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BLOOD OF PATRIOTS



“A man is not finished when he is defeated. He is only finished when he quits.”
 
Richard M. Nixon



Prologue
 
 Commander Edward Curtis of the Federation Fleet stepped out onto the command deck of his flagship, the Starcruiser Polaris, the two honor guards on either side of the door snapping to attention at his approach, all eyes turning towards him as he stepped across the threshold. Standing to the side, as ever at his monitoring station, his Political Officer, Felix Rojek, nodded, receiving a curt acknowledgment from Curtis as he walked to his position at the heart of the ship, the command chair from which he could survey every station on the deck at will.
 “Situation report?” he asked, turning to his Operations Officer, Lieutenant Cordova. The young man grinned, gesturing up at the strategic display to magnify the central section of the view, showing the three ships of the Federation squadron sweeping towards their targets up ahead. Curtis looked at the flotilla, nodding in approval. His own Polaris at the heart of the formation, flanked by Arcturus and Canopus on either side, sister ships under his command. His first independent command.
 “Any change to our orders, sir?” Lieutenant Elizabeth Diaz, his Tactical Officer, asked, only sparing a brief glance in his direction, away from the gang of sensor and communication technicians laboring under her exacting supervision.
 “None,” Curtis replied, shaking his head. “I just spoke to Admiral Carson. We're clear to launch our attack as soon as we get within range, then sweep around to join the rest of the Fleet for the final assault on Testament Station.” Looking around the deck, he added, “After which, in all probability, the war will be over, ladies and gentlemen.”
 A brief murmur echoed around the room, Rojek stepping forward with a menacing glare in his eye to add, “Though until that, we all have an obligation to continue our duties as before. And regardless of the official ending of the conflict, we will likely be engaged in mopping-up operations for some considerable time to come.”
 Curtis looked back at the black-uniformed officer, taking a quick step towards him, and said, “I'm trying to give these people something to hope for. Most of them are in the reserve. They didn't sign up for some sort of endless war.”
 “And I'm telling them the truth, Commander. They're not going home for months. Even when the Rebel fleet has been wiped out, we're still going to be mopping up their frontier outposts and commerce raiders for a while. Polaris will be right at the heart of that effort.” Glancing at the monitor, he added, “Not to mention that we've still got to stop those troop reinforcements making it to Testament Station, or our assault force will be cut to pieces before they can press their attack.”
 His face locked in a frown, Curtis replied, “If you ever contradict me in front of the crew again, Rojek, I will personally see you placed under arrest for mutiny, political connections or no. That isn't a threat. It's a promise. I strongly suggest that you take it as such. Do you understand?”
 “Commander, we both have jobs to do. I understand that, and I hope that you do the same.” He paused, then asked, “Isn't your son graduating from the Academy next month?”
 Curtis' eyes widened, and he said, “If that's some sort of threat...”
 “No, no,” Rojek said, holding his hands up. “Not what I meant at all. What I was going to say was that even if Polaris is heading off on another mission, there's no need for you to go with her. I checked the records, and you've got more leave time saved up than anyone else on board. More than enough to go back to Earth for a few weeks, attend your son's graduation, take a little time to walk through a forest or something.”
 “I'm fine. And my crew needs me.”
 “Your crew needs you at your best, Commander, and you're beginning to slip a little. And before you bite my head off, monitoring your well-being is part of my job as well. I don't have any intention of submitting a written report...”
 “That's a comfort.”
 “As yet, but I might have to change my mind about that if you continue on this course. As soon as the current fighting is over, take some time off. And consider that an order.”
 “You don't give me orders, Rojek.”
 “In this specific matter, I do, and you know it. And that you are arguing about this only proves my point.”
 “Commander,” Cordova said, gesturing him over to the sensor display. “Something interesting ahead. Our targets are altering course.”
 “Where are they going?” Curtis asked, moving back to his position at the heart of the bridge, tapping controls to throw a holographic projection of local space into the air ahead of him, ships and moons flickering into life.
 “Mareikuna, sir. Third moon of that gas giant up ahead. Big hunk of rock with enough atmosphere and gravity to be a real problem if we get too close. I think they're trying for a slingshot.” The young officer worked his controls, and a golden trail flashed onto the display, a projected course heading. “If they're trying to get far enough away from the gravity well to engage Tau Drive, that's where I'd go. Down towards the gas giant for a big, unpredictable boost. We'd have a hard time tracking them down.”
 “Signal from Cygnus, sir,” one of the communications technicians, a gray-haired man named Dietrich, said. “Commander Caldwell reports enemy course change, requests instructions.”
 “We could split the squadron,” Diaz said. “Cover all the bases. One ship should be able to tackle the three of them if necessary, or perhaps corral them to the others.”
 “And if this is some sort of a trap?” Curtis asked. “A suicide run, like they tried at Sirius? No, Lieutenant, we're going to keep our defensive firepower interlocked.” He frowned, then turned to Cordova, and said, “Signal Engineering, Kit. I'm going to want full power to the engines on the double. Everything we've got. And contact the other ships and inform them to follow our lead.”
 “Where are we going?” Rojek asked, moving in behind him.
 “They want to do a slingshot? We're going to go along with that idea. An atmospheric skip.”
 Rojek's eyes widened, and he replied, “That's a pretty risky maneuver.”
 “You said yourself that bringing these ships down was of critical importance, and we take risks like that every time we go into battle.” He paused, then said, “Signal those ships when we get close, and offer their surrender.”
 “Our orders are to destroy those ships, Commander.”
 “You really think the Commerce Directorate will complain about getting three bulk transports back at the end of the fighting? Besides, I don't think they'll actually surrender, not for a moment. I just want them to believe that the hand we're holding is weaker than it really is.”
 Nodding, Rojek said, “I should have learned from that last poker game.”
 Turning back to the helm, Curtis said, “Lopez, I want a course to skip us off the atmosphere of Mareikuna. One that will throw us into any possible projected path of those three ships. We're not going to have long in the firing line, so we're going to have to disable those craft with a single salvo. Diaz, contact your counterparts in the rest of the squadron and arrange an optimum firing pattern. Target engines to begin with. If we slow them down enough, we can finish them off at our leisure.” He frowned, turned to Rojek, and said, “Make sure our troops are at their posts to repel potential boarders. If they've got eight thousand troops on those ships, their commander might decided to make some practical use of them.”
 “Agreed,” Rojek replied, moving to his station at the rear of the command deck, issuing orders to a petrified technician. Frowning, Curtis looked at the supposed guardian of his morals for a moment. He didn't like the idea of the Political Directorate having an agent on his ship at the best of times, certainly not one with the ability to override his authority. Having said that, Rojek at least knew when to keep out of the way, and that was more than could be said for most of his colleagues. There'd been some notable disasters in the early days of the Uprising, battles lost because an untrained near-civilian had decided to intervene at the wrong moment.
 His eyes roamed across the lines of the enemy ships, huge hulks flying through space. The Tau Drive had opened up the universe to mankind in the closing days of the 21st century, a team of Commonwealth scientists and engineers working in the largest project Earth had ever seen, one of the first fruits of the improvised world government. And yet it had ultimately come down to one man, a crazy genius named Campbell who had completed the work of Alcubierre and Hawking on the space warp, devising a way to fold space, allowing effective faster-than-light travel.
 There was, of course, a catch. Not only was the Tau Drive potentially destructive, tearing apart anything that might be in its way, but the equipment and the power consumption required was enormous. The early fusion plants had barely been sufficient for hyperluminal travel, and only the onset of antimatter reactors had truly made interstellar flight practical. Nobody had managed to build a ship capable of crossing between the stars smaller than an eighth of a mile, and most ships were far larger than that. Space was the realm of the Dreadnought, the supertanker, not the nimble frigate or tramp freighter.
 He looked across at the display, checking over the course Lopez had locked into the system. Another officer too young for his rank. That had become the rule, these days, after the casualties they'd suffered at the start of the fighting, three ships lost to a surprise attack with countless other officers assassinated by the rebels. He'd had a near-miss himself, surviving only by the skin of his teeth in a firefight right here on the bridge that had wiped out three senior officers. The carpet was still stained with their blood, his direct orders to leave it where it was. As both a monument to the dead and a reminder of what they were fighting for.
 Not that the Federation had been exactly pure over the last few years. Both sides had committed atrocities, and somehow the new generation of commanders had been more willing to use excessive force to get the job done. And the Parliament had done nothing about it. There had been moments, more and more frequently over the last few months, when he had wondered what exactly they were fighting for.
 Rubbing his forehead, he sighed. Rojek was probably right, much as it pained him to admit it. He did need some time off, and he hadn't seen his son since the Uprising began. A few scattered messages back and forth wasn't enough. As soon as this battle was over, and the one the rest of the fleet was preparing to fight at 61 Cygni, he'd put in for that leave.
 “One minute to closest approach, sir,” Lopez said. “Course locked into computer.”
 “Signal from Caldwell,” Cordova said with a sigh. “He suggests that Cygnus could take high guard, the rear of the formation, in case the enemy ships are playing some sort of a trick.”
 “That man loves his own skin, doesn't he,” Lopez replied.
 “Mind your station, Lieutenant,” Curtis snapped, while inwardly agreeing with the young helmsman. “Kit, inform Commander Caldwell that I am in command of the formation, and that I expect my orders to be carried out without question. Further stress that all three ships will share the danger of the fight together, and that I expect his ship to fire with the rest of us.”
 “Aye, sir,” Cordova said, turning to the communications technician, rapidly conjuring a way of translating a barked insult into a diplomatically worded order. Caldwell had connections back home, another political appointee assigned to a command to tick a box on his career path, a route that would likely take him to a seat in the People's Parliament in a decade or so. Curtis only wanted to stay in command of a ship, had made it quite clear to those who had attempted to push him onto a more ambitious trajectory that he had already attained his highest goal, and that all he wanted was to continue in his current role. He'd racked up enough favors over recent years to think that he had a shot. The last thing he wanted was for a political animal like Caldwell to steal his ship.
 “All hands,” he said, picking up a microphone. “This is the Commander. We'll be going into action in a few minutes, and I expect each and every one of you to do your best. Let's make the last battle of the Uprising a clean victory. Good hunting.” He looked up at the trajectory plot again, data streaming in from the flanking sensor drones, and nodded in approval. The transports had been too slow to spot his actions, hadn't altered course in time. They'd only have a short window to bring them down, but it would be enough. Military-grade weapons against civilian hulls was no contest.
 “Main batteries have a firing solution on the enemy ships, sir,” Diaz said. “All ships locked into combat sequence. Cygnus will be firing first, by a quarter-second, then Canopus, then us.”
 “Very good,” Curtis said. “Make sure you have a defensive salvo ready, just in case.”
 “All locked in, sir,” she replied with a beaming smile. Another ambitious officer, one with a realistic chance of getting a ship of her own in a few years. Had the fighting continued much longer, she'd have probably ended up with a command even sooner than that. Curtis had been the youngest commander in the Fleet at the outset of the Uprising, but that record had been shattered within months as the casualties mounted, officers who only knew peacetime conditions struggling to adapt to the harsher realities of war.
 The moon seemed to rush towards them as Polaris led the way. Alarms sounded as hull temperatures rose, skirting safe limits as it bit into the upper limits of the atmosphere, swooping into position to skip back into space, gaining speed and throwing the squadron onto a trajectory the enemy ships couldn't predict. They'd attempted to use this maneuver against them. Curtis was just stealing their idea, minutes earlier than they could manage.
 “Got them, sir!” Cordova said, triumphantly. “Trajectory plot has an intercept course in fifty-five seconds. Firing in fifty.”
 “All turrets ready, sir,” Diaz added. “All ships reporting that they have completed the maneuver and are prepared to engage at your command.”
 “Fire at will,” Curtis said. “And get this right, Lieutenant. We're only going to have one chance to make this work. Take full advantage.”
 “Sir?” Cordova said, breaking in. “One of our hackers has cracked into the enemy systems.”
 “Good work, Lieutenant!” Rojek said. “That data could be invaluable.”
 Cordova nodded for a second, listening to the voice chattering into his earpiece, then sprinted over to the far side of the command deck, racing towards Diaz, screaming, “Hold fire!”
 “What?”
 “Those aren't troop transports! They're carrying non-combatants out of the war zone. Women and children, Commander!”
 “Twenty seconds to firing.”
 “Our intelligence has soldiers on those ships, Lieutenant,” Rojek said. “I was personally briefed by Admiral Pryor. It must be some sort of trick.”
 “Sir, we're getting camera pickups now,” Cordova said, diving to the nearest console and throwing them on the screen, flashing images of the interior of the ships onto the display. Bunks loaded with children, watching a monitor as their crew fought to save their lives. Fought to save their lives from his ships.
 “Abort!” Curtis yelled. “Diaz, abort firing sequence! That's a direct order!”
 “If this is a mistake, Commander,” Rojek said, menacingly, “they'll space you for this.”
 Diaz turned to her console, her fingers stabbing controls, overriding the computer and disabling the turrets, silencing the primary armament of Polaris before she could open up. To her right, a technician struggled to open a channel to the other ships, spending the final seconds in a desperate bid to call off the other ships.
 He reached Canopus with less than a second to spare, the cruiser veering off, unable to prevent her turrets from firing, instead spilling kinetic projectiles harmlessly into deep space. Cygnus was another story. Either Caldwell didn't hear them, or dreams of glory had prevented him from following the order. Her turrets fired on the pre-programmed sequence, hurling hundreds of projectiles into the fleeing transports.
 “Impact in three seconds,” Diaz said, blankly.
 Cordova tapped a control, sending the messages streaming into Polaris onto the ceiling speakers, a chorus of cries for help, rebel commanders knowing that they were doomed begging for a salvation they knew couldn't come. As the salvo from Cygnus hit home, tissues of flame raced across the sides of the ship. Diaz had been right, earlier. One ship was enough to bring them down, knocking out the engines of the three transports, sending them floating dead in space.
 “Prepare rescue shuttles,” Curtis said, quietly.
 “It's too late,” Cordova said, his voice empty of emotion, as though all of it had been spent in a desperate second. “They were too close to the moon. Within the gravity well. They'll be re-entering in less than four minutes. Our shuttles couldn't reach them in time.” The young officer slumped to the deck, looking up at Rojek with flaming eyes. “You knew.”
 “No,” Rojek said. “No. No. No.” He turned to the console looking over the data from the hacking team himself, tears running down his face. “It can't be true. It can't be true.”
 “They knew,” Lopez said. “They knew, all along. They must have done.”
 “What have we done?” Diaz said, as the cries for help continued to echo across the command deck, the sensor display tracking the three transports as they slid helplessly into the atmosphere, three meteors that would briefly light up the sky of the lifeless world, a monument to the death of ten thousand innocent lives. “What have we done?”
 “No, Lieutenant,” Curtis said, his eyes fixed on the nightmare unfolding before him. “I was in command. I gave the order. What have I done?”



Chapter 1
 
 The old man stalked the dark alleys of Sagan City, picking his way around the perimeter of the vast dome that was home to half a million people. The wealthiest clustered in the center, close to the struggling botanical gardens and parks. Out here, on the outer rim, only the poorest and most desperate chose to make a life. He glanced up at the huge wall, two centuries old, grimacing at the stains that swept across the surface, the stink of sulfur in the air, a permanent slick of oil on every surface. Some trace of the inimical atmosphere beyond leeched in, growing worse every year as maintenance cycles were neglected, funds skimmed for the accounts of bureaucrats and administrators.
 It wasn't meant to be this way. Centuries of rule by the Hundred Families of the old Terran Economic Community had been supplanted by a general uprising, fifty years before. Tattered banners celebrating the anniversary of the Revolution dropped from the top floors of prefabricated tenements, their tops almost touching the low roof of the dome. After decades of oppression, the people had finally overthrown their masters, driving the leaders of the hated oligarchs into exile in deep space to form the Commonwealth of Stars, their goal to one day reclaim what they had lost.
 Hope had turned to grim acceptance soon enough, as it became clear that the teeming billions of Earth would be exploiting the Colonies for their own gains, stripping them of everything they could take and returning nothing in return. Titan was just one example among many, her vast factories and resources farms providing the petrochemicals and hydrocarbons that kept Earth's civilization going. Even under the Federation, there had been a chance for those living here, the opportunity to make enough money to retire in comfort. No longer. 
 The Uprising had made the difference. Had forced the Parliament to crack down. Millions had died in the Loyalty Purges, more exiled to frontier settlements, prison camps in all but name. Now the colonists worked until they dropped, with the black-uniformed figures of the Political Directorate watching for any sign of unrest or revolt, punishing ruthlessly any they deemed a danger to the integrity of the Terrestrial Federation, a court from which there was no appeal and only one sentence. Death. 
 Blaring, discordant music roared from an open door as he walked past a back-alley bar, flickering neon lights promising satisfaction of the most gross desires, a pair of tired street-walkers flanking the entrance, one of them flirting with a grinning maintenance worker. The stink of narcotics laced the air, briefly making him light-headed as he hastened into the shadows. One thing the Federation permitted, even encouraged, was the use of any desired alcoholic or chemical to induce blissful oblivion. Anything to keep the workers docile, quiet.
 He turned a corner, glancing around for the ubiquitous security patrols, struggling to find a compromise between looking as though he had something to hide and being too unimportant to bother with. No innocents walked these streets, but the Directorate didn't care about the petty activities of minor criminals. Too insignificant for them to bother with, and another means of keeping the population down. He didn't want to be distracted. Not tonight. He reached into his pocket, fumbling for the plastic credit chits. Not many. He'd be back with the labor gangs in a couple of days, unless something came up. Another month of enforced sobriety before he could return to the shadows.
 And yet, somehow there was something different about the world around him today. As though the haze that he'd been in for years was lifted, the lights sharper, everything more in focus. He couldn't explain it, but somewhere deep inside, he had the feeling that something was about to happen, his usual urging for another drink to dull his senses dimmed lower than it had been in as long as he could remember.
 Eyes watched him from a dozen directions as he walked through the gloom, the rush of vented steam filling the air overhead, a white plume forcing its way into the polluted atmosphere. At the end of the street, he saw his destination, a pair of double doors swung open, low music rumbling in the background, meager spotlights flashing around inside to illuminate the handful of people drifting around the dance floor to the rhythm of the beat. Overhead, a placard optimistically advertised 'Bailey's Fine Irish Bar', though any possible connection to the Emerald Isle was limited to the dubious decor.
 The bar was empty. One of its few attractions. Not many people came down this far, only some of the local petty criminals, holding court in the shadow-laden booths at the back of the room, waiting for supplicants to bring their offerings. A few freighter crewmen, taking a risk by venturing this far from the Tower, likely arranging illicit additions to their manifests. Again, nothing local security cared about.
 He walked over to the bar, taking his usual place at the far corner, his eyes drawn by the flickering lights of the monitor. A garishly dressed newscaster read out the latest propaganda in a dull monotone, something about activities of the Commonwealth remnant, raider ships hitting the outer colonies. Something about a Fleet mobilization. He reached under his jumpsuit, feeling the cold metal of the rank insignia on the necklace around his neck. 
 “Usual, Teddy?” the bartender asked.
 “Sure, Tom,” he replied, sliding a collection of credit chits across the counter, a mug of foaming beer passed back to him. “Get a chaser ready.”
 Shaking his head, Tom said, “You shouldn't be here every night.”
 “Never knew a bartender chase away his customers like you do.”
 “You know what I mean. I never see you anywhere else.” He paused, then said, “Someone was asking for you earlier.”
 “Who?”
 “Didn't give her name. Young. Kinda attractive, in a skinny sort of way. Not really my type.”
 “I thought your type was anyone with a double-X chromosome.”
 “You see, that's what I'm getting at. You're too damn smart to waste your time in this dump.” As Teddy took a deep, bitter drink, Tom continued, “Just watch yourself, buddy. She didn't look like she came from around here. I don't know what you've done, but someone from outside might be taking an interest in whatever it is.” He shrugged, and said, “And I don't want anyone making a mess of my bar.”
 “How could you tell?” Teddy asked, taking a second, deeper drink, draining most of the mug. The doors slid open again, and a tall, oddly familiar woman stepped inside, looking around the room. Teddy turned to Tom, and asked, “That her?”
 “Yeah. She said she'd be back. Want to hang out on the poker room for a bit?”
 “Might as well get this over with.”
 She turned to look at him, waited at the door for a moment, then walked over to the bar, taking the seat next to his, wrinkling her nose in disgust at the smell. Teddy smiled, gesturing at Tom to bring her a drink, passing a second, smaller pile of chits across the table to cover it.
 “You looking for me?” he asked.
 “That depends,” she replied. “Who are you?”
 “Teddy.” She still looked so damned familiar, like a ghost from the past. “You?”
 “Gabi.” She paused, then said, “Let's cut the crap, Commander. We both know who you are, and if you were sober, I think you could take a pretty good guess at who I am, as well.”
 Rising to his feet, Curtis said, “Tom, I think we're going to need your poker room after all.”
 “Right,” the bartender said, ducking under the counter and walking to the far end of the room, entering a ten-digit code into a keypad beside a sealed door. “Nobody can monitor you in there except me. And I will be watching, so if you try anything with my friend, I'll be inside in less than a minute, and I keep a sonic shotgun within easy reach at all times. Got that?”
 “Understood,” she replied. “Any other ways out?”
 “Just this one,” Tom said. “Nice, safe and secure.”
 She frowned for a moment, then said, “If it has to be, it has to be. Come on, Commander. We need to talk.”
 “Nobody's called me that for a very long time,” Curtis said, leading the way into the room, a metal table surrounded by plastic chairs, illuminated by a single light in the ceiling. “And I like it that way.”
 “That's a lot of crap,” she said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “I've gone to a lot of trouble to track you down, Commander, and I'm not leaving until I have my say. And if my guess is right, the two of us will be leaving together.”
 “Not a chance in hell,” he said, frowning. “Wait a minute. Who did you say you were?”
 She pulled out a datapad, scrolled through the text, and said, “Your name is Commander Edward Curtis, formerly of the Starcruiser Polaris. Born 2223, fifty-two years old, joined the Federation Fleet at eighteen and graduated the Academy with distinction. Ultimately rising to become the youngest ship commander in the Fleet, and through merit rather than political influence. During the Insurrection, you displayed a reputation for tactical brilliance, and until the incident at Lalande...”
 “The Massacre of Mareikuna,” Curtis interrupted. “Get it right.”
 “Until that incident,” she continued, “you treated prisoners fairly, went out of your way to minimize collateral damage, and…”
 “I murdered ten thousand innocents!” Curtis yelled. “Most of them women and children. Non-combatants. You can make whatever excuses you want, but that doesn't change what happened.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “When the War ended, I quit.”
 “And dropped into an alcoholic haze for the next twenty years,” she replied. “Which probably saved your life, incidentally, given what happened next.” Stepping forward, she added, “And that brings us to why we want you.”
 “Who the hell are you?” he asked. “You tell me that now, or I'm walking out that door.”
 With a sigh, she said, “My name is Major Gabrielle Cordova, an officer in the Democratic Underground. I believe you knew my father.”
 Curtis slumped back in the chair, nodded, and said, “I did. We served together during the Uprising.” He paused, then said, “Knew?”  
 “While you ran into the shadows, he continued the fight. When the Purges began, he went into hiding, connected up with what was left of the rebel forces. Most of the leadership was gone, but there were still a few scattered remnants in hiding. He drew them together, started to build up an organization, preparing for the day when we could move again.”
 “Where is he now?”
 She looked down at the floor, and replied, “He died. Fourteen years ago. During a raid to free political prisoners on Triton. They shot him in the leg, crippled him, and he stayed behind to allow the rest of his team to get away.” Looking back at Curtis, she continued, “He always talked about you. Said you were the finest commander he'd ever known.” Waving the datapad into the air, she said, “This service record bears that out.”
 “I think you're making a big mistake. “I'm decades too old to be a commando, Major, and I don't have any of the skills you need for the job. I'm just a washed-up spaceman.”
 “That's precisely what we need,” she replied. “Why did the Uprising fail?”
 “Because the Insurrectionists were stupid. They did a good job with the first surprise attack, but the assassinations cost them any friends they might have had in the Fleet, and they never had any real space forces of their own. Just modified transports, weapons bolted on. It might have taken us a while to track them all down, but as soon as we could get our ships into position, the end was inevitable. And without significant space-based assets, we were able to move forces around at will, take the initiative, and bring each little rebellion to an end.”
 “That's what we think, as well.” Leaning forward, she continued, “The Underground became my father's life's work. When he died, it became mine. I've been with the resistance since I was fourteen. So when I tell you that we're getting ready to move again, you'll understand that I don't say it lightly. We've been building up for years, gathering intelligence, preparing for the day when we can free the Colonies.”
 “Good luck with that,” Curtis said, “but count me out. If you want to wade in blood up to your gut, I suppose I can't stop you, but you're not going to do anything other than kill a hell of a lot of innocent people. Trust me, I know. How many died in the Uprising? And in the Purges, after that? You want to force everyone to go through that nightmare again.” Leaning forward, he said, “Because you can't win. You know you can't win.”  He paused, frowned, then said, “Wait a minute. I know the Commonwealth remnant still has a few ships, but...”
 “No,” she replied. “No point throwing out the Federation to invite the Hundred Families back. We've got something else in mind.” She glanced at  the door, then said, “After the war, after you left your ship, Polaris went out on a long-range mission. The goal was to hunt down one of our ships, a commerce raider. Though reading between the lines, I think the Parliament was more interested in putting your crew out of the way for a while.”
 Shaking his head, images of his comrades flooding through his mind, he said, “They gave my ship to that bastard Caldwell. It never came back. Technically I guess they're still listed as missing, but it's been almost twenty years.” His hands balled into fists, and he looked up with rage in his eyes, saying, “That just makes it worse, damn it! I betrayed them, let them down...”
 “You were on the verge of a nervous breakdown, and the Committee blamed everything on you, attributed the deaths to poor decision-making on your part.”
 “Were they so wrong?”
 “I've seen the records,” she replied. “I know the real story. You tried to stop that salvo, Commander, and you damned near succeeded. If Caldwell had obeyed orders, those people would still be alive. Assuming, of course, that they hadn't been killed or exiled in the Purges. Everyone in the Underground knows what really happened. You're a hero, Commander. Though I know you don't realize it. Frankly, keeping such a low profile has kept you safe, all these years.”
 “I'm a murderer, not a hero. There's blood on my hands, Major.”
 “Maybe.” She reached into a pocket, pulled out a long metal tube, and rested it on the table between them. “You recognize that?”
 “Conduit casing. Military issue. Used, by the scoring on the edges.”
 “Take a look at the serial number. The prefix code.”
 Frowning, he reached for the component, taking it from the table and holding it up in the light, reading, “One-Niner-Six-F...” He looked across at Cordova, and said, “This is fake.”
 “It's quite genuine. The code matches that of Polaris. And look at the date stamp, Commander. It was manufactured in the fabricator of Polaris two weeks after it left Sentinel Station on its final mission. There's no chance it could have been shipped anywhere else, manufactured in some other facility. That conduit cover was on the ship, right to the end.”
 “Where did you get this?”
 “An independent scout brought it in. We've been looking to refit civilian ships again, to come up with some sort of force strong enough to counter the Federation Fleet. One of our agents was given this along with a lot of other pieces, samples of military-tech that were apparently available. One of our people recognized the prefix code and the importance of the date stamp.”
 “He's found Polaris.”
 “That's our guess. More than that. All of the equipment he gave us is in good, operational condition. Fully functional. Which suggests that Polaris itself might be intact. We've only got a vague idea of her mission, but if we could find her, bring her back into service, then she could serve as the nucleus of a fleet that could take on the Federation on its own terms.”
 Shaking his head, Curtis replied, “It's a dream. Nothing more.”
 “Some dreams are worth having. We've got people to crew her. Technicians, engineers. But what we don't have is someone to command her. Twenty years ago, you were one of the finest ship captains in the Fleet. Everyone on both sides admitted that. What we need is you.”
 Curtis replied, “When I last looked around, there were fifteen Starcruisers in the Federation Fleet. Not counting Polaris. And outposts scattered across a couple of dozen light-years. That still about right?”
 “No ship construction since the Uprising,” Cordova said.
 “Then assuming that we did find Polaris intact, before the Federation and the Oligarchs, because we both know damned well that they'll be looking for her as well, we're still facing odds of fifteen-to-one. Assuming that the Federation doesn't mobilize auxiliaries.” He shook his head, and said, “You don't know what you are suggesting.”
 “No,” Cordova replied, “but you do, Commander.” She paused, then said, “I'm a ground forces specialist. I damned well ought to be. I've spent more than half my life at it. I know just enough about space warfare to know that I don't know a damned thing, but I do know you. My father talked about you all the time, about the battles you fought. He might have come to hate the cause he'd fought for, but he was proud of you. Proud to have served with you.”
 “Your father was one of the bravest men I've ever known,” Curtis replied. “I wouldn't question that for a second. And while he carried on the fight, I just gave up.” He rose to his feet, walking over to the viewport, watching the gleaming starlight for the first time in more than a decade. “I haven't even been in space for years. I can't do it.”
 “That's it? That's the best you can do? Many of us have risked our lives to find you, plan a way to break you out of this cesspool. There's a ship out there, waiting. Your ship.”
 “Not any more.”
 “Then what about the dead?” she said, her words slamming into Curtis with the force of a hurricane. “All those people you claim remorse for, people you say you murdered. Right now, they died for nothing. Just more names on a list. You want that? You might not owe me, Commander, but you damned well owe them.” Pulling a pistol from her holster, she leveled it at Curtis, and said, “And one way or another, I'm going to see that they collect.”
 The door burst open, Tom racing inside, shotgun in hand, raised at Cordova, but Curtis waved him back, shaking his head.
 “Go right ahead and pull the trigger, Major. God knows I've thought about it often enough myself.”
 She sighed, lowered the pistol, and said, “With you, we might have a chance. I know it isn't a good one. But it's the only chance we've got.”
 He looked down at the ground for a long minute, then looked back up, and said, “You really think my ship's out there, Major?”
 “I've already bet my life on that.”
 “As soon as we reach Polaris, assuming she's in space-worthy condition, assuming she still exists at all, I'm in command. I'll listen to advice, but if you want me to conjure up some sort of miracle for you, it will have to be on my terms, or not at all.”
 “Agreed,” Cordova interrupted. “We'll get you to Polaris. The rest will be up to you.”
 “Fifteen-to-one odds, and no guarantee that we'll even have a ship to make the attempt,” he said. “We'll give them a fight they won't forget in a hurry, Major. I can promise you that much. And maybe the dead might rest a little easier. Maybe we all will.” 
 “Good,” she replied, holstering her pistol. “Come on. We've got to get out of here. Lead the way, Tom.”
 “Just a damned minute,” the bartender said.
 “If I remember rightly,” she replied, “you served on Nonconformist during the war as a shuttle technician, under a different name, of course. And besides, you claimed to be watching everything. You certainly got in here quickly enough. Meaning that you know too much. Either I kill you, or you join us. You get to pick.”
 Shaking his head, he said, “How can I refuse a gracious invitation like that.”
 “Then let's get moving,” Cordova said. She reached into her pocket, tossing a packet of pills to Curtis, and said, “Take them all with the last of the beer.”
 “What are they?”
 “First part of your detox. I'm going to need you at your best. And having a twenty-year hangover isn't going to help.” She grinned, then said, “Don't worry. By the time they really start to kick in, we'll all be well away from here.”
 Frowning, Curtis said, “Maybe this was a bad idea.”
 “Maybe,” she replied, “but you're committed.”
 “For going along with this, I should be.”



Chapter 2
 
 “As soon as we clear the airlock,” Cordova began, “keep to the side of the dome until we are near the reserve landing pad. There's a shuttle waiting for us, and one of our sympathizers has already made sure that she's cleared pre-flight.” She frowned, then added, “The hard part will come as soon as they realize we're an unauthorized launch, but we'll have to deal with that as we go.”
 “They'll launch fighters after us,” Tom said, locking his helmet into position. “There's a full fighter squadron stationed at the top of the elevator.”
 “Probably, but they're not much good in atmosphere,” Curtis replied. “As long as we're quick, we might be able to outrun them. You've got a ship waiting in orbit?”
 “I was wondering about that,” Tom added. “I thought all of our ships had been destroyed or captured during the Uprising.”
 “They were. We've got another one. After a fashion.” Cordova looked at Curtis, a faint smile on her face, and added, “There's an old friend of yours waiting up in orbit on Hanoi.” She reached for the airlock controls, Tom's hand reaching out to hold her back.
 “Just a damned minute,” the erstwhile bartender said. “You want to take a million-ton tanker on a covert mission?”
 “There's not going to be much covert about this mission,” she replied. “As soon as we step on board, all hell will break loose. We're just going to have to move faster than they do if we're going to have a chance of pulling this off. We've got some people up on Hanoi, and once we've taken the ship, then...”
 “The ship isn't already under our control?” Curtis asked. “And there's a Starcruiser up in orbit as well. Cygnus, on the regular patrol.” He grimaced, then added, “It would be that ship.”
 “Right now, there are two up there. Arcturus came in last night.”
 Shaking his head, Tom said, “This is sounding more and more like a really bad idea, Major. Maybe we'd be better off laying low for a while, going into cover, waiting until we can sneak out of here. I've got a couple of friends who run cargoes for me, out towards Atlantis. They've smuggled people before, and...”
 “No,” Curtis replied. “We don't have time for that. If we're following this trail of breadcrumbs, so are a lot of other people. We're just going to have to play the hand we've been dealt, and hope that the rest of the cards drop our way. Lead on, Major. We're right behind you.”
 The three of them stepped through the airlock, careful to remain inside the sensor perimeter, periodically glancing up at the ever-watchful security cameras. Maintenance out here was as woeful as it was inside, and Curtis knew that most of them hadn't worked for years, and those that did would have operators only spotting a handful of people wandering around outside. Technically, leaving the dome without authorization was a criminal offense, but he couldn't remember the last time anyone had been charged for that alone. As long as they didn't do anything stupid, they'd be left alone, the guards simply assuming they were engaged in some petty criminal activity.
 “I haven't seen you like this in years, Teddy,” Tom said. “Or should I be calling you Commander, as well.”
 “Don't,” Curtis replied, a scowl flashing across his space. “The last thing I need is you starting up with that madness. I'm still getting used to the idea again. As for the rest, I think those damn pills are starting to kick in. My head feels as though it is about to explode.” He paused, then asked, “What about you?”
 “Oh, this is exactly how I imagined my day going when I woke up this morning. There are a few people back in town who will be very disappointed when they learn I've left.”
 “Bet their husbands will be happy about it, though.”
 “Keep it down,” Cordova said, gesturing ahead. “We're almost there.”
 It had been a long time since Curtis had left the safety of the dome, and he looked out over the glassy Kraken Mare, one of the largest bodies of liquid methane on Titan. Points of light littered the horizon, the vast harvesting ships reaping hydrocarbons from the environment, ready for processing and transport back to Earth. He looked back to see Larson Tower reaching to the sky, the space elevator that had been one of the major mega-projects of the days of the United Nations, the predecessor to the despised Commonwealth. Every moment, the ground shook as another capsule raced into the heavens, precious cargo that kept an interstellar civilization alive.
 Cordova moved carefully across the battered landscape, bounding over to the landing pad, the promised shuttle waiting for them, outer airlock open. Curtis followed, carefully covering the ground, while a nervous Tom hung at the back, watching for opposition. His caution quickly proved justified, as a pair of black-suited figures moved from the rear of the shuttle, pistols in hand.
 Cordova, the youngest member of the trio reacted first, drawing a pistol from a concealed holster in one smooth motion and diving to the ground, firing a carefully aimed shot at the nearest figure. The armor-piercing round slammed through his faceplate, dropping him to the dirt, his arms flailing around as he noisily died. Before Cordova could take a second shot, his comrade avenged his death with a round to the side, cutting into her arm, her scream of agonized pain resounding from the speakers in his helmet.
 “Not today,” Tom said, drawing a pistol of his own, letting his useless sonic shotgun drop to the ground. He didn't have the specialized ammunition that the rebel commando had possessed, but his aim was good enough that it didn't matter. The force of the multiple rounds hitting the target was more than sufficient to knock him down, buying time for Curtis to snatch Cordova's gun from the ground, taking a shot on instinct that killed the man where he lay.
 “Good shooting,” Curtis said.
 “Not bad yourself,” Tom replied. Kneeling by Cordova, he said, “She's out cold. Any idea what her plan was?”
 “No more than you do,” Curtis said. “Get her into the cabin and see what you can do. Looks like her suit's auto-sealed, and the medikit's already on it. Try and wake her up if you can.”
 “I'm not a medic, Teddy, and she needs a damn sight more than first aid.”
 “You'll have to do for the moment.” He glanced back to the city airlock, and said, “We could always go back, take our chances with Colonial Security. What do you say?”
 “Call me Doctor Krieger.” Picking up the injured Cordova, he followed Curtis into the cabin, the lights flashing on as they entered. Curtis raced forward to the cockpit, sealing the outer hatch with the flick of a switch and discarding his spacesuit as he ran, dropping oily residue on the deck. Sliding into the pilot's couch, he looked over the pre-flight checklist, nodding in satisfaction at the completed checks, the course already loaded into the system.
 “Ready for launch,” he said.
 “You remember how to do this?” Tom asked.
 “Just about,” Curtis said. 
 “Great. Just great.”
 “Hang on!”
 Curtis tapped the controls to fire the launch boosters, sending the shuttle rising from the surface, then kicked back with the lateral thrusters before throwing the throttle full open, the altimeter racing up as they gained height, spiraling around the elevator in a way definitely in violation of every safety regulation on the books. He looked over the course, shaking his head in disbelief. Whoever had programmed their flight path was a madman, but a brilliant one. A single twitch on a thruster at the wrong second, and he'd smash into the elevator with enough force to knock it out of operation for months, maybe years. The local defense forces wouldn't dare try anything against them, not until they'd reached space.
 The shuttle rocked to the side for an instant, caught by a stray crosswind, and he quickly moved to the guidance controls, nursing his ship along the pre-programmed trajectory, compensating for the slowly thinning atmosphere as they rose. Almost before he realized it, they broke through the cloud cover, and for the first time in two decades, he saw the beckoning stars gleaming in the night, his eyes locked on the staggering view before him.
 “She's not bad,” Tom said. “I think she's in shock, but the medical kit's dealing with it, and the bullet went though clean. I guess she'll do until we can get her to someone who knows what he's doing.” He waited for Curtis to respond, then asked, “You awake?”
 “It's been a long time, Tom,” Curtis said. “A very long time.”
 “Get your head back into the game, buddy.” Gesturing at a side console, he said, “Looks like they just scrambled their fighters. Six bandits in the air.”
 Curtis looked at the trajectory plot, then shook his head, saying, “Just as we expected. There's no way to hide our course as soon as we break out of atmosphere. I'll rig for a straight run to Hanoi, and we'll just have to hope for a friendly welcome when we touch down.”
 “And if they've changed their minds about helping us?”
 “Then there isn't a damn thing we can do about it.”
 The shuttle soared into space, lights flashing on to announce that the exterior of the ship was in vacuum, and Curtis turned for Hanoi, running towards her on a straight burn, while Tom moved back to his patient, now groaning in pain as the effect of the gunshot cut through the sedatives. A warning alarm sounded, the fighters on the move, heading on an intercept course. They'd never reach the shuttle before they docked with Hanoi, and nobody was going to authorize an attack on a fully-loaded tanker without authorization from the top, not to arrest a trio of fugitives.
 “Should we try and contact them?” Tom asked.
 “No point,” Curtis replied. “Either they're ready to receive us, or we're dead.” He threw a control, engaging the autopilot to handle the final approach, then slid out of the couch, walking over to the airlock, gun in hand. “Cover me.” He glanced at the sensor display, saw the fighters reducing speed, moving to cover the tanker. Their commander had realized that there was no chance of a quick kill. This was going to be a longer game. 
 With a loud report, the shuttle locked into position, and the double doors of the airlock slid open, Curtis immediately stepping through them to the deck beyond, looking for any sign of approach. Multiple boots echoed on the metal floors in the distance, figures heading towards them. For a moment, he felt sick to his stomach, the artificial gravity field taking effect. One more agony to add to his ever-pounding headache.
 Turning a corner, another familiar face approached, leading a pack of crewmen wearing the green-and-gray of the Commerce Directorate. Frowning, Curtis stepped forward, pistol in hand, and the group slowed to a halt as they saw the weapon. Twenty years since he'd last seen that face, and they hadn't parted on the best of terms back then.
 “Felix?” he said. “Felix Rojek? What the hell are you doing here?”
 “The Political Directorate and I had a parting of the ways,” Rojek said. “I decided after a while I was on the wrong side. Where's the Major? What happened?”
 “Shot while we were trying to get away. We've got fighters inbound.”
 “So I saw,” Rojek replied. “Strickland, get Major Cordova to Medical on the double.” Peering through the hatch, he added, “Who's your friend?”
 “Tom Krieger. Bartender, shuttle technician, and press-ganged rebel at your service,” Tom said with a smile, as the crewman raced forward, snatching a stretcher from the wall as she made for the wounded woman. “It's a pleasure.”
 “What's the situation, Felix?” Curtis asked.
 “Two of our people have taken Communications, locked down the ship, and we've got one of ours at the sensor controls up on the Bridge. There's no way that anyone could have seen your approach, or got any warnings from either the surface or from Arcturus. Everyone else is waiting for our signal to move. We're only going to get one shot at this.” Gesturing at the group of people, he added, “I got a reserve command crew ready to go, in case someone decides not to switch sides.”
 “You think they will?”
 “Probably. We've been preparing for this for a long time. You'd be surprised what you can do with a few friends in Personnel. Most of the crew of this ship are either members of the Underground or suspected sympathizers.”
 Nodding, Curtis said, “Have someone head to Communications and contact Cygnus. They're to stall as long as possible, tell them that they've got some dangerous prisoners trapped on the lower decks, and they need military support to remove them. Be as convincing as you can.”  
 Nodding, Rojek said, “Alvarez, on your way. Watch yourself, and don't talk to any strange men.”
 “No, sir,” she replied with a smile, racing down the corridor.
 “That's a bit risky, isn't it,” Tom said. “You're inviting a boarding action!”
 “And stopping those fighters from doing something that we're all going to regret,” Curtis replied. “Come on. Let's get this party started.”
 The group jogged down the corridor towards the elevator, only just fitting inside, as Rojek tapped for the bridge. As the tired mechanism jerked into life, Curtis looked around at the group now under his command, all armed with improvised weapons, metal bars, stunners, anything that they could find. They all shared the same determined look in their eyes, one he hadn't seen since the Uprising. These people believed in something, and they were ready to die to defend it.
 “Roxanne Norton, Second Mate, is one of us. She's at the helm right now. And Frank Montgomery at sensors. The rest are uncommitted.” Rojek frowned, and added, “The Captain's the big question mark. Beverly Hunter, ex-Fleet, but she's spoken out against the Parliament a few times, and one of her cousins was involved in the Uprising.” He glanced at Curtis, and said, “Old habits die hard, I guess. You start collecting all that information, you keep the habit.”
 “Feel free to hang onto it,” Curtis replied. “It'll come in useful. What about the other parts of the ship?”
 “Other teams are on their way to Engineering, and I've already got two people in Life Support. That's all we need to get out of the system, and once we've engaged Tau drive, it's all over bar the shouting anyway.” He looked up at the monitor screen, then added, “Thirty seconds, people. Remember, fast and smooth, and don't fire unless fired upon. We're the good guys.”
 The doors slid open, and the gaggle of rebels burst out onto the bridge, weapons aimed and at the ready, crewmen turning from their posts as they moved into position, Curtis stepping out last, trying to muster as much decorum as was possible for a man who hadn't shaved in a week.
 “What is the meaning of this, Rojek,” the woman sitting at the heart of the bridge said.
 Curtis took a deep breath, and said, “My name is Commander Edward Curtis, and in the name of the Democratic Underground and of the Rebellion, I am assuming command of this ship as of now. Duty officer is at liberty to note time and date in the log. Captain Hunter, I ask you to surrender your vessel and your crew, and spare unnecessary bloodshed.”
 A man sitting at the engineering console, turned, a pistol in his hand, but before he could fire, a bolt of electric flame lanced into his chest, dropping him dazed to the floor. Curtis turned to see the officer at the helm, a raven-haired woman with a deep scar running down the side of her face, taser in hand.
 “Roxy, what are you doing?” Sokolov, a technician at the communications station asked, as one of Rojek's people raced forward to secure his pistol.
 “What I have to do, Alexei,” she replied.
 “You're with them as well, Norton?” Hunter asked, with a deep sigh. “Commander Curtis, what are you intentions with my crew?”
 “Those who don't join the revolt will be put ashore at the first safe port we reach. Nobody will be harmed unless they attempt resistance.” Taking a step forward, he added, “We're somewhat pressed for time, Captain, and I'm afraid I must insist.”
 “Very well,” she replied, reaching down to a microphone clipped to the side of her chair. “Armstrong, connect me through to the entire ship.”
 “Aye, ma'am,” a young technician replied, glancing to Rojek for a brief nod of confirmation. “You're on, Captain.”
 “This is Captain Hunter. This ship has been taken by forces of the Democratic Underground. All hands will report to their quarters on the double. No resistance is to be shown, no attempt made to sabotage this vessel. I remind those of your considering acts of unnecessary heroism that this ship is valued at almost a billion credits, including her cargo, and that the Commerce Directorate will not look kindly on anyone making any attempt to damage its property. This order is final. That is all.” Looking up at Curtis, she clipped the microphone back into position, and added, “Is that sufficient, Commander?”
 “More than, Captain, and I very much hope that this is temporary. Felix, have your people clear anyone not part of our little mutiny from the bridge, and lock them in their quarters for the moment. Be sure to search them for weapons, as well.” Glancing at the still staggering Randall, he added, “That one had better be taken down to Sickbay. Is the Doctor...”
 “Haggard is on our side,” Rojek replied. “She lost both her kids in the Purges. Committee made far more rebels than it found that year.”
 Hunter rose from her chair, moving with two of the rebels as they escorted the command crew from the bridge, only Montgomery and Norton remaining at their posts. Curtis looked at the vacant seat, took a deep breath, and settled down into it, running his hands over the console before him, looking over the unfamiliar controls. Rojek settled down at the communications station, the other consoles on the cramped bridge taken by the other rebels.
 “Engineering is secured, Commander,” Rojek said, looking over his controls. “We are ready to proceed at your discretion.”
 “Can you give me a tactical view, Montgomery?” Curtis asked.
 “Of course, sir, and please, call me Monty.”
 A smile curled Curtis' lips, and he replied, “I'll remember that, Spaceman.”
 “No Service discipline here, Commander,” Rojek said. “You'd better remember that.”
 “Tactical view coming on now, sir,” Montgomery said, throwing a control to display a map of local space on the viewscreen. Cygnus was still holding station, her fighters swarming around it like angry hornets, and a pair of shuttles heading in their direction, bound for their docking bay.
 “I guess they got our message,” Curtis said. “Helm, clear all moorings, and proceed at best speed to the gravitational threshold.”
 “Aye, sir,” Norton replied, nimble fingers dancing over her controls. “Moorings are cleared, umbilicals retracted, and we are free and clear to navigate. Course already plotted, engaging engines now at maximum thrust.”
 “Cygnus will be able to overtake us in a matter of seconds, Commander,” Rojek warned.
 “How long to the threshold?”
 “Four and a half minutes, sir.”
 “We've just got to buy some time. Who's in charge down in Engineering?”
 “Bobbi Moretti. Drive Tech. Pretty sharp.”
 “I hope so,” Curtis said, stabbing what he hoped was the intercom control. “Bridge to Moretti. Come in, please.”
 “I'm here. Who are you?”
 “Commander Curtis, but we'll have to leave the formal introductions until later. I understand you've got some experience with the Tau Drive.”
 “Fifteen years and a Masters in Astrophysics. What do you need?”
 “Make it look as though someone's disabled the gravitational limiter, and that we're building up to an early warp interface. I want them to think that we're willing to burn the house down.” Turning to Rojek, he added, “Felix, get on the horn to Arcturus, and tell them that rebel forces have taken Engineering, and that we're attempting to get clear of the Titanian gravity well before it's too late. Sound panicked.”
 “Hey, Commander, you realize...” Moretti began.
 “I know it isn't easy, damn it, but there must be a way to make it happen. You've got thirty seconds. Get moving. Out.” Tapping a control, he looked up at the readings, shaking his head in disbelief at the lethargic acceleration of the ship. “Can't we move any faster?”
 “We're almost topped up, sir,” Norton replied, “but even at the best of times, this ship wallows like a damned pig. She's not a warship, Commander.”
 “Just get us on trajectory,” he replied. “Out of purely academic curiosity, Felix, where are we going? Major Cordova never did tell me.”
 “Sinaloa Station,” he replied. “Ross 248.”
 “Lock in that course, Norton.”
 “Roxy,” she replied. “Commander.”
 “Signal from Cygnus,” Rojek said. “They're asking to speak to Captain Hunter.”
 “Tell them she's fighting off the mutineers with her bare hands. Make it sound good.”
 “I tried that, but without her authorization code...”
 “They're on the move!” Montgomery said. “Not as close as they might be, though. We'll have enough distance to engage the drive, but they'll be within firing range in one minute.”
 Frowning, Curtis said, “How much oil do we have on board?”
 “Technically, sir,” one of the technicians at the rear said, “We're carrying...”
 “Thick slimy liquid, how much?” Curtis barked.
 “Just under eight hundred thousand tons,” Norton replied.
 “I'm guessing we'll move a little faster if we lighten the load.”
 Norton turned to him, eyes widening, and said, “Are you serious?”
 Nodding, Curtis said, “Felix, I need a course plot that will allow us to unload our cargo right down their throats. Let's give them something to think about. Fire when ready.”
 “Cygnus is closing, sir. Weapons charged,” Montgomery said. 
 Silence reigned on the bridge, everyone waiting for the Federation warship to close. Rojek frantically threw controls to prepare to eject the cargo, silently cursing as the panel stubbornly rejected one override after another, the on-board systems unwilling to believe what they were about to do. Somehow, Curtis couldn't blame them for that.
 “Ready!” Rojek said.
 “Full acceleration as soon as we're clear, Roxy,” Curtis said, “and get us the hell out of this system.”
 “Release!”  
 Hanoi lurched forward as all three hundred storage tanks erupted as one, the release of the vast quantities of liquid throwing them towards their goal, the acceleration briefly spiking to a level the gravity field couldn't handle. Behind the ship, the oil froze instantly, a billion shattered crystals fluttering through space, raining on the enemy cruiser, Cygnus forced to lurch to the side in a desperate bid to avoid the unexpected attack. Two of the fighters were braver, diving into the heart of the storm, and a pair of brief flashes of flame highlighted the stupidity of their actions as millions of fragments of crystallized fuel slammed into them.
 “We're clear!” Norton said, Hanoi now accelerating ten times faster than before.
 “Engage Tau Drive!” Curtis ordered. “Full burn!”
 Norton reached down to her right, gripping a cluster of levers and throwing them forward as of one, and the stars ahead raced through the spectrum as the dimensional bubble formed, keeping the ship stable as space warped all around them, Titan and Saturn drifting out of view as Hanoi transcended the light barrier, racing to hyperluminal speeds.
 Nodding, Curtis said, “Nice work, everyone.”
 “That was the easy part,” Rojek warned. It gets harder from here.”
 “You've got to work on your inspiring speeches, Felix,” Norton said. “There's something lacking, somehow.” Reaching up for her controls, she said, “Emergence in seventy-nine hours, Commander.”
 “Very good, Roxy,” Curtis said. “That should give us time to work out who we can trust.”
 “We're going to need a lot longer than that, I fear,” Rojek said.



Chapter 3
 
 Squadron Leader Winston Kani raised his fist in the air in triumph, throwing his fighter into a barrel roll as he celebrated his latest simulated kill. The communication channels were alive with protestations from his opponent, crying foul at his win, but he shut them off with a flick of a switch, stabilizing his fighter as he swooped down towards home, his wingman burning fuel recklessly to catch up to him. Glancing down at his status panel, he smiled. Five kills in one exercise. That had to be a record. And against the best pilots in the Commonwealth Fleet.
 He glanced down at the planet below, the huge super-Jovian that held the heart of their empire in exile, Khiva Station. The viewscreen was a blur of orange, green and purple swirls, the result of thousand-mile-an-hour storms permanently raging deep below, into the savage realms of the lower atmosphere that none dared to go. Throwing a control, he extended his wings, biting into the increasing air, diving towards his target, ten thousand miles ahead.
 Looking at the picture above his cockpit, he sighed. His grandmother, a ship commander in the Commonwealth Fleet, one of the leaders in their march to exile after the Revolution, dead now five years. His parents had died in a shuttle accident long ago, before he was old enough to have any real memories of them. Now he was alone, the only family remaining the Fleet he had joined at sixteen. 
 “This one's for you, Ouma. One day I'll get you home.” His pocket held a vial of ashes, the last remnants of his family. All of his ancestors, aside from his lost parents and his grandmother, had been buried in Pretoria, back on Earth. Sooner or later, he'd find a way to get those ashes where they belonged. 
 “Khiva Station to Grey Leader,” a voice barked. “Cleared for docking. Commodore McKinnon wants to see you as soon as you land.”
 “What's old Mac's mood, Hank?” Kani asked.
 “Pensive,” the traffic control officer replied. “There's something big going on, Win. Achilles and Ajax have both gone on alert, twenty-hour standby for departure, and we're getting the reserve fighters out of mothballs. Crash program. I think this might be it.”
 “You're dreaming, Hank,” his wingman, Flight Lieutenant Melody Nguyen replied. “I've seen the intelligence reports. Nothing's changed. One day we're going to sweep in and bring the Federation down, but not today.”
 “Yeah, well, all I know is that everyone's running around in a panic. Probably just as well. Kowalski's mad as hell about that trick you pulled out there.”
 “He just doesn't like being beaten,” Kani replied. “Coming in for docking. Have someone standing by to handle post-flight if we're in that much of a hurry. Grey Leader out.”
 “You think she's going to have one of her rants, Win?” Nguyen asked.
 “I don't think so,” he replied. “Not this time. See you on the deck.”
 He pulled back on the throttle, letting the atmosphere slow his fighter down as he dived towards Khiva Station. A five-mile-long aerostat, suspended by gargantuan helium balloons a thousand miles above the inaccessible surface of Golgotha, Khiva had been the greatest secret of the old Commonwealth, a hidden sanctuary to be used should the unthinkable happen, should Earth fall to the rebellion. All of that had been long before his time, back in his grandmother's day, but he still remembered the stories she'd told, families hurrying to transports, escaping the death squads ready to eliminate any of the political undesirables.
 Kani was under no illusions about the nature of the old government. They'd been tyrants, had grown corrupt and decadent after a century of unopposed dominance, but for all of their manifold sins, they were far better than the so-called Federation that had replaced them. The Commonwealth had never launched anything like the Purge, the massacre of ten million people, many of them simply because they happened to be the personal enemies of senior figures in the Federation leadership. They'd come close to an intervention then, twenty years before, but the Council had decided that the time was not right.
 He was beginning to think that the day would never come, that they would sit out on the frontier marshaling their ever more limited resources for the rest of time. Many still hoped that the Federation would collapse of its own volition, without any assistance from Commonwealth forces. Fourteen years as a fighter pilot had convinced him that something more would be needed, the few covert operations he'd been involved with against the Federation Fleet proof to him that they could be defeated. Maybe Hank was right. Maybe the Council had finally decided to make a move.
 The docking trapeze dropped down, and he eased his fighter into position on the cradle, light taps on the thrusters to settle it in place as the mechanism jerked into life, dragging him through the elevator airlocks into the heart of the station, rising to the deck within. With a loud report, the hatch underneath him closed, and his cockpit canopy cracked open.
 Kowalski was already there, walking towards him with black rage on this face, the rest of his squadron behind him. Most of the deck technicians had moved out of the way, anxious not to involve themselves in their business, but Kani simply dropped to the deck with a smile.
 “Got a problem, Joe?”
 Pointing a savage finger at him, Kowalski replied, “Cheating won't win you battles, bastard. I've got half a mind...”
 “Evidently,” Kani replied. “Yeah, I hacked your systems and locked you out of the simulation. Guess what, Joe. The enemy could do that as well. Except that instead of just flashing pictures of pink ponies onto your viewscreen, they'll knock out your life support systems or detonate the warheads of your missiles before you can launch them. Or fire them at the rest of your squadron. So yes, technically, I didn't play by the rules, but the last time I checked, the Federation wasn't working from the same book. I suggest you take it up with them.”
 “Leave it, Joe,” one of the other pilots, a blonde named Voronova said. “He isn't worth it.”
 “You'd better watch your back, Win,” Kowalski said.
 “Or what?” Nguyen asked. “You're going to shoot him? Isn't that treason? I think that's treason. Maybe we should tell the Commodore when we see her. Give her some advanced warning so she can send Station Security down here to have a word with you.” Stepping forward, she said, “Don't make threats you can't back up, Joe. It just makes you look like the small man you are.”
 “Attention,” a tinny voice said from the wall speakers. “Squadron Leader Kani, Flight Lieutenant Nguyen, Flight Lieutenant Voronova, report to Commodore McKinnon's office on the double. All other fighter pilots, prepare for transfer to Agamemnon in one hour. That is all.”
 With a smirk, Kowalski said, “I guess someone knows who the better squadron leader is.”
 “Which is why I'm getting a personal briefing from the Flotilla Commander, and you're going to be kicking your keels over on Agamemnon's flight deck,” Kani replied, walking to the elevator. He felt the glares of the other pilots on the back of his neck as he and Nguyen stepped inside, Voronova only just making it after them before the doors close.
 “What the hell is his problem?” Nguyen asked, shaking her head.
 “He believes in playing by the rules,” Voronova replied. “Something the two of you obviously don't have any regard for.”
 Kani glanced at Nguyen, then said, “You've got to know when to follow them and when to break them. And if you don't think that the Federation wouldn't try that trick...”
 “They'd never crack through our firewalls.”
 “Unless we've got a traitor somewhere inside our security, and I'd say the odds of that are pretty damned high,” Nguyen replied. “Don't ever think that you are safe, Diana. You aren't. Especially not when you are sitting in a cockpit.” She frowned, then added, “I wonder why old Mac wants you, though?”
 “We're still waiting on a replacement for Franklin,” Kani said with a shrug. “I guess you got picked, Lieutenant.”
 “Serve under you?” she asked with a sneer. “Please.”
 “Worse squadrons to fly with,” Nguyen replied. “Ten covert operations in four years. More than any other squadron put together. You want to be where the action is, this is where it's at.”
 “That might have been true under Malloy, but...”
 The doors slid open, and the three pilots walked into the anteroom, the Commodore's secretary only glancing up for a second, barely acknowledging their presence. Kani looked at the viewport, the image displayed a view from the Commodore's childhood, the city of New Chicago she'd once called hope. One day, maybe, they'd go back. Though he found it hard to imagine actually living on Earth. The thought of being confined to a single planet repelled him.
 “The Commodore will see you now,” the secretary said, and Kani led the way into the lavish office, his feet sinking into the plush carpet. Despite the surface luster, though, everywhere there were telltale signs of age. The curtains were worn, paintwork fading, stains on the desk that had never been removed, one of the chairs carefully arranged to discourage anyone from using it. And a faint smell in the air, a subtle tang that warned that the life support system had been in constant use for too long. Always there was one more system ready to breakdown, maintenance never quite keeping up with the constant demands of the floating city.
 The trio of pilots saluted, and Commodore McKinnon waved them to take seats facing her, glancing down at the cluster of datapads on her desk before looking up at them, her face locked in a frown. 
 “Squadron Leader Kani, I have reviewed your performance in the recent battle drill...” A smile spread across Voronova's face, rapidly dashed by her next words, “And found it excellent. You've exposed a serious vulnerability in our security systems, and that could have seriously cost us in a combat situation. I've already arranged for modifications to the firewalls on your fighters. Though I'm afraid none of you will be flying combat for a while.”
 “Ma'am?” Voronova asked. “Why am I here?”
 “Blunt, and to the point, Flight Lieutenant. Your reputation is well earned. I have a special mission for the three of you, and one that might herald the beginning of the reclamation of our lost territory. And to answer your question, you are here because you are one of the few people we have who has visited Sinaloa Station.”
 “Four years ago, ma'am, and that was just a quick visit on a blockade runner.”
 “It's still better than anything else we've got.” Frowning, she continued, “There's been an interesting little incident deep in Federation territory. The Democratic Underground have hijacked one of their bulk tankers, the Hanoi, and our people at Titan have discovered that they're heading for Sinaloa. The Federation are naturally responding in kind.”
 Nodding, Kani replied, “It's about time the resistance got back on the move again, ma'am, but I don't understand what they're planning to do with a tanker. And Sinaloa's just a prospecting station for the uranium mines of Coronado. Nothing military about the place. Are they planning another Uprising?”
 “Probably, but there's a little more too it than that. We've got a few people in their network, and they've informed us that the whole organization is on the move. Though our agents report that there are no immediate plans for another revolt, not yet.” She leaned back on her chair, and said, “Ever hear of the Starcruiser Polaris?”
 “Squadron flagship during the Uprising, involved in the Massacre at Mareikuna,” Nguyen replied. “Went missing a few months later, hunting down rebel activity on the frontier.” Her eyes widened, and she said, “They've found it, haven't they. The Underground.”
 “That's our guess,” McKinnon said. She folded her fingers together, and said, “We need that ship, people, and we need it badly. We're down to four capital ships now, and that information does not leave this room. Ajax is going out of service, broken down for spare parts. Within five years, we won't have a line of battle worth a damn. With Polaris, we might be able to extend that. Even if we can just break her down for components, she could give us another decade.”
 Frowning, Voronova said, “I don't understand, Commodore. Surely we ought to be supporting the rebels, not snatching victory from them. The enemy of my enemy...”
 “Is still my enemy, Lieutenant, nothing less,” McKinnon said. “Our goal is the re-imposition of Commonwealth rule on human space. Theirs is the introduction of a chaotic democratic government. We've tried that experiment before, and the result was the near-destruction of humanity. I don't think we can risk a second try. If the Federation is to be brought down, our ships, our people must be at the vanguard of the attack. That is the view of the Council and of the Chairman. I spoke to her on this very matter this morning.” 
 She reached for a control, bringing up a three-dimensional projection of explored space, hundreds of stars snapping into position. The inner core blue for space controlled by the Federation, an outer crimson expanse for Commonwealth territory, and a wide green expanse beyond for the Halo Worlds, a collection of small outposts and settlements scattered as much as a hundred light-years from Sol, some of them not visited for decades, too unimportant for the major powers to consider.
 Kani looked at the map, the usual strategic problem evident. The Republic had ended the Revolution with the Old Colonies, the first interstellar settlements of the 22nd-century, and the bulk of the resource and industrial base. Despite their best efforts, the Commonwealth exiles had only been able to hold the Perimeter, frontier worlds with lower populations, lesser potential. Even after fifty years of hard work, they were still far behind their enemy in every way, David and Goliath in the far expanse of space. One of the stars started to wink, Sinaloa Station highlighted, an outpost on the border between Commonwealth and Federation space.
 Looking up at Kani, she said, “Your orders are to locate that ship, Squadron Leader. Find out anything you can about the location of Polaris and the intention of the rebels. Do whatever you have to do. And at all costs, stop the Federation from retaking her.” Looking up at the map, she said, “You want to reshape that map in our favor? Capture Polaris.”
 Frowning, Kani replied, “Just the three of us, ma'am?”
 “Some of my colleagues are convinced that this is a prelude to a new Uprising. We've mobilized the whole Fleet, just in case. I can't spare anyone else. Though if you do find something, Agamemnon is already on standby alert, and I will ship out immediately to provide support. Regardless of any other orders I receive.” Looking at the three of them, she continued, “You are the best covert operations team I have. Make me proud. Dismissed.”
 The pilots snapped to attention, turned, and walked back into the anteroom, the secretary already waiting for them with a datapad in her hand, passing it to Kani with a faint smile.
 “Passage on the Lost Horizon for the three of you. She was heading out to Sinaloa anyway to pick up a shipment of uranium. It's a one-way ticket, I'm afraid. You'll have to improvise your own way back home when the mission is over, but that's nothing new for you. Good hunting.”
 “Thank you,” Kani said, taking the datapad, while Nguyen led the way into the elevator.
 “I don't like this,” Voronova said, as the doors slid shut. “I don't like this at all. We ought to be helping the rebels, not trying to sabotage them.”
 “You heard the Commodore,” Nguyen replied. “If we're going to retake Earth and the Colonies, we've got to do it on our own terms, and sooner or later...” 
 “When?” Kani asked. “When exactly are we going to move, or is the plan simply to sit back and watch our ships and our stations fall apart until we're forced to surrender to the Federation, waiting for a chance that might never come. We've got to use whatever we can, Mel, and that means taking any opportunities offered. Another Uprising is just what we've been waiting for. We should have intervened last time.”
 “Agreed,” Voronova said. With a sigh, she said, “Just what to they expect three pilots to do, anyway?”
 “How well do you know Sinaloa?” Kani asked.
 “Seven days of shore leave on the station. I guess I know it pretty well, and I doubt it will have changed very much over the last few years.”
 Nodding, Kani looked down at the datapad, and said, “Hanoi only left Titan ten hours ago. If we're shipping out in two, we'll be there six hours ahead of them.”
 “With a squadron of Federation Starcruisers undoubtedly right on our tail,” Nguyen replied, gloomily. 
 “True, but they're going to be so busy hunting down rebels that they won't be looking for us. If nothing else, they'll be damned good decoys. Assuming all of this isn't some sort of Federation trap, of course. It'd be a good one.”
 “Have you seen the schematics on Polaris?” Voronova said, skimming through the readout. “She could stand off three of our ships without breaking sweat.”
 “I can certainly understand the Commodore's interest,” Nguyen said. “Besides, the rebels can't win. We all know that. They threw everything they had at the Federation during the Uprising, and they never had a chance of victory. Nothing's changed. If they did somehow manage to retrieve that ship, they'd only waste it. We can make much better use of it than they can.”
 “Do you want to tell them that, or shall I?” Voronova replied. “I still say this mission stinks.”
 “Sometimes that's just how it is, Lieutenant,” Kani said. “We've got a job to do, and as distasteful as it sounds, we'd better get on with it. Go and draw some civilian clothes from the quartermaster, and pack any gear you think you might need. I'll see you at the shuttle lock in an hour.”
 “Have you got a plan?” Voronova asked.
 “No, but I've got thirty-eight hours to come up with one. How hard can it be?”
 “That's going to look great carved on your tombstone.”



Chapter 4
 
 Curtis looked out at the assembled crewmen, the rebels cautiously guarding those who had yet to commit to the cause, as the briefing video he'd hastily prepared ran to its conclusion. As the lights flashed back on, he walked over to the lectern, briefly locking eyes with Captain Hunter, standing with her senior staff at the rear of the room.
 “That's all we know,” he said. “You now have the same information that I do. We have a chance to salvage my ship, and to make her the flagship of a rebel flotilla that might, just might, push the Federation out of power. I know that a lot of you have good reason to hate them. Most of you lost people you cared about in the Uprising and the Purges. That being said, I will understand completely if you want to sit this fight out.”
 “You are nothing but terrorists,” Randall said, a scowl on his face, two tasers pointed at his chest. “The Federation will hunt you down like the maggots you are, and I just hope I'm there to watch the fun.” Turning to Hunter, he said, “Captain, we can take them. We outnumber them two to one, and we can...”
 “One move, Clark,” Norton replied. “One move, and I will end you. Count on it.”
 “That's the sort of people you are?” Randall asked. “You'll kill anyone who disagrees with you? What's the difference between you and the Political Directorate.”
 “They fight for themselves,” Rojek said. “We're fighting for everyone else.”
 Glancing at his watch, Curtis replied, “We'll be arriving at our destination in less than eight hours. Anyone who wishes to remain with the Federation will be held in close confinement until we are about to leave that system, and will be left behind on a shuttle with sufficient fuel and supplies to reach a safe port in a reasonable period. Those who choose to join us will be watched, count on it, but you'll have the chance to take part in a fight that, we hope, will restore the freedom our people lost centuries ago. To fight for the causes that our ancestors fought for, in the Revolution, before they were betrayed by their leaders. That won't happen this time.”
 “And our mission is to recover Polaris,” Hunter said, stepping forward. “To bring her back into service, and prosecute the war. In short, we're on the verge of a new Uprising.” Looking around, she said, “Last time, I served on a transport ship, behind the lines. I helped provide the supplies that beat back the rebels. And I've regretted not standing up and being counted ever since.” Moving to stand with Curtis, she added, “I'll serve under you, Commander. And I encourage the rest of my crew to do the same.” With a smile, she continued, “I understand that Hanoi is yours, until you find your ship again.”
 “Thank you, Captain,” Curtis said. “What about the rest of you?”
 “How can you serve under the man who slaughtered ten thousand civilians at Mareikuna?” Randall asked. “This man is a murderer, and...”
 “Our commanders were the murderers that day,” Rojek said, stepping forward, eyes wide. “We were told we were attacking troop transports, and by the time we learned the truth, it was too late to stop the massacre, but Commander Curtis did everything he could, and they broke him for it!” Looking from face to face, he said, “That's just one more reason why we've got to bring the tyrants down. Do you think they care about you, about any of you? Just pieces on the board in their political games. We've got a chance to be something better than that, and we've got to take it!”
 “I'll fight with you, sir,” a young shuttle pilot, Sokolov written on his nametag, replied. He was only the first, and after a few moments, only a small throng of die-hard Federation loyalists remained, clustered with Randall, receiving looks of withering scorn from their erstwhile comrades.
 “Monty, have them locked in Secure Storage, and prepare Shuttle Two for their departure. See that it has sufficient life support to last for at least two weeks. They might be in for a long trip.”
 “Yes, sir,” he replied, gesturing with her taser to the door. “Move, people. We've thrown some bedding and ration packs in there. You'll have a lot of time to think about what you just did.”
 “This isn't over,” Randall said, glaring at Curtis. “This isn't over, not by a long shot.”
 “Talk's cheap, Clark,” Montgomery said. “Move.”
 “Roxy, you take charge of the volunteers and integrate them into the crew as we discussed. I'll be in Medical for a while. Felix, you're with me.”
 “Aye, sir,” Norton said. “Captain, I think we'd better talk.”
 “Agreed,” Hunter replied, and the two of them moved to a corner of the room, while Curtis walked out into the corridor, Rojek following with one last glance behind them.
 “That went better than I'd hoped,” Rojek said. “Only six chose not to join us, and four of them have family back on Earth. Most of the crew are Colonials. Not by accident.” He grinned, then said, “It took quite a lot of work to arrange. We'd always picked Hanoi as a possible ship for a revolt. Having her out at Titan was perfect timing.”
 Turning a corner, Curtis asked, “How did you get involved in all of this, anyway? You were part of the Political Directorate, one of their top people...”
 “And I had a complete breakdown after Mareikuna, and spent two years in psychiatric confinement,” he replied. “Everything I said back there is true, Teddy. We were set up. Maybe they thought that you didn't have enough blood on your hands to be part of the brotherhood, maybe we were the opening shot in the Purges.” Turning to him, he said, “They were dead anyway, just like millions of others.” Closing his eyes, he replied, “I go back there every night. If I'd...”
 “Me too, Felix, me too.” Stepping towards the elevator, he added, “So, what happened?”
 “Well, after I was released, I quit the Directorate. I drifted for a while, until one of our mutual friends arranged this posting. Kit Cordova. We had a long talk, out at Proxima, and I ended up signing on with him. Maybe because I thought it was the only way I could ever get the blood off my hands. That was about a year before he died.” Looking around the corridor, he continued, “I was a little too high-profile to be active, but he figured I'd make a good sleeper agent. I've been on one transport or another for the last fifteen years, working as a junior officer. Believe it or not, I did pay some attention in those Academy classes I took.”
 “You were a better watchdog than most of the ones I had, I'll give you that,” Curtis replied.
 “Don't remind me,” Rojek said. “When I think back to those days.” Shaking his head, he continued, “About the only thing I've ever clung onto was that we were the best of them. And you did everything you could at Mareikuna. You never knowingly perpetuated a massacre. Not many other ship commanders could say the same. Though the rebels weren't much better, that time.”
 “No good guys in that war,” Curtis replied.
 “Kit wanted to do it right the second time. Made sure that the psychopaths were kept down, any cells showing signs of acts of open terrorism accidentally betrayed to Colonial Security. It's made it slow to build, but at least we can trust most of our network.”
 “If it isn't too secret to know, who runs the show?”
 “Nobody, really,” Rojek said. “I know, I know, but we don't have that sort of integrated command structure. Each cell stands alone, and only a few of us serve as the connections between them. Mostly in the Commerce Directorate, though we do have a handful of friends in the military.” He grimaced, then said, “It isn't the Fleet you remember. I'll tell you that for a fact.”
 “Good or bad?”
 “Depends on your point of view. Lots of political appointees, friends of friends. There's a hard core of old-fashioned spacers, but their influence is dropping all the time. Which means that they're a gang of brutal thugs in charge of starships, mostly. With a few notable exceptions.” He paused, then said, “Though a lot of the old guard are still there in the lower ranks. We've never made any real effort to recruit, but I have a feeling we might get more support than you might think. Especially with you in the driver's seat.”
 “Me?”
 “Come on, Teddy. Commander Curtis taking charge of the Starcruiser Polaris, returned after twenty years, leading the rebel fleet in a triumphant march towards freedom and liberty? It's not going to take much of an effort to spin that story into something a bit special, and we'll get recruits faster than we can cope with once we start to move.”
 “Which is precisely why the Federation is going to do everything it possibly can to prevent that from happening. Up to and including sending everything they've got after us. Cygnus, certainly. Who's commanding her now?”
 “Marc Armstrong.”
 “Never heard of him.”
 “Not surprised. Joined after the war. Got quite a few powerful friends. By reputation, he's competent enough in a brutal sort of way. Rather a good match for the new Fleet.” He paused as they stepped into a waiting elevator, then added, “Arcturus was at Mars. They'll probably send her. And you do know her skipper.”
 “Who?”
 “Diaz.”
 “You're joking.”
 “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “She made Commander five years back. Threw herself back into the Fleet, worked like a demon to shake off the stigma. It might have taken her a decade longer than it probably should have done, but she made it in the end, and she's the one I'm really worried about. No bad words about her from anyone, and she's the same officer you knew back in the Uprising. Cool, calm, confident, and a tactical genius second only to the guy I'm talking to right now.”
 “And she has a Starcruiser at her disposal. Who has seniority?”
 “Armstrong, which is the one card in our hand. Though I wouldn't be surprised if she overrode him. That hasn't changed, and she's smart enough to know that nobody will ask questions about the officer who brings you down.” Frowning, he added, “It'll be personal for her. Taking you out will put her career back on track. Though I know her well enough to know that she'll hate every moment of it.” 
 As the elevator staggered through the decks, Rojek continued, “I ran into her at Lopez's funeral, about ten years back.”
 “The kid? What happened to him?”
 “A better-funded version of what happened to you. He couldn't take it. Overdosed on God only knows what. It's just you, me and Liz left from the old crew now. Everyone else has either died, one way or another, or went missing on Polaris when Caldwell took her into the dark.” The doors slid open, and he asked, “Your son was there, as well. Standing in for you.”
 Curtis' face reddened, and he replied, “How was he?”
 “Shouldn't you know that better than me?”
 “We haven't spoken since his graduation. I tried to talk him out of staying in the Fleet.”
 Nodding, Rojek said, “I've heard stories about that meeting. He'd just made Lieutenant around then. Word I have is that he's up for promotion to Commander, slated for a ship of his own. The boy's doing well.”
 “Even lumbered with my last name.” 
 “Enough people know the truth about what happened that it hasn't been the handicap you'd expect, Teddy. You've got a lot more friends out there than you think.”
 Stopping in the corridor, Curtis turned to Rojek and said, “The truth is that I gave the orders that killed ten thousand people. We can blame Caldwell all we want, but at the end of the day, I was in charge, and the ultimate responsibility for what happened was mine, and mine alone. You don't have anything to regret. Just me.” Looking around the corridor, he said, “That's why I'm out here right now. Not because I think we're going to succeed, because you and I both know the odds against us. We're going out just like Diaz did, except that we're getting someone else to pull the trigger. Diaz, maybe. That would almost be appropriate.”
 A frown fell over Rojek's face, and he replied, “If you truly feel that way, Teddy, then we're as good as dead now, and you'll be the one to pull that trigger. If a man thinks that he's going to die in the morning, he'll find a way to make it happen, and you'll take the hopes and dreams of a few million people down with you.”
 “If we're throwing tired old proverbs around, Felix, how about the one that says there's nothing more dangerous than a man with nothing left to lose.”
 The two of them stepped into Sickbay, a harried, gray-haired woman looking up as they entered. Only one of the beds was occupied, an exasperated Cordova lying strapped in place, connected with a tangle of cables to the medical monitor.
 “She isn't getting up for three days,” Haggard said. “That's final. I think she'll make a full recovery, and so does the computer, but I don't want to have to poke around inside her if she strains herself trying to move about more quickly.”
 “Hence the restraints, I presume,” Rojek replied, struggling to suppress a smile.
 “This isn't funny,” Cordova said. “The most important operation of my life, and I'm stuck in Sickbay. Come on, Haggard, I'm sure there's something you can inject me with to keep me on my feet. Whatever it takes.”
 “Soldier,” Curtis said, “shut up and soldier. This isn't going to be over in five minutes. You're still thinking of this as a quick operation. It's the opening shot of a war. You're not going to have any significant down time for months, maybe years, if we pull this off.” He glanced at Rojek, and said, “We've got the ship under control, and I'd have to be the one to go over to the station anyway.”
 “Too risky,” she protested.
 “I hate to break it to you, but I'm the only one remotely qualified to work out whether this guy is spinning a web of lines or has actually found my ship. Felix knows a little, but I've got the experience. Tom and I will go across.”
 “Tom? The bartender?”
 “I've known him for more than a decade. And I trust him. Besides, he's got some contacts over there that might be useful, non-rebel.” He paused, then said, “I presume someone over on Sinaloa has arranged to knock out interstellar communications.”
 “For a while, anyway,” she replied. “But it's only a matter of time before they hand-deliver the message on a Starcruiser.” Looking over Curtis, she added, “You've shaved.” 
 “And showered. Repeatedly. And I haven't had a drop of alcohol since we left.”
 “That's something, anyway. You're beginning to look a little more like an officer. You'll have to watch out for that when you go over there.” She turned to Rojek, and added, “You're keeping him on the straight and narrow?”
 “Just like I used to when we served with your father,” the veteran replied. “I know it doesn't come easily, Gabi, but you're just going to have to relax for a while. Most of the crew have joined us, and...”
 “Some of them will almost certainly be traitors, planted in the crew,” she said.
 “Which is why I have people watching them, and locked the internal security network to respond to Teddy and I alone. There's no way they can do anything without us knowing about it. We've got this.”
 “I hope so,” she replied. Looking up at Curtis, she said, “I'm not sure I see it. Not yet.”
 “See what?”
 “The spark my father told me about. I grew up hearing stories about you. I don't know if that man still exists.”
 “Neither do I,” he replied, “but I only know one way to find out, and I don't have anything better planned for the next few days.” Taking a seat next to her, he glanced up at Rojek, and said, “We're scheduled to return to normal space in a little over twelve hours, and right now all I know is that some guy on Sinaloa Station sold someone a conduct sheath. If we're going to make this mission work, we need to be briefed.” Glancing at Haggard, he said, “Can you page Tom for me?”
 “Sure,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I have nothing better to do than act as your gofer.” She frowned, then said, “Remind me to give you a checkup. You're looking pretty good for someone who's lived a life as hard as yours the last few years.”
 “I'll take that as a complement,” he replied with a smile. “So, Major, I guess you'd better get started. And don't leave anything out. I'm not going to be able to break off in the middle of a firefight and ask for directions.”
 “The worst part is,” she said, “that might not be the joke you think it is.”



Chapter 5
 
 Kani stepped through the hatch, pushing into the crowded concourse of Sinaloa Station, the smell of sweat and spice assaulting him as he took his first taste of the local atmosphere. Dozens of people were forcing themselves from the transports, all of them eager to absorb themselves into the general population as rapidly as possible. Colonial Security would be monitoring, naturally, but the bulk of them were simple smugglers, or agents for collectives illegally breaking the decades-old blockade. Enough money changed hands to ensure that all but the most grievous violations were ignored, but Kani still wouldn't feel safe until he'd made his way deeper into the station.
 For the present, he allowed the crowd to sweep him in their chosen direction, into the jumbled maze of stalls and shops that made out the docking area, a hundred traders plying their wares, desperate to be the first to fleece the new arrivals of the contents of their wallets. Pausing at a fast food stand, he tossed a forged credit chit in exchange for some nondescript meat jabbed onto a bamboo stick, coated in some sort of bitter black goo that smelled vaguely of cinnamon. One bite confirmed his worst suspicions, and he quickly tossed it into a waste chute, looking around for another vendor to buy something to remove the acrid taste.
 “You just here to play tourist, or are we going to get on with this?” Voronova asked, moving to his side, locking her arm into hers. “Too many of these people have curious hands for my liking. That hasn't changed very much.”
 “Lead on, darling,” he replied with a smile, causing a scowl to momentarily break out on her face. “Where are we going?”
 “Bottom end of the concourse.”
 Kani caught Nguyen out of the corner of his eye, shadowing them at a distance, keeping clear in case something went wrong with the plan. The Commonwealth had at least a limited covert presence here, on every border station, but there was only so much they would be able to do if Colonial Security moved in. The black-uniformed figures were ubiquitous, scanning the crowd, sonic shotguns slung over their shoulders, able to stun the entire concourse into submission if they so chose. And they didn't recruit for good manners.
 “The Pink Pussycat,” Kani said with a sigh, looking at the bar they were heading for. “It just had to be, didn't it.”
 “Not many ColSec types hang out down there,” Voronova replied.
 “I don't blame them,” he said, as they passed through the double doors under the watchful gaze of the bouncers on either side. Harsh music thumped from the speakers on the wall, a dance floor occupied by a dozen couples showing no interest in anything but each other, giggling, chattering people scattered everywhere. The place didn't live up to its reputation, looking like a slightly down-market version of any spaceport bar he'd ever visited.
 Walking over to the bar, he got the attention of the man at the counter, who looked over the two of them and asked, “What'll it be.”
 “I'd like a Manhattan,” Kani replied.
 “We're out of vermouth.”
 “Then make it without.”
 “That'll taste disgusting.”
 “That's my problem, not yours.”
 Nodding, the bartender gestured at the far end of the room, saying, “She's waiting for you.”
 “Good,” Kani replied, leading the way as the two of them walked towards the bathroom. Nguyen slipped into the bar, mingling with the crowd on the dance floor, picking a partner at random from the appreciative crowd. She flashed Kani a quick nod, too swiftly for anyone else to notice. At least someone was watching his back out there.
 The stink of vomit and urine was almost overwhelming as Kani and Voronova made their way into the bathroom, both of them gagging as they stepped through the doors, careful to avoid at least the worst of the stains on the floor. Inside, the first cubicle was closed, a sign encrusted to the door with layers of filth announcing that it was out of service. With the toe of his boot, Kani pushed his way inside, reaching for the flush and tugging it twice to reveal a hidden door on the wall, leading into inky darkness beyond. He stepped through, coming face to face with an auburn-haired woman wearing ColSec uniform, a pistol pointed at his chest.
 “Intelligence really knows how to show someone a welcome,” Kani said, shaking his head. 
 “We didn't put this place together to throw a party. The smell tends to discourage the search teams, and let's just say that I've been less than overzealous about monitoring them in this area.” Glancing at Voronova, she said, “You both match your description, but I'm going to be sure.” She tossed Kani a scanner, and he pricked his finger on the sensor, the machine harvesting a drop of blood for a hasty scan.
 The light flashed green, and he said, “I'm who I claimed to be.”
 “So it would appear.” Folding her arms, she said, “Katherine Saxon. Deputy Head of Station Security, at least nominally, though I also hold the rank of Commander in the Commonwealth Fleet. Meaning that I outrank both of you, and I suggest that you do not forget it. I don't know what you're doing out here, but I've spent eight years building up our network on this station, and I have no intention of throwing all of that hard work down the drain for some crazy scheme. I know you have orders from Commodore McKinnon, but that only got you as far as this meeting.”
 “We're looking for someone,” Kani said. “An independent scout, Jack Keranos. And we know that the Underground want him as well, in connection with an equipment deal.”
 “Not enough.”
 “Ma'am,” Voronova began.
 “It's need to know, ma'am,” Kani pressed, “and with all due respect, you don't. I'm here to do a job, and you can either help me, or get out of my way. Which will it be.”
 A smirk danced across her face, and she said, “You've got your grandma's fire, I'll say that. Fine, Squadron Leader, I'll let you take the lead on this one. Your friend outside seems to be doing a pretty good job covering for you, but I'll have a couple of my own operatives watching out, just to be on the safe side. Not that I don't trust you, but I need to make it clear that I've got to look out for my own people first. I can let you commit a few minor infractions, but anything serious and I'm going to have to notice. Got that?”
 “Understood,” Kani said. “With a little luck, this should be a quick snatch and grab.”
 Nodding, she replied, “We're running around after saboteurs at the moment, anyway. Three days ago, someone blew out our rift generator. Meaning that we've got no way of calling anyone outside the system, because the smart guys back on Earth decided that we didn't need a backup system. I very much hope that isn't anything to do with you three.”
 Shaking her head, Voronova said, “We've only just arrived, ma'am, and our mission profile didn't mention anything along those lines. As far as we know, we're here for one job. Though I suppose...”
 “No need to waste time with speculations, Lieutenant,” Kani said. “Probably the Underground trying a distraction play. It's a classic move. And one that can work to our advantage, I guess, if you've got people hunting around below decks.” Before Saxon could say anything else, he asked, “Where can I find Keranos?” 
 Her eyes darted between the two of them for a few seconds, narrowing in suspicion, but she replied, “He's got an office up on the Fifth Level. Nice view of Coronado. Only recently rented. Before that he worked out of an apartment down in the underdecks. Somehow, he came into a lot of money recently. And yes, he did arrange the usual bribes with the shift watchman.”
 “Smuggler?”
 “Probably. On this station, everyone's either cracking rocks for uranium or moving stuff on the contraband list, in or out. After a while, you work out what you aren't meant to be paying attention to. Though I haven't noticed Keranos being on anyone's list, not yet.” She paused, then said, “I'll pull the records for you, if you like. Track down where he's been lately.”
 “No need,” Kani replied. “That might draw attention. I think a personal interview should provide us with everything we need.”
 “As you say. I'll be watching, Squadron Leader, but don't take it the wrong way when I tell you that I very much hope that we don't run into each other again.”
 Nodding, he turned, leaving the room, stepping back out into the bathroom. He paused, turned to Voronova, and said, “As soon as we get back out into the bar, slap me around the face as hard as you can, and storm out. Head for the elevator.”
 “What?”
 “Everyone out there saw the two of us going to the bathroom together. This way they'll just think I went too far. I be surprised if the Underground doesn't have people in here.”
 Shaking her head, she replied, “You do this often on covert missions?” 
 With a shrug, he said, “Whatever the occasion demands.”
 “Fine,” she said, waiting for them to get close to the bar before clapping him on the cheek with enough force to send him staggering into the wall, screaming, “Get the hell away from me, you pervert!” With a look of total contempt, she stormed off through the crowd, the dancers parting to allow her to pass, while Kani struggled to his feet, rubbing his chin and walking over to the bar, Nguyen waiting for him with a cocktail at the ready.
 “That had to hurt,” she said, pushing a drink towards him. “I dropped a couple of painkillers in it for you.”
 Taking a sip, he gagged, and quietly said, “That hasn't done anything for the taste, but my aching jaw thanks you. At some point we've got to teach her how to throw a punch.” Downing the rest of the drink in one, he added, “ColSec's going to be watching our backs.”
 “Is that good, or bad?”
 “I don't know,” he replied, glancing back at the door. “Saxon gave in to my demands just a little too easily for my liking. Maybe I'm just jumping at shadows. We're heading for the Fifth Level, anyway.”
 Pecking a kiss onto his cheek, she said, “Let's go, lover.”
 Shaking his head as the two of them walked out of the bar, he said, “Now you've really confused the locals.”
 “Always good to give them something to talk about,” she whispered into his ear. Taking his arm, she walked with him to the far elevator, staying well clear of Voronova as she angrily forced her way through the crowd. “Just out of interest, did you tell her she was acting as the decoy?”
 “Oddly enough, I don't think I got around to that part of the mission briefing,” he replied. “Though a lightning rod isn't half as good at its job if it knows the bolt is coming.”
 The two of them carefully picked their way towards the side elevator, allowing Voronova to draw all the attention, Kani wincing as she almost pushed a stout maintenance technician over in her simulated fury. They managed to reach the exit as a cluster of ColSec guards moved towards their rogue comrade, and the doors opened almost at once, whisking them towards their destination.
 “How far do you think she'll get?” Nguyen asked.
 Reaching for the elevator controls, Kani plugged in a datapad, tapping a sequence of instructions through a hidden loophole in the firewall, and replied, “Not very far. She's on her way down to the Underdeck. Whereupon there is going to be a brief malfunction in the elevator systems.” At Nguyen's approving nod, he added, “One of our people managed to get a job working in the programming team when they commissioned this place. He left us a few interesting legacies when he died.”
 The doors snapped open, and they walked into an opulent corridor, a laser scanner sweeping across them, a piece of security theater designed more to reassure the high-value tenants of the upper levels than to provide any actual protection. The muscle-clad figure standing at parade rest by the corridor looked them over with a faint sneer, as though able to sense that they were intruding somewhere they didn't belong, but allowed them to pass by with a curt nod.
 A room directory gave them Keranos' office, one of the larger suites on the level. As they walked along the corridor, a slight man wearing a well-fitting suit walked past, glancing briefly at the two of them before stepping into the elevator. 
 With a quick glance down the corridor, Kani reached the door, his face dropping as he realized that the locks hadn't been engaged. He looked up at Nguyen and stepped inside, eyes widening as he looked at the carnage within. Keranos', his battered corpse sprawled on the floor by his desk, a hand reaching out from his remains. Blood was everywhere, on the walls, the carpet, splatters of crimson smeared across the room.
 “Terminal,” Kani said, and Nguyen raced to the wall monitor, clipping her hacking pad into place and firing up a series of intrusion programs, desperately slicing into the local database. Kani knelt down beside the body, frowning as he examined what was left of Keranos. Four shots from a high-velocity rifle, some sort of shaped charge bullets to cause maximum effect for minimum risk of a hull breach.
 He looked back at the door. Vacuum-tight, able to lock down the room in the event of a pressure leak in the corridor, which meant that it was soundproof. No way for anyone to hear the gunshots from outside. Glancing around the room, he looked for the security camera, the light dead. A professional hit, and with top of the line equipment. Hunting around the floor, he spotted a shiny object lying by one of the chairs. A bullet case. And Commonwealth issue, not Federation.
 “We've got to get out of here now,” Kani said, making for the door. “Hurry.”
 “I haven't got into the system yet,” Nguyen protested.
 “Never mind that. Leave it and go.”
 As he made for the exit, the door slid open, Saxon stepping inside, flanked by two guards, all of them armed with the ubiquitous sonic shotguns. She looked at the body of Keranos, at Nguyen standing at the terminal, and shook her head in mock disgust as one of her people raised a camera to record the scene, sweeping it across the room to catch the two agents at work.
 “I can't believe it,” she replied. “Killing a man at his desk, then stealing his data.”
 “You damned bitch,” Nguyen said. 
 “Take them,” Saxon replied, gesturing her guards forward. “Don't worry. We're going to catch your accomplice, and you'll be up before the People's Magistrate in a matter of hours. On Sinaloa Station, we don't believe in making suspects wait to learn their fate for too long. By this time tomorrow, all three of you will be going for a nice walk out of one of the lateral airlocks. Too late to save this poor bastard, though.”
 “We didn't kill him, and you know it,” Kani said, inwardly cursing himself for his stupidity. “And we know more than a few things about you that will come out in the trial.”
 “You are assuming that you will be allowed to attend. Under the circumstances, I think we'll have to keep both of you dangerous criminals confined. We don't want to take any risks, do we. You'll have a chance to speak in open court, but I would remind you both that there are worse ways to die than having the pressure in an airlock slowly turned down.”
 “Dead is dead,” Nguyen said. “And I'll feel a lot happier if we have company.”
 “The word of two convicted murders against a highly respected ColSec officer?” Saxon replied. “I really don't think anything you can say will be of interest to anyone, do you?” Turning to one of her guards, she said, “Grab Dixon. Have him help you get these people into detention. Maximum security, isolation protocol, and absolutely no visitors. And if they so much as whisper a word, make sure that they are shot while trying to escape. Understand?”
 “Yes, ma'am,” he replied, gesturing at the two of them with his gun. “Move.”
 “We'll be avenged,” Kani warned. “You know that.”
 “I think not,” she said, shaking her head. “Are you going to follow my colleague, or are we going to have to call for three body bags today?”
 “While there's life, there's hope,” Nguyen said.
 “For about twenty-two hours,” Saxon replied, glancing at her watch. “While I'm thinking about it, any requests for your last meal? Our catering crews would appreciate it if you placed your orders now.”
 “Go to hell,” Kani said, quiet fury in his voice.
 “You first,” she replied, as the guards dragged them from the room.



Chapter 6
 
 Hanoi slammed into her target system, the starfield snapping back into position on the viewscreen as the Tau drive disengaged, the dimensional bubble dispersing. Anyone for light-years around would be able to detect them arriving at Sinaloa Station, the shock-wave of a warp field dispersing impossible to camouflage. Stealth was out of the question. Speed would have to suffice.
 Montgomery looked up from his controls, and said, “We're on target, sir. Eighty thousand kilometers from Sinaloa Station. Picking up two transports in system, both registered to the Commerce Directorate.” He frowned, then said, “One of them is listed in our intelligence files as a blockade runner, Commander.”
 “A Commonwealth ship in-system?” Curtis mused.
 “That doesn't necessarily mean anything,” Rojek replied. “They get a lot of their uranium from this system. Colonial Security doesn't even try to stop them. Probably because they're getting a cut of the profits. Pretty common out here on the border.”
 “Watch them, Monty,” Curtis said. “Let's not be shy. Full-spectrum sensor sweep, and if anyone complains about it, strongly hint that it is Political Directorate business.” 
 “We're being hailed, sir,” Rojek said, looking up at his screen. “The Assistant Director of Colonial Security wants to speak to the commander of this ship. Listed as Katherine Saxon.” 
 “Only the Assistant Director?”
 “The boss is a non-entity. Spends most of her time back on Earth. Someone's daughter, if I remember right. Again, pretty standard out here.” Throwing a switch, Rojek added, “Now we get to find out how good our forged documentation is. Putting you through.”
 The image of the stars snapped off the display, replaced with a stern, auburn-haired woman wearing a warn ColSec uniform, a row of ribbons on her chest suggesting a past history in the military. She frowned as she saw Curtis sitting at the heart of the bridge, then glanced off-camera for a moment before turning back to the pickup.
 “Where's Captain Hunter?” she asked.
 “Ill,” Curtis replied. “Last-minute sickness before we launched. Food poisoning, I think. I'm Acting Captain for this run.” Leaning forward, he replied, “We're not going to have any trouble, are we? I'd hate to have to report that we experienced unnecessary delays to our schedule.”
 Folding her arms, Saxon asked, “What's an empty tanker doing out here? I've had no notification of your arrival, and the local Commerce Directorate office is extremely interested to find out what exactly your orders are.”
 “Didn't you get the emergency signal from Earth?” Curtis asked. “They were meant to transmit two days ago. Don't tell me you're that far behind on your paperwork?”
 Saxon grimaced, and replied, “We've had problems. Our interstellar transmitter was destroyed by sabotage, we believe by Commonwealth agents. We're still working on repairs.”
 Raising an eyebrow, Curtis said, “That would explain that, then.” Taking a deep breath, he glanced to the side, then continued, “There have been some labor difficulties with the processing plants out at Titan. For the last few years, we've had a pilot project working out at Luyten 1159-15. Highly classified. They don't have enough for a full load yet, but there is enough to let the factories back home take a good look at it, properly assess its potential.” Sitting back in his chair, he said, “The Parliament has never been happy with the idea of being reliant on only one source for such a vital resource. Developing a second has been a high, and secret priority.”
 “I've heard nothing about a project of that type. And why would a former naval officer be commanding a tanker for this mission?”
 Rojek glanced at Curtis, as the latter replied, “Now perhaps you should stop for a moment and think about that, Saxon. Why would a supposedly retired naval officer be assigned to command a ship on a mission of vital importance to the Federation?” With a sigh, he said, “We're laying over for twelve hours. Minor defects with the drive to repair. It's been a while since Hanoi made a run of this length. I assume you have no problems allowing shore leave for my crew?”
 “Of course not,” Saxon replied. “Though given the current security situation, you'll understand if I want to make sure that anyone you send over is given the necessary protection. I'll be placing additional guards on duty at key areas. I look forward to confirming your story with Earth when our transmitter is repaired.”
 Nodding, Curtis added, “We've got some additional business, as well. I've been instructed to make contact with a local trader, one Juan Keranos. The Political Directorate has a few questions for him. I'd be grateful if you could arrange for him to be present when I arrive on the station. I think a personal meeting might be a good idea. You never know who might be listening, even on a supposedly secure channel.”
 “Keranos?” she replied, raising an eyebrow. “Certainly. I'll send someone up to get him. I look forward to meeting you, Commander. Saxon out.”
 “You think she bought it?” Montgomery asked.
 “Possibly. Our cover story isn't particularly believable, but she must have some idea what Keranos is up to, and it makes sense that the Political Directorate would be extremely interested in finding a lost Starcruiser,” Rojek replied. “I'm still not happy with the idea of you going over there yourself, Teddy. Why don't you let me do it?”
 “We've been over that, Felix,” Curtis said, rising from his chair. “Roxy, the ship is yours until I get back. Don't make any hostile moves, but pay extra attention to that potentially Commonwealth transport. And everything else, for that matter. Snoop, and be obvious about it. We've got to stay in-character as best we can.”
 “Do I proceed to parking orbit, sir, or should we keep our distance?” Norton asked.
 “No, take our place in the orbital pattern,” Curtis replied. “Just in case Tom and I need to get back to the ship in a hurry.”  As he made for the door, Rojek turned from his console.
 “You realize that they'll be after us. We might have bought a little time, but not much. What do we do if a Federation flotilla snaps into the system? One quick signal, and the game will be up.”
 “We'll just have to make sure we move quickly, then,” Curtis said. “Have Tom meet me at the shuttle, and inform Saxon that I'll meet her in her office in forty minutes.” Rojek shook his head as Curtis stepped out into the lateral corridor, walking quickly towards the docking port at the far end, Tom already waiting for him by the hatch.
 Moretti peered through the airlock as he approached, saying, “I've already seen to pre-flight. You sure you don't want to wait for Hanoi to take station? You're only going to be saving a few minutes this way, and you'll be dancing close to their orbital defense network.”
 “We might need every one of those minutes if this goes wrong,” Curtis replied. “I want you to keep a close eye on the drive. We might need to get out of here without much warning if we get unexpected guests.”
 “I thought that the whole problem was that they were expected,” Tom quipped.
 Nodding, Moretti said, “We're good for one more jump with no notice, Commander. After that, I'll have to strip down for a proper servicing. Those zero point drives burn through components in a hurry.” 
 “Understood. Thanks, Bobbi.”
 “Any time.” 
 Curtis stepped into the cramped transfer shuttle, squeezing his way into the narrow confines of the cockpit, the control panels lighting up as he settled into position. Behind him, Tom ducked into the copilot's seat, throwing switches to bring the rudimentary sensor packages online.
 “Wish we had some guns on this thing,” the erstwhile bartender said. “I feel naked.”
 “The last thing I want to do is think about you naked, Tom,” Curtis replied with a smile. “Initiating launch sequence.” At the tap of a control, the double hatches slammed shut and the shuttle dropped away from the side of Hanoi, the main engines firing a second later to hurl it towards the station ahead. “What do you know about Sinaloa?”
 “Now you ask me.”
 “We've got a long ride.”
 “Not that much to tell, I guess,” he replied. “Dispersed system. Maybe ten thousand people on the station itself, and upwards of a million scattered across the local asteroids and moons running the uranium mines. Commerce figured it was a good place to dump people it didn't like very much, so there's been a steady stream of defectors to the Commonwealth for a while.” He paused, then said, “I don't know this Keranos, but he's picked a good place to hide if wants to auction Polaris off to the highest bidder. We willing to pay?”
 “There's a couple of million stashed on Hanoi if we need it. Though I was rather hoping to appeal to his better nature.” Cracking a smile, he added, “That, and I suspect he might be interested in the protection we can offer him. Whichever side he picks, he'll make a lot of enemies. The man's playing a very dangerous game.”
 “Aren't we all,” Tom said, relaxing in his seat. “Thirty-two minutes to docking.”
 “Take a look at activity in the out-system,” Curtis said. “Let me know if you see anything strange, anything out of the ordinary. Anything that looks like a pattern.”
 Frowning, Tom replied, “You do realize that I'm just a second-rate shuttle technician, right? I'm not an intelligence agent. I'm not even sure why you want me along.”
 Glancing up at the receding Hanoi, he said, “I'm not sure who I trust right now.”
 “What makes me so special?”
 “You've had almost twenty years to sell me out to ColSec if you wanted. You never did. And you reacted quickly enough when Cordova drew that pistol on me, back on Titan.” 
 “That could just be a good cover story.”
 “Maybe, but you've had enough chances to turn us both in up till now. Hell, I've got to trust someone, and I'd rather take a chance on someone who's been serving me drinks for the last couple of decades than someone I only met the day before yesterday. I'm not even sure about Rojek. The guy used to tuck a copy of the Declaration of Fundamental Rights under his pillow before he went to bed. It isn't that I don't trust him, but...”
 “You don't trust him. Got it.” Shaking his head, he said, “I guess I'll play intelligence analyst for a bit, then. I always thought that space adventures like these were meant to be exciting.”
 “I'd rather we have a nice, boring conversation, if you don't mind.” As Tom settled into his work, Curtis pulled up the record on Saxon. As he'd expected, she'd spent time in the Fleet, one of the reservists drafted into service for the Uprising. Two years on Canopus, working as a security technician, then a transfer into Colonial Security. She'd been out here for fifteen years, promoted surprisingly quickly to her current position before sticking in office for more than a decade.
 Which almost certainly meant that she was pulling some sort of a scam, probably skimming profits from the smugglers using the station. If any ship with suspected Commonwealth affiliation had arrived in Sol, a team of inspectors would have been gutting it in a matter of minutes. Even before the Uprising, when illicit trading happened, they kept it to unpopulated systems, small outlaw stations able to handle limited cargo runs. Everyone knew that such trades took place, but they'd had the decency to keep them in hiding. Now they were almost open about it, hardly bothering to conceal their crimes. 
 Oddly, he found that comforting. This wasn't the Federation he'd served in the past. That was dead and buried, if it had ever existed at all. The whole edifice was rotten to the core, ready to collapse if sufficient pressure could be brought to bear. Polaris might just be able to do it. He flicked across to Armstrong's file, a scowl creeping onto his lips as he read over the political animal's record, a collection of assignments obviously designed purely for career advancement and personal gain. Only a few years on a starship before assuming command of Cygnus.
 Again, that would only help. Though if a Starcruiser appeared alongside Hanoi, their only option would be a quick surrender and an attempt to negotiate the best possible terms for the crew. Not that he'd expect any deals he made to be kept. The man was a crawler.
 The file on Keranos was a near-blank, even with the information the Underground had managed to scavenge over the years. Just another petty criminal, exploiting his contracts to make a dishonest living on the frontier, occasionally shipping from one system to another as ColSec decided to belatedly notice his activities. Finding Polaris must have been a dream come true for him, a passport to plenty. Though one that made him a target for every significant power in Known Space, if he handled it badly.
 “Want a suggestion?” Tom said, as the shuttle swooped towards the station. “Don't head for one of the usual docking ports. Go for Airlock Nine-Nine, down in the Underdeck. Much better class of criminals hangs around down there, and none of them of the uniformed variety. And don't bother logging it with traffic control. Remember that we're pretending to be working for the Political Directorate. You think they ever ask permission?”
 With a smile, Curtis entered the course change, guiding the shuttle into position, drifting out of the normal traffic flow. Dozens of shuttles were flying back and forth, transporting raw ore from a hundred different citizen collectives to the waiting transports, others heading out to the distant mining stations in the outer belt. He looked up at the sensor display, absorbing the view of local space. This would be a fantastic place for an ambush. A single, large super-Earth, an ocean world with a scattering of settlements on the surface, one station that housed the bulk of the commercial activity, and an immense asteroid belt, untold millions of rocks drifting through space, thousands of potential hiding places.
 He paused, a smile spreading across his face. After all these years, it was all flooding back to him. He was beginning to think like the officer he had once been again, and it felt damned good. The shuttle gently slid into position on the lower ring, docking clamps locking into position, and the twin hatches opened onto a deserted corridor, the walls smeared with graffiti as Tom stepped onto the deck beyond.
 “Nice and quiet,” he said. “Just what we wanted.”
 Curtis followed him onto the station, then replied, “ColSec will be down here pretty quick.”
 “They'd have to negotiate with the local underworld first,” Tom said. “Not as easy as it might look. Trust me on that.” Stepping quickly down the corridor, he added, “Elevator at the end of the corridor. Should take us where we're going. At least now we know that we've got an escape route if we need it.”
 Footsteps echoed down the corridor towards them, and the two men looked at each other, both reaching for the pistols at their belts. A woman raced around the corner, panting for breath, raising her arms as she saw the weapons raised at them. 
 “You with the Underground?” she asked. Shaking her head, she said, “Never mind, I know you won't answer that question. Keranos is dead. Saxon killed him. She's taken the rest of my operations team prisoner and is going to execute them for the crime.”
 “Who the hell are you?” Curtis asked.
 She paused, glanced back nervously at the corridor, and said, “Flight Lieutenant Diana Voronova.”
 “A Commonwealth officer?” Tom said. “And you know about Keranos?”
 “We came here to find him. To try and track down what he knew about Polaris before you could get here.” She looked around again, and said, “If I'm right, Saxon's going to try to grab the two of you as well, or at least make sure that you don't find what you came here for. I'll make a deal with you. Help me rescue the rest of my party, and I'll help you find the data you're looking for.”
 “Give me one good reason to trust you?”
 A loud crack echoed down the corridor from the rear, a pair of black-uniformed ColSec operatives racing towards them. On instinct, Tom turned, firing a quick shot from the hip that scattered the two of them to the side.
 “Good reason,” Curtis said. “Safehouse, Tom, on the double!”
 “This way,” he replied, sprinting down the corridor, firing a second shot over his shoulder as he raced away from the cowering gunmen. “As long as he's still in business.”
 The three unlikely allies raced away from their would-be assassins, Curtis and Tom periodically taking shots to cover their escape. Skidding to a halt by a service elevator, Voronova stabbed at the controls, cursing as they failed to respond to her commands.
 “I've got this,” Tom said, entering a twelve-digit access code, the doors sliding open to reveal a long shaft. Reaching into his pocket, he clamped a magnetic cable to the wall, gave it a hard tug to test it, then dropped the other end to the bottom. “Two floors down,” he said, before diving down the cable, hand over hand. Voronova followed, Curtis hanging back, emptying the rest of his clip into the corridor behind them before taking his own place on the cable, bouncing from the walls in long leaps as he ate up the distance, desperately attempting to outpace their pursuers. 
 Hands reached at him, tugging him into a side tunnel, and as soon as he was safe, Tom carefully twisted the cable, releasing the clamp at the top, letting it drop away to the bottom of the shaft.
 “Hey, we could have used that,” Voronova protested.
 “Foreign object in the shaft,” Tom replied. “They'll have to clear it before they can call the elevator. By now it's stuck fast, blocking the way. That should buy us some time.” Gesturing into the darkness, he added, “Come on. We're going to see the doctor.”
 



Chapter 7
 
 “Attention,” the overhead speaker blared. “All hands to alert stations. I repeat, all hands to alert stations on the double!”
 Cordova looked at Haggard, sitting at her status panel, and said, “Let me out of this.”
 “I can't do that,” the paramedic replied. “There's too much danger of you injuring yourself. That arm is still in a pretty bad way. If you stay where you are...”
 “There's something wrong up on the bridge,” she replied, “and if I don't get out of this bed to deal with it right away, none of us might be here in the next few minutes. With Curtis off the ship, I'm the most experienced combat commander around. Let me put it this way. Either let me out of this bed, or get ready to see all the rest fill up.”
 Haggard sighed, then walked over to her, reluctantly releasing the restraints, and saying, “Just be careful, and don't do any thing crazy. I went to a lot of trouble to patch you back together, and I'd hate it to go to waste.” Reaching for a sling, she added, “Keep it immobilized, don't try and use it under any circumstances. Got that?”
 “Understood,” Cordova said, stretching out as the paramedic gently secured her arm in position. “Honestly, I don't feel a thing.”
 “Only because I injected half the painkillers in the ship's pharmacy into you,” Haggard warned. “When they wear off, you'll know about it.” Gesturing at the door, she said, “Watch yourself.”
 With a smile, Cordova jogged into the elevator, almost running into a startled Sokolov as he worked the controls. He looked at her sling, shook his head, and tapped the button for the bridge, the mechanism grinding into life to send them hurtling down to the far side of the ship, a third of a mile distant. She reached up for the status panel on the wall, bringing up an image of local space, and frowned in confusion. There didn't seem to be anything out of the ordinary, nothing unexpected. 
 The doors slid open, and she led the way onto the bridge, Rojek turning in his chair as she stepped inside, only just beating Hunter as she raced into the room from the other door. Norton rose from the command chair, looking at the two of them, finally offering the seat to Cordova, who gratefully dropped down into it.
 “Situation report, Roxy,” she said.
 “Are you sure you should be out of bed?” Norton asked. “You look terrible.”
 “I love you too. Now, what's the crisis?”
 “We had a message from Saxon a few minutes ago. Apparently Commander Curtis failed to turn up to his appointment, and she's claiming that he's been captured by Commonwealth agents on the station. I've stalled as best I can, but she's rather anxious to speak to someone in charge over here.”
 “That had better be you,” Hunter said, “given that I'm supposed to be ill.”
 “Hey, something's happening out there,” Montgomery said. “That Commonwealth freighter is on the move! Heading for the gravitational threshold at top speed.” Working his controls, he added, “She's barely half-loaded. Leaving shuttles behind. Whatever's happening has her scared, Major.”
 “I'm with her,” Norton said, moving to the helm. “Orders?”
 “Put me through to Saxon,” Cordova said. “I think that it's about time we got some answers.”
 “Do we even know the questions?” Montgomery asked, as the image of the fuming security chief winked onto the display, operatives moving around behind her, racing from panel to panel.
 “I'd like an explanation,” Saxon said. “There are Commonwealth agents running around over here, and one of my men has been shot. Reportedly by someone with your commanding officer, a man tentatively identified as Tom Krieger. The footage I've seen suggests that Curtis was going along with whatever it was they were doing.” Leaning forward, she said, “I'm moments away from declaring your ship a public threat.” Looking Cordova up and down, she added, “Who are you, anyway? You're profile isn't listed on the crew database. Neither was Curtis, come to that.”
 “My name is Hanson,” Cordova lied. “I'm with the Political Directorate, and...”
 “Don't give me any of that crap,” Saxon said. “It doesn't fly. I've got enough contacts in the Directorate to know when someone's paying special interest in my station, and none of them have so much as uttered a word.” Looking down at a datapad, she added, “It might interest you to know that Juan Keranos is dead, by the way. Shot in the gut by enemy agents. You were too late.” Looking at her with a sneer, she said, “I'm sitting with my finger on the trigger of our orbital defense network. One touch of a button and I'll have three mass drivers opening up in your direction. Don't think I won't do it. I want to see you over on the station, and I want to see you right away, and I won't take no for an answer!”
 “Very well,” Cordova replied. “I'll be over in ten minutes. Which docking port?”
 “Number Two, right by my office. I'll be waiting. With friends. Saxon out.”
 As the screen snapped off, Rojek turned, and said, “You can't be serious. Teddy was mad enough to head over there by himself, but you'll be walking right into a detention cell.”
 “You heard her,” she replied. “If I don't go over there, she'll destroy Hanoi. For all we know she's captured the Commander.” Glancing at Norton, she said, “I need a squad on the double.”
 “A squad of what?”
 “Troops. Anyone with a gun. I'm going over there, but I'm not going alone, and I'm not staying for long. As soon as we dock, I want you to alter course to keep us as far away from that defense network as you can. Try and make it look like a normal maneuver.” Glancing up at the screen, she added, “Have there been any recent transfers to that Commonwealth ship?”
 “Nothing for the last hour,” Montgomery replied. “There were two shuttles on their way over, but they've left them behind. Both cargo loaders, and the manifests claim that they're loaded with ore. Flight profile suggests they are, but that doesn't mean that they might not have sneaked a few passengers on board.” Looking up at his panel, he added, “Both of them are turning back towards the station, and if they hold their current course, they're on their way back to their launch points. Down on the Cargo Ring.”
 “Track them,” Montgomery said. “Felix, fancy some exercise?”
 “I think I still remember which end of a gun the bullets come out of,” Rojek replied, rising from his station, Alvarez moving in to take his place.
 “Hunter, you're in charge while I'm away,” Cordova said.
 “You've decided to trust me?” the freighter captain asked. “I was under the impression...” 
 “Bluntly, we're running out of options, and you at least know how to handle the ship in a crisis. Just make sure that you're still here when we get back.” Looking up at the station, she added, “If they have captured the Commander, and Keranos is dead, we might have to abort the mission.”
 “How do we do that?” Montgomery asked.
 “Let's cross that bridge when we come to it,” Norton said. “Shuttle Five is ready for you, Major, and I've called as many reserve crewmen as I can find to report on board with weaponry. We're not going to be a match for their ColSec forces, though.”
 “I'm not planning to go toe-to-toe,” Cordova replied, wincing as she rose to her feet, her arm brushing against the side of the chair. “Watch our backs, Hunter.”
 “Will do,” she replied, as Cordova left the bridge, trying not to show the agony she was beginning to feel from her aching arm. Rojek hurried to her side, jogging to catch up with her as she made her way towards the docking ports, the murmur of conversation from the waiting crewman drifting towards them.
 “I think I know what you are planning, Major, and you don't have to go.”
 “Saxon will be expecting to see me, and if I'm there, it might buy us the few seconds we need to make this plan work. Don't worry. I know what I'm doing.”
 “I hope so,” Rojek said, patting the gun nestled in his improvised holster. “It's been a long time since I fired one of these things in anger, and I think I can say that for most of the people on this ship. We aren't commandos, Major. We're just freighter crewmen.”
 “Then today we'll be exploring our limitations a little further than we'd expected.” She walked on down the corridor, turning a corner to see a dozen people standing around. Most of them were known rebels, a few among them representing those who had recently changed sides. All were armed with an assortment of pistols and sonic weapons, all with different load-outs, most of them holding their firearms tentatively, as though afraid of what might happen if they pulled the trigger.
 “Listen up, people,” she said. “Tactical deployment on the...”
 “What?” Sokolov asked.
 With a sigh, Cordova said, “Bad people will be waiting on the other side of the airlock. ColSec. So feel free to send them on a one-way trip to Hell, but snatch Saxon. I'll show you recent pictures of you so you'll know who to grab. We need at least one prisoner. Got that?”
 “Shoot to kill?” Rojek asked.
 “They will,” she replied. “Probably as soon as the hatch opens.” With a sigh, she said, “Let them take the first shot, but make sure all of you are in good cover. I don't want our good intentions to cost any lives, still less wreck the mission. Understand that we've all got to make it there and back, and we can't risk any damage to the shuttle. Got that?”
 “Understood,” Alvarez said from the copilot's seat, waving his sonic shotgun dangerously around. “Just point them in my direction.”
 Cordova climbed into the cockpit, frowning as she saw Moretti at the controls. The engineer turned to her with an eager grin as her improvised attack force scrambled through the airlock.
 “Not that many shuttle pilots left on board at the moment, Major, and if you think I'm missing out on all the fun, you're mistaken. My people can handle the Tau drive if necessary, and if Charlie's going to dance the Foxtrot, I want to be there to watch.”
 “Just keep your head down,” Cordova replied, strapping herself into a couch. “Launch when ready.” As the last man climbed inside, the double hatches slammed shut, the shuttle disengaging from the side of Hanoi, engines pulsing to guide them towards their target. She glanced at her watch, frowning at the readout. Three minutes since she'd spoken to Saxon. She'd have a full squad waiting for them on the far side, and if she'd guessed that they were part of the Underground, they could expect no mercy, no quarter. 
 “Docking in four minutes minus,” Moretti said, her hands dancing across the controls. “I've already plotted our escape trajectory. Assuming I'm not being a little optimistic, we should be back on Hanoi in less than ten minutes.” Glancing across at a side display, she added, “Defense network is coming online, Major. We're in range of satellites three and five.”
 “Have they got a firing solution?”
 “Can't tell. We'll have to wait for them to open up first.” Reaching across to the fine thruster controls, she added, “Preparing random walk course for our departure. I presume you don't want me to do anything yet.”
 “We don't dare.”
 “And if Saxon decides to simply shoot us down and ask questions later?” Alvarez asked.
 “Then at the very least, Spaceman, we won't know a damned thing about it. Everyone get ready. Don't wait for an order. Use your initiative.” As the shuttle dropped into position, sliding into its designated approach path, she moved to the airlock, pistol in hand, and said, “All of you stay back. Those with non-lethal weapons are to fire first. The rest pick off anyone that the sonics miss.”
 Rojek nodded, reaching for his shotgun, keeping his hand close to the trigger, adding, “Low power, for God's sake. The echoes will knock us all down. Moretti...”
 “Way ahead of you,” the engineer replied, strapping on heavy headphones. “Whatever happens to the rest of you, I'll get you back home when the shooting stops. Thirty seconds to contact.” Flicking on her docking camera, she added, “I've knocked out all but a single clamp. The explosive bolts should release us if all else fails. I don't think we want to have to ask permission from Traffic Control before departure, do you?”
 “Remind me to find a way to promote you at some point,” Cordova said. “Once we have some sort of a rank structure, that is.”
 “I'm just a grease jockey, Major. Docking in ten seconds. And from what I can see, there are already people waiting in the airlock. I just hope Saxon's one of them.”
 “And if she isn't?” Rojek asked.
 “Then we'll be on the station a little longer than we planned, but she'll be there. This is her station, remember. That sort of arrogance should give us just the advantage we need.”
 The shuttle slammed into the side of the station, the single clamp locking into place, warning alarms sounding as the on-board systems sensed the danger they had placed themselves in. Her people readied themselves, raising their weapons to take the critical shot, Strickland ready to snatch Saxon as soon as the hatch opened. Tentatively, Cordova tapped the release control, bracing herself for the fighting to begin.
 Five black-uniformed figures were waiting for them, all armed with sonic shotguns, more racing down the corridor towards them. A shot rang out, a single pistol crack, and four rebel weapons sounded as one in response, a blast of high-intensity sound that almost crippled Cordova, slamming into the ambush, knocking them to the ground. A cursory glance confirmed her worst fears, that Saxon had remained behind, and with the noise of the first salvo still ringing in her ears, she advanced onto the station, pistol in hand.
 The canny security chief had been prepared for their attack, and klaxons rang through the corridors, summoning her people to their stations. Cautiously, Cordova moved forward, her arm still in agony, flanked by Rojek and Alvarez on either side. When the second wave advanced, four figures, this time mercifully led by Saxon. They reacted first, not letting the troopers take the first shot. Two blasts from their sonic shotguns were met by a pair of bullets flying through the air, one of them catching Alvarez in the side, sending the young man sprawling to the deck, clutching at his wound, blood seeping into his jumpsuit.
 “Get her!” Cordova said, and Rojek raced forward to snatch the dazed Saxon, while she turned to Alvarez, urging the rest of her team to move in, to rescue their wounded comrade. Already she could hear the third wave moving in, and Alvarez shook his head, gesturing for them to leave.
 “We're not going without you, Yuri,” she said. “Come on, people!”
 “Get out of here,” the young man gasped. “You don't have time. You've got what you came for. I'll be all right. Move.”
 “He's right,” Rojek said. “We've got seconds, and I doubt he'll live through the shuttle flight anyway. He needs treatment we don't have on Hanoi.”
 “We'll be back for you, kid,” Cordova said, firing a pair of wild shots down the corridor as the third ColSec force advanced, charging recklessly towards them. More bullets flew through the air, high over her head, covering fire from the crewmen who had waited with the shuttle. She ducked under the hatch, Rojek dragging the struggling Saxon after her, tossing her roughly into a crash couch. As the airlock slammed shut, she saw figures moving to Alvarez, one of them with a pistol in hand, the hatch locking into position before she could see what had happened to her wounded shipmate.
 “Get us out of here!” she gasped, and Moretti worked her controls, urgent alarms sounding as she fired the explosive bolts, the force of the blast tearing into the side of the station, decompression alarms sounding as shrapnel ripped into the hull. Rojek was up first, patches in hand, while Moretti urged greater acceleration from her shuttle.
 “Hanoi's on the move,” she replied. “Landing in five minutes at full burn. Satellites are turning into position, homing in on us.”
 “Open a channel to Station Administration,” Cordova replied. “Inform them that we're holding Saxon, and that any attack on us will kill her.” Looking down at the wide-eyed ColSec officer, she added, “I guess we're about to find out how much they like her over there.”
 After a moment, Moretti said, “They want to see her, Major, and speak to her.”
 “Major?” Saxon said. “You are in the Underground. Damn it.” Struggling to her feet, she looked daggers at Rojek, and added, “Put me on.”
 “No tricks, Saxon,” Cordova said.
 “Do I look like I want to die? Put me on, damn it!” Moving to the viewscreen, she said, “I'm on board. Hold fire for the moment. And stand by to execute Kani and Nguyen if I'm not released in one hour. Out.” With a smug smile on her face, she said, “We've got hostages too, Major.”
 “That might work if I knew who the hell Kani and Nguyen were, but I'm afraid I don't.” As Saxon's face fell, Cordova said, “I think we'd better have a talk. A nice, long talk.”



Chapter 8
 
 Krieger walked up to the hatch, nodding in satisfaction as he approached, and cautiously tapped the entry chime four times, each a slightly longer pulse. Counting to five, he repeated the sequence, and the door cracked open, just enough to reveal the barrel of a pistol pointed at his chest.
 “Relax, Doctor, it's me,” Tom said. 
 “You've got friends with you. Knowing how I feel about uninvited guests...”
 “Commander Curtis and Flight Lieutenant Voronova. Democratic Underground and Commonwealth Fighter Command, respectively. It's a long story, and I think we'll be better off if we can tell it in some sort of safety. We had ColSec on our tail, but we've shaken them for the moment.” He paused, then said, “Come on, Doc, you owe me big for that last shipment I brought in for you. I'm calling it in.”
 With a sigh, the unseen figure withdrew the pistol, cranking open the door and stepping back to allow the trio to enter. Inside, Curtis saw a row of improvised medical beds, all of them occupied, with white-suited attendants moving back and forth, checking readings and administering injections. Most of them were children.
 And for a moment, he was back at Mareikuna again, watching those last terrible scenes from the doomed transports, the look on the faces of the dying women and children in the dormitories, knowing that he was the one who had ordered their deaths. He looked up at Tom, terror in his eyes, and his friend grabbed him by the shoulders, roughly shaking him, trying to break him out of his nightmare.
 “Come on, Teddy, not now. We haven't got time for this.”
 “I thought I recognized the name,” the doctor said. “The Butcher of...”
 “He tried to save them, damn it,” Tom replied. 
 Taking a deep breath, Curtis said, “Let go, Tom. I'm all right. After a fashion, anyway.” Turning to the doctor, he said, “You have me at a disadvantage.”
 “Jack Ransom,” the man replied. “Welcome to the Ransom Free Clinic. The only place on the station where anyone can get medical treatment, regardless of their lack of political connections or wealth.” Shaking his head, he added, “This is what your Federation is really like, Commander. This is what you fought for. Satisfied?”
 “No,” Curtis said. “Why do you think I switched sides? I'm working with the Underground now.” Turning to Voronova, he added, “Lieutenant, I think you might want to start that briefing.”
 “Yeah,” she said. “I came with two others. On a special mission to find Keranos.”
 “Juan Keranos?” Ransom said. “I knew the guy. Treated him for hyper-tuberculosis a couple of years ago. Damn near died.” He paused, then said, “He gave me some medical supplies about a month back. Said it was part-payment.”
 “Have you still got them?” Curtis asked.
 “Most of them,” Ransom replied. “Back in the storage bay.”
 “Tom, take a look. You know the prefix number you're looking for.” Turning to Ransom, he asked, “Whose side are you on?”
 “The side of the poor damned people who are dying because their government doesn't give a damn, and isn't willing to lift a finger to help them.” Looking at Curtis with a scowl, he continued, “Which doesn't mean I'm going to help you any more than I have to.”
 “Right now, Doctor, I think I'm the nearest thing to a good guy you're going to find.” Turning back to Voronova, he added, “Go on, Lieutenant.”
 “The three of us got separated. I ended up behind them. I got there just in time to see Kani and Nguyen being arrested, taking into close confinement. They placed Keranos' office under guard. I couldn't get to it. And I don't have the equipment or the training to hack into his systems remotely.”
 “Wouldn't matter if you did,” Ransom volunteered. “By now, they've probably sucked everything dry, taken all the information to Security Headquarters along with your friends.”
 “How were you going to get back to the Commonwealth?” Curtis asked. “On that transport we spotted out there?”
 “No, that was just our ticket in,” she replied. “Our orders didn't specify a return. Just that we were to make our way back to Commonwealth space by any means necessary.” She paused, then continued, “We were meant to try and grab Polaris for ourselves. To transmit the location of the ship to our people. There's a flotilla waiting to move in on our signal under Commodore McKinnon.”
 Looking from the back, Tom said, “You seem rather eager to help us, for a loyal Commonwealth officer. Teddy, this is a trick. And a pretty obvious one, at that.”
 “One more thing,” Voronova added, looking at her watch. “We've got company coming. Two Federation Starcruisers, arriving in a little under ninety minutes from now.”
 “Ninety minutes,” Curtis said. “Tom, we don't dare take the chance that she's right. One way or another, we've got to be on our way out of here before they arrive. Doctor, can you open up a secure communications link to Hanoi? We've got to talk to our people before the situation deteriorates any further.”
 “And if the signal is traced back here?” Ransom asked.
 “Doctor, my people are going to die if you don't help us,” Voronova replied. “Kani might be an arrogant bastard, but he's one of the best pilots I've ever seen.”
 “Why is it you are willing to help us?” Tom asked, bluntly.
 “Because this mission is a farce, from start to finish,” Voronova said. “We ought to be helping you, not trying to sabotage you! All the Council will do is use the spare parts to patch up our own ships, keep our decrepit line of battle going for a few years longer. You've got a chance of actually doing some good with it.” Turning to Curtis, she continued, “A lot of us wanted to help during the Uprising. My father was arrested for campaigning too vigorously on the subject.”
 “You think we're going to put that aged collection of oligarchs back into power?” Tom asked. “I suspect you'll find that we aren't willing to dance to the Commonwealth tune.”
 “That doesn't matter as much as you might think,” Voronova said. “I'm twenty-seven years old. My parents were children when we fled the death squads. You think I care about what happened two generations ago? I just want a better future than the one I'm facing now. We're totally dependent on leavings from the Federation anyway, smugglers and raiders to scavenge what we need.” She paused, and said, “There are plenty of us who would join you willingly.”
 “This Kani,” Curtis asked. “Is he one of them?”
 “Maybe,” she replied. “I don't know what he believes in. Or if he even believes in anything. All I know is that he is totally insufferable and good at his job.” She looked over Curtis, and said, “You're the former commander of Polaris.”
 “Yes.”
 “I studied your battle tactics during my midshipman cruise.”
 “Careful, Teddy,” Tom warned. “You've got yourself a fan.” Waving up a packet of neo-penicillin, he said, “It's a match. Prefix code is from Polaris, and the date index is after her departure from Sentinel Station. That just about settles that, I think.”
 Nodding, Curtis turned to Ransom, and said, “You're in this with us whether you like it or not. If ColSec raids this place and finds those drugs...”
 “They leave us alone,” Ransom replied. “We're a pressure valve. If my clinic didn't exist, the relatives of these people would be on the streets, screaming in protests. There are only so many massacres ColSec can perpetuate before they bring about the very revolution they are supposedly trying to prevent.”
 “This time might be different, Doc,” Tom said. “They want that ship.” Gesturing at a terminal, he said, “You can get the link-up you need right there, Teddy. I set up the system myself three years ago, the last time I swung around here.”
 “I always did wonder where you went on holiday,” Curtis said, walking over to the transmitter. “I give you my word as an officer that I will do everything I can to prevent any harm coming to your patients, Doctor, but I've got to contact my ship before this situation can deteriorate any further than it already has.”
 “Your word as an officer?” Ransom replied with a sneer. “In my experience, that means less than nothing.”
 “From this man,” Tom said, “I think you might be wrong about that.”
 Curtis tapped in a code sequence, and after a moment, an image of Cordova appeared on the screen, sitting in the command chair on Hanoi. Rojek was standing behind her, a pistol pointed at an unfamiliar woman standing by the door, and both Voronova and Ransom frowned in disbelief.
 “That's Saxon,” Voronova said.
 “Deputy Chief of Security,” Ransom added. “She's one of your people?”
 “If she is,” Curtis replied, “This is the first I've heard of it. Major, do you read me?”
 “We hear you, Commander, but the signal strength's pretty weak. Can you boost your power? There's nothing we can do from this end.”
 “If you do,” Ransom warned, “We'll have people pounding on the door any moment now. I wouldn't recommend it.”
 “This is as good as it's going to get, Major. Care to tell me why you invited Saxon on board Hanoi? I must have missed that part of my orders.”
 “When you went rogue, Commander, I had to improvise. It was either this, or face Hanoi being shot down by the defense network. I managed to buy us some time.” She paused, then said, “They took Alvarez. He might still be alive.”
 With a sigh, Tom said, “We're going to be riding to the rescue, aren't we.”
 “It gets better, Major,” Curtis said, gesturing at Voronova. “The Commonwealth are active on this station, and...”
 “She was one of our operatives!” Voronova said. “Until she turned traitor.”
 “I did what I thought was…,” Saxon began, before shaking her head. “I warned Kani that I wouldn't tolerate any unwanted interference on my station. I've worked too damned long to get everything organized to allow a group of wildcats like you to wreck it.”
 “Meaning,” Ransom added, “that you're getting nice and fat on the money you're skimming from the smugglers, and the last thing you need is someone like Keranos rocking the boat. You killed him in order to stop his secret getting out, and planned to frame your Commonwealth friends for the crime. With your stamp on the report, ColSec would never have questioned it, and you could make all the evidence disappear. Or sell it to the highest bidder yourself.”
 “That option is still on the table,” Curtis said, “but I'm afraid you're going to have to move your timetable up. We've got company coming in less than ninety minutes. Two Starcruisers. Can we leave the system in that time?”
 “If we break position in sixty-five minutes, we might just manage it,” Cordova replied. “It'll be touch-and-go, though, and I don't have the people to spare to retrieve you. Our telemetry reports that your shuttle has been impounded.”
 Frowning, Saxon said, “You're on the run? And I'm linked in with you?”
 “That's about right,” Curtis said. “You can rest assured that if we go down, we'll make it quite clear that you were working with us right from the start. And that you were an agent for the Commonwealth, as well. I'm sure a lot of ambitious – and greedy – people working under you will be only too happy to snatch your job from under your nose.”
 “Wait a minute,” Saxon replied, raising her hands. “I'm a realist, Commander, which means that I know when I've drawn a fistful of crap. I'm not going to die here, not today. I take it you want to rescue your people. Let me go back...”
 “Not a chance in hell,” Cordova interrupted.
 “Try again, Saxon,” Curtis replied. “You're getting warmer.”
 “Fine, fine,” she said, grimacing. “I'll help you retrieve your people. I can send you passwords and coded information that will allow you to break into Security Headquarters and retrieve the data you've obtained. In exchange, you take me with you when you leave the system, and put me off at the port of my choice.” 
 “The first neutral port,” Curtis said. “I'm not wandering halfway across the galaxy because you decide to play tourist. And I'm afraid the accommodations on offer aren't going to be very good. The brig is rather full at the moment.”
 Saxon looked at Rojek, grimaced, then said, “I don't have a choice, do I?”
 “No.”
 “Then I accept your gracious offer.” Gesturing at a terminal, she said, “You're on a secure channel. I'll down-link the passwords and patrol information to you, and stand by on this frequency if you need anything else. I'd be extremely grateful if you were successful. I get the distinct impression that my life depends on it.”
 “That's about right.”
 “I thought so. Give me a couple of minutes.”
 “Major,” Curtis said, “if everything goes according to plan, we'll be wanting to head back to Hanoi in about fifty minutes. That should give a reasonable margin of error.” Glancing at Tom, he said, “Get this straight. You are to make no attempt to come over and get us. I suppose I can't argue with your abduction of Saxon, but you don't have the personnel to throw away on a second raid. If we don't make it back,” he glanced at Voronova, “then you are ordered to proceed to Commonwealth space. If you stay in the Federation, you'll be spaced. The Commonwealth will probably at least offer you sanctuary in exchange for Hanoi.”
 “I can guarantee that,” Voronova added. “We've done it before. A few ships have defected to us over the years. It's an embarrassingly significant portion of our merchant tonnage. One more reason why it's time for us to rejoin the rest of the galaxy.”
 “Let's treat that as a last resort,” Cordova replied. “I didn't come this far to give up now. We're going to win this fight. Good hunting, Commander. Hanoi out.”
 Looking up at the terminal, Tom said, “I think we're getting everything we're going to need, Teddy. Cracking through the security perimeter shouldn't be difficult with all of this, but we're going to have to get up there first. As soon as we hit the main corridors, the monitors will pick us up in a second, and it'll all be over.”
 “Doctor,” Curtis said, turning to Ransom. “You've been operating covertly here for long enough that I can assume you know a lot of ways through this station that even ColSec doesn't. I'm going to guess that there is a way through the maintenance crawl-ways that could avoid the detectors.”
 “Maybe,” Ransom replied, crossing his arms. “Though why you should think that I would do a damn thing for you is another matter entirely.”
 “There might be something…,” Tom began.
 “No,” Curtis said, shaking his head. “I'm not going to offer you a bribe, Doctor. That's what ColSec would do, and with all due respect, Lieutenant, that's what the Commonwealth would do.”
 “None taken,” Voronova replied. “We tried that with Saxon. Turns out that she wasn't an honest crook.”
 “An honest crook?” Curtis asked.
 “The kind that stays bought.”
 Nodding, Curtis turned back to Ransom, and continued, “I'm not going to appeal to your good nature, and I'm not going to give you a long speech about freedom, truth and justice, because we all know those are just meaningless words.” He walked over to an unconscious boy lying on a medical bed, sweat gathered on his forehead, writhing and twisting in pain. “What's wrong with him?”
 “Early-stage leukemia.” With a sigh, he added, “And pneumonia, which is what his parents brought him in for. I think we've got to him soon enough that he might have a chance, but I don't have the facilities or the drugs he needs. His father works in the shuttle bays, his mother in waste reclamation.” A dour look spread across his face, and he continued, “Not important enough to have access to top-line care.”
 “How many kids like these have you seen die, Doctor?”
 “Too damned many. But you'd know all about that, Commander.”
 Nodding, Curtis replied, “Yes, you're right. I know all about that. I've seen children die. Seen innocents slaughtered in the name of meaningless words. So I'm not going to ask you to help me out for my sake, Doctor, but for his. And those like him. Isn't it worth taking a risk today to give him some sort of a future? Isn't that what your clinic is all about, or is it just an exercise for your own ego? Doctor Ransom's bid to save the universe single-handed. I need you, Doc. Badly. And so do they. More than you can possibly now.” Stepping forward, he said, “We've got a chance to free the Colonies from those tyrants on Earth, to bring the Federation down. I don't know whether or not we'll pull it off, and I can't even promise that its replacement will be any better. Certainly the Revolution was a failure where that was concerned. But I think it's time we threw the dice another time. What do you say, Doc?” 
 Ransom looked down at the child, then up at Curtis, replying, “You bastard.”
 “So I've been told. Repeatedly, lately. Will you help us?”
 “You know I don't have a choice.”
 “I do. I just wondered if you knew that.”
 With a reluctant nod, Ransom replied, “There's a cargo space right underneath Security headquarters, one that's off the monitoring network. They use it to store contraband. The thousand little luxuries that they deny to the rest of us. I might have raided it for supplies on occasion, and I might know the way.” Pointing a finger at Curtis, he added, “If you betray us, Commander, or the cause you claim to be fighting for, I will kill you myself. You get that?”
 “Just lead the way, Doctor. We'll do the rest.”



Chapter 9
 
 “Well, Win, this could have gone better,” Nguyen said, looking around the bare walls of the cell. “Got any bright ideas?”
 “You realize we're being monitored,” Kani replied, shaking his head. “Someone's listening to every word we say.” Turning to the door, he said, “When we get out of here, I'm going to make sure Saxon pays for this.”
 “I've always loved your optimism,” she said with a sigh. “Face it. We've lost this game. I don't see the United States Cavalry riding over the hill to rescue us this time, and if our transport followed orders, she's on her way home already.” Glancing down at her watch, she said, “The Federation flotilla will be here any time now. You think they're going to hand us over to them?”
 “Not a chance,” he replied. “We know far too much for Saxon to risk us being handed over to an interrogator. We're going to have an accident at some point in the very near future. One that will tragically result on our deaths before we can be properly questioned. Hell, I doubt we'll even appear on the official records of Keranos' death.”
 “There's always Voronova,” Nguyen said.
 “Now who's being optimistic,” Kani replied with a shrug. “If she's smart, she's buried herself deep in the Underdeck, hiding with the rest of the transient population. Enough of our ships come and go that she should eventually be able to make her way home again.”
 The door slid open, a trio of men standing outside, one of them the bodyguard from before. The smallest of the three, a mustache-clad figure with what seemed to be a permanent sneer on his face, looked over the two of them and gestured to the corridor.
 “Come on,” he said. “Time for you to take a walk.”
 “That sounds like fun,” Kani said, stretching out. “I could do with some fresh air.”
 “Not much of that where you are going.”
 The bodyguard looked at the guard with withering scorn, and said, “Let's just get his over with, shall we? I don't much like the idea of murder at the best of times.”
 “You're being well-paid for this.”
 As Kani walked down the corridor, pistols trained at his back, he glanced at the bodyguard and asked, “How much are they paying you?”
 “You an accountant or something?”
 “We'll double it.”
 “Hard to spend a bribe if you're dead.” Gesturing to the end of the passage, he added, “Least it'll be quick for you. They'll just turn down the pressure, and you go to sleep. Apparently it's supposed to be the easiest way to die.”
 “I'll pass on it, if you don't mind,” Nguyen quipped. “I had plans for the weekend.”
 “We're not going to be doing it that way, Dixon,” the man with the mustache said. “We don't have time for that. There's going to be an airlock malfunction. Very tragic.” Looking over Nguyen, he added, “Pity, though. I was looking forward to spending some time with you.”
 Dixon paused in the corridor, looming over the sneering guard, and said, “Keep this up, maggot, and I will end you myself, and to hell with the consequences.”
 “You don't want to make an enemy out of me, Dixon. I can promise you that.”
 “These are the people you're working for?” Kani asked. “This is the best you can do with your life?”
 Shaking his head, the bodyguard replied, “My grandparents were indent workers. Laborers for one of the Hundred Families, the Dumonts. Both of them died when their suits failed, maintenance cut to save a few credits. Apparently billions in profits wasn't quite enough. So don't try for mercy from me, Commonwealth. Your ancestors didn't show any to my family. Why should I show any for you?”
 “I can't argue with that,” Kani replied. “Though that was fifty years ago and more.”
 “Blood remembers,” Dixon said, darkly. “Blood remembers.”
 They turned a final corner, the airlock waiting at the end, inner hatch open, with another pair of guards standing on either side. The commander gestured with his pistol, urging them inside.
 “What if we don't just step in?” Nguyen asked.
 “Then we'll have a nasty mess to clean up, but you'll be just as dead if you do.” He turned his pistol on Dixon, and said, “You too.”
 “What?” Dixon asked.
 “Loose ends, and now that Saxon's out of the picture, I don't want anything in the way when I take over the station. I'm sure you understand. Besides, we were paying you quite a lot of money, and I think all of us will be a lot happier dividing it between us. All in the hidden funds, anyway. Early Christmas bonus, right, guys?”
 “You son of a bitch,” Dixon said, angrily stepping forward.
 “One more move, just one, and I'll shoot you,” the guard commander said.
 Dixon looked him coldly in the eyes, then moved to turn, clicking a heel on the deck, before hurling himself to the side, a blade shooting from a hidden compartment in his boot and slamming into the guard commander's face, sending the man collapsing to the deck, clutching his throat. Kani and Nguyen moved instantly, slamming their elbows into their respective guards, Nguyen able to snatch her target's weapon, raising it to cover the rest.
 “Nobody move,” she said, stepping over the bleeding corpse of their erstwhile captor. “Dixon, grab that bastard's gun and get behind us.”
 “This changes nothing,” Dixon replied, but he did as he was bid. 
 Kani looked at his guard, the man still clutching his pistol, and said, “Give it up. Is this really worth dying for? Drop your weapons, and none of you will be hurt.”
 “That on your honor as a Commonwealth officer?” the gunman sneered.
 “It'll have to do.” After a moment, he nodded, passing Kani his pistol. “Now, into the airlock.”
 “Wait a damned minute...”
 “You'll still have control, but I don't want anyone coming after us for a while. We've got places to go.” Nguyen leered dangerously at them, waving her gun menacingly at the cluster of ColSec guards, and he added, “As someone recently said to me, how do you want to die? Do as I say and it'll be old age. Otherwise I'll have to make it lead poisoning. Now move.”
 Reluctantly, the group edged into the airlock, Dixon slamming the hatch home as the last of them stepped through, entering an override code to secure them. He turned to Kani, pistol aimed at him, and frowned.
 “I don't trust you.”
 “You don't have to,” Kani replied. “We get out of here, and we can go our separate ways.”
 With a curt nod, Dixon said, “Easier said than done. We're right in the middle of Security Headquarters, and there are probably already guards on the way. Maybe we should get ourselves ready for a glorious last stand.”
 “I don't do suicide missions. Says it right in my contract,” Nguyen replied. “There's got to be another way out of here.”
 “Side shaft,” Dixon said, gesturing at a maintenance hatch. “Only goes down a couple of levels, but it'll get us into more populated areas. As soon as we crack it, though, they'll know where we're going. And we'll be running right into the heart of local security.”
 “You got a communicator?” Kani asked.
 “Come on, Win, we need to move,” Nguyen pressed.
 Gesturing at the cameras above, Kani replied, “Not for a minute. They wouldn't have wanted this on the record. All the detectors will have been turned off for a while. How about it, Dixon?”
 Reaching into his pocket, the bodyguard passed him an old-model communicator, and said, “Fleet issue. Got it from an old friend. Encryption's the green button. But they'll be able to hear whoever you signal to.”
 “Kani to Voronova,” the pilot said, playing with the channels. “Kani to Voronova, come in, please.” He gritted his teeth in frustration, and said, “I know I've got the right frequency.”
 “Let's get moving,” Dixon said.
 “Kani to Voronova,” he replied, shaking his head. He tapped a control, and said, “Maybe they've already captured her.”
 “Come on,” Nguyen said, tugging at his sleeve, half-dragging him to the maintenance hatch. Dixon tugged it open, sirens echoing down the corridor as the security alarms sounded, then scrambled inside, struggling down the ladder, pistol in hand. Kani waited at the top, looking from side to side, knowing that ColSec forces would be on their way at any moment, urging the others on. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, it was his turn on the ladder, and he gratefully scrambled down, tugging the hatch closed behind him and locking it in place, tapping a code to begin a maintenance cycle on the lock, holding it for a few moments at least.
 “They'll be waiting at the bottom,” Dixon said.
 “Any other way out?” Nguyen asked.
 “Just one hatch at the top, one at the bottom. It's a service corridor for a data relay junction, secure stuff, and before you get any bright ideas about sabotage, it's locked in behind tools we don't have.” Already, they could hear noises from outside, guards moving into position, ready to capture them as soon as they emerged. “We're still in last stand territory.”
 Looking around, Kani spotted a control panel, tugging at it and bringing up the readings. Just local life support systems, temperature and humidity controls. Swinging from the ladder, he reached across to the panel, entering commands.
 “What are you going to do, make them sweat themselves to death?” Nguyen replied. “You can't make any changes outside fixed settings.”
 “I've got an idea,” he replied. “The program will begin in thirty seconds. If this works, we count to five, then head through the hatch, all guns blazing. Shoot anything that moves and set up some sort of defensive perimeter.”
 “And if it doesn't work?” Dixon asked.
 “Then you probably should start coming up with some truly amazing last words.”
 His hands danced across the controls, finally rigging the time delay before sliding down the ladder to the bottom, joining the others, pistols in hand, ready to crack the hatch. Dixon looked dubiously at him, Nguyen uncertain, and Kani forced a confident smile. They had to break through the defense perimeter, but even if they did, they didn't have anywhere to run to, and with Federation ships on the way, the best they could hope for was to postpone the inevitable.
 A pair of lights flashed on the control panel above, and for a brief moment, Kani was chilled to the bone, the thermostat dropped as low as it could go. An instant later, waves of heat seared into him, and on cue, alarms sounded, the sound of the fire suppressant system engaging outside, water and blasts of carbon dioxide seeking the unexpected heat sources.
 They'd only have a second. They had to make all the use of it they could. Kani cracked open the hatch, ducking through it, firing at the black-clad shapes outside, none of them paying attention to the tunnel as they reacted to the non-existent blaze. Bullets cracked from the barrel of his pistol, dropping two of the unsuspecting guards, and he raced though the mayhem, taking any targets of opportunity he could find, the others following him into the melee.
 Dixon took a shot at a nearby guard, tumbling into him and rolling to the floor. Cursing under his breath, Kani turned back, half-dragging the burly Dixon into cover, Nguyen tugging open an office door and throwing a desk across the threshold to serve as temporary cover. Dixon and Kani dived in behind her, looking out at the devastation in the corridor as the ColSec forces withdrew, plumes of gas still roaring into the air.
 “Want to tell me how you did that?” Dixon asked, panting for breath.
 “Fire systems on these old stations work on temperature changes. They see a sixty-degree rise in a matter of seconds, they all go off. I got caught that way on a maintenance failure once. Someone should really fine-tune the thermostats around here.” The last of the sprinklers died away, and an eerie silence dropped over the corridor. 
 “That's crazy,” Nguyen replied.”
 “Worked, though,” Dixon said, shaking his head. “Now what? We're still stuck, just a little nearer to the exit than we were. They might have fallen back for the moment, but they'll be back with reinforcements any time now.” Gesturing down the corridor, he added, “The way out is that way, but aside from a full-scale assault, we're never going to get through.” Looking at his pistol, he continued, “And I have exactly four rounds left.”
 “Five for me,” Nguyen replied.
 “Two,” Kani said with a gleaming smile. “That just means we're going to have to make them count.” He looked around the room, spotting an inspection hatch where the desk had sat, and walked over to it, trying to spot the access panel. “Where does this go?”
 Dixon's eyes lit up, and he said, “Somewhere into the lower levels. I don't know where. It's a maze in those tunnels, and ColSec are the only ones with even a partial map. Most of this place dates back to the Terran Economic Community.”
 “Mel, see if you can get inside,” Kani said, the sound of footsteps drawing him back to the corridor. “You think they'll try and rush us?”
 “They've probably gone for riot gear,” Dixon replied. “Which means theses little popguns won't be worth a damned thing. They don't even have smart rounds. Just old-fashioned dumb-shot.”
 “So we've got to move quickly, then,” Kani said, risking a quick glance around the corner. He pulled out the communicator again, playing with the controls, and said, “Kani to Voronova. Kani to Voronova. Come in, please. Come in, please.” He frowned, tapped a button, and said, “Squadron Leader Kani to any station, any station, come in.”
 “That's a little desperate, isn't it?” Dixon said with a frown.
 “You're the one who keeps talking about glorious last stands.”
 A faint crackle echoed over the channel, and a hesitant voice said, “This is the Free Starship Hanoi. Identify yourself.”
 “Free Starship?” Nguyen asked, struggling with the panel. “I can't get this damned thing open, Win. It's sealed from the other side.”
 “This is Squadron Leader Winston Kani, Commonwealth Fighter Command. We're in need of urgent assistance. Right now we'll take any port in a storm. If you're an enemy of ColSec you're a friend of mine.” He could hear faint muttered comments in the background, but just before he was about to say something the channel crackled in reply.
 “We've got help on the way, Squadron Leader. Keep your communicator open. Our team will head for your location. Just hold on for a few moments. You understand?”
 “Message received and understood,” Kani replied. “Thanks, Hanoi. Out.” Snapping the communicator closed, he said, “See? Sometimes wishes do come true.”
 “What the hell is a Free Starship?” Nguyen asked.
 “I don't know, and right now, I don't care, either. We can work out the details later. For now I'll be happy enough to be on the way out of here.”
 “Not to spoil your mood,” Dixon replied, “but there are bad guys heading our way, and I don't think they're going to sit back and watch us leave. Incoming in thirty seconds minus.”
 Taking his position behind the battered desk, Kani said, “Fire discipline, people. Make each shot count. Hopefully we've got friends on the way.” He glanced back at the panel, still locked tight. “Though if any of you feel like a quick prayer, I'd say we could use all the help we could get.”
 



Chapter 10
 
 “What?” Curtis said.
 “That's what it says, Teddy,” Tom replied, scanning over the file that Hanoi had fired at their communicator, a brief microsecond pulse too brief to show up on any of the station's sensors. “Kani's on the run with two others, and they're holed up in an office on the lowest level. Pretty close to the exit, actually. Though I'm guessing they've got every guard in the place heading their way.”
 “Great!” Voronova said, climbing up to their level, panting for breath. “We can go and rescue them. I think we need to head down this tunnel.”
 “Wait a minute,” Curtis replied, blocking her way with an outstretched arm. “There's no point just opening the hatch in their office. We'll just have all sorts of hell heading for us if we try that. We're going to have to split into three groups. Voronova, you are to count to thirty after we're gone, then head out to get the hatch open and escort your people to one of the shuttles...”
 “We can't wait,” she protested, but Curtis shook his head.
 “We've got to. Tom, you're going to find a spot further up from the ColSec force that I'm damned sure is already heading their way, and cause the biggest damn distraction you can. I want them to think that we've sent in a battalion. Anything to draw them off for long enough that we can get them out, and into the tunnel network.”
 “Where are you going?” Tom asked.
 “In case you've both forgotten, we've still got a mission to complete, and none of this means a damned thing if we don't get the data Saxon stole from Keranos. I've got all the pass-codes I need to access it, but I've got to get to a secure terminal. There isn't one in that office. I need to make it up to the highest level.”
 “Then I'm going with you,” Tom said.
 “Last time I checked,” Curtis replied, “I was in command of this operation. You two have got to go and rescue Kani and the others, if for no other reason than that I'm going to need something to distract the guards while I make my strike. Now this isn't a conversation. On your way, Tom.” Sliding into a side tunnel, Curtis glanced back at Voronova, and said, “Count thirty, then go get your friends, and for God's sake don't try any stupid heroic stunts. You can leave those to me.”
 “Commander...”
 “That's an order,” he replied, swinging carefully onto a ladder, his feet flailing around for a desperate second before finding the rung he was looking for, resuming his ascent through the decks. It had taken almost an hour for them to climb up to this level, miles of twisted tunnels and maintenance shafts to traverse from Ransom's hidden clinic. He glanced at his watch, grimacing as he saw the time. In ten minutes, they were going to have to be on their way out of here, or risk getting caught by the two Federation Starcruisers that he knew were on the way.
 He paused to glance at the layout grid on his datapad, checking his route one last time, then scrambled quickly up the ladder, rubbing the beads of sweat from his forehead, smearing his hand on his battered jumpsuit. Even at his lowest ebb, he'd still made sure to keep up his physical conditioning, the equipment at his old recreation center eminently suitable tools to work out his frustrations, and his work in the Titanian labor gangs had built him up still further. That was serving him now, but even so, he knew that he was pushing his limits.
 Four days ago, his only concern had been where he was going to get his next drink. Now he was climbing through the maintenance tunnels of a century-old space station, on a mission that would make or break the nascent rebellion he was attempting to create. He still couldn't quite bring himself to believe that they could be successful, that they would find a way to make the dreams of the rebels a reality, but more than ever, he was determined to try. If for no other reason than that it was a better way to die than getting into a drunken brawl in a bar.
 One more level. He pulled himself up the final rungs, the drone of the alarms sounding in the background as he moved to the hatch. By now, with luck, Tom would have started his diversionary attack. He had to move, and quickly. Working the opening sequence, he rolled out into the corridor, looking around for any guards before running down the corridor to his destination.
 They'd have spotted him in a moment, as soon as he emerged from the shaft, but that wouldn't mean a thing if they didn't have anyone to deploy. He could hear sirens in the distance, smell faint traces of smoke in the air from the battle taking place two levels down. The crack of a lone gunshot, followed by a bitter, anguished scream.
 The keypad protecting his target fell to his first assault, the codes provided by Saxon giving him all the help he needed to open the door. Inside, a wall-mounted terminal flashed up sensor data, but he only gave it the most cursory glance before moving to the dataport, sliding a connector into position. The download began in an instant, and while it worked, he pulled out a keyboard, entering commands to examine the data for himself.
 There it was. Struve 2398. Less than a dozen light-years from their current position. From all the prospecting data, Keranos must have ridden on a survey ship, seeking new minerals for the Federation. Somehow, during the sweep, he'd found something that the others had missed, the opportunity to scavenge components from his ship.
 A light flashed on, and he ripped out the connector, stuffing it in his pocket. He'd have all the time he needed to examine the data later on. For the moment, he simply had to get away from there, work his way down to a shuttle dock. Though that promised to be easier said than done. He turned back to the shaft, hoping to escape the way he had come, but the hatch was locked shut, and his command codes failed to work.
 It had taken longer than he'd expected for them to realize that Saxon had betrayed them. Now he was faced with the same problem as Kani, working a way out. A smile curled his lips, and he realized that there was one route out of the complex he could be certain of, even if it was likely to be crowded. He looked back into the room, pulling open the weapons locker and grabbing a pair of sonic shotguns, snatching a set of heavy-duty headphones and jamming them onto his head. No point going without taking a few souvenirs. He raced down the corridor to the elevator, grimacing as he saw the controls restricted to internal service only. Not that it mattered. He knew where he was going.
 Stepping through the doors, he clicked the charge cycle on the shotguns, priming them for an assault. The elevator mechanism ground into life to send him dropping down the two levels to the battle floor. If his memory of the layout was correct, he'd be stepping right into the middle of a firefight in progress, though at least he'd be attacking from an unexpected direction. He raised the shotguns, aiming them at the door, and waited for them to open.
 With a chime, the elevator reached its destination, and before he had more than a thin crack opening out onto the level beyond, he fired a full-volume pulse at the enemies ahead. Some of them had taken the time to don their heavy armor, protecting themselves from any conceivable assault. Luckily for Curtis, most of them hadn't, and a cascade of collapsing ColSec agents dominoed down the corridor, toppling into each other, slamming their hands to their heads as their agonized screams filled the air, almost as loud as the sonic blast that had caused them.
 Instantly, those still standing turned their attention back to Curtis, and he slammed tight the door control with less than a second to spare, a dozen rounds crashing into the metal, ripping deep rents into the surface that prevented them from closing. Discarding his shotguns to the deck, he drew his pistol, firing blind as he dived to the floor, taking cover behind a crippled guard, bullets slamming through the air all around him.
 “You crazy bastard!” Tom yelled, ducking out of a side corridor, firing a quick volley of bullets from his position. Curtis took the chance he'd been given, sprinting forward, towards the enemy agents blocking his way, firing wild shots to support Tom's covering fire, other bullets spilling out from the office up ahead. He slid past a petrified ColSec guard, clutching his arm from a recently-acquired wound, and ducked through the doors, Tom right on his tail.
 “I thought I ordered you all to bug out of here?” Curtis said, looking daggers at Voronova.
 “Technically, I'm not in your chain of command,” Voronova replied.
 “And I'm a civilian,” Tom added.
 “Have you at least managed to get the hatch open?” Curtis asked.
 “We're ready to go,” Voronova said, gesturing at a dark-skinned man looking at Curtis with grim suspicion. “This is Squadron Leader Kani. Flight Lieutenant Nguyen and Dixon have gone on ahead.”
 “Dixon?” Curtis asked. “Never mind.” As bullets cracked into the desk, sending shards of debris flying into the air, he said, “Introductions can wait for later. Who's got ammunition?”
 “Just the two of us, Teddy,” Tom said.
 “Then we get to be rear guard,” Curtis replied. “The rest of you get moving, right now. Have, what was it, Nguyen, pioneer a way to the nearest shuttle. Should be five decks down. We've got to be moving in the next five minutes, or we're going to end up taking up permanent residence.”
 “Got it,” Kani said, nimbly ducking through the hatch, wriggling his way through the tunnels. Curtis turned to see the ColSec forces moving forward, carefully picking a path over the tangled bodies on the deck, the dead mingled with the dying. At least they'd cut a bloody swatch through the local security forces, though that would be cold comfort if they didn't make it out with the information they were looking for.
 “What about Alvarez?” Tom asked.
 “I didn't get a chance to make it to Medical,” Curtis said. “We'll just have to hope that they decided to keep him alive. Assuming he isn't already dead.” He looked at Tom, and said, “You think I like any of this? Nothing that happened here today was my idea.”
 “Easy, buddy,” Tom said, lining up a shot. He fired into the air, skimming close to the advancing column, but they ignored his attack, continuing to march implacably onwards, heedless of the covering fire the two of them were offering. All of those who might be vulnerable were already out of the action, and their pistols were almost useless against armored targets. He glanced back, watching as the last of the others dropped through the hatch, then tapped Tom on the shoulder.
 “Time to go.”
 “You first.”
 “Tom...”
 “Damn it, you're the tactical genius, and if you get yourself shot, all of this was for nothing, so get the hell out of here, right now!”
 With a curt nod, Curtis turned to the hatch, taking the distance in three quick strides and sliding into the hatch, feet seeking out the ladder beyond. He looked back at his friend, still calmly shooting at the advancing enemy troops, distracting them even if he couldn't delay them.
 “Come on, Tom!” Curtis yelled, and his friend emptied the last of his clip into the enemy guards, turning to run for the hatch, before a terrible crack filled the air, a bullet slamming into his back, sending him stumbling to the deck. For a second, instinct took over, Curtis taking a step up, desperate to save his friend, but hands reached out to pull him back, drag him into safety, and with a last reluctant look into the office, he slammed the hatch closed, running a diagnostic sequence to jam it for a precious moment, and followed Voronova into the darkness below.
 “I'm sorry, Commander,” she said, “but you were right earlier. If we don't get the information we came here for, none of this was worth it, and we'll have all risked our lives for nothing. They might not kill him out of hand. More likely they'll hold him for interrogation.”
 “If that's the case,” a gruff voice said, “killing him would be a mercy.” 
 “Assuming he isn't dead already,” Curtis said, quickly working his way down the ladder, struggling to keep up with the nimble Voronova. The group sped through the levels, periodically glancing up, waiting for the hatch above them to open. At this point, one salvo of automatic fire could wipe them out, but each step took them closer to safety.
 “Three minutes before we have to get out of here,” Voronova said. “Assuming the ships are on time.”
 “The Federation Fleet is nothing if not punctual,” Curtis replied.
 “One more level,” Kani said, now sliding down the ladder for greater speed. “Hanoi's your ship? I thought it was a tanker.”
 “It is.”
 “Our getaway starship is a tanker?”
 “Beggars can't be choosers, Squadron Leader,” Curtis replied, as they finally dropped down to the deserted deck below. He looked up and down the corridor, initially surprised by the lack of ColSec presence before spotting a woman at the end of the passage, standing next to the airlock, clutching her arm, blood oozing out between her fingers.
 “Had an unwanted guest,” she gasped. “You Curtis?”
 “That's me,” he said. “Where is he?”
 “In the shuttle,” she replied, gesturing with her head. “Thought we might need another prisoner. He isn't dead. Quite.”
 “Kani, take the helm, and get us the hell out of here,” Curtis said. Looking at the muscle-bound man standing by the hatch, he said, “You know any first aid?”
 “Some.”
 “Medical kit should be in there somewhere.”
 “I don't take orders from you.”
 “Then you can damned well stay behind, but I don't think you'll like the orders ColSec are likely to be handing out any better than you like mine!” He walked up to the man, red-faced with rage, and said, “I've gone through too damned much today already. You want to be the person who volunteers to help me work out my rage?”
 The man looked down at him, a faint smile drifting across his lips, and he replied, “No, sir, I guess I don't.” He stepped into the cabin, Curtis taking a last look around, the final rebel to leave the station, the sound of rushing feet heading for them. They'd moved just quickly enough.
 “We'll be back,” Curtis said, softly enough that nobody else could hear it. “This isn't going to be the end of the story.” He slammed the hatch closed, and the shuttle lurched away from the station, drifting clear as the docking clamps disengaged.
 “Hey, we got problems,” Voronova said, dropping on front of the sensor station. “Tell me that isn't a warp dump in progress.”
 “Sorry, I don't lie to junior officers,” Curtis said, peering over her shoulder. He reached for a headset, and said, “Shuttle, ah, Three-Niner to Hanoi. Come in.”
 “Commander?” a disbelieving Cordova replied. “We're tracking you all the way, sir, but we're also picking up a...”
 “We've got it. Far as I can see they're twenty minutes ahead of schedule, and right in our projected flight path. Prepare course change.” He paused, then said, “And just in case I don't make it back to the barn, our target is Struve 2398. The Cinnamon Belt. Though I hope to be hand-delivering the data to you shortly.”
 “We'll be waiting, Commander, and we don't have any intention of leaving the system without you. Don't worry. We've got something left up our sleeve.”
 “I hope so,” Voronova said, her hands running across her station. “Two ships emerging now, both Starcruisers. Cygnus and Arcturus in line-abreast formation, both already at battle stations.” Eyes wide, she looked up, and said, “If they launch fighters, we'll never beat them to Hanoi.”
 “Squadron Leader,” Curtis said, turning to the helm, “I have been reliably informed that you are the hottest pilot in known space. I've hung out with enough fighter jockeys to know that they all think they're the best. Now you're going to have a chance to prove it. Do whatever you have to do to evade those fighters.”
 “You're in safe hands, Commander,” Kani replied, a gleam in his eye. “Better strap down, people. This is going to be the wildest ride you ever had.”



Chapter 11
 
 “Confirmed, Major,” Montgomery reported, looking up at the sensor display. “Two ships, inbound course, and they've opened their launch bays. Scramble almost certainly imminent.”
 Rojek nodded, adding, “Our shuttle won't be docking for five minutes. Unless we head in to cut that down a little, there's no chance that they'll arrive before the fighters.” He frowned, then said, “Make that four minutes. I don't know who they've got flying that shuttle, but I'd recommend him for psych evaluation.”
 “We can't go in closer,” Norton replied from the helm. “The fighters would tear us to pieces.”
 “If I might make a suggestion,” Saxon said, two pistols still trained on her, “Heading in closer is exactly what we need to do. Down into the defense perimeter to pick up the shuttle. If I remember my astrogation, then you should be able to build up enough speed to pass the gravitational threshold through a close flyby of Coronado.”
 “With two Starcruisers and a fighter wing ripping us to pieces along the way.”
 “Not if I remotely assume control of the satellites and arrange them to provide defensive fire to cover our withdrawal. If I could borrow one of the bridge workstations for a couple of minutes, I'm relatively sure that I get all the access I need from right here.”
 Turning to her, Cordova asked, “Why should you do that?”
 Cracking a smile, Saxon replied, “Consider that there is no chance that the Political Directorate will believe that I am innocent of collaboration with one party or another, and that most of my little projects back on Sinaloa will not remain concealed for long in the event of my absence. Your successful attempt to press gang me did an excellent job of burning my bridges back to the Federation, Major, and Hanoi looks like the safest place in the galaxy to me right now.”
 “They'll catch us anyway, Major,” Norton said. “I can't crank up the acceleration high enough to beat both of them, and a few good rounds from their mass drivers will rip us to pieces. I don't think we have anything to lose.”
 “If this is an attempt at treachery, Saxon, I'll warn you know that you won't live to enjoy any bounty you might be thinking of collecting.”
 “The thought had...well, it had crossed my mind. Nevertheless, I assure you that I will do as I have said, and that it represents the only chance you have of escaping this system.”
 Shaking her head, Cordova turned back to the helm, and said, “Norton, intercept course on the shuttle, and take us into the defensive perimeter. We're going to try the slingshot maneuver. Rojek, Saxon can use your console, but I want you to watch every move she makes, and if she tries anything you are not completely comfortable with, don't wait for the order. Just put her down on the spot.”
 “Got it,” Rojek said, rising from his chair. “After you.”
 “I must say,” Saxon replied, taking his place, “I've never felt quite so much at home anywhere before. Feed me all the processing power you can spare. I'm going to need to slice through the outer firewall. They'll have changed my access codes by now, but my deep-level pass-codes should still work.”
 “Two minutes to shuttle contact,” Norton said. 
 “Cygnus has launched fighters, Major,” Montgomery added. “I make twenty-four birds in the air. Nothing from Arcturus, yet. I'd say they're hanging back, waiting to see what happens. Smart of them to hold something in reserve.”
 “Arcturus has the smarter commander,” Norton replied. “Twenty-four fighters is overkill. He's committing them too early in the battle.”
 “Want me to hail them and suggest Armstrong pulls them back, maybe give him a few helpful suggestions?” Rojek replied, looking down at the console as data streamed across the multiple displays. “We're through the first layer of security. You aren't bad at this, Saxon.”
 “I've had a lot of practice,” she said, her fingers dancing across the panel. “One minute to firing. How long to weapons range?”
 “Seventy-five seconds,” Norton replied. “Nothing like cutting it close.”
 “Enemy fighters are moving into spearhead formation,” Montgomery said. “If we make this work, they'll be shot to pieces.”
 “No if,” Saxon replied. “When. Have a little faith.”
 “Signal from Cygnus,” Strickland said from the rear. “They're ordering us to stand down and surrender.” Looking up from her console, she added, “They aren't even offering us terms. Arrogant bastards.”
 “We'll be turning that around in a minute,” Saxon said. “Got it. They'll be opening up on the fighters in forty seconds, then turning to Cygnus.” Frowning, she looked up at the tactical display, and said, “Arcturus is hanging way back. Smart bastard.”
 “Do I fly an evasive course?” Norton asked. 
 “Go for maximum speed,” Cordova replied. “Either the satellites will save us or the combined barrage will rip us to pieces. Even the fanciest flying won't prevent that at this stage. Just focus on getting us down to Coronado.”
 Silence dominated the bridge, all eyes on the tactical display, watching Hanoi slowly move towards the incoming fighters, heading for the dotted line that marked the outer limits of the protective satellite screen. A single track pointed towards Hanoi, the shuttle burning her engines far hotter than her designers had ever intended, spinning around on her thrusters in a desperate bid to match course and speed for docking. One mistake, and the shuttle would spiral out towards the sun, easy prey for a fighter strike from Arcturus.
 “Ten seconds,” Montgomery said, reaching for the restraints, bolting himself into position on his couch. Cordova looked across with a thin smile. It could make no possible difference. If those fighters got within range, their particle beams would rip through the hull like butter, with the impact of a thousand kinetic projectiles to finish them off. Back at Titan, fears of the wrath of the Commerce Directorate might have held back Commander Armstrong, but he was undoubtedly now working on orders to defeat Hanoi at any cost, regardless of the collateral damage he might inflict.
 “Firing sequence!” Rojek said, and a smile spread across the veteran's face. “Satellites are opening up on the fighters! Multiple impacts already, and the formation is scattered to hell and gone. We've got them, Major!”
 “I told you,” Saxon said, a smug gleam on her face. “Perhaps next time...”
 “Don't think this means I trust anything other than your instinct for self-preservation,” Cordova snapped. “You're in this to save your own skin, nothing more.”
 “True,” Saxon replied, “but at least I'm honest about it.” Rising from the console, she said, “I presume that I'm to return to my previous hazardous position.”
 “Shuttle docking now, Major,” Montgomery said. “Damn, that's one hot pilot.”
 “Slingshot course programmed,” Norton replied. “Arcturus is on the move. Heading to intercept us. They're burning fast, way above spec.”
 Nodding, Cordova said, “She waited to see what we had in our hand before she made her move. Smart. What about Cygnus?”
 “Smashing her way into the swarm. I think she's trying for the satellites.” Glee filled Montgomery's voice, and he added, “The bastard's shooting down his own defense network!”
 “Saves us the trouble,” Cordova replied. “How long until we reach the gravitational threshold, Roxy? At maximum possible acceleration? Can Arcturus catch us?”
 “Hold on, hold on,” the pilot said. “I make fourteen minutes before we can risk engaging the Tau Drive, throwing everything we've got into the boost. Arcturus will be crossing our path at about the same time. There isn't very much in it.” With a shrug, she continued, “Fifty-fifty, Major. We'll make it or we won't. The rest is up to Merry Sir Isaac.” 
 “Maybe someone should burn a candle to the Law of Gravitation,” Strickland quipped.
 The doors at the rear of the bridge opened, Curtis rushing through. He looked at Saxon, then turned in surprise to Cordova, questions racing to his lips. 
 “It's a long story,” Rojek said, forestalling him. “We'll have time to handle it later. Suffice to say that we managed to suborn the local defense network.”
 Cordova turned to him, and asked, “Are you taking the conn, sir?”
 “Yes,” he replied, glancing at Hunter, standing on the far side of the bridge, a pistol leveled at Saxon's chest. “If you don't mind, Captain.”
 “You've got the command experience, sir.”
 Nodding, Curtis settled into the chair, Cordova moving to take a vacant console next to Rojek, calling up a strategic view of local space.
 “We don't need to worry about Cygnus any more, sir. She's out of the firing line. I'm more concerned about Arcturus. She's on an intercept vector, closing fast, and she hasn't launched her fighters yet.”
 “Nor will she, not that close to a deep gravity well,” Curtis replied. “Diaz knows a lot better than that. She'll be relying on her primary armament, and if she's on that trajectory, she thinks that she can complete the intercept, or she'd be thinking of something else. Roxy, any chance of increasing our acceleration?”
 “We're at Moretti-screaming-down-my-ear maximum now, sir,” Norton replied. “There's nothing more in the tank. My best guess gives them a chance of a single salvo three seconds before they engage the Tau Drive.”
 “Prepare to alter course on my command,” he replied. “But wait until I give the word.” He peered at the display, looking over the strategic view, nodding to himself. “Felix, I want a tight-beam connection with Commander Diaz.”
 “It's not going to work, Teddy,” Rojek said. “She's a loyal officer of the Federation Fleet.”
 “I still consider myself to be an officer in that very same Fleet.” At the stunned looks on the faces of the rebel crew, he continued, “I swore an oath to defend the people of the Federation from all enemies external and internal. In my judgment, the government of the Federation itself represents such a threat, and therefore my obligation as an officer is to fight it with everything I have.” Turning back to Rojek, he continued, “Now, Felix, if you please, I'd like my channel.”
 Cordova looked at Curtis with fresh eyes. When she'd first met him on Titan, she'd had to check the file images twice to make sure that she had found the right person, the man sitting on the bar stool seemingly completely different from the officer her father had spent much of her childhood telling her about. When they'd arrived at Sinaloa Station, something of the officer he had once been had returned. Now, all at once, it was flooding back. There was a spark in his eyes that she'd never seen before, and a confidence was flowing into him, and from him somehow to everyone else on the bridge.
 The viewscreen snapped on, showing the image of a stark, aristocratic woman sitting at the heart of her command center, officers and technicians running around beside her. She was wearing noise-canceling headphones, a microphone close to her mouth, and Cordova couldn't help noticing that none of her crew were within range to hear what she was saying. Diaz's eyes widened as she saw Curtis sitting in Hanoi's command chair, looking back at her with a cool, confident look in his eyes.
 “It's been a long time, Commander,” he said. “Too long.”
 “Looking at you with those rebels makes me wish it had been longer. Damn it, Teddy, do you realize what you've done? You and that band of terrorists are right at the top of the Most Wanted lists, maximum rewards for your capture. Half the Fleet's been scrambled to hunt you down. We just happened to be in the area.” She looked to her side, and Cordova saw the ubiquitous black-uniformed figure of a Political Directorate watchdog, standing at the rear of Arcturus' bridge.
 “I'm doing what I should have done twenty years ago. And you and I should be on the same side, damn it. You know what sort of monsters you are serving. It was bad enough before the Uprising. Now it's a hell of a lot worse, and going downhill every day. This isn't a government of the people any more. It's a tyranny, a boot stamped on their faces for all eternity.”
 “Do you want a Second Purge, Teddy?” Diaz asked. “How many millions have to die for your crazy dreams.” She took a deep breath, then said, “Look, there's a way out for you, and a lot of your crew as well. I know you've got Cordova's daughter on board, and a few other known rebels. Rojek, as strange as it sounds. Turn them over to me and surrender the ship, and I'll spin some sort of story that you were captured, managed to escape and retake Hanoi, something like that. Nobody will ask too many questions as long as this nightmare comes to an end.”
 “And I thought you knew me,” Curtis said. “Do you think for a single moment that I would make a deal like that with anyone? Even you.”
 “You can trust...”
 “It's not a matter of trust. It's a matter of faith. And loyalty. Words that I thought you understood a lot better than the rest of the people still wearing that costume. I guess I was wrong about that. We all came out of Mareikuna differently. Kit and Felix did a hell of a lot better than I did. They've worked for years to give some meaning to that nightmare, while Lopez and I drank ourselves into a stupor. He didn't come out of that death spiral, but I did.” Sitting back in his chair, he said, “My last piece of advice for you, Liz. Kill me. Bring this ship down. Because if you don't, I'm not going to stop until I've won. Think about that. Hanoi out.”
 With a barely-suppressed smile, Cordova said, “That could have gone better, Commander.”
 “No, it went about as I expected,” he replied. “If she's half the person I remember, she'll think about that. It'll nag at her, tug at her conscience. Do I expect her to switch sides? No. But it might slow her at the critical instant, give us the opportunity we need to get out of the system.” Turning to Montgomery, he asked, “Any signals from the station?”
 “ColSec has called a general alert, sir, and there are reports of riots taking place in some of the lower areas.”
 “A revolt?” Cordova asked, eagerly.
 “Nothing so noble, ma'am,” the technician replied. “Looting mostly. I guess our two assaults thinned out the local security detachments enough that some of the petty criminals decided to have a party on our credit. Some of the footage is pretty bad.” He paused, then added, “Cygnus has launched shuttles towards the station. Heavy transports. They must be moving assault squads in to provide assistance.”
 “Good,” Curtis said, nodding. “That'll slow them down a little.”
 “Arcturus will be right on our tail,” Rojek predicted. 
 “Will they?” he replied. “Strickland, go down to the lower deck. Find an escape pod, and load it with all the explosives you can find. Then have someone record a message reporting that prisoners have escaped from our lower decks, that they have captured Major Cordova, and that they want to hand her over in exchange for their safety.”
 “You cunning bastard,” Norton said. “You're turning an escape pod into a missile.”
  “Clever,” Saxon added. “I approve. I might have joined the right side after all.”
 “That'll only work once, Commander,” Rojek warned. “And once we do it, they'll shoot down any escape pods we ever launch on general principles.”
 “Any captured rebels are as good as dead anyway,” Cordova replied. “Better a clean death like that than dying slowly in an interrogation cell. I agree.”
 “I'm on my way, sir,” Strickland replied, running for the elevator, barking instructions into a communicator. Cordova turned to watch her go, then looked across at Curtis, a frown on her face.
 “Do you really think the plan will work, Commander?”
 “If it was entirely up to Diaz, Major, maybe not, but I'm guessing her Political Officer will be taking an interest in the situation. They aren't all like Felix, and even back in the old days, they could override the decision of the commanding officer on certain specific occasions. I'm guessing this would count.”
 “Probably,” Rojek replied. “He looked pretty young for the job. Vaguely familiar, though.” Running through the database, he added, “Ah. Councilor Denisov's youngest.”
 “Nepotism,” Curtis said. “Our greatest asset. Though one that won't last long. As soon as they realize we're a serious threat, you'll find them putting their best up against us.”
 “Those are precisely the people we might turn to our side,” Cordova replied.
 “We can hope, Major. We can hope.”
 The minutes dripped away as Hanoi raced closer to the shining blue orb of Coronado, only a few spots of brown and purple to break up the featureless expanse of water that smothered the world, her atmosphere reaching out with gravitational tendrils to suck them back in, hurling them onto a new trajectory. Arcturus closed on their tail, racing closer to them with every second, her turrets turning to bear on Hanoi. One good salvo would do the job, strand them permanently in the system, force them to either surrender or face a desperate fight to the finish.
 “Signal from Strickland,” Montgomery said. “Escape pod ready for launch.”
 “Let it fly, Spaceman,” Curtis ordered, and the object appeared on the display, racing towards Arcturus, broadcasting its duplicitous message, designed to tell the eager officers on the pursuing ship exactly what they wanted to hear. Cordova turned to the monitor, knowing that the main armament of the enemy ship would be training on the pod, that one twitch of a button would bring their plans to an end. 
 Slowly it eased closer, sliding towards a safe pickup point, and there was silence on the deck as the crew waited, only Norton breaking the spell as she prepared to activate the Tau Drive, bare seconds away, setting the controls to allow them to flee the system.
 At the last instant, the pod changed course, burning the last of its reserve fuel. Arcturus' turrets spat fire and flame at their target, but they couldn't find the range in time, futile shots pounding into the night as the tiny pod found its mark, slamming into the spindly arms of the Tau Drive, snapping one of them in two in a brief ribbon of flame.
 “Ten seconds!” Norton said.
 “They've lost their firing solution!” Rojek added, triumphantly. “We've done it!”
 “Activating drive!”
 The familiar bubble of reality formed around the tanker, the stars ahead red-shifting as space warped all around them, hurtling them towards their goal at thousands of times the speed of light. Curtis sat back in his chair, nodding in satisfaction.
 “That's more like it,” he said. “But don't get cocky. Those repairs will take less than six hours to complete, if that, and all we've done is guarantee that both ships will come after us in formation. We've slowed them down a little. That's all. Having said that, good work everyone.” Turning to Saxon, he said, “I understand our deal was passage in the brig.”
 “Under the circumstances...”
 “I'm a man of my word. Hunter, if you'll do the honors? And then I want all senior staff to report to the briefing room..”
 “We don't have one,” Hunter said, frowning.
 “This is a merchant ship, Teddy,” Rojek added.
 “The mess, then, in half an hour.” Holding up a datarod, he said, “We got what we came for. Now we have to work out what to do with it.”



Chapter 12
 
 “Struve 2398,” Curtis said, gesturing at the flickering holodisplay. “A distant binary star, less than a dozen light-years from Earth. We're going to the smaller of the two.” Tapping a control, he waited for a second to allow the display to swoop down on the target. “No planets around this one, just a mass of close asteroids. The first explorers called it the Cinnamon Belt.”
 “A star that near Earth, and Polaris was never found?” Norton asked. “That seems unlikely.”
 “Space is pretty damned big, Roxy, and nobody visits the smaller of the two stars. It's far enough from its twin that you'd have to use Tau Drive to make the trip, and aside from a handful of surveys, nobody goes there.” Gesturing at the drifting asteroids, Curtis added, “Which only makes it a better target. I'm not surprised the old Rebellion had a ship stationed there. Perfect place to launch an ambush on some of our transports.”
 “It must have been searched, though,” Kani said. “Surely the Federation wouldn't just let one of its ships vanish without a trace.”
 “There was an extensive search, Squadron Leader,” Rojek replied, “but it never turned up anything. This star was visited, by Borealis, I think, but it wasn't considered a high-priority target. They went, spent a week scanning, then left.”
 “Could Polaris have been moved, after the fact?” Voronova suggested.
 “That's certainly a possibility,” Curtis replied, “but there's more to it than that.” He hit another control, and a purple sphere appeared on the display. “Keranos didn't put everything in the files we retrieved, but we do at least have his flight plan now. He took a Remora...”
 “A what?” Nguyen asked, wincing as her wounded arm brushed the table.
 Rojek turned to her, and said, “The bigger survey ships don't carry small ships of their own. Usually the Prospecting Collectives supply them, along with the occasional independent scout. Payment either in shares of whatever they find or a big cash deposit. Or both, depending on how corrupt the mother ship's commander is.”
 “Why Remora, though?”
 “Sharks.”
 “What?”
 “Never mind,” Curtis said, struggling to suppress a smile. “We can discuss oceanography later. For the moment, suffice to say that he rode the Krakow out to Struve about four months ago. The ship was there for a week, and that represents its maximum radius of action.”
 “What were they looking for out there?” Hunter asked. “That system doesn't have anything of interest.”
 “According to the data, that's the very thing that drew them,” Curtis replied. “The Cinnamon Belt ought to have rich pickings of all sorts of valuable raw materials, but there's nothing there to speak of. I saw a documentary a few years ago that suggested that it had been mined out by an alien race, millions of years ago. Looks like someone in the Parliament decided to check it out.”
 “Krakow recently finished a series of upgrades to her sensor suite, and Struve is close enough to Sol that it can be reached in a single warp run,” Cordova said. “Our guess is that they were field-testing those upgrades, and that Struve was just picked as a convenient target. That might have been what attracted a maggot like Keranos. Cheap passage.”
 “I've always wondered why the Committee authorizes so many survey missions,” Moretti mused. “They never seem to seriously exploit anything they find. There haven't been any new settlements established since the Revolution.”
 “Ever notice how many of these missions are close to the border?” Norton said. “Smuggling. Any cargo too large to sneak through at frontier stations like Sinaloa. If you're operating in an unpopulated system, you don't have any witnesses to worry about.” She looked at Kani with a smile, and said, “Am I on the mark, Squadron Leader?”
 “Just about,” Kani replied. “I've run escort on those runs a few times. One of our more normal missions. That the Parliament turns a blind eye...”
 “Hell,” Rojek said, “They run most of those rackets themselves. You don't think the higher echelons would want to go without all those little luxuries they don't dare produce at home, do you?” Shaking his head, he added, “If we were serious about the blockade, we'd have brought the Commonwealth down decades ago.” Looking belatedly at Kani, he added, “No offense.”
 “None taken,” the young pilot replied. “As far as I'm concerned, it's just one more example of the inherent flaws in your debased system of government.”
 “More to the point,” Cordova interrupted, forestalling an argument before Curtis could intervene, “either those sensor modifications didn't work, or Keranos managed to find something that the other ship missed. If Krakow had found Polaris, we'd have heard about it by now. The ship's out at Delta Pavonis at the moment on a long-duration mission.”
 “Are we sure about that?” Hunter asked.
 “Positive,” Cordova replied. “We've got people on board.” She turned to Curtis, and said, “What you're saying is that this isn't going to be as simple as flying into the system and sending a shuttle across. We're going to have to do whatever it is that Keranos did, without knowing exactly what that was.” She paused, then said, “Are there any clues on the data?”
 “From appearances,” Rojek said, “he was extremely paranoid. There's almost nothing in the files about his activities in the system. Just the fact that he went, and the baseline capabilities of his ship. We can match those with three of our shuttles.” Turning to Curtis, he said, “I'll set up a search pattern. Who's going to fly?”
 “How's your arm, Gabi?” Curtis asked.
 “It'll be fine by the time we arrive.”
 “Then you get one, Kani gets one, and Voronova gets one.” Looking at the Commonwealth contingent, he said, “I presume you're willing to assist with the search.”
 “Of course, Commander,” Voronova replied. “Our mission might not have gone quite as we'd planned...”
 “That's an understatement,” Nguyen said.
 “But our goal remains the same. I'll fly for you, sir.”
 Folding his fingers together, Rojek said, “There is also the question of time.”
 Nodding, Norton added, “That trick with the escape pod was pretty damned good, Commander, but it won't take them long to repair with the facilities at Sinaloa Station. Six hours would be my guess. They'll want to complete the pacification of the local population as well, but the two ship's assault teams can handle that.”
 “Bloodily, I suspect,” Rojek replied. “They won't be making many friends over there today. When they did that at Leonov Base, they had to bring a thousand more workers out. Casualties were almost five percent of the population. And Sinaloa's more confined than Leonov.”
 “There's nothing we can do about that, I'm afraid,” Cordova said, a grim frown on her face. “Except that it makes it ever more clear what exactly we're fighting for.”
 “For the present,” Norton pressed, “It gives us a window, albeit a small one, to find Polaris.”
 “Six hours,” Kani said, shaking his head. “It doesn't seem possible.”
 Holding up a datapad, Curtis replied, “It just might be, Squadron Leader. Keranos was planning on using this data as a pitch, and he gathered a lot of information on the condition of the ship. His report makes it clear that the vessel is borderline functional, that there was no major damage and that everything was intact. Now he wasn't an expert, a trained engineer, but for all his many sins, he was an experienced pilot.”
 “Assuming he wasn't rose-tinting the condition of the ship,” Norton replied.
 “Possibly, but he was taking enough risks already. He might not have wanted to take any more, and would have known that if he'd tried to sell damaged goods, the highest bidder would have come back to have words with him. I'm not saying everything is perfect, but there seems to be a reasonable chance that we can get the ship back into service in the time.” Looking around the room, he continued, “And realistically, we don't have a choice. We've got six hours, eight at the outside, to find Polaris, board her, and get her into a condition that allows us to leave the system. Or at the very least, maneuver with sufficient speed to stay ahead of the pursuing squadron.”
 “We won't be able to stay in Struve for long,” Rojek said. “As soon as they realize where we're going, they'll warn Earth. Three ships in the Reserve Flotilla, and you can be damned sure they'll send them out for this. Which means they'll have reinforcements on the way in twenty-four hours at the outside. We're going to have to move quickly.”
 “Are we sure they can follow us?” Nguyen asked. “If we have the data...”
 “There must have been backup copies,” Rojek dourly replied. “We've got to assume that they'll be able to work out everything we have in fairly short order. Certainly before they can leave the system. And Arcturus was close enough to get a good line-of-sight on our hyperluminal track. That alone would narrow our destination down pretty tightly.” Shaking his head, he said, “Always assume that the enemy knows more than you do. Right, Teddy?”
 “Right.”
 “There's something bothering me about all of this,” the hitherto silent Moretti said, looking over the datapad. “What happened to the crew of Polaris.” Curtis' face darkened, and she added, “If Keranos' report is anywhere close to accurate, then her life support systems were functional, her reactors intact. So why the hell didn't her crew just fly her home? Or at least get into a position where a search could have found them. That system's been visited nine times since the Uprising. Someone should have spotted them.”
 “Unless there's a good reason they wanted to stay in hiding,” Kani suggested. “Maybe something on board?”
 “Keranos made it onto the ship, and lived for four months after leaving her,” Curtis replied. “The only thing that killed him was a greedy security officer.”
 “She might know more about that,” Nguyen suggested. “Maybe we could try a little interrogation. Do you have the equipment on board?”
 “No, thank God, and I wouldn't use it if we did,” Curtis said. “I know you're only on board temporarily, Flight Lieutenant, but we're out to make the universe a better place, not to wallow in the same moral sewer of our enemies. The old Rebellion made that mistake, twenty years ago, and it's one of the reasons they lost. We're not going to walk that road, no matter how tempting it might be. I hope that is totally clear to everyone at this table.”
 “Speaking purely personally,” Norton replied, “It's nice to be on the side of the angels for once. I can go along with this quite easily, Commander.” She glanced at Cordova, and added, “We'll get a lot more support from the population if we're able to set a good example.”
 “I'll talk to her,” Cordova said. “She seemed eager enough to help us get away from Sinaloa. Maybe she'll still consider that our interests coincide.”
 “She murdered Keranos, betrayed us,” Kani said, bluntly.
 “And then saved all of our lives by reprogramming the defense network,” Norton replied. “Yes, she saved her own life in the process, but she was right about one thing.” Pushing across a datapad, she said, “The latest updates from the news network have her listed as a known rebel, right along with the rest of us. She doesn't have anywhere to run to. Especially as she's wrecked her reputation with the Commonwealth.”
 “I'm just suggesting that you should be careful accepting everything she says,” Kani pressed. “She's got something of a history of twisting the truth to suit her ends.”
 “The first step to avoiding a trap, Squadron Leader, is knowing of its existence,” Curtis said.
 “That doesn't help if you still step in it, Commander.”
 Cracking a smile, Curtis replied, “Very true. I think that brings this meeting to a close.” He paused, then said, “Oh, one more thing. Captain Hunter, I think I can turn command of Hanoi over to you once again.”
 “Commander,” Cordova said.
 “That's my decision, Major. I think you've proven yourself, Captain, and Hanoi is your ship. Besides, I'll be transferring over to Polaris as soon as we find her.” He paused, then said, “How many people do you need to crew Hanoi?”
 She frowned for a moment, then said, “Just point-to-point? Nothing fancy?”
 “That's the idea.”
 “Eight, if I can pick them.”
 “As long as your picks don't include Norton, Moretti and Montgomery. I'm going to need all three of them on Polaris.” Raising a hand, he said, “Polaris has to take absolute top priority.” He looked at the expression on Moretti's face, and added, “Go on. What's on your mind.”
 “We're pushing Hanoi's Tau Drive far too hard, sir. Far too hard. Normally we have two or three days in between transitions to check everything over and allow the systems a chance to recover. We haven't been doing that, and we're already starting to show some signs of degradation. It's a one-way street, sir, with catastrophe at the end.”
 “Bottom line?”
 “One or two more transitions after Struve, sir, and then I'm going to have to spend at least a week overhauling the systems. Frankly, it's a job for a spacedock, but I think I can manage it myself. If necessary. Though once this mission is over, I suppose...”
 “Don't get the idea that this mission is going to be over any time soon,” Rojek warned.
 “No,” Curtis said, looking around the table. He tapped a control, bringing an image of the starfield onto the display. “We're already committed to this, people. Make no mistake about it.” Looking at the viewer, he said, “We're already in far too deep to get out now. Commander Diaz gave some of us a possible escape route, but I think I can definitively say that it is well and truly sealed. There's no way back.”
 “You could still run to the Commonwealth,” Kani said. “One long jump gets you to our border. We'd happily take Hanoi in exchange for sanctuary for the crew, if the worst came to worst.”
 “Let's call that a last resort,” Curtis said. “Our goal remains the same, and we've got a bigger problem that I don't think any of you have considered. The Federation knows where Polaris is now. They've got the same lead that we have, but unlike us, they've got the resources to throw into it. Long-term, they will find it if we don't, and the opportunity we've lost two lives to secure will be wasted. I don't intend for either Alvarez or Krieger to have died for nothing. Our job, people, is to see that they didn't. I hope that is perfectly clear to all of you.”
 A chorus of nods and approving noises echoed around the table, and Curtis said, “Dismissed, then. And make sure you all get some sleep before we emerge tomorrow, and pass the word for all hands to do the same.”
 “What about the prisoners?” Hunter asked. “We didn't have time to leave them at Sinaloa.”
 “Probably as well for them that we didn't,” Cordova said. “They'd have been shot down out of hand, at a guess.”
 “We'll leave them at Struve, with supplies for a month,” Curtis said, after a moment's thought. “Someone will certainly be coming along to investigate, one way or another, long before then. They'll be rescued. Make the arrangements, Captain. One shuttle, equipped for extended flight.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “Then that is all, I think. I'll see you all later.” As the group rose, dispersing to their posts, Rojek remained in his seat, looking across at Curtis with a wry smile on his face.
 “Just like old times, isn't it,” the veteran said. “Though I don't think I could get away with citing uniform violations today.” Watching the staff walk into the corridor, he asked, “How are you holding up, Teddy?”
 “With difficulty,” he replied. “None of this seems quite real yet, Felix. A week ago I was sitting at a bar on Titan. Now I'm leading a group of rebels in a bid to steal a starship and trigger a second Uprising.” With a sigh, he said, “Poor Tom. He didn't want to come. Cordova had to force him at gunpoint. But he came anyway, and he's probably given his life for us.” Looking up at Rojek, he continued, “I'm enough of a realist to know that there's almost no chance they'll save his life. Even if they do take him to medical, his first visitor will be a ColSec interrogator. I shouldn't have left him.”
 “If you hadn't done what you did, then his sacrifice would have been for nothing. You're going to have to get used to making those sorts of decisions again, Teddy.” He frowned, then added, “I know what you mean, though. I've spent fifteen years getting ready for this, preparing for the day when we can start our revolt, and now that it's finally here, I wish we had fifteen years more.” Glancing at the starmap, he asked, “You still think this is suicide?”
 “Maybe,” Curtis replied. “Though maybe I'm beginning to think we might have a chance of actually pulling this off.” Taking a deep breath, he continued, “Come on. We'd better get those search patterns prepared. In twenty-five hours or so, the fun really starts.”
 “I think we have different ideas about what that word means, Commander,” Rojek said with a soft smile.



Chapter 13
 
 Cordova walked down the corridor, nodding at the guard standing at the entrance to the temporary brig. She paused at the hatch, then reached across to a wall communicator, tapping a code to access the internal intercom system.
 “Saxon, step into the airlock on the double. I need to speak to you.” She looked across at the monitor panel, watching as the former ColSec commander rose to her feet, walking past the lethargic Federation loyalists lying on their couches. She stepped through the hatch, and Cordova worked the mechanism to cycle her through the airlock, drawing her pistol to level it at her as she emerged. Saxon looked down at the pistol, a faint grin on her face, then up at Cordova.
 “That really isn't necessary.”
 “I think it is,” Cordova replied. “You're ColSec. That makes you the bad guy. Simple as that.  I've had a chance to take a nice long look at your record, and...”
 “And I was as corrupt as they come, but at no time did I execute a reign of terror over the local population. Frankly, most of the time I just allowed them to get on with whatever they wanted to do. We never had a significant rebel presence before you showed up.” She smirked, and added, “Becoming an operative of the Commonwealth helped, as well. Makes it easier to keep the traitors under control if you're commanding them yourself.” Looking at a nearby office, she asked, “Are we planning on holding this conversation in the corridor, or have you got something else in mind?”
 “This way,” Cordova said, gesturing her towards an open door. 
 “None of this is necessary. I made my decision back at Sinaloa.”
 “You saved your own skin.”
 “And yours, as well, in case you didn't notice. And in such a way that I'm certain my name has been added to the list of Most Wanted by now, with a political citation that guarantees that I'll never walk free on a Federation world again. A pity. I had a nice apartment in Kyoto...but I suppose they'll have confiscated it by now.”
 “You seem awfully calm about all of this.”
 “Not much point working up a sweat about something I can't control. I learned a long time ago to play the hand that I was dealt. And to cut the cards myself where I could.” She paused, then said, “We still have a deal. You'll put me off at the next neutral port.” 
 Stepping into an office, the lights flickering on as they crossed the threshold, Cordova replied, “I'm surprised you still want that deal. No Federation colony will have you, and the Commonwealths don't like you very much.”
 “There are still plenty of places out on the frontier that don't answer to either side, Major. I've visited quite a few of them in a professional capacity over the years, and there are more than a few people out on the Halo Worlds that owe me a favor. So while your concern for my future well-being is touching, I assure you that it isn't necessary.” Looking at the pistol again, she rolled her eyes, and said, “Do you think that I'm planning to escape? Maybe you're waiting for me to tunnel my way out of here.”
 “I feel rather more comfortable knowing that I can bring your life to an immediate end if I choose,” Cordova replied, “so I think that I'll just hold onto this for the moment.”
 “That doesn't sound like something the good Commander would endorse.”
 “He's got something I don't have. A conscience. I lost mine when I watched my father being gunned down by ColSec operatives...” 
 “While he was in the process of attacking a penal outpost, if I remember the record correctly,” Saxon said. “Not that I'm in a position to make ethical judgments on the morality of his actions, but he must have known the risk he was running when he planned the mission. That only one person died is something of a testament to his skills.” Sitting down on the only padded chair in the room, she placed her arms carefully behind her neck, stretching out cat-like on the seat, and continued, “Though I suppose I don't have the covert operations experience to know.”
 “This is all a game to you, isn't it?” Cordova asked. “You're talking about my father...”
 “Who had the rare privilege to die for a cause he believed in, as a hero whom I am sure will be remembered as the first martyr of your revolt. Not many people have that luxury, Major, and I think that you are taking it surprisingly lightly.” Flashing a toothy smile, she replied, “Though to an extent, you're quite right. Life is a game, and the sooner you realize that, the sooner you can start playing to win.”
 “You don't seem to be doing very well at the moment.”
 “Sometimes the dice fall your way, and sometimes they don't, but as long as you're sitting at the table, you're still in with a chance.” She raised an eyebrow, and said, “Was this a request to discuss my philosophy of life, Major, or did you have something more involved in mind. Not that I'm anxious to get back to my accommodation, you understand, but I would have thought that you'd have more important things to do than trade shots with me.”
 “Keranos,” she said.
 “Ah. I wondered when you'd get around to him. I presume that Commander Curtis managed to get hold of the data he was looking for?” At a nod from Cordova, she continued, “Then you've got all the information I have about his discovery.”
 “We have some concerns about the reason for Polaris' apparent abandonment.”
 “There was nothing wrong with the man, if that's what you are thinking. He had a surprisingly complete, and unusually expensive physical examination when he returned to the station. Possibly he had the same concerns as you. In any event, they didn't find anything out of the ordinary, I can assure you of that.” She frowned, and added, “I had the same thought, and rest assured that if there had been any chance that his arrival could have affected the lives of the people of the station, I would have ended that threat instantly. After all, as soon as I realized he might pose a problem, I dealt with him quickly enough.”
 “Why did you kill him?”
 “Doctor Ransom had my reasoning worked out, Major. A surprisingly talented individual. Which is why I've been quietly supporting his clinic for some years.” At Cordova's expression, she continued, “Don't look so shocked. And it isn't a matter of a twisted ethical notion, but simple common sense. If he's willing to keep our labor force healthy, who am I to stop him? Just because the Medical Directorate looks upon their profession like some sort of holy order doesn't mean I have to go along with them.”
 “Then you killed Keranos because...”
 “I killed him because he was going to bring nothing but trouble to the station. He had notions of some sort of auction, which was an insane plan from the beginning. If he'd come to me with his data, I would have seen that he was well rewarded for his discovery. ColSec can be surprisingly generous at times, and so can I. But no, he wanted to sell out to the highest bidder, and opened links with the Commonwealth, even your people.”
 “And that would have brought too much attention onto your little schemes.”
 “Precisely. A lot of lives would have been put at risk. Not least my own. Killing Keranos would have kept things settled down, and after an appropriate interval, I would have made the information available to my superiors. Or perhaps to the Commonwealth, depending on the situation.”
 “You're no better than he was.”
 “I have the competence to support my ambitions, Major. Keranos was an opportunistic thug. Don't weep for him. At one point, he ran a protection racket in the Underdeck nasty enough that I was forced to take official notice of it. He left the station just before my people were preparing to snatch him. There are a lot of people in the lower levels of Sinaloa that would sleep sounder knowing that he was no longer among the living.”
 “We didn't know about that,” Cordova replied.
 “Of course not,” she said. “You think everything goes on the official records? On paper, Sinaloa is just like every other Federation facility. A well-ordered, smoothly-functioning machine to generate revenue for the people of Earth. In reality, matters are a lot more complicated. Life in the upper hierarchy is always a compromise between truth and fiction. The Parliament is a lot happier believing that everything is running as it should. They don't need to know everything, nor should they.” Cracking a smile, she added, “Hell, they all worked their way up the same way. They're smart enough to know that some sleeping colonies should be left to lie.”
 Before Cordova could manage a retort, an alarm resounded through the corridors, and she raced to a hall communicator, slamming her hand on the controls and asking, “What's happening?”
 Strickland's panicked voice replied, “Security breach. Hyperluminal communications. Someone just sent a signal, a big one. I've got a team heading down there, but...”
 “I'm closer. Lock down the deck. Make sure whoever it is doesn't go anywhere. And page Commander Curtis.”
 “He's on his way.”
 Cordova turned from the door, Saxon rising to follow, hands carefully raised, saying, “Aren't you forgetting something? This isn't a secure room.” She frowned, then said, “Maybe I should accompany you. I believe the communications suite is only two decks down, and you'll only be delayed if you have to escort me all the way back to the detention suite.”
 “One false move and you die.”
 “I believe we have already established the perimeters of our working relationship, Major. That being the case, perhaps I should lead the way.” Cordova gestured for Saxon to move into the corridor, following her as they jogged towards their destination. She watched every move the ColSec commander made, alert for any sign of treachery, but as they darted into the elevator, she saw no trace of deceit.
 On general principles, though, she still wanted to shoot her down where she stood. Colonial Security brought in the worst dregs of society, placed them in a uniform, and set them to intimidate and dominate otherwise helpless populations in the Colonies. There had been enough examples of atrocities over the years, even after the Purge had supposedly been brought to an end. Still, she had to admit that there had never been any hint of such activities at Sinaloa. 
 The elevator doors slid open, and the two of them sprinted along the deck, coming to a halt by a sealed blast hatch, locking down the corridor. Cordova reached for the controls, entering an override code, but a series of red lights flickered on, the system rejecting her commands. With an exasperated sigh, she reached for a communicator, opening a channel to the bridge.
 “Strickland,” she said, “Open up this door.”
 “I can't, Major,” the hapless technician replied. “They've locked it down from their end.”
 “If I may,” Saxon said, moving to the terminal. “There are always some back doors that we don't tell the freighter crews about. You never know just when they might end up being handy.” Her fingers sprinted across the keypad, entering a series of complicated sequences, and the door struggled open to a triumphant grin from Saxon, her arm waving to gesture Cordova inside.
 “Nice trick,” Cordova said.
 “Many more where they came from, Major. As I've said, I can be of great use to you, if you will simply permit yourself to accept my services.”
 “Forgive me for thinking the price a little too high.”
 With a shrug, Saxon replied, “Shall I lead?”
 “By all means.”
 The two of them raced past the doors, jammed half-open, the sound of heavy footsteps on the deck rushing towards them. Cordova turned a corner, and spotted two figures walking towards a service elevator, one of them with a heavy sling in her arm. 
 “Halt!” she said, raising her pistol. “Squadron Leader, stay right where you are.”
 Kani turned, raising his hands, defiance spread across his face, with a sheepish Nguyen by his side, looking with a growing frown at an amused Saxon. The door to the hyper-spatial communications suite had been forced open, a black burn where the lock had been attacked, dangling wires from the remnants of the alarm system. Cordova peered in, shaking her head.
 “Why?”
 “Squadron Leader Winston Kani, Serial...”
 “Don't give me that crap!” Cordova said. “Why did you betray us?”
 “I'm no traitor,” Kani said.
 With a sigh, Saxon stepped into the room, sitting down at the console, and said, “This shouldn't take long, Major. Assuming you want me to find out what he sent, and to where?”
 “Go ahead, but...”
 “Death if I screw up. I got it. You really need a better catchphrase.” Running her hands over the console, she said, “This was a pretty professional job. My complements, Squadron Leader. You came pretty close to covering all of your traces. Unfortunately, I happen to be an expert, rather than an admittedly gifted amateur.”
 Cordova stepped towards Kani, and said, “We trusted you.”
 “I am an officer of the Commonwealth Systems, loyal to the Council,” he replied. “I know where my duty lies, Major, and I have my orders. There are people back home depending on me, and I will not let them down. You can shoot me if you want.”
 “Where's Voronova?” Cordova asked.
 “As far as I know, asleep in her quarters,” Nguyen said with a shrug. “We decided not to cut her into the loop on this one. She's been making too many noises about switching sides. I think you might have yourself a recruit there. But then she's always been more than a little naive.”
 “Got it,” Saxon said. “Dispatch to Eta Cassiopeaie. Golgotha, I think. Khiva Station?” she looked up at Kani's shock, and said, “You don't really think that's a secret facility, do you? The Federation's known all about your little city in the clouds since before the Uprising.” Looking up at the screen, she added, “Code. But I think these are location co-ordinates, and I don't need to be Alan Turing to work out that you've sent them the estimated location of Polaris.”
 “That was their mission, after all,” Curtis said, stepping into the room with pistol in hand, Rojek by his side. “Shut it down, Felix, and restore the primary firewall access.”
 “You knew about this?” Cordova said, eyes wide. “You let them do it?”
 “Certainly,” Curtis replied, to Saxon's approving nod. “And for the record, Major, this is a strange place to question a prisoner.”
 “We were in the middle of our...never mind. I don't understand.”
 “You set us up?” Kani asked.
 Walking towards the pilot, Curtis holstered his pistol, and said, “I'm afraid so, Squadron Leader. I counted on your sense of duty and your ethics to do what you considered to be the right thing. In this instance, calling in the cavalry. How many ships are on the way?”
 “That's not...”
 “Three,” Nguyen replied. “And if you surrender to them on their arrival, I'm certain you'll get excellent terms. Maybe even a position in the Commonwealth Fleet.”
 “You'll forgive me for not being willing to turn traitor quite yet, Lieutenant,” Curtis replied.
 Shaking her head, Cordova said, “We already had two capital ships heading for us. Now we've got five. Who the hell are you working for?”
 “The Underground,” Saxon said, a smile spreading across her face. “My complements, Commander. You're a man after my own heart.” Looking up at Cordova, she continued, “Two Federation Starcruisers against three Commonwealth Monitors is a pretty even fight. And while both sides are fighting each other, we'll have a chance to sneak through the middle on Polaris. Ingenious.”
 “I'm glad you approve,” Curtis said. “Squadron Leader, I still want you to fly those sensor runs. I anticipated that you'd pull something like this, and given that I was essentially complicit, I'm not going to hold it against you. This time. But given the circumstances, I think for the present, our interests coincide.”
 “Besides,” Saxon replied, “You're now in the same situation as I am. As soon as those ships emerge, they'll run right into a Federation task force. Your leadership will undoubtedly assume that you've decided to switch sides. They won't be able to risk any other judgment. I assume, Commander, that you've taken steps to encourage such thoughts?”
 “It's a distinct possibility.”
 “I don't have a choice, do I?” Kani asked.
 “Realistically, no. Take heart, though. Once we find Polaris, you'll have some fighters to play with. That's something to look forward to.” Turning to Cordova, he asked, “Have you learned everything you're going to from Saxon?”
 “Probably.”
 “Then there seems no purpose leaving her in detention. Find her suitable quarters.” Looking down at Saxon, he added, “I hope you won't be offended if someone monitors you at all times.”
 “Not at all. I'd expect nothing less.” With a side glance at Cordova, she added, “You found a good man there, Major. Your rebellion might just have a chance.”



Chapter 14
 
 The shuttle dropped way from Hanoi, Kani carefully navigating clear of the side of the bulky tanker, cautiously playing his thrusters to launch his ship on the first leg of the search pattern. He looked out at the shining belt before him, many of the rocks glowing a dull red, the star dangerously close, less than a million miles away. Already he'd disengaged several of the warning alerts, the outer hull temperature higher than the designers would have liked, and he was cautiously looking at his readouts as the main engine fired, hurling them onto trajectory.
 “I still can't believe it,” Nguyen said. “He played us. Like the biggest rookies in the Fleet.”
 “That's one sharp commander,” Kani replied. “I wish he was on our side.”
 “I think he is,” Nguyen said.
 Shaking his head, Kani replied, “Don't worry about it, Mel. We'll find a way to talk our way out of this mess once our forces arrive. Besides, you think they'll care about the details if we manage to retrieve Polaris? Knocking out a couple of Federation Starcruisers would be a hell of a coup for McKinnon. She's been trying to get onto the Council for years.”
 “A collection of ever-aging bureaucrats,” Nguyen replied. “You don't really think they'll ever admit anyone who wasn't actually born on Earth, do you?”
 “The youngest of them is eighty-four, and more than two-thirds of the population are star-born. Sooner or later, they're going to have to make up their minds to open things up a bit.” Turning to look at his wounded copilot, he added, “You're beginning to sound like Voronova.”
 “Maybe she's talking more and more sense these days.” She flicked on her sensor display, and said, “We've done nothing but the occasional raid for years. Even our little excursions haven't done anything really important. If Curtis and Cordova do manage to get their new Uprising off the mat, you think they might have a chance of pulling it off?” 
 “If we help them, I guess, but that's not our problem, Mel. Way above our pay grade. We've got a job to do.” Looking over the controls, he added, “Though I'd rather be flying a fighter than this old brick. No finesse, and we're heading into some pretty dense concentrations of debris.” He frowned, then said, “We're missing something.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “This is a standard search pattern, right? I'm sure that the other pilots on Krakow would have done this. If there was anything to find, they'd have spotted it. You can't exactly hide a Starcruiser. Especially not if it still has power generation and life support. Hard as that is to imagine after all these years.”
 “They built those beasts to last, Win.” With her good hand, she reached for the controls, snapping the sensors to maximum range, and added, “Though I think I see what you're driving at. What's the answer, then? We've got to follow some sort of methodical search pattern, and we don't have any details of Keranos' flight path. I know Rojek already ruled out the tracks the other registered pilots chose...”
 “And there weren't very many of those, were there?” He frowned, then said, “Where would you hide a ship, if you had to put it somewhere you didn't want it to be spotted.”
 “Not in this system. Too close to Sol.”
 “Assume you've got some sort of reason for staying here. Maybe a drive failure. Something. You can't go somewhere else, and you've got to be here.”
 “I give up,” she replied after a moment. “There's nowhere to hide, Win. Look at this. Just millions of tumbling rocks. We should pick up Polaris in a second. Hanoi should be able to do it, and Krakow certainly could. Her sensor package is an order of magnitude better than anything we've got access to.”
 “You know,” he said, “we've been assuming that this was a lucky discovery, that Keranos stumbled upon it. The odds against that must be millions to one. So let's suppose he was a smarter bastard than we've been giving him credit for, and that he had some sort of clue, some trail he was following. Which would give us something to work with.”
 “Sure,” Nguyen replied, looking across from her console. “But what?”
 He looked out at the belt, the shuttle curving ever closer, and said, “What are the average sizes of those rocks?”
 “Less than a twentieth of a mile. Some bigger ones, though.”
 “How big?”
 Flicking controls, she said, “Largest is a hundred miles or so, but that's on the far side of the local star. Some bigger ones near here, though.”
 “And this close to the star, they'll be tidally locked.”
 “Maybe.”
 “We need exactly the right size. Big enough to hold it, but not so big that the gravity would do any damage. Something that would be null-grav, near as damn it.” Tapping a control, he brought up a sensor overlay, looking at the targets on his scanner, and nodded. “That's it. Eight miles wide,  forty thousand miles from the insertion point of Hanoi. Close enough that he could make several trips, far enough that nobody was going to shadow him. Get me a course.”
 “Computed,” she replied. “You think Polaris is inside one of the asteroids?”
 “Can you think of a better place to hide it?” he replied. “If it's thick enough, it'll serve as a natural shield, block out any chance for sensors to pick it up.” Moving his hands back to the controls, he added, “Altering course. Intercept in fifteen minutes. Focus everything you have on that rock, and just in case I'm wrong, look around and see if you can find any alternatives.”
 “Will do,” she replied.
 “Kani to Hanoi,” he said, sliding on a headset. “Kani to Hanoi.”
 “Shuttle,” Norton's voice said, “You're way off trajectory and getting worse by the minute.”
 “I'm playing a hunch,” he replied, “and if I'm right, we'll be on board Polaris in less than an hour. Have Commander Norton and the landing team stand by.” Glancing at Nguyen, he added, “If I'm wrong, we won't have lost much time.”
 “Permission granted,” Norton said. “Good luck, Squadron Leader.”
 “Thank you, Hanoi. Kani out.” With a shrug, he added, “Not much they could have done to stop us anyway. Found any more targets?”
 “No, but there's something interesting not that far away, on the surface of one of the rocks. Composition's odd. Artificial alloys. As though a ship crashed there. Someone fought a battle in this system, Win. But I still don't get it. If that was a rebel ship, then they won.”
 “Maybe victory was more expensive than they thought. Keep tracking, and take a look at the surrounding asteroids. There might be some sign of life out there.” He adjusted the viewscreen, focusing on their target, a brown and red rock hanging dead in space, one side permanently turned towards the sun. The outside was blasted, craters smashed into the rock, some of them deep, deep enough that they might lead inside the asteroid. Just what he was looking for.
 “Mass is light,” Nguyen reported. “Way off where it should be. That's confirmation that it's hollow.” She frowned, then added, “Hollow? How the hell does that happen artificially?”
 “Remember what Curtis said. Those suggestions that a lost alien race was here, millions of years ago? Maybe Polaris found something interesting.”
 “There wasn't anything in Keranos' data.”
 With a shrug, Kani replied, “That doesn't mean anything. The man took secrecy to new levels, and besides, he wouldn't want to leave any hints to follow.” Looking across at the data flooding in from the other shuttles, he added, “Nothing from anyone else.”
 “If Polaris is buried deep inside an asteroid, no wonder nobody ever found her. It'd be the last place that anyone else would look. Though if Keranos was following some sort of a lead...”
 “Yeah, he might not be the only one. And someone else might have found it first. This could all still be a wild goose chase.” Glancing at his chronometer, he added, “Our people will be here in seven hours. Federation probably about the same time. It would be pretty ironic if they ended up fighting a pitched battle for a burned-out ball of rock.”
 “Not the sort of irony that would appeal to McKinnon.” She looked up at her monitor, and said, “Closing on target. And Cordova has altered course. She's heading our way. Be here in about twenty minutes. You'd think she didn't trust us for some reason.”
 “Can't think why,” Kani replied. He paused, then said, “You think we should have sent that message?”
 “Little late to have second thoughts about that now, isn't it.” She looked at him, then said, “You did what you thought was right. We had no reason to suspect that we were being suckered into a trap, and you were only obeying your orders.” Gesturing at the starfield, she added, “All of this could still go very wrong, very quickly, remember. If there's some sort of hold-up, then our people will have a smooth run and be able to secure that ship. Now for the bigger question.”
 “Am I willing to sabotage Polaris to prevent them from launching her.” He looked down at his console, then said, “That's not going to come up. They'll never give us a chance. Not with Cordova and the others suspicious.”
 “But if you did?”
 “I honestly don't know. Maybe Voronova's right. Maybe we have been watching and waiting for too long, hoping for an opportunity that will never come by itself. Perhaps we should have pushed the issue twenty years ago. I'll tell you one thing. If we don't secure that ship, the Council will stay isolationist. They'll never intervene, no matter what people want. Maybe they're still stuck in the past...”
 “Waiting for the oppressed masses to rise up and demand the restoration of Commonwealth rule.  Hell, they're as likely to go nationalist again, bring back the Terran Economic Community for real. You see the United African States reforming any time soon, Win?”
 “I wouldn't know,” he replied in a sad voice. “I've never been. But one day, I will.”
 “I'm sorry, I forgot about your grandmother,” she replied.
 Frowning, he said, “I've been trying to work out what she would have done, if she'd found herself in the same situation that we're in. I honestly don't know. She was as loyal as they came, dedicated to the cause of liberating Earth, but what does that actually mean these days.” He looked down at the jumpsuit he was wearing, and said, “When I put on the Commonwealth uniform, I was ready to beat down the Federation by myself. I felt ten feet tall. Now I don't know. Not any more. And that scares the hell out of me, Mel, because if I'm not a Commonwealth officer, what the hell am I?”
 “Maybe all of this is exactly what we've been needing for years,” Nguyen mused. “A chance to make things right, and to clean up the mess our ancestors left behind. I know Voronova thinks so. She's not going to come back with us, whatever happens. And if Hanoi gets destroyed, we're going to have to do some fancy footwork to clear her name. Assuming we choose to.”
 “She's one of us, whether she knows it or not, whether she likes it or not,” Kani replied. “That isn't even a question, Mel.” A light flashed onto his console, and he added, “Three minutes to target. Beginning deceleration. There's not enough mass for us to form a stable orbit, but I think I can station-keep without too much trouble.” Firing a series of pulses from the thrusters, he added, “I'm going to try and swing around the back. Tight-beam focus on the surface of that rock, and if you see anything, holler.”
 “On it,” she replied, all duty once more, peering down at the sensor display, frowning at the readings that were flooding in through her sensors. “Mass way down, and a lot of surface damage. As though the rock's been bombarded, and recently. Within the last few years. There's a halo of debris close by, but nothing we need to worry about. No rocks big enough to worry the hull.”
 “Few years? Twenty?”
 “Could be,” she said. “Hey, slow down. Slow right down. I'm just picked up something, just for a second. Can you head back the way we came?”
 “Sure,” he replied. “Velocity with respect to the rock's damn near nothing. Firing thrusters.”
 Nguyen threw a switch, and for a second, a loud whine echoed through the overhead speakers, a repeating pulse that could have no natural origin. It had to be artificial. Seconds later, the communication system confirmed what they both knew. A Federation beacon. Military design.
 “Code prefix, Nine-Niner-Dash-Three-Alpha,” Nguyen said, struggling to mask her excitement. “Win, that's Polaris.”
 Tapping a control, Kani said, “Hanoi, we've just picked up a beacon that identifies itself as being from Polaris, coming from the interior of the rock we're orbiting. We're moving in closer to investigate. Don't be surprised if we drop off your screens for a while.”
 “Curtis here. Are you sure?”
 “Computer trace confirms it. A perfect match.” Looking across at the data absorbed from the brief communications pulse, streaming across two of his consoles, he added, “No doubt, Commander. All identification signatures are correct. Though it might not be the ship itself.”
 “I'm heading out to you now, Squadron Leader. Proceed with caution. Curtis out.”
 “Hey, Win, I've got something,” Nguyen said. “I'll be damned. I think we've found our way in. A fissure at the bottom of one of the craters.” She frowned, then added, “Too small for a Starcruiser, though. We're going to struggle.”
 “You know how I love a challenge,” he replied. “Give me a course.”
 A dotted line flashed onto the viewscreen, and Kani gently guided the shuttle into the bowels of the asteroid, throwing on a searchlight with the touch of a control, the beam shining from the rocks as he lightly tapped his thrusters, flying through on minimal momentum. A rocky outcrop reached out towards him, and he made a quick adjustment to dive past it.
 “This is recent,” Nguyen said. “They've dug themselves in. Shaped charges, maybe.” She paused, then said, “Watch it, Win!”
 The fissure abruptly came to an end, Kani only just slamming on the thrusters in time to stop them careening into the rock. Tangled boulders blocked the way, and with a thin smile, Kani turned the ship around, lining up to point the main engines at the rockfall.
 “Tell me you aren't doing what I think you are doing,” Nguyen said. “You could bring the roof down pretty damned easily.”
 “We don't have time to dig our way through, and the rock can't be that unstable or Keranos would never have been able to pull this off. Hold on.” He tapped a control for an instant, roaring flame shooting from the rear of the shuttle, the thrusters instantly snapping into life to counter the thrust. For a second, he thought he had failed, was preparing for a second blast, but gradually the rocks began to tumble away, revealing a huge cavern inside, miles wide, an inky mass.
 “Win,” Nguyen said. “Win, there's something in there. And I think...”
 Kani played the searchlight around, the beam flashing onto a metal hull, racing down the side of it, exposing airlocks, turrets, antenna, a burned-out spot where a temporary patch had been rigged. And finally, the name of the ship, proudly emblazoned for all to see, the paint still fresh and clear after all these years.
 Polaris.
 “I'll be damned,” Nguyen replied, playfully punching Kani in the shoulder. “I'll be damned, Win. We've done it! We've found the son of a bitch! Minimal power readings, trace gasses suggesting life support systems functional, internal temperature nominal. Just as advertised.”
 “Kani calling Curtis,” the pilot said, turning the gain as high as he dared. “Kani calling Curtis. Do you read me?”
 “I read you,” Curtis replied. “Very faint, though. Can you boost your signal?”
 “You'll be close enough in a minute that it won't matter, Commander. We've found her. Right in the heart of this asteroid. And as far as I can tell, she's intact.” There was a long pause, and after a few seconds, Kani said, “Do you read me, Commander?”
 “I heard,” Curtis said with a deep sigh. “I just… Thank you, Squadron Leader. I truly mean that. Hold position. We're following your beacon. We'll be there in ten minutes. Out.” 
 “And now,” Nguyen said, “now the race really begins.”



Chapter 15
 
 The shuttle skimmed low over the surface of the asteroid, a grinning Montgomery at the controls, while Curtis looked over the pilot's shoulder, peering through the viewscreen, anxious for the first glimpse of the ship waiting within. It had been twenty years since he'd last seen Polaris, twenty years of bitter despair and lonely misery. As the shuttle ducked through the fissure, following the trail pioneered by Kani, the decades dropped away, a smile curling his lips as he saw the achingly familiar lines of the ship within.
 Polaris.
 Nobody could call her beautiful. She hadn't been designed with aesthetics in mind. A stubby cylinder with engines at the rear, the intricate traces of the Tau Drive wrapped around her core, with turrets positioned at the fore, the ferocious primary armament, backed up by the point-defense cannons scattered with strategic randomness around the hull. Aside from a few scars on her mid-section, temporary patches placed in position by her final crew, she seemed intact, as though she could simply fly out into space immediately. Waiting for her prince to bring her back to life once again, just as he had been waiting for those dark years on Titan.
 “Squadron Leader Kani is standing by, sir,” Montgomery said. “He'll follow us in. Roxy's heading over with the engineering teams and the balance of the crew. They'll be here in ten minutes.” Looking up at him, he asked, “How do you feel, Commander?”
 “Like a million credits, Spaceman,” Curtis replied, turning to the rear. He felt it, as well. More alive than he had been in years, the haze of the last two decades fading away in a matter of moments. Belatedly, he reached into his pocket, taking out the last of the pills Cordova had given him on their departure from Titan, swallowing them dry. “Telemetry, Felix?”
 “We're starting to get readings now. I think Kani's approach must have triggered something. There's auxiliary power, pretty low but enough to get things started. Temperature's down a bit, below freezing, but nothing we can't handle.” He paused, then added, “Interesting.”
 “What?”
 “There's pressure inside, but no oxygen. We'll need to use respirators at first. There's nothing seriously wrong with the life support system, though. Someone decided to put this ship into mothballs, I guess.” Looking up at Curtis, he added, “It'll have done a pretty good job of protecting the primary systems. And we'll be able to work in there without suits.”
 “Take us in, Monty,” Curtis said, moving to the airlock. “Go for the hangar deck. We'll go in through the emergency airlock, and Felix and I can make our way to the bridge from there.”
 “Just the two of you, sir?” Sokolov asked.
 “For the moment. We'll need to fire up the main systems before you can do anything, and that's going to take my command codes.” The shuttle smoothly drifted in position, gliding into place beside the vast hull, a wall of metal seemingly having no end. It was eerie to not see the stars, only bare rock all around, the two searchlights from the orbiting shuttles the only illumination on the hidden ship within. With a loud report, the shuttle found its target, docking clamps locking into position. Sliding on a respirator, Curtis moved to the hatch, entering his familiar twelve-digit code sequence to break the seal.
 The doors slid open, revealing a long, empty corridor ahead, lights flickering on as they registered the first motion in the ship since Keranos' visit. Stenciled text littered the walls, maintenance schedules dating back to the Uprising, and one of the maintenance hatches was open, tools scattered on the floor.
 “Wherever they went, they left in a hurry,” Rojek said. “After you, Commander.”
 Curtis paused at the threshold, waiting for a moment before taking his first step through the door. Taking a deep breath, he boarded Polaris, walking down the corridor with quick paces, eating up the distance to the hatch on the far end. Rojek followed at a discrete distance, and he could see Montgomery peering into the corridor, eager eyes eating up the ship.
 “Come on, Monty,” Curtis said, relenting from his earlier stance. “Just stick with us. This ship is a maze inside if you don't know where you are going. Easy to get lost.”
 “I know the layout, sir,” Montgomery said. “I grew up wanting to serve on one of these ships. Built models, the whole thing. Then I grew up, and...”
 Turning to the young crewman, Curtis said, “Sometimes that little kid you used to be turns out to be smarter than you thought.” Opening the hatch at the end of the corridor, he stepped through into the cavernous hangar deck, row upon row of gleaming fighters and shuttles in position, as though the launch crews had only stepped away for a moment. He could almost see the swarming technicians racing around, struggling to prepare ships for battle. The way it was once, and if he had his way, would be again.
 “Look there, sir,” Montgomery said, pointing to the nearest fighter. The inspection hatches had been taken off, careful notes scrawled along the side in marker, footsteps in the dust leading towards it. Keranos had been here, months ago, had checked out the fighters and apparently been satisfied with their potential flight-worthiness.
 “Go back to the airlock, Monty,” Curtis said. “Clear a space for Kani and Nguyen to come on board, and have them start checking over the fighters. Two of them at least. I want to know if we're going to be able to use them in the near future.”
 “Two, sir?” Monty said.
 “You a flier, kid?” Rojek asked.
 The technician looked down at the deck, and said, “I washed out of Flight School in my second year. Failed Political Reliability.”
 “Other than that,” Curtis asked, “were you any good?”
 “Top of the class, Commander.”
 Clapping the young man on the shoulder, he said, “I'll pin on your wings when I get a chance. For the moment, make it three fighters, not two, and tell Nguyen from me that she isn't getting into a cockpit with her arm in a sling. And before you thank me, remember there's a good chance you'll be going into action in a few hours from now.”
 “I won't let you down, sir.”
 “I know that, pilot,” he replied. Gesturing to a hatch, he said, “Come on, Felix. Let's see if we can get all the lights on.”
 “Coming, Teddy,” Rojek said, still looking around the vast room. “I never thought I'd ever see this ship again. Even when I heard about Keranos, saw those components he'd found, I just didn't think we'd pull this off. Or that there would be something wrong, some reason why it wouldn't work. It was meant to be, Teddy. That's as far as I can go.”
 “I thought you were an atheist, Felix.”
 “Maybe I'm open to a better offer.”
 The two of them stepped into an elevator, emergency power snapping on, the doors smoothly sliding shut as Curtis tapped the familiar control to send them rising to the command deck, ten levels above. His eyes were drawn to a brown stain on the floor, and he looked around the carpet, then up at Rojek.
 “Is that what I think it is?”
 “Blood. Maybe we're getting a partial answer to what happened to the crew. We'll know more once we can access the command logs.” Tapping at the monitor panel on the wall, he added, “Primary reactor's cold, but looks undamaged. Weapons offline but operational. There's some pretty bad hull damage on our underside, but they had a good start at fixing that.” He paused, then said, “Half the docking ports on the rear section are listed as damaged, though. Pressure doors have sealed off that whole area. Top priority for the maintenance team.” He paused, then asked, “You think we can do this, Teddy? She's meant to run with a crew of three hundred and ninety. I don't know if we're going to be able to manage thirty.” 
 “We'll just have to make do with what we've got. Moretti's a good tech-runner, and she's got a good crew working for her. Norton should be able to fly her.” He paused, then said, “We'll make it work, Felix. We've got to. For Polaris' sake, if nothing else. She deserves a lot better than to rot away in some rock in the middle of nowhere. She was built to fight, and that's what she's going to do.”
 Looking at his eyes, Rojek said, “Answer me a question? Honestly?” 
 “Sure,” Curtis replied. 
 “How long have you been working for the Underground?”
 “Just about a week. You know that.”
 Frowning, Rojek replied, “That's what I thought, but it just seems...let's just say you're looking pretty damned good for someone who's spent two decades in a stupor.”
 With a shrug, Curtis said, “I can't explain it, Felix. Maybe it's being here. I just know that it all feels as though it has dropped away, as though the last twenty years didn't happen. Or that it was someone else who lived them.” Looking around the elevator, he added, “I haven't felt like this in ears. Not since before Mareikura.”
 Shaking his head, Rojek said with a smile, “I actually feel sorry for those ships heading this way. They aren't going to know what hit them.”
 The doors slid open, and Curtis looked out at the command deck, his eyes slowly moving from station to station, soaking in the room he had known so well. The sensor positions on the left, a trio of stations for technicians to work the controls, then the helmsman's spot at the front of the deck, underneath the now-silent holoprojector, and the viewscreen beyond, the exterior pickup only showing bare rock outside.
 Over to the right, the weapons and defense system consoles, three other positions, chairs swiveled as though the occupants had been forced to leave in haste, and another stain on the deck, just like the one in the elevator, a smear of some long-forgotten battle. To the rear, on either side of the door, the two engineering consoles, flickering a sea of amber and red lights. And the Political Officer's station, Rojek's old position. 
 At the heart of it all, slightly raised from the floor, the command chair, with the master control console before it. From there, Curtis could operate the ship, monitor every function, even fly and fight the ship in at least a rudimentary way. Like a man hypnotized, he walked towards it, while Rojek moved over to the engineering station, and ran his hand over the back of the command chair, a single tear forming in the corner of his eye.
 After twenty years, he'd come home.
 “I think I can bring primary systems back up,” Rojek said. “Want me to try?”
 “Go ahead, Felix,” Curtis said, settling down into the chair, a faint wheeze from the cushion below. He looked up at the control console, tapping in his command sequence, and the viewscreen flickered into life, showing images of the interior of the ship, most of them the same empty, deserted decks that they had seen when they boarded, a few others demonstrating signs of battle, scorch marks on the walls. No bodies, though, none anywhere.
 “I'm in,” Rojek said. “My codes still work here. Probably the only place in the Galaxy. I'm bringing the emergency reactor to full power. We'll probably have brownouts halfway across the ship while the systems settle down.” Curtis remained silent, and he continued, “Tau Drive is out, but I think it can be fixed. Moretti will be over in fifteen minutes with her crews. I'll start dumping telemetry data down to her.” He looked back at Curtis, and said, “Hey, Teddy, you awake?”
 “For the first time in twenty years,” he replied, as the overhead lights flickered on, the consoles bursting into life all across the command deck, flashing systems updates and monitor readouts, a flowing stream of reports as the systems, one by one, came on-line. It was almost more eerie than it had been before, and he could still see his old crew working their controls. There were ghosts here. That much was certain.
 Shaking himself out of his reverie, he tapped in a command sequence, and said, “I'm going to bring up the logs. Maybe Caldwell can tell us what happened to the ship, and where the hell the crew ended up. If they'd found their way back to either the Federation or the Commonwealth, I'm pretty sure there would have been someone here long before this.”
 “Most of the maneuvering thrusters are operational,” Rojek reported. “It'll take some fancy flying to get out of here, but I think Roxy will be up to the challenge. Two of the forward turrets are armed and ready, even after all this time, but I'd want to run a full diagnostic before we risked firing them.” Frowning, he said, “We ought to run one on the whole ship, Teddy.”
 “If we had a spare week, I'd agree with you,” Curtis replied. “We've got five hours at the most before we need to be on the move. We'll just have to prioritize what we have.” A light flashed onto his console, and he said, “Here we go. The last log entries. A couple of them are missing, but I've found three of the last six.” He looked up at the viewscreen, and the arrogant, angry face of Commander Caldwell snapped into the picture. He looked so young, barely in his thirties, and a crowd of technicians and crewmen were running around behind him, a host of familiar faces, all of them likely long dead.
 “Command Log Three-Nine-Seven-Two,” Caldwell began. “As expected, we found the two Rebel ships in this system, operating out of some sort of alien base. Our fighters have completed their first attack runs, and I am preparing to engage the enemies. Both appear to be converted merchant ships, so I expect them to be no match for our offensive and defensive systems.” Glowering off-camera, he continued, “Repairs continue to the sabotage on our interstellar communications system, but Lieutenant Morgan assures me that they will be completed within the hour. Note attachment, request for official censure of the engineering team for this failure. End log.”
 “He said that right on the command deck?” Rojek said, shaking his head in disbelief. “The man always was a bastard of the highest order.”
 “These days, he'd probably be a cut above the average,” Curtis replied.
 The second log snapped on, and now Caldwell had a savage cut on his forehead, blood staining the side of his face, and rage filled his eyes. Behind him, the sound of gunfire could be heard in the distance, traces of smoke drifting through the air all around.
 “Log Three-Nine-Seven-Four. The enemy now controls more than half the ship, and our casualties are now running into the hundreds. In my judgment, we can no longer expect to retake the vessel, but I will rot in hell before I permit it to fall into the hands of the enemy. We still control life support. I've ordered the oxygen withdrawn from the air in all sections, and locked down all spacesuits and respirators. The bastards are going to choke to death, and I'm going to be there to watch.” He looked behind him, figures racing for him, and continued, “All locked on automatic. It can't be changed. Even if I'm now surrounded by...” 
 A crack echoed from the speakers, and Caldwell tumbled from the chair, blood spilling out of a gaping wound in his chest. The screen grew blank, and Curtis' mouth opened as he realized the enormity of Caldwell's actions. To save his ship, he'd murdered his crew. The stain on the deck to the right was almost certainly that of the late unlamented commander, killed by one of his bridge technicians in a desperate, and doomed attempt to save their lives.
 “I don't believe it,” Rojek said, horror filling his face. “How could he have done that to his crew? How could anyone have sunk as low as that? There must have been a chance. They could have surrendered, could have...”
 “Twenty years ago, some rebel commander had the same idea as us,” Curtis replied. “To take this ship and use it as the flagship of a rebellion, a final attempt to bring down the Federation Fleet. It wouldn't have worked then, but it might have worked now. And strange as it sounds, Caldwell's the one who might make all of this possible.” Reaching for a control, he said, “One more entry.”
 “Log, ah, Three-Nine-Seven-Five,” the figure of Technician Dietrich said, slumped on the command chair. “To the best of my knowledge, I am the sole survivor of the complement of the Starcruiser Polaris. Everyone else was either killed in the battle, killed when Caldwell rendered our air unbreathable, or volunteered to go ahead of the rest of us to save what little we had in the respirator. All the officers are dead, so there's nobody with authorization to bring the life support back on, and our attempts to hack the systems failed.”
 Looking down at a readout, he added, “Just enough in my pack for a couple of hours. Long enough to do what I have to do. We've stashed Polaris in the asteroid that the rebels were using as a hideout. It should be safe there for a while. I'm not expecting any more rebels to arrive, but we're a little closer to the Commonwealth than I'd like. We'd hoped to get the Tau Drive working, but there aren't any specialist engineers. Weren't any. So that wasn't an option, either.”
 “If anyone is seeing this, those of us who survived the battle left messages for our families. Please see that they are transmitted. As for our remains, we loaded all the bodies onto a couple of the shuttles and fired them into the sun. That bastard Caldwell was thorough. He flushed out their lifesystems as well. Killed us all.” Closing his eyes, Dietrich added, “Almost done now. I'm the last one. It's been three weeks since I've seen another living being. This is a ship of the dead.”
 Looking at the rear of the bridge, he added, “The last of us are on another shuttle. We're going after the rest of them now. Not Caldwell. We get to bask in the light of a star. I made sure he'll never find a place to rest in peace. Strapped him to a missile and pushed him past solar escape velocity, on a course that might take him to another galaxy in a billion years or so. Too good for the bastard. Polaris is safe.” He paused, rose from the seat, and said, “Remember us. Avenge us.”
 The technician walked off camera, the image showing nothing but an empty seat before finally fading out. For a long moment, Curtis and Rojek looked at the blank screen, before Rojek finally broke the silence.
 “He had a son. Sam, I think. He's in the fleet now, a Lieutenant.” After a pause, he continued, “I guess that just about explains everything.”
 “Yeah,” Curtis said. Quietly, almost to himself, he said, “Don't worry, Spaceman. We won't forget. And you will have your revenge. I swear.” Turning to Rojek, he raised his voice, and said, “Twenty years ago some forgotten rebel wanted to bring this ship into the fight. Let's make it happen. Turn on all exterior lights, and open up the docking ports. We've got a lot of work to do before our guests arrive, and I want to make sure we show them the welcome they deserve.”



Chapter 16
 
 Cordova walked through the engineering section, leading a team of technicians as they raced back and forth, hurriedly inventorying the damage and listing potential repairs. Realistically, in the time, they'd only be able to make some temporary patches, before rushing to the hidden supply depot the Underground had assembled for this day. Even they wouldn't be able to make many significant repairs. Gliese 625 was more of a bolt hole than an operational facility, only a handful of waiting technicians sitting on a burned-out moon, waiting for a day that might never come.
 Four and a half hours until the first ships might arrive. They could hope to have longer, that either the Federation or the Commonwealth ships had been delayed by some unknown event, but they couldn't dare count on that. She looked around the interior of the seemingly endless engineering bay. Out of the ship's crew, four-fifths, more than three hundred people, were dedicated to keeping it running. Stripping everyone they could from Hanoi had yielded eighteen, not counting the skeleton staff up in the control room and the handful of technicians laboring under a reluctant Kani to get at least some of the fighters ready for launch.
 “Major,” Moretti said, running up the corridor towards her. “I need to move more parts over from Hanoi if we're going to get the ship moving. I'll have to send all but one of our shuttles back.”
 “Get moving, then.”
 “It'll leave us with no way to evacuate in a hurry. We haven't checked over any of Polaris' small craft yet, and the Commander...”
 “Commander Curtis is in charge now, Moretti. I'm just another member of the crew. You'd better find him, but I'd strongly suggest simply proceeding as fast as you can. What's the status of the Tau Drive?”
 “Sokolov and Strickland are out on the hull now, checking the stabilizers. I think we can risk a transition. Give me eight hours, and I can guarantee a safe run. Less than that, and it's chancy.” Raising her hand, she added, “I know, I know, I'll get it done somehow. We're taking a lot of risks just moving the ship, still less taking her into a battle.”
 “Get moving quickly enough, and we'll be out of here before the enemy ships arrive.”
 “Do you really think we can get clear in time?”
 “Not if we sit around talking about it. On your way, Moretti.”
 Without a word, the engineer sprinted down the corridor, a mix of exhilaration and terror flooding her face. This was a dream come true for her, Cordova knew that. The chance to take command of an engineering department on a Starcruiser, to bring her back to full operational condition after twenty years in mothballs, far too good to pass up. But in truth, they'd need weeks to do a through job, and she wasn't even sure they had hours. 
 She felt strange, walking the same decks that her father had walked, twenty years ago. She remembered the day he'd left home and his job with the Solar Freighters, going right from his hasty ninety-day conversion training to serve on Polaris, first as a Midshipman, then a Lieutenant. The anxiously awaited letters telling of the battles they had fought, some of the adventures they'd had, the amusing stories that he felt he could tell the eight-year-old girl she then was. Every one had been savored, read a hundred times, shared with friends. And now, she could almost see the ship as it had been then.
 When he'd returned, the bright, happy man she'd known was dead, replaced with a brooding, bitter, broken man. The Underground had given him something to occupy himself, a cause to replace the one he had lost during the war, but it could do nothing to restore his soul. Her mother had left, abandoning the two of them before they could destroy her reputation. Which hadn't stopped the Political Directorate throwing her in the prison camp where she later died, years later.
 As strange at it seemed, when her father had died, during that raid on Triton, leaving a sixteen year old girl to command the remnants of his resistance cell, it had almost been a relief. Part of him had died on this ship, the most important part. The ColSec bullet had simply finished the job, releasing him from the agony that had become his life.
 And now, hers. Since the age of twelve, all she had known was one safehouse after another, constantly on the run, never any time to settle down, make friends, have any sort of a childhood worthy of the name. Most of the few people she'd grown close to were dead, or scattered halfway across the galaxy, or locked in a prison camp from which they could never escape. 
 “Attention,” Rojek's voice barked over the speakers. “Stand by for main reactor test in five minutes. Secure all systems. That is all.”
 Polaris was a world she'd known so much about, had dreamed of for years, but somehow it felt like a world in which she didn't belong. Curtis had stepped back into his command as though he had never left, casting off the last shadows of the drunkard she'd met on Titan so few days ago. Rojek appeared to have lost ten years, and most of Hanoi's crew had adapted instantly to their new roles, taking advantage of the hasty preparation and stolen textbooks she'd acquired. 
 This was the dream. The beginning of what might be a successful revolution, and yet she found herself in a strange situation. Even given everything that was happening, all the panic of preparation, knowing that enemy ships were incoming, she didn't have anything to do. She was a covert operations commando, a specialist in infiltration, close-quarters combat, with a side order of the political intrigue needed to hold what passed for the resistance network together, a hundred different groups with wildly diverse goals and ideas, from the neo-monarchists of Zemlya to the anarcho-theocrats of Caledonia, all of them agreeing with the basic idea of liberation from the Federation with only the vaguest suggestion of what the post-Federation would look like.
 They weren't ready. She knew that much. A hundred scattered cells, distributed all over Colonial space, only a handful of informants on Earth itself. All of their work told them that the population would rise up if they thought they had a chance of success, if there was something out there to hope for, but the chances still seemed so slender. It would have been better to wait for a few more years, but Keranos had jumped the gun when he'd discovered this ship, giving the Underground a chance they couldn't afford to pass up, one that might never come again. And even knowing that there was a restrictive time limit, that both the Federation and the Commonwealth would be on their way, she'd taken the chance without a second thought.
 “Attention,” Norton's voice said. “Stand by for thruster test. Watch for potential gravitational shifts. Thirty seconds to first firing. Sensor team, prepare for systems check. That's all.”
 From down a side corridor, Hunter walked up, the same awestruck look on her face that she'd seen from everyone else who had transferred on board. Cordova made her way over to her, looking back up at the towering engineering deck, four levels of access-ways and balconies for equipment, crawlspaces tunneling off in all directions through the ship.
 “Hell of a ship, isn't she,” Hunter said. “Almost enough to make me wish I didn't have a girl of my own waiting for me.”
 “Not too late to transfer over,” Cordova replied.
 “Hanoi's my girl. I've served on her for fifteen years, as Cadet, Mate and Master. I'm not going to leave her now when she needs me the most. But I couldn't resist taking one of the shuttles to have a look at this beast for myself.” Turning to Cordova, she added, “Feel like a fifth wheel?”
 “How'd you guess?”
 “It wasn't hard,” she said. “I know how you feel. All of my people are over here, just a small skeleton staff waiting back on Hanoi. And our prisoners, of course. I've left Sokolov minding the store on the bridge.” 
 “He's a shuttle pilot...”
 “Acting First Mate, actually. With Randall locked up, I don't have anyone left for the job. Look, if you can't find yourself useful here, come back over to Hanoi with me. I'll find you something to do, and it wouldn't hurt to spread the command staff around a little. Just in case something goes wrong with this clever little plan of ours.”
 “Nervous?”
 “If you aren't, I'll really start to get worried. We're running this mission on the thinnest shoestring you ever saw, and I'm far from convinced that we'll pull it off. Though I've got to admit that I never really thought we'd find Polaris at all.”
 “Then why...”
 “Because at worst, we'd end up defecting, and that would probably have been a better future for my crew than anything being offered by the Federation. They've got to come first. You know that.” Looking around again, she added, “This was your father's dream, Major. And you've got to see it brought to life.” Suddenly, the main lights flashed on, all at once, dismissing the shadows that had dominated the deck. “I guess they got the primary reactor working.”
 “One more step.” She looked around, shook her head, then said, “No, I ought to stay over here for the moment. Make sure there's nothing needed. And I'm sure they can find a use for a spare pair of hands. I guess I've just got myself a little daunted.”
 With a shrug, Hunter replied, “Can't blame me for trying a little press-ganging. It's going to get lonely over on Hanoi at this rate.” Gesturing to a stack of boxes by the corner, she added, “Give me a hand to the shuttle, at least?”
 “We've got everyone bringing over spares...”
 “From the Commander's mess. I scavenged some luxury-issue food packs. Still on date. At least we can eat something that tastes like real meat while we're working around the clock to keep the ship going.”
 Cordova smiled, and replied, “I won't tell anyone if you don't. Here, let me.”
 With armfuls of boxes in hand, the two of them walked down the corridors, making their way to the waiting shuttle, the occasional sprinting technician rushing on one errand or another, periodic announcements echoing through the corridors. Somehow, the ship was coming back to life, as though restoring the oxygen to the internal atmosphere had given it renewed vigor, renewed energy. 
 “Hanoi's going to seem really cramped after this,” Hunter said, breaking the silence. “Even after all these years, I still catch my head on the threshold of my cabin every so often. They built that ship to last, but they didn't worry too much about the comfort of the poor bastards crewing her.”
 “I don't think Polaris is going to be a pleasure cruise,” Cordova said, as they turned the corner to the docking airlock, the hatches open to reveal the waiting shuttle within.
 “Just dump them in the cargo space,” Hunter said. “I'll do the rest.” She let Cordova lead the way, and as the rebel dropped the crates, she turned with a start as the hatch slammed shut, lights growing dark, a pair of figures stepping forward from the cockpit with pistols in hand.
 “Hunter, what the hell...”
 “Quiet,” Hunter said. “Gabrielle Cordova, you are hereby placed under arrest for treason, piracy, sedition and conspiracy to commit terrorist acts. As well as about fifty other charges we'll get to later, but suffice to say that you're going to be taking the Last Walk as soon as the fighting is over.” As Randall stepped out of the shadows, she added, “You thought you were so damned confident, didn't you. So sure that all of us felt the same way you do.”
 “You're a ColSec agent,” she said with a sigh.
 “I'm an operative of the Political Directorate. Assigned to crack into your pathetic little resistance cell. You really need to be a lot less trusting. We had your mark from the beginning.” Gesturing around the shuttle, she added, “Thanks for finding Polaris for us, by the way. We had some ideas about her location, but this way the glory goes to us, not some pathetic little Fleet upstarts. They're too arrogant as it is. Maybe this incipient catastrophe will convince the Parliament that we need to be in direct control. I might even get a Starcruiser of my own.”
 Looking at his watch, Randall said, “Our friends will be here in an hour, Captain. We'd better get back to Hanoi before they arrive. Speaking for myself, I don't want to be a part of any collateral damage.”
 “Sit down,” Hunter said, “and stay silent. You're dead, either way, but I can make it a lot harder than it has to be.” She paused, then said, “Of course, if you'd consider giving us details on some of the other parts of your resistance network, we might possibly be able to work out some sort of a deal. Think about that. A second chance at life. Not many people get that.”
 “She won't take the deal,” Randall replied. “Not smart enough.”
 “I'm doing this to protect the lives of millions of people, to free them from tyrants like you,” Cordova replied. “And when I go to meet my Maker, I'll know that I've done everything I can to make the universe a better place than I found it. I'll be able to face him and his judgment with my head held high. Tell me, Captain. How will you meet Him?”
 “Don't be stupid. Dead is dead. As you're going to find out soon enough.”
 The shuttle lurched clear of Polaris, heading on the short journey to Hanoi, hovering in orbit on the far side of the asteroid. Cordova looked at the cockpit, briefly tempted to make an attempt to reach the controls, hoping perhaps that she could snatch them from Randall, or at least send a signal to Polaris, but Hunter's gun remained aimed at her chest. Worst of all, she felt like a fool. She'd let her guard down for a moment, and was paying the price for that inattention. And unless Curtis could pull off a miracle, so would everyone else.
 “Docking sequence commit,” Randall said. The shuttle slammed into the side of the tanker, double airlocks cracking open to reveal a smug Saxon standing at the threshold, pistol in hand, a guard standing next to her, one of the shuttle technicians. “You ready?”
 “All the way to detention. I'm sure someone's going to want to question her.”
 “At least I was right about you, Saxon,” Cordova said, walking towards her. “They'll be another time, another place. I'll have my day.”
 “Maybe,” Saxon said, “but that could be a long time. I've got this, Captain. I'll see you up on the bridge in a minute. For the Federation.”
 “For the Federation,” Hunter said, echoing the patriotic phrase. Saxon gestured for Cordova to lead the way down the corridors, a mirror of their previous trip through the ship, and allowed the guard to step between the two of them as they curved their way to the detention area. 
 “She really did a good job,” Saxon said. “Three of the traitors sent over to join their friends on Polaris, the rest locked up. I'm sure the Committee will give her the reward she deserves. How about you, Greer? You think you're going to get the reward you deserve?”
 “I damn well hope so. I'm not in this for the glory,” the brutal technician replied.
 “Tell you what,” Saxon said. “I think I can arrange for you to get your reward right now.” Coldly, emotionlessly, she pulled the trigger on her pistol twice in quick succession, a pair of cracks echoing through the silent corridors as Greer tumbled to the deck, his pistol dropping from his hands, eagerly snatched by Cordova, who looked back at Saxon in shock.
 “Don't look so surprised,” Saxon said. “I told you I was on your side. Despite current events, I still think I'm with the smart team. Of course, with me on it, that's guaranteed.” Glancing at her watch, she said, “They disabled the alarms. Very useful. But when we don't turn up at the detention area in a few minutes, I have a feeling they're going to notice.”
 “Communications,” Cordova said. “We've got to warn Polaris.”
 “Do we?” Saxon replied, cracking a smile. “Right now the traitors think they've got the upper hand. Maybe we can give them a little surprise. Though if we stay here, we're dead.”
 “I'm with you,” Cordova said, pausing for a second. “This isn't another trap, is it?”
 “What's it going to take for you to start trusting me?” With a sigh, Saxon said, “If this is a trap, you're screwed. Does that help?” 
 “It helps. Let's go.”



Chapter 17
 
 “I'll say this for the Federation,” Voronova said, running her hands over her chosen fighter, “They make some beautiful War Birds.”
 “Raven Mark Fives,” a starry-eyed Montgomery said. “I used to build models of these when I was a kid. Had two of them hanging over my bed when I grew up. I think I've still got one somewhere in my kit.” Reverently patting the hull, he added, “I never thought I'd actually end up flying one for real. I didn't get any further than Hawk trainers before they kicked me out of the Academy.”
 “This isn't a trainer, kid,” Kani said, climbing into the cockpit. “When we ride fire in one of these, we do it for real.” He looked across at a gloomy Nguyen, standing by the launch controls. “Don't worry, Mel. You'll have your day soon enough. Haggard said that you'll be in one piece again in a week or so. I don't think this is going to be the last battle.”
 “You're going to get to answer that question soon, Win,” she replied. “I didn't think they'd let you sit in a fighter, and neither did you.”
 “What question?” Voronova asked.
 “Who are you fighting for?” Nguyen replied.
 “That's easy,” Voronova said. “Freedom, truth...”
 “And the American Way,” Nguyen said, sarcastically. “Life can be a lot more complicated than that, Diana. I'm not sure you've ever...”
 “And it can be a hell of a lot more simple if you chose,” Montgomery said. “I grew up pretty damned quick after they tossed me out. A Political Undesirable because I had a great-aunt in the Liberation Army of Caledonia that I'd never heard of before. Then the glorious protectors of the people demanded bribe after bribe, and the best I could do was ship out as a sensor technician on a beaten up old tramp tanker, one that spent most of its time lumbering between Earth and Titan.”
 “Kid, you might have had a tough time, but…,” Kani began
 “That's it,” Montgomery said. “I didn't. Not compared to a hell of a lot of people, I didn't. They're the ones who need your help. The colonies working eighteen-hour days, knowing that their children are doomed to the same life because they had the misfortune to be born on the wrong planet. People thrown into prison camps because their existence is an inconvenience to someone with influence. And don't you dare tell me that the Commonwealth, or the Terran Economic Community, were any damned better, because I don't believe it! You want something worth fighting for?” Looking around the deck, the few technicians working on the fighters turning to face him. “This is something worth fighting for. The only desperate chance we have to rid ourselves of those dammed Terran tyrants without selling out our souls to your Hundred Families.”
 Kani looked at Montgomery, and said, “You finished?”
 “I guess so.”
 “Then listen up. If you go out into space with all that baggage holding you down, you won't last ten seconds in a firefight. This isn't a glorious crusade. You are at war. Ever killed a man?”
 “No.”
 “I have. Several times. And it doesn't get any easier, and all the ideals and dreams in the world won't make it better, and you'll lose a piece of your soul every time.” Tapping his chest, he said, “I swore an oath, and maybe it meant more to me than it did to the people I swore it to, but I've got to do what I think is right.”
 “Turn on Polaris,” Montgomery said, “and I will shoot you down.”
 “You'll be dead before you get a chance, kid,” Nguyen said. “Kani's the best pilot in the Fleet. Not many people with ten kills to their names.”
 “He cheats,” Voronova said with a smile. “Kani, Monty's right. I'm tired of waiting around and being told that we have to wait for freedom until tomorrow. Yes, life in the Commonwealth is better than in the Federation, but we're still just sitting back and watching while everything falls apart. The Council is so obsessed with holding onto what they have left that they've forgotten what we're fighting for. Hell, you know what would happen if we did end up beating them, Win. They'd just assume they could take over, just like they did before.”
 “Not everyone thinks that way,” Nguyen replied. “The Reclamation Council, and Fleet Ops under Commodore McKinnon...”
 “And the Council is still in charge, ten bitter old men lusting after their lost wealth,” Voronova said. “I'm with the Underground. Maybe I always was.” She reached out, clasping Montgomery's hand, and added, “Maybe you should stay back on Polaris.”
 “If Federation ships turn up, I'll fight them,” Kani replied. “No doubt on that. I'll defend Polaris if they attack her. But if Commonwealth ships turn up… then I guess I'll do what I have to do. Whatever that ends up being.”
 “Bad way to go into a firefight, Win,” Nguyen said.
 “No good ways to go into battle, Mel. You should know that much by now.” He looked at the status panel on the fighter, nodded, and said, “I think we're ready for a test flight.” Turning to Montgomery, he said, “You might think you're a hot-shot...”
 “I don't.”
 “That's even worse. Look, you've had some training, and I'm sure you've ridden simulator time, but none of that is going to remotely prepare you for the real thing. Even as things are, the only reason I'm taking you up is that Commander Curtis ordered it. I think you've got a better than even chance of being dead in the next few hours. That said, you still want to go?”
 “Damn right.”
 “Then stick to me like glue, keep your eyes open, and if you see any bad guys, run for it. You don't have the skill for a dogfight. Just drop your missiles and run. That might led someone into a position where I can take the shot.”
 “You're making him a decoy?” Voronova glowered. “The last time you tried that, I ended up having to break you out of detention. And I don't think they shoot to wound in a dogfight.”
 “Good point. Monty, I don't know whether or not you're going to make a good pilot. We'll find out if we go into a battle. But I do know that you aren't ready for it. How many flight hours on those Hawk trainers of yours?”
 “A hundred and nine. More than a thousand on the simulators.”
 “I had two thousand simulated hours before they let me loose on a cockpit, and I had five hundred real hours before they assigned me to a combat squadron. One where the Squadron Leader made sure that I spent more than a year doing grunt work and easy rides before he assigned me to anything where I might get my butt shot off. We're going to have to move, faster, but...” He sighed, and said, “Shoot first, shoot to kill, and run for home. That's about the nearest you're going to get to a basic guide on how to live through a battle.” 
 “Curtis to Kani,” a communicator barked. “Come in.”
 “I'm here, Commander. I think we're about ready for a test flight. I request permission to launch Grey Squadron on a patrol run. All three birds.”
 “You sure about this, Squadron Leader?”
 “No, but I think we've gone about as far as we're going to get before we see what these birds are like in real flight. We'll come back with a long list of problems and maintenance nightmares, but I'm at least reasonably confident that we will come back, and that we'll be pretty damned dangerous to anyone we happen to run into out there.”
 “Then permission granted, Squadron Leader. If you spot anything, report it at once. I expect you to do that regardless of who you think it is. If it's a Commonwealth...”
 “Voronova cutting in, sir. If its a choice, I'm with you. So is Monty.”
 “Nice to know, Lieutenant, but just in case this all goes wrong, I didn't get that. Understand? You're still clear if you end up needing to land on a Commonwealth Monitor.”
 “I appreciate the gesture, Commander, but when I make a decision, I stick to it.”
 “You see,” Montgomery said, climbing into his cockpit. “This is what it's really like out here, Squadron Leader. When it cuts right down to it, life is as simple or as complicated as you choose to make it.”
 Looking at the young man, and for a moment, envying him the certainty of his youth, Kani settled into his cockpit, looking over the unfamiliar controls. He'd studied Federation designs, had even flight-tested the occasional captured craft, but this was the first time he'd taken up this type of craft. He'd seen them in action often enough, this and the later Mark Six variant still the primary fighter of the Federation Fleet, but that was no substitute for flight experience.
 All the controls seemed to be in the correct places. Targeting array, navigational controls, throttle. The interior was merely an evolved version of the older Commonwealth fighters he was used to. Innovation was something else the Federation had sacrificed, only some incremental changes to the older, classic designs. Reaching for the cockpit controls, he dropped his canopy, locked it in place, and fired up the pressurization sequence as the crawl-way dragged him relentlessly to the magnetic catapult. Polaris had carefully oriented itself to point the launch tube at the exit from the asteroid. In a few seconds he'd find out just how good a pilot Norton was.
 “Clear for launch,” he said, reaching for the controls. With the familiar kick, the catapult engaged, hurling him from the side of the ship with a fierce burst of acceleration, enough to press him back into his couch. In an instant, he had been hurtled into space, clear of the asteroid, and he carefully threw his throttle to minimum acceleration, guiding his fighter through an easy series of maneuvers, careful not to strain the ill-maintained systems too hard.
 “Yee-ha!” Montgomery yelled, the second fighter out, the inexperienced pilot struggling to hold course as he raced to catch Kani, moving into unsteady formation behind him. “That's flying. That is really flying.”
 “Watch it, Monty,” Kani replied. “Keep her steady for the moment. Try and get the feel of the bird before you start asking too much of it. You always buy a lady flowers before you take her out on a date, right? This is the same thing.”
 “You writing a half-credit romance novel on the side?” Voronova said, her fighter surging from the asteroid, engines roaring as she pushed past the others. “We're out here for a test flight. Let's make it good. You two can try and catch me.”
 “One second,” Kani replied. “I've got a good board here. Monty, how about you?”
 “Cautionary warning on the starboard missile launcher,” he replied. “Nothing to worry about for flying, but I think I'd better postpone my weapons test for this time.”
 “You might just make it to your pension yet, kid. Diana, what's your status?”
 “Nominal here, Leader. A lot of pretty green lights. Just like Christmas.”
 “Polaris to Grey Leader,” Curtis said, his voice echoing through the cockpit. “Everything looks good, telemetry readings fine at our end. We'd like you to execute a close flyby of Hanoi. They seem to be having trouble with their communications system. It's tough to get through the rock at the best of times. See if you can raise them, and if you can't, head in close and check for damage. Then you can play games for half an hour or so, but don't let your fuel get too low, just in case we have friends for dinner.”
 “Roger that, Polaris,” Kani replied. “Message understood, will comply.” Reaching for his navigational computer, he rapidly tapped in a new course, and said, “You heard the Commander. Dive for Hanoi. We'll aim for a half-mile distance. Whoever gets furthest from the mark buys the drinks when we get home.”
 “I didn't know Polaris had a bar,” Voronova said.
 “Then the first thing we do when we get back is build one. Lock courses into the computer, and in the name of Sir Isaac, don't crash into her. Half a mile is the target.” He smoothly entered co-ordinates into the computer, taking a quick glance the readings of his wingmates, repeated on his display. Montgomery was right down the middle, Voronova a little too near, Kani too close, by design. The others could go for half a mile. He was trying for a hundred meters, close enough for his sensors to extract every available particle of information from their target.
 “Engage course change,” he said, tapping a control, the three fighters moving as one towards their target. Playing with the frequency controls, he continued, “Grey Leader to Hanoi. Come in. Grey Leader calling Hanoi on Combat Frequency Nine. Come in.”
 “I'm not getting anything either,” Montgomery said. “Must be a hell of a systems failure.”
 “Maybe,” Kani replied.
 “You don't think…,” Voronova began.
 “Not if I can help it,” Kani snapped. “They pay me to fly, not to be smart.” In an instant, the trio of fighters flashed past, no movement from Hanoi, in itself interesting. Most pilots would have moved away from the incoming craft, established a safe distance, not placed themselves at the mercy of a navigational computer they couldn't control, couldn't influence. “Grey Leader calling Hanoi. Reply at once.”
 “Win,” Voronova said. “Better take a look at your scanner. Long range. I'm picking up something in the outer belt, about twenty thousand miles away.” She paused, then said, “Polaris doesn't have its long-range sensors working yet, and even if it did, they'd never reach through that rock. If there's something coming...”
 “Grey Leader to Polaris.”
 “Polaris here,” the increasingly faint voice of Curtis replied. “Go ahead.”
 “We're picking up something. Could be a sensor ghost, or it could be something else. A gravitational displacement effect.”
 “Already?” Curtis said, anger in his voice. “They're hours head of schedule. Squadron Leader, could your people have got here that fast?”
 “Not a chance. If we've got company, then at least they're people we can both agree are the bad guys. Request permission to take a closer look.”
 “Proceed with caution, but proceed. Just one of you, though. We're having trouble reaching you without Hanoi to act as a repeater. Trail of breadcrumbs. Got it?”
 “Got it. Will comply. Transmitting Hanoi pass data. Grey Leader out.” Reaching down to switch to his squadron frequency, he said, “Monty, hold position here, and that's an order. Diana, you come with me for ten thousand miles, then kill your relative speed there. I'll make the pass myself.” Before anyone could react, he said, “No protest on this, people. That's an order. The Squadron Leader takes the stupid risks. I read that in a manual once.”
 “Understood, sir,” Montgomery said. “I've got your back.”
 “Main engine sequence start,” Kani said, tapping the controls to send his fighter flying towards the target ahead, a source of gravitational disturbance growing worse by the second. The detectors were legendarily unreliable, ghost images often following whole fleets into strategic blunders, enemies occasionally playing with their Tau Drive to create phantom tracks. Somehow, this didn't feel like a mistake, or a trick.
 Voronova stalled into position behind him, keeping the fragile link to Polaris, still lurking in her rocky lair. Kani alone raced on into empty space, killing his engine to allow the momentum to carry him the rest of the way, conserving his fuel for what he expected to come. The closer he reached the target, the more certain he was, and finally, space snapped into position, contacts forming on his display.
 “Enemy bandits inbound! Two, correction, three targets.” For a second, he briefly hoped for his own fleet, Commonwealth ships that would bring his moral crisis to a speedy end, but flickering data rushing down his heads-up display rapidly dashed those meager hopes. “Federation Starcruisers Arcturus, Borealis and Cygnus, and they're heading right for us, direct bearing. Request instructions.”
 There was a long pause, and Curtis gave the only order he could. “Break and attack at your discretion, Squadron Leader. Hit them hard, and make it count. Good hunting.”
 Tapping a control, he looked back at Montgomery's fighter, wishing he could conjure some reason to keep him out of the battle. No matter how he looked at it, though, it was impossible. Even all three of them wouldn't stand much of a chance. Two would have no chance at all.
 “Grey Leader to all fighters. We'll move into arrowhead formation on the far side of Polaris' asteroid, swing around, try to catch their fighters as they launch them.”
 “Three against seventy-two?” Voronova said in disbelief.
 “Call it a target-rich environment,” Kani replied with a smile.



Chapter 18
 
 Curtis looked down at the sensor team, a pair of harried technicians alone on the deck, Strickland glancing back at him before turning to her work, fingers fumbling over the unfamiliar controls on the dust-stained console. The holodisplay briefly flickered into life, dying briefly before returning, this time showing the data streaming in from Kani's fighter wing.
 It was everything he had feared, far sooner than he had expected. They'd hoped to have time to get the ship into some sort of order, to manage at least a measure of rudimentary training on the combat systems, rather than forcing Hanoi's crew back to half-remembered Reserve Fleet courses. They had the spirit, no doubt of that, but spirit alone couldn't win a battle. Especially not with an old ship and a scratch crew. 
 Then there was the bigger problem. Those ships were crewed by people he had once fought alongside, who had sworn the same oath as him, wore the same uniform. And he was about to order Polaris into battle with them. In the Uprising, it had been so simple. This time, he was on a first-name basis of some of the people he was about to kill. 
 Tapping a control, he looked over the sleek lines of the ships, sisters of his own Polaris, almost four hundred people on each one. When he'd been growing up, he'd heard stories of the Revolution, of his grandfather's service on a ship just like this, his aunt who died working on one of the construction crews, her name the first entry in Canopus' Memorial Wall. Command of a Starcruiser had been a dream, one that he'd finally attained at the onset of the Uprising.
 It all came back to Mareikuna.
 They'd been set up, their superiors ordering them to destroy three civilian ships, loaded with evacuees. They had to know who was on those ships, right from the start. Without realizing it, he'd fired the opening shots of the Purge, ten thousand lives on his conscience. Until the last day of his life, the last images from those ships would be with him.
 He'd never really thought they'd even reach Polaris. Had never hoped to get this far, only wanting to find a faster way of bringing a meaningless existence to an end. Somehow, all of that had changed. Whether it was having a sense of purpose to his life once more, or simply sitting on the bridge of his ship, he wanted to live. And he wanted to win. For the sake of all those who died at Mareikuna, if for no other reason. They'd paid the ultimate price for freedom, for liberty. Now he had to find a way to deliver.
 “Confirm three contacts, Commander,” Strickland said. “They're heading right for us, maximum acceleration. It's as though they know...”
 “Exactly where to look,” Rojek replied with a sigh. “I suppose it's possible that they have an agent at Khiva Station, but it seems more likely that we've got a traitor on Hanoi. Perhaps several of them. Teddy, they've got us locked in, and we're less than fifteen minutes from battle.” Looking at the strategic display, he added, “I don't know how many choices we've got.”
 “We don't have any choices at all,” Norton said, her voice laden with despair. “They've trapped us. We're not getting out of this system.” Slapping her hand on her armrest, she said, “Damn it all, we were so close! Six hours, just six, and we'd have been on our way out of here.”
 “Could we transfer to Hanoi, leave them the ship?” Strickland said. “Maybe...”
 “No,” Curtis snapped. “They'd shoot us down on sight, and even if they didn't, we went to a lot of trouble to find this ship. I'm not going to yield her without a fight.”
 “Teddy, I'm not sure how much we have left to fight with,” Rojek said. “I know you don't want to hear this. Hell, I don't want to say it, but we might have to face that we've lost this one.”
 Tapping a control, Curtis said, “Moretti, what's the status on the reactor?”
 “Running at one-quarter, sir.”
 “Full power.”
 “What?”
 “Enemy targets inbound, Moretti. Either we go to full power right now, or we give up. Is the Tau Drive operational?”
 “I think so, but she hasn't been tested yet, and we haven't even had a chance to run a full diagnostic simulation. Without a chance to properly calibrate it...”
 “We're just going to have to accept a rough ride this time.” Sweeping his hand across a control, he took a deep breath, and said, “Felix, call it.”
 Nodding, Rojek replied, “Just like old times.” Tapping a control, he said, “All hands to your battle stations. I say again, all hands to your battle stations. Three enemy cruisers inbound. Defensive turret crews, report to your posts on the double.”
 “We've only got two of them,” Norton said, her eyes ranging across the helm controls. “I'm getting power coming in now, Commander. We can maneuver, but we're going to have a hell of a time getting through that tunnel. I think I can plot a course, but it could take the best part of an hour to work our way through. I suppose...”
 “We can't hide in this hole forever, and even if we could survive a bombardment, there will be more than a hundred assault troopers stationed on those ships. I've only just taken this ship back. I have no intention of handing it over to the Federation without a fight. Felix, take a look at the weapons console. I want a status report on the forward turrets.”
 Rojek raced forward, skidding into position, and said, “Forward three mass drivers are theoretically armed and ready, Commander, but I don't think any of the maintenance gang's even made it up there yet. Anything could happen if we hit the button.”
 “Then we're about to explore new realms of tactical possibility, Felix. We haven't got the time to pick our way through the rocks, so we're just going to have to smash a way through them.”
 Norton turned to him, and said, “If we get the firing sequence wrong, if one of the turrets doesn't fire, then we'll almost certainly collapse the roof. We won't have a chance.”
 “We'll be no better of than we were, Roxy. Plot your course through the projected gap, and punch it as soon as the mass drivers fire. We won't have long before the path out is blocked again. Felix, how long before you're ready?”
 “No time like the present,” he said, frowning at the controls. “I think I remember how to do this. It's been a long time.” Entering a series of commands, he nodded at the bank of green lights flashing up on the display. “Turrets One, Three and Five ready to fire, sir.”
 “Fire. And execute course.”
 For the first time in twenty years, Polaris' fearsome turrets roared, multiple salvos of kinetic warheads hurled into the rocky mouth of the cavern, ripping a path through the rocks just wide enough for Polaris to work its way through. Norton was on the move, reacting in a second, running the ship's engines to minimum power, cautiously playing the thrusters against each other as she drove through the passage, the clatter of thousand-ton boulders reverberating on the upper hull, the cavern that had been the ship's home for so long collapsing behind them from the shock of the impact. A heartbeat later, and Polaris was through, stars on the viewscreen once again, the sensors picking up incoming targets ahead.
 “We are free and clear to navigate,” Norton said.
 “Great flying, Lieutenant,” Curtis said.
 “Lieutenant?” Norton asked, turning her head.
 With a smile, Curtis replied, “Hell, if I've ever seen a good reason for a field commission, this is it. I'll let you know what branch of which military you're serving in later. For the present, I want a course towards the incoming ships for the next sixty seconds. Let's see if we can convince them that we're readier for battle than we are. Felix, can you hail the lead ship?”
 “Just a minute,” Rojek said, moving from the tactical console to the far end of the command deck, looking down at the communications console. “We've got to get more people up here, sir. Opening channel. Can't manage a scrambler, though. We're twenty years out of date.”
 “Broadcast in the clear. I want everyone to hear what I have to say anyway.”
 Throwing a switch, he said, “You're on, Teddy. Make it good. Twelve minutes to contact.”
 “This is Commander Edward Curtis of the Free Starship Polaris calling approaching cruiser squadron. I call upon you to withdraw. We have claimed this ship under the right of interstellar salvage, as regulated by the Treaty of New Delhi, 2045. Stand aside, and allow us to clear the system, or I will be forced to take actions that we will both regret.”
 After a second, the image of Diaz flicked onto the screen, this time with the political officer absent, his place filled with a communications technician who looked nervously around. After the debacle at Sinaloa Station, Curtis could guess why the command structure on Arcturus had shifted. Certainly Diaz looked far more confident than she had before.
 “Give it up, Teddy,” she said. “I don't know how you've got that ship flying, but there's no way you can have anything more than a skeleton crew on board, and she hasn't even lit her engines for decades. If we end up fighting a pitched battle, you'll lose.” She glanced off-camera for a moment, and said, “And I've seen that little fighter formation of yours. Just my ship can outnumber them eight to one.” Taking a deep breath, she added, “The Parliament wants that ship, and wants it badly. Badly enough that you might be able to work some sort of a deal if you yield right now. Taking it back will cause damage, I know that. You've got one big bargaining chip, but we're going to have to shoot it to pieces in a few minutes. For the sake of your crew...”
 “Save it, Liz,” Curtis replied. “I expected better of you than this. Take a good hard look at yourself, at what you've done since we served together. Is there anything there that you can be proud of? Is there anything there that you like? You've got a chance to turn it all around, if you choose to take it. But you've got to take the jump.”
 The viewscreen shifted, moving to a different bridge, a tall, balding man slouched on his command chair like a king holding court, rows of meaningless medals daubed across his chest. A black-uniformed political officer hovered over his shoulder, as though unwilling to stray too far from his puppet.
 “This is Acting Commodore Armstrong, commanding Task Force Alpha. I formally instruct you to surrender your vessel, in the name of the Terrestrial Federation. I give you my word that you and your crew will receive a fair trial if you surrender now, and that I will personally recommend to the sentencing board that the death penalty not be imposed.”
 “For a fair trial, Commander,” Curtis replied, purposefully ignoring the ego-imposed promotion, “you already seem convinced of our guilt.”
 “Isn't it evident?” Armstrong replied. “You've stolen one of our ships, Curtis, and we want it back. Even if I have to order my fleet to tear it to pieces in the process. So make up your mind. I'll give you five minutes to unconditionally surrender, or I will order my crews to open fire.”
 “I don't need five seconds, Commander, still less five minutes. I once wore the same uniform you do, served the same cause, fought the same wars. I was wrong then, and you are wrong now. I know that everyone on my ship would far sooner die than yield to the Federation, and I have no hesitation in telling you what you can do with your surrender! Polaris out.”
 “I guess that just about settles that,” Rojek said with a smile. “As someone once said, Teddy, you really do know the fastest way to start a war.”
 “Eight minutes, forty seconds to target,” Strickland reported, glancing across at her harried counterpart. “They're launching fighters, sir. Forty-eight birds heading our way. They'll hit us two minutes ahead of the main fleet. No sign of assault shuttles as yet.”
 Leaning forward on his chair, Curtis replied, “They left them behind at Sinaloa. That's how they moved so damn quickly. And Borealis must have burned out her drives getting out here from Sol so fast. This isn't quite as one-sided as it looks.” Turning to his crew, looking from station to station, he said, “The situation is not hopeless, people. We've still got a chance to pull this off.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “Felix, connect me through to the ship.”
 “You're on, Teddy.”
 “This is the Commander,” he began, his voice echoing through the decks of Polaris, crewmen pausing at their tasks to listen. “In a little under six minutes, we will be coming under attack from enemy fighters, with three Federation Starcruisers following up two minutes later. Before we can reach the gravitational threshold and leave the system.”
 “I'm not going to lie to you. The situation is grave. Nevertheless, I still believe that victory is a realistic possibility. Fifty years ago, men and women working in freedom for the first time built this ship to defend their hard-won liberty from what became the Commonwealth Fleet. Every deck, every bulkhead, every bolt was imbued with the desire for justice, for freedom. Somehow, along the way, we lost all of that. The cause for which they sacrificed so much was betrayed, forgotten, replaced with a worse tyranny than the one the Revolution replaced.”
 “Today we have a chance to change all of that. Today we have a chance to strike the first blow of the Second Revolution, one that can be wiser, stronger than its predecessor, one that will remember and uphold the ideas and ideals we're fighting for. We can win a better future for ourselves and our children.” For a brief second, he thought of his son, somewhere on the bridge of a ship out in the stars, mercifully far away from here. “For the first time in decades, freedom is in our grasp. All we have to do is reach out and take it. I have faith in you, I have confidence in you, and I know that we can prevail. Curtis out.”
 “Should have been a speechwriter,” Dietrich said. “Not bad.”
 “I meant every word.”
 “That's why it worked.” Turning back to his station, he said, “Five minutes to first contact. Got any good ideas?” Looking back at the tactical telltales, he added, “I've got a crew heading up to the forward turrets, but I doubt they're going to make it in time to get them kicking again. We do have four defensive batteries ready, but against all of that death, I don't...”
 “Sir?” Strickland said, turning from her station. “It's Hanoi. She's on the move. Full thrust towards the enemy squadron.”
 “What's she up to?” Curtis asked. “Felix, any contact?”
 “Nothing,” Rojek replied. “Right now, we've got bigger problems.”
 Frowning Curtis nodded, then said, “Norton, set a course to follow Hanoi to the enemy ship. Maximum power. At least we can minimize our time in the battlespace. Don't wait for the order. Engage the Tau Drive as soon as you can, course for Gliese 625. And Strickland, keep monitoring Hanoi. There's something going on over there, and I have a feeling that our lives depend on it.”
 While his crew worked, he looked up at the strategic display, watching as the enemy contacts closed on them, moving into a classic envelopment. By the book, the application of overwhelming force to wipe them out. Somehow, he had to come up with a miracle. He had to find a way to win.
 But try as he might, he couldn't see one.



Chapter 19
 
 Cordova and Saxon raced along the decks, sirens echoing from the walls, the ship altering course, engines roaring beyond safe limits. Stolen pistols in hand, they sprinted along the twisted corridors, rushing for the detention area, hoping against hope that Hunter and her traitors had chosen to use the same facility to hold the loyalist members of the crew. Assuming there were any, that Hunter hadn't managed to suborn everyone.
 “Nearly there,” Saxon said, panting for breath. “I'm getting too damned old for this.” As they approached the corner, she paused, and said, “We'd better head for cover. I'll...”
 “We don't have time,” Cordova said, raising her pistol. “Who wants to live forever anyway?”
 “I do, actually,” Saxon replied, struggling to keep up with the racing rebel as she swung around the corner, the secure hatch of the detention area ahead, a single guard standing at attention outside. Cordova reacted before he could even move, placing a bullet between her eyes, dropping her with a single well-placed shot. Saxon looked at the dying guard, nodding approvingly before making for the lock, frantically entering command codes. Cordova turned to the status board, bringing up a view of local space, eyes widening as she saw the sensor data.
 “Three Starcruisers, dead ahead, and four fighter squadrons in the air. We're heading right for them.” Shaking her head in disbelief, she added, “Best guess is that we're moving to intercept, heading for safety. Hunter and Randall have probably relayed everything about Polaris they need to know to the enemy flotilla.” Turning to Saxon, she added, “They've caught us.”
 “No, we've caught them. Stop being so damned defeatist. They might have massively overwhelming firepower, but you've got two advantages on your side.”
 “I'm almost afraid to ask.”
 “Surprise, and me.” The door popped open, a grim-faced Sokolov on the other side, a trio of flight technicians behind him, sitting on their couches. When they saw Saxon, they rose, advancing menacingly forward, but she raised her hands, saying, “Hey, I'm the one who freed you!”
 “She's on our side. Hard as it is to accept,” Cordova added. “Any of you hurt?”
 “Aside from our pride, no,” Sokolov replied. “They caught us all on the bridge, some sort of tranq gas. We should have seen it coming. Have we retaken the ship?”
 “No, that's our job, and we're going to have to get on with it. Do you know how many of them there are?”
 “Just the eight that were in detention before, as well as Hunter.”
 “Nine, then. Counting the guard...”
 “Actually,” Saxon interrupted, “it's down to five. All on the bridge. I decided to steal Hunter's idea, and introduced some night-night gas into the life support system in Engineering. They're not going anywhere.”
 “We could take control of the ship from there...” Sokolov said.
 “No,” Cordova replied. “We don't have the time. Unless we can do something to change the shape of the battle, Polaris and her crew are going to die in five minutes.” Turning to Saxon, she said, “How heavily armed are they?”
 “Just hand weapons.”
 Sokolov snatched the dead guard's rifle, and said, “If you're thinking what I think you are thinking, Major, we're with you. All the way. I'd like to get a little payback.” 
 Nodding, Cordova replied, “Don't stop, don't take prisoners, don't help anyone who drops. We're going to have to hit the bridge together, all at once, and secure the ship before they can report. If they manage to signal one of the Federation ships, we're dead. Don't give them the chance.” At the chorus of nods from the liberated crewmen, she said, “Let's move.”
 Six people raced back up the corridor, boots ringing on the deck as they made their way to the bridge, a quarter mile ahead. Every second they spent was one more chance for Hunter and her team to find a way to stop them, and at every turn, Cordova waited for the blast doors to slam down, isolating them from their objective, dooming their mission and the nascent rebellion.
 The bridge doors were open, Hunter and her crew sitting at their posts. Saxon had done her job well, ensuring that the internal sensors were out, preventing any warning of their attack from reaching them. Cordova took the first shot, catching the young helmsman, her bullet sending his figure slumping over his controls, while Saxon took out Randall with a pair of well aimed shots to the neck, one each side, crimson blood spilling into his uniform as he staggered to the deck.
 “Freeze,” Sokolov said, while Haggard moved to the communications station, looking down at the defiant figure sitting at the console. “One move, and you die.”
 “It's over, Hunter,” Cordova said, pistol aimed at Hanoi's commander. “This time you're going to be surrendering for real. There's nowhere to run, and there's no-one to help you.” 
 Hunter looked at the twitching corpse of Randall, and nodded, saying, “I don't have a choice. I want you to guarantee my safety.”
 “Unless you do something stupid, I won't harm a hair on your head,” Cordova replied, Saxon looking at her as though she had lost her mind. “Sokolov, take the helm, and pass me that rifle.” She moved to the rear of the bridge, gathering the surrendered crewmen together in a cluster by the sensor station, well clear of any controls that could do them harm, or warn their enemy that Hanoi was under new leadership. 
 “Orders, Major?” Sokolov asked.
 “Hold your course,” Cordova replied. “Keep us heading toward those ships. Ramp up to full acceleration.”
 “Aye, ma'am,” he said, running the throttle to full power. “We're moving ahead of Polaris. We'll be intercepting the enemy formation in three minutes, ten seconds. And will be past the fighters in two minutes minus.”
 Nodding, Cordova said, “Lock onto the enemy formation. Collision course. And make it quite clear that's what we're doing. I don't want them to have any doubt in their minds. Match them move for move.” Turning to Saxon, she added, “Take communications, and pass on our intentions to Polaris. Tell them that I recommend they slow down to give us time to smash through.”
 “On it,” Saxon said, looking doubtfully at the sensor screen. “Four minutes to impact. We're not planning on staying to the end, are we? I had plans for this evening.”
 “Course locked in,” Sokolov replied. “They're changing trajectory, Major. We should be able to match them, though, unless they veer off in the next sixty seconds or so.”
 Haggard looked up at the sensors, and said, “Fighters changing course. Heading right for us. Ninety seconds to firing range.” She smiled, and added, “That's taken a little heat off Polaris. Only one squadron heading their way now.”
 “Haggard,” Cordova said, turning to the paramedic, “Head down to the shuttle and prepare it for launch. Get everything ready. We can't leave until we're past the fighters...”
 “They'll blow us to pieces!” Hunter yelled.
 “But we'll need to get clear as soon as we are.” As Haggard moved to the door, Cordova added, “And if it all goes wrong, leave on your own. I mean it. No stupid heroics. There's no need for all of us to die here.” 
 With a deep sigh, Saxon dropped into the vacated sensor console, and said, “Here I thought I was with the smart group. Fighters moving into swarm formation. You realize they'll throw everything they've got at us.”
 “I know,” Cordova replied. “Sokolov, put us into a slow roll. No point making it any easier for them than it has to be. And keep us running toward the enemy at all costs. Throw all the power we have into the engines.” Glancing across at the sensors, she added, “If I'm reading it right, three of the four squadrons now have no chance of intercepting Polaris.”
 “Unless they do something stupid,” Saxon replied. “Let's hope this isn't contagious.”
 Sokolov turned, and added, “I've locked the course into the computer. Whatever happens to us, Hanoi will finish her last flight. Though I'm with Saxon. I'd rather not be along for the ride.”
 Cordova looked at the sensor display, watching with fatalistic interest as the fighters swept into formation. She'd bought Polaris time, if nothing else. The first squadron drifted easily into a line abreast pattern, twelve missiles firing as one, diving towards Hanoi, as Sokolov played the thrusters to ward them off, desperately trying the impossible. Any military ship would have point-defense batteries opening up by now. Hanoi only had her armor, and the incoming warheads had been carefully designed to breach it.
 As the missiles raced towards them, the fighters opened up with their particle beams, punching into the hull, the wail of decompression alarms sounding through the decks. There hadn't been time for the bridge crew to don spacesuits, though realistically, the shrapnel now lancing through the rear section would have rendered them next to useless in any case. Monitors flickered off, the sensors rebooting as the power distribution network was severed, the automatic systems struggling to compensate, and failing.
 “Hold your course, Sokolov!” Cordova yelled, as Hanoi started to lazily list to the right, fountains of escaping atmosphere knocking her off course. The technician struggled with the helm, fighting his way back onto trajectory, when the first wave of missiles slammed into place, twelve neat punches into the aft section, wrecking the engineering section.
 Now Hanoi lurched again, toppling forward, but somehow, despite the odds, some thrust remained, and Sokolov slammed his hand on the thruster controls to drag the ship back onto some vestige of the correct trajectory, knowing that he couldn't hold her for much longer, and knowing that it didn't matter. In moments, the ship would be nothing more than an expanding cloud of debris, even if everything went as they hoped. 
 “Second squadron incoming!” Saxon said.
 “Damage reports from every deck,” Sokolov added, looking across at the flashing lights on the flight engineering station. “Power distribution is out on half the ship, hull breaches in nineteen places, and we're venting atmosphere!” Sirens sounded louder, new alerts ringing through the decks as the second wave of fighters swooped in, adding their particle beams to the mix, holding back on their missiles. It wouldn't be necessary. That much was certain now. Hanoi was dead. She just didn't quite know it yet.
 “That's it, everyone, time to go!” Cordova said. “Evacuation sequence!” She turned her rifle back on the prisoners, and said, “Stay where you are,” fixing them in position while her crew made their escape, Sokolov pausing at the helm for an additional heartbeat, making one final adjustment to their course before relinquishing his position, the last of them through the threshold.
 “Wait!” Hunter yelled, as Cordova made to follow. “What about us? You said...”
 “I said I wouldn't harm a hair on your head. I'm going to leave that to your friends out there. After all, you're the one who brought them here. Besides, you remember the old saying. The Captain goes down with the ship.” Gesturing at the helm, she added, “The course is locked in. You can't alter it. If I were you, I'd sit down and enjoy the ride. While you can.” Stepping through the door, she sealed the bulkhead behind her, jamming the lock with a hastily entered code, and raced after her fleeing crew, sprinting through the corridors, the sounds of the dying ship all around her in her desperate flight to safety.
 Behind her, hatches slammed shut, side passages jammed, the constant call of the decompression alarm ringing from every direction. The ship shuddered under the multiple impacts, the debris of eight decades of constant service fluttering down from the ceiling, Cordova's stomach lurching as the artificial gravity field flickered on and off, unstable power leeching from the system as it began its march toward with death.
 Red lights flashed around her, the hull screaming in agony as another missile slammed home, only a deck above, the third squadron moving into position. Hanoi couldn't take any more of this, and soon she would be within range of the mass drivers of the three capital ships ahead. They'd finish the job the fighters had started in short order. It was a miracle that the tanker had held together for as long as it had. 
 “Come on, Major!” Hubbard said, waving an arm from the far end of the corridor, urging her on. “Six missiles heading right for us, any second now! We've got to move!”
 “Don't wait for me,” Cordova replied, sprinting towards her, eating up the distance with every long-legged stride, weaving from side to side as the gravity field shifted, the ship lurching from side to side with every impact on the hull, the last rumbling roars of the failing engines firing to guide it to its final target.
 Just as the salvo was about to find its mark, Cordova jumped through the hatch, crashing into Hubbard, sending the two of them sprawling to the deck. The airlock slammed shut as the shuttle raced away from Hanoi, her engine recklessly thrown to full power by the desperate Sokolov. Behind them, a white flare ripped the tanker in half, the forward section torn to pieces, the aft section still firing its engines with the last vestigial power from the storage batteries, accelerating faster than before, shorn of all the excess weight.
 As the shuttle veered off, the rattle of debris rebounding on the hull, Cordova watched, face pressed against the viewport, as the remnants of Hanoi careened into Borealis, the enemy pilot unable to alter course in time, the tanker moving faster than he had calculated, obeying the last command issued by Sokolov. A second flash of light filled the sky as the rebel ship smashed into the midsection of the Federation vessel, tearing it into two jagged pieces, the reactor going critical an instant later to obliterate the remains of both ships.
 “My God,” Haggard said. “Four hundred people...”
 “Sokolov,” Cordova replied, “Contact Polaris. Tell them we've cleared a path, that we're on our way home, and that we could use some covering fire if Kani and his friends aren't doing anything better at the moment. Burn her as hard as you can, Yuri. With a little luck, we'll be out of the system in a few minutes.”
 “How much luck do you want?” Saxon replied, turning from her position in the copilot's seat. “I'd say we've had more of it than we had any right to expect already.”
 “One more push,” Cordova said, “and we win it all. I'd say that's worth tempting fate for.”



Chapter 20
 
 “Did you see that?” Montgomery said, as Kani watched the spectacular death of Borealis, ripped asunder by Hanoi. 
 “I saw it,” Kani replied. “New instructions coming in from Polaris. I can guess why.” He paused, scanning through the tactical updates, and continued, “One squadron left. Our mission is to give them something else to think about, then turn for home and escort the Hanoi survivors back to the barn.” He frowned, looking over the course projections. “Go red-line on your throttles, and make sure your artificial gravity is powered high. It'll be a struggle to compensate at these speeds. Watch yourselves, people.”
 “I make enemy targets in fifty seconds, Leader,” Voronova said, all business now. “Swordfish interceptors. They left their lighter birds for us.”
 “We can live with that,” Kani said. “Break and attack, people, and Monty, remember what I said. No stupid risks. Just burn through and run for home.”
 “Roger that, Leader. Engaging enemy.”
 The three fighters surged forward, running their engines past the conservative design specifications in a bid to gain the greatest possible speed, sliding nimbly into an arrowhead targeted at the heart of the enemy formation. Kani took a few seconds to evaluate his opponent, looking at his performance in the battle so far. By the book, all the way, everything according to the manual. Not necessarily a problem. A rookie commander would ignore the book, thinking he knew best. A more seasoned man would know that the book contained the wisdom to keep his people alive and accomplish the mission, and know that his best course was to follow it.
 And then there were the true veterans, pilots like Kani, who realized that someone had to write the book, and that the training manuals contained a collection of crazy tricks that had proved successful. That sometimes you needed to follow the rules, and sometimes you needed to ignore them.
 His formation was already breaking up, splitting into three as each pilot chose his own path through the enemy squadron, Montgomery's missiles already in the air and ranging towards a target, two fighters breaking away to riddle the battlespace with particle beams in a bid to shoot them down. The goal wasn't to shoot down the enemy ships. That wasn't realistic, not with the odds so far against them. All they had to do was disrupt their attack, slow them down long enough to allow Polaris to get away.
 Of course, if he could pick up his tenth kill, become one of the handful of Double Aces in Commonwealth service, he'd have no objection at all, and he disengaged the safety on his particle beams, sweeping the nose of his fighter around, heedless of the effect it was having on his trajectory, trying to get in a shot.
 The enemy pilots all had the same trouble. Only a handful of Federation squadrons had ever seen real action, disgraced fliers posted to the frontier as punishment for the most part, a handful of officers who actually believed in what they were in the service to do, actually sought the ultimate test that battle provided. These rookies had spent most of their careers at Sol, practicing in training maneuvers where referees set rigorously enforced codes of conduct.
 Kani, on the other hand, didn't believe in such rules. 
 His finger danced on the firing stub, releasing his targeting computer to fire when it had a good shot, the cannons on either side of his cockpit glowing red as they unleashed bursts of energy at the targets drifting before him. The enemy fighters danced around, trying to use half-remembered techniques to avoid the dangerous madman hurtling through their formation, but one of them was a second too slow, drifting right into the path of his fire.
 With a faint tissue of flame, Kani earned his tenth kill. He raised his fist into the air in triumph, almost hitting the cockpit canopy, then threw a switch to release his missiles, allowing them to range on either side of him, flying brief escort before tailing off as the on-board targeting computers found their mark.
 “Got one!” Voronova said, another fighter exploding on the far side of the formation. The remaining pilots were scattering in all directions, any attempt at a structured attack run now distant history as they scrambled for safety, their evasive action hopelessly wrecking any possible chance that they could press an attack on Polaris.
 “Squadron Leader,” Montgomery said. “Medium range scanner, oh-two-two by one-oh-nine. We got problems. That shuttle's bringing some friends along for the ride.”
 Kani flicked the controls on his console, swearing under his breath in Bantu as he spotted the incoming ships. Fifteen fighters had managed to recover from the attack on Polaris for just long enough to home in on the fleeing shuttle. The safe option would be to let it go, to admit that the enemy were going to wipe out or capture the last survivors from Hanoi.
 They'd risked their lives to save Polaris. Leaving them behind wasn't an option.
 “Monty, Diana,” he said, “break for home, but feint towards Arcturus first. Might be able to draw a few of those bastards away. I'll look after the shuttle.” Before he could receive a reply, he threw his throttle full open, grimacing as the acceleration briefly hit home, then tweaked his course to send himself in a wide spiral towards the incoming fighters.
 He'd used most of his ordnance in the first attack. No missiles left, and only a third of the charge for his particle cannons remaining. Worst of all, if that enemy formation had a single competent flight leader, they'd know how much energy he'd used, know what he had left to work with. Raw speed would have to suffice, and he locked his fighter on the leading enemy ship, the incoming formation tight enough that the shrapnel damage from impact would slam into half a dozen others. 
 “Let's play chicken, you bastard,” he said, waiting for confirmation from his sensors that he was within firing range. He carefully adjusted his course, matching the limited evasive maneuvers of his target, waiting for him to break away. One of the enemy wingmen panicked, spiraling away, racing out of the battle at high speed, cowardice that he would almost certainly regret when the battle was over.
 His counterpart was good. Very good. But he was better, matching move for move as the enemy pilot attempted to shift his course without losing his lock on the shuttle. Remorselessly, Kani burned on, totally committed to the attack, stabbing the control on his particle beams as he entered range, bursts of death racing towards the enemy fighter, more motivation for him to change his course.
 Almost at the last second, his adversary's nerve broke, and he hurled his fighter around, Kani taking advantage of the confusion in the enemy formation to glide from side to side, catching one of the other fighters in the aft section with a lucky shot, the ship's engines obliterated in a single, brief burst of destruction.
 Slicing through the enemy, he glanced across at the sensor display, smiling in satisfaction as he saw the pursuing force scattering in all directions, struggling and failing to make good on the time they had lost. The shuttle continued to charge towards Polaris, Montgomery and Voronova defying orders to hold back, ready to escort it back to its destination.
 His good mood was shattered as alarms echoed through his cockpit, sensors picking up objects close ahead, his ship currently on a collision course. He'd been focused totally on the enemy ships, and had ignored the tumbling rocks of the Cinnamon Belt, his fighter on a wide parabola taking him through dense clusters of asteroids, tumbling through space before him.
 If they'd been in a populated system, his computer would have had painstakingly gathered data to work with, course projections and tracking to tell him what course to follow, allowing him to ease his way through. The Cinnamon Belt had never been properly charted, not in any methodical way, and his navigational computer metaphorically threw up its hands in disgust at the course it was attempting to calculate through the shattered rubble beyond.
 He glanced across at his thruster controls, and one of the drawbacks of the fighter he was flying suddenly became apparent. The fuel tanks for the maneuvering jets were on the outside, long cylinders underneath the particle cannons. At some point, a piece of shrapnel had lodged into one, the damage control computer failing to report the problem. Something to correct at a later date, but for now, he barely had a tenth of his usual thruster fuel left.
 Taking a deep breath, he fine-tuned his sensors, focusing totally on the area in front of him, with enough range that quick reactions could guide him through, then rested his hands on the thruster controls, taking time only to wipe the sweat from his forehead. The first targets swept onto the screen, one of them on a collision course, and he carefully fired a pulse from his lateral thruster to send him away, correcting an instant later to avoid sweeping into another meteorite.
 He risked a glance at his trajectory plot, still reaching for an intercept with Polaris, and dived to the side once more, two fragments moving on parallel tracks, close enough that he could glimpse them as fast-moving stars on his viewscreen. Then another, this one requiring an extended burn, once to dive out of the way, twice to set him back on his original course.
 “Voronova to Leader,” a voice buzzed in his ear. “We're almost home. Thirty seconds. Shuttle's just behind us.”
 “Roger,”  he replied with a grunt. “Almost there.”
 The belt grew deeper as he dived towards his target, picking his way cautiously through a cluster of tumbling rocks, so close that they must have been the result of some recent catastrophe, centuries ago. If anything in such a long timescale could be described as recent. Another quick adjustment sent his fuel warning light ticking on. He'd have to save something for docking, couldn't hope to perfectly tune his course on the first try. 
 Though that wouldn't matter if he smashed into a rock on his approach. Another burn, this time to the left, swinging past a large, jagged rock. He glanced behind him, noting with satisfaction that none of the enemy fighters were daring to follow him. Presumably there were regulations against the suicide course he'd locked into, but this was one of the times to throw the rulebook out of the window, and trust to the seat of his pants.
 Polaris appeared at the edge of his sensor display, only a pair of rocks between him and his target, a quick maneuver to sweep around the fringes, burning all but the last of his fuel. Only a faint trace remained, and he reached for the throttle, one last kick to put him to the most accurate trajectory he could manage, risking a quick pulse from his port thruster to aim him at a landing bay, the outer doors already opened to admit him. 
 Docking was tough at the best of times, his long-suffering navigational computer spitting data at him in protest at the task it was being asked to accomplish, text flashing up to recommend that he attempt a different path, call for a tanker, a rescue shuttle, any alternative to the feat he was about to risk. Polaris was racing towards him awfully fast, and his computer carelessly fired the last trace of fuel when he was still short. Too short. 
 Collision alarms rang through his cockpit, and for a moment he feared he was about to crash into the hull, doing to his own ship what he had feinted doing to others, but at the last instant, Polaris lurched to the side, Norton managing to do the near-impossible, and move the ship to meet the incoming fighter, the magnetic clamps locking onto the vehicle as it approached, fixing it in position and dragging it into the cramped landing bay, the outer doors slamming shut.
 Kani sat back in his cockpit as the space outside flooded with atmosphere, the cockpit canopy opening while he still looked at his readouts in disbelief, unable to quite realize that he had lived through the wildest flight of his life, coming through with only a few dents and scratches on the outside of his fighter to show for it. Finally, the system dragged his fighter into the hangar deck, sliding it into position alongside the rest.
 “Great flying, Win!” Nguyen said, walking over to his fighter as he finally scrambled down from the deck. “I watched the whole thing from the Ops Room. You're the craziest son of a bitch in the whole damned Commonwealth Fleet, and this time you really proved it.”
 “Congratulations, as well,” Voronova added, still leaning on her own fighter. “Double-Ace. With one to spare. I'm still two off my first star.”
 “You'll get there,” he replied. “You'll get there.” Looking around, he said, “Monty, that was some nice work out there. You can fly on my wing any time.”
 “Thank you, sir,” Montgomery replied. “My pleasure.”
 “Hell, call me Win. All my friends do. Certainly all my wingmates.” Looking around, he asked, “Where is everyone?”
 “Down in engineering, getting ready for the battle,” Nguyen replied. “You're all wanted on the bridge as soon as possible. We've still got two capital ships up ahead, and I think we've made them angry.”
 “We just finished a battle, and they want us to crew bridge stations?” Voronova replied.
 With a shrug, Kani said, “You got anything better to do? Besides, we don't want to miss the last act of this little play. I have a feeling that Commander Curtis is warming up for a big finish.”
 “He isn't the only one,” Nguyen replied. “We're picking up more gravitational turbulence. More ships heading into the system. And we can all guess who they belong to.”
 “The Commonwealth Monitor squadron,” Montgomery said, looking at Kani. 
 “Let's get up to the command deck,” Kani replied, his face blank. “If the axe is going to fall on my neck, I might as well accept it in person.”



Chapter 21
 
 “Screen clearing, Commander,” Strickland said. “Enemy fighters are scattered to hell and gone. They can't have been expecting us to put up any sort of resistance.”
 “Arrogant bastards,” Cordova replied, stepping onto the bridge. “Just because they've got a good hand didn't mean that we might not have a better one.”
 “Three minutes to gravitational threshold,” Norton said, looking over her controls. “We've still got to get past the two remaining cruisers before we can escape the system.” Tapping a button, she added, “We're well clear of the remains of Borealis now, though.”
 “Fourteen-to-one,” Cordova said.
 “What?” Curtis asked.
 “When we first met, you complained that the odds of victory were fifteen-to-one. We've only just started, and already you've managed to shorten them. Pretty good start as far as I'm concerned.”
 “Damn,” Rojek said, rushing back to Tactical. “Major, can you ride communications for a while. I can't man both stations at once.”
 “On it,” she replied, sliding into position. 
 “Picking up new sources of gravitational disruption, Commander,” Strickland said. “Close to us. Maybe twenty thousand miles from the Federation ships. Major surge, best guess, multiple ships in formation.”
 “More guests for the party,” Curtis mused. “We're running out of table settings. Major, hail those new ships as soon as they arrive. I think I can guess what they're going to have to say, but we've had enough surprises today that I want to make sure. Rojek, have a word with Moretti, be nice, but ask if there is any way she can scrape up some more speed. Sacrifice everything other than the Tau Drive. We're not going to fight our way out of this system, but if we move fast enough, we might not have to.”
 “On it,” he replied, “but don't get your hopes up, sir.” 
 “I wasn't planning to,” Curtis said with a smile. A cascade of blue light burst onto the fringes of the sensor display, space snapping back into position as a multiple-ship warp field dissolved, leaving a trio of vessels on an intercept course, each with the crescent curves of Commonwealth capital ships, forces that hadn't been seen outside their own territory for years.
 As the door at the rear of the bridge opened, Kani, Voronova and Montgomery stepping across the threshold, Cordova turned from her station and said, “You have someone called Commodore McKinnon wanting to speak to you, Commander. By name.”
 “I see you made sure your superiors were well-informed, Squadron Leader,” Curtis replied. “What are the Federation ships doing, Strickland?”
 “Holding course for the present, sir.”
 “I'd love to see what was happening on Cygnus' command deck,” Norton said.
 “Put McKinnon through, Major. Let's see what she wants. And Norton, tweak our course. Aim us towards the Commonwealth flotilla. Even if it means putting ourselves in firing range.”
 The tactical view flickered off the screen, replaced with an image that could have come from a museum, an aristocratic woman sitting at the heart of a bustling bridge, technicians scurrying around, a hive of activity. Stark contrast to Polaris' near deserted command deck, more than half the stations unmanned for want of personnel to operate them.
 “Squadron Leader Kani,” she said, looking over Curtis' shoulder. “When did...”
 “This wasn't his work, Commodore,” Curtis replied. “The only thing he is guilty of is obeying your orders to the letter, and stepping into a little trap of my own manufacture. If you've got a pitch, go ahead and make it. But I'd make it fast, because in about two minutes, we're going to be in the middle of a firefight.”
 “I'll come straight to the point. The Commonwealth wants that ship. We need it, very badly. I suspect Squadron Leader Kani has made that clear. I'm willing to offer sanctuary for you and your crew, and assistance in the current firefight. We'll get you to safety. I think I'm probably also able to offer all of you positions of importance in our fleet. You've certainly proved you can handle it.”
 “About fifteen minutes ago, Commodore, I told your Federation counterpart that I would never surrender this ship to an enemy. I have to admit that you've offered a lot more than he did, but my answer unfortunately must remain the ship. Polaris is the flagship of the Democratic Underground, and it's got better things to do than serve as a spare parts repository for a collection of superannuated cruisers. I take it your orders don't give you the option of joining forces with us?”
 “In fact, they specifically exclude that option, Commander.” McKinnon looked pained, finally saying, “I am, however, authorized to use whatever force is necessary to secure that ship. Don't make me do something we both regret.”
 “I think Commander Armstrong might have something to say about that, Commodore. Have a good fight. Out.” As the screen faded, Curtis rose from his chair, walking down to Norton, saying, “Roxy, I need you to plot a course directly between the two flotillas, one that will put us within firing range of both ships.”
 “What?” she asked.
 “Ever heard of a crossfire?” he replied. “Be ready with some fancy evasive action at the last minute, and work with whatever defensive batteries we've got left. Polaris is still a tough old girl. She can take a few hits if she has to. I didn't really expect that we'd get out of the system completely unscathed.” Turning to Kani, he said, “Squadron Leader, I would strongly recommend that you remain on Polaris, but if you want to take a shuttle over to one of your ships...”
 “Under the circumstances, sir, I think you're right. Even I couldn't fight my way through the hellstorm you're about to unleash on us.” He glanced at Voronova, and added, “I have a feeling I wouldn't have much company on that shuttle in any case.”
 “Defensive Turrets Four, Twelve and Eighteen are ready, Teddy,” Rojek said. “All along our topside. I figured we'd one the ones with maximum potential radius of action, but they'll be overwhelmed in the first few seconds if we take the course you're planning.”
 “I'm on it,” Norton replied. “Adjusting trajectory. I can make use of what we have, I think.” Turning to Curtis, she added, “I've never done this before, Commander.”
 “First time for everything.”
 Polaris dived into the heart of the enemy ships, the two formations now closing on each other, vultures fighting over the same desperate prize. McKinnon's squadron moved more tentatively, the Federation forces either less aware of the danger they were facing or unable to contravene their orders. Cygnus was closer to the action that Arcturus was, the glory-seeking Armstrong probably having greedy thoughts of seizing Polaris and destroying a Commonwealth ship at the same time, renewing the war that had sputtered to a halt fifty years before.
 “Thirty seconds to first firing range, Commander,” Montgomery said, taking one of the vacant sensor positions. Voronova, without waiting to be asked, settled in next to Rojek at Tactical, looking up at the banks of defensive turrets, a haze of amber and red lights that bode poorly for their point-defense salvo. Curtis walked back to his command chair, settling into place with what he hoped was a reassuring air, looking benignly out at the tactical display in a desperate attempt to hide the nerves he was feeling.
 They were so damned close. Less than three minutes before they would be out of the system, heading to a location of relative safety. Only four people had known the location of their target star, and all of them were safe and on the bridge. Hunter had been arrogant enough, confident that she would trap them here, that she'd failed to properly interrogate Cordova when she had the chance.
 “Ten seconds, sir,” Norton said.
 “Lot of turrets aiming at us, Commander,” Strickland added. “The Federation fighter complement is coming around. If we're still in-system in the next six minutes, we're going to have problems.”
 “I think they're aiming for the Commonwealth flotilla, Spaceman,” Curtis replied. “The opening battle of the Second Federation-Commonwealth War, and we're going to miss all the fun. Though I think we can live with it. Hang on, everyone.”
 “Threat warning!” Rojek said, and five ships opened up, ten thousand kinetic projectiles racing through space, Norton desperately playing Polaris' thrusters in a bid to keep them out of the way, rolling to target the point-defense batteries where they could do the most good. Curtis watched the neophyte helmsman with increasing admiration. For someone who'd flown nothing but tankers, she was proving to be a natural at the helm. Though she'd squeezed a few miracles out of the late Hanoi during his time in command. Giving her something to work with that had real acceleration, military-grade thrusters, was a treat for her to savor, and she was taking full advantage of it.
 A rattle echoed from the hull, and Montgomery cursed, turning to Curtis and saying, “Impacts, sir. After section. Long-range sensor array and secondary crew quarters.”
 “We'll fix the damage when we get clear of the system,” Curtis replied, stabbing a control. “Moretti, I need more power, on the double!”
 “There's none to give you, Commander. I push this ship any harder in her current condition and I'll blow every relay on ten decks.” She paused, then added, “And stop those bastards punching any more holes in my ship! I'm having a hard enough time keeping her flying as it is!”
 “Helm, alter course towards the Federation ships,” Curtis said. “Those Commonwealths are getting more hits in.”
 “Our people know what they're doing,” Kani replied with a smile.
 Polaris swung to the side, Norton finding more acceleration from some buried part of the power network, easing her a little faster, engines burning hotter in a desperate race. The rattling along the ship eased, the Federation ships struggling to maintain the firing rate. As Polaris swept by, her sensors caught a look at the flanks of the two ships, and Curtis could understand why. Both were burnt, pitted, breaches in a dozen places, scarring all along the hull.
 “When Borealis went…,” Rojek said.
 “Congratulations, Commander,” Cordova replied. “You've started the Second Revolution with one hell of a bang. They'll be signing songs about this for generations.”
 “As long as I'm around for the premiere, I'll be happy,” Curtis replied.
 “One minute to threshold,” Norton asked.
 “Cygnus is turning, sir,” Strickland said, “Trying to maximize their firing rate on us.” 
 “He's out of his mind!” Voronova said. “He's left his ship wide open to Achilles!”
 The Commonwealth commander saw the gap, and ruthlessly exploited it, unleashing a dozen rapid bursts of fire on the enemy ship, fighters racing from launch tubes on attack runs, McKinnon evidently deciding that she had an opportunity to deal serious damage to the hated Federation, and that Polaris was now a secondary objective.
 “Arcturus is turning away,” Strickland said, shaking her head. “So is the Commonwealth squadron. They're opening up on each other. It worked!”
 Nodding with satisfaction, Curtis replied, “The only way to defeat a superior force is to turn it against itself. Which is why judo was mandatory at the Academy. Proceed to the threshold, Norton, best speed. Damage control teams report to the bridge.” He paused, turned, and said, “Major, please send to Commander Armstrong and Commodore McKinnon my hopes that they have a long and glorious battle. The more chunks they smash out of each other, the better the odds we face.”
 “Aye, sir,” she replied, a smile on her face. 
 “Tau Drive threshold in twenty seconds. All decks secure for dimensional transition.” Norton held her breath, as though waiting for something to go wrong, some unseen enemy to leap out at them, knock them from the sky at the final minute. Her hands moved across the controls, and the starfield shifted to deep red, the dimensional bubble forming as the drive burst into life, sweeping them from the system at hyperluminal velocity, leaving the two enemy fleets to fight it out for control of a now-worthless system.
 “Transition successful, sir,” Norton said.
 “My God,” Montgomery added. “We made it.”
 “Of course we did, Monty,” Curtis replied, turning to the young technician. “I never had a moment's doubt.”
 “Liar,” Rojek replied.
 “Maybe a second or two,” Curtis said. “Major, could you please connect me through to the entire ship?”
 “You're on, Commander,” she replied, the smile still fixed on her face. Everyone on the bridge was dazed, as though unable to comprehend that they'd beaten the odds, that Polaris was theirs, that the rebellion they had dreamed off all of their lives was finally in progress.
 “This is Commander Curtis,” he begin. “Today we've won the first battle of the Second Revolution. We've proven to the enemy that we are a force to be reckoned with, and we have already done some serious damage to both the Federation and Commonwealth fleets. Nevertheless, we have only won a single battle. The war is just beginning. It will be long, it will be arduous, it will be bloody, and many of us will not live to see it concluded.”
 “But with this ship, and this crew at the forefront of the battle, I have every confidence that we shall attain the final victory. That we shall free our worlds from the oppression of the Federation, liberate the Colonies and restore the freedom that our ancestors fought for. I am proud to serve with each and every one of you. Today, my friends, today we rise. And nobody is going to stop us. Not this time.” Turning to Norton, he said, “Maintain current course, Lieutenant. We'll rearm, refuel, patch our wounds, and then we'll be heading back into the fight.”
 He looked around his ship, a beaming smile on his face. At last, he'd come home.



Epilogue
 
 The streets of New Chicago were a dangerous place to walk without a bodyguard, even this close to Fleet Headquarters. There was a chill in the air, winter coming early, snow scattered on the streets as undernourished figures slouched on their own petty errands, most of them illegal, the constant watchful gaze of the monitoring cameras beaming down upon them.
 Two men walked together, both wearing the uniform of the Federation Fleet, pistols at their belt, earning looks ranging from fear to hatred from the huddled masses on the streets, long lines waiting to receive their daily ration, black-uniformed operatives of the Political Directorate with sonic shotguns nestled in their arms, ready to restore order should it be needed.
 There was a reason that the Fleet usually conducted its business away from Earth. Gagarin Station, orbiting Luna, was the home of all but an unfortunate few, others scattered around the near colonies, at Sentinel Station, Caledonia Colony and a dozen other places. The heart of the Federation remained on Earth, though, and the Political Directorate liked to make it clear to new commanding officers where they loyalties lie, and the fate that might await them if they chose to disobey, or even fail. Half a dozen senior officers had been dismissed from their posts in the last twenty-four hours, they and their families dumped onto the street to survive as best they could. Others had 'retired', though somehow it was obvious that they wouldn't be collecting their pension.
 It had gotten worse over the last few years. There was no doubt of that. And yet, there didn't seem to be any other choice. Anarchy if the people ever managed to bring down the government, a worse tyranny should the Hundred Families of the Commonwealth, the despised Council, ever manage to reclaim their homeworld. And given the rumors flooding the Fleet about a recent battle on the border, one that had ended with a Starcruiser destroyed and two others badly damaged, that day might be closer than it had initially appeared.
 The honor guard snapped to attention as the two officers, a Commander and a Lieutenant, walked up the steps to the door, sliding their identification cards into the slot as they approached, a battery of biometric sensors scanning them to make sure they were who they purported to be. Terran Security had reported an increase in crime in recent weeks, petty acts of vandalism and sabotage, though it seemed hard to consider that the center of the Federation's military strength could ever come under serious threat.
 The two men walked through the concourse, officers and guards looking up as they strode past, moving into the waiting elevator. As the doors slammed shut, the younger of the two, wearing the three bars of Commander, shed his coat, draping it over his arm.
 “They keep the heating turned up to damned high in here, Sam.” 
 His companion, a balding, slightly portly Lieutenant, replied, “They've got power to burn, buddy. I guess they like showing off.”
 “That's Commander buddy now, old friend, and don't you forget it.”
 “Hell, Bob, I don't want your job. I've got more than enough responsibility now.” He paused, then said, “You heard about Armstrong?”
 “If you paid less attention to the grapevine and more to...”
 “Executed. At Proxima. For treason. I got that from Val Carter, direct. Apparently he was commanding the task force during the Battle of Struve 2398. And Val saw the two ships when they limped back in. They're scavenging half the local stations to get them back to full strength, lots of shipyard time stolen to fix them up. All hell's breaking loose on the frontier.”
 The doors slid open, an impeccably uniformed Lieutenant standing at the threshold, fixed smile on her face. She held out an arm for their coats, carefully placing them on a wall rack, and stepped forward to the double doors at the far end of the room. She lightly tapped an intercom, muttering barely intelligible words into the speaker, then turned back to them.
 “The Admiral will see you now, gentlemen.”
 “Thank you, Lieutenant,” the Commander replied, leading the way into the stark, spartan office beyond, the only decoration a picture of a smiling family on one wall and the rich crimson-and-gold Federation flag on the other. Admiral Yoshida sat at his desk, barely looking up at their approach, gesturing for them to take their seats. After a moment, he looked up, sitting back in his chair and rubbing a weary hand across his forehead.
 “We'll have to make this short, gentlemen, but I imagine you'll both be keen to proceed when you hear what I have to say. The rumors you've heard are true. And then some. We have fought a pitched battle with Commonwealth forces, and at best, we can only claim a stalemate. Both surviving ships are on their way for extended repair under new commanding officers.” Looking at the Commander, he added, “Of even greater significance is the reason for the battle.” He tapped a control, and an image of a Starcruiser appeared over the desk, slowly rotating.
 “Polaris,” the Lieutenant said. “Someone found her.”
 “Indeed, Mr. Dietrich,” the Admiral replied. “Though not, unfortunately, the Federation Fleet.”
 “The Commonwealth?” the Commander said, a frown on his face. “If they've managed to seize one of our ships, even...”
 “Not them either, Commander.” Taking a deep breath, the Admiral said, “A group of rebel terrorists have stolen the ship, smashed their way through a civilian station and one of our ships to do it, and are now out and on the run. Claiming that their goal is the destruction of the Federation. We have intelligence that they are receiving assistance from the Commonwealth, and you know what that could mean.” 
 The Admiral paused, then said, “Most of the people who have held this office haven't been willing to admit the truth. I'm forced to admit that we've grown soft since the Uprising, officers selected for key positions because of their name, their willingness to be politically flexible, rather than real ability. That has to end, and it has to end now. There's a chance we might be in a shooting war with the Commonwealth at any time. Certainly we have the rogue Polaris to contend with.”
 “Where do we come in, sir?” Dietrich asked.
 “You, gentlemen, are being assigned to a new ship. I know that both of you were scheduled for shore postings, but I know that your lack of appropriate connections was the real reason.” Turning to the Commander, he said, “Bob, I know that this mission will be difficult for you, but I'm placing you in command of the Starcruiser Canopus. She's waiting for you in orbit right now. Your orders are simple. Find Polaris, capture her if you can, destroy her if you can't. Any means necessary are authorized, and I'll gladly give you a written order to that effect. We've got to take that ship out of the equation, gentlemen, before she can spark another Uprising. Fifty-five million people died last time. I will not permit that to happen again. Not on my watch.”
 “I understand, sir,” the Commander replied. “If I might ask, why did you choose me for this assignment? There must be a dozen other officers with similar qualifications, and I would have thought that my personal history would have...”
 “On the contrary, Commander, it was your personal history that compelled your selection.” With a thin smile, he added, “Who better to hunt down the father than the son.”
 Nodding, Commander Robert Curtis, now commanding the Federation Starcruiser Canopus, replied, “I won't let you down, sir. You have my word on that. One way or another, we'll track that ship down. Whatever it takes.”



NOTHING LEFT TO LOSE
 



Freedom's just another word for nothin' left to lose…
 
Kris Kristofferson



Chapter 1
 
 The screeching, discordant alarm jerked Commander Edward Curtis from sleep, his eyes snapping open as his hand reached for the control. Slowly rising from his bed, he looked around his cabin, shaking his head in disbelief. Everything was just as he remembered twenty years ago, the familiar desk, the console on the corner, the rail by the door where a pair of dusty uniforms hung. His successor hadn't been on board long enough to make any changes before he died.
 Twenty years. 
 Twenty years since the Massacre at Mareikuna, twenty years since he'd taken off his uniform for what he'd thought was the last time. Now, he reached for a jacket, sliding it on, the fit a little tight around the waist but otherwise fine. The rank insignia that he'd hung around his neck for his time on Titan now rested on his shoulders again, the gleaming Sword-and-Star that marked him as a Commander in the Federation Fleet. Even if the rest of that fleet was trying to hunt him down, kill him and the handful of people that constituted his crew.
 At least he'd got his old ship back again, snatched from the Federation and Commonwealth forces attempting to claim it for their own. He looked up at the monitor, the data streaming down the display, and reached out to touch a control, bringing up a view of his ship. The Starcruiser Polaris, one of the most powerful ships in space. The flagship of the rebel fleet. Assuming he could find a way to bring one into existence.
 “Attention,” a tinny voice said, crackling over the speaker on the wall. “Emergence in ten minutes. Commander to the bridge. That is all.”
 The voice of Felix Rojek, once the guardian of his morals imposed on him by the Political Directorate, now a rebel fighting alongside him to bring down the tyranny of the Federation. He looked at the speaker, frowning. That ought to have been a constant annoyance, orders issued across the ship by the officer of the day, sending the crew to their stations. As far as he could recall, Rojek's call was the first time it had been used today.
 Pulling open the door with the emergency control, he stepped out into the corridor, tugging his jacket into place as a light flickered in the corridor. One of a thousand maintenance problems that the skeleton crew simply couldn't deal with. He paused for a moment, looking up at the chalked notes scrawled by the damaged panel. A serial code that noted more than fifteen hundred jobs assigned with a higher priority. He was almost surprised that Moretti...no, Lieutenant Moretti's team had managed to get to it at all, even to assess the potential for a repair.
 At least the elevators worked. He stepped inside, tapping a control for the bridge, riding alone through the decks. Under normal circumstances, at change of watch, it should be full, a low rumble of conversation as the duty shift reported to their posts. They didn't even have enough people for a single shift, never mind the normally mandated four. Counting their fighter complement, there were less than forty people attempting to crew a ship that needed three hundred and change. In a bid to provide some sort of order amid the chaos, he'd imposed a military rank structure, but only a handful of the rebels had gone along with it thus far. 
 The doors slid open, and he walked onto the command deck, looking around at the crew, at his crew, at their posts, stepping past the pair of cots that had been placed by the elevator to allow the technicians permanently on-duty to get some rest. Rojek turned from the center seat, standing to attention as Curtis entered.
 “Commander on the deck,” he said, snapping a salute.
 Returning the gesture, Curtis replied, “As you were.” Stepping forward, he looked up at the helm. The woman, Lieutenant Norton, manning the console barely acknowledged his arrival, struggling to do the work of three as she prepared to bring the ship out of warp. “How are we doing, Roxy?”
 “I said I'd get you there, sir,” she said. “Four minutes to target.”
 Walking back to his chair, he took his seat at the heart of the bridge and Rojek moved to his side. Positions for fourteen people, and only six of them manned. Even that was putting a strain on the crew. One sensor technician instead of the normal three, the communications technician alone at his console, the engineering monitors unoccupied altogether, Moretti's team too busy putting out fires. Sometimes not even metaphorical ones.
 “All decks are cleared for action, Commander,” Rojek said. “I didn't think it was worth calling the crew formally to battle stations.” He grimaced, and added, “Four hours in that last drill.”
 “They're doing the best they can,” Major Gabrielle Cordova, nominal Executive Officer and their liaison with the Democratic Underground said, stepping into the room. Behind her was Elizabeth Saxon, formerly a senior officer in the dreaded Colonial Security, now working for the resistance after a surprising change of heart. Half a dozen pairs of eyes watched her as she made her way to Curtis, trust still coming reluctantly to the rebel crew.
 “Two minutes,” Rojek said, moving over to the tactical station. “We've got to get this right first time. I've locked in the orbits of the local defense network. With a little luck, we should knock down all four birds with a single salvo.”
 Nodding, Curtis replied, “Better get it right, then.” Turning to Cordova, he continued, “Is your assault team ready?”
 “All six of us. Should be enough to overwhelm the security on an ore freighter.” She frowned, then said, “Are you ready to tell me what all of this is about yet?”
 Saxon looked at her, and said, “You're trusting a little easily these days, aren't you? The odds that everyone on board this ship is actually on our side are almost laughably remote. One brief message, and whatever plan the Commander has aborts.” Turning back to Curtis, she added, “Frankly, I'm happier with things the way they are.”
 “I don't need to take lessons on loyalty from a traitor,” Cordova replied, eyes narrowed.
 “Much as I hate to break it to you, Major, everyone on this deck is a traitor in the eyes of the Federation. And they're going to do everything they can to hunt us down and destroy this ship.”
 “While I don't like to interrupt,” Norton said, turning from the helm. “Ninety seconds.”
 Stabbing a control on his armrest, Curtis said, “Kani, is your squadron ready?”
 “Such as it is,” Winston Kani, temporarily commander of Polaris' fighter wing, replied. “Once again, Commander, I've got to warn you that if we face any serious opposition, I could lose all the rookies we've got. They aren't ready.”
 “They'll have to get there quickly, Squadron Leader. We don't have time to wait. These frontier stations don't have top squadrons posted here, though. The dregs of the service.”
 “I hope so.” With a sigh, Kani said, “We're on sixty seconds notice to scramble, sir, and all fighters are cleared for action at your command.”
 “Felix, bring up a tactical display,” Curtis ordered, settling back in his chair. The veteran officer worked his controls, and a holoimage of their target system flickered into life, moons and planets dancing around each other. 
 EV Lacertae. Just another red dwarf star with a small mining operation, nothing large enough to justify a sizable garrison, visited occasionally by a freighter making calls to a dozen similar outposts. Once a year, it loadedup the rare elements and precious minerals that kept Earth's teeming billions alive and supported an interstellar civilization. According to their intelligence, the freighter Montevideo would be there right now, loading gadolinium. Their primary objective was to seize that ship, but Curtis was the only man on board who knew why.
 Less than a month ago, he'd been living in the Titanian slums, slowly drinking himself to death in a bid to forget the nightmare that had ended his first spell in uniform. Now, he had new purpose again, something to live for, something to fight for. He looked around his bridge, frowning. Everything was so fragile. The ship held together by hope and goodwill, all hands working around the clock to keep everything working.
 They'd found a temporary haven at Gliese 625, but all of them knew that they couldn't linger there for long, that the Federation would continue to hunt them down. There hadn't been much they could really do there in any case, no way to get past the real problem. Polaris was operating with about an eighth of its usual crew. Until they could bring more people on board, people they could trust, nothing would improve. Which didn't mean they didn't have options. It just limited them.
 “Thirty seconds,” Norton said, and Curtis tried to relax, hoping to provide his inexperienced crew with the confidence they'd need to win the coming battle. All of them were seasoned spacemen, but with only a few exceptions, most of them had only ever served on civilian craft, few of them having any experience of battle. The brief escape from the Federation and Commonwealth fleets at the Cinnamon Belt hardly seemed to count. There they were simply trying to escape, racing from the trap in which they had been caught. They'd done a lot of damage on the way out, enough to buy them a little time. A little room to maneuver.
  “Now!” Norton said, carefully working the exit sequence, disrupting the space warp of the Tau Drive and bringing them back to subliminal speed, a shock wave rippling through the system that would immediately alert everyone for a light year of their arrival. Stealth was out of the question. Speed would have to suffice.
 Instantly, the tactical display updated as new data streamed onto the screen, a dozen ships flickering into life, trajectory plots wrapped around the local planet like spaghetti. The world was Yaschar, a gray-and-green rock littered with tunnels and caves, a perfect environment for mineral exploitation. The single settlement, Korolevgrad, wasn't even important enough to justify a space station, dozens of heavy shuttles lifting toward the freighter waiting in orbit. The only sentinels he could spot were the winking lights of the missile satellites, turning towards them, though he knew that the local fighter garrison would already be racing to their ships.
 Montevideo. She was here, just as he'd hoped.
 “Roxy, take us in towards the orbital defense network. Felix, I need a firing solution on this birds, and I need it right away. Prepare our point-defense turrets, just in case.” Turning towards Cordova, he added, “You'd better get down to the hangar deck.”
 With a nod, the rebel leader faced for the elevator, Saxon belatedly joining her, sliding into the elevator just as the doors closed. Curtis couldn't miss the grimace on Cordova's face as the erstwhile ColSec operative joined her. Something to deal with later, once the battle was won.
 “Maybe we can get this done the easy way,” Curtis said. “Sokolov, hail Montevideo.”
 “Aye, Commander,” the communications technician replied, hands dancing around his console as he struggled to break through the local interference. “Got to use a comm laser. Might get tricky if we have to maneuver, but for the present, you're on, sir. Captain Hammond commanding.”
 Nodding, he looked up at the screen, and said, “This is Commander Edward Curtis of the Free Starcruiser Polaris. I call upon you to surrender your ship, and guarantee the safety of all hands. Rest assured that I will take your vessel, Captain. That is a certainty. You get to decide just how painful that process is.”
 The screen flickered on, displaying an old woman wearing a battered cap, emblazoned with the faded logo of the Commerce Directorate. Standing behind her was a young man, out of place on the bridge of a transport, wearing the black uniform of the Political Directorate, a watchdog to make sure that nothing was done that the Parliament wouldn't approve of. 
 “We will not yield, Commander, and I have the fullest confidence in the local defense network. I am authorized, however, to make you the same offer. Surrender Polaris, and you and your crew will receive a fair trial.” She glanced across at the black-clad figure behind her, then back at Curtis. A message received and understood. Left to her own devices, she'd surrender, but her freedom of action was too limited to permit it.
 “Very well, Captain, if that is your final decision. I will do everything I can to spare the lives of your crew, and strongly recommend that all non-essential personnel evacuate at once.”
 “We don't take orders from traitors,” the black-clad man said. “I'll enjoy watching you and your ship getting shot down, Curtis. Montevideo out.”
 “Damn,” Rojek said, shaking his head. “Since when did the Political Directorate station people on every tramp freighter on the frontier?”
 “It's a damned good sign,” Curtis replied, drawing a curious look from his old friend. “It means they don't trust their crews not to surrender or defect. Hopefully they've got good reasons for their suspicions. How's that firing solution coming?”
 “Ten seconds, Commander,” Rojek replied. “Satellites are ranging on us, but they're not firing. Not yet.” Throwing controls, he added, “Old designs. Near-obsolete. Though it looks like someone's trying to update them.” 
 “Let's not give them the chance. Fire when ready.”
 Polaris swept towards the satellites, Norton careful at the controls, guided gently down the optimum flight path to their targets, keeping the warship at extreme range. Ahead, Montevideo was changing course, trying to slow down, drop into a lower orbit, but Polaris could move far faster than the lumbering freighter, closing the distance rapidly as her powerful engines roared to full acceleration.
 “Almost there,” Rojek said. “Almost there.” He tapped a control, and the forward mass driver turrets opened up, hurling hundreds of kinetic projectiles across space towards the stationary satellites. Point-defense batteries opened up, particle beams lancing out in a desperate bid to intercept them, but the end was inevitable and swift, the swarm of rocks slammed into the drifting satellites, reducing them to expanding clouds of debris.
 “We're clear,” Norton said. “Estimated time to intercept, seven minutes, nine seconds, sir. And we're well within shuttle range.”
 “Wait a minute,” Strickland replied, the sensor technician looking up at her controls. “New contacts from the surface, profile suggests incoming fighters. Hammerhead Nines, five of them, on an intercept course.”
 Grimacing, Rojek said, “It'll take half an hour to prepare for another salvo with the crews we've got, Commander. Point-defense will help but...”
 “I guess we get to find out how good those rookie pilots are, Felix,” Curtis replied, lightly tapping a control on the side of his chair. “Polaris Actual to Grey Squadron. Scramble, scramble, scramble. Targets are the approaching fighter formation rising from the surface. Good hunting.” Sitting back in his chair, he added, “Now we wait.”
 “I hate this part,” Rojek replied.
 “Everyone always does.” Glancing up at the tactical display, he added, “It could be worse, though. At least it'll all be over in a few minutes, one way or another.”
 “You're a great comfort, sir.”
 “I try,” he replied with a smile. “I try.” Crossing his arms, he added, “Now it's all down to Kani.”



Chapter 2
 
 “Scramble!” Squadron Leader Winston Kani yelled to the bustling deck. The canopy of his fighter dropped down, locking into position over his head, his hands reaching out to the controls as the automatic systems dragged him to the magnetic catapult that would shortly be hurling him out into space. On either side, the rest of the fighters drifted into position, the scanty deck gang looking on.
 He'd fought at the Cinnamon Belt with three fighters. Now he was up to six, but he could still only truly count on three of them. He, Nguyen and Voronova were all veteran pilots, temporarily shanghaied onto Polaris from the Commonwealth Fleet, on the basis that the enemy of their enemy had to at least potentially be their friend. As for the rest of the squadron, only Frank Montgomery had seen any action, and he'd yet to actually score a kill. The others were shuttle pilots, rebels who had joined them as part of the handful of recruits they'd taken on at Gliese. Simulator hounds, both of them, with no actual flight experience at all.
 “Five contacts, boss,” Nguyen said. “Hammerheads. Pretty old.”
 “Not as old as our rides, Mel,” he replied. “Listen up, people. They're going to head right for Polaris, and we're going to be in this system for a little while, so we can't afford to let them go. Take them on the first pass. Hit hard, hit fast. We've got an edge on acceleration. Use it. Voronova, Nguyen and I will take the lead. Monty, you fill in gaps with the others.”
 “Roger, Leader,” Montgomery replied. “We've got your back.”
 “Moretti to Kani,” a harsh voice said. “Commencing launch sequence. Good luck.”
 “Thanks, Lieutenant,” he replied, as the kick of the magnetic catapult burst into life, the acceleration fierce enough to push him back into his couch as his fighter raced into the void, engines firing to swing his ship around onto an intercept trajectory. On either side, Voronova and Nguyen moved into position, forming a classic arrowhead formation. 
 “Voronova to Kani.” 
 “I'm here, Lieutenant. What's wrong?”
 “Are you sure about leaving Monty in charge of the reserve formation? There's a good chance at least one of those bastards is going to get through our screen.”
 “Maybe, but they're going to have to be blooded sometime, and we're going to have to take the brunt of the attack ourselves. I can't risk a rookie in the forward section, and I can't spare one of us to take rear guard.”
 “Understood,” she replied, her voice still doubtful. “Warbook has this squadron listed as the Loose Cannons, the One-Twenty-Ninth Reserve. Probably why they're flying such old ships. No recent combat experience listed, no kills in the squadron.”
 “We're going to do our best to keep it that way.” He glanced up at his sensor display, and added, “Contact in three and a half minutes. Hold formation until we have thirty seconds to go. I want this nice and clean.”
 “Roger. Voronova out.”
 The channel clicked off, and he was alone with his thoughts once again. They were a long way from home, from the Commonwealth border. Originally, his mission had been to capture Polaris for his people, but his mission had failed when their local agent, Saxon, had switched sides, ultimately joining the rebellion. There hadn't been a chance for him to return home, and until one appeared, he'd agreed to lead Polaris' fighters into battle.
 Deep down inside, that thought did not displease him. The Commonwealth had been waiting for fifty years for a chance to reclaim its lost territory, to retake Earth and the Colonies, but they'd yet to actually do anything about it more than launching a handful of border raids. Twenty years ago, the Uprising might have given them an opportunity, but the leaders of the day had refused to take it. Somehow, he knew that the current revolt would be no different. They'd sit back and wait, rather than commit their limited resources to the fight.
 Even if he had a chance to get back to his people right away, he wasn't certain that he would take it. As it stood, he was fighting for something important, and something that he knew was in the best interests of his people. He glanced back towards Polaris, sighed, then turned back to the display, focusing on the battle.
 The enemy formation was moving towards him in textbook fashion, setting up for a classic attack run. His opponent had to know that Polaris would launch against them, but Kani had made certain to match the attack according to the manual, a standard double-arrowhead formation. If he could convince the enemy squadron commander that he was fighting somebody on his own level, then the bulk of the battle would already be won.
 On paper, warfare in space was a matter of raw statistics.  In reality, a cunning commander could find ways to make his force more effective, to use guile and deceit to draw the enemy into a trap. Even perfect sensor resolution couldn't reveal the intentions of a good pilot, the reason why human beings still sat in these cockpits, centuries after the introduction of space fighters.
 “Thirty seconds, people,” he said. “Forward formation, break and attack.”
 He hit his thruster controls, cutting his acceleration marginally as he slewed to the right, his thumb flicking his firing stub, permitting the computer to unleash bolts from his particle cannons if they found an effective target. With his other hand, he worked the targeting computers, preparing his missiles for launch, while the enemy squadron continued to race towards him, not altering their approach pattern by a millimeter despite the incoming formation.
 “Hey, Win, they're sitting ducks!” Nguyen said, but Kani frowned, shaking his head.
 “I don't like this,” he replied. “Sunburst formation, right now!”
 He slammed on his lateral thrusters, sending his fighter diving to the right, an evasive pattern that would send the first wave of the formation racing out of contact with the enemy. A half-second later, Nguyen and Voronova matched his move, just as the enemy squadron launched their missiles, six warheads racing towards their position, sweeping through the area of space they had just been occupying.
 “Already?” Voronova said. “They'll need those for Polaris!”
 “Not if we're the target,” Kani replied. “They were never after her. Just us. Take down the fighter screen and they know we're vulnerable to attack. And they're willing to sacrifice Montevideo if it means bringing us down.” Tapping a control, he said, “Kani to Montgomery. Continue to advance towards the enemy, and stand by for salvo fire of all missiles as soon as you get within range. We'll take them from the rear.”
 The young pilot's voice radiated overconfidence, and he replied, “We're on it, Leader.”
 “Forward flight, go red-line on your engines and kick your acceleration as high as possible. We're going to have to make out a lot of relative velocity.”
 “Win,” Nguyen replied, “My figures show us running out of fuel before we can make it back to the base, especially if we have to take any evasive action.”
 “And we will,” he said, “but we can worry about that later. As long as we sweep the sky clean, our tankers can come and pick us up. Locking on target.” He worked his controls, entering in the new command sequence and throwing one override after another into position, inwardly cursing himself for his arrogance. The enemy commander had played him, lured him into a false sense of security. Likely only a recent arrival, the Federation dispersing experienced pilots to the frontier squadrons to stiffen their resolve.
 “Monty,” he said, “Make sure you bring down the squadron leader. He's the brains of the operation, and if my guess is right, taking him out of the picture will do a lot of damage.”
 “On it,” Montgomery replied, as the acceleration on Kani's fighter kicked in, slamming him back into his seat. His ship was far too small for artificial gravity, had no way of compensating for the boost, and his vision was starting to gray at the edges, warning lights winking on to alert him that he was pushing both himself and his fighter too far.
 Not that there was anything he could do about that. He had to reach the enemy squadron before they could seriously engage the rear formation, or he'd be bringing about the very outcome he had hoped to avoid by leaving them out of the fight in the first place. All three of the rookies were competent enough, but until they'd fought a few battles, they wouldn't have the experience that would keep them alive in the firing line.
 “Polaris Actual to Grey Leader,” Curtis' voice said, echoing through the cockpit. “We've managed to get one turret operational. Try and draw them in towards the forward sensor array. If you can get them close enough, we might be able to knock at least a few of them out of the sky.”
 “Roger,” he replied, every breath an agony under the near-unbearable acceleration. He glanced down at the trajectory plot, grimacing as he read the readouts. He'd just be able to make it to the target in time, but it would be far closer than he liked, the margin of error too low. And he'd be running on fumes by the time he completed the maneuver.
 The enemy formation had regrouped, and he had a few quick seconds to look over the Hammerhead fighters. No obvious modifications, but they were faster than he had expected. A quick glance revealed why, tiny burn marks on the side of each ship. Spots where explosive bolts had recently detonated, tossing away reserve fuel tanks. The Hammerheads were capable of reaching orbit on an airless world, but by dropping the bulk of their reserve after reaching space, they'd significantly increase their acceleration.
 There wasn't any doubt that they had a smart squadron leader, not any more, but that didn't automatically mean that the rest of the pilots had inherited his skills. They were all following the leader, move for move, taking their orders as precisely as a robot. Doubtless he'd told his green pilots to do what he told them, was running the battle from his cockpit.
 And that was a mistake, displaying as much arrogance as Kani had, moments ago. Riding herd on a single fighter was a daunting enough job, but trying to handle five planes in a firefight was an order of magnitude tougher. That was the weak spot. He reached across to the trajectory plot, tapping a control to engage the reserve fuel tank.
 “Leader to all fighters,” he gasped. “Break formation. Attack from multiple vectors, and don't, repeat, don't execute time-on-target. I want to keep the bastards guessing.”
 His fighter swung out onto a new vector, diving to the side, as the rest of his pilots altered course to match. They were breaking all the usual rules of close-quarters fighter combat, but it was confusing the enemy squadron leader, his ships brought into a tighter formation, ranging in towards Polaris. 
 Finally, he could crank down the acceleration, bringing it down to an acceptable level, and he could work on his course more precisely, tweaking his trajectory to herd the enemy towards the waiting turret. The hunters had become the hunted. A series of lights flashed on his screen as Montgomery and his pilots launched their missiles, six tracks locked onto the incoming interceptors, and a few seconds later, six more joined them, a loose ball of death racing towards the fighters.
 Kani leveled his ship towards the enemy interceptors, knowing that he was the least of their worries now. All five of his targets swung around, firing their remaining missiles, keeping their thrust slow in a bid to knock down multiple targets, while ranging their particle beams to provide a makeshift shield, point adjustments to their formation as they attempted to knock down the incoming missiles. Ultimately, he expected that they'd pull it off, but it was going to cost them time and power, and both of them were commodities that no fighter pilot would willingly expend.
 As he plotted his approach, he ducked to the side, careful to stay out of the enemy's defensive fire, pulling back on his throttle still further, content to allow the enemy to spend their precious energy on knocking down his missiles while he moved in for the kill. Belatedly, the enemy formation broke in two, a pair of fighters moving around to engage him, but before he could even release his firing controls, a burst of energy sweeping in from the side swept into the nearest enemy fighter, ripping angry black marks down its side and sending it spiraling out of control.
 “Onto the scoreboard!” Montgomery yelled, triumphantly, and Kani quickly followed up, taking out the second fighter, catching him before he could escape. One of the two had obviously been the squadron leader, and with him out of the picture, the rest of the pilots panicked, breaking their defensive formation with two missiles still in the air. Two of them turned for home, and Kani tapped a control to lock the missiles onto them, one apiece, trusting that they'd catch up with the fleeing fighters before they could find a place to touch down.
 That just left one bold pilot, pressing his attack on Polaris, with just enough of a head-start to present a real problem. Kani looked across at his trajectory plot, knowing that he'd run out of fuel before he could get a clear shot. Not that the enemy would know that, and a rookie pilot might not know enough to run a proper fuel computation. Reaching down for the throttle, he threw one last burst of acceleration into his course, hurling him forward, sending the enemy fighter weaving off in a bid to evade him.
 Right into the path of Polaris' one operational turret.
 It took the last of Kani's fuel to evade the burst of kinetic projectiles that lashed through space, the enemy fighter pilot bailing out of his fighter seconds before impact, just clear of the wave of destruction. He frowned, then reached across to his communication controls as his engine died, hunting for the Federation combat frequency.
 “Midshipman Jones...”
 “Don't bother,” Kani replied. “They won't reach you before our shuttle. This is Squadron Leader Winston Kani, currently commanding the Polaris fighter wing. That was some pretty nice flying.” Two blips popped up on the sensors, announcing the destruction of the retreating enemy pilots. “Smarter than your friends, anyway. You might actually have promise.”
 “We lost,” she replied, sullenly.
 “Maybe, but there always comes another day. And no, that doesn't mean I intend to release you, but if you fancy flying for us, I think I can offer you a job. No need for you to send me your references. Think about it. Kani out.” Tapping another control, he said, “Grey Leader to Polaris Actual. Enemy threats neutralized. Assault shuttle is clear for launch. Request pickup.”
 As his fighter soared past Polaris, no longer able to alter its course, he glanced down at his watch. It would be a while before anyone could reach him, more than an hour. Sliding his hand down his console, he pulled up his personal files and threw a control. At least he could listen to some music while he waited.



Chapter 3
 
 Cordova waited at the airlock while the shuttle slowly made its way across to Montevideo. Polaris was swooping into position behind them, ready to provide at least implicit support, even if only one of its turrets was currently manned. A single burst of fire could do massive damage, though, and Captain Hammond would know that, even if the creature of the Political Directorate didn't.
 Saxon walked forward, datapad in hand, and said, “I've got a listing on the watchdog. Ken Sherman. Recent graduate, third-generation Blackshirt. His father's stationed out at Sentinel, grandfather died in uniform during the Uprising. Which means he doesn't have any particular reason to love the idea of a rebellion. He won't go down without a fight.” She grinned, then said, “Though he really needs to work on his anti-intrusion training. It only took me a few minutes to smash low-level access through the firewall.”
 “The crew?” she asked.
 “Nothing that stands out at first inspection. Though that doesn't mean a damned thing. You can expect sleeper agents on board, almost certainly.” She paused, then added, “No transfers indicated for the last four months. Which means that they haven't had a chance to make any special preparations, not yet. Though this is a low-priority target.”
 “That didn't stop them strengthening the fighters.”
 Raising an eyebrow, Saxon replied, “When was the last time the Political Directorate and the Federation Fleet talked to each other on friendly terms? And don't forget that Colonial Security has a dog in this hunt, as well. Lots of nice little pocket empires smashing into each other. That should make our lives a lot easier.”
 Turning to her, Cordova said, “Our lives?”
 “You might want to get used to the idea that I'm on your side, Major. Just how many times am I going to have to save your life before you accept that I've joined your noble cause.”
 “You joined us to save your own skin. Don't think I don't know it.”
 “Ah, but I am an honest crook. One who stays bought. Once I have given my loyalties, I don't withdraw them easily or quickly. Bitter experience has taught me that changing allegiances too often is a good way to get yourself killed.”
 “You betrayed the Federation.”
 “So did you.”
 Their argument was brought to a premature halt as a red light flashed on, warning that they were only seconds away from docking. She hefted her sonic shotgun in her hands, glancing back at the hastily assembled strike team, none of them filling her with confidence. They'd only been able to take on a few engineers and pilots at their hidden base, and she was still left with the group she'd had from Hanoi. With the exception of Joe Dixon, the only one of them who even remotely looked the part, a menacing scowl permanently displayed on his face.
 “Thirty seconds,” she said. “Dixon, you take two people and head down to Engineering. We've got to have Montevideo's Tau Drive disabled but not damaged. Commander Curtis was extremely clear on that. The rest of us will head right for the bridge. If anyone tries to stop us, use non-lethal force unless you don't have any other choice. But if you have to shoot, shoot to kill. We can't afford any mistakes.”
 “Hey, Major,” Kenyon, one of the drive technicians pressed into service as a commando, asked, “What's this all about anyway? What's so special about this ship?”
 “As soon as I find that out, Spaceman, I promise that you'll be the first to know. Get ready.”
 She looked up at the display, watching as the shuttle slid into position, Montevideo playing back and forth on her thrusters in a desperate attempt to prevent contact. Curtis hadn't told anyone about his plans, and while she could understand the need for security, not knowing what was going on nagged at her. For years, she'd been in complete control of her own destiny, and she didn't like the idea of conceding that control to anyone. 
 And Saxon was providing a constant source of irritation. She knew, deep down, that the only way they were going to win would be by converting people, bringing them from the service of the Federation to the side of the angels, but that a senior figure in ColSec would switch sides still seemed impossible. She might have saved them twice, first at Sinaloa Station and later during the fighting on board Hanoi at the Cinnamon Belt, but that didn't mean that she liked her, and it certainly didn't mean that she trusted her. 
 A series of green lights raced up the side of the airlock, and the doors slid open to allow her team on board, heavy boots ringing on the decks as they raced into the corridor beyond, sprinting to find cover against an anticipated attack. None came. The deck was deserted, all blast doors opened. Cordova glanced at Dixon, and with a curt nod, he raced down towards Engineering, taking two of the others with him, while she made her way in the other direction, all the way along the long lateral corridor to the bridge.
 The status lights along the corridor glowed a deep red, warning of imminent disaster, calling the crew to their alert stations, but none of them were anywhere to be found. There hadn't been any attempt to evacuate, no shuttles or escape pods launched, and all other craft in the air had already returned to the surface, seeking the safety of the silent Korolevgrad, home of ten thousand terrified miners and their families wondering what was to become of them, whether they would be swallowed up in the fighting taking place all around them.
 She glanced at Saxon, who returned her look with a quick shrug, increasing her pace to take the head of the column, the place of greatest risk, as they raced for the hatch at the end of the corridor. Before they could work the lock, the seal disengaged, and the door opened, revealing two people, a man and a woman, wearing Commerce Directorate uniform, their hands in the air and a single sonic shotgun at their feet.
 “I don't even know how to use that thing,” Captain Hammond said, kicking it with her boot. “My crew and I don't want to die today, Major...”
 “You know me?” she asked.
 “Come on,” her companion said. “You're the first item on the news, have been for the last three weeks. Wanted for Crimes Against The State, in big letters, with a reward of up to a million for information leading to your capture. And no, I don't plan on cashing in. Too much in love with myself.” Flashing a smile, he said, “Alexander Grant. Medical Officer.”
 “Where's Sherman?” Saxon asked.
 “Major,” the overhead speaker barked. “Dixon. We're down in Engineering, and Sherman's taken over the Tau Drive control room. He's threatening to start a transition here, within the threshold.”
 “He can't do that,” Grant protested. “He'd tear the ship into a billion pieces.”
 “And stand a better than even chance of taking Polaris with him,” Saxon said, looking anxiously at Cordova. “Captain, do you have access to your life support system? Can you kill the atmosphere on that deck, take out the oxygen?”
 Hammond raced over to a control panel, pushing the technician at the controls out of the way, and scrambled her hands across the console, frantically trying to bring the required systems on-line, muttering curses under her breath as the systems failed to activate. She looked up, shaking her head, her mouth locked in a bitter grimace.
 “Locked out. I can't do anything on that deck. Can't even kill the lights.” She paused, then said, “I ordered all the crew to their quarters. Alex and I were the only ones on duty. I thought Sherman had given up a little too easily.”
 “You thought...” Cordova began.
 “I'm an undercover agent for the Directorate, Major,” Grant said, matter of factly. “Don't worry, I'm on your side, but I thought I'd convinced him that he could do more good working undercover with the Underground for a while.”
 “Saxon, stay here,” Cordova said.
 “Not a chance,” she replied. “You're going to need all the help you can get down there.”
 Glaring at Saxon, Cordova said, “Captain, move your ship as far away from Polaris as possible, but keep within the gravitational threshold. And order all hands to abandon ship. One of our shuttles can pick them up once they get to safety, and if the worst happens...”
 “Then this system and everyone in it will be destroyed,” Grant said. “Right now I'll be happy with any outcome better than that.” 
 “I'll clear the blast doors, all the way down the corridor,” Hammond added. “Anything else you need?”
 Cordova paused at the threshold, then said, “When I give the word, turn off the artificial gravity. But only when I give the signal. Understand?”
 “Got it. Good luck.”
 Saxon was already on her way through the doors, and Cordova struggled to keep pace as they sprinted down the transverse corridor towards Engineering, a quarter-mile in the opposite direction. She could see Dixon and the others setting up a barricade, could hear the cracks of gunfire echoing from the walls. At least their target was distracted, even if it was just for a moment.
 A bullet flew past her ear as she slid into cover, almost crashing into Dixon as he leaned in position. He gestured at a prone figure next to him, a crewman hastily tearing his way through a First Aid kit. Blood was dripping onto the carpet, a look of anguish and pain on the wounded man's face.
 “Played us for suckers,” Dixon said. “We thought he was surrendering.”
 “So did everyone else,” she replied. “Any other way out?”
 “Just the one, and he's got his hand on the drive controls.” Montevideo's engines roared, and he said, “We're going to let him hijack us?”
 “Not a chance, but the further from Polaris and the planet we get, the happier I'll be.” During the earliest days of Tau Drive development, the limitations of the gravitational threshold hadn't been truly understood. Luckily, the first tests took place in the safety of the Asteroid Belt. When Pallas had been ripped clear of the system, it had only taken a few cubic million miles of space with it. It had taken more than a decade for the cosmologists to work out just how fortunate they'd been, and superluminal research had stalled for years as a result. Ultimately, though, the temptation of the stars had been too strong for humanity to overcome, despite the fearsome risks they were running.
 “We'll have to rush him,” Saxon said. “No other chance.”
 “You're crazy,” Dixon replied. “He's in a fixed defensive position, and he doesn't have any objections to dying for his cause. Can't we stall him?”
 “Sooner or later he'll hit the button,” Saxon said, glancing at Cordova. “He's a fanatic. Fanatics do crazy things, and they rarely care what happens to anyone else when they act.”
 “I'll take the lead,” Cordova said, pulling out a pistol. “He wearing armor?”
 “Just a flak jacket,” the disbelieving Dixon said.
 “Head-shot, then,” Saxon replied. “You take the left, Major, I'll take the right, and you might want to send that signal up to the bridge before we move.” 
 Nodding, Cordova looked at the corridor, judging the distance, she said, “Five seconds ought to be enough.” Pulling out her communicator, she said, “Hammond, hit the switch in five seconds from my mark.” She looked out, tensing herself for the sprint, and added, “Mark.”
 Saxon and Cordova raced from the improvised cover, bullets flying all around them, but before their opponent could get a clear shot, the gravity field faded away, and he tumbled back from his cover as the recoil from his pistol tossed him into the drive room. Cordova raised her gun to take a shot, her instincts slowed by the realization of the damage she could cause if she missed, allowing Saxon to shoot first, her bullet missing by inches and smashing into a monitor screen, sending a shower of sparks flying through the air.
 Cordova, however, found her mark, a bullet slamming into his side, sending blood spurting into the air. Grimacing with pain, Sherman turned, reaching for the controls, knowing he was spending his final breath in the pursuit of revenge, but this time Saxon caught him with a shot, hitting him in the wrist, sending him dropping to the deck, writhing in pain. He looked up, locking Cordova with an evil eye.
 “I will be remembered,” he muttered, crunching his teeth together before anyone could stop him, activating his suicide pill.
 “Stupid kid,” Saxon said, holstering her pistol, dropping to the deck as the gravity field snapped back on. “He died for nothing.” Looking up at the damage she did, she added, “Nothing serious. Just the display. We could probably activate the Drive without it, but it shouldn't take more than an hour to repair. It made a bit of a mess, but the relay network hasn't been touched. Good shot, by the way. Not easy hitting a target in a low-gravity field.” She gestured at an undamaged terminal, and added, “I'm going to see if any of my access codes still work.”
 “You think there's a chance of that?”
 “I've got a few they don't know about. Can't hurt to try, anyway.” As Saxon turned to the controls, Cordova pulled out her communicator, flicking through the frequencies.
 “Polaris Actual here,” Curtis' voice said. “Go ahead.”
 “Montevideo is secure, Commander. Phase One complete. Is there any chance now that you'll tell me what exactly Phase Two is?”
 “Senior officer's briefing in one hour. Have Montevideo's crew and any prisoners transported over to Polaris. I'd like to give them the chance to change sides. You can inform any that aren't interested that I'll be leaving them here in escape pods as soon as we depart. I don't intend any action against Korolevgrad, so there will be plenty of shuttles to pick them up.”
 “We're leaving soon?”
 “In a few hours. We've got a little work to do first. I don't want to wait here for long. They'll have sent a message out, and I'm guessing that a Starcruiser Squadron is already on its way.”
 Saxon turned from the console, and said, “You're right, Commander. They've got a special formation assembled to deal with us. There's a message here in the buffer ordering all ships to co-operate with the task force commander.”
 “Who is it?” Curtis asked.
 Saxon glanced at Cordova, and said, “Commander Michael Curtis.”
 “My son…,” Curtis muttered. There was a long pause, and he said, “One hour, people. On Polaris. See to it. Out.”
 “That complicates things a bit,” Cordova said, as she dropped her communicator back into her pocket.
 “We're you born with that talent for underestimation, or did you have to take lessons?” Saxon replied. “They've picked the one person he might not be able to beat.” 
 Shaking her head, Cordova said, “Let's get this corpse to the nearest airlock. He's staining the carpet.”
 Saxon's eyes narrowed, and she replied, “That's a bit dammed cold, even for you.”
 “He died to keep a lot of old men in their office chairs. That's all he did. I don't find anything particularly attractive about a dead hero. A real hero lives for his cause, rather than dying for it.” She paused, sighed, and said, “I'm sure we can find someone to say some words over him if it will make you feel better, but frankly, I suspect he's past caring.”



Chapter 4
 
 “Atten-shun!” Lieutenant Sam Dietrich said, as Commander Michael Curtis walked into the briefing room, the other officers of the squadron rising from their chairs as he approached. Normally, Mike wasn't one for formality, but in this instance, Dietrich had convinced him to stamp his authority on the ships in his task force from the start.
 He looked around the room at the assembled officers, Commander Edith Guerrero representing Cygnus, Commander Bernadette Morrison for Arcturus. Both new commanding officers. Morrison was experienced enough, but had spent most of her time behind a desk. Guerrero had put in more star-time, but two weeks ago, she'd been a Lieutenant, serving as Cygnus' Operations Officer. Third in the chain of command, until the Battle of the Cinnamon Belt had caused a handful of casualties and ten times as many enforced retirements.
 In one sense, Mike was happy to have the two ships that had been beaten that day along for the ride. They had personal stakes in hunting down Polaris, but there was always the danger that such involvement would push them further than they should go, lead them to take actions that might come back to haunt them. He looked up at the starfield outside, the beautiful blue orb of Caledonia stretched out below them, the only world other than Earth and Mars where humans could breath the air. The terraforming operation had been even easier than it had been on Earth's neighbor, completed generations ago. He collected himself for a second them, took his seat at the head of the table.
 “As you were,” he said, and the assembled officers took to their seats. Behind him, the shapely figure of Lieutenant Anastasia Petrova, his Political Officer, walked into the room, followed by Lieutenant Tasha Schmidt, his Tactical Officer. The two of them were far closer than he was comfortable with, and he could almost feel the dagger slipping into his back as they entered the room, taking their positions at the table with a curt nod.
 “I know that you've all heard the message from Korolevgrad,” Mike began. “Naturally, Commodore McGuire was eager for us to proceed at once to intercept Polaris, but I managed to talk him out of it.”
 “Why?” Morrison asked. “We know where they are…”
 “Where they were,” Mike replied. “Forty-one hours in direct flight, and by the time we get there, Polaris will be long gone. This has all the hallmarks of a hit-and-run raid, not a full-scale assault, and my judgment is that he's launching this attack precisely to throw us off.”
 “And if you're wrong...” 
 “Then Korolevgrad is a minor frontier system,” Dietrich replied, “and of only limited value to the Federation. Yes, we've lost a transport, but there's not much we can do about that. They'd scuttle her before returning her to us anyway. Write it off.”
 Guerrero, a scowl on her face, said, “Then we're just going to sit here and do nothing?”
 “Not quite,” Mike replied. “They've shown at least some of their hand, Commander, and I intend to make good use of that. One of the more obvious tactics they could employ is hit-and-run raids on our outer systems, try to throw us off-balance. And he...”
 “Commander Curtis, you mean,” Morrison said. “Your father.”
 “In name only, I assure you, Commander,” Mike replied. “I haven't seen him in twenty years.” Looking around the room, he said, “Let's get this out of the way right now. My father became a drunken derelict, bumming his way around Titan, and my own assessment is that he's had some sort of breakdown, being used as a figurehead to prop up some sort of revolt. Either that, or he's been a traitor for a long time, and all of that was a cover. Our job is to bring Polaris down. Intact if possible, in pieces if not, and that's exactly what I'm going to do. Is that clear?”
 “Perfectly clear, Commander,” Petrova replied. “Please, continue.”
 He glared at her for a second, then said, “As I was saying, likely they're making extensive use of civilian personnel. It wouldn't surprise me if he was attempting to train them under combat conditions. Build up for a bigger attack. I don't intend to let it get that far.”
 “Then how are we going to find them?” Morrison asked.
 “We don't have to,” he replied. “I want him to find us.” Reaching for a control, he tapped a button, and said, “EQ Pegasi. Solovki. Another minor outpost, one being used by the Political Directorate for high-profile prisoners. I think we'll find that this is a target they'll be very interested in. Especially when the Underground learns that several recently captured prisoners are to be moved there for interrogation.”
 Nodding, Guerrero said, “Tempting. So we'll be there waiting for them?”
 “Jakarta has already loaded the prisoners,” Mike said. “They'll be on their way in less than an hour. We'll be proceeding to the rendezvous point in two. I've made sure...”
 “It won't work,” Morrison said, bluntly. “Too obvious.”
 “Oh, I'm quite certain that they'll expect that it is a trap,” Mike replied, a smile on his face. “That's why there's a second intelligence leak being released as we speak that a high-priority shipment of uranium and transuranics is being shipped out of Van Maanen's at the same time.” Leaning forward, he said, “They'll think that we arranged the prisoner transfer as a decoy. Though we've made it clear that the real prisoners are on board, and indeed, they are. Had to be, in order to keep the deception.”
 A smile spread across Petrova's face, and she replied, “I like it, Commander. Devious. I presume that the other transport doesn't exist?”
 “Technically, it does. The Commerce Directorate loaned us Vladivostok for the occasion. She's on her way back to Earth to be scrapped anyway, so if something goes wrong, we don't lose anything other than a collection of spare parts. Jakarta will be under the protection of all three cruisers for the entire mission, so no risk there.” Reaching for his controls, he said, “Lots of nice moons at Solovki. Plenty of places for us to hide, and we'll transfer a squadron each to Jakarta, just to be on the safe side. Polaris won't know what hit them.”
 “This plan has the approval of the Political Directorate?” Morrison asked.
 “And the Commerce Directorate, as well as Admiral Yoshida. Everyone has signed off on this.” He looked around the room, and said, “I expect each and every one of you to perform at your best. We've done everything we can to assemble overwhelming odds, but that was just as true at the Cinnamon Belt, and there Polaris was able to escape. I do not anticipate a similar failure this time, ladies and gentlemen, and you will all do everything necessary to see that this operation reaches a successful conclusion. I hope we all understand each other. Dismissed.”
 The officers rose to their feet as one, marching out of the room, only Dietrich remaining behind with his friend, watching as Petrova and Schmidt walked into the elevator together. Once the last of the others had left the room, he stretched out catlike on his chair, looking up at the display.
 “It's a good plan, Mike,” he said. “Do you really think it can work?”
 “I know it can,” Mike replied. “It's just the sort of double bluff he'll go for. The worst case, the absolute worst case, we lose a half-wrecked freighter and have to try something else. And if he doesn't fall for this trick, he'll fall for the next one. We've got the rebels on the run.”
 “You're assuming you'll get two chances, buddy, and I'm not so sure about that. Admiral Yoshida went out on a hell of a limb to give you this chance. You're fighting for your reputation as much as to bring down your father.” Frowning, he continued, “I'm not sure I could be quite so cold about him as you are.”
 “My father died twenty years ago, Sam. Or he might as well have, anyway.” He sighed, then said, “Mom was already gone. I tried to reach out to him, after Mareikuna, but he never replied. I even tried to find him, once, on Titan. Got as far as his usual hangout before the bartender had me thrown out, said that my father had told him to get rid of me.”
 “You believe him?”
 “Didn't have much choice, and he had a chance to correct that mistake if he wanted. He never did. I spent the next five years out on the frontier. Nothing much on Earth to go back to.”
 Frowning, Dietrich asked, “Do you hate him?”
 “What?”
 “I'm your Exec, Mike. I've got to know. We can't allow personal feelings to get in the way. You know that better than anyone I know, but if you're going...”
 “No, Sam, I don't hate him. Maybe once, but not any more.” He smiled, and added, “I'm proud of the man he used to be. The man he is now is a stranger, and not one that I think I want to know. I've spent my life serving the Fleet. Frankly, it's the only family I've ever known.” Turning to Dietrich, he asked, “Does that answer your question?”
 “I guess so,” he replied.
 “Attention,” the overhead speaker called. “Attention. Commander to the bridge. All hands to battle stations!”
 Without a word, Mike raced for the elevator, Dietrich only a heartbeat behind him, sprinting for the open doors and slamming his hand on the controls to engage the mechanism, sending the two of them racing through the decks towards the command deck.
 “They can't be attacking us here,” Mike said, shaking his head. “This is the heart of the Federation, damn it. It's about as likely they'd attack Earth!” Looking around the elevator, he said, “Come on, come on.”
 “It's going as fast as it can, Mike,” Dietrich replied. Finally, the doors opened, and the two of them sprinted onto the deck, racing towards the viewscreen, Schmidt and Petrova waiting for them at the tactical display.
 “We just received word from sources on the surface that a rebel leader is fleeing the planet on the freighter Lisbon,” Schmidt said. “We have been unable to make contact with the ship, and must therefore assume that it is under rebel control.”
 “Why?” Dietrich asked. “It's just as likely that the communications system has been sabotaged.”
 “Worst case scenario, Lieutenant,” Mike said. “Launch a squadron to intercept. They're to warn the ship to stand down, and try and disable the engines if needed. And I want a strike team standing by for immediate launch.” Turning to the helm, he added, “Lieutenant Kenyon, intercept course, if you please.”
 “Aye, aye, Commander,” the young officer replied, a brief glance back at Schmidt as her hands raced across the controls. Mike settled in his command chair, watching the display as his ship, Canopus, swung around Caledonia towards the target, twelve fighters rushing ahead, hurtling through space in a bid to intercept the freighter before it could reach the gravitational threshold and escape.
 “All decks cleared for action, sir,” Schmidt reported. “All turrets ready to fire.”
 “Very good, Lieutenant,” Mike said. He frowned for a second, looking around the bridge, his crew at their posts. He'd worked for his whole career to get to where he was now, commanding a Starcruiser of his own, a sister ship to the rogue Polaris. For a moment, he wondered whether his father was sitting in a chair just like his. As much as he hated to admit it, even to himself, he kept comparing himself with his father, and a part of him had wanted this command because he wanted to honor the memory of the man his father had used to be.
 And now he was under orders to hunt down the remnants of the man who had raised him, the man who had inspired him to join the Fleet, even after his own downfall. He could push his emotions down, deep inside, but Dietrich was right, at least at one level. He did hate him. He hated what he had become. As though it was a warning about his own future, a road he could find himself walking one day.
 “Still no contact from Lisbon,” Petrova said. “The local office of the Commerce Directorate has given us approval to open fire if necessary.”
 “Generous of them,” Dietrich replied, shaking his head. “You can inform...”
 “Sam,” Mike replied, raising a hand. “Peace. The man is doing his job.” Leaning forward, he said, “Contact Commander Duval, and inform him that I want a precision strike on the target if necessary, and that his forward echelon is to launch a warning shot only. They need to know that we're serious.”
 “Sir,” Schmidt said, turning from her station, “We have been given permission to do whatever is necessary to stop this rebel escaping.” Looking back at her console, she added, “Apparently one Donovan Pike, a political radical wanted for sedition and incitement to mutiny. That alone suggests that he has suborned the crew. You cannot give him any chance to escape.”
 “I have no intention of permitting that ship to get away, Lieutenant. Mind your station.”
 “First fighters firing now, sir,” Dietrich said, six missiles racing towards the target, arcing away at the last moment to harmlessly detonate clear of their hull. He grimaced, turned, and said, “They're holding course, sir.”
 “Commander,” the communications technician said. “Cygnus reports that she has a firing solution.”
 “Guerrero got back over there pretty quick, didn't she?” Dietrich said.
 “Spaceman, have them hold their fire unless...”
 “Cygnus has fired, sir!” Schmidt reported, and Mike rose to his feet, watching as the full force of a mass driver salvo raced towards the fleeing freighter. Seconds later, they made contact with the hull, ripping angry gouges along the side, atmosphere spilling out into space from a hundred breaches, tossing the ship about as its engine died, sending the wreck into a long, lazy spin.
 “Picking up escape pods, sir,” a subdued Dietrich said.
 “Launch shuttles to pick them up, Lieutenant. Make sure the crews are armed.”
 “Aye, sir,” he replied.
 Stabbing a control, Mike said, “Cygnus Actual, if you ever launch an attack without my direct approval, I'll bust you down so fast that you'll be saluting the waste reclamation crews! Do I make myself clear?”
 “I was under...”
 “Yes or no, Commander, and if you wish to hold your rank, I would consider your answer with great care.”
 “Yes, sir. Understood.”
 With a sigh, Mike sat back in his seat, conscious of the glare from Schmidt as he looked over the remnants of Lisbon, a handful of pods racing clear of the expanding debris field. There would be no inquiry, no censure. Many in the Parliament would probably approve of what she did, suggest that she was setting an example to others.
 He just felt sick. Dietrich walked up to him, holding a datapad, and said, “Looks like fifteen survivors, sir.”
 “Out of?”
 “Eighty-two.” He shook his head, and whispered, “Mareikuna,” softly enough that nobody else could hear. He didn't have to. Mike got the message, loud and clear.



Chapter 5
 
 “What's all this about, Teddy?” Rojek asked, as Curtis took his seat at the head of Polaris' conference table. A thick layer of dust coated everything in the room, and the holoprojector was hopelessly wrecked, scavenged to yield components for more critical systems. It didn't matter. This time, words alone would suffice.
 “How many have switched sides from Montevideo?” Curtis asked, as Saxon walked into the room, closely followed by Cordova. Behind them, Kani and Moretti followed, six people spread around a table designed to hold twenty-two, emblematic of the deserted ship.
 “All but eight,” Saxon replied. “I've gone over my files, and as far as I can tell, they're clean. Unfortunately, they were running light, but we've got another seventeen people to spread across Polaris. Including both Captain Hammond and Doctor Grant.”
 “And the fighter pilot who launched that last attack on us,” Kani added. “I had a word with her, and she's willing to join us. It helped that their flight orders made it clear that they were on a one-way mission. The squadron leader was meant to ram Polaris as a last resort, should all else fail.” He frowned, then said, “Apparently a lot of the frontier garrisons are getting pretty disaffected, especially this far from the Commonwealth border. No chances of promotion, poor conditions, limited leave. You could find some recruits out here.”
 “Maybe I should go down to Korolevgrad,” Cordova said. “We could stand off in orbit...”
 “No,” Curtis replied, shaking his head. “We don't have the time.” He looked around the room, and said, “You all know that we've completed Phase One. What none of you know, as of yet, is what form Phases Two and Three are going to take, but I think the time has come to fill you in on my plan.” He pulled out a datapad, and said, “I've been looking over the intelligence reports we've gathered. According to this report, the prisoners the Federation seized from Polaris during our last visit to Sinaloa Station are to be taken to a maximum security installation for interrogation. I intend to attack that convoy.”
 “Wait a minute, Commander,” Cordova protested, a heartbeat before Saxon and Moretti could object. “The report makes it clear that the convoy is a trap, proceeding under heavy escort.”
 “True,” Curtis said. “And I'm going to appear to jump right into it, though our objective isn't going to be quite what they expect.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “Phase Two is in two components. While we launch a feint attack on the convoy at EQ Pegasi, Montevideo will be heading back to Sinaloa, with Squadron Leader Kani in command.”
 Raising an eyebrow, Kani said, “I've never commanded anything larger than a squadron, sir.”
 “And you'll be taking all of your people with you. That ship can be run with a crew of twelve, and that's going to include your pilots. All seven of them, if you can trust your new recruit. To answer your next question, you'll be taking your fighters with you.” Looking around the room again, he added, “Suffice to say, people, that they'll be hiding in the system, ready to launch a surprise attack, and that for everyone except Squadron Leader Kani and myself, you have no need to know how they're going to pull it off. Moretti, I want the fighters and a single shuttle transferred to Montevideo within the hour, along with sufficient fuel and munitions for the fighters to launch a strike. Squadron Leader, I'll make sure you are briefed on the other equipment you'll need, but I believe Montevideo itself is carrying most of it already.”
 “Very well, sir.”
 “Teddy,” Rojek said, “Are you planning what I think you are planning?”
 “You're going to attack Sinaloa,” Saxon said, frowning. “Interesting choice. Strategic, but not overwhelmingly so, and likely with only limited defenses. Taking out that station will do a lot of damage to the frontier systems.”
 “You'll kill fifty thousand people,” Moretti protested.
 “Close, Saxon,” Curtis replied. “I don't intend to attack Sinaloa Station. I intend to capture it. Intact.” Before anyone could object, he continued, “It's a target that is currently wide open, and one that the Federation won't expect us to choose. We have people with local knowledge, and the orbital defense network is damaged. Added to which is that the system is defensible.”
 “You've out of your mind,” Cordova replied. “We're not ready to launch a full-scale attack. Later, perhaps, but...”
 “How long are you planning on waiting, Major?” Curtis said. “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but the revolution has already begun. It started the moment we took this ship. The Federation Fleet is already mobilizing against us, and tensions on the border aren't going to stop them hunting us down. Within months at most, more likely weeks, they will find us with sufficient force to destroy us. This little ambush is just the first warning shot across the bow.”
 “I agree,” Saxon said. “This ship is too big to hide.”
 “But to go up against the Fleet, now...” Moretti protested.
 “It was going to happen sooner or later, Lieutenant, no matter what we wanted. Felix, how long did it take us to get to battle stations last time? More than four hours? We can't react to a surprise attack. The only way that we can win a fight is if it is at a time and place of our choosing. Unless we keep the initiative, we've lost. And the only way things are going to change is if we can get enough people on our side to crew this ship properly, and provide a real home base with the facilities we need to support it. Sinaloa is the best choice. Partly because it is the least obvious.”
 “We don't have a major network there,” Cordova replied. “A handful of people, but there are half a dozen colonies on the frontier that have a more significant presence.”
 “And you can bet that ColSec knows all about them,” Rojek said. “Right, Liz?”
 Saxon nodded, and said, “Our policy was usually to leave them intact. Knowing who the ringleaders were made it easier to monitor their activities, and we could always reach down and smash them if we ever had to. No offense, Major.”
 “It means, Commander,” Cordova pressed, “that we will be dependent on a citizens' uprising that may or may not happen. If it doesn't, then we have no way to take the station.”
 “Good,” Curtis said. 
 “What?”
 “Major, how many people are in the Democratic Underground.” Raising a hand to forestall her protest, he added, “Not exact figures. A rough estimate.”
 “Maybe four or five thousand active. Ten to twenty times that passive.”
 “High guess is what, a hundred thousand people?” A smile curled his lips, and he said, “Last time I checked, the population of the Federation was a hair under eight and a half billion. Unless the population revolts damn near everywhere, our little rebellion is over before it can even begin.”
 “Besides,” Saxon added, “I was under the impression that your entire argument was that the people were crying out for a revolt, were desperate to be free. That's the general idea, isn't it? If the local population doesn't rise up, we don't have any legitimacy in any case.”
 “Precisely,” Curtis replied. “On that topic, how many of your people might change sides?”
 “We're dependent on ColSec?” Moretti asked, eyes wide.
 “Maybe twenty will switch to our side at once. I had suspicions about their true loyalties. Five times that will join us if they think we have a chance of winning. Maybe a hundred will fight to the death for the Federation. As for the rest, they'll just sit this one out.”
 “Things are that bad?” Rojek asked. “More than half a security detachment aren't willing to actually fight for their own government?”
 “Colonial Security is a paramilitary police force, Lieutenant. Not an army. We aren't trained for it, not properly, and that isn't what we signed up for. I won't say that there aren't those who will fight, but a lot of them aren't willing to die for the Federation. Maybe once. Not any more.” Turning to Cordova, she added, “You might find the local population surprisingly supportive.”
 “To return to the briefing,” Curtis said. “Once we've completed our raid on the planned ambush at EQ Pegasi, Polaris will immediately jump to Sinaloa Station and launch our attack. Strike teams comprising as many people as we can spare will launch under the command of Major Cordova. Saxon, you'll be accompanying her as liaison with the local population. Between you and Dixon, I'm counting on your local knowledge to help us.”
 “This is insane,” Moretti said, shaking her head.
 “I agree,” Cordova replied. “I can't support this. I'm sorry.”
 “Fine,” Curtis said. “Door's to your right, and I think there's an escape pod one deck down you can use. The best of luck negotiating with ColSec down on the planet. Maybe Saxon can give you some tips.” He paused, placed his hands on the table, and continued, “This wasn't intended as a debate or a discussion, people. We're way past that. This decision is mine, and it is made. Major, our agreement, right from the start, was that I commanded Polaris.” He turned to Kani, and asked, “Squadron Leader, will you do your part?”
 “Naturally, I want to know the specifics,” Kani replied, “but I'll fly for you. I think it's worth the risk. And it's on the border with the Commonwealth, so we might be able to get some support from my people later on.”
 “If we're going to start a revolution, Sinaloa isn't a bad choice,” Saxon added, nodding in approval. “We'll be fighting on my home ground.”
 Rojek frowned, then said, “I don't like this, Teddy, and I suspect you don't either. Though I think I'm with you. I don't see that we have any other choice. Oh, we might pick a different target, but we can't get away from the basic reality. Right now, we have a warship that could lead a rebel fleet to victory, but without more people, without a staging area, there isn't that much we can do with this.”
 Curtis looked at Cordova, and added, “I know that you'd like more time to prepare, a chance to properly infiltrate a strike force, but we've got an opportunity now that might never come again. We've got the momentum. And if some of the frontier worlds are already warning up to rebel, one real victory will send recruits flocking to our banner.”
 “Some will be, already,” Saxon said, turning to Cordova. “You and I both know that there are a lot of hotheads who aren't connected to your network. They'll be making a move regardless of what we think or do. If we act quickly, we can make sure that those sacrifices aren't in vain.” She frowned, then said, “What do we do if a Starcruiser is on guard? I wouldn't rule it out.”
 “Neither would I, but again, we've got the advantages. The Federation started with fifteen capital ships to our one, and we already reduced that to fourteen, back at the Cinnamon Belt. I wouldn't object to taking it down to thirteen, and as I said, we'll have surprise on our side.” Leaning forward, he said, “Major, as I said, you will command the strike force. Your mission is simple. Knock out the defense and internal security systems. Not in a smash and grab, but to hold.”
 “I'll tell you one thing,” Saxon said. “Director Wise won't fight to the death. He'll surrender if he thinks it's the only way to save his skin. And most of the other top brass are top-class cowards. Once it's obvious that we've won, we won't have a problem with the senior administration.”
 “I can think of a couple of thousand ways that this could go wrong,” Moretti said.
 “Obviously I have a better imagination than you, Lieutenant,” Rojek replied, “because I can think of far more. Risky, yes. But I don't see that we have any other option. If we continue with our hit-and-run raids, the Federation Fleet will ultimately ambush us, take us out. That's as near to a certainty as you'd ever want. I suppose we could wander into the Halo Worlds, try and find a place to hide, but for what? Some better day that might not come?”
 “Right now,” Saxon added, “my guess is that a lot of people are waiting for us to make the next move. How about it, Major. You want a few million new recruits, or should we scuttle off into the shadows, give up the fight right now? Because that's the only other option on the table at the moment, and I don't like that at all.”
 “We've got to make a move, and we've got to make it now,” Curtis pressed. “And once we launch this attack, we're committed. Either we win big, or it all ends here. Make no mistake about it. There's a good chance this could go very, very wrong, but if we pull it off, then we have a secure base, have probably whittled down the Federation Fleet a little, and have a lock on significant supplies of uranium. More than two-thirds of Earth's supply.” Glancing at Kani, he added, “Don't tell me that won't buy us a little bit of support from the Commonwealth. Or from the Halo Worlds.”
 “It'll certainly make them a little eager to get to the bargaining table,” Kani replied. “There's a good chance that we might capture more freighters, as well.”
 “Good point.” Looking around the table, he said, “Squadron Leader, I'll be briefing you in twenty minutes. Get your people together. As for the rest, Polaris departs this system in two hours. I want you all to be ready for that.”
 “On that, Commander,” Moretti said. “We're pushing this ship a lot harder than I'd like. She's got a military-grade Tau Drive, but that doesn't mean we can keep these rapid transits forever. Two or three more at this pace, and I'll have to think about stripping down for a full overhaul. Better part of a week, with our current crew complement.”
 “Noted, Lieutenant, and that's just one more reason why we need to make this mission work. Keep her together for another forty-eight hours. After that, everything should start getting easier. That's all. Dismissed.”
 As the others left the room, Rojek rose to his feet, turned to Curtis, and asked, “Are you sure about this, Teddy?”
 “Hell no. If a subordinate officer had come up to me with a plan like this, I'd have thrown him out of my office. I just can't see another realistic alternative. Every other choice is just a slow way of committing suicide. At least this way we have a chance of turning this little war of ours around.”
 Nodding, Rojek said, “I know you aren't asking for votes, but you've got mine. I'll be right there on the bridge with you, all the way to the end.”
 “Thanks, Felix,” he said. “Though I hope that doesn't come for a very, very long time.”



Chapter 6
 
 “I know I've said this a lot, Commander, but this is crazy,” Kani said, shaking his head as the last of the equipment was loaded onto the cargo shuttle, bound for Montevideo. 
 “Not too late to back out, Squadron Leader,” Curtis replied. “Incidentally, thank you once again for choosing to stick with us. If you really want to find a way back to the Commonwealth, then as soon as this mission is completed, I'll see if there's any realistic chance. We'll be close enough to the border for you to make the attempt.”
 “Thank you, sir, but we've got to live through this mission yet.” Holding up his datapad, he added, “Besides, the chance to fly a mission profile like this is one that no pilot worth the name would pass up. I've got to give it a try. Which makes me about as crazy as you.” He watched as his pilots filed onto the waiting shuttle, and said, “I don't like keeping them in the dark.”
 “No choice. If this goes wrong...”
 “I know,” he replied, holding up a hand. “Don't worry, Commander. I have no intention of being taken alive. The prospect of spending the rest of my life in an interrogation cell doesn't appeal. Commonwealth Intelligence already took care of that little detail for me, back when I first volunteered for undercover work.”
 “Well, if you have to go down, go down fighting.”
 “With all due respect, Commander, I have no intention of going down at all.” He paused, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a vial, passing it to Curtis. “If something does go wrong, though, I want you to do something for me.”
 “Of course.”
 “When you win your war, and if you somehow manage to pull this off, my money would certainly be on you finding a way to pull it off, I want these ashes scattered back home. On Earth, in the Karoo. My grandmother always wanted to go home, and I guess this is the only way she's ever going to do it. I've been carrying these with me for years, waiting for the chance.”
 Curtis took the vial as though it was the most precious thing in the world, and said, “I'll be sure to keep these safe for you until you get back. And you're coming back, Squadron Leader. You've got just the right level of crazy built into you to find a way through this.”
 Nodding, Kani replied, “Aye, sir. You know that. I know that.” Glancing up at the ceiling, he added, “Does the big man up there know that, though? He gets the deciding vote.” Holding out his hand, he said, “Good luck, Commander.”
 Shaking the proffered hand, Curtis replied, “Good hunting, Squadron Leader. I'll see you at the rendezvous, and I'll try not to be late.”
 “We'll be waiting, sir.” With one last look at Polaris, he stepped onto the waiting shuttle, Nguyen and Voronova waiting for him. Montgomery sat at the controls as he guided the ship to its departure lock, dropping through the levels of the hull before being tossed into space, the engine firing to push it towards its destination, the lumbering freighter Vladivostok, up ahead.
 “Well?” Nguyen asked. “What's the mission?”
 “Need to know. You don't.”
 A scowl crept onto her face, and she said, “You don't normally hide the objective from the rest of us. Doesn't make sense.”
 “This time, it does,” he replied. “Trust me, Mel, you don't want to know this one. Not until we complete Phase Two, anyway. That way, if anything goes wrong, I'm the only one with his head in the noose, and the rest of you might be able to at least talk yourselves into a prison camp.”
 “Not what I signed on for,” a disgruntled Jones replied, sitting by herself at the back. “I just left one suicide squad. I don't plan on joining another.”
 “Bit late for you to change your mind, kid,” Nguyen said.
 “Besides,” Voronova added, “I'll say a lot of things about Win, but he doesn't tend to take on a mission unless he thinks there's a good chance of making it back. Not with a squadron flying along for the ride. If he was going off on his own, I'd be worried.”
 Peering out of the viewport at the cargo shuttle, Nguyen asked, “What's with the extra equipment? They already shipped over our ordnance.”
 “Something special we're going to need later on.”
 “And when are they planning on dumping Montevideo's cargo? There must be a quarter-million tons of ore on board. She'll be slower than hell with all that mass in her tail.”
 “Quit fishing, Mel. I know what I'm doing, and I think this plan should work.”
 “You think?”
 With a shrug, he replied, “We'll find out in about thirty-one hours from now. Though I'll tell you this much. You're going to have the two best flying experiences of your life, one way or another.” Looking around the cramped cabin, he added, “That goes for all of you, as well. I personally guarantee that this is one mission you won't want to miss.”
 “Docking in one minute, sir,” Montgomery said. He glanced down at the fighter wings on his chest, gold now instead of silver, the mark of a blooded warrior who had made his first kill. Jones looked at him coldly, aware that the kill he was celebrating was one of her comrades, and Kani walked over to her.
 “I went over the footage again,” he replied.
 “Spare me, sir. I really don't want to go through a postmortem on how you wiped out my squadron.” She looked up at him, and said, “I'm here because my desire to get revenge on the bastards who sent me up here to die is greater than my desire to punch you in the gut and watch you collapse at my feet. That situation could change.”
 “I'm sure I'll be the first to know if it does,” Kani replied. “But for the record, I didn't get your squadron commander. Monty did. With one of the cleanest kills I've ever seen for a rookie, incidentally. He's going to make an outstanding fighter pilot if he lives long enough. I can say the same of you, I think. The others turned and ran, broke formation and fled to their deaths. You pressed the attack even when all hope was lost, and had the good sense to bail out of your bird before it was too late.”
 “If this is some sort of a speech...”
 His face growing colder, Kani said, “Look, I'm aware that everyone is here for their own reasons, and that our little fleet barely even has the pretense of being a military operation, but I need everyone here to do their job. If you can't do that, then tell me now, while there's still time to transfer you back to Polaris.”
 “I know my duty, sir,” she replied. “I also know that you are desperate for any pilots you can get. You need me a lot more than I need you, and I suggest you remember that. Sir.” She walked away, moving to a viewport, watching the planet recede behind them.
 “She's going to be trouble,” Nguyen said.
 “No kidding,” Kani replied. “Unfortunately, she's also right. And both Saxon and Cordova cleared her. She's sincere.” Frowning, he continued, “In an ideal world, we'd post her to another ship in the fleet.”
 “We'd have to have two ships to make that nice little plan work.”
 “True. And she is a good pilot.” Looking at the others, he added, “What about the rest?”
 “Monty's fine. A little green, but getting that first kill will do him good. Take some of the pressure off. And a pretty damn good one, at that. He even beat you to the draw.”
 “Tell me about it.” Turning to the others, a man and a woman standing by themselves at the rear of the shuttle, he said, “Keller and Carr?”
 “I don't know,” she replied. “I managed to get them into the simulator, and on paper they know what they are doing, but they didn't really do much in the last battle. I'm not sure they've got the spark, either of them.” Pulling out a datapad, she added, “Carr actually did do a little training, but they washed her out in the first few months. Not political, either. Smashed up a training ship and was lucky to walk away in one piece. Keller's been a shuttle pilot for ten years, has a pretty good reputation, but he's never flown anything with guns on it before.”
 “And we're going up against the best fighter pilots in the Federation Fleet.”
 “You and I are better. Even Voronova, though it hurts a little to admit it. And Monty's certainly got what it takes. Give him a year, and he'll be up there with the best of us. Assuming he lives that long.” She paused, then said, “Commander Curtis gave you a chance to pull out, didn't he.”
 “He did.”
 “We could have made it home from here. Might have taken a while, but our ships do come here every few months. One of them's due in seven weeks.”
 “And we'd be sitting on our hands while Polaris and her people fought for their lives, fighting our war for us. Besides, it would just be the two of us, and I'm not really happy about tossing Voronova command of a squadron.” He cracked a thin smile, and said, “It offends my sense of professional pride.”
 “Not to mention this flight of a lifetime you're promising us.”
 “I told you not to dig on that,” he replied. “I'll tell you as soon as I can. Hell, I won't have to. It'll be obvious as soon as we complete Phase Two. All you need to know for now is that we're heading back to Sinaloa, and that there's something big coming up. Another good reason why we need to hang around for a while. Sooner or later one or both of us...”
 “You're thinking of staying, aren't you. Switching sides.”
 “Enemy of my enemy, Mel. As I was saying, soon enough we'll be trying to talk our people back home into joining the fight, and the better the odds of victory, the easier it'll be. This mission is risky as hell, but I think it's worth it.”
 “Docking, sir,” Montgomery said, and the shuttle locked into place on the side of Montevideo, airlock opening to reveal Captain Hammond standing at the airlock, a frown on her face.
 “Everything ready, Captain?” Kani asked.
 “We're just getting the last of the equipment unloaded. It would help if we could unseal the crates. They barely fit down the lateral corridor. Or we could use one of the cargo airlocks.”
 “Not an option,” Kani replied. “They've got to stay up here, right at the top of the ship, and they've got to stay in their seal all the way. What about the cargo?”
 Shaking her head, Hammond replied, “I've got the loading robots working on it now. They should be about finished by the time we get to Sinaloa, but it's going to do some pretty nasty things to our center of gravity. The navigation computer's already spitting out electronic garbage at the prospect of making it to the gravitational threshold. I hope you aren't expecting any fancy flying.”
 “Actually, I am, but don't worry, Captain. What I and Commander Curtis have in mind is well within the current capabilities of Montevideo.” He patted the hull, and said, “Your people?”
 “Five of us. I'm going to need all of you to take your stations immediately if we're going to depart.” She frowned, then added, “We'll be on round-the-clock watches all the way.”
 Clapping her on the shoulder, Kani replied, “As soon as we get to Sinaloa, you'll have a chance to relax for a while. So will we all. At least until the real fireworks start.” He walked over to a communicator, and tapped a control, saying, “Kani to Polaris.”
 “Actual here. Go ahead.”
 “We're all set and ready to go. The cargo shuttles will be on their way home in,” he glanced at Hammond, who held up four fingers, and continued, “four minutes. We're going to proceed to the gravitational threshold right now. Good luck.”
 “And to you.”
 “I guess we'd better get up to the bridge,” Hammond said, shaking her head. She looked at Kani, and said, “How bad is this going to be for my baby?”
 Kani frowned, then said, “Bad. But if it makes you feel any better, Montevideo will be remembered for a very long time after all of this is over. I can promise you that much.” Looking around, he added, “Everyone to your posts on the double. Let's get this show on the road.”



Chapter 7
 
 Michael Curtis looked at the datapad on his lap for the third time, struggling to concentrate on the latest selection of reports funneled to him by the department heads. Technically, they only needed his thumbprint before being consigned to electronic oblivion, and the temptation to simply swipe through all of them was all but impossible to resist. Somehow, though, he pressed on through the file. Oxygen consumption a little down, a few defects with waste reclamation.
 His reverie was interrupted by a faint chime, someone outside his cabin, and he reached across to the panel beside his bed, opening the door. Waiting at the threshold was Petrova, as ever in her meticulous black uniform, one that he could swear had been tailored to her advantage. She walked into the room and sat at his desk, a frown on her face.
 “Are you always this casual when you are off duty?”
 “You should see me when I really let my hair down, Lieutenant.” He paused, then said, “There's nothing we can do until we reach our destination. It's usually a good idea to try and relax the best way you can. Going through paperwork isn't exactly my favorite occupation, but it isn't a bad method of taking your mind off things.” He looked up at her, and asked, “Isn't it a little early in my command for you to be doing a Reliability check?”
 “Oh, that won't be necessary for a while. You were full evaluated before being assigned to this command. Though I must confess that your appointment came as something of a surprise to a lot of people.”
 “Not you.”
 “What makes you say that?”
 “Your choice of words. A lot of people. You were expecting it.”
 “It was a logical move for two reasons. Firstly, your father will have difficulty in shooting down a ship commanded by his son. Treason doesn't usually break down familial bonds. Second, you have been something of a protege of Admiral Yoshida, and this mission will give you a chance to make your reputation and cast off any remaining doubts about your parentage.” She paused, then said, “Tell me, Commander. What do you really think about this mission? You can speak quite freely.”
 Raising an eyebrow, he added, “You're telling me that every word I utter won't appear in a formal report at some point in the next few hours?” 
 “I suspect you are unlikely to share with a stranger anything that I would find important enough to recommend you be stripped of command.” Folding her arms, she added, “My job, Commander, is to monitor you. Not only for reliability, but your well-being, also. I have a qualification in psychiatry. At one point I had planned to make it my profession.”
 “What changed your mind? If you don't mind my asking.”
 “I had a prolonged affair with Admiral Carpenter.” As Mike's eyes widened, she continued, “It became clear that I was to be discarded after a few months for being inconvenient, and joining the Political Directorate gave me a weapon I could use to prevent being thrown into the streets. As had happened to his previous paramour, I learned. We established what you might call a state of detente, instead.”
 Shaking his head, Mike replied, “I suppose I can't fault your honesty.”
 “Your turn.”
 “Fair enough. I don't like this mission. Of course I don't. The idea of being sent to hunt down my father, no matter what he's done, is...” He paused, sighed, and continued, “I am an officer in the Federation Fleet, and I've been in the uniform long enough to know that I'm not going to like every order I receive. That doesn't stop me executing them to the best of my ability.”
 She nodded, then said, “You wouldn't be human if you didn't have doubts about this mission. I'm sure we all have concerns.”
 “Not Lieutenant Schmidt,” he replied. “There's a human laser beam if I've ever seen one. Lances right to her goal with no hesitation. And I can't help but get the idea that as far as she is concerned, I've got a big target drawn on my back.”
 “She did have a chance at this command before your assignment,” Petrova replied. “And has served on this ship for some years. Admiral Yoshida had to pull a lot of strings to get you here. Some resentment is natural. Nevertheless, she has almost the highest possible Political Reliability Index.” 
 “Almost?” he asked.
 “A second cousin suspected of subversive behavior some years ago. Nothing was ever proven, but the record remains on our file.”
 Shaking his head, he replied, “I've been on the frontier for too long. Out there, it isn't like this. We hardly ever see you blackjacks...”
 “Blackjacks?” she asked with a thin smile. “That's a new one.”
 “Black-Jackets.” He tugged at his uniform, and added, “You ought to wear butternut like the rest of us. Though again, I'm sure you do it because you want to stand out, look special.”
 “Actually, it's excellent at hiding dirt.”
 Against his better judgment, Mike chuckled, and said, “I'll be damned.”
 “You're surprised that I can have a sense of humor?”
 “Let's just say it doesn't seem to fit the usual profile and leave it at that. Most of the watchdogs I've seen have been the dictionary definition of stuffed shirt.” He paused, then asked, “Can I ask you a question?”
 “Certainly.” She sat straight in her chair, and said, “Commander, I have the ability to be one of your most useful officers. I will always tell you what I think, and if I believe you are making a mistake, I will tell you. In the correct way and at the correct time. Our loyalties are the same, and we have sworn the same oath, the defend the People from all enemies internal and external.”
 Nodding, he replied, “A ship in our squadron shot down a transport yesterday, possibly killing dozens of innocent crewmen. I was wondering how you felt about that? Quis custodes et custodes?”
 “Who watches the watchmen?” she replied. “Oh, if you think you have to go through hell when you take a Reliability Test, you can't imagine how deep they go for us.” With a frown, she continued, “To answer your question, it wasn't something I would have ordered. Not only for moral reasons. Interrogating the crew would have given us valuable information. You're going to have to watch Guerrero, I think. She's going to shoot first and ask questions later. Under normal circumstances, I don't believe she would have been considered for command.”
 “Let me guess. Nobody wanted the job.”
 “Would you? The commander arrested, executive officer killed, most of the senior staff and enlisted sent on a one-way trip to Triton? Putting the pieces back together on that ship would be a challenge even for an experienced officer, and I'm by no means sure that Guerrero is up to the task. Not that there was much of a choice. And she has supporters as well.” Looking at him, she added, “Admiral Yoshida himself is in a somewhat tenuous position. Others, such as my erstwhile friend Carpenter, have been attempting to push him out of his job for years.”
 “Naturally,” Mike replied. “Lots of opportunities for graft and corruption.”
 “Cynicism isn't a useful trait for a starship commander.”
 “Perhaps not, but realism is. I'm not blind to the flaws in the government that I serve, Petrova. If we're both putting our cards on the table.”
 “Anna, by all means,” she replied. “And I wouldn't trust anyone who claimed to be a blind patriot in any case. Better to have an officer who fights for the Federation because he has made a conscious decision to do so, rather than someone who does it because he doesn't believe there to be an alternative.” Sitting forward, she continued, “Would it surprise you to know that I volunteered for this assignment? In fact, that I went to some trouble to get it?”
 “Trying to make your reputation?” he replied. “If we pull this off...”
 “When.”
 “If. Overconfidence is one of the greatest weapons you can hand to an enemy.”
 “If we pull this off,” she conceded, “then you will be in a position to move swiftly through the ranks. I know that Admiral Yoshida has in mind fast-tracking you to Commodore, and this squadron command will assist with that.” Raising a hand, she continued, “And before you start questioning your age, you've got more command experience than most of our flag officers, and you and I both know that it is more a matter of political connections than service regulations.”
 “Granted, but I never really thought about it that way.”
 A catlike smile spread across her face, and she replied, “That's where I come in. There are other officers who have the same potential that you do, but you I think have the best chance of realizing it, and I believe that to be critical.”
 “To do what?”
 Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her datapad, and said, “Your Reliability Index isn't as good as it should be. Sufficient for a ship command, true, but there are several notations about criticism of senior officers, lack of respect for higher ranks, and an aggressive willingness to do what has to be done to complete a mission, regardless of regulations. I might cite your plan to trap Polaris as one more example.”
 With a shrug, Mike replied, “With a record like that, I'm surprised I got this far.”
 “The Political Directorate likes officers such as yourself, Commander, though not for the way you think. We're engaged in a perpetual flight, half a dozen different groups struggling to take control of the Federation's destiny. Seeing that troublesome officers move up the ranks means that the Beasts of Admiralty are more concerned with suppressing internal dispute than the intrigues of the Directorates.”
 “I won't be a cat's paw for anyone, Lieutenant.”
 “Nor would I ask you to be. There are some of us who disagree with this attitude. We're meant to be serving the best interests of the Federation, and the constant intrigue is continually getting in the way of that.”
 “Careful,” he replied. “You're beginning to sound a little seditious.”
 “I would counter that those who put personal power and influence ahead of the people they're meant to be serving are the traitors, not I.” Tapping her datapad, she continued, “And this record suggests that you agree with me. That you're in the Reform Party, whether you know it or not.” The smile returned, and she said, “My job is to guide you to where you need to be, Commander. Where you want to be. Into a position where you can do some good. Admiral of the Fleet in ten years, instead of some political creature who would only use it to feather his nest.”
 “You're telling me that there is some sort of conspiracy at the heart of our government, one that I am being invited to join?”
 “Conspiracy is the wrong word for it. We consider ourselves more of a Star Chamber. Dedicated to the ideals of the Revolution, and determined to restore the Federation to what it was originally meant to be.” With a deep sigh, she added, “That's why it is so important to crush this uprising right away, before it can take root. There are already figures in Parliament calling for the imposition of a second Purge, and that cannot be allowed to recur.”
 “Maybe, but,” he said, pausing. He was gasping for breath, his eyes losing their focus, and he said, “Anna, do you feel it as well?”
 “The air,” she said, panting. “Sabotage.”
 Mike lurched to his feet, stumbling to the control panel, his hands fumbling over the controls. Someone had disabled the life support systems and engaged the pressure lock on his cabin, sealing the two of them inside. The telltales continued to insist that everything was normal, but one breath told him that the pressure had been turned down, oxygen drained from the atmosphere. He reached for the emergency controls, cursing as he tried the switches, all of them disabled.
 “Communicator,” Petrova gasped. “Knocked out.”
 “Wait,” he said, staggering over to the bed, knocking a half-empty cup of coffee to the deck in his haste. He reached up to his command console, a secure link, and grunted with satisfaction as it responded to his commands. He tapped in a ten-digit code, clearing it twice as his fading memory struggled to recall the sequence, and as the ringing of sirens exploded into the air all around him, collapsed to the ground.
 Death wasn't what he'd expected. Certainly not the smell of plastic over his mouth, a low whirring in his eyes, as his eyes flickered open to see Dietrich staring down at him, a pair of medics on the far side of his cabin seeing to Petrova. He reached for the mask, but his weak hands couldn't surpass Dietrich, his palm keeping the respirator in position.
 “She's going to be fine, Lieutenant,” one of the medics said. “We'll get her down to Sick Bay for a full check-up. The Commander should come as well.”
 “In a minute,” Dietrich said. “I've got this. On your way.”
 “Yes, sir,” they replied, pushing the unconscious Petrova into the corridor on a gurney. The doors slammed shut, and Dietrich took off the respirator, oxygen hissing into the air as the seal broke. With an effort, Mike struggled to rise, Dietrich's arms helping him to sit up.
 “Easy, there,” he said. “You cut that pretty damn close.”
 “You got my message, then,” Mike replied.
 “Just me and everyone else. You scared the hell out of everyone. Though for the record, your unexpected battle stations drill timed out at a hair under three minutes. A little better than Fleet average. I've got Kenyon up on the bridge.”
 “Not Schmidt?”
 “Hell no. She's down in the life support systems. I figured we'd be safer with her out of the way for a while.” Gesturing at the controls, he added, “You realize that this required a command-level authorization. As well as skills that not that many people possess.”
 “Meaning that somebody on this ship is out to kill me, and with a limited number of possibilities.” Mike frowned, and said, “Under normal circumstances, I'd suspect Petrova, but given that she damn near died as well...”
 “Not conclusive.”
 “What?” 
 “Damn it, Mike, you know how the Blackjacks work. They'll play any games they want. I wouldn't be surprised if she had some way out of this.” Glancing at the door, he added, “Those medics were on the way here already. I joined them before they came inside. Both of them just happened to have access codes. To your cabin. Interesting, huh.”
 “I find it hard to believe someone would set themselves up to commit suicide, Sam.” He paused, looked up, and said, “We both know who the prime suspect is, and she's running around the lower decks right now.”
 “With a couple of people I trust watching every move she makes. I'll make sure she doesn't pull a fast one. The only question I have is whether she's working with anyone else.” Shaking his head, he said, “Bad enough that we've got a bunch of rebels fighting us. Now our own side is out to get us as well.”
 “You're assuming Schmidt isn't a rebel.”
 Dietrich's eyes widened, and he said, “That hadn't occurred to me. Killing you would put Death-Or-Glory Morrison in charge, and she'd have less chance of riding herd on Guerrero than us.” With a frown, he added, “This is getting worse all the time.”
 “No kidding.” Looking up at the clock, he said, “I'd better get down to Sickbay. Get up to the bridge and keep an eye on everything. I'll be up as soon as I can. We should be at the rendezvous point soon. And once this battle is over, we're going to sweep this ship from stem to stern until we find out what the hell is going on here.”



Chapter 8
 
 “I've checked four times,” Moretti said, “and I still can't find anything about Saxon that proves your theory.” Stabbing controls on the security console, she added, “Yes, she was a ColSec officer, a senior one, but I can't find any contacts with the Political Directorate, and while she was pretty damned corrupt, there's nothing here that suggests anything out of the ordinary. Just another low-level functionary.”
 “She killed Keranos,” Cordova replied. “Or at the very least, ordered his death.”
 “The man was a bastard of the highest order,” the engineer replied. “You see his record? He's the sort of scum we ought to be fighting against, not making deals with. Slime sticks, remember. We're going to get a reputation if we work with bastards like that.”
 “We don't have the luxury of a clean conscience.”
 “Are you sure that it's such a luxury, rather than a necessity?” With a sigh, she said, “Look, you don't have to like her, but you're going to have to get used to the idea of working with her. Commander Curtis is right about something. We're going to need defectors if this is going to work, and we're going to have to take them where we can get them. Right now we've got a fighter pilot working for us who launched a strike against Polaris the day before yesterday.”
 “She's too eager to support him,” Cordova replied, shaking her head. “Every time, she's just a little quick to back him up. And he listens to her.”
 “You jealous?” Moretti asked, raising an eyebrow. “She spent more than a decade on the station we're planning to attack. He'd be crazy not to learn everything he can from her, but I don't think he really trusts her. Any more than he trusts you.”
 Turning to the engineer, she replied, “Now what the hell do you mean by that?”
 “Precisely what I said. The only one he really trusts on this ship is Felix, and he didn't even bring him into the loop on this mission until the last minute.” Frowning, she added, “Maybe Kani. Though I understand that. He doesn't have a dog in this fight, and he's made it quite clear that he's along for the ride only while it's in the interests of the Commonwealth. As long as we're weakening the Federation, that's enough. But that's it, Gabi, and you know what? He's right.”
 “I still don't like it,” she replied.
 “You wanted a tactical genius. Someone who could use this ship to defeat the Federation and bring about a second Uprising, take down the tyranny. Well, you found him, and he actually wants to do it, and strange as it sounds, I think he actually has a chance of pulling it off.” Shutting down the display with the flick of a switch, she added, “His heart and his soul are in the game. In a year from now we might be talking about finally winning this war. And it will all be because of what we do right here today. I'm afraid we're going to need Saxon and creatures like her to do it.”
 “You were the one talking about not getting stuck in the slime.”
 With a shrug, Moretti replied, “As ColSec Administrators go, she's downright tame. A crooked cop. That's about as far as it goes. No acts of brutality, no oppression of sedition over and above normal routine, and she's got a couple of notations for non-cooperation with the Political Directorate. Hell, she got stranded out here on the frontier. Someone must have been worried enough about her loyalties, and that's good enough for me.”
 “Then you think I should go along with this?”
 Frowning, she replied, “I don't know if you have a choice. Not any more. You've unleashed a pretty wild beast, and he's running free. Most of the crew would follow him if you pushed a decision. Norton would, Rojek, the fighter pilots.”
 “And you?” Moretti looked down at the deck, and Cordova continued, “I see.”
 “Damn it, Gabi, we're in this game to win, and you're one of the best field commanders I've ever seen, but you don't know a damned thing about space combat, and he spent twenty years at it before they threw him into the gutter! If we were talking about another raid on Triton, hit-and-run on a ground installation, you'd be the expert. This is space warfare. Not the same thing.”
 The door slid open, and Saxon walked into the room, an enigmatic smile on her face as she took a vacant chair, saying, “You really need to work harder on your internal security. I was able to set up an monitoring program on Polaris' database surprisingly easily. Naturally, I have already informed the Commander of the weakness and recommended some software updates. These systems are, after all, twenty years out of date.”
 Turning to her, Cordova said, “Every move you make just makes it harder for me to trust you.”
 “Probably as it should be, though to be fair, the reverse must also be true.” Gesturing at the monitor, she added, “Out of interest, Lieutenant, do you genuinely consider that I can be trusted?”
 “Not a chance.”
 “Good. I should hope not. I don't trust either of you.” Her smile grew, and she added, “None of us dare to take the risk, and Commander Curtis is the most paranoid of all, but then certain inquiries that I have made of late suggest that he has good reason to be.”
 “What does that mean?” Moretti said, the engineer missing Cordova's nervous glance. 
 “The Major knows. And she's just confirmed my suspicions. For a resistance leader, Major, you don't lie worth a damn. That's a skill you're going to have to cultivate.”
 “Attention,” Curtis' voice barked from the overhead speaker. “Emergence in four minutes. All senior officers to their stations on the double. Repeat, all senior officers to the stations on the double.”
 “I'd better get below,” Moretti said, looking at Cordova quickly before leaving the room, Saxon still sitting in her seat.
 “Whatever you think you know…,” Cordova began
 Raising an eyebrow, Saxon replied, “Just one piece of advice, Major, before we head up to the bridge and watch the Commander work some more of his particular brand of magic. Sometimes, as strange as it may seem for a ColSec operative to admit it, honesty can indeed be the best policy. You might be surprised at how effective such a course of action can be.”
 “The day I listen to a lecture on truth from you...”
 “Just a little advice. That's all.” Saxon led the way down the corridor, the two of them jogging towards the waiting elevator. Lights flickered all around them, the power grid in urgent need of maintenance on this deck. One more desperately needed repair on an ever-growing list. Cordova glanced at Saxon as they raced towards their destination. She was good at her job. There was no denying that. And she had saved them twice.
 Though always, buried only a few inches from the surface, there was the same deceit that she'd expect from a ColSec administrator. Someone who until recently had dedicated their life to the service of the tyrannical government that she had wanted to destroy since she was old enough to want anything. Sixteen years ago, she'd made a promise to her father as he died in her arms, that she would continue the fight, press on until the final victory, even if she had to give up her own life for the cause. She meant those words then, and she meant them still more now.
 The two of them slid into the elevator, doors closing behind them as they sped to the bridge, neither of them trusting themselves to speak to the other. Commands reverberated from the speakers, Curtis and Rojek calling the crew to their stations, ready for the battle to begin.
 All was calm and orderly on the command deck, Curtis sitting at the heart of the action, Rojek at Tactical and Norton at the helm, scattered technicians clustered at critical consoles. The viewscreen was displaying a projected image of the system they were approaching, gathered from long-range sensor data, as well as the theoretical trajectory track of their target, Jakarta.”
 “Full sweep as soon as we enter the system,” Curtis ordered. “Major, is your strike team standing by in the shuttle?”
 “They are. I should be with them,” she protested.
 “I can't risk you, Major. They might launch, but unless things really drop our way, they aren't going anywhere near that ship.” He frowned, then added, “Though there might be...”
 “Skipper,” Rojek said, “This isn't a rescue mission. It's a decoy operation. And both of them knew the risks they were taking when they joined us, knew that they might have to sacrifice their lives. Our job is to make sure they are well spent.”
 “Here we go,” Norton said, as Polaris slid out of warp, the Tau Drive disengaging in a gravitational roar that echoed across space-time. Immediately, targets appeared on the screen, a freighter moving towards the planet ahead, a swarm of fighters flying close escort all around her.
 Frowning, Rojek replied, “Just as you see, sir. Seven fighters, one transport. Modifications on the transport, a couple of turrets and a point-defense system.” Tapping controls, he added, “No record in our database of Jakarta being modified as an auxiliary cruiser. This must be new.”
 “Not a comprehensive overhaul, though,” Saxon said, peering at the sensor display. “They had time to make these modifications.” Turning to Cordova, she added, “What do you think, Major?”
 “Our intelligence hasn't picked up much.”
 “At a guess,” Saxon said, “your agents were all picked up the moment they knew we'd found Polaris. The Political Directorate can be quite efficient at times.” Turning to Curtis, she added, “It's still a trap, sir. We can't risk taking the bait.”
 “True, but we can't just sit here, either. Norton, intercept course. Make it look good, but hold back some acceleration. Make it ninety percent. And throw in a few odd thruster moves. I'd like it to look as though our control of the ship isn't complete. Felix, I'd like a firing solution on their fighters as soon as we can get one.”
 “We're not going toe-to-toe…,” he began.
 “I'm not going to miss targets of opportunity either.”
 Polaris moved into position, sweeping towards the target, the freighter burning its engines hotter in an attempt to escape. Both sides were playing a game, acting out roles in a drama. Jakarta was trying to lure Polaris into a trap, the capital ship simply attempting to make the engagement look convincing. Cordova walked towards the sensor display, looking over Rojek's shoulder, and frowned at the preponderance of moons around the planet.
 “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Rojek said. “We've already got probes on the way, but...”
 “Course change!” Strickland, sitting next to him, said. “They're after our birds, sir. One fighter each, heading for intercept course. I'd guess they've got something hidden out there that they don't want us to know about.”
 “Behind all four moons?” Cordova asked.
 “Unlikely,” Curtis said. “But it would look pretty suspicious if they only hunted down one, wouldn't it.” He frowned, then said, “We're going to catch them before they reach the planetary defense network. Prepare to launch strike team.”
 “You don't think this could be real?” Norton mused. “Maybe we're reading more into this than we should. We might actually have a chance of bringing our people home?”
 Moving to a vacant terminal, Saxon said, “I'm going to try and crack into Jakarta. Wait one.”
 As Polaris cruised into position, seemingly moving at a crawl through the stars, Cordova looked over Saxon's shoulder as her hands danced across the controls. For all her sins, she was a talented hacker, and the freighter quickly yielded to her demands for access, information on the location of the two prisoners flickering onto the display, down to feeds from their cells.
 “It's a trap,” Saxon said, looking up at Cordova. “I'm good. I'm very, very good, but even I'm not good enough to crack through that level of security so easily and quickly.” Reading from the display, she added, “Rebels Yuri Alvarez and Tom Krieger to be executed for Crimes Against the People upon arrival.”
 “But...” Strickland began.
 “Spaceman, they want us to commit to an attack. They're luring us in.” Curtis looked up at the screen, then said, “Now we've got to play the second part of the game. If I'd been fooled, by now I'd be getting suspicious that it was too easy, and I'd be planning to make some lemons out of lemonade.” Turning to Rojek, he added, “Any military targets on the surface of the planet?”
 “Sure,” Rojek replied. “You like a testing range for advanced weapons systems?”
 “I like it a lot. Set up a course and pass it to the help, and prepare for planetary assault.” He turned, smiled, and said, “Make it look like we are, anyway. I'm aware that we can't alter our firing patterns that quickly, but I'm rather hoping they don't know that.”
 “I'm going to try and crack into the relay satellites,” Saxon added. “Maybe I can find out something interesting.”
 “Altering course,” Norton said. “Coming around the planet, out from the blind spot on the far side.”
 “Hold back the shuttle,” Curtis ordered. “Fighters, Felix?”
 “Moving back to Jakarta.” Rojek frowned, and said, “They could head behind one of the moons, or behind the planet. They aren't. Looks like they're trying for the gravitational threshold. That's not a terrible call, but it would theoretically give us the best chance of catching them.”
 Curtis nodded, then said, “Tell me, Felix. If you were commanding that ship, and you'd pick a moon, which one would you hide behind?”
 “The nearest. With a close gravitational slingshot to make our course unpredictable, buy time to get inside the defensive perimeter.”
 “Norton, I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to alter course again.”
 “Way ahead of you, sir. Course plotted and laid in.”
 “Execute at your discretion.”
 Cordova watched the crew at their post, a smooth, well-oiled machine despite their inexperience, Curtis exuding a cool confidence at their heart, master of his domain, his eyes barely moving from the tactical display. Everything they had been through would be justified if she and her father had made the right choice of a commander for Polaris, and all the evidence suggested that they had.
 “That got them moving!” Saxon said with a chuckle. “Fighters coming around.”
 “On an intercept course, sir,” Strickland added. “They're abandoning the freighter completely.”
 “Poor Jakarta,” Curtis said. “More speed, helm. Everything we've got. We might be able to catch our friends by surprise.”
 “New contact!” Rojek reported. “Starcruiser coming around the moon, sir. One second.” He paused, then looked up at Curtis, eyes loaded with sympathy, “It's Canopus, sir.”
 “My son's ship,” Curtis muttered. “Damn.”
 “Don't worry, Commander,” Cordova said. “We've got a little ace in the hole on that ship.”
 “I hope so,” he replied. “Norton, take us in.”



Chapter 9
 
 “Polaris closing on us, Commander,” Dietrich said. “Bearing directly.”
 “How the hell did they spot us?” Schmidt asked, looking daggers at Mike.
 With a thin smile, Mike replied, “They've got a good man sitting in the driver's seat. Kenyon, match course and speed, take us into the fight. All batteries to open fire as soon as I give the order. Fighters to scramble at once, spearhead attack formation.” Turning to the rear, he said, “Petrova, see if you can contact Polaris. I want to give them a chance to surrender.”
 “They won't listen,” Schmidt said. “And what can you possibly offer them.”
 “A fair trial. And besides, if we can get that ship back intact, we should.”
 “Simply talking to them is borderline treason.”
 “Lieutenant,” Mike said, turning to her, “One more remark. One more. And I will personally see you hauled into the brig and left there. We're in the middle of a battle. This is not a time for debate, and I shouldn't have to remind you of that. Mind your station, and let me know when you have a firing solution on Polaris. Which you will not take advantage of until I give the order.”
 “Aye, sir,” she sullenly replied, reluctantly returning to her station.
 “Fighters launched, sir,” Dietrich added. “Shall I order the other two ships in?”
 Looking at the tactical plot, Mike shook his head, and replied, “Have them keep out of sight. They've already danced half-way out of the noose, and neither Cygnus nor Arcturus are in a good position for an intercept in any case. Order them to hold position unless Polaris changes course. They might try and swing around the far side of the planet, and if they do, both of them will have a good shot.” Turning to Dietrich, he added, “No point showing all our cards just yet.”
 “I have a good signal, Commander,” Petrova said. “For the record, all communications between the two ships will be monitored and transmitted back to Earth, and as Political Officer, I endorse this action.”
 “Thank you, Lieutenant. Put them on the screen.”
 The display of the battle snapped off, replaced by a view of an old-style Starcruiser bridge, a mirror-image of himself sitting in the command chair, facing him. Hair gray rather than brown, a thin beard of a style fashionable two-decades ago, a uniform design dating back to the Uprising, but it was still like looking at another version of him. At a man he hadn't seen in twenty years.
 “Commander,” he said, shrouding himself in the safety of formality, “As representative of the Federation Fleet, I formally call upon you to surrender your vessel. I promise safe passage of you and your crew to Earth, where you will stand trial for your crimes in an open court.”
 Shaking his head, his father replied, “I can't do that, son. And you know I can't. The concept of a fair trial in a Federation court is a contradiction in terms.” He paused, then said, “We're fighting for all of you. Fighting to free you from the corrupt tyranny that has taken control of Earth and the Colonies.” Mike glanced back at Petrova for a second, and his father continued, “We shouldn't be on opposite sides. You're serving a government that oppresses its citizens every bit as heavily as the Commonwealth or the Federated Nations once did. A government that massacred millions of people in the Purge. A government that is already planning to launch another one, to kill more millions of innocents. How many are going to have to die before you realize you're betraying the oath you swore.”
 “I know my duty, Commander,” Mike replied.
 “To defend the people of the Federation from all enemies, internal and external. Well, son, what happens when that enemy is the government itself? Take a look around you, before it is too late.” He glanced off-screen, and said, “We'll be in firing range in four minutes. I don't intend to stand down, and I cannot, will not surrender.” Mike could see the agony playing out on his father's face, and for the briefest second, was tempted to concede, but iron resolve filled his heart, and he shook his head.
 “My orders are to capture Polaris if I can, destroy it if I must. I intend to carry them out. And when I do, I'll have a clear enough conscience that I won't have to spend the next twenty years trying to drink myself to death. Canopus out.”
 Silence reigned on the bridge, and after a moment, Mike said, “Come on, people. Heads in the game. We've still got to beat these bastards. Dietrich, contact Duval. His first wave is to shoot to disable rather than kill. Prioritize the Tau Drive. If we can knock it out, we'll be able to pick Polaris off at our leisure.”
 “Aye, sir,” Dietrich replied, as Mike watched the screen. Seeing his father for the first time in twenty years had unsettled him more than he could ever admit, and keeping the mask of calm that was expected of him as a commanding officer was one of the toughest tasks of his life. None of the bridge crew would look him in the eye, as though fearing that he had some sort of infection, that treachery was a family condition that could still be passed on. 
 Frowning, he looked at Polaris' trajectory track. It was still heading directly for Canopus, a clear interception course. Textbook strategy, but unless his father had managed to make far more repairs and upgrades than seemed realistic, one that would end with Polaris a ruin and Canopus triumphant. He glanced at the other ships, sitting out the battle, shielded from the enemy sensor networks. Something he was determined to maintain at all costs. There was something very wrong about this whole situation.
 “Why haven't they launched their fighters?” Petrova asked. “They had them at the Cinnamon Belt, and our records indicate that they survived that battle. And when they launched their last attack, they had a half-squadron in the air.”
 “Good point,” Mike replied. “Any sign, Dietrich?”
 “Not a trace, sir,” his friend said, looking up at the sensor readouts. “No sign that they've even opened their launch doors. They're just heading right for us.” He paused, then added, “Some trouble with their maneuvering thrusters, though. They keep getting wild bursts, throwing them off course for a moment. And I can pick up some serious damage to the outer hull in the lower sections. Lots of temporary patches in place. They're not in good condition, sir.”
 “Damned rebels don't know how to take care of the ship they've stolen,” Schmidt said.
 There could be an element of truth to that. A skeleton crew, trying to keep a ship running, would only concentrate on the absolute essentials, everything else left alone for as long as possible. And yet, that couldn't be the whole story. His father was an experienced starship commander, and the attacks at the Cinnamon Belt and at Yaschar had been well-executed. Simply locking onto a suicide course didn't make any sense.
 “Three minutes to firing range,” Schmidt added. “I have a firing solution. Fighters will be on target in two. There's no way they can evade us now, Commander. It looks like we've got this one locked down.”
 It did. And yet, Mike couldn't escape the feeling that this was exactly what he was expected to think, that he was being played by his father, strings being pulled. No fighters, no shuttles, and no sign of any maneuvering. Just a straight-line course, right for Canopus, as though there was nobody at the helm. 
 “Trouble with one of the fighters, sir,” Dietrich added. “Green Ten. Engine failure. He's dropping out of the formation and requests pickup.”
 “Dispatch a rescue shuttle,” Mike replied, his eyes locked onto the screen.
 Then he saw it. Three squadrons heading towards the target, and all thirty-six fighters were still on course for Polaris. Despite the fact that he'd just been informed that one of them had lost engine power. He raced from his seat, sprinting towards Schmidt, pushing her hands from the controls as he engaged the sensor overrides, the view on the screen immediately changing, Polaris no longer on a direct course to intercept, instead curving towards the moon, trying to execute a slingshot, Canopus' fighters hopelessly off-course.
 “What the hell?” Petrova asked.
 Rage in his eyes, Mike turned to Schmidt, and said, “Why weren't you using independent sensor controls?”
 “The relay satellites had much better definition, sir, and I wanted to get the best possible...”
 “They've hacked the God-Damned network, Lieutenant, and overlaid a false image to the entire fleet, and you let them into our system!” Taking a deep breath, he said, “Run a full security systems check. I want to know what else they could have done.”
 “How?” Petrova asked.
 Turning to her, he said, “We opened a hole in the defenses on Jakarta to allow them to find the false data we put in her database. Someone's managed to use that to bounce into the relay satellites.” Looking back at the viewscreen, he added, “Saxon. She had a reputation for being a high-grade intrusion expert. And probably brought some top-of-the -ine hacking software with her when she defected.”
 “We can still intercept, Commander,” Kenyon added. “Now in six minutes, five seconds. We won't have as long in the firing range, and there is now no chance that our fighters or any other ships in the squadron can catch Polaris before it leaves the system.” She looked up at the viewscreen, a frustrated scowl on her face, and added, “We'll have to red-line the engines, though.”
 “Do it, Lieutenant. Get us there.” Turning to Schmidt, he added, “Get me a new firing solution, and use double verification this time. Cut us off from the fleet network, and get somebody into the guts of the system to find out how much damage they might have done.”
 Cursing under his breath, he returned to his chair, ignoring the glare being shot his way by Schmidt. He knew that she was already working out some way to cover up her incompetence, but he could deal with that later. Right now, he still had to deal with Polaris. He grimaced as he watched the fighters scrambling to catch up, knowing that short of a miracle, there was no way that they could make contact with the enemy ship. Though given that it had only been a one-in-a-million malfunction that had revealed the deception in the first place, perhaps he'd already been granted that miracle.
 “Locking on target,” Schmidt said. “We should get a few good hits in.”
 “Polaris turrets ranging on us, Commander,” Dietrich added. “They've turned this into a much more even fight.” He looked across at Schmidt, then added, “Maybe we can corral them. Fire a few shots at long range, wreck their turn.”
 “Do it,” Mike replied, and the hull pounded as the mass drivers unleashed a desperate volley of kinetic projectiles into space, an artificial meteor shower designed to drive the enemy cruiser into a course of his choosing. He grimaced as Polaris returned fire, point-defense cannons locking on, pulsing waves of energy to help the ship pick its way through the storm. The outward trajectory showed the ship cruising out of the system, a long run out to the gravitational threshold, and they'd only have one chance to catch her.
 The seconds dropped away as Canopus closed on her prey, Schmidt stopping the firing sequence as she prepared to unleash the full power of the ship onto the target, one desperate burst of firepower that would either win or lose the battle in a single moment. 
 “Stand by,” Dietrich said, leaning over Schmidt's shoulder, watching every move she made. “Waiting for optimum firing time.”
 “Don't go by the computer, Schmidt,” Mike warned. “Use your own judgment.”
 “Firing!” she yelled.
 All sixteen of Canopus' turrets opened up as one, but at the same instant, Polaris killed her acceleration, allowing herself to drift just close enough to the moon that the bulk of the projectiles missed her, the point-defense cannons taking care of the rest. Mike watched, wide-eyed, as the enemy ship almost seemed to dance across the screen, a skilled helmsman demonstrating the best of her craft as she guided Polaris into position, running her engines up again to take advantage of the slingshot, hurling them onto a new trajectory.
 “They dodged our volley,” Petrova said, wide-eyed. “How...”
 Looking down at his console, Mike said, “Schmidt, I thought I told you not to fire at the optimum time.”
 “You told me to use my judgment, sir, and the computer calculated...”
 “They've got computers too, damn it, and I'm certain their helmsman made good use of the knowledge you gave them! We have humans running these consoles for a reason. Your lack of judgment gave the rebels the exact time and trajectory of our strike. We might as well have called in a warning first.”
 “Maybe someone did,” Schmidt said, darkly, rising from her chair. “Commander, all of this was under your order. And you were the one...”
 “Lieutenant,” Mike replied, “if I have my way, you have spent your last day in uniform. You are relieved. Charges for insubordination will be filed forthwith. I suggest you start considering just what sort of defense you might want to present at your court-martial, because I will warn you now, one is coming. And soon. Get off my deck.”
 She took a step forward, then shook her head, walking with calm, cool precision towards the elevator, the mechanism engaging to send her racing towards her cabin, all eyes on her as she left the bridge. After a moment, Dietrich took her place at Tactical, looking over the course projections, a frown on his face.
 “I don't know quite how they did it, Commander, but they've managed to get away. We've just been given an advanced masterclass in starship tactics.”
 “They never had any intention of taking the bait, Sam,” he replied. “This was their game, right from the beginning. We've been played.” Looking across at the screen, he added, “Kenyon, go red-line on the engines, just in case. All the power you can give me. Sam, I want sensors tracking all the way. They're going to be leaving the system soon, and I want to know where they go.”
 “You think they're planning another attack?”
 “I'm damned certain of it. This wasn't our decoy. It was theirs.”
 “Commander,” the communications technician reported. “We're getting a signal from Jakarta. Intercepting a tight-beam they're sending to Polaris.”
 “What?” he replied. “Contact Jakarta at once, and tell them...”
 “Sir,” the technician insisted. “I think you need to see this one for yourself.” He tapped a control, and the viewscreen flickered into life, switching across to an image of the interior of a cell, two men standing in front of a wall, guns pointed at them.
 “...one minute to surrender,” an unseen voice said, “or they will both be shot. Your call.”
 Mike's mouth opened, and he said, “Good God. How far are we going to go?”



Chapter 10
 
 “My God,” Cordova said, her eyes wide with horror as she looked at the image on Polaris' viewscreen, Alvarez and Krieger facing their death, implacably looking at the camera.
 “One minute, Curtis,” the unseen voice said. “You get to chose whether they live or die.”
 Curtis looked at Rojek, who said, “There's nothing we can do. Not a damned thing.”
 “Don't do it, sir,” Alvarez said. “Don't do it. Just win the damned war for us. Avenge us.”
 “You're really going to watch them die?” the unseen voice replied.
 With a deep breath, Curtis replied, “I've sent men to their deaths before. Watched them die in Sickbay, dead on the deck. Watched ten thousand screaming civilians in their final moments because a man like you pulled the trigger on them.” Leaning forward, he said, “You're going to see their faces in your dreams every night for the rest of your life, until the happy day that I find and end you. Understand? You get one more chance to avoid that. Let them go.”
 A single crack echoed across the screen, and Alvarez slumped to the deck, blood spilling from a gaping hole in his forehead, crimson splatter across the wall. Krieger never even looked at the dying man, keeping his eyes fixed forward, staring into the camera.
 “Do what you have to do, Teddy,” Krieger said. “And I'm sorry. I'm so damned sorry for everything I did. Forgive me.”
 Frowning, Curtis replied, “There's nothing to forgive.”
 “She didn't...” he began, before a second gunshot cracked across the speaker, ending his life with a bullet to the throat, his corpse collapsing on top of that of Alvarez. The camera panned over the two bodies for an achingly-long moment, before mercifully shutting down, the starfield flashing into place once more, a tactical overlay on the corner of the screen indicating their successful escape.
 “Canopus can't catch us now, Teddy,” Rojek replied. “We're clear. Eight minutes until we leave the system. We should be able to reach the rendezvous in time.” Looking up at the trajectory plot, he added, “They're heading in the wrong direction. Away from the threshold.”
 “They're smart,” Curtis said, still lost in thought. “They'll figure it out.” Turning to the rear station, he said, “Nice work, Saxon.”
 “That's three times I've saved your lives,” she replied. “Not that I'm keeping score.”
 Looking at Cordova, he said, “Tom was trying to tell me something before he died.”
 “You knew him a lot better than I did, Commander.”
 Frowning, he rose from his seat, and said, “Norton, take the conn. Felix, you're with me.”
 “Where are we going?” Rojek asked, as Saxon slid across to take his console. “I don't get it. We're still in an enemy system...” The doors slammed shut, and he said, “Teddy...”
 “Sickbay,” Curtis replied. “We're going to Sickbay. Has Doctor Grant set up down there yet?”
 “As far as I know. Sickbay reported ready to receive casualties.” He paused, and said, “It hurt, didn't it. Seeing your son on the screen.”
 “It was me, Felix. Me, twenty years ago. At Mareikuna. It was like looking into a time-delayed mirror.” Frowning, he said, “Would I have done the same? Is that what I did, when I led a squadron against the rebels during the Uprising?”
 Placing his hand on his friend's shoulder, Rojek replied, “You did what you had to do, and you played the game brilliantly. You didn't kill anyone today. They did. And there wasn't a thing you could do about it. Neither of them wanted you to surrender. They knew the risks they were running, and they were more than happy to take them.”
 “Today I took my ship into action against a ship commanded by my son, then had to watch two people die in front of me. One of whom I've known for twenty years.” Turning to him, he added, “I wouldn't call that a brilliant performance.”
 “We came here to do a job. We did it. And you and I both know that there was more to it than that. Right now they're second-guessing each other, someone back home asking your son to justify his failure. He might not even be in command of Canopus by this time tomorrow. And before you start blaming yourself for anything else, they're the ones making the decisions, not you. That includes your son. He had a chance to switch sides.”
 “With a Political Officer standing behind him on the bridge?”
 “A good officer finds a way.” He paused, and added, “For all you know, he already did.”
 “Threw the battle?”
 “Maybe.”
 Shaking his head, Curtis replied, “Doesn't feel right. But then there are a lot of things not adding up.” As the elevator reached its destination, he looked at Rojek, and asked, “Do you know anything that you aren't telling me, old friend? Anything you think I should know, or that I'm about to find out in the next few minutes?”
 “Attention,” Norton's voice barked. “Stand by for transition to superluminal flight.”
 “Looks like we managed a clean getaway,” Rojek said. Looking Curtis in the eyes, he added, “Nothing like that. Why?”
 “How do I look?”
 “Pretty good. Like your old self. Grey hair, a few more wrinkles, but...”
 “Exactly. Not bad for someone who's spent the last twenty years propping up a bar.”
 They walked down the corridor, stepping into Sickbay, Grant waiting for them at a desk, Haggard nowhere in sight. The doctor looked at the empty beds, a satisfied smile on his face, and gestured for them to take a seat.
 “Nice to have so few patients. I'm hoping it stays this way for a good long while.”
 “I'll do my best, Doctor, but for now, I've got a question. Have you had a chance to take a look at the physical examinations Haggard conducted when the crew first boarded the ship.”
 “Yes,” he replied, frowning. “Not all of them would pass a military examination, I admit, and there are a couple of people I want to keep an eye on, but...”
 “What about mine?”
 Turning to a console, Grant tapped in a series of commands, and said, “Excellent, Commander. You've got nothing to worry about, I assure you.” With a thin smile, he added, “I didn't take you as the hypochondriac type, I must admit.”
 “I'm not,” he replied. “How's my liver function?”
 “Excellent. For a man of fifty-five, you're in very good health. Hell, you'd be in pretty good shape for a man of forty-five. You don't have anything to worry about there.”
 “I see.” Curtis held out his arm, and said, “Run a blood test. And make sure that the equipment you are using is clean. I was an alcoholic for twenty years, and do you know something that has only just occurred to me? I haven't wanted to touch a drink since Titan. Not a drop.” Turning to Rojek, he added, “My uncle, when I was growing up, was a recovering alcoholic. It's not something you just get over in a day. So how the hell did I manage it?”
 Rojek frowned, and said, “In all the chaos...”
 “Haggard told me that was a cover story,” Grant said, reaching for a cannula. “I'm going to have to take a bit to do the work you're talking about.” 
 “Did Haggard say that?” Curtis asked. “Felix, page her. On the double.” He paused, then said, “No, wait a moment. Someone else might hear.”
 “I've known Haggard for years...”
 “How big a player in the Underground is she?”
 “Not very. Just another sleeper agent. No actual operations over than some minor information-gathering until you showed up. Though she's more than made up for it since.” Looking at the readout, he added, “She signed onto this ship ten years ago. I'd trust her with my life.”
 “Would she know about some sort of phantom deep-cover operation I was on?”
 “I guess not.”
 “And who would?”
 “Cordova.” Rojek's eyes widened, and he said, “Teddy….”
 “That's it,” Grant replied. “Just give me a minute to run the analysis. If you want something more detailed, that will take longer.” He pulled out a medical scanner, and asked, “Could you take off your jacket? I can get through a thin shirt, but not a flight suit.”
 “Sure,” Curtis said, shrugging off his coat, letting it drop to the floor. He glanced down at his holster, pistol in place, then looked across at Rojek. “Just being alert. There's more going on here than I've been told, and I don't like that. I don't like it at all.”
 Grabbing Curtis' wrist, Rojek replied, “Watch yourself, Teddy. The strain you've been under in the last half-hour...”
 “Have you ever known me make a command decision based on personal feelings?”
 Rojek shook his head, and replied, “No, I'll grant you that.”
 “Liver function normal,” Grant said. “Just as advertised. No sign of any damage.” Looking back at Curtis, he asked, “Twenty years? What were you drinking, sarsaparilla?”
 “That's a damned good question. The whole time is just a blank in my mind. I get the occasional flash, but I can't seem to remember any details. Everything up to Mareikuna., then the trip to Titan, but from about nineteen years or so, I don't recall a thing.”
 Moving over to the console, Rojek said, “It's impossible.”
 “What is?”
 “Let me have a look at those samples, Doctor. I need to run an analysis.” He paused, then said, “I could do with getting Saxon down here.”
 “Saxon?” Curtis asked.
 With a glance at the door, he said, “She's far more familiar with new-generation suppressants than I am. I haven't had clearance for years.” 
 “Suppressants?” Grant said, as Curtis sighed, dropping back in his seat. He reached across and tapped a control, saying, “Saxon, Cordova, report to Sickbay on the double.” He paused, then said, “Dixon as well.”
 “Dixon?” Rojek asked. “He can't have had anything to do with it.”
 “No, but he's fast as lightning with a gun, and I think he's probably a safer bet than Cordova at this point.” Looking up at the monitor, he asked, “Well, Doc?”
 “There's something there that shouldn't be, but it doesn't look like any suppressant I've ever seen,” Grant replied. “If anything it would...”
 “Stimulate the memory centers of the brain,” Saxon said, walking into the room, “and correct long-term chemical imbalance induced by the long-term application of a variety of suppressants. We used to call it the Good Morning Cocktail.” Looking at the monitor, she said, “I see you've managed to beat me to the draw. I was on my way to see you, anyway.”
 “You knew about this?” Curtis asked, anger rising in his voice.
 “For about an hour,” she replied. “I worked it out just before the battle. I would have told you then, but I thought it best that you didn't have any unnecessary distractions in the middle of a firefight. You'd have done the same thing in my place.”
 “I'm missing something,” Grant said, looking at the three of them, as Rojek collapsed into a chair, looking up at Curtis, horror in his eyes.
 “My God,” he said. “My God.”
 Cordova walked into the room, Dixon behind her, and with a move born from years of practice, Curtis snatched his pistol from his holster, leveling it at the surprised Cordova. Dixon reached down towards his holster, but at a quick glance from Rojek, left his hand safely clear of the butt of his gun.
 “Did you ever plan on telling me, Major?”
 “No,” she replied.
 “Then it's true?” Rojek asked.
 “There doesn't seem much point denying it at this stage. Can I sit down?”
 “No. And this gun stays on you until I decide whether or not I'm going to use it.” He paused, took a deep breath, and asked, “When did it start?”
 “Nineteen years ago. It was my father's idea. The Purges were beginning to kick into high gear around then, and it seemed inevitable that you would be sucked in. At the time, you really were a drunkard, and you weren't in a fit state to protect yourself, or go undercover. Turning you into a figure that presented no real threat was his idea.”
 “Nineteen years,” Curtis said. “For nineteen years you left me rotting in a bar on Titan, while a man I thought was my friend kept me doped up to the eyeballs on suppressants. I presume he was in on this from the start?”
 “He was,” she replied. “I didn't realize that he'd talk before he died. And Haggard doesn't know any details, though I did ask her to fake your blood screening. She was under the impression that you were involved in some sort of secret mission for all those years.”
 “And when the Purges ended, you left him there in the muck?” Rojek asked, his voice chose to a shout. “You could have brought him into the loop years ago.”
 “We were waiting for a better day. Commander, you've proven three times now that you're the only man who can lead this ship to victory against the Federation Fleet. We couldn't risk losing you until we were ready.” She paused, then continued, “When we got the first hints that Polaris might be recoverable, Krieger began to tail down the suppressants, and I put you on a course of stimulants designed to counteract them. You've suffered no physical damage.”
 “I've lost two decades of my god-damned life, Major!” Curtis yelled. “I'd call that suffering, wouldn't you?”
 “We had to do it,” Cordova replied. “I don't expect you to like it, but...”
 “I haven't seen my son in twenty years. My father died, and I never went to his grave. I had a granddaughter that I never got to see while she lived.  All my friends and family gave me up for dead, and you were the cause.” He looked down at the deck, gun still clutched in his hand, then said, “What the hell are we fighting for, Major? Could you please tell me, because I seem to have missed some of the details.”
 “We're fighting for a better tomorrow. For a universe where we don't have to do what we did to you.”
 “Or work with creatures like Keranos,” Saxon replied. 
 “I'm sure, I'm quite sure, that the leaders of the Revolution, the founders of the Federation, felt just the same way you do, Major. That perhaps they had to do things, unpleasant but necessary things, in order to build the world in which they wanted to live. One step at a time, they walked us into tyranny, and if we're going through all this, if I'm going to have to kill my only son to bring about this future, we're damned well going to do better than they did!”
 “Commander, I am sorry. I can't change the past.”
 “No, you can't. Maybe it would have been better if you'd left me on Titan. How many other shocks am I in for?” He paused, closed his eyes, and said, “Lopez. My old helmsman. He died of a drug overdose. Was he on the same medication?”
 “Yes. A fall-back, in case something happened to you.” 
 “But something went wrong, didn't it. Did a pill clash, did he take an overdose?”
 “There's no suggestion that...”
 “You killed him as surely as if you had put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger. What gave you the right to make that decision? Or your father as well, for that matter? And how can you expect me to ever trust a word that you say ever again?”
 “I suppose I can't,” Cordova replied, quietly. “But...”
 “For once we agree.” He turned to Saxon, then asked Cordova, “Where did you get your rank, Major? Who gave it to you?”
 After a moment, she said, “I suppose I inherited it from my father.”
 A burst of frustrated laughter came from Saxon, who replied, “So the Democratic Underground has a system of hereditary peerage. Just great.”
 “Fine,” Curtis said. “You are relieved, Major. Stripped of your command and all responsibilities on this ship. Because you're quite right. I don't trust you. And I can't dare risk putting the lives of my crew in the hands of someone so willing to spend them.”
 “You can't...”
 “Saxon,” he barked, “In what laughably passes for our command structure, I hereby commission you a Major in the Army of the Resistance, and assign you as the commander of all irregular forces on this ship. You will command the attack on Sinaloa Station, and I expect to see an updated battle plan on my desk in two hours.” Before anyone could reply, he added, “This is not a debate. I'm giving you an order. And I expect it to be obeyed. And as for you, Cordova, get out of my sight. And if you want to stay alive, stay out of it.” He looked across at Grant, and said, “I'll be along for a new physical, Doctor, and this time, you'd better conduct it yourself.”
 “Sure,” a stunned Grant replied.
 Without another word, Curtis walked out of the room, leaving the shocked group behind them. He stalked along the corridors, grateful for once for the absence of people on his ship. He walked to an open office door, one that once belonged to a Petty Officer, stepped inside, and sealed the lock behind him. He managed to hold himself together just long enough to reach the desk, bury his head in his hands, and start to cry.
 “I'm sorry, son,” he said, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I'm sorry.”



Chapter 11
 
 Mike walked into the briefing room, Duval, Dietrich, Petrova and Schmidt already waiting inside, Morrison and Guerrero appearing on monitors on either side of the room. At the head of the table, a technician was working the monitor controls, struggling to resolve the images being fed in from Earth and Caledonia, respectively, the faces of Admiral Yoshida and Commodore McGuire fading in and out before finally snapping into clear focus.
 “Signal link established, sir,” the technician said.
 “Thank you, Simmons. Dismissed.”
 “Sir,” Simmons said, snapping to attention and walking out of the room, the hatch locking shut behind him, isolating them from the rest of the ship.
 “Commander,” McGuire began, “I think we first must address the issue of your incompetence. Your battle plan was executed exactly as you planned, and Polaris managed to escape undamaged. Two of your ships didn't even engage the enemy.”
 “The only incompetence we have to consider is that of Lieutenant Schmidt,” Duval said, leaping to his commander's defense. “She left us blind and helpless in the face of an enemy attack. I'm not even sure why she's at this meeting rather than confined to her quarters.”
 “She is here,” McGuire replied, “because I am far from convinced that she is responsible for what happened. I have heard her testimony, and her arguments are extremely convincing.” Schmidt threw Mike a smug look, and he glanced at a red-faced Yoshida, who almost imperceptibly shook his head, blocking his planned protest.
 “I believe that we have more important matters to concern ourselves with,” Yoshida said. “Specifically, where we go next.”
 “My recommendation is that Commander Curtis be relieved of command of the squadron,” McGuire replied, “said command to be transferred to Commander Guerrero. As next in line, she has presented me a proposal that I feel inclined to support.”
 Nodding, Guerrero said, “We need to move first, not cower in the shadows setting ambushes. We have a rough idea of their location, and there are three principle targets. Our ships should move to cover each one, and...”
 “Split our forces wide open, leaving us vulnerable to being picked off piecemeal,” Mike replied, shaking his head. “If our sensor systems hadn't been hacked, we'd have got Polaris this time. There was nothing wrong with the basic battle plan.”
 “We don't deal in failed theories, Commander,” McGuire said with a sneer. 
 “Commodore,” Yoshida replied, “I will not permit this squadron to be dispersed throughout the cosmos. It must continue to act as a single, united formation. Only overwhelming force, properly applied, can bring Polaris down. I have already ordered an investigation into the firewall software on board Canopus and the local satellite network, and I am aware that there have already been suggestions of corruption.”
 “Sir,” Morrison said, “I must confess my reservations about continuing to serve under Commander Curtis. Naturally, he is reluctant to fight his father...”
 “Just what are you implying, Commander,” Mike replied, turning to them. “My ship was the only one to engage the enemy...”
 “And you failed to score a single hit.”
 “That was Schmidt's fault, not the Commander's,” Duval said, turning to her. “And besides, my fighters were engaged with the enemy as well. You going to call me a traitor?”
 “I didn't make any such accusations...”
 “Enough!” Yoshida said. “Commander Curtis, what is your plan for the next step?”
 “It's quite clear,” Mike replied, “that my father recognized our plan and was able to counter it. More, he was able to turn it around. Now, had our systems been operating correctly, that wouldn't have mattered, but he will have known what he could count on, and would have gone into battle knowing that he had a technological edge we weren't expecting. Next time, that will not be the case. I have already requested that Lieutenant Petrova personally monitor all combat operations. That should ensure that there is no treachery from any quarter.” He turned to Schmidt, and said, “I hope that isn't a problem, Lieutenant.”
 The damned smug smile remained, and she replied, “No problem at all, Commander. I have no objection to competent supervision.”
 “As for our next step, that depends somewhat on Polaris and her crew, but our goal must be to determine their ultimate objective.” Looking around the room, he added, “We can't simply react to their next attack. We've got to anticipate. Which means we need to work out what they want.” Reaching for a control, he brought up a rotating holoimage of the ship, and continued, “There's more to this than a series of hit and run raids. Their goal is to bring down the Federation. Hitting outposts and freighters hurts us, but does nothing to further their ultimate objective.”
 “And what do you suggest that objective might be, Commander?” McGuire asked.
 “They're going to take and hold a defensible system. And they're going to launch their attack within the next twenty-four hours.” As murmurs of protest rose, he continued, “They've got no choice. We're going to catch them, sooner or later.”
 “Not with you in command,” Schmidt murmured, too quietly for anyone else to hear.
 “They have no secure base of operations, a skeleton crew. Polaris has only got one chance to start their little revolution, and the longer they wait, the longer the odds against them. Which means they're going to be launching an attack upon an installation right now, and that this attack was designed to throw us off-balance, cause us to question the change of command, hopefully buy time for them to secure their new base of operations.” Looking at McGuire, he added, “We're playing right into their hands, sir, simply by holding this meeting.”
 “And where do you think they will attack?” McGuire asked.
 “Sinaloa Station.”
 “What?”
 “It's really quite simple. Saxon has changed sides, giving them all the local knowledge they need. For all we know, she's been with the rebellion all along, has had the opportunity to pave the way for the attack. The defensive perimeter is still under repair, and we haven't heavily garrisoned it.” Looking across at Guerrero, he added, “Our fighter reinforcements were spread out very thinly. There's only a single squadron guarding it.”
 “They won't go there again,” Morrison said. “Why double back? Besides, there are far more strategically important systems.”
 “And the Political Directorate has no knowledge of widespread resistance activity in that area,” Petrova added, reluctantly. “There are other systems, for example...”
 “That's precisely what makes it so attractive,” Mike pressed. “It seems more likely to me that the resistance operations at Sinaloa are simply buried deeper under the surface, rather than being monitored by our security services. Which only reinforces my argument.” He worked controls, and added, “That system is littered with small outposts and asteroids. Hundreds, thousands of places to hide. Everything a single ship would need to hold it. Not to mention a far higher proportion of space-trained civilians than in many other systems on the frontier. Polaris needs crew, and the rebels will be counting on recruiting from the local population.”
 “Your intention, Commander?” Yoshida asked.
 “To proceed at full speed to the station and establish a defensive perimeter. If we're very lucky, we might beat Polaris to the draw. Though I believe it more likely that we'll arrive to find the attack already underway, in which case Polaris will be too heavily engaged to withdraw. We'll be able to stop her, right there and then.” Looking at Morrison, he added, “And we have surprise on our side. I kept the other two ships back when I realized they couldn't intercept for a reason. My father won't have any idea of the true strength of our formation until it is too late.”
 “And if you are wrong,” Morrison replied, “You'll be leaving the frontier open to attack. Not to mention that Sinaloa is close to the border with the Commonwealth, and there's potential for them to catch us in an ambush.” Turning to Yoshida, she continued, “We should wait here, sir, in reserve, then launch an attack when we know where the rebels are planning to strike.”
 “If we do that, we're conceding time. Time for them to secure the station,” Curtis said. “To suborn the defense network, repair any damage taken during the attack. If we move now, strike first, then we have a chance of bringing them down with minimal loss. The longer we wait, the worse that battle is going to be.” Turning to Yoshida, he added, “Twice now, sir, Polaris has beaten us. I want it to be third time lucky.”
 “Without some sort of concrete evidence,” McGuire replied, “I cannot sanction this operation. Though for the present...”
 “When I took this command, Commodore,” Mike said, “it was on the understanding that I would be in charge of the operations of my squadron.”
 “Your ships are in my remit, Commander, and….,” McGuire began.
 “And you are under my command, Commodore,” Yoshida said. 
 A light flashed on the desk, and Mike reached for it, saying, “Commander here. Go ahead.”
 “Kenyon, sir. I'm sorry to interrupt, but we've just had a flash priority signal from Sinaloa Station.” Suddenly all eyes were on Mike, and he couldn't help but release a brief smile of satisfaction. “The freighter Montevideo just entered the system. No advance notice, no warning, and she isn't responding to communications. Director Wise has already launched his fighter squadron with orders to intercept and destroy.”
 “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Mike said, looking up at a triumphant Yoshida. “Prepare for immediate warp transition to Sinaloa Station on my order, and pass that course change to the other ships in the squadron. That's all.” 
 “You're assuming...”
 “With good reason,” Yoshida said. “Well, Commander, I suppose you weren't expecting your theory to be proven quite so conclusively, but I think you can consider your mission plan approved. Commodore, I will speak to you on this matter privately later. This meeting is adjourned.” All the viewscreens other than Yoshida's winked out, and the officers in the conference room started to file towards the door. “Mike, please wait a moment.”
 As the last of the others left, he said, “Admiral, I...”
 “Spare me,” Yoshida said. “I understand that Schmidt has let you down, but she has some powerful supporters back home. This isn't the first time she's made a mistake, but this one is enough to bring her career to an end. Eventually. But you have to understand that you're up in the firing line as well, and I don't need to remind you that as commander, you are responsible for the actions of each and every one of your crew, regardless of their competence.”
 “If I'd known she was a problem, sir, I'd have taken precautions sooner.”
 Nodding, he said, “Which is one of the reasons I'm still supporting you, Commander, but you're going to have to be careful. I went out on a limb to get you this posting.” He paused, then said, “What happened before was unfortunate. I'm not sure I'd have responded any better under the circumstances, but for all our sakes, you're going to have to make sure that you catch Polaris next time. You have considered, I presume, that Montevideo might be another decoy?”
 Shaking his head, Mike replied, “The resistance is far too short on ships for them to throw one away like that, sir. Besides, I think they're trying a double-bluff.” He paused, then added, “The worst case scenario, sir, is that we have a wasted flight, and need to move to another target. In that event, we lose nothing but a little time.”
 “And you lose your career,” Yoshida replied. “Possibly your freedom. There are a few people who'd like to see the son of the leading rebel locked up in Triton Station, no matter how glowing his service record.” Leaning forward, he added, “I can give you a little latitude, Commander. Only a little, or I'll go right down with you. I have faith in you to make this work, and so do a few of our mutual friends in the Political Directorate. All of that ends in a heartbeat if Polaris gets away again. Is that understood?”
 “Death or glory, sir. I understand.” He paused, then said, “Who ordered the murder of the two rebels?”
 “Murder?”
 “That's what it was, Admiral. A stupid, pointless act...”
 “That has been endorsed by the Parliament. A certain Commodore of our acquaintance had the idea. I'm going to do what I can to keep him out of your way, but the harsh truth, Commander, is that we are not all masters of our own destiny. Even those of us with a star on our shoulder.”
 “I see, sir.”
 “I hope so. Good hunting. Yoshida out.”
 The viewscreen flickered off, and Mike rose to his feet, walking out into the corridor. Dietrich was waiting for him outside, leaning against the wall with a wry smile on his face.
 “Yoshida's been telling you the facts of life?”
 “Something like that. I get one chance to pull this off, or I get a one-way ticket to a penal colony. Which is about what I expected, I guess.” Frowning, he added, “How the hell did Schmidt manage to call out, anyway? I left orders to leave her incommunicado. I was afraid of something like this.”
 “Don't look at me,” Dietrich replied. “I'll only point out once again that we know that somebody with command access is playing a fast one with us.” He paused, and added, “I'll watch every move she makes on the bridge. And Petrova, too. I don't trust either of them.”
 “I'm surprised you trust me.”
 “I've got to trust someone.” He paused, then said, “You realize that Schmidt thinks, quite sincerely, that you are working with the rebellion. That moving to Sinaloa Station is taking the squadron into a trap.” Looking around, he asked, “Is it?”
 “Sam?”
 “Damn it, Mike, you've got to admit that it's pretty convenient. Almost as if it was timed.” He paused, then added, “Try walking around below decks sometime. This crew isn't happy. And I think that goes for a lot of other ships in the fleet. I'd guess there are a lot of potential rebels running around down there.”
 With a sigh, Mike replied, “Rebels outside and inside, enemies in my own squadron willing to commit near-treason to bring me down, and an incompetent flag officer who'd like to slip his lover…,” At Dietrich's expression, he added, “Come on, join the rest of us in the real world! What do you think is going on? He'd like to put her into the command chair. Probably wants to score a few points. Or he's worried she'll squeal to his wife.”
 “Hell of a Fleet,” Dietrich said.
 “Unfortunately it's the only one we've got.”
 “Is it?” Dietrich asked. “Is it?” Shaking his head, he walked down the corridor, leaving Mike alone outside. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a well-worn image, the hologram faded from age, controls almost rubbed away from long use. With practiced ease, he worked the mechanism, and an image of his father, recorded twenty years ago, flickered into life, wearing his Federation dress uniform. The recruitment poster model of a ship commander.
 “What happened to you, Dad?” he asked, quietly. “What happened out there?”



Chapter 12
 
 “We've arrived,” Hammond said, looking up at the sensor plot. “Enemy squadron is inbound to our location, bearing directly at high speed. I don't know what sort of a brilliant plan you've come up with, Squadron Leader, but I think the time has come for us to know what it is.”
 “Plot a course for the planet, Captain,” Kani replied, looking across the cramped bridge. “We're going in.”
 Hammond turned to him, along with everyone else on the deck, and said, “You're crazy! Montevideo isn't designed to operate in atmosphere! She's got the flight profile of a brick. There's no way she'd survive re-entry.”
 “We've got a heat shield,” he replied. “And the artificial gravity should mitigate most of the impact. That, and our engines will probably work until the last minute.” Looking around the room, he added, “This is a one-way trip, people, an elevator heading right down, but it's the safest place in the system right now. That's why all of our equipment was stowed at the top of the ship. It's most likely to survive the impact there.”
 “What sort of heat shield?” Montgomery asked.
 “A hundred thousand tons of ore.”
 “Not a brick,” Hammond replied. “An asteroid. Slamming right into the oceans of Coronado. Do you have any idea how hard we'll hit if the engines fail?”
 “Better do our best to make sure they don't, then,” Kani replied. “Set your course, Captain.” He moved his hand cautiously close to the holster at his belt, noting with satisfaction as Voronova, Montgomery and Nguyen did the same. Emotions tore their way across Hammond's face, before the reluctant commander finally nodded. 
 “Who's going to fly her?” one of the technicians asked.
 “I will,” Kani replied. “I've probably had more experience of atmospheric flight than anyone else on board. With shuttles, admittedly, but I've flown freighters before. Hammond, take Flight Engineering, and watch the power distribution on the engines. I'll do my best to shield them through the worst of the re-entry heat. Nguyen, ride the sensors.” Turning to Voronova, he added, “Take a seat next to me. If something happens to me, take over. Don't wait for an order, just do it.”
 “Got it,” she replied, as Kani settled into the helm. 
 “Montgomery, hail the station, and inform them that we have escaped from the rebels, would like to surrender, but are having serious problems with course control. Make up something.” Before the young pilot could protest, he added, “I know a quick analysis of our telemetry will make it obvious that we're lying, but every second we buy gives us a better chance of pulling this off.”
 “I'll see what I can do,” the young man said, doubtfully, as he sat down at the communications station, playing around in a bid to find the correct frequency. “I've never done anything quite like this before.”
 “Then you're picking a good time to start.”
 Kani settled down at the controls, glancing up at the sensor display before resting his hands on the thrusters, making a series of light taps to get the feel of the ship. As he expected, it was sluggish, slow to respond, and Hammond was almost certainly quite correct in her assessment of the freighter's atmospheric flight characteristics. Nevertheless, they only had to make it down to the surface. Once she was down, that's where she would stay.
 “Boosting power to gravitational field,” Hammond reported. “I'm throwing everything to that and the engines. Aside from sensors, we're not going to need anything else. The air down there is borderline-breathable.”
 “Define that.”
 “We're only going to need respirators. Pressure's a little high, temperature a little on the hot side, and there's nowhere near enough oxygen in the atmosphere, but aside from that, we can walk around down there.” Turning to one of the crewmen, loitering at the rear, she added, “Go get the breathing gear passed around, Harry, and then see that everyone is strapped down. That includes you. This is going to be the roughest ride you've ever dreamed of.” 
 “Just out of purely academic interest,” Nguyen asked, “what happens when we reach the surface?”
 “I'll tell you that when we land,” Kani replied. “Suffice to say that we're going to be giving those bastards up on the station a little surprise. Now focus, people. We can play guessing games later.” Glancing at the chronometer, he added, “We've got something like ten hours before Polaris is scheduled to arrive. Plenty of time.”
 “Fighters are still on an intercept course,” Nguyen reported. “Closing directly, arrowhead formation.” She paused, then said, “They aren't on an optimum trajectory, though.”
 “Of course they aren't,” Voronova replied. “They think we're heading into a close flyby. You'd have to be out of your mind to deliberately crash into a planet.”
 Kani smiled, then turned back to the controls, looking up again at the sensor display. He adjusted his course, tweaking the freighter on a trajectory that would take them out of the system, making it look as though they were trying to return to the gravitational threshold and engage the Tau Drive to escape. Nothing was further from his mind, but if he could feed the suspicions of the enemy squadron leader, so much the better.
 “Interception in five minutes, sir,” Nguyen said.
 Shaking his head, Montgomery said, “We've been ordered to lay over for inspection. Failing that, we're to be shot down. Though I got the impression that they were hoping to capture the ship, rather than destroy it.”
 “I'll bet they are,” Voronova replied. “Can you imagine the bounty the Commerce Directorate will pay if they can recover this ship intact?”
 “A pity we're going to have to disappoint them,” Kani said. “Monty, try a different tactic. Pretend that you're under duress, that there are prisoners on board, and that they are attempting to get the traitors out of the bridge.”
 “That won't work,” Hammond said, bluntly.
 “Buy me a few more seconds,” Kani said, watching the incoming fighters on the screen, their commander altering their trajectory, setting up for a series of precision strikes. Montevideo had no defenses worth a damn, and he didn't dare unleash the fighters on board. They had to be saved for later, and they'd never manage a re-entry without modifications they didn't have time to implement. He couldn't avoid the impacts he knew were coming, and had instead to hope that he could guide them to non-critical areas of the ship.
 “Three minutes to intercept,” Nguyen reported. “Enemy formation is holding trajectory. Right down the line, according to the manual. I think we've got another rulebook-humper, Win.”
 “Federation Fleet's filled with them,” Kani replied. “That's why we're going to beat them.”
 “Don't be so confident,” Jones said, strapped into the life support station at the rear of the bridge. “There aren't as many fools in frontier service as you might think.”
 “And if the Federation was smart, they'd be back home passing on their wisdom, rather than sitting in some one-shuttle outpost in the middle of nowhere,” Voronova retorted.
 “Not now,” Kani said. “Focus, people. We can hold a political debate later. Right now we're heading into a battle. Monty, any luck with that signal?” 
 “You need to pick a better liar next time, sir.”
 “Don't blame yourself,” he said, glancing back at the pilot. “I doubt they'd believe anyone at the moment. We've certainly given them no reason to trust us. Not after some of the stunts we pulled here last time.”
 Frowning, Montgomery said, “Wait one. I'm getting a beacon signal. A tight-beam beacon.”
 “That's a contradiction in terms.”
 “No, sir, someone's rigged a distress beacon to broadcast just to us. From the surface of the planet.” He reached across for a control, and added, “Middle of one of the larger archipelagos, close to the equator.” With a frown, he continued, “There are records of settlements on the surface, but nothing anywhere near this beacon. I'd say it's new.”
 Kani looked up at his course projection, and started to make fine adjustments to his heading, guiding the transport to a position where it could make a run for the beacon. Hammond watched him work, shaking her head in disapproval.
 “It could be a trap. How could they know Montevideo was with the rebels?”
 “Why else would Sinaloa have launched her fighters at us?” Voronova replied. “It wouldn't take Admiral Nimitz to work that one out. And if it's a trap, what's the point? Presumably they're hoping to disable or destroy us already.”
 “It's a lead,” Kani said, “and one that I intend to follow up. Mel, how long before intercept?”
 “Ninety seconds. Hang on, everyone.”
 The freighter lumbered through space, Kani and Hammond getting all the acceleration they could from the struggling engines, the blue orb ahead growing larger by the second as they dived towards it, gaining speed as they raced for the gravity well. Even now, he had the option of veering off, swinging around the planet in a close flyby or even an atmospheric skip, and the enemy squadron commander was still plotting his approach with that in mind. 
 “Threat warning, missile launch!” Nguyen reported, and nine dots appeared on the screen, bringing a smile to Kani's face. Three of them were racing ahead of the others, obvious warning shots designed to inspire a surrender. The others were slicing through space towards their rear section, hoping to disable the Tau Drive and strand them in the system. His fingers quickly danced across the controls as he set up a course change with his thrusters, one designed to aid the fighter pilots in their goal, swinging Montevideo around to allow them to do the damage they wished. The Tau Drive was just excess mass now anyway. Montevideo would never travel through space again.
 “All missiles running true,” Nguyen continued. “Bearing directly.” She paused, then added, “Fighters are curving away. Heading clear of the planet. Looks like they're moving to intercept us on the far side.” With a smile on her face, she added, “I'd say they're going to be in for a bit of a surprise in a few minutes.”
 Kani rode the controls, keeping the freighter level, the bridge crew silent now as they focused on their work. Hammond looked anxiously at the damage control panel, knowing that the current green board would soon be infected with rivers of amber and red, the missiles enough to savage the ship she'd served on for so long. 
 “Brace for impact!” Kani said, and the missiles slammed into the side of the ship, six explosions ripping through the hull as one, an angry whine filling the air as the deck plating buckled. Sirens sounded from the speakers for a brief moment, killed by Hammond slamming down a series of override switches, her grim face looking across her panel, shaking her head.
 “Tau Drive gone, long-range communications out, auxiliary reactor gone. Depressurization on three decks, multiple hull breaches. It's a mess, Win.”
 “Any damage to the main engines? Or to the cargo?”
 “All intact, but they'll be able to finish us on the next pass.”
 “Signal from Sinaloa, sir,” Montgomery said. “We're instructed to surrender or die.”
 “Sounds like a plan we're not going to want to go along with,” Kani replied, reaching for the controls. “Tell them what they can do with their kind and generous offer, Monty. Then start a track on that beacon. I want the most exact position plot you can manage, and Mel, I'm going to need a full topographic analysis of the spot. Every detail. Got that?”
 “Got it. Working,” she replied. “We've still got forward sensors. Gathering data all the time. We'll have what we need before impact.” She paused, grinned, and corrected, “Touchdown.”
 “Let's hope you were right the second time,” Kani said, throwing a quick spin into the side of the ship, firing thrusters wildly, trying to make it look as though the damage they'd sustained was worse than it was. The enemy commander had pulled his punches on the first attack, trying to disable the ship in order to capture it. They wouldn't be anything like as lucky the second time. Not that he intended there to be a second time.
 The planet was filling the viewscreen now, Montevideo committed to the dive. Even if the enemy squadron wasn't waiting for them on the far side, there was no turning back. Up on the sensor display, the trajectory plot started to slew around, the fighters belatedly realizing what he was planning and attempting to counter it, but they'd left their course change far too late, putting themselves out of position for even the most desperate intercept.
 “Atmosphere in three minutes,” Nguyen said.
 “Decompressing all unoccupied areas,” Hammond added. “We're getting outgassing from the hull breaches. It's only going to get worse.” She glanced across at Kani, and said, “I've ramped up the pressure in the cargo compartments as high as I dare. Should help. A little.”
 “I hope so,” Kani replied, every instinct calling on him to pull back from the dive before it was too late, that he was making a mistake that he was going to live to regret. If he was lucky. Overriding his fears, he dived for the planet, warning lights flowing down each side of the viewscreen to alert him to the danger he was in, text flashing on his console as he worked one override after another to assure the computer that he was serious about what he had in mind, that he knew what he was doing and could not be dissuaded. 
 “Signal from Sinaloa,” Montgomery added. “They're ready to accept escape pods, offer safe passage for us and a fair trial if we surrender now.” He paused, then said, “They're panicking. I think they're beginning to wonder if they ought to have accepted our cover story.”
 “Let them keep thinking that awhile,” Kani replied, his eyes locked on his controls, hands not moving an inch from the thrusters. He pulled up the nose as best he good, attempting to guide Montevideo into something at least approximating a re-entry attitude, and waited for the fireworks to begin. Lights danced on, warning of pressure outside, and the already battered hull began to buckle under the unaccustomed strain, plating never meant to withstand atmosphere failing to adapt to the rapidly changing environment.
 Still the engines roared, a testament to the designers, Kani attempting to hold some sort of control over the damaged ship. Flame rippled around the viewscreen as he struggled to keep Montevideo on trajectory, the lower hull melted away in the first second, only the stored cargo, a million heavy slabs of ore, holding the ship together. He was fighting a battle with gravity and physics itself, one he knew he could not win. He didn't have to. He only had to postpone defeat for a little while. The ship lurched to the side, the center of gravity unpredictably changing as the outer hull collapsed, the computer struggling to compensate for the rapid changes, even with the influence of Kani at the controls.
 Beneath them, the ocean rolled past, Kani using the last vestiges of control to bring the ship towards his target, the beacon a hundred miles ahead. He tried to picture Montevideo in her final dive, a glowing mass of metal leaving a fiery trail behind her, an asteroid being guided towards a target, everyone on the surface looking up to watch the death throes of a once-proud ship. Using the last of the thrusters, he span the ship around, the mighty engines burning to slow her, bring her down as gently as possible into the rolling waves below.
 “Thirty thousand feet, descending fast!” Nguyen said.
 “Gravity field to maximum!” Kani yelled, and he felt his stomach churn as Hammond manipulated the artificial gravity controls, trying to give them as much protection as she could. The ringing of alarms was a constant background whine, new ones sounding faster than Hammond shut them down, all the panels a mass of winking red lights as the computers reported total disaster.
 “Fifteen thousand!” With an ear-splitting roar, Montevideo slammed through the sound barrier, the engines firing now to arrest the landing, no concern for a precise course, the only goal to bring the ship down in as few pieces as possible. He could see islands spread out on the horizon, Montevideo coming in to land in the middle of their target archipelago, the beacon signal less than a dozen miles away. Whoever was calling them down was going to get a front row seat for their crash.
 “Three thousand!”
 Close enough that he could see the tips of the waves, steam already rising from the surface in anticipation of their arrival, more warning lights bursting into life as though the computer could hardly believe what it was picking up on its sensors, what Kani was asking of the ship in its final moments. That they'd made it this far was a miracle. Now he was going to ask for one more.
 “Five hundred! Here it comes!”
 With an ear-splitting roar, the ship crashed into the water, skimming across the surface of the ocean, waves rushing on either side as it carved a trail of steam and smoke, Kani using his final seconds of control to point it in the direction of an island. Immediately, the ship began to sink, superheated water surging through the ruined hull, the ship slowly settling beneath the waves.
 “Depth below, one hundred meters,” Nguyen reported. “We're just going to rest on the bottom.” She glanced across at an indicator, and added, “Respirators on, everyone.”
 “Well, Squadron Leader, we made it,” Hammond said, looking out across the horizon. “What now?”



Chapter 13
 
 Cordova looked up at the wall of her cabin, lost in thought, struggling to work out how her careful planning could have gone wrong so quickly. One unthinking word from the late Krieger, and a chain of logical deductions from Curtis, and twenty years of deception had unraveled in the course of a simple blood test. She'd been unable to corner Grant on his own, hadn't managed to provide the briefing that would have protected the conspiracy.
 In her mind, she went back ten years, to a funeral she'd attended in disguise, making sure to keep well out of the way of the other mourners. A man who she had killed, Polaris' former helmsman, dead by her inaction. Her father had originally conceived the plan, hiding a few critical figures in plain sight. Some of them had been caught anyway, swept up in the Purges despite their best efforts. Others had been awakened over the long years, and a few remained where her father had placed them, waiting for a day that would never come.
 She could fix that, at least. As soon as Polaris returned to normal space, a series of coded signals would be dispatched from her interstellar communications array, giving the orders that would bring those remnants back from the grave to which she had dispatched them. Somehow, it only seemed fair, but it couldn't serve to repair the damage she had done.
 And yet at the time, it had seemed the right thing to do. Her father had been so damned convincing, arguing that these people needed to be preserved for a better time, and she'd gone along with him, all the way. She'd agreed with those arguments, seen the wisdom of keeping those vital people out of the grasp of ColSec, or worse, the Political Directorate itself. The door chimed, opening to admit a grim-faced Saxon, who entered uninvited and sat down opposite her, laser eyes burning into her soul.
 “I don't want to talk right now,” Cordova said.
 “Tough,” Saxon replied. “We've got a lot to talk about. Especially if I'm going to take over your job. And I hasten to add that this was entirely Teddy's idea, not mine.”
 “Teddy?” she said. “You're getting close to him, now. I hope he knows how sharp your knife can be. Keranos found that out the hard way.”
 “Keranos was a thug, a criminal of the worst type. People like that are a cancer in any decent society, but I didn't have the ability under the law to do what we should have done. Thrown him in a cell for the rest of his life. He had just enough connections to allow him to dance out of trouble. Until I made sure enough bullets were shot into the bastard to bring him down for good. The universe is a better place without him in it.” She paused, then said, “Now let's talk about you.”
 “What about me?”
 “I was wondering why? Why go through all of this?”
 “Commander Curtis was in no condition to go into hiding. At the time, he was legitimately an alcoholic. And incidentally, we helped him with that as well. He recovered decades ago. He just didn't know he was doing it at the time.”
 Folding her arms, Saxon asked, “And you never considered bringing him into the loop? The Purges were over a long time ago, Major. Long enough that you could have brought him back to life again, used him in the Underground long before this. The man is a tactical genius...”
 “And we needed to hold him in reserve for a better day, rather than throwing him away too soon, before we were ready. What choice did we have?”
 “You had plenty of choices, I think. I just don't believe that you were willing to take advantage of them. Though I suppose that's all in the past.” She paused, and said, “Though I suppose it adds to the narrative, doesn't it. The long-lost space captain at the helm of his old ship, fighting the tyranny of the Federation. Probably plays well out there.”
 “That has to be a consideration,” she replied. “The people need heroes. Someone to rally behind. Someone to cheer on. He's an obvious choice. We need him in a command role anyway, and...”
 “And you were hoping he'd be a figurehead for you.” Raising a hand, she added, “Don't try and deny it. It's been quite clear to me, right from the beginning, that it was what you initially had in mind. To the point that I was almost surprised that you took him off the suppressants.”
 “We needed his skills, and very badly.”
 Raising an eyebrow, Saxon replied, “Now that's interesting. That's very interesting. Because it rather implies that had you had someone else you could have used in this role, you'd have done just that, and never mind bringing Teddy back from the dead.” Leaning forward, she asked, “Just how far are you willing to go, Major? What price is too high for the freedom you claim to be fighting for?”
 “This is a war. People die.”
 “People who volunteer, surely.” 
 Scowling, Cordova asked, “What about you? Why did you sign up for this? And don't give me anything about freedom and liberty. You don't believe in those things. You're in this for yourself.”
 “Everyone always is, Major. I'm just rather more honest about it than most people.” With a smile on her face, she replied, “I am a product of the system in which I was raised. By thirty I had become Deputy Administrator of Sinaloa Station, one of the leading lights of ColSec, but it was at that point my career stalled dead. Turns out that I might be corrupt, but I lack the brutality the role apparently required. I'd managed to avoid the worst of the Purges...”
 “The worst?”
 “If the order comes down to imprison fifty people, failure to do so simply means that your assistant is ordered to imprison fifty-one, and your name goes at the top. You can help, a little. Give people a chance to get clear. Find a way...”
 “You never did that.”
 Raising an eyebrow, she replied, “Really? Does it not strike you that anyone hoping to conceal their activities from ColSec and the Political Directorate could be just as likely to conceal them from your little Underground? Let me introduce you to a reality that I don't believe you have considered. They knew about you, right from the start.”
 “Impossible. They'd have stopped us. And when some of our people were careless, they were arrested, exiled, killed...”
 “Sometimes, to keep up the pretense, but you were far more valuable alive than you ever would have been in a penal camp. Living rebels can be used to justify all sorts of activities, increased security measures that even Parliament would never approve in whatever passes for peacetime, corruption as money assigned to distant outposts is skimmed away. You were a tool of the Federation, Major, right from the beginning.”
 “In that case, damn it, why didn't they stop us before we retook this ship?”
 “Simple. You moved too quickly. Note that they were on your tail in hours. Reviving Curtis was a surprise, I presume, and gave you a tool that they didn't believe you had. And then, I helped. Inadvertently, perhaps, but even so. Had Keranos managed to get his information to the Federation authorities, they'd have either paid him off or killed him.”
 “Or both.”
 “Hardly. You don't kill someone after you have made a deal with them. Such an act would ruin your reputation, and the Federation pays its debts. Has to, otherwise the criminal underclass would be even worse than it already is.” She paused, and said, “You wanted to know why I'm fighting for you? The answer is that I'm not. I'm fighting for Commander Curtis. He actually has a chance of pulling off what you never did, never could. He might bring the whole damn system crumbling down around him.”
 Her scowl spreading, Cordova replied, “I'd have thought someone like you would have been far happier under the current system. You've certainly benefited from it.”
 “I'm a cop, Major. At the end of the day, that's what I am. With a side order of politician, but once you rise high enough in the hierarchy, I suppose that's no longer a choice you get to make. Not that I suspect it has ever been any different.”
 “So you're just...”
 “I'm someone who wonders what I might have been in a different world. I am also someone who has an eye for her own survival. My position was hopelessly compromised when Hanoi first arrived at Sinaloa Station. No matter that I did everything by what passes for the book. I'd have been the scapegoat. One more indictment of the system.” She smiled, then said, “You can trust me implicitly, Major, because I really don't have any other options. I'm more committed to my cause than you are to yours.” 
 Rising angrily to her feet, Cordova replied, “Now what the hell do you mean by that?”
 “Simple. You could send a message to one of a dozen people in the Federation and sell us all out in exchange for immunity. Such a request would be honored. You'd get safe passage to the Halo Worlds, and this revolution would end. I, on the other hand, cannot. If they capture me, I will die. Probably slowly and painfully. The only way I get to come through this is if the rebellion is successful and the Federation is brought down.”
 “You could seek refuge in the Commonwealth.”
 “And we all might, but don't you understand that the Federation and the Commonwealth deal with each other all the time? You don't think that they wouldn't trade me for a shipment of gadolinium? Access to mineral deposits on frontier systems? The blockade is far more honored in the breach than the observance. Unless, of course, someone other than the agents of the Parliament undertakes such violations. They need to protect their monopoly, I suppose.”
 Sitting back on the bed, Cordova replied, “Then I was right. You're not in this for any other reason than to save your own skin.”
 “I've made no secret of that. What are you fighting for? What's your glorious cause?”
 She paused, then said, “To save...”
 “No recruitment pitch.” Rising to her feet, she replied, “I don't think you know. I think you've spent so long on this glorious crusade of yours that you have genuinely forgotten what you are fighting for. Let me tell you something. Nobody fights for slogans. They fight for themselves. If we're going to win this war, it will be because we can convince the people that there is something better to offer them than the status quo. Something tangible. Out of interest, what happens after the war is over?”
 “The people will decide.”
 With a bark of laughter, Saxon replied, “The people created the Federation. Through inactivity, yes, but they did. And the Commonwealth before that. And the Federated Nations first, most of which were at least theoretical democracies who voted their tyrants into power. Usually because it was easier than thinking for themselves, better to delegate that to someone else.”
 “I'm not sure I can muster quite your level of cynicism.”
 “Realism. Try that concept instead.” Moving to the door, she added, “Teddy has given me the pick of the crew for the assault team. With a few obvious limitations, of course. I'd planned on taking Dixon with me.” She paused, then said, “I'd like you to come along for the ride as well.”
 “I'm surprised you want me.”
 With a shrug, Saxon replied, “I fundamentally disagree with what passes for your politics, but you are an extremely skilled close combat and intrusion specialist. Skills that I'm going to need if we're going to make the attack on Sinaloa Station a success. And I'm going to do everything in my power to make that happen, and if that means I have to take you along for the ride, then that's what I intend to do. Regardless of my own personal feelings.”
 “Not enough,” Cordova said.
 “Then try this, instead. You can stick with me for the whole assault. Watch my back. And if in your judgment I'm about to betray your glorious cause, you can kill me. How's that sound?”
 Raising an eyebrow, the rebel replied, “You're serious?”
 “Deadly serious. And don't think that this is a one-way street. There's nothing more hazardous to the success of any mission than the presence of someone who wants to be a hero. I've nothing against heroes, but they have a tendency to get people coming along for the ride killed. Besides, this is a chance to prove that your beliefs are more than just words parroted from your father. How about it. Major?”
 “If for one moment I think...”
 “Got it,” Saxon said, with a sigh. “Sooner or later, you'll have to trust me. Maybe if you do, I might consider reciprocating.” She paused, then asked, “Tell me something. You're so willing to sacrifice others to your glorious crusade. Would you be as willing to die yourself, if that's what it took?”
 “In a heartbeat,” Cordova said. “I knew that going in.”
 With a nod, Saxon stepped through the door, and replied, “Tactical briefing in two hours. Don't be late. And I expect to get your input on the battle plan. I don't pretend to be infallible.”
 “I'll be there,” Cordova replied, and Saxon walked out of the room, the door sliding shut behind her. “Not as if I have anything else to do.”



Chapter 14
 
 “Are you finally going to tell us what this is all about, Win?” Nguyen asked, as the huddled group of crewmen looked around the cramped confines of the upper storage bay. All but one of the fighters had survived the landing intact, carefully protected by Moretti and her crew before their departure from Polaris, as had the shuttle. They'd be able to put their full strength into the air.
 “Wait one,” Hammond said, holding up a portable sensor. “Intruder alert.”
 “Some of the internal sensors are still working?” Voronova asked in disbelief.
 Kani pulled his pistol from his holster and raced down the corridor, replying, “We can have a debate on the toughness of Federation shipbuilding later. Until then we're at battle stations.”
 Shaking her head, Voronova followed him, slipping on the wet decks as the two of them made for the indicated target. Savage gashes along the side of the hull exposed the horizon to either side, waves lapping across the hull, the sound of strange creatures in the distance. Montevideo's arrival had brought about a storm, and rain lashed down through cracks in the ceiling, covering every surface in slimy residue. 
 He could see figures moving at the end of the corridor, shadows on the remnants of the walls, pistols in their hands. Kani glanced at Voronova, trying to peer into the gloom to make out the faces, then fired a single shot into the air, sending the approaching group diving for cover.
 “Halt!” he said. “Identify yourself!”
 “Major Conn Morgan, Coronado Militia. And this is Doctor Jack Ransom.”
 “Doc?” Voronova asked.
 “Who are you?” Morgan asked.
 “Squadron Leader Winston Kani and Flight Lieutenant Diana Voronova, attached to the Democratic Underground and the Starcruiser Polaris.” Glancing at Voronova, he asked, “You know him?”
 “He's the reason we got out of Sinaloa in one piece,” she replied. Turning to face the two men, she added, “What are you doing down here, Doctor?”
 “The Administrator decided to make an example of me,” he said. “I got a one-way ticket down here to the surface. Here with the rest of the local troublemakers.”
 “You're organized down here, Major?” Kani asked.
 “I've got twenty-five people, all ex-military, all trained in boarding actions and assault. We're not heavily armed, but all of us at least have something we can shoot.” Holding his pistol, he added, “We saw your ship coming in, and we certainly saw it land.”
 “How do we know this isn't a trap?”
 “You don't,” Ransom replied. “But Lieutenant Voronova knows me, and I have no particular love for the Federation.” He paused, then said, “How did you get yourselves stranded down here? The damage didn't seem to be that extensive from the first attack.”
 “This was our goal,” Kani said. He looked at Voronova again, and asked, “What do you think, Lieutenant? You know the man, I don't.”
 “Twenty-five people,” she said. “That's a lot of help to throw away. And realistically, do we have a choice? This ship has so many breaches that there's no way we could defend it. If they wanted to take it from us, they could do it in fairly short order.” She turned to Ransom, and said, “I think we can trust him. I certainly think that it's worth the risk.”
 “Weapons on the deck,” Kani said, gesturing with his pistol. “You can get them back when you leave, but for the moment I feel more comfortable being the only man with a gun.” As the two men tossed their weapons away, he added, “Come forward. You might as well find out what we're doing along with the rest of them.”
 Morgan walked up, and said, “We're not getting much information down here. Just what we get from the official channels, but reading between the lines, Polaris is the flagship of a revolt.”
 “Only ship would be more accurate, especially now,” Kani replied, leading the way down the corridor, Voronova still looking nervously at Morgan. “Though we've certainly got ambitions.” He walked back into the cramped room, the freighter crewmen and his fighter pilots stirring as they approached, and said, “I think we can start the briefing now. This is Major Morgan, commander of the local irregular forces, and Doctor Ransom, latterly of Sinaloa Station.”
 “They're cleared for this?” Jones asked, a frown on her face.
 “Why not?” Kani replied, perching precariously on a crate. “Normally, I'd have a holoprojector on hand for this, but internal power seems to be out at the moment. Nevertheless, given that our equipment is intact, we can start our preparations for Phase Three.”
 “Phase Three?” Ransom asked.
 “Commander Curtis has been working on a somewhat...involved battle plan for the last few weeks. He took me into his confidence a few days ago, before this part of our mission started. Phase One was the capture of Montevideo, both as a decoy raid to make it appear as though Polaris planned to concentrate on commerce raiding for a while, and to allow us to hammer our way through the defenses right here at Sinaloa.”
 “Won't that have tipped our hand?” Voronova asked.
 Looking around the room, he said, “That's the idea.”
 “What?” Nguyen asked.
 “Sooner or later, we're going to come up against serious opposition from the Federation.” He glanced at his watch, and said, “We know that a Starcruiser has been sent to hunt Polaris down. The Commander's goal is two-fold. First, to capture Sinaloa Station and turn it into a secure base for the resistance...”
 “That's more like it,” a beaming Morgan said. 
 “And second, to destroy that Starcruiser. By drawing it into battle at a time and place of our choosing. Which is where we come in.” Looking around the room, he continued, “In a little under nine hours, Polaris will jump into the system and launch her assault. They'll be up against a fighter squadron, but without any other distractions, it should be a fairly even fight. Strike teams will board the station and seize control of the defense network, suborning it and bringing it under our control. With a little help from Saxon.”
 “Saxon?” Morgan interrupted, his face turning into a scowl. “She's the one who exiled us to the surface.”
 “And she's working with the underground, Major,” Kani replied. “Commander Curtis trusts her, and I trust him. That's going to have to do. Suffice that we're clear all the way to that part of the operation.” A smile spread on the pilot's face, and he continued, “Once Polaris is in position and the defense network is secured, we anticipate that Canopus will arrive in relatively short order.” Pulling out a datapad, he added, “Before we landed, I received a final tactical update. Polaris completed a hit-and-run decoy raid on a nearby system, intending to learn just what we were up against. One Starcruiser, thirty-six fighters.”
 “We've got seven.” Nguyen replied. “Those crates. Booster stages?”
 “For the fighters and for the shuttle,” Kani answered with a nod. “Our next job is to fit them. That's the other reason we needed to ride this beast down to the ground. They aren't going to come and investigate until the storm we created passes, and by that time, Polaris will be in orbit. When Canopus arrives, we're going to be the nice little surprise. While Curtis draws away the enemy fighters, we can launch a strike on the capital ship itself. End game, people. Not only do we secure Sinaloa Station, but we take down an enemy cruiser at the same time.”
 Voronova whistled, and said, “If we pull this off...”
 “If being the right word for it,” Nguyen replied. “I can think of a couple of thousand ways this can go very, very wrong, Win. Most of which end up with our deaths.”
 “Not necessarily,” Kani said. “If Polaris arrives at Sinaloa and the enemy forces are greater than expected, we launch anyway on a long, hard burn to intercept our ship and leave the system. Not a certainty, but we do have abort options if we need them. Certainly Polaris can get clear if it has to, and in the event we were stranded here, I'm sure Major Morgan could find a use for twelve trained spacers.”
 “Probably, but I'd rather get my boots onto Sinaloa Station's deck,” he replied. “How many can you fit on that shuttle.”
 “If they're very friendly,” Hammond replied, “and aren't wearing suits or carrying much gear, I think we can squeeze thirty on board. We kept the biggest personnel shuttle we had, and it was already atmospheric-capable. Not a problem.” She frowned, then said, “Though I wouldn't like our chances of getting through the defensive perimeter.”
 “Leave that to your fighter escort,” Kani said, looking around the room again. “I'm sure that Polaris will be more than happy with the idea of throwing an additional thirty men into the assault, especially if Canopus manages to get any its strike teams across.” He paused, then added, “This is a gamble, and I think everyone involved is well aware of that. We're taking a pretty big risk, but the potential payout is huge.”
 Nodding, Morgan replied, “I can see that. If we can make some sort of really major victory, it'll inspire resistance fighters all across the Federation. We could have uprisings launching everywhere, and that will give us much more freedom of action.” Rubbing his chin, he said, “I've been stuck down here for three years. I never thought I'd even get onto a spaceship again. Most of the settlements on the surface are exile camps.”
 “That isn't in the official records,” a suspicious Voronova said.
 “Lots of things aren't in the records,” Montgomery replied. “I remember hearing something about this, a few years ago. We occasionally got signals from the surface, scrambled messages we could never decode. The Captain told us to ignore it.” Grimacing as he recalled his erstwhile commander's treachery, he added, “I can understand why, now.”
 “Eight and a half hours,” Kani said. “It'll take us most of that time to fit and test the booster stages. Major, I presume I can count on you and your men to provide us with a little bit of help?”
 “Certainly,” Morgan said. “I'll have them assemble their kit and report on board in an hour.”
 “Keep it light,” Hammond warned. “We're going to be flying like a brick as it is with that much mass on board. And I'll have to calculate the fuel precisely. It's a one way hop.”
 “All of my people know the risk, Captain, and all of them are volunteers,” Morgan replied. “I can assure you that they will do their job.”
 “I hope so,” she replied, nervously. “We're taking a big gamble, here.”
 “We all know what we have to do. Voronova, Monty, go aft and start unshipping the boosters. Hammond, you and your technical team can assist. Mel, you and the others head down to the fighters and get them all booted up and ready. We're going to have to input all the atmospheric data we can gather in the time we have.” As a thunderclap echoed overhead, he added, “It's going to be a rough enough ride as it is. Dismissed.”
 As the crew filed out of the room, Kani looked up through the cracks in the ceiling, watching the clouds rolling overhead, rain washing down in endless torrents, a constant drip onto the deck below. He'd read about rain in books, but this was the first time he'd ever experienced it for himself. His life had been spent moving from one artificial environment to the next, stations, colony domes and spaceships, the only greenery that of the hydroponic tanks or the small, aging parks at the heart of the older settlements, struggling vegetation fighting for its life in alien soil.
 This was an alien world. The atmosphere mix was wrong, a respirator required for him to take more than a single breath, but still it felt more like home than anywhere he had ever been. Even Khiva Station, the city in the clouds that served as the capital of the Commonwealth in exile, had nothing to match this place. Endless, rolling oceans, broken only by desperate rocks jutting out of the water, fighting to remain above the surface, erosion raging a constant battle to diminish and destroy them. 
 Somehow, it seemed an appropriate metaphor. Up above, in a matter of hours, a battle would be raging overhead. Another storm, one that might yet sweep away the Federation. Bring an end to decades of undeclared war, to the tyranny that had overwhelmed human space for so long. It seemed strange to consider that a world like this, a lost blue ball in the middle of nowhere, inhabited only by an assortment of fugitives and political prisoners, could be the place where history was made. And odder still, perhaps, that he was the one who would make it.



Chapter 15
 
 Mike always liked to walk the lower decks of his ship before a battle. There was no better way to determine the mood of a crew, the true readiness of a vessel, than to make a personal inspection of the little-visited areas, those where commanding officers rarely went. He'd spent his entire adult life on ships like this, on the now-destroyed Borealis as a raw Midshipman, a long tour as a Lieutenant on Arcturus, second-in-command of Antares, and now here, on Canopus, as her commanding officer.
 Somehow, he'd never quite expected to make it this far. His career hadn't been pointing in that direction as it should. Most ambitious officers did everything they could to stay close to home, greedily taking assignments on Earth, or close to it, anxious to get the attention of the political creatures who controlled the bulk of the appointments. He'd chosen a different, now somewhat unusual path. He'd simple concentrated on doing a good job, completing the mission, and building himself a reputation as a combat officer.
 That road had taken him out to the rim, tours of duty on the frontier with the Commonwealth, dueling with their ships on the rare occasions that they had passed into Federation space. Out to the Halo Stars on a long tour on Arcturus, visiting some systems that had never seen the banner of the Federation. He smiled at the thought of it. The lure of the unknown was powerful, one of the forces that had dragged him into the fleet to begin with.
 Growing up, at home, he'd read stories of the great expeditions of the 22nd century, mighty fleets that had pushed out the frontier, spending years or decades away from Earth, exploring dozens of systems at a time. The legendary Admiral Clarke, who had commanded ten ships that reached far Beta Centauri, four hundred light-years distant. Five thousand men had set out on that expedition. Three hundred had staggered back on a single, crippled scout, but they'd completed their mission. They'd accomplished what they had set out to do.
 He turned a corner, looking at the posters emblazoned on the wall, fresh and new from their last trip to spacedock. One alerting passers-by that dangers were all around them, that traitors walked in their midst and that they must be watched for, reported to the proper authorities. Another simply screaming 'Federation First', over an outstretched fist.
 That was new. Propaganda posters. Slogans painted over doors, meant to inspire the crew. All they inspired within him was dread. Twenty years far from home, on ships that still felt the way the Federation Fleet once did. During the time of his father. He'd heard stories about what happened in the core worlds, but he'd never believed them, considered them exaggerations, wild rumors.
 And two days ago, a pair of criminals were shot dead in a cell because a senior officer wanted to prove a point. No pretense at a fair trial or even the vestige of due process. They were simply murdered. No matter that he hadn't given the order, that he would have stopped it if he could, he still felt responsible for what had happened. The ship had been under his command, and that made it his responsibility. Two more lives on his conscience.
 He'd seen men die before. Had even ordered them to their deaths, during the Battle of Delta Pavonis, four years before, a rogue Commonwealth auxiliary cruiser that had crossed the border, ready to cut a bloody swath through the Federation mining installations of that system. Arcturus, freshly-returned from her cruise, had managed to stop them, but at the cost of the life of her top three officers, killed when the bridge was destroyed, leaving Lieutenant Michael Curtis to save the day. The battle had made his reputation, and given him enough nightmares to last him for the rest of his life.
 He'd seen men die. But always in battle, men who had chosen to give up their lives for their people, or criminals with guns in hand, attempting to kill the people he had sworn his life to defend. Now the blood was on his hands. He was the one who had murdered. And he couldn't quite get past how easy it had been for the Commodore to give that order, and how readily Admiral Yoshida accepted it. As though this was the new norm, the expected rule, brutality as a matter of course rather than an abhorrent last resort.
 Turning another corner, he saw a pair of technicians sitting on the ground, tucked in under one of the auxiliary heat exchangers, a place they could have assumed they could loiter undisturbed. In between them was an unmarked bottle of green liquid, a trio of plastic cups scattered around. Something from one of the ship's stills, a little illicit liquor to provide extra courage before a battle. He coughed, and the two men jumped to their feet, one of them knocking the bottle to its side, spilling its foul-smelling contents onto the desk. They looked at him, wide-eyed, and Mike frowned, surprised at their reaction. Both of them had the red flashes of five-year veterans on their sleeves, one of them a combat stripe. These weren't rookies on their first tour.
 “Clean up that mess,” he said, “on the double.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out a vial of pills and tossed it to the nearest of them. “Take those. Special design. You'll sober up in a hurry but the hangover will be ten times worse than it should be. I'll be watching both of you very closely, and if I so much as smell something odd on your breath, the two of you will be walking home. Is that understood?”
 “Yes, sir,” the said, both in unison.
 “Then snap to it.”
 He turned from them leaving them to conceal the evidence. That encounter hadn't gone at all as he'd expected. Those men hadn't been embarrassed or ashamed of being caught. They were terrified. Scared to death. Technically, they were committing an offense, but off duty, the worst punishment on the books was a fine, perhaps the loss of seniority if they were particularly egregious about it. And ship-side, drunken behavior was common enough these days that most commanders turned a blind eye, so long as everyone was sober when they reported to their posts. Most of the medical staff had a thriving trade in wake-up pills, passed quietly to those in need, usually at the expense of a considerable fraction of the drunkard's pay.
 Frowning, he turned to the elevator, walking down the long corridor that would lead him back to the bridge. Something else that had changed since his father's day. Crewmen terrified of their commander, obeying through fear rather than respect? That bred nothing but slavish obedience at best, would discourage the grit and determination that had beaten back the Commonwealth during the Revolution.
 Stopping for a moment in the corridor, he turned to look at his reflection in a viewscreen. When had it happened? When had he started to accept that this was the norm, decide that he had to tolerate it rather than make an attempt to change it? A good portion of his crew would probably only be fit for duty because of chemical aids. That shouldn't be acceptable behavior, not for a warship. Not for a garbage scow. A part of him was tempted to turn back to the crewmen, question them further, try and find out who was supplying their liquor, but he stopped himself, turning instead back to the elevator, knowing it could do no good.
 It wasn't a question of one crewman, or even one ship. There was something fundamentally wrong with the system. He caught himself wondering whether his father had the same problem on Polaris, and came quickly to the conclusion that he didn't. His crew were volunteers, whereas Mike was lumbered with a shipload of draftees, many assigned because they didn't fit in back on Earth, some administrator deciding they needed military discipline to straighten them out. Not that they could realistically provide it, not any more. Those days were ebbing, drowned under a tide of political appointments and bureaucratic corruption.
 Maybe there was something he could do about it. If Petrova was telling the truth, that there were still people in the hierarchy willing to make the attempt, to try and undo the damage that had been done. Assuming that it wasn't too late. He stepped into the waiting elevator, tapping controls for his quarters, glancing up at the chronometer on the wall. Less than an hour before his squadron arrived at Sinaloa Station. Plenty of time for him to change his uniform, get himself prepared for battle.
 For a battle in which, all being well, he would kill his father.
 He understood why Yoshida had pushed him into this position. Any other course of action would have meant the immediate end of his career, possibly even his life, and that was perhaps one more sign of the deteriorating state of the Federation. That an officer who had dedicated his life to his duty could be threatened with arrest because he had the wrong last name was a disgrace. Even if he was a little biased in this particular case. He remembered old friends from the past, some that had transferred to the Core, sometimes never heard from again. Had they simply dropped out of touch, or were they now languishing in a prison camp? Or resting beneath the soils of some alien world, lost and forgotten?
 The doors slid open, and he walked quietly down the corridor, lost in thought. He looked down at his uniform jacket again, the decorations neatly under his name badge, awards for battles fought across this part of the galaxy. That few of them were the meaningless awards given for political maneuvering was a matter of pride to him. Many officers of his rank could boast more medals, but few of them had any real meaning. One thing more that had gone missing.
 Up ahead, he heard a voice whispering, “No.” He paused, moving to the wall, peering into the gloom. Petrova and Schmidt were standing outside the latter's cabin, engaged in what looked to be a serious argument, both of them red-faced, Petrova waving an arm in the air to emphasize some point. He couldn't quite hear what they had to say, and when Schmidt looked to the side, seeing him standing in the corridor, he lost his chance. Before she could launch into an attack, he made the first move, striding towards the two of them with all the decorum he could muster.
 “I expect far better from my senior staff than to publicly argue in a corridor. You're meant to set a good example for the rest of the crew.” Looking at the two of them, he added, “We're an hour from battle. A battle I intend to win, with or without your help. I suggest you both return to your cabins and prepare.” Schmidt made to speak, but he said, “Dismissed. And Lieutenant, I would very strongly recommend you obey my orders.”
 Turning on his heel, he walked into his cabin, waiting for the door to close before tossing his jacket untidily to the bed, sitting down at his desk. He reached for his coffee pot, swirling around the dregs in a bid to coax one more mug, gagging at the tepid liquid as it hit his throat. He reached across to a keyboard, entering in a command sequence to call up the security logs for the corridor, to replay the conversation his two subordinates had concluded. As he worked through the pass codes, he sighed. One more compromise. He shouldn't be having to spy on his own people. Trust was implicit, or it was meaningless. He almost canceled the command, ashamed at himself for having to consider this, but ultimately, the decision had already been taken for him.
 All records for the last hour had been wiped from the system. Using a command authorization. There were backups, but he'd have to go through the Political Officer to get them, and somehow he didn't think that Lieutenant Petrova would be especially cooperative. More likely she'd only use it as some sort of a weapon. His brief hopes flickered out. She was just another Blackjack, out for her own interests. Maybe sincere, in a way, but more concerned with advancing through the ranks than actually helping the Federation.
 Though perhaps her dream was worth dreaming, he pondered as he lay on his bed, determined to catch a few moments of rest before the battle was set to begin. It would be nice to live in a world where he didn't have to worry about his junior officers stabbing him in the back, ready and willing to trample over him in the pursuit of meaningless power.
 Somehow, he was going to find a way to win. Despite Schmidt, McGuire, Petrova and all the rest of them. He was going to defeat Polaris, and use that victory to advance through the ranks himself, maybe make a stand against the growing cancer at the heart of the Federation. Perhaps it wasn't too late for it all to be made right, for the hopes of the original Revolution to become reality once again. 
 He looked up at the clock, one last time. In fifty-five minutes, either he or his father would be on their way to the deaths, at the hands of the other. And there was nothing he could do to change that fact. He was going to do his best to destroy his father and his ship. Or die in the attempt.



Chapter 16
 
 “Commander on the deck,” Norton said, the bridge crew standing to attention as Curtis walked through the doors, making his way to the command chair at the heart of the action. Saxon was standing to one side, nodding as he approached, taking the old Political Officer's station. Rojek looked across from Tactical, a smile on his face.
 “All systems are ready, Commander. All decks cleared for action. We're good to go.”
 “Emergence in four minutes, sir,” Norton added.
 “What's the status of your strike crew, Major,” Curtis asked, turning to Saxon. She frowned for a second, then nodded, glancing down at her panel.
 “Shuttle's loaded and ready. As soon as we enter the system I'll be heading down there to join them.” She paused, then added, “I think I can get us through the satellite network. The fighters are going to be another story.”
 “Leave those to Polaris. We'll see that you get to the station. After that, we'll be counting on you getting those birds under control as fast as you can. Every minute will count. I'll send in reinforcements if I can.”
 “Understood,” she replied, a smile on her face. “Don't worry, Commander. I'll do my part.”
 Picking up a headset, Curtis said, “Felix, connect me through to the entire ship.”
 Throwing a control, he replied, “You're on, sir.”
 “This is the Commander,” Curtis began. “In a little under four minutes, we're going to be arriving at Sinaloa Station. Most of you have been there before. Last time we had to flee for our lives on Hanoi. This time we're going back with a Starcruiser, and this time we're not going to run. Our goal is to take this station, and to hold it. The rebellion that we have all been working towards begins today, right here, at Sinaloa.”
 “We're ready for this. Today we go to battle with the forces of the Federation on equal terms. And I know, with this crew, this ship, that we're going to win. So take a good long look, and make sure that you remember everything that happens today, because at some time in the future, you're going to bore your grandkids to death with this story.” A low chuckle rumbled from the bridge. “I am proud to serve with each and every one of you. Nobody forced you into this fight.” He glanced at Saxon, and continued, “You are here because you have chosen to be here, because you are willing to sacrifice your lives for the future. Nobody can ask more of you. Good hunting.” Placing the headset down on the counter, he looked up at the crew, and said, “That goes for all of you.”
 “I've scavenged together an additional turret crew, Commander,” Rojek said. “We should be able to fire four turrets in multiple salvos, for a while, anyway. Though if we get any damage at all to those systems, there's no way to fix them. We're going to have to make this a short fight.”
 “Just the kind I like,” Curtis replied. “How long, Roxy?”
 “Seventy seconds, sir.”
 Tapping a control, he asked, “All systems 'go' down in engineering, Moretti?”
 “We're as ready as we're going to be. Try not to hurt my ship too much. We're only keeping everything working through spit and hope as it is.”
 “I'll do the very best I can, Lieutenant.” Turning to Rojek, he said, “Here we go.”
 “Thirty seconds,” Norton replied. “I've plotted an evasive course. Just in case there's an ambush waiting for us on the far side.”
 “They haven't had time,” Rojek said. “We've got them on the run.”
 “Nevertheless,” Curtis added, “You have the call on that, Helm. If you see more enemy ships than we're expecting, don't wait for the order. Get us out of there. And hold a trajectory plot back to the Cinnamon Belt, just in case.” At the surprised look from Saxon, he said, “Would you expect us to go back there again any time soon?”
 “Why? There's nothing there.”
 “I'm rather hoping that the enemy commander has the same gut reaction you did. Besides, it's a last resort. We're going to win this one.” With a confident smile, he relaxed into his chair, and said, “Sensors to full strength as soon as we enter the system. Norton, assuming all is well, lock into a course taking us directly towards the station. Rojek, warn any civilian traffic to clear the battlespace. My guess is they will anyway, but I'd rather avoid any collateral damage today.”
 “Emergence!” Norton said, and Polaris lurched as the ship dived out of warp, the Tau Drive's field dissipating to reveal the stars beyond, with the shining emerald orb of Coronado centered on the display. Curtis looked out at it with a smile, then turned to Rojek.
 “What's the story, Felix?”
 After a few seconds, he replied, “Three fighters in the air. Looks like a normal patrol. Heading our way.” He paused, then said, “Launch doors opening on the station. Estimate nine more fighters in the air. They're not waiting to move into formation, though. Just heading in as they are. Careless. The defense satellites are activated, ranging in our direction, but there are a couple of gaps. I'm reading a pair of maintenance shuttles, probably trying to get the satellites serviced. Both of them are heading back for the station.” He grinned, and continued, “As is everyone else, sir. It's like the Old West just before a shootout. The locals are heading to the saloon.”
 “Smart people in this system,” Curtis replied.
 “Executing course change,” Norton said. “Locked on intercept course for the station. And the fighters, incidentally. Contact in six minutes, ten seconds.”
 “Time for you to go, Major,” Curtis said, turning to Saxon. “Good hunting.”
 “And to you, Teddy,” she replied, stepping into the waiting elevator. He looked after her for a moment, then shook his head, dismissing the thoughts that had briefly crossed his mind, turning his attention back to the tactical display. Everything looked just as he wanted. Just as his battle plan had required. Almost too perfectly. He looked at the sensor blind shots, one by one snapping into view, the data from the first pass of Montevideo adding to his certainty. 
 Sinaloa Station was right there, waiting for them.
 “Fighters moving into dispersed spearhead formation,” Rojek replied. “They've either got a madman or a moron commanding them, and right now, I wouldn't bet on which.”
 Frowning, Curtis said, “Neither. They're trying to lure us in, goad us into launching our fighters. He's still far enough away from contact that he can alter formation at the last minute. Let's throw a scare his way. Open our launch doors.”
 “Aye, Commander,” Rojek replied. “Launch doors opening, cycle sequence green.”
 Curtis watched the screen, waiting for the enemy commander to react. After a few seconds, the incoming formation changed to a more conservative crescent, the leading elements of the formation reducing their acceleration, falling back to join their comrades in the firing line. From the rear, Sokolov glanced up from his communications panel.
 “Should I send the codeword, Commander?” he asked.
 “Not yet, Spaceman,” he replied. “Roxy, alter heading. Hard about. Felix, launch decoy shuttle flotilla.”
 “Aye, sir,” Rojek said, and half-a-dozen targets appeared on the screen, shuttles racing towards the station from Polaris as the ship lurched to the side, seemingly turning back for the gravitational threshold. The fighters waited for a moment, their commander uncertain, and for a heartbeat Curtis feared that he wouldn't take the bait. Finally, either his judgment of that of his superior forced him into action, and the fighter squadron altered course, turning to intercept the shuttles. With a grin, Rojek ramped them up to maximum acceleration, slewing their trajectory to force the fighters to waste their fuel to make an intercept. 
 “Seems a pity to waste good ships,” Norton replied.
 “We've got plenty to spare, and once we've taken Sinaloa, we'll be able to load back up again.” He paused, then said, “Sokolov, signal the station, and request their immediate and unconditional surrender. Copy that to the fighters, as well. Let's see if anything interesting shakes down.” Glancing back at the display, he frowned. He didn't have any expectation of a response, and the quick shake of the head from the technician confirmed his belief. They were still putting on a performance, and it was time to begin the next act.
 “Roxy, alter course, back towards the station on a high vector. Felix, what's the story with the fighters?”
 “Closing on the shuttles, one minute to intercept.” He frowned, then added, “They've got to know that it's a trap, sir. It's an obvious decoy move.”
 “But Administrator Wise is now commanding the station, and he's had no military experience. And has something of a reputation for political cowardice. He sees six shuttles flying his way, he's going to order his fighters to shoot them down. Especially with Polaris apparently on its way out of the system.” Turning to Norton, he added, “Time to intercept?”
 “Flyby in eight minutes. Fighters can't catch us before we reach the defensive perimeter. We'll be targeted by Satellites Three and Five on closest approach. Four's still non-operational.”
 “Sokolov, inform Major Saxon that she will be cleared for launch in three minutes, and request that she uses the last of her magic on the defense network.” Looking at the display, he added, “Norton, go for a polar orbital flyby. That should take us close to our fighters.”
 “Roger, sir, calculating course change.”
 He looked around the bridge, watching his crew at their posts. Everything looked just as it had the last time he took Polaris into battle, only a few of the consoles now unmanned. Only he and Rojek were wearing uniforms, the rest in a chaotic collection of jumpsuits and garish civilian clothes, but they still had the same cool competence of his last, dead crew.
 A series of explosions rippled across the screen as the fighters ripped apart the decoy shuttles with massed particle beam barrages. The enemy squadron leader must have suspected the truth, had opted to hold back his missiles for later, but Polaris now had the advantage of speed, could keep ahead of the enemy formation at least until their shuttle had boarded the station.
 Time. Time was the key. They had to secure control of the defense network before reinforcements could arrive, stop the fighters outside from having anywhere to land and refuel. They'd either have to surrender, or simply drift through space until someone picked them up. He looked down at the planet, knowing that Kani was waiting for his call on some storm-tossed shore. Polaris had picked up the wreckage of Montevideo almost as soon as they had arrived in the system, but they hadn't dared risk a signal, not yet. His squadron was their one advantage, and they didn't dare reveal it until the final moment.
 As they closed on the planet, a smile crept across his face. This was working. They'd spent weeks trying to throw the Federation forces off-balance, keep them guessing about their intentions, and as far as they could tell, they'd been successful. Undoubtedly, enemy reinforcements would be on the way, mighty ships moving into position, but a combination of the defense satellites, Polaris, and Kani's fighters should be able to stand them off indefinitely. The outer belt of Coronado was littered with debris, ideal spots for fighter ambushes. With a couple of squadrons, he'd be able to unleash more than enough hell to prevent any siege, break through any blockade with ease.
 “Shuttle away,” Rojek said. “Running true. Right for the defense perimeter. I guess we're about to find out just how good Saxon is.”
 “She pulled this trick once before,” he replied, “and that was a lot harder. Then she had to remotely suborn it. All she needs to do this time is let us pass through.”
 He watched the screen, waiting for Polaris to move into position, the planet growing larger and larger on the display as they approached, the pinpoints of the defense satellites drifting towards their trajectory plot. The shuttle, burning its engine beyond safe limits, raced ahead of them, finally passing through the perimeter.
 Releasing a breath he didn't know he was holding, Curtis said, “Signal Saxon. Great job.”
 “Saxon to Polaris Actual,” the reply came, before she could have heard him. “That wasn't me. I don't know why, but they let us get through. The firewall hardly put up any resistance.”
 “A trap?” Rojek said.
 “How long to the perimeter?” Curtis asked.
 “Thirty seconds,” Norton replied. “Too late to abort. Should I increase acceleration?”
 “No,” he said, shaking his head. “That isn't the answer either. Hold your course.”
 “Teddy,” Rojek warned, “if those satellites open up with their full armament, I don't think our point-defense batteries will be anything like strong enough to stop them.”
 “Hold your course, helm,” Curtis pressed, waiting with everyone else on the bridge for Polaris to sweep through the defenses. As the ship passed into range, the satellites remained dormant, content to simply move to cover them, rather than making any attempt to shoot down. Releasing a breath he didn't realize he was holding, Curtis turned to Rojek.
 “Now we need...”
 “Wait one,” Strickland said, looking up at the long-range sensors. “Tau Drive signatures. Someone's heading into the system.”
 “Already?” Rojek asked. “We weren't expecting Canopus for at least an hour.”
 “My boy's no fool,” Curtis replied. “He's worked it out.” Looking up at the sensor display, he added, “That's a large signature for a single ship.” Space rippled, contacts forming on the monitor, and his eyes widened. He turned to Strickland, and the grim-faced technician confirmed his worst suspicions.
 “Multiple inbound contacts, sir,” he said. “Three Starcruisers, bearing directly. Canopus, Arcturus, and Cygnus.” He paused, then added, “They're launching fighters, sir.”
 “Three Starcruisers,” Curtis said. “I don't think we can take three.”
 “Where the hell did they come from?” Norton replied. 
 “Signal from Canopus, sir,” Sokolov said. “We are instructed to surrender and prepare to be boarded.”
 With a wry smile, Curtis replied, “That'll be the day. Helm, bring us around. We haven't lost this battle yet. We still have a significant speed advantage, and we're going to use it.” Reaching for his console, added, “Prepare for multiple course changes, Lieutenant. Let's make the bastards dance to our tune.” He paused, then added, “Strickland, I want to send an encoded message to my son. Person to person, here to Canopus. Stress that it is for his eyes only.”
 “That won't make difference to the security systems,” the technician warned.
 “Just do the best you can, Spaceman. That's all any of us can do. And pray that Cordova's surprise on Canopus is still in play.”



Chapter 17
  
 “Right,” Saxon said. “We hit the station in one minute. I've left a little surprise for anyone who decides to play with the shuttle after we've left her, so everyone needs to get out double-time. You've all had a chance to look at the route maps I drew up, so if you get lost, you're on your own.” She glared at Cordova, then added, “Having said that, if you do get separated, try and find your way to a security checkpoint and raise some hell. If you're firing at someone in a ColSec uniform, you're probably doing the right thing.”
 “That include you?” one of the technicians asked.
 She walked up to him, face to face, and said, “Listen, you pathetic little maggot, the only reason you are here at all is because all the real soldiers are crewing Polaris. You and I are expendable. Nobody's going to give a damn whether or not we live or die, but there are a lot of people counting on the mission to succeed. Don't be under any illusions. If the only way to get through to that command center was to shoot you in the back, I'd do it without a second thought.” Looking around the group, she continued, “And I would expect each and every one of you do to the same to me if that is what it takes. Got that? We've got to push this attack home, or...”
 “Suffering Christ!” the pilot said. “Three Starcruisers just jumped into the system! All bearing directly on Polaris, and they're launching fighters. A hundred and eight of them.”
 “I think that's what's called a target-rich environment,” Cordova said, belatedly backing Saxon up. “None of that is going to matter if we can get those satellites under control. We've got our job, and we've got our orders, and we can leave our new friends out there to Commander Curtis.”
 “Thirty seconds, people,” Saxon said. “Weapons hot, and get your masks on. And make damn sure that your ear-buds are working, and that they're able to pick up our tactical net. No point you all walking through sonic pulses if you can't hear what's going on outside.” As she reached for her mask, she turned to Cordova, and said, “Thanks.”
 “Had to be said,” Cordova replied, checking her rifle one last time. All of them were well-equipped, taking full advantage of the weapons inherited from Polaris' strike teams. Military-spec armor, rifles, sonic grenades. Having the equipment, though, didn't mean they knew how to use it. It was the same basic team that she'd used last time, a collection of dispensable technicians and other personnel, only the menacing form of Dixon are the rear, looking at the makeshift strike force with barely-disguised contempt.
 “I meant what I said before,” Saxon replied. “Stick close to me. Dixon's staying with us as well. We've got the best chance of making it into the control room.”
 Looking at the squad, Cordova said, “You're writing them off before we even board the station? If you feel that way...”
 “Don't be naive. Most of the people in this shuttle are going to be dead in the next few minutes, and I include myself in that. One of the three of us has to get to that control panel, whatever else happens, because we're the only ones with the skills to use it.” Reaching into a pocket, she passed her a datarod, and said, “My last will and testament. All you've got to do is slide it into one of the access relays, and you should have all the access you need. I've still got a few friends on this station. Some of my passwords will still work.” As the hull of Sinaloa moved closer, she looked at it, and said, “Strange. Like coming home after a long holiday.”
 “This is home?”
 “It'll do until I find something better. Meaning I'd rather it wasn't ripped to pieces today.” Moving to the hatch, she said, “Five seconds! Form up!” Glancing at Cordova, she asked, “Want to join me at the threshold?”
 “Isn't that the most dangerous place?”
 “If I've done my job right, we'll be stepping out into an empty corridor.”
 “And if you haven't?”
 “Then I'll die of embarrassment, if nothing else. Lock and load. And watch what you're shooting. Both people and equipment. Only take a shot if you know a bad guy's going to die after you pull the trigger. If you're in any doubt, stick to non-lethal force. A civilian can get over a headache a lot easier than they'll get over a bullet in the gut.” Glancing at Cordova, she added, “Remember that we're supposed to be the good guys.”
 The shuttle slammed into position, breaking thrusters firing at the final second as it locked to the entry hatch, vents hissing to rapidly equalize the pressure and force the door open. Cordova tensed, raising her rifle to fire, but as Saxon had hoped, the corridor beyond was empty. Wasting no time, they rushed inside, sprinting to the safety of cover at the junction ahead as sirens wailed all around them, voices warning of intruders on the lower deck.
 “Weissman,” Saxon ordered, “Cover this corridor. Wait ninety seconds, then come after us. Someone will give you covering fire if you need it. The rest, with me!” A crowd was beginning to gather in the corridor, curious faces emerging from offices and closed storefronts as the rebel force raced to its destination, trying to make the central shaft before local security could close it down, or worse, send in reinforcements. Cordova looked around, expecting enemy troops to move into their flanks at any minute, ready to launch an ambush, but much to her surprise, they made it to the controls without opposition, Saxon frantically entering in one access code after another to release the doors.
 “Come on,” Saxon said, pounding the keypad. “Come on.”
 “Company coming!” Dixon yelled, gesturing to a side passage. “Drones in the air. Troops close behind.”
 “Take cover!” Cordova said, tipping a stall to the ground, sending disposable tourist trash flying in all directions as she knelt behind the makeshift barricade, leveling her rifle at the corridor beyond. The last time she'd led troops into battle, it had been with a makeshift collection of weapons, and the enemy forces had been given an easy advantage. This time, they were fighting on fair terms. Perhaps better. ColSec was often at the back of the queue for the latest hardware. Much of their equipment would be of the same vintage as that borrowed from Polaris.
 The first bullets slammed into the front of her stall before she could react, black-uniformed troops racing forward, their comrades providing suppressing fire from the rear. The few civilians that had remained in the concourse ran for the safety of their rooms, shops slamming their pressure doors shut to isolate themselves from the chaos taking place outside.
 Saxon remained at the elevator controls, desperately working the mechanism, trying to release the doors as bullets slammed into the wall all around her. Cordova lined up a shot, carefully marking her target, and gently squeezed the trigger. No dumb-shot this time. The bullet guided itself towards the ColSec guard, slamming into his armor with sufficient force to trigger the shaped charge, ripping through the plastoform shell and digging into his chest, the man dropping to the ground, screaming in agony as his comrades raced over him, surging in a mass towards the embattled rebel forces.
 “Got it!” Saxon yelled, and the doors slid open. “Get in here, right now!”
 Cordova looked across at the struggling battle line, rebel and ColSec bodies strewn across the deck, and hurled a pair of sonic grenades into the space between the warring factions, using the brief second of distraction to rush for the elevator, pushing another rebel ahead of her as a bullet cracked into the deck by her feet. Dixon had moved more quickly, holding the door open long enough for two others to pass through, finally releasing it to send the elevator on its way.
 “We've left...”
 “Three dead, two wounded, five others,” Saxon said. “They knew the risk. If they're smart, they'll either surrender or make for the corridors. There's nothing we can do for them right now.” She frowned, and said, “They were waiting for us. Had to be.”
 “You couldn't have made a mistake?” Cordova replied.
 “Not with three Starcruisers entering the system. They've turned it around, turned our surprise attack into an ambush.” She looked across at Dixon, and added, “We're going to have to push through regardless.”
 “We could make it to a shuttle dock from here,” Dixon said.
 “Three ships,” Cordova replied. “If we can bring them down, we'll cripple the Federation Deep Space Fleet in a single battle.”
 “You know the odds on that?” Dixon retorted.
 “Not good,” she said, “but a hell of a lot better than the alternative.” Cordova looked around at the others in the elevator, one of them wrapping a bandage around a wound on his arm. At her glance, he shook his head with a smile.
 “Shrapnel,” he replied. “I'll survive.”
 “I'm glad to hear it,” Saxon said. “More importantly, can you fight?”
 “I'll keep up,” he said. At her sour expression, he added, “Look, Major, it hurts like all bloody hell, but I can still fire my rifle, and we've got too many bad guys up ahead for you to start getting picky about who you want to keep on your team!”
 Abruptly, Saxon tugged at the control panel, and the elevator stopped, caught between the levels. She pumped the emergency release to open the doors, gesturing for the group to make their way into the narrow crawlspace beyond.
 “Come on,” she said. “We're two levels below the command center, and right now there will be about a hundred people up top.” Gesturing at Cordova, she added, “Take point. I'll be along.”
 Waving her rifle dangerously at Saxon, she replied, “What do you mean?”
 “I've got something else to do, and I've got to do it alone.” She looked at Cordova, sighed, and said, “I know that trust doesn't exactly come easy, but you're going to have to accept that I'm on your side. If we've got any way of getting through this in one piece and completing our objective, then we have to move. Now. You know the way, so take command!”
 “This isn't over, Saxon,” Cordova replied. “Follow me, everyone!”
 She led the group into the narrow crawlspace, down on her hands and knees as she staggered along the cramped passage as rapidly as she could, catching a stray elbow on the bulkhead, causing her to briefly wince in pain. Dixon took up the rear, leaving Saxon behind as the elevator doors closed again.
 “You think she's turned traitor, Major?” the wounded technician asked.
 “I don't know what to think,” she replied, “but I do know that we've got an objective to take. Move!” She redoubled her pace, following the route that Saxon had outlined, a knot of fear in her chest that she might have been lying, might have diverted them into a trap. From above, she heard the crack of gunfire, a battle in progress. Her people, perhaps, forced into a battle they couldn't win. Saxon had abandoned them, left them to their fate.
 And though she hated the thought, Cordova knew that she had been right. 
 Swinging through a side shaft, she reached the access doors. If Saxon had been telling them the truth, then the control center was close. One quick dash across the corridor, through a pair of security doors, and they'd be there. She reached into her pocket, feeling the datarod. The hatch slid open at the first attempt, the passage beyond deserted. Instantly, she was suspicious. That such an important installation would be left unguarded defied logic.
 “Come on, Major,” the technician said.
 She frowned, looked out into the corridor again, then jumped down to the deck, eating the distance between the crawl-way and the security doors in long strides, rifle in hand. Sirens wailed as she slid into position by the lock controls, entering in Saxon's command codes. The only response was a red light. 
 “She…,” the technician began.
 “They probably cut her access,” Dixon replied, reaching into his pockets. “Stand clear. I've got this.” Cordova watched as he pulled a round gray blob from a wrapper, molding it into position by the lock, then slammed a detonator into position at its heart.
 “Take cover!” he yelled, and the rebels dived to the floor, just as a group of ColSec troopers raced around the corner, rifles in hand. Cordova raised her gun to fire, but the roar of the door detonating sent the attacking force slamming into cover, one of them stumbling to the ground, caught by the butt of one of his comrade's rifles. 
 “We're in!” Dixon yelled, the first into the room.
 “Move, move, move!” Cordova said, staying low as the first waves of gunfire from the attacking troopers rained down all around her, catching the wounded technician in the side. This one he wasn't going to walk away from, his blood spilling out onto the deck. She waited for a moment, firing covering fire to give the rest of her squad a chance to withdraw, but a strong hand pulled her into the room, through the ruined door to safety.
 “Don't be a damned hero,” Dixon said, gesturing to the control panel. “You've got work to do.”
 Cordova nodded, sliding the datarod into position, a sea of red lights flashing onto the screen. She worked the controls, trying to bring the defense network under control, but despite her best efforts, the console flickered out and died, the rebels locked completely out of the system. She turned to Dixon, rage on her face, and snatched out the datarod in disgust.
 “We're dead,” she said. “And unless we get a miracle, so is Polaris.”



Chapter 18
 
 Mike looked at the slip of paper in his hand, reading the text for the third time before crumpling it into his fist, dropping the ball to the floor. Dietrich looked up at him, then tapped him on the shoulder.
 “You awake?” he asked. “I said that the enemy boarding party has been pinned down in Sinaloa's control room. All access has been disabled, and we've got them cornered. They're having to move slowly to avoid collateral damage, but they are contained.” Looking up at the screen, he added, “Polaris still hasn't launched fighters. That's bothering me.”
 “Have Arcturus and Cygnus move around the planet. Three orbits, converging at Polaris at thirty second intervals. Fighters to move into hunting packs in higher orbit in case they attempt to make a break for it.”
 Frowning, Dietrich replied, “We ought to attack with the fighters first.” 
 “I want to use overwhelming force this time, Sam. No mistakes, and no unnecessary casualties. We send in the fighters, Polaris will shoot some of them down, whether or not they've got their own birds in the sky. This is a job for the cruisers.” 
 “Aye, sir,” he replied. He turned back to his station, then paused, and asked, “What was the message?”
 “From my father.” Mike looked up, and said, “Two lines.”
 “What were they?”
 “Do what you think is right, and do what you can live with.” He turned back to the screen, and said, “I don't have a problem with that.”
 “Signal from Arcturus, Commander,” Petrova said. “They're moving into formation, but they're running ahead of schedule. Going to be at the rendezvous point one minute ahead of us.”
 Shaking her head, Kenyon replied, “They want to be first to the kill, sir. Should I increase speed to compensate? I think Canopus can still get there ahead of them.”
 “This isn't a race, Lieutenant, as much as Commander Morrison might choose to make it one. We hold our position in the formation. Petrova, signal Arcturus and inform her that any other acts of disobedience to squadron orders will result in her immediate replacement by her Executive Officer. Be sure to sound as menacing as you can.”
 “Aye, Commander,” Petrova said, turning to the communications station. Mike looked up at the tactical display in nervous satisfaction. Everything seemed to be going as he had planned it, down to the last detail. Polaris was cut off, caught on the wrong side of the defense perimeter, evidently without fighter support. His three ships were curving around the planet, and although they might not be running to the schedule he'd like, there was so much margin for error that the minor deviations they were experiencing wouldn't matter. And yet, somehow, he was still worried. Polaris was acting just as he would have liked, and that worried him.
 He reached across for the controls, tapping in a command sequence to call up the trajectory plot, trying to find some justification for his fears. This time he'd double-checked the sensor inputs himself, had made sure that the security teams were watching the feeds, had his best technicians on the task. This time, he knew the attack was going to work. It had to. He'd failed the first time. He wouldn't get a third. And there were plenty of officers in the formation that would be only too happy to place the knife in his back.
 “Malfunction, sir,” a disgusted Schmidt reported. “Problem with the targeting computers. I'm working on it.”
 “How bad, Lieutenant?”
 “We're not going to be able to fire on our first pass. Best guess...”
 Turning to her, red-faced, Mike said, “That, Lieutenant, is enough. You are relieved of duty. Lieutenant Dietrich, assume Tactical, and see what you can do to clear up whatever mess Schmidt has made. I don't know quite what you expected when you began to scheme against my command, Schmidt, but taking actions that damage the fighting capacity of the ship during a battle is a step too far. Lieutenant Petrova, I expect you to countersign the charges I will be filing shortly.”
 “Sir,” Dietrich said, “I'm not sure this is her. There's sign of sabotage along the secondary command relays. Someone's done a really good job of knocking out the firing systems. They shouldn't even be routed down that pathway.” He looked up at Mike, and said, “This is repairable, sir. Give me five minutes, and...”
 “Sir,” Kenyon said, gesturing to the screen. “Now Cygnus is moving up. They're both heading at full speed towards rendezvous, on the far side of the planet. Eight minutes to contact.” Turning to Mike, she added, “They're working in concert, sir, but I think they've decided not to invite us to the party.”
 “Both commanders are more eager to seek battle than you are,” Schmidt replied, under the watchful gaze of Petrova. “I wonder why, sir. And I wonder why you are choosing to throw suspicion on a loyal officer, when there are other traitors among us.”
 “Schmidt, damn it...” Mike began. He paused, took a quick breath, then said, “Petrova, connect me through to Commanders Guerrero and Morrison right now, and make sure that their Executive Officers are also in the loop.”
 “Do we have time for this, sir?” Dietrich asked. “Contact in six minutes.”
 “They're moving in too quickly,” Mike replied. “And look at their fighters. They've scattered their formation to hell and gone. If we'd taken our time, they'd have had cover if they needed it. The idiots are leaving their ships wide open.”
 “I've got Commander Guerrero, sir,” Petrova replied. “I'm having trouble making contact with Commander Morrison, though. Some sort of communications trouble.” She added, “At our end, sir. There's a disruption in the tactical net.”
 “I can't raise Commander Duval, either,” Dietrich said. He turned to Mike, and continued, “This is bad, sir. There's someone working against us.”
 “And we all know who,” Schmidt said, looking around the room. “The son of the enemy commander is sitting right here on the bridge, and I saw him wandering around the lower levels of the ship before the battle. Lieutenant Petrova will back me up.” She looked at the two guards at the elevator, confusion reigning on their faces, and added, “Tell me I'm wrong, sir.”
 “Sam, can you repair the damage?”
 “Working on it, Commander. Give me a few minutes.” He slammed his fists on the control panel, and added, “Damn it, Schmidt, you made a hell of a mess of this system!”
 Guerrero's face flickered onto the viewscreen, and she immediately said, “What's going on over there? Our tactical status...”
 With an angry glare at Schmidt, Mike said, “We're having control systems failures, Commander. Sabotage. Though somehow I don't think that this is the work of the rebellion. You and Arcturus are going to have to take point. Launch a time-on-target attack in ten minutes, and ignore any updates from the tactical network. We can't trust it. Someone's suborning our systems.”
 Folding her arms, Guerrero asked, “Am I to assume command of the squadron?”
 “Not while I'm still drawing breath, Commander. Launch your attack as instructed.”
 “Aye, sir. Cygnus Actual out.”
 As her image snapped off the screen, Dietrich turned from his work and said, “You realize that the fighters are still scattered all over the place. About half of them moved into the sentinel formation you ordered at the start of the battle, but two squadrons are trying for a fast pass on Polaris, coordinated with the cruisers.”
 “With that much speed?” Kenyon said. “Polaris will be able to dance out of the way in a second!”
 “Get that network up and running, Sam! Before we manage to throw away victory. And what's the story with our combat systems?”
 “Undergoing recalibration now, sir. I think we might just have them ready in time for our first pass, but our accuracy is going to be a lot lower than I'd like.”
 “As long as we get our shots in.”
 “I wouldn't worry,” the sneering Schmidt replied. “Arcturus and Cygnus are going to be doing your job for you. They haven't managed to infest their ships with traitors.”
 “Get off the bridge, Lieutenant, and...”
 “No,” she replied, glaring at the guards. “When this all goes wrong, I'm going to be here to watch it as an independent witness, and you'll have to arrest me to stop me.” Taking a step forward, she added, “And I don't think either of the guards will voluntarily do that. Not given the risk they're running. I have sealed orders from Commodore McGuire that cover precisely this eventuality.”
 Rising from his chair, Mike walked over to her, and said, “To take command?”
 “To place you under arrest for treason if, in my opinion, such an action is justified.” She looked at Dietrich, and continued, “Don't you understand, Commander? Either you or Lieutenant Dietrich is a traitor to the Federation. There are saboteurs on board with command-level access...”
 “Such as yourself,” Dietrich said, barely looking up from his work. “And I can't help but notice that I'm the only one trying to bring these systems back on.”
 “If anyone is interested,” Kenyon said, “Cygnus and Arcturus are nine minutes from contact. Polaris has altered course sufficient to miss intercept with Purple and Orange Squadrons.”
 “I've got them!” Dietrich said. “Command network coming back up. I've managed to slice my way through the firewall.” Reaching for the console, he added, “Orders, Commander?”
 “Have all fighters form on Polaris for the second sweep,” Mike said. “Never mind blocking Polaris' retreat now. Cygnus and Arcturus can manage that if they alter course following their flyby. We'll have to finish the job if they can't.”
 “No,” Schmidt said, shaking her head. “He's rigging the battlespace to let Polaris escape. I don't know what his plan is, but you can't let him complete it. Order the fighters to converge on Polaris, sphere formation, and to fire at will.”
 “Are you crazy?” Kenyon replied. “We could lose a couple of dozen fighters to Polaris' defense batteries on that approach pattern. You'd be throwing away countless lives for nothing!”
 “Better that than allow the rebel forces to escape.”
 Mike pulled his pistol from his holster, and fired three shots into the deck, instantly grabbing the attention of everyone on the bridge. Before she could say a word, he leveled his pistol on Schmidt, careful to cover the two guards at the same time.
 “We are at battle stations!” he said. “Don't you get it? This is what the rebels want! Division, disorder, chaos. That's what's going to allow them to escape, not petty disputes about strategy. I am the Commander of this ship, and the decisions are mine, and mine alone. If anyone has a problem with that, then they can leave the bridge right now. Schmidt, you can stay, but you will do so under arrest. Sergeant of the Guard, if she makes a single hostile move, don't wait for the order. Shoot to kill. Do I make myself clear?”
 “Yes, sir,” he replied, comfortable certainty returning to his face.
 “You are making a terrible mistake,” Schmidt said, desperation in her eyes. “For God's sake, you're risking all the lives on Cygnus and Arcturus.”
 “Issuing the new orders to the fighters,” Dietrich replied. “They'll have to burn pretty hot to catch up now, sir, but it should throw Polaris off nicely.” He looked up at the display, and added, “It might be academic in any case. My board shows them hitting the defense network again, three minutes after the first strike from Arcturus and Cygnus. And there's no way they can escape the planet without crossing into hostile territory.”
 Nodding, Kenyon added, “We're five minutes behind the first wave, Commander. I can try and build up some more acceleration...”
 “Leave it as it is, Lieutenant. Our fighters are going to have enough problems as it is.”
 “That's for certain,” Schmidt replied.
 Mike returned to his seat, glancing back at Schmidt, now closely flanked by the two guards, her holster empty, her pistol now in the Sergeant's hand. As he turned back to the display, he spotted something on the planet, an energy reading that shouldn't have been there. He looked at Dietrich, frowning over his controls. 
 “I see it,” he said. “Wait one.”
 “I can't, Sam. What's the story?” 
 “Damn it!” Dietrich said, slamming his hand on the console again. “Fighters! Fighters on the surface, and they're seconds away from launching.”
 “That just isn't possible,” Petrova said.
 “Don't bet on it,” Mike replied with a sigh. “They've sprung their trap, people. Now we have to smash our way through it.” He turned to Arcturus and Cygnus, still racing towards Polaris. If nothing else, it was going to be close. And they'd have the best seats in the system to watch the coming battle. Until they could reduce the range and get their fighters back into formation, there was nothing they could do.



Chapter 19
 
 “Grey Squadron Scramble!” Kani yelled, waving his hand in the air as his canopy locked into position. Above them, the storm continued to rage, dark clouds hanging in the sky, blocking them from the stars above. As his canopy sealed, a thunderclap roared, a herald of their imminent launch. He looked at his sensor display, watching with disbelief as the enemy formation moved into position overhead. One fast burn, and they'd be in perfect position to strike the two leading cruisers before they could make contact with Polaris.
 Running his fingers over the controls, he checked the status updates on the boosters one more time, looking at the huge solid-fuel rockets that had been strapped to the rear of the fighters. It would be the wildest ride of his life, testing his ship beyond its design limits, but if it worked, they'd be in orbit in a matter of minutes. 
 “Launch on request,” Kani said. “Try and hold your formation, but do what you have to do. Mel, you strike Arcturus. Diana, take Cygnus. I'll fly reserve. Major Morgan, are you ready?” 
 “Shuttle ready to go,” the rebel leader replied. “We're all set to kick butt and take names, Squadron Leader. Just say the word.”
 “Consider it said. Going for launch. Now.” He slammed on the lateral thrusters, sending his fighter struggling into the air. He didn't have the fuel to hold her there for long, but one slight adjustment was all he needed, reaching to a key to unsheathe the power of the boosters to his rear. As warning sirens wailed, the colossal rockets fired, slamming him back into his couch as his acceleration surged, the boosters joining with his own engines to hurl him into the sky, speed furiously rising. 
 Through his viewscreen, he caught a half-dozen flares all around him, the rest of the squadron rising from the dead Montevideo, a cluster of phoenixes rising from the ashes of the lost starship, avenging its destruction at the hands of the enemy. The fighter rocked from side to side, caught in the furious winds of the storm, then cutting through the clouds to reveal the stars above.
 On and on his rose, leading his squadron into battle once again, struggling against the crushing acceleration to work his controls, to manipulate the thrusters to hold him on trajectory. Overhead, the two cruisers continued their cautious movement towards Polaris, as though their commanders couldn't quite believe the threat that was rising from the planet to face them. He couldn't see any fighters close enough to intercept, though more than a hundred were in orbital space, ranging with the cruisers towards Polaris.
 “Grey Leader to Polaris Actual,” Kani said. “We're on the move, Commander. Preparing for intercept. Recommend we join you in the battlespace, estimated contact in four minutes.” A warning light snapped on, alerting him to dangerous stress on the outer hull. “Going to be a short life and a merry one, sir, but we're going to reach you in time.”
 “Roger that, Grey Leader,” Curtis' voice said. “Good to hear from you. Timing perfect. Concentrate your fire on the engines of the enemy craft. We'll provide fire support on the first pass, try and keep the enemy defense systems off your back. Make a quick pass, then come around the planet for another intercept, and for God's sake, watch out for enemy fighters. We read them forming on Canopus, so stay well clear. We'll deal with them when we can.”
 “Roger, Actual, message received and understood.” He glanced across at his sensor display, noting with satisfaction that the squadron had risen out of the worst of the atmosphere, the pressure outside starting to thin, easing the force battering into their hulls. “Leader to all pilots. Hit them hard and make it count. Watch your targets. We're only going to get a single shot at this.”
 “Copy, Leader,” Nguyen said. Kani was drawing ahead of the rest of the squadron, his initial burn giving him a slight edge over the others. He was already clearing out of the upper atmosphere, the stars shining once more as he soared clear of the planet below, the acceleration fading away as the booster burned out, separating from the rear of the fighter with a loud report. 
 The sensor display was clear now, targets shining on the panel. Arcturus and Cygnus, both less than two minutes away, closing on Polaris. He'd trained for attacks on Federation Starcruisers for his entire career, but this was the first time he had ever had the opportunity to launch an attack run for real. He ran over the schematics in his mind, going over the countless simulations they had run in the past, preparing himself for battle.
 A Starcruiser was a mighty creature. The largest warships ever conceived, twice the size of the Commonwealth Monitors upon which he had served. They bristled with mass drivers and particle beams, defense systems that in theory should be able to shoot down any missile launched against them, plucking the fighters out of the air at the same time.
 In theory. Not reality. Reality was always a very different beast.
 With Polaris watching his back, launching suppressing fire, he'd have a chance of weaving through the defenses. Both sides would be hurling kinetic projectiles and bolts of energy into the battlespace, and he'd have to hold his missiles until the last second, but he'd still be able to press his attack home. He looked up at his sensors, a frown spreading across his face. The enemy fighters were moving into position a lot faster than he'd hoped, and they'd be a real threat in a matter of moments, his onward trajectory linking frustratingly close to theirs. Keeping clear would require most of his fuel, but that was for later. For now, the rest of his squadron was managing to catch up, only Jones still lagging behind, caught at the rear of the formation.
 “Right, people. Enemy ahead. Watch your backs, and break and attack!” He rested his hand on his throttle, keeping a tight grip on the particle cannon controls. There was no point wasting his energy at this stage. His missiles would have to suffice, and the panel on his right flickered into life as the targeting computer began its work, homing in on the chosen systems, ready to commit to the attack. The massive real-space engines, fusion drives powerful enough to push the half-mile-long hulks through space, loomed at the rear of the craft. Those were the target. After a second's hesitation, he'd chosen Arcturus, taking Jones' place, trusting that she could pick her way through the fire to whichever ship seemed least damaged at the end of the ride.
 As he closed the distance, space erupted in flames all around him, kinetic projectiles hurled into space at extreme range colliding with the first salvos from Polaris' particle beams, lancing out to pick off the targets before they could do damage. Kani tapped a control, throwing his fighter in a wild dance as his random walk program began, watching the sensor screen as his ship tried to pick a safe path through the clouds of debris all around him. Amber warning lights winked on, his sensors struggling to cope with the mass of data rushing through the feeds, threatening to catastrophically crash his system.
 He reached for the manual override, ready to engage it if necessary, though it would be an act of sheer desperation to disengage the autopilot at this stage, while his fighter was dancing towards his destination. Another alarm sounded, heralding an attempt by Arcturus' sysop to hack into his system, and he reached across to firm up his firewall, severing his communication with the rest of the squadron. Until he'd completed his flyby, he was on his own.
 Back on the planet, he'd been seconds ahead of the others, and he'd continued to gain speed, moving far enough ahead of the rest of the formation to serve as a lightning rod, drawing the worst of the defensive fire on himself as he pioneered a path to his target. He reached down for the launch controls, enabling the firing computer, ready to unleash both missiles at the correct time. Ahead, Arcturus rolled, her pilot desperately trying to evade the impact he knew was coming, Kani matching him move for move with his superior maneuverability.
 Forty seconds to target. He risked a look at the sensor, spotted Jones moving back into formation, sacrificing fuel endurance to press home her attack with the others. The image was faded, blurry, and one glance at his damage control monitors revealed the reason. It was raining rocks outside, and while he could move around the larger ones, a slurry of stony shrapnel was sweeping space, rattling onto his hull with enough force to damage his more sensitive systems.
 “Come on, old girl,” he muttered. “Just a little further.” He glanced down at the medium-ranged sensors again, the sight of a hundred-plus fighters approaching unnerving, and focused again on the task at hand, Arcturus now large enough to easily show up on the screen. One good hit would do the job. Just one. Finally, at the last second, the two missiles raced away, sending the fighter bucking to the side as they surged to maximum acceleration.
 The enemy helmsman was good. Very good. The explosion rippled through the flank of the ship, but a last-microsecond turn had blocked the impact, sending it hammering into non-critical systems, floating bodies drifting clear from the crew quarters he'd destroyed. Cursing under his breath, he watched as Nguyen and her flight moved into position, his friend dropping back to the rear of the formation. 
 He couldn't wait for them, but he could throw a brief scare on the approaching fighters, diving towards them for a moment before adjusting his course to throw him on a polar orbit, well clear of the cluster of ships heading his way. Over on the far side, Montgomery, Voronova and Jones fired their missiles at Cygnus, loud war whoops echoing over the speakers as one of the warheads hit home, slamming into the primary engine, instantly cutting her acceleration. Now Polaris could decide on the time and place of combat with one ship, at least, but while Arcturus was still under power, that didn't mean a thing.
 At the same instant, Keller and Carr released their warheads at the lumbering ship, firing a dispersed wave that immediately fell to short-range defensive fire, the particle cannons crashing into them, tearing into Carr's fighter at the same time, before the luckless pilot could bail out. One pilot dead, and they'd been in the firefight for less than a minute.
 He looked at the squadron status panel, the final readings from Carr's ship frozen in time on the display, lingering on the last telemetry received. Glancing at Nguyen's status report, his eyes widened, a swarm of red lights filling her board, damage sustained to her engines and sensor controls.
 “Mel to Win,” she said. “I guess you've probably seen the state of my fighter. We've got to take down Arcturus, and there's no way I'm going to evade those enemy fighters up ahead anyway, so I think I'm going to have to ride this bird all the way to the deck.”
 “Bail out,” he ordered. “Set on automatic...”
 With a sigh, she replied, “I'm afraid that's a negative, boss. Too much flak around here for me to get more than a few meters from the cockpit, and with all this damage to my sensors, I'm getting error readings from the autopilot. I guess I'm going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. Save me a seat at the bar. Nguyen out.”
 “Will do, Mel. Happy hunting.” Through the chaos of the battle, he swept his hand across his sensor control to magnify the display, watching as Nguyen carefully guided her crippled fighter into position, both warheads armed and ready to detonate on impact. She was fighting a duel with her counterpart on Arcturus. The loser would get to live. And Nguyen was always a winner.
 The explosion smashed into the aft engines, ripping through the hull, sending fountains of air flying into space from a hundred hull breaches, tossing the capital ship end over end at the worst possible moment, just as it came into range of Polaris' primary armament. Her firing solution was hopelessly destroyed, the enemy helmsman struggling to restore any sort of a trim.
 “Grey Leader to Polaris Actual,” he said. “We've done our part. Catch you on the far side.”
 “Roger, Grey Leader. Thanks for delivering our guests. We'll see they get the proper welcome. Don't talk to any strange men out there. Out.”
 “Leader to Squadron,” he said. “Form on me. Spearhead formation. There are a lot of bad guys heading our way, and we need to stay clear. Watch your fuel reserves, and ride your throttles like they are your best friend. Right now, they are. And watch out for enemy fighters on the far side of the planet. We're not getting ambushed. Not at this stage.”
 “Roger, Leader,” Voronova said.
 Kani looked back at the ship, shaking his head at the destruction Nguyen had wrought with her final, desperate action. She might have gone down, but she went down well. And somehow, she'd never seemed the sort of pilot who'd die in bed.
 Now he just had to make sure that the rest of the squadron didn't join her and Carr. Two dead in the first pass. And a hundred more fighters to follow. He had fifteen minutes at most to conjure a miracle.



Chapter 20
 
 Gunfire rattled through the corridors as Cordova prepared to make her last stand. The ruins of the control center door offered only limited cover, a hastily gathered collection of entangled chairs providing at least the pretense of temporary safety. She glanced back at the command consoles, all depressingly dark. They were the reason that the rebel force was still alive, the enemy troopers outside reluctant to press home an attack until they could be sure that they would cause no damage to the critical systems inside. 
 Briefly, Cordova had considered holding the room hostage, trying to barter the safety of the equipment for their survival, but she had no doubt that the enemy commander would say anything to get them out of the room, happily betraying them as soon as they were clear. And one glance at the sensor display had suggested that there was nowhere for them to run, an entire squadron of Federation Starcruisers closing on Polaris, supported by more than a hundred fighters. 
 It had been a nice try. A very nice try, but she'd been reluctant to approve this mission from the start. They'd reached too far, and now all of them were paying the price. She peered down the corridor again, a pair of bullets flying over her head to slam harmlessly into the wall beyond, and watched as the troopers outside began to form up, interlocking riot shields to protect themselves from the expected onslaught, sonic batons in hand. Non-lethal weapons only, but that wasn't going to save them. They might live through the battle, but not the aftermath.
 “Listen up,” she said, looking around at her demoralized troops. “We're going to go down, people. That much is certain now. We've been betrayed and double-crossed. But we can still give them a fight that they'll never forget, and take down as many of the bastards with us as we can. Dixon, plant some charges around the room. Keep your finger on the trigger, and when the enemy forces move up, hit the control.”
 “Right,” Dixon said, reaching into his pockets as Cordova turned back to the blockade, risking a couple of shots as the riot squad formed up, bullets ringing off their reinforced armor, a brief explosion slamming into a hastily deployed shield, tearing the material to pieces but saving the life of the man behind it. A sonic grenade flew overhead, and for a few seconds, all she could hear was protective white noise as the debilitating device detonated, her ear-buds overriding the external inputs to prevent her falling unconscious.
 That was a new trick. They couldn't kill or hurt them with those devices, but they could certainly disrupt their defenses, and as two more flew in over the barricade, she cursed under her breath. They weren't in any hurry outside. That much was obvious. Indeed, there was a strange reluctance among the riot squad to advance, one of their officers waving his hands around in a bid to urge them on.
 Strange, in itself, though perhaps understandable. ColSec forces weren't really meant for front-line combat. That was reserved for the Federation Fleet and its strike teams. They were more paramilitary police, and the concept of going up against people who were ready and willing to shoot back on even terms must be causing them some doubts. Though it still looked strange, despite that. Normally, signs of weakness were frowned upon, but a full-scale argument seemed to be building between two of the officers at the rear.
 “Kani to Cordova and Saxon,” the voice of the pilot said, forcing its way through her ear-buds. “Come in, please.
 “Cordova here, Squadron Leader, go ahead.”
 “You've got reinforcements incoming, Major. Heading for the outer ring. Should be docking in less than three minutes. If you need a path out of there, fight your way in that direction. Otherwise they'll be trying a diversion. You'll be able to contact them on Combat Frequency Two.”
 “Two. Got it. What's going on out there?”
 “Can't...” Kani's voice died, swamped by a sea of static as another grenade erupted close by. Gesturing at the others, Cordova urged them into a battle line, as the enemy troops finally began their advance. They'd sell their lives dearly. At least they could do that much, even if the possibility of victory now eluded them. She glanced at the rebels, wondering if they could make the attempt to break out to the reinforcements heading their way.
 Saxon.
 She'd have received the same message, and doubtless would have warned her friends, had them arrange an ambush for them. Evidently she'd been playing a long con, and it had worked brilliantly. Finally, the enemy forces started their advance, and she leveled her rifle, preparing to take her final shots. Before she could squeeze the trigger, one of the officers, he of the wildly gesturing arms, collapsed to the ground, clutching at his neck as blood oozed through his fingers.
 Chaos enveloped the ColSec force, some of them swinging their batons at their comrades, battering them to the ground before they could react, while bullets swept down the corridor towards those still in the fight, careful shots that crippled their opponents, destroying their attack before it could begin. Running down from the far end of the passage, leading a trio of black-uniformed guards, all with white armbands hastily tied around their wrists, was Saxon, gun in hand, firing into the mass of men ahead.
 “Covering fire!” Cordova yelled. “Watch your shots!” 
 Her force rained death from above, but after only a few minutes, it was all over, a dozen dead men on the floor, their bodies being hastily stacked against a wall by their erstwhile comrades, Saxon clapping their leader on the shoulder as she calmly walked into the control room.
 “Sorry that took so long,” she replied. “I told you that some of my people would switch sides when they realized we had a chance. Kani kicking the teeth out of those two cruisers out there was just what was needed.” Gesturing to the figure moving to her side, she added, “Karl Manning, Acting Security Chief.”
 “A pleasure,” Manning said, with a curt nod. “I'll set up a defensive perimeter, Liz. Wise will be pulling reinforcements back from the concourse any time.”
 “Do it,” she said, walking over to the panel.
 “You gave me a decoy datarod,” Cordova said, accusingly. “I thought...”
 “I didn't,” Saxon replied, reaching for the controls. “There's an emergency bypass control, three decks above, close to the barracks. I had to hit that first before we could take over the satellites. Took all the explosives I had.” Looking at Dixon, she added, “You'd better disarm these charges now, Sergeant. No point blowing this place up before we've had a chance to enjoy it.”
 “Sure,” he replied with an approving nod, releasing the trigger with a grin. “I never set them. I don't do glorious last stands.”
 Shaking her head, Cordova asked, “Why didn't you tell me?”
 “Commanding officers don't need to tell their subordinates everything. It wastes time. In battle, you've just got to follow orders. Besides, I thought there was a chance that the system might work. If you'd got here quickly enough, they wouldn't have had time to engage the cut-out.” Tapping in a control sequence, Saxon brought the panels back to life, and added, “You were close, to be fair. Eight seconds faster and none of this would have been an issue.” Glancing at one of the rebels, she added, “Get on the sensors, Technician. I need to know what's going on out there.”
 The rebel glanced at Cordova, who nodded, then said, “Coming up now, Major. Looks like Arcturus and Cygnus are closing on Polaris, but both of them are seriously damaged. Struggling to maintain attitude, and I don't see how they're going to break orbit. Lots of fighters heading in, though, with Canopus right behind them.”
 “Firing computers coming online,” Saxon said. “Locking on to Arcturus. Looks like she's taken the most damage. Ought to be easier to take her out of the game.” Flicking controls, she continued, “Coming into range in five seconds of Satellites Nine and Ten. We should be able to take her down before she can open up on Polaris.” Reaching for the firing triggers, she said, “Manual overrides disabled, new IFF inputted. Burn, you bastard. Burn.”
 Both satellites fired together, a volley of time-on-target fire that raced through space, crashing into the already-damaged hull of Arcturus, adding yet more damage to the devastation they had already suffered. Escape pods and shuttles spilled out in all directions, the crew well aware of the fate that awaited them if they remained on the doomed ship. As Cordova watched, Saxon fired again, hurling more bolts of energy into Arcturus, carefully targeting vulnerable areas. Finally, she found the oxygen reservoir, hammering into the protected core of the ship until a fountain of air ripped through her flanks, sending her into a wild, uncontrollable dive, the superstructure unable to take the hammering.
 The ship died on their monitors, Cygnus having to dive to the side to avoid the impact. All eyes were on the display, Saxon throwing a control to reset the satellites to autonomous operation, now ready to fire on any ship with a Federation transponder. She turned to the silent group of rebels, red fury on her face.
 “Just what did you expect? We're at war, boys and girls, and that means that a lot of people are going to get killed if we're going to win. Right now we're playing a numbers game, and they're way ahead on points. Now the odds are evened up a little, and Polaris might have a chance of living through what comes next.” Gesturing at the panel, she added, “Arcturus might have been commanded by an idiot, but those fighters aren't. They're coming in, and they're coming in hard and slow, under the firing arc. And by now, about a third of them will be desperate to avenge their dead comrades.”
 “Four hundred people,” one of the technicians muttered, and Saxon waved her pistol in his face, sending the young crewman backing up to the wall.
 “You want to trade your life for theirs? Bit late for that, but you could join them in Hell. They are the bad guys, kid. People we're supposed to be fighting. No time to be squeamish now, but given that you don't appear to have any stomach for the battle, you can stay here on Sinaloa for the duration. I'd rather not have someone fighting under me who thinks too hard before pulling the trigger.”
 “Wait a damned moment,” Cordova began.
 “We don't have any to spare!” Saxon yelled. “We've got reinforcements heading into the lower decks, and I have a feeling I know who is in command of them. I hope so. He's good. But Director Wise will have seen his shuttle coming into dock, and I'm damned sure every loyalist he's got left will be heading down there to stop them. He knows that he doesn't have a chance of living through this if he loses the station, so we've put him into a position where he has nothing left to lose. If you want to keep the death toll down, we've got to move, right now!”
 Looking around at the shattered rebels, Cordova replied, “Prentiss, take command here and watch the systems. Dixon, you're with us. The rest to remain here.” Turning to Saxon, she added, “They're in no shape for another fight.”
 “For once we agree. Karl, how many effectives do we have?”
 “Twelve, boss. Armed and ready. And we've got more riot gear on hand for your friends.” The dark-haired man looked over Cordova, and said, “You're a little under-dressed for the occasion.”
 “Suit up and join us on the lower decks,” Saxon said, racing out into the corridor. “Come on, Karl.” As the group left the shattered survivors of the siege, Cordova looked at Dixon, the burly giant looking back at her with an implacable gaze.
 “She's right, and you know it.”
 “I don't trust her. There's something...”
 “After all of this?” Dixon said, picking up a piece of armor. “What the hell is it going to take?”
 “Victory,” Cordova replied. “That's what it will take. When the Federation finally falls, I might just get around to trusting her.”



Chapter 21
 
 “Good God,” Mike said, watching the death of Arcturus on the viewscreen. In an instant, the course of the battle had turned around, the rebel forces suddenly winning a brief advantage. Looking up at the sensor display, he saw the fighters surging towards Polaris, keeping tightly underneath the defenses. Their options were limited, but they could still tear his father's ship apart in a single salvo if they were able to make contact.
 “Dozens of escape pods clearing Arcturus, sir,” Dietrich reported, gesturing at the screen. “In between us and Cygnus. I'm not detecting any sign of rescue shuttles, though. Looks like most of the pods are heading down to the planet.”
 “Smart,” Kenyon replied. “Getting out of the battlespace in a hurry. That's what I'd do.”
 “Cygnus coming into theoretical firing range in one hundred seconds,” Dietrich added. “Three minutes before they clear the escape pods, though. They fell a long way behind when those fighters took out their primary engines.”
 Nodding, Mike turned back to Kenyon, and ordered, “Increase speed, Lieutenant. Give it everything you can. We've got to increase our altitude, but keep under the defense perimeter. Polaris will be trying for high orbit, and if they make it, the fighters won't be able to stop them. Not without being ripped to pieces themselves.”
 “Wing Leader to Canopus Actual,” Duval said. “Closing for attack. We should be able to coordinate our fire with Cygnus on this pass. Request permission to target the defensive satellites. I'd like to detach Green Squadron to deal with them.”
 “Approved,” Mike replied. “Concentrate only on those closed to us, though. Punch me a hole through the formation.” Glancing back at Petrova, he continued, “Find out what the hell is happening on the station, Lieutenant. Last I heard, they had the situation contained. Someone's cost me a ship, and I want his head on a platter.”
 “Aye, Commander,” she said.
 “Looks like a hundred and fifty-three logged survivors,” Dietrich added. “Most of them in escape pods, and they're suffering a lot of damage from the debris field. None destroyed, but they're going to struggle to get out of orbit in a hurry.”
 “Commander?” Kenyon asked. “Cygnus hasn't launched her rescue shuttles.”
 “That close to combat?” Dietrich said.
 “Launch ours, Lieutenant,” Mike replied. “Full speed. And contact Cygnus at once. Commander Guerrero is to get her birds into the air on the double by my order.” He looked across at the sensor display, and his eyes widened as he realized why Cygnus had yet to attempt a rescue of the escape pods. Her turrets were swinging around, locking on, establishing a firing solution on Polaris. Before they could clear the escape pods. The kinetic projectiles about to race through the battlespace would tear them to pieces before they had a chance to escape.
 “No!” Mike yelled. “Petrova, contact Cygnus, order them to stand down on the double! Lieutenant Mills is to assume command by my order and take that ship out of the fight!”
 Dietrich frowned, then said, “We'll lose Polaris if they do.”
 “Sam, if they open fire, hundreds of people will be killed. People wearing the same uniform as us. I didn't join this fleet to become a mass murderer!”
 “It's war, Mike, and in war...”
 “This isn't war! Not by any definition I can think of.”
 “Commander,” Petrova pressed. “I can't raise Cygnus. They're refusing to accept our signals, and have indicated that they are operating under sealed orders provided by Commodore McGuire. You are apparently to be relieved of command of this ship at once, said command to be turned over to the Executive Officer.” She looked at Dietrich, his face a mask. “I'm sorry, sir.”
 Mike slumped in his chair, his world crumbling down around him, as Cygnus continued to coast towards its target, preparing to launch an attack guaranteed to wipe out the survivors from Arcturus. Some of the fighters were breaking formation, racing towards Cygnus, the squadrons from the destroyed ship struggling forward to protect their comrades. More lives thrown to the slaughter. He reached into his pocket, reading again the note from his father. 
 “Do what you think is right, and do what you can live with,” he muttered. Taking a deep breath, he said, “Kenyon, alter course. I want an intercept on Cygnus, right now. Sam, I want a firing solution right now.”
 “On Cygnus?” the disbelieve Dietrich asked.
 “I cannot sit on this bridge and watch people I am responsible for be massacred, Lieutenant, no matter what the dubious wishes of Commodore McGuire might be. Petrova...”
 “No, sir,” Dietrich said, pulling out his pistol and aiming it at Mike. “By order of Commodore McGuire, I hereby assume command of this ship. Sergeant of the Guard, you will place Commander Curtis under arrest, along with anyone else who chooses to disobey lawful orders. Kenyon, you will...”
 “Like hell,” she replied. “You want to murder a hundred people, you can do it your damned self.” She kicked her chair back from the console, arms crossed, while the Sergeant looked from Mike to Dietrich, his eyes wavering, uncertain.
 “What sort of a fleet do you want to be in, Sergeant?” Mike asked. He looked at Petrova, her hand reaching for her pistol, and said, “I guess all of that talk about changing the system for the better was just another excuse for a power grab, Lieutenant. It's a damned shame.”
 “Sir,” the Sergeant said, sorrow in his eyes. “I can't.”
 “Yes, you can,” Mike said. “You're got a choice to make, right now. Those are your comrades out there, your people. You owe them better than this.” He looked around the bridge, and added, “That could be you out there. Any of you. It might be you tomorrow. Our oaths don't say a damned thing about killing our own.”
 “You have been properly relieved, Commander,” Dietrich said. Petrova raised her pistol to cover the room, abject misery on her face. “You will report to your quarters at once. I'm sorry that it has to be this way, but we cannot permit Polaris to escape. Too many lives are at stake. Sergeant, take him below. That's a direct order.”
 “I'm sorry, sir,” the Sergeant said, stepping forward. “If you'd come with me.”
 Turning back to Dietrich, he said, “I will not yield the deck, Sam. Not to a murderer. Much as I hate to admit it, I guess my father was right after all. While I'm in command of this ship, it will not participate in a second Mareikuna.” A thin smile crossed his face, and he added, “You'd better go ahead and shoot, Sam.”
 “It doesn't have to be this way,” Dietrich replied.
 “It isn't my choice, Sam,” Mike said, softly. “You're the one with his finger on the trigger.”
 Taking a deep breath, Dietrich raised his pistol, and a load report echoed from around the deck. Mike glanced down at his chest, expecting to see a spreading crimson stain, but it was Dietrich who had collapsed to the ground, clutching at his side, while Schmidt held a hitherto concealed pistol on him, looking around the room with fire in her eyes. The Sergeant lay dead on the deck, a bullet wound neatly between his eyes, Petrova holding her pistol to cover the bridge crew.
 “The Commander has the deck,” Schmidt said, turning to Mike. “If anyone has a problem with that, they can answer to me.”
 Moving forward to his friend, Mike gently knelt down beside the dying Dietrich, holding his head in his hands, brushing wayward hair out of his fading eyes, tears flooding the corners.
 “I'm sorry, Mike,” Dietrich said, gasping his final breaths. “They've got my sister, my mother, on Triton. The Political Directorate. They threatened to kill them if I didn't inform on you, if I didn't make sure that Polaris was captured. I never wanted it to be like this...”
 “Easy, Sam, easy,” he replied. “There's a medical team on the way. It isn't too late. We'll get you patched up, and...”
 “Liar,” Dietrich said. “I'm almost glad. Glad that there's and end to it all.” Clutching his friend's wrist, he added, “Promise me something, Mike. Beat the bastards. Don't let them win.” 
 As his friend's eyes closed for the last time, Mike looked down at him, and softly replied, “I won't. I swear.” He looked up at Petrova, white-faced, standing at the rear of the bridge, pistol still in her hands, and asked, “Are you planning to use that, Lieutenant?”
 “No,” she replied, sliding it into her holster. 
 “Then please contact Cygnus, and inform them that if they do not immediately stand down that I will open fire on them. We still have a remote chance of coming through this nightmare without anyone else getting hurt.” He paused, then said, “Schmidt, I'm going to go ahead and guess that you're a lot more competent than you've been acting lately.”
 Settling into Dietrich's vacated station, she replied, “My orders were to slow you down as much as I could, throw a few spanners into the works, make sure that Polaris had a chance to take Sinaloa Station before your squadron could arrive. And may I apologize for my words earlier. I was, well, improvising a little.”
 “Quite effectively, it would appear. Get me a firing solution on Cygnus, right away. I don't think there's much chance that Commander Guerrero is going to surrender without a fight.” He paused, then said, “Have our point-defense batteries open up to defend the escape pods as best you can as soon as we enter range. They're our top priority. And get our rescue shuttles up right away.”
 “On it,” she replied. 
 “No signal from Cygnus, sir,” Petrova replied. “I think Dietrich had opened a channel to them. They must have seen everything that was taking place over here.” She paused, and said, “Commander, I didn't get in this to commit treason.”
 “Our oath is to defend the people of the Federation from enemies internal and external, Lieutenant, and right now I think I can see a clear and present threat in evidence. I don't like this any more than you do, but I'm going to do everything I can to ensure the safety of the Arcturus survivors. Kenyon, intercept course on Cygnus, full speed.”
 “Wing Leader to Canopus Actual,” Duval's voice barked. “What the hell is going on over there? I just received orders to launch an attack on Canopus! For God's sake, re...”
 “Duval, this is Commander Curtis,” Mike replied, stabbing at a control. “Cygnus is about to open fire on Arcturus' escape pods, in order to take early shots at Polaris. I have no intention of allowing a single one of those craft to be brought down.” He paused, looked at a smiling Schmidt, her expression unlike anything he had ever seen on her face before, and continued, “Three squadrons to fly defensive and escort the escape pods and shuttles to safety, the rest to launch an attack on Cygnus. All Cygnus squadrons are to immediately stand down and coast.”
 There was a long pause, and Duval said, “You are ordering me to open fire on one of our own ships. Am I hearing you correctly, sir?”
 “You are, Commander. And I don't like it either.”
 Another pause, and finally, the pilot replied, “Will comply, sir. Wing Leader out.”
 “Thirty seconds to contact, sir,” Kenyon said, her hands happily dancing across her control panel. “And thank you, Commander.”
 “For what?”
 “Letting me do something that I can be proud of for once. It's been a while.”
 “I have a firing solution on Cygnus, sir,” Schmidt said. “Main batteries ready to fire at your command.”
 “Any response from Commander Guerrero, Petrova?” Mike asked, hoping for the response he knew he would not receive.
 “I'm sorry, Commander,” she replied. “No reply to our signal. Nothing at all.”
 Cygnus lay just ahead, preparing to fire. Everything had fallen apart so quickly, but for the first time in years, he had no doubts, no hesitation. This was a decision that he could live with, much as he might hate it. This was right. He looked across at Schmidt, took a deep breath, and said, “Then by my order, Lieutenant, you may fire at will.”



Chapter 22
 
 Curtis looked at the strategic display, grim determination fixed on his face, primarily for the good of the bridge crew. Kani's fighters had done what he had thought impossible, slowed down the enemy cruisers to give Polaris a chance to dodge out of the way, and the dramatic detonation of Arcturus at the hands of the defense network had dramatically increased the odds in their favor. The fighter swarm, though, still dived towards them, and Cygnus was turning its weapons on Polaris, her armament still more than a match for his, seemingly unconcerned about the lives of their own comrades, destined to be blotted from existence during the first seconds of their barrage.
 “Course change from Canopus, sir,” Strickland reported from her sensor station. She looked up at her display, frowning at the readouts as though unable to believe what her eyes were telling her, then turned to face Curtis with a triumphant smile on her face. “They're on an intercept course for Cygnus, Commander! Seeking a firing solution on the enemy ship! They've changed sides!”
 “I'll be damned,” Rojek replied, shaking his head. He looked across at the readouts, frowned, then said, “I can see why. Look at Cygnus, Commander. They're altering course, preparing to fire. Right through Arcturus' escape pods.”
 Rising to his feet, Curtis said, “They're going to kill hundreds of their own people to bring us down.” Turning to Rojek, he asked, “Canopus. How long before they're able to protect the escape pods with their point-defense turrets?”
 “Not soon enough,” Strickland said, starkly, her cheer dispelled by the horror unfolding on the screen ahead of them. Curtis looked up at the monitors, quickly absorbing the changed tactical situation. Visions of Mareikuna. flashed into his head, the nightmare that had broken him twenty years ago. He'd been a second too late to save the doomed passengers that day. Never again.
 “Roxy,” he said, turning to the helm, “Cut acceleration. I want you to match course and speed with the heart of Arcturus' survival craft. A precision maneuver to allow us to protect them with our point-defense systems. Felix, send a signal to those escape pods, tell them that they are under the protection of the Free Starcruiser Polaris, and that they should alter their transponder frequencies to match ours. I don't want a single casualty from collateral damage.”
 “If we do that,” Rojek replied, “We'll be making ourselves an easy target for Cygnus primary weapons. Canopus won't get there in time to defend us. Assuming this isn't some sort of trap to lure us in.”
 “My son wouldn't do that,” Curtis replied.
 “If he's still calling the shots.”
 Taking a deep breath, Curtis said, “I will not sit back and watch while people die, Lieutenant, even people who were shooting at us a few moments ago. We're going in, and we're going to save those lives. Have our rescue craft prepare to bring them in, and inform Doctor Grant to expect multiple casualties.”
 “Will do, sir,” Rojek said, turning back to his panel. “Don't think I don't agree with you. I just had to make sure you considered all the alternatives.”
 “I know,” he said. “Let me know when you get a safe firing solution on Cygnus. In fact, don't, just fire as soon as you get a clean shot. Blow those bastards all the way to hell.” Looking back at the display again, he asked, “What's happening with the fighters?”
 “Chaos and confusion,” Strickland reported. “Arcturus' squadrons are moving forward to protect their people, Canopus' formation looks as though it's setting up for an attack on Cygnus, and Cygnus' birds are moving to protect their ship.” Grimacing, she added, “There are already half-a-dozen dogfights going on out there, Commander. I can't tell who the good guys are.”
 “Philosophy later,” Curtis replied with a smile. “Find the Wing Leader and put him on as soon as you can. We need to try and coordinate some sort of attack if we're going to pull this off. How long for Canopus, Felix?”
 “Four minutes minus, sir. Two minutes after Cygnus enters firing range.”
 “I have Commander Duval for you, sir,” Sokolov said from the communications console. “Audio only, sir.”
 “Put him on.” Tapping a control, he continued, “This is Commander Curtis. I think the enemy of our enemy is our friend today, Commander, and I rather hope you agree.”
 “My Commander Curtis certainly does,” Duval replied. “We're trying to pull something together, sir. About half of my pilots aren't following my orders right now. Where do you want us?”
 “Two squadrons to attack Cygnus on the flank to try and draw them off, two squadrons to defend Polaris and the escape pods, and anything else you've got to hold back the rest of the fighters.” He paused, then added, “I know this isn't coming easy for you, Commander. If any of your pilots want to sit this one out, I'll understand. They can either try for a landing on Coronado or make one hot burn to clear orbital space. I'll make sure our people don't shoot them down.”
 “Not a chance, Commander. We came here for a fight, and we're going to get one. We'll be launching our attack at about the same time as yours. Good hunting, sir.”
 “And to you.” Turning to Rojek as the channel clicked off, he said, “That felt good.”
 “Yeah, I know what you mean,” his friend replied. “Nice to have someone out here who doesn't want to shoot us down.” He threw a control, and said, “I think I've got all the escape pod transponders corrected. We've got shuttles coming in on all bays, wounded from Arcturus.” Turning from his chair, he added, “There's nobody on the deck to meet them, sir. Just Haggard and a couple of paramedics. If this is some sort of a trap, we've walked right into it.”
 “Given the bait, Lieutenant, I don't think we had any other choice.”
 “I guess not.”
 Curtis returned to his chair, settling down to watch the chaos unfolding all around him, patterns beginning to emerge that favored Polaris. The fighters were beginning to coalesce into new formations, five distinct groups appearing to cover different angles. The two largest had to be under Duval's command, one setting up for a by-the-book attack run on the crippled Cygnus, the other heading for Polaris at maximum acceleration, struggling to catch up in order to assist the defense of their people. 
 The rest were scattered, one hovering close to Cygnus, moving to counter the approaching attack formation, and the others setting up for attacks on Polaris and Canopus respectively. Any thoughts he had of a possible trap were rapidly being dispelled, the sheer magnitude of the deception required far beyond anything any sane commander would employ. Less than ten minutes ago, the Federation formation had the battle won. Seizing the defense perimeter had made the difference, as had the sacrifice of Nguyen to destroy Arcturus. 
 “One minute to contact, sir,” Rojek reported, as the elevator doors slid open, disgorging a group of unfamiliar crewmen wearing Fleet uniform, the sleeve flash of Arcturus displayed on their arms. Two of them were wounded, one with her arm in a sling, another with a blood-strewn bandage wrapped around his forehead. It was the woman with the sling who spoke first, saluting with her good arm.
 “Lieutenant Hudson, sir. Formerly Executive Officer on Arcturus. I think I'm the senior survivor.” Gesturing at the group of people, she added, “Survivors from Arcturus' bridge, Commander. I thought you might be able to use some help.”
 “With pleasure, Lieutenant. Take Operations, and put your people where they can work best.” He paused, then said, “We're going to keep the rest of the survivors safe, Lieutenant. You have my word on that.”
 “Thank you, Commander,” she replied, moving to the sensor suite, gesturing for her crewmen to fill the vacant positions on the bridge. Rojek gratefully slid across to concentrate on the primary weapons, leaving the new arrivals to take over defense systems and electronic warfare. He turned with a smile, looking at Curtis.
 “I'm not sure what I'm going to do with all this free time, skipper.” 
 “Get me that firing solution on Cygnus,” he replied.
 “Enemy ship opening fire!” Strickland said.
 “Point-defense systems returning shot,” one of the new arrivals replied. “We're holding our own for the moment. They're trying to punch a hole through our formation.” He looked down, throwing switches, and said, “That won't last for long, though, Commander. Our reload time is way, way down.”
 “We're running automatic on most of our defense systems,” Curtis replied.
 Reaching for a control, Hudson said, “I've got people coming into the hangar deck now, sir. Request permission to...”
 “Granted,” Curtis replied, without waiting for her to complete her sentence. His eyes remained fixed on the tactical display, watching the familiar view of kinetic projectiles raining in from Cygnus, blocked by Polaris' particle cannons, the barrage getting closer and closer as they began to lose ground, their slow response time allowing the rocks to complete more of their trajectory as they pounded through the point-defense system.
 Kani's flight had damaged Cygnus, but only the rear section, the engines. They were trapped in orbit, and Curtis knew that Polaris could easily evade the crippled ship, gain speed and altitude and pass into the safety of the defense network, but that would mean abandoning the survivors from Arcturus to their fate. He glanced across at Hudson, working her console one-handed, barking orders into a microphone, and shook his head. They were his responsibility now, and he wasn't going to let them down.
 “Here come the fighters!” Sokolov said, twenty-two interceptors swooping into position, firing their particle beams wildly to carve a path through the eternal onslaught of Cygnus' mass driver cannons, allowing the point-defense system an urgently needed respite to catch up, push back the barrage a little. The escape pods were beginning to move away, dropping out of orbit to the safety of the planet below. Polaris was the enemy target. That much was clear.
 “Fighters coming in from Cygnus,” Hudson calmly reported. “Standard attack pattern. Estimated missile launch in thirty seconds.”
 “Contact Duval. Tell him we need a second pass to distract the enemy fighters. Felix, get the point-defense guns redirected, but keep watching for the escape pods. We can take a few hits on the hull if we have to. They can't.”
 “On it, Commander,” Rojek said, swinging the defense turrets around to intercept the approaching fighters, the wave of projectiles from the mass driver cannons getting dangerously close to the remaining escape pods as the defensive spread of particle beams thinned out. Then, with a loud report, Polaris' main guns opened up, finally able to get a clear shot at the enemy ship ahead, their defense systems forced into life as the two waves of projectiles surged past each other, pounding into the enemy ship. 
 “Hits, sir!” Rojek reported. “Forward section of Cygnus! I think we've got their long-range sensors, primary heat exchanger. We're making a mess, sir.” He paused, then added, “Canopus has opened fire! Ninety seconds early. I owe their engineer a drink. He's pushed her engines faster than I thought possible.” 
 “Been a few upgrades in the last couple of decades,” Hudson replied. “Enemy fighters are moving off, sir. Breaking away from their attack pattern.”
 “Thank you, Lieutenant. Have our fighters form up on Squadron Leader Kani. Felix, maintain firing rate.” Turning to Sokolov, he added, “Contact Cygnus, and...”
 “They're hailing us, sir,” the technician said. “Patching you through.”
 “Cease fire, for God's sake!” a panicked voice said. “We surrender!”
 “Do it, Felix,” Curtis replied. “Contact Canopus and have them hold their fire, but maintain a firing solution until further notice.”
 “That isn't Commander Guerrero,” Hudson said. “I don't recognize the voice.”
 “Specialist Bergman, sir, and I'm alone on the bridge. The senior staff left a few minutes ago, headed down to the hangar deck.”
 Nodding, Strickland said, “Getting fighter launches from Cygnus, sir. Six birds, moving to join the main formation. They've timed it well. Our people will struggle to intercept.”
 “You've got to, sir!” Bergman yelled. “They're going to destroy Sinaloa Station.”
 “Scorched Earth,” Curtis said, grimacing. “If they can't have it, nor can we. There are fifty thousand people on that station, Spaceman. Are you sure about this?”
 “The attack projections are still on my screen, Commander. We need medical and rescue teams urgently. Hundreds of casualties...”
 “Help is on the way,” Curtis said. “Felix, go grab anyone you can and get over there. Hudson, take over Tactical.” Tapping a control, he said, “Polaris Actual to all ships. Intercept Cygnus fighter formation at all costs.” Looking up at the screen, he added, “If you don't, then Sinaloa Station dies in eight minutes.”



Chapter 23
 
 Kani looked across at his status board, the remaining pilots in his squadron assembling into a formation born of desperation. The trajectory plot lined up with the incoming fighters, ranging in towards Sinaloa Station, but as hard as he worked with his navigation computer, he couldn't conjure a course that would get them to their targets in time. Their missiles were gone, only their shorter-ranged particle cannons remaining, and they wouldn't be enough to do the job. 
 “Duval to Kani,” an unfamiliar voice said. “You're the crazy bastard who led the attack on the cruisers, right?”
 “Guilty as charged.”
 “Got any great ideas about this one? My watch says that Sinaloa Station goes up in seven minutes, and the leading echelons of my formation can't be there for nine. Unless you've done some real work to those old war birds of yours, you're no better off.”
 Kani frowned, then replied, “Forty seconds slow.” He paused, looked across at his panel, and said, “Wait one. I think I'm getting an idea.” 
 “Should I be nervous?”
 “Maybe.” He reached across to his controls, bringing up the structural charts of the fighters, skimming over the rated performance under high stress. Under normal circumstances, his idea would take weeks to prepare, requiring countless simulations and training flights. They had a couple of minutes before it would all be too late. Reaching across to the controls, he found a frequency that could reach all the fighters moving into formation behind him, knowing that every pilot among them was about to have serious doubts about his sanity. Almost as serious as those he himself possessed.
 “Grey Leader to all fighters,” he began. “Listen up. We can't catch the enemy fighters before they reach Sinaloa Station unless we can increase the thrust of our fighters way over normal limits, and all of us are short enough on fuel to limit our options.” He paused, then said, “So we're going to have to convert our birds to two-stage rockets. Everyone dock with their wingman, make sure you've got a tight seal, then fire your engines at maximum thrust, transferring fuel from wingman to wing leader. It'll be a short life and a merry one for the engines, and it'll probably knock everyone in both fighters cold, but at least it'll give us a chance. When the wingman runs out of fuel, he detaches, and lets the wing leader finish the burn. Make sure you watch your trajectories. Other than that, I'll see you on the other side.”
 “Keller to...”
 “That's an order, Pilot,” he replied. “Stand by for docking and fuel transfer.”
 “Wing Leader to Fighters,” Duval added. “You heard the Squadron Leader. Red, Green and Yellow Squadrons, prepare for docking. The rest follow up as fast as you can. I want to make sure we have a reserve when all of this goes wrong. Canopus, we're going to need rescue shuttles as soon as you can spare them.”
 “Roger that,” Schmidt said. “Happy hunting, people.”
 Kani slid across on his thrusters, moving towards Keller rapidly enough to set off a succession of proximity alarms, rolling to match for docking. All fighters could transfer fuel and energy to each other, a safety feature that dated back to the earliest days of space combat, but he'd never heard of two fighters firing their engines while locked together. According to the book, the maneuver was borderline to say the least, but if they didn't make the attempt, they'd drift past the remains of Sinaloa Station in a little under eight minutes. And the cold grave of fifty thousand people. He wasn't going to let that happen. Not on his watch.
 “Hard dock,” he said. “Switching flight control over to me.” He paused, checked his screen, then said, “Keller, time to bail out. A shuttle from either Polaris or Canopus will be along presently to pick you up. There's no point both of us taking the risk on this run.”
 “Leader, I...”
 “That's a direct order, Keller. Get the hell out of here on the double. No protests.” He started throwing controls, disabling safety systems as he began preparations for the ride of his life. Glancing across with satisfaction at the sensor display, he watched his wingman drift clear of the fighter. Kani reached across for the throttle, using his other hand to complete the final stages of the override sequence. There was no doubt about it. This was going to be the ride of his life.
 His hand hovered over the controls for a second, hesitation rushing through him. He glanced up at the sensors, watching as the enemy formation moved ahead of him, death for Sinaloa Station and those on board unless he could find a way to stop them. Already, he could see shuttles and escape pods racing away, desperate to find a safe space to hide from the devastation rushing their way. There was no choice. He pushed the levers full forward, and settled back in his couch as the roaring acceleration began.
 Immediately, his vision began to blur, heavy weights pushing on his chest, making every breath a battle. His hands clamped down on his controls, but he knew that his computer was the one in the drivers' seat, not him. It was enough of an effort for him to plot his course, to keep his fighter on trajectory. Behind him, Voronova and Montgomery lit their engines, following seconds later, Montgomery managing an extra burst of speed in a desperate bid to catch up.
 The formation from Canopus was more cautious, but half a minute later, eighteen more fighters were racing in their direction, a second wave that would perhaps get a single good shot in before running out of time. A brief explosion flickered across the screen, and he cursed under his breath. He'd known that this maneuver was marginal at best, and one of Duval's pilots had just proven that the hard way.
 Five more minutes in the burn, and every second was an agony he struggled to endure. Warning lights flickered across his control panel, his monitor systems warning of the extreme stresses he was placing on his fighter. It would take days to repair the damage he was causing with this maneuver, but the fighter only had to stay in one piece for a little while longer. Once they'd dealt with the formation from Cygnus, his part of the battle would be won.
 He struggled to reach a control, bringing up a projection of the enemy formation. Fifteen fighters in all, with twelve more heading in another direction, unpowered. Presumably a large portion of the squadron had balked at the idea of launching an unprovoked attack on a civilian station that was still at least nominally under control. Belatedly, Sinaloa had realized the danger they were facing, the distress channels filled with screaming cries for help, a host of small craft racing in all directions. Not that it would do any good. Any escape pods would be wrecked by the debris cloud that the destruction of the station would create. A shuttle, with a good pilot, might make it to the surface, but after that, there would be nowhere left for them to go.
 This system was totally dependent on the resources of Sinaloa Station, the green ribbon of the hydroponic bays wrapped around its hull, the vast carniculture vats in the lower levels. Food for the million inhabitants of this station. If it was destroyed, the other settlements and outposts might live for a few weeks, months at the most, but without a relief effort that would stretch the Federation Fleet to its limits, their fates would be sealed.
 He already knew the Fleet wouldn't intervene. This system was being quarantined, its population destroyed as an example to others. One more piece of proof that the Federation was ready to collapse. If a government could only maintain power by the exercise of fear, then it was one step away from revolution.
 Three minutes to go. There was no point even trying for any sort of formation, no ability to complete even the most basic maneuver. Just one long burn to hurl him towards his target. Another burst of flame erupted through space to his rear, this time preceded by a small contact on the sensor display racing away at high speed, the pilot able to clear his cockpit in time, now destined to hurtle through space for hours before a rescue shuttle could pick him up.
 With an effort, he reached down to the release control, ready to arm the explosive bolts that would detach the second fighter, the fuel he was leeching all but gone. According to his trajectory computer, he'd just managed enough speed for a single, quick pass, but the battle would be over in seconds. Then another long wait for a tanker, trapped in high orbit over Coronado. Assuming they won the battle, of course. Failure would mean capture, then death. He reached with his tongue to the artificial tooth at the back of his mouth. A single thought would kill him, wipe his brain clear of any incriminating engrams. A last resort, perhaps, but a strangely comforting one.
 Taking a deep breath, he pulled the release lever, and the second fighter dropped away, the last drops of fuel sending it spiraling away. Almost as he expected, there was an explosion behind him, the stresses on the hull too much for the fighter he had used as a booster stage. A quick glance at the damage monitor confirmed that he was clear of the debris field. Behind him, two more explosions heralded the successful separation of Voronova and Montgomery, moving onto his wings in a clumsy vestige of an attack formation.
 The enemy fighters were playing their strike perfectly, keeping low and under the defense satellites until the final second. They'd be wiped out after they completed their strike, but there was nowhere for them to land in any case. 
 Kani breathed more easily as the acceleration dropped, now running only on a single engine, and he reached across to his thrusters, making careful adjustments to his course. The strike would be a matter of computer control, and he quickly programmed the attack computer for the run, ready to take out as many enemy fighters as possible. He waited for his opponent to break formation, send ships off trajectory to defend the others, but they all held their course, locked in.
 He glanced behind him, cursing. Most of Duval's pilots had been too slow, had kept their acceleration lower than he'd dared. Only Duval himself and one other would be on target in time to do any good, and five against fifteen was a fight they couldn't hope to win, even with the best flying they could muster. Grimacing, he reached down to his tactical controls, looking at the enemy formation, trying to find a weak spot. All of them were flying together, keeping their attack run tight. If he'd had missiles, he'd be able to bring down half a dozen of them. With forty seconds to go, they still lazily drifted towards their target, evidently willing to accept the destruction of some of their number in order to press home their attack on the station.
 There was something strange about the formation, something that didn't seem to fit. One fighter was low, dropping away, as though the pilot had changed his mind at the final moment. Realization hit Kani like a thunderbolt. Guerrero hadn't been able to convince anyone else to support her. The rest of the fighters were being flown by remote, from her fighter, doing nothing other than matching her move for move. Controlling one fighter was a tough enough challenge for a pilot, but fifteen would be impossible unless the flight profile was kept as simple as possible.
 “Grey Leader to all fighters,” he said. “Go for the target I'm highlighting right now on your tactical display. Ignore the rest. Kill that one, and we win. Kani out.” Hoping that the others would obey his orders, knowing that there was no time for debate or argument, he reached for the targeting computer, his fingers dancing across the controls as he frantically altered his attack profile, swinging around to bring his fighter towards his new target. 
 He had seconds to spare, knew that he couldn't make his attack run perfect, and as he disabled the discriminator on his particle beams, something inside him knew that he was too late. His fighter swung around, missing the target by meters, Guerrero's fighter sailing serenely on. Montgomery was next, wildly diving in, but his burst was off by even more, not even requiring a modest course correction.
 Then came Voronova, followed closely by one of Duval's pilots, the two of them swooping past on either side, bursting bolts of death onto the target. A single bolt hit home, catching the outer hull, just too far out to be effective. One shot left. Just Duval, the veteran pilot almost imperceptibly reducing his speed in a bid to catch his prey, giving himself the seconds he needed to make his attack count.
 Guerrero died in the exploded ruins of her fighter, and Duval fired his thrusters to spin his ship in a victory roll as he soared past the station. The rest of the enemy formation continued remorselessly on, and for a frantic heartbeat, Kani thought that he might have been wrong, that he might have misjudged the attack. The fourteen remaining fighters moved into weapons range, still homing on Sinaloa, and flew past without incident, their deadly payloads still safe, fuel expended, no longer a threat. Somehow, despite everything, they were on the brink of victory.



Chapter 24
 
 Cordova sprinted down the concourse, rifle in hand, crowds of cheering civilians gathering to celebrate their first taste of freedom in fifty years. This was what she had been fighting for, to liberate the oppressed masses of the Federation, but somehow, the victory felt hollow. She looked at the stains on the floor as she rushed past, where moments ago the bodies of her friends, her comrades, had lain. Deep inside her, as never before, she felt she should have been among them.
 This wasn't the first time she'd led friends into battle, seen them die, but the slaughter at the elevator had been something new. Normally, she specialized in covert infiltration, creeping silently into secure installations for sabotage or intelligence-gathering. Full-scale war was different. Brutally different. And she wasn't sure she knew how to cope with that. There was blood on her hands, and there was no way she could see to wipe them clean.
 She could hear the sounds of battle up ahead, the loyalist ColSec forces mobilizing for a last stand somewhere in the lower levels. One more fight before they could truly claim a victory. Voices rattled across the tactical network, hastily issued commands to guide the rebel forces into position, Saxon increasingly deferring to Morgan as the battle raged on.  
 “Cordova, you read me?” Saxon said.
 “I'm here. Where do you want me?”
 “Sub-Level Three. Concentration of enemy forces near one of the life support relays. I get the idea they're planning to use it as trade goods. We're going to get there first. Elevator's waiting for you now. I'll met you at Terminus Five. Out.”
 Turning to the elevator, Cordova raced inside, ducking around an old woman waving the old banner of the North American Republic, banned for decades, the faded fabric a precious relic that had been hoarded in secret until this day. The doors slammed shut, and she held her rifle at the ready, waiting for them to open again. As the elevator sped down the shaft, she reached across to the wall monitor, bringing up a plan of the area. A T-Junction with a long, uncluttered corridor running all the way to the life support systems. Perfect for an ambush, and with plenty of fragile equipment they didn't dare risk damaging. Not to mention that they were dangerously close to the outer hull.
 She reached into her pocket, fumbling for a diamond tranq clip, the razor-sharp bullets the only chance she had of penetrating the riot gear her opponents would be wielding. She couldn't even risk shaped charges, not in this area. As the doors slid open, she took one final glance at the layout, smiling as she spotted her approach path. An airlock, half-way down the corridor, rigged for remote operation. The plan of the last ColSec force probably involved using it to escape.
 As she stepped into the corridor, a voice barked over the ceiling loudspeakers, “This is Administrator Wise. We've got a shuttle docking in two minutes, and I've rigged explosives on the oxygen generation unit. One click of a switch, and five levels lose their air. I'll detonate unless you allow us to leave.”
 “Not a chance, Administrator,” she replied, as Saxon raced down the corridor towards her. “You think I'm going to let you live after killing so many of my friends? I'll give you sixty seconds to surrender, then we're coming in with everything we've got. If you care about your comrades, you'll yield. Now.”
 “What the hell do you think you are doing?” Saxon hissed. “That's not your call.”
 “It's the only call we can make. If we let them get away with this here, then we'll have last-stands scattered all across the station. We've got to crush this. Right away.”
 “That sounds familiar,” Saxon said, a strange look in her eyes. “Like something Parliament might say about the rebellion.” Hefting her rifle, she added, “Given that this is your idea, I'll let you go ahead and take point.”
 Looking ruefully at her, Cordova moved to a wall panel, looking down the corridor as though waiting for an attack, and started work on the airlock, turning the interior pressure up as high as it could go, knowing that she was risking a catastrophic hull breach. All that mattered was completing the mission, cleaning out the last nest of ColSec operatives and liberating the station once and for all. Nothing else was important.
 “On three,” she said, holding her hand over the emergency release. She slammed the control into position, and an ear-splitting report echoed down the corridor as the pressure of released atmosphere blasted through the air, almost sending her falling to her feet, even though she was braced for the impact. Wasting no time, she sprinted down the corridor, firing a pair of blank rounds for effect, hoping to keep the enemy pinned down.
 She saw them. Just ahead. Four of them, one standing by a wall control, the others behind an improvised barricade, all of them out of position from the shockwave she had just unleashed. She fired a quick pair of shots, catching two of the guards and knocking them cold, the tranquilizer surging through their systems before they could make a move.
 Then the remaining pair opened up, semi-automatic fire rattling down the corridor as she dived for cover, bullets smashing into the bulkhead, a fountain of sparks falling from a shattered lighting panel. Behind her, Saxon fired three shots, the first slamming into the nearest guard, an explosive bullet sending him collapsing to the deck with blood spilling form his chest, the second into the neck of Administrator Wise, his hand clutching the detonator futilely as he screamed in agony, his last words caught in a sea of pain.
 The third bullet hit Cordova, catching her in the side. She toppled to the floor, her hand clamped over the wound, blood oozing through her fingers as she struggled for the medical kit at her belt, unable to reach it as the pain worsened. Saxon raised her rifle, walking calmly towards the wounded rebel, then kneeling beside her.
 “You shot me,” Cordova said.
 Nodding, Saxon replied, “I did. And I never miss.” She paused, and said, “I'd say you've got a little while. Prompt treatment might even save your life.” She reached for the medical kit, holding it in her hands for a moment before tossing it away, out of her grasp. “You said that you were willing to die for the cause. Certainly you've sacrificed enough lives for it so far. Perhaps this isn't what you meant.”
 “Traitor!” Cordova spat.
 Shaking her head, Saxon replied, “You call this treachery? We've won, Major. Sinaloa Station has fallen. You can hear the crowds cheering from here.” Looking down at Cordova, she said, “Which means, I fear, that your time has ended.”
 “My father created this rebellion. I've given my life to see it succeed.”
 A frown on her face, Saxon said, “And that is where we are, isn't it. You see yourself as the indispensable figure, willing to do anything to anyone to attain victory.” Gesturing at the life support controls, she added, “A couple of thousand people would have died if he'd hit that switch. You really think your revenge was worth their lives?” Shaking her head, she added, “In my role, Major, I am sometimes judge, jury and executioner. You have been judged and found wanting.”
 “Who gave you the right to judge me?”
 “Who gave you the right to imprison Commander Curtis in a chemical hell for twenty years. It wasn't a question of holding him back for a better day. You'd have left him there to rot forever if you hadn't found Polaris.” She paused, then said, “Maybe it wasn't you. Maybe it was your father. But I can't help but think that you knew that he would become leader of the rebellion, and you couldn't bring yourselves to yield that position.”
 “Give me that medical kit,” Cordova replied. 
 Shaking her head, Saxon said, “I can't. I won't. For the good of the rebellion you claim you love so dear, I don't dare take the chance.” She took a deep breath, then said, “You think the leaders of the Revolution were evil tyrants-in-waiting? They were men and women, just like you, willing to do whatever it took to make their glorious regime succeed. At first, it was imprisoning suspected traitors. Then they had to be executed. Then caught before they could strike, and suddenly it was a question of making sure that the public only heard what they wanted to here. Fear bred tyranny, Major, the same fear that led you this far.”
 Grunting with pain, Cordova replied, “It isn't like that.”
 “Not now, perhaps, I grant you. That will change. That idealism becomes pragmatism far too quickly. You'll fight your war, and maybe you’ll even win, but what comes next? You've hardly thought of it, by your own admission. That means anarchy, chaos, and the death of not millions, but billions. Civilization is a fragile thing, Major. It can't withstand the strains you're putting on it.”
 “Then you'll...”
 “More, you're going to end up fighting Commander Curtis. You have the support of a lot of the rebels, and he's going to need their backing. There can only be one leader, and that isn't you. Tell me the truth. You thought about preventing this operation, didn't you?” 
 Another grunt escaped her lips, sweat beading on her face, and she replied, “I was wrong.”
 “Had you succeeded, everyone would have died, and for nothing. You didn't make the mistake, not this time, but sooner or later, you will. And then our rebellion falls into chaos, civil war, and the Federation wins. Assuming you don't bring down interstellar civilization while you are busy re-enacting the Purge. Oh, I know what you are planning, Major, perhaps better than you. For those who wronged the People to be arrested, thrown into prison camps, maybe killed.”
 “War crimes!” she yelled. “They've murdered, and slain, and...”
 Slamming her fist on the deck, Saxon replied, “And it all begins again! The last time, brutality such as that drove the survivors into the stars to found the Commonwealth, and started fifty years of undeclared war. You'll do nothing other than birth another Federation, more exiles, and humanity is fractured once again. More blood on your hands. More murder.”
 “That's why you're killing me?” Cordova asked. “Because of what I might do?”
 “Because of what you will do. It isn't your fault. It's in your nature.” She paused, then added, “You said you were willing to die for the rebellion. That comes to pass, here, and now, and the start of the revolution that will sweep the Federation from the face of the galaxy. The rebellion doesn't need you as a leader, Major, but it can certainly use you as a martyr. They'll be chanting your name from Epsilon Indi to Omicron Eridani. You and your father will never be forgotten.” Gesturing at the cameras, she added, “All rigged nicely to show you dying to save the station. Amazing what you can do with a careful use of camera angles. That and your body should be quite convincing.”
 “You don't have to do this,” Cordova said.
 Rising to her feet, Saxon replied, “That's not your call. Not any more. If it's of any consolation, I'm going to do everything I can to make sure that the rebellion succeeds. Maybe that's the only way we can truly get the blood off our hands.” She walked away, and said, “You've done your part. Time to rest.” She raised her rifle once more, and said, “You were wrong, by the way. You could have trusted me. Right from the beginning. Maybe if you had, this would have been different. Any last words?”
 “Make it count. If I've got to die, make it count.” She paused, then said, “Apologize to Teddy. Tell him...I don't know. I do regret it. You can believe that.” She looked at Saxon, waiting for the bullet. She looked back at Cordova, lying on the deck, and curtly nodded, carefully raising the rifle to point directly at her forehead.
 She pulled the trigger, and the world went dark.
 “Sleep well, Major,” Saxon said, the last words she heard as consciousness fled. “Sleep well.”



Chapter 25
 
 Hudson turned from her station, a beaming smile on her face, and announced to the bridge, “The Acting Administrator of Sinaloa Station just issued a ceasefire and an unconditional surrender. Major Saxon has accepted in the name of the rebellion.”
 There was silence on the bridge, broken by Norton quietly saying, “We did it. I never quite believed it. We did it.”
 Settling down in the command chair, Curtis said, “Sokolov, connect me through to...to the whole flotilla. Cruisers and fighters.”
 “Aye, aye, Commander,” the grinning technician replied. “You're on, sir.”
 “This is Commander Curtis, on Polaris,” he began. “Our forces have secured Sinaloa Station. All hands, stand down battle stations. Revert to standby alert until further notice.” He paused, then added, “We've taken the first step on a long road. With ships and crews such as you walking with me, I know we'll reach the end. Thank you all. Polaris out.”
 He never knew who had started cheering, but the bridge was alive with the joy of her crew, Curtis sitting at the heart of the glorious chaos, allowing it to soak into him, through him, reveling in the victory. The last time he'd committed to battle on this ship, he'd been fleeing for his life. Before, it had been at Mareikuna. Somehow, it felt as though the stain of that atrocity had washed away, that he and his ship had at least begun to redeem themselves for all that they had done, decades ago.
 “Signal from Cygnus, sir,” Sokolov said, making himself heard with difficulty. “Lieutenant Rojek reports that the ship's engines cannot be repaired before re-entry, and requests permission to evacuate the remainder of the crew.”
 “Approved,” Curtis replied. “Have him get back here on the double.”
 Shaking her head, Hudson said, “We've got every rescue shuttle in the air, sir. Lots of drifting fighters, but no sign of enemy craft, no sign of approaching warp activity.” She paused, then added, “I'm getting signals from every installation in the system, Commander. All declaring for the Rebellion. Looks like we're not going to be short of recruits.” She paused, and added, “Squadron Leader Kani is on his way back to the flight deck now, sir. Expected to land in three minutes.”
 “Thank you, Lieutenant.” He turned to her and added, “The people we lost, from your ship. I give you my word that their deaths won't be in vain.”
 “It was a fair fight, Commander. Until Guerrero decided to shoot her way through my shipmates. That made it rather more personal.” She paused, and said, “My crew and I will see this through, sir. All the way to the end.”
 “Some nice bonus prizes, sir,” Hudson added. “Two freighters, interstellar-type. They must have been hiding behind the outer moon, keeping out of the battle.” She paused, then added, “Looks like a little bit of mutiny has taken place out there. Neither of the commanding officers calling in are listed in our database.”
 “Confirm them on my authority, and if you can spare anyone with a shuttle, get someone over there to take a look. We're going to need shipping tonnage.” He paused, then said, “And don't get any ideas, Lieutenant.”
 “Of course not, sir,” she replied in mock disgust. “Don't take this the wrong way, Commander, but I really don't want your job.”
 “Sir,” Norton said, a strange grin on her face. “Your presence is requested on the flight deck at once. Major Saxon is heading over with senior prisoners from Sinaloa Station, and apparently they insist on making their formal surrender to our commanding officer.”
 “Very well,” Curtis replied, rising to his feet. “Hudson, you have the deck. Continue recovery procedures, and try and get us into some sort of defensive posture as quickly as you can. I'll expect damage control reports within the hour.”
 “Not a problem, sir,” she said, turning back to her console, as he walked to the elevator. He paused at the threshold, looking around the bridge, every station now manned and ready. Two weeks ago, he'd been forced to fight the ship with six people. It felt good to see the command deck a hive of activity again, technicians moving between stations with reports, a constant babble of duty conversation in the background. 
 The doors slid shut, and he began his descent to the hangar deck, pulling out a datapad to flick through the reports as they started to flood in. No significant damage to either Polaris or Canopus, and while they'd lost a couple of dozen fighters during the battle, only a handful of pilots had fallen. Combined with the other refugees from Arcturus and Cygnus, and it seemed likely that he'd be able to bring his ship back to something at least approximating full strength.
 They'd won.
 It was going to take a while to sink in. He knew that. A part of him had still doubted that victory was possible, had considered that he was only choosing to go down fighting, to throw away his life in the most glorious way possible. Now he'd won his victory, had secured his base of operations, but somehow the enormity of the task that now faced him was only just beginning to sink in. The Federation Fleet wouldn't let this defeat go unredeemed for long. They'd throw everything they had at him, and soon.
 Then there were supply problems, materials simply not produced in this system. Either they'd have to raid Federation convoys or come to some sort of deal with the Commonwealth, or perhaps someone out in the Halo Worlds, beyond the frontier. A million doubts crept into his mind, but he dismissed them with a shake of the head. That could all wait until tomorrow. For today, he was going to savor victory. He'd earned it. All of them had earned it..
 The door slid open to a rousing chorus of cheers from the crowd, Squadron Leader Kani stepping down from the cockpit of his fighter, being picked up on the shoulders of a cluster of pilots, triumphantly parading around the cluttered deck. Overhead, unfamiliar music played, and it took him a moment to realize that it was the Battle March of the Commonwealth, normally treason to play on a Federation ship. Somehow, it seemed appropriate, and he kept back, out of the way, determined to allow his crew to have their day.
 His crew. That was a good feeling, as well. Some might be wearing civilian jumpsuits with the flash of the late Hanoi on their back, others with borrowed uniforms from Polaris' own stores, far more with the sigil of Arcturus, even a few from Cygnus and Canopus among the crowd. He looked around for Major Saxon, then looked up at the status board, a tangle of incoming and outgoing flights on display, a challenge for even the most determined Deck Chief to overcome. He glanced at the operations station, two gray-haired men having a good natured argument, both of them with Master Chief insignia on their shoulders.
 Looking back at the panel, he saw a pair of shuttles heading in, one of them, the second, from Sinaloa Station, a notation warning for security to be present. As the crowd thickened, Curtis shook his head. Even if they'd had a strike team on hand, the odds of them pushing they way through the mass of crewmen seemed remote at best.
 The first shuttle was heading in from Canopus, no notation. He looked around, spotting a senior officer with the sword-and-star emblem of his son's ship, and walked over to him, the red-headed pilot beaming as he recognized the figure approaching him.
 “Commander Philip Duval, at your service, sir,” he said, snapping a salute. “It's a pleasure and an honor to be serving with you.”
 “The honor is all mine, Commander,” Curtis replied. “That shuttle coming to pick up your pilots? I was hoping to get a chance to debrief your flight leaders after the battle…,” He was interrupted by another rousing cry from the crowd, and continued, “Though perhaps tomorrow might be better.”
 “I don't know anything about a shuttle, sir,” Duval replied.
 “Attention on the deck,” Hudson's voice barked. “All hands, attention on the flight deck. Canopus Actual arriving. Repeat, Canopus Actual arriving.”
 Canopus Actual.
 Commander Michael Curtis.
 His son.
 As the shuttle rose through the elevator airlock, the crowd finally grew silent, all eyes focused on Curtis as he watched the ship settle into position on the deck, his eyes locked on the hatch, waiting for it to open. He'd faced battles against superior odds, faced the risk of certain death, but he'd never felt more nervous than he did at this moment, waiting for the hatch to open. He glanced to the right, saw Rojek walking out of the elevator, a huge grin on his face. Cygnus was a lot closer than Canopus, but he must have beaten all records to make it there on time.
 “You didn't think I was going to miss this, did you?” Rojek said, moving to his side. “Someone's going to have to pick you up when you faint.”
 “Don't joke,” Curtis replied, as the hatch cracked open, a low whine as the pressure equalized. Standing at the threshold was a mirror image of himself, the man he had been twenty years ago. Same build, same eyes. Even the same uniform, just with a different ship patch on his sleeve. And the same expression on his face, as the two men locked eyes, neither seemingly able to make the first move.
 He felt a hand press on his back, Rojek pushing him forward, and he slowly walked towards his son, each step a greater strain than anything he had ever known. Emotions he hadn't felt in decades flooded through him as he quickened his pace, his son walking towards him, sharing the same initial reticence before breaking into a sprint.
 And before he knew it, his arms were wide, wrapped around his son, tears streaming down his face. The crowd went crazy, cheering louder than before, breaking out in a torrent of applause that rolled onward and onward, growing by the second until his ears rang from the noise.
 “I'm so proud of you,” he said.
 “Me too, dad, me too,” Mike replied. “Me too.”
 On the far side of the hangar, Saxon stepped out of a shuttle, the only face on the deck that wasn't wearing a smile, shaking her head at Curtis' questioning gaze. One more death to add to the body count. A lot of good people had died today, but this time, it meant something. They'd given their lives for something worth dying for. 
 And as he looked into his son's eyes for the first time in twenty years, both of their cheeks wet from unashamed tears, he allowed all of that to drop away, the cares and responsibilities of his rank briefly taken from him. He could take up his burdens again tomorrow.
 For today, somehow, everything was just fine.
  



Epilogue
 
 It was cold. And the pain was constant, a dull throbbing in her side that never seemed to end. Her vision was blurry, and she struggled to concentrate, but somewhere in the background was a voice, as though far away in the distance, urgently trying to talk to her. Then, a sharp pinprick burst into her good arm, and suddenly the veils dropped away, clarity returning in a heartbeat, bringing bursts of sheer agony with it.
 “Good morning,” a familiar voice said. “I took the liberty of recording this message. By now, you're on your way to your destination. I'm sorry about the deception, but it had to be total. And you did volunteer for this mission, albeit in an unorthodox manner. Actually, I'm not sorry, not at all. The painkillers will kick back in shortly, and this message will repeat every eight hours. Sooner or later, you'll be in a fit condition to understand it. Hopefully sooner, because I suspect you'll be making planetfall before long. I triggered the first broadcast of this to begin when the ship you are on engaged the Tau Drive.”
 “Yes, you are star-side. That was an important part of the mission. And you don't need to worry about your immediate security. I've got enough friends on your ship to make sure of that. Assuming, of course, that the Federation Fleet doesn't just shoot you down on general principles when you arrive at your destination.”
 She struggled on her couch, restraints securing her down, preventing her from moving. Looking at her legs, she saw auto-stimulants in place, electrodes rigged to send pulses of energy through her muscles, preventing them from atrophying. To her right, an intravenous drip fed liquid into her system.
 “At the other end, you'll have to arrange your own escape. I presume you'll have contacts at whatever world you end up. I regret that I don't know where that is. I just know that we're going to be launching another attack, and soon, and that whatever my feelings are about you, I know that you're the best choice to get rebel forces mobilized. There's a pack under your bed, and don't worry about the restraints. Someone will release you when you get close to your target. I hope.”
 Once more, she fought to free herself, but she didn't have the strength in her muscles, and the stabbing pain in her side was too severe. She looked down at the wound, bandaged and protected, a medical unit clamped over it to speed recovery.
 “I know that I'm sending you into an unknown situation, but you're well-enough equipped to handle it. And as for the rest of it, well, if you're dead, Major, you can't be infiltrating a Federation colony, can you? The history books on this will be extremely interesting, I suspect. I very much look forward to writing them.”
 “Good hunting. Saxon out.”
 Cordova felt a brief jab to her side, and the veils descended again, the pain ebbing away as the injections took effect. She looked up at the wall, consciousness fading away, and saw the countdown clock trickling down.
 Thirty-one hours to emergence.
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Chapter 1
 
 Commander Edward Curtis sat at the heart of the bridge of the Starcruiser Polaris, his eyes drifting from station to station as he confirmed once more that his crew was ready for the fight to come. Lieutenant Hudson, a recent convert from the Federation Fleet, stood beside him, her eyes locked on the projected tactical display, running over the projected battle plan, with Major Saxon by her side, her eyes flicking to his as he looked her way. Her role was somewhat ill-defined, a strange combination of staff officer, guerrilla fighter and political expert. 
 Over to his right, at Tactical, Lieutenant Rojek, his Political Officer of twenty years ago, now one of the people responsible for bringing him into the rebellion. Lieutenant Norton sat at the helm, her hands dancing lightly over the controls, a faint smile on her face as she gently guided Polaris through the turbulence of the space warp, nursing her to their destination. And between them, a host of technicians, every station manned for the first time in decades.
 She felt like a completely different ship. When he'd found her hiding in an asteroid vault, only weeks ago, he'd had only a skeleton crew to man her, less than a tenth of the usual complement. He'd taken her into battle knowing the odds were against him, knowing that any sane commander would have refused the risk. And by what still seemed like a miracle, he'd won. Now he had to do it again, beat the odds one more time.
 “Emergence in three minutes, Commander,” Norton reported. “All systems green.”
 “Very good, Lieutenant,” he replied. “Exec, sound battle stations.”
 “Aye, sir,” Hudson said, reaching to her console. “Executive Officer to all hands, report to battle stations on the double. Report alert status. This is no drill. I repeat, this is no drill. That is all.” She looked down at her status panel, and said, “All decks have acknowledged, Commander.”
 “Weapons systems operational,” Rojek added. “Turret and point-defense crews reporting in. Status green. We're ready for a fight, sir.” Glancing across at another screen, he added, “Grey Squadron reports ready for immediate scramble, all other squadrons on ready alert.”
 Reaching down to a control, Curtis said, “Squadron Leader Kani, report.”
 “Ready to go, Commander. Flight path calculated, systems green.”
 “Not to late to back out of this, Win,” he said, concern laced in his voice. “I can think of something else.”
 There was a brief pause, and the pilot replied, “It's going to work, sir. Don't worry. I know the risks, and I volunteered, remember. Just make sure Polaris does its part.”
 “Will do. Good luck, Win, and good hunting.” He shut down the channel, then looked up at the viewscreen, a projected view of the target system flickering into life. Hyperborea, a cold world in the middle of an ice age, glaciers sweeping almost all the way down to the equator, leaving only a thin strip of inhabitable boreal forest. And yet, it was still one of the friendliest worlds discovered in two centuries of exploration, a world where the air was breathable, the water drinkable, and where Terran life could thrive, under certain conditions. 
 During the days of the Oligarchs, at the time of the ecocaust, billions of credits had been spent to transplant the last Arctic species to this world, an interstellar refugium from which they could one day be returned to Earth. That was unlikely to ever materialize, but they'd found a new home here, rapidly displacing the local wildlife, causing an extinction to prevent another despite the best efforts of the ecologists.
 Of course, there'd been more to it than that, and Hyperborea had become a source of luxury goods, rare furs and spices unavailable on Earth, and a playground for senior government leaders, taking the place of the Oligarchs in the hunting resorts. Genetic scientists had restored creatures wiped out millennia before, and now mammoths and saber-toothed tigers roamed the landscape, simply to satisfy the blood-lust of a bloated bureaucrat.
 This was what they were fighting for. The Federation might have begun in the name of freedom, but it had engendered nothing but tyranny, a slaveocracy worse than the one it had replaced, creating a world that Orwell and Huxley would have known all too well. Curtis and the rebellion were the last hope to bring that to an end.
 “All stations show ready, Commander,” Hudson said.
 “Emergence in forty seconds,” Norton added. She glanced back at him, and continued, “Normal-space flight path calculated and ready, sir.”
 “Don't wait for the order, Lieutenant. You know what to do. Make it happen.” He forced a smile to his face, breaking through the tension he was feeling, knowing that his crew needed to see confidence, not fear. As a playpen for the neo-aristocracy, Hyperborea's defenses were tight. That was what had brought them here in the first place, but going up against them with one ship was st ill a risk, no matter how he sought to mitigate it.
 “Here we go!” Norton yelled, and with a blinding blue flash, Polaris slowed to sub-light speed, the stars sliding into position on the viewscreen, a wreath around the shining white orb of Hyperborea it its heart, a green band wrapped around its middle. Instantly, a slew of tactical updates raced onto the display, the sensors feeding data to the combat systems as they worked out what they were facing, the enemies the Federation had arrayed against them. With a thunderous roar, Polaris' primary engines burst into life, Norton guiding the capital ship onto the planned flight path, down towards low orbit.
 “Threat warning,” Rojek said. “Just as expected, with a little variation. Three capital ships.” He paused, then added, “I don't recognize two of them, sir. That's Regulus at the heart of the formation, right enough, but...”
 “Auxiliary cruisers,” Hudson said, looking over Rojek's shoulder. She turned to Curtis, and continued, “At least, they match the projected plans I've seen, though I can't believe they could have had them ready so quickly.”
 “Confirmed,” Rojek added. “We're getting registration codes for Trotsky and Ulbrecht.” He paused, then said, “Enemy formation is moving to intercept, and is scrambling fighters. Five squadrons on direct inbound path, closing fast. Six minutes.”
 “Get me a tactical projection on the double, and prepare to scramble fighters when I give the word.” He looked across at Saxon, and asked, “Thoughts?”
 “We were expecting three ships,” she replied. “I'm almost disappointed we didn't bring Canopus along for the ride. This is a battle we could have won, with our full fighter strength.”
 Shaking his head, he said, “We're here on a reconnaissance-in-force, Major. For the present, we stick to the battle plan. What about the cruisers?”
 “We knew they'd build them,” she replied. “You saw the projections for ship conversion.”
 “Sure, but we'd estimated six months, and they've managed to get at least two into service in six weeks. The only explanation I can think of is that they were preparing them for something else.”
 Frowning, she replied, “If they did, then I didn't hear anything about it. Which doesn't mean anything. ColSec's reach doesn't extend to Sol, and that's where they'd have built them.” She glanced back at the screen, and added, “You're worried about the odds, right?”
 His voice low, he said, “They weren't exactly favorable already. If they've started to bring their reserves into the fight, then they just got a hell of a lot worse.” Turning to Rojek, he asked, “Where's my projection, Lieutenant?”
 “Just about ready, sir. Launch tubes sufficient for only a single squadron, and only a handful of offensive turrets. Lots of point-defense, though, and based on our initial scans, they've retained a lot of cargo space. I think we'd be better off defining them as armed merchantmen rather than cruisers, sir. One-on-one, they don't represent much of a threat. And our best guess suggests four to seven months for conversion. This isn't a response to the rebellion.”
 Rubbing his hand over his chin, Curtis asked, “Then why the hell are they building them?”
 “Maybe they were planning a war with the Commonwealth, sir?” Norton asked. “The Fleet talked about it often enough.”
 “Talk's cheap,” Saxon said. “War is expensive, and that's something that ColSec would have tried to prevent. The last thing we'd want is our nice orderly outposts and stations messed up by the military. And we'd have been on the front line in a renewed offensive against the Commonwealth.”
 Turning to Rojek, Curtis said, “Have our hackers go through local communications traffic. If there are any hints and clues buried in the datastream, I want to know about them, now.”
 Cracking a smile, Saxon turned to him and said, “Looks like they've decided to hurl insults at us. Commodore McGuire, commanding Second Cruiser Squadron, wants to speak to you.”
 “Fine,” Curtis replied. “Let's hear what he has to say.” The tactical display winked out, replaced with the image of a gray-haired man lounging at the heart of a command center almost identical to that of Polaris, wearing pristine dress uniform while his crew worked all around him.
 “This is...”
 “I know who you are,” Curtis said. “And I'm not interested in sitting here and listening to a collection of empty threats. For the sake of you and your crew, as well as the captive population of Hyperborea, I'm willing to offer you a chance to surrender. I'll guarantee safe passage for your people to the nearest neutral port, and will happily see you sent back to Earth.” Leaning forward in his chair, he continued, “I defeated you before, Commodore, and I'll happily do it again.”
 A twisted smile appeared on McGuire's face, and he said, “I have the advantage, Commander. Three ships to your one, five squadrons to your three, and I intend to exploit them to the full. I have no intention of agreeing to your ridiculous terms, but I will make an offer to your crew. If they send me your head, I'll guarantee a free pardon. Last chance for you to get out of this in one piece.” He glanced at Saxon, and added, “That doesn't apply to you. You die with Curtis.”
 “Then I'll be in excellent company,” Saxon snapped. “You're as big a fool as you ever were, Hal, and if you really think that you can defeat Polaris with a few transports, you're crazy.”
 “I think you can take it that your terms are not accepted,” Curtis said. “If you or your crew change your minds, I'll accept your surrender until we close to firing range. After that, I'll do what I have to do.” He glanced to the rear of the bridge, and asked, “Status on Canopus?”
 “All green,” Rojek said. “Following the battle plan as ordered.”
 “Very good,” he replied, as panic raced across McGuire's face. “Close channel.”
 “Not bad,” Saxon said. “There sits a very worried man. His career is hanging by a thread, and he knows it. He needs a victory.” Looking across at Curtis, she added, “Just as well that we're about to give him one. I like fighting commanders like him. Though it hardly seems fair.”
 “I'll take the win any time, Major,” Curtis said. He looked up at the course track, and asked, “Any surprises, Felix? Nothing new from the surface, from the auxiliaries?”
 “Not a thing, sir. Orbital defenses are on standby, and the local fighter formation seems to be holding back. Even without our little forced error, they'd be expecting a second wave. We'd be crazy to come here without our full combat strength, right?”
 “Yeah,” Curtis replied. “Crazy. Time to firing range?” 
 “Three minutes, nine seconds. Enemy fighters will be on us in two and a half. They're holding arrowhead formation, nice and predictable.” He paused, and said, “It looks like a sample exercise from a textbook.”
 “Then let's make certain that McGuire doesn't get a passing grade.” He looked up at the display for a moment, knowing that he was about to throw his people onto the fire, and added, “Launch Grey Squadron. Green and Crimson to follow thirty seconds later. Stress to all flight leaders that they are to follow the battle plan exactly as instructed. No variation without my direct order. Norton, prepare evasive course on my order.” He looked at the rapidly growing planet on the screen, and said, “Deploy heat shield, and pass the word to all hands to prepare for turbulence. We're going in, and we're going in hot.”



Chapter 2
 
 Kani cursed under his breath as he looked at the tactical feeds streaming in from Polaris, maps of the settlement below flickering onto his heads-up display as the navigation computer began to plot his flight path through the chaos ahead. He looked over the layout, then reached across to bring up his tactical controls. Throwing switches, he brought up the command network, shaking his head at the complicated chart that flashed into life. In the service of the Commonwealth, he'd never commanded more than half a dozen fighters at once. Now he had forty under his command, a melange of pilots gathered from squadrons that had been scattered all across the frontier when the rebellion began.
 The Federation had made the mistake of exiling its best officers to the Rim, sending them where they believed they could do no harm. Efficiency and competence had come second to the chimera of political reliability, and they were paying dearly for that error now. The last five weeks had seen dozens of pilots streaming into Sinaloa Station, signing up to the rebellion in ones, twos, even a whole squadron at once point, many of them bringing their fighters along for the ride. The best of them had joined his Grey Squadron, an elite formation to form the tip of the spear in an engagement such as this.
 Most of the frontier seemed ready to revolt. The Battle of Coronado had been a huge strategic victory, one that the Federation couldn't ignore, and since then, the Fleet had largely remained at home, licking their wounds and preparing for a new campaign. In the meantime, one colony after another had pledged to the rebellion, overtly or covertly, and a surprising number of merchant ships had placed themselves at their disposal. It was all coming together so fast, faster than he could have dreamed. And it had given them the resources they needed to launch a new campaign; for the situation was fragile at best, and as rapidly as the victory at Coronado had inspired revolt, a similar defeat could crush it overnight.
 “Voronova to Kani,” his wingman said. “Enemy fighters are closing, moving to double-arrowhead formation as they approach. Two squadrons for us, three for Polaris.”
 Shaking his head, Kani replied, “They're trying to pin us down while the bulk of formation attacks our base ship. And we're going to let them think that they've got away with it.” Tapping a button, he said, “Wing Commander to all pilots. Break and attack. I repeat, break and attack. For now, Polaris can take care of herself. Engage approaching formation, and good hunting. Out.”
 With a smile on his face, he watched as his pilots chose their targets, the strategic computer ensuring that any duplication of effort was minimized. He looked across at Montgomery, the young pilot pulling onto his wing, another recent discovery of his. Two months ago, he'd been a deckhand on the transport Hanoi, cast into the outer darkness after being expelled from Flight School due to the actions of a distant relative, another example of a talented cadet being driven from the service for nebulous political considerations. Already it had cost the Federation Fleet two fighters, and given the natural talent of the young officer, he wouldn't bet against that number rising considerably in the near future.
 “They aren't breaking, sir,” Montgomery said. “They're holding trajectory, keeping formation. That's crazy?”
 “Inexperienced commander,” Kani replied. “The book claims that those formations are optimized for offense and defense. Tactics-by-numbers. It's a good way to get your pilots killed.” He frowned for a second, focusing his sensors on the nearest formation, watching the pinpoint maneuvers that demonstrated what he already knew. “Rookie pilot, rookie commander. They're throwing people into the fire who aren't ready for it.”
 “Seems unfair,” Voronova said. “They're kids, Win.”
 “Kids with guns, and kids who are trying to kill us, Lieutenant,” he replied. He paused for a second, then threw open the wing channel again, and added, “If any of the enemy break away, let them run. I want to reward caution today, rather than punishing it. Thirty seconds to contact.”
 He locked onto his chosen target, gripping the firing control to enable his particle beams, and swept into the heart of the enemy formation, his weapons lancing out at his target and burning into its hull, the Federation fighter spiraling out of control as the pilot struggled to eject in time. All around, the rest of his pilots were hurling death at their opponents, the battle instantly collapsing into chaos as the enemy forces attempted to counter-attack, their commanders too slow to react to the furious assault. 
 A glance at the strategic display brought a smile to his face, half a dozen enemy fighters breaking and running for home, a wide gap in the formation that he was able to exploit. Commander Curtis had given him a special mission, and the enemy squadron leader had given him the perfect opportunity to make it happen. Swinging his fighter around, he reached down to open the throttle to full, the force of the engine pushing him back into his acceleration couch as he dived towards the nearest ship, the Trotsky, her point-defense turrets already opening up as he approached.
 Behind him, the assault on Polaris was beginning to collapse as her defenses came into play, one of the enemy squadrons coming around in a desperate and doomed attempt to support their comrades. For a brief second, his wing paused, caught between two forces, but Voronova was quick off the mark in responding, leading Crimson Squadron to intercept the enemy in good time. So far, the battle had been almost ridiculously one-sided, but the enemy capital ships were moving into position to launch their attack, and both groups of fighters were running low on fuel and ammunition. It might have been messy and unnecessarily wasteful, but McGuire was pressing his attack. Only his fighter was in position to counter the attack, but as he moved into range, a loud report echoed from the rear of his ship, an explosion ripping into his primary engine, sending a cascade of red warning lights running across his heads-up display.
 A quick glance at his navigation computer confirmed his suspicions. He was below escape velocity, certain to enter the atmosphere of Hyperborea. Re-entry was difficult enough in a functional fighter, but in his current state, he was going to have to execute the landing of his life. 
 “Voronova to Kani,” his wingman urgently said. “I'm on the way...”
 “Negative,” Kani replied. “I am irretrievable. Assume command of the wing and continue the battle. Defend Polaris at all costs. I'm expendable.”
 “Montgomery here, sir. I think I just have time...”
 “Negative!” Kani yelled. “I appreciate the sentiment, but neither of you have time to execute them. I can take care of myself. You two have to take care of the wing. Good hunting. Out.”
 Turning off the communicator, he looked at the lumbering capital ships above him, drifting out of range as he fell towards Hyperborea, and with a quick series of thrusts, he set his fighter up for atmospheric entry, looking at the status report on the heat shielding. As far as he could determine, the explosion hadn't damaged his landing systems, only his main engine, but there were some troubling alerts on his engineering status panel. Not that there was anything he could do about it now. He was committed to a descent, using the last of his thrust in an attempt to guide his fighter out onto the ice, his best chance for a smooth, safe landing.
  He drove his fighter down, watching the stress sensors on the hull as his fighter bit into the upper atmosphere, short, stubby wings giving him a measure of control. His ship was meant to fly through space, the designers not intending any serious atmospheric operation. Simply landing the fighter would be an act requiring rare skill, but with the damage he had sustained, he was asking for a miracle. One that would take all of his training to deliver.
 His sensors began to blur, unable to cope with the growing interference, but his last look at the battle was reassuring, most of the enemy fighters gone from the display. Three squadrons wiped out for the cost of only a handful of their own, a significant strategic victory in itself. Polaris still moved into position above him, slotting into an orbital approach path. Their destinies were diverging, at least for the moment, and finally, his sensors winked out, his bandwidth focused on the landing ahead.
 As he fell, his fighter was a ball of flame, the plasma sheath enveloping him as he slammed through the dense atmosphere, rocking from side to side as his thrusters struggled to keep him stable, to keep his heat shield absorbing the worst of the titanic forces tearing at the fabric of his fighter. His viewscreen flickered as the hull sensors failed, one by one, bandwidth rapidly diminishing.
 Amber lights flashed on as his fighter began to slow, damage reports streaming in. He'd expected as much, and had been resigned that this was a one-way trip. As his fighter settled into the glide path for terminal descent, he risked a quick glance at his status monitor, checking on the pilots he had left up in orbit. Nothing had disturbed them, all of them were still lazily cruising through the sky. Then, on the distant horizon, he found what he was looking for. Two clusters of lights, connected by a single, steady beam. The settlement, the capital of the colony, Ericsson City. 
 Most of the planet was uninhabited, only a few remote scientific and mining outposts scattered across the ice. He had no cold-weather gear, no survival equipment at all, and knew that any delay in his recovery would cost him his life. He had to land near civilization, and his hands danced across the controls as he brought up a map of the surface, towns and settlements snapping into life on his heads-up display.
 There it was. Work Camp Five, his target. A hundred and ten miles from Ericsson City. He swung the nose of his fighter around, snapping off the warning alarms with the touch of a button, using the last of his thruster fuel to steady him into a glide path. His stubby wings could do little more than arrest his descent, but at least he still had an element of control over his destiny. Faintly, in the background noise, he could make out a tinny voice barking instructions, some ground controller attempting to guide him in, but his communication system had been too badly damaged in the descent. He knew where he was going, anyway.
 Thirty thousand feet, descending. The landscape rolled out beneath him, lush forest sliding into icy-white landscape, points of light scattered around, thin trails for monorails and transport links. His sensors picked up some civilian traffic in the air, all of it racing for the ground, for safety, as though they feared he would launch an attack. Even if he'd wanted to, none of his combat systems were working, his missiles useless in atmosphere.
 He paused, smiled, then brought up his tactical display, locking the missile clamps securely into position. They might not be able to shoot anything down, but they could certainly give him a final boost, and with his fuel tank warning lights winking urgently at him, he'd take all the last-minute help he could get. As the ground raced towards him, he tugged his restraints, making sure he was securely strapped in, and braced for landing, his computers using their final seconds to give him the best possible chance to live through impact.
 At the last instant, the missiles fired, sending him clear of a tall rocky outcrop onto a wide, frozen lake, a perfect spot for a landing. He tugged the nose up, giving himself one final lift, then slammed into the surface, a cascade of ice behind him as his landing gear ripped into the surface, snapping away in the first seconds, sending him into a lazy spiral as his engine faded away.
 More warning lights, a decompression alarm as his hull fractured in a dozen places. He could breathe the air, but it was cold, desperately cold, and his breath instantly condensed as he frantically engaged the capture protocols, purging his database of the precious information stored within. He reached down for a control, then cracked the cockpit release, sending a chilling blast slamming into him. The wind was fierce, snow falling from the sky in waves all around him. 
 The computer displayed a final question, and he tapped a button to confirm, the destruct system activating with a sixty second delay, giving him just time to scramble from his fighter, sprinting into the safety of the tree line, slipping and sliding across the ice as the seconds ticked away. He tried to count down with the computer, managing sixty-two before the roar of the explosion echoed through the air, the blast hurling him from his feet as he wrapped his hands around his face. 
 Behind him, the ice was melting for the first time in years, water bubbling up all around, and he finally reached the safety of the bank, collapsing into a snowdrift in the lee of a tall, frost-smothered tree. He looked at the column of fire and smoke behind him, and a smile spread across his face as he glanced at his watch. Nobody for a hundred miles could have missed that landing. With a little luck, he'd be in a nice warm cell within the hour.



Chapter 3
 
 Hudson turned to Curtis, and reported, “Squadron Leader Kani has made it down to the deck, Commander. Our last telemetry readings showed serious damage, but our sensors tracked a figure running from the fighter before detonation. I think he made it.”
 “I hope so,” Curtis replied, looking up at the strategic view, at the three capital ships still bearing down on Polaris. “Time to go, people. Bring our birds home, and let's get the hell out of here. Full acceleration, Lieutenant Norton. Stand by to release ballute.” He looked up at the trajectory plot, a smile creeping onto his face. He'd dived in towards the planet, preparing their disposable heat-shield to make it look as though he was aerobraking into orbit, and McBride had happily danced into the trap, setting up his attack to intercept on that course.
 Space was big, though, big enough to give him ample room to maneuver, and he intended to use every bit of it in order to make his escape. Polaris' engines roared to full as her fighters raced to the landing deck, moving smoothly into approach formation, breaking calmly from the remnants of the dogfight taking place in orbit behind them.
 “I'll be damned,” Rojek said. “We're going to be leaving the system with two more fighters than we left it, and that's after our losses. Looks like some of McBride's people aren't willing to renew their acquaintance with the man.” Turning to Curtis, he continued, “I've got Sergeant Dixon on the hangar deck with a fire team, just in case one of them tries something stupid.”
 “What's the count, Lieutenant?” Curtis asked.
 “We lost three fighters, including Kani,” he replied. “All the pilots but Kani made it back, sir. Search and rescue managed to get them out of the air. Clean sweep.” Frowning, he looked down at his status panels, and added, “We'll be in firing range of Regulus in ninety seconds. Not for as long as we would have been, but they'll still have time to press an attack.”
 “Prioritize defensive fire,” Curtis replied. “We're not out to destroy that flotilla today, just get out of the system in one piece. Norton, go red-line on our acceleration. We've got to burn the engines as hot as we can. And calculate an escape course to Sinaloa Station.”
 “Course already plotted,” she said, turning with a smile. “Lieutenant Moretti, under protest, has given me one-oh-five on the reactor. We should outpace Regulus easily. We’re already drawing ahead of Trotsky and Ulbrecht.”
 “If I didn't know better,” Hudson said, “I'd wonder if he wasn't trying to make himself a target, trying to lure us back into battle.”
 “And what makes you think he isn't?” Curtis replied. “Never underestimate your opponent, Lieutenant, no matter how big an ass you think he is. Besides, Admiral Yoshida's pulling the strings, not McBride.” He looked across at Saxon, and asked, “Anything from the surface?”
 “Kani managed to come down exactly on target,” she said. “Less than three miles from our agent's location. Lots of foot and air traffic heading out there. I'd say that part of the plan is working just as we'd expected.” She glanced across at Curtis, and said, “I'm only worried that we've done a little too well. I didn't think we'd get this close to the planet.”
 “Me either,” Curtis replied, “but we are where we are. How long to firing range?”
 “Thirty seconds minus,” Rojek said. “Beginning defensive salvo. I want to put them off a little. Permission to fire at will if I get a good target of opportunity?”
 “Don't let me hold you back, Felix,” Curtis replied with a smile, settling back in his command chair to watch the action unfold on the screen. A series of rhythmic pulses pounded from the hull, the outer turrets opening up to throw shrapnel and particle beams towards their enemy. Not like their last battle, where they could only fire a single salvo. With every station manned, Moretti's technical crews watching over the systems, the full strength of Polaris could be employed, and he watched with satisfaction as a bow wave of destruction swept back towards Regulus, right into the path of their projected salvos. As the last fighters approached, Voronova had them turn to release their missiles into the fray, one last problem for McBride to worry about.
 “First impacts,” Rojek said, matter-of-factly, as though announcing that the coffee was ready. Outside, the forces of two equally-matched capital ships raged at each other, the wave sweeping back and forth as the ships gained momentary advantages, the skill of the two warring tactical officers ranged against each other. Theoretically, they could continue the stalemate forever, but on the flanks of the battle, Ulbrecht and Trotsky were moving into position, adding their force to the attack. Their half-dozen mass driver turrets could contribute little, but their defensive fire surged into play, pushing the threshold dangerously close to Polaris. 
 Beads of sweat were running down Rojek's face as he worked, carefully making microscopic adjustments to buy them time, give them the edge they needed to survive the battle, to win through to the other side. On the viewscreen, Hyperborea flashed past, a dream in the distance as Polaris raced for the gravitational threshold, desperately gaining ground as they made for the safety of warp, the engines already warming up to rend space once more.
 “Closest approach,” Hudson said, quietly moving over to Rojek, ready to relieve him at a moment's notice if necessary. There were stories from the Revolution that the strain of prolonged combat had driven men mad, their minds unable to disengage from the silent fury of battle as it waged around them. Everyone on the bridge was silent, unwilling to disrupt Rojek's concentration for even a second, only the rhythmic pounding of the turrets breaking through the strained silence.
 Polaris was visibly gaining ground now, despite the best efforts of Regulus to catch them, McBride pushing his ship to the limit in order to catch them. Then, suddenly, the breakthrough, as Regulus abruptly ceased accelerating, dropping away behind them, listing lazily to the right. Saxon glanced at Curtis, a predatory gleam in her eye, and Hudson reached over to an auxiliary monitor, her grin widening as she read through the damage projections.
 “He was running one-fifteen at the high point, sir. Probable power systems failure. No chance that they'll be able to make repairs before we've left the system.”
 Instantly, the situation had changed, the bulk of the offensive enemy fire gone, the defensive formation broken as the two auxiliary ships struggled to compensate for the loss of their flagship, knowing that the hunted had suddenly become the hunter as the disparity in firepower instantly made itself clear, the line of battle sweeping drastically towards them as Polaris' turrets reached for new targets, getting firing solutions on Ulbrecht and Trotsky.
 “Felix,” Curtis said. “Get 'em.”
 With a nod, Rojek replied, his hands racing across his controls as he issued new fire priorities, directing the gunnery crews to throw everything they had at the auxiliary ships. Trotsky's commander realized the desperate situation first, hurling his ship out of the battle, turning back towards Hyperborea and the safety of the planet, gambling correctly that Curtis wouldn't give chance. That left desperate Ulbrecht on her own, pressing the attack forward. 
 “Hudson,” Curtis said. “Warn them off, for God's sake. Offer a ceasefire.”
 “They aren't replying, sir,” she said, and Rojek focused his full attention on the doomed ship. Her crews were good, well-trained, but they were outmatched and they knew it, Polaris able to send wave after wave of kinetic projectiles into her side, ripping angry holes in her hull that sent fountains of atmosphere racing forth, tossing her around. Still her commander attempted to press on, desperately seeking to justify his attack somehow, render the sacrifice his crew was making worthwhile. A few escape pods launched, all destroyed instantly by the weight of firepower in the battlespace, two of them shot down by their own guns as they drifted in front of the surviving point-defense cannons.
 Curtis' heart was breaking as he watched Ulbrecht lumber on, knowing that he'd have made the same decision if their roles had been reversed, that he'd have done anything he could to bring down the enemy ship, even if it meant the destruction of its own. He couldn't even order a unilateral ceasefire, not without exposing Polaris to immediate attack. All he could do was sit and watch while a brave ship died, another series of projectiles crashing into her hull, breaches on every deck, bodies hurled into the void on the fury of escaping atmosphere.
 The end was a mercy. A white-hot flash as the primary reactor finally failed, the titanic reserves of energy released uncontrolled in a split-second. Where once there had been a brave ship and her crew, now there was merely a tangled collection of wreckage drifting through orbital space, Polaris soaring well clear of any potential pursuit.
 “We are free, and clear to navigate,” Norton said. “Four minutes to the gravitational threshold. No chance of anything intercepting us before we leave the system. Clean sweep, sir.”
 “And Ulbrecht? Any survivors?” Saxon asked.
 “Not a chance, Major,” Rojek said. “Nothing could have lived through that.”
 Nodding, Curtis rose to his feet, and said, “Proceed to Sinaloa Station. Lieutenant Hudson, you have the conn. I'm heading down to the hangar deck.”
 Hudson looked at him, surprise on her face, and replied, “Aye, sir. I have the conn.”
 Curtis stepped towards the elevator in long strides, Saxon running after him, only just making it through the doors before they closed. She waited for them to clear the bridge, then stabbed a finger on the override controls, bringing them to a dead stop.
 “Major…,” Curtis began.
 “Teddy, you did what you had to do, and you didn't have any choice, and you damned well know it,” she said. “I know exactly what is running through your mind. Mareikuna.”
 “Those bastards out there didn't have a chance...”
 “They did what they thought was right, and they died for what they believed in. There are no conscripts in the Federation Fleet, not yet. They all signed up, and they all knew the risks...”
 “Risks?” Curtis snapped. “Don't talk about risks. They didn't take risks, Major. There was no realistic chance that they could survive the attack. None. Zero. As soon as their commanding officer committed to engage Polaris alone, they were dead. And I was their executioner.” Closing his eyes, he said, “I'm sick of this, Liz. Most of them were good people. They thought they were doing their duty to defend the Federation.”
 “Just like you did, at Mareikuna,” she replaced. “There are no easy answers, Teddy, and you know that. You know that you're going to have to do this, again and again, send more crews, more ships to their doom. Kill people wearing the same uniform you did. What other choice do we have? You want to quit? Run to the Halo Stars, out into unexplored space?”
 “Of course not.”
 “Then get a grip, damn it!” she said, reaching across to the wall panel, bringing up a map of explored space. “Look at that. Nine billion-plus human beings scattered across half a hundred systems, all of them counting on you to pull off some sort of a miracle and bring down the Federation. We can't do that while their Fleet is intact, and you're going to have to destroy it, a ship at a time. Or millions die, and billions labor under oppression for the rest of their lives, until freedom is just a forgotten memory.”
 “I know,” he said, with a resigned sigh. “It was just for a moment. Up there on the bridge, watching Ulbrecht die. I thought I was back there again, twenty years ago.” He grimaced, then continued, “Hell, twenty years? Sometimes it feels like yesterday.”
 Nodding, she replied, “That's a side effect of the drugs they fed you. Time can seem to distort in your mind. In a very real sense, those events only took place a year or so ago, as far as you are concerned. You kept sharp, you kept your edge, but you're going to have to live with those memories deep inside. That, or go out of your mind.”
 “Do I get to choose?” he replied, cracking a smile.
 She shrugged in response, then said, “Sorry, I can't permit you that luxury. Not until all of this is over, anyway.” Placing a hand on his shoulder, she added, “If you need to talk, then you know where to find me. I won't pretend to know what you're going through, but I've had some recent experience at throwing away everything I used to know.”
 “I guess you did. I could say the same about everyone.” Tugging his jacket into position, he said, “I'm sorry, I've been...”
 “Hell, if you can't vent at your senior aide, who can you vent to?”
 “Is that what you are today? I've been trying to work it out.”
 “At the moment,” she replied. “Subject to change. Now, game face on. Let's go welcome our pilots home, and meet our latest defectors. A few more battles like these, and we win by default.”



Chapter 4
  
 Even with the door to the labor barracks closed, nothing could stop the bitter cold from leeching in. Major Gabrielle Cordova tugged the too-thin blanket over her, shivering as she attempted to sleep, periodically looking up at the old clock on the wall ticking away the seconds before she and the rest of the labor gang would return to work, back to slave on their appointed task for the day under their brutal Federation overseers.
 A month ago, she'd woken from a deeper slumber, deposited by one of Saxon's friends into the makeshift hospital of a labor camp, given a false name, a false identity. It had taken her no time at all to realize that she had been deposited as a sleep agent, placed to prepare the way for a later attack, though the choice of Hyperborea seemed strange, a world that didn't have any obvious strategic value other than the luxury goods harnessed for the bureaucrats back on Earth.
 Most of their work revolved around the processing of such wares, amusing novelties and diversions for the new aristocracy. She'd spent the better part of a week in a slaughterhouse, preparing mammoth steaks for shipment, then transferred to a maintenance detail on the outside of the factories after a run of deliberately sloppy work. Cold, miserable and desperate it might be, but it gave her the best chance she could find to escape from confinement.
 She was in good company. Every laborer dreamed of escape, even if just for an hour, for a moment. Any potential chance to return to Earth, to see their lost loved ones again would be snatched, no matter how desperate the odds, and discussion of the possibility of seeking freedom was ubiquitous. The guards tolerated it, happy to let them have a psychological release, trusting in the cold environment outside to keep them secure. It was a hundred miles to the major settlement, the only starport on the planet. A long walk, even under ideal conditions, and the guards were careful to ensure that they were never issued with the materials they'd need to survive out there, even for a moment.
 Suddenly, a siren sounded, jolting her from her reverie, and a black-uniformed guard stepped into the room, violently pushing the nearest worker out of bed before dumping a mass of thin coats onto the ground.
 “Up and at 'em!” he yelled. “There's a ship down not far from here, and all of you are on the salvage and rescue detail. Special privilege from the Governor; once you've done this, you get to rest for the day. Though there's a blizzard coming in, high winds, set to hit just about when you reach the crash site, so it's a toss-up whether you'll get to live to enjoy it.” He barked with sadistic laughter, and continued, “Form into your normal work groups, and when you're ready, leave the barracks and head towards the column of smoke. You can't miss it. Last group out gets to work in sanitation for the next week, without face-masks.”
 The sadist turned and left the room, leaving the inmates to struggle for the coats. Cordova was quick enough to snatch one that almost fit, noting in disgust that there were barely enough of them to clothe three-quarters of the people in the room. They'd have little enough chance of living through one of the ferocious Hyperborean blizzards in the rudimentary survival gear. Without them, anyone trapped was as good as dead.
 “Thinning out the herd,” a grim-faced technician, Dixie Norris, said, sliding on her coat. She'd been the only one Cordova had recognized, a minor figure from the Caledonian Underground she'd met a few years previously on her solitary visit to that world. Evidently she hadn't made much of an impression; Norris didn't seem to recognize her, or at least had the good sense not to admit it. She looked around for the other two members of her work crew, Jack Pierce and Peri Logan, a field medic and an engineer respectively in civilian life.
 Both had their sad stories to tell. Pierce had made the mistake of showing up his supervisor while working in a construction yard, a man with the connections to take petty revenge on his subordinate. Logan's husband had been the target of a senior bureaucrat, and forged documents had been sufficient to sentence him to a ten-year sentence on Triton Station. She'd been collateral damage, cursed to the hell of the labor camps to fill production shortfalls. Life in the Federation for those without the right last names was nasty, brutish and short.
 Cordova led the way out of the room, stepping into the freezing gloom outside. The guard had been right, the column of smoke a beacon leading them to the target. She trudged through the snow, cold seeping through her, shivering as she labored to their goal, the rest of her group by her side. They'd been one of the first ones out of the barracks, only a cluster of guards swathed in heated suits ahead of them, the faint whirring of a buggy in the distance. 
 Leaving the domes of the labor camp quickly behind, Cordova forced herself into a dreary routine, hardly even knowing why they'd been sent out here in the first place. They had no equipment, no training. And as she closed on the molten lake, it was obvious that there was little or nothing there to salvage, the craft that had crashed lost beneath the waves.
 Then she saw him, a familiar figure being roughly taken through the trees, back towards the camp. Squadron Leader Kani. Polaris had been here, minutes before, had fought a battle somewhere in the sky. And they'd lost. Had they won, the guards would be treating the fighter pilot like long-lost royalty, their best chance of good treatment from the victorious rebels. Instead, he was a prisoner, dragged through the snow. 
 One of the guards walked over to them, looking with contempt at Cordova as he began, “We need you to search the perimeter of the lake. Command thinks that the rebels might have someone down here on the surface, someone he was trying to contact. Or that there was some sort of equipment cache he was trying to find. Go right around, and if you find anything, I'll see that you get transferred to Ericsson City, spend some time in a nice warm factory complex.”
 “How far is it?” Norris asked.
 “A few miles. The exercise will do you good. Move.”
 Cordova looked at the others, shrugged, and started to walk, her mind seething with fear. If she had been sent here to support an attack, it increasingly looked that she might have missed her chance, that the rebels had been and gone already. Potentially leaving her stranded here for as long as the duration of her doctored sentence. Months, years, maybe decades.
 There had to be another answer. There were rebels on Hyperborea, on every colony world, and the news that Sinaloa Station had been liberated had only fanned the flames. It was just possible that there was someone out there, someone that was trying to contact them.
 “Hey,” the black-uniformed man said. “You aren't out here for a stroll.” He gestured at Cordova, and added, “Pay attention. Look around you, search the landscape. You won't find anything staring at your goddamned boots.” He fumed, gestured at a rocky outcrop in the distance, and added, “You might find anything out there. For all you know, the rebels have planted mines throughout this whole area. The next footstep you take might be your last.” Shaking his head, the guard turned away, spitting on the ground in disgust, while one of his comrades brought across a steaming cup of coffee, the smell drifting towards Cordova on the wind.
 “I'd like to get that bastard,” Norris muttered.
 “Join the queue,” Logan replied. “Damn, I can almost taste that coffee.”
 Shaking his head, Pierce said, “Let's get on with this, shall we? The snow's getting thicker. We won't be able to find our way back to the camp before long.” The gruff engineer moved into the lead, wearily trudging across the landscape, while the four of them swept their surroundings with their eyes. The landscape was littered with tree stumps, the ancient forest being hacked down to provide worthless desk trinkets, but there was still life here, plants struggling to survive in the cold of the Hyperborean winter, waiting for the all-too-brief summer, a glimmer of hope in the far-distant future.
 The snowfall grew, and the horizon became indistinct, the four searchers huddling closer together, not wanting to risk becoming separated in the wilderness. A thin layer of ice had already formed across the surface of the lake, freezing over once again in the bitter, wretched cold. By tomorrow, it would be safe to walk across once again. 
 “I can't see a damned thing,” Logan said. “There's nothing out here, and those bastards can't see what we're doing. Maybe...”
 “What?” Pierce replied. “Make a break for it? In these rags, in this weather?”
 Cordova squinted at the rock formation the guard had noted earlier, a brief shining glint coming from something tucked in behind hit. With a quick glance behind her, she pressed on towards the rocks, the rest of the group following, the snow falling harder with every step, chilling her to the bone. Behind the rocks, out of sight of the crash site and the rest of the search parties, was a battered old buggy, door invitingly open, as though waiting for them.
 “It's a trap,” Pierce warned, placing his hand on her shoulder.
 “To hell with that,” Norris replied. “Trap or no, it's got to be warmer than this wilderness.” She stepped into the cab, sliding into the driver's seat and throwing the heating controls to maximum. “Come on in!”
 Cordova followed, Logan and Pierce right behind her, slamming the door closed as the heat rapidly built up, condensation forming on the walls and control panels. She looked over the readouts, checking the power supply and status indicator. The buggy might have seen long service, but it was fully operational, more than ready for an extended trip.
 “Where to?” Norris asked, looking at Cordova.
 “Why are you asking her?” Pierce interjected.
 “Because she's a Major in the Democratic Underground, and I'm assuming this was all planned as her escape route, which means she hopefully has some idea where we're going.”
 Shaking her head, Cordova lied, “They didn't tell me the details in case I was interrogated. There must be something in the cabin, though. Some hint.”
 “Hey, wait a minute,” Pierce said. “I'm no rebel. Hell, I don't like the Federation, but I've only got a few months left on my sentence, and...”
 “You think you'll ever get to go back to Earth?” Logan snapped. “And even if you did, do you really think you'll end up with anything better than a plastiform crate to live in?” Turning to Cordova, she said, “I never joined the resistance. Never even thought about it. But I'd be honored if you'd take me now, Major. They took everything from me, a piece at a time, and I'd like to get a little payback.”
 “They'll kill us,” Pierce said. “If we drive this thing back to the camp, then...”
 “Then we go back to the barracks, and that's all. Assuming one of those trigger-happy bastards doesn't blow us away when we approach,” Logan replied.
 Reaching underneath the control panel, Norris pulled out a folded piece of paper, opened it, and read, “The Harland Bar and Grill.” She frowned, then said, “That's about thirty-five miles south of here. Well out of our way if we're heading for the city. That ring any bells for you, Major?”
 “No, but it's the best lead we've got,” Cordova replied. She looked at Pierce, gestured at the door, and said, “Get out.”
 “What? I'll freeze to death out there.” He gestured at the window, the blizzard raging outside, and said, “It'll take me hours to get back to the base, even if I make it.”
 “Maybe, but that's your choice,” Cordova said. “You can probably earn a few points with he guards by reporting everything you've heard here, though you might as well point out to them that we'll be long gone by the time you have a chance.”
 “I'll stay,” he said. “I don't...”
 “You're either a trustee working for the Federation, or you'll turn on us the first chance you get,” Cordova said, coldly. “At best, you'll freeze up as soon as we get into a firefight. Either way, you're a lot safer out in the storm, and we're a hell of a lot safer with you somewhere else. You can either get out under your own power, or I can throw you out. Your call.”
 “I'll go,” he said, looking daggers at her. “One day we will meet again, Major, and...”
 “Sure,” she replied. “I'll be counting the hours. Go.” He cracked open the door, sending a blast of cold air into the cabin, and walked out into the storm. Cordova looked across at Norris, and said, “Get her moving.”
 “Was that necessary?” Norris asked. “I mean...”
 “Either he takes his chances with the storm or we end up killing him later on ourselves. This way he at least has a chance. Now start her up. My little act of mercy just gave us a deadline.”



Chapter 5
 
 Kani sat in his cell, taking sips from the bowl of weak soup set on the table before him. The guards hadn't provided him with any new clothes, and he shivered in his flight suit, the walls imperfectly sealed and permitting traces of the chill to seep into the room, evidently a deliberate design flaw. He glanced at his wrist, then frowned. An automatic reflex, but everything had been taken from him in a rough and brutal strip search. 
 It had been Cordova he'd seen out in the wilderness, when he was being taken back to the base. He was certain of it. Or would have been, if he hadn't thought her dead, killed in the final stages of the assault on Sinaloa Station. He took another sip of the soup, making a brief game of guessing what might be in it, trying to work out which mix of artificial flavoring had been deployed. Before he could get past the ubiquitous chicken, he heard footsteps outside, and the door rattled open to admit a black-uniformed figure, a gaunt man wearing the uniform of a senior ColSec officer, a weary expression on his face.
 “Squadron Leader Kani?” he said. “It's a pleasure to meet a warrior of your evident skills.”
 “Evidently I wasn't skilful enough,” Kani replied. “Or I wouldn't be down here, enjoying the luxuries of Federation hospitality.”
 The man grimaced, and replied, “I am sorry about that. If it was up to me...”
 Kani chuckled, interjecting, “Is this the part where you talk about being a civilized man, and how everything will work out for the best if I decide to cooperate?”
 Forcing a smile, he said, “I'm glad we understand each other.”
 “I wouldn't go that far.” Kani paused, then said, “Out of curiosity, who am I talking to?”
 The man shrugged, and replied, “It can't hurt to tell you that much. My name is Mikhail Petrov. You can call me Micky. All my friends do. And I legitimately hope that I can count you in that number.” Sitting next to Kani, he continued, “I do have a few things I can offer. We have trading connections with the Commonwealth. Both of us know that, so there's no reason to keep them secret, I think. I'd be willing to offer you safe passage back to Khiva Station.”
 Raising an eyebrow, Kani said, “What makes you think I'd be safe when I got there?”
 “Then the Commonwealth isn't working with you. Interesting. You're rebelled against your own people to join the fight. Courageous of you, if ultimately misguided. You realize, I hope, that you almost started a war?”
 “I rather thought I was fighting in one already.”
 “True, but I meant between the Federation and the Commonwealth. Oh, I know that we've been in an undeclared conflict for decades, but there was serious talk of launching a full-scale expedition. The Fleet could take your worlds...”
 “Go ahead,” Kani replied. “The Rebellion could certainly use the distraction.”
 “They're your people. You swore an oath of allegiance to them. Doesn't that mean anything to you? Anything at all?”
 “It means more to me than a man like you could possibly know, and that's why I'm here. There are, what, fifty thousand slaves on Hyperborea...”
 “Indentured workers. And that policy began under the Oligarchy. Your Commonwealth.”
 “A policy vastly expanded by the supposedly freedom-loving Federation. I'm not here to talk about history.” Gesturing at the door, he added, “You think any of those workers would fight for you? Sooner or later, they're going to rise up and push you and your kind out of power. I'm going to do everything in my power to make that day dawn as rapidly as possible.”
 “I would point out that your options in that regard are extremely limited at the moment. As it stands, you aren't going anywhere, and you aren't going to free anyone.” He paused, then said, “Let's talk about Major Cordova.”
 “She died a hero.”
 “She was spotted here, on Hyperborea, shortly after your arrival. And is currently loose on the surface of the planet.” Folding his hands together, he added, “Let's cut to the chase. I offer you freedom, and a ticket back to the Commonwealth. Or to the Halo Stars, if you'd prefer. We've got contacts out there as well. Your call. In exchange, I want complete details of the plans of Major Cordova...”
 “The dead don't tend to plot. As far as I know, she's dead.”
 He paused, then said, “I actually think I believe you. It makes sense that an operative who might be captured wouldn't be briefed on the plans of those still in the field. Very well, I'll restrict my request to one simple question. What is Edward Curtis planning?”
 “He's going to form a musical dance troupe. Swan Lake his way to power.”
 Taking a deep breath, Petrov replied, “Squadron Leader...Win...I can only protect you for a little while. I am not the master of my own destiny. Only your status as a Commonwealth officer has protected you thus far, but unless you are more responsive, I'm not going to be able to stop my colleagues from having their sport with you. Their techniques are brutal, savage. And effective. Ultimately, you're going to talk, one way or another. Wouldn't it be better to survive the process?”
 “Squadron Leader Winston Kani. Wing Commander, Starcruiser Polaris. I don't think we've got around to serial numbers yet, but if you need one for your records, I suppose I can come up with something for the occasion.” He looked up at Petrov, and said, “The first day I put on my uniform, I knew that it might mean that I was called upon to sacrifice my life. If I buy my people a few minutes more, just a few minutes, then it's worth it.”
 Shaking his head, Petrov replied, “I really can't talk you out of this, can I? You don't have to die here, and your war doesn't have to end. I'm realistic enough to know that as soon as you leave this planet, you'll find a way to rejoin the rebellion.”
 “Meaning that you'll almost certainly kill me, should I be naive enough to co-operate with you. Not exactly a tempting prospect, Micky.”
 “I keep my word when I give it. You can be sure of that. It's foolish not to in this business. If your word is worthless, nobody in their right mind will make a deal with you. And I'm a very good deal-maker, Win. One of the best. That's why I'm out here. You see, I think you and your people are playing some sort of bluff. That right now, your Fleet is assembling for an attack, and you're trying to buy some time by confusing us. You're stalling, hoping that when you do admit what you are planning, we'll accept it.” Glancing at the door, he added, “It won't work. Not with the drugs we have access to. You'll tell the whole truth as you know it, answer any question we put to you, and your deception play ends here.”
 “Why do you even care?” Kani asked.
 “Because I still have some of my soul left, Squadron Leader, and I'd like to hold onto it if I can. I'm a loyal Federation officer, but that doesn't mean I don't have a heart.”
 “Funny,” he replied. “I always considered that something of an oxymoron. Though perhaps you aren't the first ColSec administrator I've met who thinks that way.” Looking up at him, he said, “Let's turn this around. Help me get out of here. Join the rebellion. I'd bet there's a little shining gleam in the dark abyss of your conscience that tells you that it is the right thing to do, even if you'd never admit it. I'm sure you know a way to the starport.”
 With a sigh, Petrov said, “You aren't going to talk, are you. A shame.” He turned to the door, and Jack Pierce limped into the room, his leg swathed in bandages. “This is one of our best interrogators, though he's been moonlighting as an undercover operative for a while. And I'm afraid he has little reason to love your Major Cordova, or your rebellion generally.”
 “She left me to die in a snowstorm,” Pierce said. “I'm going to take great pleasure in her interrogation at some point in the very near future.” Turning to Petrov, he asked, “Is everything ready at the Bar and Grill?”
 “It's a waste of time,” Petrov replied. “But yes.”
 “Capturing traitors...”
 “Do you honestly think that they'd just blurt out where they were going?” he replied. “You've spent too much time talking to people under chemical control. It was a bluff, and a pretty obvious one. Nevertheless, I have dispatched a field team to put the area under surveillance.”
 Pulling out a black case, Pierce said, “Shall we get on with this, then? We've wasted enough time.” Clicking it open, he withdrew a hypodermic spray, holding it up in the air. “This should have him singing like a canary in a matter of minutes.”
 Clutching his wrist, Petrov replied, “Nothing permanent unless you genuinely have no choice. Or you'll be going back into the indent barracks for real this time.” Looking at Kani, he continued, “He's still a Commonwealth officer. The Political Directorate have expressed interest in trading him for some of our people, but nobody's going to give a damn about a zombie.”
 “He had the choice to cooperate. We've wasted enough time. Sir. Let me do my job.”
 “Last chance, Squadron Leader,” Petrov said. Reading the look on Kani's face, he said, “Go ahead, Pierce. Let's get this miserable business over with.” He pulled out a recorder, laying it on the table and switching it on with the touch of a button, while Pierce ripped off the sleeve of Kani's flight suit, exposing his bare skin to the cold.
 “I'd say this won't hurt a bit,” Pierce said, “but we went to a lot of trouble to ensure that it will.” He slammed the spray into position, and with a faint hiss, injected the serum into Kani's bloodstream. Instantly, the pilot felt as though his arm was on fire, every nerve ending firing at once to send waves of agony running through his system, tears flowing freely from his eyes. The drug rapidly spread throughout his body, and he collapsed to the floor, spasms wracking his form as he struggled to retain control, to retain consciousness, to hold on long enough to beat the serum.
 “Too much,” Petrov said. “You're going to kill him.”
 “No,” Pierce replied. “Look at his eyes. He's through the worst of it. I guess his heart was strong enough, after all.” Turning to Petrov, he added, “I had a crash cart standing by, just in case. Adds to the effect, sometimes. Always best to make this people realize that they're not immortal.”
 “Neither are you,” Petrov said, darkly. Looking down at Kani, he continued, “Squadron Leader, can you hear me? Can you understand me?”
 “Go to Hell,” Kani spat.
 “Lie to me, Squadron Leader,” Pierce barked. “What color is your hair?” 
 “Bl…,” Kani began, but the words wouldn't come to his mouth. “Purple! Purple!”
 A smile cracked across Pierce's face, and he said, “Now we can talk a little more sensibly, can't we, Squadron Leader.” Looking at Petrov, he continued, “We could have reached this point an hour ago, but the humanitarians must occasionally get their way, I suppose.” Glaring back at Kani, he asked, “What are the plans of the rebel fleet?”
 “No!” Kani yelled. “No!”
 “You will talk, Squadron Leader,” Pierce said, his voice a dull monotone. “What is Edward Curtis planning? Where is he going to attack? Tell me, Squadron Leader, and I will make all the pain go away. You want to tell me. You need to tell me. Now.”
 “No!” he screamed, another wave of pain surging over him. He tried to hold back, tried to resist, but it was impossible. He couldn't fight the serum any more. Every instinct in his body screamed at him to talk, and Pierce continued to drone on, asking the same question again and again, while Petrov looked implacably on.”
 “Hyperborea!” Kani yelled. “They're coming back! In full force, to free the slaves!”
 “When?” Pierce pressed. “When?”
 “Day 122, Hour 20. I don't know down to the minute. But that's when they're coming.” The tears flowed once again, the pilot clenching into fetal position. Pierce looked up triumphantly at Petrov, snatching the recorder from the desk.
 “Thank you, Squadron Leader,” Pierce said. “That's all I wanted to know. Now I can make sure we arrange a suitable reception for them. You'll have lots of company in your cell soon. Coming, Petrov?”
 “I think you can have the glory, Pierce,” Petrov replied, his voice laced with sarcasm.
 “Suit yourself,” Pierce said, striding out of the room, while Petrov dropped to the ground, holding the weeping Kani. “It'll be alright, Squadron Leader. It's going to be alright.”



Chapter 6
 
 Commander Michael Curtis lay on his bunk, trying and failing to relax. His ship, the Starcruiser Canopus, had been orbiting Sinaloa Station for three weeks now, while Polaris took the lead in a series of hit-and-run operations to hold the Federation Fleet off-balance. He'd agreed to the strategy when his father had first suggested it, accepting the logic that Canopus was the more capable ship, and therefore the one they could least afford to risk, but that didn't make waiting around any less palatable. 
 At least they were making progress. New recruits had arrived, small clumps of officers opting to switch sides, mostly the frontier fighter squadrons. The Federation had exiled their best to the distant outposts on the rim, letting their careers languish in favor of the political elite and their lackeys. Now they were reaping the results of that policy, and the rebellion was far stronger for it. Canopus was overloaded with four squadrons, its hangar deck densely packed, and Sinaloa was defended by two squadrons of its own.
 He flicked through the latest set of intelligence reports, more good news on every page. Rebel groups were openly operating on almost every colony world, and riots were becoming hourly occurrences on Earth itself, the population on the verge of total revolt. The Battle of Coronado had been a tremendous victory, and one that the Federation had been unable to conceal. Too many ships lost, too many crewmen killed. That had given the rebellious factions something to hope for. One more major victory would push them over the top.
 “Commander?” his communicator squawked. “Polaris just jumped into the system, sir. Commander Curtis…,” the technician paused, and continued, “I mean...”
 “My father, Spaceman,” Mike said with a smile. “I get it.”
 “He's on his way over here, sir. Requests a senior command conference at once. And he wanted to tell you that Phase One had been completed successfully.”
 Nodding, Mike replied, “Have Commander Duval and Lieutenants Hammond, Schmidt and Petrova report to the briefing room on the double. Inform Lieutenant Kenyon that she has the deck for the present.” He paused, then added, “You'd better contact Major Morgan, as well. I think he's on Sinaloa Station right now.”
 “He's already on his way, sir,” the technician replied. “Polaris must have contacted him.”
 “Very well. Thank you, Spaceman.” He flicked off the communicator, rose to his feet, and reached for his uniform jacket, lying on the bed. He looked at it for a moment, then slid it over his shoulders, tugging it into position as he stepped out into the corridor, walking towards the waiting elevator. Three weeks of inactivity, and now the action was about to begin.
 “Wait a minute,” a soft voice said, and he turned to see Lieutenant Petrova, his political officer, running towards him. He held his hand at the threshold of the door long enough to allow her to slide into the elevator, then tapped the control for the briefing room. “Sorry, Commander.”
 “Not a problem,” he said with a smile. “Caught me by surprise as well.”
 “You seen the latest reports?” she replied. “Apparently a Federation cruiser has rebelled. It's all over the networks. Broke out of formation at Caledonia and raced for the threshold before anyone could stop them.” Plucking a datapad out of her pocket, she continued, “Auxiliary Cruiser Castro. Bit of a shock that they've already got some ready.”
 Grimacing, Mike replied, “It was always likely, I'm afraid. There are usually a few transports under repair. If they're half-stripped down already, they'd have an easier job for the conversion.” He paused, then asked, “Any other details? Personnel, capability?”
 “Just the name of her Captain. Commander William Ortiz.” Mike's expression fell, and she asked, “That a problem? You know him?”
 “He was my roommate at the Academy. And the best man at my wedding.” He sighed, and added, “No, it won't be a problem. He's a good man.”
 “I didn't know you are married. It's not in your file.”
 “I'm not.” He looked at her, and said, “Mind if we change the subject?”
 She glared back at him, and replied, “For the moment. I've completed the latest set of reliability checks.” At his grimace, she continued, “I don't know what else to call them. In any case, I haven't found any sleeper agents in the latest batch of recruits, though I'd still recommend keeping them to Sinaloa for the moment. Just to be on the safe side.”
 “Fine,” Mike replied. “I don't think we could fit any more on Canopus anyway, though Polaris might want to add a fourth squadron.” The doors slid open, and the two of them walked down the corridor. “How are you doing with this? Changing sides?”
 She paused, then replied, “That's not how I think of it. I haven't changed. The Federation did. It just took me a long time to realize it.” She frowned, then said, “My father was the same way. He's a ColSec administrator. Out on the frontier, because he believed in things like rights for detainees, due process, that sort of thing. I haven't seen him for a while.” She sighed, then added, “I followed my mother into the Political Directorate. Lots of arguments there.”
 Mike smiled, and replied, “I take it she has a different philosophy.”
 “You'd be right about that. It's a minor miracle they're still together, though being on different planets probably helps a bit. Absence makes the heart grow fonder.” Mike's face fell, and she said, “Did I say something wrong?”
 “Bad memories. Forget about it.” They walked into the briefing room, the rest of the Canopus contingent already there, snapping to attention at his approach. He returned the salute, then took his seat at the head of the table, Petrova taking the chair to his right, Schmidt that to his left. Nominally, Hammond was acting as his Executive Officer, but that was simply to allow Schmidt to remain at Tactical for want of a good enough replacement. In every way that counted, she was his second-in-command.
 He glanced at her for a moment, shaking his head. When they'd first met, they'd been enemies, rivals for the same command, he'd thought. Until he'd learned that she was a rebel operative, that she'd been working against him the whole time. Now that he'd switched sides to follow his father, she'd transformed into his most loyal officer, a change that had caught them both by surprise. He looked up as Major Morgan walked into the room, the rebel soldier somehow managing to look smart in urban camo, dropping into a chair at the middle of the table.
 “Commander,” Morgan said, with a nod.
 “Major,” he replied. “How are your Marines coming along?”
 “Slowly and painfully, but I can throw a company into the mix when you want it. Four slightly shrunk platoons, but it'll do for our purposes. Assuming we've got some action coming up.”
 “We do,” Curtis said, Mike's father walking into the room with Saxon and Rojek behind him. “And when I tell you what we're planning, Major, I expect you'll be missing the happy days of training simulations.” Turning to Mike, he said, “You've got a good force assembled, Commander.”
 “All ready and willing for action,” he replied. 
 “I hope so.” Curtis sat down at the far end of the table, and said, “I'm going to have to be quick. Polaris will be jumping out of the system in about an hour from now.” Looking around the room, he added, “We're going back to Hyperborea, ladies and gentlemen, and this time we're there to stay. The first assault was a total success. Three squadrons shattered, probably beyond repair, and one auxiliary cruiser destroyed.” 
 “More of them?” Petrova asked. “We knew about Castro, but...”
 “At least three, then,” Saxon replied. “Probably more. We've got full tactical specifications for you. Our guess is that they were preparing them before the rebellion started, but we've got no idea as to why.”
 “That's the first I've heard of it,” Petrova replied, looking anxiously at Mike. “They must have kept it really deep and dark.”
 “Won't they be expecting an attack at Hyperborea?” Schmidt asked. “Given that...”
 “I hope so, Lieutenant. That's the entire goal of the operation.” With a smile, he said, “My intention, people, is to force the Federation Fleet into battle at a time and place of our choosing.” All eyes were locked on him as he continued, “Admiral Yoshida is doubtless preparing his forces for an attack. Sooner or later, he'll come here, to Sinaloa Station, with sufficient force to overwhelm our defenses. That's certain. I'm going to move faster, before he is ready.”
 Frowning, Morgan replied, “Surely hit and run raids, to keep them off-balance...”
 “That will delay the inevitable, Major, but it won't win us the war. Let me say this quite clearly. If this war lasts more than a few months, we lose. Already the Federation has managed to add additional ships to their Fleet. They have immeasurably greater shipbuilding capacity than we do. In twelve months, they could have a couple of dozen auxiliary cruisers. In twenty-four, new Starcruisers. We lose. It's as simple as that. We have to break the Fleet, and we have to do it quickly, regardless of the risk. That's why I drew the enemy forces into battle. They won't pass up a chance to take us down.”
 Mike's eyes widened, and he added, “Even if Castro joins us...”
 “Three ships. Eight squadrons, maybe nine or ten. And we'll have surprise on our side, as well as a few other tricks.” Reaching for the desk controls, he brought up a strategic view, and continued, “I've had a lead on some additional forces that we might be able to bring into the battle. Polaris will be departing in an effort to recruit them. In the meanwhile, Canopus will remain here, at Sinaloa, and gather as many rebel forces from the Federation as possible. You'll be in command, Mike. I don't care how you do it, but I need the strongest task force you can muster.”
 Nodding, he replied, “What sort of time-frame are we looking at?”
 “We're launching the attack in seventy-two hours, forty-one minutes from now.” He raised a hand to forestall protest, and said, “The decision is mine, and is made. Our expectations are that we're going to face a force of at least six capital ships, likely under the command of Commodore McGuire. I believe you know the man rather well, Mike.”
 “If he's in command, I can probably take him down with a single squadron,” Mike replied. “We can't get that sort of luck. Yoshida-san will come himself.”
 “All the better. We're going to have the beat the best they've got at some point. Let it be now,” Saxon said. “And with a little luck, they'll be having some trouble on the surface as well. I've got a few friends down there, and they're unleashing all the hell they can. You'd be surprised how many ColSec people are switching sides.”
 “Rats deserting the sinking ship,” Morgan said.
 “Not at all,” she replied. “We know where the Federation's going, and most of us don't like it very much. You don't have a monopoly on morality.” 
 “Anyway,” Curtis interrupted. “Mike, you'll attack at Zero Hour. With an approach vector to bring you in by the innermost moon. That should give you a few options for your attack. Polaris and whatever forces we've gathered will come in at Zero Plus Four, coming in towards the North Pole. That should throw off their response, with a little luck, and still allow our forces tactical integration. Mike, as the first on the scene, I'll leave organizing that to you.”
 “What about my forces, Commander?” Morgan asked.
 “With a little luck, they'll be supporting the revolt on Hyperborea when we arrive,” Saxon said. “That's the intention, anyway. You'll remain on Canopus for the moment.”
 Shaking her head, Schmidt replied, “That's a lot of eggs in one basket, Major.”
 “If we had more baskets, we'd use them,” Curtis said. “We don't. Any other comments?”
 “What are our options for retreat?” Petrova asked.
 “None,” Curtis said. Locking eyes with her, he continued, “This is it, people. This is the battle that will win or lose us the war. If we wait any longer, we lose our momentum. A big victory here, at Hyperborea, will send a cascade of revolts across the colonies, and cripple the Federation Fleet. We've got one chance to make this work, and we're going to take it.”
 “Or die trying,” Schmidt said, gloomily.
 “I think that's implied, Lieutenant,” Curtis replied. “We're better than them. Better pilots, better crews, better ships. Now we get to prove it. Dismissed.”



Chapter 7
 
 The buggy bounced precariously across the terrain, throwing the passengers around the cabin, the ground radar images projected onto the viewscreen providing their only view of the outside world through the blizzard raging all around them. For a while, Cordova had been concerned that they were being followed, that all of this was some sort of ColSec trap, but it had rapidly become obvious that there was little danger of interception while the weather was this bad. Their progress had slowed to a crawl as Norris inched her way across the landscape to their destination, picking her way through the trees.
 “About half a mile to go,” the driver said, turning to Cordova. “I still think you shouldn't have left Pierce behind. For all you know...”
 “The man was a maggot,” Logan replied. “I'm not going to shed a tear for him, and neither should you. Odds are that he would have turned us in, anyway. He smelled like a traitor. Stank of it. They've got them all through the barracks, just in case we actually manage to try something.” Her smile gleamed, and she replied, “We are trying something, right?”
 “That partly depends on what we find at the Bar and Grill, but we're going to unleash as much hell as we can, yeah.” Turning to the woman sitting in the back seat, Cordova added, “You realize that the odds of coming through this in one piece...”
 “Just as long as I take some of those bastards with me. That's all I'm asking.”
 “Signal up ahead,” Norris said. “Contact approaching.” She frowned, then added, “There's another one, in the distance. I think. Out at extreme range, north-north-west. Comes and goes.” Shaking her head, she continued, “The storm's playing merry hell with the sensor systems. It could easily just be a ghost image. At three miles distance, I don't think it matters much anyway. They'd be lucky to get here in an hour.”
 “If ColSec is monitoring us, we should take the first step. Take the fight to them.”
 Shaking her head, Cordova replied, “If we've seen them, so has whoever we're trying to contact. Security's probably been watching us since the beginning. We're just going to have to move faster and smarter, that's all. Which is nothing new. What about the vehicle up ahead?”
 Squinting at the display, Norris said, “Civilian half-track, no registration, older design, but good and rugged. Probably a hell of a lot faster than we are in this terrain. And they'll be on us in a few minutes. I hope they're friendly.”
 “And if they aren't?” Logan replied. “What difference does it make. We don't have a single weapon between us.” She cracked a smile, and added, “We'll still give them a fight they'll never forget if it comes to it.”
 “Let's hope that it doesn't,” Cordova said. “We need friends out here.” She paused, then reached for the door, saying, “I'm going out to meet them. Alone. If you don't hear from me in the next ten minutes, turn and head into the storm. You'll still have a chance of getting away with the weather to cover you.”
 “Don't you trust us?” Norris asked.
 “I don't trust them,” Cordova said, cracking the hatch. “Close this door behind me, and don't do anything stupid. That's my job.” She slid into the bitter cold, shivering the instant the freezing air hit her, wrapping her too-thin coat around her as she staggered towards the approaching half-track. The snow smothered the landscape, settling quickly on her shoulders, and every step was an effort as she lurched towards the twin lights of the unknown vehicle.
 Knowing it was futile, she glanced to the north, trying to spot the other truck in the distance. ColSec weren't usually this subtle. Under normal circumstances, she'd have expected them to simply launch an attack, even in this weather. Waiting and watching required far more patience than they generally exhibited, a weakness they'd exploited time and again in the past.
 She walked on through the snow, the half-track coming to a shuddering halt ahead of her, the engine still rumbling away. A door swung open, and she could see a figure waving her onwards, rifle in hand. If this was a trap, it was the strangest one she'd ever known, and by the time she reached the vehicle, she was beyond the point of caring. As long as it was warm, that would suffice.
 “Good morning!” a cheerful voice said, as a hairy hand reached down to pull her into the warm cabin. “You Major Cordova?” 
 She climbed gratefully in from the cold, and was greeted by a tall, stocky giant of a man lounging in the driver's seat, a battered baseball cap perched on his balding head, advertising that he was a fan of the Martian Manhunters. He reached down to the side, pulling out a steaming cup of coffee, and passed it to her with a smile.
 “You've got me at a disadvantage,” she replied.
 “Jake Harland. Until a few hours ago, I ran Harland's Bar and Grill. And the local branch of the Democratic Underground. I've heard a lot about you. Nice to finally put a voice to a face. Any more of you in the buggy?”
 “Two others.”
 “I'll drive over and we can pick them up. Thought you might run into ColSec?”
 “I'd be lying if I said it hadn't crossed my mind.”
 Throwing the engine into gear, he replied, “You might have. Got a few of them on the side of the angels. More now than before.” As the half-track started to move towards the buggy, he added, “You'd be surprised what happens when people get a sniff of freedom for the first time. Used to be nice out here, outside the city. Nobody ever bothered us much. Lately it's got worse. A lot worse.” Gesturing at the rear of the cabin, a poorly-concealed rifle rack hanging from the roof, he added, “Meaning that we're going to have to start dealing with it.”
 “How much do you know?” she asked.
 “Probably more than you,” he chuckled. “And that isn't much. All I know is that one of my ColSec contacts told me that you were coming, and that he was going to arrange an opportunity for you to escape. I spotted your buggy on radar a couple of hours ago. You've had good timing, by the way. Those snoops out at long-range won't see anything other than a blur.”
 “You saw them?”
 With a shrug, he said, “Nothing they can do to us. Assuming they aren't on our side. My friend's arranged for fake surveillance in the past a few times.” He paused, then asked, “Is it true that the Fleet's coming?”
 Cordova looked into the snow for a moment, and replied, “I can give you an opinion, an educated guess. I don't know anything more than you do.”
 “I'll take what I can get.”
 Taking a sip of coffee, she said, “I've been placed here as a sleeper agent. Major Saxon wouldn't have done that unless there was some good reason, and this is the first opportunity I've had to get away. I think I'm here to raise enough chaos on the surface that the Fleet has a chance to knock out the orbital defenses and liberate the planet.”
 “I like the way you think, Major,” Harland replied. “I like it a lot.”
 “No guarantees, though. I can't offer any promises. I'm not in a position to deliver. That's just my guess, and I intend to operate on the assumption that it's correct. What do I have to work with down here?”
 “We're talking about mobilizing everyone, putting a little army into the field to smash the grins off the faces of those bastards in the city, right,” he mused. “Say thirty, thirty-five, but most of them won't be as willing to put their necks on the line unless they know they've got a real chance. Hell, I'll take the risk, but not all of them will. You're going to need a way to convince them, something big.” A frown crossed his face, and he said, “No way we can contact your Fleet. Not a chance. So we'll have to do something down here.” Pulling up opposite the buggy, he said, “Go get your friends. I'll remote-link that rattletrap of yours to head off into the wilderness by itself. Give those snoopers out there something to do for a while.”
 She nodded, reluctantly cracking open the door and gesturing for the others to come in. Norris eagerly raced from buggy to half-track, Logan taking longer, suspicious at every shadow, finally climbing into the cabin with an anxious scowl at Harland. Abruptly, the buggy's engine started, the vehicle stuttering into the deep forest to the south, tires kicking snow all around.
 “Ready?” Harland asked.
 “Where are we going?” Logan replied, looking suspiciously at him.
 “I've had an idea, but I don't think you're going to like it,” he said.
 Cordova glanced at Logan, and said, “Get it over with.”
 “We need to do something big. Something that will rally all the rebels on this planet. That, and we've got to get in touch with all of them at once, and we don't have the sort of communications network to make that possible without taking extraordinary levels of risk. We haven't got time to do this the hard way.” He looked at Cordova, and said, “If you're right about an attack, we have to assume that it is imminent. My contact must know more than he's told us, but right now, we don't need to know the details.”
 “Who says?” Logan replied.
 “I do,” Cordova said. “If we get captured, the less we know, the less we can admit. Right now we don't know a damned thing.” Turning to Harland, she asked, “What are you suggesting?”
 “A Carnation,” he replied. “It's the best thing I can think of, and it'll be a hell of a spectacle.”
 “What the hell does a flower have to do with anything?” Norris asked.
 “Back during the second half of the twentieth century,” Cordova replied, “a group of democratic insurgents in a country called Portugal overthrew the dictatorship that had ruled the country for half a century and more. They organized their revolt to begin during a popular event, broadcast all across the national communications networks. In effect, they had the government pull the trigger for them.” Turning to Harland, she added, “Is anything coming up that we can take advantage of? Some sports championship, a concert, something like that?”
 “Actually, I was thinking of modifying the plan a little. We're going to need to put on our own show.” Gesturing into the gloom, he added, “The city and some of the frontier towns are connected by the old monorail. I know a substation, maybe ten miles away, and the local station operator is one of us. He'll sneak us into the next freight train, and they run every few hours, even when the weather is as bad as it is today. That'll get us all the way into the city by nightfall, and we'll be getting close to prime-time. Not like there's much else to do at night, and there's only a single channel, state-run. Everyone will be watching, either at home or in one bar or another.”
 “Wait a minute,” Logan said. “Are you suggesting...”
 “We're going to infiltrate the station, break into the recording, and Major Cordova's going to come back from the dead and give a nice speech to the local population, calling them to revolt. There are enough old hunting weapons out there that we can give ColSec a real fight, especially if the administration has bigger problems up in orbit.” He looked at Cordova, his eyes falling for a moment, and he said, “Though once we do this, we're committed. Not just us, but everyone on the planet. There'll be no way out. Freedom or death. You understand?”
 “That's the choice that all of us are making right now,” she replied. “The Fleet will come. You can bet your life on it.”
 “Funny,” Norris said. “That's exactly what we are doing, Major. Are you sure about this?”
 “No, but we haven't got time to wait for confirmation,” she replied. “We're going to go ahead, all the way. We don't have a choice.”
 “And if you're wrong,” Norris replied, “A lot of people are going to die, and the resistance on Hyperborea will be wiped out. As well as a lot of political prisoners and indentured workers, as well. You and I both know that there are people out there who would massacre them on general principles, just to be on the safe side.” At Logan's glare, she added, “Don't get me wrong, I'm in favor of this. I just want to be absolutely clear what is at stake.”
 “We all know what is at stake,” Logan said. “And the people enslaved in those labor camps aren't exactly living now. Just existing. They deserve a chance for real freedom, and we're going to find a way to give it to them. No matter what it takes. I'd rather die than live in that hell another day.”
 Nodding, Cordova said, “We're going ahead. She's right. We've got everything to gain. In a few days from now, this planet can be free, all the slaves liberated. I'd say that's worth the risk.” Cracking a smile, she added, “All I've got to do now is work out what the hell I'm going to say.”



Chapter 8
 
 Curtis walked the decks of Canopus, so similar in so many ways to his own Polaris, the few differences stark reminders of the period that his ship had spent in essential stasis. Just as he had, in his own way, back on Titan. Two decades in a drugged stupor, waiting until the time was right for him to rise again and retake his ship, his life. He still hated Cordova for what she'd done to him, what she'd cost him. 
 And yet, it had worked. The crewmen who paused at his approach, snapping parade-ground salutes, were testament to that, at least. They'd switched sides to follow him in rebellion against the Federation, a rebellion that he believed grew more urgent with each passing day. He knew the odds against victory in the battle they were facing, far greater than anything he would normally have countenanced, but there didn't seem to be a choice. They had to fight, and they had to win. That was all there was to it.
 As he stepped into the vast hangar deck, his transit shuttle waiting for him near the launch tube, his son walked towards him, a distorted mirror of his own past, so similar and yet so different. Both of them had been scarred by their trip through life, and both did everything they could to conceal them, even from themselves. A burst of pride ran through him, once again. His son a full Commander, a year younger than he'd made, and as fine a ship driver as any he had ever met.
 “Commander,” his son said, gesturing at the shuttle. “Your chariot awaits, and traffic control has cleared you all the way to Polaris. I understand Lieutenant Hudson has already completed preparations for your departure. They're good to go as soon as you get back on board.”
 “You trying to get rid of me, son?” he said, with a faint smile. “Your old man cramping your style?”
 Shaking his head, Mike replied, “Hell, no.” He glanced at the shuttle, then said, “We haven't had time to get together since all this began. I...”
 Clapping his hand on his son's shoulder, Curtis said, “I know. We'll have the time, as soon as all of this is over. Once we've smashed them at Hyperborea, we'll have to catch our breath for a while. Hopefully we'll get a chance then.” Raising an eyebrow, he asked, “No concerns, no questions, no fears?”
 “No,” his son replied. “So far we've accomplished everything we've set out to do. I have faith. Faith in your plan, our skills, our people. They're the best of the best, and they've earned victory. All we've got to do is give it to them.” He paused, then said, “Though I'd rather we were going into battle together. How many ships do you think you can bring in?”
 “I don't know, and I can't tell you where I'm going. I made a promise, and I mean to keep it. You'll understand as soon as we arrive.” Looking at the shuttle, he glanced at his watch, then said, “I suppose I'd better start thinking about making tracks, I guess.”
 “Yeah,” Mike replied. “I suppose so.” He cracked a smile, and said, “I'll see you in a little over seventy-two hours, then. Castro signaled, a few minutes ago. They're on their way. That'll help. We might get a few more ships like that coming in.” He looked down at the deck, then said, “Damn it, Dad, I...”
 “Easy, son. Easy. I know how you feel. I feel exactly the same. But we've got a job to do.”
 “I know,” he said. “Just make sure you don't get lost again, you hear? I'm going to need you to pull of one of your miracles if we're going to beat Yoshida. That bastard still owes me money from the last time we played poker, and I want some real muscle with me when I collect.”
 “Still running back to the old man for help, huh?” Curtis replied. “I'll be there, son. Count on it. And with any luck at all, I'll be bringing some friends along for the ride.” He reached around his son, wrapping him in a bear hug, then clapped him on the back and walked towards the shuttle, not trusting himself to look back. He'd only just found his son after twenty years, and now he had to leave it again. On a mission where there was a very real chance that one of them wouldn't make it back. All across the deck, as he stepped into the shuttle, the crew stood to attention.
 “Fleet Commander, departing,” Mike said.
 Curtis turned, snapped a salute, the stepped back onto the shuttle, the door closing shut as the elevator airlock engaged, taking him back to his ship. Back to the only place in the galaxy that felt even close to home. He sat down in the nearest couch, the only passenger on board, and glanced across at the slowly rotation station behind them. They'd be leaving behind sufficient strength to defend Sinaloa Station against a light attack, a single capital ship, but any serious opposition would overwhelm it. A part of him wanted to leave greater strength behind, protect the people who had entrusted their lives to him, but he knew that would be a mistake. 
 A glance at the intelligence analysis suggested that the Federation had already made it. Their forces were scattered far and wide, single ships ready to repel attacks. Admittedly, he'd done his best to put them on the defensive with a series of hit and run raids, with the capture of Sinaloa Station itself, but that didn't excuse the mistake. Yoshida was smarter than that, but he wasn't the master of his own destiny, and his political masters had doubtless ordered him to protect their own interests before that of the Federation. Another reason to beat them, another weakness to exploit.
 He looked out of the side window at Polaris, running his eyes over the familiar lines of his ship as he approached, a smile curving on his face. A swarm of fighters flashed past, one of the newly arrived defense squadrons completing training exercises, preparing for a battle they prayed would never come. That so many of his comrades in the Fleet still felt as he did filled him with hope. There were political creatures everywhere, but that was the name of the game. Even so, hundreds, thousands of them had taken the chance to join the right side, to fight for freedom, to follow the spirit of the oaths they all swore. To defend the people of the Federation, from all enemies internal and external.
 And the Federation itself had become the greatest enemy he could imagine, one that would condemn all humanity to eternal slavery unless he could stop them. Already millions of people lived under the control of chemical suppressants, just as he had done on Titan for so long. It was only a matter of time before that was extended to the entire population, an army of drones marching to the beat of the same drum. Orwell's nightmare made real, two centuries later than he had predicted. 
 Unless he could stop them. He and the rest of the rebellion, a handful of people who still remembered what freedom was, what it meant. It had all fallen away so quickly, but there was still a chance, a fighting chance to win, and he was going to take it. 
 The shuttle drifted into position, close to the bridge, ready to transfer him through the emergency airlock. A light flashed on his watch, seventy-two hours exactly remaining until he was scheduled to return to Hyperborea. One appointment he had no intention of missing, no matter what else might happen. With a loud report, the two airlocks mated, and the pilot turned from his seat, a smile on his face.
 “Docking successful, sir. Complements of Sinaloa Station Shuttle Services.”
 “Thanks for the ride, Spaceman,” Curtis replied, making his way to the hatch.
 “Any time, sir. Good hunting!”
 He walked back onto his ship, the airlock slamming shut behind him as the pilot made his way back to the station. Tugging at his uniform jacket, a smile on his face, he walked down the short corridor to the bridge, the door sliding open at his approach. Hudson had been sitting in the command chair, but was already rising at his approach.
 “I yield the conn, Commander.”
 “I take the conn, Lieutenant,” he replied. The elevator next to him opened, and Flight Lieutenant Voronova stepped out, snapping to attention. “Take the helm, Lieutenant.”
 “Aye, sir,” the fighter pilot replied, moving to replace Norton at Guidance Control. The erstwhile helmsman yielded the console with a frown, but Curtis made to silence her protest with an upraised hand.
 “It's just for the jump to warp,” he said. “This time I need Voronova to handle it.”
 “Course computed,” Voronova reported. “Ready to proceed to the threshold at your discretion, Commander.”
 “By all means, Lieutenant, let's get this show on the road.”
 “Aye, sir,” she replied, bringing Polaris' engines to full power, the hull shuddering as she rapidly built up acceleration, guiding the ship towards the gravitational threshold.
 “Want to tell us where we're going now?” Saxon asked.
 “You don't know either?” Hudson replied. “I assumed...”
 Turning to them, Curtis interrupted, “A wise woman once advised me that the best way to keep a secret was to tell nobody about it until you had no other choice.”
 With a smile, Saxon said, “I suppose I should be happy that you're taking my advice, but I'd still like to have some clue about our final...” She paused, looked at Voronova, and said, “You crazy son of a bitch.”
 “Got it, then? I'm surprised it took you that long.”
 “Sorry about that, I haven't been getting much sleep lately.”
 As Polaris gathered speed, Rojek turned from his station, and said, “For the benefit of those who haven't….”
 “Khiva Station,” Saxon said. “We're going to Khiva Station.”
 “The heart of the Commonwealth?” Hudson asked, her eyes wide. “Nobody in the Federation even knows where it is!”
 “And it's going to stay that way,” Voronova said. “Under the conditions of the deal I made with the Commander, I handle all the navigation on this trip. All files deleted.” Turning to Saxon, she added, “If you want to try an intrusion hack, you're more than welcome. I could use the practice.”
 Shaking her head, Saxon replied, “Not necessary. The information I might get isn't worth the time or effort. Either we'll come to terms with the Commonwealth, in which case it'll be public information soon enough, or we won't, in which case we won't leave the system alive. I presume you realize that is a very real possibility, Commander.”
 “One that I think is worth the risk,” he replied, moving to his command chair. “They're sitting on a task force, Major, three ships, dozens of squadrons, bases scattered all over this part of the galaxy. Bringing them into the war at this point would swing the odds in our favor.”
 “And if they decide to intervene in their own interests, we'll be in an excellent position to blunt their advance before they can do serious damage to the Federation,” Saxon replied. “Smart.”
 Looking at the viewscreen, Hudson said, “One ship, going right into the lion's den? And these are the very people that the Federation was established to overthrow! What makes you think that they'll help us now?”
 “That was fifty years ago, Lieutenant,” Voronova replied. “Two generations ago. I've never even seen Earth, and nor have the vast majority of personnel in the Commonwealth Navy. We're anxious for action, and to do something to justify our existence. If the Commonwealth Government won't commit us to the fight, then we might just have to take matters into our own hands.”
 With a sigh, Saxon replied, “Would it be possible for us to finish the first civil war we started this year before we engage upon a second one? I'm good at multitasking, but this is getting out of hand.”
 “It's a little late to worry about that now,” Curtis replied. “We're committed.”
 “Just to get this straight,” Hudson said, “We're jumping into the middle of enemy territory to conduct surprise diplomatic negotiations, and we have to be at Hyperborea to participate in the largest space battle for fifty years in a hair under three days. I can barely begin to contemplate the number of ways this can go disastrously wrong.”
 “Me either,” Curtis said, sitting in the command chair. “We're just going to do everything we can to make sure it goes write. Lieutenant, you may engage space warp at your discretion.”
 “Aye, Commander,” Voronova said. “Threshold attained. Initiating system egress.”
 “Here we go again,” Saxon muttered. “Just what makes you think you can pull this off?”
 Looking at Voronova, Curtis smiled, and said, “Maybe I've got an ace in the hole.”



Chapter 9
 
 The half-track stuttered to a stop, coming to rest under the pylons of a towering monorail, shining metal gleaming in the light. The blizzard had mercifully blown itself out, and Cordova looked up at the scattered stars in the sky, a million points of light that seemed to call to her, willing her to join them again. Harland reached under his chair, pulling out a pistol and stuffing it into his pocket, then turned to Cordova and her fellow escapees.
 “That's where we're going,” he replied. Glancing at his watch, he added, “The train should be along in a matter of minutes. We'll have to climb.”
 “They'll have seen us,” Norris said, bluntly. “We had a real chance while visibility was down to nothing, but their orbital network must be monitoring us by now. There can't be that many vehicles running around out there.” Gesturing at the sensor display, she added, “And that contact is back, out at extreme range.”
 “Don't worry,” Harland replied. “I've got a plan. You're going to have to trust me on this one. I know that doesn't come easily, but you'll just have to try.”
 “One false move…,” Logan said.
 A smile cracked his weather-worn face, and he said, “Relax. I've got this.” Gesturing at the pylon, he said, “I called ahead to my friend. As soon as he gets the signal, he'll stop the train, right here. There's a maintenance hatch underneath one of the carriages. We use it for smuggling, and the security guards at the far end have been paid off. They won't inspect it unless they have a real reason to. So nice and quiet, all the way to town.”
 “Got it,” Cordova said.
 “You take point, Major. I'll be right on your tail.”
 She nodded, wrapped her coat around her, and stepped out onto the crisp snow, shivering once more as the force of cold air hit her. The winds had relaxed from their raging height, but still whistled through the pylons, the remnants of the gale blasting through her too-thin garments. She looked at the ladder, welded to the side of the nearest tower, rising a hundred feet into the sky, and stepped onto the lowest rung.
 Carefully, testing her weight at every pace, she began to climb, periodically looking around, expecting to come under attack at any second, to hear the sound of bullets ringing against the metal, snipers attempting to bring her down. Below her, Norris began to follow, Logan a few paces behind, but Harland had returned to the truck, lugging a heavy bag out of the storage compartment. He looked up at her, threw her a wink, and dragged the bag over to the pylon, leaving a heavy trail in the snow. 
 Cordova froze for a moment as the pylon began to shake, a low rumble in the distance, and looked to the right to see a shining light running down the track, miles distant for the moment but approaching fast. The train that would take them to their destination, speeding towards them. She glanced down at the base of the pylon, then heard another noise in the distance, the motor of a buggy, slamming through the frost-laden trees. ColSec had found them.
 “What do we do?” Norris asked.
 “Climb,” she replied. “All the way to the top. They won't be able to see us on the tracks.” She looked down at Harland, still working at the base of the pylon, and hissed, “Come on, damn it! We're out of time!”
 “Don't wait for me,” Harland replied. Lacking an alternative, Cordova continued to climb, scaling the side of the pylon with greater speed, her previous care and caution dismissed as an unnecessary luxury. The whole track was shaking now at the approach of the train, and she knew that time was running out, crawling hand over hand up the slippery ladder, knowing that there was only one safe haven in this wilderness, one sanctuary to give them a chance of surviving and accomplishing their mission.
 Finally, she rolled onto the top, beside the long, slender rail that buzzed with energy, radiating the warmth generated to prevent ice and snow from causing a catastrophe. She could see the train approaching now, a silver cylinder flashing through the night, running lights winking on and off, casting strange shadows across the landscape. Norris rolled onto the platform beside her, then looked down at the base of the pylon.
 “What the hell is Harland doing?” she asked.
 “I'm going down there,” Logan said, starting to descend.
 “No,” Cordova replied. “Get back up here. We've...”
 Hate in her eyes, Logan looked up, and said, “He's betraying us. I'm going to stop him. If you're happy to let him sell us out to ColSec, that's your problem. Not mine.” Before Cordova could stop her, she began to slide down the ladder, and Norris shook her head, looking up at the train.
 “Do you think he's sold us out?” she asked.
 “Don't ask me why, but no, I don't. Though I do think there's something he's not telling us.” She gestured at the tree line, and said, “Company. Two buggies, maybe eight people. Keep down low. With a little luck, they won't spot us up here.”
 “They'll stop the train,” Norris said, and Cordova's eyes widened.
 “Oh, damn.”
 “What?”
 “That's his plan. He's going to slow them down long enough to give us a chance to get away, and make it look as though they've taken out everyone.” She peered down at Harland, the old rebel digging into the snow, tangled equipment that might to an untrained eye appear to be an explosive charge wrapped around the pylon. He pulled out the barrel of a machine gun, hastily setting it up to cover the approaching ColSec guards, then glanced up at the approaching Logan, rifle in hand.
 A bullet cracked through the air, fired by one of the would-be ambushers, perfectly aimed to catch her in the side. Logan cried out in pain, and her hand slipped from the rung of the ladder, sending her dropping to the ground with an agonizing crack. She looked up, desperation in her eyes as she took her last breath, blood spilled onto the snow. Norris was about to cry out, but Cordova slammed her hand over her mouth, silencing her with a glare.
 “She's dead,” she hissed. “All the tears in the galaxy won't bring her back. You want to join her? Go ahead and jump. But you're not taking me with you. We've got work to do.” Harland had finished setting up the machine gun, firing a series of staccato pulses into the gloom to avenge the dead rebel, screaming a war cry as flame and smoke flew from the barrel of the gun.
 The train slid smoothly towards them, gliding to a stop, and Cordova ducked down to let it pass over them, feeling the crackle of electricity from the live rail to their side. Norris looked down at the gunfight, watching as Harland sacrificed his life to give them a chance to escape, while Cordova looked for the promised hatch, their escape route from the battle.
 As the soft boom of an explosion shattered snow from the trees, a column of smoke rising into the night air, she found what she was looking for, and her tired, cold fingers worked the release mechanism, dropping the hatch free. Without waiting for Norris, she scrambled inside, rolling into the cramped chamber, merciful heat filling the air. As Harland noisily expired with a doleful cry, echoing through the darkness, Norris climbed in after her, tugging the hatch shut behind her.
 “You think we were in time?” she asked.
 “I don't know,” Cordova replied, pulling out her pistol. “Though if anyone decides to stick their head up through that hatch, I can promise you that they'll regret their curiosity.”
 The two survivors lay in silence, the sounds of battle fading beneath them. A solitary gunshot concluded the battle, followed by a desperate, fading cry, and Norris glanced at Cordova in confusion. They'd never know what happened down there. Only that a brave man had given his life for his comrades. That was enough for the history books.
 Cordova's spirits sank as she head the unmistakable noise of someone scaling the ladder, boots ringing on the metal, muttered curses from outside. First one, then a second, and they heard footsteps outside, whispered conversations from the two guards searching the exterior of the train. One of them drifted away, but the other grew closer, ever closer, coming up to the hatch. Cordova tightened her hand on the pistol, trying and failing to think of a way to escape. They were trapped, and the best they could hope for was to die in a hail of bullets.
 The hatch cracked open, and a familiar figure peered inside, the same guard who had directed them to the buggy, hours before. A smile crossed his face, and he winked at Cordova, peering down to his comrade.
 “Nothing out here,” he yelled.
 “You sure, Micky?” his partner asked. “I'm sure I saw someone climbing onto the tracks.”
 “Probably the one Fernandez shot on her way down. There's nobody here, anyway. Pass the word that the train is clear to proceed.”
 “Hey, wait a minute, sir. The regulations...”
 “To hell with the regulations. The cargo on this train is perishable, and there's a ship waiting in orbit to send it back to Earth. You want to be the one to explain to Secretary Ramirez why his daughter isn't getting that fur coat she wanted for her birthday? Close it up, and send the signal to the driver to proceed as planned.” With a last glance up at Cordova, he said, “Besides, I've got a hot date in town tonight, and I don't intend to miss it.”
 With a faint chuckle, the man outside replied, “Won't your wife be upset at that?”
 “You going to tell her?”
 “Depends on whether you can sneak me back a bottle of vodka tonight.” There was a brief pause, and he added, “We've cleared the charges from the pylon. Nothing to worry about.”
 “Then let's get going before the blizzard comes back.” Petrov dropped back down to the platform, slamming the hatch shut, leaving two confused rebels looking at each other, Cordova fumbling her pistol back into its holster. After a moment, the train began to shudder as it built up speed, rattling along the tracks on its long, twisted path to Ericsson City, the end of the line.
 “What the hell happened there?” Norris asked.
 “I think we just found Harland's contact,” Cordova replied.
 “But he killed him!” Norris yelled. “And Logan!”
 Taking a deep breath, Cordova said, “Logan chose her fate as surely as if she'd shot herself with that bullet. Trying to get back down to the surface was suicide. As for Harland, he had to make it convincing. If ColSec knew that someone had driven out to the pylon, they wouldn't have stopped until they'd caught them.” Shaking her head, she continued, “He gave his life to give us a chance.”
 Norris' eyes widened, and she replied, “I didn't think it would be this way?”
 “What did you think would happen?” Cordova snapped. “This isn't a game. This is a war, and in war, people get hurt, get killed. Sometimes you have to sacrifice someone to win. And we've got to win. There are thousands of people just on this planet depending on us to free them, and for the next hundred years they'll be singing songs about the Last Stand of Jake Harland. He knew that, going in. He'll never be forgotten. Not unless we betray what he died for.” She glared at Norris, and said, “It's a little late for you to bail out now. Don't make any mistake about it. That could be you down there, pretty damned easily. Or me, for that matter. And it would be fine, as long as it got us one step closer to our goal.”
 “I don't know how you can be so cold about it. Two people just died, and...”
 “And two people lived, and we've got a job to do.” She frowned, then asked, “Harland seemed to think that we'd get there in time for peak broadcasting. That's got to be eighteen hours away. How many stops does this train make?”
 “Dozens, I guess. It loads up at every work camp along the route, heading to the spaceport.”
 “Then we're probably going to be here until morning.” She looked around the cramped space, and settled into a corner, tugging off her coat and stuffing it into position to serve as a pillow. “We'd better get what rest we can. No point keeping watch. Either we'll make it, or we won't.”
 “How can you think about going to sleep after what just happened?”
 “Unless you've got a time machine in your pocket, there's nothing we can do about that. All we can do is make sure that they died for something. We've got a long road ahead of us, and we're going to need all our strength to walk it. Sleep, or don't sleep. Your call. I've made mine. Good night.” 



Chapter 10
 
 Mike sat in the command chair, watching fighters and cruisers dance all around him as the nightmare of battle unfolded, his squadrons ripping into the enemy forces, facing far greater odds yet still fighting valiantly. They were dying by the dozen, demonstrating greater bravery than he could ever ask, while the Federation forces closed in, sweeping on both flanks to envelop Canopus in a trap. Polaris was gone, a cluster of exploding wreckage far behind them, her commander defeated as three enemy cruisers closed on him, a devastating array of firepower far too great to be countered. 
 “Get us out of here,” he found himself saying, leaning forward in his chair. “We've lost this game. Full speed to the gravitational threshold.”
 “Damage control reports serious damage to the main engines,” Schmidt replied. “Losing power, losing acceleration. We're struggling, Commander, and the enemy flotilla is gaining ground rapidly. They'll be in optimum firing range in less than sixty seconds.”
 “Inform Commander Duval...”
 “He's dead, sir,” Petrova said, coldly.
 “Then find out who the hell is in charge of our supposed fighter escort, Lieutenant, and inform them that they need to spend more time covering our flanks and less time on some sort of personal quest for glory! They'll have to cover our retreat.” Looking to the side, he said, “Castro. Any report from them?”
 “Serious damage to their outer armor. They're losing hull integrity, will have to reduce speed,” Schmidt replied. “They've offered to move to our rear, to cover our retreat.”
 Grimacing, Mike said, “Accept. Tell Commander Ortiz that he should abandon ship, and that we'll find a way to retrieve his people. Assuming we manage to fight our way out of the system ourselves.” His eyes were locked on the tactical display, and he continued, “And find out what the hell happened to their fighters!”
 “All gone, sir. Down to the last man. They died trying to get Polaris out of low orbit.”
 Shaking his head, Mike turned to the helm, and said, “Kenyon, more speed!”
 “There's nothing left, sir,” she protested. “I'm giving her all the acceleration she can stand. We've suffered too much damage to the superstructure as it is. She'll tear apart if I run any hotter!”
 “Newsflash, Lieutenant,” Mike barked. “We're dead if we stay. Take the risk. Maximum power to the engines, and prepare for a best-speed transition to Sinaloa Station. We'll regroup there with anyone that's left. Signal...”
 “Castro, sir!” Schmidt said, gesturing at the viewscreen. Mike turned to the display just in time to watch his old friend die in a ball of fire, his ship joining the other mass of debris haunting local orbital space. That left only one significant target for the near-untouched Federation flotilla, four cruisers bearing right towards them, weapons hot. He looked up at the tactical display, trying to will his ship to greater speed, but already a series of red lights were running across the status monitor, the hull buckling as Kenyon forced it beyond safe stresses in a bid to escape.
 With an ear-splitting crack, the rear hull failed, the ship tumbling end over end in an uncontrollable spin, crewmen spilling out of the countless hull breaches, blown out into space with the escaping rush of atmosphere. Kenyon desperately tried to retain some sort of a trim, Schmidt firing one last burst of point-defense fire at the approaching salvo of kinetic warheads, but the end was inevitable, and swift. 
 The lights flickered off on the bridge, and the doleful sound of 'Taps' played over the speakers, the computer ending the battle simulation with the destruction of the last ship in the rebel fleet. Mike sat back in his chair, rubbing his hand on his forehead, while the crew hastily began the process of returning the ship to normal flight operation.
 “Well,” Kenyon said, “I guess we've got some idea of how not to do that now, right?”
 “I don't think this is an appropriate time for levity, Lieutenant,” Mike replied. He looked around the bridge, and said, “That performance, ladies and gentlemen, was nothing short of pitiful. If that's the best you can muster, we might as well contact Admiral Yoshida and surrender now.” Rising to his feet, he walked over to Kenyon, and said, “Helm control was far too sluggish. You've got to anticipate a lot better than you are, or we're going to get killed.”
 “I lost four thrusters on the first wave of the attack, sir,” she protested. “There's only so much I can do with the equipment at my disposal. And the enemy formation shouldn't have been able to hide so effectively behind the moon. That's a simulation error.”
 “You really think they won't be able to throw us a few surprises, Lieutenant? We're attacking a prepared, defensive position. That means that we're going to have a lot more to deal with than with a traditional fleet battle. They know the lay of the sky, and they'll have their ships ready to go. Not something we'll readily be able to deal with.” Turning to Schmidt, he added, “Turret co-ordination was lousy. I want those crews drilled and drilled again until they get it right. And Duval's fighters were a bad joke. No cohesion at all.”
 “For most of them,” Petrova noted, “it was their first time acting together as a single flight group. It takes time for any group of pilots to get to know each other, get used to working together, and you can't expect them to...”
 “All of them are experienced pilots, graduates of Flight School, and they're all flying in their usual squadrons. I can't help but think that our current legal status has some of our people thinking that they don't have to follow the rules any more, but nothing could be further from the truth.” Looking around the room, he added, “I could cite half a dozen uniform violations off the top of my head. We're supposed to be an elite ship, one of the finest in space. Time to act like it.”
 “Commander,” Schmidt protested, “the whole purpose of this exercise was to find problems to iron out, defects to repair...”
 “Then we have indeed done well, Lieutenant, because we've found far more than I'd ever dared to fear. Get this straight, people. Nothing less than our absolute best is acceptable. We're going into battle, and the fate of billions of lives depends on our success. They're watching and waiting for them, and we are damned well not going to let them down!” Turning to Petrova, he said, “The enforcement of discipline is your ultimate responsibility, Lieutenant, and I want you to go department-to-department and see what you can do. Find the problem cases, and deal with them. I don't care how you do it, but I want every station on the ship at peak efficiency.”
 She looked at him, wide-eyed, and replied, “Aye, Commander.”
 “We're going to do this again,” he said with a resigned sigh. “And again, and again, until we get this right, even if we spent the next forty-eight hours in non-stop simulated battle. Because if we get ourselves shot up as badly as we did today, we're going to have a lot worse to deal with than some lousy music over the speaker. You're letting both the ship and yourselves down, and I will not have that any longer.” Rubbing his forehead again, he said, “Lieutenant Schmidt, you have the deck. I'm heading down to the hangar to debrief the pilots, and they'd better have a damned good explanation for the debacle I just saw on the screen.” Leaving his stunned staff behind him, he walked into the elevator, tapping a control for the lower deck. 
 “Sir, may I have a word?” the hitherto-silent Hammond asked.
 “By all means, Lieutenant,” he said, holding the door open. “Come along.”
 When the door closed, Hammond began, “I know that I don't have much formal military experience, Commander, but with all due respect, you were out of line back there on the bridge.”
 “Indeed.”
 “You don't berate subordinates in public. Not like that. Especially not in a crisis situation. Lieutenant Schmidt was quite correct. The exercise was intended to find areas of potential improvement, and it did. We've got a list of things to solve for the next time, and you've got some good officers up there. They know what needs to be done, and you're riding them too hard.”
 “I'd rather they stayed alive to hate me, Lieutenant.”
 “It isn't a question of that, sir. They know that you're under pressure, and...”
 Raising an eyebrow, he replied, “I'm glad I have their sympathy, Lieutenant.”
 Shaking her head, she said, “That isn't quite what I meant, sir. Only that they understand that you might not be quite yourself right now, but you're going to have to lighten up on them a little. Cracking on the pressure isn't always the answer.”
 “Maybe I haven't quite made this as clear as I should have, Lieutenant, but we're going into battle in a little under three days, and we will be facing vastly superior odds in that engagement. Any mistake, any defect, and we will die. It's as simple as that. So I'm sorry if you think I'm being a little harsh, but I don't have the luxury of time. We were lucky during the Battle of Coronado, and we caught the enemy by surprise. We won't have that advantage this time.”
 Looking up at him, she replied, “I haven't known you for long, Commander, but this isn't like you. Everything I've heard about you suggests that you aren't this sort of officer.” Gesturing at the door, she added, “Those people have given up everything they once knew, everything they had back home, and they've done it because they believe in you. Their whole worldview is fragile right now, and in my personal opinion, sir, they need support. Not to be lectured on something they know perfectly well already.” She glared at him, and added, “If you think this insubordinate...”
 “No,” he replied, holding up a hand. “No, I don't. Had you said this on the bridge, I'd have thrown you in the brig. We're in private, and I've never refused to listen to the advice of my subordinates in the proper place and time. You get a pass.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “Go back up to the bridge, and inform them that we will be holding a second exercise in two hours, and that I expect all department heads for a briefing in an hour to advise on how they intend to improve their performance next time. After we've completed the second exercise, we'll go on low time for twelve hours, give everyone a chance to take a breath. Will that satisfy you.”
 “Yes, sir,” she replied. “I'm sorry to...”
 “You did your job, Lieutenant. Now let me do mine. I stand by my statement that our fighter wing was a bad joke, and I don't think anyone other than Admiral Yoshida will be laughing if we end up fighting that way for real.” The elevator stuttered to a stop, and the doors slid open. “Dismissed.”
 “Aye, sir,” she replied, snapping a salute, stepping out into the corridor. Mike closed the doors again, his hand poised over the controls, hovering over the mechanism for the moment. He pulled out his datapad, looked at the date-stamp, and cursed, memories flooding back to him. Anxious fingers danced over the controls, going deep into his personal database, dredging up files he generally only recovered late at night, alone in his cabin. 
 After a moment, he found the image he was looking for, one he had taken himself, fifteen years earlier. A tall blonde woman, hair cascading over her shoulders, with a baby cradled in her arms, a cute smile on its face. He looked down at the picture for a long moment, the only one he had left from those years, those happier times of long ago, and sighed, his hand shaking as he reached for the wall communicator.
 “Curtis to Bridge,” he said.
 “Schmidt here, sir.”
 “Cancel all battle drills for the next twenty-four hours. The ship is to go onto stand-down until then. You have the deck until further notice. I'll be in my quarters.” 
 “Sir,” she protested. “We have to complete our tactical preparations, and the department heads...”
 “Handle it,” he replied. “Stand-down for twenty-four hours. I'm sure the crew will appreciate the break. Curtis out.” Shutting off the channel, he reached across for the controls, tapping for his quarters, leaning back on the wall as he sped towards his cabin, his eyes never wavering from the image on the datapad.
 “Damn it, Bill. Why did you have to come back today? Why today?”



Chapter 11
 
 “Come on, wake up, Win,” a voice urged, shaking Kani from a dreamless sleep. “We're out of time. You have to move, right now!” Kani's eyes opened to see Petrov standing over him, a holdall in his hand, dressed in cold-weather gear. “Get this on, and come with me. If we're going to get out of here, we've got to go now.”
 “What?” he muttered, trying to rise.
 Glancing to the rear, Petrov said, “I'm working with Saxon. I'm your contact on the surface. My guess is that you've already completed the mission you were sent down here to complete, and if you want to live through it and do some good, put this kit on and come with me, now. I've got a way out of here, but the window of opportunity for us to escape is pretty damned narrow, and closing by the minute.”
 Reaching for the back, Kani started to tug on the thick jacket, and replied, “The serum...”
 “I knew that Pierce wouldn't dig deep enough. I figure that if he'd asked a few more questions, we'd have all been in real trouble. Lucky for you the guy's a butt-kissing moron.” He shrugged, then said, “Well, not just luck. I made sure he was your interrogator. It's all about pushing the right collection of buttons.”
 Sliding his feet into the boots, Kani rose to his feet, and asked, “Where are we going?”
 “I've got a plane waiting outside. I'm assuming your piloting skills are up to the challenge.”
 Cracking a smile, Kani replied, “Never ask a rocket jock that question. Lead on.”
 Petrov raced down the corridor, Kani struggling to follow as he took turn after turn. Cameras tracked their every move, but Petrov simply ignored them, rushing on towards his destination, so Kani followed suit, demonstrating a similar lack of concern at the surveillance systems. It had occurred to him that this might be a trap, some ColSec ruse to uncover more information about his real mission to the surface, but so far, everything had gone perfectly according to plan, right down to the shaped charge he'd placed on his own fighter before launching from Polaris. 
 At the end of the corridor, a pair of guards stood watch, snapping to attention at Petrov's approach. For a moment, Kani thought that his suspicions had been confirmed, some sort of trap sprung at the last instant, and he turned to run, but before he could make a move, one of the guards smoothly drew a pistol and shot his comrade in the foot, sending him collapsing to the floor. Petrov faced forward, hypodermic in hand, slamming a shot of tranquilizer into the man's arm, his struggling figure slumping as his muscles relaxed. Finally, the feared sirens began to sound, and Petrov sprinted across the threshold, his co-conspirator following with a regretful glance at his erstwhile comrade.
 Inside, a small biplane waited, a colonial design that could have flown out of an aviation museum, metal frame gleaming, engine ready. Kani walked into the hangar, then climbed into the cockpit, settling at the controls as Petrov and his comrade settled into the passenger compartment behind. As he ran his eyes over the controls, trying to rapidly familiarize himself with the display, he heard footsteps approaching, and turned to see a squad of troopers running into the room, Pierce in the lead. He tapped the starter, the engine firing with a series of angry jerks, and eased the throttle up with his right hand, guiding the plane carefully onto the waiting runway outside. Gunshots echoed all around as he gathered speed, the plane moving ever faster along the hardened surface, sending a spray of snow into the air on both sides.
 “Any idea what the specs on this thing are?” he asked, not really expecting a reply. It had been years since he'd flown in any sort of atmosphere, never a plane like this, but it seemed a forgiving creature, and he gently eased her into the sky, gently tugging back on the control stick as he raced past a hundred miles an hour. A crosswind immediately pushed him to the left, but a series of experimental tugs on the stick dragged him back on course. Glancing behind him, he saw half a dozen figures futilely chasing after them, emptying their clips into the sky, and pulled back once again, sending the plane rising over the treetops. 
 “Don't go too high,” Petrov warned. “The orbital network will be watching us like a hawk. The defense systems will engage at anything over a thousand feet. Lower than that, and they'd risk damaging the landscape.”
 “They actually care about the wildlife?”
 “What, burn the Chairman's garden world?” the guard said. “More than the life of the poor damn bastard at the trigger is worth, believe me.”
 Nodding, Kani guided the plane down, skimming just over the treetops, and asked, “Where are we going? This thing doesn't have any maps on it.” Looking around the cockpit, he continued, “And where did you find a beast like this, anyway?” 
 “Squadron Leader, you are currently flying the pride and joy of Chancellor Thierrs. It's a restored Waco biplane, as flown by the Mexican Air Force a couple of centuries ago. We've got a few indent mechanics who work on it for him.” A smile spread across the rebel's face, and he added, “I thought we could use some more insurance. Nobody's going to shoot us down, that's for damned sure. Not from the surface, anyway. From orbit they might be able to get away with it. Though even so, I suspect that the man who fired the missile would earn a one-way ticket to Triton.”
 Shaking his head, Kani replied, “How do they expect to win a war like that?”
 “Personally, I rather hope they don't,” Petrov said. “Though I admit that I'm biased. Turn thirty degrees west, and run straight on to town.” 
 “Aren't you worried that they'll know where we're going?” Kani asked.
 “There's only one place on this planet where we could go,” the guard replied. “Unless you want a scenic tour of the gadolinium mines. There's one big landing field and a few smaller ones, and by now, all of them will be covered.”
 Frowning, Kani said, “I'm having enough trouble keeping this bird in the air. I think I can manage a landing on a decent runway, but if I try and set her down anywhere else, in this climate, we're going to have problems. She's not really rigged for arctic conditions.” 
 “Part of the authenticity,” Petrov replied with a grimace. “You really don't want to know how much it cost to ship this thing out here.” He grinned, and said, “I've got a plan. Just keep us low and steady.”
 “Not a problem,” Kani replied, guiding the plane towards the dawn, the sun rising over the frost-covered landscape. He looked out at the wilderness beyond, spotting a pack of mammoths running through the trees, tusks raised high to the sky as they bellowed the forest awake. Even with a combat rifle, he wouldn't want to take them on.
 Over to the right, he saw the local monorail track, the train itself miles ahead of him, and swung around to hang low over the rails, using the natural path through the terrain. That, and it occurred to him that he could garner even more safety by putting Hyperborea's only reliable transport link in danger. One overshoot could easily wreck the track beyond repair for a mile in either direction.
 He peered into the distance, searching the horizon for the city as the plane flashed over another work camp, a dull dome rising for the sky, surrounded by tree stumps, the latest work of the labor gangs. Kani frowned, looking at the devastation they'd wrought in such a short space of time. Hyperborea's bio-system had been ravaged enough by Earth already. The Federation was giving every sign of wanting to strip-mine the planet, remove everything worth taking and leave a dead world behind. 
 “I know,” Petrov said, shaking his head. “We all feel the same way. A lot of the locals would rather be independent. I've been stuck here for five years, and it breaks my heart to watch them ruin the place. There are plenty of good minerals on the local moons, more than enough to support a civilization without resorting to all of this.” He grimaced, and added, “And whenever one of the Central Committee turns up to visit, they treat us like god-damned feudal serfs, doffing our caps to our masters.”
 “Not any more,” the guard said, looking out of the window. “Not any more.” He turned his neck forward, and pointed at the horizon, saying, “There it is. Just to the left.”
 Kani followed the man's finger, and spotted the city in the distance, a cluster of domes reaching to the sky, surrounded by rough-hewn buildings scattered in all directions, nestled on the banks of a frozen river. He turned the plane away from the tracks, lining up a straight-line approached, then turned back to Petrov.
 “Where do you want to land?”
 “There's an autopilot hidden on the console. Just tap the altimeter three times, and it'll automatically bring the plane in to Amundsen Field.” He reached under the chair, bringing out a backpack, and added, “We're not going to be on board when that happens.”
 “Parachutes?” Kani asked. “Won't they spot us?”
 “Not if we get undercover quickly enough on landing.” He passed the backpack to Kani, and said, “Strap it on, lock it tight, and release it right away when you reach the deck. Then run for cover, wherever it is. We'll try for the shanty down. Nobody there has any love for the Federation. You'll find a rebel on every street corner.” Petrov smiled, and added, “I've never been happier to say that than I am right now.”
 Tugging on the parachute, Kani pulled back the throttle as low as he dared, and replied, “It's been a long time since I've used one of these. And last time, I wasn't trying to land.” At Petrov's expression, he said, “Skyriding in the Thulian Stratosphere. You really ought to try it some time.”
 “You're crazy,” the guard said.
 With a shrug, Kani replied, “I'm here, aren't I? Where do we link up on the ground?”
 “Go for the Prancing Mammoth,” Petrov said.
 A smile spread across Kani's face, and he said, “That I've got to see. Let's go.” He pulled open the door, testing the straps on his parachute for one last time, and rolled out into the air, the chute deploying less than a second after he fell away from the plane, snapping into position with a crack as he dived through the trees. He counted two more parachutes falling after him, as the plane banked away towards its destination, now with only a computer at the controls.
 He was drifting away from the town, a gust of wind tossing him carelessly into the forest, and he reached for the control straps in an attempt to guide himself to a safer landing, raising his feet to avoid crashing into a tree. While he fumbled with the controls, he caught his canopy on a wide-ranging branch, arresting his fall and leaving him dangling in space, a hundred feet above the ground. 
 Cursing his ill-luck, he swung himself around, trying to get to the tree itself, the straps and the chute creaking above him, tears already forming in the material. Just as the fabric began to give, he reached the trunk, wrapping himself around it and slamming his chest into the tree to release the canopy, a tattered sheet fluttering to the ground beneath him. All around him, he could hear sirens, and he looked around to see the source of the trouble, half-expecting guards to race towards him at any moment. One glance down indicated to truth of the alert, and he saw a pair of huge beasts rushing from the forest, sharp fangs dropping from their mouths. Their distinctive howls left no possible room for doubt. Sabre-toothed tigers, recreated as sport for Oligarch hunters a century ago, now a growing menace on the planet.
 Whistles blew in the streets nearby, and he could hear the sounds of a crowd fleeing for safety, running into the cover of the buildings. If his guess was right, ColSec wouldn't intervene. He'd doubtless already managed to trigger a local security alert, and as a rule, they rarely gave much of a damn for civilians in any case. Which at least meant that he wouldn't be caught up here. He could spot half a dozen of the tigers running around, and five of them raced into town, doubtless chasing some luckless or careless individual still picking his way through the streets.
 Which left only one, glaring up at him with cold, soulless eyes, teeth shining bright in the dawn as it waited for him to descend. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, it raced away to join his fellows, and he breathed a sigh of relief. By lucky coincidence, they'd give him the perfect distraction. He looked down at the ground, trying to spot whether the predators were still around, and shook his head.
 Somehow, he didn't think anyone would object to him waiting a few more minutes, just to make sure. He'd gone to a lot of trouble to get here, and ending up as tiger food wasn't on his agenda. The Prancing Mammoth could wait a while.



Chapter 12
 
 “Emergence in three minutes, Commander,” Voronova said, while Norton looked down at the helm controls over her shoulder, anxiously monitoring their return to normal space. “I'll be putting us a hundred thousand miles from Khiva Station.”
 “All decks are on standby alert,” Rojek added. “I can be at battle stations...”
 “No,” Curtis replied. “That's not on the agenda today. We're here to make allies, not wage war. Blasting into the system all guns blazing will only invite a fight.” He paused, then added, “Having said that, monitor all activity in the system. Though we'll bug out of the system rather than try and fight them all off if necessary.”
 Turning to him, Voronova said, “Some of them will listen to reason, sir. There are enough people in the Commonwealth who want to go home, regardless of the political consequences.”
 “And just as many people who will attempt to take advantage of the situation,” Saxon warned. “The exiles won't give up their dreams of conquest easily or quickly.”
 “That's what you're here for,” Curtis replied. “I want live intelligence reports on anyone we encounter. No matter how minor.”
 “All prepared,” she said, holding up a datapad. “Let's hope Federation Intelligence did its job right for a change. I suppose there's a first time for everything.”
 “One minute,” Voronova said. “Preparing for transition.” She looked up at Norton, and asked, “Am I getting anything wrong?”
 “Not yet,” Norton replied. “Just don't get too comfortable.”
 “Don't worry, I'd far rather be sitting in a fighter right now. This ship handles…,” she looked up at Curtis, her face reddening, and said, “Sorry, sir. I'm not used to a ship of this size.”
 Cracking a smile, Curtis replied, “Relax, Lieutenant. You're doing fine.”
 “Ten seconds,” Voronova said, reaching across the console. “Initiating warp dump.”
 Polaris slewed back into normal space, sending waves of nausea running through Curtis as the inexperienced helmsman managed the transition. A flash of blue light washed over the bridge, and the starfield snapped into view, framing a purple and orange ball at the heart of the screen, a series of pinpoint dots arranged all around. The heads-up display immediately flickered into life, data streaming alongside each one as the combat computers labored to match the ships in the system with known hostile targets.
 “I have positive identification of Achilles, Agamemnon and Theseus, Commander,” Rojek said. “All of them have gone weapons hot, and are heading on an intercept course. Two fighter squadrons are orbiting the planet, but none of them have moved to engage as yet.” Turning to Voronova, he said, “This make sense to you?”
 “First Cruiser Squadron,” she replied. “I was expecting them.” 
 Nodding, Curtis said, “Maintain current posture. Norton, take the helm, but hold position for the moment. No hostile moves. Voronova, I assume we have an escape course plotted?”
 “Ready to go, Commander.”
 “Then in that case, hail the Commonwealth Squadron.”
 Rojek turned to the communications technicians, the staff working to establish a link-up with the incoming squadrons, struggling to keep their firewall in position as the Commonwealth hackers began their work. Technically, it was a hostile act, but Curtis was trying to ignore it, knowing that he'd have done the same in their place. Until the kinetic projectiles started to fly, there was a chance that all of this would still work out.
 “I have Commodore McKinnon for you, Commander,” one of the technicians said. “Voice only, no audio, maximum scrambler.”
 Reaching for a headset, Curtis said, “This is Commander Edward Curtis, currently in command of rebel space forces. I'm here to discuss options for joint military action against the Federation. While Polaris is armed, we are holding at alert status for the present. I request permission to hold my current position at the edge of the system while we discuss terms of alliance and cooperation, and suggest that a ten thousand mile buffer zone be maintained to reduce the risk of an accidental incident.”
 There was a long pause, until finally McKinnon said, “The last time we met, Commander, we were exchanging kinetic salvos. I presume you understand that what you are suggesting is contrary to my orders? That I have firm and precise instructions to capture or destroy Polaris?”
 Nodding, Curtis replied, “I presumed as much, Commodore, but that sort of an attitude isn't going to get either of us anywhere. If you close any further, I will pull Polaris out of the system before you can reach me, and in the unlikely event that you find a way to get here first, my ship is the match for any two of yours. You won't do well in a battle. As I believe we have already proven.” Leaning forward in his chair, he added, “I'm here to talk peace, not war. I know that the citizens of the Commonwealth have wanted to return home for decades. Maybe we can find a way to make it happen. I'm willing to make the first move.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “I will come unarmed to Khiva Station and discuss the situation with you and the Commonwealth leadership.”
 “Unarmed?” McKinnon said, as Saxon looked on with disgust. “What guarantees for your safety would you require?”
 “I'll accept the word of a senior officer of the Commonwealth. Just as I would expect you to expect the word of a senior rebel officer. If you promise me safe passage back to my ship, we can have some sort of basis for negotiation.” He looked up at the glaring Saxon, and added, “The party will consist only of myself and my senior aide. No guards, no staff. Just two persons.”
 Hudson shook her head, whispering, “Sir, we can handle all the negotiations remotely. You can't put yourself at risk like that? Do you really think that they'll honor their word? We're talking about the Commonwealth here, and...”
 Turning to his deputy, Curtis replied, “If we're not willing to show an element of good faith, Lieutenant, then these negotiations are doomed to fail from the outset.” Gesturing at the screen, at the still-approaching cruiser squadron, he added, “If we can get those ships and their fighters into the war, we've got an excellent chance of finishing the Federation for good. I'm willing to put my life on the line for that.”
 “Let me go instead, sir, as your representative,” Hudson said.
 “No. It has to be me.” He cracked a smile, and replied, “I'm replaceable, Lieutenant. You can command Polaris just as well as I can, and my son is more than capable of commanding the fleet.”
 “Commander,” McKinnon replied. “I've spoken to my superiors on Khiva Station, and they're willing to meet with you on those terms. You can travel across on one of your shuttles, and we will maintain a distance of ten thousand miles between our ships and yours, as you stipulated. I don't need to tell you that any hostile move on the part of you or your ship will result in your immediate destruction.”
 “And the other stipulation I made?” Curtis asked.
 “You have my personal guarantee that both you and your aide will be permitted to leave Khiva Station and return to your ship unmolested, as long as your crew maintains a non-hostile posture. Defensive systems are acceptable, offensive systems are not.” She paused, then asked, “What is the status of our three pilots?”
 Looking at Voronova, he replied, “I have to report that Squadron Leader Kani is currently missing in action, and that Flight Lieutenant Nguyen fell in battle. Her attack was instrumental in the destruction of a Federation Starcruiser and our victory at the Battle of Coronado, and I would like to recommend her for a posthumous decoration. As for Flight Lieutenant Voronova, when last I saw her she was safe and well.”
 “Thank you for that, Commander. I will see that Lieutenant Nguyen's next of kin are informed of her loss. I presume you will return her personal effects?”
 “They'll be on the shuttle with me.”
 “Very well. We'll be waiting for you, Commander. McKinnon out.”
 Rojek turned to Curtis, and asked, “Are you sure about this, Teddy?”
 “No, but it's what has to be done.” Looking up at Saxon, he asked, “Ready for a trip?”
 “No, but I suppose I don't really have a choice, do I.” Unclipping her holster, she let her weapon drop to the deck, then walked over to the elevator, while Curtis removed his pistol and laid it on his chair.
 “Hudson, you're in command until I get back. Should something go wrong, then you are to leave the system at once, regardless of the status of myself and Major Saxon. No rescue attempts, no desperate battles. Keep the rendezvous with the rest of the fleet at all costs. Understood?”
 “Aye, sir,” she replied. “Good luck, Commander.”
 “Thank you. I think I'm going to need it.”
 “For once we agree,” Saxon replied, tapping the control for the hangar deck, Curtis only just stepping inside before the doors slammed shut. She looked across at him, and said, “This is insanity. You do realize that, I hope.”
 With a shrug, he replied, “That's got us this far.”
 “Even so.” The elevator skimmed through the decks, finally depositing them on the hangar deck, the scattered pilots watching as the two of them walked to the waiting shuttle. Curtis paused for a moment, looking at the assembled fighters, four full squadrons ready for battle, more than the ship had ever been designed to hold. A force that he'd never dreamed he'd command, ready to attack on his order. Saxon frowned, waiting at the hatch, and he followed her into the shuttle, moving into the cockpit and dropping down in front of the flight controls.
 “Requesting departure clearance,” he said, throwing a switch.
 Hudson's voice replied, “Granted, Shuttle One. Safe journey.”
 Shaking her head, Saxon replied, “I have got to try and cure that woman of her optimism at some point. I think she's beginning to infect the rest of the crew.” Pulling out her datapad, she said, “If our intelligence is correct, it'll be Admiral Crawford we're meeting. You couldn't have picked a more dogmatic, inflexible dinosaur to negotiate with. McKinnon might be more tractable, but...”
 “I've read the files,” he said. “We can deal with them. I'm sure of it. To an extent, we're giving them exactly what they want.” Turning to her as the shuttle dropped through the decks, he added, “Everything ready at your end?”
 “Naturally,” she replied. “In a cruel and hostile galaxy, my sense of enlightened self-interest remains the one thing you can truly count upon.”
 “Attention,” the overhead speaker barked as the shuttle dropped clear of Polaris. “This is Khiva Traffic Control. Switch over to automatic guidance. We'll bring you in.”
 “Roger, Traffic Control. We're complying now,” Curtis replied.
 “Understood. Out.”
 “Not even a please or thank you,” Saxon muttered, as Curtis threw the controls.
 “At least we get a nice relaxing ride,” he replied, gesturing at the gas giant ahead. The shuttle dived for the planet, furiously decelerating to bring them out of orbit, locking them on a glide path into the atmosphere. He looked around at the ships, old relics from the last war that had been kept in pristine condition, then glanced across at the sensor display, a trio of targets closing at high speed.
 “Fighters,” Saxon said. “Still think this was a good idea?” 
 “Nothing wrong with an honor guard,” he replied.
 “Perhaps they'll honor you with a twenty-one-missile salute at your imminent funeral.”
 Cracking a smile, he asked, “Don't you think you'd get one?”
 “You only get a funeral when you die,” she replied. “I have no intention of dying here today, Commander. If I felt otherwise, I'd never have boarded the shuttle in the first place.” She looked down at the scanner screen, and raised an eyebrow as another dozen contacts appeared, adding, “Though I might have to revise that assessment under the circumstances.”
 “They're just being careful,” he said. “I'd feel the same way if the roles were reversed. For all they know, we're on a suicide mission.”
 “Funny,” she replied. “I'm beginning to agree with them. You said that your son is equally capable of commanding the fleet? I think we might have a chance to prove that theory.”
  



Chapter 13
 
 “Signal from Castro, sir,” Schmidt said, her voice echoing over the ceiling speaker.
 “What is it?” Mike replied, moving from his bed, his eyes locked on the picture on the wall, a blonde woman holding a little girl in her arms. “Trouble?”
 “They're requesting assistance, Commander. They're at Icarus Point, and they've been pinned by a pair of enemy squadrons operating from the local station. No immediate threat, but they're unable to leave the system unless we can come get them.”
 “Can't they punch a way out with their fighters?”
 “They say not, sir, and I've looked at the sensor logs they've sent. I'm forced to agree with Commander Ortiz.” She paused, then added, “I've had Lieutenant Kenyon plot a course, and we can be there and back in eighteen hours.”
 “If we strain our drive units sufficiently that we'll find it tough to pull out of Hyperborea should things go wrong,” he replied. He rubbed his eyes, and said, “We're going to play this one differently, Lieutenant. I want a new course plot from Icarus Point to Hyperborea, and calculations on how long we can wait here for more ships to turn up.”
 Schmidt paused, then said, “We were meant to gather forces here, Commander, and Icarus Point's a long way from our target. Potentially straining our drive units. If I might recommend...”
 “Noted. My decision stands, Lieutenant. Inform Commander Ortiz that we will be there, but perhaps not as soon as he'd like, and suggest that he continue to explore ways of breaking out of the trap he fell into by himself. We're not Castro's keeper. Curtis out.” He snapped off the communicator, then lay back on his bed, the digital frame flickering to a new image, back from his time at the Academy, two cadets with their arms wrapped around each other, grinning at the camera. He and Ortiz, twenty years ago. The door slid open, and he looked up to see Petrova walking into the room, glancing at the image before reaching across to the frame and switching it off.
 “I heard what you said to Schmidt,” she began.
 “And as I told her, my orders stand.”
 Shaking her head, she replied, “That's not what I'm here to discuss. As it happens, I agree with you. It stands a good chance of throwing off the enemy a little, making them guess about our next move. That's not the issue. I need to talk about you.”
 “Pretty boring topic of conversation.”
 “Under Fleet regulations, Commander, I'm empowered to relieve you of command if, in my opinion, you're unfit to hold it. Now, we're nowhere near that point, but...”
 Bursting out in laughter, Mike replied, “Fleet regulations? You've got to be kidding me.” Pointing at the door, he said, “You go out there and find someone willing to help you relieve me. Go on. Try. I haven't had my morning laugh yet. Not that I want the damned job, anyway.”
 Her mouth moved into a faint smile, and she replied, “Point taken. Nevertheless, we're going to have a conversation, Commander, and we're going to have it now. Are you going to have trouble dealing with Commander Ortiz? I've looked over his record, and while it's not exactly that of a high-flier, he seems a competent enough officer, if more of a follower than a leader. Not a disadvantage for the commander of an auxiliary.”
 “Bill's not the problem. Not really. It's more what he represents that is the problem.”
 Nodding, she replied, “I did a little digging. Today is your sixteenth wedding anniversary.”
 “That's a nice sick joke right there,” he said, his eyes filled with venom. “The records were wiped. Largely to avoid embarrassing a senior figure in the Commerce Directorate. It was as though neither of them ever existed, erased from history.” 
 “Tell me about it.”
 “And if I refuse?” 
 She drew her pistol, leveled it at his chest, and replied, “Then I'll have to shoot you. Even if it means my death. In your current state, Lieutenant Schmidt is probably a better choice to command the ship than you are, and all that matters now is the survival of the ship and crew, as well as the completion of the mission. That's how strongly I feel about this.” With a sigh, she continued, “Damn it, I'm worried about you, and I'm not the only one!”
 “You try having your best friend try and sell you out. That'll give you some trust issues.”
 “I've given you no reason to doubt me.” She looked at the door, then said, “I give you my word that nothing you say here will leave this room. But you need to talk to someone about this, and I guess I'm the only one left. There's nothing happening for at least twenty hours, no ships entering or leaving the system, and your staff are more than capable of handling the routine. So talk. For both our sakes.”
 With a shrug, he replied, “What the hell. Why not. Let's travel back in time to when I was as green a bastard as the Academy ever turned out, all spit, polish and hell-fire, ready to take on the galaxy by myself before breakfast. Right about at graduation, I'd already found out that my father had crashed-out his career, and that only made me more determined to excel.”
 “And you graduated top of the class.”
 “Who's telling this story, anyway? But yes, I did. Got my pick of postings. And then I found out that my girlfriend was pregnant. We'd been talking about getting married anyway, so we moved things up a little. Had the ceremony right in Admiralty Hall, and the Commandant performed the service. My whole class turned up.” He sighed, then said, “Including Ortiz's father.”
 “What did that have to do with it?”
 “Turned out he had a wandering eye. I spent my first year on Earth, working in Fleet Headquarters. That's where I met Yoshida-san. Hell of a tactician. I learned a lot from him. My wife and I had a little girl. We called her Sara. She was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen in my life.” With a deep sigh, he continued, “Then I was posted. A big step up. Acting Lieutenant on Borealis, Guidance Control, replacing someone who'd been injured. The Admiral, Commodore he was then, told me not to take it. Said he needed me back home. I think he was trying to tell me something.”
 Nodding, she replied, “That's on your record. You earned the Order of Merit during that cruise, right? Fighting against the rebel remnant out at 36 Ophiuchi.”
 “Eight months of action. At first I got a letter from my wife every day, images of her and my daughter. Then every three days, then every week. I didn't think of it at first. We were in action most days, the ship was damaged, I ended up running Tactical for a while. Then I got a final letter. She'd left me. Said she couldn't handle the separation, the loneliness, some crap like that. I put in for emergency leave, tried to get back, but it got blocked. Not by my commander, he'd pushed it as hard as he could, but someone on Earth wanted me to stay out on the frontier, I guess. Took me a long time to work out why.”
 “I'm sorry,” Petrova replied. “I truly am. It must be...”
 “Wait,” he said, raising a hand. “It gets worse. I got back home eventually, and it was all over bar the shouting. Ortiz turned up, sadder than I'd ever known him, and told me what had happened. His father had managed to get her a job working for him at the Commerce Directorate, In-System Transportation, and put on a full court press for months. It worked.” Taking a deep breath, he added, “And to his credit, Ortiz stopped speaking to his father that day.”
 “What about his mother?”
 “That's where it got messy. Real messy. And for a little while, I reaped a few benefits from that. You see, the bastard's wife not only didn't know, but she was the daughter of a senior figure in Planetary Security. One of those marriages. So Administrator Ortiz couldn't get a divorce, had to enjoy his new family on the side. As a result of which, I managed to get joint custody. While I was on Earth, she was mine. And then I found out...”
 “That the bastard was the one who had arranged your extrasolar postings in the first place, and the one who had prevented you going home in time to fix things.”
 “Why do I get the feeling you've heard stories like this before. Then-Commodore Yoshida rode to the rescue, got me a posting to the Academy so that I could have Sara for a year, and started making threatening noises about bureaucrats interfering with the lives of Fleet officers. Might have help some other poor son of a bitch, even if it was too late for me.”
 “Where is she now? Why was the record wiped?” 
 As though he hadn't heard her, Mike continued, “It was the happiest year of my life. I spent most of it at home, working on a new set of distance-learning courses for service personnel, so I was with Sara the whole time. And I knew that the Fleet had my back, that someone was standing with me. Bill helped, as well. His sister used to babysit for me. Ironic, huh. The kids of that bastard were two of my best friends.”
 He looked down at the deck, his eyes filling with tears, and said, “It couldn't last forever. I had to take a posting sooner or later, and I ended up on the frontier for six months, out at Lucifer Station. Deputy commander. For a while, it looked like I'd be able to take her with me, but it fell through. Legal challenge stopped me taking her off Earth. Should have known it. Her mother promised me she'd take care of her.”
 “Did she run off with her?”
 “They went to Erebus, to the ski slopes, for a holiday. Her, Sara and Ortiz's father. Had a great time, by the looks of it. And then they stepped onto a transport to go back to Nova San Francisco.” Burying his head in his hands, he added, “They never made it. Accident. Crash. Everyone on board was killed.” 
 “My God,” she replied, putting her hand on his shoulder. “I can't imagine...”
 “I didn't even find out about it for a month. Time lag. By the time I could get back to Earth, it was all over. And then I learned the worst of it. In order to save embarrassment, my wife, my child, were wiped out of the records. They were never there. Never existed. After all, for a senior bureaucrat to be caught on holiday with his mistress might have raised questions. And they were dead, and nothing could bring them back. My little girl was dead. And as far as the Federation was concerned, had never been.”
 She moved over to the bed, wrapping her arms around him, and he continued, “I guess I went a little crazy for a while. Ortiz's mother took me in for a bit. Guilt, I guess. And sympathy. She was hurting too, as bad as I was. She'd loved the old bastard. Yoshida gave me as long as he could, and then offered me my pick of postings. Anything to get me back on my feet. I ran for the frontier, and stayed there as long as I could.” Tugging at his jacket, he added, “The Fleet was all I had left. No family, all gone. Just the Fleet. So I figured I'd be the best damned officer there ever was, that I was going to pay them back, get that star on my shoulder.”
 “You've done that, and more,” Petrova whispered.
 Looking up at her, tears in his eyes, he said, “I'm a damned traitor! I'm leading the rebel fleet against them, and I'm about to kill thousands of people who are the nearest thing I have left to a family. My father's only just come back, and he's gone running off somewhere, and the odds of us both getting out of this battle aren't exactly promising. It's the longest long shot I can think of. And then Ortiz comes back, a ghost out of my past. I hadn't seen him for a decade.” Taking a deep, hacking breath, he added, “He's switched sides for me. Because of what happened. He always said he'd stand with me if I needed him, and I guess he decided this was the time. So that's more people thrown into the fire because of me.”
 Holding her close, she said, “You're doing the best you can, and you're fighting to make sure twisted bastards like that don't get to rule the roost any more. You're fighting to avenge the death of your daughter, and to give it some meaning. And that a man would defy his own father to stand with you says more about your character than anyone ever could. You're the man we need, right now. And you aren't alone. I'm here. So are a lot of others.” With a smile, she said, “You'll see your father again. Don't ask me how I know, but it's all going to work out. You'll find a way. I have faith in you. I believe in you. You just have to believe in yourself.”
 “I don't know how. Everything got ripped away, and…”
 “Then let me help, Commander. Mike. Let me help.” She stood up, moving to the door.
 “Where are you going?”
 “I'm locking the door. I don't think we should be disturbed for a while. Do you?”
 “Why?” he asked. “Pity?”
 “Try mutual need. Now are you going to take that jacket off, or shall I?”



Chapter 14
 
 The train slowed to a stop, Cordova and Norris already standing by the hatch. If their counting was correct, they'd be just outside the city, the final station before the end of the line. Slowly, carefully, Cordova cracked open the seal, peering through the gap, white-covered trees and rough-hewn buildings scattered around outside. She gestured for Norris to follow, then opened the hatch all the way, carefully sliding out of the carriage and onto the raised platform by the track.
 Out here, the train traveled far closer to the ground, only a dozen feet from the surface. Without thinking twice, she jumped, rolling with the force of the impact and sprinting for the cover of the trees. Behind her, Norris moved more slowly, and Cordova silently urged her on, spotting a pair of guards lazily making their way along the length of the train, conducting a desultory search. At last, Norris leapt, her landing harder than Cordova's, her right leg twisted by the force of the impact. Muttering under her breath, Cordova moved back out of cover, half-helping, half-dragging her to safety, her comrade walking with a decided limp.
 “How bad?” she asked. “Can you walk on it?”
 “I don't think it's broken, just sprained,” Norris replied. “Give me a minute.”
 “I'm not sure we've got one,” Cordova said, looking around. One of the guards had noted the dropped hatch, was turning to his partner, scribbling something onto a datapad. “Damn. We're going to have to move, whether you're ready or not.”
 “Can I help?” Petrov said, stepping out of the shadows. “I have a buggy waiting on the far side of the trees.” He looked at Norris, frowned, and tossed her a packet of pills, adding, “Take one. They should keep you moving for a while. I'm here to take you to a safe-house.”
 Frowning, Cordova asked, “Who the hell are you, anyway?”
 “A friend,” he replied, his lips curling into a smile. “Mikhail Petrov. Call me Micky. Liz Saxon sent me to make sure you got down to the surface. I've had to go rogue myself, so I guess I'm in this as deep as you are right now.” Gesturing at the trees, he added, “If you've got another ride, then I'll go. Otherwise, I really think we ought to be moving. One of your shipmates is waiting.”
 Shaking her head, Norris said, “I don't like this, Gabi. I don't like this at all. Every step of the way, he's been here.” Turning to Petrov, she asked, “If you had an escape route of your own, why couldn't we have taken it with you?”
 “Because this way, we had two chances of getting a mission team into Ericsson City. We can have this debate later, but the train guards aren't going to hang around forever. By now they've already gone to get their supervisor, and he'll probably raise a general alert.”
 “We'll trust you,” Cordova replied. “I guess we don't have any choice.”
 “Smart,” he said. “A little late, but better than nothing.” He turned away, walking through the trees, while Cordova and Norris limped after him, the latter swallowing the proffered pill, nodding as it took effect. As promised, a buggy was waiting for them, sitting on a dirt-track bulldozed through the snow, paw-prints all around. With a wry grin, he added, “Sabre-tooth. Caused a little trouble earlier. They're coming into town a lot these days. Not as much game in the local area as there used to be.” He climbed into the buggy, gesturing for them to follow.
 “Won't someone stop us?” Norris asked, sliding into a passenger seat.
 “I'm still a ColSec administrator, at least on paper, and I've spent the last few weeks dropping heavy hints that I was about to take part in some sort of secret mission. Hopefully nobody will ask too many questions as long as I stay away from a security area.”
 “We've got to get to the broadcast station,” Cordova said.
 Nodding, he replied, “And we will, but not yet.” He glanced at his watch, and added, “Not until tomorrow. We can't move too quickly on this.”
 “Tomorrow?” Norris asked. “What happens tomorrow?”
 “What you don't know can't be extracted under interrogation if this goes wrong.” Tapping his cheek, he said, “I've got a suicide pill. Standard ColSec issue. Let's just say I'm looking forward to a nice trip to the dentist as soon as the war is over, but until then, I don't intend to risk being taken alive.” He shivered, and added, “I've seen what happens to people after interrogation. That isn't going to happen to me.”
 “And how often have you done it to others?” Cordova asked. 
 “Too often,” he replied. “I can tell myself that I only did it to people who deserved it. Though it wouldn't be altogether true.” With a sigh, he said, “Out here, we spent more time catching criminals than rebels. Hell, with how things have gotten lately, more and more of us are on your side, Major.” Gesturing at the city ahead, he added, “These people are our responsibility, and it's time we stopped letting them down. They deserve a damn sight better than they're getting.”
 He guided the buggy into the shanty town, driving past a collection of improvised shacks, the local population turning to stare at them as they approached. Cameras flashed from every street corner, tracking people as they walked along the side of the road. Most of them were wearing battered jumpsuits that looked as tired as their owners, only a few equipped with actual cold-weather gear, the lucky ones staying well clear of their brethren.
 “Quislings?” Cordova asked.
 “Funny, isn't it,” Petrov replied. “There's always someone willing to help grind their neighbors into the dirt for a quick payday. I wouldn't want to be in their place after we've liberated this planet. Though I suspect the same story will be told all across the Federation. Dirty things, revolutions. I just wish it wasn't necessary.” He pulled up in front of a larger building, a flashing neon image of a mammoth rising on two legs, rearing up to the sky with trunk and tusks high.
 Looking around, Norris asked, “Just walk in? It's that easy?”
 “Welcome to the place where nobody wants to know your name.” Petrov cracked open the door and walked inside, nodding at the muscle-clad bouncer standing by the door. After a moment's hesitation, Cordova followed, Norris limping after them. The bar was filled with people, mostly locals, a few spacers wearing the garish uniform of the Commerce Directorate. Old folk music played over the speakers, and the room reeked of stale beer, slopped on every counter.
 Petrov walked up to the bar, and said, “Tell me about the rabbits, George.”
 “I don't know what the hell you're talking about,” the bartender replied, sending a brief flicker of fear through Cordova.
 “Sure you do,” he replied, holding up his hands. “About so big, covered in fur?”
 “You talking about Harvey?”
 “That's the guy. He was supposed to meet me at thirteen-hundred.”
 With a nod, the bartender gestured at a side door, and added, “You won't be disturbed.”
 “Thanks, Frank,” Petrov said, nodding at Cordova and Norris to follow him into the anteroom. Inside, sitting at a table, a familiar face was sitting, Kani staring with disgust at Cordova as she walked inside.
 “Then you are alive,” he said. “Pity.”
 Norris looked at the two of them, and Petrov said, “Miss Norris, permit me to introduce Squadron Leader Winston Kani, temporarily attached to the rebel space forces.”
 “I thought it was you,” Kani said, his eyes still laser-locked to Cordova. “I didn't think I could possibly be right. The footage was extremely convincing.”
 She nodded, sat at the table, and replied, “I didn't know myself until I woke up on my way out here. I've been in a labor camp for the last few weeks, waiting to be reactivated.”
 “After what you did, they should have left you there.” He looked up at Petrov, and asked, “How much of this do you know?”
 “Only that Liz Saxon told me to keep an eye on both of you. She didn't give me many details.” He looked at the two of them, and asked, “Are we going to have a problem?”
 “She and her father, the glorious rebel leader from whom she inherited her rank. Twenty years ago, they put Commander Curtis on ice. Doped him up with every tranquilizer in the book and then some, and stuck him in a dead-end hellhole on Titan just like this. They kept him in a chemical stupor for the last two decades. She only decided to wake him up when she thought he might be of use to him. Didn't work out quite like you planned, though. He's a lot more independent than you gave him credit for.”
 “What I did...”
 “Don't even try to justify it!” Kani snapped. “People like you are the very reason we need to have a revolution! It's the sort of thing ColSec would do, or the Political Directorate. We're meant to be better than that, damn it!” He took a deep breath, and said, “Commander Curtis relieved her of rank and position. If she hadn't 'died' in the attack on Sinaloa Station, she'd be rotting in the brig right now. I guess ColSec did it for us. Pity you managed to escape.”
 “It worked,” Cordova replied. “Whatever you think of it, the plan did everything that it was intended to do, and it's brought us to the brink of victory. You think I haven't suffered myself? I got to watch my father shot in front of me at fourteen. Fourteen. Other kids got to go to school, to prom. I got to plan guerrilla raids. My sweet sixteen was an attack on a relay station.”
 “Cry me a river,” Kani said. “You're no better than the people you're fighting. The dividing line between freedom fighter and terrorist is narrow enough at the best of times, and I know for sure which side you walk on. Count me out.”
 Sitting between the two of them, Petrov replied, “We don't have time for this. Either of you. I don't expect you to like each other, but we're short as hell on trained operatives, and I can't have the only two we've got at each other's throats.” Lowering his voice, he continued, “I've got thirty-plus people, good fighters, ready to move at our signal, and I can bet that a thousand more will get into the game as soon as the action kicks off. We've got to trigger it, and more than that. The Fleet's coming back. Soon.”
 “How soon?” Cordova asked.
 “Thirty-eight hours. I got a signal from Canopus an hour ago. And that's all I got, no tactical or strategic information, just an approximate time.” He looked at the two of them again, and said, “If they're coming to liberate the planet, they're going to need all the help they can get. My latest information has six capital ships in orbit. Four Starcruisers, two auxiliaries.”
 “Six ships?” Kani said. “How many squadrons?”
 “Sixteen, counting local defense forces. I don't know how much your people have at their disposal, but that's more than you've used so far.”
 Frowning, Kani replied, “To the best of our knowledge, we don't have anything like that much strength at our disposal. Commander Curtis must have something else in mind, though I don't know what. Defections, maybe?” 
 Shaking his head, Petrov said, “Nothing on the boards other than Castro. Auxiliary cruiser. A lot of fighter pilots, individual fleet personnel switching sides. No heavy hardware, though. After Coronado, the Political Directorate tossed everyone they weren't completely sure about into detention on Triton.”
 “That'll help our fleet,” Cordova replied. “That's a lot of experienced personnel that they won't be able to count on. Rookie captains make mistakes. Maybe the Commander's counting on that to help him out.” She paused, then added, “He's counting on us.”
 “With a full-scale insurgency taking place down here, their attention will be diverted. Maybe we can draw some of the heat our way. That's about the only thing we can do to help them right now, I figure. And it all comes down to that attack on the broadcasting station.” He glanced at his watch, then said, “Figure we hit the place at nineteen-hundred tomorrow. Right during the Evening News. We've got a few people on the control staff to help. That's about half an hour before the Fleet's scheduled to arrive.” He looked at Kani again, and asked, “Can you work with Major Cordova for that long?”
 He glared at her, nodded, then said, “After this is all over, I know that Commander Curtis is going to want to have words with her. She doesn't get to slink off into the shadows. She pays for what she has done.”
 “If that's what it takes, I agree.” Looking at the door, she asked, “Now what?”
 “We wait,” Petrov said. “We're safe enough here, at least for now. What'll you have?” 
 Frowning, Norris asked, “We're just going to sit here and get drunk?”
 “Unless you have a better idea.”



Chapter 15
 
 The shuttle sailed through the sky, gently easing towards the awe-inspiring sight of Khiva Station, a long, narrow aerostat suspended under a huge helium balloon, permanently drifting through the clouds of Golgotha, a thousand miles above the surface. One of the wonders of the galaxy, rated with the failed Martian terraforming project and the Titanian space elevator as examples of the excess of the Oligarchs. It had become the heart of the Commonwealth, the home base for much of its fleet, and until now, no Federation citizen was known to have reached it. 
 Curtis ran his eyes over the structure, shaking his head in disbelief at the faded grandeur on display, running lights winking at their approach. The shuttle gently maneuvered onto the docking trapeze, clamps locking in position to drag it up into the station, Saxon looking at Curtis with the closest approximation of fear he'd yet seen on her face. It was an awe-inspiring sight, a deliberate and overt demonstration of superiority, but beneath the surface, he could see the reason why the Commonwealth had never managed to invade the Federation. The paintwork was old, worn out, strange noises coming from the docking ports, and as his shuttle was deposited on the deck, he looked around at a collection of shuttles and fighters that might have been ripped from the pages of a historical textbook.
 The door slid open, and he walked over to the airlock, a pair of crimson-uniformed guards waiting outside, standing at parade rest. One of them gestured towards an elevator, and with a quick glance at Saxon, he followed them across the deck, knowing that within moments, any secrets on his shuttle would have been carefully gleaned by the maintenance crews. One look at the ships on display told him that they knew their job, all perfectly serviced and ready for action. Skilled technicians, who deserved better equipment to work with than they had.
 “In here,” one of the guards said, gesturing at the open elevator. “It'll take you to your meeting. Every step you take will be tracked. Any attempt to go elsewhere, and you'll find out how long it takes to fall to the surface.”
 “Have you considered a job as a tour guide?” Saxon asked. “I think you've missed your calling.” She followed Curtis into the elevator, the doors slamming shut as the mechanism jerked into life. “Sluggish. Poor maintenance.” She gestured at the control panel, two buttons missing, and said, “All of this looks impressive, but I give them ten years at most before they start running into real trouble out here.”
 “Agreed,” Curtis said. “They're on their last legs, and they know it. That's one more thing in our favor. If they wait much longer to launch their attack on the Federation, they won't have anything left to fight with.” He frowned, then added, “They need us every bit as much as we need them.”
 “Go ahead and push that line, but be careful how far you go with it. They'll want to return to our space on their terms, not ours.” She paused, and asked, “Just how far are you willing to go, anyway? What are you willing to concede to them?”
 Knowing that they were being monitored, he replied, “We're fighting to free the people of the Federation from tyranny, and to establish an independent state from the Colonies. I'll go along with anything that doesn't detract from that goal.”
 Nodding, Saxon said, “That's about what I thought you'd say. Just hold onto that thought.”
 The door slid open, and they stepped into a waiting room, a pair of guards wearing riot gear standing on either side of the elevator, rifles at the ready. Curtis turned and snapped a salute, and the two men instinctively returned it, Saxon watching from the side.
 “Carry on,” he said, heading to the office door, noting the approving look on the faces of the guards. If his guess was right, they didn't get many salutes from senior officers. Not in the playbook of the old Oligarchy. He glanced at Saxon, then tapped for admittance, waiting for a moment before the door slid open. Inside, three people, two men and a woman sat at a long table, all wearing Commonwealth dress uniform, with another man sitting alone by the side of the room.
 “Commander Curtis?” the woman said, “I'm Commodore McKinnon.”
 “My pleasure, ma'am,” Curtis replied, nodding his head.
 Gesturing at the bald man to her left, she said, “Admiral Anthony Crawford, Director of Fleet Operations, and ex officio member of the Supreme Council.”
 “Commander,” Crawford said. “I speak for our government, and under the circumstances, I have been empowered with deciding whether or not to reach an agreement with you. Anything I decide will be ratified, I can assure you of that.” He looked at Saxon, and said, “I'm surprised to see one of our operatives with you.”
 “I'm sorry to disappoint you, Admiral, but I'm working for the rebellion now. They have my loyalty.” She turned to Curtis, and added, “My goal was always the liberation of my people. When it became apparent that the Commonwealth wouldn't provide that, I found someone who would.”
 Frowning, Crawford replied, “I don't think that our discussion will...”
 “Major Saxon is my senior aide, Admiral. If she leaves the room, I go with her.”
 “Not until we've finished, Commander.” 
 Turning to McKinnon, Curtis said, “Commodore, you gave me your word as an officer of the Commonwealth that I would be permitted to leave unmolested at will. What is that word worth? Because if this is how it is kept, we're all wasting our time.”
 Glaring at Crawford, McKinnon replied, “My word's good, Commander. You can leave when you wish.” Turning to the other side, she continued, “Wing Commander Kowalski, commander of local fighter forces, and Lieutenant Commander Mendoza, Admiral Crawford's aide.”
 “It's a pleasure, Commander,” Mendoza said. “I've been watching your progress with great interest for the last few months. The attack you launched at Sinaloa Station was a masterstroke.”
 “I had a good ship and a good crew with me,” Curtis replied. “That's my secret.”
 “And a little bit of luck,” Saxon added.
 Folding his hands together, Crawford said, “I have been empowered, Commander, to offer you and your crew citizenship in the Commonwealth. If you bring Polaris into our fleet, then you will continue as her commanding officer, with one of our people assigned as your new Executive Officer. In addition, I can offer a promotion to Commodore, and command of a new cruiser squadron. Similar offers are extended to Canopus and the rest of the personnel under your command. I don't deny that you would greatly improve our combat capability, and finally give us an opportunity to plan the invasion and conquest of the Federation.”
 A frown spreading on his face, Curtis replied, “I'm not sure where you've been for the last two months, Admiral, but the Federation is on its knees now. With the forces I have at my disposal, we're on the verge of bringing it down for good. We don't need to delay, we don't need to wait. The time to move is now, not some time in the far-distant future.”
 Nodding, McKinnon said, “Our latest analysis suggests that your assessment is correct, Commander. Even if your forces are defeated, the long-term survival of the Federation is doubtful at best.”
 “Your analysts have never fought a war, Commodore. It's not something you can work out on paper or with simulations.” Crawford paused, then added, “However, I would be more than happy to listen to a realistic plan, Commander, once you are wearing the correct uniform.”
 “I'm wearing that uniform now, Admiral,” Curtis said. “I didn't come here to defect, and I didn't come here to sign up to join a paper navy slowly rusting away in orbit.” Kowalski's face darkened, he noted, but Mendoza nodded in agreement, hanging on his words. “Allow me to lay out the current situation. The Federation is one substantial defeat away from losing the war. If we can bring the Federation Fleet to battle, and cause sufficient damage, then the path to Earth is wide open. This war can be over in a matter of weeks. Indeed, it has to be. Applied correctly, the industrial complexes in Earth orbit are superior to anything else in human space. We can't let them bring that advantage to bear.”
 Leaning back in his chair, Crawford replied, “Then your plan is to throw everything into a single engagement. To risk the outcome of the entire war, of fifty years of preparation, on one firefight.” Shaking his head, he continued, “That, Commander, seems reckless in the extreme.”
 “Every battle is a gamble, Admiral. I'd have thought a veteran such as yourself would know that. And no matter how much you try and stack the deck, it usually still comes down to the turn of a card.”
 “Perhaps.” He paused, then said, “We might consider launching an operation. If one could be launched under our command. I would take the field myself, with you and Commodore McKinnon as my deputies. Then, once the battle is over, we can restore...”
 Placing his hands on his hips, Curtis replied, “You really aren't listening, Admiral. We're not fighting to restore the power of the Oligarchs, to replace one collection of tyrants with another. This isn't a chance for a collection of centenarians to recover their estates on Earth.” Looking at Mendoza, he continued, “This is a chance for the Commonwealth to rejoin the rest of humanity, for its outposts and settlements to join a new nation that will restore freedom, liberty and democracy to the galaxy for the first time in centuries. That's what we're fighting for.”
 Walking over to Crawford, he continued, “What have you actually done in exile, Admiral? Fifty years of dreaming about missed opportunities and past glories. None of them getting you any closer to your real goal. If you'd moved twenty years ago, during the Uprising, the Federation would be a page in the history books today. You can go home. Back to Earth. As citizens in a free, fair republic, not as hated conquerors.”
 Shaking his head, Crawford replied, “We have a right to reclaim what is ours.”
 Turning to Mendoza, he asked, “How old are you, Commander? Thirty-five?”
 “Thirty-four.”
 “You've never seen Earth. You have no estates to reclaim, no lost fortunes to recover. So what the hell are you fighting for? So that a collection of aging potentates to restore their empire?” He took a deep breath, and said, “For the first time in fifty years, you have another choice. I know that many of you have been waiting for this day. Waiting for a chance to make a difference. That time has come, and I call upon you, upon all of you, to join with us. To bring down the Federation, and be greeted as heroes, not tyrants. As liberators, not conquerors.”
 “Sir,” Mendoza said, “I know that most of the junior...”
 “Noble words, Commander,” Crawford interrupted, “but I can tell you know that the Council will never agree.” Glaring at McKinnon, he added, “Against my better judgment, the Commodore has offered you safe passage back to your ship, and I will honor that. Perhaps, once you have been defeated in battle, you'll return with a more realistic attitude.”
 “Come with us, Admiral, and we'll win. Win it all. In ten weeks, the Federation flag will fall for the last time, and you're willing to throw all that away because the universe moved on and left you behind. Commodore, what do you think?”
 “Perhaps…,” she said.
 “Enough of this!” Crawford said, slamming his hand on the table. “This is over, Commander, and be very grateful that I don't place you under arrest.” The door behind Curtis opened, and the two guards stepped in, their faces wavering, glancing between Curtis and Crawford.
 A smile spread across Curtis' face, and he turned to the nearest guard, and asked, “Your call, Corporal. Where do you stand in all of this?”
 “That doesn't matter!” Crawford said.
 “Maybe it should,” the guard said, standing to attention. “Orders, sir?”
 “Throw these two off the station. Then we'll have a talk about your attitude,” Crawford barked. “Well?”
 Shaking his head, the guard said, “I don't think I take orders from you, Admiral.” Turning to Curtis, he said, “Did you mean what you said?”
 “Every word.”
 “You heard that?” Crawford asked.
 “My fault,” Saxon replied, a smile on her face, pulling out the lining of her uniform jacket. “Federation Intelligence has some nice toys, and some of them have even filtered through to ColSec. We've had the ability to crack into Commonwealth systems for some time. Our entire conversation was played over the internal speakers of this station and every ship in the Fleet.”
 “How did you smuggle such equipment through security? I'll have someone 's head for this!”
 “They didn't,” Kowalski said, pulling a pair of boxes out of his pocket. “I did.” Turning to Crawford, he continued, “We've got the best pilots in the galaxy. It's past time we gave them a chance to see what they can do.”
 The door burst open, and a young man raced in, saying, “Commodore, we're getting a signal from Ajax. They want instructions for departure from the system. And Agamemnon has gone to alert stations, and is moving into formation with Polaris. What are your orders, ma'am?”
 Crawford slumped in his chair, and said, “Guard...”
 “It's over, Admiral,” Curtis replied, softly. Glancing at Kowalski, who nodded in response, he continued, “We didn't come here to convince the Commonwealth to join the war. Just First Cruiser Squadron.” Stepping forward, he said, “Commodore, I would be more than honored if you would command your formation in the rebel fleet.”
 With a deep breath, Crawford looked down at the carpet, then up at Curtis, and asked, “How did you know?”
 “You should have paid more attention to your subordinates,” he said. “I didn't just conjure this meeting out of thin air. Lieutenant Voronova made sure that our plans and goals have become public knowledge, at least as far as Khiva Station goes.” He paused, then added, “I'd have listened to a realistic offer, Admiral. You thought you had the winning hand. You didn't.”
 He looked up, hatred in his eyes, and replied, “There will come another day, Commander, when you regret what you have done here.” 
 “Perhaps. But not today.” Turning to McKinnon, he said, “You haven't answered my question.”
 “I'm still in command?” she asked.
 “Your crews like you. They trust you. And right now, they need you.”
 She looked at the defeated Crawford, and replied, “Very well. We'll be ready to move out of the system in one hour, Commander. Three cruisers, nine squadrons. I trust that will make all the difference.”
 “Let's hope so,” Curtis replied, a smile on his face. He held out his hand, and said, “Welcome to the war, Commodore.”



Chapter 16
 
 Mike leaned forward in his command chair, watching as the enemy squadrons scattered at Canopus' approach. He'd opted to arrive at Icarus Point in a full offensive posture, putting all of his fighters into the air as soon as they arrived, and the Federation commander had instantly broken away, pulling his forces well clear of the potential battle. Already, Castro was moving clear, heading towards Canopus into battle formation, her fighters meshing neatly with Commander Duval's forces. Sliding on a headset, he tapped a control on the arm of his chair.
 “This is Commander Michael Curtis of the Free Starcruiser Canopus. Castro and her crew have opted to join the rebellion. They are to be permitted to do so. I have no interest in this system today. In order to avoid unnecessary loss of life, I am declaring an exclusion zone of thirty thousand miles from our two ships. Any vessel entering that area without permission from myself will be destroyed without warning.” Glancing up at the sensor display, he added, “You have sixty seconds to comply. This is not a negotiation or a discussion. These are my orders. Canopus out.”
 “They're running for the hills, sir,” Schmidt said with a smile. “Most of them are heading a hell of a lot further than thirty thousand miles. One flights burning so hard that they'll need a tanker to bring them home again.”
 “Cowards,” Kenyon said.
 Shaking his head, Mike replied, “Don't dismiss them so easily, Lieutenant. They don't have a chance, and their commander is smart enough to know it. He's decided that he's not going to waste the lives of his men in a battle that he knows he can't win, and has probably thrown away his own to do it.” With a frown, he continued, “Do you really think the Fleet will let him get away with this unscathed? The Central Committee will demand a scapegoat, and he just volunteered.”
 “Commander Ortiz is hailing, sir,” Petrova said, looking meaningfully at Mike. “Do you want to speak to him?”
 Shaking his head, he said, “Not over an open channel, not when we don't know who might be listening in. Have him come over in a shuttlecraft. I'll see him in the briefing room.” Rising to his feet, he added, “Lieutenant Schmidt, you have the conn. Call me immediately if anything changes. We'll be leaving the system in eighty-two minutes, on schedule. All hands are to make final real-space preparations for battle.”
 “Commander,” Hammond said, leaning over the communications station. “We're getting a few requests to join the fleet from the fighters. How do you want to handle it?”
 “We're overloaded now,” he mused. “And I don't want to give anyone a chance for a kamikaze run. On the other hand, I don't intend to leave someone who has declared their allegiance behind, either. Inform anyone who wants to join the rebellion that they are to proceed to the fringes of the restricted area and eject from their fighters. Liaise with Commander Duval on the selection of a suitable rendezvous spot, and have a shuttle escorted too and from the pickup point.”
 “Aye, sir,” Hammond said. She looked up at the board, and added, “Shuttle heading out from the surface as well, sir. Looks like a command vehicle. Same rules?”
 Shaking his head, he said, “No, have them come right in, dead slow, under escort the whole way. My guess is that the local commander has decided that he'd rather survive the battle, and I suppose I can't blame him.” Turning to Petrova, he added, “I want him placed under interrogation when he arrives. Given that I suspect he's changed sides for practical reasons rather than ideological, I don't intend to trust whoever it is too far.”
 “Records suggest a Lieutenant Don Ramone, sir. Fighter specialist.”
 Frowning, Mike replied, “Don? I know him. Flew together for a couple of years. That might make a difference. I'll speak to him with Ortiz from the briefing room.” Gesturing at the screen, he added, “It'll be at least twenty minutes before he can get to us. Any sign that the other fighters are trying to stop him?”
 “I don't see how they could,” Schmidt replied. “Not with them scattered like that. Could have been deliberate. To give him an easy way out.”
 “That's Don, right enough. He'd have made Commander years ago if he wasn't the most insubordinate bastard in five systems.” Stepping into the elevator with Petrova, he added, “Lieutenant, you have the conn.” 
 “Aye, sir,” she replied, as the doors slid shut. “I have the conn.”
 “Are you up to this?” Petrova asked.
 Mike nodded, and replied, “I laid a few old ghosts yesterday. You might have been right. Maybe I needed to go over it with someone.” Shaking his head, he added, “It still hurts like hell, but it isn't Bill's fault. He did everything he could to help. More than anyone could have asked.”
 Clasping her hand on his arm, she replied, “You aren't alone. Don't forget that.” 
 The doors slid open, and the two of them walked into the conference room, taking their customary seats at the head of the table. Only a moment later, a tall, portly man with thinning hair walked into the room, a younger, hawk-faced man behind him. His face broke into a beaming smile when he saw Mike, and he ran across the table, wrapping him in a bear hug before he could stand.
 “Damn, it's good to see you, buddy,” Ortiz said. “It's been far too long. As soon as I found out you were in on this party, I knew which side I had to be on.” He gestured at the other man, and said, “Randy Wood, my Tactical Officer. I left my Exec back on Castro, just in case something went wrong, though you came sailing into the system like a god-damned avenging angel.” Looking at Petrova, he asked, “I admire your taste in junior officers, Mike.”
 “Lieutenant Anastasia Petrova, my Political Officer.”
 His face dropped, and he replied, “You kept your Political Officer?”
 “I'd have died during my defection if it wasn't for her. She has my full confidence.” Gesturing for his friend to take a seat, he added, “You'd be surprised how many rebel sympathizers have been hiding in the strangest places.” 
 “You shouldn't be,” Wood said, in a clipped tone. “Quis custodes et custodes. Who watches the watchmen? Where better to hide than among those commissioned to root out the rebel within.” With a nod, he said, “It's a pleasure to meet you, Commander. A lot of us watched what happened at Sinaloa Station, and I think we were all there with you in spirit.”
 Nodding, Ortiz added, “There are little rebel sects popping up all over the Federation. Reading between the lines, maybe a quarter of ColSec has either changed sides or declared effective neutrality. Two cities on Caledonia raised the old Celtic League flag yesterday, and everything's gone really quiet from Proxima. I'd say most of the frontier has changed sides, though most of them are a bit reluctant to admit it.”
 “What about the rest of the Fleet?” Mike asked. “We've got almost five hundred officers and enlisted tricking in one way or another, but all from the frontier bases. Most of Canopus' crew switched sides, and we got a few from the others ships in my squadron as well.”
 “Same story on Castro,” Ortiz replied, “but we were a hell of a lot luckier than most. You know why she was commissioned, along with the others? Commodore McGuire was planning an attack on the Commonwealth. Grab a few frontier systems, create some lame justification for pinning an Admiral's star on his shoulder. We were his little secret space fleet, the pride of the Political Directorate. God knows the Fleet bureaucracy weren't going to help the bastard.”
 “I'd have thought they'd have put their own people on board, then,” Mike said, turning to Petrova. “How'd you draw one of them?”
 “Castro was the class ship, first one launched, and she's been a positive beast to tame. Three months to work out all the problems. We've been out on the frontier, getting everything fixed out of sight. Might not have led to the level of fear McGuire was hoping for if his flagship was falling to bits during testing.” His face fell, and he added, “That's how we escaped the loyalty purge, anyway.”
 “Purge?” 
 “Four weeks ago, right after Sinaloa fell. The Directorate went in and picked up anyone they even remotely had concerns about, then dumped the whole mess onto Triton. More than three thousand officers and men, most of them pretty damned senior.”
 “Anyone I know?”
 “Dozens. Marroni, Elkins, Moran, Koch, Nielsen.”
 “Five Commanders?”
 Nodding, Wood said, “And more than three dozen Lieutenants, most of them starship personnel. Two entire squadrons, for God's sake.”
 “They've shot themselves in the foot. The fleet's a shambles. Word is that Old Man Yoshida is only hanging on by his fingernails right now. One more mistake, and he's out the airlock. Possibly for real. More than a few people have disappeared, and I don't think all of them can have gone underground. Of course, that's just making things worse, people figuring that they'd jump before they get thrown into detention.” With a gleam in his eyes, he rubbed his hands together, and said, “I got that we're planning to leave the system any moment now. Where are we going?”
 “Hyperborea.”
 Ortiz's smile cracked, and he replied, “For real? That's not some sort of bluff? I figured you'd decoyed them there, opened up another target for attack.” He looked back at Wood, then said, “You know that Admiral Yoshida has assembled a full fleet there. At least half a dozen capital ships. The best people we've got left are waiting for us.” 
 Nodding, Mike replied, “That's precisely the point, Bill. We've got to beat them sooner or later, and at least this way we get to choose the time and the place of the battle. Rather than hang around Sinaloa Station for the next year, waiting for them to decide to attack us.” Reaching for the controls, he brought up a strategic view of the Hyperborean system, and continued, “We come in here, a two-ship flotilla, and launch our fighters right away. Our job is to be one of the two pincers, holding them in place for the larger formation that's coming under my father's command.”
 “You've got more ships?” Ortiz asked. “I only knew about Polaris and Canopus.”
 “We do, but I'm afraid you don't get to know the details. Not until we get there. Suffice that we're going to be surprising the hell out of the defense forces, and if we have any luck at all, we'll wipe out the cream of the Federation Fleet in a single battle. This war could be as good as won by the time we turn in tonight.”
 “Of course it will,” Ortiz replied. “You've got me on your flank. They've only been waiting for me to turn up before waving the white flag.” His face dropped, becoming more serious, and he said, “This one's for you, Mike. I made you a promise that I'd be there when you needed me. I'm not going to let you down. And neither will my crew. All the way, right?”
 “All the way, buddy.”
 The desk chimed, and Schmidt's voice filled the room, saying, “I have Acting Commander Ramone, wanting to speak to Commander Curtis and Commander Ortiz.”
 “Don?” Ortiz asked. “What's he doing out here?”
 “He's in command of the local fighter forces,” Mike replied, “Yeah, he's the one who held you up.”
 Stabbing the desk, Ortiz yelled, “You cold-blooded backstabbing bastard, what the hell do you think you were doing? I'd have bombed you if my planetary assault weapons were working!”
 “Yeah, but I knew they weren't,” a weary voice replied. “Mike, that you up there as well?”
 “It is. I think I can guess what your game was, but for the record...”
 “I wanted to defect, but I had to, well, create an opportunity. The local blackjacks were already out in force.” He paused, then added, “Mike, I've got my wife and son with me. Smuggled off Earth, right before the roundups. And the families of half a dozen of my pilots, as well. We'll fight with you in exchange for protection. I'll give you the names.”
 “You know him well?” Petrova asked.
 “My wingman for a year and a half,” Mike said.
 “We've got to help him,” Ortiz said, looking gloomily at Petrova. “That kid he's talking about is my godson. Let me take them on Castro. From what I saw of your hangar deck, I've got more room for a half-squadron than you do, and every fighter we can put into the fight probably won't be as many as we need as it is, right?”
 “Very well,” Mike replied. “I'll let you organize it. Talk to Commander Duval, get him to clear your people through the defense perimeter. But I want a full security screening of their fighters, Bill. Trust only runs so far at the moment, and one missile at the wrong place...”
 “They can jettison their ordnance before landing. That's one thing we're not short of,” Ortiz replied. “So, once more into the breach, then? Just like old times.”
 “Except this time it's not a score in a simulation or a training exercise,” Mike said. “No honor and glory in this, Bill. It's just something we've got to do. That's all.”
 “I know,” he said. “We're with you. Hell, with Mike Curtis and Bill Ortiz turning up to the battle, they don't stand a chance. Polaris is just the icing on the cake, right!”
 “Right,” Mike said, forcing a smile. He glanced at his watch, then said, “You'd better get back to your ship. Departure in seventy minutes. Battle stations in seven and a half hours, and emergence fifteen minutes later.”
 “Got it,” he said. “Good luck, buddy.”
 “Good hunting,” Mike replied, as his friend rose, walking out of the room.
 Petrova looked after him, a thin smile on her face, and said, “He's a bit...”
 “I know, but he's good in a fight, and I trust him. Without hesitation. He's earned it the hard way. He'll be there until the end, no matter how the battle turns out. Even if it goes down to the last ship, the last man.”
 “We're going to win, Mike,” she said. “Don't ask me how, but we're going to win.”
 “I wish I had your faith, Anna.” He looked up at the display, then added, “You're right. We'll win. Somehow.”



Chapter 17
 
 As though somehow they had managed to get the word of the trouble brewing in the darkness, the residents of Ericsson City had opted to stay home tonight, hiding away in the squat residential domes for safety, while Cordova and Petrov picked their way through the narrow streets. Kani was elsewhere, on business of his own, making his way to the spaceport, while Cordova's goal was the towering broadcast station ahead, a four-level tower with a hundred-meter antenna placed haphazardly on top. In the days of the Oligarchs, it had been a radio telescope array, the pet hobby of a wealthy Governor. Today, she had other plans for it. A few pale faces looked down from the windows above as the two of them walked the streets, and she could imagine them hastening to contact ColSec, guiding enemies towards them. She looked across at Petrov, who shook his head.
 “There's a full security alert,” he replied. “And paradoxically, that helps us for the moment. Most of the blackjacks are out at the labor camps. Town's usually pretty quiet, so the local militia got drawn down a piece at a time. I might have had something to do with that.”
 “How long have you been planning this?” she asked, quietly.
 “Years,” he replied. “Since not long after I arrived. Not this, specifically, perhaps, but I could see that the Federation's days were numbered, one way or another. I'd figured at one time that Hyperborea might have to go its own way, and it's one of the few colonies that might be able to make a real go of it. If you can provide something better, though, I'm all for it.” He turned a corner, moving down a side street, and gestured at a manhole cover by the side of the road. “That's our way in. I can get us all the way to the security perimeter, down at the elevator. After that, we're going to have to be a little more aggressive. The Governor has his own people in here, picked men from Earth, outside of the normal ColSec administration. Political Directorate, mostly.”
 Nodding, she replied, “I'm ready,” and walked to the manhole, pulling it up by the handle to expose a shaft below, dropping into the gloom. The smell that reeked from the hole was indescribable, and she looked up at a red-faced Petrov, gagging for breath. He apologetically passed her a face-mask, strapping one of his own over his mouth.
 “Sorry. Links in with the sewers, and we had a little flooding last week. It's not as bad as it smells, trust me.” He swung down the shaft, descending the ladder, and added, “Come on. Ten minutes to our deadline. We need to have some idea what's going on in orbit at the very least.”
 She nodded, reluctantly following him down, hand over hand into the abyss below, only a few slime-covered glow-panels to provide an eerie green light. She could hear a faint chattering in the background, the noise of the familiar rats that were a menace on every world humanity had colonized, then a loud squeal as one of their predators found its prey. A perpetual battle raging down here in the dark, every bit as deadly as the one they were waging up on the surface.
 Dropping to the ground, she followed Petrov along the tunnel, a thin trickle of black-gray liquid running down the middle that she was sure to keep well clear of, the smell leeching even though the tough plastic face-mask. Along the ceiling, bundles of aged fibreoptic cables hung, relics from the first settlement of the planet, a vital part of the local infrastructure that didn't appear to have been touched in a century. Graffiti scrawled by long-dead engineers littered the walls, and the signs of generations of neglect were everywhere, cracked panels, flickering lights, shattered cable brackets left on the floor where they lay.
 Following her gaze, Petrov said, “Same story here as everywhere else. We make enough of a contribution to the Federation economy that they could afford to keep this place in pristine condition, but it all gets trawled back to Earth. We only get just enough funding to keep the colony working. Except for the luxury resorts, of course. They're kept up properly for the spoiled bureaucrat brats we get out here. Wouldn't want them to have to drink a martini without ice, would we?”
 “I'd imagine that isn't much of a problem down here,” she replied.
 Shaking his head, he replied, “Everything's old, and kept working only by luck, spit and tape. Though that's nothing new. Most of the Colonies are about the same.”
 “At least you can breathe the air,” Cordova replied. “I can't say that about some of the worlds I've visited.” Gesturing at the end of the tunnel, a shining ladder covered in slick slime, she added, “Tell me that's the way out of here.”
 “It is,” he replied. “Hopefully the smell won't stick to our clothes.” He gestured at the top of the ladder, and added, “That leads to the bottom of the elevator shaft. As soon as we enter the building itself, we're in the perimeter. Sirens sound, guns blazing. You get the idea?”
 “Not much of a stealth operation, then,” she said with a smile.
 Glancing at his watch, he replied, “In about six minutes from now, they'll have bigger things to worry about than a few rogue broadcasters.” He stepped onto the ladder, climbing quickly towards the shaft, as a strange howl filled the air from behind them. Cordova turned, looking into the darkness to the rear. He glanced down at her, and said, “I think one of the tigers might have got caught down here. Happens from time to time. Probably as well if we keep moving.”
 “ColSec lets them roam around in the tunnels under the city?”
 “As long as they aren't wandering the streets, sure.” He resumed his ascent, and Cordova followed, hand over hand, the slime and ooze running through her fingers as she hastened into the reassuringly clean elevator shaft. Petrov paused for a moment, then looked at her, nodded, and pulled open the inspection hatch, sending sirens and alarms ringing from the walls, cameras turning to focus on them as they slid into the elevator, Petrov slamming his hand on the controls to send it up through the levels. Pulling away a panel, he entered a trio of command codes, forestalling attempts to block their rise, while Cordova pulled out a borrowed pistol, checking that the clip was securely in place before leveling it at the door.
 “Thirty seconds,” Petrov said. “You thought about what you're going to say?”
 “I'll think of something,” she replied. The doors slid open, and a wide-eyed man stood at the threshold, rifle in hand, caught by surprise with his weapon pointed at the floor. Cordova aimed her pistol at his chest, and said, “Drop it. Now.”
 He nodded, tossing his weapon to the ground, and she stepped into the cramped control room, a tall, dark-skinned man looking up from his desk, papers scattered in front of him, lights flashing as his piece to camera was interrupted. Petrov moved behind the camera, and Cordova stepped over to the desk, trying to keep her pistol out of sight. Another guard looked at the two of them, dropping his rifle as he decided that the odds against him were too great, holding his hands up in surrender.
 “What is the meaning of this?” the man said. 
 “I'm sorry,” she replied, “but I'm afraid I'm going to have to interrupt your broadcast. If it's any consolation, you're about to get the scoop of the century. May I borrow your chair for a moment?”
 He looked up at her, and said, “You're with the resistance.”
 “Guilty as charged,” she replied, sliding into the chair. Footsteps raced down the corridor towards the studio, but before they could arrive, security doors slammed down, Petrov working the controls with a smile before returning to the control booth. Cordova looked at the man standing next to her, confusion reigning on his face.
 “Go ahead, Major!” Petrov said, aiming his pistol at a nervous director. “You're live.”
 “Good evening, Hyperborea,” Cordova said. “I'm sorry to interrupt your scheduled programming, but please remain on this channel. My name is Major Gabrielle Cordova. You might have heard of me. I assure you that the rumors of my death are gravely exaggerated.” Dixie held up a datapad, and she continued, “To confirm that, I'd like to congratulate the Crashland Cabin Cougars on winning the Northern League Cup yesterday. Go Cougars!””
 “Great,” Petrov said, quietly. “I can hear the Falcons fans screaming from here.”
 “The Federation has labeled me a terrorist. I suppose to them I am. Nothing is more frightening than change, especially a change that will sweep the tyrants who rule the Colonies from power. I, and many others like me, are fighting for your freedom. To give you the ability to choose the path of your own destiny, and that of your children. To ensure that your blood and treasure are spent for your benefit, not for that of some bureaucrat back on Earth.”
 She took a deep breath, then continued, “Fifty years ago, our ancestors fought off the oligarchs, the rulers of the Commonwealth. You were promised a glorious future of freedom, of liberty. You've waited a long time to collect on that promise, and the time is now. All across human space, the colonies are rising. Rising to call for that freedom, that liberty. For the birthrights stolen from them.” Dixie flicked a finger across the screen, and she continued, “Only weeks ago, the Rebel Fleet liberated Sinaloa Station, elements of the Federation Fleet opting to follow the example of many of their comrades and switch to the side of freedom and justice.”
 Her eyes seemed to sparkle as she continued, “The time has come for action. The time has come for you to take back what was yours, to overthrow the tyrants imposed on you by distant Earth and take charge of your own planet once again.” She looked up at the clock, and continued, “In a few moments, forces of the rebellion will be arriving in orbit, ready to wipe the scourge of tyranny from this world. They're here to give you the chance to fight for your freedom, to cast down your oppressors for once and for all. Grasp this moment, and tomorrow morning the sun will rise on a free Hyperborea. That's what we're fighting for. That's what we're willing to die for.  Good night, and God bless you all.”
 The lights flickered for a moment, and Petrov said, “Just in time, Major. They killed the feed. I'm sure everyone saw, though. Here and in orbit.” He glanced at his watch, and added, “Two minutes to go before everything starts happening up there. I'll try and get a feed from the dish.” A rhythmic pounding echoed from the security doors, and he added, “They'll need laser torches to get through that. We're safe. For a while, at any rate.”
 “Is that true?” the newscaster asked. “The Rebel Fleet is on its way?”
 Glancing at her watch, she replied, “In a little under ninety seconds, give or take.” She looked out at the windows, and added, “Nothing let, Petrov.”
 “Give them time, Major,” the smiling man replied. “Right now every rebel cell for a hundred miles is unsealing their weapons caches. They'll be on the streets in minutes, and I don't think they'll be alone.” His communicator squawked, and he pulled it out, adding, “General planetary alert. You've scared the hell out of someone, anyway.”
 The director shook his head, and said, “ColSec will sweep the streets clean. They'll butcher anyone who stands in their way. Don't you realize what you have done?”
 “I know exactly what we've done,” Petrov replied. “Something that we should have done years ago. And ColSec's stretched pretty damn thin down here. If the people truly want to be free, they can be. The door's rotten. They just have to kick it in.” Gesturing at the controls, he said, “Get us an orbital projection, and throw it up on the monitor feed.”
 Shaking his head, he replied, “We don't have the power.”
 “Of course you do,” the newscaster barked. “It's only local space. Tie in the emergency relays from the rooftop array. The solar batteries will have enough stored up there to keep the system running for a while.” Buttoning up his jacket, he added, “You can turn down the heating, too.”
 “Don't you understand?” the director said. “We're all going to die.”
 “That's pretty much inevitable, kid,” Petrov said. “Right now, you get to chose the time and place.” The director glanced up at the nearest guard, who shook his head, standing to attention.
 “If you're waiting for me to intervene, you're going to be waiting a while. Jack Smith, sir. I think I can operate the controls for you.”
 “Be my guest,” Petrov said, gesturing him over to the panel.
 “Traitor,” his comrade said, standing by the door. “When this is over...”
 “When this is over, I'll be home with my wife and kids, and you'll be in an internment cell,” Smith replied. “Here it comes. On Screen One.”
 All eyes turned to the display as it flickered into life, showing the enemy fleet hovering in orbit, the moons drifting through space beyond. As they watched, a familiar pattern emerged on the fringes of the system, new contacts snapping into view.
 “I guess the cards have been dealt,” Cordova said. “Let's see what we've got in our hand.”



Chapter 18
 
 “Emergence successful,” Kenyon said, looking up at the screen. “So that's Hyperborea. Hardly seems worth it.”
 “One of only four worlds known where humanity can live without extensive life support,” Mike replied. “I'd say that's worth it. Castro?”
 “Coming in now,” Schmidt replied, throwing controls. “Sensors harvesting data for tactical update. First assessment has six ships in orbit. Four Starcruisers, two Auxiliaries. Regulus is holding at the heart of the formation, almost certainly the flagship. They're moving into intercept, preparing to launch fighters.” Turning to him, she added, “We're getting a signal, sir. Admiral Yoshida, for you.”
 Nodding, Mike replied, “I was afraid of that. Put him on.”
 The viewscreen flickered, the tired face of Yoshida looking back at him across the vastness of space. Behind him, a pair of black-jacketed Political Directorate enforcers stood at parade rest, technicians swarming around the cramped control center.
 “I never thought I'd be talking to you under these circumstances, Mike,” Yoshida said.
 “Nor I you, Admiral.” He paused, then added, “You know I'm right, sir. You know that this is the only way. The Federation is on the verge of collapse, one that will lead to a transformation that could lead to something wonderful, something that we can be proud of. Why fight it? Why not be a part of it instead,  help to make it happen. The Fleet will follow you.”
 “Mike,” Yoshida said, sadness filling his voice, “You can't win. I have you outgunned three, four to one. Even if Polaris arrives in time, my forces are more than a match for yours.” He leaned forward, and said, “There's still a chance for you and your crew to get out of this in one piece.”
 “And book ourselves a one-way ticket to Triton? No thanks, sir.”
 “We want Canopus intact. Castro's less important. Transfer your crew over to Castro, leave everything you can behind, and go. The Commonwealth, the Halo Stars, I don't care. Just go, and don't come back. That's my offer, and it's a lot better than you'll get otherwise.”
 Frowning, Petrova whispered, “He doesn't think he can win. He isn't certain about it, at least. Maybe he knows something we don't.”
 With a smile on her face, Hammond turned from her station, and said, “I do. We're getting reports of riots on the surface. Two labor camps have successfully rebelled, fighting in all the others.”
 “I'll be damned,” Mike said, a smile on his face. 
 “It gets better. Most of the reports are coming through on ColSec frequencies. I'd say we're looking at a full-scale defection in progress.” Turning to Petrova, she continued, “One Mikhail Petrov is prominent in the message traffic, ma'am.”
 “Papa?” she said, her eyes widening. “He's with us! With the rebellion! I should have known!”
 Yoshida's face reddened, and he said, “I won't pretend that the current insurgency on the surface isn't a factor in my leniency, Commander. I suggest you take advantage of their sacrifice to save your crew while you can.” Leaning forward, he added, “You have no way of winning today. Take your chips off the table while you can.”
 “I'm sorry, Admiral. I truly am. I never wanted it to come to this, but you're leaving me with no choice. My orders are to act in support with the rebel forces currently conquering Hyperborea and establishing a defensive orbital perimeter. You have one minute to withdraw. Canopus out.” Turning to Schmidt, he said, “Scramble all fighters in the fleet. They're to proceed in dispersed arrowhead formation, in defense of the fleet. I want firing solutions on the leading elements of the enemy flotilla as soon as you can get them.”
 “Aye, Commander,” Schmidt said, as Canopus rocked back on itself with the launch of forty-eight fighters from her tubes, the four squadrons racing ahead of the formation, merging with the two others launched from Castro. Mike looked up at the strategic display, momentarily awed by the mass of firepower under his command, seventy-two fighters and two cruisers. More than he'd ever commanded before, save in training simulations from his sojourn in Staff College. 
 And yet, ranging up ahead, Admiral Yoshida had three times as much force at his disposal, six capital ships and more than a hundred and twenty fighters. He was facing the most experienced fleet commander in the Federation, a veteran of the Uprising and the ongoing not-quite-a-war with the Commonwealth. There was something strange about the formation, though. Very conservative, and pushing the auxiliary cruisers to the fore. Mike looked across at Schmidt, who nodded.
 “You've seen it too, sir,” she said. “He's using them as a shield. Other than that, it's right out of a textbook. I'd have expected more from the Hero of Sutter's World.”
 “Don't underestimate him,” he replied. “Though you might have a point. Get me Castro.”
 A second later, the speaker barked, “Ortiz here. What's up?”
 “Those two ships,” Mike said. “Trotsky and Kropotkin. What do we know about them?”
 “The officers will be from the Political Directorate, likely, or their relatives. Crews are probably a collection of troublemakers and idlers, skimmed off every command from here to Proxima Centauri. I'm not surprised he's sending them in first. Hell, their officers probably volunteered to get into the fight first. Anything to gain face back home, and they're expecting this to be the battle that ends the revolution.”
 “Lots of message traffic between Regulus and Trotsky,” Hammond said, looking up from her station. “They've changed the codes, so I can't read it, but it's a lot higher than even combat norms.” She looked up at Mike, and added, “Lieutenant Petrova might be right. They've broken formation, broken orders, just to get the first few shots in. The fighters will still be ahead of them, so they'll be well-screened.”
 “Maybe,” Mike replied, unconvinced. He looked at the rest of the formation, slowly spreading out, and his hands danced across the controls, sending the view spinning around, increasing and decreasing the magnification to properly examine it. Frowning, he entered a series of codes, bringing up a projected Polaris. Right now, it was coming in on a vector that could be countered by two of the Starcruisers, backed up by three squadrons. All the other potential approaches were similarly blocked. Everything was perfect. Too perfect.
 He looked up at Hyperborea, gleaming in the starlight, a halo of orbital stations surrounding it. Right now, they were distracted, engaging enemies on the surface. That didn't matter; Yoshida didn't need them. 
 “He's hiding something,” Mike said. “This isn't the Admiral Yoshida I knew. Not the man who wrote the manual on unconventional warfare. He'd never use book tactics, not against an enemy who knows them as well as he does.”
 “Maybe that's the very idea,” Schmidt replied, gesturing at the monitor. “We're going to have trouble if Polaris is late, even fighting a conventional formation.”
 A smile crossed Mike's face, and he said, “That's it. He's hedging his bets. He knows that reinforcements are on the way, but he doesn't know how many.”
 “Neither do we,” Kenyon noted.
 “True, but he doesn't know that. He'd be assuming a carefully-constructed battle plan, not that we were making all of this up as we go along.” Tapping a control, he said, “Duval, you read?”
 “I read you, Actual. Go ahead.”
 “Alter formation, Phil. Spearhead. Right through the fighters. Don't try and engage them, don't try and block them, just dive right through and head for those two auxiliaries.” Looking up at the monitor, he added, “When they break, make for orbital space and start playing merry hell with the facilities. Anything military is fair game.”
 “Can do, sir. And on the current enemy approach vector, we won't suffer many hits on the way, but that'll leave you and Castro exposed.”
 “Let me worry about that, Commander. Smash those stations. Canopus out.”
 Shaking her head, Schmidt replied, “He's right, sir...”
 “Look at the board, Lieutenant. If this turns into a numbers game, we lose. I need to keep the enemy forces distracted for a while. Signal Castro.” Turning back to the helm, he continued, “In sixty seconds, I want a course change. Take us towards the second moon, into the sensor shadow.”
 “They'll know there isn't anything there, sir,” Kenyon protested.
 “Right now, yes. But given that our turrets are going to be knocking out their monitors, that's a situation that won't last for long.”
 “I have Castro, sir,” a harried Schmidt said. 
 “Bill,” Mike began, before Ortiz could say a word. “Make for Polaris. They should be entering the system any time now. There's something here that isn't right, and I'm going to use Canopus as the lightning rod to find out. Execute immediate course change.”
 “That'll...”
 “We've got to divide the enemy formation,” Mike pressed. “This way we can split it into two, maybe three pieces, and keep Yoshida guessing about what we're planning. Get moving, Bill. Canopus can take care of itself, at least for the moment. Out.” He looked up at the sensor display, nodding in approval as he saw the auxiliary cruiser lurch out of formation, moving to the side. The first flights of Duval's fighter wing were sweeping through the enemy, ripping into the heart of the formation as though it wasn't even there. 
 That had caught the enemy commander by surprise, but he'd rallied quickly, peeling off two squadrons to chase after Castro, leaving the others to dive for Canopus. None of them had moved back to protect the orbital facilities. Mike frowned, punching in controls, and shook his head. There were two reserve squadrons on the surface, but they'd be target practice for the forces he'd sent into Hyperborean Orbit. Either the enemy wing leader had decided that the fighters could wait, or he'd assumed Mike was playing a bluff.
 Until that realization, he had been. Now, it was a different story.
 “Altering course,” Kenyon said. “Maximum acceleration. We'll be on the far side of the moon in four minutes. She's pretty close.” Glancing across at a monitor, she added, “So are the fighters. Contact seventeen seconds after closest lunar approach.”
 Nodding, Mike looked back at the cruisers. A hundred fighters could make a substantial mess of Canopus if they pressed the attack, but his defensive armament would yield a bloody payment for the destruction. That wasn't Yoshida's style. He was using his fighters to probe, to pin, not to attack in their own right. It was the capital ships that he was really worried about.
 “Damn,” Schmidt said, as they altered course. “Ranging on Castro, sir.”
 “What?” Hammond asked. “Why? They can't just ignore us, can they?”
 Mike's face dropped, and he rose to his feet, saying, “Behind the moon. There's a second force behind the moon. And we're heading right for it.” He turned to Kenyon, and said, “Reduce maximum altitude as low as possible. I want to be scraping craters, Lieutenant. The lower the altitude, the more cover we'll have on the pass. Schmidt, begin defensive salvo as soon as we get close.” Gesturing at the monitor, he added, “You'll only have maybe two hundred degrees of arc to worry about, so plan your attack accordingly.” Stepping forward, he added, “How close can you get us, Lieutenant?”
 “It's small, not too jagged,” Kenyon mused. “I'd like to try for two thousand feet.”
 Shaking his head, he said, “Make it a thousand.”
 Her eyes widened, and she replied, “There are higher peaks down there, sir.”
 “And we have full topographical charts at our disposal, but I need more from you than that. We should get a nice boost from the swing-around. Enough that they won't be able to catch us from a standing start. I need a course to intercept the enemy cruiser squadron.”
 Kenyon's face paled, and she turned to him, saying, “I think I can do it, sir, but it'll put us on a course that will give them every chance to pound us to pieces.”
 Looking at his watch, Mike said, “In less than eighty seconds, the rest of our fleet will arrive. I need to be on a course that will allow us to do maximum damage to the enemy before they can intercept our forces. If I'm reading the trajectory plot correctly, this should allow us to do just that. Understood?”
 “Aye, sir,” she replied. “Implementing course change now.”
 “Are you sure about this?” Petrova asked. “We could follow our fighters, move to hit Hyperborean orbital space.”
 Looking up at her, he replied, “Yoshida-san wouldn't leave his flank open like this, not unless he was completely sure of himself. I don't know what he's going hiding back there, but I do know he's counting on something dealing with Canopus.”
 “Signal from Commander Duval,” Hammond said. “He's cleared the Federation fighter flotilla, and moving in towards the orbital stations. First contact in eight minutes.” She paused, sighed, and added, “You were right, sir. Detecting two ships behind the moon. One Starcruiser, one auxiliary, holding station.”
 “Rest assured, Lieutenant, that I take no satisfaction from that,” he replied, sitting back in his chair. “Hold course, helm. Nice and easy.” He looked up at the countdown clock, and asked, “Any sign of warp distortion?”
 “Nothing yet, sir,” Schmidt said. “They're cutting it fine, Commander.”
 “They'll be here,” he replied. Quietly, he added, “I hope.”



Chapter 19
 
 Sirens called out into the gathering gloom as Kani, wearing a borrowed flight jacket and helmet, raced down the road to the military starport, waving a forged ident card that on any other day would have caused him to be stopped and searched. Paradoxically, the security alert and the attack warning made his life a lot easier. Nobody had time to question one more pilot running to the flight line, and with his helmet in place, nobody could recognize him. 
 The field was total chaos, barked orders being ignored by harried technicians as they struggled to ready the defense fighters for battle. Pilots sprinted around, trying to find their place, hastened briefings roaring from the speakers. No one was paying any attention. Enemy forces were attacking. Rebel forces rising all across the planet. Only panic ruled the field now.
 He sprinted for the nearest fighter, waving at one of the other pilots as though he belonged there, climbing quickly into the cockpit before anyone could stop him. He glanced around at his fellows, all reservists who probably hadn't trained together for years, scrambled at a moment's notice in the desperate hope that everything would work out at the last minute. One look at the tactical display told him why. Upwards of seventy fighters were heading into orbit, racing towards the orbital facilities. A swarm of escape pods were racing down to the surface, the panicking civilians desperately fleeing the doomed facilities.
 “Angel Leader to all Angels,” a gruff voice said. “Keep this easy, keep this slow. We're not going to stop them, but we might be able to hurt them long enough for our forces to intercept them.”
 A younger voice answered, “Why should we die because some Fleet bastard made a mistake? These birds are thirty years old, and we're outnumbered five to one!”
 “Belay that talk, mister,” the squadron leader snapped. “Just do your job. We've got launch clearance. I'll see you in the sky. Leader out.” 
 Kani looked around at the controls, similar to the fighters he'd flown in the Commonwealth and of similar antique vintage, and reached for the launch thrusters, firing a series of experimental pulses to kick himself clear of the ground, then tipped the nose up and run the throttle as hard as he could. The fighter didn't have anything like the boost to clear the atmosphere by itself, but a pair of boosters had been strapped to the back. Belatedly, he checked the center of gravity, and his eyes widened at the ineptitude of the ground technicians. With a sigh, he settled his hands on the thruster controls, then lightly tapped the firing control.
 The surge of acceleration slammed him back into his couch, his vision starting to blur as the fighter's course moved into a lazy spiral. His hands gripped the thrusters, struggling to hold his trajectory, and a quick glance at the sensor controls showed him that the rest of the squadron was suffering the same problems. One of them had already aborted back to the surface, not even trying to work through the nightmare the ground crew had inflicted upon them. Two more were diving low across the ground, unlikely to clear the mountains ahead, and most of the formation was scattered all over the sky, their courses wildly divergent, spinning into infinity.
 “Leader to Pilots! Get your butts in gear!”
 “Shut up, you bastard!” the younger voice from earlier said. “Jerry's going down, and Dexter's right behind him. I signed up to fight, not to crash into the ground before we even got into battle. When I get back down to the surface, I'm going to kill the bastard who did this to us!”
 Kani settled down his course, and said, “Angle up nine-one degrees as soon as you finish your primary burn, and run your throttles at one-oh-five. That should get us into some sort of formation, on an approach path for the rebel fighters.” Reaching down to his tactical controls, he added, “Unless anyone has any objections, I'm assuming command of the squadron.”
 “By what right…,” the older pilot began.
 “Shut up, Mitch!” the young pilot said. “At least he's doing something useful! Jack Carter, here, mister, and I'm with you.”
 “Call me Win,” Kani replied with a smile. “Anyone else who wants to live through this battle, come onto my vector. I'll arrange new tactical instructions in a minute.” He paused, then said, “I used to do this for a living. Trust me, I know what I'm doing.”
 Mitch, chastened, said, “I didn't know we had any actual fighter pilots in the Reserve.”
 “Technically, you don't,” he replied. “It's a long story, but I wasn't going to ignore a planetary defense alert when there were fighters sitting on the field.” Reaching down to the navigational computer, he said, “We're going to try something. Anyone here ever done a skip before?” The silence was damning, and he cursed the planetary defense controller who had sent up a collection of barely trained pilots to their deaths. “Engage course change, thirteen degrees down angle. Get it right, and you'll come in behind the rebels and give them a little surprise.”
 “Confirm,” one of the pilots said. “My system...”
 “The trajectory plotters on these birds are conservative as hell. Trust me, it'll work.”
 He looked at the course again, nodding in satisfaction. In around three minutes, they'd realize that they were on a trajectory that would take them safely back to the surface, with no chance of pulling out. The fighters would be stuck out in the middle of nowhere, but these pilots had no business taking part in a firefight. Taking them into battle would be murder, even if he was on their side. One by one, the pilots committed to the new course, all but Carter.
 “Angel Three to Win,” Carter said. “What are you up to?”
 “They don't belong in a battle. Neither do you. Head home.”
 “Repeat question. Why?”
 Checking that the other pilots were past the point of no return, Kani flicked on his targeting controls, and said, “I'm an officer in the rebel fleet. Squadron Leader Winston Kani, wing leader of the Starcruiser Polaris.” Glancing at the sensor display, he added, “I meant what I said when I told you that I didn't think the squadron had any business taking part in a dogfight, especially against odds that high. None of you would have lasted for sixty seconds in a battle.” 
 There was a pause, and Carter said, “I guess I've missed my window to make it down.” He paused, then said, “I can't let you do this, Squadron Leader.”
 Hurling his fighter to the side, Kani replied, “Don't do this, Pilot. I've got ten years in the cockpit and half a dozen kills to my name. I don't want you to be number seven. You've got enough speed to make low orbit. You'll live through this.” He paused, then said, “Damn it, those bastards down there sent you up here to die!”
 “No,” he said. “They sent me up here to defend my world from attack.”
 Kani brought up the targeting display, throwing controls to lock onto the approaching fighter. Carter knew his stuff, more than a normal shuttle jockey should, but he was faster, sharper, better trained. Still anxious to avoid battle, Kani threw his throttle back, letting Carter take the lead, but the enemy pilot matched his move, spinning in an attempt to draw bead on him. Two dots appeared on the sensor display, missiles racing into the sky.
 By the book, Kani should have launched his own missiles to match the incoming warheads, played a defensive game that would have guaranteed his survival. Instead, his hand danced across his firing controls, setting up a series of pinpoint maneuvers that sent his fighter spiraling through the sky, his particle beams lancing out to detonate the missiles as they approached. The first detonated at a safe distance, a brief flash in the sky, but the second dodged his first blast, then his second, then his third, reaching closer and closer as his fighter danced desperately through the sky, trying to find his target. Warning lights flashed on the display, the computer flickering instructions to launch a defensive missile, anything to protect itself and its pilot.
 With less than a second to spare, his fourth blast found its target. Kani looked for Carter, now ahead of him, using the advantage of acceleration to control the battle, trying at least to force his opponent out of the sky, to an uncertain landing back on Hyperborea. Kani still wasn't going to waste a missile, but he flicked on his targeting computer again, lining up for a precisely targeted shot. He'd only have a single change, knowing that Carter would be shooting back, but for what he had in mind, he only needed a low-power impact. He squeezed the trigger, nimbly catching the enemy fighter's sensor array.
 “Carter, I know you can hear me,” he said. “You're blind. Out of the battle. It was a nice try, but you've had it.” He tapped a control, his thrusters sending him weaving to the side, and added, “I've already altered course. Time to bail out. Someone will pick you up once the fighting is over. You have my word as a Commonwealth officer.” He paused, then added, “It really was damned close. Kani out.”
 He looked across at his readouts, frowning at the dire news flooding into his systems. Takeoff from Hyperborea had used far more fuel than he'd have liked, even with the booster assistance, and the brief skirmish with Carter had robbed him of even more. Throwing a control, he watched with satisfaction as a small object tumbled from Carter's fighter, the pilot finally deciding to take the better part of valor and withdraw from the battle.
 Switching to long-range sensors, he quickly examined the battlespace, spotted Canopus moving towards an outer moon, a pair of enemy ships behind it attempting to shuffle into an intercept course, and another ship, an auxiliary cruiser, racing for the gravitational threshold with what appeared to be the whole enemy fleet on their tale. Fighters swarmed through the sky like angry hornets, and he finally reached for the communications controls, looking for the rebel combat frequency. 
 His fingers struggled with the unfamiliar equipment, trying to remember his training in obsolete systems, brief bursts of noise flashing through his cockpit as he danced from one network to another. Shaking his head, he turned back to the scanner, zooming in on the approaching rebel formation, trying to focus on the wing leader's fighter with his comm laser, straightening out his course to give himself an easier shot.
 “Squadron Leader Kani to Commander Duval,” he said. “Squadron Leader Kani to Commander Duval. Phil, do you read me?”
 “Win?” Duval asked. “What the hell brings you out here? I thought the plan...”
 “Never mind the plan,” Kani replied. “You think I'm going to sit down on the deck while there's a firefight going on up here? I'm lower on fuel than I'd like, but I'm on something at least close to your trajectory, and I've got two missiles that say I've got an invite to your party.”
 “Not that I'm not trusting, but...”
 “Day password is Ortega, command password is Spindle, and mission password is Utility.”
 “Voice-print match,” Duval said. “I'll take the help. Swing around to the rear of the formation and take rear guard. If anything catches us by surprise, I'll need you to rally reserves to cover us. Given Admiral Yoshira's reputation, I'd say that's damn near a certainty. What's happening down on the surface?”
 “Full-scale revolt. Major Cordova's handling it.”
 “How the…” he began. “Never mind. Tell me when this is over. I'm going to make one fast pass of the orbital stations on this side of the planet, then see what the situation is once we're through. I don't want to loiter for long, in case whoever is commanding those fighters decides that we're not playing some sort of elaborate bluff.”
 “Roger,” he replied, altering course. “Coming onto your rear. One question. Where the hell is Polaris?”
 “Two minutes late and counting. If they don't arrive soon, we're dead.”



Chapter 20
 
 “Where the hell are they?” Mike asked, looking up at the sensor screen, at the empty sector of space where Polaris had been due to arrive with whatever force they had gathered together. Turning to the rear, he said, “Walensky, break communications silence. Contact Polaris, and find out when they mean to keep their appointment.”
 Moving to his side, Petrova said, “We might have to think about pulling out of the system. The odds aren't getting better. From her current position, Castro can reach the threshold.”
 “Sure, but we'd have to leave their fighters behind. Probably some of ours as well. Even if we could make contact with them without coming under attack, we'd never be able to get six squadrons on board. And what about the rebels on the surface? You saw the broadcasts. Ten thousand people are marching the streets, demanding freedom. Right now the authorities are holding back. You think the Federation won't make an example of them if we leave? They'd bomb every labor camp from orbit, just to be sure.” Shaking his head, he replied, “We're committed. We've just got to find a way to beat the odds.” Turning to the left, he asked, “Any good news for me, Lieutenant?”
 Schmidt looked up from her panel, and replied, “A little. The two ships up ahead aren't going to be able to catch us quickly. Too slow to start accelerating. Meaning they're only going to have a single pass.” She glanced across, smiled, and said, “And now the leading auxiliary cruisers in the man formation are tailing off. Making for the defense platforms.”
 “Good,” Mike replied, nodding in approval. “Tell Commander Duval that they're now his primary target, but that he's to shoot to disable, not to kill, and hold back as much ordnance as possible.” Looking up at the screen, he continued, “That'll almost certainly get those fighters off our tail. We're not going to be a threat to their precious facilities for a while.”
 “Two minutes to the moon, sir,” Kenyon said, her attention totally focused on the helm. “Not too late to change our lowest approach, Commander. We're at eight hundred and ten meters now.”
 Shaking his head, he said, “Maintain course. Just make sure we don't slam into a mountain. We've got up-to-date topographical charts of the surface. Use them.”
 “Aye, sir,” she replied with an understandable sigh. Mike could sympathize. He was asking her to perform a nearly impossible task, to complete a regulation-smashing close approach with a planetary-scale body while coming under attack from enemy ships, and attempting to use the gravity swing to put them on a precisely calculated course. He'd never have been able to pull of a turn like that himself, but Kenyon was one of the best helmsmen in the Fleet. Rebel and Federation. If anyone could do it, she could.
 “No contact from Polaris, sir,” the communications technician said. “I have Major Cordova for you, though, from a surface station.”
 “What the hell are you using to pick up messages, Spaceman? An Ouija board?” Hammond asked. “It's got to be a Federation trick.”
 “Administrator Petrov is with her, sir, and I've verified his identity,” the technician protested. “I don't think this is a deception, Commander. I'm picking up gunfire in the background.”
 “Put her on,” Mike said. Tapping a control, he began, “This is Canopus Actual. To whom am I speaking.”
 “Major Cordova, and if you want details on how I came back from the dead, you'll have to ask Saxon when she arrives. We've been tracking your progress on our long-range sensors, and we've got enough power to feed in telemetry data.” A low rumble came from the background, an explosion somewhere in the distance. “There's fighting all through the city. Right now we're holed up in the broadcasting station, but we're in no immediate danger. I think you're the ones taking the risks upstairs.” She paused, then added, “Everything we're hearing down here suggests that Hyperborea is ours if you can win the battle in orbit. Most of ColSec has switched sides.”
 “That's good news, Major. Hold the fort down there.” Mike paused, then asked, “In case things don't work out, do you have any way of getting off the surface?”
 “Not a chance, Commander. Not to worry, though. Dying didn't hurt that much the first time. Maybe I can get used to it. Good luck. Hyperborea out.”
 “Sixty seconds to closest approach,” Kenyon reported. “Getting more details about the enemy ships now, sir. Looks like the Starcruiser Sirius and the Auxiliary Cruiser Hoxha. They're on the move, but much too slowly to do any good.” Glancing across at a panel, she added, “Forty-five seconds to firing, Commander.”
 Nodding, Mike replied, “Keep it tight, Lieutenant. And don't wait for any orders from me. Do what you have to do to make this maneuver work.”
 “Understood, sir,” she said.
 “Preparing full offensive/defensive barrage,” Schmidt replied. “Odd, sir. They haven't launched any of their fighters yet. They should have four squadrons between them, and we don't have anything much that can stop them.” Looking at her readouts, she continued, “And the initial fighter screen is hanging back.”
 “Yoshida-san's being cautious,” Mike mused. “He knows we have reinforcements coming, but he isn't completely sure where. This way, no matter where Polaris enters the system, he's covered. Fighters in one direction, cruisers in another, and either can form a second wave if needed.” Looking back at the sensor display, he said, “Anything?”
 “Not sure,” the technician reported. “Wait one.”
 “I can't, Spaceman!” he replied. “Even if it is just your best guess, give it to me.”
 “There's increasing levels of instability, Commander, but it doesn't match anything I've seen before in the Federation Fleet.” Turning to him, she added, “And big, sir. Too big for a single ship. This may be additional reinforcements for Admiral Yoshida's forces.”
 “Five Starcruisers and three Auxiliaries aren't enough?” Petrova replied. “Not to mention the one Polaris brought down on her first visit.” She snapped her fingers, and said, “The damage they did! Three squadrons out of the fight! I'd bet that they had to raid them from their reserves. If the battle had gone as he wanted, they might have evaded contact.” Turning to him, she said, “That means two things, sir. That he doesn't have the support back home that he'd like, and that he doesn't trust Sirius. I recommend concentrating all offensive fire on Hoxha.”
 “Do it, Schmidt,” Mike replied with a nod. “And see if you can signal Sirius. Who's her commanding officer?”
 “According to the records, Meg Bishop,” Schmidt said. “I used to serve with her. By-the-book, old school. Lots of time on the frontier, decent combat experience.” She looked up, and added, “I agree with Lieutenant Petrova. She'd be at the heart of the formation if Admiral Yoshida trusted her.”
 “Twenty seconds to closest approach,” Kenyon said, as the crimson moon rose towards them, Canopus swooping down to its jagged, crumbled surface, skimming through the vestigial traces of atmosphere as it raced into the flyby. Rocks flashed past as she made second-by-second adjustments, guiding the ship smoothly over the landscape, swinging from side to side to dodge obstructions and evade the expected attack.
 “Energy spike from the enemy ships!” Schmidt said. “Hoxha's going for our hull, Sirius for our drive units.” From overhead, the familiar pounding of the defensive turrets burst into life as they flashed through the battlespace, waves of fire ripping from Canopus to form a particle shield above them, blocking the kinetic projectiles before they could make an impact.
 “Sirius is trying to cripple us, not kill us,” Petrova said. “Interesting.”
 “I guess Meg's not in a bloodthirsty mood today,” Mike replied, watching as the fire patterns on the screen danced back and forth, sweeping in and out as the rival gun crews worked to strike their foes, pulses of flame rippling through space as the desperate battle raged. Then, as suddenly as the firefight had begun, it ended, Canopus soaring around the far side of the moon on the predicted intercept course with the cruiser squadron ahead. Behind them, Sirius and Hoxha raced to chase them down, but they'd left their move too late. For the present, Canopus was safe. Though given their ultimate destination, that safety would be all too brief.
 “Good work, Lieutenant,” Mike said, rising to his feet. “Time to intercept?”
 “Eight minutes, nine seconds, sir,” Kenyon said.
 “What's the status on that interference?”
 “Nothing new, sir,” Schmidt reported. “It could be a sensor ghost. There's a lot of jamming going on in the deep system, and there's been a lot of warp activity in the area lately, capital ships moving about. Sometimes it can create an ongoing ripple effect.” Turning to Mike, she said, “We can't count on that being anything we can use, Commander.”
 “Agreed,” he said with a sigh, reaching for a control. “All decks, this is the Commander. In about eight minutes, we will be engaging a far superior force.” He looked up at the sensor display, watching as the enemy fighter squadrons broke into independent formations, half a hundred of them heading his way. “Four Starcruisers to our one. We've done everything we can do to reduce the odds, and we've taken them about as far as we can go.” Taking a deep breath, he added, “In my judgment, the odds of Canopus living through this attack are remote. With that in mind, all non-essential personnel are to proceed to the hangar deck and evacuate the ship at once. I repeat. All non-essential personnel are to evacuate. If you depart within five minutes, you'll be able to make it down to Hyperborea without risk of intercept.”
 Looking around the bridge, he continued, “I have every expectation that our reinforcements will be here soon, and that we will do sufficient damage to the enemy forces to allow Polaris to win a victory, but I do not believe that Canopus will be here to see it. All of you have performed magnificently, beyond anything that I had any right to ask you, but this ship's journeys are over. No heroics, people. All those not on the Red List, get going with my thanks, and my blessing. That is all.” Flicking a switch, he added, “That includes Amber and Green rated bridge personnel, people. Lieutenant Hammond, you will proceed to hangar deck and assume command of the survivors. Liaise with Commander Duval to watch your back in case of enemy attack.”
 She turned to the door, paused, then replied, “I don't like to abandon ship, sir.”
 “You've got a job to do, Lieutenant, and you can't do that here. Good luck.”
 She waited for a moment, nodded, then said, “Aye, sir. Goodbye, Commander,” and walked into the elevator with half a dozen technicians, the doors sliding shut as they began their rapid journey down to the hangar deck. He looked up at Petrova and smiled, gesturing at the door.
 “I suppose ordering you to leave would be a waste of time.”
 “A complete waste of time,” she said. “I'm glad you didn't bother.” Looking at the screen, she said, “We've broken up their strike force, sliced it into pieces. If we just had a couple more cruisers...”
 “I know,” he replied. “I know. At the very least, we're going to do enough damage to the enemy flotilla that they'll spend the next few months in dry dock. That might give Polaris a chance to even the odds a little, make some real progress.”
 “Shuttles departing, sir,” Schmidt said, looking up from her controls. “I presume I'm going for a full-offensive strike pattern on our attack.”
 “Absolutely, Lieutenant,” he replied. “Send those bastards straight to Hell.” He leaned forward in his chair, and said, “You think our people will make it down in one piece?”
 “I suppose the enemy fighters could swing around again, but Duval's people are in a good position to block them if they do, and I have a feeling they're going to concentrate all of their firepower on us. As it stands, we'll have four squadrons hitting us at the same time as we intercept those cruisers.” Turning to him, she said, “It really was a damn nice try, sir.”
 Nodding, he looked around the bridge again, Petrova moving to stand by his side, and began, “Ladies and gentlemen, in case I don't get a chance to say this sooner, it has been...”
 “Wait one!” Schmidt said, spinning back to her console. “Energy spike, out at the threshold, close to Castro. Incoming ships. One. Two. Four. Four capital ships, sir, and Commonwealth signatures.” Her eyes widened, and she said, “It's Polaris! And they brought friends!”
 A smile curved across Mike's face, and he said, “That changes the story a little, Lieutenant.”
 With a grin, she said, “Always did prefer books with a happy ending, Commander.”



Chapter 21
 
 “All decks are cleared for action, Commander,” Hudson said, looking across from her console. “First Cruiser Squadron has reported in, executing the battle plan as instructed.”
 Looking at the chaos on Hyperborean space, Curtis said, “Launch all fighters, to target that cruiser squadron. Maybe we can find a way to even the odds a little.” Turning to Rojek, he added, “What's your assessment, Felix?”
 “Slice and dice, skipper. Looks like Canopus and Castro have really done a number on their formation. I'm not picking up much in the way of debris, so I don't think we've missed much of the action, but they've opened them up into three different firefights.” Frowning, he added, “We want to concentrate on the cruisers, I think. That big formation. The second one shouldn't be much trouble unless the main force defeats us, and I'd recommend keeping our fighters concentrated, rather than dispersing them like they have.”
 “All fighters launched, Commander,” Hudson reported. “I'm picking up an armada of shuttles from Canopus heading towards the surface. Looks like they're abandoning ship.”
 “I don't blame them,” Saxon said, looking ruefully at the screen. “One ship against four wouldn't have been much of a battle. Your son must have stripped down to core personnel for the final firefight.” Shaking her head, she added, “Our fighters aren't going to get there in time, sir. Not even if they burn all their engines at overload. We'll be four minutes after that.”
 Curtis sighed. Despite all their best efforts, they'd been eight and a half minutes late entering warp at Khiva, and it was impossible to make up a single second until they emerged. He'd hoped and prayed that he would arrive in time, and it looked now as though all of those hopes had been in vain. Reaching for his controls, he looked back at the communications team
 “Contact Castro. No point risking them in the line of battle right now. Have them move to support the fighters, closer in towards Hyperborea, and ride shotgun on those shuttles on the way to the deck. After that, they're to proceed at their commander's discretion, with my suggestion that finding some nice juicy targets to blot out of existence would be a good idea.”
 “On it, sir,” the technician replied.
 “Can you get me Canopus?”
 “Trying, Commander, but there's a lot of interference between us and them,” Rojek said. “It's going to have to be a message laser, and they keep blocking our beam.” He frowned, then tapped a control, adding, “That should do it. I'll bounce it off a probe. If they try and intercept that, they'll have to go way off course to do it. Give me thirty seconds for it to get far enough out.”
 Nodding, Curtis scanned the sky, issuing quick orders to the rest of the formation. Four ships, twelve squadrons, up against four ships and six. The battle had changed in a heartbeat, a theoretical rout transformed into an incipient victory. The triumph that he had been hoping for, a glorious battle that would rally rebel groups across the Federation to his banner. Except that it was beginning to appear that this victory would be purchased at the cost of the life of his son.
 “I have Admiral Yoshida, sir. No scrambler,” the technician said.
 Cracking a smile, Curtis said, “Put the old bastard on.”
 A second later, Yoshida's face appeared on the screen, and he immediately began, “You have temporary superiority, Commander, but I still retain superior force in this system, and as soon as my fleet rallies, I'll have you beaten. Withdraw, and I will accept the surrender of Canopus rather than destroying it.”
 “Not a chance, Admiral,” Curtis replied. “We've got you beat and you know it. For the sake of your crew, I call upon you to conditionally surrender. I will permit you and your people to return to Earth in the auxiliary cruisers.” Looking across at the monitors, transmissions flooding in from the surface, he added, “The people of Hyperborea appear to have decided in our favor already. Can't you respect that decision?”
 “My orders are to destroy Polaris and Canopus, Commander, and I will not disobey them.” He looked off-screen, then said, “My reserve formation is moving back into position. You can't win against that much firepower, and you know it.”
 “Sir,” Rojek said. “The two auxiliary cruisers are altering course again. Moving to intercept the shuttles from Canopus.” He looked up at a readout, and added, “They'll be in firing range in five minutes. I'm sorry, Commander, I didn't think they'd break away from intercepting us.”
 Leaning forward in his chair, Curtis said, “Killing unarmed shuttles, Admiral? I suppose we should have expected that. It seems that attacking those who can't fight back is Federation strategy these days. Rest assured that I will do everything I can to defend them, and that I will see that those responsible are brought to trial. Including yourself, Admiral.”
 Yoshida turned away from the pickup, barked orders, then looked back at Curtis, his face doleful, replying, “That is not my order, Commander.”
 “Get off the god-damned fence, Yoshida!” Curtis yelled. “These are the people you are serving. Butchers and tyrants. This fleet is supposedly under your command. You are responsible, whether you like it or not. And I intend to hold you as such. Polaris out.” Sitting back in his chair, he turned to Rojek, and asked, “Is there anything we can do to help them?”
 Shaking his head, he replied, “Not a thing, Teddy. Nothing we have is in position to stop them. There are a few squadrons from Canopus heading towards them, and as near as I can tell, they'll intercept those ships just about at the same time as the shuttles will enter firing range. There's nothing else we can do.” He looked down, sighed, and added, “Sirius has altered course as well, heading for the shuttles. I'd expected better of Meg Bishop.”
 “Assuming she's still calling the shots over there,” Saxon said. “Commodore McGuire, probably. Anyone want to bet that Yoshida put him in command of the auxiliary forces to keep him out of the way?” Gesturing at the screen, she added, “That'd probably explain why they're dancing all over the sky right now.”
 Curtis turned back to Rojek, and asked, “Anything from Canopus?”
 “Not yet.”
 “Well hurry up, damn it!”
 Turning to him, he replied, “Those probes can only move so fast, Commander, and the enemy hackers are already doing their best to suborn it.”
 Curtis looked back at the viewscreen, watching as his formation slowly slid into position, just as he had planned, hours ago. There was no doubt in his mind that the battle was going to be won, not now. He had Yoshida cold. But the cost, the cost was going to be far too damned high. His fingers rattled the armrest of his command chair, and Saxon glared down at him.
 “Either get your head in the game or turn command over to Hudson,” she hissed. “I know it's your son out there, but there's nothing you can do for him right now. Hell, I don't know what you think you're going to do if you do manage to talk to him. He's done everything he could, and he's set the stage for our victory, and he knew going in that he was taking a risk.”
 “Enemy cruiser squadron moving into diamond formation,” Rojek reported. “Playing a conservative game.” He smiled, and he added, “Our fighters have hit two orbital stations, and half a dozen surveillance satellites. All nice clean kills. That ought to help our people on the surface a bit.”
 “I'm not worried about that battle right now,” Curtis replied. “The rebels down there can take care of themselves for the moment. We either win up here or we lose it all. End of story. Norton, is there anything you can do to increase our speed?”
 “Not without burning out half the distributor network, Commander, and even then it would be touch and go at best. If anything, the Commonwealth cruisers are a little behind us. We're slowly pulling ahead of the formation.”
 “We should reduce speed,” Saxon suggested. At his expression, she added, “We need to maximize our defensive firepower, and we're in danger of making the same mistake that Yoshida did. We can still lose this battle, Commander. It isn't over yet. Far from it.”
 Reluctantly, he nodded, and said, “Match our acceleration to the other ships in our formation, Lieutenant, but don't slip any further back than you must.”
 “Sir,” Rojek said, “I have Canopus Actual on the line for you. Putting him on now.”
 The image of his son appeared on the screen, Mike saying, “You took your time, Commander. I was beginning to think you'd lost your invitation.”
 “I'm getting a little slow in my old age, Commander,” he replied. “I brought some friends. Hope you don't mind that I didn't have a chance to RSVP for them.”
 With a shrug, Mike replied, “The more the merrier. Especially now.”
 Nodding, Curtis said, “If the tactical plot is correct...”
 “Then in about five minutes,” Mike interrupted, “Canopus is going to be in the middle of one hell of a firestorm.”
 “That about how it looks, yeah,” he replied, glancing self-consciously around. “We'll do everything we can to give your people cover. And we're going to do everything possible to draw the enemy fire away from you. There's fighter support heading your way.”
 “I saw. Thanks.” He looked to the side, and said, “We'll make sure to get them nice and ready for you. Knock a few chunks out of their defensive systems. And don't worry. Canopus is the toughest ship in the fleet...”
 “Second toughest.”
 “You're biased. She's been through a hell of a lot in the past, and she can take the fire. And so can her crew. We'll come out of the other end of the dive. Battered and bruised maybe, but she'll hold together. Depend on it.”
 “I will.” Glancing up at the clock, he said, “Son, I...”
 “I know.” Mike glanced off-camera, and added, “Things are beginning to happen over here. We'll contact you when we can. Good luck.”
 “And to you. Polaris out.”
 Only the low rumble of the engines and the faint buzz of the defense cannons powering up broke the silence on the bridge, all eyes desperately looking away from the man at its heart. He had to retain control, had to hold on no matter the pain he was feeling. If for no other reason than that he was responsible for the lives of thousands of men and women in the fleet, ten times that number on the surface of Hyperborea, and uncounted billions scattered throughout the galaxy.
 This was the battle that would decide the fate of the war. The one they'd be writing about for generations to come, whether they won or lost today. As his son's image flickered from the screen, replaced by the tactical display, he desperately sought some way, any way that he could get Polaris into the battle in time to save Canopus.
 “There really isn't any choice,” Saxon whispered.
 “I'm supposed to be some sort of damned tactical genius, aren't I? That's what Cordova wanted. So why can't I think of something now? We've pulled off enough miracles. I'm only asking for one more.” Looking at the screen, he said, “There must be something. Anything we can do to intervene.”
 “Maybe this is the price we're going to have to pay. You knew this wasn't going to be a bloodless coup. A lot of people have died already, and a lot more are going to die if we're going to make this work.” Placing her hand on his shoulder, she said, “He made his choice, and he did it willingly. And we're going to have to live with the consequences of those actions. You are going to have to live with them. And you can, whether you like it or not. And you must, because too many people are counting on you.” She squeezed his shoulder again, and said, “Game face, Commander. This is what we've been working for. Time to deliver.” 
 “Yes, ma'am,” he said, forcing a smile. He turned to Rojek, and said, “Fire at will, Lieutenant. Send those bastards to hell.”
 “Aye, aye, sir,” Rojek replied.
 Curtis looked up at the tactical display again, counting the seconds until contact. Saxon was right, and deep inside, he knew it. That didn't make it any easier. Not when he was about to have a front-row seat for the death of his son. 
 “Wait a minute,” Saxon said. “Where the hell is Sirius going?”



Chapter 22
 
 Cordova looked out of the window, watching as crowds raced down the streets, hastily scrawled banners held high as the mob surged onward, no evidence of local security present. She glanced across at Petrov, his eyes locked on the sensor display, watching as Canopus raced towards the enemy cruiser squadron. She knew that his daughter was on board, couldn't imagine what must be running through his mind.
 A low whine echoed from the door, the sound of the laser cutter ripping through the hardened alloys, the forces of the governor struggling to get into the room. It almost seemed redundant. There was little enough that they could do to influence events now, either on the ground or in orbit. She walked back to the director's chair, glancing at the door.
 “You think we might want to consider surrendering?” she asked.
 “They'll kill us,” the director said.
 “Doubtful,” she replied. “Far more likely that they'll take us as hostages instead, at this stage. We're too useful alive.”
 Looking up at the monitor, Petrov said, “That door will hold for a while yet.” Suddenly, the whine died, replaced by the staccato blast of machine gun fire. Wearily, Petrov rose to his feet, and said, “I think we can open the door now.”
 “Are you crazy?” Cordova replied, as he made his way across the room, releasing the hatch to reveal the grinning face of Harland, a trio of dead security guards behind him, flanked by a pair of young men with white armbands, wielding hunting rifles and triumphant smiles. “What the hell?”
 “Blood packs,” Harland replied. 
 “We needed to make it look convincing for the cameras,” Petrov replied. “As well as make sure we dealt with the loyalists in our ranks. All the people we couldn't trust died that day.” He looked down at the ground, and added, “I'm sorry about Logan. We didn't consider that she'd break for it. I was going to try and hit her in the leg, a non-lethal wound, but one of the Governor's men got there first. If it's any comfort, he died about sixty seconds later.”
 Turning to him, she said, “Why didn't you tell us?” 
 “Because I couldn't! There were things you didn't need to know, and I figured there was a better than even chance that you'd get captured trying to make it into town. I couldn't give you anything like perfect coverage. What the hell was I supposed to do, give you a full tactical briefing in the indent barracks? For all I knew, you were a traitor.” He looked her in the eyes, and said, “Besides, from what Liz has told me, you've got no grounds to complain about someone failing to give you complete information.”
 “Can we finish this some other time?” Harland replied.
 “What's going on out there?” Petrov asked.
 “We control the spaceport, hydroponics, the monorail station and the water treatment center.” He smiled, and said, “Most of them surrendered. The station before we even got there.”
 “What about the power station?” Cordova asked.
 “That's the bad news,” Harland said. “The Governor took all the troops she could trust and holed up there when the coup started. She's threatening to sabotage the systems if we don't give in. I tried offering her safe passage off-world, but she refused. I guess she figures that the Federation won't let someone who has failed this spectacularly live.”
 “We've backed her into a corner,” Cordova replied. “What emergency systems do you have?”
 “Next to none,” Petrov said, bitterness filling his voice. “We used to have a backup, but it was mothballed a few years ago to save money. Since then we've been totally dependent on the old nuclear reactor. There isn't enough independent power generation to keep even a tenth of the population warm tonight.” He paused, and said, “If she's set up some sort of charge...”
 “She can't blow up the reactor. She'll kill herself,” Harland said.
 “A few explosives in the right places would cripple it for good, and spread contaminated material over half the city into the bargain. Don't think she can't or won't do it. If she thought she was going to make it out of this alive, she'd have taken your deal,” Cordova replied. “How do we get in?”
 “The underground tunnels,” Petrov said, looking at a nodding Harland. “The same network we used to get in here. They connect a lot of the key buildings in town.” He frowned, then said, “They'll have it guarded by now. It won't be anything like as easy as it was before.”
 The broadcaster looked up at the screen, and said, “Would it not be better to wait until the situation has been resolved in orbit? It strikes me that there is an excellent chance that all of the fighting on the surface will shortly be moot, should the rebels win.”
 “We can't take the chance that they won't decide to go down in a blaze of glory,” Cordova said. “One loyalist maniac, and thirty thousand people freeze to death tonight. Jake, is the building secure?”
 “All levels clear,” the rebel replied. “Everyone here is safe.”
 She walked out of the studio, heading for the elevator, and said, “Then we'd better get moving.” Petrov looked up at the monitor one last time, nodded, and moved to follow, Harland only a few seconds behind them. The other two followed, crowding the elevator as it began its journey down to the lowest level.
 “Got a pistol I can borrow?” she asked, waving her other one in the air. “This one's a dummy.”
 “You took this station with a dummy firearm?” the director said in disbelief.
 “Mine was real,” Petrov replied. “If that makes you feel any better.”
 Harland nodded, pulling one of his pocket, warning, “No spare clips. Just eight shots. And we're not exactly overloaded with ammunition ourselves. Guns, sure, but they kept pretty tight control on ordnance. We took the armory, but they'd already shipped out most of the contents. God alone knows where. Could be somewhere on the planet, one of the orbital stations...”
 “We don't have time for a search,” Cordova replied. “What sort of numbers are we dealing with? Defenses?”
 “Ten to fifteen,” he said. “Hard to tell exactly. Improvised defenses only, but you can bet that they'll fight for every inch of territory.”
 One of his comrades asked, “Why are we doing this alone? Give me five minutes, and I could get a couple of hundred people to storm the place. No way they'd be able to stop us.”
 Cordova glared at him, and replied, “Use your head. Either they'd detonate their charges as soon as that mob turned a corner, or they'd open up with machine guns. And even if your army forced its way inside, God only knows what sort of damage they'd do to the equipment. This has to be a small, stealth operation, or it isn't going to work.”
 “Agreed,” Petrov said. “I know that building quite well. It's pretty damn defensible.” He grimaced, and added, “It was where the Oligarchs made their last stand, during the Revolution. Pretty damned ironic, huh.”
 The elevator stuttered to a stop, and Cordova pulled up the inspection hatch, nimbly sliding onto the ladder below, descending hand over hand into the stygian gloom. After only a moment, she dropped down to the floor, narrowly missing the foul water trickling down the middle of the passage, and looked up at Harland.
 “Which way?”
 “Straight ahead for the moment. Then first left, first right, second left. Not that complicated. Shouldn't be any security to worry about until we get a hell of a lot closer.” 
 She nodded, jogging down the side of the passage, not waiting for the others to follow, taking Harland's route. She quickly checked the pistol, making sure the clip was in place, and quickened her pace towards the reactor. From up above, drifting in through air vents, she could hear chants and cries, the noise of a people celebrating their freedom from oppression for the first time in decades. The fighting was almost over up on the surface, most of ColSec switching sides in the early moments of the revolt, the rest deciding to take the better part of valor.
 All across the Federation, it might be the same story in a matter of days, maybe hours. The only thing keeping the rebels from rising was fear of failure, fear of the consequences of a Federation victory. Taking Sinaloa Station had been a major step forward in convincing them that they could win, and snatching Hyperborea from the jaws of a task force would be an even greater one. Everything depended on them, their march down this tunnel tonight, a tiny battle on an obscure planet that could change the fate of the galaxy.
 She took the indicated turning, then froze as she saw something up ahead, a steaming brown pile that wasn't there the last time she passed this way, a foul smell emanating from the dung. She glanced back at Harland, who stepped carefully forward, looking from left to right.
 “Tell me that isn't what I think it is,” she said.
 Grimacing, he turned to Petrov, and said, “I thought they caught all those beasts.”
 “All but one, and that one was roaming around here earlier,” he replied. “Last I heard...” His eyes widened, and he suddenly looked around, his eyes widening.
 “What?” Cordova asked.
 “They'd hold them in the pens. Which are near the power plant. I wouldn't put it past our bitch of a Governor to have released them down here.” Hefting his rifle, he said, “Damn it, Jake, there were eight of them this time.”
 “Are you telling me that there are eight saber-toothed tigers running around in these tunnels,” Cordova said, taking a step towards him. She looked around, and said, “If they get up into the streets...”
 “I don't see how they could,” Petrov said.
 “Really?” Harland replied. “My imagination must be a hell of a lot better than yours, Micky. If the Governor's willing to let them loose down here, then she'll he more than happy to find a way to release the security gates. We've got to do something about them.”
 “No,” Cordova said, shaking her head. “That's exactly what she wants. How far are we from the power plant down here?”
 “Hundred meters.”
 “And the access point,” she pressed. “Does it lead directly into the plant?”
 “Into the basement,” Harland replied, nodding. “Used for storage, mostly. That's probably how the Governor got in. It'll be defended, though.”
 “That might not matter,” she said, a smile spreading across her face. “I think I've got a way of killing two birds with one stone. Or eight tigers, anyway.”
 “I'm scared to ask what you've got in mind,” Harland said.
 “Jake, I need you to head towards the entrance. Don't get close enough for the guards to see you, and make sure that you have an escape route. Micky, you'll be next in line. Stay here. When the time comes, you'll know what to do. Just make sure that you can run faster than the tigers.”
 “Wait,” Harland said, grabbing her arm. “Those beasts are the most ruthless predators on this planet. They aren't just the same creatures that lived on Earth all those years ago. The Oligarchs managed to breed them for even greater ferocity, a challenge for the rich idiots who used to hunt them. If you're going to mess with them...”
 “What choice have we got?” she asked. “If we don't deal with them, then they'll break out into the streets, and hundreds of people might die before they get brought down. This way we can handle the Governor and the tigers at the same time. Have you got a knife?”
 “I do,” one of the rebels said, passing her a combat blade. “What do you want it for?” 
 Slicing the tip of her finger to reveal a bead of blood, she said, “I'm going fishing.”



Chapter 23
 
 The mood on Canopus' bridge was somber, all eyes periodically darting from console to viewscreen, watching as the ship inexorably raced towards its doom, towards the four cruisers ahead with sufficient firepower to wipe them from the universe. Behind them, the auxiliary ships converged, ready to finish the work their stronger brethren had begun. Mike sat back on his chair, trying not to show the fear he felt, knowing that he had to remain strong for the sake of his crew.
 They still had a job to do, even now. Admiral Yoshida's force outmatched that of his father by just enough to make the difference, and the two men were of equal tactical skill. It would be a battle that would be studied in textbooks for generations to come. Mike could prevent that from happening. Careful shots, precisely-calculated damage on the enemy ships ahead, would provide his father with the edge he needed to win the day despite everything.
 Lieutenant Schmidt, now alone at tactical, her assistants fleeing to the theoretical safety of Hyperborea, carefully set up the attack pattern, sacrificing their defensive fire to place the ship's powerful kinetic warheads precisely on target, a last gift he could provide for his father in this desperate hour. He looked up at the sensor display, spotting the Federation fighters as they curved towards their shuttles, and his heart sank as he realized that he had saved them from one death to doom them to another. He still couldn't quite conceive that officers wearing the same uniform that he had worn would commit such atrocities. 
 Theoretically, those pilots had been through the same training as those on Canopus' bridge, had sworn the same oath, followed the same rules and regulations. In practice, it was a very different world, and he was beginning to realize how far his fellows had fallen while he had been nursing his wounds on the frontier. Most of his comrades had similarly been exiled, either through the influence of a rival with greater influence or out of disgust with the creeping favoritism that had rippled through the ranks.
 In many ways, it was embarrassing that it had taken him so long to decide that the Fleet he had sworn to serve, the Federation he had sworn to protect, no longer truly existed, but had passed into history on a tide of greed and corruption. Thousands of others felt the same way, had switched sides to join the rebellion. And perhaps, thousands more would follow suit, as a result of this battle.
 “Contact in two minutes, ten seconds,” Kenyon said, her hands fixed on the helm. “Enemy formation is holding course, slow and steady. We're running right down the gut.”
 “Don't expect them to stay on that course,” Mike warned. “They'll do everything they can to throw us off during the approach. Most of those commanders are arrogant as hell, but Yoshida-san isn't the sort of man to take unnecessary risks.” He gestured at the screen, and added, “Better watch out for Sirius, as well. She's closing fast.” Frowning, he added, “Pretty damned fast. If Meg isn't careful, she'll burn out her engines.”
 “Maybe she's trying to get into formation for the attack on Polaris,” Petrova moved. “I suppose it doesn't matter much any more.”
 Stabbing a control, Mike said, “Commander to crew. By now, all non-essential personnel are off the ship. That leaves about seventy of us to do the work of four hundred. If it is of any consolation in our last moments, we're going to do enough damage to those enemy ships ahead that our comrades will win the day. I have never been prouder to serve alongside any crew in the Fleet as I am at this moment. I can't promise anything other than that our blood will be well spent. Good luck. Bridge out.”
 “I have firing solutions on Regulus and Bellatrix,” Schmidt said. “I'm concentrating on their defensive systems. I think I can punch a few holes in their network, gouge out some weak spots for Polaris. The trick will be staying alive for long enough to press our attack home.” She looked up at her display, and added, “Sirius will be on us forty seconds after we enter the battlespace. Looks like  they're getting ready for a backstab.”
 “After forty seconds,” Kenyon replied, “There might not be enough of this ship left for that to matter.”
 “Still time for you to get out, Lieutenant,” Mike replied.
 “Not a chance, sir. Nobody gets to fly my girl but me. Especially for the last dance of the night.”
 Frowning, Schmidt said, “Sir, I'm getting a comm laser from Sirius. To you, by name. They've set it up so that it would be impossible for anyone else to detect it.”
 “You don't think…,” Petrova said, as the image of a gray-haired, aristocratic woman appeared on the screen, flanked by a pair of armed technicians. Curls of smoke drifted across the picture, the sounds of a fire extinguisher being deployed in the background.
 “Commander Curtis,” Bishop began, “ten minutes ago I was engaged in the destruction of rebel forces in this system, putting down an insurrection that I believed would destroy the Federation forever. Then I received orders from Commodore McGuire, ordering me to shoot down unarmed shuttles, and to initiate surface bombardment on Hyperborea.”
 “My God,” Kenyon said.
 “My senior staff and I have had a little discussion, Commander, and we're now of the opinion that we have been fighting for the wrong side. I'm hoping that it is not yet too late for me to correct that error. Sirius is moving to support Canopus. We're going through the fire with you, and we're pushing our engines as far as we can to get there in time.” Leaning forward on her chair, she added, “Not everyone in the Fleet has forgotten the oaths we swore. Maybe we'll get a chance to prove that today.”
 “I'd say you already have, Commander,” Mike replied, turning to the side. “Lieutenant Schmidt, tactical assessment, please.”
 “We'll be on our own for forty-one seconds, sir, before we can rely on Sirius for defensive support.” She looked up at the monitor, and added, “What about your fighters, Commander Bishop?”
 “All stripped by Admiral Yoshida,” she replied. “I am ashamed to admit that some of them are engaging your fighters now, though I have endeavored to recall all I could.”
 “Then I believe we have two choices, sir. We could attempt to switch to full defensive fire, though even with two ships blocking four, I rate our chances of passing through without suffering significant damage as minimal. Alternatively, we can continue on our present path, and attempt to do increased damage to the enemy ships. Canopus will suffer the brunt of the hits, but we do have a slightly better chance of getting through than we would alone, and naturally, Polaris and our Commonwealth reinforcements will have an easier time in the next phase of the battle.”
 Mike didn't need a second to make his decision, and replied, “Then we proceed as planned, Lieutenant.” Looking up at Bishop, he continued, “We'll make sure to leave lots of nice, juicy targets for you on the other side, Commander.”
 “My gunnery crews will appreciate that. Good hunting. Out.”
 Turning to Petrova, he ordered, “Get all personnel to the interior of the ship. Never mind exterior damage control. Anyone who doesn't absolutely have to be in the outer sections should withdraw at once. If there's a chance we might actually live through this, then I want to give our people the best possible chance.”
 “You realize, sir,” Schmidt said, “that the turret crews will have to remain on station.”
 He nodded, sighed, and replied, “I know, Lieutenant, I know. Kenyon, I don't have to tell you to do everything to can to shield vulnerable areas of the ship...”
 “Evasion course already plotted, sir, but there's only so much I can do without risking a loss of target loss. It's going to be a wild ride, Commander.” Looking up at the screen, she added, “Twenty seconds to firing range.”
 “Good luck, everyone,” he said, quietly, strapping his seat restraint into place. The battle began calmly, as space battles generally do, only a few pin-point contacts on the sensor display to announce that the fighting had begun. Outside, kinetic warheads rained into space, tactical officers on four ships probing carefully at Canopus' defenses, seeking out weak spots to exploit. Normally, Schmidt would be fighting back, move for move, trying to match their attacks by bolstering defensive fire at specific points, but this time she was choosing not to play the same game, but instead to focus on replying with bombardment of her own, raining hell-fire on the enemy ships. She knew that she only had a few seconds to get her shots in, a limited window before the defensive fire of the enemy formation would come to bear, her opponents on four bridges realizing what she was doing and moving to counter her attack. Every shot had to be perfectly timed, perfectly judged, and she knew that the odds were that they would be her last.
 Microscopic tissues of fire erupted from the enemy ships, her shots slamming into exhaust ports, antenna arrays, defensive turrets, sensor pickups. Nothing critical, nothing that the enemy would expect or even truly fear, but a catalog of calamities that added up to significant reductions to their combat capacity, worsening all the time as Schmidt pressed her attack home.
 It couldn't last, and the joy of those first glorious seconds rapidly ebbed as the first wave of enemy kinetic projectiles slammed through the weakened defensive screens, gouging holes in Canopus' hull. They had no pretense of finesse, their simple goal to do as much damage as possible to the rebel ship, to smash it into as many pieces as possible as rapidly as they could. 
 As fountains of atmosphere raced into space from hull breaches spreading along the side of the ship, Canopus dived from side to side, Kenyon desperately attempting to maintain a straight heading, to keep the ship on the optimum flight path to take them through the nightmare ahead as rapidly as possible. To lose control would be to invite instant death, but every impact wiped out another critical system, made her job a fraction harder with every impact.
 The hull yowled with the force of sustained impacts, armored alloy screaming in protest at the damage being inflicted upon it, sirens wailing across the bridge faster than the sole remaining technician at the engineering station could silence them, floods of red lights sweeping across the status monitor in constant anguished protest at the wrath being unleashed upon the ship.
 Still, Canopus reached on, second after second, sweeping closer and closer to the enemy squadron, the occasional flicker of flame from an enemy hull testament to another triumph for Schmidt against impossible odds, the area being damaged now far less important than the fact that Canopus continued to strike back against her enemies. The sensor display faded as the exterior pickups died, one after another, wiped out by the rain of rock being unleashed by the enemy ships, but Sirius still dived after them, now almost close enough for her defensive fire to protect Canopus.
 Admiral Yoshida, on Regulus, had a decision to make. To focus on Canopus, to complete the destruction of the lumbering hulk, or to open fire on Sirius, spread the destruction around, giving Mike and his crew a bare chance of survival. He chose neither, his first real mistake of the battle, splitting the fire evenly between the two ships. Sirius flashed in towards Canopus, shrouded by the green halo from a hundred particle cannons opening up, taking some of the impacts for her sister ships, moving to block at least some of the fire.
 Ten seconds to go. The enemy ships were behind them now, but were opening up with a final wave of devastation, as though they had chosen to save their worst shots for last. The few exterior pickups showed a nightmare on the outer hull, black gouges and air-ruptured decks venting atmosphere into space. Mike looked up at the sensor display, his heart filling with dread. Yoshida had saved everything up for one final salvo, ready to finish Canopus off in a single spasm of destruction.
 “All hands,” he said, “brace for impact!”
 At one instant, the time-on-target fire slammed into the hull. Urgent wails echoed throughout the bridge, and he heard the dreaded clarion cry of the decompression alarm. He began to unstrap his restraints, screaming for his crew to evacuate, then heard an angry crack from above him, looking up just in time to see the support strut on the ceiling buckle and fall.
 And then, all was merciful darkness.



Chapter 24
 
 “Good God!” Kani said, looking at Canopus. “Rear Guard Leader to Wing Leader.”
 “I saw it,” a mournful Duval replied. “Looks like our base ship has had it, people. I'll contact Sirius, see if they'll have room for us on their decks.” 
 A young pilot, unknown to Kani, yelled, “Let's get the bastards! Vector...” 
 “Belay that,” Duval said. “We've got a job to do, and those are our people up ahead on those shuttles. We protect them at all costs. Got that? All costs.” A light winked on and Kani knew that they were on a private frequency. “Win, I've got a job for you.”
 “Go ahead, Leader,” he replied.
 “You're low on fuel, and Castro's fighters aren't much better off. That's going to leave you hurting in a dogfight.” He paused, then added, “You know what I'm about to ask.”
 “You want me to take Castro's squadron-and-a-half and engage those auxiliary cruisers ahead. Hit them before they can reach the shuttles.” He looked up at the tactical display, and added, “Going up against fixed defenses is a difficult enough task at the best of times, Phil, and with only limited fuel for the approach...”
 “I know,” Duval said. “I know what I'm asking, Win, but I need someone to lead those pilots in. Most of them don't have much combat experience, and they're going to need the best combat commander available if they're going to make it through.” Win could almost hear the smile spreading across his friend's face as he added, “And I'm afraid I'm busy right now.”
 “Wouldn't matter anyway,” Kani quipped back. “I'll do it, Phil. Just give those fighters something to think about for thirty seconds or so, and I'll set up for an attack run.” He glanced across at his status monitor, and asked, “What the hell is happening over on Hoxha? She's tossing off escape pods, and as far as I can tell, she hasn't suffered much more than a scratch. Canopus' salvo didn't do that much.”
 “Orders from Sirius,” Duval replied. “I think Meg Bishop kept it nice and simple. Surrender or die. Words that even the most fanatical member of the Directorate could understand. Don't worry about her. Focus on Trotsky and Kropotkin. They're all you have to worry about now.”
 “Will do. Good luck, buddy.” Throwing a control, he said, “Reader Guard Leader to Castro Formation. We're going to attack the capital ships. Form on me in double-arrowhead formation, Commander Ramone as the second leading fighter. At combat range, split in two and engage. Go for offensive systems, watch out for their point-defense turrets, and make every shot count. We're all the stands between their mass drives and our people on those shuttles.”
 “We'll never break through the interceptor screen,” a voice on the verge of panic replied.
 “Relax, pilot. Our friends from Canopus are going to handle those for us. You just worry about setting up your attack run. I want two new stars in the sky when we're finished. Kani out.”
 He threw a control, bringing up the strategic view, looking over the battlespace while his computer ranged his fighter into position, adjusting his trajectory to send him into formation. Canopus was drifting, spinning end over end, leaving a trail of debris behind it, the occasional flicker of an internal explosion testament to the damage it had suffered. It was a miracle that the ship was still in one piece, but somehow he didn't expect it to hold together for much longer. One more hit in the right place would be enough. Sirius, flying behind it, showed signs of the battle, but Canopus had screened her sister ship from the worst of the damage.
 Up ahead, diving toward Admiral Yoshida's formation, Polaris and the three Commonwealth cruisers raced through space. His heart was filled with a mixture of joy and trepidation at the sight of the ships, knowing that he was fighting on the same side as his comrades once more, but also knowing that there would be consequences for his delayed return to his people. None of which would matter if they lost the battle.
 Fighters swarmed around the battlespace like bees from a shattered hive, any pretense of tactical formation long since lost as the fighting collapsed into chaos, individual squadrons and flights taking their own initiative to act as the Federation chain-of-command started to fracture. Some were moving out of the battle altogether, perhaps out of cowardice, or perhaps a simple desire to stay out of the fighting, to delay having to make a decision about which side to join until the final possible minute. 
 He looked up at the two ships, the auxiliary cruisers ahead, bearing down on the shuttles fleeing the doomed Canopus. Castro was closing fast, racing towards them with crimson fire raging from her engines, but she couldn't get there in time. Yoshida had judged the battle well, had thrown plenty of distractions in the way of the rebel fleet, as though he was expecting greater numbers than he'd faced.
 “Ramone, this is Kani,” he said. “You take your formation to Kropotkin. I'll take out Trotsky. Make it one nice, quick pass. As long as we do enough damage, Castro can finish them off for us.”
 “Copy that, Leader,” Ramone replied, guiding his nine fighters to the right, ranging towards his target. Up ahead, their two opponents raced forward, boosting their engines as hard as they could, straining to gain speed. A blue-green halo erupted from the particle defense cannons, a weapons system designed to knock kinetic projectiles out of the sky, but just as effective against fighters and their missiles. Back on the Commonwealth ships, there were three squadrons of dedicated bombers that would make short work of smashing through the defenses. With the fighters they were flying, the job was going to be just that much tougher.
 Every defensive system, no matter how well-designed, had weak spots, and the hastily-converted auxiliary cruisers were no exception. His hands danced across the sensor controls, probing for spots where there fire was weakest, trying not to telegraph his intentions to the gunners on Trotsky. They could, at least to a degree, adjust their firing pattern to compensate for his movements, so he kept his fighter dancing around, altering his trajectory by miles at a time in order to keep them guessing, keep them refocusing their beams. 
 Then there was the question of guiding his missiles to their target, but that would require even greater finesse. He reached across to his targeting controls, narrowing the focus of his particle beams as tightly as he could, ready to burn a hole in the enemy defenses. It would take split-second timing, perfect attitude control, and one mistake would see him destroyed before he could possibly react. Behind him, the rest of his fighters fanned out, picking their own path through, the tactical computers of the squadron meshing together to avoid duplication of attack pattern, an additional tool that could keep the enemy guessing.
 Theoretically, they could run the entire attack with the computers, avoid human intervention completely, but the enemy had computers as well, of the same design as theirs, and left to themselves, they couldn't help but come up with the same answers. Move, counter-move, a cosmic game of chess waged across the battlespace, with human beings to provide the random element that provided the best chance of victory.
 Twenty seconds to target. He looked at the shuttles, burning their engines as hot as they dared, racing towards Hyperborea and safety. Periodic updates from the surface fed across his heads-up display, one victory after another as the planet fell to the rebels, threw off the yoke of Federation rule. They were winning the battle on the ground. Now they only had to win the battle in orbit. 
 As he dived towards Trotsky, he released his grip on the stay-fire controls, allowing the computer freedom to use the firepower of his fighter as it willed. He'd planned the attack, plotted the strike, but only the computer could execute it in time. He looked up at the flaming curtain hovering in space before him, the deepening colors of the defense perimeter, waves of energy surging around as the enemy gunners struggled to predict the detail of their attack. 
 It would all be over in a matter of seconds, each of the fighters racing to place its missiles where they could do the most good. Over to the right, Ramone was already launching an attack on Kropotkin, eighteen tiny points of light racing towards the cruiser, tissues of flame bursting into space where they slammed through the defense perimeter to slam into the hull, pin-points of damage that crippled the ship's offensive systems. One down, one to go.
 The nose of his fighter dipped down towards Trotsky, his under-slung particle cannons ripping out towards the energy barrier, puncturing a hole large enough for his missiles to race through. All around the enemy ship, the rest of his fighters followed, one of them miscalculating his approach at the last second, Trotsky's beams catching him on the engine manifold and tearing him apart. Another saw his missiles destroyed as a quick-witted gunner swung his beam around, the shrapnel raining down on the fighter, sending him spiraling out of control, mercifully clear of the battlespace.
 He pulled away, throwing his throttles full-on, trying to get clear of Trotsky before their retaliatory strike could have an effect, kinetic projectiles hurled through the air all around him, the gunners using their last moments to take final revenge. He sideswiped to avoid a swarm, then heard an anguished whine from his hull, instinctively dropping his mask into place, oxygen flooding into his system. Damage reports flickered across his heads-up display, and he cursed in frustration. A shot right into his engine, neatly ripping the rear of his fighter away. There was a slow pressure leak, but he'd have an hour before he'd have to worry about that. One way or another, the battle would be over long before them.
 Using the last of his thruster control, he pivoted the fighter to face Trotsky, watching as the missiles completed their trajectory, slamming into precisely-calculated coordinates on the side of the enemy ship. He allowed himself a smile, knowing that both auxiliary cruisers were no longer a threat, but his smile turned into a frown as his sensors picked up a fighter heading his way at high speed, one rogue interceptor breaking away from the main formation and diving towards him, bearing the flashes of 'Trotsky' on the side.
 A blinding glare of light illuminated the sky, and he saw Kropotkin explode, ripped in twain by a salvo of shots from Castro, the friendly ship at last getting into the fight. The battle was almost won, even if he might not live to see it. He watched as the fighter flashed towards him, weapons hot, his sensors setting up a targeting solution. Kani didn't have the power to lift a finger to shop him, could only sit back and watch the approach.
 He had seconds left to live. Reaching over to a little-used control, he tapped a button to send soft music through the ship, an accompaniment to his imminent demise. His would-be murderer was an artist, flashing in with practiced ease, a quartet of stripes down his side to advertise his four kills. His death would make the pilot an ace, even if the kill was, in Kani's opinion, rather cheap.
 Briefly, he contemplated ejecting, taking his chance out beyond his ship, but debris swarms from the destroyed Kropotkin and the kinetic rounds pumped into the sky by Trotsky made his chances of survival minimal. Better to go down with his ship.
 The enemy fighter cruised into firing range, swung around towards him for a clean kill, then kicked its engines to maximum, racing past without launching his missiles. A second later, he saw why, as Trotsky threw its escape pods into the void, a message screaming to the rebel fleet that she and her pilots had surrendered, in order to escape the death that Castro was about to unleash on them.
 Kani smiled, looked at his power readings, and focused his sensors on Polaris. Now the big event was about to begin, and he'd have the best seat in the house to watch.



Chapter 25
 
 “Anything from Canopus at all?” Curtis asked, turning to the communications console.
 “Nothing conclusive, Commander,” the technician replied. “Some chatter, distress messages, and there are a few shuttles heading away from the ship, but that's all.”
 Turning to Saxon, he said, “I want rescue shuttles ready to go as soon as we get past the enemy formation. Have Sirius move in to provide whatever support they can.”
 “That won't be much,” she replied, looking up at the monitors. “She's struggling with her own damage control right now. Nowhere near as bad as Canopus, but she can't maneuver with any speed, and she's already sending casualties down to Hyperborea.” Glancing down at a datapad, she added, “Last word reported that the Administration Building had been taken, but that the Governor is still holding out in the power station.”
 “One minute to firing range,” Rojek replied. “Enemy ships are moving into formation against us, standard diamond pattern. I have the sensor logs from Sirius. We're going to have some nice windows to punch holes through. Recommend immediate fighter launch.”
 “Make it happen, Lieutenant,” Curtis said. “The mission is simple. Blow those bastards all the way to Hell.” Turning to the rear station, he continued, “Send one last message to Admiral Yoshida. I will accept an unconditional surrender at this point. Nothing less than that.”
 Nodding, the technician punched in commands, but looked back with a frown, saying, “No response, Commander. Just the usual acknowledgment.”
 “Once the Rubicon is crossed,” Saxon said, “there usually isn't any going back.”
 “Norton,” Curtis ordered, “keep us in tight with the rest of the formation. I want as near to a perfectly-meshed defensive pattern as possible.” Turning to Hudson, he added, “Keep an eye on our fighters. We're going to need them to fill in any holes. Bombers can proceed at will. I want there to be nothing left after this other than expanding cloud of debris.” Looking around the room, he continued, “I know that these are our people, that they wear the same uniform that we do, but they have made a choice to continue in the service of an immoral, illegal regime dedicated to the oppression of the citizens it is sworn to protect. They made their choice. We made ours. But if it makes you feel any better in the middle of the night when the ghosts come to visit, the decision to engage is mine.”
 Moving to his side, Saxon said, “We've got transmission feeds relaying the battle all over the Federation. Maybe a billion people are watching this right now. So mind your language.”
 Looking up with a smile, he replied, “Thank you, Major.”
 “Thirty seconds to combat range,” Norton said, her hands resting lightly on the controls, contenting herself with pin-point course adjustments to guide Polaris to its target, keeping in tightly to the Commonwealth ships drifting in behind them. Curtis looked at the three stately cruisers, relics of a long-ago war brought back into service for one last battle, gleaming as though only just out of spacedock. That he was no fighting on the same side as his erstwhile enemies seemed strange, but the crews of those ships had the same goals as his. To go home, and to live in peace and freedom. Neither of which their own government could guarantee. Disaffection in the Commonwealth ranks had been rife for decades, growing worse by the year. All it had taken to swing them over to the rebellion was to offer a realistic alternative to their current course.
 “Target analysis complete,” Rojek reported. “Ready to fire.”
 “Ten seconds, sir,” Norton said, the familiar glare of the defensive systems rising from the enemy ships, now with noticeable gaps where Canopus and Sirius had punched holes, wreaking damage on the formation that could never be repaired in the time. Yoshida had tried to cover all the bases, but he had not, could not have considered that a Commonwealth cruiser squadron would arrive. 
 “Fire at will,” he said, calmly, and sat back on his chair to watch the action. This was space combat at its most raw, least elegant, a collection of ships throwing everything they could at each other. The time for tactical and strategic finesse was over. The battle was about to be joined. From above, he heard the familiar pounding of Polaris' mass drivers hurling projectiles into the fray, his screen suddenly filled with tens of thousands of kinetic warheads being thrown into space all around them, smashing themselves into pieces in the enemy defensive net, each one getting a fraction closer to its target.
 This wasn't the picked, carefully selected fire that Canopus had displayed earlier. This was a raw demonstration of firepower at its most raw, the full strength of his ship's strength brought savagely to bear on his opponents, commanded by a man he had once called friend. The Commonwealth ships muscled into the fray, their older rail-guns spitting venomous death on Polaris' flank, pushing back the defensive shield a meter at a time, slowly overwhelming the enemy's only line of protection. 
 Yoshida's squadron fired back, unleashing their own wave of death on Curtis' formation, but now the fighters they had husbanded came to bear, interceptors swarming in front of the ships to plug in gaps, under the capable command of Kowalski and Voronova, guiding their vessels precisely where they needed to be, cool competence coming into play.
 That was the element the Federation Fleet was missing. Decades of neglect had taken their toll, and the payment was being extracted in bloody kind today. Curtis watched implacably as the ships under his command pressed home their attack, now the bombers swinging in from the flanks, picking the ships at the rear for their strike, fifty missiles fired as one through carefully gouged holes in the defensive fire, exploiting the weak spots that Canopus had sacrificed its life to create.
 The first impact was on Regulus itself, aft, close to one of the fighter launch tubes. The second and third followed in quick succession, a hail of fire slamming into the side of the ship, sending it lurching out of control, a delayed mirror of Canopus, scant minutes ago. As though sensing blood, the bombers altered their attack pattern, swinging around to engage the flagship of the squadron, a hundred impacts in a single second as the defensive grid was fatally disrupted.
 In less than a second, the remaining ships had firmed up their defenses, slid into new positions to guard themselves against the ever-increasing fire from the rebel fleet, but they'd been forced to exclude Regulus as the price of their temporary salvation. The battered Starcruiser took the full impact of the rebel salvo, railguns hammering into the side, Polaris' mass driver cannons punching holes into the armor by the dozen. Escape pods made the futile attempt to seek safety, none of them living through the combined barrage of all seven ships. Finally, Regulus' superstructure could take no more, the ship snapping in twain, her spine broken.
 Three ships left, now leaderless. Curtis pressed on the attack, the remaining defensive fire now unequal to the task being set for it. Their battle complete, the bombers retreated to safety, the interceptors curling back to help staunch gaps as they emerged. For a brief second, one of the enemy ships found a mark, a dozen shots neatly sliding through the particle beam shield to score impacts on Achilles, but Norton moved Polaris into position to cover them, her turrets wiping out a second salvo before it could reach its goal.
 That brief moment was the nearest the Federation cruisers could get to victory. As they moved still closer to the rebel formation, the nerve of the Bellatrix's commander broke, and he pulled away, veering off at maximum acceleration, breaking the defensive pattern and allowing the rebel ships to send salvo after salvo into the two remaining ships. As Bellatrix fled to the safety of the gravitational threshold, a handful of her fighters making desperate attempts to reach her in time, her sister ships buckled and broke under a tidal wave of kinetic warheads, thousands of impacts ripping into their hulls before the tactical officers unleashing them could hold them back.
 Two quick flashes ended the story. Curtis looked up at the strategic display, his eyes wide as he saw the now-clear battlespace. All the Federation ships over than Bellatrix had surrendered, and while the Commonwealth squadron arced around towards them, trying to catch them, one look at the trajectory plot was sufficient to convince him that they'd never be stopped in time.
 Saxon looked down at him, and said, “Let them go.”
 Nodding, he replied, “To report what has happened here. They won't be able to sweep this under the carpet.” Shaking his head, he looked at the images of horror on display, and added, “The cream of the Federation Fleet, gone in an instant. It doesn't seem real.”
 “It is real,” she replied. “You've done this. All of it.” Gesturing at the screen, she replied, “The power of the Federation is broken, Commander. It's in ruins, drifting in Hyperborean Orbit. By morning there will be rebel groups rising all over the galaxy. All over the Federation. Maybe even on Earth itself.” Shaking her head, she said, “I can only imagine what the Central Committee is doing right now.” Turning to him, she added, “Don't you get it, Commander? We've won?”
 Gesturing at the screen, he said, “Not yet, I haven't.” Tapping a control, he said, “This is Commander Edward Curtis, calling any Federation forces that have not yet surrendered. Those able to leave the system are at liberty to do so without molestation. Tell your superiors what happened here today. Tell them that we defeated the finest fleet commander you have, and that we'll be willing to do it again, and again, and again, until we free our people from the slavery you have imposed. All other ships, jettison all weaponry and proceed to Hyperborean orbit until one of our vessels can reach you. Those unable to make it will be rescued at the earliest opportunity. That is all.” He moved to the elevator, and Saxon placed a hand on his arm to restrain him.
 “Where the hell do you think you are going?” she asked.
 “Lieutenant Hudson,” he said, “You have the conn. Continue to coordinate with Commodore McKinnon and Commander Ortiz.”
 “Sir…,” Hudson protested.
 Gesturing at the shattered wreck of Canopus on the viewscreen, he said, “My son is over there on that ship. Possibly injured, possibly dead. I have no intention of sitting here on the bridge while that happens, not when I can do anything about it. I'm taking one of the rescue shuttles over to Canopus myself. And I have no intention of wasting time with an argument.” Cracking a smile, he added, “You could write to the Inspector-General, I suppose, but dereliction of duty will be at the bottom of a very long list of charges, I would think.”
 “Commander,” Hudson said, moving to the elevator. “Given the circumstances, you cannot consider putting yourself in jeopardy. We've just won a victory, but the war is far from over, and you're our fleet commander, an Admiral in all but name, and...”
 “Lieutenant,” Curtis said, “if I am indispensable, then we are in a truly sorry state indeed. If we're to make a democracy work, truly work, then no one man can be in the sort of position that you describe, or we are doomed to fail from the beginning.” He moved past her, and added, “Though rest assured that I have no intention of dying in the near future.”
 “In that case,” Saxon said, pushing through the doors as they closed, “I'm going with you.” The elevator jerked into life, and she added, “I didn't think you'd listen to sense. So I'll just have to go along for the ride.”
 “I don't object to the company,” he replied.
 “One thing,” she said. “You were wrong. Right now, you are the indispensable man, and you're quite right when you realize how dangerous a situation that is. We can't afford to lose you. Not yet. We might beat the Federation, but unless you want chaos and anarchy in its wake, you need to live through the war.”
 “Then my top priority is to make sure that I am no longer indispensable.”
 “My sentiments precisely. Nothing personal.”
 



Chapter 26
 
 Cordova raced through the sewers, pistol in hand, following the sound of the howls up ahead. She strained to recall what little she knew about the saber-toothed tigers that had been recreated here, on Hyperborea, with specific reference to their top speed. If her plan worked, she'd have to move faster than she ever had before. On the ground, she saw new piles of their dung, malodorous evidence of recent activity, and waved carefully around them as she pushed on.
 Then, she saw something. Something in the dark. Amber eyes gleaming, the sound of a tongue being licked against lips, a predator eagerly anticipating its next meal. She took a tentative step forward, and saw the outline of the creature up ahead, shapes moving in the shadows. They'd seen her. And at any instant, they would strike.
 She turned away, fleeing back the way she had come, her feet slipping on the slimy stones as she sprinted towards the power station, hearing the sounds of creatures in pursuit, angry howls as their prey attempted to escape. These beasts were familiar with the taste of human flesh, savored and relished it, and if she had her way, she'd be providing them with a bountiful meal in a few moments. As she turned a corner, her flashlight clipped the wall, the light going out with an anticlimactic click. Now she was in near-total darkness, her imagination filling in the gaps in her perception as she sprinted on, attempting to remember the path. 
 One wrong turn would be her last. Her friends were up there, somewhere, ready to take over from her if she could only reach them. Every breath became an agony, every step a new torture, as she struggled to hold her distance from her shadowy pursuers, forcing herself to ever-greater speed. She could almost feel the fangs gripping into her ankle, the claws ripping into her flesh, and her thoughts urged her to increase her pace. Her muscles were on fire as she turned a corner, finally spotting a flashlight up ahead, one of her comrades waving the beam around to beckon her on.
 Now the changeover. She abruptly raced to the left, running down a side passage, as Harland leapt out into the corridor, waving his arms around like a maniac in a bid to attract the attention of the pack before running on, down towards the power station, as Cordova used the last of her strength to sprint to safety. For a terrible heartbeat, she thought that it hadn't worked, that the tigers had opted to continue after her, but finally, they turned away, running towards the fleeing Harland.
 She collapsed to the floor, her energy spent, back sliding down the grimy wall as she panted for breath, no longer caring about anything other than that her brief nightmare was over. For what seemed an endless eternity, she waited in the shadows, struggling to regain her strength, before finally struggling to her feet and walking down the corridor after Harland, pistol in hand. An ear-shattering scream from up ahead froze her in place, and it took a strength she hadn't realized she possessed to push onward.
 No bodies, not yet. That was a good sign. She saw a figure slumped in the corner, and walked over to it to see Harland, looking up with eager eyes. She reached out with a hand, and the rebel eagerly accepted the assistance to rise to his feet, nervously looking down the corridor in the direction of the pack.
 “I handed over to Petrov without a hitch,” he replied. “I think he'd got some emergency rations from somewhere. Pemmican. That seemed to work pretty well. You heard that scream?”
 “Petrov?” she asked.
 “No idea. What to go and find out?”
 “Not especially, but I suppose we don't have a choice,” she replied. Harland nodded, leveled his flashlight along the passage, and slowly walked towards the power station, Cordova anxiously by his side. There was no sign of life, no noise at all. The other rebels had moved to safety before the attack began, would be threading their way back through the passages towards them. Unless something had gone wrong, and the pack had found another direction, perhaps one that would lead to the slaughter of innocents instead of the lackeys of the Governor.
 A figure walked towards them, limping on one leg, and Harland raised his flashlight into the man's face, spotting a weary Petrov, blood-stains on his jacket, raising his hands in surrender.
 “Peace,” he said, his voice weary. “Peace.”
 “What happened?” Harland asked, stepping forward. “What happened, Micky?”
 Looking up at Cordova with horror in his eyes, he said, “It worked, Major. Oh, God, it worked.” His voice empty, dead, he replied, “I took over from Jake, raced towards the barricade. There were two guards on sentry, and they both opened up as I advanced. Then they saw them, but by the time they'd realized what was happening, I'd managed to jump the barricade and roll out of the way. They never had a chance.” He gestured at his clothes, and said, “This isn't mine.”
 “Then they headed into the power station?”
 Nodding, Petrov said, “I guess so. One of them managed to get away. Lead them up the stairs. I figure they're up there right now.” Glaring at Cordova, he added, “This isn't what I signed up for, Major. Liz was right about you. Once this war is over...”
 Stepping forward, her eyes aflame, she replied, “They would have killed tens of thousands of people. Most of them old men, women, children. Don't expect me to shed a single tear for their loss. Not one damned tear.”
 “What about our loss?” Petrov asked. “Is this how we win? We unleash savage beasts to slay and murder? Is that what we are?” Gesturing at the stairs, he added, “That's what they did, Major, and we were quick enough to steal their idea. What other ideas are you planning to steal before this war is over.” Taking a deep breath, he added, “I'll take down someone in a fair fight. I'll stab them in the back if that's what it takes to win, because wars are messy, ugly, savage things, but this is a step too far.”
 “You want to quit?” Cordova said. “I think you've left it a little late...”
 “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “But I'll be watching you, Major.”
 “There's blood on your hands, Petrov. Just as much as there is on mine.” Gesturing at the stairs, she added, “We'd better get out of here. They can't do any damage in the power station, and the Governor should have sealed it off effectively enough that they can't get out of there in a hurry.” Walking forward, she threw the switch to enable the blast doors, sending them slamming shut with a loud report that echoed down the corridor. “Jake, can you...”
 Nodding, he said, “Once the dust settles outside, I'll rustle up a few hunters and go room-by-room. We can probably round them up quickly enough. They're not that smart. Not in our terrain, anyway. In the forest...” Looking up at the defeated Petrov, he said, “Come on, Micky. The others will already be on their way up to the street. They probably need us up there.”
 “What for?” he asked. “Haven't we done enough today?”
 Cordova took the lead, moving over to a ladder on the wall, slowly and wearily dragging herself up. She looked down at Petrov, the rebel staring at the sealed blast doors, his flashlight loose in his fist, as Harland walked over to him, putting his hand on the man's shoulder. After a minute, he looked up at Cordova with barely disguised hatred, following her onto the ladder. 
 Her body still ached from the race, and she struggled hand over hand until she reached a grime-smeared hatch, the release mechanism stiff from decades of neglect. With an effort, she tugged the handle around, the lock finally yielding to her exertions. As soon as she cracked the hatch, she heard the sound of cheering on the streets, old songs being sung by the crowds above. Glancing down at Petrov, she dragged herself up, rising in a back alley, a pair of lovers embracing in what they thought was privacy as the crowds swarmed down the street beyond.
 “Hey,” the woman said, “I know you. You're the one who led the revolt?”
 “No,” Cordova replied, shaking her head. “I fought, but this man was the real leader. He's the one you owe your freedom to.” She pointed at Petrov as his weary figure scrambled to the surface, and said, “He's the one who brought down the Governor, organized the rebellion on this planet.” 
 Looking up, he said, “I...”
 “Hey!” the man said, running out onto the street. “He's here! Administrator Petrov!”
 A crowd surged into the alley, Cordova nimbly stepping out of the way as they thrust Petrov onto their shoulders, carrying him to receive the adoration of the mass of humanity beyond. Cordova reached into the shaft, helping Harland onto the street, watching as the mob raced away. Harland reached into his pocket, tugged out his communicator, and scrolled through the floods of messages updating on the screen.
 “Lots of traffic from the outlying settlements,” he said. “Looks like they gave up without much of a fight. I guess being outnumbered a hundred to one made them decide not to try anything crazy. The internment camps are secured, as well. Didn't take much.” Shaking his head, he said, “The whole planet was a house of cards.”
 “I suspect having ColSec on our side helped,” Cordova replied. “What about the Fleet? What happened in orbit? If they didn't win the battle up there, then all of this was for nothing.”
 Harland's mouth dropped, and he said, “Brace yourself. We won.”
 “What?”
 “All orbital forces have surrendered. Aside from a handful that seem to be fleeing the system.” He looked up at Cordova, placed his hands on her arms, and started to dance wildly around. “We won! It's really over! Polaris wiped out the enemy squadron, and the fighters mopped up the rest.” Looking frantically around, he said, “We'd better get back to the broadcasting station. They ought to have power now, and we need to tell everyone...what am I thinking. We can do that from here.” He tapped controls on the device in his hand, working to integrate the communicator into the planetary network, while Cordova looked up at the sky, the stars gleaming brightly in the night. Some of them were rebel ships, moving into sentry position over a liberated planet.
 Hours before, she'd promised that the sun would rise on a free Hyperborea. Almost to her surprise, she was able to deliver. The world was free, by the efforts of her own people and those up in orbit. The crowds cheering in the street were enjoying their first true taste of freedom for centuries, a spark that had almost been extinguished by countless years of oppression, released at last. 
 “Here you go,” Harland said.
 “Hey...”
 “You did the broadcast that started all of this. Only seems fair that you do the one that finishes it.” Fishing a datapad out of his pocket, he added, “I'll see what else I can find out.”
 Clearing her throat, Cordova said, “This is Major Cordova. I can announce that rebel forces under the leadership of Commander Edward Curtis have successfully defeated the Federation Fleet in orbit. All government forces in the capital have surrendered. The war, at least here, is over. Tomorrow you will begin the hard work of building the world you want to live in. Tonight, you can rejoice that the tyranny that has enslaved this world since the days of the first colonists has finally been defeated. You won this victory. Enjoy it. Savor it. And remember this day forever. Good night.”
 “Not bad,” Harland said, skimming over his datapad. His face fell as he read through a report, and said, “Oh, God.”
 “What is it?”
 Looking out at the crowd, he asked, “You know where Petrov is?”
 “No idea. I hope...”
 Taking a deep breath, Harland replied, “It's Canopus. Judging by the images I'm getting from the orbital satellites, I'd say the odds are pretty good that his daughter just died in action.”



Chapter 27
 
 Mike's eyes fluttered open, pain burning through his head. A hand was shaking him, and he looked across to see Petrova jostling his shoulder, trying to wake him, the last remnants of a medical kit in her hand. He tried to rise, and agony swept through his system, stilled by a pinprick in his arm. He looked around the bridge, and his heart sank. Hammond was dead, prone on the deck, her glassy eyes staring at the shattered, twisted ceiling. Kenyon was sprawled over the helm controls, the ceiling strut which had brushed over his head full on her back. She'd said that she wanted nobody else to fly her ship. Fate had granted her wish.
 “Damage report?” he said, and Schmidt lurched over to him, shaking her head.
 “The last readings I had suggested total systems failure, Commander. The superstructure was shattered by the final salvo, and we've lost all sensor and communication systems. Emergency power is on, but I don't know how long it'll hold.” With a sigh, she said, “She's a dead ship, Commander. I'd say we're looking at a matter of minutes until total structural collapse.”
 “Then what are you waiting around here for?” he asked. “Just you two?”
 “Everyone else…,” Petrova said. “We were lucky, I guess.”
 Nodding, Mike replied, “Get out of here.”
 “We were...”
 “Lieutenant,” he said. “I'm dead. I don't think I can move, and even if I could, I'd only slow you down. You're going to be needed in the battles to come. Some of the escape pods on the underdeck might still be intact. Get to one of them and leave. That's an order.”
 Shaking her head again, Schmidt replied, “Not a chance, sir. Anna, you take his right arm, I'll take his left.” Glaring at Mike, she continued, “I don't want to hear a single damned word of protest, Commander. Consider that an order, if you want. Given that if any doctor was around, he'd declare you unfit for command in a heartbeat.”
 “I don't want the two of you to die for nothing,” he said.
 “We aren't,” Petrova said. “We're risking death for you.”
 The two women dragged him from the chair, pulling him over to the emergency hatch on the floor, already popped open by the force of the final salvo. Mike took one last look around his bridge, only a handful of the displays still working, flickering their final reports as sirens wailed in the background. A tear ran down the side of his face as he struggled to the hatch, Schmidt sliding down first to the deck below, only the flickering emergency lights providing illumination. 
 Mike was next, his broken leg aflame as he caught it on the wall on his way down, Schmidt managing to break his fall, dragging him out of the way as Petrova followed. The corridor looked worse than the bridge, tattered debris everywhere, cracks running across the ceiling where hull plates had ruptured, and the distinctive odor of ozone in the air, the all-too-familiar sign of a life support system on its last legs.
 Turning a corner, he saw a pair of legs sticking out from under a pair of broken maintenance cabinets, and Schmidt raced forward, shaking her head as she quickly examined the dead crewman. Returning to Mike's side, she guided him gently over the debris, trying not to look at the man they'd left behind.
 “How many got away?” he asked.
 “We lost internal communications in the final impact, but I think I saw some escape pods heading away,” Petrova replied. “Hell, we don't even know if there's still a battle going on outside. For all we know, there are Federation boarding parties on the way right now.”
 “I don't think so,” Mike replied. “They'd have come around for another pass. There's been more than enough time for them to blow us out of space, and they'd have done it, even if it was just as a public relations stunt.” They turned a corner, and his face fell as he saw the row of sealed hatches on the wall, four of them, all silent testament to the departed escape pods.
 “At least someone got away,” Schmidt said with a sigh. She turned to the other corridor, a pressure hatch sealed shut, and added, “No way. Even if we had a spacesuit, there's too much debris to wade through.”
 A faint crackle came from Mike's pocket, and he fumbled down for his communicator, flipping the channel open and saying, “Canopus Actual. Go ahead.”
 “I'm coming to get you, son,” his father replied. “I'm sitting in a shuttle, about one minute from docking. I think I've got your signal traced down, and I'll be coming in to Airlock Nine-Nine. If I'm getting this right, that's one deck down from your current position. Can you make it?”
 “We'll be there,” he replied. A roar of static erupted over the channel, and he said, “Interference. I'm surprised the first message got through.” He paused, grimacing as his foot touched the deck, and said, “I'll say again what I said before. You two should get going.”
 “To hell with that,” Petrova replied, and they half-carried, half-dragged him down the corridor for ten painful steps before the lights flickered out, and with them, the artificial gravity which was weighing them down. Mike felt a queasy feeling in his stomach as he floated clear of the deck, drifting towards the ceiling.
 Experimentally, Mike pushed off a wall, discovering in the process that he had broken two fingers on his left hand, but at least he could guide himself towards their goal, floating through the cloud of debris rising from the floor. The hull creaked, and he heard a loud report from somewhere to their rear, another breach. The ship couldn't hold together for much longer, and the loss of gravity was the final nail in the coffin that Canopus was rapidly becoming. 
 “Good God, look at that,” Schmidt said, gesturing at a gap in the floor, jagged metal ripped clean through where a conduit had exploded. The crack ran all the way to the wall, and Mike looked at Schmidt, the two of them knowing that they were close to the outer hull. Loud creaks echoed from all around them, the sounds of imminent structural failure. 
 “Come on,” Petrova said, pushing Mike through the gap before diving after him, Schmidt following an instant later. Caught on a stray cable, Mike tumbled around, and had a perfect view of the wall finally giving way, the pressures from the other failed sections finally too great. A low hiss turned into a howl as atmosphere began to leech away, a force starting to drag him back towards the breach as Petrova pushed him onward, one final burst of energy that carried them beyond the sole remaining pressure door in the corridor.
 It should have triggered automatically. It didn't.
 Cursing, Schmidt dived for the panel, the force of escaping air threatening to drag her away as she entered the override sequence, the hatch mercifully slamming shut just as Petrova was about to lose her grip, sending her and Mike floating off into space. She gestured up at the ceiling, already starting to buckle.
 “We won't be so lucky the next time.” 
 The three of them pushed off down the corridor, an airlock sliding open in front of them, Major Saxon waving for them to hurry as the sound of hull failure echoed all around, desperate cracks and rumbles, the pressure falling from pinhole leaks the detectors no longer had the ability to register. There was no thought for precedence of rank; Mike was the first one through, snatched out of the air by Saxon and tossed roughly in the direction of a crash couch, almost immediately followed by Petrova. 
 Schmidt loitered for an instant, taking a final look at the corridor before diving in, the airlock slamming shut behind them. Without delay, the shuttle detached, the force of the emergency bolts ripping the ship free taking some of the deck plating with it, and as the engines roared, pushing them away from the side of the ship, Mike got the first good look at the remnants of his first command.
 Canopus was broken, the aft section already beginning to crack, thousands of hull breaches venting air into space. The corridor they had recently vacated was exposed to space, the integrity of the armor lasting just long enough to allow them to get away. After a moment, the engines died, and his father stepped out of the airlock, gesturing for Saxon to take control.
 “Well?” Mike asked, grimacing through the pain. “Did we win?”
 “We won,” he replied. “And God, did we win big. They came here with eight ships. Nine if you count the one we took down on our first visit. They left with one, and only a handful of fighters onboard.” He paused, then said, “Admiral Yoshida is dead. Regulus was completely destroyed. I know he was a close friend.” Frowning, he continued, “I just remember him as an ambitious Lieutenant who used to beat me at poker.”
 “He was my mentor,” Mike said. “More than that.”
 “He did what I couldn't,” his father replied. “I know some of the story. I figure we're finally going to have time for you to tell me the rest, soon enough.” Carefully resting a hand on Mike's shoulder, he continued, “You realize the magnitude of what happened here today. Sirius is damaged, but Meg Bishop thinks she'll be able to get her in fighting trim in a week. She's already heading back to Sinaloa Station for repairs. We started this fight with odds of eleven to two. We're up to six to five, and with a few auxiliary cruisers as well. The Directorate committed their whole auxiliary force to the fight. Mike, we've got the advantage now. A strategic advantage, in terms of both quantity and quality.”
 “It doesn't seem real,” he replied. “Though I suppose that might be the drugs talking. What about my crew?”
 Looking down at the deck, his father said, “Duval and Kani made sure that they didn't knock out a single shuttle from the first wave of evacuees. All of them made it to Newton Station, and are safe and well. As for your fighters, you lost twelve planes, five pilots. All killed, no wounded, but that's pretty normal for fighter combat.”
 “And the rest?”
 With a deep sigh, he continued, “We have confirmation of eighteen, Mike. I'm truly sorry. There might be more out there, but not many of the escape pods managed to clear the debris field. I've got search and rescue shuttles picking up the other survivors, and we got four others from Sensor Control, but that's about it.” 
 Nodding, Mike replied, “I'd like to see them as soon as possible.”
 “You're going to have to get yourself pretty thoroughly checked out first, Commander,” Petrova said. “At a minimum, you've broken several bones.”
 “Mike,” his father said, “It was worth it. What your crew did was magnificent. They're already talking about it halfway across the Federation. We had footage of the battle piped on StelCom, thanks to a few friends in ColSec.” Shaking his head, he added, “Words I never thought I'd say. Hyperborea is ours, and there are insurrections on four colony worlds already. It hasn't been an hour. You can bet that every colony will be in full revolt in a matter of days.”
 “Then they're beaten,” Mike replied, nodding in satisfaction. He looked up at his father, and said, “We haven't finished yet, have we?”
 “They'll let every colony, every outpost go, but as long as they hold Earth and Titan, they can stand us off indefinitely. Build new ships, a new Fleet, one bigger than anything we can prepare in the time. This war isn't over. Not until we make it all the way to Earth itself. Not until we can dictate terms from Earth Orbit, and until the Federation is broken forever.” Looking down at his son, he added, “Get some rest, Mike. I'm going to need you soon.”
 “My ship...”
 “We just got a few new ones. For one thing, I'm going to need a flotilla commander.” Turning to Petrova, he said, “You're his minder, right?”
 “So it would appear.”
 “Get him fit for duty as fast as possible. Without doing anything stupid.”
 “That's a little...ambitious, Commander.”
 With a shrug, he replied, “We just took down the biggest fleet the Federation ever mustered, Lieutenant. After that, it should be child's play.” Looking down at his red-faced son, he said, “Though perhaps I see what you mean.”



Epilogue
  
 The crowd outside were still cheering as Curtis sat at the desk in the office of the late Governor of Hyperborea, fiddling with the tie on his hastily-improvised dress uniform, dredged out of the archives by Rojek in a desperate bid to look impressive. At the insistence of McKinnon, Saxon and Ortiz, he wore a single star on each shoulder, the insignia of the rank they all agreed he had earned in the recently-fought battle.
 “In five seconds, Admiral,” the technician said, making final adjustments to the camera. If they'd got this right, he'd soon be live on forty-five worlds, including Earth itself, an appreciable fraction of the planetary power grid devoted to pulsing this message out to the stars. They'd all seen the battle, and despite the frantic propaganda being released by the Federation, they all knew that the rebel fleet had triumphed. As impossible as it seemed, his plan had worked, and the Federation's fleet was reduced to a fraction of its former strength.
 “In Two. One. You're on, Admiral.”
 Forcing a smile to his face, Curtis said, “Good morning. My name is Admiral Edward Curtis, and I have the honor to be the commanding officer of the forces that engaged and destroyed a Federation task force in Hyperborean orbit today. For the first time, Hyperborea is free and independent, her people rising as one to drive out their oppressors. Never again will they fall under foreign tyranny. Never again will they he used as playthings in the political games of distant masters. And never again will they live under the shadow of destruction. They are free.”
 Looking down at the desk for a second, he continued, “News has already reached us, here on Hyperborea, that other worlds are fighting to free themselves. That Caledonia, the longest-settled extrasolar planet, has seen uprisings in every city. That Cosmograd, a bastion of the Federation Fleet, has declared for the rebellion. To those in the process of overthrowing the tyrants that have oppressed them for decades, I pledge that the fleet under my command stands with you.”
 “Many good men and women have died. They died for you. For all of you. Died that the dreams of freedom you have been forced to bury for so long can at last be given their fullest expression. Died to give you the keys to the prison in which you have been held captive. Died to build a better tomorrow for our children.” 
 Looking back up at the camera, he continued, “We will continue this war until the end. We will continue to fight on until the last moment, until we have defeated the Federation at its beating heart. To the Central Committee and the remnants of the Federation Fleet, I issue a warning. You will not be safe on Earth. You can't hide away from the rest of the galaxy and hope that all of this will go away. We're coming. We're coming for you. And this time, we will not be stopped.”
 The light winked out, and Saxon walked around the camera, a frown on her face, saying, “Was that wise? Telling them that we were coming?”
 “They have to know it's the final act of the war. We can dance around the outer worlds for weeks, months, but the last battle will be waged in Earth Orbit. They know that just as well as I do.”  “I don't hold out much hope that you'll bring them to the bargaining table,” Saxon replied.
 “No, but I do hope that some of the rats might start fleeing the sinking ship. Every mid-level administrator or staff officer who decides to flee to the Halo Worlds throws them into that much more chaos. And for us, chaos breeds victory.” He sat back in his chair, and said, “Nice and comfortable. You think I could get away with taking it up to Polaris?”
 “Probably not,” she replied, walking over to the window, looking out at the stars beyond. “It'll be dawn soon. In a few hours.” 
 “I doubt anyone out there got any sleep tonight.”
 Turning to him, she asked, “Which one is Earth?”
 Frowning, he rose from his chair, walked over to the window, and pointed at a tiny spot of light, one almost lost in a sea of stars, and replied, “That one. Right there. First thing any spacer ever checks when he reaches a new system. Even if he's never even been there.”
 Nodding, she said, wistfully, “It's been a long time since I've been there.”
 “Me too,” he replied. “But we're going back. And we're going in style.”



HE NEVER DIED
 



Chapter 1
 
 Six months.
 Six months since Edward Curtis had abandoned his life as a derelict in the fleshpots of Titan and regained command of his ship, the Starcruiser Polaris. Since he had taken up arms against the Federation, defeating them in pitched battle after pitched battle, now with his son fighting by his side. It had been a long, hard struggle, but finally they were on the verge of success. He sat on the bridge of his ship, looking at the officers around him, some familiar, some new, transferred from ships and crews that had defected to the Rebellion.
 All across space, colonies were rising by themselves now, ColSec forces either changing sides themselves or being battered into submission by hostile populations enjoying their first taste of freedom for decades. There had been a growing hunger, a desire for liberty that had lain dormant all these years, and after smashing Grand Fleet at Hyperborea, it finally had an opportunity for expression that none could have anticipated or hoped for. 
 Eight ships were under his command. Two Starcruisers, his Polaris and Regulus, the latter switching to the side of the angels in the Battle of Hyperborea, her veteran commander given orders she could not obey. Three Commonwealth Cruisers, their old enemy had joined forces with them, the discontented peoples of the exiled faction deciding to fight for their homeworld once more, at last recognizing that they were only trading one tyranny for another and three Auxiliary Cruisers, hastily converted into warships in the shipyards of Earth, turrets and launch tubes bolted onto their hulls in an attempt to bolster the flagging Federation Fleet. 
 Eight ships. And after the damage he’d inflicted on the Federation, that represented the most powerful force left in space. When they’d begun the fight, he had only a single ship, facing vastly superior odds on every flank, knowing that he had only the slightest chance of winning a victory. The goal of victory had seemed unreachable, yet most of the crew had been willing to give their lives for the cause, even knowing the odds were against them.
 And now, unimaginably, he was leading his fleet to Sol System itself. Eight capital ships. Hundreds of fighters. Thousands of troops, volunteers riding along with the fleet to serve as a Marine strike force if it should be needed. Conquering Earth itself was out of the question, her teeming billions able to overwhelm any conceivable invasion force from the colonies, but he feared that the ColSec forces on Titan and Mars might fight to the last, since they could hold whole populations hostage in a desperate bid to snatch victory from the claws of defeat. The overwhelming tyranny of the Federation had been thrown into stark relief in recent months, exposed for all to see, and even the most ardent loyalist was reconsidering his position.
 The desperate, the brutal, and the greedy remained, those who knew that they would have no place in the new order, that they would face justice from those they had oppressed for decades, that their only slender hope was flight to the Halo Worlds, the ring of lawless outposts and colonies that extended deep into uncharted space. Already, dozens of ships had fled, bearing their criminal crews into permanent exile. He’d let them go, despite the pleas of some of his people. The quest for justice could begin after victory had been won. There would come a time when he had ships to spare for such a vendetta, but that time was not now.
 For now, he was planning to strike the most heavily-defended system in all of space. He’d successfully stripped them of their starships, leaving only a small strike force to threaten and harry them, but the planetary defense systems remained, a thousand mighty mass driver cannons permanently orbiting Earth, ready to defeat any invader. When he’d helped set it up, decades ago, he’d never considered that he might be the invader the system would be fighting to repel. 
 They’d be facing swarms of fighters, as well. The Federation would throw everything into the battle, regardless of the risk to their crews, and there were always madmen stupid enough to risk suicide for gold and glory. The jubilant mood on the bridge worried him to his core. They could still lose this war, even now. If their fleet was defeated, they didn’t have the ability to construct a new one in less than a decade, and long before that, new slender shapes from Earth would roam the skies at will, bringing their revolution to an abrupt end. 
 “Commodore,” Lieutenant Norton said, turning from the helm. “Arrival in one minute, sir.”
 “All decks are cleared for action,” Commander Hudson, his flag captain, added. “All hands at battle stations, weapons systems armed and ready. Fighter wing prepared for immediate scramble.”
 “Very good,” Curtis replied. “Connect me through to the ship.”
 “Aye, sir,” one of the communications technicians replied, working his controls with practiced ease. “You’re on, sir.”
 “This is Commodore Curtis,” he began. “In a few moments, we will come to the end of a journey that began in the tangled ruins of a dead world, and bring all of our hopes and dreams to culmination. We are going home, back to Sol, back to Earth itself, and we’re going to smash the Federation once and for all, bringing their corrupt rule to an end. No commander could ever ask for a better crew and a finer ship, and I have been and continue to be proud to serve with each and every one of you. Up ahead, there are billions of people who have suffered and bled under the corrupt regime that has dominated all of human space for decades. They’ve earned victory. Our job is to deliver. Good hunting. Bridge out.”
 “Thirty seconds, sir,” Norton said, her hands poised for action.
 “Evasive course immediately upon our emergence, Lieutenant,” he ordered. “I want a complete picture of everything in Saturn-space as soon as we arrive.”
 Nodding, Hudson replied, “You’ll have it in ten seconds, sir.” She paused, then said, “You realize they’ll have seen us coming, will almost certainly be waiting with everything they have.”
 “I’m aware of that,” he said. “In fact, I’m counting on it. This way, they fight us at a time and place of our choosing, rather than where they are strongest. We’re going to have to bleed them, Commander, take them down a piece at a time. This is the first step.”
 “Ten seconds,” Norton said. “Here we go, everyone.”
 Curtis sat back in his chair, attempting to display the confidence he knew his crew needed to feel, watching and waiting as the ship prepared to return to normal space. With a blinding blue flash, Norton brought the ship out of warp, and the familiar rings of Saturn appeared on the screen, Titan just ahead, swinging in front of the massive world. Silence reigned on the bridge for a long moment, the crew struggling with the realization that they were home, despite everything.
 “Contacts, multiple contacts!” Hudson said, breaking the spell. “The rest of our formation came through clean, sir. Not a problem. Commodore McKinnon reports Second Squadron completed egress without a hitch. I’m picking up three Starcruisers and seventy-two fighters in orbit around Titan. They’re breaking and heading right for us at speed.”
 Nodding, he replied, “Trying to pick us off before our two forces can link up. Have Second Squadron proceed to orbital sentry, and launch fighters to support us at once. Their top priority is Larson Tower. If someone decides to knock that piece of hardware out of the sky, there won’t be much left of the moon after it falls.”
 “What about our fighters, sir?” Hudson asked.
 “Not yet. Not until we get closer. Keep them on immediate notice for scramble.” He looked up at the strategic display, his eyes running over the trajectory tracks flickering into life on the screen. His opponent was a conservative commander, keeping his ships in a tight defensive formation. One lesson he’d taught the enemy well was to play it safe, not take any risks, not offer an opening that he could exploit. They had at least a temporary firepower advantage, and appeared to be eager to make good use of it.
 Behind them, the three former Commonwealth cruisers launched their fighters, seventy-two small shapes joining the fight, diving towards the enemy. They’d be too late to intervene in the cruiser battle, but would wreak bloody vengeance in the aftermath. For a second, he hoped that his adversary would take the bait, pull some of his fighters away to fly defensively, but either his opponent was too canny to fall for that trick, or too unimaginative to disobey the orders his superior officers must have given him.
 “Firing range in five minutes, Commodore,” Felix Rojek, his old friend, said. “They’re closing fast, skipper, weapons hot. By the book, we lose this fight.”
 With a wry smile, Curtis said, “Let’s try talking.” Turning to the rear, he said, “Patch me through to them, Spaceman, and if possible, link me up to the colony as well. They might as well hear this too.”
 “Aye, sir,” the technician replied. After a second, he said, “Already getting some signals from the surface, Commodore. Looks like a full-scale uprising is in progress. I think Mars has revolted as well. Nothing from Earth yet.” Tapping a control, he added, “I have the enemy commander, sir. Admiral Hancock.”
 “Admiral?” Hudson asked. “He was a Commander three months ago. Assigned to the orbital defense network. He’s never commanded a starship in his life!”
 “Casualties have been pretty high, and I suspect the politicians wanted a puppet they could trust in the driver’s seat this time.” Curtis paused, then asked, “Do we know anything about him?”
 “Half-decent administrator,” his senior aide, Major Saxon replied, looking down at her datapad as intelligence reports streamed across the screen. “Listed as a reliable. Ah. Nephew of a Central Committee member. This one isn’t going to switch sides, Teddy.”
 “No, but his crew might,” Curtis replied, tapping a control. “This is Polaris Actual. I’d like to speak to Admiral Hancock.”
 “I’m on,” a gruff voice said. “Say what you have to say, but unless this is unconditional surrender, you’re going to be disappointed. My crew and I are willing to die for the Federation, and for Earth, but given the current disparity of forces, I’d say you’re going to get the chance to die for your cause before we have a chance to die for ours.”
 “Admiral, we both know how this is going to end,” Curtis replied. “I have superior numbers at my disposal. You have a temporary advantage at best, and I intend to make sure that you have no opportunity to exploit it. Either surrender or withdraw, and nobody has to die here today. We both know that if the Fleet refuses the fight, the War is over, and I have no intention of launching reprisals. Every extra-solar colony is now in revolt, and now Mars and Titan as well. You don’t have a Federation left to die for.”
 “The ideals of the Revolution will not die with us, Curtis.”
 “They died when pragmatism overrode idealism, Admiral. That won’t happen again. Not this time. We have a chance to build a world we want to live in, one without fear and tyranny.”
 “Words,” Hancock said. “Just words. You’re as much a politician as the rest of them. I know you’ve seen my service record, and I know that you’ll be writing me off as an armchair admiral. Maybe you’re right. I’ve never commanded a fleet before. But I know that, I know my limitations, and I know precisely what I and my people are capable of. You will not find this an easy fight, and I have every confidence that we can win.”
 Against his better judgment, Curtis was actually beginning to like this man.
 “Is there nothing I can say to change your mind, Admiral?”
 “No more than I could change yours, Commodore. I will promise that any of your people captured by my forces will be treated in accordance with the Articles of War.”
 “Likewise,” Curtis replied. “Good luck, Admiral.”
 “And to you. Hancock out.”
 “I’ve never understood that,” Saxon said. “Two enemies wishing each other luck before a battle. Don’t you want to win?”
 “Win, yes,” Curtis said. “Kill, no. I meant what I said to him. Nobody had to die here today. Though if our roles were reversed, I expect I would have acted just as he did.” Turning to Hudson, he said, “Three minutes to combat range. Time to let our birds fly. All squadrons, immediate launch.”



Chapter 2
 
 “Scramble!” Wing Commander Winston Kani yelled, the canopy of his fighter slamming shut as the magnetic tractors began to drag his ship across the deck, planting it securely in front of the launch tubes, ready to catapult him out into space. He looked from left to right, watching the rest of his squadron lined up, preparing for takeoff, the first of three that he’d be commanding in the battle to come. Tactical updates flooded across his heads-up display, allowing him to rapidly assess the state of the battlespace, and while he waited for the catapult to engage, he entered a quick series of commands to his squadron leaders, both on Polaris and Regulus, readying them for battle.
 Seventy-two fighters would be launching under his command to meet an equal number of enemy combatants, with more reinforcements to come. The enemy formation had the benefit of years of working together as a team, training in exercises and drills until they could fly their ships almost literally with their eyes closed, but Kani still believed that his forces had the advantage. They might have been assembled from a collection of rebel squadrons, former shuttle pilots and politically disfavored cadets, but all of them were veterans now, all survivors of at least one battle, and many of them had the stars underneath their cockpits to denote their first kill. They were blooded warriors, ready and eager for action.
 He felt the familiar kick on his back as the catapult engaged, hurling him into space along with the rest of his squadron, the hatches opening at the last second to allow him to depart, his engines firing the instant they hit vacuum, auto-navigation putting them smoothly onto the planned attack trajectory. Over to his side, ships were spilling out of Regulus to join the formation. He’d kept it simple, a double-arrowhead, nothing controversial needed for the battle. With an equal number of fighters facing each other, the fighting would rapidly deteriorate into individual duels. His pilots knew that as well as he did, his tactical display flashing updates as they selected primary and secondary targets, calculating their approach to avoid duplication, ensuring that every enemy combatant had a missile with his name on it.
 “Ninety seconds to combat,” he said, tapping to get the attention of his squadron leaders. “We’ve got reserves coming in, so we don’t need to worry about that. The Commodore wants us to make a mess of the enemy, and we’re going to do just that. Send the bastards straight to hell. Good hunting, and tally ho!”
 His engines surged as the afterburners kicked in, pushing him towards the enemy with ever-greater speed, the acceleration at the limits of the maximum design specification, amber warning lights winking on to warn him that they were pushing the engines too hard. It didn’t matter. He’d seen the same reports as the Commodore, knew the strategic situation in Sol System. The Federation had only four Starcruisers left, and three of them were here, at Titan, lured into whatever the Commodore’s trap had been. The remainder was waiting at Sol, likely with senior politicians on board, ready to flee to the safety of the Halo Worlds.
 Their day would come, sooner or later. He and his comrades would see to that, after the war was won. He looked up at Saturn, and his heart seemed to skip a beat. He’d seen the films, even visited the system in virtual reality, but now he was here, at the birthplace of humanity. Though he’d worked his entire life to prepare for the day when he’d fly into battle at Sol, somehow he never truly expected to do it, never believed that he would have a chance to visit his homeworld.
 He looked around, trying to find the pale blue dot of Earth itself, finally spotting it with the aid of computer navigation. He could have increased the magnification, taken a closer look with the assistance of the sensor controls, but after a second’s hesitation, he shook his head, turning back to the task at hand. If this battle went as he expected, went as he hoped, he’d be entering Earth orbit in a matter of days, and would be able to see it for himself. Maybe even walk on the surface.
 His eyes drifted down to the cylinder he always kept on his belt, the final remains of his grandmother. She’d rescued her daughter from Earth, got her onto the last ship, then taken care of her grandson alone after her daughter’s death. She’d told him stories of the homeworld, the legends and history of his people, and given him a single request in return. That somehow, someday, he’d see that her ashes rested on her native soil, rested on the Karoo of her childhood.
 Twenty seconds to battle. He looked down at his targeting computer, his missiles homing in on his counterpart at the head of the enemy formation, choosing to take the toughest fight for himself. At the speed the two fighter wings were traveling, the battle would be over in a matter of seconds, only a single chance for both sides to make their attack felt. Both were fighting for the survival of their base ships, and both would yield no quarter. They couldn’t afford anything else, not given what was at stake.
 “Wing Commander Kowalski to Wing Commander Kani,” a familiar voice barked. “Leave some of the bastards for us.”
 “No promises, Joe,” he replied. “You’ll have to make do with the ones we don’t want.”
 “Or the ones too tough for you. Good hunting out.”
 Shaking his head again, he rested his hands on the thruster controls, ready to alter course at the touch of a button. The two men had been bitter rivals before, until his unexpected secondment to the rebel course, but somehow the war had dragged them closer together than he could have ever expected. Both had the same responsibilities, command of a sextet of squadrons, and perhaps that was the key to their improved relationship.
 Five seconds to go. Red lights danced up and down his control panel, the computer systems making absolutely certain that he knew what he was getting into, that he was about to lead his formation into battle. Projected evasive courses of increasingly dubious merit flickered on the screen, as though his navigation computer was attempting to flee the fight. He negated them all with the touch of a button, and settled down in his couch, waiting for the battle to begin.
 As one, both fighter wings launched their missiles, almost three hundred tracks appearing on the screen, the computer briefly struggling to calculate them all. His counterpart had kept it simple, two missiles for each opponent, one of them a little ahead of the other in the hopes that fratricide would win the day. A classic attack strategy, and rightly so. He’d chosen a tactic with a little more flair, sending his missiles out on either side to form an enveloping sphere, making it tougher for any warheads to intercept. There was a key difference in their approaches. Kani had faith in the ability of his pilots to get themselves out of a tough situation; his rival didn’t.
 “That’s it, people!” he yelled. “Break, break, break!”
 At the same instant, all of his fighters killed their engines, spinning around in a pre-arranged movement to take different vectors, then ramping their acceleration up to maximum again as they fanned out in all directions, splitting their hitherto-tight formation into disorganized chaos designed to confuse the enemy attack computers. The effect was astonishing, dozens of lights dancing across the stars, and for a moment, the ongoing swarm of missiles seemed to hesitate, as though uncertain of how to respond. Even now, the enemy commander could call them back in, go for a defensive play, and focus entirely on living through the battle in progress. He could do that, but something told Kani that he wouldn’t, that he’d go instead according to the manual.
 And that made it quite clear that the fighter was a hunter, and that its place was to attack, not defend. A philosophy he’d always held dear himself. The missiles swung around, the enemy concentrating now on the key figures in his formation – the Flight and Squadron Leaders, and primarily, the Wing Commander. Suddenly, he had eight missiles on his back, and nothing but raw speed to work with in his bid to escape.
 He flicked a control, boosting his electronic countermeasures to full, knowing it was likely a futile maneuver, then turned a stiff key underneath his controls, warning lights flashing on a dozen instruments in response. He’d deactivated all the safety systems, informed his computer that the well-being of the pilot inside was now secondary to the survival of the fighter. The acceleration surged through the ship, harder than before, and he struggled for every breath as the mighty force of his unchecked engine hurled him through the void, desperately attempting to outpace the approaching missiles.
 It was a race, pure and simple. The winner would be the one with the greatest acceleration and endurance, able to gather speed faster and more constantly than his rival. He tried to activate his warbook, hoping to identify the missile type, but the force pressing on him was too great. He could hardly move a finger.
 Astonishingly, the countermeasures actually worked for once, one of the missiles curling away as he approached. Seven to go. He threw his sensors to focus on the area ahead, trying to find something to use to get him to safety. All he could see was Titan, a few thousand miles away, and he was racing towards the atmosphere at dangerous speed. The course plot he’d prepared before the mission had him pulling up, but he stabbed a control to override the original plan, instead guiding the vehicle down, towards the planet, deeper into the atmosphere. 
 The missiles surged after him, as though sensing that they would soon lose their prey. They were creatures of space, with no ability to cope with an atmosphere; his fighter, however, could at least live through a single fast pass, though his systems desperately flashed warning alerts that he was mistaken, that he should attempt to escape. He ignored then all, stabbing his overrides again until they were finally silent.
 Now the race was truly on, and the missiles gained ground quickly, desperately burning their engines to catch him. He glanced at a timer, knowing that the bulk of the battle was over, but there was nothing he could do about it now; all his attention had to focus on surviving the next few seconds. Titan, menacing ochre, loomed ahead, and he fired his thrusters once more to kick him down into the atmosphere, the missiles struggling to follow.
 One by one, they winked off the display, unable to cope with the changing environment, detonating harmlessly to avoid causing damage to any other craft. New warning alerts sounded, his outer hull temperature soaring above safe limits, and he urged one more pulse of acceleration out of his fighter to pull out of the atmosphere, burning into the safety of free space just as his engine died. He’d used the last of his fuel in the attack, but it didn’t matter now. The winner would pick him up when the fighting was over. Nobody would have time for him until then.
 He reached for a control, a smile curling across his face as the battle reports flooded in. His faith in the abilities of his people had not been misplaced; they’d taken thirty-one enemy fighters out at a cost of only twelve, and several of those had ejected. He was far from the only one in need of rescue when the fighting was over. The enemy formation had scattered, knowing they had taken their one shot and wasted it, trying to turn back into the Commonwealth force still sweeping through the rear, hoping to disrupt their attack.
 The enemy cruisers were still coming, though, three sleek shapes racing for Polaris and Regulus, their weapons charged and ready for battle. They’d be in firing range in a matter of seconds, and they had Commodore Curtis’ force both outnumbered and outgunned. Even with the assistance of the other ships, closing from the rear, the battle was going to be all too close.
 Then his smile returned, as his sensors picked up something new, another warp signature coming into the distance, three additional ships entering the system. The reinforcements had arrived, and just in the nick of time.



Chapter 3
 
 Michael Curtis stood on the unfamiliar bridge of the Auxiliary Cruiser Castro, his eyes locked on the strategic display as the three ships under his command raced into the system. The plan had worked just as his father had hoped, the enemy forces lured out of the safety of orbit and into position for him to attack, catching them on an unexpected strike vector. He’d hoped that they might yield, might opt to concede defeat rather than continue to fight an unequal battle, but Admiral Hancock hadn’t even accepted another attempt at communication. They were going to have to fight it out, and it looked as though his formation was going to take the brunt of the battle.
 “Orders, boss?” Commander Ortiz, Castro’s Captain, asked.
 “Full defensive,” he replied. “Polaris, Regulus and the Commonwealth fighters ought to be able to finish them off. We’ve just got to distract them long enough to give them their shot, and we’ve got it made. Maximum acceleration, and let’s get out fighters into the air, right away, flying escort.”
 “Aye, sir,” Ortiz replied, turning to issue orders to his crew. Mike felt strange just standing there, watching things happen, no longer having a ship of his own to command. He’d commanded Canopus for just a few months, for much of the time in the service of the rebellion, before losing her during the desperate fighting over the now-liberated world of Hyperborea, and as a reward, had been promoted to command the auxiliary squadron. He glanced across at his aide, his erstwhile Political Officer, Lieutenant Petrova, who flashed a gleaming smile at him in reply, warm and reassuring. Their relationship had evolved from the professional to the personal in recent weeks, his first serious involvement since the death of his ex-wife and daughter, a decade before. One more infamy of the Federation, one more slight to avenge. One of an ever-lengthening list.
 “We’re getting reports from all across the system,” Petrova said. “Rebel forces on Mars have taken the Governor’s Residence and declared independence from the Federation, and there’s striking in the streets on Titan. Fighting in some Earth-orbital installations, as well, and that’s the last step to victory. We might not need to destroy the shipyards, not if the workers decide to switch sides.”
 “What about Earth?” he asked. “Anything from the surface?”
 “Not a word, which means a total communications blackout. Which means they’re scared, Mike. They know the war’s almost over.”
 Frowning, he replied, “Then why are they fighting? Right now, they’ve got something to bargain with. I’m sure we’d offer at least a limited amnesty in exchange for a surrender, but if we have to smash them to pieces first, that won’t be on the table. What are they waiting for?”
 “There’s nothing left for them to fight with,” Ortiz replied. “One Starcruiser at Earth, and that’s only just out of the repair yards. We’re facing their last combat formation.” Turning to Mike, he added, “You know these people, boss. They won’t give up, even when they know they’re beaten. Their egos won’t permit them to concede defeat. Besides, while there’s life, there’s hope. And on that hopeful note, one minute to firing range. The rest of our ships will be joining us thirty seconds later. Damage controls are deployed and ready to go.”
 Reaching for a control, Mike said, “Castro to Trotsky. You read?”
 “Trotsky Actual here,” Acting Commander Schmidt replied. “We’re all set, Commodore. Formation tight, and we’re ready to execute the battle plan as instructed. Those bastards don’t stand a chance.”
 “Just remember that someone over there is probably saying the same about us. Watch yourself, Commander. It’s dangerous out there. Out.” Shaking his head, he said, “Commodore.”
 “Something wrong?” Petrova asked.
 “It doesn’t seem real. None of this seems real. And I don’t think it will until it’s all over.” Glancing down at the gleaming star on his shoulder, he added, “It feels like I pinned it on myself.”
 “You earned it,” she replied. “There aren’t many people in the rebellion with the experience to command a cruiser squadron.” Gesturing at the screen, she added, “Come on, Commodore. One more push and all of this is over.”
 “Yeah,” he said, turning back to the monitor. The enemy formation had pivoted to the side, taking the opportunity they had been careful to provide to pick off the weakest elements of the rebel fleet. It was unnerving to be sitting on a ship that, to all intents and purposes, was expendable. Losing one of the Commonwealth cruisers would be a disaster; losing either Polaris or Regulus would be a catastrophe from which there would be little chance of redemption, and everyone on these ships knew it. They had to finish this battle now, whittle down the enemy mobile forces to give them control of the system, but that didn’t make him feel any better.
 At least the ship he was riding had been designed to make defense its priority, with a full complement of particle beam cannons to intercept enemy mass driver salvos. In theory, it had a punch of its own, but one look at the specifications had convinced him that the only sensible course was to throw everything into blocking the enemy attack. Today, survival was victory.
 “Ten seconds, sir,” Castro’s helmsman, a seasoned veteran with Petty Officer’s stripes, reported. Most of this crew had been rebels from the start, joining Polaris at the first opportunity. The rest of the ships in the formation were a less happy story, a collection of political loyalists and malcontents, and an extensive purge had left them both short-handed, their personnel given only the briefest possible window to train. They were a glass cannon, but they only had to live through a single firing pass. Surely they could manage that.
 “Here we go,” Ortiz said, and the screen lit up with a riot of color as the enemy attack began, dozens of mass driver cannons working in unison to savage the rebel squadron, their particle defense beams firing pre-selected patterns into the sky in an attempt to knock them down, swinging from target to target faster than any human could manage, their crews working only to keep their mighty weapons operational, allowing the computers to work them to best advantage.
 “Fifty seconds, and we’re through,” Petrova said, moving to stand by his side. Mike yearned to bark orders, instructions to the crew, but that wasn’t his place. This was Ortiz’s ship, not his, and he knew how he would have reacted had some Admiral stepped onto his bridge and carelessly disrupted the chain of command. He wouldn’t do that to any subordinate, still less to a friend. His place was to monitor the battle, keep track of the whole squadron, see that they stayed on course.
 For the first few seconds, the defensive systems were able to keep up with the onslaught of kinetic projectiles hurled in their direction, a raging storm of debris fired through space at insane speed in a bid to punch holes in their armor. The three helmsman raced through a random evasion pattern, hoping to throw off the enemy gunner, trying for every advantage they could reap from the situation. Nevertheless, they were losing ground, and rapidly, the barrage approaching closer with every second, the distance still to traverse seeming an eternity.
 “Trotsky, you’re falling behind,” he said, grimacing. “Increase speed.”
 “Engine failure,” Schmidt replied. “We’re attempting to compensate.”
 Tapping a control, Mike ordered, “Ramone, bring your birds around to cover Trotsky. Don’t worry about pressing an attack of your own. You’d never make it through that hailstorm anyway.”
 “Roger that, Commodore, we’re on the way,” the fighter commander replied, the tactical display updating to show the fighters diving to the side, adding their particle cannons to the ongoing volley, bridging the gaps that were appearing in the formation as the rearmost ship slid back. Mike could have ordered the other two ships to match speed, but he didn’t dare. As it was, they’d be fortunate to make it through without suffering serious damage. Lingering in the battlespace was a risk that he didn’t have any justification to order. He could lose one of his ships, and they’d still win the war.
 Not that it was any comfort to the crew, to the technicians he knew would be fighting for Trotsky’s life while he watched. The battle almost seemed soulless, as though it was happening to someone else, far away. Aside from the rhythmic pounding of the topside mass drivers, there was no evidence of any abnormal activity taking place. For all appearances, the three ships were sliding through space, surrounded by an artificial aurora.
 One that grew closer with every second. The tranquility of the moment would be shattered beyond repair if any of the projectiles touched the hull, and Mike struggled to maintain his equanimity, knowing the colossal forces that were raging outside, almost close enough for him to touch. His eyes remained locked on the trajectory track, watching as the ships reached closest approach, finally beginning to pull away at last as they gained ground. Trotsky was now three seconds behind them, and the flaming barrier was racing towards them, the enemy gunners belatedly realizing the vulnerability of the target, moving in to take maximum advantage of the weakness.
 Then, finally, the Commonwealth fighters dived into the fray, their fuel tanks all but exhausted from the constant surge of acceleration that had been required to get them into position in time to make a difference. A hundred missiles raced into the air, none of them destined to get even close to their goal, but that wasn’t the point of the attack. They simply had to act as a distraction, to buy even a little time for Trotsky to make it to safety, and the maneuver worked, the mass drivers briefly forced to break off their attack to hurl death into the air in front of the approaching warheads, blotting them out of existence at the price of a few desperate seconds, life for the men and women aboard the crippled auxiliary.
 Now Polaris moved into position, closing the trap behind them, and the race was over, the deadly mass drivers of the rebel fleet coming into play, pounding their payloads into key systems on the three Federation ships. They’d gambled on being able to break the auxiliary cruisers in time to turn their armament on the greater threat, and they’d lost. Immediately the momentum began to swing in the other direction, the firepower of the Federation squadron dedicated to defense, rather than attack, but it was obvious they were outmatched. The Commonwealth fighters nimbly advanced for another pass, this time spitting particle beams into the defensive salvo, ripping holes in the pattern to allow projectiles to shoot through without opposition.
 Tissues of fire erupted from the enemy ships as one projectile after another found their mark, the leading ship tumbling out of control from a catastrophic impact on her oxygen reservoir, air erupting into space in frozen fountains, her helmsman unable to compensate in time. The other two ships broke away, hoping to find safety elsewhere, but Polaris and Regulus were on the case, and the three Commonwealth cruisers advanced into battle in a dispersed arrowhead formation, eliminating their last potential avenue of escape.
 Rescue pods and shuttles tumbled free of the doomed ships, fleeing under the protection of the particle beams, firing pulses of energy to guarantee safe passage through the onslaught now being unleashed by eight ships, even the limited offensive armament of Mike’s squadron coming into play at last to add to the ongoing mayhem, scoring critical hits on the Federation ships. His heart sank as he saw the battered, twisting hulks fighting for their survival, knowing deep inside that he could easily have been commanding one of them, that the people on board were wearing the same uniform as he, that many of them would have been friends and comrades from past assignments, now doomed to destruction by his actions.
 Nevertheless, he could not, would not regret them. What they were doing was right, and he hung onto that with all he could as he watched the Federation ships die, one after another, a trio of brief flares in the night, each ending only with a slowly expanding cloud of debris, a few fortunate shuttles and escape pods fleeing the wreckage in time. The last lurched around, as though hoping to press one final attack, gain a last measure of revenge for its death, but a salvo from Regulus caught her amidships, cracking her in twain, sending the tumbling remains drifting through space for all time.
 Less than five minutes after it had begun, the Battle of Titan was over. Earth lay ahead, waiting.



Chapter 4
 
 “Good God,” Curtis said, watching the devastation unfold on the screen. “I want rescue shuttles in the air on the double. Let’s get the survivors to safety.” Turning to Rojek, he added, “All fighters are to be rearmed and refueled as soon as they hit the deck. I want to be ready for another battle as rapidly as possible.” 
 “Aye, sir,” he replied, frowning. “I’m not picking up any other defenses in local space, Teddy. Nothing at all. The enemy fighters are moving into a holding orbit, keeping well clear of our forces, but that’s it. And no sign of any other ships on any other vector. Perseus is holding position in Earth orbit. They haven’t even twitched.”
 “That’s odd,” Saxon said, stepping over to the sensors. “I’d have assumed they’d have run for free space. There’s nothing much we could have done to stop them, not at this distance, and they’d have an easy ride to the Halo Worlds.” Turning to the communications panel, she asked, “Spaceman, are we getting any signals from anywhere?”
 “Nothing coherent, ma’am,” he replied. “Lots of chatter from the surface, but there doesn’t seem to be anyone actually in charge down there at the moment. The Martian Provisional Government contacted us a few minutes ago, but they’ve already changed Acting Presidents three times in the last quarter-hour.”
 “We’re going to need to move quickly on this, Teddy, or we might end up with little civil wars on every planet in the system,” Saxon warned. “I’d recommend we start to disperse the fleet, see if we can encourage them to settle on at least some sort of provisional leadership. Someone’s got to keep the lights on and the air circulating, if nothing else.”
 “Not yet,” Curtis replied. “Bring the fleet into battle formation, and take us into orbit over Titan. I want to keep all three cruiser squadrons together for the moment, until I can be absolutely sure that we’re not under imminent threat of attack. This all seems a little too easy for my liking at the moment.” He glanced at the sensor display, and added, “I want to speak to the senior surviving officer of the destroyed ships as soon as it can be arranged.”
 Running through the casualty lists, Rojek replied, “Looks like that’s the Admiral himself, sir. The last pod to leave Aquarius before she was destroyed. With luck like that he ought to be playing the lottery. I’ve got him on top priority recovery.” He looked across at a readout, and added, “No sign of any rescue teams coming from the surface. Nothing from the Governor’s Residence for the last ten minutes, actually, but we’re still getting word of riots in progress.” A smile curled his lips, and he added, “You can add Mercury to the list of rebel worlds now. That came out of nowhere. Looks like local ColSec forces switched sides at the last minute.”
 “We’re going to have to watch that,” Saxon added. “A lot of those who waited this long will only be defecting out of fear, not loyalty to our cause. They’ll be hoping to save their own skin first, and accumulate power and influence in the new regime second.”
 “And you aren’t?” Hudson replied.
 Turning to her with a withering gaze, Saxon answered, “If you are unaware of my loyalties now, Commander, then I fail to see what else will convince you. Though I will note that my active involvement in the Resistance precedes yours by several weeks.”
 “Before which you were a Commonwealth double-agent.”
 “Some other time!” Curtis snapped. “Spaceman, contact the Central Committee, direct. Punch through any blockages you can, but send this message. Rebel forces control everything in Sol System. I will be forced to attack Earth itself in a matter of hours, and I see no way of doing that without inflicting heavy civilian casualties. I ask for your surrender, and am willing – for the moment – to discuss terms. Any delay will force me to demand unconditional surrender. Send that.”
 “Aye, sir,” the technician replied. 
 “You’d offer terms?” an astonished Hudson asked.
 “If saving the life of a couple of bureaucrats saves five million people in Earth orbit, Commander, then I’ll call that a good deal and cheap at the price. They’re broken, and they know it. Right now they still have bargaining chips I care about, but I’ll launch a full-scale attack if they leave me no alternative.”
 “Do you really think they’ll listen to you?” Hudson asked. “They don’t care about their people. You know that.”
 “They care about their own skin,” Saxon replied. “We’ve seen that time and again, and right now they’re being massacred on a couple of dozen worlds. You think all of them will escape war crimes tribunals? The Commodore’s right. If letting a few hundred bureaucrats walk into exile will bring this to an end, then it’s a good deal.”
 “Any reply?” Curtis asked, not really expecting one.
 “Nothing yet, sir,” the technician replied. “Signal from Titan, though. The Residence has fallen and a provisional legislature has offered their congratulations upon your victory, and wishes to speak to you at your earliest convenience.”
 “Careful,” Rojek warned. “That could be half-a-dozen blowhards hoping to get some sort of legitimacy. We’ll have to test the ground first before we actually recognize a government.” He paused, then added, “Though realistically, it’s going to happen anyway, with or without us.”
 “First come, first recognized,” Saxon advised, “On the proviso that democratic elections, supervised by us to ensure their fairness, take place within the next few months. That might end up being the best we can organize given the circumstances.”
 “Worry about that later,” Curtis said. “We still have a battle to win until we hear...”
 “Sir,” the technician interrupted. “Signal from Earth! From the Central Committee! Chairman Nakamura wishes to speak to you.”
 “Nakamura?” Curtis asked.
 Suppressing a chuckle with difficulty, Saxon replied, “I guess Murdoch was suddenly taken ill as soon as news came through about what happened on Titan. Nakamura’s a talker, not a fighter. This might be good news, Teddy.”
 “Put him on,” Curtis ordered. “On the big screen and full speakers. Let’s see what he wants.”
 “Aye, sir,” the excited technician replied, all eyes turning to the monitor as the image of Saturn winked out, replaced with a harried, balding man sitting behind an old wooden desk, the lights of Stockholm’s skyline behind him. He looked up at Curtis, his eyes betraying only a hint of sadness, and looked around the bridge with a nod.
 “This is for all of you, I suppose. They’ll learn of it soon enough, I suspect.” Folding his hands together, he continued, “I have just spoken to the other members of the Central Committee, and we have unanimously agreed that this situation requires us to take unprecedented measures if we are to come to a peaceful resolution. And I believe we can both agree that fighting in Earth orbit should be avoided if at all possible.”
 “I have no wish to commit an act of mass murder, Chairman. I’m gratified that you agree.”
 With a curt nod, he replied, “Very well. I am willing to order a ceasefire of all of our forces, in return for the exchange of all captive officers and crewmen, and your personal promise not to enter cislunar space until we have come to terms for the dismantlement of the Federation.” Looking around the room, he continued, “I will not, can not, offer an unconditional surrender, but I instead propose that we commence negotiations for peace at once. I am aware that you will need time to consider this offer, and as you are currently in a position of strength in Sol System, I will humbly await your reply. Though I strongly urge you, for the benefit of all, to accept. Stockholm out.”
 “Clever,” Saxon said, shaking his head. “That’s a non-surrender surrender. He’s keeping as many cards hidden in his hand as he can.”
 “Felix,” Curtis asked, turning to face his friend, “Tactical report. What’s the situation in the rest of the system. Could they have anything hidden away somewhere?”
 “Not in Sol, sir,” Rojek replied. “We’re getting good images of the entire system now. There’s no sign of trouble, no sign of danger. If it came to a straight fight now, we’d clean their chronometers.” Looking back at him, he said, “Maybe they legitimately want to talk peace, try and get an advantage in the negotiations. I don’t trust them, but that doesn’t mean they’ve got a battleship hidden in their pocket.”
  Saxon looked at the screen, then said, “You’ve got to accept, Teddy. He hasn’t given you a choice.”
 “Like hell,” Hudson replied. “We’ve got all the choice in the galaxy. You heard Lieutenant Rojek. We can take them. This fleet could move into orbit right now, and...”
 “And run the gauntlet of a fully-operational defense grid, primed and ready for action, as well as God only knows how many fighters. We’d win, probably…”
 “Probably?” Hudson interrupted.
 “But the cost would be grave, Commander,” Saxon continued. “I’m not only talking about this fleet, though we could lose half our ships and still consider ourselves lucky. How many civilians do you want to kill today?” Gesturing at the screen, she added, “They’re the one card Nakamura has, and he knows it. Right now they’re all being locked down as human shields.”
 “Christ,” Rojek said. “I hadn’t thought of that. She’s right, Teddy.”
 Hudson looked down, sighed, and replied, “Bastards.”
 “A ceasefire gives us time to regroup, time to organize ourselves, and time to prepare. We’re here, in Sol, and we have enough secure facilities that we don’t have to worry about attack. We control Titan, which is the one vital asset that Earth cannot afford to lose, and as we keep noting, we have overwhelming mobile force at our disposal. Our hand is a lot stronger than theirs, and we’ve got enough of a basis for negotiation to really get things moving.” Turning to Hudson, she added, “This war just moved from the battlespace to the boardroom, Commander, whether you like it or not.”
 “There’s another factor,” the hitherto silent Norton replied. “If we turn them down, then it’s all on us. Everything that will happen in orbit, anything that happens from now on in this war, is our responsibility. The Chairman gave us a good offer. The basis for the dismantlement of the Federation. Isn’t that what we were fighting for? It’s here, now, and we don’t have to fire a shot to secure it. We beat them in battle. We’ll beat them at the peace talks.”
 Turning to the communications station, Curtis said, “Spaceman, tell Chairman Nakamura that we accept his offer, the peace talks to take place here, on Titan. Make it clear that the location is non-negotiable. We’ve won the war, we dictate where and when the talks are held. Then put me through to the Fleet.”
 “Aye, sir. You’re on.”
 Nodding, he slid on a headset, and said, “This is the Commodore. As of oh-nine-thirty-one Zulu, the Central Committee has offered a ceasefire pending negotiations for the dismantlement of the Federation. I have accepted these terms on behalf of the rebellion.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “This does not mean that the war is over. We must remain on our guard while the peace process takes place. We have, however, won the battle, and secured the greatest step towards freedom in half a century. We would not have reached this point without the loyal and dedicated service of each and every one of you. Thank you all. Bridge out.”
 A cheer went up around the bridge, as Saxon walked over to Curtis, neither sharing in the general celebration. As Hudson moved to Tactical to arrange for the return of their fighters, Saxon looked up at the screen.
 “You realize that the real fighting begins now.”
 “I know that,” he replied.
 “I hope so,” she said. “I certainly hope so. Because I somehow have the feeling that the biggest battle of this war has yet to be fought.”



Chapter 5
 
 Major Gabrielle Cordova sat in her cabin, watching the replay of the battle for the tenth time, for want of anything else to do. For all of her adult life, she’d been a resistance leader, fighting to overthrow the hated Federation. She’d done things she wasn’t proud of, had kept Commodore Curtis in a drugged stupor for decades in a bid to protect him from ColSec, to keep him alive for the day he would be needed to command a fleet for the resistance. 
 She’d been right. That was almost the worst part of it. Everything had happened as she had hoped. Curtis had come back from the dead and stepped back into command as though he had never left it, had led the ever-growing rebel fleet to one victory after another as they had smashed the Federation Fleet. And now they were actually coming to the negotiating table, the Chairman himself admitting that the days of the Federation were numbered, that liberty and freedom were the inevitable result of their triumphs. 
 Right now, she should be on the bridge, should be doing something. Instead she was stuck in her cabin, waiting. When Curtis had found out what she had done to him, as well as others, she’d been stripped of her rank and responsibilities, before being forced to fake her own death to restore some of her usefulness during the Liberation of Hyperborea. That battle had won her freedom, but she know that none of the senior staff trusted her, and that it was more than likely that they never would again.
 She couldn’t blame them, not really. Had she suffered as Curtis had, she’d have wanted revenge as well, would have taken it out on those who had imposed those endless years of chemical oblivion. It had been necessary. She kept telling herself that. Kept telling herself that she’d only done what she had to do, as her father had before her. 
 A bigger problem rested deep within her soul. Her father had taken her underground when she was barely eleven. Her life for the last twenty years had been nomadic, wandering from one rebel cell to the next, always a step ahead of the security forces, always on the run. Until the day when a bullet had caught her father in the gut, during a misguided attempt to free political prisoners from the maximum security installation on Triton. Since then, since she was only seventeen, she’d been the effective leader of the rebellion, even if that had rarely amounted to more than figurehead status. 
 All she knew was the fight. Her life had been dedicated to one thing, and one thing only. The destruction of the Federation, and now it appeared as though it was actually going to happen. And she hadn’t the slightest idea what she was going to do with the rest of her life. It had never occurred to her that she might actually survive the war; she’d had one narrow escape after another, and it had never seemed truly probable that she’d live to see the day she’d fought for. There had been no time to plan for the aftermath, perhaps many in the resistance not really believing that they would win, content instead to fight for honor and glory, hoping for a better day.
 The better day had dawned, and she didn’t have the slightest idea what she was going to do with it. There was no chance that she could remain in any military role; either Commodore Curtis or his son were going to be in leadership roles in whatever sort of spacefleet emerged from the peace talks, and neither of them would permit her to wear a uniform of any sort. That had been made perfectly clear. And all of the key figures on Polaris and in the rest of the squadron knew Curtis, trusted and liked him, and her actions on Titan had become common enough knowledge that the chances of her finding a useful role anywhere else in the administration seemed slight.
 She tried to cast her mind back to her childhood, tried for the first time in long years to recall the dreams of her youth. She had vague ideas of a sporting career, perhaps gymnastics, but those days were long gone now. The usual dreams of being a spacer, going out to the frontier to explore new worlds, to push out the frontiers, the ones that all children had before their parents successfully talked them out of them. Nothing came to her. All her life, she’d been dedicated to the fight, and the deeper she looked, the more she feared that there was nothing else inside.
 The door slid open, and Saxon strode into the room as though she belonged there, taking a seat by the wall without waiting for permission. She looked Cordova over with contempt on her face, shaking her head, then pulled a datapad out of her pocket and tossed it to her.
 “What’s this?” Cordova asked.
 “First details of the plans for the peace conference. Starts day after tomorrow. I figured you’d at least be interested.”
 Shaking her head in response, she said, “They don’t need me down there.”
 “You damned coward.”
 “Excuse me?”
 “Look at you, sitting there in a pool of your own misery. What’s the problem, Major? Nobody turned up to give you a round of applause yet? You knew going in what might happen. That the odds were that you’d end up dying on some back street with nobody to know or care. So you ended up actually living to see the end of your war.” She looked at her with laser eyes, and added, “You never had a plan for this part, did you?”
 “We always believed that we were the cadre for a popular revolutionary movement, one that would rise up with its own leaders, its own goals, that we could guide to victory. That we were paving the way for a better world.”
 “And while you were running around assassinating petty bureaucrats and blowing up outposts, presumably to kill time according to that wonderful master plan of yours, you never once gave any real consideration to what would happen next? Just some vague crap about the people making a choice?”
 “We’re fighting for democracy.”
 “God damn it, there isn’t a democracy that has ever lived that didn’t end up voting in a tyranny sooner or later. How do you think the Commonwealth got started? Most of those nations were democracies of one flavor or another, but sooner or later everyone just stopped caring, or some crisis turned up that required a glorious leader to win. And that was with an electorate that was at least theoretically informed and educated. You’ve got billions of people who’ve never had to decide about anything more important than whether to have toast or cereal for breakfast, and you think they’re going to magic up utopia without help?”
 “I’m not a political scientist. I’m a soldier. Besides, you don’t need me. Not any more. Commodore Curtis is in charge, and he’ll be handling the negotiations.”
 Nodding, Saxon said, “Now we get to the core of it, don’t we, the horrible little truth that you don’t want to admit, maybe not even to yourself. This isn’t how you pictured the war would end, not deep down in your dark excuse for a soul. Either you were going to go down in a blaze of glory they’d be talking about for the next fifty years, or you’d personally lead the mob through the streets of Stockholm that tore the Chairman limb from limb.”
 “I don’t have to listen to this!”
 “Life isn’t like that, Major. We don’t get the big heroic ending. Wars don’t end with a single glorious battle, leaving some deus ex machina to clean up the mess, and neither do revolutions. I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention, but we’re damned close to a civil war on Mars. Two factions are fighting it out for control, and the battles are beginning to break out onto the streets. We still don’t know what the hell’s happening on Mercury, except that almost the entire gubernatorial staff appears to still be in place, with the notable exception of the governor himself. It’s a mess, Major. A catastrophic mess, and it’s only going to get worse before it gets better.”
 “It’s that bad?” she asked, frowning.
 “Hell, I didn’t even get out of Sol System yet. We’ve got little pocket empires springing up all over the place, and that people are fighting battles to determine who gets to go to a peace conference is one of those wonderful historical ironies that I’m sure I’ll appreciate when the shooting stops. Even the Chairman’s admitted that the Federation is effectively kaput, but right now, I haven’t got the first damned idea what’s going to replace it. I only know that we’re going to work that out down on Titan when the delegations start turning up tomorrow. You’re one of the ones who broke humanity, Major. You’re going to have to take responsibility for fixing it as well.”
 “You’re right about one thing,” Cordova admitted. “I don’t think any of us really considered what would happen next. Maybe none of us expected to win.” She looked down at the datapad, and said, “Who’s picking the delegates?”
 “Themselves, basically. It’s a free-for-all. I think the general idea is that every rebel world, station, and two-shuttle outpost will send someone to Titan, and they’ll work out the details when they arrive. I know the Federation – what’s left of it, anyway – is sending a five-man delegation, so I’m going to propose that the rebellion puts a similar-sized team on the table. Five against five. No doubt with the peanut gallery throwing wise advise and harsh language the whole damned time.”
 “That won’t be easy.”
 “No, it won’t, and it’s going to need someone who they all know and trust. You don’t have any political capital left in this fleet, but you’ve fought alongside most of these people, and I’m guessing you still have a few favors left to call in over the years. Now’s the time to do it. One way or another, we’ve got to get some sort of order out of this chaos, and quickly.” Gesturing at the datapad, she added, “Take a look at the rest of the report. Fifty-two people just died on Lucifer. None of them had to. A medical supply ship didn’t get there on time because the local bureaucracy collapsed and Apollo Station forgot. Forgot.”
 “Damn.”
 “My sentiments exactly. Everyone’s so busy worrying about building a better tomorrow that they’re forgetting to make sure they live long enough to see it. Never mind the politicians playing their games out here. The people of the colonies, and of Earth itself, for that matter, deserve a damn sight better than that. I don’t think anyone quite realizes just how damned fragile our civilization is, and we just smashed hell out of it.”
 “If you believe that,” Cordova replied, “then in God’s name why did you sign up for the rebellion in the first place?”
 “Because the Federation was going to collapse, sooner rather than later. It didn’t take a psychic to work that one out. We were spending all of our time keeping the wolf from the door for one more day, but eventually it was all going to come to an end, and I wanted to make sure that there was a least something to replace it. Had we not done so well, the rebellion could have become a shadow government, ready to move in after the crash and pick up the pieces. I confess I didn’t think we’d come so far, so fast, but that only proves my argument. The Federation was all set to fall. We just gave it the final push.”
 Nodding, Cordova replied, “And what do you want to happen now?”
 “I want everyone to live through it. Anything else is a nice bonus. I don’t give a damn about your moral crusade, Major. And hand on heart, I doubt most of these delegates do either. As long as we come out of this with something that will keep our people alive, we win. That’s the best we can hope for. Assuming that the Federation isn’t trying something.”
 “You think they have something left to fight with?”
 “Let’s just say that I didn’t expect them to give up quite this easily, and leave it at that. Which is just one more reason why we still need you.” As Cordova rose to her feet, she asked, “Where are you going?”
 “I spent four years on Mars when I was a kid,” she replied. “I know the people involved. Maybe I can settle them down before the fighting gets too bad.”
 “Shuttle Dock Three,” Saxon said, a wry smile on her face. “Trotsky’s heading out there in about twenty minutes. You ought to be there in a couple of hours. Good luck.”
 “Thanks. I think I’m going to need it.”
 “We’re all going to need it, Major.”



Chapter 6
 
 “It feels so damned strange to be back here,” Curtis said, turning to his son. The two of them were walking down Sagan Street, curling through Titan’s main colony dome, signs of the recent fighting everywhere as the colonists struggled to put the pieces of their lives back together. Both were wearing nondescript clothes, neither anxious to be recognized, though a pair of nervous bodyguards were tracking their every move, nervous that someone might intercept their charges.
 “I bet,” Mike replied. “I only came here once. I guess you don’t remember. It was around the time of my divorce, and I wanted to see you, to talk to you. Maybe see if I had any family left at all.” With a deep sigh, he continued, “You didn’t even recognize me.”
 “I’m sorry, son.”
 “It wasn’t your fault. I know exactly who to blame for it, and I’m not at all sure that sending her off to Mars is a good idea.”
 “Mars?” he asked. “I thought Cordova was still on Polaris. I didn’t give any orders for her to go anywhere.”
 Shaking his head, Mike replied, “She’s halfway there by now, dead-heading on Trotsky. Something about a personal connection with the feuding rebel leaders. You’d think everyone would be sitting back and enjoying all this for a while, before fighting each other.”
 “Everyone has their own idea about what victory represents.” With a shrug, Curtis said, “There’s nothing we can do about her now. Maybe she can do something out there. I detect the hand of Major Saxon in all of this.”
 “And that’s another thing,” Mike said. “She’s got an awful lot of influence for an ex-ColSec Administrator. Hell, the resistance seems to be littered with the people it was meant to be fighting.”
 “True enough, but there’s nothing we can do about that. We’ve got to take our recruits while we can get them.” He paused, then said, “That’s where I lived. That little apartment building.” Sliding his hand into his pocket, he added, “Still got the pass key. I wonder if it works.”
 “You want to go back there?”
 “Not especially. I don’t even know why I came down here in the first place. There aren’t any memories I particularly treasure. The one friend I thought I had turned out to be the one who’d sold me out in the first place, keeping me nice and pacified.” Looking at the building again, he held the pass key in his hand, then tossed it to the ground, amid the rest of the debris. “There’s nothing here for me. I’m not sure there’s anything left anywhere.”
 “Come on,” Mike replied. “That’s not the warrior I know.” Clapping his hand on his father’s shoulder, he added, “You’re tired, and given the circumstances, that’s understandable. One more big push and it’s all over. The Federation is ready to yield, and we’re just going through the motions now. I took another look at the intelligence reports and the sensor data. There’s nothing in this system to worry us unless we decide to launch an attack on Earth itself, and it looks like we’re not going to have to do that. And if we do end up being forced into something, we’ve had enough time to plot our attack properly. I’ve got a tactical team working on that right now.”
 “Are you going to stay in the Fleet?” Curtis asked.
 “Ask me that question again when I know whether or not we have a Fleet to stay in, but probably. It’s what I know. All I know. I’ve worn this uniform for my whole adult life, well, one version of it or another, and it’d be so damn strange to wear anything else. I guess I’ll stick for a while. Even if not in the military, I can probably set myself up with a freighter. We captured enough transports during our little war, after all.”
 “You a tramp hauler?”
 “Why not?” Looking up at the roof of the dome, he added, “It’s your fault. And in a good way. I grew up hearing about your adventures in space, about what you were doing. I think I decided to join the Fleet about when I started to walk, and I never got around to changing my mind about that. I guess I’ll die with my boots on. What about you?”
 Before he could reply, Curtis heard someone shouting, and a crowd began to gather all around him. His bodyguards moved forward, interposing themselves between him and the increasing mass of people, Mike standing by his side with an amused look on his face. Nobody seemed dangerous, no weapons evident other than a few holstered pistols, and several of the leaders of the pack looked at each other before one finally took a tentative step forward.
 “Are you Commodore Curtis?”
 “We both are,” Mike replied, gesturing at his father, “Though I think this one is the one you’re looking for.”
 “What’s going to happen next, sir?” the man meekly asked. “What happens now?”
 “That’s down to all of you,” Curtis asked. “What do you want to happen next?”
 Looking at the ground, the man replied, “I just want everything to get back to normal again. I’d like things to get better. To get the hospitals opened, the schools back in business. I’d like my son to be smarter than me, maybe have a chance to go further than I could.”
 “Sounds like you have a plan,” Curtis said with a smile.
 Shaking his head, the man replied, “I don’t know where to begin. Wouldn’t know where to start. Isn’t that your job?”
 Taking a deep breath, Curtis said, “No. It’s yours. All of you. The Federation was able to grow into the tyranny it became because none of us cared enough to stop it, because none of us stepped forward to insist that we should have a voice in our own government. We’ve fought for freedom, all of us, up in space and here on the surface, and the decision we’re all going to have to make together over the next weeks, months and years is just what we’re going to do with it now that it’s here. None of us could have known just how precious, just how expensive a thing it proved to be. We can’t waste it.”
 Before anyone could reply, he continued, “And that means that all of you have to take personal responsibility for the future of humanity, both here on Titan and in all the worlds touched by mankind. It means you can’t ask someone else to act for you, you have to act for yourself. You want a new hospital? Then build one! As a community! Find the doctors, the medical personnel, or train your own people for those roles. Assemble the equipment. You want your children to get a good education? Then you’ll have to hit the books yourself, and educate yourself so that you can educate them. Nobody can do those things for you.”
 “The purpose of a government, back in the old days, was to follow the expressed will of the people. I don’t know what happened. Even I’m not old enough to remember the failure of the democracies. Maybe everyone just stopped caring. Maybe everyone decided that it was better, easier, to let someone else decide the shape of things to come. That bought us the Commonwealth, the Oligarchy, and allowed a cabal of the rich to take control and run things for their benefit, not ours.”
 “What about the Revolution?” a heckler yelled from the back.
 “Yes, what about the Revolution?” Curtis replied, warming to his topic. “What happened to those people who fought and bled and died? They made the same mistake, but worse, because those were the people who had lived their lives in oppression. First they had to protect the integrity of their doctrine, and then it became more important than the people they were supposed to protect and succor. And gradually, the people in charge decided they were more important than the people outside, and the same thing happened again.”
 Taking a step forward, Curtis pointed a finger at the crowd, and continued, “And do you know why they did that? Why they got away with it for as long as they did? Because until now, we didn’t stop them. We could have fought back at any time over the last fifty years. Some of us did, in the last doomed Uprising, two decades ago, and we called them traitors and terrorists for their trouble, whereas in truth, they were fighting for us. All of us. And we hated and reviled them for it, perhaps because deep, deep down we felt guilty that we hadn’t moved first, that we hadn’t fought back as they had.”
 Looking up at the roof of the dome, he continued, “By this time tomorrow, the Chairman – I hope, the last Chairman – of the Federation will be coming here, to Titan, along with representatives of all the rebel worlds and outposts, and we’ll be trying to work out what comes next. But that isn’t our job. It’s yours. You have to tell us what sort of a world you want to live in, or in fifty years from now, we’ll be back to where we are today, some new generation determined not to make the same mistakes as their ancestors. To make the same mistakes that we are at risk of making today. Too many of my friends have died to get us here. I won’t waste their sacrifice. Will you?”
 The crowd cheered, most of them screaming, “No!” and started to disberse, satisfied with the answer given to them by Curtis. Already he could see some of them clustering into packs, and he somehow had the idea that a host of political parties might have been born on Titan at that moment. Mike looked at him, the same wry smile on his face, slowly shaking his head.
 “I think we both know what your next career move is going to be, Dad, but I’m positive you aren’t going to like it much.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “You’re a politician, whether you like it or not. That was one hell of a speech.”
 “I meant every word of it.”
 “Which is exactly what I mean. You sound sincere because you are sincere, and you’re a war hero, the face of the rebellion. If you ran for Chairman, President, whatever, you’d win. That’s something you’re going to have to seriously consider.”
 “I don’t want that. I don’t know what I do want, but I certainly don’t want that. I’m a ship driver. That’s all. I’m a pretty good one, but that’s as far as I go. Any real political mover would run rings around me, and we both know it.”
 “Saxon certainly is. She’s setting you up for this, and I think for the first time, I actually agree with her about something. They’re going to need someone to draw them together, or everything is going to fall apart. What replaces the Federation? What comes next? We’re going to have to choose whether we can put together some sort of a successor government, or whether we just slide back into anarchy. Or allow a resurgent Federation to creep back into power again. Don’t think it couldn’t happen. We both know that’s basically what the Chairman has in mind.”
 “Maybe.” Turning to his son, his face weary, he said, “Haven’t I done enough, Mike?”
 “Look around you,” he replied. “Look at this place. Don’t these people need all the help they can get? Do you really trust the crowd of maniacs about to descend on this place to get this right? They’ll all be out for what they can get for themselves. I know you were hoping to sit this conference out, but I don’t think there’s any way out of it. You’re going to have to take the lead. The delegation is going to need you at its head, whether you like it or not.”
 “I don’t.”
 “You don’t have to. Unfortunately, you don’t have a choice. And you know it.” Mike’s communicator bleeped, and he looked down at the message on the screen, his eyes widening. “I’ve got to get back to the ship?”
 “Trouble?”
 “You don’t want to know. Yet.”



Chapter 7
 
 Kani walked towards his waiting fighter, his wingman already climbing into the next cockpit over, flashing him a smile. Montgomery again, a failed cadet only a few short months ago, now bearing the five stars that denoted an ace under his canopy, a squadron leader in his own right. They’d suffered terrible casualties over the last few months, enough to make promotions far more rapid than they should have been, but Montgomery had been a true find.
 “All ready, boss?” he asked, as Kani climbed into his fighter.
 “Just a normal CAP flight, Monty,” Kani replied. “Nothing to get excited about.”
 “Then why are you flying this one yourself, sir? I’d have thought patrol duty was...” 
 “Beneath me?” Kani said, raising an eyebrow. “That’s a dangerous assumption.”
 “Not what I meant, sir. Only that it’s normally a job for rookies. Good training, and we’re always here to ride to the rescue if needed.” As their canopies dropped together, he added, “I didn’t mean anything negative by it, sir.”
 “I know, I know. Maybe I just want to log a few more hours in the cockpit before all this is over. Frankly, I’m hoping I won’t have to fly into battle for a while.” Tapping a control, he said, “Patrol One to Polaris Actual. Who’s minding the store today?”
 “Norton here, Win. Getting a little lonely up here again. Most of the senior staff’s still down on Titan. Probably will be for the foreseeable future.” There was a pause, and she added, “You’re cleared to launch whenever you’re ready. Flight path being fed into your navigational computers.”
 “Anything I need to know about?”
 “The freighter from Sinaloa arrived half an hour ago, she’s settling into orbital track right now. Friendly faces, I hope; they’ve brought the delegation from Hyperborea along for the ride. There’s an auxiliary cruiser coming in from Caledonia in an hour or so...”
 “Where did that come from?” Montgomery asked.
 “Apparently it was in the middle of a shakedown cruise, and rebel forces managed to seize it right out of the shipyard. They’ve christened it Liberty. Keep an eye out for her, vector one-niner-two. Aside from that, and the fact that a couple of thousand shuttles are buzzing around out there, I don’t have anything special to report.”
 “Roger that, Actual,” Kani replied. “Message received. Have the drinks lined up on the bar when we get back. Launching now.” He tapped a control, and felt the familiar kick of the magnetic catapult as it tossed him clear of the ship, his engines firing to put him on the prearranged course, a strange orbital dance designed to navigate a way through the tangled mass of humanity that was occupying the hitherto-vacant orbital space.
 “Where the hell did all these come from?” Montgomery asked.
 “Every outpost from here to Pluto wants to be represented at the conference, I guess. I can’t say I blame them. Most of these people have been fighting for years to win their freedom.” Glancing down at his sensor display, he added, “I don’t envy the poor bastard running traffic control in this nightmare. Glad that isn’t my job.”
 “That might not be the big problem. Look at the fleet formation. We’re spread all across local space trying to keep everything under control, and I can’t help but think that we’re wide open to attack if one comes. A single warship could knock out half a dozen transports before we could even scramble the alert fighters.”
 “Yeah, I know what you mean. Maybe we can move some of them out as soon as the conference actually starts. Assuming the Commodore can convince that herd of cats about anything.” Shaking his head, he added, “That’s another job I’m glad to leave to someone else. At least in here I know who the bad guys are, and all I have to do is fire missiles at them.”
 “I guess so,” Montgomery said. “I’m just glad we’ve got him running things down there.”
 “I think you’re being a little optimistic. Did you see that delegate from Sirius? He sounded like he wasn’t going to accept anything other than a billion-credit bribe or a promotion to Emperor.”
 “Yeah,” the pilot said. “Hey, you got that? Nine-four by one-twelve, out by the gravitational threshold. That looks like an emergence pattern to me.”
 Kani looked down at his long-range sensors, nodded, then said, “That’s affirm. Polaris, this is Patrol Leader, picking up...”
 “You just beat me to the punch,” Norton replied. “It’s big. Capital ship size. Could be the Caledonians coming in early, but I don’t think I want to sit back and wait to find out. I’m bringing Polaris to alert status, and the reserve fighters will be in the air in a minute. I know you outrank me, but...”
 “But you want us to go and take a look,” Kani said. “You read my mind, Lieutenant. We’re on our way. Try and clear some of this traffic out of the way if you can. It’s a pretty damned target-rich environment out here, and even a few stray missiles could wipe out a few of these ships without really trying. And if someone means us harm...”
 “Roger, will comply. I’ll release your weapons if you need them. If this is a trap, we’re going to go in all guns blazing. Watch yourself. Polaris out.”
 “Looks like we’re going to get some action after all,” Montgomery said. “I’m coming around, altering course to the target. We ought to be able to get there just before it arrives with a little luck.”
 “Negative,” Kani replied. “Go a little easier on the throttle. We need time to evaluate any potential threat and decide where best to plant our missiles. Go for thirty seconds late. That should be just about enough. I hope.” He paused, looking at the sensor display, and said, “Damn, I hope that’s the Caledonians, but...”
 “I was just thinking that, sir. The signature's a lot larger than Castro. More like a real capital ship.” There was a brief pause, and he added, “I just checked, and our friend in Earth orbit is still just hanging there. It isn’t him.”
 “I think we’d have noticed if he’d left station,” Kani chided. “Though I suppose we can’t be too careful.” He threw controls, bringing his missiles on-line, and started to calculate an attack run. “Looks like the rest of the birds are in the air.”
 “Watch out, boss! Shuttle crossing our path!” Montgomery yelled, the two fighters forced into a series of wild evasive maneuvers to get clear of the rogue pilot, a rocket jockey who’d evidently decided that the rules of the road didn’t apply to him. “Damn, how many madmen are buzzing around up here, Win? It’s crazy!”
 “Correcting course,” Kani said, cursing under his breath. “Bastard’s cost us ten seconds.” He looked at the rear display, his eyes widening as he saw the chaos unfolding behind him. The civilian craft had spotted the incoming warp signature, and most of them must have been monitoring the ships of the Fleet. Bringing Polaris to alert status had started a rapidly growing panic, and he could see dozens of shuttles scattering across the sky, others straining to make landings on the surface, one-way trips unless the pilot was very good or very lucky.
 “Win,” Montgomery said, “they’re drifting right across the path of our reinforcements. It’s going to take them minutes to pick their way through that mess. Worse for the capital ships. I think we’re going to have to get used to the idea that we’re fighting this one alone.”
 “In that case,” Kani replied, “go for the engines. We’ll pin whoever it is in place for as long as we can, and give our reinforcements a chance to catch up.” He made the mistake of looking at the sensor display again, just in time to watch a pair of transports slide past each other, only narrowly avoiding a catastrophic collision. Shaking his head, he said, “With all this traffic in the air, we don’t need an enemy attack to cause a disaster.”
 “One minute to emergence. I can’t even see our reinforcements now. I think Castro’s coming around the far side of the moon, but she’s going to have to do some fancy dodging to reach us in time. And if this is as big as it looks...”
 “We’ll find out in a minute, Monty. Just follow my lead. At least I’m pretty sure it’s just a single ship. For whatever that’s worth.”
 Kani focused on his attack run, not knowing what might be racing towards them, a thousand thoughts flooding through his head. They’d accounted for every Starcruiser in the Federation Fleet, and this was certainly too large to be the auxiliary from Caledonia, or from anywhere else, for that matter. He reached up to bring his targeting computer online, a winking series of lights announcing his fighter’s readiness for battle. Less than twenty seconds to go.
 If anything, the chaos behind them was worsening. Most of the shuttles had scattered, many burning enough fuel that it would take a fleet of tankers to bring them to safety in any reasonable about of time, but the freighters seemed to be engaged in a competition to complete the most dangerous maneuver, some perilously close to Titan’s atmosphere, risking being caught in the gravity well.
 With a blinding blue flash, a ship appeared on his screen, and his heads-up display instantly identified it. A Commonwealth cruiser, old Xerxes herself, supposedly placed in permanent mothballs ten years ago for want of crew and components to keep her operational. She looked in excellent condition now, her sleek lines speeding towards Titan, turrets obviously ready to fire.
 “Win,” Montgomery began, “do you want...”
 “This is Patrol Leader to Xerxes,” Kani said, switching to the Commonwealth military frequency. “Please state your intentions upon entering the system.” He looked up at the approaching ship, his hand poised over the missile release controls, knowing that he’d have to make the final decision in a matter of seconds. He knew he had to shoot unless he was certain, even if it started a war.
 And even if it meant shooting down one of his own ships. In that instant, he finally knew that he’d made his decision about his loyalties, and his old fleet had fallen short.
 “Patrol Leader to Xerxes,” he repeated. “Please state your intentions, or I will be forced to assume that you are a hostile intruder and respond accordingly.”
 “Squadron Leader Kani?” a familiar voice said. 
 “Wing Commander, actually. Is that Admiral Crawford speaking?”
 “It is,” the aristocratic figure replied. “We understood that a conference is being held here in order to determine the future of human-controlled space, and on behalf of my government, formally insist that our voice is heard in the deliberations. Our team of representatives are on board, and I request an escort into parking orbit.”
 “Wait one, Xerxes,” Kani said, throwing a control. “Polaris, did you get that?”
 “I did,” Norton said. “I’m trying to raise one of the Commodores on the surface.”
 “McKinnon here. I didn’t know anything about this, Win, but we all burned our bridges quite comprehensively when we left. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if the Commonwealth wanted to be involved, though.”
 “Xerxes to Patrol Leader,” Crawford’s insistent voice said. “Are we welcome in this system, or must we prepare to initiate defensive fire?”
 “Wait one, Xerxes,” Kani replied, gritting his teeth in frustration. “Polaris, we’re going to need a decision on this, and we’re going to need it now.”
 “I can’t raise anyone,” the flustered Norton said. “If you can...”
 Taking a deep breath, Kani said, “Xerxes, on behalf of the Resistance, I formally welcome you to Titan. Commodore Curtis will contact you at the earliest opportunity to discuss your involvement in the peace talks, and the contribution the Commonwealth can make. My wingman and I will personally escort you to a position in parking orbit, though I request that you remain on board your ship until formal contact can be made. Patrol Leader out.”
 “Are you sure about this, boss?” Montgomery asked.
 “Someone had to make the call,” he replied. “I guess it was just my turn in the chair. Let’s just hope this doesn’t come back to bite us in the ass.” Throwing a control, he continued, “Now all we have to do is find a safe place to park the beast.”



Chapter 8
 
 Cordova looked out of the window as the shuttle raced over the Martian desert, turning over a burned-out colony dome, long since abandoned. She shook her head at the view, a sigh escaping her lips. Centuries ago, Mars had been the greatest hope of humanity for a new home. Now it had collapsed into a planetary slum, filled with decrepit cities and desperate people, neither the Commonwealth nor the Federation especially interested in throwing money into it. Some had considered a terraforming project, back beyond the discovery of the stardrive, but with habitable worlds now an easy hop away, the momentum behind the effort died, and the last, desperate hope of millions of people had died with it.
 Sitting next to her, Schmidt flashed her a glare, and said, “I’ll be watching every move you make, Major. I just wanted to make sure you are aware of that. I don’t trust you, and neither does the pilot. If I think for a moment that you are putting your own interests first...”
 “I won’t,” Cordova replied. “I’ve fought with these people before. I know them, and I know how they think, and I know what they must be going through right now.” Turning to her, she added, “They’re going to expect a seat on the negotiating panel, and that’s something we’re going to have to concede. This, God help us all, is the most populous colony world in human space, and they’ve suffered without hope long enough.”
 “I can’t argue with that.”
 “Ma’am,” the pilot reported. “We’re being ordered to set down out in the desert, away from any of the settlements. I’m picking up three buggies heading towards that location, and we’re being monitored by the orbital satellite network.”
 “If this is a trap...”
 “What have they to gain?” Cordova asked. “I’m certainly of no significant value, not any more, and with all due respect, Commander, you and the pilot are replaceable.” Gesturing at the sensor display, she added, “Look at the course tracks. One buggy from each settlement. I think this is as close as we’re realistically going to get to neutral territory. At least they’re making that concession without an argument.”
 “Spaceman,” Schmidt ordered, “I want a low-level pass over the landing site before we touch down, and you will use every sensor pickup we’ve got on the terrain and those three buggies. If one of them is carrying a steak knife, I want to know about it.”
 “Aye, aye, ma’am,” the pilot said, as Schmidt glared at Cordova, as though daring her to contradict her order. Instead, she shook her head, settling back into the couch.
 “You aren’t going to get an argument from me, Commander, no matter how hard you try. I’m too much in love with myself to take unnecessary risks, and while I don’t think anyone down there would actually set out to kill us, there’s no point taking a chance.” She paused, then asked, “You didn’t tell them I was coming?”
 With a faint, slightly menacing chuckle, Schmidt replied, “We didn’t say a word. You got enemies down there as well?”
 “No, but I’d rather keep them surprised, throw them a little off-balance when the negotiations begin. If it’s the three groups I’m assuming it is, I’ve worked with them all in the past, and I know where the bodies are buried. I just wish I was speaking metaphorically.”
 “Nice friends you have down here.”
 “Let me tell you something, Commander. While you were happily wearing the uniform of the Federation, long before you decided to play at being a sympathizer, these people were living in the gutters, fighting for their life and the freedom of their people every day. Most of them never got to leave Mars, never had any of the chances you did as Earthborn, so don’t you dare look down your nose at them! They’re fighters, every one, and they might not be particularly nice people, but they’re hell on wheels in a firefight. Sometimes we have to take our friends when we can.”
 “Why do you think you’re still alive?” Schmidt replied.
 “Commander,” the pilot said, “I’ve completed my check, and everything seems safe enough down there. I’ve spotted a nice flat piece of rock to touch down on, and with your permission, I’ll be landing in one minute.”
 “Permission granted. The Major and I will leave the ship together. You will remain in constant contact with Trotsky and myself at all times, and under no circumstances will you leave the shuttle without my express approval. Is that understood?”
 “Loud and clear, ma’am. Initiating landing sequence now.”
 As the shuttle gently dropped to the surface, Cordova made her way to the spacesuit locker, taking the nearest one from the rank and pulling it on a piece at a time. Schmidt offered her a holster, a pistol nestled inside it, but she shook her head, and after a moment’s hesitation, Schmidt detached her sidearm as well, leaving it in her seat.
 “I’d better not regret this, Major,” she said.
 “You won’t,” Cordova replied. “Let me do the talking, and follow my lead.” Forestalling the inevitable argument, she raised a hand, and added, “Unless you feel you can’t. I won’t ask you to violate the dictates of your conscience, whatever they might be.”
 “Thanks. I think.”
 The shuttle’s engine died as it settled on the rock, and Cordova clipped the last elements of her suit into place, stepping into the airlock with Schmidt right on her tail, cycling the lock to step out on to the surface. One of the buggies had already pulled up, two figures warily walking towards them.
 “Gabi? Is that you?” a familiar voice asked.
 “Phil?” she replied. “Good God, man, I thought you were dead!”
 “Came close a few times, but they never seemed to quite get that last shot home,” he replied.
 “Phil,” Cordova said, “I’d like to introduce Commander Tasha Schmidt, of Trotsky. Commander, this is Phil Bailey, the craziest demolitions man in the system.”
 “My pleasure,” Schmidt said.
 “More of a politician now,” he replied with a sigh. “I’m running the First Landing Militia.” He turned as two more buggies approached, and added, “You can stop pretending that you aren’t monitoring our frequencies, you two. Lyle Foster and Jane DuBois are in the other buggies.” Turning to Schmidt, he added, “Port Lowell and Gagaringrad, respectively. The three of us run what passes for the Martian Underground. I guess we’re kinda the government now.”
 “Kinda?” Cordova asked.
 With a shrug, he added, “We could barely agree on anything when we were at war. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad we’ve won...”
 “We haven’t. Not yet.”
 “...but we still haven’t decided on anything. The Gaggies think they should be running things...”
 “We have half the population,” a precise, clipped voice said, breaking in. “And a majority of the industry.”
 “Which doesn’t mean you can ignore the rest of the population,” a gruff man added. “We’re going to have a say in the running of our own affairs.”
 “We can only have one government.”
 Bailey looked at Cordova with a hang-dog expression on his face, and said, “I think you might be getting the idea about what we’re up against down here. We can’t even agree on our delegation to the conference on Titan. I’m going to assume that you won’t let all three of us go.”
 “Not a chance. I can only guarantee Mars a single seat.”
 “I figured that.”
 “Then you all want to go?” Schmidt asked. “Perhaps in some sort of observer role...”
 Bailey chuckled, and replied, “Commander, the one thing that we are all in agreement on is that someone has to go to represent Martian interests. Earth’s spent the last couple of centuries ignoring us, and it’s about time that changed. Hell, that’s what most of us out here are fighting for. The problem is that while we all want someone to go, we want it to be someone else.”
 Turning to Schmidt, Cordova said, “It’s simple, Commander. If one goes, his city loses their voice, their primary spokesman, and risks a permanent loss of influence in the future course of this planet. Right now, everything here is in flux, and the decisions made today could affect the lives of every Martian for the next century.”
 “Given your connections, Bailey,” DuBois said, “and the relative unimportance of your settlement...”
 “You mean other than being Mars’ primary spaceport,” Bailey replied. “Nice try, Jane, but that isn’t going to fly. Not with me. We’ve got too much at stake to let someone else handle it.” Taking a deep breath, he continued, “Let’s be honest. We could all make pressing arguments for any of us to go and any of us to stay, and all of them would make enough sense to hold up. We’re not going to get through this one by reasoned debate.”
 “Fine,” Cordova said. “Then perhaps you all want to shoot it out, and we’ll drag the survivor back to Titan. I’ve got news for you. If you don’t make this decision now, then Mars loses its seat at the table, and your internal political disputes aren’t going to mean a damned thing! You’ll be a backwater again, regardless of what anyone else might see.” Turning to Bailey, she said, “Port Lowell needs a treaty more than anywhere else on the planet, Frank, and you know it.”
 “Wait a minute,” DuBois said. “If he goes, then...”
 Reaching for a control, Cordova, “We don’t have time for this. I’m launching the shuttle in four minutes, whether any of you are on board or not.” Turning to DuBois, she continued, “You represent the largest population? Fine, you get to be Acting President, on the condition that you do not run in the first free elections, elections which are to be held in no more than three months time. If you decide to postpone them, I will personally come back and shoot you. Or if that fails, I’ll hurl rocks at you from orbit until you die.” Turning to Foster, she continued, “You’re her deputy, and can run in the election if you want, though why you should want a job like that is a mystery to me. Foster goes with us as local representative.”
 “Hang on,” Foster protested. “I don’t...”
 Stepping forward, a manic look in her eyes, Schmidt said, “You all wanted someone to make the decision for you, and Cordova’s gone ahead and done it. If one of you have a better idea in the next three minutes, feel free to implement it. Frankly, I don’t care. I’ve never set foot on this miserable excuse of a planet before, and I hope I never have to visit it again. I don’t have a dog in this fight.”
 “It’s not a bad idea, Jane,” Cordova said, glaring at Schmidt. “Probably the best compromise any of you are going to come up with, and the good Commander’s right. We’re running short of time.”
 “Fine,” DuBois said. “I agree. But you make damn sure you represent all of Mars, Bailey, not just your little part of it, especially if you are planning to run for election.”
 Reaching into his buggy, Bailey pulled out a carryall, and replied, “I half-expected something like this to happen. Everything I need is in here.” Climbing into the shuttle, he said, “Shall we go?” 
 As the others moved back to their vehicles, Schmidt turned to Cordova, setting her channel for maximum privacy, and asked, “Did you mean all that?”
 “I’ve got a lot of blood on my hands, Commander. A little more won’t make that much difference, will it? I’m beginning to think that keeping everyone honest is going to be a hell of a lot harder than winning the damned war.”
 “You’re realizing this now?” Shaking her head, Schmidt said, “I just hope all of our problems get solved this easily, but I have an idea that they won’t.” She paused, closed her eyes, and cursed, adding, “And speaking of the devil, I’ve just been informed that we have some gatecrashers at the party.”
 “Gatecrashers?” Cordova asked.
 “The Commonwealth’s arrived, and several shades of hell are breaking loose back on Titan. We’d better get moving on the double. But it could be worse. They might have made you one of the delegates.”



Chapter 9
  
 “Are you sure?” Mike asked looking at the doctor. “There’s no error?” Petrova looked at him, a frown on her face, and he added, “It’s just that I thought it was impossible.”
 “Normally, it would be, Commander,” he replied. “Excuse me, Commodore. I take full responsibility for this, naturally. When we were hit during the Battle of Hyperborea, one of the areas damaged was our medical fabricator. It was a top-priority repair, but an error must have been introduced into the systems at that time, and the result was that the contraceptive injections were replaced with placebos. That’s a standard safety back-up, in the event of any malfunction.”
 “Then…,” Mike said.
 “Lieutenant Petrova is seven weeks pregnant, Commodore. I’m not sure whether congratulations or commiserations are in order.”
 “The former,” he replied, bringing a smile back to Petrova’s face. “To get ship’s business out of the way first, I want a full break-down of the medical fabricator on the double, and a check of the entire stored pharmacopoeia. Everything you’ve produced since the battle will have to be tested or replaced. I’ll leave it to you. And I think you’d better offer all female personnel a discrete medical check-up, just to be on the safe side.” 
 “At once, sir.”
 Turning to Petrova, he added, “Now, Doctor, if you please, give us the room.” With a curt nod, he left his office, leaving the two of them alone. He sat down on the desk, looked up at Petrova, and said, “You realize our timing is lousy, I hope.”
 She nodded, and replied, “We’ll be tied up down here for months dealing with the negotiations. Though I suppose it’s better than being starside.”
 “I suppose we could just take a leave of absence.” A smile crossed his face, and he said, “What the hell am I talking about? We’re not in any formal military organization any more. The two of us could hop the next transport out of here and be settled somewhere else in a matter of hours.”
 “We could do that, but we won’t, and we both know why,” she said, placing her hand on his. “I was worried you’d be upset.”
 “Surprised, absolutely. Upset, not at all.” He took a deep breath, and said, “Ever since I lost my daughter, I locked myself away. Threw myself into my work. Somehow, you seem to have managed to smash through the bars. The only question is...”
 The door slid open, and Petrov raced inside, datapad in hand, and said, “There you are. I’ve been looking for the two of you all over the ship. We’ve got a problem with the Commonwealth delegation. They’re refusing to sit with the rebel forces, and want representation of their own.” He paused, looked around, as though only belatedly realizing where they were, and asked, “Is something wrong? One of you ill?”
 “I’m pregnant, Papa,” she said. Looking up at Mike, she said, “and Mike is the father.”
 Looking at the two of them, he nodded, and replied, “Commodore, I’m aware that you have seniority of rank, and that my only current position is as the delegate from Hyperborea, but if you don’t do the right thing...”
 “I intend to,” he replied. “As it happens, I was planning to in any case, but I had hoped to wait until things had settled down a little. This wasn’t quite how I pictured it.”
 “We make plans, and God laughs,” Petrov said. “My congratulations to you both. Does your father know?”
 “I only found out myself a few minutes ago,” Mike replied, rubbing his forehead. “I’ll tell him, but I think we’d better keep this to the five of us right now. I’ll have a word with the doctor and make sure he doesn’t tell anyone.” Looking up at Petrova, he added, “Would I seem evil and paternalistic if I confessed that I wanted you on the first ship out of the system?”
 “You’re that worried?”
 “We’ve got a lot of ships and a lot of angry people out here, all of them wanting a piece of a very small pie, and I don’t know if we’re going to be able to keep them under control. I don’t trust the Chairman as far as I could throw him. Hell, I don’t trust any of them.”
 “It’s fine to be worried,” Petrov said, a wry smile on his face. “Quite natural, under the circumstances. Though everything seems to be settling down relatively well for the moment, despite the abrupt addition of a third party to the negotiations.” Taking a seat for himself, he added, “I think it a good thing, actually. We may be able to solve an awful lot of problems at once this way. Bring all of humanity together once again.”
 “I admire your optimism,” Mike replied. “I don’t know if I share it. I’ve faced the Commonwealth in battle, and I can’t see them simply accepting peace on any terms other than their own. Especially after what we did to them last month.”
 “That might have helped, actually,” Petrova said. “That so many major fleet units were willing to switch sides and join the rebellion could have made it clear to their government just how strongly people’s feeling are on this issue. Most of them just want to live in peace, just like the rest of us.” She looked at Mike, and said, “For the record, I’m not going anywhere, not until all of this is over. I’ll promise that I won’t take any unnecessary risks if you do.”
 “Agreed,” he replied. The wall communicator winked on, and he reached across to throw a switch, saying, “Curtis here. Go ahead.”
 “Ortiz on the bridge, sir. The Federation delegation will be arriving in five minutes. I thought you might want to be up here to keep any eye on things. I know some of the other commanders are a little restless.”
 “On my way,” Mike replied, moving to the door.
 Petrov rose to his feet and followed, asking, “Do you really think someone might fire first?”
 “None of us have any particular reason to love the Federation. Everyone has their own horror story somewhere in their past, or they wouldn’t be fighting with us now, and too many people joined the rebellion to get revenge for my liking.” He stepped into the elevator with the two of them, and continued, “I know there were more than a few disappointed people when it became clear we weren’t actually going to launch an attack on Earth.”
 “Crazy,” Petrov said, shaking his head. “When you think of the casualties the fleet would have suffered...”
 “Ah, but that isn’t the point,” his daughter replied. “Nobody ever thinks that they will be the ones to die in such an attack. That fate is always left for someone else. Everyone is the hero of his own story, and I’m sure that all of them thought that they would be ones to strike the critical blow to bring the war to an end.” The elevator stopped, and another officer stepped in, another former ColSec guard, now wearing urban camo in lieu of a uniform.
 “You’d think this was a ColSec revolt,” Mike said, shaking his head.
 “I’m not the only former ColSec officer in the delegation,” Petrov replied. “You’d be surprised how many of us decided that our truest loyalty was to the people we were supposed to be protecting. I’m not surprised so many of us came along for the ride.” He smiled, and added, “From what I hear of the revolt on Mercury, they had it so well planned that it took less than five minutes to organize the transfer of power. Everyone’s been waiting for this for a long time.”
 Nodding, Mike replied, “That’s the problem. The rebels I’ve met fall into two groups. Most of them either didn’t think they’d live to see the end of the fighting and didn’t care about what happened next, or they had their own set picture of the world they expected to live in, and more importantly, their place within it. How many people are planning to set themselves up as little dictators right now?” He rubbed his eyes, and said, “To an extent, I guess you could add me to that first category. I didn’t give the aftermath of the fighting very much thought. I suppose I didn’t really think the Federation would just give in like this.”
 “They haven’t,” Petrova warned, “not yet. They’ll still be holding out for the maximum possible advantage, and they’ve still retained control of their space-based industries. Give them a decade, and they could rebuild their fleet far stronger than it was before.”
 “They’ll have trouble doing that without Titan,” Mike said, waving a datapad. “We’re already getting screaming requests from half a dozen facilities, asking when petrochemical shipments will resume. They’ve been running the stockpiles down a lot lately, I guess.”
 The doors slid open, and they stepped onto the bridge, Ortiz sitting in the command chair, his face a mask of concern. He looked up at their approach, then turned back to the display.
 “One minute to go,” he said. “I can’t raise the...” He paused, then said, “Damn it, this would be a lot easier if you two didn’t have the same rank and last name. Your father’s in a meeting with the Commonwealth delegates, and I can’t get through to him. I don’t like the way Regulus is moving forward. They’re drifting out of formation. Supposedly because they’re worried about some of the orbital traffic, but I don’t buy it.”
 Walking over to the communications console, Mike looked down at the technician, and said, “Connect me through to the entire fleet.”
 “Yes, sir,” she said. “All set up.”
 “This is Mike Curtis,” he began, wanting to remove any possible doubt to his identity. The ranks were almost superfluous in any case. His father was in charge, and he was second-in-command. Idly, he thought of suggesting that his father assume the rank of Admiral, but that was for a later time.
 “In a few seconds, the Federation delegates will be arriving in-system. They are traveling under a flag of truce, and for the sake of the peace we hope to secure at this conference, we are all going to respect that truce. I know that trust doesn’t come easy, and I’d be lying if I said I was comfortable with this myself, but we’re going to receive them according to protocol. And one more thing. If any ship decides to take matters into their own hands, I will order Castro to open fire on them at once. Get this straight. We’re here to save lives, people, not restart a war that could kill millions of people. Keep your swords sheathed today. That is all.”
 “Mike,” Ortiz said, frowning, “I’m not sure that I could...”
 “I don’t think it will come to that,” Mike replied, moving to the viewscreen. “Sensors, status of the fleet?”
 “Holding position for the moment, sir. Though most of them have gone to alert status.”
 “Sensible precaution,” Petrova replied. “This could still be a trap.”
 “If it is, we’ll shoot it to hell, then go kick butt in Earth orbit,” Mike said. “They know that.”
 “I hope so,” Ortiz said. He looked across at his tactical officer, and said, “Prepare defensive salvo, but keep our mass driver cannons offline. They can’t criticize us for protecting ourselves, as long as we don’t look as though we’re actually eager for a fight.”
 “Aye, sir,” the young officer replied, fingers moving nimbly across his controls. “Cleared for action, Commander.”
 “And don’t make a move without my direct order,” Ortiz added, looking at Mike. “Can’t be too careful.”
 The bridge was silent, the technicians quietly going about their duties, waiting for the Federation ship to arrive. Finally, with a blinding blue flash, the last Federation Starcruiser appeared, holding position on the fringes of the system, just as had been agreed before they’d left Earth. Mike looked at Ortiz, who turned to his sensor technician.
 “Full analysis, Mister, and make it quick!” he barked.
 “Working, sir,” the crewman replied. “She’s at station keeping, with her defensive systems operational but no power to her offensive systems. Two launch tubes open, and I’m picking up a pair of fighters ready to launch.” Looking up at his commander, he added, “She’s complying with the agreement down to the last detail, sir.”
 “Very good,” Mike said, turning back to the communications panel. “Spaceman, send a signal to that ship. Tell them…,” he paused, grimaced, and continued, “Welcome to Titan.”



Chapter 10
 
 Curtis tugged at his dress uniform, Saxon standing next to him, waiting for the shuttle to land. The Federation starship had skipped through the bulk of the formalities, but enough delegates had insisted on putting on a proper show that he’d reluctantly acquiesced. All around him, cameras recorded every moment for posterity, and although the attention irritated him, he could see the point. This was the most important moment of the century, and doubtless people would be watching it over and over for years to come.
 “I hear congratulations are in order,” Saxon whispered.
 “How the hell did you find out about that?” he asked, his voice low.
 “You should know by now that I have spies everywhere, Teddy. Relax, I haven’t told anyone, and I made sure that nobody could find out the way I did. Tell them to consider Elizabeth if it’s a girl. That should make them both nice and paranoid.”
 “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.” He looked up at the monitor, watched as the heavy shuttle smoothly dropped into position on the landing pad, the docking tunnel snaking its way across the ground to link up with its airlock. No spacesuit transfer for the Federation party. They’d be able to walk inside in their shirtsleeves. “Game face on, Major. Let’s make this good.”
 In the background, the anthem of the resistance played, a stirring old ballad whose name Curtis couldn’t recall for the moment, and a hastily-designed flag flew from the ceiling, carefully positioned fans giving it the illusion of drifting in a breeze. He glanced up at the symbol, and frowned. It didn’t mean a thing. Nor did the Federation flag next to it. Just pieces of cloth. Not worth fighting for, and certainly not worth dying for. 
 “Honor guard,” he said, as the airlock began to cycle. “Attention!” Ten men snapped into place. None of them had felt particularly honored by his request, and it had taken a direct order to secure sufficient personnel for the parade. Curtis felt that it was important, though, and not just because of the cameras watching their every move. Maybe it was a trace of vestigial respect for the Chairman, one of the few combat veterans of the revolution that had birthed the Federation half a century ago, or maybe it was a changing of the guard, the old order passing to the new. It had to look good, if only to bolster the delegates, armor them against the verbal weapons wielded by their foes.
 The hatch swung open, and Chairman Nakamura walked in, wearing the dress uniform of the Federation Fleet Lieutenant he had once been, Admiral Hancock following, still wearing a sling as a mark of the battle he had recently lost. Curtis scanned the old veteran’s face, finding no trace of antipathy, and nodded at him, before stepping forward, hand extended.
 “On behalf of the Free Peoples of the Galaxy,” he said, struggling with his long-rehearsed lines, “I formally welcome you to the Independent Titanian Republic.”
 “Thank you, Commodore,” Nakamura replied, shaking the proffered hand with a firm grip. “It is my earnest hope that our deliberations today will yield a result that all of us can live with, and pave the way for a brighter future for humanity. We have come together as one, and I believe that we can forge a new nation, better, stronger and fairer than the one that came before us, just as I and my comrades overthrew the tyranny of the Commonwealth, half a century ago.”
 Curtis paused for a moment, surprised that Nakamura had gone so blatantly off-script. He glanced at Commodore McKinnon, standing in the corner with her own cluster of people around her, and saw her glaring at him, the implied insult not lost on them.
 “Thank you for your words, Chairman,” Curtis replied, hoping to salvage something from the situation. “We have prepared quarters for you and your delegation, to allow you time to prepare for the opening of the negotiations tomorrow morning. Secure communications links have been established to allow you to consult with your people back on Earth...”
 “All, I am sure, tightly monitored by your people,” Nakamura said, raising a hand. “Peace, Commodore. I would do exactly the same in your place, and for the same reasons. We dare not trust each other too much, though for the sake of all of our people, we must try.” Turning to his entourage, he added, “Would it be possible for us to talk alone for a moment, without billions of eyes watching our every move?”
 “Of course,” Curtis replied, gesturing towards the emergency airlock. He led the way, Nakamura ducking his head to fit into the cramped space, then tapped a control to seal the inner hatch, turning a key to prevent anyone deciding to remove the leadership of two governments with the touch of a single button.
 “You believe me to be nothing more than a politician, yes?” Nakamura asked, a smile crossing his face. “There is perhaps an element of truth to that belief, I confess. Certainly it has been many years since I was permitted to leave Earth, cursed to perpetually wander between Stockholm and Hong Kong in the service of my people.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “Not all of us were as corrupt as the rest of them, Commodore. Some of us truly believed that the Federation was the best possible government for humanity. Some of us still do.”
 “Do you?”
 “In an ideal world, yes. We’d hoped for reform, to change the system from within and make it better, stronger, just as I said, but perhaps that was never a realistic outcome, not with the dead hand of corruption weighing us down, too many people believing that they deserved their status in life because of the actions of their parents, their grandparents.” Shaking his head, he continued, “I fought alongside many of them, and I am only thankful that they did not live to see what became of their dependents. There are times I have wondered whether our revolution was worthwhile.”
 “I fought for the Federation for two decades, before I left the service. This didn’t come easily, Chairman...”
 “Lieutenant,” he replied with a crooked smile. “I’ll settle for that. I may well not even have that title for much longer. Most of my comrades in the Central Committee wished to fight to the end. Convincing them that such a struggle was futile was far from straightforward, though I venture it was worth the effort. Five million lives at stake. And far more besides.”
 “None of us want chaos. I know how fragile our civilization is, but I also know that it could never continue as it had. Too many people were suffering, the systems breaking down more and more, a day at a time. Most of the rebels didn’t think they had a choice.”
 “Perhaps they did not,” he replied. “We’d been keeping track of them, of course, though I will confess that your presence was something of a shock. We’d not expected the rebellion to be able to acquire the services of a seasoned starship commander. Still less two, in the form of your son. Our fleet commanders were never able to pin you down, though they thought they had you at Hyperborea. Even then, you were playing them all along.”
 “It was a tough fight. And far too many people died, on both sides.”
 “That is true, and well said.” Taking a deep breath, he looked up at Curtis with weary eyes, and said, “You understand, I think. You understand what is truly at stake, probably more than anyone else on this lonely world does. Unless we can come to some agreement that all can live with, the wars will never end. They will rage endlessly through space until nothing is left. Life on Earth is sustainable only through the use of off-world resources. Already we’re experiencing problems, shortages, and it’s only going to get worse. That’s the only reason I was able to convince the others that I should meet with you. As usual, they’re out for their own skin, first and foremost.”
 “And you think I should concede to their rule?” Curtis asked. “You know what sort of creatures sit on that Committee, and that you were a willing part of it for so long makes you either complicit or an idiot.”
 “Try an idealist,” the old man said with a long sigh. “I truly believed in what we had set out to do, and still thought that it was possible to accomplish. Yes, the system was corrupt, but it could be repaired. Strengthened. Even if it took an internal coup to accomplish.” With a thin smile, he continued, “My hands are far from clean, Commodore. I can tell myself that I blooded them in the service of my people, but that would simply be an attempt to rest easily at night. Sleep is hard to come by, these days. Perhaps when this is all over I will be able to find it again.”
 “They’re going to be out for blood when the conference starts. You realize that.” He looked at the hatch, and added, “They put me in charge of this circus against my explicit instructions, and there will be nothing I can do to help you. Nothing at all. You’re going to have to offer concession after concession.” He paused, then asked, “What do you want out of this meeting?”
 “Our talk? I rather think that we have the same idea, and I wanted to make certain of my beliefs. We both want interstellar civilization to continue, and to find some way to keep humanity united through all of this. For as few people to die as possible. I’ve already heard talk of fighting on some of the colony worlds. Most of them have infrastructures that could never survive an extended conflict.” He looked through the window at the desolate world beyond, and said, “I’m an old, old man, Commodore. But my imagination is still good. I can see empty cities all through human space, their occupants dead in the streets, children murdered in the cradle. I can see ignorant barbarians on a few of the worlds living in the ruins of our civilization. That fate awaits humanity unless we can save it.”
 He sighed again, looked up at Curtis, and said, “You don’t trust me. I can’t blame you. You have no reason to take my word. Nevertheless, I will do everything I can to see that we reach an agreement, and quickly. Our people shouldn’t have to live in fear any longer than they can help. We may spend the rest of our lives cleaning the mess we have made, but we can make a good beginning here, build a foundation for the future.”
 “I certainly hope so, sir.” 
 Nodding, Nakamura said, “I think I had better go to my quarters. People will be wondering what we talked about.” Raising an eyebrow, he asked, “What will you tell them?”
 “The truth.”
 “If more men such as you had been in our upper ranks, there would have been no need for your rebellion, and all of this could have been prevented.” He pulled the release key, opening the inner door, and stepped out to join the rest of the delegation, the only one not festooned with unearned medals and decorations, as Saxon came into the airlock, glancing at the departing politician.
 “You can’t trust him, Teddy,” she said. “He’s been in the top echelons for decades, and you don’t stay up there without being willing to do whatever it takes to stay there. He’s lied, cheated, schemed and murdered just like the rest of them.”
 “Haven’t we all,” he replied. “I’d like to trust him, though. And I think he knows what is at stake, perhaps more than the rest of them. Maybe we might be able to come to some sort of an agreement after all. I don’t have to like him, and I certainly don’t have to trust him, but I think we can work together.”
 “That’s exactly what he wants you to think.”
 “I’m aware of that,” he said. “And I also know that I have you watching my back to make sure I don’t make any mistakes. What’s the plan for tonight?”
 “Tonight,” she replied, “you are in closed conference with senior advisers.” She handed him a ticket, and said, “That’s your room at the Titan Hilton. With guards on either side, just in case. You’re going there now, with dinner waiting for you, and breakfast served at oh-six-hundred. Get some sleep. That’s an order.”
 “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a smile. “And thanks.”
 “You’re welcome.”



Chapter 11
 
 The waitress brought the two bottles over to the table, flashing a smile at Kani and Kowalski as they poured them into their glasses, the latter watching her as she walked back to the bar. Kani smiled, shaking his head as he took a drink of his beer. The bar was quiet at this time of the night, as quite as any on Titan in the current circumstances.
 “Hey, I thought you were married,” Kani said.
 “So did I. On my last leave, I found out my wife had other ideas.” Raising his glass, he said, “C’est la vie.”
 “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
 With a shrug, he replied, “How could you? You’ve been busy fighting the Federation for the last six months.” Cracking a smile, he added, “We’d only been together a few years, and we’d turned into roommates rather than lovers a long time ago. More of a relief that it was over, to be honest.” Taking a deep drink, he added, “Congratulations on your promotion, by the way.”
 “Likewise.” He paused, then said, “Josef, I know...”
 “Let’s just admit that we were both evil bastards back on Khiva, and let it rest there. We’ve got bigger problems than reopening old wounds right now. I do, anyway.” He grimaced, and added, “I’m on the Commonwealth delegation. I won the crew vote. I didn’t realize they hated me quite that much.” Gesturing at Kani, he continued, “I figured you’d end up with it.”
 Shaking his head again, Kani replied, “I managed to convince Commodore McKinnon that I shouldn’t be involved. I’m surprised they allowed free elections, anyway.”
 “Didn’t have a choice. Too many people are worried they’re going to be sold out at this conference. There were some suggestions that the lower decks might mutiny if they don’t get what they want.” Looking at a group of off-duty technicians from Regulus in a corner, he added, “You might have some of that trouble on the rebel ships if the dice don’t drop your way.”
 “You think they might overthrow the Commodore? I can’t see that happening.”
 “Why not?” Kowalski replied. “All of them already mutinied once to join the rebellion. Becomes a habit after a while, maybe. I’m not saying they will, and I’m not saying that they don’t trust either of the Commodores Curtis, but I’m telling you to be careful, and to watch your back. That’s all I’m saying.” With a scowl, he added, “I haven’t got any idea what I’m supposed to do at this damned conference. You seen the schedule for the first day? Every delegate gets twenty minutes to present their argument. Think I could get away with bringing in something to read?”
 “If you do, I doubt you’ll be the only one. What are you going to say?”
 “Probably just try them on a few verses of the Happy Spaceman’s Ballad and tell them a few tall stories of my space adventures. Might wake someone up.” Reaching into his pocket at Kani’s expression, he added, “McKinnon gave me something her staff made up for me. Looks vaguely credible and doesn’t actually say anything, so I guess I’ll just use that. I’m not a politician. How would I know what to say?”
 “I’m sure you’ll think of something better than this,” Kani said, skimming through the text. “Damn it, I’m falling asleep just reading it. You’ll have to come up with something else.” He paused, and asked, “What are you doing here?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “Then why did you put on the uniform?”
 He paused, then said, “My mother used to tell me stories about Earth when I was a kid, about the places she’d known when she was a kid. I want to see those places. I want to go home.”
 “That should do nicely,” Kani replied. “Nice and short, and I think you’re probably speaking for almost everyone in the Commonwealth Fleet. I know you speak for me, if that’s any consolation.”
 “I can’t...I mean, I’m supposed to speak for twenty minutes.”
 “And if you do, you’ll say less than you did in less than one. Just go with the heart, Joe. I reckon the other delegates will thank you for it, anyway. One less boring windbag to listen to.”
 “You might have a point,” he replied with a smile, draining the rest of his beer. “What time is it?”
 Glancing at his watch, Kani replied, “Twenty-Three-Fifty. You’ve got a big day tomorrow, buddy. Might want to be up and ready for it.”
 “Yeah, I guess so,” the pilot said, lurching to his feet, almost knocking over the table in his haste. “Wow, that’s strong stuff.”
 Frowning, Kani asked, “Not that strong. You feel alright?”
 “Just a little woozy,” he replied, a smile on his face. “I guess I’m not used to getting this drunk anymore. You mind giving a burned-out rocket jockey an assist to his bunk?”
 “Always happy to be of assistance to a brother pilot,” Kani quipped, holding him up as the two of them walked out of the bar, tossing a hundred-credit chit onto the table to cover their tab. They stumbled onto the street, the crowds still celebrating their newly-found freedom, screaming noises in the night as the non-stop parties continued through the gloom. The people of Titan had their first taste of freedom for decades, and they seemed determined to savor every bite.
 Kani looked across at Kowalski, frowning as he saw the fellow pilot’s face turning ashen, pale, trembling running through his body as he struggled to take a step. Finally, the inevitable happened, and he crashed to the ground, the contents of his stomach vomiting out onto the road. Kani knelt down beside him, fumbling in his pocket for anything he could find, finally pressing some anti-sickness pills into his friend’s mouth, keeping his hand clamped in place for long enough to be certain he’d swallowed them.
 Kowalski looked up, panic in the veteran’s eyes, and gasped, “I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe!”
 “Medic!” Kani yelled, desperately calling for help. “Man down, medic!”
 A moment later, a figure pressed through the crowds, stuffing pills into his mouth, obviously the worse for wear from the night’s festivities, and dropped down by Kowalski’s side, pulling a diagnostic datapad out of his pocket and running the sensor node over the prone pilot, his face fixed in a scowl.
 “How much did he have to drink?”
 “Four bottles. Same as me. Same type of beer, in the same bar.”
 Looking up for a moment, the doctor ran the same scanner over Kani, and said, “Nothing wrong with you. We need to get this man to a medical facility right away, or he’s going to die.”
 “That bad?”
 “Gastric poison. Someone tried to kill him.” He looked at the readings again, and asked, “Was it you? This guy a traitor or something?”
 “This man is a veteran of a dozen fights against the Federation, doctor, as am I.”
 “It’s just that someone seems to have slipped you the antidote. Never mind. We can worry about that later. Give me a hand.”
 “Shouldn’t we call for someone?”
 “In all this?” he asked, waving his hand around. “By the time a medical team got through the crowd we’d be planning this man’s funeral.” He and Kani picked up the white-faced Kowalski, carrying him through the crowd, grateful for the low gravity, shouting for the mob to get out of the way. A pair of Polaris crewmen spotted them, pushed their way towards them and started to clear a path, shoving and kicking the revelers as necessary to speed their progress. Periodically, the doctor waved the scanner over Kowalski again, his face growing grimmer with each pass.
 “He’s getting worse, and quickly,” the doctor said. “Up ahead, and to the right. That’s my hospital.” Kani followed the man’s nod to a gray, three-level building, a red cross painted on one of the windows, with a pair of street walkers standing on either side of the doors. “I know it isn’t exactly the New Mayo Clinic, but it’s the best you’re going to find down here, and I’ve got the equipment to save this man’s life!”
 Nodding, Kani helped him carry Kowalski through the doors, the two crewmen following as he pushed his way into the doctor’s surgery, a bored-looking attendant jerking to life as they entered, instantly moving to activate a diagnostic bed.
 “Stomach pump, on the double,” the doctor demanded, “and we’ll need a saline drip. You get started on that while I fabricate the antidote. It’s a normal Federation drug, so we’ve probably got the coding on file somewhere.” Looking up at Kani, he said, “He a friend of yours?”
 “Yes.”
 “Get out of here if you want him to live. You can wait outside as long as you want. Coffee machine in the hall works on odd-numbered days, and I reckon you’ve got lucky. Take your friends with you. I’ll let you know as soon as I know something.”
 Nodding, Kani stepped into the anteroom, the two crewmen already sitting opposite him. He glanced at the doors of the surgery, took a deep breath, then pulled out his communicator, ready to contact the ship. He paused for a moment, shook his head, then walked over to the technicians.
 “Thanks for what you did back there,” he said. “If he lives, that will be a major factor.”
 “Our pleasure, sir,” one of them replied, his speech slightly slurred. Kani felt in his pockets again, and found a packet of sober pills, taking one and tossing the pack to the drunken crewman.
 “Take them, both of you. We’ve got work to do.”
 Trading glances for a second, the two men took their pills and followed him back out onto the street. Someone had tried to kill his friend, might even have been successful, and that someone had to be one of the people serving drinks in the bar. If he contact the ship, or local security, he couldn’t be sure that the murderer wouldn’t be forewarned about his intentions. He had to move quickly if he wanted to catch the would-be assassin.
 The three men rushed through the streets again, the crowd dispersing at last as they raced towards the bar. As he crossed over the road, there was a loud crack, and the building disappeared in an explosion, dust and debris flying everywhere as a column of fire and smoke rose into the sky, overhead sprinklers kicking in automatically to douse the flames in sheets of water. Kani stood, frozen in place, looking at the mass of debris where the bar had been just seconds before.
 “My God,” one of the crewmen said. “They got there first. Some of our people were in there.”
 Stepping forward, Kani said, “Nobody could have lived through that.” The crowd scattered in a moment as rescue teams raced into position, engineers quickly assessing any potential damage to the local environment. The explosion had been placed by an expert, at a yield that would destroy the building without breaching the dome. 
 “Go help them out,” Kani ordered. “I’m going back to the infirmary. They’re about to have a lot more business.”
 “Yes, sir,” the technician replied. “Should I contact the ship?”
 “Do it, but no details, Spaceman. Just that there’s been an accident and medical relief is needed on the double. From what I’ve seen, our hospitals are probably a lot better than theirs.” He looked at the wreckage again, wanting to join the relief effort, but went back to the clinic instead, feeling for the concealed weapon in his sleeve, a relic of his days as an undercover Commonwealth operative. He walked back into the building, the lights dark, his worst suspicions confirmed. Kowalski was dead, lying on the floor, abandoned by the man who had claimed able to heal him.
 Kani dropped to his knees by the dead man, looked around the room, then reached for his communicator. Someone had killed his friend, hidden the evidence, and fled into the night. And one way or another, he was going to make sure that someone answered for his crime, and that the hopes of the dead pilot lived on, somehow.
 “Kani to Curtis, scramble code five,” he began. “Are you alone, sir?”
 “In my room. Why?”
 “We’ve got a problem, sir. I need to see you right away.”
 “What sort of problem?”
 “One of the delegates has been murdered.”
 There was a pause, and Curtis said, “Come on up.”



Chapter 12
 
 Cordova looked at the devastation on the street, shaking her head as she saw rescue workers picking through the rubble, already knowing what they would find but determined to make the attempt anyway, hoping against hope that they might stumble across a survivor. None of the responders were wearing uniforms, only crude armbands emblazoned with the red cross to identify them, a symbol that had already been abused during the attack.
 Schmidt walked over to her, a grimace on her face, and said, “I’ve got three teams heading down here right now, and I sent Chief Vogel out to round up as many crewmen as he could find on leave. Though a few of the people already in there are ours. It’s a hell of a mess.” Turning to her, she said, “Deliberate?”
 “Had to be. And we’re going to have to find out how. We’ve already lost one of the delegates, and we’re going to need to get some sort of answer before the conference starts, or it might fall apart on the first day. The last thing we want is for all the factions to demand to bring their own security teams down here. The Final War would break out within twelve hours.”
 “Where the hell is local security?” Schmidt asked, before answering her own question. “ColSec down here didn’t switch sides, and they’re either dead or in hiding.”
 “The only murder they’re likely to be investigating any time soon is their own. Mind you, you’ve just identified our top suspect, though the list is pretty damned extensive.” Glancing at the officer, she asked, “Have you ever worked in investigation before?”
 “Nope.”
 “Any training in the law, criminal procedures?”
 “We took one semester in military law at the Academy, and I barely scraped through.”
 “Beautiful.” She pulled out a datapad, running a scanner over the debris, and said, “I’m picking up traces of Gar-X. Federation plastic explosive. Which doesn’t mean a damned thing. I’ve used that stuff myself. It isn’t hard to get hold of.” 
 “I keep forgetting that you used to blow up buildings for a living. This must be strange to you, mustn’t it. Having to clean up messes like the ones you used to make.”
 Glaring at Schmidt, she replied, “I never attacked a civilian installation, Commander. I won’t pretend that no innocent parties ever died, but we did everything we possibly could to keep the collateral damage to a minimum. How about you? Your hands clean?”
 “Probably not,” the officer said, peering at the monitor. “Expert positioning. They really did a good job. Maximizing the damage to the bar, without causing any significant damage to the surrounding structure.” Gesturing at the roof, she added, “Fire suppression came on awfully quickly, as well. Most colonies I’ve been to have skimped on stuff like that, but they snapped on here in less than five seconds.”
 “Meaning you think someone might have been waiting to activate them? Or at least checked the systems to make sure they were working?”
 “Titan’s a valuable world by any standards, and if someone is playing power games down here, they won’t want to do any more damage than they can help.” Moving to the rubble, she walked over to the nearest figure, and asked, “What’s the count?”
 “Fifteen, so far,” the weary woman replied, her clothes covered in dust and dried blood. “Camera footage showed sixteen people inside at the time of the explosion. We’re going to keep going until we find the last one, no matter what.”
 “You’ve got footage of the bar before the explosion?” Cordova asked. “Can I see it?”
 “Why?”
 “We’re investigating the attack.”
 Frowning, the woman said, “You aren’t ColSec, are you?”
 “I’m Major Cordova. This is Commander Schmidt. We’re with the rebel fleet.”
 Nodding, she reached into her pocket, pulled out a datarod, and passed it to her, saying, “Knock yourself out, but you won’t find anything. We already ran it through once, trying to work out where the charges might have been placed, but we didn’t see a thing. And no evidence of deletion, either, but the system only works on a twelve-hour cycle.” Looking at the rubble, she continued, “Excuse me.”
 Cordova took the clip, plugged it into her datapad, and set it to scan, saying, “I’ve got a pretty comprehensive list of local ColSec operatives. If someone was in there at any point during the time of the recording, I should be able to track them down without much trouble.” With a shrug, she added, “It’s the best lead we’ve got.”
 “And the deceased?”
 “Poison in the stomach, but it might not have killed him. The concentration wasn’t strong enough. Presumably they’d expected him to go on a longer drinking binge, and they had to improvise. The so-called clinic Kani went to has been closed for years, lack of funding. Now they just store obsolete equipment. I took a look at the place before you arrived, ran a quick sweep, but they had a chance to clear their tracks well enough. We don’t really have the equipment for a proper forensic sweep, anyway.”
 Elbowing her in the side, Schmidt said, “Put your most diplomatic face on. Trouble.” 
 Cordova turned to see a column of Commonwealth troops marching towards them, Commodore McKinnon in the lead, gesturing for her people to establish a perimeter. Cordova glanced at Schmidt, then walked towards her, datapad in hand.
 “Commodore, what are you doing?”
 “One of my officers has been murdered, Major. I should have thought that my actions would be both obvious and understandable. I intend to find out who killed Wing Commander Kowalski, and ensure that the murderer is brought to justice so that he may pay for his crimes.”
 “You have no jurisdiction here.”
 With a smile, McKinnon replied, “Who does? The local government has been overthrown, and I have written authorization from the delegate named to present Titan at the peace summit to take charge of any investigation.”
 “May I see that letter, please?” Schmidt asked, and McKinnon handed a datapad to her.
 “I will keep you informed at all stages, of course, but given that both of the people targeted were Commonwealth citizens, I’m sure you’ll agree that we should have primacy in any investigation undertaken here.”
 Schmidt turned to Cordova, and said, “It checks out, but as far as I’m aware, the local administration doesn’t have any authority to issue this. Technically, Titan is in a state of anarchy at the moment. There isn’t anyone in charge at all. Even the delegate was essentially self-appointed.”
 “Commodore,” Cordova replied, “I want your troops off the streets, right now.”
 “This is an active crime scene, and I must make sure the evidence is not contaminated.”
 “Right now this is a disaster site, with rescue efforts in progress. Or perhaps you want me to call off the search teams, and abandon any chance of finding a survivor.”
 Her eyes narrowing, McKinnon replied, “Major, one look at the rubble is enough to convince me that those people are wasting their time. They aren’t going to find anyone alive under all of that. Though I have no objection if they wish to continue to search, though I will make sure they are all questioned before they are permitted to leave.”
 “You have no authority here, Commodore, and certainly no right to stop and search citizens of Titan on the street. I can’t stop you launching an investigation, but I can promise you that if you attempt any action along the lines you have outlined, I will do everything in my power to prevent it.”
 “That sounds like a threat, Major.”
 “It is, Commodore. And a warning, as well. These people have fought for their freedom, and they aren’t simply going to sit back and hand all of that over to the first jack-booted thug that happens to walk along. I should hope that much is clear. Now send this goon squad of yours back to its kennels, and let us do our job.”
 “They will stay until I hear otherwise from a legally recognized authority.”
 Schmidt turned to Cordova, and quietly said, “We’re not going to win this one.”
 “We’re not going to lose it, either,” she replied, reaching for her pistol, drawing it in one swift move and pointing it square at McKinnon’s chest. “If any of your people had been worth a damn, I’d have been dead before my hand touched the butt of my pistol. The only possible purpose they can have is intimidation.” She raised her voice, and continued, “I will not tolerate any attempt on the part of the Commonwealth to impose its authority on Titan.”
 The rescue workers stopped, rose, and looked up, some of them reaching for the larger chunks of rubble as improvised weapons. On the street, a crowd was gathering, the Commonwealth troops drawing in, looking at each other nervously. They’d lost their advantage, and they knew it. The aftermath of the fighting on the surface had left thousands of weapons lying around, and most of them had fallen into the hands of people in the crowd. 
 “Lower your weapon, Major,” McKinnon said. “You’ve made your point. Though I will be sure to report this to your senior officer.”
 “And what senior officer would that be, Commodore? We’re an anarchy at the moment, and my chain of command stops cold with me. You can run and complain to Commodore Curtis, but he’s the one who asked me to investigate, and right now he’s more concerned that someone tried to kill one of his senior officers. Don’t you think you ought to be doing something a little more constructive than bullying the local population?”
 Turning to the guards, she said, “Kelly, Brandt, remain. The rest of you, report to the embassy on the double and await further orders.” Glaring at Cordova, she added, “This is not the end of the story, Major. I can’t help but suspect that this little demonstration is intended to conceal your involvement in this crime, and you’re certainly the leading expert in demolitions and terrorist activities on this world. You’ve just put yourself to the top of my list of suspects.” Without another word, she turned on her heels, and walked over to the rubble, her guards beginning to deploy a sensor network as the rescue teams returned to their labors.
 “That could have backfired if she’d called your bluff,” Schmidt said.
 “I wasn’t bluffing,” she replied.
 Turning to her with shock on her face, Schmidt replied, “You’re kidding.”
 Shaking her head, she said, “I always was bad at poker. Very easy to read. I can’t lie worth a damn, so I learned not to bother. If she’d pushed it a little further, I’d have pulled the trigger and lived with the consequences.” Looking around the dome, she said, “That’s just for starters, Commander. Everyone’s maneuvering for power, and we’ve elected to hold this little summit on the most valuable world in the known galaxy other than Earth itself. You can bet McKinnon would have established martial law if she could have got away with it. I’m going to have to warn the Commodore that she’s suborned the local representative. We’ll probably find his bank account somewhat more bloated than it was before.”
 “He’d sell out his people?”
 “Maybe for money, maybe for safety. If he has a family, getting out of a system that might soon be at war would seem like a good deal.” She looked at her datapad, and her eyes widened, saying, “Interesting. I think we have our lead.”
 “Who?”
 “An old informant named Murchison. Used to pass information to ColSec for us.”
 “One of your people?”
 “He worked both sides, sold us out. We let him get away with it because he was still useful for feeding false information up the chain. ColSec probably had the same idea.” Tapping the datapad, she added, “And for a bonus, he used to work in construction.”
 “So?”
 “His company took part in the slum clearances, about five years back, when they were building the new Residence. Meaning he knows all about safe demolition. I think we’d better pay him a visit.” Turning to look at McKinnon, she added, “We’ll even let her spy follow us, just to be social. Let her feel involved.” Gesturing with her head down the street, she said, “This way.”



Chapter 13
 
 Curtis walked up the granite steps into the hall, cameras clicking all around him, thousands of people gathered around to watch the delegates make their way into the first day of the peace summit. Most of them had banners waving in the air, scrawled slogans in a dozen languages advertising their goals, a disturbing number of them calling for Commonwealth annexation, all of their banners surprisingly similar, as though printed in the same batch.
 That one of the rebel delegates had been suborned wasn’t much of a shock. The death of Kowalski had been, though. He’d counted on his help to keep the Commonwealth delegation under some sort of control, and the moderating factors seemed to be dropping away by the moment. He struggled to remember the briefing notes Saxon had prepared for him last night, that he’d attempted and failed to memorize in a bid to impress. 
 He wasn’t a diplomat. At best, he was a soldier, at worst, a drunkard, and somehow he was now responsible for the most important meeting of the century. He walked through the double doors into the meeting room, normally the home of the moribund Titanian People’s Assembly, the only building on the colony both suitable for holding such a function and acceptable to all sides. He glanced around, noted the guards on every side, their commander giving him a curt nod to confirm that the room had been swept for traps.
 Already in his place at the heart of his delegation, a spider in his web, was Nakamura, a faint smile on his face as he prepared his briefing for the first session. When he saw Curtis, he gestured for him to approach, and with a quick glance at Saxon, he walked over to the Federation delegates, taking a vacant seat next to the Chairman.
 “I have heard about the death of Wing Commander Kowalski,” Nakamura said. “Is there any way I can send my condolences to his family?”
 “From what I understand, he didn’t have one,” Curtis replied.
 “I have been informed that the Commonwealth have elected not to replace him, but to proceed without him,” he said. “An interesting decision, one that I confess I was surprised by.”
 Glancing at Admiral Crawford, he replied, “They’re claiming that it is a mark of respect, but he was an elected representative, chosen by the crews of the Fleet, and I think they’re concerned about the practicalities of appointing a replacement.”
 “An interesting choice,” Nakamura replied. “None of the other delegates have been appointed in this manner.” Looking left and right, he continued, “I will repeat now what I said before, Commodore. You will not find my delegation unreasonable in our requests.”
 Saxon walked over to him, and said, “Commodore, we’re about ready to begin now.”
 “Thank you, Major,” he replied. “Until later, Chairman.” He walked over to the single vacant table, two empty chairs behind it, and took his seat next to Saxon, arranging his notes on the surface before him, datapad flicking on. He glanced up at the cameras on all sides, several of them focusing on him, knowing that millions, perhaps billions of people were watching him today. Most of them hoping that he and the others could come up with a miracle.
 Thirteen delegates in the room. He hoped that wasn’t a bad omen. Five from the Federation, though only Nakamura and Hancock seemed to be significant players there, none of the others yet risking a single comment. The Commonwealth delegation, three people, was dominated by Crawford and McKinnon, the two of them glaring at each other with ill-disguised hatred, a luckless man forced to sit between them, thus far employed only as a buffer.
 The rebel delegation had only one familiar face, Petrov representing both Hyperborea and Sinaloa as delegate from the ‘Border Worlds’. The balance of that team had only been finalized the night before, after he’d threatened to simply choose five people at random; they’d ended up with two from Sol, representing Mars and Titan, the latter risking the occasional glance at McKinnon, and three from beyond – with Caledonia and Sirius Prime taking the remaining seats. A hundred envious people were sitting in the audience, watching their every move, waiting for some sign of weakness that might permit them to press a claim of their own. 
 Reaching for the gavel, he pounded it on the desk, and said, “I hereby call this meeting to order, and formally welcome our delegates and observers to this conference. Each of you will have twenty minutes for your opening statement, and the order has been determined randomly under the supervision of each delegate...”
 “Point of order,” Crawford said. “Wing Commander Kowalski had drawn the first number, and we request that his place be taken by another member of our delegation.”
 “I object!” the Sirian yelled. “You should take your turn, as we all agreed before this meeting began.” Curtis looked down at the running order, unsurprised to learn that the Sirian had been listed as the second to speak. “Commodore Curtis, you cannot permit such an action, or I will be forced to withdraw from this chamber. Our delegations are of equal worth and merit, and if that is not established from the outset, this conference is a waste of everyone’s time.”
 “The Commonwealth deserve the right to speak,” Crawford replied. “It was only the inability of the rebel delegation to organize themselves formally that required each delegate to draw separately. We are a united team,” he said, glancing daggers at McKinnon, “and our statements were crafted to make….”
 Interrupting him, Hancock asked, “Why, then, do you have three delegates present today, instead of one, if all of you are of the same mind? We’re all here because different points of view must be represented, and if you have choreographed your statements, that rather seems to me to defeat the point entirely. I insist that the running order remains as intended.” With a thin smile, he added, “Out of interest, I presume that Admiral Crawford would wish to take the late Wing Commander Kowalski’s place himself, moving from his current position as ninth to speak?”
 “As senior officer of the delegation….”
 McKinnon turned, and said, “That would be a matter for the delegation as a whole to decide, not out of some misguided appeal to seniority. The ranks we hold outside this room are meaningless; in here, all of us are equal, or I agree that this is a farce. I call for a vote...”
 “We voted already!” the Caledonian, fourth on the list, replied. “Do you want to have a vote after every speaker to decide who should go next? All of this has been resolved.” Turning to Curtis, she continued, “We will mourn Wing Commander Kowalski, a brave warrior who fought for the cause of freedom, but this bickering does nothing but dishonor his memory. Commodore, if you permit this, I will walk out as well.”
 “If the delegates from Sirius and Caledonia no longer wish to take part in these proceedings,” Crawford replied, looking up at the audience, “then I am certain that it will be a simple enough matter to find others who will.”
 Slamming his gavel down on the table, Curtis said, “Enough! We have barely begun, and we haven’t even made it to the first opening statement yet. Admiral Crawford, I note that you were happy enough with the running order when it was apparent that your delegation would be going first. Your officer has died, and that is a tragedy.” Taking a deep breath, he continued, “I didn’t know him as well as I would have liked, but he was a good soldier, a fine pilot, and his life was dedicated to the cause of freedom and liberty. That he was selected by his comrades to represent them is a further proof of the respect all held for him.”
 Nodding, Nakamura said, “On behalf of the Federation, I echo and agree with Commodore Curtis’ comments.” Looking at Hancock, he added, “We will respect the decision of the Commodore in this matter, so long as our position in the running order is not altered. Our position is that this has already been decided, and we are content that it should remain that way.”
 “I agree,” Curtis said. “The decision regarding the running order has been made, and it shall remain as originally decided.”
 “I object!” Crawford replied.
 “Then, Admiral, you are at liberty to withdraw from the conference.” Looking around the room, he continued, “We’re being watched by millions of people, all of whom are waiting to see what we will do next. Our responsibility is to them, to find a path to lasting peace, not to posture like pampered peacocks. The running order will remain as it stands, and I hope, ladies and gentlemen, that this behavior will not be sustained for the rest of the conference.” Looking down at his datapad, he continued, “If there are no further objections, we will begin.”
 “None from me, Commodore,” the Sirian said. “I agree that you are being more than fair.” Rising to his feet, he said, “The people...”
 “Excuse me?” Curtis said. “Please take your seat, sir. You are second to speak, not first.”
 Frowning, the delegate replied, “Unless Wing Commander Kowalski is able to speak from beyond the grave, then I would assume...”
 “There, sir, you are correct. He is.” Turning to the rear, he said, “Wing Commander Kani, if you would please make your way to the floor.”
 “What is the meaning of this?” the Caledonian barked. “Your ruling made it quite clear that the running order would be maintained, and that no modifications to the running order would be permitted. We all agreed with that decision, but...”
 “The running order will be respected, ma’am, and the words of Wing Commander Kowalski will be read to the meeting room.” Turning to Kani, he added, “Go ahead.”
 Nodding, Kani stood in front of Curtis’ table, and said, “I was with Joe Kowalski when he died. We’d just finished working on what he was going to say at the opening session.” Turning to Crawford, he added, “He wasn’t going to read the speech you had prepared, Admiral. He had words of his own to say, and I think it important that they be said. I know that they speak for at least the Commonwealth Fleet, and I suspect many others as well.”
 “I have no objection,” Nakamura said.
 “You ordered…,” Crawford interrupted.
 Slamming his gavel on the table, Curtis said, “My decision has been made, Admiral, and it is final. You will permit Wing Commander Kani to speak the words of his comrade.”
 Looking down at his datapad, Kani said, “This won’t take long. He wasn’t planning to take up the whole twenty minutes. He didn’t have that much to say.” He scanned the text again, looked up at the room, and said, “I asked him what he had fought for, what he wanted to happen as a result of the peace treaty, and he said this. ‘My mother used to tell me stories about Earth when I was a kid, about the places she’d known when she was a kid. I want to see those places. I want to go home.’ Those are his words, not mine, but he speaks for me.”
 There was a pause, the delegates looking at each other as though uncertain how to react, and then Nakamura rose to his feet, clapping his hands together in applause, followed by the remainder of the Federation party. Seconds later, the Commonwealth and rebel delegates rose as well, and the audience joined them, the resounding applause filling the room as Kani looked at the ground, blushing. Hands scribbled across datapads as journalists began to report the opening of the conference, and Saxon looked across at Curtis, nodding in approval.
 After a moment, he slammed his gavel on the desk, and said, “Order, please. Order. Wing Commander Kani, I thank you for your words, and I’m sure that Joe would have been more than happy with the way you delivered them.” Turning to the Sirian, he added, “Are you ready to begin, sir, or would you care for a short recess to collect your thoughts?”
 “That will not be necessary, Commodore, though I join with you in your approval of previous statement.” Rising to his feet, datapad in hand, he looked around the room, and began, “For more than a century, our people...”
 Curtis let the words wash over him, Saxon making only the occasional note to confirm to him that the delegate was using the maximum number of words possible for the least possible result, the forced attentiveness of the other delegates only supporting his belief. Kani withdrew quietly from the chamber, then spotted Crawford, rising to his feet.
 “Point of order, Commodore! I object to the remarks...”
 “Statements are not to be interrupted...”
 Slamming his gavel once again, Curtis sighed. It was going to be a long day.



Chapter 14
 
 Mike Curtis sat in his borrowed office, looking over the latest set of reports from the Fleet, shaking his head at the mass of paperwork that was still coming his way. He couldn’t quite work out how his father actually did anything other than place his signature on datapads all day, and barely resisted the temptation to simply toss them to the side and ignore them. He looked up at the status panel, the unfamiliar design catching him by surprise for a brief moment.
 He still missed Canopus. She’d died well, in glorious battle, and a whole world now celebrated her name, but there was no escaping the harsh reality that he’d lost his first command, and the dull ache inside was refusing to go away. He turned back to the paperwork, hoping to lose himself in the mass of administrative trivia, before a chime on his desk broke him from his unwanted reverie.
 “Bridge to Commodore,” Ortiz said. “You’d better get up here, sir. We’ve got a situation developing that requires your personal input, and I’d rather not risk the communicators.”
 “On my way,” he replied, grateful for something to break the tedium. He felt the box in his pocket, a purchase he’d managed in a brief moment of leave at one of the few jewelers on Titan, something at least to look forward to when all of this was over. Glancing up at the live feed from the surface as he left the office, he saw a Federation General rising to argue a procedural point, and was briefly comforted by the thought that as frustrating a time he was having, his father appeared to be suffering through far worse down on the surface.
 He walked down the corridor to the waiting elevator, crewman stopping to salute as he approached, and carefully returned each one, receiving a series of smiles in reply. The mood on every ship in the fleet was jubilant, triumphant, their crews believing that the last battle at Titan had brought this war to an end, had earned their victory. He hoped with all his heart that they were right about that, but try as he could, he failed to completely dismiss the knot of fear that lay in his stomach. Everything was going too well, despite the squabbling on the surface. 
 True, the attack on the surface had killed Kowalski, but even that had been contained surprisingly quickly, and he’d anticipated far more acrimony among the delegates in response. Their protests had almost seemed issued simply for form’s sake, rather than any real reaction, and he’d been astonished that they had appeared to move past the issue so quickly.
 As he stepped into the elevator, he pulled out his personal datapad, scrolling through the reports from the surface. Cordova was being as cryptic as he’d expected, but he’d hoped for better from Schmidt. He didn’t trust the rebel, but he did trust his former shipmate. Reading between the lines, they were on to something, had at least some lead to track down, but they were reluctant to share it, even with him.
 The door slid open, and he stepped onto the bridge, Ortiz and Petrova already waiting for him, crouched over the sensor display, looking up at his approach. He walked over to join them, looking over the readouts, images from the settlements on Mars flickering into life as he watched.
 “What’s the problem?” he asked.
 “It looks as though fighting has broken out on the Martian surface,” Ortiz replied with a sigh. “We’re getting reports of explosions, and both sides are requesting urgent military and humanitarian assistance. I can’t find out what brought it about, but the satellite readings show that two cities have already been destroyed.” Turning to his friend, he added, “Which means a quarter of a millions people have died. We can’t just sit back and watch.”
 “Contact the Martian delegate,” Mike ordered. 
 “I tried,” Petrova replied. “They’re still in closed session, all incoming calls closed, and the local security force isn’t responding either. I’ve sent someone down in a shuttle, but I think we need to move on this now, Mike, before it gets any worse than it already is.”
 “How certain are we of the messages we’re getting?” Mike asked.
 “Satellite feeds are confirmed, and we’re picking up distress calls from several settlements.”
 Frowning, he replied, “Our last reports had everything peaceful. No sign of trouble at all, and a provisional government in the process of being established. How could it have fallen apart so quickly.” Turning to the technician, he said, “Tie in ship’s sensors, Spaceman. I want to take a look at Mars for myself. And try the whole spectrum. See what sort of communications traffic is coming off the planet right now.”
 “Mike, if things are as bad as they appear, we need to respond at once,” Ortiz pressed.
 “Four hours and change before we can get there, Bill. Waiting a few moments won’t make any appreciable difference. What’s the response from the rest of the fleet, from the Federation and Commonwealth ships?”
 “Neither have moved an inch, Commodore,” the sensor technician replied. “What else could you expect from them?”
 “I’d expect them to see an opportunity and reach for it, Spaceman. You think the Federation would pass up a chance to extract some payback from a group of rebels, or that the Commonwealth would sit back and wait while a planet they could grab fell apart? They’ve got the same access we have to local sensor and communications traffic, and...”
 “I don’t believe it!” the technician interrupted. “Sorry, sir.”
 “Something interesting?”
 “Not a thing, sir, and that’s the point. No trace of hostile activity anywhere on the planet, no sign of any damage to any of the cities. Our resolution’s nowhere near as good as the satellite network, so I wouldn’t expect to see any small-scale evidence of attack, but we ought to be picking up some evidence of the fighting in progress.”
 “Communications?” Mike asked. In response, the technician turned a dial, and a vaguely recognizable progressive soul track began to boom over the speakers. “Civilian broadcasting?”
 “All up and down the range, Commodore. I picked up a news broadcast, lots of debate about the peace conference and the new provisional administration, but no sign of any distress calls, war reports, shipping updates or anything I would have expected to hear in the circumstances. Everything seems quiet out there.”
 “Can you get a comm laser out that far?”
 “Just about, sir, but it’s at extreme range.”
 “Punch through a message anyway, Spaceman, and see what response you get. Don’t ask them about anything to do with this. Come up with some sort of mundane administrative trivia. Nothing that would attract any attention. Hell, say you’re doing a systems test if you want.”
 “Aye, sir. Working now.”
 “Faked,” Ortiz said, shaking his head. “I could have sworn...”
 “You were meant to,” he replied. “Someone’s trying to play us, and they damn near succeeded. If I’d been up here on the bridge when those distress calls came in, I might have reacted just as you did.”
 “I doubt that,” a blushing Petrova said. “We’d have had to send at least one ship out to handle the situation. Likely either Polaris or Regulus, assuming we didn’t dispatch the auxiliary squadron.”
 Nodding, Mike said, “I can’t help but think that would have taken us into strategic parity with the Commonwealth Fleet. It seems too convenient an excuse to get past. I have a feeling that we’ll suddenly have a much easier time getting through to the delegates now, as well.” 
 “The trick couldn’t have worked for long, though. We’d have worked out what was happening soon enough, and...”
 “And the ships would have already been on their way, and we couldn’t have recalled them. Meaning that for the next nine hours or so, we’d have been vulnerable. Assuming there isn’t some sort of trap actually waiting for us at Mars, though I suspect we’ve rendered that particular possibility moot, at least.”
 “No sign of trouble in Martian orbital space, sir,” the sensor technician added. “Just a couple of freighters, all scheduled traffic. I’m picking up the beacons from the satellites as well, sir, so they’re still there.”
 “The big question is whether the sabotage took place at their end or ours,” Petrova replied. “If it’s at their end, then it really isn’t our problem. We simply disregard any messages coming in from Mars and let them handle the mess themselves.” Looking at Ortiz, she continued, “It’s the other possibility I find far more worrying.”
 “I concur,” Mike replied. “Could there be a security threat here, on the ship?”
 “I suppose it’s possible, but it doesn’t seem to make any sense. There have been ample opportunities for any saboteur to throw one battle or another to the Federation, and we haven’t had anyone new join the ship since before Hyperborea. Other than the Canopus contingent, of course, but I’d presume the same applied.”
 “We’re assuming it’s the Federation,” Petrova said. “What if it is the Commonwealth?”
 “Then we’re in a lot of trouble,” Mike replied. He looked down at the technician, and said, “Any thoughts, Spaceman? Any way we can determine where the malfunctions took place?”
 Frowning, the young crewman replied, “I’m not sure, sir, but there might be something.” He reached for the controls, and said, “It comes down to determining whether the signals were faked at their end, or at ours.” His hands danced across the controls, and he said, “There’s a possibility. Our systems are new, brand new, and we’ve got some of the latest upgrades to image enhancement software. No way they’d have been rolled out at Mars yet...”
 “How do you know that?” Petrova asked.
 “Because I had to steal them,” the spaceman replied, matter of factly. “They were sitting on the new updates at Strategic Headquarters, until a friend tipped me off about them. They haven’t been rolled out to the fleet because of a few systems instabilities, but I was able to correct them with a little work.”
 “Why are you here?” Ortiz asked. “With brains like that...”
 “My grandmother belonged to a proscribed political organization, sir.”
 “I see.”
 Mike shook his head, watching with admiration as the technician worked, wondering just how many other talented people had been condemned to a life of mediocrity because of the sins of their fathers, or because someone in the higher echelons had simply taken a dislike to them. As far as he was concerned, it was just one more reason why they had to fight and win.
 “Got it. The source is Mars, sir. Not here. Two reasons. One, the software, and two, the weather patterns.” Gesturing at the screen, he said, “There’s a dust storm raging over Cydonia right now. We’ve never had much luck modeling them, and if someone here was trying to simulate out of the correct time index, they’d have made a mistake, but those are perfect.”
 “Thanks for the reassurance, Spaceman,” Mike said, moving away from the station. He looked at Ortiz, and continued, “I’m almost disappointed. If it had been someone on this ship, we’d have had a fighting chance of catching them and getting them into interrogation. This way they’re stuck on Mars, safe and sound, and we don’t have the first idea who did it.” Turning to the screen, he added, “All we know is that someone out there decided to try and significantly reduce our fleet strength, planning for something to happen in the next nine hours.” He paused, then asked, “How’s the conference doing? Running to schedule?” 
 “The last speaker just began his personal statement,” Petrova said. “After which they’re scheduled to stop for the day. I guess the real work will be done at the dinner table. That’s normally how meetings like this turn out.”
 “Tonight, then,” Mike said. Turning to Ortiz, he said, “Bill, your crew isn’t going to like this one little bit, but I’ll canceling all leave. I want everyone back on board tonight.”
 “From the whole fleet?”
 “No,” he said, shaking his head. “We can’t make too big a show out of this, or they’ll know we’re onto them. That’s why I’m sending Hoxha to Mars, with orders...”
 “What?”
 “We need to play their game for a little while longer, Bill. Losing one auxiliary cruiser won’t hurt. Especially if we make sure Castro and Trotsky are ready for the fight.”



Chapter 15
 
 Cordova led the way along the dome-side street, gagging at the trace gases that had forced their way through the creaking, aged hull. Schmidt was disgusted at the squalid condition of the settlement, shaking her head in disbelief at the condition of the dome. The jubilation which had overtaken the rest of the colony had failed to make it this far out, and the same depressed misery persisted even now, a few weary settlers running errands as the overhead lights flickered, just one more example of the poor maintenance routine placing lives at risk. She peered into the gloom, and saw a figure lying on the ground, bottle in hand.
 “I didn’t realize it was this bad out here,” Schmidt said.
 “That’s what happens when you spend all your time on military facilities. Someone actually gave a damn about you. Nobody but us ever cared about them.” Turning to her, she added, “This is nothing compared to some of the worlds I’ve seen. In Caledonia they have their homeless living in the sewers. And on Ares, the life expectancy of the native-born is twenty-nine. At least they keep some sort of pretense of civilization here.” Turning back to the street, she continued, “If you ever wondered just what we were fighting for, I think you’ve got your answer right here.”
 “How did it ever get this bad?”
 “One day at a time, Commander. One day at a time. It’s slow, steady, and it gets worse so gradually that sometimes you just can’t tell that it’s happening, but it does, and people die as a result.” Looking at a child limping down the street, a makeshift crutch under her arm, she continued, “This place should be the wealthiest colony in space. It was bad enough in the days of the Oligarchy, but at least they occasionally spent some money on the place.”
 “We’ve got to do something,” Schmidt pressed. “Let me call the ship. I can have engineering teams down from Trotsky in half an hour. They can start to get the air filtration sorted out at the very least...”
 “It’d take them months, years to even begin to solve the problems down here. Do they have the time to do that? As much as it hurts, we’ve got to finish what we started, and that means that we’ve got to find Murchison. If the peace conference fails, things will get a lot worse very quickly.”
 Schmidt glanced behind her, and said, “You know we’re being followed?”
 “By at least two people.”
 “Two?”
 “The person you can see is providing cover for the person you can’t. The only question is whether it’s someone from the Commonwealth, someone from ColSec, or one of the local criminal gangs keeping an eye on us. Frankly, I’m hoping for the criminals. They at least practice live and let live, and as long as we stay out of their way, they’ll stay out of ours.” Turning to her again with a smile, she continued, “Pragmatism is something of a way of life out here.”
 “I’ve noticed.” Schmidt’s hand slid down to her concealed holster, and she continued, “I could take him down with one shot, in less than five seconds.”
 “And the snipers all around us would open up in ten. It’s mutually-assured destruction, just like on Earth during the Superpower Wars. On a smaller scale, of course, but deterrence strategy works out here. There’s still time for you get back to the ship if you’re worried. Once you’re on your way back to the starport, everyone will leave you alone. My personal guarantee.”
 “And have you running around down here by yourself?”
 “You’re never going to get around to trusting me, are you?”
 “Would you, in my place?”
 “Probably not, but I’d rather hoped that you were a better person than I am. This way.”
 She turned down a side street, grateful to get away from the oppressive wall of the dome, but still all too aware of the countless pairs of eyes watching her every move, tracking her at every approach. She’d walked streets like these since she was a girl, and normally they held no fear for her, but somehow today was different. 
 Behind her, Schmidt followed, her face betraying her anxiety, bringing a flicker of a smile to Cordova’s face at the image of the fearless space captain afraid of a few vagrants on the street. Not that she might not have good reasons for her fear, but under the circumstances, the domeside gangs were the least of their problems.
 She turned another corner, quickening her pace and glancing at her watch. She didn’t like being out of contact for this long, not knowing what was taking place back at the conference or up in orbit, but she didn’t dare turn on her communicator either, knowing that far too many people could be listening in. Finally, she found what she was looking for, a back street tabac bar, clouds of chemical smoke billowing out into the street. At Schmidt’s expression, she reached into her pocket, pulling out a pair of nose plugs and passing them to her, sliding another pair into position herself.
 “The stuff’s harmless, just enough to give you a buzz,” she explained, “but probably better that we don’t get tranqued out unless we don’t actually have a choice.” With a smile, she continued, “I’m one of those people the instructors at the Academy told you to stay away from, right?”
 “Arrest, actually, but you’re in the ball park.”
 “Our mook’s in there most of the time. Spends most of his money in there, drugged out of his mind.” She glanced around, then added, “The bartender’s an old friend of mine. As long as we’re discrete, he’ll look the other way and let us do what we have to do.”
 “And that is, exactly? You were vague on the details.”
 “One injection to clear his head, another to empty it while you stand guard.”
 “Wait a damned minute. Drugs like that...”
 Her eyes narrowing, Cordova replied, “The Federation used them quite happily, Commander, and a lot of my friends ended up brain-burned as a result. This guy’s a murderer, eighteen times over, and the death penalty is still on the books for that crime. Assuming there was any actual law and order down here, which there isn’t. We haven’t got time to play nice, and we haven’t got time to play by the rules, and it’s damned dirty down here as it is!” Gesturing at the dome, she added, “The next explosion might crack the roof and kill a million people. I’ll happily add killing a murderer to my conscience, but if you don’t think you have it in you, just wait outside and stay out of the way.”
 “You’re a monster,” Schmidt said, her lips curled into a sneer. “You’re a savage monster no better than the people you’ve been fighting.”
 “We look into the abyss and it looks back. I am what the Federation made me, but I’m damned good at my job.” Looking at the street, she noted that their shadow had held position, loitering in conversation with a street vendor waving smoked near-meat into the air. “Either come with me, or get the hell out of here. I haven’t got time for an argument, not with this many lives on the line.” Ignoring Schmidt’s glare, she stepped into the bar, looking around for their man. As she’d expected, Murchison was at the other side of the room, face buried in a mask, his eyes glazed with the normal look of a dopehead in the middle of his latest fix.
 She didn’t feel any compunction about what she was going to do to him. One look at his face suggested that someone had given him far too much money, and he’d already drained most of it on stimulants. He was a dead man walking, rotting from the inside out. Advancing the moment of his demise by a few weeks or months wouldn’t hurt him, but would save a lot of lives.
 Schmidt had followed her into the bar, standing by the door, her hand close to the pistol. She was going to help her, but keep her hands as clean as possible, and a tiny voice somewhere inside her was envious. Not that it made much difference at this point. There were enough deaths on her conscience already that one more hardly seemed to make a difference. That thought froze her in place for a moment, the stark reality of her existence a horrifying glimpse into her future.
 There really was nothing inside her, nothing at all. Just cold determination and a black hole where her soul had once lain. She’d died years ago, without even realizing it, her body still walking around through sheer determination if nothing else. And Schmidt was right about something else. She had turned into precisely the sort of monster she had pledged to fight, without really realizing it. A decade ago, she’d have been willing to die to stop someone like her. In a sense, she had, though she’d failed in her efforts.
 None of that mattered. Not now. She had a mission to accomplish, one last mission, and she was going to do it, no matter where the trail took her. After that, she’d have the leisure to work out something else. Though one thing she knew was that there were always opportunities for someone to commit suicide in pursuit of a greater cause. She’d seen it often enough in the Resistance. Maybe she’d have a chance to find it when their war was won.
 With a glance at the familiar barman, she walked up to Murchison, the dazed figure offering no resistance as she pulled him from the mask, planting a kiss on his greasy cheek before dragging him out into the alley behind the bar through the rear exit, the door sliding shut as she emerged. Without waiting to check, she stabbed the first injection into his neck, his eyes bulging from the effects, then slammed the second shot home, letting him slump to the ground.
 She pulled out a recorder, held it close to the dying man’s mouth, and asked, “Who hired you?”
 He looked up at her, horror in his eyes that mirrored hers, and replied, “Green Man. The Green Man hired me.” A horrible chuckle filled his voice, and he said, “Wanted one of...”
 A loud crack filled the air, a bullet slamming into Murchison’s chest. On instinct, Cordova pulled out her pistol, looking for the assailant, only for a second bullet to miss her by inches. She took the hint, sprinting down the alley in what she hoped was the right direction, and saw Schmidt standing in front of her, pistol raised and pointed towards her. Cordova froze as Schmidt fired, and a loud scream filled the air behind her, a figure falling from one of the windows overlooking the alley, crashing into a pile of empty crates on the street.
 “I thought…,” Cordova said.
 “If I was going to kill you, Major, you’d have died hours ago.” She ran forward, making her way to the corpse, and looked at the weapon, saying, “Homemade. Printed. Not very good, which is presumably why he missed with the second shot.” Turning to her, she asked, “Did Murchison say anything before he died?”
 “The Green Man. That’s all I got.”
 Frowning, she rifled through the dead gunman’s pockets, and said, “Lots of credit chits, recently printed. Means nothing.” She pulled out a ticket, and said, “Lottery tickets, from last week’s run.”
 With a shrug, Cordova replied, “We used to use the local lottery to pass money to informants all the time. Federation never worked it out. Largely because we gave quite a bit to their agents.” Looking at Murchison, she added, “He’s wearing clean clothes. New cut.”
 “So, he came into some money...”
 “The man was an addict. He wasn’t going to spend money on anything other than drugs.”
 Schmidt paused, then said, “The Green Man. That’s what you said?”
 “Yeah. It mean something to you?”
 “Look up the insignia of Xerxes.”
 Cordova flicked off her recorder, switching to the database, and dragged up the relevant file, waiting as the images loaded. After a few frustrating seconds, the image appeared, of a face staring out at her, green on black.
 “The Green Man? Xerxes?”
 “All their people have that insignia on their shoulder.” Looking around, she added, “I think we’d better pay a visit to the Commonwealth delegation, don’t you?”
 Nodding, Cordova replied, “You missed your calling, Commander. You’d have made a pretty decent intelligence agent.”
 “No need to insult me,” she said, walking back towards the street. “I presume the gangs will deal with the mess.”
 “The bodies will be picked clean in ten minutes. You don’t want to know where they end up. Just don’t eat any of the meat the street vendors sell.”
 “This place gets better all the time…,” Schmidt muttered.



Chapter 16
 
 “Wing Commander?” Commodore McKinnon asked. “Could I talk to you for a moment?”
 “Of course, ma’am,” he replied.
 “In private,” she said. “We have secured a suite on the ground floor. One of the perks of having a unified delegation.” She looked at the rebel group, walking out of the hall, none of them willing to talk to the others, and continued, “How they expect to get anywhere with that sort of attitude I don’t know. None of them have anything resembling a coherent plan for the future of human space. They’re at risk of letting the Federation win by default.” 
 “Commodore Curtis won’t let that happen,” Kani said, allowing his erstwhile senior officer to take the lead. “If I overstepped my mark earlier, I apologize, but I felt it necessary to allow Joe’s last words to be heard. I truly believe they speak for the bulk of our people.”
 “I agree,” she said, “though I don’t think you’ve made a friend of Admiral Crawford. I don’t think that’s going to be a problem, long term. His influence back home is deteriorating rapidly. Ours is on the rise.” With a smile, she walked down the corridor, a pair of guards at a discrete distance, and said, “We took a gamble, and it paid off.” Glancing at Kani, she added, “I had wondered about you, Win. You’ve been acting as though you’re one of the rebels. I’m aware that more than a few of our people have joined their cause, but….”
 “The enemy of our enemy, Commodore. And with all due respect, Commodore Curtis and his son are two of the finest tacticians I’ve ever seen. I don’t think anyone else could have pulled off some of the stunts they pulled. And I include myself in that.” 
 “From the reports I’ve seen, you are far too modest,” she replied, pushing open a door to reveal a near-empty room, only a handful of chairs and a table inside, the walls burned and blackened, the window hastily repaired. “Apparently they tried to hold a few ringleaders here while the riots were taking place, and the locals found them. As a result, we’re paying a lot less for the room than we otherwise would. Have a seat.”
 Kani sat in the nearest chair, and said, “I think you have several excellent people on your ship to take over from Joe Kowalski, ma’am. If you need to talk to me first...”
 “No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “Not that at all. I’m not concerned with that at the moment. What I am concerned with is you. That speech you made won you a lot of friends, Win, perhaps more than you know, and it’s going to have an effect upon your future. I need to ask now whether or not you have considered a political career.”
 “Not at all, ma’am,” he replied. “Though it is only fair to tell you now that I do not intend to remain in the military upon the cessation of hostilities. I’ll continue to serve until they are over, of course, but after that, I think I’ve flown my last mission.”
 She looked at him, an eyebrow raised, and asked, “What exactly do you have in mind, then? I can’t see you flying a close orbit shuttle or becoming an insurance salesman.”
 “I don’t know, ma’am, but I know that I need to do something for myself, not for other people. I’ve served the Commonwealth and, yes, the Rebellion, and I think I’ve given everything I have to give. I need to find out if there is anything more. Besides, once all of this is over, I doubt there will be much of a need for a large space fleet, and I can’t see myself flying escort missions for the rest of my life either.”
 “You might be wrong about that,” she replied, pouring a cup of juice and sitting opposite Kani. “The Federation is on the verge of collapse, and I cannot see the rebels putting together any interstellar organization in the near future, if at all. That leaves the Commonwealth as the largest, stablest government in space. We’re going to take full advantage of it.”
 “In what way?” he asked.
 Leaning forward, she said, “You want to go home, Win? So do I. So do all of us, but we’re not going to go there as supplicants. We’re going to go in pride, to resume our former role. The Federation has collapsed, as we always knew it would, sooner or later, and our intervention took place at the ideal moment. We have surprising levels of support on the colony worlds, even on Earth itself, and we’d be fools not to take advantage of it.” She took a sip of her drink, then asked, “You understand, I hope?”
 “I suppose so, though I hadn’t given it much thought. Surely the Commonwealth is as dead as the Federation. We’ve got a chance to forge something new, something better, a unified government for all humanity.”
 Her brief frown broke into a smile, and she replied, “I’m glad we’re on the same page, Win. You’ve thought this through about as far as the rest of us have, though I know some of the dinosaurs we call our leaders think otherwise. We don’t need to worry about them. Either they’ll change their minds, or we’ll push them out of the way. The future of our people is more important.”
 Taking a relieved breath, he said, “There’s a hunger for change, Commodore, one that I’ve never seen before, and I know there are many back home who feel the same way. There’s no need to ride those broken-down orbital habitats any longer.”
 “What of the rebels? How do they feel about all of this?”
 “Most of them just want this to be over, though I know that more than a few will fight if they don’t think they get the government they want. They’ve fought for their freedom, and as far as I’m concerned, they’ve won it.”
 “That’s unfortunate,” she replied. 
 “What do you mean?”
 “Look at this farce! If Commodore Curtis hadn’t slammed his gavel every few minutes and pulled you out of his hat, the conference would have collapsed before it could even get started. Half of the delegates almost walked out, and I swear if I hear that Sirian interrupt one more time I’m going to throw my chair at him.”
 “He did seem to be in love with his own voice. Though I don’t think he did anything other than antagonize his own side. I know things are chaotic right now, but...”
 “Do you honestly, hand on heart, think that this conference is going to bring about anything other than greater anarchy of its own volition? We both know that it won’t, and that something else is going to have to be done.” She reached over, placed her hand on his knee, and said, “You’re badly needed, Win. For this and what must follow. You’re the most experienced fighter commander we’ve got, and whether you like or not, something of a political figure. People will follow where you lead, and you might even bring some of the rebels over to our side.”
 “Just what are you asking of me, Commodore?” he asked, his face kept to an emotionless mask.
 Folding her arms, she replied, “Where do your loyalties lie?”
 “I swore an oath to defend the people of the Commonwealth.”
 “Not enough. Who do you serve?”
 “I could ask you the same question.”
 She paused, smiled, nodded, then said, “Good answer. Very well, I’ll put my cards on the table. We’re not going to allow this bunch of rabble to attempt to run anything. None of them are competent, and all of them are in it for themselves, not the good of the people.”
 “Some of them.”
 “Those who aren’t will agree with what we intend to do. We’re going to impose a new government on human space, Wing Commander, and we’re going to do it right here, right now.”
 His eyes widened, and he said, “You killed Joe. In God’s name...”
 Glaring back at him, she replied, “I’ve given orders that sent men to their deaths before. That was no different. He was a wild card.” Looking over him, she added, “So are you, but you bring a lot more to the table than he did.”
 “You killed my friend. How do you expect me to trust you?” 
 “I don’t. But you don’t have to, not long term. You’ll get a seat at the table at the real conference, the one we’ll hold after this is brought to an end, when we bring the galaxy back under secure control. You want one, stable government? So do we, but we’re going to have to use force to get it.”
 “The people are rioting on every world, most of them have already declared independence, and your fleet is scattered all over the galaxy,” Kani said, eyes wide. “Just how do you expect to impose anything?”
 “I would point out that twenty years ago, not dissimilar events took place in the Uprising, but the Federation was able to suppress the rebels then. The Commonwealth can take the same steps now, I’m certain. Besides, we have a great opportunity, right here. All the major leaders in one place, all the rebel ships worth a damn in orbit overhead, and our fleet concentrated. We’ll never have a chance like this again.” She looked at him, and said, “I didn’t think you’d agree.”
 “You’re going to kill me,” he replied.
 Shaking her head, she said, “No, because I don’t have to. We could have used you, Win. You might have saved a lot of lives, talked some of your friends into joining us. Better to present a unified front, and if that had meant accepting President Curtis, I’d have gone along that far.”
 Rising to his feet, he took a step towards the door, and said, “Clearly you don’t know him. He’d never agree to that.” 
 “Given proper preparation, if he thought it the only alternative to chaos and destruction, he might. Especially if some of his top advisers were to work to convince him of that. People such as yourself, Win.” She paused, then said, “We stand at the brink of disaster. How many people do you think would survive a total collapse? How much blood do you want on your hands?”
 “This is a power grab, Commodore. You’ve seen a vacuum, and you’re determined to step into it, no matter what it costs. Either you’ll fail, in which case you’ll trigger the very collapse you seem so concerned about, or you will be forced to impose a worse tyranny than any the Federation has ever managed in order to make it stick.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “The people have earned the right to choose their own destiny. They’ve fought, bled and died for it, and I will not betray them. I can’t. I won’t.” Looking at the door, he said, “So I suppose you’re going to have to kill me.”
 “No.”
 “Getting emotional in your old age, Commodore?”
 Her face twisted into a scowl, and she replied, “When all of this is over, when order, our order, has been restored, we will talk again. I’m sure that you’ll find a way to convince yourself that you have no choice but to follow orders. If not, I suppose we can always spare you a bullet.” She rose, walked to the door, the two guards still standing outside, and said, “Don’t try and escape. It won’t work. I have people inside and outside.”
 “Afraid I might make a little noise?”
 “Take a look out of the window, Win. A lot of people have died today. Do you really think that anyone would give a damn about you?”
 “You do,” he replied. “Or you’d never have bothered talking to me, and I’d already be dead.” 
 With a faint chuckle, she said, “Hold onto that inflated sense of self-worth. You’re going to need it when this is over.” Pausing at the threshold, she added, “I’ll give everyone the same chance I gave you. Nobody needs to die today, not if they’re sensible.”
 “I don’t know what you are planning,” he replied, “but Commodore Curtis will stop you. Count on that.”
 “Not this time, Win,” she said with a sigh, as the door began to slide shut. “Not this time.” 



Chapter 17
 
 It was just one of a hundred deserted storefronts, abandoned years ago as the Titanian economy collapsed, relics of the glory days still scattered on the shelves. Items that were once treasures, now worthless in the new regime, abandoned in place. Cordova crouched behind the counter, peering out at the street beyond, looking at the Assembly building. There were more guards than before, most of them unfamiliar to her, and she raised her datapad to take a picture of the nearest, running it through a quick image search.
 “Anything?” Schmidt asked.
 Nodding, she replied, “Commonwealth. Should have expected that. It looks as though they’ve managed to suborn the local guard force.” Turning to her, she added, “This is going to be a lot tougher than I thought. We’re unlikely to be able to talk our way through.”
 “Time to call for help, then,” Schmidt said, pulling out her communicator. 
 “No. Not unless you can tell me who I can trust. I’m not even sure I trust you, and I definitely don’t trust someone I can’t point a gun at right now.”
 “You think Mike Curtis would betray his own father?”
 “No, but I think his communications technician might. For all we know, they’re sitting on a switching relay, ready to lock onto our signal and strike. They’ve got the force to do it, and friendly fire incidents happen.” Peering at the guards again, she said, “We’ve got to get in there and warn the Commodore. If the Commonwealth is pulling something, he has to know about it.” She looked up, spotting a figure behind a window, and added, “That’s Kani, I think. Ground-floor room.”
 Shaking her head, Schmidt said, “I find it hard to believe he’s one of them.”
 “Listen to me,” Cordova hissed. “We don’t know who we can trust right now, and the fate of the galaxy depends on us getting every move right over the course of the next few minutes. You get that? We can’t take a risk. My guess is that he knows something. Certainly he was surprisingly active at the conference, and you’ll forgive me for suspecting that there’s more to that little presentation of his than we thought. You can call me paranoid, but that paranoia has kept me alive this long, and it just has to keep me going a little bit longer.” 
 “Do you have a plan?” Schmidt asked, “Or do you just intend to sit here and rant?”
 “Oh, I’ve got an idea, but you aren’t going to like it. It’s quite simple, really. I run across the road, dive into the nearest window, and sprint for Kani as fast as I can to find out which side he’s on. Then I alert the Commodore and our local contingent, and we find a way to punch through the blockade and get to the spaceport. How am I doing?”
 “If you want to commit suicide, could you find a less noisy way of doing it?”
 “They’re not going to notice me. You’re going to blow this building up.”
 “That’s it? That’s your plan?”
 “It doesn’t have to be complete destruction. Just set fire to it, overload the power matrix, anything. Then head for the nearest shuttle dock and start preparing it for launch. We’ll be along as fast as we can. If we don’t make it, then you’ll have to blast for Castro and warn Mike Curtis about what is happening down here, with my recommendation that he launches a preemptive strike against the Commonwealth and Federation forces.”
 “When did you get promoted?”
 “You got any better ideas?” she hissed. “I don’t like this plan much, I hate it, but I can’t think of another one, and unless you can, we’re going to proceed. Now. We don’t have any time to wait.” Gesturing at the rear, she said, “I’ll make my way around the back, get ready for my sprint. I expect you to be in a position to provide some sort of distraction in the next three minutes.”
 “Three minutes,” Schmidt said, still shaking her head. “Got it. Any last words?”
 “Not yet,” she replied. “Not yet.” Without another word, she walked out into the alley, picking her way through the debris. A pair of eyes looked at her from the darkness, and she pulled out her pistol on reflex, a shocked gasp as the child hiding in the crates tumbled out.
 “Don’t hurt me,” she hissed.
 “You live here?” Cordova asked. The child nodded, and she said, “Not any more.” Reaching into her pockets, she pulled out a passkey, and said, “Room Two-Twenty, Brandenstein Tower. It’s yours until I turn up. Which will probably never happen. There’s a service contract for food.”
 “Why?” the child asked, tentatively taking the card.
 “Because I’m about to render you even more homeless than you already are, and I’ve got a bit of a guilty conscience about it. Now get out of here.” She watched the child run away, remembering the little girl she had once been, lost and terrified just like her, long years ago. Her destiny had kept her on the streets, had kept her fighting. Perhaps she could win a better fate for the girl. 
 She glanced at her watch, frowning as the seconds ticked away, and made her way along the side of the building, careful to keep in the shadows. She’d spent months, years fighting out of here in her teenage years, knew the colony as well as those born here, and had advantages the guards didn’t. Every crate, every pile of rubble, was an ally. As the deadline approached, she pulled out her pistol, knowing that she’d only get a single chance to make it across the street, trusting that Schmidt would find some way to give her the distraction she needed.
 Precisely on time, all the lights went out, sirens wailing in the distance. Cordova was caught by surprise as much as the guards had been, but she raced across the building anyway, stumbling in the dark, relying on her memory to guide her to the window where Kani was waiting. She weaved around a guard, careful to keep out of her line of sight, taking full advantage of the chaos and confusion. The emergency lights should have activated by now, and she knew that no amount of skilled labor would keep them down for long. 
 She hurled herself at the plastiboard, aiming for the core of the barricade, and heard a satisfying crack as she tumbled into the room, rolling with the fall and aiming her pistol at a shocked Kani, sliding across into the shadows as the lights flickered back on. A man walked through the door, rifle in hand, ready to fire, but she turned to him first, shooting him in the chest with a silenced bullet, shock filling the man’s eyes as he tumbled to the ground, clutching at the bloody wound in his heart.
 He smiled, glancing at the streets, and asked, “What kept you?”
 “Talk. And quickly.”
 “Commodore McKinnon is planning to sabotage the peace conference. She killed Kowalski, or at least ordered it, and had me confined here when I refused to go along with her little game. I have a feeling I was destined for a firing squad in the near future.” He looked out at the street, and said, “It’s only a matter of time before they realize what’s happened. We’ve got to get moving, and we’ve got to get moving now.”
 “And just how can I be sure I can trust you?”
 “Do you have a choice at this stage?” Taking a deep breath, Kani said, “I’m in here because I believe in the war we were fighting, and because I believe that the people deserve a chance to determine their ultimate destiny. I’m willing to fight for that, and I’m willing to die for that. As I think I have demonstrated on several occasions in the last few months.” 
 “I guess you’re right.” She paused, then said, “If it comes to a firefight.”
 “Then I’ll do what I have to do.”
 “That’s all I ask. Where’s the Commodore?”
 “Probably still in closed session. He took over the President’s office, top floor.”
 “Then that’s where we’re going.” She stepped over the corpse, Kani snatching the rifle as they went, and sprinted down the corridor to the emergency stairs, jabbing the elevator control as she raced past. Kani glanced up at the security cameras, but she shrugged. Odds are they were being watched all the way, that the Commonwealth were sending people to intercept them, but there wasn’t anything they could do about that. All they had in their favor was speed, and they had to exploit that one advantage to the full.
 As they sprinted up the stairs, taking them four at a time in the low gravity, she heard voices from below, the crack of a bullet flying past her and slamming into the wall. She spun around, firing three shots in quick succession to send their pursuers diving for cover, then continued her ascent, Kani now in the lead as they raced to warn the Commodore. She pulled out her communicator, knowing that secrecy was lost, but a red light flashed on as she tried to open the channel. They were jamming her, something she should have expected.
 Her greatest fear was that someone would have beaten her to the suite, but as she bounded up the stairs, she saw a pair of guards racing along the corridor at the top, both felled by a pair of precise shots from Kani that ended any possible doubt about where his loyalties lay. Finally, she vaulted over the dying men, shoving into the door beyond. It refused to budge, locked tight.
 “Watch the corridor,” she said. “I’ve got this.” She fired three shots into the mechanism, and the door reluctantly slid open, Saxon and Curtis in the room beyond, a half-eaten takeout dinner between them, both of them with weapons pointed at the door.
 “What the hell is going on?” Curtis said. He looked out into the corridor, and said, “Who?”
 “The Commonwealth,” a panting Cordova said. “They’re out to sabotage the conference. Kill or capture the delegates and destroy the fleet in orbit. That’s the basic idea, anyway. All communications are jammed, but Schmidt’s sitting on a shuttle that ought to get us to safety. I hope.”
 “You hope?” Saxon asked.
 “Look, I didn’t have time to prepare a formal battle plan. I’m winging it here.”
 “Gabi!” Kani yelled. “Company coming!” He dived through the door seconds ahead of a barrage of gunshot, and Saxon toppled the table on instinct, hurling herself into the cover and dragging Curtis after her, while Cordova slid to the side of the door, pistol in hand, slamming a fresh clip into the weapon.
 “Commodore,” the voice of McKinnon said, barking through the overhead speaker. “We know you’re up there, and we know you have company. I don’t want to have to give the orders that will kill you. I just want to talk.”
 “I’ll save you the trouble,” Curtis replied. “I have no intention of cooperating with whatever your plans might be, and I certainly don’t intend to be some sort of puppet ruler of a tyrannical Empire. My people already know all about your little plan, and they’re getting warmed up to kick you butt from here to Orion, so I suggest you stand down right away.”
 “Nice try, Commodore, but I’ve had communications jammed for an hour, and we know that you don’t have any friends outside. You are surrounded on every front, and I can storm that room just as soon as I want.”
 “Feel free,” Cordova replied. “Just have the body bags standing by. You’re going to need them.”
 “Undoubtedly, Major, but then, I’m not in any hurry. Any moment now, the fighting in orbit will begin, and I’m confident that you’ll change your mind when the dust settles. Our way is the only way that makes sense, and eventually, you’ll realize that. Or I’ll be forced to order you brought down, but I have time on my side. Yours is almost out. Don’t try and escape. You won’t like the consequences. McKinnon out.”
 “Options?” Saxon asked.
 “Slim and none,” Cordova replied. “I’ve got nine rounds left, and Win’s got half a clip in that rifle. I think they’ve got us beat.”
 Curtis looked at the window, smiled, then said, “Maybe. I’ve got an idea.”



Chapter 18
 
 Mike looked at Titan, slowly rotating on the viewscreen, trying to make sense of the tangled mess of trajectory plots on the screen as he labored to concoct some sort of a battle plan. He glanced at the communications technician, receiving nothing but a quick shake of the head in response. Part of him yearned to get into a shuttle, to head down to the surface for himself, but he knew that he couldn’t do that. His place was here, commanding the fleet, at least until he was relieved by his father.
 While he was waiting, he looked over the sensor readings from Xerxes again. Something had been nagging at him, something anomalous in the data, and he punched controls to examine her systems, going through every power signature, every reading. Finally, it hit him. They’d repaired her with Federation components, not Commonwealth. The exiles had been forced to improvise replacement equipment over the years, lacking the industrial capacity to properly maintain their ships. Somehow, suddenly, they’d received a sufficient influx of materiel to bring one of their warships back into the firing line, just when it seemed it might no longer be needed. Suspicions multiplied in his mind, fears of what those components might mean.
 Ortiz was still leaning over the tactical console, reaching over the technician’s shoulder to activate the controls, a growing frown on his face as he worked the systems, trying to conceal their actions while preparing the ship for the imminent conflict they both feared.
 “We can’t hold alert status for much longer,” he said, “or someone’s going to notice.”
 “I don’t think we have to,” Petrova replied, looking at the communications console. “Getting reports from the surface now. Some sort of trouble down there, reports of power failure and some sort of gunfight taking place close to the peace conference.”
 “Battle stations,” Mike ordered. “Contact the rest of the fleet and have them follow suit. Prepare to launch fighters when I give the command.” He looked at the display, and said, “We’re not the only ones to be moving. Look at the Commonwealth squadron. They’re all converging on each other, and I doubt they’re planning a cocktail party.”
 “Mike,” Ortiz warned, “That’s four ships against four, and a lot of key personnel are down on the surface. We’re going to struggle if it comes to a battle.”
 “I know,” he replied. “I know. Contact all civilian ships, inform them that they are to clear the battlespace right away. Then hail Commodore McKinnon, or whoever is in charge over there, and inform them that I want to speak to them at once on an encrypted channel.”
 Raising an eyebrow, Petrova replied, “They’re already hailing us. Laser signal from the top of the tower, high-level encryption. It’s McKinnon.”
 “Then let’s hear what she has to say.”
 He walked over to the helm as the image of the Commonwealth commander appeared on the screen, Admiral Crawford and Admiral Hancock standing behind her, technicians swarming about in their rear. That the Commonwealth and the Federation were apparently working together was a shock, and Ortiz glanced at him in alarm as the realization of the odds they were now facing struck home. 
 “Who’s your spokesman?” Mike asked. “And where’s the Chairman? I’d have expected that he would have been front and center at your little party.”
 “The Chairman no longer speaks for the people of the Federation,” Hancock said. “I don’t believe that he ever truly did, I fear. This isn’t what it appears to be.”
 “Then by all means, do enlighten me. I’m fascinated.” He glanced across at the sensor display, saw the Federation ship moving into formation with the Commonwealth squadron as his ships moved into position to face them, two mighty warfleets staring at each over across the void. 
 “The conference has failed,” McKinnon said. “It never had a chance, but that failure provides us with an opportunity to build something greater from the ruins. It must be obvious to you that a strong, stable government is needed if we are to repair the damage that this conflict has inflicted, and only the military will be able to provide such a government in the near future.”
 “Over the dead bodies of my crew,” he replied.
 “Not at all. Join us, Commodore. Take your place in the new government as an equal partner, and we can work together to build something better and stronger than we had before, a truly fair and free society.”
 “Seems that I’ve heard those words before,” he said. “During the Revolution. At least they took a little longer to compromise their principles than you have.” Shaking his head, he replied, “You obviously don’t know me very well if you believe for a single second that I will cooperate with this scheme, collude with a military coup.”
 “We have your father, Major Saxon, Major Cordova, Commander Schmidt and Wing Commander Kani hostage,” Crawford replied. “Their survival depends on your next action.”
 “Each and every one of them would be willing and ready to die if it meant defeating the tyranny you propose to impose upon us, Admiral. Though thank you for making the level of your morality crystal clear for all to see. You’re only making my decision easier.”
 “Think about what you are doing, Commodore,” Hancock said. “We have five ships to your four, and strategic superiority. Your commanding officer is our prisoner, and will be executed the moment you open fire. Then what happens to your people? You’re going to die, die and be forgotten, while we build the future.”
 Looking around the bridge, Mike replied, “My people all chose to serve because they wished to fight against tyranny. Because they believe in the possibility of a better future for all. Because they were tired of serving an unjust government more concerned with oppressing its people than with giving them the help and support it needed. Even if I was venal enough to issue such an order, none of them would obey it. I have no intention of betraying either them or my cause.” Taking a step forward, he added, “I give you sixty seconds to stand down and release your hostages, or I will be forced to take immediate offensive action. Castro out.”
 “I hate to say it, Mike, but the man has a point,” Ortiz replied, walking towards the command chair. “We’re outgunned and outmanned, and they’ve already taken a prime defensive position. They have the advantage, not us.” Turning to Petrova, he continued, “And he’ll kill all the hostages at the first opportunity, which I suspect includes your father.”
 Nodding, the helmsman said, “We could leave, sir. We’re close enough to the gravitational threshold to make a run for it, try and regroup at Hyperborea or Sinaloa. We don’t have to fight this battle, Commodore. Not against these odds.”
 Turning to Petrova, Mike asked, “What do you think, Lieutenant?”
 She smiled, looked at the viewscreen, and said, “Do what feels right, Mike. Your instincts have been good so far, every time. I’ll trust them once more to see us through to the end of this.”
 “Sensors,” Mike said, “What’s the story out there?”
 “All the civilian ships are scattered to hell and gone, Commodore. We’re going to get a clean battlespace this time. Nothing in the way.” Looking down at her systems, she added, “We are being actively probed, sir. No other change to target aspect. They’re still moving on a course to provide mutual support.”
 Nodding, he looked around the bridge, then said, “Communications, put me through to the fleet. I want everyone to hear us. And the enemy ships as well, if you can. We ought to be able to patch through to their internal communications network. Maybe we might change a few minds.”
 “Aye, sir,” he replied. “One minute.”
 “What are you going to do, Mike?” a nervous Ortiz asked.
 “What we have to do, old friend. Only that, and nothing more.”
 “Channel open, sir,” the technician said.
 “All hands, attention. This is the Commodore,” he began. “The Commonwealth and Federation forces have betrayed the ceasefire, and are preparing to launch an attack on our formation. It is only fair to tell you that we are facing superior odds, that the enemy is in a prepared defensive position, and that they hold many of our people hostage on the surface. They have offered me a chance to withdraw from the fight, either to switch sides and betray the cause for which we have all fought these last months, have already risked our lives to win, or to leave the system and refuse action at this time.”
 “I do not intend to accept either of their kind offers. I treat their suggestion that I should join their cause with nothing more than the contempt it deserves. We’ve gone too far to go back now. Nor am I willing to concede battle. If we allow the enemy formation time to recover, they will employ Earth’s orbital shipyards in order to construct a battle fleet to wipe us from the stars, giving up everything we have won up to this point.”
 “My intention is to attack and destroy the enemy, whatever it costs. And that cost will be grave. Many of us will die in the fight that it is come, and many of our ships and fighters will be destroyed. Without a doubt, this will be our last battle, and I am determined to make it a good one. This is the time, and the place, where we make our stand for freedom, and for liberty. Wing Commander Kowalski already died for that freedom, murdered by his own people on Titan. We can do no less than he.”
 “Take a good look around you, at the men and women you are fighting along side. Remember their names, remember their faces, because people will be talking about the battle we are going to fight today after we are long turned to dust, whatever the outcome. The eyes of the future are upon us. I know that we aren’t going to let them down, and I am proud to serve with each and every one of you. Good luck, good hunting, and I will see you all on the other side. Curtis out.” He looked at Ortiz, and asked, “Any complaints?”
 “Not a one, sir. We might go down, but we’re going to take a lot of those bastards with us.” He paused, then said, “Your father?”
 “He’s lived through worse than this before. I’m not counting him out yet, but there’s nothing we can do to help him now. Communications, try punching through to the planet while you can, but focus on our tactical net. Firm up all fleet firewalls. Any sign of activity from the enemy fleet?”
 “Holding position, sir.”
 Nodding, he said to Ortiz, “Let’s get...”
 “No,” his friend replied, a smile on his face. “You said it yourself. This is the last battle. That chair’s yours. I never really felt that comfortable sitting in it, anyway.”
 Mike looked at Ortiz, nodded, and sat in the command chair, all eyes watching him as he settled into place, a smile on his face. The enemy formation were still waiting, daring him to attack, watching to see what he would do next. Conceding the initiative was a mistake he was going to make sure they regretted, no matter what might happen in the battle to come. 
 “Helm,” he said, “Intercept course, maximum acceleration. Tactical, I want a firing solution with our primary armament as soon as our weapons come to bear. Contact Trotsky, and inform them that we’re going to lead the way in this one. Maybe we can draw some fire off Polaris and Regulus.” As the engines roared into life, he added, “Scramble all fighter squadrons, inform them that they have my permission and approval to fire at will.”
 “Aye, aye, sir,” Ortiz replied, moving to the Executive Officer’s station. Petrova walked forward standing by his side, and he looked up at her with a smile.
 “I’ve never felt more certain of anything than I do about this attack. We’re going to win. And we’re going to win big. I can feel it.”
 “I know,” she replied, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I have faith in you, and so does the fleet.” Gesturing at the viewscreen, she added, “Go get ‘em.”



Chapter 19
 
 “This is crazy,” Saxon said, looking at the grinning Curtis.
 “Come on,” he replied. “You must have wanted to do this at some point.”
 “Sure, but then I decided that there were better options than suicide.” She looked across at the building on the far side of the street, only two levels lower than the tower they were in, and said, “There has to be a better way.”
 “There isn’t,” he replied. “Gravity’s low enough for us to make it, and I’ll guarantee you that they won’t be expecting it. I’ll even go first if you want.”
 “Sure, we can watch you fall and come up with a better plan,” Saxon replied. “I’ll take up the rear, and...”
 “No,” Cordova said, shaking her head. “That’s my job, not yours. You three have to get away from here. I can be spared if the worst happens. Just get out of here, and whatever you do, don’t look back. Schmidt should have a shuttle warmed up and ready to go by now.”
 “If we’re going to do this,” Saxon said, “let’s do it, before our friends outside decide that they want tickets to this little aerial ballet.”
 Nodding, Curtis moved to the back of the room, then sprinted towards the open window with long strides, planting his feet on the ledge and pushing with all his might, gliding across the space between the buildings, trying to make himself as aerodynamic as possible. On Earth, he’d have fallen to his death, but here, gravity was less than one-sixth, and he had options they could never have dreamed of back home. He’d lived here long enough to grow accustomed to the opportunities low gravity could provide.
 The Commonwealth forces, though, had spent their whole lives on space stations, in artificial gravity. This was something outside of their understanding, and he glanced down at the street to see a dozen gawking figures looking up, rifles safely by their sides, unable to quite comprehend what he was doing. Behind him, he heard Kani making his jump, following him across before he had managed to make it to the other side.
 Up ahead, the building was approaching with what seemed to be breakneck speed, and he was belatedly concerned that he might overshoot, and frantically attempted to recall what was on the far side of it, hoping that it was something soft enough for a safe landing. An aerial rose from the roof, and he reached out for it, snatching it at the last second and swinging around to crash to the floor, rolling in a bid to lessen the force of the impact.
  Against all the odds and expectations, he’d made it. He looked up to see Kani diving towards them, Saxon a few meters behind, both of their faces a mask of concentration. They’d learned from his mistake, had given themselves less of a running start and seemed on course to make it without trouble. There was no sign of Cordova, but as Kani’s feet touched the roof, he heard the first gunshots from the far side, cracks filling the night that jerked those on the street to life, sending bullets flying through the air all around. 
 “Come on, you two!” Curtis yelled, Kani tumbling to the roof as Saxon followed. There was still no sign of Cordova, and he could guess why. As soon as the guards had realized what they were planning, they must have launched an attack to try and stop them. Cordova had decided right from the start that she wasn’t going to take the leap with the others.
 Saxon dropped into his waiting arms, almost stumbling onto the street as he pulled her to safety, glancing down at the people racing around below. Kani pulled open a maintenance hatch, and looked up with a smile.
 “All the way to the surface, nice smooth walls. Easy.”
 “We’re going to jump down?”
 “One-sixth gravity, remember,” Curtis replied, leaping feet-first down the shaft, kicking his legs to the side to slow his descent just enough to bring him down to a safe landing at the bottom. A shadow was cast over him as first Kani, then Saxon followed, the latter cursing under her breath at the ludicrous nature of their escape. To an extent, he agreed. This was crazy. But they had to move quickly if they were going to get away from the Commonwealth.
 He dropped to the floor, his knees bending as they absorbed the impact, and quickly ducked out of the shaft into the passage beyond, racing to the nearest exit. As he ran, he snatched his communicator out of his pocket, flicking through the channels in a bid to find the right frequency, the jamming field less intense beyond the hall.
 “Schmidt, this is Curtis. Come in.”
 “Commodore?” she replied. “Thank God. What’s your status, sir?”
 “We’re out, free, and running. Where are we going?”
 “Dock Five-Alpha, sir. Shuttle’s prepped and ready for takeoff.” She paused, then added, “Commodore, you should know that the Commonwealth and Federation forces are at battle stations, and that Mike is closing on them with the rebel fleet. There’s going to be a battle taking place in Titan orbital space in less than twenty minutes.”
 “This is looking more and more like a bad idea, Teddy,” a panting Saxon said, chasing after them. “We don’t have a hope in hell of making it home through that.”
 “Put me at the controls of that shuttle,” Kani said, “and I’ll get you back to Polaris. That’s a personal guarantee.” Flashing a smile, he added, “Or I’ll refund your tickets.”
 “Everyone’s a comedian,” Saxon replied, as the trio raced into the alley behind the building. Curtis’ long exile on this world paid off at last, and he picked his way through the back streets as only a resident could, ducking in between streets, the others struggling to keep pace. Behind him, he heard shouts and sirens, but there was no way they could catch up to him, not in the time remaining. They had enough of a head start to keep them well ahead of their pursuers, with one obvious caveat that he dealt with by a sharp turn to the left, running away from their target lock.
 “Hey, where are we going?” Kani asked.
 “We know where Schmidt is. I’m going to guess that the bad guys do as well. There are a hundred and ninety-four external airlocks in this dome, and they won’t have the manpower to guard them all, even if they’ve bribed every man with a gun on the planet. It’ll mean a longer walk, but we’ll live with that if it’s what it takes.”
 Saxon gasped as she drew level with him, saying, “Less talk. More running.”
 Just as he had hoped, the airlock he’d selected was clear, spacesuits hanging in the locker, ready for access. Saxon slid her card through the machine, stabbing controls to release three of the public-use suits, and they slid smoothly off the rail into their waiting hands. The trio hastily pulled the battered spacesuits into position, locking gloves and helmets in place, trying not to think about who might have used them last. Curtis looked back at the street behind them, and saw a trio of guards racing towards them, belatedly realizing the trick they’d played on them.
 “Get in,” he said. “Give me your rifle, Win.”
 “It won’t fire outside,” he protested.
 “Doesn’t matter,” Curtis replied, snatching the weapon away. Saxon and Kani stepped inside, and as he followed, he emptied the clip into the suits still hanging in position, wrecking any chance the guards might have had of following them. Tossing the useless weapon away, he ducked through the inner hatch as it was closing, Saxon stabbing the emergency release to admit them directly into the outside air, the force of the pressure change sending them tumbling.
 The gloomy atmosphere hung low as they worked their way towards the waiting shuttle, Curtis at the lead, moving from rock to rock in a bid to keep out of sight. The external surveillance devices hadn’t worked properly in years, but that didn’t mean that the Commonwealth forces wouldn’t be keeping track of them. 
 “Get down!” Saxon said, pushing Curtis and Kani to the ground an instant before a modified bullet flew through the air over the heads. “They’re outside the shuttle. We’ve taken too long. Damn it.” Frowning, she looked back at the dome, and added, “It’s only a matter of time before they work their way to our rear. I think we’ve going to have to come up with another plan.”
 “Not yet, we don’t,” Curtis replied. “We’re just going to have to modify this one a little. Schmidt, can you read me?”
 “Loud and clear at this distance, Commodore,” she replied. “I’ve got bad guys all around me. They just tried to get through my outer hatch, but I think I can hold them off for a while. I’m waiting and ready for orders.” 
 “Fuel status?”
 “Full tanks. I made sure to steal the best shuttle on the lot.”
 “Excellent.” He peered over the rock, counting the guards swarming around the shuttle. “On my mark, I want you to fire the thrusters on all sides at one-quarter power for three seconds, and the launching thrusters for one. Then open the outer hatch on my second mark. We’ll be inside a few seconds after. You got that?”
 “Aye, sir, but...”
 “We’ll get one shot at this, Commander. We’ve got to get it right the first time. Go on my mark. Stand by.” He looked at his two comrades, and asked, “How long do you think it’ll take you to cross that distance? Thirty seconds?”
 “I think so,” Saxon replied.
 “Yeah,” Kani added. “I can make it in that time.”
 “Good. Go on my first mark. Don’t wait for Schmidt to fire the thrusters. Every second is going to count. Especially as right now there are probably fighters vectoring into position overhead, ready to strike. Ready?” At their nods, he poised himself for the jump, and said, “Mark One!”
 He bounded out of cover at the same instant as the thrusters fired, bursts of super-hot gas at high-pressure erupting from the side of the shuttle in all directions. Two of the guards were caught directly by the blast, torn asunder from the force of the impact, and the others scurried for cover, forgetting their mission in their desperate race for safety. Heedless of the risk, Curtis, Kani and Saxon raced on, charging towards their ride home.
 The thrusters died, and the shuttle rested back on the surface, the trio dashing towards it with huge bounds, eating up the terrain in great leaps. Curtis was easily able to keep pace, the others falling behind, their unfamiliarity with the local gravity causing problems again. He could almost reach the hatch, and turned to see the others, knowing they had to make the attempt now, or never.
 “Mark Two!” he yelled, and the airlock opened. He jumped inside with a single bound, then held out his hands to help the others aboard, Kani the first inside. The surviving guards had recovered from the unexpected attack, and bullets began to rattle on the side of the hull as they tried to stop their escape, one ripping through Saxon’s sleeve, tearing a thin hole in her suit just as she dropped inside, the hatch slamming shut behind her.
 Curtis slammed the control for emergency pressurization, the local air forced out and replaced with the familiar oxygen/nitrogen mix, the inner door sliding open the instant the green light winked on. Kani was already tearing off his suit, racing for the cockpit, the first one inside.
 “Punch for Polaris,” Curtis said, as he helped Saxon off with her suit. “Did they get you, Major?”
 “Not even a scratch, but if I’d even been ten meters further from the airlock,” she replied, shaking her head. “Damn it, Teddy, you really do know how to hold a peace conference, don’t you. Less then twelve hours before catastrophic failure.” Bullets continued to hammer on the side of the hull, and she added, “Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?”
 “On it!” Kani yelled. “Initiating launch sequence. Hang onto your hats, people! This one is going to be rough.”
 “Story of my life,” Saxon said. Curtis looked out of the viewport as the colony dome began to recede behind them. He’d spent more than a third of his life in that city, but somehow, as they climbed, he had the oddest feeling that he’d never see the place again. Shaking his head, he scrambled back into the cabin, Saxon at his side, and strapped himself in. It was going to be a wild ride to orbit, and a wilder one when they got there.



Chapter 20
 
 Kani settled into the pilot’s couch, Schmidt moving across to the second seat, and rested his hand on the throttle, instantly disabling the safety overrides to gain greater acceleration. He didn’t have to worry about using this vehicle again, could ignore the flashing alerts that he was reducing the life expectancy of the craft by years with this hard burn through the atmosphere. All that mattered was his goal, Polaris, a tiny dot on the trajectory plot. If it hadn’t been swinging close to Titan on its way towards the enemy fleet, he wouldn’t even have had this chance, but Norton had obviously decided to give them every possible chance to make contact.
 Not that he’d been able to contact the ship yet. The jamming was still too great, and until they reached space, there was no chance they’d be able to line up a comm laser, not with the limited power available on the shuttle. He reached across to the guidance computer, punching in a series of instructions in a bid to smooth out their trajectory, aware of the cluster of small contacts in orbital space overhead. They might have been able to defeat their attacks on the surface with a few thruster burns, but the bandits moving into attack formation above them were going to be far harder to deal with.
 The shuttle soared through the atmosphere, climbing at a rate rapid enough to throw the external hull sensors into paroxysms of electronic rage, sending sirens echoing from every speaker. With a smile, he turned off the master alarm controls, bringing calm silence back to the cockpit, and glanced across at Schmidt.
 “We’re going to need help as soon as we can get it. Polaris must have some fighters up. Get ready on the comm laser.”
 “Way ahead of you, Win,” Schmidt replied, as the shuttle passed through the troposphere. Kani looked out at the stars, the ship clearing the atmosphere, the curvature of the world below now clearly visible. Targets danced across the sensor display, the civilian computer unable to identify them. It didn’t have to; Kani knew what they were. Fighters. The only question was which flag they were flying.
 “Shuttle, ah, Niner-Niner to Polaris,” Schmidt said. “Reply at once. Reply at once. Over.”
 “Come on,” Kani muttered. “Come on.” He looked at the conventional communicator, shaking his head. The Commonwealth was blanketing everything, probably with Federation help, and none of the usual systems would work. He eased up on the throttle, kicking the ship around with a pulse of his port thruster to put himself on course for their homeship. A trio of fighter formations had spotted him, and had either determined that the shuttle was a fine target of opportunity or were determined to protect it. Without communications, he was just guessing.
 “Niner-Niner to Polaris,” Schmidt continued. “Reply at once, reply at once. Over.” She turned to him, and added, “I’ll have their commtech’s hide when we get down. I’ve got the laser right on the receptor.”
 “We’ve still in the upper limits of the atmosphere. That won’t be helping.” Gesturing at the sensor display, he added, “As soon as we break into full vacuum, I’m going to have to start doing some fancy flying. Those bandits are getting a lot closer than I like, and coming in hard.”
 “Any chance they’re on our side?”
 “The way our luck is running today?” he threw a control, bringing the extremely limited countermeasures online, only a low-power shield of electronic interference between them and up to a hundred missiles on intercept course. He brought up the ship specifications, running his eyes over the design limits, mentally adjusting for the likely conservatism of the designers. There was a margin, albeit a fractional one, but something he could make use of with a little luck. At least they had plenty of fuel, enough for all the course changes they’d need to make.
 “We’re out of atmosphere,” he said. “You’ve got about thirty seconds, Commander.”
 “Niner-Niner to Polaris. Come in, come in! Over!”
 “Polaris to Niner-Niner,” a thin voice replied. “Identify yourself.”
 “Commodore Curtis, Commander Schmidt, Major Saxon and Wing Commander Kani on transit to Polaris, requesting immediate assistance. Repeat, immediate assistance.”
 “Roger,” the technician replied. “We have a fighter squadron close by. They’ll cover your approach. Keep your head down. Out.”
 “Now the fun begins,” Kani said, reaching for the controls. He looked up at the approaching ships, the brief contact with Polaris providing a flurry of tactical information, and set up a series of course adjustments, trying to minimize their time in the firing line. To his right, Schmidt labored over the electronics suite, trying to coax a jamming signal from the communicator. Polaris was ahead, only a short run at full power, and he glanced across at his co-pilot for a second.
 “Mind the shop.”
 “What?”
 He ducked under the console, pulling out the inspection cover and tossing it to the deck, peering up at the tangle of cables beyond. After as rapid a deliberation as possible, he reached up, yanked out two wires, and watched in satisfaction as the systems rebooted, the lights flickering for a brief second as the backup systems kicked.
 “What the hell are you doing?” 
 “These shuttles are a pretty good design. So good that they had to fit acceleration limiters. Which I just disabled.” He slid back into his couch, pulled his restraints into position, and said, “Everyone sit tight, and don’t turn your neck. We’re going for a maximum-power burn, and it’s going to hurt. A lot. Take deep breaths now while you can. You’ll know when the acceleration comes.” He tapped a final sequence into the navigation computer, then entered a sixty-second alarm to wake him up when the drive finally stopped, then threw the throttle full open.
 The force of the boost slammed him back into his couch, his vision instantly turning gray as the acceleration monitor winked a series of updates, the engines burning hotter than they had ever done before, at a pace that would have made the designers blanch. Through blurry, out-of-focus eyes, he saw the tracks on the sensor monitor, watched as the approaching attack squadron slid behind him, unable or unwilling to push their ships hard enough to keep pace with his never-ending surge. Polaris’ flight swooped past them, unleashing their missiles on the enemy, the Commonwealth formation paying a price for attempting to attack an unarmed vessel.
 Before he quite realized it, the alarm rang, and the thrust abruptly died, the shuttle spinning end over end, decelerating now at a more survivable rate as it slowed to dock with Polaris, completing the final course and speed adjustments to bring them alongside.
 “We’re through the jamming field,” Schmidt said, struggling to speak under the acceleration. She frowned, then added, “One of the Commonwealth squadron leaders wants to talk to you. Bill Brandt.”
 Tapping a control, Kani said, “Bill, I’m not sure we should be speaking...”
 “Is what Commodore Curtis said about Joe Kowalski true?”
 “McKinnon had him killed. Largely because she didn’t think she could control him. Apparently he had the crazy idea that he’d been elected to represent the point of view of the crew, rather than the senior staff.”
 There was a brief pause, and Brandt said, “Hook us in to your tactical network. We’re fighting for the wrong side. I think a lot of others might feel the same way when they realize just what happened. They tried to tell us that Joe was a traitor, that he’d sold us out to the rebellion like you did. I’ll guessing that’s about as big a load of crap.”
 “Just about.” Looking at the monitor, he said, “Take vector seven-niner. You should be able to get a nice run on one of the Federation squadrons. I’m not going to ask you to shoot down your own people, but I think the Federation is fair enough game.”
 “Will do. Good luck. Out.”
 “Not unexpected,” Schmidt said. “Let’s hope enough others on those ships feel the same way. As far as I can see, we make contact with Polaris in thirty seconds, and with the enemy in about six minutes. I’ll barely have time to make it back to Trotsky.”
 Turning to her, eyes wide, he asked, “You aren’t sitting this one out on Polaris?”
 “Trotsky’s my ship. My place is on her bridge.”
 “You’re almost as crazy as I am,” he replied, bringing up the docking computer. “Hang on, people. We’re only going to get a single shot at this.” His hand reached for the thruster controls, playing one against the other as he guided his ship in for a controlled docking. The ship moved in and out of the cross-hairs, Polaris herself hurled around the sky as it began its random walk, his shuttle a gnat attempting to land on the back of a dancing whale. He waited for a few seconds of inactivity, then slammed on the thrusters, the clamps locking into position on their first attempt.
 “We’re in, people! Everyone getting off at this stop, get moving now,” he said. “Can you handle it, Commander?” 
 “You have other plans?”
 “If you don’t need me here, then I think I’ve got something else in mind.”
 Nodding, she replied, “You run off and play, Win. I’ve got this.” 
 Tossing his restraints away, he stumbled through the cabin, emerging in the Starcruiser’s long lateral corridor, the airlock slamming shut just as he made it to the deck as the shuttle departed for its second destination.
 “Going back to her ship, huh,” Curtis said.
 “How’d you guess?”
 “That’s exactly what I would have done if I were her. I presume you’re heading for the hangar deck? I’ll call ahead and tell them to get one of the reserve fighters onto standby for immediate launch. Least I can do in the circumstances.” Clasping his hand, he added, “You’re a hell of a fighter, Win. If anything goes wrong, it’s been an honor serving with you.”
 “The honor is all mine, sir. Good hunting!”
 “And to you.”
 Curtis raced off down the corridor, heading for the bridge, Saxon right behind him, and Kani looked after him for a moment, puzzled by his words. Shaking his head, he turned and sprinted towards the hangar deck, eating up the distance as rapidly as he could, the comparatively heavy gravity of the ship weighing him down after his time down on the surface. 
 As he ran, he ducked around damage control teams dispersing themselves all across the ship, preparing themselves for the impacts that they were about to face. He’d had a good look at the tactical situation during the wild ride from the surface, and none of it looked especially promising. Polaris and Regulus would be facing the brunt of the attack, standing off against five enemy ships of their size. Castro and Trotsky would be able to help to some degree, but their armament was so heavily focused on the defensive that they simply wouldn’t be able to make much of a difference. 
 Everything would be down to the fighters, and just as Schmidt’s place was on the bridge of her ship, no matter how great a risk she was going to run to get there, his place was at the vanguard of the attack. He’d been commanding Polaris’ fighter wing since they’d rescued her from her asteroid hideout, and if this was going to be the ship’s final battle, he had to be there for the end, or he knew that he’d never forgive himself, would never be able to sleep soundly again.
 Finally, after what seemed like an eternity but must have been less than a minute, he ducked through the doors into the cavernous hangar deck, a single fighter waiting for him, poised in front of the launch tube. One of the deck gang tossed him a flight jacket and helmet, and he snatched them out of the air, quickly sliding them on before climbing into his cockpit, a smile on his face as the canopy descended.
 “Requesting launch clearance,” he said, as the locks engaged, waving at the crew chief as he ran the hastiest systems status check of his life.
 “Clearance on request, Win,” Rojek said. “Good hunting!”
 “Thanks, Felix. Initiating launch, Now.”
 He slammed a control, and the kick of the magnetic catapult tossed him clear of the ship once again, his engines firing to drive him into the battle already in progress ahead.
 “Here we go again,” he muttered to himself, though he knew he would have it no other way.



Chapter 21
 
 Mike looked up at the viewscreen, watching as Castro’s crew labored to prepare the ship for battle. The enemy formation was only a handful of minutes away, and their fighters were already dueling in the skies ahead of them, the sensor crews hard-pressed to keep track of the increasingly complicated melee. As far as he could tell, for the moment, they were canceling each other out. Which was not good news; if they were going to need every advantage they could get.
 The Federation and Commonwealth forces had meshed together quickly, but were still obviously operating as two separate entities. They’d had no time, no opportunity to train together, and Mike could see gaps appearing in their defensive formation, potential holes in their firing solution that he might exploit. He glanced across at Ortiz, who had displaced the Tactical Officer, and he nodded in reply. He’d seen the hole, was already planning a firing solution to take maximum advantage of the opportunity it offered.
 Five capital ships against four. Even on paper, this didn’t look good. When two of them were auxiliary ships, it started to look even worse. As he waited for the battle to begin, he idly wondered just when the Commonwealth had decided to betray them, whether it had been brought about by the unexpected collapse of the Federation or whether it had been a darker, longer-term plot. It was almost possible that the Federation had only feigned defeat, perhaps accelerating the inevitable in a desperate attempt to control it.
 The gravitational threshold was close on this vector. He could still turn, make a hard burn away, gather his fighters and withdraw. The enemy forces wouldn’t stop him. They’d be more than content to let him go, take the time to consolidate their position while he licked his wounds on the frontier. Or he could run further, make for the Halo Worlds and permanent exile, admit that he was defeated.
 He couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t do it. Too many of his friends had already died for the rebellion. He’d lost his ship, his Canopus. People all across the galaxy were counting on them to pull off a miracle. He just couldn’t work out how he was going to do it. Behind him, Polaris and Regulus were moving closer together, evidently planning to coordinate their firing pattern. They’d be the most powerful single unit in the battle, but if the enemy was able to concentrate their firepower, that wouldn’t make any difference.
 That was it. That was the answer. His ships might not be able to do much damage to the enemy ships, but if they could crack their formation in twain, that might give his father’s squadron a chance to do some real damage to the smaller fleet element. A smile on his face, he reached down to the trajectory computer on his right, entering commands into the system, bringing a new course into life on the viewscreen. He turned to Ortiz, who looked up at the projected flight path in disbelief.
 “You are the craziest...”
 “It’ll work,” he replied. “Contact Trotsky and order them to proceed as instructed. And someone hail Liberty and find out what she’s doing. She’s just been sitting out on the fringes of the system since the fighting began.”
 “I’ve been trying constantly, sir,” the communications technician replied. “She’s been ignoring all communications, and has made no movement at all. I’m not even sure if she’s at battle stations.” Frowning, he looked up, and added, “It could have been captured, sir.”
 “Or the Caledonians were in on this little conspiracy from the start,” Petrova gloomily added. “We’ll be heading past them in about two minutes, though, and so will the Federation forces.” She looked up at the monitor, and added, “My guess is they’re waiting to see who’s going to win, rather than making a permanent enemy of the victor.”
 “Depressingly, I think you might be right,” Mike replied, looking ruefully at the ship as Castro altered course, veering to the left while Trotsky turned to the left. Liberty would have made a huge difference to his planning. But then, so would Hoxha, lost on a fool’s errand to Mars in a bid to convince the conspirators he hadn’t uncovered their plan. A move that had helped them not at all.
 Still, in the long-term, it might yet rebound to their benefit. If they lost the battle here, one ship would remain to continue the fight, to perhaps find some way to snatch victory from defeat. And there was another possibility, as well. The revolt had happened. Every world aside from Earth itself had tossed aside the Federation, and there were rumors flying around that the Commonwealth was far from stable. 
 Any military coup would need a substantial military if it was going to win. All they had to do was smash the enemy formation to put it out of the fight, and the revolt would succeed. They just wouldn’t live to see it. He looked across at Petrova, working at one of the communications panels, and sighed. It just didn’t seem fair. After twenty years, he’d finally begun to rebuild his life, and now it was all being snatched away from him, once again. 
 “One minute to contact,” Ortiz said. “Not too late to alter course, Mike. We’re going to struggle to support each other on this vector.”
 “Call in any fighter support you can reach,” he ordered. “Anything to even the odds a little. We’ve got to make this pass at all costs.”
 Looking up at the display, Mike could understand the concern of his old friend. He’d placed Castro and Trotsky on collision courses with two of the enemy ships, poised to smash the formation in two, and the helmsmen were doing everything they could to push the attack home. If they were successful, then two weak ships would be traded for two strong, and his father’s force would have a far greater chance of winning the battle. 
 He didn’t expect to succeed, and he anticipated that his ships would be torn to pieces in the attempt. More likely was that the enemy commander would be forced to break formation, dive on either side in order to get out of the way, critically disrupting the already compromised defensive firing pattern. That would give Polaris and Regulus a chance to concentrate their fire, and individually, ship for ship, they were more than a match for the enemy.
 “I’ve got two squadrons riding shotgun,” Ortiz said. “One for each of us, running full defensive. I assume I’m going to be doing everything I can to stop their barrage?”
 “All we have to do is make it through this pass,” Mike replied. “Nothing else matters.”
 “Into the valley of the shadow of death,” Ortiz muttered in response, earning himself a sharp glare from Mike. “Sorry.”
 “Not inappropriate, though,” Petrova said. “Though I think you’re a better commander than Lord Cardigan.”
 “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Mike replied with a smile. “Twenty seconds to contact, people. All damage control teams to standby. Reserve power to the helm. Status of the enemy formation?”
 “Holding position and course at the moment, sir,” the sensor technician replied. “They’re just sitting and waiting. I guess they think we’re bluffing.”
 “More fool them,” he said. “Helm, we go right into them. If they give us half a chance, ram the bastard. I doubt they’ll let you get that far, but if you can, take it.” He looked around at the assembled technicians, and said, “Castro’s a good ship, but she’s outmatched in this fight. If we can destroy an enemy ship in exchange for our lives, it’s a good trade.”
 “Aye, sir,” the pale-faced helmsman replied, focusing on his station. Mike looked at him for a moment, trying to get the measure of the man, and nodding in satisfaction. He’d do his duty to the end, even if it meant his own death. They all would. Time and again, the rebel fleet had faced death, and they’d all expected to be fighting just this sort of pitched battle in Earth orbit by now. All of them were ready to sacrifice their lives. His responsibility was to ensure that their blood was well spent.
 The familiar pounding from the overhead turrets began, hurling particle bolts through space to hammer into the approaching salvos from the enemy mass driver cannons. All around, the fighters danced in between gaps in the formation, draining their reactors as they spat short-range bolts of death in a desperate bid to protect their homeship, one after another paying the ultimate price for their bravery. 
 On the viewscreen, a desperate story began to unfold, the two ships now independently diving towards their respective goals, neither able to properly protect the other, exposing both to an endless stream of fire. At least they were splitting their fire approximately equally, giving the two ships a chance to make it through the hell-storm. Mike had feared that they might adopt his strategy and focus all of their attention on a single ship. 
 Amazingly, they still had a chance.
 “Impact in seventy seconds,” the helmsman reported, desperately attempting to maintain control, to mask the emotions that must be running through him at that moment. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, but he was acting as though he was a veteran of twice his age. Mike glanced across at the sensor controls, wondering for a second whether it might worth ordering an evacuation. He quickly determined that it would be a futile gesture. Without Castro’s turrets to protect them, death would follow in short order. There could be no escape.
 “Getting awfully close, boss,” Ortiz said, looking up at his controls. “All our defensive turrets are on overload now. If we push this much longer, we’re going to have a burnout.”
 “Change to enemy target aspect!” the helmsman triumphantly yelled. “Xerxes has altered course, trying to get away, and they’re forcing Theseus to follow suit! We’ve done it, Commodore!”
 “Keep at it,” Mike said, a smile spreading across his face as he looked up at the enemy firing pattern, huge gaps suddenly appearing as their formation fissioned. “Don’t let up. Keep aiming for Xerxes, but I think you can veer off at the last second now.”
 “Aye, aye, sir!” he said.
 Relief swept the bridge, but Mike and Ortiz locked glances, knowing that the battle was far from over, that the offensive barrage was still getting dangerously close to the hull, pressing harder and harder as the overwhelming onslaught surpassed their ability to counter it. A loud report echoed from the hull, a stray shot piercing the starboard flank. Sirens sounded as the engineers raced to repair the damage, the ship drifting to the side as atmosphere exploded from the leak.
 “Compensate, helm,” he ordered. “Compensate.”
 “Trying, sir, but I’ve lost two thrusters on that side.”
 “They’ve got us, sir,” Ortiz said with a resigned sigh. “It was a nice try.”
 “Change to target aspect,” the sensor technician reported. “It’s Liberty! She’s opening up on Xerxes, full barrage on an unprotected flank!”
 Mike’s eyes lit up as he saw the full force of a mass driver bombardment rip into the side of the Commonwealth ship, gouging huge holes in its hull as it spun away, out of control. Instantly, the enemy firing pattern was broken in two, forced to swing around to deal with the unexpected threat, and the surviving fighters took the opportunity to release the last of their missiles, adding to the carnage. With a brief flash, Xerxes experienced the fate that it had meant for Castro, the reactor erupting and rendering the ship nothing must twisted, blackened metal, endlessly spinning through space.
 “My God,” Ortiz said. “Trotsky.”
 There had been no help for their sister ship, and the combined force of three enemy vessels finally broke through her defensive pattern, hammering into her side with repeated thunderbolts, tearing the helpless vessel into pieces. A handful of shuttles raced away, speeding to the rear, some talented pilot using the dying ship as a shield. As rapidly as it had come, the hope that the destruction of Xerxes had engendered dispersed, replaced by mournful stares at the horror unfolding on the viewscreen.
 “Focus, people,” Mike said. “Xerxes hurts them a lot more than Trotsky hurts us. They died well, and they died to give us our shot. Helm, prepare a gravity turn around Titan. We’re coming around for another pass.”
 “We barely survived this one...” Ortiz began.
 “That’s what ships are for, Commander,” he replied. “That’s what ships are for.”
 



Chapter 22
 
 Cordova fired the last rounds from her rifle into the advancing Commonwealth guards, knowing that she was going to run out of ammunition long before they ran out of people, knowing that, and not caring. She’d managed to buy enough time for Commodore Curtis and the others to get away, and that was more than she’d expected. She’d even beaten back the first wave of attackers, forced them to regroup for another attack, but the battle was going to come to an end at any second. 
 She saw the leering faces of the approaching guards, stepping over the bodies of their predecessors, the blood-lust in their eyes as they sought vengeance for their fallen comrades, and pulled the trigger to yield nothing other than a depressing click. The nearest raised his weapon, wanting to savor the last second of her life, making the critical mistake that would end his, as a fusillade of shots slammed into his side, tossing his body against the wall with blood splattered on the floor. 
 Petrov raced towards her, rifle in hand, throwing a pair of clips her way before asking, “What the hell happened up here?”
 “The peace conference is a sham,” she replied, slamming the new clip in place. “The Federation and Commonwealth fleets decided that martial law was a better idea. They’re going to massacre the delegates unless we can stop them.” Walking out into the corridor, she saw Bailey, also with a rifle, and asked, “Just the two of you?”
 “We got called into special emergency session, about fifteen minutes ago,” the Martian began. “We ran a little late, and heard the shooting up here. I take it you didn’t know anything about that?”
 “I’m guessing they’re getting an invitation to a massacre,” Cordova replied.
 “What’s happening in orbit?” Petrov asked, his face showing concern for his daughter and impending grandchild. “Any news from Castro?”
 “Nothing specific, but I’m guessing the attack has started up there. I don’t see how we can help them for the moment, but at least we can stop them completing this part of the plan.” Looking left and right, she said, “Any more of those bastards up here?”
 “Not at the moment,” Bailey replied. “I think you made a pretty comprehensive mess of them, Gabi. I counted half a dozen corpses on the way up here. We must have dealt with a pretty substantial part of their strength.”
 “I damned well hope so,” she said, peering down into the street below. Crowds were gathering outside, waving banners in the air, under the eye of the Commonwealth-suborned security, loitering all around. “Elevator secure?” 
 “Jammed,” Petrov said. “Permanently. I didn’t want them to get any reinforcements that way. Probably should have thought that one through a little longer.”
 Glancing at her watch, Cordova asked, “When was this meeting supposed to begin?”
 “About ten minutes ago. Got a plan?”
 “I’ll go in all guns blazing, hold them off as long as I can, while the two of you head the long way around and catch them in the rear. That gives us two chances to ride to the rescue.” She paused, and added, “I’m guessing a lot of them want me dead around now. That makes me a pretty good decoy.”
 “Right,” Petrov said. “Watch yourself, Major. It’s dangerous out there.”
 “Just be there when I need you,” she replied, racing down the corridor, heading for the emergency stairs. She didn’t know which route the others would take, and thought it better that she didn’t. In the unlikely event that she was caught, the less she knew, the better, though she had no intention of permitting the situation to get that grave. This time she wouldn’t spend all her bullets, and make sure she kept one back to the end.
 She kicked open the double doors to the stairs with a savage kick, racing down them three at a time, screaming a war cry her father had taught her as a girl. The last thing she wanted was stealth. She wanted everyone in the building to hear her. Had to, if her mission was to succeed. She stopped two levels early, hoping to throw the pursuers she was expecting off the trail, smashing a fire alarm as she raced past, sprinklers cascading water across the floor.
 She was being obvious. That was the point. There was no time for subtlety, and while a good commander would hold back his people, knowing that she was attempting to lure them into a trap, even the greatest would struggle when his men had revenge on their minds. As she’d expected, she saw a pair of guards racing down the corridor towards her, firing bullets almost at random into the air all around, smashing into the wall and hurling chunks of brick to the floor. She returned fire, sending them sliding into cover, and ducked down a side passage, not really caring where it led, only knowing that it would distract the guards for a moment longer.
 At the end of the passage, two more troopers reacted, moving from their position standing on either side of a door to fire at her, both bullets ripping into the ground. She returned fire, two quick shots that felled her foes, but more shots were coming at her from the rear as the guards reacted. On instinct, she raced for the door the two men had been protecting, sliding a hacking rod into position to crack the lock. Just in time, the door slid open, and she ducked inside, weapon in hand, working the mechanism to close and seal it again, gasping for breath.
 “Are you here to kill me?” Nakamura asked, sitting up in his bed. “It’s just that you seem to be taking your time about it, and for all you know, I could be a very dangerous man.” Bullets rang on the door outside, and he continued, “Or have you just picked a very strange place to hide.”
 Raising her gun to cover the aged politician, Cordova replied, “Don’t even pretend to tell me that you don’t know why I’m here. I ought to kill you right now, though I think you’re probably worth more as a hostage. Why didn’t you go down to the so-called emergency session? Didn’t want to watch the massacre you ordered?”
 “Massacre?” he asked, reaching for a dressing gown. “Major, I give you my solemn vow that I don’t have the first idea what you are talking about. I heard the shooting upstairs, but the guards told me that it was under control. I presume they are dead now.”
 “They fired first,” she replied. The bullets ceased, and a moment later, there was a pounding on the door, and she yelled, “Try and open it, and I’ll kill the Chairman!”
 “Feel free,” a voice replied. “You’ll only be saving us the trouble.” She looked at him, and a sad sigh came from the old man’s lips as a cutting laser began to burn into the door.
 Rising from his bed, Nakamura said, “Humor an old man in his final moments, Major, and kindly tell me what is going on here? I was having a most pleasant dream before I learned that my own people had decided to kill me.”
 “The military, the Commonwealth and Federation military, are planning to sabotage the peace conference. Essentially, we’re in the middle of a military coup, and I simply assumed that you were involved. I guess they decided that you were surplus to requirements as well.”
 “Evidently,” he replied, walking over to a side cabinet and pulling out a pistol with belt, strapping it over his dressing gown and cutting a faintly ludicrous, if dangerous appearance. “Don’t look so shocked, Major,” he said, smiling at her expression. “I once held the rank of Lieutenant in the Federation Fleet, and I still practice on the firing range whenever the opportunity permits. I venture that you might be wanting a sidekick in the action to come.”
 She looked at him, frowned, then said, “I hadn’t...”
 “Splendid. Now, I consider it most likely that our friends outside are positioned on either side of the door, and the cutting laser will doubtless permit them access in a matter of moments. I think it best that we control the time and place of the battle, don’t you?” She stared at him, dumbfounded, and he said, “I’m glad you agree. I suggest you take the right, I take the left, and that you open the door on my mark.”
 “You’re sure you still know how to use that?” she asked, gesturing at the pistol.
 “Just like flying a shuttle, Major. You never truly forget how.” He ambled over to his assigned position, pistol in hand, and gestured for her to take her place. Shaking her head in disbelief, she moved to the door, her hand poised over the controls, slamming her final clip into position. The heat from the laser sent beads of sweat forming on her forehead, an angry burn running almost the entire length of the door. It would be a matter of seconds before they were through in any case, no matter what she did next.
 “Now,” Nakamura said, calmly, and she tapped the control, the door sliding open, the laser briefly racing across to the far end of the room, setting the sheets of Nakamura’s bed ablaze. With a cold eye and quick finger, the politician leaned through the door, placing a shot squarely into the forehead of the first guard, seconds ahead of Cordova, who released a quick burst of ammunition into the space beyond, a howling scream testifying to the success of her attack.
 Shaking his head, Nakamura reached across to turn off the laser as the sprinklers doused the flames, sending clouds of acrid smoke in the air, and said, “Wasteful, Major. I prefer single, well-positioned shots. One never knows when one might obtain fresh reloads, though my former protectors seem to have left us surprisingly well-provisioned in that regard.” Snatching a gun from the floor, he expertly cocked it, gesturing down the corridor. “Shall we?”
 Nodding, she walked after him, and asked, “You’re no stranger to this, are you?”
 “I wasn’t born behind a desk, Major, and I spent my youth as a freedom fighter, just like you.” He paused, sighed, then added, “Our victory was perverted. Some of us tried to stop it, and I freely admit that most of us failed. The collapse of the conference is perhaps the final example of that.” Turning to her, he added, “The Federation is dead, Major. That chapter of humanity’s history is closed, and it will be down to people such as you and I to write the next pages. This time we cannot afford to make the same mistake, and we cannot permit anyone else to make that mistake for us. If that means sacrificing my life, then I am an old man, and one who has much to atone for.”
 “You’re as big a murderer as the rest of them.”
 “Perhaps,” he replied. “Perhaps that is so, and perhaps I made the same mistakes as the others, though I always believed that I was doing the right thing for the majority. Command is the art of compromise, Major, though sometimes we go too far.” Looking at her weapon, he added, “Kill me.”
 “What?”
 “Kill me. If it will help, if it will make you feel better, if you feel you have to avenge yourself for everything the Federation has done to you and yours. Kill me. But the payment for my life is that you have to promise me that you won’t let the military win, that you won’t let them drag humanity down the same tired road once again. We’ve trod it far too many times as it is, and I think it more than time for something new. Something better. At the very least, another throw of the dice.”
 She looked into the old man’s eyes, and saw something she had never expected to see in the face of a Federation politician.
 Sincerity.
 There was no fear. The man was willing to die. But for this moment at least, she wasn’t willing to kill him.
 “I need a partner if we’re going to save the delegates. You can live long enough for that.”
 Cracking a smile, he added, “Then I ask one more thing.”
 “What?”
 “Make sure they spell my name right on the headstone.”
 “Deal.”
 



Chapter 23
 
 “Report,” Curtis said, looking at Rojek.
 “Looks like our friends up ahead really did a number on the enemy fleet, skipper,” he replied. “They’re scattered to hell and gone. They’re trying to get themselves back into some sort of defensive formation, but they’re not making much progress. We’re going to be on them before they have a chance to form up. The big question is which part of the formation you want to attack? He paused, then added, “Perseus is pairing up with Theseus. That’s the stronger element.”
 “Are we going to get a clean run at the target?” Curtis asked.
 “Not a chance, sir,” Norton replied. “Too many fighters flying around, and I’ve been keeping track. Perseus has held its birds back. I guess they’re waiting for us to get closer, or they want to guarantee a second strike.” Turning to him, she said, “That suggests who we want to go for, I think, Commodore.”
 Shaking his head, he said, “That’s exactly what they’ll be expecting. We’re going for Agamemnon and Hector. Ironic enough names for an interplanetary double act. Inform Regulus that we’re to focus on one ship each, and link in our defensive armament. Lieutenant, I want the fastest pass you can manage. It doesn’t matter if we don’t hurt them too badly on this run. We’ve got to reduce the odds a little.”
 “We could try and link up with Castro and Liberty,” Hudson suggested. “One fast pass, then link up with the whole fleet for the second?”
 “They’d have time to form up, and they’d outgun us again. Trotsky died to give us a single shot at this, and I have no intention of letting them down. Time to target?”
 “Ninety-five seconds, sir.”
 “Commit,” he replied. “Any fighters around?”
 “Wing Commander Kani is attempting to rally a couple of squadrons, but they aren’t going to get to the battle in time to support us. We’re going to have to go in without cover.”
 Nodding, he focused on the trajectory plot, watching the ships dance around as Norton dragged Polaris into position to make the attack as planned. Already he could see the defensive barrage opening up, a couple of fighter packs making attacks of opportunity on Hector, their commanders reasoning his strategy and doing their best to help him press his attack home.
 He looked around his bridge, watched his crew at their posts, and smiled. Some of them were old hands, back from the days when he had originally commanded this ship. Most of them had been gathered in over the course of the war, assembled from a dozen other vessels and outposts, but somehow they had been meshed together over time into a crew, one of the finest he had ever known. None of them had to be here, none compelled by outside orders or a uniform. Each had made his or her choice to make the future of humanity their personal responsibility.
 “Any time now, sir,” Rojek said. “I have a targeting solution on Agamemnon, prioritizing engines, then weapons.” Glancing at a side panel, he added, “Perseus and Theseus are coming around, trying to close the range.” He grimaced, then continued, “Fighters launching, sir. Three squadrons, all of them on an intercept course.”
 “They’ll never get through our defensive screen,” Norton confidently predicted.
 “Just one more nail in our coffin,” Saxon gloomily replied. “Signal from the surface, sir. Riots breaking out in the streets.” She paused, then said, “Back to where we started.”
 “Ten seconds to firing range,” Norton said. 
 “Preparing full-power salvo,” Rojek added. “We’ll get them, Teddy.”
 “See that you do,” he replied. There was nothing more he could do. No more decisions to make. Everything rested now on the skill of their gunners, the efficiency of their power systems. The time for guile was over. Now it was time for raw firepower to have its day. He smiled as he felt the familiar pounding of the mass drivers overhead, tossing their deadly payload into space. Each turret would make minor adjustments, the better to confound the enemy, hoping to prevent them from obtaining the full benefit of their defensive firepower.
 He glanced across at the screen, nodding as he saw their offensive barrage inching closer and closer to the enemy craft, while Perseus’ fighter wing closed in, adopting a formation right out of the rulebook. One more thing in their favor. Only the corrupt and the doctrinaire were fighting for the enemy now, the others either dead or fighting for the rebellion. He, not Crawford, had the combat-ready crew. Even the Commonwealth forces had only blooded themselves in a single battle under his command, and they’d only come into play after the battle had been all but won.
 Frowning, he watched the two ships up ahead, both struggling to keep up with the intense volume of fire being hurled their way, even with the distant assistance of their comrades. There was something wrong, something strange about the way they were flying. They could be doing a lot more than they were to fight back, instead seemingly content to remain in position and pound away at the enemy forces. The oncoming fighters were going to be a problem, but not an insuperable one. Though there were no organized formations in position to stop them, there were enough individual rebel fighters flying around to give them something to think about.
 He was missing something, something critical, and he couldn’t help but think that it was going to cost them the battle. Reaching for his master sensor controls, he focused everything on the lead ship, on Agamemnon, and flicked through the readouts to examine every detail. He paused at the analysis of internal space, and his eyes widened.
 There was no oxygen outgassing from the ship. Even a vessel in perfect repair released something, had some trace of air escaping. Without oxygen, either the crew were having to fight in spacesuits, or…
 Or there was no crew aboard at all. And the whole ship was a trap.
 “Rojek!” he yelled. “Throw everything we’ve got at Agamemnon, and have Regulus do the same. We’ve got the bring that ship down, and we’ve got to do it now!”
 His friend looked at him, puzzled, but obeyed the order. Curtis focused completely on the ship’s flight path, the ship’s controller now realizing that his secret was out and guiding the ship towards them, heading on a collision course. He looked at Norton, the helmsman shaking her head as she struggled to alter her heading. Avoiding the enemy ship wouldn’t be easy at the best of times, and with the fire increasing as they drew closer to the Commonwealth formation, it would only grow worse.
 Then the fighters attacked, swarming in on a carefully chosen vector to do maximum damage to Polaris, concentrating on its maneuvering thrusters. The battle had been choreographed to perfection. Sweat dripped from Rojek’s forehead as he struggled to ward off the attacks, trying to make his defensive systems do additional duty, knowing it was a battle he couldn’t win.
 The ship shook as the missiles struck home, working their way to what the computer still believed were lower-priority systems. Her firepower and defenses were still intact, but the tools Norton had to alter the ship’s trajectory had been damaged, and she struggled at her helm, trying desperately to bring Polaris around in a bid to avoid the rapidly approaching Agamemnon.
 It was a battle she was going to loose. Collision alarms sounded throughout the ship, and under other circumstances, he’d have summoned the crew to evacuation stations. With the debris field that the destruction of the two ships would create, and the immense mass of firepower raging through space all around them, it would be hopeless, and they all knew it.
 All around, every technician worked to gain a little more power, a little more speed, to hasten repairs to the thrusters as rapidly as possible, but they were fighting a battle against time itself, with far too little of it to make any difference. Norton tried one final trick, venting a series of lateral compartments to space, hoping that the kick from expelled atmosphere might save them, but it was hopeless.
 Regulus and Polaris had both smashed Agamemnon to pieces, fragments ripped away as the ship buckled under the maximum barrage, but it was useless. With the damage Polaris had sustained, Agamemnon was locked into a suicide run, and there was nothing either ship could do to stop it.
 “Thirty seconds to impact,” Norton said with a sigh. “If anyone has any nice last words, now’s the time, I guess.”
 “Not yet, Lieutenant,” Hudson said. 
 “Course change from Regulus, sir,” one of the sensor technicians reported. Her eyes widened, and she added, “What the hell is she doing?”
 His sensors had been so tightly focused on the approaching Agamemnon that Curtis had been ignoring Polaris’ sister ship, and his mouth dropped open as he saw the course her commander had committed her to, diving in between the two vessels, hoping that the decreased range would allow her to reduce the mass of Agamemnon to something survivable, employing her mass drivers at maximum firepower. If she could just complete the maneuver, she’d nimbly dance out on the far side, able to strike Hector with full power before withdrawing from firing range. 
 Chaos reigned on the sensor display as he willed Regulus on, urging her with all he had to move faster, fire her weapons harder, get her attack home. It was working, Agamemnon’s midsection buckling under the increased strain, her superstructure almost in pieces. Then, abruptly, she broke in half, the two pieces now on trajectories that would take them safely away from Polaris.
 But not, alas, from Regulus.
 Her commander realized the danger her ship was in, burned her engines as hot as she could in a desperate attempt to get away, and for a second, Curtis thought that she’d make it despite everything, would manage to rally sufficient thrust to clear the battlespace. Then the oxygen reservoir on Agamemnon ruptured, tossing it just hard enough to slam it into the rear of Regulus, neatly destroying her aft engines and sending her tumbling through space, her turrets now firing blindly, wildly, as her helmsman struggled against all the odds to regain control.
 “Status?” Curtis asked, quietly, as the battle continued to rage almost unheeded.
 “Crippled,” Hudson said, shaking her head. “She’s out of the battle. In a safe orbit, though. I doubt they suffered many casualties.” Turning to Curtis, she replied, “They took the hit for us. We should be dead right now.”
 “Not many of my nine lives left at this point,” he said with a sigh. 
 “Clearing the battlespace,” Norton said. “I still have no thruster control, sir, but I’m able to bring us around for a second pass in conjunction with Castro and Liberty, in about eleven minutes from now. They could evade...”
 “But why would they?” Curtis replied. “Felix, any idea how much damage we did to the enemy ships?”
 “We hurt Hector, sir, but not enough. They’ll be able to take a full role in the battle.” Turning to Curtis, he replied, “We lost two ships to their three, but we couldn’t afford to lose Regulus. I’d say the odds are a little more against us that they were before. They’ll have time to come back into an attack formation worth a damn.” With a faint smile, he added, “Pretty even odds, actually. One Starcruiser and two lighter vessels a side, lining up for an old-fashioned duel.”
 “Except we can’t dodge the bullets this time,” Norton said, looking down at her controls. “Best repair estimates give us at least an hour before we get even some of our thrusters back. Those fighters really knew what they were doing.”
 “Most of them paid for it, though,” Hudson replied. “We knocked down thirty-one fighters during that engagement. I think we’ll both be going into the next firefight without support.”
 Looking around, Curtis said, “I don’t accept even odds, ladies and gentlemen. The fate of the galaxy depends on winning this engagement, and I will not permit random chance to make that decision. We’ve got eleven minutes to find some edge, some weakness that we can exploit, and I expect one of you to uncover it in that time. Get working.”
 “Aye, sir,” a resigned Rojek replied, turning back to his station. Curtis looked down at his controls, working the sensor pickups. There had to be an answer, somewhere.



Chapter 24
 
 Kani looked at the wreckage ahead of him, firing his boosters to take him well-clear of the ever expanding debris cloud, a few small fragments still rattling off his hull. All the tricks and plans of both sides had deteriorated into a predictable mess, both sides trying to recover from the damage inflicted in the first desperate pass. Neither had done enough damage to knock the other out, and both still had the teeth to destroy the other. 
 All around, fighters were scattered through space, vessels of both sides running low on fuel. He tapped through transponder codes, trying to locate familiar faces somewhere, working out who was closest to him. He’d launched too late to take a serious role in the battle, both his missiles still sitting on his wings, ready for a target. The enemy ships were far enough away that he’d never reach them, not before Polaris could, and for a second, he resigned himself to the thought that all he could do was sit back and watch the show. He looked at Titan beneath him, looming large in the screen, and frowned.
 There was an answer, a way he could get back into the fight. It’d be a tough maneuver, pushing the limits of what his fighter could do, probably wrecking it forever, but at any cost, he had to throw something into the battle, give Polaris one last chance to win. Finally, he found a familiar transponder, and smiled at the destiny that had brought him to this point.
 “Monty, this is Win, do you read?”
 “Roger, loud and clear. You missed all the fun!”
 “Yeah, well, this party isn’t over yet. How many ships of your squadron are around.”
 “Five, and I’m in contact with a few more. There are skirmishes going on everywhere, but we don’t have any Commonwealth ships around at the moment.”
 “Good. Patch me through to anyone you can find.” 
 “Sure, linking you up now.” 
 “Everyone, this is Wing Commander Kani. If you’re still ready for action, I’ve got a way for us to get a second firing pass on the enemy ships in four and a half minutes, but you’re going to have to make sure that your structural systems are working properly. We can’t get to them on conventional boost, but if we throw in an atmospheric skip, we should come out with an eleven-second window of attack.”
 “This maneuver is going to push the abilities of our ships further than anyone would ever recommend, and I know that some of you have suffered damage. If you don’t think that your fighters can handle the strain, then hold this course, and see if you can get yourself into some of the skirmishes out here. If you want the wildest ride of your life, I’m entering the course change right now, and we’re twenty-two seconds from implementation. Your call.”
 “Come on, Win,” Montgomery replied. “Do you really think any of them are going to say no, based on that?”
 “Probably not,” he said, a smile on his face, as he entered the final details of the course into the computer, the systems giving reluctant acceptance to the programmed trajectory, conceding that there was at least a marginal chance that he might be able to survive it. All across local orbital space, fighters meshed themselves into his command network, lights flashing on one after another to provide status updates.
 “Murdoch,” Kani said, tapping a control, “I’m ordering you to stay back. Your underhull plating is compromised in three places, and if you try and go as deep as we’re going to have to, the only thing you’ll be able to contribute is super-hot plasma.”
 “Sir,” the young pilot began.
 “That’s an order!” he said. “See if you can round up as many other pilots as you can and put them on a reciprocal trajectory. You might be able to catch any ships that try and go wide. Get moving.”
 “Aye, sir,” she reluctantly said, dropping out of the network. None of the other fighters had been damaged to quite such a serious degree as Murdoch’s, but enough of them had been marred by the battle that he hardly expected half of his ships to pull out of the skip maneuver at the other end of the run. He grimaced, looking at the strategic plot again, but there wasn’t any choice. If they lost this battle, they were as good as dead anyway. Better to go down fighting.
 His engine roared, hurling him down towards Titan, putting him on the calculated trajectory. All around him, dozens of points brightened, the fighters all around following his course track, joining him for one last strike at the enemy. Even a few of the Commonwealth fighters, defectors from the tyranny of their commanders, had elected to join the battle on their side. Settling his hands on the thruster controls, he threw a switch to kill the alarm system, preemptively silencing the panoply of klaxons that would otherwise shortly sound. 
 On his heads-up display, the altimeter winked on, lights indicating that he was already skimming into the atmosphere below, soaring at maximum acceleration across the sky. There was no sign that any enemy forces had yet reacted to his move, perhaps assuming that there was no realistic way for them to survive. That they might be right had occurred to him, but he dismissed those thoughts as defeatism. 
 Left alone, Polaris, Castro and Liberty were going to die. The three ships arrayed against them were all in better condition, had marginally superior armament and defense systems. Space warfare boiled down to statistics. Usually, the more powerful ship won, unless the other side could come up with a way of improving the odds. He aimed to do just that.
 Flames briefly licked around his lower hull as he raced through the atmosphere, lining up his course with pinpoint adjustments on his thrusters to fine tune the attack. A pair of lights winked off his squadron status panel, and he sighed. Two of his people had just died, somewhere in the distance, their remains destined to settle across the world they were fighting to save. Somehow fitting. Another flickered out, blinking stubbornly red for a second before switching to a terrible, final, black.
 And at that, his people were doing better than he’d feared. Those with battle damage were nursing their fighters through the dive, even at the expense of speed, and his formation was settling into two attack waves. They were beating all the predictions, and he only belatedly understood why. Before, in the Commonwealth, only a handful of fighter pilots had ever seen real combat, and even they’d only experienced the occasional skirmish. For the Federation, the situation was even worse, few squadrons able to report even a single kill.
 These pilots were veterans, warriors who had fought in a dozen firefights all over this part of the galaxy, who had faced battle time and again and come through the other end, forged in the crucible of fire. Any one of them was the equal of the crack pilot he had once been. The enemy they were facing had no such experience, no such seasoning, and were suffering for it in battle. Already they had a significant advantage in fighters, if nothing else.
 As he pulled out of the dive, three more lights faded from his panel, a report flashing that one of them had attempted the desperation move of bailing out, hoping somehow to live through the last stages of egress with enough velocity for someone to pick them up. Six lost out of twenty-seven. And nineteen missiles between the survivors, ready to punch into the side of the enemy ships.
 Finally leaving the atmosphere again, he focused his sensors ahead, and smiled as he saw the trio of enemy ships setting themselves up for an attack run, homing in on their target, the rebel fleet. There were no other fighters in the air, and they had a clean run ahead.
 “Kani to all pilots,” he said. “Those without missiles, take the lead and run interference for those who do. Look for weaknesses in their defense systems. You can bet that they’ll throw everything they have at us as soon as we get into range.” Glancing to the side, he said, “Our target today is Perseus. Go for her engines and defensive systems. We don’t have the teeth to destroy her, but if we can get a few well-placed shots into her gut, we might be able to make it easier for our people to wipe her out on the next pass.”
 Looking up at his course plot, he added, “We’re going to be on fumes after this attack, so put yourself on the safest vector you can, and with any luck someone will be along to pick you up when the shooting stops. Good luck. Kani out.”
 He looked over the blueprints again, stabbing the panel to choose his target, the primary heat exchanger. One good hit would drastically reduce the thrust their engines could manage, perhaps give Polaris the edge it needed to win the battle. Clicking a control, he enabled the launch mechanism, and the targeting computers frantically began to calculate a firing solution, trajectory plots flashing on his heads-up display as his systems determined the best approach to his goal.
 It seemed so strange, almost like a simulation, no sign of battle anywhere, just his remaining fighters diving serenely towards the target. The seconds counted down as the ships danced in formation, moving as he had ordered to ensure that those with the missiles had the best chance to deliver their payload, to punch large enough holes through the defensive systems to allow them to reach their target intact.
 Lights flashed in the sky as the defensive armament of the three ships engaged, a wall drawn in space beyond which it was death to cross. Launching their missiles without working to mitigate those defenses would be a waste of time, and he stabbed down on his own particle beams, following a pre-selected firing pattern designed to provide just such a gap, while carefully adjusting his course to keep him clear of the enemy.
 More lights winked out on his status board, some of his pilots less fortunate than he, but the missiles raced clear, diving towards their target, inside the optimum defense perimeter. Seconds later, a dozen tissues of fire erupted across the ship’s outer hull, and he pulled away from the ship into the safety of empty space with a smile on his face, looking over the damage reports that streamed in. With the last of his fuel, he kicked himself on a trajectory that would take him roughly in the direction of Enceladus, weeks from now, before looking back at the status board again, with a deep sigh.
 He’d taken twenty-seven fighters into the dive. Twenty-one into battle. Four were returning. Montgomery was one, unsurprisingly, the rare combination of skill and luck paying off for the young pilot once more, and one of them another veteran, this time from Canopus, and one of the last-minute Commonwealth defectors.
 And yet, his lost pilots had spent their lives well, the enemy ship already falling back in the formation, the other ships forced to concede some of their acceleration to hold by his side, precious seconds granted to Commodore Curtis and his surviving flotilla.
 “Curtis to Kani,” a voice said, echoing through his headset.
 “Kani here. Go ahead.”
 “That was some nice flying, Win,” Curtis replied. “Damned nice flying.” 
 “Our pleasure, sir. Just make it count.” He paused, then added, “And don’t forget to send someone to come get us when you win.”
 “We won’t. Out.”
 With one final pulse on his thrusters, he turned his fighter around to face the battle that was to come, setting his sensors to watch the action as it developed. The final fight of the rebellion was about to begin, and he had no intention of missing it. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the familiar vial, and held it up in his hand, watching the particles within dance in the micro-gravity, strangely swirling about while he watched. 
 “Soon have you home, Gogo. Soon have you home. And with a little luck, I won’t be joining you any time soon.” He placed the vial containing his grandmother’s ashes back in his protected pouch, settled back, and waited for the shooting to begin. If he was calculating his trajectories right,  they’d make contact in seven minutes.”
 Seven minutes that would decide the course of the next seven generations.



Chapter 25
 
 Mike looked at the damage reports flickering in, a smile on his face as the data streamed through the display. Kani’s formation might only have placed a dozen small missiles on target, but each had managed to hit a critical system, and the enemy flotilla had been forced to pull back, just enough to give them time to press home their attack. He looked across at Ortiz, doubt still filling his old roommate’s face as he looked back.
 “They’ve still got the edge, skipper, and they’ve got a few fighters coming in now. I can’t get a clean signal from Polaris, either. Looks like both their primary and secondary comm lasers were damaged, and we’re in range of enemy jamming now.” Throwing controls, he added, “That works both ways, of course, but it still isn’t promising. They already know where they’re going, and they’re going right for us.”
 “Contact Liberty, and have them move into tight formation. We’re going to shield Polaris and let them take their punch. If we can knock out Perseus without taking too much damage ourselves, then those Commonwealth cruisers don’t stand a chance, and they know it.” Turning to Petrova, he added, “I want all hands on both ships to head as far from the outer hull as possible. Only essential personnel out there. And pass the word to damage control that they can expect multiple impacts in a matter of minutes.” 
 “On it, Mike,” she replied. “Still nothing new from the surface, but there are large crowds gathering outside the conference hall, and reports of both Commonwealth and Federation troops on the streets, working together. I guess if there was any doubt about what exactly is going on, we can forget about it.” 
 “Your father?” he asked, his eyes laden with concern.
 Shaking her head, she replied, “I haven’t been able to raise him. He’s a tough old bastard, and he’s lived through firefights before, but...”
 Nodding, he said, “I know. If you want to take a shuttle and go down there...”
 “My place is by your side,” she replied, her words flowing quickly.
 “All decks are cleared for action,” Ortiz said. “Firing range in one minute, ten seconds.”
 “Helm,” Mike said, “I want this ship to dance through the sky when the rocks start flying, but whatever else you do, keep us between the enemy and Polaris. Our mass driver cannons won’t make enough of a difference to matter, but theirs will.” He paused, then added, “Feel free to set up another ramming attack if you get a chance.”
 “Aye, sir, but I doubt they’ll let it get that far this time,” the young officer replied, gesturing at the viewscreen. “They’ve dispersed their formation a little.” 
 “Interesting,” he said, rubbing his chin. “That might give us a bit of an edge. There must be some holes in their defensive armament.”
 “Sensors are at full resolution,” Ortiz said. “If there is a gap, I’ll find it.” Grimacing, he added, “I think someone over there’s had the same idea as you, skipper. They’re moving the Commonwealth forces up to cover Perseus. This is going to get tougher.” His hands danced across the controls, and he added, “Preparing defensive barrage as soon as we get within range.”
 “Cannons to the right of them, onward and thundered,” Mike muttered.
 “What was that?” Ortiz asked.
 “Nothing, Bill. Nothing.” Looking up at the sensor display again, he took a deep breath. This was precisely the sort of battle he’d always been trained to avoid, leading an inferior force against superior strength in open space, no further chance for guile to come into play. All he could do was hurl his ships against the enemy and hope that brute force and determination could carry the day.
 And luck, as well. They’d need a lot of that if they were going to get through this alive.
 “Firing range in fifteen seconds,” Ortiz said. “I have locked in with Liberty’s tactical officer, but I still can’t get through to Polaris.” Gesturing at the screen, he added, “We now have a fighter escort, though.”
 “How many?”
 “Three,” he replied with a grin. “You never know. They might make all the difference. Firing range in five seconds. Here we go.”
 Mike settled back in his chair as the battle began in earnest once again, the familiar patterns of force dancing across the sensor display, curtains of fire shimmering on the screen as the gunners on the six warring ships struggled to find a critical weakness, something they could exploit to destroy the other. The scars of battle weighed heavily upon them all, hastily repaired hull breaches still yielding air, savage wounds on their sides, blackened and burned from the brief ghosts of flame from impact damage. 
 The battle waged back and forth as he watched, the few fighters that had managed to catch them dancing around in an aerial ballet, each removing the others from the conflict one at a time, brave soldiers sacrificing their lives for a second’s advantage. Then came the critical moment, a fighter diving towards one of the ships, the telemetry indicating desperate damage, the pilot choosing to end his life in glory as he slammed into the side of Hector, catching it close to the secondary oxygen reservoir.
 A cascade of air escaped into space, tossing the ship to starboard and opening up the briefest of gaps in the attack pattern. Mike leaned forward, a smile on his face, knowing that there was now a single chance to crack through the enemy formation.
 “Helm, take us in.”
 “What?” 
 “Through the gap, at maximum acceleration. We’ve got to get underneath their firing pattern, and you’ve got seconds to do it. Move!”
 The young officer’s eyes widened, but he obeyed the order, throwing Castro deeper into the fray, breaking out of the defensive formation and speeding into the brief gap that the lucky strike had made. Their shots couldn’t hit home, but the enemy gunners had to compensate for the course change. Even the weakened defensive screen would still wreak terrible damage on Castro, and Mike gripped the arm rests of his chair, waiting for the onslaught to begin.
 The hull rattled with the force of a hundred impacts as the helmsman struggled to keep the ship on course, rotating her to spread the damage as widely as he could, pinpoint adjustments with what was left of his thrusters to avoid the worst of the impacts. Their defensive turrets continued to fire, desperately pounding particle beams into the void at the approaching swarms of rock. 
 Then, all at once, they were through. Inside the firing arcs of the enemy formation, with a perfect window of opportunity to do maximum damage. Castro’s gunners had known this was coming, the survivors on the outer hull given just enough time to adjust their weapons, and the full, terrible force of the combined offensive and defensive armament pounded into Hector, savagely tearing into her hull, bodies hurled from her side by escaping air.
 Behind them, Liberty had followed the same course, her commander a second slower than Mike, and his ship was paying the toll as Perseus fired again. Her target was the other Commonwealth ship, as Hector nosily died, scattered debris hurled in all directions as her superstructure ruptured, the final end mercifully swift.
 A second flare, this time from Liberty, but she’d died well, doing her job, and as the screen cleared, only three vessels remained. Castro, Polaris and Perseus, and now Polaris could bring her primary armament into play, hammering into the side of her sister ships. 
 Castro’s systems status panel was a sea of red, her helmsman desperately jabbing at his control panel in a bid to bring her under control, her course now a lazy spiral dance through the cosmos. The trajectory tracker was stuttering as the systems began to crash, one after another, but through it all, Mike’s eyes were locked on the viewscreen, on the sensor images that showed the battle in progress, and the damage control projections from Polaris and Perseus, both of them doing almost equal damage to the other.
 Finally, Castro’s shattered power grid could take no more, one final impact catching her in her side, sending her tumbling further out of control as the lights flickered and died, the control systems crashing and rebooting with angry crimson alerts flashing on and off.
 “What’s the story,” he asked, turning to Petrova.
 “Not good,” she replied. “The main reactor scrammed automatically, but it’ll take hours, days to bring back online. We have a hundred and ninety-seven separate hull breaches, and that last blast took out our remaining turrets. No attitude control, casualty reports flooding in.” Shaking her head, she added, “It’d probably be faster to tell you just what’s working around here. We still have life support and some internal communications, but that’s about all.”
 “Any shuttles?” he asked.
 Turning to him, Ortiz said, “You wouldn’t get ten feet out there, Mike!”
 “No, but their sensors and communications might still be working. The network should have linked over automatically, but if we’ve had this much damage...”
 “I’m on it,” he replied, leaning over his console. “Wait one.”
 “Listen,” Petrova said.
 “What? I don’t hear anything.”
 “Exactly. They’ve stopped shooting at us. No sign of activity at all.” She glanced at a clock, and added, “If Hoxha obeyed orders, she’ll be on her way back already. Scheduled to arrive in two hours. There’s a chance that she might be able to finish the job.” Turning to him, she continued, “I’m not an expert, but those two ships looked about evenly matched to me.”
 Nodding, he replied, “That’s about what I figured, as well. It’s going to come down to a single lucky shot.” Sitting back in his chair, he looked down at the status reports, the panel flickering on and off as the internal network struggled to remain online, and sighed. “Thirty-seven dead, and that’s just a preliminary estimate. It could easily be twice as big.”
 “They knew what they were getting into,” she said. “Even if you’d told them before the battle that they weren’t coming back, most of them would have gone in regardless. You know that.”
 “That doesn’t make it any easier.” Looking up at the black viewscreen, he continued, “If we won the battle, that’s enough justification for me. We can’t lose. Helm, any control, anything at all?”
 “Not a thing, sir, and even if I did, I don’t have any sensor inputs at all now. We’re flying blind.” Looking down at his instruments, he added, “We weren’t on course to run into anything, and we had good orbital velocity, so I’d say we can probably stay on this trajectory for a while.”
 Petrova whistled, and said, “I’m glad to hear it. We just got the first provisional estimate for systems restoration.” 
 “How bad?”
 “Twenty-nine hours, with all hands working around the clock. And that just gets the primary systems working. She’s a wreck, Mike. I think she’s fought her last battle.”
 “Speaking personally, I rather hope that I have, as well. Bill, do you have sensors yet? Anything at all?”
 “Almost there,” he replied. “I’ve got a technician running physical connectors to the lateral data relay. That’s the only one in anything even remotely resembling operational readiness.” His hands moved across the controls, and he added, “I’ll have to feed some of our battery power to make this work. It’s going to cut down our life support.”
 “If we’re not on our way to the surface within the next few hours, we’ve lost anyway,” Mike said. “Just get me that picture. I’ve got to know what’s happening out there.”
 “Why?” the helmsman asked. “There’s nothing we can do, anyway.”
 “I’ve got to know,” he pressed. “And don’t give up so quickly, son. There’s always a chance.”
 “Got it!” Ortiz said, and the viewscreen flickered back into life, fading first for a second before returning once again, strong and steady. The image on display filled Mike’s heart with dread. As he’d feared, Liberty was gone, her first battle also her last. Polaris and Perseus were still in space, the latter listing to the side but still diving towards her goal. Larson Tower. The Titan space elevator.
 “My God,” Petrova said. “If he crashes into it...”
 “Then the tower will collapse, and wrap itself around the equator a dozen times before it stops. Maximum strength earthquakes, everywhere. Nobody on the planet could survive that.” Turning to Ortiz, he said, “We’ve got to get our main engines back online, now.”
 “Not a chance, sir. I’m not even sure how long we’ll have life support, never mind propulsion, and we’re only going to have sensors for the next five minutes. Even if we could get moving, we’d have no attitude control at all.”
 “Wait a minute!” Petrova yelled. “Polaris. She’s on the move. Heading in at full speed.” She looked at the damage reports, her eyes widened, and said, “Her forward guns are out. I’m surprised she’s moving at all with the hits they’ve scored on her.”
 With a deep sigh, Mike said, “I know what’s he’s doing. He’s going to ram.”



Chapter 26
 
 Cordova sprinted through the corridors, the elderly Nakamura keeping surprising pace as she raced towards the conference room, praying that she would make it in time. The other party she’d dispatched were meant to be reinforcements, she the decoy, but it had been obvious for the last few minutes that she’d failed in that, with no sign of any guards for some time. She knew why, and that knowledge filled her heart with dread.
 If the delegates died, then even if they defeated the Commonwealth and Federation forces in orbit, the result would be interstellar anarchy. It had been a minor miracle that they’d managed to assemble the group they had, and the calls for vengeance from their respective worlds would demand nothing less than war, endless war until they’d sated their blood-lust. They were close to it already, millions of voice screaming with righteous anger, demanding vengeance for the manifold wrongs done them by the Federation.
 A part of her agreed, and though there was ample justification for their fury, the little girl who had watched her father gunned down by Federation troops looked back at Nakamura and wondered why the adult she had grown into had betrayed her by letting him live. Yet the elderly politician had stood by her side during the fight in the corridor, was wielding his pistol with grim determination on his face. Commodore Curtis had claimed that he’d been his biggest ally in the peace talks. That he’d truly wanted them to succeed.
 And they had to succeed.
 They were the last chance to restore some sort of order from the chaos into which she had thrown all of human space. Technological civilization was a fragile thing, even on nominally habitable worlds such as Earth and Caledonia, neither of which could live for long without access to space-based resources. Billions would die of starvation, plague or simple systems malfunction in any prolonged collapse, whole worlds depopulated while the people waited for the starships that would never come. She could see it in her mind, as though it had already happened. No matter what it took, she had to prevent it, or die trying.
 Turning a corridor, she increased her pace, gasping for breath as she reached out for a set of stairs to the lowest level, to their destination. A janitor was loitering by the wall, hearing aide dangling loose, lackadaisically cleaning the floor, his own fear undoing all of his work as he looked up to see the rifles aimed at him. He dived for cover behind a bench as Cordova leapt for the stairs, taking them in long bounds in a desperate attempt to gain speed. That she hadn’t seen any guards since she’d rescued the Chairman could mean only that they were preparing for their massacre.
 Through the walls, she could hear chants and cries from outside, the local population gathering, somehow aware of what was taking place within these walls, that the very future of their world depended on the next five minutes. Finally, she reached the final corridor, a trio of guards at the ready, opening fire as soon as they saw her, not waiting to confirm her identification, only eager to protect the secret they were hiding within.
 Bullets flew through the air like migrating birds, and her instincts told her to dive for cover, try to hide herself from the onslaught, but she knew that she didn’t have time, that they’d use any spare second they could get to complete their deadly work. She forced herself onward, weaving from side to side, muttering prayers to half-remembered gods as she returned fire. Behind her, Nakamura had made the same decision, and his exalted status was proving to be no defense against the ruthless men who had, until just moments ago, been assigned to his defense.
 As she closed the range, her bullets found their mark, while those of the guards continued to go wide, as though they couldn’t quite believe that she was still pressing her attack despite all the odds. The leftmost one fell with a bullet in the shoulder, clutching at the wound as blood liberally spilled onto the deck. Nakamura took another with a shot to the leg, the figure tumbling with a scream that comprised rage and pain in equal measure. Only one remained, and as he saw the cold determination in the eyes of his two attackers, his nerve failed him and he fled.
 Cordova didn’t even try to open the door with the release mechanism, instead firing a short burst into the lock, the magnetic system disengaging to allow them entry. She sprinted inside, moved to the wall, and covered the room, evidently with only a handful of seconds to spare, a dozen gunmen standing before the delegates, ready to shoot. Cordova and Nakamura fired neat bursts to send them diving to the decks, and the eight men and women who had been about to die quickly recovered. Most of them were rebels, had spent their lives fighting guards like these, and began to demonstrate their well-honed skills.
 The room was filled with the sound of gunfire and the stink of cordite, bullet holes ripping up the walls as wild bursts of automatic fire filled the air. Cordova dived behind a table, then looked up to see the rear door open, her reinforcements finally arrived, Petrov leading a charge that brought down the last knot of resistance in the corner of the room. Gasping for breath, Cordova gestured with her gun to the delegates.
 “Cover the entrances. There will be more of them any moment.”
 “What’s going on?” the Sirian asked, bombast fled from his voice as he looked at the others. “What’s the meaning of all of this, and why is he...”
 “It’s simple, Devon,” she replied, walking forward. “We came here to try and build a better future, but there are too many people who’d prefer things to remain just as they are, for the strong to remain in control, the population crushed underfoot. A single Commonwealth delegate clutched his rifle nervously, looking around, and she walked up to him, placing her hand on his shoulder.
 “The Federation, the Commonwealth, are history,” she said. “I know that. Old allegiances don’t mean a damn thing. A collection of tyrants up there in the skies above us are planning to turn the clock back a hundred years, to add military misrule to the catalog of failed experiments in interstellar government.”
 Nodding, Nakamura added, “Freedom, liberty and justice are inconvenient to these people. You can’t put them on a balance sheet or an org chart. You’ve got to accept them.” He sighed, and said, “We’ve forgotten that, time and again, and the result is the misery in which billions now suffer, down on Earth and up in the colonies. There has to be a better way, some superior form of government that we can attempt. Perhaps it is time to give democracy another try.”
 Petrov waved his communicator, and said, “It might not be up to us. I managed to get a quick signal from Regulus. A distress call. There’s some sort of firefight taking place up in orbit, our fleet against that of the Federation and Commonwealth, and I don’t think it’s going very well.” With a sigh, he added, “This might end up being our last stand, whether we like it or not.”
 Shaking his head, Nakamura replied, “I do not believe that, and even if it is so, there remains another answer. Any government, even the basest tyranny, ultimately rules only by the will of the people. If you doubt me, look around you! My predecessor as Chairman was a ruthless thug, with the power of a mighty military-political organization at his back, and yet, despite everything, you defeated him! You smashed his fleet, his power base, and the Federation fell!”
 Glancing at the door, Cordova said, “We stopped them once. We’ll stop them again. Even if we lose the battle in orbit, we can still win the war, but only if we all agree to put aside our past differences and find a way to live together in peace, as one government working for the benefit of all mankind. I know it can be done, and if nothing else, we have a solemn duty to those who have died during this struggle to try.”
 “Company coming!” the Titanian delegate shouted, kicking over a chair to provide makeshift cover. The rest of the delegates moved to their chosen positions, rifles at the ready, many of them with looks of surprising ease on their faces. The negotiations had been anathema to most, but all of them had thrived in the crucible of conflict. Life was a lot easier when you had a rifle in your hands and an enemy racing your way. Everything reduced to a simple decision. You lived or you died.
 Her ears rang as the far well exploded, stone and dust flying in every direction, hurling rubble all around. She looked up to see the Commonwealth forces moving forward, bullets racing all around, and turned to return fire, desperately trying to defend the delegation from attack. As the dust settled, the chanting from outside grew louder, and she realized that the enemy had pulled everything back from the perimeter, no longer caring whether or not the mob outside could break in. They were running out of manpower. This would soon be over.
 Her rifle was empty, but a quick rummage through the pockets of a fallen guard yielded two more clips, and she continued to fire on the enemy forces, a mixture of Commonwealth and Federation troops now, the two intractable opponents suddenly finding common cause in shared oppression. 
 “Give it up!” the harsh voice of Admiral Crawford yelled. “Our people are winning the battle in orbit. Surrender now and I will guarantee your lives!”
 Cordova looked around, trying to find where the enemy commander was hiding, and replied, “Just why should we trust you? The last time we accepted your word, it resulted in a sneak attack and a massacre. Not again. Never again.” Finally, she found her mark, and fired a single shot that yielded a cry of pain, the uniformed figure of the aged soldier-politician tumbling out of cover, clutching at a wound on his chest. 
 “Nice shooting, Major,” Nakamura said. Raising his voice, he continued, “We’ve won the battle on the surface, and we’re going to win the battle in orbit. I will hold no man responsible for obeying what he believed to be lawful orders. Surrender now, and I’ll promise you safe passage back to your homeworlds, or to the Halo Worlds, if you prefer.”
 The shooting stopped for a moment, and a man wearing Lieutenant’s bars rose from the dust, looking nervously from side to side, before asking, “You’ll give us your word?”
 “I will,” Nakamura said, rising out of cover. “Throw down your weapons, and all of this can end now, and we all get to go home again.”
 “Not you, traitor,” the Lieutenant said. Everything seemed to slow as Cordova reached for Nakamura, dragging him back into cover as the first bullets fired. Twice the man missed, but the third time, he found his mark.
 Her.
 As Petrov avenged her, she looked down at the wound in her gut, pain shooting through her system. Even if there was a working medical facility within reach, her survival would be doubtful at best. She looked up at Nakamura, her bloody hand reaching for him, grasping at his sleeve as the old man leaned over her, tears running down his cheeks.
 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just an old fool.”
 “Don’t be,” she gasped. “Don’t be. Just promise me something. Make this count. Make it more than just words. Don’t let this ever happen again.” She panted for breath, and pressed, “Promise me!”
 “I will, little one,” he said, with a voice oddly not his own. “I will.” 
 Her vision began to blur, and she looked around to see a familiar figure standing by her side, oddly shadowed, his hand reaching down to her. For a second, she peered unknowingly at his face, before realizing at last who it was.
 “Papa?” she whispered. “Papa?”
 “It’s me, Gabi,” her father said, reaching down to take her hand. “You’ve made me proud, prouder than I ever could have imagined. Nobody could have done more than you did. Time to rest now.” Looking around, he added, “They’ll be fine. They’re good people, and you led them well. Come on. Time to leave.”
 She nodded, gasped for her final breath, and closed her eyes for the last time.



Chapter 27
 
 Curtis looked at the image on the screen, static filling the display as Polaris began her final dive. Norton made constant adjustments to their course in a desperate attempt to keep them on target despite the unpredictable eruptions from the hull breaches tossing them around. Perseus had a slight advantage on speed, but Polaris had the acceleration to catch her, closing the distance a meter at a time.
 And up ahead, only thirty thousand kilometers away, Larson Tower, thousands of miles high, one of the few Oligarch mega-projects to ever pay off, pumping millions of gallons of precious petrochemicals into the waiting tankers overhead. That Perseus’ commander was willing to make such a sacrifice told him one thing. They were beaten. This was a last act of revenge, not the act of a reasoning commander.
 “Two minutes, ten seconds,” Norton said.
 “Most of the crew have left the ship, Teddy,” Saxon added, looking over from her flickering console. “Those who still can, anyway. We’ve got a skeleton crew for the final dive.”
 “Time to go, people,” Curtis said, moving to the helm. “I’ll take her, Lieutenant.”
 “With all due respect, sir, not a chance. If I left the controls for even a second, we’d never get back on course. You should go, though.”
 Turning to the rear, Curtis said, “That goes for everyone else on the bridge. There’s a shuttle waiting one deck down, and I expect you all to be riding it down to the surface. Our aft sensors show that Regulus at least has life support, so you’ve got somewhere to go if the worst happens downstairs, and Hoxha will be back in two hours to clean up the mess. So get going.”
 “Not without you,” Rojek said. “We started this together, and we’re going to finish it together. I’m going to ride this beast down to the end.” Looking at his controls, he added, “Besides, they’ll open up with everything they’ve got once we get within range, and you’re going to need someone good at the defense systems.”
 “Major,” Curtis said, looking at Saxon, “I think it’s time for you to exercise that sense of enlightened self-interest that’s served you well up till now.” Raising a hand, he continued, “And before you say a word to justify remaining, you don’t have any skills I need on the bridge right now, but you are going to be needed down on the surface.”
 She looked at him, and he added, “Major, I’m giving you a direct order to go.” He reached into his pocket, and tossed a datarod at her, saying, “See that this gets to my grandchild as soon as he or she comes of age. Maybe it’ll help.”
 Snatching the datarod from the air, she placed it carefully in her pocket, nodded, saluted, and said, “Aye, aye, sir.” Looking around the bridge, she added, “Goodbye, sir,” and walked to the elevator, the rest of the duty technicians joining her as the doors slid shut, sending them speeding to what he hoped was the safety of the shuttle. It would be a wild ride through the debris fields that were about to erupt in orbit, but if they burned their engines hot, they ought to have a chance.
 “Status, Norton?” he asked.
 “Getting close, skipper,” she said. “He’s twisting his tail to try and throw me off, but we both know where the bastard’s going, and that helps. I think I can catch him as long as I don’t lose any thrust.” She stabbed a button, and added, “This would be a lot easier if I had any thruster control.”
 “Where’s the fun in that,” he replied, sliding back into his command chair, looking around the bridge once again. When he’d first rescued his ship from the asteroid in which it had hidden, he’d had few more people on duty than he did now. For a few brief months, he’d brought Polaris back to life again, populated it with the finest crew he had ever known, fighting for the noblest cause. Freedom. And now they were on the threshold of success, and somehow it didn’t matter that he wasn’t going to be there to see it. He already could.
 “Nothing on the communicators, Teddy,” Rojek said, with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted to speak to him one last time.” Looking at the readings coming from the battered Castro, he added, “Assuming...”
 “He’s alive,” Curtis said. “If he was dead, I’d know. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t have anything rational to back that up, but somehow, I’d know.”
 “Closing on target,” Norton said. “Never thought it would end like this.”
 “We’re giving Polaris a better end than she would have otherwise,” he replied. Sitting back in his chair, he cast his mind back to the end of his first run commanding his ship, the battle at Mareikuna that had ended in the massacre of tens of thousands of innocents. Polaris had somehow been stained by that atrocity, even though he’d done his best to stop it. He’d watched those people died, helpless to intervene.
 All of this was justice. Justice for the dead. For the children on those transports who’d never had a chance to grow up. Maybe now they could rest easier. He looked at the few reports coming up from the surface, relayed by the shuttles on short-range transmitters before they dived too deep into the atmosphere. At least he could die knowing that he’d done his job. The last gasp of both the Commonwealth and the Federation was being drawn up ahead, the final, desperate action as the tyrants of two governments died.
 Maybe, fifty years from now, another Edward Curtis would be sitting in a bar on Titan, plotting revolution against the successor government. Overthrowing the Commonwealth hadn’t had the desired effect, the leaders of that uprising corrupted within a short time. Except perhaps for Nakamura. He’d sounded as though he was sincere, though Curtis didn’t count himself as any judge of character when it came to the words of a Federation politician. 
 For whatever it was worth, the last hand of the Federation’s game had been played, and now the cards were going back to the dealer, ready to be shuffled a new game began. A few of the delegates had talked about an Interstellar Republic, long on idealism and short on details. Saxon and the others would be able to handle those. Probably.
 “One minute to target,” Norton said. “Firing range in thirty seconds.” Turning to Curtis, she added, “I just want to tell you, sir, that serving on this ship has been both an honor and a privilege, and that I have no regrets about how it has ended. I knew I was taking a risk, but I could not have dreamed that I’d go out this big.”
 “I feel the same way, Teddy,” Rojek said, turning from his station, one hand still dancing across the defense controls, setting up for the final automatic barrage. “No regrets. None at all. Except perhaps that things had to get this bad in the first place.” Looking down at Titan, he added, “Do you think they know what’s happening up here?”
 “If they don’t, they will soon enough,” Curtis replied. “Thank you. Thanks for fighting with me, and thanks,” he paused, smiled and added, “for dying with me. I’m the one honored, and humbled.” Looking around the bridge, he continued, “She was a good ship, wasn’t she.”
 “The best, Teddy,” Rojek said, patting his control panel. “The best. They never built a better one. And her name will be remembered forever. I think you got it right. They’ll be talking about this battle for centuries. Maybe they’ll even build a statue of us for kids to ignore for the next few decades.” Looking back at his station, he added, “Ten seconds to firing. They’re aiming their turrets our way.”
 “Return the favor,” Curtis said. “Any sign of support? Fighters, anything at all?”
 “Not a thing, I’m afraid,” his friend replied. “I guess everyone else is doing the smart thing and staying well clear. Though if this goes wrong, there won’t be much left down on the surface.”
 “It won’t,” Norton said, easy confidence flowing through her voice. 
 Curtis looked up at the screen as the barrage began, bolts of energy burning through space for one last time. The remaining crew on Perseus must know that they were dead men, that their names would be cursed for all time, and didn’t seem to care about their own survival, concentrating everything on offensive fire, trying to punch holes through what was left of Polaris’ screen. Their particle beams warded off the enemy for scant seconds before the first gaps appeared, mass drivers pounding rocks into their side, Norton struggling ever harder to keep them on course, keep them moving, keep them on target.
 He could just make out Perseus on the screen, a tiny dot in the darkness, heading towards the silver line of Larson Tower, reaching out into the heavens. There would be panic on the facility now, the technicians doing what they could to make the place safe, knowing that their options were far too limited. Building a space elevator was madness, the risk involved too great for anyone other than the Commonwealth, but they’d made it one of the great wonders of space.
 And now, their descendants were doing their best to destroy it, and take millions of lives with it.
 The engines roared a little louder, Norton throwing all the power she could find into the drive, Perseus growing ever closer as she brought the distance down. It had been Kani’s shot into the heat exchanger that had given them any chance at all, and Curtis hoped that the young pilot would live to enjoy the victory he’d won. One little shot that had changed the course of history.
 “They’re getting through!” Rojek said, screaming impacts riddling the hull, but now, it almost didn’t matter. Polaris entered her final seconds of life proudly, battered and beaten but still racing forth. The trajectory plot still showed them impacting scant seconds before the collision with the tower, and they’d have to time the last maneuver to the second if they were going to avoid impact. Even the debris swarm could cause serious damage, but the tower could live with a few collisions, as long as they could hold back the worst of the force.
 “Fifteen seconds,” Norton said, strangely calm despite the maelstrom of death flying all around them, the constant rattle on the hull that meant that the particle beams had failed completely. The damage report monitors flickered out, unable to cope with the stream of data, the ship already wrecked beyond any conceivable repair. That the bridge had survived as long as it had was a miracle, but the game couldn’t last any longer.
 Reaching across to his controls, Curtis saw with a smile that the jamming field had finally died, that he might be able to send one last message before impact. He tapped the buttons on his armrest, setting up the final call, and looked up to see Perseus, her lines so similar to Polaris, getting close enough now that her shape had resolved on the screen.
 Her helmsman was trying to dodge, but Norton was better, using the last thrust available to her to place Polaris exactly where she wanted it to be, exactly where she needed her to be. For fifty years, she’d served the Federation with honor, and she was going out as she had lived, in the fire of combat, waging war against the enemies of the people. With a handful of seconds remaining, Curtis opened a channel, uncertain if anyone would ever hear him.
 “Do better next time,” he said, sitting back in his chair as Perseus approached, thrusters firing in a desperate last-second attempt to block them, one that Norton ensured would fail. As the alert klaxons blazed, Curtis took his last breath, a smile on his face.
 And then there was nothing but a final scream from the hull, and all was silent, all was black.
 At last, it was over. Forever.



Chapter 28
 
 The conference room showed all the signs of the battle that had recently been waged within, only the bodies of the dead removed, bloodstains still on the floor, walls pock-marked with bullet holes. The delegates were taking their seats again, this time with weapons in evidence at their belts, trust even more wanting now than it had been before. The Federation delegation was represented now only by Nakamura and a terrified young aide, nervously looking around as though expecting a sniper to end his life at any moment. 
 For the Commonwealth, there were two representatives now, a single figure from the previous delegation who had demonstrated his loyalties by taking a leading role in the battle, and Kani, his arm in a sling, his expression resolute. All of the rebels remained, with a few additions drafted from the visiting dignitaries, trying to restore the scope of the meeting to something along the lines of its previous status.
 At least, now, the pressure was off. There was no threat from any military forces, because none of them truly existed. The Federation Fleet consisted of a handful of fighters, the Commonwealth Fleet reduced to rubble, and the flagship of the rebel fleet was Hoxha, an auxiliary cruiser that had missed the fighting only by chance, now overloaded with the surviving fighters. Uniformed personnel were everywhere, but unlike the civilian delegates, unarmed, Mike’s order in a bid to provide an element of reassurance to the justifiably concerned politicians. 
 Outside, the crowd had calmed, the deliberations now broadcast live on huge screens, public interest reaching a fever pitch in the aftermath of the battle. On every world touched by humanity, eyes gazed at screens, desperate to find out what would happen next. Rising from the seat his father had formerly occupied, Mike looked on either side, flanked by Saxon and Petrova, and glanced across at the calm Nakamura, who gave him a quick smile as he began the longest walk of his life, making his way to the podium as the delegates rose as one, offering him a standing ovation before he had even begun to speak.
 Taking a deep breath, he waited for them to retake their seats, then looked down at his hastily scribbled notes, knowing that every word he said now mattered, that the future of humanity rested on him now more than it had when he was sitting in the command chair of wrecked Castro. He looked up to the gallery where Ortiz and, astonishingly, Schmidt, looked down at him, the latter dragged from the bridge at the last moment and taken to a shuttle by a loyal crewman, the bandage on her head more for show than anything else. At least he had some friendly faces watching him.
 “Twenty years ago,” he began, “I swore an oath that I believe I have kept even to this day. To protect the people of the Federation from all enemies, internal and external. When I said those words, I never dreamed that the enemy of which I spoke was the Federation itself, but over time, that came to pass, and I found myself in the position of being forced to fight the government to which I had sworn allegiance. It was the most difficult decision of my life, but if I had it to do over, I would do it again. Even knowing what it would cost.”
 Taking a breath, he continued, “Thousands, hundreds of thousands of people took up arms to fight for the freedom of humanity. Many, perhaps most of them paid the ultimate price for that. Still more died opposing them, and I mourn their loss as much as I mourn my own. They died for this cause as well, many of them believing that they were doing the right thing, that they were doing only what had to be done.”
 “Belief is a strange thing, isn’t it. It can drive us to do things we have never thought possible, deeds of wonder, and deeds of horror. Used properly, it is a tool that can be wielded for ultimate good, and it is time that it was done again.” Shaking his head, he continued, “Fifty years ago, under circumstances not that different to the ones we now find ourselves in, someone like me stood up before a collection of delegates and proclaimed that the Oligarchs had been defeated, that a new Federation would rise from the ashes, one that would represent all the peoples of humanity, scattered across the stars. They failed. They failed because, after all, they were just men, and perhaps because even from the start, they had excluded some of the people they were supposed to protect, the peoples of the Commonwealth, exiled to the stars. There was an enemy to fight, right from the beginning, and the external enemy became an internal one, the people themselves.”
 “We’re not going to make that mistake. Not again. We have among us representatives of every inhabited world in space, and more from the rebelling peoples of Earth are on their way. Before us lies the greatest challenge in all of history, to form a new government that is wiser than the old, fairer, and able to deliver the promises we have made to ourselves, to our children, and to those that fell in the pursuit of our victory.” 
 “Freedom. Justice. Liberty. These are only words in a dictionary. They have no intrinsic meaning in themselves, but we can give these words meaning if we live by them, and that is what I challenge everyone in this room to do. To form a government, to coin a phrase, of the people, by the people, for the people. We’ve tried that before, and we’ve failed. This time we’re going to get it right.” He looked down at his notes, and cleared his throat before looking up again, a gleam in his eye.
 “I’m going to conclude with the final words of my father, Commodore Edward Curtis, who died as he had lived, in the defense of the people, who gave his life freely and willingly when he knew there was no other choice. Just before he died, he managed to issue one last command, and it is my honor and privilege to pass it on to you all.”
 “Do better next time.”
 This time, the delegates and the crowd rose as one, thunderous applause ringing through the room as Mike stepped down from the podium, returning to his seat, his face red with embarrassment from the praise he considered unearned. The crowd continued to cheer, and he looked down at Saxon, who returned his gaze with a smile.
 “This is for him, you know,” she said, barely loud enough for him to hear.
 “I know,” he replied, taking his seat. “I know.”
 Nakamura walked up to the podium as the applause finally quietened down, and looked out at the delegates beyond, beginning, “I don’t see how I can possibly follow that, so I’m not really going to try. Only to say that we will do all we can to follow in the example of Commodore Curtis, and that we will take his words to heart.” Looking up at the ceiling, as though he could see Heaven itself, he continued, “I don’t know if you can hear us, Commodore, but this time, this time we’re going to get it right. I swear.” Turning back to the crowd, he added, “I think now we should adjourn for the day.”
 As the delegates began to leave to their rooms, Nakamura walked over to Mike, and said, “That was fine, Commodore.”
 “Just Mike, now,” he said, gesturing at his civilian suit. “I don’t think I’ve got a Fleet left to serve in. The rank was only temporary.”
 “Then you have taken off your uniform for good?” the politician asked. “There are many who will not be happy to hear that. I know that one of the early recommendations of the Defense Committee is to place you in command of our military.”
 Petrova looked at him, and he shook his head, replying, “There’s no military to command, and that’s as it should be. We don’t need one, not any more. It’s a temptation we used for too long, but there are no enemies left to fight. I think it better that we confine our battles to the political sphere, rather than the military.” 
 “Then perhaps you are considering a political role, after the conclusion of the conference? You have the correct name in any case, and you have the fire within you to go far.” He looked down at him, shook his head, and said, “Do not be so quick to reject my offer, sir. Not until you have given it the consideration it deserves. You may no longer be wearing a uniform, but you still have a role to play in our little game. The people still need you.”
 “I would have thought that...”
 “I’m tainted, and I know it. My active political life ends with the conclusion of this conference.” He smiled, and added, “I doubt that even Earth will remain a unified entity once all of this is over. I’m informed that delegations from the United States of North America and the Pacific Republic are on their way. Names out of the history books, resurrected once more. Perhaps that is for the best. Earth as one being is too powerful as it is.” Looking down at Mike again, he added, “It is time for a new generation to step forward. And after all, I think your father’s last message was meant for you, as much as it was for this conference. You’ve got a job to do.” Glancing at Petrova, he added, “And from what I understand, you have a personal stake in the future now.”
 “He’s got a point, Mike,” Petrova said. “Don’t rule it out just yet.”
 “I’ll think about it, sir,” Mike replied. “I’ll think about it.”
 As Nakamura walked away, he turned to Petrova, and said, “Do we know yet?”
 “I was going to tell you tonight, but, you can expect to see a second Edward Curtis turning up in about seven months time,” she replied with a smile.
 “That’s a hell of a name for him to live up to,” Saxon warned. 
 “I’m sure he’ll be up to it,” Petrova replied.
 Reaching into her pocket, Saxon pulled out the datarod, and said, “I’ve got this for you. Or for that new Teddy, anyway. You father gave it to me just before…” She paused, and continued, “He told me it had a message for him, when he came of age. I think somehow he knew that he’d need it. I haven’t got the first idea what might be on it.” 
 “I guess we’ll find out when the time comes,” Mike said, taking the datarod as though it was the most precious possession imaginable. He looked after Nakamura, and said, “Do you think I’m going to be able to get away from all of this without being caught?”
 “After that speech?” Petrova asked. “Not a chance. But I’ll be with you all the way, Mike. You can count on that.”
 Nodding, Saxon replied, “It’s what your father would have wanted. It’s why he sent me down to the surface, the only argument he could have used that I’d have listened to. All of this is his legacy, his final gift to mankind, and we’ve got to make sure it isn’t spoiled. To make sure that we really do better this time. I’m not sure we could survive a second Federation.”
 “It’s going to be tough,” Mike said. 
 “After what we’ve been through, I’m expecting it to be a rest cure,” Petrova quipped.
 “Don’t fool yourselves,” Saxon warned. “What comes next will be a far bigger challenge than you could ever imagine. The only thing I will promise is that, ultimately, it will all be worth it.”



Epilogue
 
 Kani held the precious vial in his hand, looking out across the vast semi-desert of the Karoo, battered vegetation fighting for life in the wilderness. Somehow an appropriate metaphor for the way in which he’d lived his life, the way in which his grandmother had lived hers. He reached down with his trowel, digging a small hole in the ground, then popped open the top of the vial and poured the grains into the soil, smoothing it over again once he had done.
 “Goodbye, Gogo,” he said with a sigh. “I told you I’d get you here, one way or another.”
 Taking a deep breath, he placed the now-empty vial back in his pocket and walked over to the small cluster of people waiting, a shuttle on standby only half a mile away with a trio of guards watching the landscape. The new African Federation could be a dangerous place at times, though he could say that for almost all the worlds of human space at the moment. He looked down at the unfamiliar uniform he was wearing, that of the Republic Space Defense Force, the four braids of a Group Captain on his sleeve.
 It had taken a very persuasive man to talk him back into uniform, even under the circumstances, and he smiled as he walked over to Mike, his now visibly-pregnant wife by his side. He reached out to shake Mike’s proffered hand, then looked back at the desert beyond.
 “All finished?” Mike asked.
 Nodding, he replied, “That I am, Mr. President.”
 “Don’t,” Mike said, holding up his hands. “Just don’t. I’m not used to the idea, and I’m only going to keep the job for a single term. Just long enough to find someone who’s really up to it.”
 “I think I’m looking at him right now,” Kani said, a twinkle in his eye. “They’re both watching us, you know. Your father and Major Cordova. They didn’t just die for this day. They lived for it, as well. This is what they dreamed about.”
 With a sigh, Mike replied, “I wish their dream had been a little better organized. I’m not looking forward to the first session of the Republic Senate. A hundred representatives, and about the only thing they can all agree on is that they alone know the best way forward. Navigating that minefield is going to be a nightmare.” He paused, then added, “It’s worth it, I guess.”
 “You’re wrong about something, though,” Petrova said, looking across at her husband. “They aren’t dead. They’ll never die. Not while the thing they gave their life for endures, and we’re going to make sure that it lives for centuries to come.” With a smile on her face, she added, “You look great in that uniform, by the way.”
 “Liar,” he replied. “Who came up with this design, anyway? And who thought it was a smart idea to put me in charge of Fighter Command. What the hell do I know about running an organization that big.”
 “It isn’t, right now,” Mike replied. “What, a hundred and ten fighters scattered across a couple of dozen worlds? And it’s going to stay that way for a long time, if I have anything to say about it. We’ve got more important things to do than rebuild the arms industry. New commercial ships first, then exploratory vessels again. There hasn’t been a serious expedition beyond known space in a century. Hell, we’ve only got a vague idea about what’s going on in the Halo Stars, and it’s going to stay that way until we go see it for ourselves.”
 “And probably stir up enough trouble in the attempt that we’ll have to build warships again,” Kani said with a sigh. “Sounds like a lot more fun than what we’ve been doing, anyway.” He looked back at the site where his grandmother now lay for eternity, and said, “It’s strange. I’ve been carrying those ashes around so long that it seems strange not to have her with me.”
 “She’s with you,” Petrova said. “All the time. Just as Teddy’s going to be with us as well, in spirit, at least. That’s what I meant. The good they did will never die.” Looking at the fighter, she added, “I guess we ought to be thinking about getting back up to orbit. Hoxha’s waiting for us.” 
 Nodding, Kani replied, “Yeah, I’m with you.” He looked at the desert, then back to the fighter. They’d won the war. Now they had to win the peace. And he couldn’t have asked for a better group of people to fight beside, then and now.
 The dead could rest. The living had work to do.
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