’am.” 


“Welcome to the party, Lieutenant. Meet us in the aft portside staging bay.” 


Now that Minerva Lewis had her team assembled face to face, their faces were about what she expected. Lieutenants Robyn Gomez and Chloe Galovic were excited and nervous and doing a decent job of not showing it. Alongside the two young lieutenants, Anders was wearing his pre-op smirk and Kristoff was looking reserved and stiff. Tallmadge was his usual calm self. Barnett and Drake looked hopeful, and Matt Henderson, another lieutenant and her demolition team leader, appeared eager to start “blowing shit up.” Her color sergeant, Gabriel Ulloa, rock solid in action and built like it, rounded out the group. 


Having learned what she wanted, Min invited her officers into a circle (a regimental tradition) and knelt to project the plan of a Halith monitor on the deck, with the key areas and junctions marked. Then she began to set out the heart of her plan, giving life and breath to the document she’d distributed. 


Her operational philosophy was based on one simple precept: Never give the enemy what they expect. They’d lost the element of surprise—now they’d have to find a way to get it back. The fellow commanding the monitor over there had shown every sign of being conventionally minded: he knew what they’d just tried and how it had failed; he’d expect them to try something completely different. And she was planning something completely different, which meant convincing him she wasn’t. 


Everything depended on misdirection and, once they got inside, small fireteams operating with perfect coordination. She was taking just her own Alpha company plus the heavy weapons platoon from Delta company and Gomez’s people. It was true that this meant that the monitor’s crew would likely outnumber her force—two hundred forty marines in all—by about ten to one, but she had no intention of coming to grips with whole crew, or even large part of it. The butchered assault had left them richer in shuttles than people, and this would allow her to play a shell game with the monitor’s defenders. 


That, along with the garbage caper, would help get them there alive, but she expected another benefit. Confusing the Doms as to the real point of attack would oblige them not to concentrate their defenders: they’d need to be able to move people rapidly once the attack was underway. That should limit their use of anti-boarding plasma. Plasma was mainly a delaying tactic, anyway—given time and equipment, you could beat it. However, the defenders would use that time to deploy where they were needed. 


Min intended to use it as the key to her misdirection scheme. If they had plasma rigged selectively, she could use her extra shuttles to stage random “assaults” that would trigger it, pulling the defenders off on a false alarm. A few of those might convince the Dom commander that Gomez’s people—whom she would mass in front of the hanger in the traditional style—were the real threat after all, and react accordingly. 


Even if he didn’t, keeping the defenders off-balance should buy her teams an opening, by way of a lighting dash through small hatches. Then they’d have to take the critical junctions—on a monitor that meant the central junction on the main deck and the main junctions of the two spline passages running fore and aft along the port and starboard sides—to divide and isolate the monitor’s crew so she could move against the real objective: the weapons control spaces. There were three, all located forward: one for the main turret, and one each for the port and starboard turrets. To take the monitor out of the fight, she had to destroy the control spaces for the main turret and at least one side; that would allow PrenTalien to come up along the monitor’s weak side and finish the job. 


At last, she did mean to take the hanger deck—but from the inside. Taking out the weapons control spaces would shut down the missiles and the main batteries, but not the light guns, so she wanted to preserve as many of the monitor’s small craft as possible. When it came time to make a quick getaway, the IFF on the monitor’s own craft would prevent its guns from locking, which would greatly increase their chances of getting clear. That was the kids’ assignment, once Anders and Tallmadge let them in. 


If it all sounded a little desperate, recited here in the space where she’d lost that low-gee racquetball game to Kell three and a half weeks ago, it might be said to have the advantage of risking only half their remaining force. Not that everyone saw it that way, though. Captain Kristoff in particular did not like it—any aspect of it. It didn’t help that he was Kerr’s man. She knew he resented PrenTalien relieving Kerr and shared the young colonel’s view of their prospects. But Kristoff also objected to being left out and he probably didn’t like that his heavy weapons platoon leader, Lieutenant Randall Barnett, who was going, was known to be closer to her than to Kristoff himself. None of that bothered Min unduly, as long as Kristoff had the good sense to keep his mouth shut for the time being. 


He did, and Min swiftly completed the briefing. Straightening, she detailed their assignments. 


“Barnett, you’re with Anders. Gomez, give your pick of sections to Lieutenant Tallmadge—the heavier the better. Drake, Henderson, you’re with me, except your second team, Matt—they go with Anders.” That Color Sergeant Ulloa and his section would accompany her went without saying. 


Her gaze swept across the now mostly solemn group. “Any questions?” 


“Yes, ma’am,” Gomez unexpectedly spoke up. “If I may, what’s a Nelson’s Patent Bridge?” She was referring to the facetious-sounding title Min had given her op-plan: Nelson's Patent Bridge for Boarding Enemy Monitors. 


Min showed a smile and recited: “During the Battle of Cape St. Vincent—Valentine’s Day of the year 1797 by the old reckoning—Commodore Horatio Nelson of the Royal Navy in HMS Captain, a third rate of seventy-four guns, was engaged with the Spanish eighty-gun San Nicolas and some other ships. When Captain’s foretopmast went over leaving her unmanageable, Nelson ordered his ship to fire a last broadside into the Spanish ships and then put her helm over, hooking her port side to the starboard quarter of San Nicolás. 


“Leaping across and climbing through a quarter-galley window, Nelson led his men in storming San Nicolás and forcing her surrender. He then took his party across the deck of San Nicolas onto the deck of San Jakob, a Spanish First rate of one hundred and twelve guns that had come to aid San Nicolas, and captured her as well. The maneuver gained the Royal Navy a famous victory and was known thereafter as Nelson's Patent Bridge for Boarding Enemy First Rates.” 


Lieutenant Gomez blinked and looked impressively blank. “Thank you, ma’am.” Then she compressed her full lips. “But—what’s a quarter-galley, ma’am?” 


“The captain’s personal head.” 


Gomez blinked some more, big-eyed, and Min saw a few of her other officers hiding their smiles. Attempting to control her own, she said, “Now if there are no more—” 


“Captain?” Anders broke in. “We ain’t really going in through the heads again, are we? I just had my kit cleaned.” 


“No, Mr. Anders—just you.” Open laughter now and the tension in the group evaporated. 


“Okay, people,” Lewis said when the laughter died down. “Enough history for one day. Let’s amp it up and go make some of our own.” 


Anders came over as the marines loaded up by sections, a wry expression on his face. “So Captain, not only are we mounting the Great Junk Offensive, but we’re gonna take over a monitor with just our company and a few dozen of these kids who just got rototilled?” 


Min fixed him with a droll look of her own. “Remember the Bard, Troy. ‘If we are marked to die, we are enough to do our country loss. And if to live, the fewer men, the greater share of honor.’” 


Sterling incomprehension. “Whatever you say, Captain.” 


Her grin spread wider. “That’s why I can’t stand you, Anders—you got no fuckin’ education.” 


*     *     * 


Captain Coward checked his bridge screens as Fury broke high to assume her station, clearing the way for Shannon and Vanguard to engage. The whole ship was singing with tension, from the white sweating face of the junior signals officer on his left, to the grim delighted chuckling of his TAO in CIC as he reviewed their remaining inventory of death and destruction, and directed those munitions to their targets; to the low whistling of the damage-control officer, fumbling through an old sitcom parody tune called Sausages & Tea. But it was all perfectly orderly, his people going about their jobs with smooth precision, no wasteful hurry and no hesitation—and when his G-helmsman murmured, “Good lord, how she fights,” Coward directed his attention to the main display forward. 


There was Orlan, at the center of perfect storm of firepower: Shannon was alongside, 8-inch railguns hammering her with inconceivable savagery while Vanguard, standing further off, launched salvo after salvo of missiles that were increasingly striking home as Orlan’s defense net faltered. The ships of DESRON 5 were darting about the giant, firing everything they had, closing with wild recklessness. 


The huge ship fought back with desperate fury, returning almost shot for shot, missile for missile. The frigate Ixion was already out of the fight—she had gotten too close when launching her torpedoes and was reeling away, shattered by the Orlan’s 16-inch guns. The destroyers Ethalion and Alecto were dying before their eyes—Alecto, that old, proud, little ship making a last suicidal charge. Argo was limping but still game and Shannon was taking a brutal pounding and must soon shear off. 


But here were the fast, sleek, powerful shapes of Sambre and Falklands ranging along the far side, pouring out salvos of missiles and 12-inch railgun fire—an irresistible torrent of hypervelocity metal—and Orlan, taken between two fires, could not even interpose her invulnerable keel . . . 


“Sir,” his TAO broke in on the terrible spectacle, “We’ve got another destroyer to starboard and light cruiser coming up in support.” 


Captain Coward glanced over at the bridge TAC console and saw that it was so. “Very good, Mr. Porter. Lock forward tubes on that cruiser—fire as soon as you have a solution. Tickle up that nosy tin can with a missile barrage, please. If she doesn’t take the hint, lay alongside with guns. We gotta discourage this sorta thing.” 


*     *     * 


As the shuttle pilots and gunners ran through their prelaunch checks, and the embarked sections finished securing themselves, calling off by the numbers with Anders acknowledging, Captain McKenzie broke in on Min’s privileged command link. 


“Min, are you seeing this?” 


“Yep.” Lewis had also gotten the new TACREP and she popped up the schematic on her xel. Wallace was heavily engaged on the far left and hammering them in fine style but Adenauer was shifting a destroyer squadron and two heavy cruisers down towards the monitor anyway . . . 


Goddammit. 


She recomputed the trajectories and engagement envelopes. Glowing time ticks distributed themselves across the plot even as Kell put the implications into words. “When you get there, you’ll have half an hour before those ships close. Call it twenty minutes, if you're gonna get clear. Min, do you wanna rethink this?” 


“No, I don’t wanna fuckin’ rethink this”—grinding the words between her teeth. Half an hour might do. Twenty minutes—not so much. 


“Lemme at least call Belvoir. Maybe she can throw a scare into ’em. Buy you—” 


“Kell—” 


“Wait one. New data . . .” Kell’s voice, still urgent, now had a different undertone. It sounded like . . . excitement? “Min, DESRON 6 broke through on the far left—Shannon and Vanguard following with DESRON 5. They’ve doubled up ’em up!” 


Two destroyer squadrons and a couple of cruisers inside the Halith position? That might collapse Adenauer’s whole position on that flank— 


“Wallace has committed Sambre and Falklands—DESRON 8 engaging—God damn, how they’re laying it into them! Adenauer’s detached Jena and VanScheer. I think we—Oh my God!” 


Silence. Min loaded the new data and waited for her display to refresh. 


When it did, she saw the pulsing red icon at the center of Adenauer’s right-flank division; heard Kell’s awed voice, not much above a whisper: “Orlan’s blown up.” Adenauer’s most powerful ship after Marshall Nedelin—two thousand people suddenly turned into charred meat and light. 


“Okay, Kell—” Min sucked back the breath that had just left her in a rush. With Orlan gone and his flank crumbling, Adenauer would have to divert those ships or Wallace could cut them off and kill them. “That’s our prompt to get this party started. Let’s go make this baby our bitch.” 


McKenzie nodded. “Very good, Captain. Boost in one.” Then Kell gave her a private look, still pale. “But I have to say, Min, if this isn’t the goddamndest most harebrained op I’ve ever heard of, it’s close. Even for you.” 


“Don’t worry about it, Kell.” Min smiled fondly at the other woman. “Just do what you can for ten minutes. Once we blow their hatches, it’ll be all over but the shouting.” 


“You got it, sister. Good hunting. And don’t forget there’s a massage you still owe me.” 


“I won’t. See you on the other side, Kell—if not on this one.” 









Chapter Four: The Hour of Reckoning
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LSS Trafalgar, forward deployed;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Wave after wave of Halith fighters streamed in. Time after time, the outnumbered pilots of TF 34 rose to meet them. Watching the relentless struggle from Trafalgar’s CIC, his gut churning, Huron clenched his jaw every time a light winked off the Boards—another companion lost—and found himself breathing hard after each Dom sortie was repulsed. They were doing themselves proud, racking up an exchange ratio of five to one or better, but they were doing it at prohibitive cost. His people, his friends, going down in flames out there while he stood here, taking up space, using up oxygen, contributing nothing. 


They’d been at it for two hours now, without a pause. Losses were at twenty percent and mounting. The Dom task force was creeping in, slowly but inexorably, and sooner or later, they’d figure out how little actually stood in their way. Huron figured it would be sooner. Once losses climbed to between twenty-five and thirty percent, they wouldn’t be able to cover all the sectors adequately and the exchange ratio would start to shift in the Doms’ favor. At around thirty percent casualties, their sortie rate would drop, and if it got much worse than that, the entire situation would start to collapse.
 

The way things were going, Huron calculated that point was not above an hour away. Shariati’s battlecruiser squadron, lurking off their flank like a pack of wolves, might tear the Doms up some but they’d never stop them, and once the Doms discovered the “tanker fleet” they were after was a phantasm, Outbound would be wide open.


He checked the Boards again. Concordia’s wing was fully engaged. Trafalgar’s hanger was empty except for half a dozen birds, including his, and N’Komo’s squadron, which had just landed and was being hastily rearmed and refueled—all nine of them. Ensign Dance was flying with them now, and even Lieutenant Tole was out there, despite not having been officially requalified. 


Glancing around CIC, he observed the highly ordered, frenetic activity. Harmon was in deep with her team of fighter directors, managing the battle like she was conducting an orchestra. N’Komo was reporting the ready status on his surviving birds. The commodore was currently on the bridge—and enough was fucking enough. He unfurled his xel and tapped up his crew chief, WO Moreno. 


“Angel,” he said when Moreno’s sweating face appeared, his voice low but savagely clear, “get my bird hot and on the line in five minutes.” 


“But, sir,” Moreno protested, mopping the side of his sturdy neck, “I was told—” 


“Do it.” Huron snapped his xel shut and, without another word, strode from the compartment. 


Leaving his squadron’s ready room, Huron was half way to the flight deck when the fighter boss paged him. He answered with a frown but kept his tone just on the right side of gross insubordination. 


“Not you, Huron,” Commander Harmon told him with a scowl. “The commodore wants you in CIC.” 


Swearing inwardly, Huron acknowledged, turned and made his way back to the ready room to get out of his flight gear and back into uniform. As he entered, he found Kris putting on her flight suit with painful deliberation. 


“What are you up to?” he asked, unsealing his gloves. 


“They just called all pilots,” Kris replied tersely, wincing as she fought on a boot. At that moment, the address system blared out another fleet-wide call for all remaining flight officers to man their fighters, repeated once and punctuated with a short pause followed by: IMMEDIATELY. 


“See what I mean?” she said with a hint of a smile. 


“I do,” Huron said, and resealed the glove he’d been about to take off. 


*     *     * 


Huron and Kris boosted clear of Trafalgar, Huron’s fighter shy almost quarter of its nominal fuel load. He’d ordered Marino to cut it short when he walked up—he wasn’t about to take the chance Harmon (or worse, Shariati) would notice what he was up to and stop him with a direct order. 


Easing back to eighty-percent thrust, he activated his sensors and scanned the battlespace. The action was all down and to their right. Even now, N’Komo’s skeleton squadron, which had launched just ahead of them, was arcing over to join in. The Doms had been hammering away on that axis for an hour now. Huron didn’t like it. They were bunching up in a narrow zone, where TF 34 could more effectively concentrate its defense. If you wanted to sucker punch someone, that would be exactly what you’d do: hit repeatedly on the same place until you trained the response into your opponent. Harmon might have thought of that, but what options did she have? If they let up to go look around for more trouble, the Doms wouldn’t need to land a sucker punch—their knockout blow was right there. 


God damn it. He throttled back to two-thirds. 


Kris pinged him on the burst link. “What’s up, sir? The hotspot’s over there.” 


“I think maybe we have some claim-jumpers lurking out here, Kris. Cool it down and swing out wide left. I’d guess ’em to be dead ahead, but maybe I’m just getting paranoid. Go take a look.” 


“Roger that, sir.” 


Veering off to the right to give them the best aspect possible, he started to tune his ESM suite. All it showed was dark and quiet. 


Maybe a little too dark and quiet? 


“Sir?” Kris’s voice came over the burst link, making him grin. She was always polite at the start of a mission. Pretty soon it’d be just “Huron” and when things got really hot, she tended to slip into less complimentary forms of address. 


“Whatcha got, Ensign?”—playing along. 


“Train over to two-six-nine. Use convolve kilo-five. Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” 


He did. He grin broadened. “They have a flock of drones running phase-conjugate cancelers. My-my-my.” Those drones would also screen them from whoever they were shielding—as long as he and Kris were careful. It took him less than a minute to work out an approach. He keyed up Kris. 


“What’dya say, Ensign? Shall we go peek under their skirts?” 


Kris, looking over the approach he’d linked to her, laughed. “You gotta dirty mind, sir.” 


“It’s a gift. Close up and let’s go have some fun.” 


Eight minutes later, they were coasting above the enemy formation and Kris pinged him again. 


“Huron, is this your idea of fun?” 


“What?”—his tone cheerfully innocent. 


“I count about forty of the fuckers down there.” 


“More like fifty-odd, I think.” 


“Oh great. You did notice it’s just us out here, right?” 


“No one else to get in our way then.” 



Kris muttered something he couldn’t make out over the link (maybe a good thing, he reflected). 


“C’mon, Kris. I thought you were hungry.” 


“Starving. Just wanna make sure you weren’t completely AWOL here.” 


“Alright then.” He set his T-Synth to designate a flight that was trailing the main formation. “See those three guys at the back? Shitty formation discipline. Let’s show ’em the error of their ways. Then we can go raid the buffet.” 
 

“Roger that!” He could actually hear the grin in her voice. Bunched as tight as they were behind their covering drones, the Doms had almost no shot at seeing two lone fighters coming up in their drive cones. 


“First kill leads? Guns only.” 


“You’re on!” 


They broke hard right, stooping as one on the unsuspecting targets. Flattening out behind them, their cannon opened up at short range, and two Doms disappeared in smears of light—Kris’s first by the shadow of a hair. The third flared into a ball of plasma moments later—no telling who got him. 


“Hey, no fair!” Kris snickered. “You lemme win that!” 


He loved to hear her happy. “Never look a gift horse in the mouth, Kris. Check that flight at 4 o’clock low—wanna tag-team those guys?” 


“Absolutely!” 


“Okay—you got the lead. Wing over left, take angels minus ten, select zone five, and let’s send ’em to the Promised Land.” 


“Ohhh yeah!”—a paean of joy. 


With a gratified smile, he followed her down. 


Tag-teaming was a stalking technique that obviated the need to achieve burn-through against a target’s shields. What made this possible was a phenomenon called shield flutter: a momentary dropout as the shields dumped the energy of a missile strike or gun burst. Neutron guns produced the most flutter, but their rate of fire was too slow to exploit it. However, a second fighter, following behind on an exact trajectory and firing weaker but longer-ranged plasma cannon in precisely timed bursts, could. Since the lead fighter also masked his partner, the victim, thinking himself under attack by a single fighter and perhaps overconfident his shields, rarely knew what hit him. 


It required an extraordinary degree of coordination—informed opinion held it to be the most difficult evolution two fighters could pull off—but when done right, it was as if the target had no shields at all. Huron had pioneered the technique in the last war with Geoff N’Komo (Jantony Banner and Pavel Heink had copied it once it became known), and as good as Geoff was, Kris was even better. Success depended on how quickly the two pilots were able to sync up: only rarely would they get more than four bursts before the target broke. Huron and N’Komo could sync reliably by the third burst, Banner and Heink did roughly as well, but Huron and Kris routinely synced on the second, and sometimes on the first. It was chiefly this technique that had elevated Kris into the upper reaches of the active kills list in just a few short months. 


Now, these six potential victims, still coasting along unconcerned in two three-fighter vics, promised to raise her score even higher. Kris lined up on the trailer of the second vic, and Huron slid in behind her. The trick to syncing up was, perhaps ironically, music: a piece they both knew well. The leader picked it, and Kris selected one of her favorites, an old guitar-laden, acousto-optic power ballad, and cranked up the volume. The music blasting over his helmet set, Huron watched the lock indicator on his T-Synth, slaved to Kris’s through their CEC link, and tensed his finger on the trigger. It pipped, he waited two fast beats, squeezed gently and they were back in business. 


Two minutes, fifty-one seconds later, Kris and Huron burst through a cloud of glowing debris and burned hard for the swarm of fighters up ahead. By now, the Doms had noticed that seven of their number had just been wiped out of the universe in what must have seemed to them an eye blink, and they were starting to react. But they were rattled, as yet uncomprehending of what had just happened to them, and their response was ragged. Streaming in to attack, they bunched up, masking each other’s fields of fire and generally stepping on their own toes. 


Last mistake you lil fuckers ‘ll ever make, Kris thought as she closed on Huron’s wing and they scissored in together. They’d broken out of the tag-team for this phase, and she was taking a moment to find something else to listen to. In the lull, she could hear him humming over the burst link—a tune she thought she recognized. Then she caught a few words: “I looked over Jordan and what did I see . . .” 
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LSS Bellerophon, deployed center;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


As the light cruiser Avenger streaked along under maximum thrust, shedding her load of junk and firing guns with abandon, Lieutenant Anders and Captain Lewis stood together on Bellerophon’s hanger deck assessing the proceedings, with comments. 


“That was lame.” Anders shook his head. The monitor had just laid down a volley that missed by mile, or even a little more. The barrage of junk seemed to be having effect: a missile salvo fired less than a minute ago had likewise crossed up on all the garbage, homing in on apparitions in the clutter. It would not last—no doubt someone in the monitor was busy tweaking the targeting algorithms even as they watched. 


“Don’t get cocky.” She said it with a smile. Anders was always cocky. It was one of the things she admired about him. They were waiting between their respective assault shuttles, in the middle of the second wave. The first wave was mostly unladen birds that would set the shell game in motion. The second included herself, Anders, and Tallmadge. Anders was assigned to an ordnance-loading port on the starboard side, just forward of the hanger deck. Tallmadge was taking a small bay aft of the hanger deck, and Min had allotted to herself a maintenance hatch, port-side far aft. The third wave was the two platoons of kids, who were going to perform the role for which they had been trained—hanger assault—but not until the three senior teams had done their jobs. 


They felt a mild shudder in the deck as Bellerophon let go another spread of missiles. More work for the monitor’s point-defense, and more hot debris to screen their assault. Min checked her xel and downloaded the latest TACREP. Jesse Wallace was pushing Adenauer’s battered right flank back while on the other side, the Bannermans had taken Kim Belvoir’s bait and she had them closely engaged. Now they’d have a bitch of time breaking free to support the monitor. On the plot, Bellerophon was entering their launch zone. She snapped the xel shut. 


“Boots and saddles.” Unslinging her assault rifle, she checked the safety, then leaned into her shuttle and secured it in the waiting clamps. Henderson’s demolition team and Sergeant Ulloa’s section were already embarked and waiting. From behind them, Drake, his heavy weapons detail loaded into the next shuttle down the line, waved and gave her a thumbs up. 


She returned both, turned back and held out her gloved hand to Anders. “See you inside, Troy.” 


He gripped it. “Yes, ma’am. They might kill us—” 


She squeezed his hand powerfully. “But they’ll never whip us.” 


*     *     * 


Within the CIC of Marshall Nedelin, all had been awed stillness and breath-holding for a full minute after Orlan exploded. Even the concerted attack by Admiral Wallace in the wake of the battleship’s cataclysmic destruction had an air of anticlimax about it. The battleships Jena and VanScheer were there already, engaging Wallace’s lone battleship and his quartet of battlecruisers, but the whole flank was in disarray verging on panic, as the Halith ships, forced to fight alone, were beset by adversaries taking full advantage of their superior agility and enhanced cooperative engagement capability. 


On his left, the Bannermans looked to be in the fight of their life, but were holding their own. 


For now. Adenauer detached four heavy cruisers and eight destroyers from CENFOR to support the beleaguered right flank, and turned to Marshall Nedelin’s commanding officer. 


“Captain, I believe the hour of reckoning is upon us.” Captain DuPlessis thought the admiral sounded relieved. “Close Ardennes, best speed.” 


*     *     * 


The blown hatch spun away and a plasma blast roared past Minerva Lewis—she felt the heat through her armor from a meter away. Maybe sending her shuttle off hadn’t been the wisest move after all. 


Sergeant Ulloa touched his helmet to hers. “I think they know we’re here.” 


What gives you that idea? Using the shuttle to break the hatch had been a calculated risk—hoping they wouldn’t detect it with the others massing on the hanger to starboard—badly calculated in this case. 


Min activated her command link and called “Warblers!” Four marines fired warblers obliquely through the hatch, bouncing them off the bulkheads like billiard balls. The devices tripped the plasma, which fired again. That should buy her minute before the defenders opened their hatch to fire seekers. “Grenades out! Wait for it. Web ready!” If they timed it right, the grenades would take out the seekers—might even catch them with the hatch open. She didn't want use the monofilament web unless she had to. Whether she had to mostly depended on how many of them there were. More than she’d reckoned on? 


She tapped Henderson. “Matt, you got a read yet?” 


“Yes, ma’am. They’re bunched behind the hanger deck and we have a big batch at that main spline passage junction, just up ahead—looks like they’ve stripped their turrets to skeleton crews. Don’t think they’ve noticed Anders or Tallmadge yet, but they’ve got plasma rigged all around.” 


Goddamned contentious bastards. “Call Anders and Tallmadge—have ’em hold for my word. Tell Gomez and Galovic they can knock at the hanger but don’t blow it until Anders gets in and clears.” 


Half her plan was working—the wrong half. The monitor’s crew was concentrated on the hanger deck the way she wanted, but she hadn’t counted on them stripping their turret crews to hold the spline junctions. Instead of relying on a flexible, mobile defense scheme, which full perimeter plasma would have interfered with, they’d just gotten more people. Those turret crews needed to go back to their day jobs. If she couldn’t move them off that port spline junction, they’d catch Anders in a crossfire when he boarded, no matter what else she did. And between the Doms holding this end and the plasma, she couldn’t do that from here. They needed another way in. 


“Matt, we need us a new door. Find me a garbage chute, a thermal port, any damn thing”—her exchange with Anders about quarter-galleys came strongly to mind—“and fast.” She keyed up a link to Bellerophon. “I’m gonna see if I can’t get us a little help here.” 


*     *     * 


“How’s it holdin’, Kell?” Captain Lewis’s voice crackled dimly on her private channel. “You down to soup cans yet?” 


“Not quite—one box launcher left, three torpedoes, and the surge guns still have some life.” 


“Think you could do something to piss them off a bit? We’ve unzipped our fly here. They got full-perimeter plasma rigged and released their turret crews to repel boarders. I need them to be thinking about somethin’ else for a few minutes—y’know, stay occupied—while I find a new way in. Or I’m afraid we may have wasted a trip.” A brief crackling pause. “Those bites you gave ’em are stinging, by the way. Nice work that.” 


McKenzie smiled in spite of herself. “Buttering me up, Min? The only way I have to keep them occupied is to let their two-footers come aboard.” 


“Just a flyby and a little salute to get their attention? They’re tender here. With those crews taking after us, maybe you catch ’em with their drawers low.” 


“Min, you want me to take them under fire with your people outside?” 


“Well, I’d like you to be a little careful about it! I already got a haircut this week.” 


Kell sighed, tagged her exec and directed him to open a line to Avenger. “See what we can do.” 


“Appreciate it, Kell.” 


“Just keep your people the hell away from the port side.” 


“Will do that. Lewis out.” 


Very likely—done and out. “Bellerophon out.” 


*     *     * 


No one could ever say that Captain Kellyn McKenzie lacked guts. With Avenger taking station behind her—the light cruiser was down energy mounts and only six rounds per gun—they dropped away from the group and boosted towards the monitor. Coming down under max thrust and dumping all the countermeasures she had left, McKenzie fired the rest of her missiles and her remaining torpedoes. The torps weren’t even locked—the monitor’s ECM prevented it—but she fired them on dead bearing anyway, rigged with contact fuses. 


The monitor’s point defense swatted down the missiles, its huge port-side turrets got off a couple of late and hasty salvos, bracketing her with 24-inch rounds—Min was right that neither their accuracy nor rate of fire were up to par—but two torps got through, slamming into the monitor just aft of the forward turret where the previous assault had created a weak spot, and blowing a five-meter hole in the armored hull. It was far from fatal, not even that serious, but it did disrupt the monitor’s port-side fire control and, more importantly, damaged the forward turret’s ammo hoists, taking it out of action. 


In the pause while monitor’s crew switched the aft turret to local control, and before the main turret could realign itself, Avenger cut across the monitor’s bow, emptying her railguns and playing on the main turret with her energy mounts, while Bellerophon shot past to lay alongside the behemoth at point-blank range, taking it under fire with her 6-inch surge guns. The compact 3-ring railguns were short-range weapons and inaccurate compared to long guns, but they could hit hard for their size and moreover they could be fired very, very fast. 


Bellerophon mounted six of these little smashers along her waist, and McKenzie crowded in so close that the monitor’s remaining port-side turret would not bear and poured 6-inch shells into the shattered area around hull breach at a truly astonishing rate for over a full minute. But the monitor’s scarred main turret could just bear, and with Avenger on the run, the behemoth finally reacted to the little carrier clawing at its vitals, swinging the turret towards the pest and firing a full salvo. 


McKenzie anticipated the move, broke contact and rolled Bellerophon keel-up. Two of the massive 24-inch railgun rounds still holed her amidships. They did not detonate on the carrier’s lightly armored hull, but they dismounted three railguns, created a horrendous shower of splinters and cut some control lines aft. Bellerophon shot away at full emergency power, the crew feverishly patching the holes and running new lines, as the monitor fired another salvo after her, one glancing harmlessly off her keel and the others passing close aboard. 


*     *     * 


“Captain, I think we got something here,” Henderson said, tapping Min’s shoulder. He linked his scanner to her visor display. “I think Belle made us a door.” 


“I think you’re right,” Min agreed, exultant. “Sergeant, get your section flying. Matt, you and your people come with me. Drake, stay here and keep an eye on those bastards. Make ’em think we’re still looking for a way in here. I’ll invite you over as soon as we know what’s what.” 


“A-firm, Captain.” 


“And don’t go sticking your neck out—I’m gonna need every one of you later. Much as I hate to admit it.” The defenders had tried one round of seekers so far, and seemed to be holding tight now. 


“Understood, ma’am”—with a leer. “Crimson forever.” Drake had been a four-star athlete in college; that was the first part of his team’s motto. 


“Roll tide,” Min completed it as they shook hands. She shifted her rifle to hand and signaled the others. “Let’s go.” 


Gliding through the blasted aperture, keeping well clear of the razor-sharp edges of the shattered crysteel that glittered in their helmet lights, Min paused to survey their surroundings. The forward magazines were twenty-five meters dead ahead, the intervening spaces devastated by Bellerophon’s fire. She saw how close the carrier had come to breaching those magazines. 


What a fireworks display that would have been, she thought, before returning her attention to their more immediate concerns. There was an intact bulkhead fifteen meters in front of them and to the left, where it looked like there had been a maintenance space or an equipment locker. There was small hatch, still intact, in a bulkhead adjoining it at right angles, and debris swirled aimlessly through the space between the two. 


On the other side of the first bulkhead was the junction of the outermost gundeck passageway and a traverse passage. Going outboard, this connected to an ordnance-loading port, the complement of the one Anders was waiting to breach on the starboard side. Going inwards, it connected to the magazines up ahead, and beyond them, to the port-side spline passageway’s main junction. From there, she could reach the main-deck central junction and the weapons control spaces. 


Before attempting that, she’d have to link up with Drake. Taking the spline junction should allow that: it would put her behind the defenders in this part of the ship, and they oughta be able to make short work of them. If Tallmadge and Anders could break in at the same time, they could move on the central junction. Once they took that— and if the kids could get a hold of the hanger deck—they’d have a real chance. 


But first things first. It was likely the Doms were defending this junction right here. She tapped Henderson on the shoulder and indicated the bulkhead. “Gimme a read on the other side of that.” 


Henderson attached his sensors to the metal and scrutinized them for a few seconds. He touched his helmet to hers. “Two squads and maybe a few extras. Call it a coupla dozen plus change.” 


Twenty-six or more against her fifteen. She’d faced worse. The more interesting question was if they could do this without alerting the rest of the monitor. 


“Can you burn it?” That would be much quieter than blowing it, and it was unlikely they would have armored bulkheads in this part of the ship. 


“Oh, yeah. Piece o’ cake.” 


“Alright. Get ready.” She motioned her people to gather in a circle and activated her command channel. “Okay, people, this is where we get up close and personal. We’re gonna keep this a nice, private little get-together, so I don’t want any firing in there. Sergeant, when we kick in that bulkhead, lay down just enough EMI to blanket the compartment.” That would lock down anything with an arming or firing circuit, along with comms, and they’d have to operate their suit thrusters manually. All of which made the marines grin behind their visors. 


“Now there’s plenty in there for everyone, so I don’t wanna hear any complaints about somebody getting left out.” Hoarse chucking at that. “Any famous last words?” 


No one had any. 


“Very good. Sling rifles, pull knives, and wait for the word.” 


As her section complied and Henderson ran his wire along the bulkhead in the shape of a large, oblong double door, Min called up her private circuit and pinged Anders and Tallmadge. When they acknowledged, she spoke rapidly. 


“In a minute, we’re gonna do some breaking and entering. Tallmadge, wait thirty seconds and blow your hatch. Anders, wait another thirty and blow yours. Both of you, have your birds lay down ten seconds of cover fire and—” 


Lieutenant Drake appeared on her private circuit, blurry and harsh with static at the power setting they were using. “Captain, looks like they’ve pulled back here. It’s clear as far as I can see.” 


She quickly blinked up a schematic. “Can you see to that inner hatch forty meters in front of you and to the right?” That one led to the post-side spline junction. 


“A-firm on that, Captain.” 


That must mean the Doms had returned the turret crews to their stations. And that meant they could expect company soon. But exactly who and when? Had she lost more precious time? 


“Move up to that hatch then. Crack it but don’t blow it. I’ll ping ya when I want you to come running.” 


“Roger, Captain.” 


She clicked back to Anders and Tallmadge. “You guys all good?” 


“All good here, Captain,” they said together. 


“Start your count now. C’ya soon. Lewis out.” Cutting the link, she blinked over to Henderson. “Ready?” 


“All ready, ma’am.” The wire would burn most of the way through the metal, leaving them a millimeter-thick skin to break. 


“Burn it.” 


The wire flared, a line of deep ultraviolet that quickly fizzled out. Two marines launched themselves into the oblong cutout, sending the halves cartwheeling into the space beyond. Sergeant Ulloa tossed the EMI units through the opening as Min shot into the passage at the head of the section. The Doms were frozen in attitudes of shock. She zeroed in on a bulky sergeant and fired her suit thrusters, colliding violently and driving him back into the far bulkhead with her forearm across the throat of his armor. He was fumbling for his sidearm, not yet realizing what had happened. Nor did he ever, as she drove her plasma knife up under the chin of his helmet. 


Blood fountained over her armored glove and forearm, spraying wide in the zero gravity. She grabbed the corpse by the helmet and spun, using it as a giant bludgeon. It connected with two Doms who were moving to grapple, knocking them aside. Kicking one in the chest and propelling him into the grip of Sergeant Ulloa, who expertly cut his vulnerable throat latch, she closed with the other. The man fought back, stabbing and scoring her helmet as she dipped under his arm and sliced deep across the back of his knee joint. Reversing into her, he slashed with his plasma knife, but too high—she rammed her knife into his exposed armpit. He backhanded her with a last burst of inhuman strength, but she ducked the blow and sent him spinning into a knot of his fellows. 


Two pairs of arms seized her from behind, their knives plunging toward her neck. Catching a wrist in each hand, she fired her thrusters and rammed their helmets into the overhead, momentarily stunning them. Breaking their grip with a powerful twist, she got her legs around one, trapping his arm, while she spun the other about, putting him in a devastating hammer lock. Heaving with all her strength, she felt the arm snap inside the armor and the man spasmed. She gave him a shove, sending him pirouetting down the compartment, and saw one of her people take him down. The man caught between her legs activated his thrusters, spinning them in a wild circle while he thrashed. She nudged them backwards and, seizing the flailing arm, suddenly let go with her legs. He swung wide with the momentum; they spun faster and his helmet slammed into the bulkhead with terrific force. His body went limp inside his suit, and her knife parted his cervical vertebrae. 


As his body drifted away, there was a sudden sense of calm. Looking about the nightmarish scene—corpses drifting in a fog of blood so thick it was hard to see—she blinked up Ulloa on her command channel as the EMI units deactivated. “Report, Sergeant.” 


“All done here, ma’am.” 


“Our—people?” The catch between the words was the only external sign of the inevitable heaviness as the adrenaline began to fade—leaden emotions that brought the costs into stark elegiac relief—a feeling that long familiarity did nothing to assuage. 


“Sullivan, Reno, Hardesty and Zwick are down,” Ulloa answered, in a voice as precise as it was flat. “Campbell, Maxwell and Bates, scored but mobile.” A telling pause. “Martin—he’s poorly, ma’am.” 


“Thank you, Sergeant”—keeping the grim note out of her voice. 


Gliding over to Corporal Martin, who was being attended to by his fireteam members, she saw he’d received two deep wounds, one in the abdomen and the other in his lower back. They’d removed the plastron on the back of his armor where the med indicators were. A glance told Min his suit had dumped all the painkillers it had, but his face, visible through the clear visor, showed that it wasn’t enough. She connected her suit umbilical. 


“Hello, Erich.” 


“Hi, ma’am.” His faced twisted with the effort to speak. “Better get going, ma’am. Don’t waste no more time on me.” His vital signs were up on her visor’s display and she could see he was right. 


“We’ll never forget you, Erich. It’s been an honor to fight at your side.” 


“‘Preciate that, ma’am. Been good times on your team.” 


“Thanks, Corporal. Give my best to the others.” 


He blinked and his lips curved slightly as she applied the command override. A trio buttons beside the med indicators lit red. She pressed all three at once. Martin’s eyes closed and his face relaxed as the lethal cocktail hit his bloodstream. Within seconds, his vital signs zeroed out. 


As she straightened up from the limp form, Sergeant Ulloa caught her attention. 


“Captain? What do we do with these bodies? Leave ’em here or stow ’em somewhere?” 


“Stow ours. Bring theirs along, Sergeant. They still got some use left in ’em.” 


*     *     * 


“Message from Captain Lewis—hatches blown, sir. They’re in.” PrenTalien acknowledged his flag lieutenant’s announcement and turned to the Captain of the Fleet. “Post our destroyer screen out to Tier-3 positions. Admiral Wallace to close on us.” 


Bolton relayed the order and PrenTalien returned his attention to the plot. If Lewis failed take to the monitor out of action, he’d either have to commit his entire force at long odds or abandon the system. And he had no intention of abandoning the system. But if Lewis succeeded, he would be free to concentrate all his firepower on one fleet or the other, which certainly meant the Bannermans. Mauling Center Force would be a setback for Adenauer, to be sure, but hitting the Bannermans, who were already heavily engaged with Belvoir’s force, would destabilize Adenauer’s intact flank, forcing him to withdraw. 


So now he had to see how Adenauer felt. An aggressive commander would risk some loss to ensure he retained the monitor and thus the initiative. Abandoning his position to come up would open him to long-range attack by Admiral Belvoir’s fast battlecruisers—attacks to which he would initially have a hard time making an effective reply—but it would allow him to retain control of the engagement. A cautious, prudent commander (Adenauer’s reputation) would join with the Bannermans, forcing Belvoir to pull back and putting him in a good position to retreat if the monitor was taken. That option meant fighting to maintain the status quo. The first option meant fighting to win. The last option—merely holding position and trusting to the monitor’s own defenses, sacrificing the Bannermans if he was wrong—was not really an option at all. 


Slow minutes ticked by. His flag lieutenant announced that Wallace was engaged in a running gun battle with Jena and VanScheer while their escort destroyers wrangled overhead, but he would soon be under Ardennes’ defense umbrella and the battleships would be obliged to break off. 


Then: “He’s moving, sir.” PrenTalien saw it as well. Adenauer had made his choice—he was fighting to win. And there was no Have Joy from Captain Lewis yet. 


*     *     * 


What joy Captain Lewis had was either inhuman or all-too-human, or on another plane altogether, depending on which view you took of the matter. The next objective—the port spline junction—had been taken swiftly and almost without incident. Drake had arrived with his heavy weapons section but, in the event, they were not needed. Min had already set Henderson to blow the hatch, and when he did, she had, in a superbly ghoulish maneuver, activated the suit thrusters of the Halith casualties and sent them charging down the passageway. The defenders responded with a concentrated volley, only to react in stark horror on realizing their bullets were ripping through the corpses of their friends. (This “zombie assault” was the so-called “incident.”) 


Min’s ten effectives returned fire, but the defenders were already scrambling to exit the junction as fast as possible. Now they were facing their most crucial test so far: the monitor’s central junction. Although she had Drake this time, the locker was bare of clever gambits, the Doms knew where they were, and their position gave them no good approach the hatch. Min’s greatest fear was that the Doms would be able hole up until it was too late. 


If the other half of the plan was working, Anders should have the main junction’s defenders isolated at this point, but that might only increase their desire to hunker down. And there was always the possibility—probability—that the Doms would get around to sending a unit down the spline passageway to hit them from behind. 


And she was wasting time. They’d have to do this the hard way. “Okay, people. They don’t wanna come out to play, so we gotta kick in that door over there.” She did not mention the likely consequences for whoever signed up to do the kicking. She didn’t have to. 


“Lemme, Captain,” spoke up PFC Naomi Thompkins. For a split-second, Min was tempted to say no. Thompkins had been Corporal Martin’s best friend and (as she knew very unofficially) lover. Maybe the private wasn’t quite in her right mind—Min knew how that felt—but as a marine, she also had a right to deal out the payback. 


“Draw a charge from Henderson,” Min told her, voice clipped. Then she pointed to Ulloa. “Sergeant, cover fire. Matt, I want stickies on those hinges as soon the hatch opens. Drake, take one section of your people and watch our ass. Masterson, with me.” 


The demolition charge, if it could be attached, would certainly blow the hatch, but Min didn’t expect things to get that far. When the Doms detected Thompkins approaching, they’d crack the hatch—not to fire but to toss out an antipersonnel seeker. That’s where the stickies came in: packets of moly-glue that would jam the hatch open long enough for Thompkins to heave the charge through. 


As for the seeker, it wouldn’t arm for five meters, so if they could pick it off before that, they’d be home free. That was why she’d called out Corporal Lena “Bat” Masterson (Min had no idea how she got that nickname): Masterson was either the best or the second best pistol shot in the battalion, depending on how generous Min was feeling on any given day. As for today . . .


We’ll see about that. 


She checked her people. Ulloa and his marksmen were in position. Henderson had his team ready with the stickies. Thompkins was waiting behind Ulloa. Masterson crouched low against the bulkhead beneath her, sidearm drawn. Min drew her own and braced herself. Her plan required an awful lot to go perfectly in less than a second— 


“On the mark, people. Ready, steady—now!” 


Thompkins started forward. A short three-count later, the hatch opened, its two leaves parting by a foot, and the expected antipersonnel seeker sailed through. Min fired less than a tenth of second after Masterson—the seeker shattered. “Hah!” the corporal exulted over the net. Four stickies slapped against the hatch leaves. Two missed the hinge mechanisms but the other two got a grip. Thompkins cocked an arm to lob the demolition charge through the opening as the defenders fought to close it. A burst of rifle fire erupted from the gap, one round clipping her bicep. The charge slipped from her hand. Lunging as it caromed off the bulkhead in the null-gravity, she grabbed it as another volley went off. Bullets struck her in the leg, shoulder and abdomen, spinning her violently and filling the passageway with a fine mist of pink. Righting herself with a heroic effort, she activated her suit thrusters and flew down the passageway, the charge held tight to her body. 


The passageway lit with a blinding flare of light as the focused-blast explosive detonated, demolishing the hatch, along with the bulkheads for fifteen meters beyond it. Ulloa’s assault section opened fire into the devastation, and then they were all moving, flying towards the wrecked hatch. Bursting through, fireteams cleared the passageways to either side and Henderson sent a batch of antipersonnel charges down the main ladder well. 


That’ll keep the bastard’s heads down, she thought as two men raced to a maintenance panel and cut the power leads. The lights went out and the emergency reds came on. “Plasma down in all spaces, ma’am,” one the men—a lance corporal named Tone—reported. 


“Very good, Corporal. Fireteams, watch those corners!” She nudged Sergeant Ulloa. “Call up Drake—tell him to come running.” As Ulloa relayed the order, she studied the display on her visor and tried to raise Bellerophon. 


“Min!” Kell answered, her face a strange twisted mixture of relief and anguish. “You’ve got CENFOR inbound like Lucifer’s fucking hammer!” 


Aw shit—I was just startin’ to feel good about today. “How much time I got?” 


“Fifteen—sixteen minutes. Get your wings out fast, sister.” 


“Thanks, Kell. I owe you. G’bye, girl.” She killed the link without waiting for her friend’s reaction—Kell would understand—and connected to Anders. “Havin’ fun yet, Troy?” 


“Oh hell yeah, ma’am. Just another great day in the Corps!” 


“We got the central junction secure; plasma down. Whatcha got?” 


“They’ve pulled back to main control—got a bit of crossfire up there.” 


“Can you take it now that the plasma’s down?” 


“Not until we can cut through these bulkheads and get behind ’em.” A pause filled with explosions, gunfire, and a section leader’s two-bad-word report. “Hanger deck’s clear though. The kids are holding it and Tallmadge’s got bunch of bad boys pinned back aft. You want I should call up Tallmadge and go all in here? The kids can hold that side.” 


Lewis checked her display. As Troy said, the monitor’s crew, except those Tallmadge had pinned down and the turret crews, was organizing their defense forward. She could get to the port-side magazines, but not any of the control spaces without a hard fight and they didn’t have time for a hard fight—not with Adenauer on the way. The monitor’s crew knew that:  they’d pulled back because all they had to do was stall things until CENFOR arrived. However, that left only a small detachment in engineering—to her left and down a couple of levels—and they were cut off from the rest of the defenders. And they may not have realized yet how vulnerable their magazines were . . .


“Negative, Troy. We got gatecrashers inbound—”


“Heavy, Ma’am?”


“It’s CENFOR.”


“That would be heavy.”


“Abso-fuckin-lutely. Hold the hanger deck and keep those people pinned down there until you hear Have Joy or Henderson gives you the word. I’m sending Drake to you with his first and third sections at the double. I’m gonna go after engineering. Lewis out.” 


“Roger that, Captain. Anders out.” 


Ordering Drake off with his two sections, Min motioned over Henderson and Ulloa. “Matt, I’m taking one of your sections and one of Drake’s to hit engineering—we can take out all their power and propulsion there and leave them on batteries. That should give the Old Man the time he needs.” 


The two men nodded. Local power would only run the point-defense systems. The missile launchers and huge main turrets needed prime power. No way the Doms got that restored for half a day, at least. 


She put a hand on each man’s shoulder. “So keep up damndest the racket you can here as if we’re trying to break through to the weapons control spaces. Matt, plant all the demolition charges we have left as close to the magazines as you can get ’em—fifteen-minute dead-man fuses. When you hear Have Joy from me, fall back on the hanger with Anders and prepare to withdraw—I’ll follow in five minutes. If I don’t, take our people and go. If you don’t hear Have Joy in ten minutes, start the fuse timers, get our people clear”—she flexed her hands with a grip that could be felt even through combat armor—“and blow those fucking magazines.” 
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Recon Flight Viper Echo
 Phase Plane Indigo, Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone 


Huron and Kris swung their fighters clear of the fray, a pure out-of-plane maneuver their adversaries did not choose to follow. They were both breathing hard but evenly, their birds were scorched a little here and there, but so far their only real worry was their dwindling store of ammunition and Huron’s remaining reaction mass. The Doms appeared to be worried about a lot more than that. 


They still didn’t seem to comprehend what had hit them, and had kept hitting them, with such swift, brutal efficiency. So nonplussed were the Doms, they’d formed their remaining fighters—still a large number—into a tight globe. The formation went by several names, including the odd term luffberry (for reasons no one knew), but CEF pilots called it a “bait ball.” Despite the dismissive name, a bait ball was not easy to crack. It provided excellent missile defense, as the fields of fire of the fighters’ anti-missile chain guns overlapped in close to an ideal manner, and any attack against the formation was perforce head-on, because trying to get on an enemy’s tail meant exposing one’s own to his fellows following behind. So the key to attacking a bait ball was speed: repeated slashing runs that chipped away until enough fighters were damaged that the precise station keeping the formation demanded could no longer be maintained. 


It called for a great deal of nerve and even better reflexes, and although he and Kris had a superabundance of both those qualities, Huron had another idea. At these odds, attacking “by the book” was pointless: as soon as the Doms got their shit together, they’d break out and then it was game over. It was necessary to keep them perplexed about who they were tangling with, and baffled as how to react. That meant reducing things to a perfect free-for-all, and the great weakness of a bait ball was that its stringent requirements made the whole thing brittle. So he didn’t intend to chip away at the formation—he meant to shatter it. 


Keying up Kris on the burst link, Huron said, “I’m gonna see if I can pop this thing. Stay up here and anyone breaks, hammer ’em. Careful with your missiles until we have a proper knife fight going on down there.” 


“Gotcha. Wilco.” 


Huron watched as Kris edged off right, then nosed his fighter over and looked for the opening he needed. He didn’t need much—just a second or two would suffice. Easing into extreme range, he stalked a fighter that was lagging a trifle and—there! The Dom moved to close the gap that was threatening to open and overshot, crowding the next ahead. 


Huron went to E-boost and waited an instant to see if his target would react. He did: braking instinctively to evade the charge and go for missile lock. That only made the gap worse. Huron opened up with his neutron guns. He held the trigger down as the range closed at a appalling rate. The target had misjudged: instead of trying for missile lock, he should’ve stuck to his guns and now he had nowhere to go. His shields flared out and a fraction a second later, Huron’s sustained fire vaporized his belly. The fighter exploded in a blue-white blaze shot through with violet. 


Banking into the opening, Huron jammed his bird into a skid even before he was through. The one place no fighter in a bait ball could engage was inside it, and that’s where Huron was, his neutron guns hammering across a wide arc. Now, he opened up with his plasma cannon too. The sweep of his fire was not concentrated enough to kill but it did weaken shields and, more critically, it severely perturbed his opponents. Several of them broke and as he shot out the other side, narrowly avoiding a collision with a pilot that refused to sacrifice himself for a kill (another gamble paying off), Huron saw Kris pounce. She’d timed it perfectly, almost as if she’d known exactly where the break would come. He saw one fighter disappear as her guns tore him apart at the wing roots, and a second spun off trailing glowing slag from a blown drive node. 


A third opponent was curling around to get behind her, but that brought him right into Huron’s missile envelope. The lock chime sounded sweetly. He pickled two and watched one go down to chain-gun fire and other detonate right behind the canopy. The fighter broke apart, the pieces pirouetting crazily for an split second before the ruptured fusion bottle reduced them to ions. His wingman jinked and Huron snap-rolled to bring this target into his gun sight. Weakened shields folded under the onslaught and as Kris darted past, the Dom exploded. She had two more Doms zeroed dead ahead of her, and he watched as she put two missiles into one of them. The second rolled and fled, boosting away for all he was worth. But another flight, better organized than the rest, chose this moment to attack. 


“Kris, watch the flock in your six.” 


“Got it, sir. Bounce that fucker on the right, would ya?” 


“I’m comin’ down.” There were two Doms curling around on his own tail, but it would be at least fifteen seconds before they could engage—more than time enough. Locking up on the target, he fired a single missile. The Dom dumped a packet of chaff bundles and juked. Huron burst through the chaff cloud and hit him with plasma fire. His shields took most of it and the Dom veered away with no more damage than a scorched node. He cleared his six, but another fighter engaged him head-to-head. They opened fire at nearly the same moment and then passed each other in a flash. 


He boosted up, letting his opponent go—the Dom’s drives flared and he broke apart a second later—and watched as Kris hit the brakes to suck in the two remaining fighters. They bit on the feint, and Kris popped her bird into a perfect cobra. They flew right by, and her missile took one in the tail cone, sending him spiraling away, out of control. A sustained burst of gunfire burned through and torched the other. 


Huron nodded with deep satisfaction. A handful of seconds later, Kris caught up with him as he broke over the top of the confusion. “Very nice,” he told her. 


“Thanks. So you’re not gonna gimme shit about it later?” 


“Perish the thought.” The Halith fighters were milling around below them, completely disorganized. The combat zone was full of hot gas, molten debris, spiraling fighter hulks, and Kris and Huron had set their ECM suites to shrieking banshee mode, jamming almost everything, before abruptly disappearing in a sudden shocking quiet. He smiled. 


“Now, see what we got down there? Ain’t it pretty?” Kris laughed out loud. “This is where the real fun begins. Drop your seekers to keep ’em stirred up, then we’ll go in for the close work and finish this thing. Keep your last two missiles for bolters at the end. You ready?” 


“Fuck yeah! . . . Sir.” 


He couldn’t recall her ever sounding so happy. Even the sir she’d added as afterthought was jubilant. 


“Very good, Ensign,” he said as he pushed over and his smile edged wider. “Let’s wrap this up and break for a beer.” 


“Y’know how I feel about beer.” 


“You name it then, Kris. I’m buying.” 


“That’s damn nice of you, sir. See ya on deck.” 














Z-Day +7 (0845)





LSS Ardennes, engaged center;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


Admiral PrenTalien, watching CENFOR advance across half a million kilometers of battlespace, concluded that Adenauer’s reputation sold him short. The big dreadnought was in the lead—a surprisingly bold move, and one PrenTalien hadn’t been prepared for. It ran the risk of getting her mauled, but it also brought her massive firepower to the festivities much more quickly than he’d reckoned on. 


“Harry, we can’t let Marshall Nedelin get alongside the monitor—not while it has its teeth. See if anyone can do something about her. By any means necessary.” 


Bolton took stock of his CO’s expression. “Shall I send that out verbatim, sir?” 


“By all means, Harry. Make it so.” 


*     *     * 


On the bridge of Athena Nike, Rear Admiral Sabr turned to the ship’s captain. Nike had been stationed as the strike force’s lead element, waiting to administer the coup de grâce, but Sabr himself was chafing under the enforced inactivity. Now he saw an opportunity to end it. 


“Captain Watanabe, the admiral has requested that something be done about Marshall Nedelin and I think we should.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“By any means necessary, were the words used.” 


A gleam came into Shiro Watanabe’s eye. “Any means, sir?” 


“That was the admiral’s request.” Sabr paused. “I do not intend to involve the rest of the squadron in this, Captain. I think we can handle it.” 


“Understood, sir.” Watanabe turned and ordered, “Helm, lock in an interception course for Marshall Nedelin. All ahead flank!” 


Sabr opened a channel to his chief of staff. “Captain Donovan, please inform the rest of the squadron they will remain at station and conform to Admiral PrenTalien movements until further orders. Please make that very firmly understood. Yes, Captain?”—seeing Watanabe looking at him. 


“Sir, considering the admiral’s request, I was wondering—” 


“If a certain question we once debated might now be answered? Yes, I think that an excellent notion. By all means.” 


Watanabe called on the helmsman as all around the bridge, ears perked up. “Mr. Borodin, I believe you understand the maneuver to which Admiral Sabr is referring?” 


WO Karl Borodin did indeed—all too well. “I do, sir.” 


“It will call for some very fine work. Do you think it possible?” 


The helmsman took a deep breath. “Yes, sir. I believe so, sir.” 


The captain grinned and seemed to grow taller. The bridge crew looked increasingly nervous. 


“Commander Flores, request engineering to start bleeding a 0.035 mix of H2O into the aft fuel cells.” 


“Sir?” his executive officer asked, her face alarmed, for she’d just grasped what Sabr and the captain had in mind. “Is that a request or an order?” 


“I should not like to have to make it an order, Commander.” 


“Yes, sir.” Veronnika Flores swallowed and conveyed the request. A minute later, she relayed, “Commander Kyle reports the bleed is set to go, but he feels it is his responsibility to inform you that this will push the drives forty-five percent past their design limits. He’s—ah—not entirely sure about the hull either.” 


“Duly noted, Ronn.” Watanabe’s smile was approaching the divine. “Tell him to commence the bleed and not to worry—we’ll all be sure to hold onto something.” 


*     *     * 


“What the hell is Lo Gai doing?” Harry Bolton looked up, stunned. “You don’t think . . .” 


PrenTalien turned to look at the plot as Athena Nike rocketed out of formation like the proverbial bat out of hell. He replied, “I think he did. Watanabe was always hot to give a go.” 


Bolton shook his head. “Well, you did say ‘by any means necessary’.” 


“So I did, didn’t I?” An odd smile quirked PrenTalien’s lips. “Suppose I oughta be more careful ’bout that.” 


*     *     * 


On the bridge of Marshall Nedelin, the conning officer, Lieutenant Commander Sikhander Komorov, received a report from the CIC sensor section with a rueful shake of his head. It was impossible, but adrenaline spiking in the heat of combat made men see impossible things. 


He requested confirmation. 


*     *     * 


G-Helmsman Luke Panetta had his full attention rigidly fixed on the plot displayed on Nike’s nav console. The range numbers were spooling off at a truly hellacious rate, but what really worried him was that Nike was actually closing faster than the display indicated. The navigation system’s designers had never conceived that a battlecruiser could accelerate like this and he could feel the latency building. 


Without taking his eyes off the display, he muttered to the helmsman through clenched teeth, “What the fuck have you got us into here, Karl? The skipper’s gone barking. How the hell are we gonna do this?” 


Karl Borodin’s attention was every bit as firmly focused and all his senses were even more finely attuned to his ship. Yet, he could still spare his friend the edge of a smirk. “We’re gonna use the Force, Luke—use the fuckin’ Force.” 


*     *     * 


Marshall Nedelin’ sensor lead responded to the conning officer’s request with a testy affirmative and linked over the raw sensor data. Komorov stared at it in horrified fascination. Watering the drives of a battlecruiser? Someone over there was manifestly insane—in fact, the whole lot of them. Putting the data up on the main screen, he reported to the executive officer in a voice so unnaturally calm it shocked his own ears. 


“Battlecruiser coming up hard a-port, sir. Closing on a collision course.” 


His report was mere form: the exec already knew that. At such a closing rate, their missiles would never get a clean lock. They would have to engage with guns. He flashed his proposed maneuver to the captain in CIC, who would be receiving a fire plan from the weapons control officer at this moment. It would a be close-run business putting enough fire on target at this aspect once he sheered off, which he would certainly do in the next minute of so. 


“What ship is that?” the exec asked the conning officer. 


The water molecules mixing in the fusion chambers were playing havoc with their attempts to get a read on the approaching ship’s energy profile. But now the emission’s signature was coming through clear and the sensor lead linked him a preliminary ID. 


“I believe that’s Athena Nike, sir.” 


The exec’s head jerked sharply in his direction. “Sabr’s flagship?” 


“Yes, sir. That is correct.” 


Komorov had never seen a senior officer’s face go so white before. 


“Full evasive!” the exec yelled. “Hard roll left! Interpose the keel! NOW!” 


*     *     * 


“He rolling, sir,” called out Nike’s helmsman. 


“Excellent, Helm,” answered Captain Watanabe, thoroughly unruffled. “Keep her thus—steady as she goes.” 


*     *     * 


Deep in CIC, everyone felt it as Marshall Nedelin came to full flank acceleration and began her frantic roll. Captain DuPlessis turned to his fleet commander and announced in a stiff formal voice, “Admiral, we have Athena Nike engaging—I believe he means to ram, sir. I’m taking emergency evasive action and sounding collision.” 


The claxon went off in a wild cacophony at that moment and Jakob Adenauer uttered a string of words his Amelia would never have approved of. 


*     *     * 


With her keel interposed, as Marshall Nedelin was safe from serious harm on this vector—even ramming would do no more than shake her up severely, while Nike would never survive. But the dreadnought’s guns could not be brought to bear and her sensors would be blind as soon as Nike entered her drive cone, and—most critically—no ship the size of Marshall Nedelin could be described as nimble. In spite of her emergency maneuvers, for the next few minutes, her trajectory would be utterly predictable. 


“Helm, start shaving the vector,” Captain Watanabe said in the rapt, unnatural silence that now filled his bridge. “Prepare to roll. We need the outer edge of our keel zone to pass within fifty meters of his drive nodes for this to work. Look sharp.” 


Karl Borodin had no time or attention to waste wiping away the sweat that was beading on his forehead. “Aye aye, sir.” 


Eyes locked absolutely on the roll indicator, he started nudging the thruster control, watching the counterclockwise rate grow steadily as the battlecruiser responded. He needed a revolution and a half to build the requisite angular velocity. He pushed the control further. The rate built faster as Nike swung her keel through ninety degrees, then one-eighty. Approaching a full turn, he held his breath, the control now at seventy-five percent. The ship completed her revolution—he shut both eyes and jammed the control hard over. 


*     *     * 


Nike’s hyper-keel swung with swift, inexorable majesty, reaching the critical angular velocity of seventy-six radians per second as the edge its shear field swept past Marshall Nedelin’s drive nodes at a distance of forty-nine meters. The immense local energies bottled in the keel produced a massive power spike that lasted a millisecond and vaporized the control lines. The dreadnought’s drive locked down at once and emergency shunts snapped open while atomic iron flooded the chambers to damp the reaction, but not before the reaction chambers’ lining (their magnetic buffers hopelessly shorted) cracked and began to boil. The venting plasma surrounded the dreadnought like the corona of a sun, and for thirty seconds all on board prayed that it would be enough. 


It wasn’t. The fatally weakened chambers gave way, and the drive nodes exploded. Impelled by the blast, the huge ship lurched forward and began to tumble helplessly, a mere projectile hurtling straight into the reef at ninety-two kilometers per second. 


Up ahead, lying cold and dark in a spur of the reef, dozens of robotic sensors, slumbering for decades and shaken from their torpor by the shock wave, awoke. They detected the fast-approaching mass, weighed and measured and calculated, and beeped their electronic conclusions to hundreds more of their kind. 


Within minutes, the spur was alive with movement as the mine field stirred, and focused. Thrusters engaged and the mines began to swarm toward the crippled dreadnought: at first by ones and twos, then by fives and tens, then more—like primordial predators scenting blood. 


*     *     * 


“Any report from Captain Lewis?” PrenTalien’s voice was harsh. His plot showed Marshall Nedelin careening to her death—a slow death—as the mines gnawed through her meters of armor. Once they latched on, it could take hours the break the dreadnought down. He took no pleasure in the thought and he had no time to spare on it, in any case. The loss of Marshall Nedelin had certainly blunted the sortie, but those ships following on were closing fast. If they got there before Lewis could disable it . . . 


“No, sir.” 


The monitor had been more badly damaged than he could have expected by Bellerophon’s attack. Watching the little carrier hang on the huge vessel’s flank and hammer it savagely until that monstrous salvo drove her off had filled him with a fierce elation—and more to the purpose, it had silenced half its port-side armament. But was it enough? The ponderous vessel could still bring its main and aft-port turrets to bear—it still had its missiles. 


And yet, if he could interpose Ardennes between the monitor’s damaged port side and the Halith fleet he might still destroy it, smashing the enemy’s linchpin and leaving Bannermans unsupported. With the Doms’ left flank in shambles, taking the monitor out of action and cutting off the Bannermans would turn the tide of battle. Between the monitor and what remained of Adenauer’s Center Force, Ardennes would take a terrible beating, but she wouldn’t die easy. 


“Send: Close Engagement—close the Bannermans.” Masers beamed the order to his commanders. “My complements to Captain Quartermain and ask him to lay us alongside that monitor—the port side, please—at long biscuit toss.” 


As Lieutenant Reynolds conveyed the request to the Ardennes’s captain, PrenTalien saw Bolton looking over at him. “Do we recover the marines, sir?” A pause. “Bellerophon is asking.” 


PrenTalien stared hard at the icon that was the monitor; an icon that now represented over two hundred extraordinarily brave men and women under his command—men and women who would certainly die if he did not intercede in time. But he was too far away to intercede—Bellerophon might make it but only just—and with those ships bearing down and much of the monitor’s armament still active, taking the marines off—assuming they were still alive—would be a desperate undertaking. He had no doubt McKenzie would attempt it, but she was already damaged and he could not afford to lose another carrier . . . 


“Negative. Press the attack on the Bannerman fleet.” But . . . “Detach DESRON 9. Order them to engage those Halith ships.” With the dreadnought out of the fight and their defense net disrupted, the destroyers had good chance of getting through and slowing them down—probably not enough for Ardennes to close, but that was not out of the question. He owed Captain Lewis at least that much. 


As the fleet accelerated, plot lines and intercept envelopes arced, converging and dividing, in the omnisynth’s display. He felt the change in vibration as Ardennes surged forward, bearing down on the monitor at flank acceleration, her massive batteries already selecting their victims even as the many missiles and torpedoes she owned warmed up and armed their warheads. 


After a minute, the Bannermans noted the movement and he saw them contract towards the monitor, clawing free of Admiral Belvoir’s units who let them go to reform according to his approach vector, while the surviving elements of Adenauer’s left-flank force, led by Jena, started a pivot towards his own flank and rear. 


His destroyers were sprinting ahead to make the slashing attack for which they were designed, disrupting the enemy’s vital center and carving out victims for the cruisers following behind to reduce to glowing slag and gas. To the other side, DESRON 9 drove hard for the leading CENFOR ships that were strung out now as they raced for the monitor. A mixed group of Halith light cruisers and destroyers broke off to intercept them. And behind all came Ardennes, holding the vast hand of her area-defense shield over the group and aching to get in range of that wounded leviathan over there. 


Then from Bolton, a sharp intake of breath—almost a gasp. PrenTalien looked over and saw the Fleet Captain staring hard at one of the large bulkhead screens and his flag lieutenant’s face white. 


“Oh dear God,” Bolton whispered. “She’s going to blow the fusion bottles!” 


PrenTalien turned and saw it too: the howling all-frequency warning from the monitor that its containment was compromised—would soon rupture. The massive fusion bottles, many times the power of the largest dreadnaught, were cooking off and when they did . . . 


The Halith and the Bannermans had seen it too. The Halith ships who, a moment before, had been boosting hard for the monitor were veering wildly, their destroyer screen scattering. The force following Jena was slowing in its pivot, but it was the Bannermans who broke in utter dissolution. 


“How long to detonation?” 


“Seven minutes—tops.” 


Long enough for those fleets to get clear, and long enough to engage. 


“Signal to all forces: General Chase—Max Boost Absolute.” His powerful hands tightened into fists as he leaned over the omnisynth’s display, watching the tracks of frantic ships scatter through the holographic volume. He turned to the Captain of the Fleet, pale eyes bright and terrible. 


“Pound them, Harry!”—actually striking the edge of the display with his fist. “Pound them!”  









Chapter Five: “The Only Thing Sadder than a Battle Lost”




Z-Day +7 (0911)





LSS Trafalgar, forward deployed;
 Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Two fighters swung into their final approach with a single missile between them, their guns dry, and not enough molecules left in Huron’s fuel tanks to form a quorum. The private argument they were having about who should go first—both insisted on deferring to the other and it was threatening to get heated—was ended by a hail from Trafalgar’s landing services officer in which the commodore could be heard over the open mic saying emphatically, “Tell the wing commander to get his ass on deck now!” 


So Huron lined up, with Kris following, and made it onto Trafalgar’s flight deck as the last of his reaction mass gave up the ghost. Popping the canopy, he climbed out by the wing spar and consigned his fighter to the deck crew, who checked his weapon status (none), remaining fuel (none), and started to download his flight recorder data and gun video. The first two made them roll their eyes, but as they glanced through the recording as it transferred, they stopped and stared, eyes wide. 


“Ten, I think?” he asked casually. 


Angel Moreno shook his head. “Eleven, says here. Not counting probables.” Huron smiled in that crooked way of his and shrugged, then they all turned at the exclamation from the lead of Kris’s deck crew, a few meters away and doing exactly the same thing. “Got nine here—confirmed. Nine.” 


“Twenty?” asked someone quick at arithmetic. “They got twenty? How the hell many were there, f’gawd’s sake?” 


“About sixty, according to this,” another answered, checking the playback. 


“Only forty fighters though,” Huron observed. “The others were attack craft—they broke for the barn when the fighters called it quits.” 


There was a moment of silence. Then someone muttered “Only forty?” and all hell broke loose. The CEF did not countenance cheering except on specific ceremonial occasions, but this prohibition gave way utterly as the scale of the victory sunk in and Huron nearly had the wind knocked out him by all the backslapping that accompanied the roar as he advanced across the deck to Kris, his hand held out. 


“Well done, Ensign. I’d say you justified your salary this AM.” 


“Thanks, Commander,” she returned with a wicked smile. Kris had already realized, as the rest soon would, that Lieutenant Commander Huron had just made history: scoring the most victories in a single dogfight in the modern era. Indeed, Kris herself had matched old record, and together they’d accounted for a third of the formation they had attacked—an attack done against greater odds than any except one, going back to the very dawn of powered flight. 


But she made no move to accept the offered handshake. Glancing from his hand to his face, where a slightly suspicious puzzlement was beginning to show in his eyes, her smile grew even more wicked. 


“With all due respect, sir”—nodding at the motionless hand—“fuck that.” And the next thing he knew, she’d closed the meter between and was up on her toes, both arms catching him in a crushing hug. Her lips came hard against his and the cheering rose in decibels until it threatened hull breach. 


“Now with your permission,” she said when it was just possible to be heard again, “I’d like to get outta this shit.” 


“Carry on, Ensign,” he answered once he’d had a moment to get his breath back. 


“Thank you, sir.” She settled down on her heels. “And by the way—congratulations.” 


Turning, she made her exit through the adoring crowd while Huron went in the opposite direction, heading for Echo Squadron’s ready room to grab a bite and file his preliminary after-action report, and grateful—in more ways than one—that Kris had stolen some of his thunder. He knew damn well Kris was teasing him and, having been presented with the most perfect moment history could bestow, she couldn’t resist jerking his chain a little. He didn’t mind. No, not one goddamned bit. 


As he left the flight deck with a crooked smile, Huron found Commodore Shariati waiting for him, a wrathful look on her lovely face. As Huron approached her clear soprano rang out. “Commander, what the hell do think you were doing? When I give an order, I expect it to be obeyed!” 


“Yes, ma’am,” Huron replied, his equanimity unruffled. “I responded to the second call—repeated—to man fighters immediately. I’m quite sorry if I misunderstood.” 


“You’re goddamn right you misunderstood, Commander,” Shariati snapped. “That call did not apply to you. See that it doesn’t happen again.” 


“It certainly won’t, ma’am,” he answered, his smile undimmed as Shariati spun on her heel and stalked off across the flight deck. Geoff N’Komo came out of a passageway where he’d been lurking, long face split by a wide grin. 


Huron’s expression turned quizzical as he regarded his friend’s merriment. “What the hell was that about?” 


N’Komo actually managed to grin wider. “You didn’t know about her orders, I take it.” 


Huron shook his head. 


“Well, Boss, the Old Man told her if that fleet pushed hard on us, she was to let ’em go and burn straight for Port Calebria, where her orders were to—I think these were his exact words: Raise unrestricted hell.” He laughed. “That sortie there was their last, best jab and if they’d landed it, the rest of the task force was sure to follow. But y’all sent ’em squealin’ for home and now the task force ain’t coming! And the commodore here, she don’t get to execute those orders!” 


N’Komo’s high-pitched laughter burst out more fully. “Oh my, the domestic infelicity, I foresee! Poor Lo Gai! I never thought I’d feel sorry for the little bugger.” 














Z-Day +7 (Early PM)





LHC Flechette;
 in Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone 


Domestic infelicity and Rear Admiral Sabr's future happiness, or lack of it, soon ceased to concern LSS Trafalgar, as the commodore removed to LSS Artemisia with her staff, to proceed to Wogan’s Reef’s for a reunion with her husband.  The parting was most proper and indeed cordial, although not entirely unmixed with a feeling among Trafalgar’s officers that while their respect and admiration of Commodore Shariati had gained new dimensions, it would not be appreciably dimmed by increased distance—perhaps to a degree, the reverse. 


As Artemisia translated through the jump zone outlying Wogan’s Reef and transmitted her number and private signal—along with private message to the rear admiral (who was busy with Captain Watanabe  overseeing repairs to Athena Nike’s abused drives, which had obliged her to be towed) that apprised him by its tone, if not its content, of what lay in store for him—two other vessels approached each other with elaborate caution inside a hidden eddy far on the other side of Wogan’s Reef. 


The extreme care they exercised had more do with the tricky navigation in this malign environment than the battle (which had ceased hours ago—the victors were now running S&R ops), or qualms about the other craft. The vessel approaching from what local reckoning deemed to be east was LHC Flechette, a corvette of Bannerman manufacture, originally owned by a slaver captain named Ravel Corcoran (deceased). It had been captured (and Corcoran killed) during an anti-slaving op here in the Hydra last year, in which Kris was intimately involved (she’d personally shot Corcoran through the mouth). This was most uncommon knowledge, however, as was the fact she was now Flechette’s owner. Having no immediate use for the sleek, handy, delightfully fast little craft, she’d leased it to Pleiades Special Operations Command, which found it convenient to have on hand what once had been a genuine slaver boat. 
 

However, it was not Pleiades SOC who was employing Flechette on this occasion. She had been borrowed by an altogether more shadowy organization—so shadowy that its existence was subject to doubt, even within the SPEC-Ops community—and sent to Cathcar, the Hydra’s largest slaver settlement. It was from Cathcar that she’d returned, though not directly, having been obliged to drop off some passengers at Rimmon and Outremeria in the Outworlds Border Zone. For the past thirty-six hours Flechette had been lurking at the margins of the system while the issue was in doubt. This also gave her ex-Bannerman pilot time to assess the reef’s ever-shifting jump zones. 


To say this mission had been conducted “off the books” was a gross understatement. Fewer than two dozen people in all of charted space had any idea it had happened, and only a quarter of those knew why. One of them was in the other craft, a twin-keel starclipper whose very existence was every bit as obscure as the purpose for which she’d been pressed into service, and who had been waiting for the corvette this past hour. 


At a range of 43,500 kilometers, the two vessels exchanged recognition codes, and these being verified, closed to kissing distance. Being too small to fit a boarding lamprey, the corvette nuzzled up to the starclipper and opened her main hatch, portside, invitingly. The starclipper opened her starboard boarding hatch in reply and suited figure emerged. Barely five meters separated the two vessels, and it took less than three seconds for Trin Wesselby to cross the gap and negotiate the corvette’s hatch with an easy grace. As the outer hatch closed and sealed behind her, the inner cycled, allowing Trin to remove her helmet and shake her long hair free. 


“Nice to have ya on board,” said Nick Taliaferro, who’d been waiting for her. He gave her a great beaming smile. 


“Nice to be on board.” Trin’s answering smile was subdued as she proceeded to strip out of the EVA suit. Nick passed her the undress commander’s uniform he’d been holding in anticipation. 


As Trin put it on, Nick gestured at the bridge. “Belle says we gotta bolt outta nonesmanneslond, unless we wanna stay overnight”—referring to the pilot. “She don’t think this zone’s gonna hold more than another twenty minutes.” 


“You mean no man’s land,” Trin countered, sealing the tunic and pulling her hair back into its accustomed twist. 


“Yeah, but nonesmanneslond is a lot more fun to say.” 


“I suppose some might think that a point in its favor. Is it Old High German? Middle English?” 


“Damfino”—conducting her into a compartment behind the corvette’s tiny bridge. “I just like to say it.” 


Well, that figures—as Nick locked down the entry. 


“So, how’d it go?” he asked as he settled into a rack and buckled in. 


“That’s the last time I’m doing anything like that.” Trin gave him a glare she as took the other rack and tightened the straps in preparation for a short hop. “How in the hell did I let you talk me into it?” 


“Yeah, I heard those A-V stim units smart. Drugs didn’t kick in quite soon enough, huh?” 


“And the defibrillator! Twice!” 


“Oh. Ouch. Sorry.” 


“Sorry,” sniped Trin. “How about you having a fake heart attack next time, for variety, and I’ll watch.” 


Nick scratched his ear. “Y’know, wouldn’t wanna overdo that caper. Folks liable to catch on.” 


“Did I say anything about it being a caper?” 


“Ah. Yeah. Anyhoo—” Nick cleared his throat. “Guess the transfer went okay.” 


Trin reclined in her rack with her arms folded beneath her breasts. “As I’m here—obviously.” 


In truth, it was the simplest thing to leave Cimarron, ostensibly for Bastogne Military Hospital, especially on PrenTalien’s own corvette. That she’d never arrived wasn’t an issue, as per standard security protocol, Bastogne would not have recorded her admission, and if queried would deny she was there. Any staff on Cimarron who might have become suspicious were easily sequestered until the danger was over. 


“How the Old Man do?” asked Nick when Trin declined to elaborate. “Handle his part okay?” 


That relaxed her expression a bit. “Seems so. Reynolds says he was completely taken in and he never would have twigged if the admiral hadn’t said something. Offered the opinion that he’d have a great career in show business after he retires, if he wants to go that way.” 


“Good kid, Geoff. Very reliable. Shame to lose him to promotion, and all.” 


Trin snorted. “So what did I stick my neck out for? Fred says you put on quite a sound-and-light show. Was there anything more to it?” 


“Depends on how ya look at it.” Nick reached down and rummaged in the large duffle bag secured below his rack. “They ain’t much on souvenir shops down there, so I thought I’d give you this.” 


Pulling out a cryocanister, he handed it across. 


Trin accepted it, checked the contents and broke into a broad smile. “So you did manage it.” 


“Cost a bit more than I hoped. But still too good to pass up.” 


Trin opened a locker in the bulkhead next to her and tucked the cryocanister containing Nestor Mankho’s head inside. Her smile warmed and softened. “Thanks, Nick.” 


“Better’n a dozen roses, is it?” 


“We’ll see about that one day.” 
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LSS Ardennes, at grav anchor;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


Admiral PrenTalien slouched in the big padded chair in his well-appointed stateroom, a half-full glass in his hand and joy in his heart. A complicated joy, mellowed somewhat by the intervening hours and the genuine Terran single-malt scotch in the glass (by no means his first); a joy whose strands he did not try to unravel but was best captured, he felt, by an ancient quote: The only thing sadder than a battle lost, is a battle won. 


Sadness there certainly was, over the shattered and burnt-out ships, the long butcher’s bill—much longer among the enemy who, the adrenaline faded and fierce glow of battle banked down, PrenTalien could freely mourn, and did. No joy there: no pride in thousands of lives extinguished, often in horrible ways; many thousands more maimed and with much pain yet to suffer for all modern medicine could do, and most of them undeserving of it—or certainly no more deserving than he. 


Yet there still was joy—joy of a thumping-great victory. The Halith fleet had long since boosted away, running hard for the safety of the massive defenses at Tau Verde, while what remained of the Bannerman fleet rode at grav anchor under the guns of PrenTalien’s cruisers—not one had escaped. His flag lieutenant had noted in the official log, paraphrasing Lord Nelson: “The Bannerman officers did not lose much honor (for God knows they had not much to lose), but they lost all they had.” 


So joy. Joy at all the foregoing, and also at what the victory could mean—should mean—and all that might result from it, though PrenTalien was by no means romantic about those prospects. Yet between the joy and the sadness, there was today no room for cynicism, even if there was occasion for it. That dry dusty emotion could be—would be—indulged later, especially by those who had lost no friends. 


But most of all, and overwhelming the rest, there was the joy of astonishment; a most happy astonishment, for across from him, also holding a glass of scotch, clad in her undress uniform and with her booted feet up and warm smile on her now open and friendly face—every bit as open and friendly as he thought it could be, and a damn sight more attractive—was Captain Minerva Lewis. 


PrenTalien took up the bottle, leaned across the low table between them and topped off her glass. Waving the bottle to indicate the other people in the room—Harry Bolton, Geoff Reynolds, Skip Coward, Robyn Gomez (perched on the edge of her chair and looking far more terrified at being in the Great Man’s stateroom than she ever had on the enemy’s deck), Kellyn McKenzie and Shiro Watanabe (forcefully excused from overseeing repairs to Nike’s drives. Lo Gai should have been there, but on learning how things lay on the domestic front when Shariati arrived, he’d offered some pretty severe reflections on the cruelty of fate and conducted his spouse to their quarters)—he said, “Go ahead, Lewis. Tell ’em how you did it.” 


“Well, it’s actually quite simple,” Min said, favoring her expectant audience with a famous smile. “All you have to do is yank the buffer circuit and cross the leads. The system takes that is a sign of primary containment failure, which of course it would be if you hadn’t also run a shunt to maintain the circuit polarity.” She sipped her scotch and gloried in the looks passing from officer to officer about the room. “Gotta say, it convinces people to evacuate wonderfully fast.” 














Z-Day +7 (Late PM)





IHS Vardar
 en route to Tau Verde


The survivors of the Halith Imperial Navy’s Kerberos Fleet lay up at the NZ fork, waiting for the junction to clear for their jump back to Novaya Zemlya, and then home to Tau Verde and Janin. CARDIV I had gone ahead, carrying their wounded, as they had after Miranda, but with a new officer in command: Vice Admiral Tomashevich, the former CO, had relieved himself of that responsibility by going into his quarters and blowing his brains out with his service sidearm. Whether it was his personal failure at Outbound that had motivated this drastic action, or the magnitude of the overall defeat, or the fear that once again—his ships being themselves undamaged, although his fighter groups had (again) suffered devastating losses—he might be saddled with the burden of delivering the news of a military disaster, and this one the worst since Anson’s Deep (or all of these), none knew. Tomashevich had not opened his mind to anyone before resorting to his pistol. 


Whatever his reason, his death was wasteful and widely regretted. It was simple misfortune that he’d twice met a better admiral—not a suicide-worthy failure. Yet there was possibly more to it than that: wild rumors were circulating through the fleet that when their relentless strikes had finally told, despite very heavy loss, the decisive mass sortie from King Constantine had been turned back, with over thirty percent casualties, by just two pilots. One of those, the tale-tellers asserted, was Commander Huron. No one knew who the other pilot might be. Not everyone believed it either, perhaps most did not. (Even so, the story eclipsed the day’s other big news: Captain Jantony Banner reported missing in action.) But there was no question it broke Tomashevich’s will. On hearing the news, he’d ordered a complete withdrawal, even though they might have conceivably made another attempt. (He seemed stunned, his staff whispered, as if he’d taken a blow to the head.) On recovering his wits (if not his composure), he could have come to believe he would be made a scapegoat, and possibly sacrificed. 


If that fear played any role, it wreathed tragedy with foolishness. Tomashevich had felt himself victimized by Admiral Vansant’s shirking (as he saw it) the onerous responsibility of being the bearer of bad news, but the man who would now assume that role had no such deformity. 


At present, he was on a small cutter belonging to IHS Jena heading for the destroyer, IHS Vardar, on which he would embark for the journey home. The cutter signaled Vardar, a mere formality, and given clearance, settled into the docking clamps on the destroyer’s boat deck. Its hatch opened and out onto the deck there stepped—gingerly, for he had a pronounced limp and one arm bound across his chest with a surgical wrapping—Admiral Jakob Adenauer. 


He had given orders to Vardar to receive him without ceremony—none of the splendid, noisy pomp and circumstance that normally accompanied a visit by a full admiral—and now he saw that Vardar’s captain, while obeying the letter of his instructions, had played fast and loose with the spirit, for here was a line of all his officers, wearing their very best. 


Covering a sigh, he acknowledged the officers’ salutes. “Permission to come aboard, Captain?” 


The captain looked nonplussed for a moment, but Adenauer was determined to play his role of guest to the hilt. Once all the critical issues were as well in hand as could be, he’d turned over the command to the Comte Ferrier, his senior surviving officer, so he could personally report back in the shortest time possible. Vardar was the fastest ship left in his fleet. She could leave within the hour and would have no trouble overhauling CARDIV I, arriving a good half-day ahead and sparing Tomashevich’s deputy, a quite decent fellow, the embarrassment that had so vexed his late commanding officer. 


Thus, for the time being, he was an admiral without command (a condition, he thought, that was likely to become permanent after the impending court-martial—his staff had at first argued against him leaving, fearing his arrest or worse) and he would insist on being treated accordingly. Limping along the glittering line, he nodded to each officer in turn, stopping to exchange a brief word with those whom he had met before, and came to the captain: a young man, still fresh faced; an over-lieutenant by rank, who had begun the battle as Vardar’s ESM officer. Captain Janacek was among the wounded on their way home with CARDIV 1, the executive officer was dead, his WCO was female and thus barred from holding a combatant command, and Adenauer was ashamed not to recall the name of this young man, who had to look a long way up to meet his admiral’s gaze. 


“Sir,” the captain began, “I have arranged my quarters for you. Please allow my executive officer, Lieutenant—” 


“No, Captain,” Adenauer interrupted gently. “I will displace no one. You have an empty berth or two, yes?” 


“Yes, sir. Of course. But—” 


“That will be entirely satisfactory. I would be pleased however, if you could arrange something suitable for the my aide.” He looked over his shoulder to indicate his aide-de-camp, Captain Alexander, who had silently emerged from the cutter bearing a valise and a smaller sealed satchel. “As long as it does not put you out.” 


“Of course not, sir. We shall find something at once.” 


“And perhaps you can suggest an available berth for me?” 


The captain, now slightly flushed, conversed with his acting exec (the woman who was Vardar’s WCO) in low, urgent tones. “E-deck, sir. Forward, by the main ladder junction. There are a few.” He motioned to one of his ensigns. “Ms. Tomiczyk will conduct you.” 


Adenauer glanced over Ensign Tomiczyk, who appeared to him to be hardly more than a child, and shook his head. “You are very good, Captain, but I would much prefer to get underway as soon as possible and you will need all your people. I can find it myself.” 


The young man deflated in resignation. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” 


“Good evening then, Captain.” He turned again to his aide. “Raoul, if you will indulge me a few minutes longer?” 


“Of course, Admiral.” And together, they walked slowly off the boat deck. 


“This would be it, sir,” his aide-de-camp remarked as they entered the forward berthing space on E-deck. Adenauer stooped to peer at the entry pad. It looked to have been a junior officers’ berth. The names of the former occupants had already been removed—rather hastily it appeared. He wondered how many of the four people who’d bunked here were still alive. They wouldn’t tell him, of course. He recalled from the initial casualty reports (it would take days for a full tally) that, aside from her captain and exec (cut down by the same splinter as they exited CIC together), Vardar had lost less than twenty people, mostly spalling wounds on the gundeck. Relatively speaking, the ship had been lucky. 


The entrance responded to the touch of his left hand, and he stooped to step within. The narrow space with its low overhead and general feeling of closeness brought back memories of his earliest days in the navy, when he could not find a rack from which his feet didn’t overhang embarrassingly. 


Captain Alexander squeezed in beside him, securing the valise to an upper rack and placing the satchel on the one below. 


“Shall I open it for you, sir?”—nodding at the satchel. 


“If you would.” Managing the locks with just one free hand would be difficult. 


His aide released them both and set the case back down, open. “Anything else, sir?” 


“No.” Adenauer levered his frame into the confined space. “Or rather, yes. Please express my regrets to the captain that I will be unable to accept invitations for the duration of the trip.” With the court martial looming, indulging in such social engagements would be quite ill-advised. 


“Of course, sir.” 


“Thank you, Raoul. That is all.” 


“Very good, sir.” Alexander gave him a brisk nod, and exited the compartment. 


As the entrance cycled closed, Adenauer reached out for the satchel and delved within until he found a small box with round corners. Taking it out, he removed his wedding ring with his left hand, and slipped it on one of the remaining fingers of his right. 










 



Z-Day +7 (Later PM)





LSS Ardennes, at grav anchor;
 Wogan’s Reef, Hydra Border Zone


“There you are, Commander!” Admiral PrenTalien called as his stateroom announced Trin Wesselby’s arrival and promptly admitted her. “So happy you could make it. Feeling well, I trust?” 


“Never better, sir.” In fact, she still looked a little worn, with the lines not yet faded and that slightly papery texture to the skin of her cheeks, which were still a touch hollow. But much, much better than when he’d last seen her, and with a subtle but telling look in her pale eyes that was better yet. 


Standing, he offered his hand. “I gather you were able to meet up with Nick.” 


“I did, sir”—accepting the powerful grip. “Did he message you?” 


“An hour ago. That’s how we knew to expect you. Take a seat, please”—as he lowered himself back into his own. “How was his vacation?” 


Trin sat smoothly in a waiting chair. “Very profitable, sir.” 


“Said he chanced on something you’d been looking for?” 


“He did bring something back for me, sir, yes.” 


“Splendid. Excellent fellow, Nick. And I’ve forgotten my manners again, I see. I don’t believe you’ve met Captain McKenzie of Bellerophon.” The admiral introduced her with an open-handed gesture. 


“No, I’ve haven’t had the pleasure.” Trin and Kell McKenzie exchanged courteous greetings, with respectful, appraising looks on both sides. 


“And Captain Lewis?” 


“We’ve met. How are you, Captain?”—with a gracious bow of her head. 


“Very well, Commander. Nice to see you recovered”—returning a pleasant smile. 


“Thank you, Captain.” Their eyes met and Trin read an understanding in Min’s gaze she’d half expected to see there. Huron’s work, no doubt, recalling their last conversation. Oh well. Maybe he was right this time. Probably was, in fact. She hadn’t been at her best that night. Far from it. 


“And this is Lieutenant Gomez.” PrenTalien recalled her wandering attention. 


“Lieutenant.” Trin noted the distinct family resemblance. “You’re Sebastian Gomez’s sister, are you not?”


“Why yes, ma’am”—taken aback at being recognized.

 
“You do him proud,” Trin offered with a gracious inclination of her head.


“Thank you, ma’am.” The lieutenant was blushing furiously now.


“The rest you know, of course,” the admiral concluded, allowing Robyn Gomez to retreat back into her look of cataleptic geniality. 


Smiling acknowledgements all around the table. Then Trin turned her own smile on the admiral. “And congratulations, sir. On an outstanding victory.” 


“Oh, don’t waste that on me. It’s them who deserve the credit of it.” He swept a hand to take in his guests and also the fleet beyond the bulkheads. “Especially Captain Lewis here”—ending with a rare chuckle. “Let me get you a glass.” 


The admiral got his new guest a glass, filled it, and chuckling still, refilled those of his other guests as well. “I was just saying—about this feat the captain pulled off—that it was the completest thing. Damn me if I’ve ever seen the like. Or ever do again.” 


He placed the now exhausted bottle with the other dead soldiers that were lying in state on the lower tier of a side table and lifted his glass in salute. “Good lord willing and the creek don’t rise.” 


“Hear! Hear!” proclaimed his guests (though Trin softly) and the crystal clinked. 


“To absent friends,” the admiral intoned. They replied “absent friends” as one, and the room drained the smoky, mellow whiskey together. PrenTalien then rose, still rock steady on his feet, and crossed to a cabinet. Returning after a momentary hunt, he placed a squat, unlabeled, dark-frosted bottle on the table between them. 


“Now this,” he said in a soft, portentous voice, “is the McGaire old brandy. Admiral Kiamura gave me this after Anson’s Deep. Christening gift, actually—for her firstborn. You know that story, don’t you, Lewis? You were there, as I recall.” 


“Just in the vicinity, sir,” Minerva Lewis answered modestly. 


“Jasmine also got a bottle, and Carlos. Lo Gai too—though he don’t drink. And the Speaker, I believe.” He favored Trin with a jovial look. “Ask Rafe about that sometime. Though he probably has a case or two squirreled away, knowing him.” The admiral was waxing prosy under the evening’s benign influences. He had no reason to be otherwise, and she was certainly inclined to be charitable. 


“Very likely, sir,” she replied, charitably. 


“Anyway.” PrenTalien gave a small cough, recollecting his point. “I’ve been saving this for the right occasion, and I believe it now is upon us. Geoff, would you do the honors?” He nodded at Captain Lewis as he worked the cork free with exaggerated care. 


“Pleasure, sir.” The lieutenant took up the slim folio from beneath his chair and pulled a sheet of stiff handmade paper from it. Smiling, he passed it over to Min. 


“That has been hanging fire too damn long,” PrenTalien remarked as he set out nine tumblers and poured a finger’s worth of the syrupy amber liquid into each. “I’ve stretched a point and made it effective with seniority from the original date of submittal.” Then he paused, as a few drops fell from the lip of the bottle into the former captain’s—now major’s—glass. 


There was another side to this story, of course—the necessary poetic complement to Major Lewis’s elevation: the fall Lieutenant Colonel Kerr. That gentleman was confined to quarters, pending a hearing on charges that might range from dereliction of duty to cowardice in the face of the enemy. Not that it was likely to come to that, PrenTalien knew. Although nothing, at this point, could prevent his being dismissed from the Service, preferring charges and holding a full court martial (however richly deserved) would inaugurate a political pissing match that SECNAV currently had no stomach for. So Kerr would undoubtedly be allowed to slink into ignominious retirement, rather than tarnish this victory with the public airing of dirty linen. That might not seem quite like justice, but justice could take other forms, such as the one he was about to reveal. 


“I stretch a further point by announcing—for it hasn’t been officially gazetted yet—that a new unit is being formed under the 82nd Special Operations Brigade, to be known as the Anandale Rangers. And the Major here is to have command of it.” Picking up a tumbler in his vast hand, he inhaled sumptuously, and sipped. “Right as sin. Congratulations, Major.” 


Everyone present offered their congratulations as well, Kell with a wink. Lewis thanked them all with a touch of new heat in her already flushed cheeks and sipped the old brandy. The aromatic liquor suffused her head with a golden fog, even as it dazzled her senses and made her eyes water. Setting it down gingerly, she saw the admiral looking at her above his glass. 


“In honor of the occasion, Cap—ah, Major, why don’t you tip us that new piece about Anandale.” 


“New piece, sir?”—wondering how he’d come to be aware of it. 


“Yes, you were humming it just before the commander arrived. For Thy Sake, I believe they call it. I don’t think Geoff here has ever heard it.” 


“Indeed not, sir,” his flag lieutenant agreed. 


“Do you know it, Shiro?” 


“I haven’t yet had the pleasure,” Athena Nike's Captain answered. 


“How ’bout you, Harry?” 


“Nor I,” the Captain of the Fleet avowed. 


“Have you, Skip?” 


“Not yet, sir,” the CO of DESRON 6 responded. 


“Robyn?”


“No, indeed, sir”—finally overcoming her awe enough to sound almost relaxed.


“Trin?” 


“I’m afraid I haven't, sir”—not even clear on what was being referred to. 


“I imagine you have, Kell.” 


“Once, sir”—giving Min a warm glance. 


“Well, there you have it, Major. Your audience awaits.” 


“Very well, sir.” Minerva Lewis folded her hands in front of her and began in a surprisingly rich, mellow alto: 


For the sake of thee
 I stood my ground 


For the sake of thee
 I bore the sound 


Of bullets as they whistled past 
 And each one sang: All flesh is grass. 


Ere long one came that laid me low
 And falling as I felt the blow
 For thy sake, watched my red blood flow
 And lying still—that’s all I know. 


I had not lived ten thousand days
 I might have died a hundred ways
 But for thee I chose this price to pay—Go 


And bring to me that sacred fire
 Set thy torch to my funeral pyre
 And even as I burn for thee—Know 


Thou hast not seen the last of me. 


“Capital!” The admiral cried, beaming. “One of the finest things I’ve ever heard. Who wrote it, d’ya think?” 


Trin noticed Kellyn McKenzie covering a covert half-smile with one hand as Minerva Lewis reached for her brandy. 


“As to that, sir,” the major answered, sipping, “I’m afraid I couldn’t hazard a guess.” 













Epilogue



LSS Trafalgar, docked;
 Outbound Station, Gamma Hydras, Hydra Border Zone


Five tumultuous days, filled with rampant celebrations, frantic work and wild talk. The celebrations were dying down, but the work continued unabated. None were yet sure what would come next, but whatever it was, the men and women of the fleet were determined to meet it with their ships titivated to the nines. If that was being done, to an extent, with just paint, plaster, and imagination, some battle scars being too deep to fully heal in so short a time, so be it—and woe betide anyone with the bad grace to take notice. 


The wild talk swirled as thickly as ever too: there were already rumors of a ceasefire, and just that AM, they’d received word that Bannerman President for Life had been assassinated. No one was sure what to make of that, either. A sizable minority preached that it was all too good to be true, and held up the fact they hadn’t receive any official orders yet as evidence. Kris felt they might have a point. 


Taking her off-watch alone in her berth—Dance had celebrated his way into sickbay; Tole was there with burns (he was unlucky like that)—she was in a mood to believe the worst. The euphoria of five days ago had leached out, leaving a disturbingly cold sensation of hollowness behind. She couldn’t explain it or trace its origin, or say what was missing. Trying to look ahead, she found herself peering, not through a glass darkly, but through nothing at all—a blankness, a sense of negation, as if the future had somehow been annulled. 


It set her teeth in edge. Getting up, she went to her locker and pulled out her DMB. Opening it, she retrieved Mariwen’s letter and sat back down at the desk console. Holding the crisp paper in both hands, she turned it over twice—eyes skimming the words there: 


The moon has set, and the Pleiades; 
 Midnight is gone, 
 the hours wear by, 
 and here I lie alone; alone . . . 


Alone. The Pleiades. Midnight. Gone. Alone . . . 


Alone. Gone. Yeah— 


Her entry pad chimed. It was Huron. 


“Yeah,” she called out and the door slid aside. 


“Am I interrupting?” He was looking at the letter held loosely in one hand. 


She glanced at it, and skimmed it onto the desktop. “No.” For a span of seconds neither of them spoke, then she brushed the fingers of her left hand through her hair. “Somethin’ up?” 


“Not exactly. I’ve got some news.” He standing just inside the entry, practically on the threshold and she felt an uncharacteristic uncertainly in him. 


“Good news?”—forcing a smile-like bend of her lips. 


“For some people—definitely.” 


“What about us?” 


His shoulders moved with a breath. “Kris—” He let the breath go. “Nestor Mankho’s dead.” 


The almost-smile froze. Then: “How?” 


“Special op.” 


The smile unfroze. Her eyes didn’t. “That all you’re gonna say?” 


“That’s all I can say. For now.” 


She nodded and picked up Mariwen's letter; started tapped it randomly against her palm. “Thanks for tellin’ me.” 


“Are you okay, Kris?” 


Five seconds worth of staccato taps. “Yeah. Jake.” 


“Alright”—still in that uneasy stance, one hand on the entry-jamb. “You’ve got downtime accrued. Don’t be shy about taking it.” 


“Uh huh. That’s—” Looking down, she refolded Mariwen’s letter. “Yeah, maybe so.” 


He stretched his shoulders. “I’ll put you in for it.” 


“Thanks.” 


He stepped out of the entryway with a nod, and it closed. 


So he’s dead. 


Standing, she put the letter gently back in her DMB and closed it. 


Dead. 


Staring sightlessly at the heavy metal case, rubbing her palms along the top of her thighs. 


Goddammit. 


*     *     * 


Kris executed a neat pirouette and sent a vicious forehand shot into the center of the black target square. The gamemaster, tracking the ball’s trajectory and evaluating Kris’s position and follow-through, put the next target low down and to the left—a next-to-impossible shot. She’d programmed the gamemaster for the most difficult solo game, a level or two above what she normally played. Leaping, she managed to cut the return, but it was a weak backhand and although it hit the target, the ball bounced sullenly off the deck and died beneath her racquet as she lunged. 


“That’s impressive. I’ve never gotten much above a dozen, myself.” 


She scooped up the ball and turned to see Huron at the back of the court, surveying her score on the gamemaster’s display. 


“I didn’t know you played”—tossing the ball in her hand, breathing hard. 


“I guess that remains to be seen.” 


“Lookin’ for a game?”—noting he was dressed in a black exercise rig, just like her. 


“If I’m not intruding.” 


She wiped the sweat off her face with the back a forearm. “You’re not. Get a racquet.” 


He did. 


Kris reconfigured the court for a singles match and bounced the ball across the deck to him. 


“Here. You can serve first and I’ll give you an extra fault.” 


# # #











Asylum






 It sates itself on the blood
 of fated men,
 paints red the powers’ halls . . . 


Black become the sun’s rays
 in the summers that follow;
 weathers all treacherous. 


Do you still seek to know? 
 And what? 


Völuspá, Stanza 41, the Poetic Edda 












Beginning of the End



LSS Trafalgar, on orbit
 Epona, Cygnus Sector


“Lieutenant Junior Grade Loralynn Kennakris, for conspicuous gallantry in engaging an enemy of superior force, above and beyond the call of duty, the Secretary of the Navy, with full support and concurrence of the Plenary Council, is pleased to recognize your efforts in the action taking place on the twenty-first day of the tenth month, by the Terran calendar, in the year five hundred forty-two by modern reckoning, during the victory of the Battle of Wogan’s Reef, so named, and contributing materially to said victory, by an augmentation of . . .” 


Lieutenant Commander Rafael Huron, Kris’s commanding officer, stood rigid and silent on LSS Trafalgar’s hanger deck, where all hands had been mustered for the awards ceremony, and listened to Commander Isabeau t’Laren, Trafalgar’s executive officer, read out the peroration in a strong clear voice. If you listened just to her tone and not the stilted, convoluted, archaic, and overdone verbiage, it was possible to get a proper sense of the somber gravity and import of the occasion. 


The whole ship’s company, including himself, did look somber and grave, as well as rather splendid since everyone was in their holy No.1 rig. Rear Admiral Lo Gai Sabr, waiting to present Kris her award, was resplendent in midnight blue with a wealth of gold braid and a chest full of medals that might have looked awkward on another man of such small stature, had that man lacked the admiral’s towering presence—a presence subdued, or rather masked, on this occasion but still evident in his obsidian eyes. Beside him stood the tall figure of Captain Jan RyKirt, Trafalgar’s imposing CO, shining in slightly lesser glory next to his task force commander. From there, the ship’s officers stretched away in glittering wings on either side, in order of seniority. 


Huron was not waiting in these wings but at front and center of the ship’s company because as an SRF officer he was assigned to the ship, not of it. He was also shortly to play his own part in this ceremony, although in his case, he was being given not a decoration per se, but merely the formal notice of what he was to receive: an augmentation of his Senatorial Cross, an honor which had occurred only twice before. As the highest honor the Nereidian League could bestow (it could only be granted by an official act of acclamation from the Grand Senate), protocol demanded the Speaker of the Grand Senate herself pin it on him personally. With all the arrangements that ceremony demanded (to begin with, it had to be held at Nereus, the League capital on Mars), it could not happen for another month. 


Despite both being awarded for the same action, the disparity between this honor and the one Kris was receiving—clusters added to her Distinguished Flying Cross—hinted at some omissions and outright lies in the official citation which Commander t’Laren was reciting. First, the award was not being given with the full support and concurrence of the Plenary Council, as Huron, with all his political connections, knew very well. Far from it. 


Admiral Sabr had recommended Kris for a Senatorial Cross, which garnered the endorsement of the sector commander in chief, Admiral Joss PrenTalien, who had forwarded it to the Chief of Naval Operations, Fleet Admiral Carlos Westover. Westover duly submitted it to the Speaker, Hazen Gautier, and in the normal course of events, it would certainly have been approved. But the recommendation was unprecedented for a person of Kris’s status and origins, which caused resistance and raised unfortunate questions about the proposed recipient’s history. The situation was not helped when Fleet Admiral Westover resigned and was replaced by Lian Narses, the CinC of SOLCOM. Admiral Narses was less eager to recognize an obscure young colonial officer, especially one with serious questions in her past, and while she did not quash the recommendation, she let it be known that her support was, at best, lukewarm. 


Next, it was not spelled out that the “enemy of superior force” had in fact outnumbered them by thirty to one: he and Kris had attacked, unsupported, a formation of sixty Halith fighters and attack craft, killed twenty with half a dozen more damaged, and caused the entire formation to retreat before reaching its target. The thrilling victory, almost unprecedented in history, had been widely reported for weeks after the battle, with Huron’s name prominently repeated, along with the comment that he was aided by “a wingman.” It would not do, in the eyes of the media (or of certain military factions), for Homeworlders to be affronted with the exploits of a young colonial ensign—a woman from the Outworlds, no less—with an “unspeakable” past; a past that was literally unspeakable, as much of it could be found only in sealed records that a mere handful of people had ever seen. Huron thought this probably did not bother Kris much. She had as little use for most Homeworlders as they did for her. 


What likely rankled more was that her victory over Captain Jantony Banner, Halith’s most successful and revered ace, had also been elided. The victory had been confirmed just recently, but through means which couldn’t be publicly acknowledged, so it was officially listed as “unconfirmed.” The report that Banner had been “lost” at Wogan’s Reef was a transparent fable, produced by Halith’s propaganda organs to cover up the fact Kris had defeated him at Miranda a month before. Whether he was still technically alive was a murky issue (there was evidence on both sides), but he was now officially “dead”—or rather, “missing in action,” as heroes must always be—departed to a mythic realm where they could rest until an “hour of need.” 


That Halith had taken this remarkable step should have been sufficient evidence of Kris’s victory, but the fable provided just enough distorting gloss for pernicious official doubt to get a purchase. Unless it could be conclusively shown that Banner had not been present at Wogan’s Reef, it must be presumed (so officialdom sorrowfully pronounced) that the outcome was uncertain or, at best, a draw. Unhappily, officialdom droned on, protocol required more than a supposition—it required a “fact.” 


Nor had the situation been helped by Kris herself, who was standing there with the endless-seeming stream of words rolling past her ears, her feet planted as if her boots were welded to the crysteel deck. The peace brought about by Wogan’s Reef was an undoubted blessing, but Kris could not see it that way. These past five months had been filled principally with frustrations and disappointments, both large and small, public and deeply personal. 


Deeply personal was the death of Nestor Mankho, killed on Cathcar by a select team of freelancers led by the retired Nedaeman Chief Inspector (and former marine) Nick Taliaferro and planned by him and Commander Trin Wesselby, director of Pleiades Sector Intelligence Group. Outside the team of operatives, Kris and maybe three other people knew about it, and she only knew that Mankho was dead. How it affected her, Huron wasn’t sure (she’d once tried to kill Mankho herself), but her quiet reaction seemed to mix a puzzled sense of loss with a degree of bitter frustration or sense of interruption: a need snatched away that left her groping. Whatever it was, it was the opposite of closure. 


Even worse than Mankho, Huron suspected, was the situation with the Bannerman Confederacy. The Bannermans were the last major slave state and had been staunch allies of the Dominion of Halith, until their fleet (or what was left of it after a severe mauling) had been captured entire at Wogan’s Reef. In the aftermath, the Bannerman President for Life was assassinated and a widespread purge of the leadership ensued (helped along, it was believed, by the Halith, who stood to lose even more if some prominent Bannermans decided to talk). The new leadership (much the same in its essentials as the old leadership), kowtowed to the League in abject obeisance, offered all manner of concessions, foreswore slaving, and begged for succor. In due course, and after much public moralizing, they got it. 


Admiral Westover had resigned in protest, giving substance to the outrage felt by millions of CEF personnel, but Kris hated the Bannermans as only a young woman who’d survived eight years of brutal slavery could. Her reasons for fighting and sacrificing were more varied and nuanced than the simple predatory urges most ascribed to her (as Huron and a few others knew), but seeing her mortal enemies welcomed into the fold and coddled was most certainly not among them. 


The fury of an ensign, however fervent and justified, counts for nothing in the halls of power and would never have been noted, except that the Grand Senate insisted the Bannermans’ pledge to emancipate all slaves and forbear from further dealing be verified as a condition for any rapprochement. A commission was formed to study this and recommend how such verification be carried into action. Kris, by virtue of her past (no slave had ever before been repatriated after so long), knew more about the Bannermans’ slaving operations than anyone in the Colonial Expeditionary Forces, perhaps anyone in the League. 


This was made known to the commission, and Kris was encouraged (though not without some private misgivings) to consult. She did, producing a series of sterling recommendations. The commission presented these, along with their other findings, to the Speaker, who accepted them with much praise, consulted with her political allies, and then—after a heated private debate within the Plenary Council itself—did next to nothing. Thus was Kris made acquainted with the scabrous underbelly of the League’s power structure, where certain actors, while not engaged directly in the slave trade, nonetheless profited from its penumbras. These persons, some of whom controlled prominent merchant houses, also saw fresh business opportunities with their new allies and did not want them further disrupted. 


Kris’s response was predictable, and under the circumstances (despite Huron’s best efforts), it was noticed. This made it doubly unfortunate when, a short while later, they both became embroiled in a diplomatic incident. While on a routine sweep in Winnecke IV, she’d detected an anomalous drive signature. As they closed in for a better read, the ship—some kind of merchantman—took off like a startled hare. Kris and Ensign Basmartin gave chase, and when it refused to lie to after several warnings, Kris had winged a drive node. The chase then lay under their guns while Huron came up with the rest of the squadron. 


The ship did scream slaver. It was an old, heavily modified, over-engined transport, and the master’s excuse for fleeing was that he couldn’t properly ID the fighters and had feared for his life. It was a much simpler—and better—story than the bullshit these guys typically served up. Usually it was cryogenically maintained embryos (frequently cattle for some reason—Huron had not yet heard anyone claim to be transporting sheep embryos or chicken eggs), vital medical supplies, or rare spices, once even “secret Maxor herbs” for making expensive perfumes: all items that could not be physically inspected without damaging them. They’d heard those stories dozens of times, and the way the words tumbled out of this guy as he blotted the sweat off his splotched, glabrous face did nothing to convince Huron he was any different, except in sticking to a somewhat more plausible story. 


But in this case, the master could back it up. When a survey found nothing and he produced his authenticated registry, cargo manifests, and bills of lading, all in perfect order and duly issued by the Sultanate of Andaman and Nicobar, officially an ally, Huron had no choice but to apologize for the inconvenience, restrain Kris—leading to an ugly private scene between them—and call in a fleet tug to fix the damaged node. Then, with more expressions of regret and Kris’s comms locked down to prevent her from being charged with mutiny, they sent him on his way. Huron and Kris each filed a report on their part in the incident, perfectly accurate as far as they went. Captain RyKirt and Commander Sonovia Harmon, then Trafalgar’s Director of Strike and Reconnaissance Operations (informally, the DSRO or fighter boss), had approved them, and that should have been the end of it. 


But it was not the end because the offended ship’s master, who had the Sultan’s royal ear, submitted a complaint to this ear. The Sublime Porte then protested to the League Ambassador, who informed the Foreign Office, who forwarded the grievance to the Plenary Council, who sent a strongly worded notice to the Secretary of the Navy, who expressed serious displeasure to the new Chief of Naval Operations, and from there the shit flowed downhill and would certainly have engulfed a few junior officers like Kris—bombastic pronouncements were being flung about by certain politicians allied with the Speaker, along with threats of courts martial—had not Captain RyKirt spread his official umbrella and sent back against the tide both reports, along with a full set of flight recordings and his and Harmon’s endorsements. That put an end to the threats but raised Kris’s profile even higher among those who had little cause to wish her well. Even those within the CEF began to feel that a lethal cannon, even if running loose, was a fine thing in wartime, but one who abused her “betters” and provoked diplomatic incidents during a shaky peace imperiled by touchy negotiations was another thing entirely. 


During this episode—not coincidentally, Huron was sure—a whispering campaign began, based on the allegations of Commander E.E. Quillan, the medical officer who’d done the initial psycheval on Kris when she was first taken off the contract slaver, Harlot’s Ruse. Quillan was a Nedaeman with even more than the usual Nedaeman horror of whatever he couldn’t fathom. The conditions under which Kris had been found led him to argue—in reports, in memos, in person—that she exhibited dangerous instabilities and borderline psychosis. Huron had used Kris’s knowledge of slaver ops (she’d provided data that allowed them to dismantle the slaver networks in the Inner Trifid Boundary Zone) along with his family’s influence (Huron Sr. being Speaker at the time) to get those reports suppressed and Kris into the CEF Academy. 


Quillan had been incensed enough to open a formal complaint, only to be forced to abandon it when his primary witness (no doubt concerned about the size and nature of the target Quillan was gunning for) quietly demurred and asked him to drop the matter. After that, Kris became something of an idée fixe with the doctor, but as far as Huron could learn, Quillan had kept his crusade within the medical community. Whether he did this out of a sense of propriety or merely because it didn’t occur to him to approach outsiders who did not speak his jargon was neither here nor there. Quillan badgering his colleagues with dire warnings about the danger he felt Kris presented hardly counted as a concern at any level—with his evidence sealed away, he could get no real traction. 


This whispering campaign was more ominous. Attacking the character of a lowly ensign to spoil her chances for an award that was provoking controversy anyway would seem to be the height of pettiness, but Kris was not the target. The unseen—or at best, dimly seen—vectors were actually probing for weakness by attacking Huron through Kris (or so the feelers he’d deployed told him). This made responding to the rumors that were seeping through the fleet doubly difficult and tended to increase the distance, not just between him and Kris, but between her and the squadron as well. 


Given all this, it took months of lobbying before a compromise was finally reached to augment her Distinguished Flying Cross, and he watched now as t’Laren finished and Lo Gai stepped up to Kris with the heavy purple ribbon. Shaking the admiral’s hand and accepting his congratulations, her whole posture brought to mind the most incongruous image: one of Huron’s father’s more esoteric ancient artifacts: a carved wooden figure, a meter or so tall, outlandishly garbed in fringed garments and a long headdress of feathers, with one arm bent at the elbow so the hand was extended, its fingers harshly curled in a cataleptic grip, and above all, a dour blockish wooden visage deeply carved into an expression of settled contempt. 


Of course, there could be no real point of comparison between Kris, a beautiful young woman—and even more striking today in her smartly tailored jet-black uniform—and a cigar-store Indian, except for that same fixity of expression: not contempt in her case, but a remoteness that was close to inhuman. 


A lot of that was the ceremony itself. Kris hated these affairs. At best, they made her feel like a performing dog. At worst, all the attention brought up memories of other gatherings, nothing short of horrific. In private, she could accept praise graciously if she believed in the reasons behind it. Her pride in her accomplishments was real enough, especially when recognized by a man like Lo Gai Sabr, and Huron knew that the medal hanging from that wide purple ribbon was no millstone. 


But take away the discomfort of the moment and all too much remained. It put a strain on her, on him, on the whole squadron, made worse by the exacting tedium of these past months—months of mopping-up operations and DEMOB assignments, of patrolling, escorting, ferrying—and like almost all the people on Trafalgar, the majority of them had not set foot on anything with a true affinity for matter for close to half a year. 


Cooped up in the same wardroom under such circumstances, her standoffishness, the clipped tones, a reserve that sometimes came across as being unwilling to be pleased, wore on the best of tempers, and Huron had been obliged to take notice of an out-of-place comment more than once. This award ceremony was their relief. They were all due for a week or two of furlough before they got their next assignments, and when the dogs barked this evening they’d be free to enjoy it. And they meant to do just that. Epona might be a small colony and Mather’s Landing just a small colonial town, but these days, that passed for paradise. The wry looks and the cold shoulders would be forgotten—if only Kris could see her way clear to showing up. He was by no means certain she would. When Kris got her hackles raised, you were much, much safer having a close quarters argument with a pit viper. But he hoped it wouldn’t go that far. His instinct told him it probably wouldn’t, but where instinct ended and wishful thinking began was a hazardous thing to assess— 


“Lieutenant Commander Rafael Huron V,” Commander t’Laren called out.


Huron stood, saluted, and walked with stiff precise strides to the appointed place. Reaching it, he came to exact attention, as the equally pompous words of his citation again began to fill the hanger. 


Yep, he thought as he assumed that look of formal impenetrability, Kris wasn’t the only one this PM who might be feeling like a cigar-store Indian. 


When Huron next saw Kris, at the end of the first dog watch, she was again on the hanger deck, waiting for the transfer shuttle down to Mather’s Landing, with her duffle bag at her feet. Like him, she’d shifted to her undress grays, the pewter “reversed” uniform worn downside, in complement to shipboard kit. Behind her, the shuttle was disgorging pallets on one side, mostly fresh supplies from planet below, and absorbing them on the other, including his baggage and that of the other members of their squadron. 


But not Kris’s. Aside from her dress uniforms, that duffle contained everything she owned. 


He wandered over and greeted her with a smile. “Hello, Kris.” 


Looking up, she smiled back, an uncertain movement involving just the lower half of her face. 


“Hello, sir.” 


He lifted his chin towards the chrono visible behind the busy shuttle. “You can hold the sir. I’m on furlough, as of five minutes ago.” 


“Oh.” She turned to check the chrono for no evident reason. “By the way,” she added, turning back. “Congratulations.” 


“Thanks, but you can hold that, too. It’s at least half yours anyway. Those clusters don’t begin to cover all you’ve earned.” 


It was hard to tell in the hanger deck’s patchy light, but she might have been showing the beginnings of a blush. “That’s, um . . . Thanks. Maybe we can share it or somethin’.” 


“I’d like that—very much.” 


She made a show of observing the deck crew’s progress with the shuttle. “You got plans? Gonna check out the wildlife at all?” 


“I do believe there is a proposal to that effect, yes.” 


“Romney’s?” 


Romney’s was the traditional spot for kicking off the après-cruise binge. Kris had been there a few times. It was a cheap and dingy little joint, but it was convenient, the girls were clean, and the drinks were all right, too. Not a bad place when you were stuck out here at the ass-end of nowhere. It could get rowdy at times—the provosts were notoriously relaxed—but things rarely got broken that couldn’t easily be replaced, and the revelers generally left those who were disinclined alone. Generally. 


“That’s the assigned objective. What about you? I saw you didn’t take your furlough.” 


She shrugged. “I got three days. It’s enough.” 


“It’s light-duty time, Kris.” Something in his voice called her eyes back to his. “A celebration is in order. You shouldn’t miss out.” 


“I—dunno. Was thinkin’ maybe I’d keep it down a tone tonight.” 


It was going to be one of those nights, with the prospect of an interval of peace ahead and the thrill of victory—to say nothing of months’ worth of stress—still to burn off. The stiffness from the award ceremony hadn’t quite worn off yet either, and she wasn’t sure how she really felt. Huron had more sides to him than a dodecahedron, and they were most evident in his tone. In meetings, his diction was so crisp you could shave with it. Outside them—and especially when he strapped into a fighter—that drawl came back in his voice. When the pressure mounted to its highest point, he had a tendency to hum softly, always off-key. At social events, he was all affable formality and the drawl smoothed to something almost urbane, keeping just enough roughness to remain interesting. When he chose, a smile came out that complemented his off-kilter handsomeness superbly. It made people—particularly women—cease talking. But for all his cultivated openness, none of it told you anything. 


Kris understood that. No one in his position—eldest son of the League’s most politically powerful family, with a net worth greater than the economic output of some star nations—could let people get a handle on him. He had to be what everyone wanted but no one could touch—sort of like Mariwen that way—and he was good at it. Yet at times when he looked at her, she thought she caught a glimpse of something beneath that surface. When they were alone, he had a quality in his voice she never heard otherwise. And there was the massage he gave her after that mission she had no right to come back from—the times she’d kissed him— 


“You’re the guest of honor.” Huron’s voice slid across her thoughts. “They’ll all be disappointed.” 


“I, ah—” The next words caught in her throat, making her wince. Why was she always reflexively saying no? These were her flight-mates for gawd’s sake, not some bunch of— “Sure. I’ll go. It’ll be fun.” She looked back at the shuttle again. The boarding lamp was lit. “I—ah—gotta check in first. Take care of a coupla things, okay? I’ll link up after that.” 


“Sounds good, Kris.” 


She hefted her duffle bag. “Thanks, Huron—Hi, Lieutenant.” This last with a nod past his shoulder at Senior Lieutenant Geoff N’Komo, who’d just sauntered up. N’Komo was a Belter—they didn’t know any other way to move when under gravity. 


“Lieutenant,” N’Komo returned in his slightly high-pitched, carrying voice, with a negligent motion towards his forehead. “Congratulations. Keep kickin’ ’em in the balls until they give ya the rest.” 


“Thanks. I’ll do my best.” Shouldering her bag, she gave them both a nod. “See ya in a few, sir. Lieutenant.” Then she hurried to board the waiting shuttle. 


The two men watched Kris jog away. “That’s one hell of a woman,” N’Komo remarked, with a shake of his head. “But she’s got it wound real tight, don’cha think, Boss?” 


“She has cause, Geoff. Put you or me where she’s been and we’d be screaming batshit crazy.” 


N’Komo put a hand on Huron’s arm. “You gonna keep an eye on her, Boss? I’d hate it if she broke it off.” 


“If she doesn’t put a missile up my ass for interfering.” 


“Yeah.” N’Komo snorted. “I suppose there is that part.” 


“Hey?” Huron turned to his friend, the banter back in his voice. “Where’n hell’s the others? They waitin’ for an engraved invite from the Almighty?” 


N’Komo hooked a thumb behind him in his genteel manner. “Krieger and Dance are collecting ’em. Be down in a sec. Tole’s left already.” 


Huron smiled and clapped N’Komo shoulder. “Excellent. I distinctly hear a bottle calling, and I don’t wanna hurt its feelings.” 


*     *     *


Epona Outstation had no proper visiting officers’ quarters. This added a great deal to its comfort because that meant officers staying downside had to be given accommodations in Mather’s Landing. BuNavPers arranged for quarters there as required, but when it became apparent they would be on-station for an extended period, Kris, Huron, and a few others had clubbed together to lease a block of suites in one of the better buildings in Old Town, noted for its restaurants, a live theater, and rather more bordellos than the permanent population of Mather’s Landing might be expected to support. 


The suite Kris got was not particularly spacious, but it did have a full-sized tub in addition to the usual shower stall, an absolute requirement and something she would spend almost any amount for. Otherwise, it was wholly unremarkable: a single bedroom and a token living space, both sparsely furnished in a décor that could most charitably be called utilitarian, and a small but serviceable kitchen—more than serviceable for Kris, whose idea of cooking did not extend much beyond zipping the foil of a ration pack to heat it. 


The kitchen was kept fully stocked, but it had recently been restocked by someone well acquainted with naval tastes, which ran heavily to saturated fat, animal protein, and alcohol. Kris’s tastes were different, and after she checked in with the duty officer and drew her orders—from which she learned her assignment had been postponed for a week and she was granted leave until then—she dined in Old Town, splurging on a huge plate of fresh fruit, real potatoes (her favorite food), and a slab of interestingly spiced local meat. 


The unanticipated gift of so much free, unmortgaged time might have been expected to induce a holiday mood, but in fact it unsettled her. Returning early, she got comfortable and unpacked, spreading out her meager kit. Stashing the items with a fine disregard for efficiency took barely a third of an hour. 


She went to the living space, sat down on the couch, checked the large console, and paged through some entertainment options. That wasted almost seven minutes. Fidgeting occupied a few more. Rummaging disinterestedly through the kitchen, and taking note of the no less than seventeen varieties of beer and several whiskeys that were totally unknown to her, got her to the top of the hour. She went back to the living space and activated the console again. The second time through the feeds, she saw a title: Reflections: The Alecto Initiative—Two Years Later. 


Were they really showing programming that ancient? It was closer to three. She picked up her xel and checked how long it had actually been: nine hundred seventy-five days—two and two-thirds years. She could barely remember what she had been like then. She’d just turned twenty—she was just forty-nine days off Harlot’s Ruse . . . 


The crawl displayed a little parade of sensationalized factoids. She scrolled over it, opening a preview window, and then a floating banner zoomed out: Mariwen Rathor—A Life Destroyed. Half against her will, Kris clicked the program. The screen filled with stock footage of Mariwen—covers, videos, media appearances—as a syrupy voiceover intoned, “Mariwen Rathor, one of our best-loved celebrities—a tragic pawn in a terrorist plot.” 


Oh fuckin’ Christ, Kris snarled inwardly, reaching for CANCEL. Then she froze abruptly. The sappy montage was gone, and the console showed a video of little figures, distorted by the extreme magnification and post-processing, on the portico of the Grand Exhibit Hall in Nemeton. The figures were blurred, but the one at the top of the steps was just recognizable. The video had been slowed down so the gun in Mariwen’s hand rose with sickening deliberation, taking aim at the security men lunging for cover—one man already collapsed at her feet in a welter of gore—the gun fired, the flash marked by a flat dull pop—another man fell. She fired again, and there, from the right side of the screen, was another figure sprinting—a security man closing on her, grabbing her—they spun together—Mariwen turning, the gun coming up—and Kris closed her eyes, hearing the video’s dull faraway pop but seeing the muzzle flash again—seeing it all again: Mariwen’s face, Mariwen’s eyes, the 10-mm round flicking the brains out of the man who’d grabbed her, the pitted crown of the gun’s muzzle smoking, all stark and clear in her memory . . . 


Kris swallowed hard, brought her hand up tight against her mouth and thumbed JUMP. Eyes still shut tight, she heard an announcer again: another women, voice oily with a media professional’s faux concern. 


“. . . Dr. Frederick Purcell, formerly director of the Institute for Advanced Neurophysics, Oxford. Dr. Purcell, you are an expert on the kind of neural implanting used on Mariwen Rathor by the terrorists to try to carry out this bombing. Can you tell us a little about how these implants work?” 


Kris opened her eyes to see the stern, slack, yellowish face of Dr. Purcell, droning on about the morphology of neural implants in a voice that was colorless but for the fractured speech pattern and affected accent: “ . . . but of course in this particular case the implant itself was very simple—one might say basic—most difficult to discover and masked by extreme memory manipulation—ah, most severe indeed. It was the memory manipulation that was . . . um . . . key—key in the attempt to carry out this plot. Helped out by drugs of course, and, ah . . . handlers—to ensure the implants were not broken. Fortunately, in this…er . . . in this instance, the subject—Ms. Rathor—was able to—under high stress, you understand—to defeat the stimuli of the implant and . . . the plot was foiled. This sometimes happens in, ah . . . in cases as—as extreme as this.” 


What an ass, Kris thought. Thank god they didn’t mention my name. 


She also noted they hadn’t mentioned that Mariwen had been salvage fused either, that the bomb, over thirty-two kilos of an extremely powerful, experimental explosive, had been rigged to detonate the moment she was killed. 


Maybe they don’t know—I hope to hell not . . . 


“ . . . treatment in such cases. Ms. Rathor has been in private rehabilitation since the attack: all access restricted—no statements from the family. Can you give us some idea of the treatment and the prospects for recovery?” 


“Well, in such a case, it must be speculation of course. But I should say . . . ah—difficult—most difficult. The techniques, the necessary reconstruction—most involved. And the recovery—one does not generally speak of recovery in the—in the common sense, do you see. Some functionality? Ah, likely. But in matters of, eh . . . personality, memory—basic cognition . . . these things are deeply affected and, ah—the resolution is umm . . . that is, unpredictable.” 


“So your opinion, Doctor, is that we shall not see Mariwen Rathor in public life again?” 


“Oh no. I should not think . . . in, ah—in such a case . . . such a case this—that there would be any such possibility—realistic possibility, that is. No, no. I’m afraid not.” 


“Thank you very much, Doctor. That was Dr. Frederick—” 


Kris killed the video and shut down the console. Cupping her face in her hands, she leaned forward and took several deep breaths and then several more, until the painful tightness in her chest began to ease. 


Almost three years and they’re still trying to score points off her . . . Assholes. 


She dropped her hands and flexed them, shaking a tremor out of her spine as she stood. Going into the bedroom, she picked up a flat case on the dresser and thumbed it open. The case held an envelope—real paper, a bit worn from handling—sealed with a gold wafer. She touched the wafer, it released, and she slid the folded square inside into her hand. 


She didn’t unfold it (she knew the words, the lines, the shape of the letters by heart) but turned it in her fingers, savoring the slight roughness, the dry crispness of the fine paper. Mariwen had sent it to her on her graduation from the Academy without explanation, just four spare handwritten lines: the first, “The moon has set, and the Pleiades”; the last, “and here I lie alone.” Kris had never answered—had never known how to answer. It had been just over a year. 


Carrying the letter gingerly into the living space, she resettled on the couch and picked up her xel. A few taps brought up Mariwen’s ID and email address. She opened a compose window and stared at it awhile before closing it again. A year . . . 


Kris brought up the email address again, ran a trace. The icon pulsed for the better part of a minute and then glowed red. Restricted. She opened the info pane, requested an exception, typed in her ID, pressed her thumb to the screen, and waited. The icon pulsed even longer this time and came back red again. Kris chewed her lip. She could only connect to the local service, and out here, who knew how often it was updated or even if the directories were complete. Trafalgar would have full, up-to-date directories. That meant sending the email through ship comms—not so private—but . . . 


She opened a link to Trafalgar. The signals officer of the watch answered, Lieutenant JG Roland Howard. Howard was not a bad sort at all, but they were not friends. 


“Hello, Kennakris,” he greeted her, professionally polite. “Something I can do for you?” 


“Hello, Howard. Who’s on comms watch tonight?” 


“Olantry has the duty.” 


That would be Petty Officer, 1st Class Mike Olantry, a good operator, reliable, friendly—and he’d gone out of his way to oblige Kris on occasion. “Can you link him up for me?” 


Howard looked like he had a question but did not voice it. “Wait one.” 


“Thanks.” 


Olantry’s oval pink face shimmered up on the display, smiling in a tight-lipped way that gave him a slightly comic air. “Good evening, ma’am. What can we do for you?” 


“Mike, do me a favor, please?” 


“What do you need?” 


“I’m trying to get a message to someone on Earth. The node down here is telling me it’s restricted. Can you check for me?” 


“Sure, ma’am.” Olantry looked down at his console, opening the master directories. “What’s the name?” 


“Mariwen Rathor.” 


Olantry raised his head, startled for a moment. “The Mariwen Rathor?” 


“Yeah. I have her ID here.” Kris linked it to him.


Olantry lowered his head again with a private little shake and checked the ID as it popped up on his console. He typed and waited. Kris watched him as his head jogged side to side, lips moving slightly. Then he frowned. “Yep. Restricted alright. Pretty hard lockdown.” 


“Are there any exceptions logged?” 


More typing and another frown. “No. Nothing. It’s code-locked—a directive from Terran OSI, looks like. Sorry, ma’am.” He looked genuinely disappointed. “I can log a request for you—gawd knows when they’ll get back though. Take a month at least—probably longer.” 


Kris struggled to mask her own disappointment. “No. Thanks, Mike. That won’t be necessary.” 


“Have a good night, ma’am.” The link died. Kris slid the xel slowly onto the table and laid Mariwen’s letter beside it. What the fuck was she thinking? Stupid to think Mariwen would want to hear from her after all this time anyway—even if she still remembered—had only known her for a few weeks—had she really known her at all? The real Mariwen—was there any such person now? Kris put the letter back into its envelope. Maybe if she hadn’t waited so long . . . 


No—stop. Jus’ fuck’n stop. 


Sealing the envelope, she sat for a minute more, fingers tap-dancing on her knee, considering it. 


Fuck it— 


A soft distinctive warble from her wallet interrupted her. She took it out and checked. 


Huron’s calling card. 


Shit. She’d told him she would be there. And she hadn’t called or— 


Picking up the card, she tapped ACCEPT. “Hey, Huron. Sorry. I, uh—was gonna call . . .” 


“Something happen to change your mind?” 


“Uh—no. Not really. I jus’—just . . . kinda lost track.” 


“Come on down then.” His smile coaxed as much—more than—his voice. “This is your night, Kris. You made them proud. Let ’em show you for an evening.” 


“Okay.” She nodded, swallowing against the sour aftertaste of guilt. “I’ll be right over.” 


“Looking forward to it.” The card blanked. 


With a sigh, she stood up and reached for her tunic and jacket. 


*     *     *


Kris found them at a back table. Only five of them were left, but the celebration still seemed to be in full cry. When Huron saw Kris, he got up, surprisingly steady for being as flushed as he was, went to their nearest neighbor, and clapped his hand on the patron’s shoulder. 


“We need this chair.” 


The patron was a thick-bodied fellow and tall; he started to rise with a dangerous expression until he saw the challenge in Huron’s eye. He swallowed, nodded, grabbed his drink, and left with as much dignity as he could muster. It wasn’t much. 


Huron hooked the chair with his foot, skating it triumphantly across to their table. “Have a seat, Jig.” He waved her over extravagantly. “And in my great goodness, I’ll still buy this round. Get her a glass.” Sliding into his seat with a self-satisfied air, he addressed Tole across the table. “The bottle stands by you. What the hell’s the matter? You asleep?” 


Tole did look a bit sleepy—he snapped out of his woolgathering and pushed a tall slim bottle to Krieger, sitting on his left. Krieger poured his glass full. An arm reached over Kris’s shoulder to put a glass down in front of her. Kris checked it—it was actually clean for once. Huron reached across to take up the bottle and pour for her. 


Kris lifted the drink tentatively. It was a deep blue-green and smelled like disinfectant, machine oil, and some unnamable spice. “What the hell is this?” she asked the table at large. 


N’Komo and Dance laughed. Huron replied, “That’s a very good question. A while ago, it was brandy. Then it was Maxor vodka, a very good year”—more barking laughter—“and at this point, I’m terribly sorry to say, I’ve lost track.” 


Kris sipped gingerly. It made her sinuses sting and her eyes water. She coughed. “Jesus!” They all lifted their glasses to her and cheered. “You’re supposed to drink this?” 


“Well, it also makes a damn fine degreaser,” Huron drawled. “Krieger here once tried to use it as a fuel-air explosive. I’d stay the hell away from his bunk tonight if I were you.” 


“Fuck you, Huron!” Krieger called out, laughing.


Kris sipped again. It actually didn’t taste so bad once you got used to the sting. 


“No doubt, you will discover your own uses for it in the fullness of time.” Huron poured another glass for himself, stood, and raised it. “Bumpers, gentleman. To Kris—who introduced the Doms to a whole new universe of hurt!” They all stood, raised their glasses, cried her name out loud, and downed their drinks in a go. Kris went along, swallowing hers in a gulp. Something explosive happened behind her eyes and the room spun wildly. 


“Shit!” She blinked furiously and blotted her eyes on her sleeve. 


“Please,” said Huron, “there are ladies present.” 


The party’s trajectory climbed to its apogee not long after that and then began a gradual descent. They drank a toast to each of Kris’s victory missions, although she got away with just sipping on these occasions, and then to other, more dubious, achievements. N’Komo told a number of doubtful stories, and they switched to something that was pale amber and surprisingly pleasant after the violent blue-green stuff. The third round claimed Dance as the first casualty. Glassy eyed and wearing a tetanic grin, he was starting a slow slide to the floor when Huron took out his xel and tapped a code on it. A trio of Trafalgar’s liberty men, led by a senior chief, arrived momentarily and conducted the paralytic ensign away. Krieger and Tole were not far behind, although both managed to retreat under their own power, more or less. 


Alcohol affected Kris strangely. She did not drink often, and when she did, she rarely got drunk, at least by naval standards. Her sense of hearing tended to become almost painfully acute, her sense of smell might change, and sometimes her perception of visual details was heightened, while at other times things took on a gauzy quality, and time was not always quite what it should be. 


Right now she was observing Huron closely, the lines around his eyes as he laughed, the way his lips moved, the pause and slight inhalation, and how his right eye narrowed as he prepared to deliver a bon mot. His occasional habit of rubbing the bridge of the broken nose he’d never had fixed because it rendered his features less boyish. His dark expressive eyes, now warm with a look she hadn’t seen before and could not place. 


He was not nearly as drunk as he should have been, having consumed an unreasonable amount of liquor—or at least he didn’t seem to be. His sense of humor had gotten even more outrageous and his commentary had ascended to heights few CEF officers would dare attempt, but his movements remained assured, while across the table N’Komo’s smile got ever more rigid and his speech ever slower—he was now ordering his words with exaggerated care. At last he stood, bade them a fond goodnight, and navigated his way through the tables with only a moderate weave, leaving them a bottle with a few centimeters still in it. 


Huron followed N’Komo with a considering eye until he reached the door and then picked up the bottle with a sigh. “It would be impious to waste this.” 


Kris was not sure about that, but she did not object to his topping off her glass. Huron drained the remainder and sat back in his chair. Romney’s was quiet at this hour, the remaining patrons being those who went about their search for oblivion in a most dedicated manner. Swirling the amber liquid, he smiled at her—a becoming smile. 


“You have done a lot of damn fine work, Kris. I congratulate you.” 


He sounded utterly sincere, and Kris’s blush would have been much more noticeable had not the alcohol already brought a high color to her face. “Thank you, sir.” 


“How about: Thank you, Rafe.” His eyes caught hers in a most disconcerting way. “Or is that too much to ask?” 


Kris felt the heat rising anew in her cheeks. She dropped her gaze. “No. No, it’s not.” Then, eyes still lowered: “I know I haven’t made things easy on you.” 


“This job isn’t about easy, Kris.” 


“I just want ya to know—” 


“I know.” He smiled, looking into his drink. “Not sorry you came then?” 


“No!” The vehemence in her voice startled her. “I mean—I’m glad I didn’t miss it. Thanks for gettin’ after me.” 


She waited for some rejoinder, some witty repartee, but he said nothing. Then, after a minute, his eyes still on his drink, he remarked, “It is getting late, though.” 


Not out of nowhere, but out of a place she hadn’t charted yet, came the urge to touch him—reach across that meter between them and place her hand along the smooth plane between his cheekbone and the angle of his jaw. The urge was strong enough that she pulled her hands back into her lap and, for a long moment, forgot to breathe. 


Why not? she asked the space between them. Letting her hands go up to the edge of the table, she caught his eye as he looked up—a direct gaze, both earnest and apprehensive. 


“Maybe we should call it a night?” Her voice was soft in this space they’d just made their own. 


Huron read her look, weighed and measured it, and glanced down again. Raising his eyes a heartbeat later, he gave her that asymmetric smile. “Did you just make a pass at a superior officer?” 


Kris shrugged, the blush flaming against her pale skin. “Umm—I—ah, I guess. Yeah.” 


His eyes stayed on her. “Is that something you really want?” 


Her teeth indented her lower lip. “Rafe . . . why don’t you ever tell me what you want?” 


“Because you’re worth waiting for.” 


“Waiting for what?” 


“For you to be sure you’re ready.” 


He stretched out one hand, placing it on the table between them, palm up. After a few seconds, she reached across the distance—once so great—and took it. 


“You can stop waiting.” Her voice wavered as she squeezed his hand. They stood up together, and she nodded towards the exit. “It’s just a short walk.” 


After that, she never knew what went wrong. Maybe she was a bit too rough—or he a little too hurried. Maybe it was just too soon. Whatever it was, suddenly something curdled inside her and all she could think of was Trench. Trench’s fingers, Trench’s eyes, there in the room with them. Together on the couch—her shirt off, his open, zippers undone—she pushed him away. 


“Look, maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” 


Huron let her go, accepting the rebuff, but a little too drunk to let it slide without a comment. Still holding her hand, he tried to guess what was bothering her and, not unexpectedly, he guessed wrong. 


“Kris, this doesn’t have to mean—” 


She snatched her hand out of his. “Mean what?” 


“Well . . . anything,” Huron finished, a little lamely. 


“You sonofabitch! You motherfuck’n son of a bitch!” She surged off the couch, away from him, all interest in rationality blown away by the clumsy answer. “What do you mean it doesn’t mean anything? Is that whatcha want? A little slave-bred whore-girl who’ll suck it ’n chuck it and not mean anything? Well fuck you, Huron! When you’re the one crawling around on your hands and knees getting fucked in the ass, it goddamn well means something!” 


Huron hadn’t been prepared for an attack; maybe his response was natural. But all she heard was the confusion that rendered his tone maddening. “Kris—that isn’t . . . When you—” 


“When I what?” she snarled over her shoulder, her back rippling with anger. “Get mouthy? Not nice and quiet so you can handle ’em? What’s the matter, Huron? On your knees, cunt—that’s how it goes. Come on, asshole! Say it—take a shot!” 


Realizing the problem at last, Huron collected his wits and got off the couch—slowly. He extended an arm to her, placating. She jerked away.


Trying to be apologetic, he began, “I’m sorry, Kris—” 


“Fuck you!” she screamed, spinning on him. “Don’t you ever call me that!” 


“But it’s your—” 


Her open hand cracked across his face. “It’s not! Goddamnyou! It’s not!” The room was full of other people now: Mangle, Strich, the Slime Line Crew, the ’tween-desks whores—and Trench. Everywhere she looked, Trench. Trench who’d first called her that. Trench who’d raped away her life, her dreams, her name. Trench who couldn’t even leave her own name . . . 


Instinctively she lashed out—hit something hard. Hit it again. But hands were grabbing her now: Trench’s hands, coming to rape and rob again. Trench’s hands that never let go. She twisted, screaming, fighting as she’d fought that first time, but the hands were trapping her, holding her, and she fell gagging to the floor—feeling Trench all over her—gagged again and lost herself in a paroxysm of vomiting. She heaved again and again, retching until her abdomen burned—until she brought up nothing but the ghost of Trench’s stinking blood. 


Someone lifted her, gripping her around the waist, around her painfully quaking abdominals. She batted feebly at the arms carrying her and was dumped into something hard and cold. Water hit her forcefully in the face, shocking and merciless, flooding down her front, purging away vomit and Trench. Strong and impersonal fingers went to work, removing the rest of her clothing—no, no, stop it, you’re dead—but the hands would not let go, the fingers continued to work. She was too weak to resist, too blind to see, water and hair and something that must be soap in her eyes. She began to cry, massive tearing sobs that ripped fire through her strained abdominals, a hoarded decade of unshed tears—and the hands kept stripping her—and she began to kick, banging painfully against hard metal, while somewhere in a dark recess of her overwrought brain a little piece of her woke up and said: What the fuck’s the matter with you? He’s dead goddammit! Stop it! 


But she couldn’t stop it, and with her crying and kicking tried to drown out the little voice—that fucking little traitor voice—who wouldn’t let her be alone with her agony. And the hands kept doing what they were doing, and she kept doing what she was doing, and at last the paroxysm beat itself to death against the shower’s metal walls. 


*     *     *


She lay on something soft: a bed—her bed—wrapped in a warm, fuzzy robe with someone wiping her face with a warm, wet cloth. She hurt all over and her mouth tasted terrible. The cloth wielder seemed to realize this and held a glass to her lips. 


“Here, try this. Don’t swallow.”


It was astringent tasting and smelled of herbs. She washed it over her tongue, behind her molars, and spat it back into the glass. A little dribbled down her chin, and the cloth obligingly wiped it away.


“Better?” 


She nodded. 


“Want anything?” 


“A drink,” she croaked. 


“Be right back.” 


She heard footsteps leave and the taps running. She realized she was wearing a T-shirt and underwear beneath the robe, both still damp. The footsteps returned. 


She looked up for the first time and saw Huron standing there offering a glass of water and smiling gently, but with concern crinkled around his dark eyes. She took the glass, drinking gratefully. He settled on the edge of the bed. 


“What’s your name?” 


“Loralynn,” she answered, still raspy-voiced. She cleared her throat. “Loralynn Kennakris.” 


“Pleased to meet you, Loralynn”—his accent gave it a funny, soft lilt—“I’m Rafe Huron.”


They shook hands. She finished her water, reached out to put the glass on the bedside table, and dropped it when she saw him clearly. He snatched it out of the air as it fell. 


“Oh shit, Huron. Did I do that?” The left side of his face had a mark like a bright red leaf on it, overlaid with four neat scratches, and a bruise was beginning to show purple to the right of his split lower lip. He had rips in his uniform shirt and god knows what else. 


“Nah,” he said smiling, which must have hurt his mouth. “Some guys came in here and beat the shit out of me while you were taking a bath. They did clean up the living space, though.” 


She dropped her eyes. “Oh, shit,” she repeated. “I’m sorry, Huron—” 


“Hey, no fair,” he cut her off. “Huron’s my father. I’m not calling you—” 


“No. Please don’t.” 


“I won’t, Loralynn.” Funny, it sounded so pretty the way he said it. “You know,” he went on, “I think that’s the most beautiful name I ever heard.” He sounded like he meant it, and that hurt somehow. She had to make a joke about it just to put a barrier in the way. 


“Is that a line?” 


“I don’t know,” he answered in a similar tone. “If it was, would it work?” 


That made her laugh, and laughing made her belly hurt. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 


“Then I’ll keep it in mind.” 


They both laughed, and the pain made Kris turn it into a groan. “Oh gawd, I’m a mess.” 


“Yeah,” he agreed, and then his face lost its bantering look. “You gonna be alright, Kri—ah, Loralynn?”


The self-consciousness in his voice made her want to laugh again, but she swallowed it. Somehow, that name lost all its power when he fumbled it like that. 


“Y’know,” she began, looking away from his eyes, “I suppose you’ve earned the right to call me whatever you want.” 


“I like Loralynn.” 


“Yeah, me too.” Especially when you say it like that. 


“But it could get messy on the comms.” 


Which reminded her of several unpleasant facts—like she was a jig and he was a senior combat officer. Goddammit! How was this going to be explained? If NavMed found out she’d freaked out like this, she’d lose her flight rating for sure. 


And they were going to find out. Just as soon as some fuck’n brass hat saw Huron looking like he’d been through a fleet action—and lost. Shit. They’d been after her for years, saying she was unstable, and now she’d gone and handed them her wings on a bed of lettuce. She groaned, and Huron put his hand on her shoulder. 


“Hey, it’s alright.” 


“Like fuck it is.” 


“It’s all right,” he enunciated, as if maybe she hadn’t understood. “I—” 


“Christ, Hur—Rafe . . .” Dammit, now she’d done it too! “You know what they’re gonna do when they find out. I mean”—she gestured—“about this.” 


“Me sitting on your bed?” he asked with exaggerated innocence. “Nothing in the regs against that. Three-grade rule.” 


She counted deliberately. It took a moment. “It’s four grades.” 


“Whatever.” 


“Oh—” She bit down hard on it. “Y’know what I mean.” 


“Yeah,” he said heavily. “I know what you mean. Look, Kris”—he said it unconsciously and somehow it didn’t bother her at all—“you’ve been cranking on that wire since I met you. It was going to snap. They always do. We all knew it. BFD. But there’s no reason for this to leave the room.” Impulsively, he took her hand in his, covering it with his other hand. His palms were dry and warm. “The nearest heavy’s over at the HQ Annex. The CO’s at CYGCOM until next weekend. I’m on furlough, you’re on leave—” 


“But I have to check in with HQ—” 


“I suggest you lie low for two or three days. No one’s gonna notice a few days and everyone knows what an evening at Romney’s is like after a cruise.” He winked. “Tell ’em food poisoning or something—there’ll be a lot of that going around. It’ll be fine.” 


She nodded. 


He stood. “Sure you’re okay?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Alright.” He reached into his wallet, pulled out a card, and handed it to her. “Here’s where I’m staying for the next few days. It’s not far. Call if you need anything”—he smiled—“unofficial. I’m not doing any work this week.” 


“Brentagne’s?” That was all it said, besides a contact sigil and standard map ref. She’d never heard of it. 


“Yeah, it’s a house-of-ill-repute here in Old Town.” 


She squinted at him. “Are you kidding?” There was no telling with Huron sometimes—he said the most outrageous things that later turned out to be true. Maybe staying at a pricy whorehouse wasn’t really that outrageous? 


He just smiled, then touched his lip—it was bleeding again—and raised his eyebrows. “Come and see.” 


She was tempted to throw the card at him. She didn’t. She held it tightly in her hand. He turned to go. “Good night, Loralynn.” Very soft, very sweet. 


“Good night, Rafe.” 


When the outer door hissed closed and locked, she felt tears well up again and spill over onto her cheeks. But they were brand-new tears this time. 










Chapter One



Mather’s Landing
 Epona, Cygnus Sector 


Kris returned from an early AM run in a surly mood. The weather had been dreary, even for Epona, and she’d managed to oversleep, which meant she had to cope with more foot traffic on her preferred route than she liked (what she liked was none), and the exercise had not raised her spirits like it usually did. Running was probably her least favorite form of exercise—she much preferred sparring, but finding sparring partners off-ship at 0530 was difficult. On board, she could often get Huron interested in a bout, as long as he already had a pot of coffee in him (he usually did; off-watch, he was known for keeping eccentric hours), and they typically shared a long hot shower afterwards, no matter who won. 


Thinking of Huron now wasn’t helping her mental state either. It had been a week since that night. She hadn’t seen him again as he’d been called away for a few days, but the messages they’d exchanged were cordial—or a little more than cordial—and that had ratcheted up the tension she felt in unexpected ways. Her strong urge—to clear the air between them, somehow set things straight—was not one she’d known before, and few people could have been less well equipped to deal with it. Yet she believed she needed to deal with it—not wait for him. For one thing, she wasn’t sure whose court the ball was in now, and this same belief, which had no center or origin point she could discern, seemed to be telling her that this was not something she could justly lay at his feet. 


Unfortunately for her frayed nerves, he wasn’t expected back until the next day cycle at the earliest when she was scheduled to report for her new assignment on the heavy maintenance depot orbiting overhead, meaning it’d probably be the next duty week before she could arrange to see him. So when she entered her apartment, heard the xel she’d left behind warbling, and saw the console flashing an amber alert screen, all she could think was that this was really shaping up to be another stellar day. 


Stalking across the living space with her mouth set in a grim line, she snatched up her xel. The message automatically opened: “Second Notice: Lieutenant (Junior Grade) Loralynn Kennakris, #LTK 059 413. Per NAVMED Instructions”—her eyes skipped over the list of digits only a bureaucrat could love—“you are hereby required to report to”—skimming the address and map reference—“for routine PSYCHEVAL at 1430 hours, this date: DTG—” 


Yeah, I know that’s today, assholes. Furling the xel, she tossed it aside. Of all the fuck’n things to hafta deal with right now . . . 


The first notice, along with an automatic deferral, had come through a month ago while they were on a “good-will” tour of Karelia. She’d been hoping that out here, where everything took longer, it might be another month before they caught up with her. A lot could happen in a month. 


It was usual to give flight officers a psycheval after a long deployment, and Kris had been showing signs of acute stress. Huron knew it, her squadron mates knew it, and Commander Calvin Mertone, Trafalgar’s new DSRO, undoubtedly knew it, too. As DSRO, Mertone wasn’t in her administrative chain of command, but he was responsible for flight operations which gave him a lot of say regarding her fitness. So she was pretty sure he was behind this insistence on having her psycheval now. He’d called her in the second day after that night with Huron—some stupid bullshit about that incident with the Andaman slaver they’d had to let go back in Winnecke IV—and he would’ve had to have been blind not to notice the shape she was in. 


He probably thought it was the answer to his prayers. There was a whole transfusion’s worth of bad blood between them, stemming from an incident back at the Academy, when he’d been an instructor and she his student. There’d been a graduation party, he’d been drinking, it’d been late. She still wasn’t totally clear on what happened—she had no memory of the actual incident—but it led to allegations of sexual harassment against him and assault against her, which had subsequently been hushed up as a “misunderstanding.” The war was still in its disastrous early phase then and convening an official inquiry over a confused case of “he said/she said” wasn’t on anyone’s list of priorities. 


Even so, the incident cost Mertone the DSRO billet on Trafalgar, which he’d been lobbying hard for, while Kris got a coveted posting to the big new carrier’s recon wing, under Huron. Mertone had been assigned—effectively exiled—to a staff posting at CGHQ Nereus. It was a serious professional blow, and one Kris was sure he hadn’t forgotten. 


After he’d spent over a year in that exile (missing the entire war), Trafalgar’s DSRO billet opened up again. Mertone had reapplied, been selected, and reported about a month ago. While he hadn’t done anything overt, Kris found him easy enough to read, and she had no doubt in her mind he was gunning for her. A negative psycheval would almost surely spell the end of her career as a flight officer. If the examiner was determined to be a real shit about it, they might even get her dismissed from the Service on a psychiatric disability. However it was diced, pushing her psycheval through now gave him a chance of paying her back with compound interest, and maybe then some. 


At least, it had been a week since that night. Kris could still feel the bile burns in her throat, the soreness in her elbows and knees, but the raw feelings that might show up in a psycheval were under control. She’d have to lock things down more than usual this time—not so much that it would raise alarms, though—and hope the examiner would just want to get it over with. If this was the best that bald fucker could come up with, she’d deal with it. She’d handled worse. 


*     *     *


At 1430 exactly (meaning she was actually five minutes late), Kris walked into Epona Outstation’s medical annex, in a nondescript building on the outskirts of Mather’s Landing, not too far from the shuttle port. All official buildings on Epona were nondescript, with the same dull exteriors and the same boxy architecture (if it even deserved that term) made lumpish by rounding off the corners. 


Inside, the décor was muted pastels, unfortunate and no doubt decreed by some colonial Minister of Health and Human Services. The CEF would have unquestionably opted for their own scheme, but the planners had concluded that Epona did not warrant dedicated medical facilities, so the outstation shared this space with a civil one, and that apparently meant pastels. The only sign of anything overtly military was the two CSPs supposedly guarding the entrance she’d come through. The Colonial Shore Police were rarely held in high esteem (especially on a station like this, where they were frequently contractors), and these two appeared to be average examples of that unimpressive breed. 


At the front desk, she handed her ID to a pudgy receptionist as nondescript as the building: a wispy haired local with a weak smile and a faded chroma-tan (Epona’s denizens hardly ever got the full benefit of what ruddy light their primary could provide). He scanned her in and gave the ID back with that feeble smile unmoved. “Take the lifts to the second floor, then right past the stairwell. It’s the third office on the left, number two-oh-seven.” 


Kris slid her ID back into her wallet. “Thanks.” 


“Commander Quillan.” 


“What?” Her stomach clenched hard. 


The receptionist blinked at her tone. “Commander E.E. Quillan. That’s your doctor today.” 


Fuck! Had Mertone known that? She’d had no idea Quillan was on this station. He must’ve just come in—maybe on Fidelia? Mertone probably knew her history with Quillan. Yeah, he’d have made a point to know it. God fuckin’ dammit—she’d already checked in . . . 


Seething with acid feelings, she walked off without a word, boot heels punishing the tile floor. 


The man Kris saw when the door to office 207 slid aside had not changed in any appreciable way from the thin cold gray humorless medical director she’d met on LSS Arizona, the day they took her off Harlot’s Ruse. He still radiated that same obdurate professional rigidity, and Kris thought he wasn’t any happier to see her than she was to see him. He’d been expecting her, certainly, and there was something pointed in his gaze. 


Ya think maybe I’ll make your day, is that it? 


Looking ostentatiously at the time, he waved her in with an impatient sweep of his hand. “Let us get started, Lieutenant. I imagine you are as anxious to have done with this as I am.” 


That was strangely flip from a man like Quillan, and it set her teeth on edge. He directed her to the examination couch with the familiar racks of equipment beside it. “Do make yourself comfortable,” he told her as he activated the system. “As you are familiar with this procedure, I take it we can dispense with the standard preamble, Lieutenant?” 


Kris doffed her cap and set it aside. “Sure”—denying him rank. Let him write her up for that. 


Reclining, she unsealed her tunic to allow him to attached the monitor leads to her chest, neck, and forehead. As he finished with that and attached the final lead to her right wrist along with a blood-pressure cuff, a side door opened behind her. Twisting her neck, she saw an orderly had entered the room. 


What the fuck?! 


The acid in her gut spiked. It wasn’t usual to have an orderly present—not that she knew anyway—and not one like this. This guy was big—a beefy, slab-sided specimen with a broad, coarse-featured face set in a scowl of sterling insensitivity. He moved into a corner and stood there, burly arms crossed. 


“Who’s he?” She made no attempt to keep the bite out of her voice. 


“My assistant,” Quillan replied. “Do not concern yourself. Let us begin.” 


Seeing no other choice, Kris subsided, and Quillan started the procedure. The psycheval followed its accustomed course, each set of questions being asked twice, with the second set under examination. As expected, the neural induction probes caused mild feelings of spatial disorientation and drowsiness, but nothing unusual happened until midway through the second set, when Quillan asked, “Your victims?” 


Kris blinked rapidly. “Huh?” 


“The people you kill. You have killed rather a large number. Did they all deserve it?” 


Her chest became constricted. “Pretty much.” 


“Would you kill them by any means? Any means in your power?” 


She flexed her pectorals against the bands of tension clamping down. “That—depends.” 


“On what? On what does it depend?” 


The tightness increased, forcing her to gasp for breath. “Dunno. Look—” 


“Describe your relationship with Captain Trench in one word.” 


A sudden feeling like broken glass in her lungs. “Fuck you!” 


“What are your feelings for Rafe Huron? Your most recent feelings?” 


“Fuck you!” Get up—get up dammit—get the fuck out—


Something pricked her on the inside of the right elbow. Her eyes snapped open. Quillan had inserted an IV.


She started to sit up. 


“Do not move, Lieutenant,” Quillan commanded, harsh-voiced, as he injected a small ampoule into the IV. “This is per protocol. Your responses are spiking unusually. This will help the procedure.” 


If he’d refrained from that last sentence, Kris might have bought it, but the edge in his voice betrayed that he was lying. She ripped the IV free just as the drugs hit her bloodstream, making the walls flash brilliant colors and begin to flex. Lunging to her feet, she snapped off the monitor leads, and the crushing sensation in her chest vanished. 


“Lieutenant!” Quillan shrilled, and the orderly’s massive arms seized her from behind. For all his concerns about Kris’s capacity for violence, Quillan was used to dealing with people acting under naval discipline. He also had faith in the size of his orderly, not understanding what a woman who’d learned unarmed combat from Sergeant Major Yu was capable of. 


So he stepped away from his chair and tried to grab Kris by the shoulders. His awkward stance gave her the perfect target, and she kicked hard. Her boot made solid contact with his crotch. His eyes bulged as his face went chalk-white, and his thin mouth stretched wide in an airless, silent scream. Curling spasmodically around the shattering pain, his descending chin met her rising knee with a resounding crack. He collapsed in a boneless heap. 


The orderly, holding Kris in a bear hug, lifted her bodily—another mistake. She snapped her head back, catching his jaw. It wasn’t a telling blow, but it surprised him enough to loosen his grip slightly. She tore an arm free and rammed her sharp elbow into his ribs with adrenaline-fueled viciousness. Beneath the layers of fat and muscle, she felt bone break. 


He staggered, uttered an ox-like grunt and dropped her. Instantly, she pivoted, catching him in an arm bar and twisted hard. With the wet, sodden pop of cartilage parting, his left shoulder went. The man was tough—with a low bestial growl, he swung at her with a mammoth fist, a powerful, ungainly punch that she dodged easily. Her foot lashed out and smashed his braced knee—never lock your knees, ya stupid fuck. It buckled, he began to topple, and her fist struck right in front of his ear with all her weight and explosive rage behind it. His head slammed into the wall, rebounded, and he pitched onto his face, landing across Quillan’s unmoving form. 


Panting savagely, Kris straightened, rubbing her bruised knuckles. Don’t hit a man with a closed fist—that advice from Sergeant Major Yu surfaced weirdly in her disordered mind. Yeah, well . . . She shook that hand. It stung like a son of a bitch, but nothing felt broken. 


Oh fuck’n Christ. That thought came as the redness began to clear from her vision and she took in the wreckage heaped before her. You really slam-fucked it this time. Her breath was slowing to a series of irregular gulps, almost like broken sobs, and her shoulders had started to shake. She picked up a towel off a metal tray and swabbed her face and throat with it, trying to breathe through the tremors. The urge to run was so strong it made the muscles in her legs jump, and she felt a cold prickling in her hands and up the back of her forearms. 


Don’t freak—that won’t help nothin’. As if anything would help. If she thought she’d served up her career on a bed of lettuce before, now she’d deep-fried it. 


Biting her lip, she considered her options. There weren’t many. They’d come around to haul her ass off soon enough, but she’d be damned if she was gonna wait for them here. It wouldn’t take ’em long to find her—where was there to go anyway? 


Dropping the towel in the trash, she smoothed her hair back, put her cap back on, and sealed her tunic. Breathing more evenly, she palmed the door open, stepped into the corridor, and with a quick look at the lifts, jogged towards the stairs. 


Exiting the stairwell, Kris glanced left and right for any signs of undue activity. There were none. The pudgy receptionist was still at the front desk, and the CSPs were still there, one by the entrance and the other farther down the hall, chatting up a cute medical assistant over a cup of coffee. Shaking a twitch out of her shoulders, she started towards the entrance with a determined gait. 


Hearing her approach, the receptionist looked up, his expression full of puzzled consternation. “Ah, ma’am? I don’t show a completion cert from Dr. Quillan.” 


Kris paused by the desk. “Somethin’ came up. We’re gonna have to reschedule.” 


“Oh?” He glanced at Kris’s face and hastily down at his console. “Let me call the doctor and see.” 


“I don’t think you’re gonna get through.” 


“Ah—” The man was fidgeting now, and the closer of the two CSPs was starting to take notice. The other one was still sipping his coffee and hitting on the cute med-assistant. They were a fair distance apart— 


“I’ve got Dr. Quillan’s calendar right here.” The receptionist coughed theatrically. “Let me see what times—” 


“Jus’ blink me a message when you get a hold of ’im.”


She turned towards the entrance. The CSP there had gotten his partner’s attention, and both were sidling over. As he came near, Kris gave him a nod. 


“How’s your day been going?”—locking eyes with the man. “Good so far?” 


The CSP sized her up and licked his lips. “Tolerable, Lieutenant.” 


“Let’s hope it stays that way.” 


Before he could react, a few long purposeful strides took her to the entrance and through it, out into the dim foggy light and a sullen drizzle. She’d be wet through by the time she got where she was going. 


Yeah. A stellar day. She’d been right about that. Absolutely stellar. 










Chapter Two



Mather’s Landing
 Epona, Cygnus Sector 


What a fuck’n miserable way to end a career. Kris stabbed morosely at the ice in her poisonously green drink. Three hundred eighty-seven days, fifty-one victories, four decorations, including that Distinguished Flying Cross with Clusters and a Senatorial citation for valor. Wasted. Blown away in half a twisted moment . . . 


She went back to torturing the ice in the bottom of the tall funnel-shaped glass. Shards of it and viscous green liquid swirled thickly. You finally got me, you dead fucker. Although you’re not really dead, are ya? I still carry you around in my head. 


Anton Trench, captain of the contract slaver Harlot’s Ruse—her owner and the man who’d first called her Kris—had gotten his revenge, just over a thousand days late. Reached up out of the grave she’d put him in and nailed her. For the longest time, she hadn’t remembered doing that. Then, about four months ago, the memories had started to seep out: confused flashes and vivid scraps that would shock her awake at night. At times, she could almost convince herself it was just an especially lucid nightmare—one that always ended with Trench laughing at her—but then she’d catch a veiled comment or the tag end of a distorted rumor told third-hand and a little while later some new detail would be called up. And the more she remembered, the harder she tried to forget. 


But not for much longer. Tomorrow or the next day, or some day after that, chances were the med-techs would arrive and banish those memories—and Trench—forever. And everything else. 


A hell wallpapered with happy little smiles . . . 


She’d rather administer her own medicine. The drink—a near-lethal concoction of Maxor vodka, Hotch whiskey, and lime ice—hadn’t been purchased for the flavor. It was a one-way ticket to drunken oblivion, a state she had been trying to achieve for some hours. So far, it hadn’t been working out. 


Mechanically, she sipped the Hotch & Vodka, her upper lip curling against the aromatic vapor that lay burning on her tongue and stung as it invaded her nose. Damn, this stuff got stronger with every sip. Groping, she snatched up a waiting beer chaser and took a long pull. The foaming, malt-sour fluid washed around in her mouth and killed the congener sting. She swallowed, then inhaled deeply to clear her sinuses. 


No, this wasn’t working at all. Getting drunk had never been one of the things she did well, although she was making fair progress towards getting sick. Perhaps being sick was as good a distraction as being drunk. She raised the glass to her mouth; the smell made her stomach roll. 


Then again, maybe not. 


She put the glass back down and began to move it in aimless patterns around the table, leaving trails of condensation behind. Brushing back a strand of chestnut hair escaping from the regulation hairstyle, she glanced up through the thick fume-burdened air of Romney’s and looked around. 


Tonight it was fairly quiet, just a group of rates in tan maintenance fatigues talking among themselves at the bar and a few solitary drinkers littered here and there. The live sex show was in full swing; five players, including one she thought was a hermaphrodite, cavorting under laser-lights in a mirrored antigrav globe. Nobody was paying much attention. Even the working girls seemed to be keeping to themselves tonight. 


That was fine with her. Nothin’ to do anyway but wait. 


She resumed playing with her drink, pushing ice fragments up the glass walls and watching them slide back down into the slush at the bottom. It was time for something less corrosive. She began to search the drinks menu. 


“Hi, Kris.” The voice took her by surprise. She looked up from the fuzzy menu display in the table and squinted at the speaker, backlit by the uncertain glow of the cracked overhead luminates. 


“Oh. Hi, Huron.” She didn’t salute. “Ya here to arrest me?” 


“I thought we should talk.” Huron pulled out the chair opposite her and slid his tall frame into it. 


“What’d ya wanna talk about?” 


He looked pointedly at her drink. “I see you’re serious.” 


“Yep.” 


“You also look like hell.” 


She raised the glass to him. “Why thank you, Commander.” 


But the smeary reflection in the plastic table top agreed with him. Her cheeks were drawn and pale, and in the flickering greenish light the thin, pursed line of an old scar high on one cheek stood out abnormally. She had lines around her mouth and eyes, and she noticed that in this light, her eyes took on almost the same poisonous yellow-green shade as her drink. As if the venom in her thoughts were leaking out . . . 


“You wanna drink while we’re talkin’? Or would that get you com-pro-mised.” She broke the word apart derisively. 


“A short one won’t hurt.” 


Kris aimed her credit chip at the slot by the dumbwaiter—had some difficulty inserting it. She was drunker than she’d thought. In the table-top reflection, her little gold bars winked mockingly at her from the collar tabs of her gray fatigues. When they first pinned them on her, she remembered someone saying—it might have N’Komo—that in the SRF they were called Jack Sprats because one bar was fat and one was thin, like she was supposed to get the joke. 


Some fuck’n joke alright . . . 


Kris picked a Mothan Cream off the menu, and Huron selected a brandy. She frowned at him, trying to read the eclipsed emotions in his eyes, while the dumbwaiter obligingly disgorged their drinks onto the table. She resumed their interrupted conversation. 


“So what d’ya wanna talk about besides I’m serious and I look like hell?” 


Reaching into the breast pocket of his fatigues, he pulled out a flimsy and skated it across the table at her. Kris picked it up and unfolded it carefully. Her lips moved as she read it: “DTG: 30.1744.42. Pursuant to General Order 17.2, para.3: Striking or threatening to strike . . . or causing an affray . . . general inquiry . . . flight rating suspended . . . report aboard . . . confined to quarters—” 


She crumpled the flimsy and shot it across the table to him. “Yeah, I heard all that. That DTG’s outta duty hours—I don’t take orders off duty. ’Zat why no provosts showed up? They hauled your ass outta Brentagne’s to come find me an’ serve that all correct and proper?” 


Brentagne’s had turned out to be Brentagne’s Core Systems, a company Huron’s family owned. The “house of ill-repute” he’d mentioned was the local headquarters. He was using his furlough to take care of some family business. 


“Yes,” Huron answered, stirring his drink absently with his right index finger. “But I thought you should first have a chance to explain why you kicked Quillan in the balls.” 


“Oh.” Kris’s fingers flexed and unflexed around the squat mug of thick, alcohol-laden cream. “Well, I wouldn’t have kicked him if his goon orderly hadn’t grabbed me.” 


Huron’s eyebrows rose. Kris, staring into her drink, her lips compressed until they were nearly white, didn’t notice. 


“He deserved it anyway. Goddamn psych-voyeur asshole.” She sucked down a healthy gulp of the laced cream. “Y’know how long it’s been? I looked it up. One thousand eleven days, G-A-T”—with heavy sarcastic emphasis on the letters. “That’s two-point-seven-seven fuck’n GAT years exactly—an’ he does this”—her voice was rising to a dangerous pitch—“all cuz I was a slaver captain’s bitch! Jus’ a—” 


“Easy, Kris.” Huron tried to make his voice soothing, but still it came out with overtones of flint. “I know Quillan, remember?”


He did, and while Quillan might be cold, annoying, obsessively cautious, and dogmatic, he’d never struck Huron as vindictive. It seemed like pure bad timing that had brought LSS Fidelia, with Quillan aboard, into Epona two weeks ago. Quillan, due for rotation, had been assigned downside while he waited for his new billet to come through—just in time for Kris to be ordered to undergo a new psycheval. 


Unhappily, the same couldn’t be said for Commander Mertone. Huron, who’d taught Advanced Combat Maneuvering at the Academy that term, was briefly at the party that led up to the incident between Mertone and Kris, and (in common with others) had a pretty good idea of what must have happened. He was much clearer on the aftermath, in regards to Mertone’s career. As a fighter boss, Mertone was certainly competent, but he was also a Messian aristocrat: touchy, apt to be arrogant, and unlikely to ignore—or forget—an injury. As much as Huron hated the thought of a fellow officer crossing the line into actual malice, that was looking increasingly likely. 


The worst part was that Mertone now had a perfectly legitimate excuse. While there were definitely mitigating circumstances, the undeniable fact was that Kris had assaulted a superior officer—twice. What exactly had happened with Quillan wasn’t clear, and they couldn’t bring charges in his case without his word, assuming they knew about it, but they could force her to face a hostile inquiry. 


Huron folded his hands around his glass. “Maybe you should fill me in on exactly what happened.” 


“Yeah, okay.” She squinted and rubbed her knuckles across her forehead, struggling to get her alcohol-washed wits in order. “It wasn’t the next day—it was the day after. Mertone pinged me—wanted elaboration, he said, on some report. I couldn’t say no unless I checked into the infirmary and if I did that . . .” She waved a hand at her left arm and leg, where the bruises would have then been quite vivid. “So I went up top to see him.” 


Huron winced. If Kris had felt anything like he did that day, her condition could have been explained by the leftovers of a major-league hangover. Still, it might have inspired Mertone to press matters. Like Kris, he’d been surprised they’d ordered up a psycheval on such short notice. 


“Anyway, you remember that Andaman-registered slaver we tagged back in Winnecke IV?” 


Huron cocked his head, surprised. “He wanted to talk about that?” 


“Yeah—wanted clarification on our procedures and ROEs and protocols for determining the acceptable level of employed force and the dev’l . . .”—she focused hard to get the word out—“devolution of constituted authority and all this shit.” 


Huron’s eyes narrowed as he tapped the side of his glass with an index finger. Bringing up such old news was suspicious in itself. Was he trying to revive that too? Or just goad Kris into acting rash? 


“What else did he say?” 


Kris made a broad, disgusted gesture. “Started in on how aggression was all fine in its place—admired a zealous officer—different situation now—this fuck’n smirk all over his face—critical to follow established procedures—recon ops not to be confused with privateering expeditions . . .” 


This was heading in a dangerous direction, and Huron interrupted her before that tirade could really get going. Besides, a disquieting thought had just occurred to him. “Look, Kris, you . . .” He slit his eyes and regarded her closely. “You didn’t get up in his face about this?” 


“No . . . Not really.” Kris swiveled her head from side to side. “I mean, not much . . .” 


“Oh shit,” Huron hissed under his breath. “Kris—” 


“God dammit, Huron.” Kris slammed her elbows on the table, harder than she intended. The drinks jumped and splashed as she dropped her face into her hands. A spot of moisture leaked out of the corner of one eye, and she brushed at it angrily. “What I gotta do to keep these assholes off my back?” 


Huron leaned back in his chair, that distant look masking his features again. “You know what you have to do, Kris. You just won’t do it.” He glanced down into the brandy, began stirring it with a finger again. “I gotta say, habitually referring to your fighter boss as an asshole ain’t a real good start.” 


Kris revved up a nasty retort but swallowed it and chased the bitter aftertaste with a shot of cream. 


“Not like we haven’t warned you.” He picked up the crumpled sheet of buff plastic and pocketed it. “Go to the inquiry, Kris. Play the game—Yessir, Nosir, jus-wanna-serve-the-navy, sir. You know the drill.” His gaze lifted back to hers. “Armistice or no, we can’t afford to lose you, and for all Lo Gai may look like a hairy little bandit, you know he’s good with his people.” 


Kris snickered. Huron was probably one of the few people alive who could call their hirsute and diminutive commanding officer that and get away with it. Rear Admiral Sabr’s temper was as short as his inseam. “Yeah, so they say.” 


Huron frowned at the snide tone. “It’s true, Kris. I’ve never seen Lo Gai short-shank anyone under him. Push ’em out a lock maybe—” 


“Of course you haven’t—Homeworlder.” 


Huron spread his hands at the barb. “Kris, you’re not all on your own here. It’s just an inquiry at this point. There are ways to deal with this.” 


Kris sank back, with a deep tired sigh, deflated. You just don’t understand, do ya? 


“Understand what?” Huron asked quizzically. 


Kris started: she hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud. Damn! I am drunk. 


“I mean, Quillan,” Kris added in a shamefaced tone, “he started in on Trench. Then . . .” 


“Then what?” 


More tears squeezed past the dams of her lashes. Dammit, why do I cry when I’m drunk! “Then he tried to drug me. Ran an IV. Things got weird—all outta shape, y’know. I yanked the IV—then his goon was grabbing me and I kicked Quillan.” 


Huron dragged his hands down his face. This was bad. Quillan had been doing more than just a psycheval, he’d actually tried to run a chemically assisted probe. Which meant he was fishing deep. And there could be only one reason for that: with his original reports sealed, he was trying to get that data back any way he could—even by resorting to what amounted to chemical interrogation. That might excuse Kris, depending on . . . 


“What happened to the goon? After Quillan went down, I mean.” 


“I—um—he didn’t look too good. They don’t teach goon orderlies hand-to-hand, I guess.” 


“What did you do to him, Kris?” Huron’s tone was drawn out and long suffering. 


“Popped a shoulder, I think.” A pause. “His knee looked kinda funny, too.” 


Huron swore long and elaborately under his breath. That played right into their hands: they could use it and the night with him to establish a pattern of behavior. “Do they know about the other night?” 


Kris slid her eyes down and away, poking absently at the thick, tangy cream. Scrutinizing Huron, she saw that the bruise on the left side of his jaw had faded, but the scratches across his right cheek still showed faintly. Then she saw him returning the scrutiny and looked back into her drink. “Probably. He, ah . . . asked ’bout—us too. Makes me a medical problem, doesn’t it?” 


“Yep.” He shook his head. “I think you may have effectively transferred jurisdiction on this one.” 


That's why the order—at the point where had Kris had stopped reading it—mentioned “Possible chemical rehabilitation.” Chem-rehab was a medical issue. An inquiry, however serious, or even hostile, would have to admit statements from commanding officers, records of past conduct, facts in mitigation . . . but a medical hearing wouldn’t. It was strictly about mental competence and her psychological state. If that’s what this turned into, he’d be effectively frozen out unless he could get evidence of what Quillan had been trying to do. That would be grounds to move this to Admiralty Court, where he’d have a lot more leverage. And neither Quillan nor Mertone were above reproach— 


“Fuck’n hell, Rafe.” The cry came out a long, tired moan. “Every time I strap in I think about the million goddamned fuck’n gruesome things that could happen to me. I figured it for a short run, but . . . But now they’re gonna turn me into some fuck’n cutie-doll Quillan can sit on his desk with my head goin’ up-an-down.” Her voice had slurred, sliding into a lank drawl. “Jus’ like her . . .” 


Huron shifted, troubled by the changed inflection, but much more by her reference to Mariwen. Kris had visited Mariwen in the hospital in the days after the attack on the steps of Nemeton’s Grand Exhibit Hall—just as he had. They’d both witnessed the physically perfect wreck in the bed with the utterly vacant smile, speaking slowly and precisely, her voice with its lovely indescribable lilt reduced to a mechanized imitation of itself. And that, in essence, was what Quillan was threatening to inflict on Kris, based on his obdurate belief that Kris was dangerous. 


Frankly, Huron was a little surprised Quillan was still alive. “Kris?” 


She looked up as if waking from a dream. “Hmm?” 


“Lie low on this,” he said carefully. “Toe the line until—” 


“What? The giant fuck’n finger of Huron comes down an’ makes everything better?” 


“Let this one play its way through channels, Kris. Even if Quillan—” 


“Channels? Quillan is the fuck’n channel! Don’cha get this? He’s got this all wired in from—Fuck, I don’t know. Shit jus’ don’ always work like ya think it does.” 


Huron, inspecting Kris across the table, let a breath go. It was hopeless trying to get through to her right now. He needed a day or two to check Quillan’s recent records and to see if he could get the raw log of the psycheval. That alone would be enough to raise a reasonable doubt and buy some time. At the moment though, Kris would be much better off in her rack. 


“How are you feeling?” 


“Jus’ fragged out is all,” she muttered, dipping her finger in her drink and dabbling designs on the table. “I’ll stretch. Why?” 


“You’re mumbling slaver talk.” 


“Am I? Of all the rip-shit motherfuck’n things to . . .” 


Huron stood up, pulled her credit chip out of the dumb waiter. “Maybe you’d like to get some rest?” 


She shook more strands of hair out of her face, pushing them back ineffectually towards the nape of her neck. “Yeah, maybe.” 


“Would you like to go, Kris?” he urged gently. “What time is it, anyway?” 


“Oh-dark-thirty,” she muttered. “Don’ worry. There’s a graveyard shuttle. Won’t turn into a pumpkin for at least two hours.” 


“Y’know, I’ve never flown in a pumpkin,” Huron remarked. “How do they handle?” 


“Probably like shit,” Kris answered blearily. 


“Shall we go find out?” 


She stood up, stumbled a bit, and took refuge under Huron’s outstretched arm. “Sure. I ain’t got nothin’ to lose.” 


Outside Romney’s sealed interior, Epona’s night air hit Kris square between the eyes, cold and wet and reeking of dead sea creature. The smell was, in fact, from a type of yeast that grew in meter-thick sheets on enormous shallow beds along the margins of Epona’s tideless seas. This highly nutritious yeast was Epona’s major export. Usually the smell was not that bad, but now it made Kris want to gag. She closed her eyes and tried breathing through her mouth. 


A silver groundcar edged out from the alley behind Romney’s and Huron waved it by. The driver, a heavily muscled corporal, saluted with a choppy motion exaggerated by the distortions of the armor-glass windows, and the car accelerated down the deserted road. Kris looked longingly after it. Romney’s was about three klicks away from the shuttle port and clearly Huron meant to walk it. Odd. . . Huron had never seemed like a sadist before. 


She leaned heavily on his arm as they trudged down the melt-rock pavement, ripples of nausea washing through her. He kept up a light, aimless patter, the kind of absurdly neutral state dinner conversation he must have become adept at while still quite young. She listened with not even half an ear, her eyes straying now and again to the bright pinpoints of light above. One of those pinpoints was the LSS Trafalgar, Kris’s erstwhile home, and—beginning at 0615 this AM—her prison. 


Don’t be so g’damned impatient, she flung at a random winking light. I’m comin’. And in the best of company. 


The night air was working to clear some of the alcohol haze from her mind, and when her stomach settled enough that she could concentrate on what he was saying, she interrupted him. “Huron, I . . . uh, heard rumors that things are heatin’ up.” 


The arm she was leaning on stiffened, but in the dim light of Epona’s moon rings she couldn’t make out the expression on his face. “There are some indications, Kris.” 


“Heard that—ah—Halith’s beefin’ up the Asylum Fleet again.” 


Asylum was a secondary but important transit node here in Cygnus, an uninhabitable, asteroid-filled system that had been named by an Amalekite splinter group who thought the system could provide a sanctuary for their particular brand of fervent, narrow, rigid religiosity, free from all worldly temptation. The system was certainly free of worldly temptation, but also any means of worldly support, and within twenty years, the little colony had gone to meet the Maker, along with most of the colonists. That had been a century ago but the name remained, although now mariners used it not in the sense of a refuge but to mean: “You’d have to be crazy to go there.” 


Asylum formed a stellar triad with Miranda and Epona. These three systems controlled major routes between the League, the Karelian Republic in Perseus, and the Kepler Junction. Because Asylum provided an excellent forward base from which to cover Kepler, Halith occupied it at the beginning of the war and built a major orbital resupply base there, protected by a dedicated fleet. 


During the armistice talks that followed Wogan’s Reef, Asylum became a major bone of contention. The problem was that the League negotiators had “magnanimously” proposed to return to the status quo ante bellum. This position was disingenuous at best because the Bannermans changing sides after Wogan’s Reef had seriously weakened Halith’s overall position. 


The key to Halith’s eastern domains (as referenced to galactic north) was Novaya Zemlya. This vital nexus was protected by Tau Verde, a massively fortified system. But now, with Bannerman being an ally, the League could bypass Tau Verde via Zalamenkar, potentially destabilizing the whole of Halith’s Auriga sector. Worse yet, the League might even be able to occupy Amu Daria via this route. Amu Daria had been seeking independence for decades (by one means or another, including activities not far removed from terrorism), and if the League was able to find a solid foothold there, that would directly threaten Haslar and the critical Hissarlik transit node that served Halith Evandor itself. 


Faced with these intolerable possibilities, Halith responded with a radical proposition: all forces would be removed from Cygnus, including the Kepler Junction, and the whole region declared a demilitarized zone. This meant that the League would abandon Epona Outstation and pull Seventh Fleet back to Regulus, while Halith would surrender Asylum, with its resupply base and supporting fleet, and pull the Duke Albrecht Fleet, which still occupied Kepler, back to the Rho Ceti Principate. 


The League replied that it would be willing to consider the proposition if Halith agreed to allow the Principate to hold a monitored plebiscite to choose a new government. The current regime had been installed by what amounted to a Halith-supported coup, which had started the war. The League negotiators proposed that a joint commission be set up to arrange for and conduct the elections, and that a CEF Task Force be dispatched to monitor the elections and then remain there until the new regime was “stabilized,” while Halith deployed a unit of like force to protect their “interests.” The task force nominated was, in fact, Admiral Sabr’s—the one Kris and Huron belonged to. 


Halith, knowing full well that any fair elections would go against them, leading to their ejection and, very likely, Sabr’s powerful task force, or one like it, being permanently based there, adamantly refused. They would fight to the death rather than accept the League holding a knife to their collective throats on both sides of their domain. 


If the League would not agree to the original proposal, the Halith delegation insisted it must retain Asylum, purely for defensive purposes, as well as the control of Kepler to ensure the “freedom of navigation” through it. The real importance of Asylum to Halith, however, was that it gave them direct access to Miranda, which in turn allowed them to threaten Karelia, thus offsetting, to some degree, the League’s threat to their eastern domains. Miranda was home to a substantial pro-Halith minority, most of them colonists who had settled there during the half-century Miranda had been a Halith possession. This meant that any Halith incursion into Miranda would be met with a useful degree of popular support. Indeed, Miranda had already suffered one civil war, which the pro-Halith factions lost after the League intervened. With proper Halith support, it was unlikely they would lose again. 


The armistice had therefore been signed with the matter unresolved, the negotiators having agreed to deal with it by treaty. But the treaty talks had gone nowhere, and the last Kris had heard—about a month ago now—the talks had been broken off. The Duke Albrecht Fleet had not been withdrawn from Kepler, and Asylum Station remained active. 


Then three weeks ago, Admiral Joss PrenTalien had taken over Seventh Fleet with much fanfare. As the victor of Wogan’s Reef, PrenTalien being assigned to Seventh Fleet was, in itself, a kind of escalation. It was also anomalous. PrenTalien had been commander in chief of Pleiades Sector up until three months ago, when he stepped down in the wake of Fleet Admiral Westover’s resignation, and was succeeded by Hamish Burton, then Third Fleet’s CO. No one had expected PrenTalien to stay on the sidelines, but many were surprised when he accepted a “demotion” to relieve Vice Admiral Franklin Tannahill, Seventh Fleet’s well connected but unpopular commander. (This undoubtedly included Frank Tannahill, who’d thought he was immunized against such machinations and now found himself “promoted” to the General Advisory Board, where “old admirals” went to “fade away.”) 


Nor was this the only stirring of a vigorously bubbling pot. With Admiral Burton’s blessing, Admiral Narses, the new CNO, had transferred TF 34 to Seventh Fleet in exchange for TF 72, now redesignated TF 7/34 and TF 3/72, respectively. The move was justified on the grounds that TF 34 was already stationed at Epona, where it had been supporting Seventh Fleet, and Admiral Sabr had long been PrenTalien’s deputy. Task Force 72 was commanded by Tymon Murphy, a well-regarded young rear admiral, who had been Seventh Fleet’s acting commander for a time after the Battle of Kepler. Notably aggressive, he was given the role of Burton’s deputy, in which it was thought he would complement the new CinC’s methodical and somewhat cautious manner. 


More irregular, PrenTalien had been allowed to retain command of the flagship squadron of the Ardennes Strike Force, officially DREDRON Ardennes Tango, which was nominally Burton’s command. The rationalization for this was the loss of TF 72, which had contained the bulk of Seventh’s strike power. 


The true purpose of this arrangement, as anyone with an eye for strategy knew, was that it brought together in this most critical sector (and likely flash point) the CEF’s three most famed fleet commanders: PrenTalien, Lo Gai Sabr, and Admiral Devlyn Zahir, the commander in chief of Cygnus. This concentration of firepower—physical, intellectual, and also moral—was thought sufficient in itself to curb any Halith tendency towards mischief making, especially regarding Miranda, where Ardennes was now stationed. 


But then came these rumors that the Asylum Fleet was being reinforced. 


Kris gave in to her wishful thinking. “So I thought that—if things really are heatin’ up—well, over at Miranda, PrenTalien’s fighter-light. And since we’re the closest, I thought—thought they might pull a couple of squadrons . . .” She let the sentence trail off into embarrassed silence. 


Huron cracked his lopsided grin. “Divine intervention, Kris?” 


She leaned a little more heavily on his arm. “Somethin’ like that.” 


Huron shook his head. “Look, there is some action going on at Asylum, and no one thinks they gave Seventh to PrenTalien just because he was bored. But don’t get your hopes up, okay?” 


“Yeah. Thanks.” Somehow, it didn’t come out quite as sarcastic as she’d intended. 


As they approached the shuttle port’s fenced compound, a bored, sleepy-looking guard came up on the vid plate to check their IDs. Kris had some trouble with hers and the guard snickered behind his well-groomed mustache as he opened a hole in the security barrier inside the fence. They walked through the aperture, crackling with pink and violet coruscations from the interaction of air with the barrier’s edge effects. 


On the other side, Huron’s driver was waiting for them in the groundcar. It had settled down on its counter-gravity skirts in a way that struck Kris as feline. He emerged from the armored canopy and saluted. It took a while for Kris to figure out that he was waiting for them to get in. Huron, however, waved him off again. 


“That’s alright, Jenk. You can call it a night. We’ll get in the hard way.” The driver saluted a second time, got back in the car and drove it off. 


Kris looked after the departing shape. “The hard way, huh?” 


“Yep.” He pointed. “Over there. Let’s go. I need my beauty sleep.” 


Kris followed the line of his arm to the far end of the compound, to the last docking stand, and the corners of her mouth pulled down. “What the hell? That’s not the graveyard shuttle.” 


Indeed it wasn’t. What awaited them was a sleek black shape, poised on the docking stand like a piece of abstract sculpture. No squat, rounded transfer shuttle ever tried to mimic those lines, which looked hypersonic just sitting there. Short wings folded back over the molded scramjet intakes, and the ogive nose gestured upwards as if yearning to be let loose from the ground. 


“That’s RyKirt’s gig!” Kris finally exclaimed, while Huron just stood there and looked smug. 


“You are correct.” 


“You borrowed the Captain’s gig just for a joyride down here?” 


“I was top-side checking in, and I needed transport,” Huron answered reasonably. 


Kris looked askance at him. “Can I borrow the keys, dad? Huh, can I, can I?” 


Huron’s grin was unmistakable, even in the feeble light. “Take it however you like.” 


They climbed in via the wing ladders, and Kris let Huron strap her into the co-pilot’s console seat. They ran over the prelaunch checks together—Kris rather perfunctorily because she was having distinct trouble focusing her eyes. Huron asked for, and received, launch clearance, and Kris heard the whine of the hybrid scramjets spinning up. Released from the stand, Huron kept the brakes on until the very last moment, supposedly because the runway was a little short. 


When he let them go, the gig shot forward with a rush that slammed Kris back in her seat before the inertial compensators could fully kick in. They couldn’t have been more than fifty meters up when Huron stood the craft on its tail and punched up into a perfect ballistic arc. 


Showoff, Kris thought, but before they broke the atmosphere, she was asleep. 


*     *     *


Huron nudged her awake just before the tractor beam dropped them into the deck clamps with a thump. It wasn’t any worse than the usual handling, but in Kris’s state it hit her like a roundhouse kick. She grunted in protest and sat there, her ears ringing, while Huron unsealed the canopy. 


He waited for several moments, then leaned over, and popped her strap releases. She got out of the seat on the second try and down to the deck without falling. The trip to her quarters with Huron holding her arm was a dizzy interval, seemingly much longer than it really was and hard to remember once they got there. Huron helped her off with her boots and out of her fatigues, and as she stripped off her tank top and began to wriggle awkwardly out of her briefs, he turned to go. 


“Uh—Rafe?” 


He stopped and looked back, and the look on his face had nothing to do with her nakedness. For one thing, that was a fact of life in the Service, a necessary part of getting into, or out of, a flight suit. For another, Kris’s concept of modesty was not one a person who’d grown up with any shred of privacy would understand. No, the look—surprise and puzzlement tinged with consternation—was due to the fact she’d used his given name. 


“Yeah?”—sounding as pleasant as he possibly could. 


“Look . . . I, ah—” Kris, leaning on her rack, was trying to untangle the underwear from around her ankles when her knees betrayed her and brought her down on the mattress with a thump much harder than the tractor dropping them into the deck clamps, truncating the sentence. She winced, swore savagely under her breath, and kicked the offending bit of clothing across the little space. 


Then, squeezing her eyes shut and opening them, hoping they would focus this time, she began again. “I, um, just wanted to say. . . I’m really sorry—about the other night.” 


Huron moved away from the door a pace and swept a hand through his hair. “Look, that was my fault. You shouldn’t apologize for that.” 


“No—I mean, yeah. . . I mean, I’m not—apologizing. Well, kinda but—really—” She shut her eyes for another moment, giving them another chance to behave. “Just sorry—how it went. I didn’t wanna . . . I woulda really liked it if—I wish I hadn’t . . . freaked out like that. I keep thinkin’ ’bout, maybe, if . . . Goddammit would you just come over here?” 


He stepped over and slowly sat down next to her. She put her arms around him and leaned her head on his shoulder. 


“So, uh . . . If we—we ever get another”—chance? Yeah, sure—“I know how you gotta feel, but y’think if, maybe—” The question lost itself in a tiny catch in her breathing, and she lifted her mouth to him.


With only a slight hesitation, his arms slid around her and his head dipped so their lips touched. It was a somewhat clumsy, hesitant kiss at first, but they caught the rhythm soon enough, and when he let her go he missed her sigh because of the constriction in his chest. 


“That a yes?” 


He nodded. 


“Thanks, Rafe.” 


“Welcome, Loralynn.” He lowered her head to the pillow as gently as could be and stood, the tightness getting worse. Her eyes drooped closed and he left quickly, silently, wishing he could stop his ears against the sounds coming from behind him. 










Chapter Three



LSS Trafalgar, on-orbit
 Epona, Cygnus Sector 


Kris awoke the next morning with a blinding headache and a tongue coated with evil-tasting fur. The console was beeping at her. When she finally managed to slap the ACCEPT button, she was treated to the Fighter Boss’s round face wearing a withering glare. 


“Kennakris, what the hell’s going on?” Commander Mertone snapped the question off in pieces. “You should have been down in Ready Ops ten minutes ago!” 


Kris blinked groggily and forced herself to concentrate on what Mertone was saying. Ready Ops? What the hell, indeed? Couldn’t Mertone remember his own damn orders? She worked her jaw, trying to get a noise out. “Confined to quarters, sir.” Her voice was a croak—an embarrassing croak. 


Mertone’s look was not affected. “Well, you’re unconfined, Lieutenant. Didn’t you see the Boards last night?” 


No, she hadn’t seen anything last night. Hell, she couldn’t see now. She couldn’t even remember how she’d gotten into bed . . . wait a minute. She’d been with Huron—Huron had put her to bed. Was that before or after she kissed him? Had she kissed him? Yeah, she was sure she’d kissed him. Then, had he left or had they—? 


“Lieutenant!” 


“Uh no—sir,” Kris blurted. 


“Well, get your butt down here. PrenTalien put out a Victor-Zulu flash emergency. You’ve got an ops briefing in”—his eyes flicked sideways to check the time—“six minutes and forty-five seconds. Move it!” The screen blanked. 


Kris stared at the console dumbly. PrenTalien? A Victor-Zulu flash emergency? That was an all-commands, invasion imminent alert. She sat bolt upright as the light went on like a noonday sun. Divine intervention! She was going to Miranda! 


Then her vision exploded into radiating spirals of multicolored sparks as somebody hit the back of her skull with a huge mallet. A whole bunch of somebodies. From the inside. Groaning, she slid back down. And she was supposed to fly like this? 


Aw shit, just shoot me now. 


No such luck. Mertone’s official mercy wouldn’t extend that far. She slithered out of her rack and towards the head. She made it just before her stomach caught up with her. She spent the next three of her six minutes heaving painfully, then another one defurring her mouth. Finally she groped in the first-aid chest for something to put her out of her misery—one way or another. What she came up with, some caff-tabs and a mild detoxicant, weren’t the best, but they’d have to do. She swallowed them without water while she tried to remember if there was a fresh uniform in the autovalet. There was. With a note on it. 


She read the note and smiled. Huron, bless your twisted little heart, anyway. 


Scrambling into the uniform, she grabbed her cap and bolted out of the room to the nearest lift-ladder, tucking up her uncombed hair on the run. 


*     *     *


She got to the Ready Ops room three minutes late. Mertone had the operations display up and was using a long pointer to illustrate something when she slunk in and took a seat. Mertone skewered her with a look and interrupted himself just for her. 


“For those of you who haven’t been keeping up on current events”—his voice was oily with disdain—“I shall repeat that a new detachment entered Asylum system within the last seventy-two hours. This new group consists of four destroyers, two cruisers, a pocket dreadnought, and four to six frigates. Now then . . .” He paused as the operations display shifted to magnify the new group’s reported position and went on. 


“The energy profile of the pocket dreadnought fits the IHS Ilya Turabian. As you are no doubt aware”—his eyes stabbed Kris again—“Ilya has been linked to the Halith Supreme Staff. In the past, it has served as the personal flag of Grand Admiral Andros Osterman. The Chief of Strategic Operations, Admiral Bucharin, the Chief of Ground Operations, Marshal Halder, and the head of Halith Military Intelligence, Admiral Heydrich, have also been associated with her. I trust I do not have to elaborate on the ramifications of any of these gentlemen visiting Asylum.” 


A room full of nodding heads assured him he did not. Named for the Founder, Ilya Turabian was (along with her sister ship, Ilya Muromyets) the newest, fastest, and most advanced combatant in the Imperial Navy. The size of a battlecruiser, she was armed like a battleship and so automated that she required a crew of less than five hundred, as compared to a battlecruiser’s nine hundred and a battleship’s almost two thousand. She was sleek, rakish, and elegant, and as commerce was the lifeblood of the Nereidian League, Ilya Turabian had been designed from the keel up to go for the jugular. 


But so far, theory and practice had not meshed. She had been delayed almost a year by problems with her automation—Muromyets was still in her slip at Dalian Station getting the kinks worked out of her systems—and throughout the Halith Navy, it was known that crews had taken to referring to Ilya Turabian as the Grand Admiral’s Yacht, and—as Mertone had just pointed out—not without due cause. Only recently declared fully operational, Ilya had missed out on the war and had yet to prove herself. This outing to Asylum was, in fact, the farthest afield she was known to have been. 


“Very well. The Halith are well aware that, without abandoning our position here, we can only reinforce Miranda with Caledonian units from the New UK—we’re currently negotiating with them about that—or from Regulus, which takes about a week. This gives them at least a four-day window of opportunity for invasion. If we can hold the Miranda jump sectors for that time, we can break up their offensive. If they take them, we’ll be in grave danger.” 


The pills were finally allowing her to open her eyes a little wider, and the briefing no longer sounded as though it was being bellowed in her ear with a bullhorn. Then someone asked, “Are we sure they’re planning an offensive, sir? Could this be, in effect, a one-man feint?” Kris straightened up some at that; she recognized Huron’s professional voice. I’m glad someone else thought of that. I don’t think Mertone wants to hear from me today. Huron was still speaking: “ . . . any other ship movements or related comms traffic indicating how serious they are?” 


“We think so,” Mertone answered, apparently not minding the interruption. “There have been additional sailings from Qeshan, Janin, and Rho Ceti.” Mertone opened a window in the ops display to show the areas mentioned. “We’ve ID’d elements of at least three Halith fleets: the Ilion, BATDIV II from the Duke Albrecht Fleet, and the Prince Vorland Fleet. We don’t know their destinations yet, but this is approximately a third of their available strike power. 


“We have also collected two groups of abnormal burst communications, on both the military and diplomatic nets, bracketing the time we estimate the Ilya Turabian would have broken orbit from Halith Evandor. One was aimed at Asylum and the other in the direction of Maxor space.” Mertone’s eyes swept his audience. “I say ‘in the direction of’ because the Maxor Ambassador assures us that their neutrality remains absolute, and our Consulate on the Maxor prime world has reported no evidence to the contrary.” He slapped the pointer against his leg again as he returned his attention to the display. “We also think that some of the busy mail is being pulled off their Morganatic nets.” 


A broad eruption of muttering followed this announcement. These were the Halith ultra-secured command nets. The Halith padded the message traffic on them so the sudden fluctuations didn’t telegraph their punches—intercept operators called the false messages “busy mail.” Kris hadn’t known they had a handle on the busy-mail problem. She also wondered if anybody else had noticed that Mertone hadn’t actually answered Huron’s question. A one-man feint would be most effective if you were planning a strike somewhere else. Curiouser and curiouser . . . 


Mertone went on with his presentation. He brought up a schematic of Asylum, Miranda, and the neighboring systems, showing the jump sectors in red and the routes in and out of each as yellow lines. Epona was a purple volume at the lower right, with yellow lines connecting it to Asylum but not to Miranda. Looking over the geometry, Kris thought she knew what Mertone was going to say next. 


He took a little time saying it. “The current situation, people. The Fleet is on 24-hour alert. Admiral PrenTalien has moved his deployment up here”—the pointer described an arc about the Miranda jump sectors—“to affect a forward defense. DREDRON Thermopylae X-ray”—that was the forward-deployed unit of CYGCOM’s strike force—“has sortied from Tenebris, but with Ramillies and Saintes still in airdock, they have only half a carrier division with them. 


“Which brings me to you people.” Mertone finally had his wrapping-up voice on. “PrenTalien’s most pressing problems are a lack of fighters and heavy ordnance. We’re going to partially address both situations by sending a strike wing and our recon wing.” Her wing! Yes yes yes! “Due to the loadout requirements, the recon wing will be flying specially modified Raptors.” 


Murmurs at that news. Raptors were long-range interceptors, normally used for counterstrike. They were extremely fast and capable of carrying a heavy payload, but nowhere near as agile as the Phantoms that recon wings flew. Except in simulation, Kris had never flown a Raptor, much less a modified one. Not that she cared in the least. 


“Kideki, Alzofon, Tschosik, Halvorson, and Tole,” Mertone rapped out, “your squadron’s birds will be fitted with eight torpedoes apiece”—random exclamations at that; he went right over them—“so no missiles, no SuRBOC pods, no outboard guns. That means I don’t want anybody mixing it up out there. Understood?” A chorus of nods. “Okay. As senior wing commander, Huron’s flight leader. N’Komo’s his second, of course. His squadron and Huron’s will fly with a normal loadout and provide any cover you need, so you better not need much.” He turned back to the ops display. 


“Now for the fun part, boys and girls—your route.” Mertone adjusted the display to highlight Asylum. Everyone hushed. “To cut the time as much as possible, you’ll jump into this field here”—he indicated a red area just beyond Asylum’s outermost band of asteroids—“and make a nine-hour real-space transit to here”—he pointed at another red area just inside the third asteroid belt—“and jump from there to Miranda. Your estimated transit time is sixteen hours. G2 doesn’t think the Halith can attack before forty-eight, so this’ll give us an edge. They won’t be expecting a flight through their space—” 


Random exclamations—“We’re goin’ to Asylum!”—overrode Mertone’s voice, and he thwacked the pointer on his console to restore order. “Simmer down,” he barked. “We are not—I say not—engaged in hostilities. You will not seek the enemy. You will not engage. Now listen up. 


“You make this transit quick and quiet. Stealth is the order of the day, boys and girls. No fuck-ups.” He waggled the pointer at them. “You get so much as a ghost-beep off a Halith ship and you max it the hell out of there. All heroes will report to me for ass-skinning. You got that? Fine.” 


Mertone adjusted the ops display again, bringing up the Halith patrol patterns and their deep-radar coverage in Asylum. “Now pay attention. Deep-probing indicates the Halith have pushed their surveillance fences out to about here—as you can see, more coverage, but it’s not leakproof. They’ve extended their forward patrols into these areas, here and here—but probably only for jump zone clearing. This should give you an opportunity to . . .” 


Kris slid down in her seat, listening to the rest of the briefing filled with the happily familiar butterflies of anticipation. 


Mertone finished pretty quickly. The mission seemed straight-forward enough. Avoiding the Halith patrols shouldn’t be that difficult in all the rubble and clutter in Asylum system. The trickiest part was probably flying the overloaded fighter. Eight torps would make it logy as hell. 


As they were dismissed and everyone got up to leave, Mertone barked, “Lieutenant Kennakris!” 


Kris snapped to. What now? “Yes, sir?” 


“I have some additional orders for you.” 


She approached him, sidling through the pilots filing out of the room. Mertone was shutting down the ops display and running his hand over the short, blond stubble of his overly military burr haircut. He produced a satchel from behind the briefing console, pulled out an envelope and handed it to her. 


“I expect these to be followed to the letter, Lieutenant,” he said, favoring her with a scowl not unlike the one he’d used this morning. “You are now, I trust, on duty?” 


She bristled a little at the caustic tone, but then, she hadn’t expected Mertone to overlook last night’s stunt. “Yessir!” 


Proper formalities required that she open the orders now, in front of him, so there could be no misunderstanding about their contents. But watching Mertone—his fingers clenching and unclenching on the edge of the satchel and that little tick going under his left eye—Kris got the feeling his motives were somehow different. In fact, she could swear he was repressing a very unpleasant smile. 


Well, get it over with. 


Popping the envelope with a fingernail, she pulled out the orders and read them. Even though she’d guessed the contents, the words still slammed her down to her toes. Divine intervention had just been converted into another cruel joke. The thin sheet of plastic crumpled in one fist. And, yeah, there was a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. 


Okay, gloat you bald little toady. It’ll be your last chance. 


“I trust the orders are clear, Lieutenant?” Mertone’s voice was entirely too full of suppressed glee. 


“Yessir.” A weak and slurred reply. Kris’s hangover had just returned full force. Mertone wasn’t content to leave it at that—he had to rub it in. 


“You will deliver your cargo to the Ardennes Strike Force at Miranda. If your transport is not already on-station, you will again consider yourself confined to quarters—whatever quarters Admiral PrenTalien or his fighter boss shall designate—until it arrives. Is that understood?” 


“What transport, sir?” 


Now the smile broke out at the corners of Mertone’s mouth. “On Dr. Quillan’s recommendation, it has been decided—in view of yesterday’s incident—that you be transported back to Cassandra Station where they have necessary facilities to complete your evaluation. A full evaluation.” 


“Cassandra Station, sir?” That was almost two weeks away—and it was Quillan’s home turf. 


“Yes, it’s—” He paused and pretended to notice another sheet on his desk. “Oh. Here it is.” He handed it across. She took it with fingers she willed not to shake with the awful betrayal of it. 


“But—but my inquiry, sir?” 


“The inquiry will be conducted pursuant to those orders, Lieutenant. When—and if—it is deemed necessary, once your evaluation is complete.” 


No inquiry. “Yessir.” 


“Dismissed, Lieutenant.” 


Roast in hell, you dog-sucking bastard. 


Saluting snappily, Kris turned and left. 


In Echo Squadron’s ready room, Kris was putting on her armored flight suit for the last time. She wanted to savor the moment, but was too pissed off to do so. As she ran the final diagnostics check, Huron wandered up and pretended to look for something in the locker next to hers. 


She glanced over at him with tightening lips. Had he talked to Mertone yet? “You hear?” 


“They just flashed it to me.” 


“Then you know what’s gonna happen.” 


He certainly knew that Mertone had managed to short-circuit things, and he’d been wrong about Quillan too. He still might recover some evidence—possibly enough to have Quillan cashiered—but not before they had Kris thoroughly in their grip at Cassandra. Even so— 


“Steady on, Kris.” 


Her pent breath escaped in an explosive rush. “It’s a medical team, Huron! You know what Quillan’s gonna do the moment they get me on that fuckin’ boat!” 


“You don’t know that. This may not change things as much as you think.” 


“How the fuck would you know what I think!” 


She slammed the locker shut in his face and stalked out. 










Chapter Four



Recon Flight Viper Tango, in transit
 Asylum, Cygnus Sector


The first jump went on schedule. The destroyer LSS Vindicator escorted them to the jump point and gave them a boost out—the fighter’s drives didn’t mass enough for the repeated jumps this trip called for. They popped into Asylum space on target. N’Komo took point, followed by Kristin Tschosik’s and Stefanie Halvorson’s squadrons, while Huron’s group, with Kris in it, took station between them and Asylum’s miserable little brown sun. Then they began the real-time sprint to the next jump point. 


Kris had pulled the end post position—what they called “Tail-gunner Charlie” or, more charitably, “Dancing Last”—and was supposed to keep the formation tight and prevent straggling. But that meant there was no one to prevent her from straggling. Either Mertone hadn’t bothered to specify the flight order or someone—Huron maybe?—had changed it. She cycled the T-Synth to the nav screen and brought up the preprogrammed trajectory. Sometimes, data got a little scrambled during a jump. 


Everything looked fine. Boosting at 0.6 max—the most they could make without lighting up Halith’s deep-radar screens—the transit would take just over nine hours, just as Mertone had estimated. That was a long time to hide in the rocks. Her eyes wandered back to the T-Synth. 


Let’s see what’s out there, why don’t we. 


She brought up the tactical overlay and downloaded the last available data. There it was: a bright orange icon orbiting Asylum’s largest planet. Asylum Station. With a big, fat, juicy pocket dreadnought attached. And a high-level staff officer—maybe two? 


Then Kris noted that Asylum Fleet was clumped in a tight formation on the far side of the little brown star. Odd, but convenient. Idly, she tapped up some numbers on her console. Asylum Station was four hours away, at half-boost. With so much crap in this system, it couldn’t be that hard to sneak past the deep-radar fences. After all, who’d expect a single fighter? Especially one loaded with eight torpedoes. 


Yes, she thought eight torpedoes just might do. Stations like Asylum didn’t have shields because of their sheer size. Shield power requirements increased as the square of the area increased, so the largest ships—fleet carriers and dreadnoughts, at around five hundred meters long—had to implement them in zones, which left seams in the overall protection. The more zones, the worse the problem, which put a practical limit on the maximum size of a structure that could be shielded. That limit was roughly a kilometer in diameter for a space station, and Asylum was four times that size. 


Nor did it make much sense to fit a station like Asylum with enough point-defense systems to provide effective coverage over its entire area, and ECM and decoys were of no use to a target so large that weapons didn’t need to be terminally guided to hit. The only real defense for large stations was the fleet assigned to them, and if she could find a way in, Kris thought with a grin, with the Asylum Fleet where it was, that would be next to no defense at all. 


Assuming she could launch the torps. She brought up fire control. If that bastard Mertone had had them disable it . . . 


He hadn’t. Fire control worked normally. She hit select. Four torps came up on the weapons control panel. She frowned. 


Was that right? After thinking a moment, she decided it was. These fighters usually carried only two torps, mounted on the in-board pylons. At most, they carried four, so the autoselect software was programmed to look only for four. Besides, fire control probably knew it was slightly loony to fly with more than four loaded—as she was finding out. 


But would autoselect recognize the other four, once the first salvo was gone? Four torps might hurt a station, but not that seriously. Eight would, and if she were very lucky, it was just possible they might take it down. And, it occurred to her, she didn’t have to actually launch the last four . . . 


Nah, save that thought for later. 


She had one way to find out. She manually deselected the in-board pylons and watched the weapons control panel. After some cycling and chewing, the other four torps showed up.


Abruptly, her comm-link crackled with a burst transmission at the very lowest power. Somebody breaking comms-silence so soon? 


“Kennakris, what the hell’s going on? I’m getting weird emissions off your bird.” Tole’s voice.


Dammit! He must have picked up her cycling the fire control. Time to choose . . . 


She keyed her comm-link to match his burst. “Ah—I’ve got a little problem here.” She popped her faceplate and tapped the lip-mic with a gloved finger to get a little realistic noise on the line. “I think the jump scrammed something on this overloaded bucket—” 


“Come again? You’re breaking up.” 


“Repeat,” Kris said, muffling her voice and groping under the console. Now where was that damn coupler? Ah, there— “I gotta problem here. I’m shuttin’ it down.” She wiggled the coupler as she talked and was gratified to hear Tole’s perplexed voice. 


“—shutting what down? Dammit, Kris, I’m losing—” 


She cut her power back to 0.3 boost. “Losing power,” she mumbled, wiggling for all she was worth. “Don’t know wha—” She cut the mic with a dramatic click. And grinned. Tole’s voice came again, fainter. 


“Kris? Kris!” 


“Cut the chatter!” That was Huron’s voice on the override circuit. “Lock it down, Tole.” 


“But sir! We’ve got a—” 


“Can it before I put a burst up your ass!” 


The comms went dead. Kris grinned wider as the little blue dots of her friends receded from her on the T-Synth. She cut back power again. Time to check the opposition. The Halith had expanded their search radii about thirty percent, according to Mertone’s briefing. That should leave some nice fighter-sized holes. She added the passive sensor data to the tactical overlay, looking for the outer-system patrols. There they were, a bunch of little red dots. Nicely spread out too. The lightspeed data were an hour old by now, but she didn’t dare bring up scanners to go fishing for anything newer. As long as nothing spooked them, things looked just fine. 


She had the T-Synth run a prediction. It came up even more spread out. Better and better. She tapped away on the console. The T-Synth plotted a trajectory that should avoid both patrols and deep-radar sweeps—leaving a surprising amount of leeway. 


Lookin’ good, Kris commented to herself. She changed course, upped the boost to 0.4 and plotted a helical transit through the outer asteroid belts and the wide, dust-filled zone they called Junkland. Crossing the last belt would be trickier. She’d have to get beyond it before she could be sure of getting a good torpedo lock. The T-Synth couldn’t find any holes in the radar fence at that range, and she would be within the envelope of the innermost patrols—to say nothing of Ilya Turabian. But if she caught them by surprise, they shouldn’t be able to get a firing solution that quickly. Getting into position for the second launch could be tight, but if they were a little slow, and she got lucky— 


The maser tight-beam alert wailed, startling her. Reflexively, she keyed the burst link. “Who—” 


“Shut that off!” Huron’s voice, brittle and furious. 


“Huh? What?” 


“I said, shut that fucking thing off!” 


She did, gloved fingers trembling. The vehemence of his tone astounded her. She’d only heard Huron actually angry once before. And that time— 


The maser alert sounded again. This time she keyed up the maser link. Huron’s voice blasted over her helmet set. “I wish I had time to tell you what I think of this little stunt of yours—” 


“Back the fuck off, Huron!” Now she was mad. “I didn’t ask for your fuckin’ company!” 


“Bullshit!” he shot back. “You asked the moment you decided to fuck me over with this tantrum you’re having. And right now you don’t stand a snowflake’s chance in hell of getting within launch range of that station.” 


Kris ground her teeth on the lip mic. “Y’know, you can be a real asshole at times.” 


“Well, you’ve known that since Nedaema. Now shut up and listen.” 


“Don’t ever tell me to shut up, asshole.” 


“Alright, Kris.” She could tell the effort he was putting into making his voice sound almost normal. “Dial it back a notch. In about two and a half minutes this link is going to be too dangerous to talk on. You’re committed now, so I’ve gotta tell you how this thing is going to work.” 


She wasn’t mollified. “I know how this is gonna work.” 


“C’mon, Kris. Gimme a chance here.” 


She sighed. Well, alright. Since you asked nicely. “Roger that.” 


“Thanks. First thing—shut down fire control and turn off your shields.” 


“What?” 


“Do it. I’ll explain.” 


She did it. 


“Fine. These aren’t recon fighters, Kris. Fire control leaks more signal than you’d think on these birds. You might as well be babbling in the clear as running it all the time. I’ll tell you when to bring it up. Shields go down because if they’ve got an ultra-wideband scanner, they’ll light it up all over the place. At weapon frequencies, shields are just big damn mirrors. I don’t know if the station has one, but that dreadnought sure as hell does. They spared no expense on that baby.” 


“What’s two?” Kris asked, impatiently aware of the diminishing minutes. 


“Two is”—Huron sounded almost pleasant now—“you’ve never mixed it up with real torpedoes before. Those torps will need about eleven to fourteen seconds to lock up.” 


That shocked her. “I thought it was only six.” 


“In the manual, it’s six,” Huron corrected. “In the simulator, it’s six. But with all this crap around, you’re looking at eleven to fourteen. And if Ilya has a phase-conjugate canceller on board, and somebody thinks to bring it up, it gets worse. A lot worse.” 


“How much worse?” 


“Torps may not lock at all.” 


“That’s worse,” she agreed. 


“Yeah. Then it’s your T-Synth against their BMC. Guess who wins.” 


“Great—” 


Huron stepped on what was about to be a pretty good piece of freelance invective. “You’ve probably figured out by now that you can only launch four at once.” 


“Yeah.” 


“Okay. Your first run should be almost free. Surprise and all that. That’s a nice approach you’ve got planned.” 


“How in hell—” 


“Nav-Comp bleeds signal, too—I peeked.” Huron sounded pleased with himself, even over a tight-beam link. 


“Oh.” 


“Right. A couple of last-minute things.” 


Kris curled her upper lip sardonically. Oh, now for the good news? 


“As we go in, you’ll have to bring up fire control. When you do, all hell’s gonna break loose. They’ll launch immediately. Don’t bring shields up—the new anti-rads live on that stuff. Keep the shields down until they’ve got at least four or five out the tube—” 


“Four or five?” 


“Yeah. Make ’em hunt around and sometimes they get in each other’s way. The boost wake on those things generates clutter for the ones behind. Don’t give ’em a bright target until you have to.” 


“Jeezus, and I got you once?” 


“In playtime, Kris. Playtime’s over.” 


I guess so. 


“Last. You’ll have noticed that thing handles like a pig and you’ve only got one gun.” 


“Right.” 


“You can’t use it until you drop those torps.” 


“Oh—” 


“Yeah. Having eight torps loaded confuses the hell out of the software. Once you dump the torps, it’ll find the gun. But not until then. Guess what that means.” 


“When the fighters arrive, it’s game-over.” 


“The lady wins a star.” 


Keep that smart-ass tone out of your voice, asshole. Well, on second thought, don’t. It wouldn’t be you, otherwise . . . 


“—keep them off your back as long as I can, Kris. Time’s up. Go to wig-wag if you need to talk. When they launch, you can mic up and scream like hell. It won’t matter then. Huron out.” 


“Kennakris out.” Over and out—very much over and out. 


The run-in started out easy. They ghosted in on Kris’s chosen trajectory, as dark and silent as could be. As they approached the outermost asteroid belt, Kris automatically keyed up the collision avoidance system. Huron immediately wig-wagged Off. 


Alright, but only if you go first, Kris snarled silently and took it down. Without shields, it wouldn’t take anything much bigger than the end of her little finger to ruin her whole day. 


Huron couldn’t have possibly heard her—could he?—but he pulled over the top and took station in front of her. She turned up the gain on her forward view screen as high as it would go. Her reward was a nice view of his running lights, blue and red, about fifty klicks up ahead. Follow the leader . . . She did, passing easily through the outer asteroid belt and the broad, dust-filled Junkland. She began to hope. No pulses yet . . . 


Just outside the innermost asteroid belt, the sensor warning receiver blipped once. The hair stood up on the back of Kris’s neck, a feeling amplified by the flight helmet. Just a sidelobe? Please? Then there was a spatter of noise on the tight-beam link. “—of a bitch. We got trouble, Kris.” 


She keyed the mic. “Maybe it’s just a sidelobe?” 


“No. Deep-radar track pulse. Main beam.” 


Shit! “How’d they—” 


“Someone on Ilya is a hell of an operator. We’re gonna see a launch warning in about . . . yep, there it is. Max boost, Kris.” 


Kris saw the red warning indicator even as he said the words. No lock indication? What’s going on? Running to catch a missile? What sort of lunacy was this? 


Huron was boosting away, and she jammed it to catch up. Weight down squashed on her, but not hard enough. Damn, this thing accelerated slowly . . . 


“What’s going on?” she breathed into the mic, unconsciously lowering her voice. “Why are we maxing to—” 


“Barrage missile launch.” Huron’s voice held a lingering secret—how did he get in those inflections over a tight-beam link? “Looks like they’ll drop it long.” 


So what’s the punch line? 


With a grin she could hear, he supplied it. “I think they think we’re a capital ship—or ships. Check the spread.” 


She turned on the scanners. It showed the approaching missiles as a heavy fan of orange lines. 


Just great, they’re trying to take out two lousy fighters with enough fire power to slag a cruiser. I hope they bust somebody for conspicuous waste. 


“Boost higher, Kris,” the comm-link crackled. 


“I’m running plus-eight.” 


“Run plus-ten. The engines probably won’t blow till eleven.” 


Stellar, she thought as she nudged it up, now I can get ionized even sooner. 


“Good,” Huron’s voice came again. “If they’ve given themselves a normal interval, we’ll be inside it in about ten seconds.” 


Hope you’re right, thought Kris. Barrage missiles detonated outwards, setting up a plasma wave that obliterated everything in front of them. 


“Should give us a real nice background for about two minutes,” he punctuated her thought. “Start an impact minus-twenty counter now.” 


“Why?” she muttered, setting the timer. “Goddamned doomsday cuckoo clock?” 


“Shield timer,” Huron answered. “Might do some good if I’m wrong.” 


Yeah, right. Kris flicked her eyes up to check the ugly orange spray radiating lethally towards them. The blood in her ears got thunderously loud as the counter ticked down with a heartbeat’s slowness—except that her heart was going about two hundred beats a minute. Two hundred long beats . . . 


Then she noticed something funny. “Huron, where in hell’s the fleet?” 


“What? What are you talking—oh.” Yeah, Kris thought, oh. The Asylum Fleet, which had been on the opposite side of the orbit from them, wasn’t showing up on the scanner at all. “Where’d they go?” she asked again. 


“Can’t say I care,” Huron replied, sounding piqued. “I’d watch that barrage, if I were you.” 


She checked on it. The orange fan got closer and closer; the scanner could pick out the individual missiles now. The counter ticked down: ten seconds, seven, five. She reached for the shield controls— 


“Piece o’ cake!” Huron exulted suddenly. “Don’t look back!” 


It didn’t matter, the sunscreens had already darkened. Her fighter rocked a little in the shock wave of the back-blast. 


“Punched a hole right through the asteroid belt,” Huron commented wickedly. “That ought to give them some nice hot dust to look at for a while. Lieutenant, you may commence your run.” 


“Yessir!” 


Kris engaged fire control, brought up the torpedoes, and plotted an in-bound course at Asylum Station. She dropped the boost back a bit, picking an aperiodic oscillating approach. The T-Synth digested her inputs, beeped approvingly, and drew the attack run on her screen, complete with preferred launch ranges, estimated detection times, and missile fly-out times. In its electronic opinion, she could launch with a seventy-percent solution twenty-three seconds before the anti-rads blew her into superheated plasma. 


Three out of four. Not so good. Better to make these four count; the second run was going to be very iffy. If she held on another six seconds, she could get a ninety-percent solution. With six fewer seconds to ditch the missiles in a logy ship. Hmmm . . . Yeah, go for it. It might be her only chance. 


She watched the T-Synth intently, letting the autopilot worry about the flying for a moment. Any second now . . . 


Yep. The yellow lock-warning light started blinking frantically. A couple of seconds later the launch alerts went off. There, there, and there: three anti-rads boosting out. She’d just crossed maximum torpedo-lock range. 


“You happy now?” she quipped into the link, finger over the shield button. 


“Not yet—” 


Jesus! Remind me never to play chicken with you again. 


She glanced at the T-Synth’s weapons control window. Come on—lock up. The seconds ticked by, agonizing. Lock up, dammit. The torp-lock indicators lit green. “I’m locked!” 


Huron did not reply. Three more launch warnings beeped at her, then a fourth. Seven missiles running out . . . 


“Happy now?” 


“Ecstatic.” 


She hit the shield button. They would take at most two of those missiles, then fold. The forward armor might take a third, depending on the leakage. Might . . . 


If you’ve got any more brilliant ideas, Huron, now’s the time. 


He had a couple. He dumped some chaff buckets and laid down a barrage of plasma fire. Watching the traces on the T-Synth, she thought he must be heating his guns way up. Two missiles lost lock. Huron started zigging and jagging, blaring away on every frequency his fighter would generate. The missiles seemed to pause in their hunting and then veer towards this more obnoxious target. 


Don’t play it too close, I’ll still need your help after this. 


She refocused on the weapons control window. Seven seconds to launch. Five. Three . . . She slapped the launch button. The torpedoes ripple-fired, making the little craft shudder and buck. Kris pulled back into a hard lateral skid. Heavy deceleration slammed her into the straps, her vision reddened, and the hull creaked and groaned. 


Christ, this thing isn’t built for that kind of launch shock! I hope the next one doesn’t rip something off. 


Bottoming out of the skid, she hit full boost. Again, acceleration slammed her—back into the seat this time. The edges of the screen got dim and fuzzy. Blinking as the compensators reacted, she prayed Huron had kept those missiles busy for just another second. Climbing fast, she broke a roll back over the top in a textbook missile-avoidance maneuver. Huron swooped in to take position off her left wing. 


“Clear for the moment.” He sounded exhausted.


She glanced sideways; her view screen showed nimbus burns along his spar tips. “You okay?” 


“Yeah.” It sounded like a sigh. “Juked all but one. Shields took it.” 


“Still up?” 


“Recovering. They upped the kilotonnage on those bastards.” Wonderful. “That isn’t the bad news, though.”


Kris hung silently on the last syllable, waiting.


“Check your scan. Ilya’s broken orbit.” 


“Well, we can stay out of her way easily—” 


“Not with that cloud of fighters around her.” 


Kris glanced at the scanner. There Ilya was, a bright yellow diamond enveloped by a cloud of angry red spots. A flying hive surrounded by some very pissed-off bees. No, not good at all . . . 


“How much time, you figure?” Her voice was unnaturally calm. 


“T-Synth says five minutes, but I don’t think the numbers on Ilya’s boost rates are current. Maybe four and a half.” There was a static-filled pause. “If we call it a day, I think we can still make it out ahead of them.” 


Well, maybe . . . “Any of those torps hit?” 


“Don’t know. Too far away for damage assessment. I didn’t pick up any transients. You?” 


“No.” She should have gotten something if they’d detonated. They must have been shot down or dudded. Maybe Ilya’s hardware had given her a false lock. Shit. 


“I’m going back in.” Her voice was steely smooth. “T-Synth gives me thirty seconds to get out of there.” The moment’s pause on the link said: You’re lying—T-Synth says no such thing. The pause was right. What the T-Synth actually said was that Ilya would get within plasma-battery range within twenty-two seconds of torpedo launch. 


Huron’s voice, following the pause, was cool and precise—so much so it hinted at things she had neither the time nor heart to acknowledge. “Very well, Lieutenant Kennakris. Start your run.” 


Kris punched up her course on the T-Synth, boosted up to max, and started the torpedo lock cycle. On her scanner, the enemy rushed to embrace them. 


At least this hell wouldn’t be wallpapered with happy little smiles . . . 










Chapter Five



36 hours later
 IHS Ilya Turabian, orbiting Asylum Station


The electrodes ripping off her skin snapped something awake in Kris’s brain. Pain was a dying echo along her nerves. Outside the cool, protective numbness, she sensed the white-hot fires just now dimming, writhing sensations like steel wool being rubbed on raw naked nerves. She’d never guessed the uses to which a neural splicer could be perverted. The last flickers barely touched her here, down in the darkness, deeper than she had ever gone, fleeing from pain without boundaries—but they touched. They must have pumped her full of endorphin inhibitors to make it go on for so long. Slowly, voices became intelligible over the pounding in her temples, the roar of blood in her ears.


“. . . catatonic. Shit.” A thin, weasely voice. The one they called Manes. 


She began to drift upwards through the heavy layers of oppressive consciousness, out of the private internal bastion she’d built piece by painstaking piece over the long years of captivity on Harlot’s Ruse, particularly on those nights when Trench came back in an especially ugly mood. Her own little hole in hell. Trouble was, you had to go through hell to get there. Sometimes you had to go through it again getting out . . . 


“. . . do anything with that? She can’t resist, now.” The other man’s patrician tones rolled over Manes’ muttered curses. Heydrich. The two men seemed to be arguing. 


“Shit, yeah,” Manes answered sarcastically. “I can give you a map of every fuck’n synapse in her brain. Could you read it? Cuz there wouldn’t be much left.” 


The noise in her ears was receding now, slowing to the rhythm of a heartbeat. Her tortured mind began to unfurl a little, trying to fit meaning to the hollow-sounding words, words that drifted down to her in pieces . . . 


“. . . attempt at humor, Sergeant, I’m afraid I’m unimpressed. If a technical suggestion—even less so.” 


She heard the clanking of equipment being stowed and the creak and bang of a cabinet slammed shut as Manes answered, “Nah, Admiral. For your purposes, she’s fuck’n useless.” He came down hard on the syllables. “She don’t know shit.” 


True, the thought shook itself free. Why are you doing this to me? 


“. . . beg to differ. You have merely failed to find it.” 


A silent cry wrenched loose, echoing between the narrow borders of her pain-blasted mind: No! What do you think I know that I Don’t Know . . . 


*     *     *


The descent into hell had been a gradual one. She’d punched out just as a plasma battery from the pocket dreadnought had reduced her fighter to a cloud of fragments—the proverbial use of a sledge-hammer on an ant. The shock wave created by her craft resolving itself into debris had knocked her unconscious inside the armored escape capsule. She’d come to in the brig of the IHS Ilya Turabian, whose tractor beam had swept up her capsule and reeled it in. The cell was spacious by POW standards; they appeared to have a lot of room on the pocket dreadnought and didn’t mind wasting a little. She had been allowed to keep her uniform, and after the queasiness from being shaken around in the escape capsule had subsided, they fed her an adequate meal. 


Sometime later, a short, round, shiny-pated fellow—Hi, Tweedle-Dum, where’s Tweedle-Dee?—came in and introduced himself as the interrogation officer. The nameplate on his undress whites said “Grinnell” and identified him as being from Med Lab. With him was a trim, compact older man with wiry salt-and-pepper hair and a terrier-like demeanor. The gold stars on his neat black uniform proclaimed him a senior captain—Ilya’s commanding officer, she must suppose. Tweedle-Dum did not introduce the captain, nor did he make any comment during the brief and unenlightening conversation that followed. 


Tweedle-Dum asked all the usual questions (name, rank, and serial number), and she answered them. Her age—twenty-two—she added in a spirit of cooperation. Yes, she’d explain the meaning of her attack on an installation in Halith Imperial space: she’d been on an unauthorized and unassisted mission—well, not quite unassisted, but that hardly mattered now with Huron’s ionized atoms mingling with the cosmos—acting on her own initiative. It was a court-martial offense, perhaps a capital one. She wouldn’t be surprised if Mertone had her shot after she was exchanged. Not that she cared much, given Quillan’s plans. 


Tweedle-Dum had not believed her, but she’d expected that and wasn’t too worried. An orderly came in and strapped her down while Tweedle-Dum broke out his gear. They hooked up the brain scanners and ran an IV. She did not resist. A standard interrogation was unpleasant in its practice and aftereffects, but that was all—unpleasant. They’d hit her with something, probably levocol, and when they found out she didn’t know any useful secrets, she’d go on the prisoner-exchange roster. The drugs kicked in and she blanked out. 


The first time she came to, skull throbbing with the famed levocol headache, Tweedle-Dum was still there, hunched over his monitors and muttering, “No neural taps, no blocks, no imbedded chips. No chemicals that I can find. Damfino what’s doing it, sir. She looks clean . . .” 


That was a very bad sign. Before her eyes cleared, they injected her with another dose and she went down again. 


The second time she broke through the chemical haze, she knew instantly that things had gotten worse. Much worse, and it wasn’t just the levocol headache squared either. 


Tweedle-Dum was gone, her wrists and ankles were cuffed, and she lay stark naked on a pallet in a room the POW inspectors had never seen. But it wasn’t until she saw the two men in the room with her that she realized just how much worse it actually was. 


The first man was short, bald, and definitely not Halith. His face was remarkable in its ugliness: slit-eyed, beak-nosed, and turtle-mouthed—a gargoyle’s face. A not-quite-human face. Something inhuman too about the way he hunched in his baggy sergeant’s uniform, a suggestion that his bones didn’t fit together quite right. His narrow, red-rimmed eyes held a hard, wary expression. They skittered around the room, nervous out of habit. It seemed his relationship with reality was a strained one. 


Half-Max, she knew, despised and outcast from that xenophobic civilization for the taint of his mixed genes. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to pity him. He reminded her too much of something that might crouch above the gates of Hell to welcome the inmates. 


His companion, however, was the real Halith article, as tall and handsome as the half-Max was short and ugly. He had a narrow, economically fleshed skull and steel-gray hair, immaculately styled. A long saber scar—a pride-mark among Halith aristocrats—ran from under his left eye to the corner of his mouth. He wore medal-encrusted dress whites with the gold eagles and elaborate shoulder braid of a full admiral. 


Looking at him, Kris felt icy little fingers of dread patter along her spine. The composed face seemed to her a mask with reptilian eyes, glassily concealing a range of twisted appetites. Hastily, she glanced away. 


Seeing her stir, the admiral cleared his throat and politely introduced them. What he said turned the pattering little fingers into cold metal bands vising around her guts. “Lieutenant Kennakris, I am Admiral Heydrich, Lord Meremont, Head of Halith Military Intelligence. This is my aide, Sergeant Soho Manes. It has become necessary for us to undertake your interrogation personally.” 


Oh Shit. She dropped her head jarringly back against the pallet. Hell’s doorman and the Devil’s butler. 


Heydrich nodded gently. “Sergeant . . .” Let the screaming begin . . . 


*     *     *


“ . . . tellin’ ya, sir—she fuck’n wore me out. We been at this all goddamned day. Nobody can take that. If them bastards is up to somethin’, they didn’t tell her.” More rattling and clanking, the creak of a cart being wheeled away from the pallet. Evidently Manes and Heydrich were still arguing. 


“Possibly. But she must have known something. Her fighter was heavily modified. Carrying that number of torpedoes, she could hardly have believed it was an ordinary mission.” 


The words fell more evenly on her ears now, close and immediate. Her nostrils tasted the air, sharp with the smell of fear-tanged sweat. She had a wracked feeling in her joints, and pain began to blossom in throbbing patches on her skin—little residual fires . . . 


Manes was talking again. “. . . sure she weren’t just trying to take us out like she said? She’s fuck’n cracked enough to go for it. She did go for it.” 


“The CEF does not believe in suicide missions, Sergeant Manes.” Heydrich’s voice was palpably disdainful. “Even if she does. Besides, we have a line on the second pilot—they never would have wasted him in such a fashion. Very odd they risked him at all.” 


Yeah, odd, the memory flared with a sudden, deeper pain. You were a dumb fucker to come along, Huron. Why’d you do that? 


“. . . was he?” 


“Commander Rafael Huron.” Heydrich’s voice took on a peculiar tone of distaste. 


A loud bang. Kris twitched slightly as Manes slapped his palm on some piece of equipment. “Mothafucker! You bagged the wrong guy, Admiral.” 


“I expect so.” A dismissive remark. Heydrich paused, and through her closed eyelids, she imagined him scrutinizing her. “But their presence together on this mission indicates it was an affair of importance. These are not two disobedient junior pilots on a lark, Sergeant.”


She could hear the smile on the tight lips as he said it. He stepped near; she heard his boot scuff as he moved, felt a slight breath of air scented with his cologne—a faintly musky fragrance, sharpening the smell of fear even as it masked the familiar, faint sourness of the ship’s recycled air. A finger trailed down the inside of her naked thigh, over the front of her shin, down towards her ankle.


“ . . . smacks of a diversion of some sort,” he was saying, finger stroking her taut skin. “And the point of a diversion is, of course, to direct attention away from a true threat. We need to discover that threat, Sergeant. I trust I need not emphasize how crucial that is. Especially now.” 


“Uh, no. Sir.” 


“I thought not. Still,” his voice softened, almost purring, “this is a fascinating study in character, yes? Perhaps their plan would have succeeded had she kept her head.” His finger caressed her ankle, the light, tickling sensation heightened by the hot blotches on her skin. The soles of her feet began to tingle and itch. 


Shit! If he touches them, I’ll jump. I won’t be able to help it. Shit shit— 


“. . . supposed to launch close enough to be convincing but far enough away to avoid identification. Failure of nerve, you know.” He patted her knee. “But not her,” his voice purred on. “She wanted a kill—” 


You got no idea how much. 


“—she couldn’t waste a full spread of torpedoes on a diversion.” His hand dropped away, the motion stirring the fine erect hairs on the skin of her thighs. “Interesting, is it not? Enough nerve to take on the mission—too much to successfully complete it. Amusing how our virtues trip us.” 


Manes grunted. “Wouldn’t have been too fuck’n amusing if she’d got that second salvo off. She hammered base good with the first one.” A muscle jumped in her solar plexus. She’d hit? She’d done damage? “ . . . can’t even dock this fancy tub. We got no fighter cover, fleet’s gone. We’re fuck’n naked here, sir.” 


“All situations that will be rectified within a few days, Sergeant,” Heydrich remarked with a tinge of exasperation as he turned away. “Unlike the one that may result if we fail to discover what she knows. Understood?” 


“Yessir.” Manes sounded sullen. “But we gotta give it a rest, sir. Even if I could get her eyes open, we ain’t gonna get shit now. Maybe some goddamned V-show plots or what she ate for her third birthday.” He laughed, high and cackling. It shivered through her—a ghost’s laugh. Which ghost? “That sorta bullshit. Interestin’ maybe, but not useful.” 


“Very good, Sergeant.” Heydrich sounded resigned. “Give her something to keep her down for a while and take her to my quarters. That is all.” 


She heard the boot-squeak of Manes approaching. Forewarned, she lay perfectly still as he placed a hand—dry, hot, rough with calluses—against her arm and hit the inside of her elbow with a hypospray. Warmth spread along her biceps, but before it reached her shoulder, her mind was filling with dark blue fogs. They closed around her consciousness, and it closed with them. 










Chapter Six



IHS Ilya Turabian
 orbiting Asylum Station


Kris awakened slowly, with all the normal sensations of rousing from a long and deep sleep, wondering where she was. The air against her face was cool and lacked the sour astringency of ship’s air, but the subacoustic thrumming of power plants left no doubt she was still on board a ship. Not a brig cell, she thought, and at least I’m not naked this time. But the clothing against her skin felt strange, not a uniform and not prisoner’s fatigues. It was soft, lightly scented, and velvety supple. Very strange . . . 


She opened her eyes cautiously and yawned, stretching to relieve the lingering ache in her stiff joints. She heard the liquid clashing of metal links as her arms and legs abruptly halted in their motions. Oh hell, what now? 


She raised her head to look about the room and realized she’d awakened into a nightmare—a literal nightmare. The room was decorated in pale peach and cream with burgundy and mauve accents; the furnishings were reproductions of old Earth antiques, right down to the ivory silk bed hangings. Replicas of antique paintings on the walls included a large central piece in a heavy golden baroque frame, looking for all the world like real oil paint applied to actual organic canvas, except that the pictures mutated periodically—and she’d seen it all before. Years before . . . 


Not possible—not possible—I’m not really awake—not awake—not . . . 


She closed her eyes, trying to catch her breath through a wave of nausea. I’m gonna wake up, now—really wake up . . . Her eyes opened; she looked down. Oh fuck—oh fuck— 


They’d dressed her in an outlandish outfit of silk and leather: sleeveless, black, and very tight, decorated with iridium studs, completed by spike-heeled boots and black-satin elbow gloves. Her wrists and ankles were shackled in velvet-lined leather cuffs that were attached to the posts of a large canopied bed by gold chains—they rattled as she contracted spasmodically. 


“You are awake.” Heydrich’s well-bred voice came from off to one side. “Excellent, Lieutenant. You recover quickly.” He walked out from behind the veil of the bed hangings and moved around to the end of the bed where she could see him. He still wore the dress whites, unbuttoned down the front now; the weight of the encrusting medals caused the jacket to gap unevenly. His left hand cradled a tulip-shaped glass—probably hand-blown—filled with deep red liquid. Blood red, in fact, but much clearer. 


“I hope you appreciate the efforts we went to on your behalf. Personally, I would have chosen a more restrained décor, but I wanted you to feel at home.” 


The smile on his face—distant and amused, with smoldering edges—told her that even nightmare failed to describe this anymore. Beads of sweat began to emerge, itching along her hair line. 


Quillan’s hell was full of happy little smiles—Manes’ was simply pain. What’s yours like? 


“The details of the outfit were indistinct—I was forced to improvise,” he continued. “I trust I am not too far off.” 


She honestly could not remember, and mastering the shock, she understood. 


You dressed me in this shit and made up this room this way because you know. You had Tweedle-Dum pump me with enough chemicals to go through my brain quite thoroughly . . . and Manes—fuck’n bastard . . . 


Heydrich sat carefully in an overstuffed antique chair, his uniform looking particularly good against the cerise upholstery, and inspected her over the edge of his wine glass, eyes narrow, taking small deliberate sips. “You look ravishing, Lieutenant.” The literalness of the phrase went in like a well-placed needle. Kris shuddered. “Rarely have I entertained such a beautiful woman. Ah!” Heydrich raised his eyebrows. “But you haven’t seen yet.” 


He reached out a long arm towards a mahogany-replica desk and fiddled with a hidden control. Molecular modulators caused a luminous mirror to pop into existence in the wooden canopy frame overhead. Kris closed her eyes. 


You did, didn’t you? Motherfucker . . . 


Of course, he had. If he went that far with all the other details, he certainly wouldn’t neglect this. 


And if I refuse to open my eyes, he probably has a neural projector around here somewhere to show me what I’m missing. 


She opened them. Her stomach rolled sickeningly. The reflection in the mirror showed a tall, wide-shouldered woman with proud features, a shade too hard for pretty, but a beauty you could cut with. They’d washed and tinted her chestnut hair so it pulled highlights of ruddy brass and amber out of the soft illumination and then braided it into a fashionable coiffure. She’d been made up very skillfully, too, the subtly chosen shades tilting her hazel eyes into the green. 


Christ, does he have staff for this? Or did he do it himself? 


The thought of Heydrich so artfully painting her face made the bile rise in her throat. 


Stop . . . stop. Let him have this round. He knows—he knows. But you survived Mankho, you can survive this . . . 


“I doubt you’ve ever looked better,” Heydrich commented dryly. “Do you like it?” 


So this is how it begins . . . 


Not quite four years ago, Trench had been forced to loan her to Nestor Mankho, the man at the top of Trench’s food chain. She’d not known who he was at the time, of course—they called him merely “Squire Wexford.” The loan had been for two weeks local—eighteen days standard—and in the middle of that time Mankho, furious by his apparent failure to acquire the extremely powerful experimental explosives he needed, had tortured her. He’d driven her further down than she’d ever gone before—further than any other time except this one—and the memories of exactly what he did and how had been blurred, diminished, excised by rigorous mental discipline. But not the setting—Mankho’s bedroom—nor the way his staff had made her up and dressed her, nor the props he used. 


Trench and his friends, when they shared her, liked wild garish luminous colors—slashes of black and gold, bloody reds, suggestive curling arrows on her back, belly, and thighs, heavy layers of iridescent tone-shifting paint. 


But Mankho insisted on what he called class: subtle shades, elaborately coifed hair, jewelry, supple leather outfits, silk gowns. The visions Heydrich’s people had pulled out of her were muddled—weeks of jaded memories, jumbled and confused. They had gotten the room right—except Mankho’s paintings did not morph—why had Heydrich added that silly detail?—probably because the room was always the same. It was even possible Heydrich had seen images; Commander Arutyun, his chief of staff, had been Mankho’s guest while Kris was there. But the outfits, make-up, and props changed all the time. 


Heydrich had almost certainly heard about Kris’s torture from Arutyun. Mankho had bragged about it; they had even shared a session—mild in comparison, almost sickeningly playful. That would have given Heydrich’s people enough data to delve into her brain for more details, but what did they know? What else had Heydrich’s people gotten confused? What did they think they knew but were unsure of? And was Heydrich in this just for fun, or did he have another purpose? 


You beat Trench—you handled Arutyun. You can handle Heydrich. This is supposed to freak you out—okay. It did. That’s over now—think. Focus. Ya gotta focus . . . 


Mouth full of cotton, she searched for a reply and hoped it would come out without faltering. “I think you forgot the whip I’m supposed to hold in my teeth.” 


The answering smile showed the lines in Heydrich’s face. One too many trips to the visosculptor, maybe? “I think, perhaps, I would find that a touch overdone—although it can be arranged later, if you like.” He sipped his wine. “The chains, though, are quite becoming on you. Don’t you think?” 


Stayed focused. “Not really. Gold’s never been my color—” 


“Oh, I must disagree, Lieutenant,” Heydrich interrupted easily. “It complements you splendidly—quite the proper accent.” He swirled the wine, carefully studying its claret depths. “Speaking of accents, how did you come by that fascinating scar? It lends your face a rather stern asymmetry I quite admire. It isn’t a deliberate ornament, is it?” 


In the mirror, Kris looked at the ornament in question. Heydrich had had it subtly accentuated. 


“Not exactly,” she answered, fighting to sound a tad bored. “I cut myself shaving.” Shaving Trench, actually—trying to pare down his throat before she learned better . . . And why don’t you know that? Was he just testing? 


Heydrich caught the inference. “Ah, yes. Your association with Anton Trench. It seems he rather underestimated you.” 


“I was rather young.” 


“But he had the benefit of extensive observation—” 


“Years.” 


“Indeed. I should think he would have done better.” He took another sip. “Did you enjoy it?” 


Kris couldn’t imagine what he was referring to. “Enjoy what?” 


“Killing him.” 


“I don’t remember it that well.” I try not to remember it at all. 


“Perhaps we can work on that—” 


“With visual aids?” Kris broke in, acid bright. “Maybe a hands-on demonstration?” 


Heydrich chuckled into his wine glass. “I wonder if I shall miss this facet of you. It is well, I suppose, that I decided to have you chained—I don’t usually bother.” He raised his glass to her in a kind of salute. “However, I doubt it shall be necessary for long. Perhaps tomorrow I shall free one hand. Some women can perform absolute artistry with just one hand.” His eyes became heavy-lidded. “What of you? Are you an artist . . . Loralynn?” 


The sound of her name on his tongue burned like a red-hot coil. Furiously, she contracted her body against the chains. 


“Oh, do cease and desist, Lieutenant.” Heydrich’s voice now expressed bland irritation. “That can accomplish nothing but fatigue. And so predictable—not to say tedious. Strength is at a premium, you will find”—he reached behind him to place his glass on a small serpentine table—“Loralynn.” 


Kris merely gritted her teeth this time. 


Heydrich folded his hands in his lap and continued, lazy-voiced. “Such a singular name, Loralynn. Your mother’s choice, yes? Surely such a naming would not occur to a man. A man would come up with something much more like”—he raised an index finger and stroked it down the length of his scar, a contemplative gesture—“Kris.” 


That struck a jarringly responsive chord: Trench had first called her Kris. “A remarkable—if chemically assisted—insight.” She made the reply as snide as she could manage. 


“Oh no,” he denied happily, not nettled at all. “Commander Grinnell’s inquiries are strictly of a professional nature. You must not imagine you are unknown to us, Lieutenant. But to ask after personal matters during an interrogation would be . . . cheating.” 


Liar. “So this is a game?” 


“Of course,” Heydrich answered conversationally, as if inviting her to assist with some parlor trick. Nothing up my sleeve . . . 


“Do I get to know the rules? Or do you make them up as you go along?” 


The quip made Heydrich laugh softly. “How fortunate that I am recording this. Perhaps I’ll allow you to watch it later.” He crossed his legs at the knee, clasping his hands over them. “The rules, Loralynn, are quite simple. I shall give you things—clothes, something to drink, a moment alone, freedom from pain”—he paused and looked intently at her—“you are not now, I trust, in pain?” 


She wasn’t, she realized. He must have had his med-techs give her something to deaden the echoes of Manes’ depredations. “Not the way you mean.” 


“Excellent.” Heydrich relaxed into the chair. “As I was saying, I shall give you things, then I shall take them away. Your goal is to keep what I have given you or to convince me to return it.” 


Sounds marvelous. Kris rubbed her sweating palms on the bedspread. 


“As an example,” he continued, “a trivial example, I expect that in a short time you shall become rather desperately thirsty. Then, I will perhaps take, say . . . an article of apparel in return for a drink.” His eyes gestured to a glass of water Kris had not noticed, sitting on a low table underneath one of the mutating paintings. “Then again, perhaps I won’t.” 


He smiled, and Kris saw the smolder shine through the urbane mask. “Later, you will be seized with some equally urgent desire, and I may again give something and take something and so on, over the course of days, until I win.” 


“Wonderful,” Kris muttered, tension balling her guts as the full import of his words sank in. “So what happens when you win? We trade places and go for best two out of three?” 


His interlaced fingers tapped rhythmically on his knee. “That’s just it, Loralynn: the way the game is played, you won’t want to trade places after I win. You’ll be perfectly happy exactly as you are. That’s what winning means . . .” 


A long moan twisted out of her heart, rippling and shuddering her vitals. She’d underestimated him: she’d expected something of Mankho’s taste in whips, wires, clamps, electrical devices—but it was to be the happy little smiles after all—without drugs, without induction therapy, without any of the calm and painless procedures Dr. Quillan would have used to gain the same insipid, mindless, infinitely compliant end. 


And you’ll tart me up as your little sex kitten—all purr and no claws—and you’ll play this vid and I’ll smile—always smiling—and giggle and say: Bad girl, bad girl. What a bad girl she was . . . 


Tears leaked out the corners of her eyes, leaving tracks of burning silver across the exquisite make-up, running down towards her temples to dampen the elaborately coifed hair. He must have lied about Grinnell; how else could he have reached out and so perfectly put a finger on such a personal vision of hell? 


His eyes blazed as he watched her now, the composed mask beginning to melt off. She bit her lips savagely to keep down the jagged sobs. It didn’t work; they escaped anyway, sounding strangled and bestial. 


“Ah good,” he murmured. “Very good.” He rose and walked over to the entry panel, pressing a code series on the keypad. The keypad beeped in acceptance, and he returned to his seat. Kris was just beginning to get her spasms under control, lying rigid on the bed, as brittle as glass. 


Heydrich breathed deeply as he watched her—in and out, in and out—measuring every response and twitch of her muscles. He reclaimed his wine and relaxed joint by joint into the chair. 


“You see,” he commented airily, “it begins. I’ve just ordered dinner—I hope you’ll join me. My chef is a wizard with mushrooms.” 


Kris opened her mouth, but nothing deadly enough would come out. She shut it again. 


“Oh do try, Loralynn,” he urged. “You were doing so nicely before.” 


Kris bristled, inhaling so her chest swelled. Good, good. Piss me off—rage burns fear . . . 


But Heydrich sat still for a moment, observing the large centerpiece painting as Ingres’ Grande Odalisque gradually transmuted into Delacroix’s Death of Sardanapalus. Kris did not recognize either of the paintings, but the subject matter seemed all too appropriate. Heydrich spoke while the painting completed its transformation. 


“Now that you are somewhat acquainted with our little game, allow me to say that you bring rather more for exchange than most. Should you choose to be cooperative, I can offer you no better—and no worse—than a normal prisoner-of-war status until this present . . . situation is resolved.” 


What the fuck? Kris sank back into the bed. “I don’t know anything you wanna know.” 


Heydrich stretched out his legs and leaned back in the chair, the wine glass held in both hands before him, his expression almost pensive. “Yes. Sergeant Manes is quite convinced by your little performance of yesterday. I, however, am not.” He sipped at the wine, savoring it. “Therefore,” he continued, “you may choose either his methods or my own. The result is much the same in either case.” 


What the hell is he talking about? Some bizarre version of good cop/bad cop? Or bad cop/worse cop? And which is Heydrich? 


She closed her eyes, trying to force herself to think clearly. And then it clicked: Manes is quite convinced . . . 


And Manes is right—but Heydrich doesn’t believe it. He thinks there’s something more. Something Manes missed. What? What does he thinks Manes missed? Heydrich knows all about Mankho—but lotsa details got fucked up. Never mind—he’s afraid. What is he afraid of? How the fuck do you play this game? Would he really make Manes leave me alone? 


She threw out a line, testing the waters. “I don’t believe you. You can’t exchange me. I’d make you out a war criminal.” 


Heydrich looked pleased with the remark, taking it, she thought, for a sign of weakness. “Believe me, Lieutenant. When this is over, accusations of war crimes will concern me very little. Either way.” 


Now there’s some data. She relaxed against the bed and then froze. If you’re gonna sell out, act like it, dammit! 


She let her breathing go ragged, allowing some of the frightened tremor to creep into her limbs. That was all too easy, and relaxing her concentration, even so slightly, felt like she was about to let slip the panic seething deep inside her. 


Okay, okay. Focus. Focus on the problem . . . 


Heydrich and Manes had been arguing yesterday. What exactly had they said? She recalled the words but more the tones that conveyed them. 


They’ve got big plans. Big and risky plans. And he thinks we also have plans or that we know something about his plans—or both. He found something that worries him—some memory he thinks is real. What do we always talk about? Their operation is risky. So if we knew about it, we’d go long with the biggest thing we could think of . . . 


Hissarlik. The Halith prime nexus just outside Haslar. But the only direct route to Hissarlik went through Maxor space . . . 


The Hissarlik nexus controlled all traffic in and out of the Halith core systems. The Maxor owned a set of connecting transit nodes, and they also owned another set that connected with Regulus at the border of the League Homeworlds. This astronomical coincidence gave Maxor enormous strategic value, which lent considerable diplomatic leverage. So far, their rampant xenophobia had led them to practice a kind of militant neutrality, but if they ever saw a chance to remove either, or both, of their pesky neighbors so they could reflect on their manufactured genome in peace . . . 


The memory hit with almost physical force. The last flight briefing: they were discussing the Ilya Turabian appearing in Asylum space, the possibility of a senior staff officer on-board, how PrenTalien had to be reinforced—and Huron had asked a question. A question which Mertone never really answered—you dipshit, Mertone—about a Halith one-man feint at Miranda, about Halith burst transmissions in the direction of Maxor . . . 


Sonofabitch, that’s it! That’s what he found—Huron’s question—all her speculations about Huron’s question . . . 


Huron, why the fuck did’ja come along? Why didn’t you fuck’n know better? You had a choice . . . Mariwen never had a choice. Stop that shit—they’re gone . . . 


Yeah, it all fit. Better yet, it could be made to fit. 


Chill down—be careful. Manes thinks—knows?—this is bullshit. Don’t give it easy. Make him fill in the gaps . . . 


The entry pad buzzed. Kris started and Heydrich rebounded from his slouched position. “Dinner,” he smiled, “is served.” 


Dinner arrived on an ornate silver and gold service of the type favored in old historical dramas, accompanied by several actual glass bottles of wine. Heydrich, peeking under each of the chased silver domes, began an elaborate discourse on the merits of each. “Andurian scallops, you know. Excellent in a piquant sauce. Ah, salmon en croute with mushrooms. Valsin makes an excellent puff pastry. Truly, not to be missed . . .” And on and on, until Kris was convinced she was in the presence of a somewhat deranged and very frustrated playwright—one fond of elaborate plots. 


At least, I hope he is. He’s head of intelligence—intelligence guys always see the world through conspiracy-colored corneas. It was a flaw that was endemic—necessarily so?—in their line of work. 


As the smell of food hit her, Kris realized that feigning a realistic breakdown was going to be a lot easier than she’d thought. The wafting aromas, fanned in her direction as Heydrich cooed over each dish, were awakening a hunger violent to the point of nausea. The prediction about thirst was also coming true. 


They did something to me. Very subtle, you jag bastard. 


Heydrich began to eat slowly, savoring the morsels. Within minutes, Kris started to tremble, an uncontrollable muscular yearning. She fought it while he ate two of the big, succulent-looking scallops, sweat starting out all over her body. It was no great effort to allow a few tears to leak out again and run down to wet the hair at her temples. As he cut into the third scallop, Kris decided she’d better do something while she still had a shred of control left. This playing with a breakdown was a dangerous game . . . 


She allowed a muffled whimper to escape. As Heydrich flicked a glance in her direction, she asked with a slight quaver, “Will you give your word?” 


Chewing, he paused, a meaty slice of scallop poised on his fork, its pale flesh translucent and almost iridescent. “Um?” 


“About the . . . POW status.” 


He swallowed, dabbing his mouth with a cloth napkin. “I will give you precisely what I wish to give you. Nothing more.”


His teeth sank into the pale flesh on the fork. Kris winced. She lay still for another few minutes, trying to get control of her breathing. 


“May I—” Her voice broke; she stopped and began again. “May I have a drink? Please.” 


Smiling, Heydrich got the glass of water and came to the bedside. He allowed her to drink by craning her neck upwards while he carefully controlled the pace of her sipping. 


You son of a bitch . . . 


The water was wonderfully cool though, washing over her tongue and down her throat. As he pulled the glass away, she whimpered again—for effect. Heydrich smiled and went back to resume his dining. “Tell me about your mission, Lieutenant.” 


Alright, here goes. 


“It was supposed to be a feint but it didn’t go so well . . .” Kris spun a carefully embroidered version of the actual attack, leaving in all the verifiable facts and adding some unverifiable ones: a problem with Huron’s fire control system that prevented him from launching and a rash final run-in to convert a blown diversion into a real strike. She allowed her account to digress, letting Heydrich stop her and redirect the narrative. He had that inquisitor’s voice back on, sharp and pointed, snapping questions again and again to keep her off-balance. After a minute, he rose to retrieve a tablet from the mahogany desk and began jotting notes on it. He continued eating, but from the twitchiness around his eyes—narrowing and widening and narrowing again—she could tell he wasn’t tasting the food. 


“What other diversionary maneuvers were planned?” 


Kris drew a deep, shuddering breath, all unfeigned. “I . . . don’t know. Details, I mean. PrenTalien was gonna dance around—act threatening. At least two other fighter wings were modified, I think, but they probably bagged that operation when we didn’t come back. There’s this bunch of tenders on the way to Miranda all phonied-up to look like Thermopylae X-ray. They were gonna have the Caledonians maybe get in on it too, I think—” 


“What was the purpose of these maneuvers? What did you hope to accomplish?” Heydrich was attacking his wine—he’d switched to something straw-gold now—with rapid little sips. 


“To answer your maneuver.” 


“Explain.” He fiddled with some controls in the desk, the recording equipment, she supposed. 


“You. You being here—sending Ilya here—is a one-man feint. Make us think you’re serious about Miranda. We had to respond, so you’d think it worked. Otherwise you’d know we knew—” You know, we know; you know we know; and we know you know it. We’re all so knowledgeable . . . 


“Know what?” He’d moved up to the edge of his chair. 


She hesitated. Damn, his eyes are bright . . . 


“Know what?” 


“Know you’re not after Miranda.” 


Heydrich slowly sat back into his chair. “Explain.” 


Kris let a tremble slip into her voice and cast the big bait. “We found out about your agreement with the Maxor—you’re gonna push through Maxor space to take Regulus. You can threaten Terra from there.” His face went stiff around the mouth, the lines framing his upper lip deepening. Kris saw a kaleidoscope of calculations going on behind the mirror-bright eyes. 


Gotcha . . . 


“Continue.” He spoke slowly, thoughts weighing down his words. 


“Well, you pushin’ on Regulus uncovers the Hissarlik jump nodes. By holdin’ those, we can put the choke on Halith Evandor itself. We’re gonna hit Hissarlik while you’re jumpin’ into—” 


“What’s happened to your voice?” 


Kris hadn’t noticed she’d slipped into the lank slaver drawl. Nice effect, huh? Wish it was on purpose. “It, uh . . . happens when I get too fragged—stressed . . . out. Sorry.” 


“How are you going to attack Hissarlik?” She saw the glint of calculation, plot, and counterplot continuing to churn. 


“We—uh—” Careful now, you’re just a jig, remember. “Can I have ’nother drink? Please?” 


“No.” His voice was as flat as his eyes were animated. “Continue.” 


“We—uh—we got our own agreement with Maxor.” 


Heydrich sucked on his lower lip, wine glass dangling forgotten in his hand, perilously close to spilling its contents. 


He’s deciding something. He either believes me or he knows I’m lying. 


After a minute, he noticed the precarious position of his wine glass, raised it, and took an absent sip. “Playing both ends, are they?” He seemed more relaxed now. “I wonder who is to be stabbed behind the arras?” She wondered about responding—he seemed to be thinking out loud. 


Yeah, give it a shot. It might sound triumphantly rebellious. “You are. Maxor’ll cooperate in lettin’ ya cross their space, an’ the Ardennes Strike Force gonna be waiting for ya at Regulus with Zahir and Thermopylae. Both strike forces’ll jump past you and transit Maxor space to drop two million tons of DREDRON on your ass. Once they kick the door in, Seventh’s gonna follow up and you’re fucked.” 


That brought him upright. “You can’t possibly reposition a fleet that fast.” 


She swallowed hard. “Don’t have to. Miranda’s a set-up—a real old hook.” His eyes narrowed, seeming to sink inward. 


Bothers you, huh? So you’ve got nightmares too, you flash-freaky bastard . . . 


“Explain.” He rapped the word this time, his voice gravelly: over-controlled and hammered flat. 


“Seventh ain’t—isn’t—really . . . there. GS 3.1 set up a paper fleet, simulated comms traffic, dummy force concentrations—the works. Stuck PrenTalien in charge so you’d—” 


Heydrich lifted his head, observing her intently. “Yes? Why would you waste your best commander on a false deployment?” 


Kris quirked her lips in her best sour smile. “Cause you’d never believe we’d do it. Our one-man feint. He’s been on the Council’s shit-list for months—pitched a fit when they let the Bannermans come over after Wogan’s Reef. Then he publicly pissed all over the armistice deal.” All too true. “GS 3.1 came up with this—a sorta useful exile . . .” 


“Who has Seventh Fleet now?” 


“Lo Gai. They put him under Zahir for this caper—” 


“What is the point of the ‘old hook,’ as you call it?” 


“Pinning maneuver—bleed your forces off to Asylum, where you’d be outflanked once we went for Hissarlik.” 


Kris watched him chewing her words, the calculations going on with an almost audible crunching noise. Her hyperbolic-sounding estimate was, in fact, low. The dreadnoughts Ardennes and Rubicon, Thermopylae and Excalibur, accompanied by a dozen battleships and thirty battlecruisers—that was a million tons right there. Four carrier battle groups—close to another million. Almost a hundred cruisers, destroyers, and frigates. Over eight hundred fighters and attack craft. And Seventh coming along behind. All to be opposed by a trio of outdated monitors and the Haslar Fleet, which hadn’t heard a shot fired in anger in over a century . . . 


Choke it down, asshole. Have I ruined your whole day? 


But then the doubts began to well up bitterly in her stomach. He’s just nibbling—hasn’t swallowed it yet. Maybe he’s just giving me more rope? 


“How is the trap sprung? The Maxor dislike violence in their space. If we follow your jump to their side, they will certainly intercede. This would make things . . . unpredictable. They have as little use for you as us, I think.” 


Kris shook her head, a spasmodic twitch. “Can’t jump back. Once Seventh comes through, they’ll blow the jump fields to Regulus. Drop a quantum black hole down the well—goes inflationary and bungs up things for weeks . . .” 


“That requires a great deal of energy.” 


“Ardennes is a big baby.” 


Heydrich studied her minutely. His wine glass started to list again. 


Come on, make up your fuck’n mind, dammit! I’m just about played out . . . 


He held his silence for a full minute and then spoke, his voice dry and uninflected, “How do you know all this?” 


“Huron told me. Wanted me to know . . . know I wasn’t jus’ . . . bait. Was a good bet we weren’t comin’ back. We were . . .” 


“How romantic,” Heydrich inferred cynically—or probably knew. She caught his look. Yeah, you knew. “How did he know?” 


“You fuck’n kidding? He knows all sorta shit.” Kris swallowed in a vain attempt to settle the sick churning in her stomach. “His old man was Speaker, y’know.” Surely a Halith lord could understand privilege and nepotism. “He’s got hooks into everybody—had . . .” 


“What was his source?” Heydrich’s eyes started to spark. 


Kris shuddered, the line between acting and actuality beginning to blur dangerously. “Dunno. I mean—like . . . what’s the point? You’re the guys who trusted the crazy-as-fuck Maxor. Probably cuz he . . .” Her thoughts were beginning to unravel. Frantically she grabbed at the strands. “He knows lotsa guys on the intel side—he’s been staff, too. Like I said, hooks into fuck’n everybody—” 


With the utmost deliberation, he put down the glass, rose, and left the room. 


Kris could hear him talking low and rapidly on the comms in an adjacent compartment. The words were fast and guttural; she couldn’t make them out. Either she’d hooked him or she’d broken it off badly. She couldn’t tell which. The churning in her stomach was uniting with the trembling in her limbs to shake her mind to pieces. She gave way to a shuddering fit, almost a convulsion. It left her weak and exhausted. Yellow sparks clouded her vision. If she didn’t get something to eat or drink soon . . . 


Heydrich seemed to stay in the other room forever. She heard the click of keys, periodically interrupted by his voice, and then long intervals of silence. As an exercise in control, she tried to measure the silent intervals by counting but lost it after a few minutes to a violent convulsion. When it passed, her mouth tasted bloody. Heydrich was having a long conversation, in lower and calmer tones. Was that good or bad? She couldn’t tell. She couldn’t tell anything . . . Another fit wracked her. As she spasmed, Heydrich walked back into the room. He paused to watch, avidly. 


“Please,” she croaked, not acting at all. “Please.” 


He raised an inquiring eyebrow. 


“Water.” It came out a gasp. “Please . . .” 


“Ah!” He pantomimed surprise. “But of course.” He brought the glass, sat on the edge of the bed, and fed her a careful, measured sip. It helped—some. 


“Th—thank you.” She squeezed her eyes shut against the horror of those words. He thinks he’s winning. And he is—I meant that. When she opened them again, he still sat there, a picture of solicitous concern. A subtly distorted picture. 


“I am curious,” he commented conversationally. “How did Commander Huron come to be involved? Surely they needn’t have risked him on such a mission.” 


“They didn’t. He volunteered—no, he . . . insisted.” She shook her head to clear her suddenly blurred vision, angry to be crying real tears in front of him. Huron’s tears. “They ordered him to stand down, but he wouldn’t. Huron didn’t take orders he didn’t like—” 


“How did you come to be selected for this mission?” Heydrich interrupted. In an inspired bit of sadism, he kept the glass near her lips. She could smell the water and salvation became a curse. 


“I told you—my DSRO and I don’t get along. Goes way back. He groped me when I was a Cadet and he was an Academy instructor.” 


He quirked an eyebrow. “So you reported him and his career suffered—” 


“No, I kneed him in the nuts. I gotta bad temper. We made this deal, see—I wouldn’t report him, he wouldn’t report me. But he’s been after my ass ever since. Fucker set me up—” 


“Indeed.” Heydrich stroked a finger down his scar absently. Kris recognized the gesture. He’s thinking of something. “And this involved your recent psychiatric evaluation? You had some difficulty with a Dr. Quillan, I think.” 


Kris laid her head back. “Yeah, I objected to his line of questioning.” 


He put the water glass down. “I take it this line of questioning involved your time as Captain Trench’s slave?” 


“Uh huh. Quillan thinks I’m either psychotically hostile or a Halith plant.” That was rewarded with a small ironic smile. “Can’t make up his mind which. We never got along.” 


“Reasons?” Heydrich asked quietly. 


Kris let the breath slide out of her body. “Trench. He saw the pix of Trench. After I . . . killed ’im. Quillan’s a Nedaeman—y’know, neo-pacifist, vegetarian, hyper-tolerant . . . of other Nedaemans. He couldn’t understand why I’d do . . . that. He couldn’t understand a lotta shit. Anyway, I got myself classed as a psych problem. So they gave me a choice of this mission or getting’ my brain raped.” 


“Very interesting,” Heydrich commented dryly. “Your people have the most fascinating vices. So I take it you were prepared to resist interrogation?” 


Well, and why not? If Heydrich thought so, she’d play along. “Yeah, it’s routine. They figured if I got caught, you’d chem me and then let it alone—you know, small fry. Nobody thought you’d bother with . . . with . . . me.” 


“You must be excruciatingly hungry.” Heydrich yanked her rambling to a halt. She fought with an acknowledgement for a few seconds, then gave it up. If he was feeding her, she must have won this round. She didn’t have the strength to fight any longer anyway. 


“Yes.” Very small, very tired, very defeated. 


Heydrich got up and began investigating the contents of another domed silver service. “Bless thermal platters. As fresh as the moment it was made. Allow me.” Bringing the food to the edge of the bed, he sat down and fed her, bite by bite, in an obscene parody of tenderness. 


Dining, if it could be called that, took a long time, and she was traitorously grateful for the diminishing hungry ache and abating tremors. She hated herself for that, almost more than she hated him; that was part of the game, she knew, but pale reason had a pretty tenuous hold just now. 


Heydrich kept up a light, easy patter throughout. This was probably a mistake on his part; it kept reminding her who the enemy really was—especially when he praised the wine. Huron had loved wine; his family was in the business and he was rich enough to indulge his tastes in any fashion he desired. The memory carved a hollow ache a little deeper. 


After that she tried to ignore what he was saying. Eating gave her an excuse for not keeping up her end of the conversation, so she let her mind wander. She had no idea how much time her little ploy might buy her. Meanwhile, she’d live to learn to play Heydrich’s filthy game; eight years as Trench’s slave had given her quite an education in games. She figured he’d get bored with her eventually, ship her off somewhere, and then she’d have a chance. She might even get a chance sooner if Huron had managed to send a message before he fried . . . 


Stop dreaming, she admonished herself as Heydrich fed her a scallop. Nobody at Seventh has the faintest goddamned idea what’s happened. A depressingly accurate assessment: as far as anyone knew, she’d suffered jump damage flying an overloaded fighter through enemy space. Huron had gone back to find her and neither had come back. Close paragraph, end chapter. PrenTalien wasn’t going to invade Halith space to look for pieces. 


Halfway through dessert, the line in the other compartment chimed. Heydrich politely fed her a final bite and then rose to answer it. A very brief discussion ensued. Then Kris heard him key-up a different line and speak quietly into it. The tone made the hair on her arms lift; it sounded like an invitation. When he stepped back into the room, he seemed much more animated. He walked to the mahogany desk, removed a chip from the recorder, slipped it in a drawer, and inserted a new one. 


“You must excuse me for a while,” he announced cheerily. “However, I don’t wish you to languish in my absence, so I’ve arranged a visit with an old friend. I think you will have much to talk about.” 


Kris’s stomach lurched heavily. Friend? What kind of fucked-up joke was this? Did he have another prisoner? Did he intend to arrange one of those performances that Trench had so enjoyed? 


“ . . . didn’t know you were acquainted. He did not mention it until later, and I can guess why you did not.” 


Kris’s heart began to palpitate. This didn’t sound good at all— 


The entry pad chimed, and Heydrich pressed the entry button. As the door slid open, he declared, “Excellent timing, Sergeant. Please come in.” 


Soho Manes stood in the entrance holding what looked like a portable med-kit. Icicles of dread slashed at her guts. She’d thought she could play his game— 


But it seems I’ve got a lot to learn.


Manes stepped into the room. Kris dropped her head back, staring into the corpse-white visage reflected in the mirror. 


Oh, I wish I were—I wish I were—I wish I were . . . 


“Ah, Sergeant,” Heydrich sounded appallingly happy. “I must go to CIC for several hours to oversee a . . . situation. This woman”—Heydrich hooked a thumb in her direction—“knows rather more than I would like her to. Please rectify that.” 


Manes grunted. “Beggin’ the admiral’s pardon, sir, but we already been through that. All yesterday. I told ya she’s a stone bitch. Jus’ whathefuck you want me to do now, sir?” 


Heydrich smiled. “I wish you to use your imagination, Sergeant.” Hideous accent on that word. Kris stared fixedly into the mirror, as if it might swallow and save her. “Consider it recreation. And, by all means, take your time.” 


“Yessir!” Obscene happiness was beaming through his voice now. 


“Very good, Sergeant. Inform me if anything . . . interesting transpires.” She heard the squeak of his boots as he began to leave, the scuff as he paused and turned. “I should like there to be something left, Sergeant. Something . . . worthwhile. Do you understand?” 


“Uh, yessir.” 


Kris heard the swish of the door opening, the clap and the gust of air as it slammed shut. 










Chapter Seven



IHS Ilya Turabian
 orbiting Asylum Station 


For a long, frozen heartbeat, she remained motionless, staring at the other girl, the one in the mirror, the one Manes couldn’t touch, and wishing desperately to change places. 


I’m still you, the mirror girl said. It would still hurt. 


I guess you’re right, she answered herself. 


Manes came and stuck his ugly face in between them. He looked her up and down admiringly, then stared intently at her face. 


“Ya don’t ’member me, do ya?” His voice slurred more than usual, and she noticed his pupils—pin-hole tiny. 


You jacked up for this, she realized. Fuck’n wonderful . . . 


“Do ya?” 


Wait—that voice, mumbling slaver gab, those eyes. Wait . . . 


“Give ya a hint. Nobody called me Manes then.” 


Oh . . . Mentally, she added some thick, curly brown hair, a ragged black beard growing almost to the eyes, and removed about twenty pounds . . . 


Mangle. Trench’s half-Max surgeon’s mate. Oh shit— 


“Yep, that’s me.” He was smiling now. She hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud. “Sure glad you ’membered, Kris.” His face disappeared, and she heard him clattering and rustling around in the med-kit. The noise wrapped her spine in icy tendrils. 


Say something, dammit! Her tongue was welded to the roof of her fear-dry mouth. Oh, I see you brought some toys . . . Not that, dumbass! When Trench was in a bad mood, you always had something to say . . . 


Fuck! Trench! A low, not-quite-controlled moan escaped her throat. What did Manes/Mangle know about Trench? He hadn’t been on the ship then. Were they tight at all? Trench was about the only one he ever talked to. They’d take off sometimes—maybe a week or more. Just business? 


Manes/Mangle was making satisfied noises as he laid out the contents of the kit on the serpentine wine table. 


Say something . . . 


“What happened to you, Mangle—or d’ya prefer Manes?” 


“Mice-nuts either way,” he mumbled. “Manes is good.” His instruments clicked and clinked against the polished tabletop. 


“Your real name?” 


“Sorta.” A Maxor hold-name? Maybe. Being sorta Maxor, that would fit. 


“Missed you there at the end.” 


“Yeah, missed that too. Can’t say I’m sorry—’cept about Trench.” 


Oh shit . . . 


“What did’ja hear about Trench?” 


“Only that’cha offed him.” More rattling in the kit. “Up close and personal-like. Weren’t he good to ya?” 


Kris let her eyes close. Before they closed, she saw Manes approaching with an old-fashioned scalpel. 


Remember what the old man said—leave something worthwhile . . . 


“He was alright . . . some of the time.” She felt Manes draw the scalpel around the ankle of the boots, just above and below the cuffs. Then he split the leather down both sides and pulled them off in pieces. Next, he began dissecting the skintights, first slitting them up the insides of her calves. As he worked, the cold-searing edge of the scalpel just barely kissed her skin. 


“Jus’ somma the time?” he asked. The scalpel ran up the inside of her thigh towards her crotch. 


Oh Jesus! No! 


She twitched her legs together, rattling the chains, and the scalpel bit. Warm blood seeped down the inside of her thigh. 


“Don’t move! I din’t say move!” 


She stopped moving. The scalpel’s edge continued up to the juncture of her thighs, between them, and on down the inside of the other. She breathed again. “Yeah. Jus’ somma the time.” 


Manes began to peel away the silk and leather, cutting it off in odd-shaped patches. Each shape was definable by the caress of chill air on hypersensitive skin. 


“He liked ya, y’know.” The scalpel made an odd hiss-slip sound as it stripped her. “Wouldn’t even share—that was rank. Piss us off. Trench always shared.” 


“Oh?” Hiss-slip. Another chill-air kiss. 


“Yeah. Where ya think we got the ’tween-decks whores? Trench’s hand-me-downs, most of ’em. But he didn’t share you. Piss us off. Strich got real bent—wanted ya bad. Trench says, Get fucked.” Manes laughed. “You ’member Strich?” 


“Yeah, I remember.” The line-boss—the guy with a spiker. Wasn’t too bad with it though . . . 


“Yeah, he get pissed real bad. Trench decked him.” Manes laughed again. “Ya fucked up that boat somethin’ awful, lady. Ya musta been one she-hell of a captain’s bitch. Trench kept ya what? Seven years?” 


“Eight.” The last of her clothing surrendered to the knife, except the gloves. Kris hadn’t thought she’d miss it, but she did. “Were ya friends?” 


Manes’ laugh became a thoroughly unpleasant cackle. “Trench ’n me? Naw. He was a jag mothafucker. Bitched my ass off the boat.” 


“How come?” 


“Aww, Trench brings me this kid, see. Got his guts hangin’ round his ankles—keeps trippin’ on ’em.” Manes’ fingers slid over her, testing the tension in her muscles. Her skin fluttered, revolted. “At Dogshit Run, ’member?” 


Kris remembered. The actual name was something else, and anyway, Manes was lying. 


You sliced that kid up in the mess. He was raggin' on ya and you cut him open just like— 


“Trench tells me fix it. Well, shit—this a boat. I can’t remake the kid’s belly on a boat. So I freeze ’im. Gonna take it downside and fix it. Well, it don’t read. We get a kidsicle.” More laughing. “Trench don’t think it’s funny. He tells me I’m jacked when I work—chucks my ass out on Cathcar.” 


No—you ran. Ya fuck’n up and ran. 


“Close book.” He jabbed low and inside her hip points. Pain screamed electric along her nerves, compressing time. She jerked. 


“That hurt?” 


“Yeah.” It came out a gasp. 


“Good.” 


She heard him walk away, rattle around in his instruments. Keep talking. “Is that where you met the Admiral?” 


“Yeah.” Rattle and clink. “I like ’im. He lets me alone mostly. I get work, too.” 


Sounds great. She felt him approaching. 


“Open your eyes.” 


No— 


“Open your eyes.” 


She ignored him, letting go, reaching down. Reaching for her bastion in hell . . . 


It didn’t work. Whatever they’d done to her glued her tightly to the inside of her skin. 


I can’t get AWAY and this is Playtime! 


A hooking jab, low and vicious, in her groin. Her eyes snap open. He’s holding a nastily curled steel pick to her face. Her blood adorns the tip, glossy crimson. 


“Do like I say.” 


“Okay.” Raw, naked terror jumps in the back of her throat. 


Oh god! This is all he wants— 


He slides the steel instrument over her skin, over her breasts, around her nipples. 


Please, please, want something else—anything else—Please . . . 


As if he’s heard, he says, “Tell me ’bout Trench.” 


“What ’bout him?” A strangled whisper.


His other hand joins in the explorations. Hot calloused fingertips and cold brittle steel ride over her skin. “’Bout how you iced him. How ya killed him . . .” 


“I—I don’ remember.” I don’t want to remember. Her breath is sandpaper in a dry throat. His fingers find a point in her armpit near the side of her breast, stab down. Pain flares blue-white. Her body arches off the bed. 


“’Member.” 


I CAN’T . . . Please don’t make me . . . please— 


The hard-calloused fingers dance over her, finding the points and hitting them like piano keys. Up under the jaw. Jab. Under the ribs. Jab. Along the neck. Jab. Pain burns a symphony of colors across her brain. Each time he tells her: ’Member. 


The pain drags the memories up, exhumes them from the burial grounds of her mind. Something in her fractures, crumples, cracks. She’s falling now—falling back, falling in . . . 


Harlot’s Ruse, under attack. The alert beacon raises an undulating wail, adding to the cacophony of the proximity sirens. There’s a crumping noise, and three loud bangs tattoo the side of the ship. She hears the weird little kzing of the ship’s batteries returning fire. 


More banging on the hull, then a loud crump—louder than the others. The emergency reds come on. She dives for a lift ladder, swarms up using the rungs—you never can tell when the gravity might give out in a fight. More noisy crumping—armor plate slagging off, she realizes—and a sudden veer the inertial dampers don’t quite handle. She swings around to the other side, knees hooked around the rails, and keeps moving. Less noise from the ship’s guns, just the forward batteries firing now. The shudder of a missile launch. 


She boosts herself out of the ladder well onto the afterdeck. Trench is in the passageway just outside the cabin they share. He has a sidearm in one hand and is trying to get into his space armor with the other. He isn’t on the bridge! He’s been sleeping! Her joy turns savage. She never expected so much. She sprints at him. 


He hasn’t seen her yet. Another sudden, uncompensated veer staggers them. He turns, reeling—sees her, waves the gun at her. The boarding alert drowns out part of what he’s shouting: “ . . . below! Goddammit! Get the fuck outta here!” Her eyes widen. He thinks she’s afraid. She laughs, but it comes out a scream. He continues to wave at her. “Evac, goddammit! Evac!” 


There’s a huge clang. The ship shudders and rolls violently. They’ve been docked. Trench goes down, clumsy in his half-on armor, tumbling across the deck and hitting the rim of a sealed hatchway. The breath leaves him in a grunt. She skids into a bulkhead feet first, kicks hard, and launches herself across two meters of intervening deck plate. 


He still doesn’t understand when she slams into him. Her unexpected, vicious chop sends the gun flying. Now he’s struggling, but she gets her arms under his and back around to his neck. She forces his head back. Partly trapped by his armor and still gasping, he paws at her feebly. Her teeth find his throat. They sink in, chewing and tearing, stripping back the flesh from the hard ridges of cartilage, worrying from side to side, ripping out chunks of tough meat and stringy tendon, seeking—finding a pulsing, elastic blue vein—clamping it, gnawing it while it squirms like a live thing—finally severing it—blood exploding in her mouth, fountaining and gushing, spraying her face, running into her ears, choking her . . . 


. . . she gags on the vicious, clotted memory—seeing it, smelling it, tasting it all over again, gags again and almost loses it. Manes is sitting at the edge of the bed, his eyes fever-bright—twin mirrors reflecting hell. Abruptly, he leans over and kisses her. His lips are wet with saliva; his tongue is a pallid eel. His breath is sweet and fetid with the drugs he’s taken. She chokes, recoiling. He jerks away; his open hand cracks across her face. The simple, unadorned brutality shocks her. 


The horrid, everlasting, ever-present moment ends. 


“Bad,” he snarled, his voice thick with agitated frenzy. “You’re a captain’s bitch. See any captains here?” 


“N—no.”


Wrong answer. He hit her again. Blood trickled down her jaw from a split lip. 


“Me. I’m Captain now. Trench dissed me ’cuzza you. Shit-kid din’t have nothing t’do with it. Trench pissed me out cuz he was worried ’bout me an’ you.” 


What the fuck? She hadn’t said ten words to Mangle/Manes when he was on board. Ya think that matters? You’re in his jag-whacked world now— 


“But ya got ’im—and I got you. Captain’s kiss, now . . .” 


His mouth approached. Kris dragged up the lessons learned over eight years in every back alley of hell and gave him what he wanted. 


“Fuckin-A,” he muttered as he got up. “No wonder that jag sumbitch kept ya so long.” He began unfastening his pants. “Let’s see what else you can do . . .” 


Kris tensed involuntarily, but she made her voice soft. “Captain’s fuck, Manes?” 


Manes looked at her, pupils dilating. He blinked, the rush and the drugs staggering him. “Yeah.” The word drooled out the side of his mouth. “Yeah.” 


“Better without the hands tied,” she murmured. “Trench never tied both my hands . . . Y’know what I can do with just one hand . . . Captain?” 


Manes sat heavily on the edge of the bed, his pants around his knees. 


“Naw.” His pupils were huge. 


He must be nearly blind, as jacked up as he is. 


“Naw. Ya tell me.” 


She told him, in all the lurid, obscenely glistening detail she could imagine, everything Trench had ever said, had ever done, everything she could think of. She spared nothing, weaving the words tighter and tighter, like a noose around his neck. 


He stood it for almost five minutes and then began to move on top of her, too impatient to take the pants off over his uniform boots. Kris released an inward, despairing cry. 


Shit! I pushed him too far! He won’t care now— 


But as his twisted little body covered hers, she whispered in his ear, “Wait, wait. Don’t waste it, Captain. One hand—let’s try just one hand.” 


Sucking his breath savagely through his mouth, he reached up and fumbled the buckle on the right wrist cuff open. She pulled her arm free, murmuring, “Oh, thank you, Captain. Thank you so much—” and sunk two stiff fingers into his eyes. He rolled off her, thrashing, and hit the floor with a heavy thud. Frantically, she undid the left wrist cuff, then reached for the ankles. She got the right one undone as Manes groped his way upright, swearing and shaking his head, his feet still tangled in his pants. Instinct and adrenaline brought her right foot up and out. It slammed into the underside of Manes’ jaw. Blood sprayed from his bitten tongue as he dropped, the tension exiting his limbs like air from a burst balloon. 


Quickly, Kris undid the last buckle and rolled off the bed. 


On the carpeted floor, Manes wasn’t quite unconscious—or maybe he was just thinking with his spine. He’d managed to flop over on his belly, his broken jaw sagging horribly, slobbering streams of saliva and blood. He seemed to be trying to crawl to the door. Deliberately, Kris took a long step and stood over him. Maybe he was aware of her—he made a liquid burble of sound just as her right heel slammed into the base of his skull. His face hit the floor, leaving a starfish of blood on the champagne carpet. The carpet took a lot of the shock. He gurgled. Kris brought her heel down again, harder. And again. Pain lanced up through her leg even as she felt bone crunch beneath her heel. 


Shit, were those my bones or his? Both, she decided, as his body spasmed and went limp. She withdrew her heel from the wet, mushy depression in the base of his skull and leaned back against the bed. Her right foot throbbed. 


Motherfucker, I think I broke my heel on that little shit. 


She touched it to the floor accidentally, and it blossomed with pain. Yep. It was beginning to swell, too. Beads of cold sweat itched under her eye sockets and dripped down her cheeks and forehead. Shock setting in. Great . . . 


She looked down at the small twisted body with blood radiating from its face. 


Alright, ya little bastard, did’ja bring anything useful along? 


The corpse didn’t answer. She looked over at the array of toys he’d carefully sorted and laid out on the wine table. She blanched, hastily skipping over them to find the med-kit he’d brought them in. Going through that was worth a shot, at least. She limped over, her heel radiating jagged spears of pain up her leg with every step. Standing on one leg, she rummaged through the compartments of the kit. 


Hot damn! There was a small first-aid pack. In it, she found a box of standard-issue painkiller hyposprays, some analgesic capsules, and a couple of stim-tabs. The analgesic would help the shock and swelling; the stim-tabs would animate a corpse—for a few hours. Of course, after that . . . 


Kris snorted to herself. Considering her situation, there was no after that. She swallowed a stim-tab and an analgesic capsule dry, then fished out one of the hyposprays, placed the tip of the ampoule against her throbbing heel, and squeezed hard. The hypospray popped off, making her wince, and then a warm sensation spread through her foot, tingling. After a minute, she placed it gently on the floor. It twinged, but she could walk on it. 


Now clothes. She needed clothes. 


She rifled Heydrich’s quarters, sometimes opening drawers and hastily shutting them again: the search was providing an altogether too detailed picture of the future Heydrich had planned for her. 


And you thought you could wait him out . . . 


Then she found a set of fatigues that she imagined would do. She ripped off the hateful black gloves, throwing them at the unclean bed, and hastily put on the fatigues. They fit tightly on her, but they fit. Dressed again in military issue, she felt almost herself again. Now footwear. 


A further search turned up a surprising variety of women’s shoes. All of them were nonregulation. So at least ship’s stores didn’t stock those things, she muttered inwardly, thinking of the boots that had fallen to Manes’ scalpel. A minute or two of rummaging turned up a pair of boots with heels just low enough to pass muster and squeezed them on. There was a grinding sensation vaguely noticeable through the anesthetic as she jammed the right boot on. 


Fuck, what am I doing to my heel? The thought made her queasy. Don’t think about it. 


Finally, she considered her hair. It would take too long to undo and comb out that elaborately braided and curled mass. She located a visored cap that matched the fatigues and stuffed the hairdo into it. 


Okay, all dressed up—now where do I go? 


All her instincts screamed at her to get out of there immediately. She stood in the center of the room and started to shiver violently. Did reason demand flight? Or was it just adrenaline talking? 


Adrenaline, she decided. Heydrich had said he’d be in CIC for several hours, and she doubted anybody would disturb Manes while he was playing. The crew must be aware of his and the Admiral’s habits. She eased into the overstuffed chair with the cerise upholstery and succumbed to a bad case of the shakes. For a long minute, her shoulders twitched uncontrollably and her knees felt jellied. She tried to decide what to do. It was proving to be quite a problem. She jammed her shaking hands between her knees. 


What to do? 


Well, first off, get control. 


Kris closed her eyes and drew a deep, ragged breath. Then she tapped her badly depleted reservoirs of will, scraping the bottom, and squeezed the spasming tension out of her toes, into the floor. 


Fine. Now consider the situation . . . 


The situation was pretty simple: she needed to warn somebody—PrenTalien, preferably—about the Maxor’s duplicity and the planned Regulus blitz. She had no idea of the Halith timetable, but given Heydrich’s state of agitation, she figured it was soon. Hopefully, the situation would delay his side until hers could get into position for a counterstrike. But only if she could send a message. 


That was tough: standard design practices said all out-ship comms would route through CIC—and CIC was a fucking fortress. Entry was probably only on strict visual check-and-clear, and there was no way she was going to get into it. Her eloquence did not extend to unlocking blast doors. She began to swear, long and elaborately, under her breath. Was escape an option? 


She could probably get to an evacuation pod and fire it, but she couldn’t imagine what good that would do. Maybe she could beep a message using the locator beacon? 


Yeah, right. Might as well save them the trouble and just step out an airlock. And if she kept silent and they missed her, she’d just float and float . . . No thank you. 


She drew a shaking breath. “This is just not working out,” she muttered. She needed to think of something. 


Standing up gingerly, tender of her heel, she walked into the small adjacent compartment. It was laid out as a small office, quite neat and organized and unadorned. Clearly, Heydrich did not mix pleasure with business. The room held the console, a standard interface, and several floor-to-ceiling cabinet files. Along the back wall was a weapons locker. 


An idea sparked. Heydrich was in CIC. He’d instructed Manes to report “interesting” activity. Interesting activity, huh? She grinned—probably very unpleasantly if it matched her thoughts. 


Sir, I have a report from Sergeant Manes that the prisoner has escaped and is here to shoot your ass . . . 


She almost laughed but stopped and considered the idea more seriously. With a weapon, she wouldn’t need entry clearance; she’d only need them to open the hatch for a moment. If Manes sent Heydrich a message informing him of something new the prisoner had said—say, an eyes-only flimsy, too sensitive for ship comms—would they open up? They might . . . 


She checked the time on the desktop console—just past 0200 ship-time. There couldn’t be that many people in CIC at 0200. And she had the element of surprise. But what was the readiness condition? If they were gearing up for a dance, that would be bad. That had to read out on the console. She tapped a key to bring up a status summary screen. Ilya was under port watch. 


Her attention went back to the weapons locker. It was all academic if she couldn’t open it. Going to inspect the front, she found it both keyed and thumb-locked. That figured. 


She returned to the main room, knelt, and began frisking Manes’ body. Manes was Heydrich’s batman—batmen had keys and serviced personal weapons. Her search rewarded her with a wrist pad, an ID card, a credit chit, and a set of electronic keys. They were even labeled. 


Pocketing everything but the keys, she reached down and grabbed the small corpse. 


Come on, little prick, I need your thumbs, too. 


For a moment, she considered removing them—and the ears and tail?—but this bit of butchery was only appealing in the imagination. She dragged the body into the other compartment and over to the locker door. 


Let’s see, Manes was right-handed. That means right-hand key, left-hand thumb. She pressed both items to their respective locations. The locker doors popped open. 


“Decisions, decisions,” Kris murmured, savoring her first real smile in weeks. After a moment’s reflection she chose a flechette pistol. The service-issue sidearms fired a light-armor-piercing caseless round; Kris didn’t expect to encounter armor, but she did intend to shoot into a compartment full of electronics she needed to use. 


Besides, the sleek black flechette pistol went so much better with the outfit. 


She found a plain black holster, strapped it on, and then slapped a 50-round flechette clip into the pistol’s grip. Not much for taking over an enemy ship. 


But enough to keep from getting captured again. 


She snapped the safety off and slid the pistol into the holster. The weight felt good. 


She went into the head, treated her cuts, and dealt with her other needs. Emerging a couple of minutes later, she felt better but increasingly edgy. 


Okay, time to move. 


She went to Manes’ corpse, removed his sergeant’s insignias, and stuck them on her own fatigues. Then she dragged his body into the head and dumped it in the shower stall. That might buy her a few minutes if somebody came by. Blood on the carpet in here couldn’t be all that odd. With any luck, they’d assume it was hers and think Manes had gotten carried away and had to drag her . . . somewhere. 


Last, she pulled the chip from the recorder in the desk and began searching the drawers for the other chip. She found it in with dozens of others, filed in strict chronological order. The catalog of activities represented by the collection made her sick to her stomach. She slammed the drawer shut. 


Going to the door, she checked the viewer in the call pad. No one coming. She opened the door and stepped out, letting go of a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She left the door unlocked—better to have somebody find the quarters empty and unlocked, than locked with no answer when they were supposedly in use. Then she went quickly down the hall. 










Chapter Eight



IHS Ilya Turabian
 orbiting Asylum Station


Two in the AM was not a busy time for a ship under port watch. Kris walked briskly down the empty passageway and turned two corners without seeing anybody. Then she passed a couple of maintenance types, who nodded briefly at her. Kris nodded back. No one paused. Farther along, she stopped, pulled an order-of-the-day message off the wall, folded it up neatly, and stood there looking at it. 


I’m outta my mind—this’ll never launch . . . Did she have another choice? Judging from the wall codes, the evac pods were just around that corner and down . . . No, she still might get an opportunity if they were just a little lax about their security. Then again, maybe the evac pod wasn’t such a bad idea after all . . . Oh hell, quit dithering. You’ll probably get iced either way. She stuffed the folded sheet of yellow plastic in her breast pocket and moved along. 


Down the next passageway, she passed a small, walled-off snack alcove. A pair of feet projected out from a far corner. Curious, she stopped and stuck her head inside. A young officer sprawled in one of the chairs, a neglected cup of coffee near his hand, asleep. Kris grinned unpleasantly. She tiptoed quietly up to the officer, peering at his name plate. It read: Lieutenant J.M. Quist, Security. 


Now here was an opportunity . . . 


Taking the flimsy out, she cleared her throat loudly. The lieutenant awoke with a start. “Who’a—what the—” 


“Lieutenant Quist?” she asked politely. 


The lieutenant sat up groggily, rubbing his eyes. “Yeah. Shit—I mean, what’dya want?” His eyes focused on her, more or less. “Oh. Uh, hel-lo.” 


Kris smiled at the leer. She was used to being leered at, and this time not only could it be useful, it meant he didn’t recognize her. Keeping the smile fixed, she regarded him quizzically as he blinked at her. Was he drunk? Drinking on duty and hitting the coffee to cover it up? She looked into the bleary-red eyes. Yep, definitely. No wonder you pulled grave watch. 


“Sorry to disturb you, Lieutenant,” Kris said as she saluted smartly. “I need your help delivering a message.” 


It wasn’t what he had in mind. “Me? Wha—I mean, how come?” 


“You are the security duty officer?” An inspired guess. 


“Yeah, sure.” He shook his head in a vain attempt to clear it. “What is this? How’d you find—know where I was?” 


“One of the guys told me,” Kris lied boldly. She indicated the bit of folded yellow plastic. “I’ve got an eyes-only flimsy for Admiral Heydrich and—” 


“Heydrich! Holy fuck!” 


“—he’s in CIC. I’m not badged in yet. I need you to take me there.” She let her hand rest negligently on the pistol butt. 


“Fuckin’ hell,” Quist muttered under his breath. Then out loud: “Look, why don’t you just—” 


“It’s from Sergeant Manes, Lieutenant,” Kris interrupted frostily. “Admiral Heydrich specifically asked for this information ASAP. Manes instructed me to deliver it personally. It’s about that CEF prisoner, and I don’t want to explain to the Admiral why it was late.” So get with it, asshole. Or I’ll drill you right here. 


That sobered Quist up a bit. “Yeah, yeah. Alright, Sergeant—Sergeant . . .” 


“Marelich.” Her father’s second wife’s name—it even sounded right. 


“Yeah, okay. I’m on it.” He staggered to his feet and barely managed to keep from falling. Shit, I hope he doesn’t get the DTs halfway there. Quist was fumbling for his cap. She handed it to him. He jammed it on his head cockeyed. “Okay. I’m on it. Let’s go.” He lurched down the corridor the way she’d come. 


“Ah, Lieutenant?” 


“Yeah?” 


“Are you sure it’s that way?” 


He squinted. “Oh, yeah. Got turned around . . .” His voice dribbled off as he went down the passage in the other direction. Kris followed him. Quist began to pull it together after a few steps. He must have had a lot of practice at this. After a while he commented, “I haven’t seen you around much. You new?” 


“Uh huh. Just got in.” 


“Oh? Where from?” 


“Zalamenkar.” The one Halith colony she knew. It was at the edge of the Hydra, and the accent there was close to her own.


“Never been there.” 


Good. Don’t go. 


“Who did you say you were with?” 


“Med-lab. Commander Grinnell’s staff.” 


“Interrogation, huh? You were in with Manes and that CEF Lieutenant?” 


“Yes.” 


“I thought Manes didn’t like—” 


“He enjoys my help,” she said flatly. That shut him up, but she saw him glance at her and mutter holy shit under his breath. Good. The more worried he was, the better she liked it. After a minute or two, they turned down a narrow passageway, and Kris saw a lift-ladder at the end. 


“Well, we’re here,” Quist remarked, turning towards her and nodding at the lift-ladder. “Now what exactly do you w— ” His mouth snapped shut as he found the flechette pistol jammed under his jaw. She shoved him back against the wall of the lift-ladder alcove. 


“I want you to keep your cool, Lieutenant. If you wanna be a hero, go ahead. You’ll never even feel it.” She pressed the muzzle into the yielding flesh, her eyes flicking to the passageway entrance. If anyone came around that corner now . . . 


“I’ll be chill—I’ll be chill,” Quist whispered, his eyes goggling. “Wha—what do I do?” Sweat started out in little oily drips under his eyes and on his upper lip. 


“First tell me what’s down this ladder.” 


“CIC entrance well. It’s small—three people maybe.” 


“Shot-trapped?” 


“Plasma and explosions, yeah. If they shoot into it, the slugs go bouncing around until they hit something—” 


“Monitored?” 


“There’s a vid in the hatch.” 


“That’s it?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Entry on visual check-and-clear?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Good boy, Quist. You might live through this. Now, remember: this is a hand delivery for Admiral Heydrich from Sergeant Manes. It’s about that prisoner—eyes-only. They have to open that hatch to receive it. If they ask, I’m a sergeant from med-lab—but I’d rather they didn’t ask. Just get that hatch open, and then you can fly like hell up the ladder. Got it?” 


Quist’s Adam’s apple bobbed nervously, rubbing on the gun barrel. “Yeah. Yeah. Got it.” 


“No fuck-ups, Quist.” She pulled down the gun and pushed him in front of her, keeping the barrel nestled in his spine. 


“Okay, down we go.” They stepped into the lift ladder and descended slowly. Kris’s heart began to pound wildly. 


At the bottom was the trapezoidal armored niche of the CIC entry well. The long side of the trapezoid was the entrance, its duralloy hatch clearly marked, framed by the narrow apertures of the blast reflectors. Kris nudged Quist up to where he filled as much of the monitor’s view as possible, hunched down, and prodded him. He put his ID in the entry pad and pressed the CALL button. 


A voice blurted from the speaker, “What is it, Quist?” So they knew him. 


Okay so far . . . 


“Flimsy for Admiral Heydrich, sir,” Quist replied with commendable calm. “Eyes-only personal from Sergeant Manes.” She dimly heard some internal conversation through the pick-up as the speaker conferred with someone while he held the switch down. Her muscles began to bunch and coil, sucking up tension from her racing thoughts. “It’s about that CEF prisoner, sir,” Quist volunteered helpfully. 


Good boy, Quist. I may not kill you. 


“Very good, Lieutenant.” Kris heard the click of the comm-switch, the swish of the heavy hatch retracting, and exploded in action. Grabbing his collar, she jerked Quist back and slammed him into a wall even as she dropped to one knee and fired. A narrow stream of flechettes like sharp silver tears spattered the entrance. The man standing there convulsed and flopped sideways, the astonished look on his face freezing as he hit the deck. 


Kris snap-rolled through the hatchway. The other people inside—two staff officers and Heydrich, standing at a big Tacticon in the middle of the kidney-shaped room—were momentarily frozen in attitudes of stupefaction, gestures uncompleted, half-formed words still in their mouths. A console operator reached for a pair of large red buttons; she put a burst into his back. The console screen shattered in a hail of bright fragments, the operator’s narrow shoulders stiffened, and he slumped forward. 


The men around the Tacticon were starting to react. One had his sidearm out; the other was still scrabbling with his fancy flap holster. Heydrich was ducking behind them. Kris fired a wide spray in their direction. The fan of flechettes passed across the throat of the man raising his pistol and then intersected diagonally with the head of the other. Blood and brain curds spattered the room. Another display shattered, raining chips of crystal. Both men fell together. Heydrich dove under the blast, rolled, and came up lunging for another pair of red buttons. She fired again, her burst catching his outstretched right hand. It disappeared in a pink fog. 


She saw a flash of light, and a huge fist swatted her in the side. She spun, falling to one knee, even as the report boxed her ears. Quist! 


He was propped up on one hand on the entry deck, the barrel of his sidearm smoking. Another shot went wild over her head, the blast slapping her eyes. Decided to be a hero after all, huh? She shot him in the face. He flopped over backwards, his features dissolving under a wash of blood. 


Lurching to CIC’s narrow aperture, she punched the hatch closed and slammed down the manual lock lever. As the hatch banged shut, a gust of air blew against her lower body, wet and chill. She glanced down. 


Two unpleasant holes—exit holes—perforated the fatigues just inside and above her right hip point. There would be a matching entry wound in her lower back that she couldn’t see. Oddly, she felt no pain as yet, just an awful, hollow, sickening feeling. The stim-tab was fighting the shock. 


She pressed her left hand to the wounds and was rewarded with a flare of pain—deep and hot, reaching and clawing through her vitals. She reeled, gritting her teeth, waiting until it subsided to angry, uneven throbbing. She could deal with that—for a while. The stim-tab would help a lot. She turned back to the room. 


Bodies everywhere. Blood, glass crumbs, the splattered blue bits of someone’s intelligence in a wide arc across the floor. Heydrich collapsed to his knees, waxy with shock, his severed wrist clamped tightly by his left hand, blood spattered up the sleeve and over the pants of his otherwise immaculate white uniform. Staring at her, hate burning through his pain. 


“You,” he hissed in a dry husk of a voice. “How did you—” 


“I’d rather let you wonder about that,” she replied, stepping around the Tacticon to where she could see him clearly. She gave the room a fast once-over while she did so. Several large displays hung from the walls, and she recognized the main fire control console, the hyperwave, and the countermeasures station with its screen shattered. Beyond that were the ultra-wideband scanners and the area defense and integrated point defense stations; to the left was the shot-up console with its corpse operator. The deep-radar, she realized. A pity, that. 


“Nice set-up you got here—” A flashing alert light, accompanied by the rising wail of sirens on the other side of the hatch, cut her off. They’d found someone—Quist. Right now, she imagined they were discovering that the hatch was manually locked. 


Heydrich’s lips pulled back in a snarling, feral grin. “You see. You’re trapped. In a moment they’ll call, and when I don’t answer, they’ll flood this chamber with paralytic gas—” 


“I don’t think so,” she answered, smiling. “You’ve got a citadel button in this thing, right?” 


“If you can find it.” He was panting now, great heaving gasps drawn through clenched teeth. 


“Oh, that’s easy.” Kris tried to make her tone airy—it didn’t quite work; the combination of wound shock and stim-tab made her voice waver. “It’s right next to the one you fellas keep trying to hit. The gas release, huh?” The naked rage he could not conceal told her she’d deduced correctly. 


A screen winked on and a harried-looking officer barked, “CIC? Bridge. Report please!” 


“Oops! No more time to chat!” Kris shot Heydrich through the left thigh—with two legs he could have still lunged at her—stepped over his writhing body and hit the right-hand red button. The triple blast doors slammed closed, the lights dimmed as they switched from main to internal power, and the emergency reds came on. The air got suddenly still as the armor plates in the vents shut and then stirred up again as the air scrubbers and recyclers kicked in. Around the walls, indicator panels came to life, showing the status of the environmental seals, the air duct proximity alarms, and the BNC filters. Everywhere screens illuminated, their blue-silver glow combining eerily with the dull light of the emergency reds. 


“CIC? Bridge!” the harried-looking officer repeated, his voice getting loud and frantic. “Report status, please!” 


Kris walked to the screen and keyed on the voice-only channel. “Bridge? CIC. Hi, how you guys doin’ up there?” 


The officer’s face whitened in blank, unholy surprise. “Who—who is this? What’s going on? Where’s the Admiral? Tell—” 


She saluted the blind screen snappily. “Lieutenant JG Loralynn Kennakris, Nereidian League CEF Non-Imperial Forces reporting, sir. Admiral Heydrich can’t talk right now, but if you leave your name and number, I’ll give him the message.” She laughed, a little hysterically, and saw the hair of his short military cut stand up. “Oh, by the way: if you want to keep him alive for another few minutes, be a good boy and try not to bother me. Bye!” 


She switched off. When she turned back, Heydrich was on one knee again, struggling to rise. 


“Oh, don’t bother.” She gestured with the flechette gun. “Strength’s at a premium, you know.” In his state, she wasn’t sure he caught the reference. 


“It won’t work,” he husked at her. “Can’t use—me. Strict . . . orders—require—” 


“Oh, it’s always worth a shot,” she cut him off. “Besides, I have something to tell you.” 


He blinked, groggily. He was going down fast. “Wha—what?” 


“I lied,” she said happily. “About everything. Miranda’s not a fake, Seventh’s still there, and we don’t know shit about your Regulus plans or your deal with Maxor. Of course, I’ll tell everyone as soon as I’m done with you.” 


He shook his head, a shuddering twitch. “What? Why . . . why—” 


“Like I told that nice Commander Tweedle-Dum: I’m officially crazy. They yanked my flight rating. Pissed me off.” The sentence ended with bared teeth. “Well, time’s up.” 


His eyes widened; the trembling mouth went slack. “No! You said— Don’t! I can—” 


“Lied about that, too.” She shot him in the chest. He stared stupidly at the bright red flower spreading over the front of his bright white uniform jacket until his eyes filmed and he collapsed forward on his face. 










Chapter Nine



IHS Ilya Turabian
 orbiting Asylum Station


Kris sagged against the console as the adrenal fire in her veins began to fade, leaving quivering in its wake. The pain in her side had started to flare up. Better bandage the damn thing. She stuffed the pistol back in its holster and searched Heydrich’s corpse and the two by the Tacticon. The ghoulish activity rewarded her with a collection of handkerchiefs and a uniform undershirt. She packed the wounds with two of the handkerchiefs, cut bandages out of the undershirt with a jeweled pocket knife she’d found on Heydrich, and managed to bind her wounds somewhat clumsily. It helped a little. 


While she was in the middle of her bandaging, banging and grinding noises made themselves heard, muffled somewhat by the triplet of blast doors. She grinned at the noises. 


Hope you like working in a confined space, guys. 


Then the young, harried-looking officer appeared again on the screen, hailing urgently. She punched the voice button, snapped, “Yes, I hear you knocking. Knock it the hell off if you want your people alive,” and flipped the comm off. She hoped that would confuse them some and maybe interrupt the work on the doors, but if it failed to, she wasn’t worried. Time was not yet a pressing concern; the citadel button should buy her more than enough—if it met League specs. Of course, it might not . . . 


Savagely, Kris grabbed her wandering thoughts, making them address the problem at hand. She needed to get a message to PrenTalien to tell him what was up. No, she reconsidered. First, she should go through the message traffic and find out exactly who had been ordered to do what . . . No, that would take too long. 


Dammit, I’m not thinking straight . . . 


She chewed her nails. Okay, what she really should do was send a message and then dump everything on PrenTalien and let him figure it out. That was fine, but she continued to worry at her fingertips. 


If he was still near the rendezvous point, PrenTalien was only about six hours away—five in a fast battlecruiser. Could she ask for a pick-up? Dumb question, she chided herself, of course I can ask. Effecting one was another matter. Even though the CIC armor might keep Ilya’s crew out for a long time, PrenTalien would still have to take over the ship, compartment by compartment . . . 


Well, maybe not. All their weapons are in here—they can’t even bring up shields. 


Until they ran an alternate control net. It wouldn’t take them long to rerun some cabling. Unless she could convince them not to. 


Yes, the thought blossomed wonderfully, all their weapons controls are in here. Maybe she could convince them to leave things alone until PrenTalien arrived. It was very unlikely she could remain on her feet that long; she was burning the stim-tab awfully fast with a broken heel and the holes in her side—but the Halith didn’t know that. If a good threat kept them at bay and if the blast doors held . . . 


She needed to know what was going on. Going to the Tacticon, she brought up the local situation map and displayed it on one of the intact wall screens. That would allow her to watch it from anywhere in the room. Then she put the scanner on auto-sweep and set the Tacticon to update continuously. 


Now let’s see what we can see. 


Ilya was still in her parking orbit, five hundred kilometers above Asylum Station. The rump of the Ilya’s escort—two destroyers and seven corvettes—was still around and still in their parking orbits. She smiled. Of course, they were—all their comms routed through here. Expanding the Tacticon display out to Asylum’s boundaries, she discovered the red icon of an enemy fleet in-bound. The Asylum fleet returning. Heydrich must have recalled them. 


Now why’d you go and do that, you asshole? 


She highlighted the red icon and checked the information window. Without deep radar, the scanners couldn’t tell her much, just a bearing vector and energy profiles. From the latter, she knew they were heavy combatants and going like hell. Their number was indeterminate, something between several and a lot. They were radiating no comms, and the lack of spread on the bearing line implied attack formation. The Tacticon munched on its imperfect data and produced an opinion that they’d arrive in about an hour. Kris rapped her knuckles sharply on the console. 


Well, that fucks things up royally. 


She could ask PrenTalien to run a pick-up operation against a lightly defended ship that couldn’t shoot back; she couldn’t ask him to mount a full-scale invasion to the same end. Something in her wanted to curse and scream, but as she gulped breath, it fizzled, leaving her feeling tired and strangely empty. 


Looks like last post, kiddo. 


Sixty minutes. Certainty settled in her like a sigh. Damn if she was gonna go quietly then. She went to the main fire control console, brought up the on-line documentation, and began reading it. She’d gotten through the overview section when the screen lit up and chimed again. 


That took ’em awhile. 


This time it was the senior captain she had seen with Tweedle-Dum during the first interrogation session. He had a rumpled 0300-look about him that made Kris smile. 


Yeah, I’ve had one hell of a day, too. But it’s looking up now . . . 


She pressed the voice switch. “Greetings, Captain. Hell of a nice ship you have here. Highly automated too. I like the weapons controls—very user-friendly, although I’m not a friendly user. Would you like to keep it?” 


The captain merely looked annoyed at her little joke. 


I knew ya had no sense of humor. 


“Your threats serve no purpose, Lieutenant. You can do nothing to me, even as I—at the moment—can do nothing to you. You may dispose of your hostages as you choose, but we will have the hatch open in a couple of hours and then you will answer for their condition. If you choose to surrender now, I may be convinced to be lenient.” 


“Right,” Kris remarked, “your boss said that, too. I didn’t believe him either.” She flipped off the documentation screen and brought up the weapons control screen. “But I think you’re wrong about my threats, Captain. I believe I see, on this here wonderful weapons control console of yours, about a half-dozen ways to incinerate this ship—” 


“And yourself—” 


“Goes without saying.” Her smile was tight and grim but was wasted on the blind screen. “But I’m sure Imperial Halith will miss Ilya Turabian a lot more than the CEF misses me.” 


The captain waved his hand, dismissing her. “This conversation is pointless. Fire control will not operate in a friendly IFF environment. You cannot lock onto anything. Nothing you manage to launch will explode—the fuses will dud in the proximity of friendly craft. In a few minutes, my engineers will have rigged alternate communication and control circuits, and we can countermand anything you do. I advise—” 


“Tell ’em to shag it, Captain. I’ve got one hell of a demo comin’ up here real quick.” She killed the comms and returned her attention to selecting weapons. The captain was half-right: she couldn’t use fire control to lock onto any friendly craft and the fuses would indeed dud. But he was also half-wrong: she could still fire an unlocked spread on a dead bearing and set the self-destruct timers to coincide with the point of closest approach. Against a maneuvering target, it was a useless tactic—but Asylum Station, five hundred klicks below, was not a maneuvering target. 


Stations like Asylum, at four klicks across, were huge but fragile—they simply could not be otherwise—and they were also under a tremendous amount of precisely balanced and distributed mechanical stress. Given that combination, just nine or ten precisely targeted torp hits could cause a station of Asylum’s size to break apart—about the same number as needed to take down a battleship. Structurally, what mattered was the station’s core, which was about nine hundred meters in diameter. Compromising it would result in tidal forces ripping the station apart within a few hours. Two or three clean hits in the right place on one of the fusion towers might rupture it, destroying the station in a matter of minutes. 


That was why her attack with eight torpedoes might have been crazy, but not completely lunatic. If she had been able to get off her second strike, and allowing for a seventy-five percent hit ratio (a decent assumption), that would have given her six hits: not enough to destroy the station but certainly enough to lay on some serious hurt. If all eight had scored, she’d have stood a slim but non-zero chance of taking the station down. As things were now, with the damage already sustained and considering the torps would be unguided, she figured a dozen or so hits would be needed to destroy it, maybe a couple more. 


She brought up the selection menu; the status lights told her they had not succeeded in cutting power to any of the weapons. That was, of course, the point of armored junction boxes and cables. The citadel button would have tripped all the interlocks in the weapons spaces, and the override was in here. The captain was going to have quite a chore ahead of him, messily dismantling his own ship. His comment about a “few minutes” was mostly bravado—unless closer to fifteen, or even twenty, counted as ‘a few’ in his estimation. But whatever the number, it was much longer than she needed. 


On the fire control display, she was happy to see that Ilya was torp-rich, with a full loadout. She selected an even three dozen torpedoes and warmed them up. When asked, the Tacticon gave her the fly-out times, launch azimuths, and pitch-over angles she needed. She keyed them into the torpedoes manually and set the destruct timers to bracket the calculated flight time to account for any uncertainties. Twelve to fourteen hits out of thirty-six seemed like good odds. 


The torpedoes absorbed her instructions and indicated their readiness with an array of small green lights. She flipped open the latched cover and turned the arming key to the ON position. The array of green lights turned red. Then she switched another of the big wall screens to view mode and adjusted it to show Asylum Station at maximum magnification. 


The station was in a standard synchronous orbit over the sterile, airless ball of Asylum’s largest planet. Its five latticed tiers, surrounded by the delicate-looking girdle of the outer works, were pierced by three tall, tapering spires—fusion towers—anchored to the large, inverted, shallow-saucer shape housing the hanger facilities and docking bays. Just now coming out of eclipse, with the rusty light of Asylum’s dim M-Class primary spilling across half of it, it reminded her of a stack of snowflakes supported on icicle spires. The fragile-looking arrays of struts and tubes and faceted compartments caught the rays like dew on a spider’s web, scattering it in rainbow glints and ruby highlights. The three tall fusion towers were backlit, picked out by an ivory glow, smooth and featureless except for a blistered crescent that showed where one of her torps had hit. The hanger deck and main docking bay also showed signs of her assault, scalloped blast marks pocking the entrances low on the port side, and they were running stringers along a good chunk of the outer works. 


Four of four, she mused. I did good. 


She reached out and activated the comm. “Bridge? CIC. That demo’s ready, Captain. I suggest you take a look at Asylum Station—it’s going away in a minute. I’ll bring the shields up so we can all watch without being burned too bad.” She switched the shields on. The familiar green glow tinted her viewer. “I hope your people down there are up on their evac drills.” 


The captain’s face loomed on the screen. “I don’t know what sort of silly game you are attempting to play, Lieutenant. Even if you launch a missile spread and manage to hit the station, you’ll find the contact fuses are dudded—” 


“Goddamn, you’re slow,” Kris broke in. “What’s it take to make captain in this navy anyway? Here, watch.” She pressed the launch button. The torpedoes created a slight subacoustic shudder as they ripple-fired. On the Tacticon, they were little green lines arcing away; the viewer just showed the blue-white flash of their boost motors receding. The flight time was slightly over thirty seconds. She turned back to the screen. 


“You see, Captain, you forgot about the destruct timers. They can be set to a hundredth of a second, and this nice Tacticon you got here gives fly-out times better than that. Combined, that’s a spread of about a couple hundred meters, and that station’s core is what? Almost a klick across?” 


On the screen, the captain’s face flushed bright red and then drained to ghastly white. His lips worked soundlessly, unable to come up with any appropriate vocalization. Kris glanced at the fly-out timer. 


“Oops! You’re gonna miss it!” 


On her view screen, Asylum Station was suddenly riddled by a burst of lightning-white flashes, surrounded by shimmering halos of expanding debris. Holes appeared in the snowflake lattices and the central core structure, their edges decorated with a coruscating blue-green nimbus. Then the entire structure began to quake. At first, just a series of sharp tremors and then a slow, fatal oscillation seemed to shake off a cloud of metallic spores. Some were big enough to be resolved as shapes; others were visible only by the flashes of their separation motors. Evacuation pods. From their number and spacing, Kris thought they were handling it pretty well. 


She watched as the rippling layers began to wave apart from one another, the blue-green nimbus spreading to engulf the ruptured edges, and then the top of the central fusion tower began to erupt a jet of blindingly blue-white plasma. Emergency venting—the reactor containment had ruptured. Three minutes later, the other two fusion towers plumed, and the station was enveloped by a pulsating ion glow shot through with brilliant flashes of static discharge: sulfurous yellow, electric blue-violet, and occasionally, a streak of searing red. The plumes began to broaden and merge as the tops of the fusion towers boiled off and, for an instant, the station was surrounded by a corona like an eclipsed sun. Then it exploded in a dazzling smear of light that burned the eyes, even on the view screens. 


The image rippled as the shock wave rocked the Ilya Turabian. A glowing cloud of plasma spread across the screen, a convulsing, bright orange flower, cooling eventually to red, then to infrared and invisibility. 


Kris drew a long shaky breath, suddenly tired, and not at all as exultant as she’d expected to be. The explosion had burned something out of her, and all she felt was hollow. 


Hey Huron. I thought you might be lonely, so I decided to send you some friends. We’re all friends afterwards, aren’t we? I think I read that somewhere—if not, sorry. Ignore Heydrich anyway—he’s probably still a shit. By the way, if ya wanna wait, I’ll be along in a few. 


The black spaces between the stars ate the thought and sent no echo back. 


“Well, Captain,” she said aloud, turning her eyes from the now empty vista—empty but for an expanding debris cloud, winking like ice chips in the thin reddish light. “You a believer yet?” 


The captain’s face was turned away from the screen; evidently he’d been watching after all. His profile was striated along anguished lines, and the pallid skin glistened with sweat. She watched as color crept back into his cheeks in uneven blotches, like badly applied make-up on a corpse. At last, he turned to face the screen, his eyes livid in the sickly face. 


“Lieutenant”—he made it into the deadliest word he knew—“those blast doors will open. And when they do—” 


“Oh, I know what comes next,” Kris snapped tiredly. “Don’t even fuck’n bother.” His lips curled around a retort, but he never got it out. Someone off screen interrupted him; Kris thought she heard the word “company.” The captain swung his head the other way in the jerky, harassed manner of a man assailed from all sides at once. The screen blanked. 


Must’ve noticed his friends, Kris reckoned. He sure didn’t seem very happy. Of course, he had to explain why he just blew up a major installation. Bet his superiors don’t have any sense of humor either. Well, she’d better see what was going on, too. No telling how the other ships would react to Ilya suddenly fragging her own base. 


The tactical display, when she glanced at it, showed mostly chaos. Two of the corvettes were tumbling helplessly out of control—they must have been hit by the shock wave before they could get their shields up. One of the destroyers had been in too close and was wallowing drunkenly now, the scanners showing heavy blast damage to its port side. 


Kris clucked her tongue. Bad reflexes, guys. 


The other destroyer had reacted in time and was forming up in a defensive array with the intact corvettes. Scanners didn’t show any weapons warming up; they weren’t planning an immediate attack. Of course, that could change in a hurry. She changed the scanner refresh rate to real time. Her eyes flicked over to the hyperwave commsets. 


As soon as they get themselves sorted out, I bet they start screaming bloody murder. 


At that moment, the terminals lit up, message alerts beeping and blinking. Yep, that’s them. She flipped on the bridge voice channel. 


“Bridge? CIC. Your friends out there are acting kinda pissed off. I don’t think they understand. If you’ve got your comm-net up, you might explain things to them, unless you wanna be plasma, too. That, of course, is fine with me.” She paused, thinking. 


I still need time to send a message to PrenTalien. 


“I’ll take the shields down, in case they’re getting twitchy. Gesture of good faith, y’know. Oh—and by the way—don’t break orbit. I don’t think they’d like that, and I certainly wouldn’t. For an encore, I’m investigating all the fun things you can do with the nice collection of adaptive mines you got here.” No one bothered to reply. She switched off the comm. 


Don’t wanna talk to me, huh? Can’t imagine why. But the racket outside the blast doors had stopped. Maybe I’ve made some progress. She glanced around absently. Well, time to phone home. She got up, prepared for the pain that flared with the movement, but not prepared enough. Grasping the console for support, she stood motionless, head down. 


Oh mothafucker. Not a good time for this . . . 


Breathing deeply, she fought to get her stomach back under control. The hot, flashing waves of sickness receded. Sucking in air through her mouth, she made it to one of the hyperwaves, lowering herself into it slowly. Sitting made her feel better. Now to see if she could make this damn foreign shit work. She cleared off the flurry of incoming messages, their blinking alarms still angrily demanding a reply, and brought up the unfamiliar menus. Reading them over, she decided the Halith did their best work with weapons interfaces—their comms gear was kinda clumsy. 


She saw an option called EXIT BUFFER. She selected it to see what it was. It turned out to be about a week’s worth of messages. She cycled through them rapidly, until one caught her eye and jarred her to a stop. It was an after-action report. She read it over, devouring the second-by-second recitation of events in the dry militarize, each replayed vividly in her mind's eye. When she reached the last paragraph, hot salty liquid welled up to sting her hazel eyes. 


It read: 


 . . . Craft #1 attempted a rolling evasion which was not successful. Plasma fire struck the port-aft quarter of the target craft and resulted in hull depressurization, followed approx. 27 sec later by hull fragmentation. The pilot accomplished a successful ejection. At this juncture, Craft #2 broke off attack and attempted an escape. Pursuit was mounted with all diligence; however, we regret to report that, despite heavy damage to the target, this attempt was successful. ejected pilot of Craft #1 and craft debris were subsequently recovered . . . 


He’s alive? He’s alive . . . The words circled around in her brain, around and around—Huron, you’re alive—holding up a glimmer of something to hope for, an echo of might-have-been. 


Now, stop that, goddammit. 


Kris straightened up, wiping the tears off her lashes. 


Yeah. Okay. Alright. 


She forced herself back to trying to decipher the hyperwave’s operation. After plodding through several menus and a poorly written documentation screen, she finally got something that looked like a tuning menu. She picked an open channel and selected the CEF guard band as the exit frequency. That should light up receivers everywhere. Painstakingly, she typed her message. 


{timetag}. EMERGENCY ALL FRIENDLY. EMERGENCY ALL FRIENDLY. Kennakris, Loralynn, LTJG sending—#LTK 059 413—REPEAT—Kennakris, Loralynn, LTJG sending—#LTK 059 413. HALITH have planned invasion of Regulus—REPEAT—HALITH have planned invasion of Regulus. SECRET Treaty has been concluded with MAXOR to abet invasion. Current status of invasion plans unknown. Data dump to follow this transmission; will contain Halith messages, this ship. also TACTICON files. Am on board IHS ILYA TURABIAN. Am secured in CIC. CITADEL is engaged. Personal condition: Poor. Be Advised: Do not attempt pick-up. Have detected enemy fleet in-bound, force structure unknown, intentions unknown. Last known bearing vector 013/169. Have destroyed ASYLUM STATION on personal initiative. ASYLUM is DOWN—repeat—ASYLUM is DOWN. If counter to orders, I apologize— 


She paused. The hyperwave delay from here to PrenTalien’s last known position was about fifteen minutes; that was short enough to ask for an acknowledgement. 


—THIS IS A CLEAN TRANSMIT. Acknowledge on this channel, parameters to follow—VERIFY Recognition key 1-88-XO-7 Gypsy Dancer— 


She typed in the channel and pulse-code parameters laboriously, stopped, bit her lip, and attached a personal note: 


—Tell Huron (Rafael, [L], LCDR; #1AK 067 903) to go to Romney’s and knock back one with my name on it. Sorry I made such a mess of things. Hope you understand—END—repeat—End End## 


She hit a button labeled PROCESS. The console beeped obligingly and a working icon lit up. It seemed to grind for a long time, but just about when she’d decided she must have botched it, the working icon blinked out and a message, READY TO SEND, CLEAR TRANSMIT lit up. She pressed the SEND key. About five seconds later, another message popped up: TRANSMISSION COMPLETE. 


It would take about forty minutes, she figured, for PrenTalien’s acknowledgement to come back—providing, of course, he didn’t screw around. If he was leery, deep-probing would confirm the destruction of Asylum Station. That wouldn’t take more than a few minutes and should answer any doubts about the message’s validity. Three-quarters of an hour to kill . . . 


She looked around CIC—at the five corpses, the blood drying sticky-tacky among the scattered crystal crumbs of the shot-out console screens. The deep-radar operator still slumped at his ruined instrument, a wide pool of blood congealing at the feet of his chair. The first casualty just inside the hatch, face down in its own bloody pond. Two mangled corpses sprawled by the Tacticon, one with its head facing the wrong way, the other with little head at all. And, of course, Heydrich. 


The scene made her feel ill. The dead looked so untidy up close. Kris had hardly ever seen, and never handled, a corpse. Her enemies were specks of light, magnified images on a viewer screen, thousands of kilometers distant. They burned away into plasma more often than not, and if they didn’t, no one tried to collect what remained—at most a sterile cloud of debris. Not like this heavy, inanimate flesh, lying broken and askew, contorted limbs and faces, scattered bits of organs and the heavy, bright, copper smell of blood. She couldn’t just leave them like this . . . could she? 


Unsteadily, she got to her feet, holding onto the chair. The pain was duller this time, an ache rather than a sharp tearing. She managed to take two steps before her stomach rebelled utterly. Falling to her knees, she vomited in a great wracking rush. 


Muddy scarlet. Blood mixed with ground meat flecked with black. She was bleeding inside. A lot. 


Well, that’s no big fuck’n surprise. 


Damn stim-tab was wearing off faster than she expected. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve. Her belly felt like someone had lit a flare in it. For a couple of minutes, she knelt with her head down, curled around the hot bronze pain in her gut. The sick dizziness finally passed, seeming to leak out through the holes in her abdomen. 


She managed to stagger up and lurch blindly towards the nearest chair. The operator’s body, still slumped on the deep-radar console, confronted her suddenly. Faltering, she put her hand on the quiescent shoulder and shoved his small-boned, dark-haired corpse out of the chair. It sagged to the deck, rolling face up. 


Not his—hers. Kris stared at the lovely young face, blue eyes fixed wide in frozen innocence. 


Probably just my age . . . 


Suddenly, she again felt very sick. Hot flushes tingled in her neck and cheeks. With numb fingers, she touched the nameplate on the blood-soaked breast. It read: Sub-Lieutenant Lailani Christopher. 


What the fuck were you doing here? Ya didn’t need to be here. Ya coulda been off makin’ somebody happy and all that kinda good shit and now look at’cha. What a fuck’n mess . . . 


Kris sat heavily in the console chair, trying desperately not to vomit again, and brushed some of the dark brown hair out of the pale, gray, vacant face. 


Sorry. So fucked up. Didn’t wanna—I mean . . . Hot wetness stung her eyes. Shit, not now. Don’t have time to cry now. Will, though. Jus’ wait . . . She closed the blank eyes gently. 


An incoming message light on the hyperwave demanded her attention. She checked the signal parameters. They matched what she’d asked for. By the time tag it had been barely ten minutes. Which was weird. Could she have made a mistake? She hit RECEIVE. The message scrolled down the screen. 


—for Kennakris, Loralynn, LTJG—#LTK 059 413—Acknowledge—VERIFY Recognition key 1-88-XO-7 Gypsy Dancer // 1-77-oX-9 Arabian Princess. Message received and forwarded. Pick-up already underway. Fleet en route to you. All commands alerted. Awaiting data dump, this channel. Stet Parameters. Break 1— 


The second part of the message rippled down. 


—Come to Romney’s yourself. I ain’t doing your drinking for you. LCDR R [L] Huron. END—REPEAT—END END## 


Trembling, she typed an acknowledgement, more than she intended and less than she felt. The tears spilled over and fell like silent vows on the keyboard—tears for him. Tears for her, too. 


It took her a minute to link the Tacticon to the hyperwave terminal. Her vision was oddly confused, crowded around the edges with purple-gray nothingness. When she’d finally managed it, she opened the terminal’s data buffer as wide as it would go, selected READ/REPEAT, code-worded the loop and locked it open. Once the first data dump was complete, the system would automatically and continuously rebroadcast all it could remember. Kris imagined it could remember quite a lot. 


She filled the data buffer first with the messages from the exit buffer and then set up the Tacticon to spool off a core dump loop. That would give them a nasty lot of 1s and 0s to deal with, but the intel folks were supposed to be used to stuff like that. She punched SEND and activated the dump loop. The terminal beeped happily as it gulped the reams of data and beamed them out into N-space. 


Now, nothing to do but wait. Time had adopted an odd elastic quality. Sometimes, it took half an eternity for a bead of sweat to ease down her cheek and drip onto the breast of her fatigues. Sometimes, the numbers on the time display jumped oddly, skipping a whole series of digits. Always, in the background, the hyperwave terminal beeped and chirped happily, digesting and spewing its data again and again. 


After a while, the noise from the other side of the blast doors resumed, with increased and ferocious intensity. They were serious now. It sounded like gravitic arc cutters. She pulled out the flechette pistol and checked the load. Four rounds left. She wasn’t going back to that interrogation room, whatever happened. In all probability, Admiral Heydrich and Sergeant Manes had no shortage of eager protégés waiting to fill their boots. 


Learn to choke down the disappointment, ya fuckers. 


The pitch of the cutters increased. Progress was sounding quite rapid. The enemy, it seemed, was at hand. She imagined she could hear their voices now, over the racket of the cutting tools, itching to get at her. Kris looked at Lieutenant Lailani Christopher’s stiffening body and found the word enemy stuck in her throat. She could—she would—end up stiffening next to Lailani in no more than a few minutes. 


A nice, useless insight, that. 


Suddenly the voice circuit of the entry-pad crackled to life. “Lieutenant Loralynn Kennakris! Lieutenant Loralynn Kennakris!” it barked at her. She raised the pistol, snarled “Shut the fuck up,” and shot the speaker out. Three rounds left. 


Not much time now, and she still had a chore to finish. Getting up from the deep-radar console, she managed to drag all the bodies over to the hatchway, straighten the twisted limbs, and lay them all out, right and proper, wrists and ankles crossed, the way she’d once seen them do back home when she was nine. Or maybe ten. The effort wracked her gut and she vomited again, but in the end she got them all shifted. Last, she shook out her collection of purloined handkerchiefs and spread them over the still faces. Even Heydrich’s. Her last erg of energy burned, she collapsed into the Tacticon chair behind the array of dead bodies. 


This is fuck’n insane, she mocked herself, feeling distinctly light-headed. 


It’s classical, herself answered. Heroes always die with the bodies of their enemies piled at their feet. 


Oh, so you’re a hero again? Self-anointed? 


Somebody’s gotta be, don’cha think? 


Huron’s gonna laugh his ass off. 


Well, it’s better than crying . . . 


She wondered if the air recyclers had gone out—it seemed awfully damned warm all of sudden. Had they figured out a way to pull the CIC power after all? An induction overload maybe? 


Her eyes sought out the indicators. They showed a healthy green. What about the ducts? Was she being gassed? No, the BNC alarms were green, too. Something their own sensors couldn’t detect? Not likely. Besides, the proximity alarms on the duct baffles hadn’t gone off. All the environmental seals still showed okay. Everything showed okay. 


She was okay. 


Scratch away, ya fuckers. I’m waitin’. 


Yeah, she felt fine. Everything was fine. Which was damn peculiar because overhead, the lights were going out. 


*     *     *


Voices, thin and distant, echoing dimly through a cottony nothingness filled with soft gray light. Either angels coming to take her home or vultures coming to feed. She couldn’t tell which and wasn’t sure she cared. 


. . . need three more units here! She’s practically bled out . . . 


Got her—Watch it. Careful now. Shit! Trip, foam that! 


How long you reckon? 


Too fuckin’ long. Goddammit, she’s hemorrhaging again! Drake, clamp! Fuckin’ stim-tabs . . . 


She gonna make it, boss? 


How the hell should I know? Where’s that goddamn scanner? 


Workin’ on it. 


Work faster. Ty, can you tell what’s busted without— 


Yeah . . . Jesus! Intestines chopped all to hell. Big fuckin’ hole in the liver . . . 


Oh shit, we’re losin’ her! Drake, hit her again . . . 


. . . of a bitch! I can’t even find her damn kidney . . . 


Alright, alright, she’s back on line! Can’t tell for how long . . . 


Scanner’s ready, boss. 


Okay. Easy, easy. Yeah, there. Fine. Bring it up. 


Christ, will ya look at that! Damn round broke up. That’s why she’s chewed so bad . . . 


Not good here, boss—hydrostatic shock damage, PZK’s off the scale. How in hell did she break her heel? Toxic shock . . . endocrinologic readings jagged all to hell—that’d be the stim-tab . . . Oh shit, she’s flat lining! I’m goin’ in! Trip, Drake, gimme a hand . . . I need a flood here, somebody—yeah, lift that . . . God dammit! I can’t see . . . 


. . . gonna have to tank her, boss. She can’t take no more of this. 


Yeah, okay. Tell ’em a full cryo set. I want Ling there with bells on . . . 


Gotta A-firm on that. 


. . . fine. Okay, lift now. Get that pallet there. Easy. Good. Alright, hook her up. Ty, get ready to put her down. Watch it, watch it . . . Okay, now . . . 


The gray light dimmed, running to a deep dark blue, with shadows reaching out to wrap around her face, feather-soft and warm. Talking shadows, whispering in her ears with a ghosting sigh. 


Huron? 


“Yeah, Kris. You can relax now. We’re going home.” 












End of the Beginning



Verdun Military Hospital
 Weyland Station, Vesta, Eltanin Sector 


Another hell, this one full of tubes: tubes of different diameters and colors, snaking through oxygen-saturated nutrient fluid. Tubes that ran into every natural orifice, and several unnatural ones, delivering a myriad of chemicals that assisted the nanocyte tissue regenerators as they labored heroically to repair the wreckage left by Quist’s bullet. They controlled her raging endocrine system, combated necrosis of the liver and the various infections flourishing in her leaky abdominal cavity, and reversed the generally bad systemic effects of stim-tabs. 


The tubes didn’t hurt exactly—pain didn’t seem to be allowed here—but they did impart a singularly crawling sensation to her entire body. Every offended muscle and invaded passage quivered on the brink of a spasm to eject the protoplastic intruder. It was, she decided, a singularly hellish sensation. 


She spent a week in hell, which she later found out was Verdun Military Hospital on Weyland Station. The first few days were mercifully indistinct. On the fifth day, she’d come around, and they cleared out the nanocyte regenerators to let the pharmaceuticals have free reign. By the sixth, the intubation began to really piss her off. 


The Lord of Hell, one Dr. Venn Tsai Ling, considered this an excellent sign and had her untanked. The quick absolution surprised her; she had thought her sins were greater. 


She was given a real bed and the invasive tubes were reduced to two. After a day of mercilessly starving her—her new GI tract was now awake and ferociously hungry—they allowed her to eat what they called “real food.” 


Real food turned out to be a disgusting white pabulum. The medical staff assured her it was high in calories and had many other virtues. When it had the desired effect on her alimentary tract, they pulled the remaining tubes. Then she suffered the pabulum another day. 


On the third day after her release from hell, she took her first walk, the pain in her whole body competing with the exhilaration of getting out of bed. They fed her a gelatinous substance that they swore was much better than the pabulum and equally virtuous. 


It was—very marginally. Kris wondered how truth had come to be held in such low esteem by the medical profession. The gelatinous stuff came in various colors, purple being the best, amber the worst. Amber seemed to be for breakfast. She’d never liked breakfast anyway. 


By the end of the week, Dr. Ling finally declared her gastrointestinal system operational, and they brought her the first food she could recognize: an omelet. She was eating it with great enthusiasm when the duty nurse—who defied expectation (if not stereotype) by being young and pretty—came in and announced a visitor. 


“A visitor?” Kris asked, wiping omelet crumbs from her lips. That could be good or bad. Had they repaired her just so that when they locked her up, she could enjoy it longer? 


“I can hardly call him a visitor now,” the nurse quipped. “For the first week, he was a perfect nuisance. Dr. Ling took his life in his hands just trying to get him out of surgery.” 


Huron? Dare she hope? 


“Of course, Commander Huron’s like that.” The nurse smiled sunnily. “Shall I send him in?” 


Kris choked on her omelet, tried to speak, gave up, and settled for nodding animatedly. The nurse tossed a cheery “I’ll get him” over her shoulder as she left the room. Kris, finding herself in a proper panic, swallowed frantically. “Wait!” 


The nurse leaned back through the doorway. “Yes?” 


“Um . . . Can I—I mean—do you have a comb I could borrow? Or something?” 


The dark slashes of the nurse’s eyebrows quirked together for a moment and then her expression cleared. “Oh. Oh, yes. Yes, of course.” 


She hurried back into the room and helped Kris out of bed. Not that she really needed help—it wasn’t weakness making her knees shake. The nurse paused, motioning to wait a moment, then tapped her ear piece and spoke to the air. “Sheryl, is Commander Huron still there?” 


“Sure,” a tinny voice from the air answered. “I was just about to send him back.” 


“Could you hold him for a little, please?” Her tone glinted with happy conspiracy. 


“Uh, well—I guess . . . sure. How?” 


The nurse waved her hand in aimless little circles. “Oh . . . have him fill out something. Anything. We need about ten minutes.” 


“Okay.” 


“I’ll be back in a second.” She breezed out of the room and came back moments later with a small makeup compact in her hand. “Always keep one of these on hand in case you have a last-minute date.” 


By her look, Kris believed she was no stranger to last-minute dates. 


The nurse took Kris by the elbow and smiled. She had a very nice smile. “Come on.” 


Urging Kris into the adjoining bathroom, the nurse hooked a stool over with her foot. 


“Here. Sit down.” She opened the compact and laid the contents out with crisp efficiency, like a surgical set. 


Kris eyed it nervously. “That’s okay. You don’t hafta—” 


“Pooh,” the nurse contradicted. “The way your fingers are, you’d be dropping stuff all over the place. No, let me.” 


“No, really—um—” Kris’s lips closed abruptly, embarrassed at not remembering her name. 


“Rachel,” the nurse supplied helpfully, without a hint of taking offense. “Now, let’s see. Don’t have a lot of options here but we’ll make do.” 


“I don’t—uh, do makeup—I mean, not norm—” 


“Oh nonsense.” But seeing the look on Kris’s face, Rachel softened. “We’ll just do a little, okay? Just some liner, maybe? And some gloss. For luck.” 


“Luck?”—swallowing twice. 


“You are feeling lucky, aren’t you?”—in a voice edged with a giggle. 


“I—dunno.” 


Rachel laughed. “Of course you are. Now lean back. This won’t take a sec.” Working swiftly, she kept up a running patter. “Hmm, what are we going to do with this? I wish the regenerators were as good for hair as they are for the rest of you. Oh, I know . . . Yeah, that’s better. You really do have lovely eyes, you know. The guys must say so all the time . . . Look up. Isn’t it amazing that we can clone people, but we can’t make a machine that will apply lipstick? Don’t laugh . . .” 


Finished, she replaced her arsenal and turned the mirror on. “There. What do you think?” She sounded pleased with herself. 


Mastering her apprehension, Kris looked and decided she was pleased, too. Rachel had selected a simple but effective eye liner that called out the green in Kris’s eyes, the barest hint of shadow and a subtle gloss that nonetheless gave the strong curve of her lips a distinct emphasis. The protelaise solution had returned her abused hair to something approximating its original sheen. Pulled straight back, it accentuated the shape of her face—thinner now, but that only made her more striking—and Rachel had tied it with a ribbon that brought out the red highlights. 


“Yeah—ah . . . Thanks.” 


Rachel continued to consider her work critically. “Hmm. I suppose you like that scar.” 


Kris’s fingers rose and traced the thin line on her cheekbone. “Well, I—” 


“I like it,” Rachel decided. “It gives you a certain . . . edge. A little contrast. I like that.” Then she frowned, plucking at the shapeless, powder-blue hospital gown. “Wish there was something we could do about this . . . Wait, I know.” 


She scooted out the door and returned within a minute with a long, complexly colored scarf. “Here. It’s not the best, but it’ll help.” 


“Where did you—” 


“It’s mine. Don’t worry about it.” Then Rachel frowned, reached out, and poked her expertly in the lower abdomen. Kris jumped. 


“That hurt?” Rachel asked severely. 


“No.” 


Rachel skillfully palpitated Kris’s abdomen and lower back. “At all? Even a twinge?” 


“No. Tickles though.” 


“Tickling’s okay.” Rachel stepped back and bit her knuckle. “Don’t you dare lie to me. If you go and make us do this all over again—” 


“Really,” Kris implored. “It doesn’t hurt.” 


Rachel’s white teeth continued to worry her knuckle for another moment. “Swelling’s gone down. No lumps . . . Well, okay.” Swiftly, she draped the scarf skillfully around Kris’s shoulders and waist. Rachel took a last appraising look and activated her comm again. 


“Sheryl? Yeah. Send him back.” 


By the time they heard Huron’s footsteps in the hall, Kris was back in bed, sitting up expectantly. His tall, lean form breezed through the doorway. 


“Hi, Kris. I heard—Oh.” Huron stopped suddenly, trying not to stare. “Ah . . . Hello, Loralynn.” 


“Hello, Rafe.” She smiled at his discomposure. It substantially relieved her own. She indicated a chair next to the bed. “Would you like to sit?” 


“Yes. Thank you.” 


Rachel, who had been pretending to be busy with something on the far side of the room, intercepted Huron on his way to the chair and stage-whispered in his ear, “Now, you be nice to her.” 


“I’m always nice,” Huron rejoined. “Patient too. Ask Sheryl. Of course, now that I see what you were up to with that diversionary maneuver— Hey!” This last as Rachel poked him shrewdly in the side. 


“It’s more than you deserve.” She waggled her finger at him. “So be nice!” 


“Yes, ma’am”—with an ironic bow of his head as she left the room. 


Rachel winked at Kris and closed the door. 


“Rachel seems to know you,” Kris observed, with a knowing squint. 


“Well, yeah,” Huron answered matter-of-factly. “We’re acquainted.” 


“Oh yeah?” Kris asked, one eyebrow arched. “How acquainted?” Last-minute dates? 


Huron looked her straight in the eye. “She was on my phys-rehab team for my second bout of SMS.” 


“Oh.” Her eyebrows descended and pinched together. SMS—Submesodermal Microrupture Syndrome—was a serious and painful condition caused by sustained ultra-high gee maneuvering. Kris had had her own bout of it, and since Huron’s second case had led to him being transferred to ship duty, it was partly responsible for their meeting. “You two weren’t fucking, then?” 


He smiled at Kris’s characteristically blunt approach to the topic. “No. Rachel’s happily married to a very nice woman. One of the trauma surgeons here. Would it have bothered you if we were?” 


“No.” Kris dropped her eyes away from his unsettling gaze. “I was teasing.” 


“It’s okay.” Huron’s smile clouded slightly.


Kris tried to ferret something out of his expression that would account for the change. His many affaires had been a staple of the gossip trade most of his adult life, and while the war had toned things down on that front, she had no reason to assume he’d changed his stripes in any fundamental way. That didn’t bother her—the sexual mores of others didn’t concern her much. She thought he probably understood that, so whatever it was, it must be some new thing she’d not encountered yet. Before she could contemplate that further, she saw him take a small breath and then pull the conversation firmly in another direction. 


“Anyway, I came to see how you are. How are you? You look—fine.” 


“I feel fine, too”—going along with the change. “I gather you made quite a nuisance of yourself.” 


He snorted. “They’ll get over it.” 


“But in surgery!” 


“I brought you in. I had a vested interest in how you came out. So when are you getting out?” 


“I just got a clean bill of health. Rachel’s going to talk to Dr. Ling. Maybe tomorrow AM.” 


“I’m impressed!” He sounded like it. “I hadn’t expected . . . well, given your condition, I thought it would be longer.” She saw the shadow of a worry still haunting him, lurking in the creases around his brown eyes. 


“My condition? I thought two weeks was plenty. Hell, creation only took half that.” Her eyes followed his and their glances slid together towards the floor. “Was it that bad?” 


Huron nodded without looking up. That old worry could still ridge the muscles in his neck. 


“Tell me.” 


“Well . . .” This clearly wasn’t the tack he’d wished the conversation to take, but he went on. “When we got there, you were pretty much gone. Still on your feet, sort of, but that was only because of the stim-tab. When we got the hatch open—” 


That struck her blindingly. “That was you?” 


“Yeah. We tried to patch a line through but couldn’t get a connection to the other side.” 


“I shot it out,” she said sheepishly. 


“So we noticed. Anyway . . .” Huron’s hands wrestled in his lap. “Well, let’s just say it wasn’t too good. You still having a sidearm and all.” 


“Oh.” Kris slumped back into the pillows. Should she be gratified her reflexes were in the right place? 


“Yeah,” Huron said. “Anyway—” 


“Was anyone hurt?” 


“Not much. I think you eventually recognized our uniforms.” 


“And then?” 


He didn’t answer immediately. It seemed to her that the lines around his eyes had deepened. “And then it didn’t get a hell of a lot better. We had to tank you. Full cryo set.” The knuckles of his tangled hands were white. “A lot of people don’t come out of that quite . . . normal.” 


No. Postmortal cryonic dementia was not in the least normal. A shudder ran up her spine. 


“That’s why I made such a nuisance of myself,” Huron continued. “If that had happened to you, I felt—well, I was thinking that maybe you’d have preferred I never . . .” He stopped, unable to go on, the last words dribbling across the space between them. 


Sudden wetness filmed her vision. “Thanks. I—I’m surprised you bothered to come after me.” 


Unexpectedly, Huron smiled. “Hell, I got blue in the face trying to talk them into it. We weren’t sure if you’d survived ejection, and the Old Man wasn’t hot on invading Halith space to check damage on an unauthorized mission. I was trying to get him to go for an off-the-books operation, but he didn’t like the lead time. Then I pointed out that he’d have to recover you if he wanted to skin you personally—” 


“Gee thanks.” 


“Don’t laugh. He was about to go for it. We bumped the alert status and pushed right up to the edge of Asylum. Nobody came out to hassle us and that was weird. We did a deep probe and couldn’t find the Asylum Fleet. That was really weird. Then we started getting hints about Halith fleet movements. The admiral said to hell with it, and we decided we should go in force or not at all. We were almost there when we got your message.” 


Kris vividly remembered the little red icon. “I thought you were the bad guys.” 


“Well, from Ilya’s perspective, we were.” 


“Yeah . . .” Then, to cover her embarrassment, Kris asked, “What about the data dump?” 


Huron’s well-shaped lips spread in that one-sided smile. “Five-by-five. G2 is still going over it. Wish you’d been there when we put it on the tight-beam. You never saw so many public orgasms in your life.” Then his face fell suddenly. “That was before we ran into that other—” 


“Huron?” 


He glanced up. “Yeah?” 


“Thank you.” 


“You’re welcome.” Huron slapped his palm on his knee as he hunted for a different subject. “Well . . .” 


“What else happened?” Kris prompted. 


“There’s a report,” Huron said, his voice denoting his happiness to be off such tender ground. “It was pretty simple. Cake walk all around, really. The Grand Senate’s gonna take a while to sort out the repercussions—they’re not used to so much good news all at once. Looks like we’re going to get that treaty, but I’m sure they’ll still find some way to screw this up, so we’re not unemployed yet—” Abruptly, he stopped and looked down at his fingernails. “Look, do you really want to talk about this?” 


Kris shook her head, sensing his lingering edginess. What was bothering him? The silence was a strain on Huron’s features. Kris didn’t think he was going to speak, but he did. 


“I saw Heydrich’s body in there.” He paused, trying to fit his voice around the spiky subject. “Did anything . . . happen? Unusual, I mean?” 


“Do you mean: was I tortured?” So much flint in so few words. “Yes. Don’t ask about it.” 


He paused for a moment, sizing up Kris’s aspect. Discretion certainly appeared to be the better part of valor. “Then I won’t.” 


Silence now, not looking at each other, just conversing with their private ghosts and feeling the space between them. It went on for a while. Minutes. Kris spoke first. 


“Rafe?” 


“Yes?” 


“Did you get the rest of my message?” 


“Yes.” Huron continued to look away. That slight buried unease she’d been sensing had come to the surface. “I wanted to talk to you about that.” 


“What did you want to say?” 


“I wanted to give you an invitation.” 


Not what she’d been primed to hear. “A what?” 


“An invitation.” Huron’s smile danced uncertainly on the corners of his lips. “There’s this place, you see. This place I know. A meadow, not very large, above a few miles of lilacs that grow all down this little valley. It’s beautiful. Have you ever seen lilacs?” 


“Pictures.” 


“Not the same.” He was smiling fully now. “You’ve got to see them in the spring, when they bloom. It’s incredible—masses of white and purple as far as you can see. The fragrance is amazing.” She watched him, but his gaze was elsewhere now. “Of course, if you go there in the fall, the lilacs aren’t out, but you can watch the leaves turn. Colors like you’ve never seen. It’s like an ocean, Kris. They turn red and orange and yellow-gold and all sorts of colors. In the summer, you can sometimes see the auroras late at night. I used to think that was the best of all, but they’re pretty rare. I’d lie on my back all night, trying not to sleep, hoping . . . And in the winter, it snows. Not much. They don’t allow really bad blizzards, of course.” He shook his head. “It has to be seen, Kris. And you can see it all from this meadow. That is . . .” He looked up. 


Why’s he got all that water standing in his eyes? 


“I’d like to take you there, Kri—Loralynn. That’s the invitation.” 


She worked some moisture back into her suddenly dry mouth. “Where exactly is this place?” 


“Michigan. On Earth. Where I grew up.” 


“Oh.” Feelings, tentative and vulnerable, were beginning to melt all around her heart. “Earth’s an awful long way from here.” 


“Yeah. But they’ve offered you your choice of duty—anything, anywhere.” 


“Huh?” The words were an unexpected—almost unwelcome—jolt. For all Kris knew, she might have still been technically under quarters arrest. No one had said anything, and there’d been no signs of it, but— “But what about what . . . happened?” 


“I’m pleased to say that wiser counsels prevailed. Quillan has a great deal of explaining to do, and right now, the smart money is not on him being able to pull that off.” 


“Oh.” She was tempted to ask to what extent he’d been involved. But this didn’t seem like the time. 


“So where do you think you wanna go?” 


“I—um . . . I’m not sure.” There weren’t a ton of exciting options for a fighter pilot in peacetime. With the Bannermans out of the picture and Cathcar destroyed, anti-slaving patrols had been scaled back. That left maybe— “Maybe Survey?” 


He nodded, almost as if he’d been expecting that answer. Which he might’ve been. “There’s a lot of career advantages to Survey, and with the treaty being signed, most everything else will be training—or desk work. It’d mean a posting to Lunar 1.” 


“Are you opting for Lunar 1?” 


“They didn’t give me a lot of choice, but yes. G-Staff billet. Treaty compliance.” 


“So you’ll be there.” 


“Yep . . . and, I thought, if that was your preference and—things worked out, we might . . .” 


“Might what?” she prodded. 


The words came in a rush. “Consider going on as a team. That is, if you say yes.” 


She shifted closer to him and put her hands on the slope of his shoulders by his neck. “That’s a nice offer, but . . . I was thinkin’ you were gonna ask me something else.” 


Her tone, her look, the warm pressure of her hands, left no doubt what that something was. The uncertainty smoothed out of his features to be replaced by another look, not solemn, but deeply earnest and not to be trifled with. “I would have, but—considering everything that’s happened—I felt it’s not my place to bring that up just yet. I don’t want to cause unnecessary complications.” 


“I understand. And thanks. But . . .” The hand on the back of his neck pulled him closer. “Look, Rafe”—bending her neck so their foreheads touched, her voice the barest whisper—“I know this may not work. I know it could be a big fuckin’ mistake. But I just died. It focuses the mind, y’know?” 


He made a soft sound as if he’d been holding his breath. She felt a tear slip through her closed eyelids and eased the pressure of the hand holding them together. 


“So if that’s what you think—that this is gonna be too complicated—walk out that door now and we’ll go back to where we were—no harm, I promise. Or kiss me.” 


He kissed her. 


A minute later he felt her lips curve into a smile against his own. “See? Wasn’t that easy?” 


Opening his eyes, he smiled to match hers. “Am I allowed to point out that technically you haven’t answered my question yet?” 


“No, you’re not.” She twined her arms tighter around his neck and kissed the warm lips again. “In a minute? ’Kay?” 


“Just a minute?” 


“Dunno. Try again.” They did. “Well, guess what?” 


He gathered her in, holding her by the armsful. “What?” 


“Gonna take more than a minute.” Her fingers attacked his buttons. 


“Loralynn—” 


“Very good!” Buttons defeated, his zippers yielded under her assault. 


“—you are aware we’re in a hospital and the doors here do not lock?” 


The assault did not pause. “So what? You care about the three-grade rule or something?” 


“No, actually. Check your pillow.” 


She did, her fingers momentarily halting in their incursion. “Huh?” 


“The other one.” 


“Oh.” A lieutenant’s twin gold bars were pinned there. “When did that happen?” 


“Late last week.” 


Her eyes came back to his; her hand, having claimed its objective, achieved its liberation. “So what’s the problem?” 


“No problem.” He shifted forward, giving her more room to work. 


“Okay, then. I’m certified totally operational. Totally.” She breathed the syllables softly in his ear. 


Hospital attire has this one virtue: it’s easy to remove. Even with one hand. 


A sweep of her unengaged arm sent pillows tumbling. Maneuvering him onto the bed, her palms inexorably pressed him back against the mattress. Smiling as his hands coasted up her flanks to seize the high ground after a brief reconnaissance—thumb and trigger finger engaging each coral-tinted peak, which rose to the occasion—he looked up into her eyes, at the luminous emotions simmering there. 


“I suppose they were right about one thing.” 


“Whazzat?”—the index finger of one hand coasting over the old break in the bridge of his nose while her other hand, by a smooth flank movement, retook the salient it had briefly relinquished and stroked slowly. 


“You are crazy.” 


“I know.” Sighing, she leaned into his grip and shuffled up along his recumbent torso until her knees were well above and outside his shoulders. “Don’cha love it?” 


“Yes,” he murmured as she poised there for a trio of seconds, her breath catching high in her throat before she began to lower her hips those few crucial inches; and again in that brief interval while speech was still possible: “Yes, I do.” 


Some minutes later, amidst the soft and rhythmic cries that at times broke out rather less softly and were often punctuated by sweetly uttered gasps or a delighted whimper escaping through clenched teeth—sounds that would occasionally overflow the room and waft faintly to the bend in the corridor where Rachel stood watch with a medical periodical, making her smile—he had his answer. 


And it was: Yes. 


# # #












  




Authors’ Notes





The engagement in which Huron and Kris attack a formation of sixty Halith fighters was inspired by the historic exploits of Commander David McCampbell (USN) and Ensign Roy Rushing (USN) at the Battle of Leyte Gulf where, unsupported by any other aircraft, they attacked (in McCampbell's case, against orders) a formation of sixty enemy aircraft, forty of which were fighters, and shot down fifteen to seventeen of them (McCampbell, nine to eleven; Rushing, six), causing the entire formation to retreat before any of its planes reached their targets—and lived to tell the tale. We ask the forgiveness of Ensign Rushing’s memory for our fictional Ensign Kennakris upstaging him. We think he would have understood. 


The quote: “The only thing sadder than a battle lost, is a battle won,” recalled by Admiral PrenTalien in the penultimate chapter, is attributed Field Marshal Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington, after the Battle of Waterloo. 


The original quote paraphrased in the same chapter is: “The Neapolitan officers did not lose much honour, for God knows they had not much to lose—but they lost all they had.” It was said by Vice Admiral Horatio Nelson, 1st Viscount Nelson, after a French rout of the Neapolitan army in 1798. 


We also beg the reader’s indulgence for putting the words of General Lord Edmund Allenby, spoken during his advance on Damascus in the latter stages of WWI, into the mouth of one of our characters. “Pound them, Harry! Pound them!” did not, under the circumstances, seem capable of improvement. 


Cooperative engagement capability (CEC) is the ability to fuse sensor and weapons data from multiple platforms into a fully integrated targeting and engagement system. 


The French phrase “Sauvé qui peut” may be loosely translated as: Every man for himself. 


Iacta alea est (Latin for The die is cast) is the phrase uttered by Julius Caesar (according to Suetonius) as he crossed on the Rubicon with his army on January 10, 49 BC. It is also rendered: jacta alea est. 


For more background on the universe which Loralynn Kennakris inhabits, we have produced an extensive glossary that defines terms, describes technology and organizations, and provides additional background material for the series. Comprised of over 300 entries, the glossary is fully indexed and cross-linked to give you easy access to the information you want. An indexed biographical list of characters is incorporated as well. 


You can download our glossary at: www.loralynnkennakris.com/loralynn-kennakris-series-glossary.mobi 


For full-color, high-resolution maps showing the Battle of Wogan's Reef and the larger vicinity, see here .

We suggest not viewing these maps until you have reached the appropriate chapter in the Part II of this book, as they might be considered spoilers. 



We hope you find these extras useful. 
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