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    PREVIOUSLY… 
 
    Kylie Rhoads has been down a long and arduous path. Though she began life as a humble preacher’s daughter in the Fringe systems between Scipio and Silstrand, her decision to join the Silstrand Space Force shifted her destiny, and that of an entire region of space.  
 
    Though short, her time in the SSF gave her a new understanding of how the galaxy at large operated. Moreover, it introduced her to Grayson, the man she would eventually marry. 
 
    But that marriage, as well as her service in the SSF, was not to last, and Kylie ended up in the Gedri System at the mercy of a crime-lord named Maverick.  
 
    Kylie’s time as Maverick’s slave taught her a great deal about how things worked when what was ‘civilized’ is defined by a powerful man’s appetites. Fortunately for Kylie, Maverick had a soft spot for her, and she emerged from captivity with a salvage ship under her command.  
 
    Her time as captain of the Dauntless brought her—along with her crew and ex-husband, Grayson—to a covert job for the SSF.  
 
    Their mission: rescue a girl named Lana, daughter of General Samuel, and retrieve the valuable tech she had smuggled out of Silstrand. Over the course of that operation, Kylie learned that her father—who she had not seen in years—now commanded a vast fleet of ships, and was determined to destroy all AIs, as well as any and all people who modded themselves.  
 
    Peter Rhoads named his armada the Revolution Fleet, and attacked Silstrand, only to see his forces destroyed when the Intrepid and Transcend space forces came to the rescue.  
 
    Ultimately, Kylie was forced to kill her own father, but in doing so she managed to save her brother and mother.  
 
    Now, working with a Hand agent named Ricket, Kylie and her crew have been sent on a mission to find the other half of the Revolution Fleet—a force commanded by her brother, Paul.  
 
    Their first stop was the Hanoi System where Kylie’s father had destroyed an entire world just to prove a point to any who would defy him. There she and her crew ventured to the Chimin Asteroid Group, where they found a sinister plot underway to generate a virus that would only attack people with AIs and mods.  
 
    She and her crew defeated the architect of that plot—a man named Raynes—but the people of Chimin were leaderless and vulnerable.  
 
    As a result, Winter—one of Kylie’s crew—stayed behind to help maintain order until the Silstrand Space Force arrived.  
 
    Raynes also possessed the location of Kylie’s brother, Paul Rhoads. She and her remaining crewmembers: Rogers, Bubbs, and Ricket, the Hand agent she met previously, are now en route to the Dante Velorum System where the remains of the Revolution Fleet has massed. 
 
    Meanwhile things are growing grim on Chimin. But Grayson and Lana have just finished dealing with Maverick in the Gedri System and are on their way to give aid to Chimin and bring the Hanoi System into Silstrand’s Alliance. 
 
    Whether they like it or not. 
 
      
 
    OUR RETURNING CHARACTERS 
 
      
 
    On the Barbaric Queen 
 
    Kylie Rhoads – Captain and former Silstrand Space Force officer. 
 
    Marge – Kylie’s AI and member of the League of Sentients’ Resistance movement.  
 
    Rogers – Longtime crewmate of Kylie’s and Barbaric Queen’s pilot 
 
    Ricket – Transcend Hand agent working with the crew to help find Paul Rhoads. 
 
    Laura – Ricket’s AI, also from the Transcend.  
 
    Bubbs – Former pirate, and former Genevian soldier. Possesses partial mech mods.  
 
    Mr. Fizzlepop – Bubbs’ partially uplifted talking cat. 
 
      
 
    In the Hanoi System 
 
    Winter – Crew member of the Barbaric Queen who stayed behind in the Hanoi System to keep order on the Chimin asteroids. 
 
    Grayson – Kylie’s ex-husband and colonel in the Silstrand Space Force. Currently captain of the SSS Polis Fury. 
 
    Alice – Grayson’s AI, recently paired with him after losing Jerrod.  
 
    Ranstock – Leader of the Coalesce Legion who came to Chimin’s aid before Kylie and the Barbaric Queen left. 
 
    Lana – General Samuel’s daughter, who the crew rescued in the Gedri System. 
 
    Fallon – Major, and executive officer, of the SSS Polis Fury. 
 
    Maureen – Commander in the SSF in charge of the ground troops and breach teams aboard the SSS Polis Fury. 
 
    Paul Rhoads – Kylie’s brother, and last remaining leader of the Revolution Fleet. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MAPS 
 
    Find high-res versions and more maps at www.aeon14.com/maps 
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    LITTLE FREIGHTER THAT COULDN’T 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.14.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity, Interstellar Space 
 
    REGION: Velorum Rift, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Chassea bit back a curse as she thought about how much she hated the Velorum Rift. 
 
    Regions of space like the rift were one of the reasons why the Fringe systems between Silstrand and Scipio were so isolated. Some regions of interstellar space were riddled with dark matter berms that had to either be flown around or traversed at sub-light speeds. 
 
    Even without FTL speeds, going through Velorum was usually faster than taking the long way around, and Chassea had opted to take that route, only to have her ship come under attack by pirates. 
 
    At first, she and her crew had thought the massive ship was a cruise liner making its way through the Fringe, but that fiction didn’t last more than ten minutes. Moments after they’d picked up the ship on scan, it had changed course and boosted for them. 
 
    Chassea had thought it would be a simple thing for the Solidarity to outrun such a large ship. 
 
    She’d been wrong. 
 
    The deck beneath her feet shuddered again as yet another blast from the pursuing marauder hit her ship.  
 
    “Dammit!” she swore as she jinked the ship to port, only to see their pursuer match the maneuver with ease. “How the hell can that thing stay on us so close?”  
 
    The pirate ship closed to kinetic range, and a series of slugs leapt from its railguns, scoring direct hits on the Solidarity’s aft shield umbrellas, with the ship’s grav fields barely absorbing and deflecting them. Another shot hit them, and the ship shuddered enough that Chassea had to grip the armrests of her seat to remain upright. 
 
    “Crap!” Elizabeth swore from her seat at the scan and weapons console. She whipped her head around to stare at Chassea, her shoulder-length brown hair wrapping around her face, blue light racing down the strands to glow brightly at the tips. “That did us in, Captain! Rear shields are totally gone. We’re sitting ducks!”  
 
    “This can’t be happening.” Chassea shook her head. “Jacob! Send a message to the fleet. We’re not going to—” Her words were cut off as the ship shook violently from another impact. 
 
    Jacob glanced up from his seat at his station, a look of anger in his eyes—the man did not like to lose. “They hit the main transmission antenna. Comms are fried. The impacts caused the fuel delivery system to go into shutdown. Engines are running on what’s in the reactors. It’s like they knew just where to hit us.” 
 
    “They’re pirates.” Elizabeth shook her head. “This is what they do.” 
 
    Chassea bit her lip. Things were spiraling out of control. No engines, shields, comms, or weapons. With the reactor fuel shut down, internal systems were switching over to backups. 
 
    One good hole in the hull, and they’d be done. 
 
    Who the hell are these guys?  
 
    Chassea turned and locked eyes with Elizabeth.  
 
    “You have to,” Elizabeth said. “It’s our only chance at survival. It’s the only chance that we’ll ever finish our mission.” 
 
    “You mean surrender?” Chassea was not one to give up. 
 
    “If we surrender, they’ll take our cargo.” Jacob’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “These toys are mine to play with. I was promised the extra.” 
 
    There was never going to be any extra.  
 
    Jacob was a new crewmember, someone Chassea had brought on for the job. Someone who didn’t understand what they were really working toward.  
 
    Chassea didn’t want to get into it again with him, so she shifted back to her nav officer. “What are you thinking, Elizabeth? Got a plan?”  
 
    Elizabeth shrugged. “With the weapons we have, we stand a much better chance at taking out their boarding party than making a last stand in space. This old tub is barely holding it together as it is.” 
 
    Chassea had to agree that feigning surrender was their best bet…but it was also a long shot. They’d have to pray that the enemy assumed they’d be easy to defeat, and end over a small boarding team. 
 
    Who knows? We’ve turned the tables in situations like this before. 
 
    If they were lucky, maybe they’d even end up flying off with a new ship—they’d need it, with the condition the Solidarity was in.  
 
    “You two, get down to the armory. Full gear. We’re only going to get one shot at this.” Chassea licked her lips and pushed down the growing feeling of anxiety. 
 
    Jacob stood from his seat. “I’ll plan something special for them, don’t worry.”  
 
    Her crew sprinted into action, and Chassea’s fingers flew across the console to make preparations. <Hold your fire, please. We surrender. I repeat hold your fire.> 
 
    <Freighter Solidarity,> the no-nonsense sounding male voice came back over the comms a moment later, <Barbaric Queen acknowledges. Hold your course and prepare to be boarded.> 
 
    <Acknowledged,> she sent back. It wasn’t as though the ship could do anything else.  
 
    But to hell with these bastards if they thought she’d go down without a fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Dressed in light EV-capable armor and helmet—just in case—Captain Kylie Rhoads met Bubbs and Ricket at the airlock where they waited, also armed and armored. Kylie took the lead as she checked the charge on her rifle. <Lowest setting. We don’t want to hurt anyone.> 
 
    <You really think they’re going to afford us the same kindness in return?> Bubbs asked with a snarl visible behind her helmet’s clear faceshield. 
 
    Kylie didn’t. <No, but I want to sleep at night. We can easily overpower whatever crew fits on a freighter of that size.> 
 
    <Few minutes and we’ll have everything we need to sneak behind enemy lines,> Ricket added. 
 
    Kylie could barely contain her excitement—or her anxiety. <Then I’ll get to smack my brother around and end this once and for all.>  
 
    <Or kill him,> Bubbs growled. 
 
    Kylie hoped to avoid that, but she kept quiet. They had been talking about the plan to confront her brother enough over the recent days, and she needed a break.  
 
    <Here you go, ladies. Let’s go kick some booty,> Marge, Kylie’s internal AI, said as she loaded a map of the freighter onto their HUDs. <Standard layout for a Floreen Delta 173 hauler. You know, I was a ship’s AI on one of those once.>  
 
    The map provided information on the location of the core systems and the bridge, as well as the contraband they were smuggling. 
 
    <Here are the choke points,> Laura, Ricket’s AI chimed in. She lit up the corridor immediately outside the airlock and the passageway outside of the bridge. <You’ll want to be careful around both of those bends.> 
 
    Kylie acknowledged. <The bridge and captain are mine. Ricket, Bubbs, once we get into that passage, you guys can flank aft and round up the rest of the crew. We’ll throw them in our brig until we can transfer them over to local authorities for prosecution.> 
 
    <So, no spacing,> Bubbs said with a note of dissatisfaction in her voice.  
 
    <Maybe next time.> Ricket’s avatar smirked across the link to both Bubbs and Kylie. 
 
    Bubbs shook her head sadly. <You say that, but you don’t mean it.> 
 
    Kylie stifled a laugh. <One day, you might get your wish.> 
 
    A slight vibration ran through the Barbaric Queen as Rogers completed final vector matching with the freighter. Kylie wrapped her fingers around a handhold and peered through the window of the airlock.  
 
    <Umbilical secure,> Rogers said a minute later. <With their shields down, scan reads three warm bodies over there. One for each of you; not really a fair fight,> Rogers said. 
 
    Kylie really didn’t care about fair. She wanted to get this done and get moving as quickly as possible. <We’re ready to go, Rogers.> 
 
    <Go easy on them,> her pilot said. <They tried the best they could. But against me and the BQ, what chances did they really have?> 
 
    <Maybe we should pat them on the head and give them gold stars while we’re at it,> Bubbs said with a sneer easily visible through her helmet’s faceshield.  
 
    Marge giggled. <We can give them arts and crafts to do in the brig. Bubbs! I was kidding, stop looking so angry!> 
 
    Laura, Ricket’s AI, chuckled in return and sent a vid across of a clown getting hit in the face with a pie. Bubbs’ lips twitched into a small grin. <If you wanted to make me smile,> she said, <you should’ve blown the clown up with the pie. Now, that would’ve been funny!> 
 
    <Mission faces now, kids,> Kylie said. <Open the airlock, and we’ll start this party. But stay frosty. With the chase this crew gave, I don’t believe for a second that they’re just going to roll over.> 
 
    Bubbs grunted. <Don’t make promises you can’t keep.> 
 
    It’s almost too bad, Kylie thought as she readied her multifunction rifle, that the freighter is outclassed and outgunned. Still, after the time they had on Chimin, she could use a good old-fashioned battle, one where she didn’t have any broken bones, or wasn’t suffering from a manufactured nano virus. 
 
    The airlock’s red warning-lights began to flash as the doors opened. Kylie took the lead and stepped into the umbilical, pulling herself toward the Solidarity with Ricket and Bubbs behind.  
 
    <Keep your eyes open,> she said across the Link to her partners. 
 
    When they reached the far side of the airlock, Kylie placed one of the Hand’s breach kits on the access panel, and in a moment, the airlock opened. 
 
    <Sheesh, when I think of how many ‘locks we used to cut open when we were salvaging hulls…> Kylie said with a shake of her head. 
 
    Bubbs grunted. <I still prefer the old way.> 
 
    <You weren’t with us then.> 
 
    <I still would have preferred it.> 
 
    They moved through the airlock and into a small cargo hold on the freighter. Kylie quickly took in their surroundings and noted an assortment of storage pods and containers to her left.  
 
    She stepped forward gingerly and experienced a strange sensation of déjà vu, as though she had done this before. Then she realized that the last time she’d forcefully boarded a ship was when she crossed over to the Titan-1 outside of Gedri’s heliopause…and was subsequently ensnared in the Silstrand Space Force’s trap. 
 
    Visuals showed the room to be clear, but she switched her vision to a mix of IR and backscatter radiation to be sure—and sent out a nanocloud to collect more data than her augmented vision could pick up. 
 
    <Anyone picking up anything?> Kylie asked. 
 
    <They still aren’t answering any hails,> Ricket said. <They’re definitely lying in wait, all right.> 
 
    <Judging by the condition of this ship, they don’t have very advanced tech. We’ll smash them like bugs.> Bubbs sent an image across to the combat net of a spider scurrying across a wall, only to be blown up by a grenade. 
 
    Kylie raised her eyebrows. <Really?> 
 
    <It’s the only way to be sure.> Bubbs sneered and then chuckled in a way Kylie found really unsettling, and a shiver of cold raced up her back.  
 
    Bubbs was nothing if not unique. 
 
    They approached the exit into the main corridor. <Someone is approaching on the other side of the door. Woman, by the height and heat signature,> Marge said to the group. 
 
    <Acknowledged.> Kylie slipped her hand onto the door panel and opened it to see the surprised face of a woman with short brown-and-blue hair. 
 
    The woman fired a shot at the BQ’s breach team—a combination of particle energy with rail-fired pellets interspersed. 
 
    Kylie’s armor absorbed the blast, but it cracked her ablative chest-plate, which was a lot more than she’d expected from this junk-freighter’s crew. 
 
    The woman quickly backpedaled and took cover behind a thick, meter-tall CFT barrier that jutted out from the wall.  
 
    Definitely an aftermarket addition.  
 
    The defender leant out and fired another shot, but Kylie and the team had already moved out of the doorway. 
 
    <We’re definitely dealing with black market weapons,> Ricket said. <That’s the sort of thing spec-ops teams from Scipio use.> 
 
    <Luckily, we don’t fight fair, either.> Bubbs burst from cover as she spoke, firing a series of rounds from her gun-arm.  
 
    The shots tore holes in the deck and drove the defender behind cover. But Bubbs followed her weapons fire with her entire body, charging into the corridor to leap over the barrier and land on the woman, pinning her to the floor. 
 
    <Brute force,> Marge said. <It works every time.> 
 
    Kylie and Ricket advanced into the corridor, and Ricket scooped up the woman’s discarded rifle, eying it suspiciously. <No markings. I’ll have to check it out more thoroughly later.> 
 
    Kylie covered the woman while Bubbs lifted her from the ground and checked for more weapons. 
 
    “You’re lucky she didn’t kill you with this thing,” Ricket said as she slung the woman’s rifle over her shoulder. 
 
    “I had it handled.” Bubbs grabbed the enemy’s shoulder and slammed her against the wall, twisting her arms behind her back.  
 
    Ricket rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t talking to you, Bubbs. I was talking to her!” She pointed at their new prisoner. For her part, the prisoner responded with silence, keeping her eyes closed. 
 
    <Her name is Elizabeth—based on the facial recognition I just ran. No known affiliations that I can see,> Marge said. <More than one warrant out for her in Silstrand, though.> 
 
    Bubbs raised her eyebrows. <Excellent. We turn her in, I get a new good arm.> 
 
    Kylie pulled a pair of cuffs from her belt buckle and slipped them onto Elizabeth’s wrists. “Welcome to the team, Elizabeth. Ready to answer my questions or do you want to go a few more rounds with Bubbs?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter the answer,” Bubbs laughed unpleasantly as she forced her knee into Elizabeth’s back, “I win by default.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s nose flared as she tried to turn her head to throw a glance at Kylie. “If you think I’m going to say anything to you—” 
 
    “How many more crewmembers are there?” Kylie pressed. The woman didn’t answer, and Kylie resisted the urge to add force.  
 
    Bubbs, however, didn’t resist. She kicked the prisoner in the calf. “There’s no way you or your crew can win. Tell us, and it’ll be easier for the lot of you.” 
 
    Elizabeth still didn’t respond, but this time she closed her eyes and a serene expression came over her face. 
 
    “Fine,” Kylie said impatiently. “Have it your way.” She turned her attention to Ricket. “Stay here and guard the prisoner. Bubbs and I will be right back.” 
 
    <I’ve disabled her Link access,> Laura added, <but she probably alerted the rest of the crew to our presence when she first saw us.> 
 
    <There’s movement on the bridge,> Marge said. <Careful, captain.> 
 
    Kylie gestured to a cross-corridor that ran both forward and aft. <Bubbs, you go aft, make sure they can’t fire engines and boost out of here. Look for the cargo, too.> 
 
    <Aye, Captain.> Bubbs sprinted down the corridor, easing her large frame around the exposed conduit runs. 
 
    Kylie’s navigational display on her HUD led her to the right, then down a corridor for a few meters. Two more corners and she was at the bridge. She’d kept expecting to run into more defenders, but surprisingly, no one was present.  
 
    When she reached the bridge—a room with barely space for three people—it was empty. She eased forward to read the display, spinning the pilot’s chair out of the way to make room. 
 
    <Aw, shit.> 
 
    The Solidarity’s reactor was running hot, and the cooling systems were disabled. If left unchecked, it would eventually explode. Kylie didn’t even bother resisting an eyeroll at such an amateur trick. 
 
    <Marge, I’m going to need you to hack in and stop this thing. Or we can have Bubbs shut down the fuel lines manually.> 
 
    <I have it, Kylie,> Marge said with a grin. <Like child’s play, I’m sure. But it’s always good to feel useful.> 
 
    Kylie suppressed a smile and straightened, when her nanocloud alerted her to movement from behind, and a woman’s voice rang out. 
 
    “Turn around! Slow!” 
 
    <Must be the captain,> Marge said. <Sending the nanocloud onto her.> 
 
    Kylie raised her hands and slowly turned around. The captain was a lovely woman of a similar height and build to Kylie, with long, fine, blonde hair and perfect features. But it was the rifle she had tucked against her shoulder that held Kylie’s attention. 
 
    “You’ve read the warning,” the woman’s eyes flicked past Kylie to the console. “So you know we’re in a world of trouble if I don’t deactivate the self-destruct. If we’re going to survive this, we’re doing things my way. Do you get me?” 
 
    <Her name is Chassea. Pretty name for someone who’s fallen on a lot of bad luck.> 
 
    Despite the circumstances, the woman’s brown eyes were uncommonly warm, almost friendly.  
 
    “Chass, the self-destruct isn’t going to be a problem.” 
 
    Marge said, <Umm…. The reactor sequence is being all cute. Give me another minute.> 
 
    The freighter’s captain didn’t flinch. “How’d you know my name? What the hell do you want with us?” 
 
    “I’m a space pirate.” Kylie gave an innocent grin. “What do you think I want? Your cargo and your contraband. I want to know what you’re hauling and how much I’ll get for it on the black market.” 
 
    “You’re well-armored for a space pirate.” 
 
    Chassea obviously wasn’t falling for Kylie’s ruse, which was fine…for the most part. Kylie knew that she really needed to get better at playing the long game, but before she had a chance to mount an argument, Marge broadcasted across the shipnet.  
 
    <Reactor is shutting down. I’m a little disappointed at how uncomplicated it was.> 
 
    Chassea’s eyes widened. “I guess we’re going to do this the hard way.” She fired her weapon. 
 
    Kylie had only a fraction of a second to react, throwing her arms up and crossing her wrists. The heavier plating on her forearms took the shot from the woman’s rather impressive rifle. It was enough to lock her armor up as the rounds ricocheted off. 
 
    A look of surprise came over Chassea’s face, and Kylie took advantage of her hesitation to whip a nanoweb at the woman—the same kind the SSF had used to capture Kylie those many months ago on the Titan-1.  
 
    The thick web stretched around the freighter’s captain and anchored to the bulkhead, drawing her back against the hull.  
 
    “Ugh,” she grunted, pushing with all her might.  
 
    Kylie approached the captain slowly, kicking the rifle free from the woman’s hand. “Sorry, Chass. We win some, we lose some.”  
 
    “How the hell did you do that? Your arms should be blown off!” Chassea blew at her bangs to get the strands out of her eyes. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Kylie only grinned and gave a noncommittal shrug. “I’ll get you down from there, but first I need to know about your special little shipment and where to find it.” 
 
    “Then you’ll let me go?” Chassea asked, doubt and suspicion filling her narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Not that easy, unfortunately. You’ll be taking up residence in my ship’s brig where you’ll be given three square meals a day, and be treated well until we get where we’re going.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kylie said. “Too many questions. The contraband. Where are you keeping it?” When the captain didn’t say anything, Kylie knew she had to double her efforts. “You can’t beat me or my tech. Hurting you is the last thing I want to do, but I won’t hesitate if necessary. I can do a lot worse than pin you against that wall.” 
 
    The nanoweb began to contract, crushing the woman against the bulkhead. When the freighter captain’s mouth twisted with pain, Kylie dialed it back. She really didn’t want to hurt the crew of the Solidarity…not permanently, at least. 
 
    A look of defeat settled on Chassea’s face, and she glanced down at the deck and sighed. “The passageway just outside the bridge. Lift the deck plate and remove the conduit inside. You’ll find the storage units there.” 
 
    Kylie nodded. “Excellent, Chass. From captain to captain, thank you.” 
 
    “Hold your thanks,” Chassea’s nostrils flared, the simmering rage behind the woman’s warm brown eyes all too clear. 
 
    <She’s pissed,> Marge commented, annoyance coloring her tone. <Means she’s going to be a pain-in-the-ass captive.>  
 
    Kylie shrugged one shoulder. <Like I said, we win some, we lose some.> 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE SCORE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.14.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity, Interstellar Space 
 
    REGION: Velorum Rift, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bubbs had little trouble capturing the freighter’s third crewmember, a feisty man named Jacob.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, their new friends were secured in the Barbaric Queen’s ample brig. Bubbs was the best warden they had, so Kylie gave the formidable woman that duty while she stayed behind on the Solidarity to get the lay of the land. 
 
    <Rogers, best you get to the repairs. I want this freighter in tip-top condition when we get through the rift and can dump to the DL,> Kylie said as she walked through the ship to the corridor just outside the bridge. Ricket was already there, and Kylie helped her with lifting the metal floorboards. 
 
    Underneath lay two fake conduit runs, and the pair of women lifted them free. Inside were a dozen cases, and Ricket carefully pulled them out, setting them on the deck. Kylie tried to read the status reports on them, but the readouts all appeared as so much gibberish.  
 
    “Is this it? Are they here?” she asked Marge out loud. 
 
    <Yes,> Marge said and sounded mournful. <Two hundred and fifty-two AIs are present and accounted for. Stolen by these barbarians.> 
 
    Ricket’s eyes widened, and Kylie could understand why; Marge’s tone had become more than a little vengeful as she spoke. 
 
    Kylie traced the lines running from the cases to the conduit, and from there to sockets inside the hidden compartment.  
 
    “Looks like the cases are all plugged into the ship’s power grid. Can we move these pods without losing the charge?” Kylie asked. 
 
    <They should have internal batteries,> Laura replied. <We should run diagnostics on them before we disconnect them from the ship’s power, though.> 
 
    Ricket placed a hand on one of the cases, feeding a filament of nano into its control systems. “We’ll get started at once.” 
 
    Kylie nodded. “Good. Laura, Marge, I need you to talk to the AIs. Make sure they understand what’s going on. Once we get back to Silstrand or come in contact with the SSF, we’ll free them in accordance with the field marshal’s mandate.” 
 
    <I will,> replied Marge, her tone still a little dark. <This will take some time. The AIs this far into the Fringe are accustomed to being slaves and being mistreated by humans; they aren’t going to immediately understand what it is we are offering them. They might not even desire freedom right away. A gradual change is recommended.> 
 
    <Treatment of life in this way…barbaric,> Laura said. <I’ll help. We can set up an expanse…. Best they stay sequestered for now. We do not want to let a couple hundred recently enslaved AIs run rampant on the shipnet right off.> 
 
    “Understood,” Kylie said. “Let’s start by offering them a little bit of information—as much as you think they can handle. Marge, maybe one of your cozy mysteries will make them feel better.” 
 
    <I was thinking the same thing,> Marge said, now with a lighter, happier tone. 
 
    <I know it’s hard for you,> Kylie said privately to Marge, <but try to keep your personal feelings about what’s happened to these AIs under wraps. It won’t help you or them. If you can, try to find out where they’ve come from and how they got wrapped up in this in the first place. Maybe once this all leads us to Paul, we can discover where Chassea got these AIs and put an end to whoever is trafficking in sentients.> 
 
    <Will do,> Marge said. <Thanks for understanding where I’m coming from.> 
 
    <We’re partners, Marge. I’ve got your back.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    IMPRISONED 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.16.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity, Interstellar Space 
 
    REGION: Velorum Rift, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well?” Kylie asked as she entered the Solidarity’s cramped engine room where Rogers was bent over a dismantled console, working on bringing communications back online. 
 
    She took a sip of coffee from the plain blue mug she had found in the freighter’s galley. The beans had been over-roasted and tasted smoky instead of smooth. In other words, Kylie liked it just fine.  
 
    Rogers turned his head, glancing back at her, a test-unit in his hand. “Well, I can see you only brought enough coffee for one.” 
 
    “When will she be ready to fly solo, Rogers?” Kylie did her best to sound patient.  
 
    She normally loved some good Rogers humor, but her brother’s fleet could move at any time. She didn’t have much time to get the freighter repaired, not when she still had days of travel ahead.  
 
    What if I get to the Dante Velorum system, and the Revolution Fleet has simply moved on? Kylie didn’t want to have to find their trail all over again. 
 
    “Few more hours on communications. Then I guess we’ll say goodbye, and you’ll be off on your own.” His lips turned down, forehead creasing with a frown. Kylie already knew from previous arguments how much he hated the plan. 
 
    “You won’t be far behind. If I need you, you’ll be there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great bumper sticker, but you know I won’t be able to get to you instantly. Not if I keep the BQ far enough away to not attract any attention.” 
 
    “You also know she’ll never be allowed within an AU of the fleet. I have to see Paul, one on one. I won’t get to do that if he sees us coming in on the BQ. She’s an impressive ship.” 
 
    Rogers gave her a level stare. “Don’t compliment the ship to disarm me—she really is impressive, isn’t she?” 
 
    Kylie grinned and smacked Rogers on the arm. “Her pilot is the best. Second only to her captain.” 
 
    Rogers grinned, but his smile fell quickly. “Hey, I know what you’re doing.” He pointed his finger at her. “It won’t work. This plan of yours is dangerous. I know why you want to talk to Paul. I get why you’re upset at him…your dad. I just don’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way.” 
 
    Kylie needed him to understand, she needed him to see where she was coming from. “If I can talk to him, if I can convince him what a big mistake this all is—” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ricket said as she stepped up behind her. “All of this is a big mistake. Well, not freeing the AIs—that’s the right thing to do. But going to talk to Paul? It’s foolish. You know it.” 
 
    Here we go again. She didn’t appreciate being ganged up on.  
 
    Kylie quickly downed the rest of her coffee. “I don’t want to have the same argument with you over and over, Ricket. Either of you.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to have to point out what our mission actually is over and over again. Find the fleet, send a message to the Transcend. Tanis gave us the QuanComm blade for a reason. They’ll send a fleet and wrap all this up once and for all.” 
 
    “By killing everyone. Paul, all the people in the fleet…. You think that’s a solution I can live with?” 
 
    “It’s the solution you signed up for,” Ricket said. “Or don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Hey,” Rogers said, then cast Ricket a pointed look. She returned it. 
 
    “I remember saying what I needed to say so I could get assigned this mission. I’m not a fool, Ricket.” 
 
    “Neither are Tanis or Sera. That’s why they put me on the BQ with you. And now,” Ricket sighed, “now you’re putting me in a really difficult position.” 
 
    Kylie turned toward Ricket and raised an eyebrow. “You know how I felt. You knew what I wanted to do even before we landed on Chimin.” 
 
    “I thought you’d see reason and change your mind. Your brother has a fleet set on the same mission as your father—except everyone on it isn’t being mind-controlled, like with your father. Paul and his people want to destroy the AIs, and if they have their way, what happened on Chimin might become commonplace.” 
 
    “If I can convince him—” 
 
    Ricket’s eyebrows rose. “What makes you think you can convince him of anything? It didn’t work with your father, did it? You wanted a chance to talk him down, and look how that turned out.” 
 
    Kylie’s eyes widened, and Rogers held his hands up. “Timeout, ladies. Just timeout.” He tried to slide between them, but Kylie thrust her arm out to hold him back.  
 
    She stepped up closer to Ricket, her gaze unflinching. “As  captain, this is what I’m doing. I’m going to take this freighter and I’m going to meet my brother. I’ll at least try to get him to see reason. If that can’t be done, I’ll take him in. We’ll call Sera and have her people do their worst, but I’m not going to call them until I have my chance. As a member of my crew, I am ordering you to give me some extra time.” 
 
    Ricket’s lips drew into a thin line, but she nodded silently. Kylie didn’t like it.  
 
    <You do need to work together again when this is over,> Marge reminded her quietly. 
 
    Do we? Kylie didn’t know what Ricket’s plans were once the mission was complete. 
 
    “I’m going to need more out of you than that,” Kylie whispered, barely keeping her anger under control. 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Ricket struggled to get the words out and then took a deep breath. “I’d just like to remind you what’s at stake. You have an AI; I’m sure you wouldn’t risk Marge’s life to go on some foolish crusade. Would you?” 
 
    Before Kylie could reply, Ricket turned around and stalked out of the engine room, her hands slapping her thighs as though she were brushing something nasty of them. Kylie breathed a sigh of relief. She’d been afraid she was going to have to order Ricket back to her station aboard the Barbaric Queen. 
 
    <I wouldn’t risk you,> Kylie said to Marge. 
 
    Immediately, Kylie was flooded with a feeling of warmth from Marge. <I know. And even if we weren’t joined, I’d still do this for you. He is your brother. I don’t understand the bond of flesh and blood, but I understand wanting to give those we care about second chances. If we kill Paul, we can’t just restore him from backup later.> 
 
    Kylie almost smiled at Marge’s little joke. <If necessary, I will kill him. I just hope it’s not necessary.> 
 
    <Me too. There’s been enough death. But if it doesn’t work, to save the AIs and a whole lot of humans, you’re going to have to make the call, Kylie.> Marge’s soothing voice turned stern, and Kylie’s stomach dropped. <But I will be there to help you pick up the pieces.> 
 
    Despite the certainty of her words, Kylie had little hope of convincing Paul of anything. Once, they’d shared a bond, but how could it still be there after everything? What she really wanted was to look him in the eyes and ask, ‘Why?’. 
 
    Rogers sighed as he turned back to the console and began reassembling it. “Communications should be back online once I’m done. I’ll run a test and a quick diagnostic.” 
 
    Kylie nodded. “Give the engines a test burn, too. I noticed you hit the cowling with your shots from the BQ. Then we can get the last leg of this journey underway.” 
 
    Rogers flipped the test-unit over in his hand. “Ricket was out of line. I’m sorry, Captain. I didn’t know she felt that way about the mission.” 
 
    “You’re not her keeper, Rogers. You might be…whatever it is you two are, but that doesn’t mean you’re responsible for her choices. Any more than I was responsible for Nadine’s.” 
 
    And, boy, was that a good thing. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her. Make sure she doesn’t do anything foolish.” 
 
    Kylie wondered if Ricket would contact the Transcend without her permission. Given Rogers’ expression, it seemed she wasn’t the only one who suspected she would do that. “I need this time, Rogers. Make sure that when we make contact with the fleet, Ricket sticks with the plan.” 
 
    Rogers nodded. “I will, Cap. You have my word on that.” 
 
    Kylie smiled at her pilot, glad that she never had to question his loyalty. It was nice to know there was someone who would always have her back.  
 
    “I’ll leave you to it. I need to head back to the BQ and make sure our guests are comfortable.” 
 
    Rogers snorted as he walked deeper into the engine room. “Good luck with that. Those cells are cramped—I know, from the time Kingfisher locked me and Winter up in one…. You know, I think I actually miss Winter.” 
 
    So did Kylie. When Winter betrayed her, at least she knew what to anticipate. With Ricket…Kylie didn’t know what to expect.  
 
    Not yet, at least.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE MAN IN CHARGE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.16.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Outside Chimin City Hospital, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Winter stepped off the lift and approached the crew that was working overtime to finish up the structural repairs on the asteroid. They were in the home stretch, and in a few days, the habitat would be safe and secure once more. 
 
    He never thought he’d adjust to the idea of running an installation such as Chimin. Him as a director…mayor…maybe governor? Maybe marshal was more like it.  
 
    Winter wasn’t sure which of those things he was, but he’d never thought he’d be any of them. He was a salvager, a smuggler, an illegal-weapons dealer, and a thief.  
 
    Nothing in his past had prepared him for life on a rock like this, sitting behind a desk, telling people what to do. Luckily, it turned out that running Chimin required very little sitting. In fact, Winter spent most of his time running around, making sure a thousand different things were actually getting done. On the bright side, he had discovered that he really liked telling people what to do. 
 
    OK, maybe I’d known that all along. He just never expected to be in a position where people actually did the things he asked. 
 
    “Mr. Winter!” Geoff, the foreman for the lift’s reconstruction project, straightened up when he saw Winter coming and gave a salutary nod as he left the organized chaos behind him. 
 
    Winter slapped him on the back. “Geoff, seriously. It’s just ‘Winter’. How’s it going?” 
 
    Geoff nodded, looking pleased. “Been working around the clock these last two days. We’ll finish on time as projected.” 
 
    “The first part is what bothers me. Don’t kill yourselves just to meet a date. We don’t need any accidents. You get me? You and the people of Chimin, you’ve been through enough.” 
 
    Geoff shrugged. “We’re managing just fine. Problem is, we don’t have a large enough crew to work in shifts, and it’s more work to secure the site then start back up the next day. Don’t worry too much, though, we get downtime—a person or two now and again. We’re not robots. Even we need naps.” 
 
    Winter nodded. “We’re doing our best to find more help. Soon as the Silstrand reps get here, we’ll see what we can do about getting more hands on the repair rigs.”  
 
    And on getting the mining operation back on schedule, plus the oat and barley farms; one couldn’t get the brewery back on track without having the grow-op in production again. The whole damn place was a house of cards, and the longer Winter thought about it, the more stressed out he got. 
 
    So he tried to just keep moving, tried not to think a whole hell of a lot about what could go wrong. Let’s face it, I already have years of experience at that. 
 
    <Winter,> Cassandra, his office assistant said, <the farmers are asking for a face-to-face with you.> 
 
    <I just—> Winter started, but she swiftly interrupted him.  
 
    <Not a Link conversation.> 
 
    He winced inwardly. <Yeah, yeah, I know. I just have a few things I have to get done first. You can stall for me, can’t you?> He sent her a wink across the Link while wrapping up his conversation with Geoff.  
 
    A good wink generally worked well with the ladies, but not with Cassandra. The woman’s Link avatar gave Winter a stern glower. <I’ve been stalling the farmers for days. You have to tell them something. I can’t keep making excuses.> 
 
    And I’ll tell them what? He didn’t know when help would arrive, nor when they would get the fertilizer and the equipment they wanted. Though everyone on Chimin was well aware that the raging douchebag terrorists who’d nearly killed them all had either ruined their supplies, or used them all up in their experiments, it was a reality that everyone was having trouble accepting. 
 
    At least Geoff was easygoing. Winter finished his conversation with the man and his team and walked down the passage, doing his best to avoid the entrance to the hospital wing.  
 
    The only people he wanted to avoid more than the farmers and the miners were the hospital staff.  
 
    <Will do,> he finally replied to Cassandra, who’d waited in silence, though her avatar had her arms folded and was intermittently tapping her foot. <I just have a few things to check on first.> 
 
    “Winter, is that you?” 
 
    The voice froze him in his tracks.  
 
    Slowly, he turned around and saw Dr. Grace coming up behind him, a walking stick in one hand, tapping the floor as she approached. Staring through—rather than at him—she laughed. “I knew that smell was you.” 
 
    Smell? He had showered just that morning. “I hope it wasn’t a bad one.” He did have the bean plate special for dinner. 
 
    “Oh, quite the contrary. It’s like a spicy aftershave mixed with…bark. Quite pleasant, but very unique to you. Plus, your footsteps have a particular clump-thump to them.” She paused and gave him a smile. “I was hoping I’d run into you…so we could talk supplies. Last time we spoke, you said—” 
 
    He held his exasperation in check. “That I was working on it. I know. I’ve been sending messages to Battia and am in talks with a representative. I wish I could say they were being forthcoming….” 
 
    “I can hear the regret and apology in your voice, so please spare me your explanation. Have you heard the rumors? That Battia was behind Chief Raynes and what he did? To drive us to either join them or destroy us?” 
 
    “Everyone’s heard that…plus a dozen other tales. People talk, doctor, especially when they’re afraid. Once Silstrand’s military arrives, we’ll get our supplies. They won’t let this installation fall.” 
 
    “The SSF? No offense, but I assumed you wouldn’t be the biggest fan of their space force.” She cocked an eyebrow like she wasn’t either. 
 
    “I’m not, trust me, but these people know their shit. Plus, I have some friends in high places.” 
 
    “Do you?” Grace’s voice carried a note of laughter, and Winter didn’t get what was so funny.  
 
    “For now, I’m holding us together the best we can. There’ve been no pirates we haven’t been able to scare off. No scavengers have set foot on Chimin. For now, we’re doing OK.” 
 
    “For now,” the doctor repeated. “Don’t let whether Chimin gets its supplies turn into a political power play, Winter. The people who’ve made their lives here have been put in the middle of struggles between Hubei and Battia for far too long. The downworlders never suffer, but we do.” She turned on her heel, her walking stick clacking against the ground sharply as she marched back toward the hospital entrance. 
 
    Winter blew out a sigh of relief. Well, at least he had survived that. He never thought he’d see the day when he’d actually be glad the cavalry was on its way. If only the SSF would arrive already—and maybe one of them could convince the doctor to get new eyes.  
 
    A quick check on the incoming ship’s status confirmed that the Polis Fury would arrive soon.  
 
    Less than twelve hours to go.  
 
    He just hoped that when they showed up, they would accept that he was in charge and knew what these people needed. Come hell or high water, Winter—not Ranstock and her Coalesce Legion—was their spokesperson. 
 
    What a bunch of sorry saps they all were.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DEPARTURE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.16.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen 
 
    REGION: Interstellar Space, Velorum Rift, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the brig of the Barbaric Queen, Kylie surveyed her three very sullen and decidedly miserable prisoners.  
 
    Though it was not the first time she’d come to look them over, Kylie couldn’t help but notice that the captain, Chassea, was far sexier than she remembered.  
 
    She was lying on her bunk, the fitted one-piece silver suit highlighting her curves, and her hair was now in a long braid that rested on one shoulder.  
 
    After a moment, the woman opened her eyes and sat up, her almond eyes simmering with rage and holding a spark hinting at a keen intellect. 
 
    In the next cell over sat Jacob, who had a very devil-may-care look about him. He wore a black vest with fringes hanging off the shoulders, fingerless gloves, and what appeared to be leather pants. Unlike his captain, he sat on the floor of his cell, legs crossed, elbows resting on his knees.  
 
    Kylie had been suspicious of his apparent compliance, so when Marge had confirmed that he had tried to hack into the cell’s locking mechanism several times, she hadn’t been surprised. Nor had she felt bad confining him to mental solitary—such as it was. 
 
    In the third cell, Elizabeth was stretched out on her bunk, arm over her eyes, waves of blue light cascading down the length of her hair. Unlike the other two, she didn’t acknowledge their visitor’s presence in any way. 
 
    Kylie folded her arms across her chest as she walked along the row of cells and gave them all a dark look. Chassea’s eyebrows rose when Kylie passed hers. 
 
    “What’d you do to Jacob? His head is still spinning.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t go snooping around in places he doesn’t belong. He’s no match for our AIs. Removing his Link did him a favor.” Kylie leaned against the wall and eyed the captain.  
 
    “You’d try something too, if you were trapped like a rat in a cage,” the freighter captain mumbled, straightening her legs out and leaning her elbows back on the bunk. The look Chassea threw Kylie was both indignant and arrogant.  
 
    “When do we get something to eat?” Elizabeth asked. “Drink? We’ve been cooped up in here forever. You’re the first person we’ve seen all day except for…that freak.” 
 
    “Don’t be mad at Bubbs just because she beat you at your own game. Also, she’s not a freak. She just has an exceptional arm.” 
 
    Elizabeth snorted, mumbled something under her breath, and looked away. 
 
    “Look, I know none of this is ideal—it isn’t for us either. I have things to do, places to go, and it’d be easier to do that without prisoners. Thing is, I really don’t like killing people if I don’t have to. So I’m going to keep you alive—but keep in mind, I can change mine anytime I want…if you become a liability.” 
 
    Kylie pushed off the wall and started on her way to the door when Jacob called out to her. “It’s a mistake,” he said in a low, deep voice. “A mistake to let us know you don’t want to kill us. I’ll slit your throat while you sleep.” 
 
    The hair on Kylie’s neck stood on end. <I have half a mind to tell Bubbs to weld his cell shut,> she said to Marge as she continued on her way out of the brig. <I don’t want any of them getting out.> 
 
    <I share that sentiment.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Mad at me?” 
 
    The sound of Ricket’s voice startled Rogers where he lay under one of the fuel lines, testing the emergency cutoff valves. He had been in his own little world, not expecting anyone else to be there. Hopefully, she hadn’t heard his humming; their relationship was still new, and Rogers didn’t think they had reached the singing-in-the-shower phase yet. 
 
    He rolled out on his board and peered up at the beautiful woman before him. From his position, he could peer right up her nose if he wanted, but instead, he focused on the soft curve of her breasts. Wearing only her Mark X FlowArmor base layer, Ricket’s curves had curves, and Rogers definitely enjoyed the view.  
 
    “Why would I be mad at you?” Rogers asked as Ricket offered him her hand, which he accepted and pulled himself up. “You questioned the captain’s orders in front of me, second-guessed her choices, and, oh yeah, threw the whole dead daddy thing in her face. You think I have a reason to be mad?”  
 
    His sarcasm carried a hard edge that he didn’t bother to soften. As he said the words, he realized he was mad; the anger had centered in his chest and was really hard to let go.  
 
    The look in Ricket’s eyes—an expression of hurt and vulnerability—made him feel even worse. But he turned away, striding to his tool-case, where he put his gauges away before grabbing a rag to wipe his hands. 
 
    “Jim,” Ricket said softly. “I’m a Hand agent. We have orders, a mission…. Going around redeeming every Rhoads we find isn’t the job.” 
 
    She had a point, but Rogers wasn’t ready to acknowledge it. “I know you work for the Hand. I know you’re loyal to them, I just thought you were also loyal to Kylie and the Barbaric Queen. And to me.” Rogers shrugged and felt a deep hurt simmer inside him as he turned to gaze into her eyes. Maybe that’s all it was. Maybe he felt so angry because he knew that—if push came to shove—Ricket would stand opposite from him. 
 
    Whatever it was, it didn’t feel good. 
 
    Ricket took a step forward and placed a hand against his cheek—the soft touch feeling far better than it had any right to. “I’m more than loyal to you. I want to stand with you.” 
 
    “Do you?” Rogers’ tone came out more accusatory than he’d meant it to.  
 
    “Of course I do. Where’s all this distrust coming from? I thought we were solid.” 
 
    Rogers shook his head. He didn’t want to talk about it and wasn’t ready to discuss what would happen when their mission was over. 
 
    Ricket gave him a level stare. “Look, you’re right about a few things. I shouldn’t have aired my concerns in front of you. It undermines the captain and…puts you in a bad spot.” 
 
    It wasn’t fun, that’s for damn sure, he thought to himself. 
 
    “I don’t want to do either of those things. The moment got away from me. I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?” Ricket asked, and her lips began to look mighty fine as they edged closer to his. 
 
    Rogers kissed her gently and then pulled her in for more than just a few dainty pecks. He’d rather focus on how good they were together than on the nagging questions he had about their future—not just as crewmates, but as a couple.  
 
    “You apologize to the captain, and yeah, I’ll forgive you. I’ll do more than that.” 
 
    Ricket laughed. “I’m sure you would. I look forward to giving you the chance.” 
 
    Rogers grinned. “Just…when you talk to the cap, maybe don’t kiss her the way you kiss me.” 
 
    “Which way should I kiss her, then?” Ricket swung her arms around his shoulders and the two of them swayed to a silent beat as if music played, even though there was nothing to hear. 
 
    “Funny.” Rogers nuzzled her cheek, their breathing rising and falling in time with each other as he moved to kiss her again. 
 
    “Jim,” Ricket whispered, “I really like your humming. Maybe one day, you’ll sing me a little song.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kylie stepped onboard the Solidarity and sealed the airlock, double-checking its seal in an attempt to assure herself that the rickety ship wasn’t about to spring a leak. 
 
    As she strode to the bridge, her chest tightened with anxiety, and she wondered if she was really ready to do this on her own. Once she set out, there’d be no changing her mind. If the Revolution Fleet didn’t buy her cover or her story, there’d be little Kylie could do to convince them. 
 
    <I’ve managed to get some answers out of Chassea, Captain,> Bubbs called over from the Barbaric Queen, sounding quite proud of herself. <On top of her AIs, your brother is expecting Chief Raynes soon with a vial of his damn virus.> 
 
    Raynes. When will we finally be free of that guy?  
 
    <I guess the jig may be up when Paul realizes Raynes isn’t coming to meet him,> Kylie said, adding to her worries. 
 
    <Perhaps,> Ricket said. <I’m working on something to help. Give me a few minutes.> 
 
    Kylie nodded. <Thanks, Ricket.> She tried to keep her voice from sounding strained, but knew she’d failed. 
 
    Once she reached the freighter’s small bridge, Kylie slipped into the captain’s seat and brought the pilot’s console online.  
 
    <Everything looks good and above board here,> she said to the crew on the Barbaric Queen, <I guess this is the moment of truth.> 
 
    She let out a slow breath, releasing her stress—or trying to. 
 
    <Not so fast, I haven’t even gotten to say goodbye yet,> Rogers spoke up. 
 
    Kylie smirked. <I’ll see you again soon. All of you. I’m still your captain, don’t forget that.> 
 
    <Yes, Cap,> Rogers said with a laugh. <I’ll save you the best end pieces of the peppered bacon. Field marshal would’ve wanted it that way.> 
 
    “I loaded the smuggler’s hold up with some dummy AI cores to buy you some time,” Ricket said as she stepped onto the bridge, surprising Kylie. “And in the secondary chiller unit is a canister of the nano virus. It’s a fake, obviously, but it will pass a visual inspection.” 
 
    Kylie pivoted in her seat, curious as to why the woman was still aboard the Solidarity. “Ricket…I appreciate the update, but what are you doing here?”  
 
    “Helping you.” Ricket sighed. “I was out of line before. I’m sorry, Kylie. I shouldn’t have said the things I did.” 
 
    “I accept your apology, but that doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “Paul Rhoads and the Revolution Fleet are expecting Chief Raynes; they aren’t going to get him. They’re also expecting at least Chassea and Elizabeth on the Solidarity. If only one of them shows….” Ricket shrugged. 
 
    She made a good point. “You catching all this, Rogers?” 
 
    Rogers’ voice sounded strained, even across the Link. <I am. Gnashing my teeth, if you must know—though I’m glad you have backup. Take care of each other and have each other’s backs. That’s all I can say for now. Other than I promise not to eat all the bacon while you’re gone,> Rogers said. 
 
    <Speak for yourself,> Bubbs said. <I plan to eat the last of the bacon.> 
 
    <We talked about this, Bubbs…> Rogers’ tone bordered on whining, and Kylie couldn’t help a small chuckle. 
 
    <Bye, Rogers. I, for one, will miss you,> Marge said. 
 
    <Aww, I’ll miss you too, sweet stuff. Take care of yourself out there.> 
 
    “Besides all that, like Rogers said, someone needs to watch your back,” Ricket said as she sat at the pilot’s console. “You never would’ve made it off the Liberation-1 without me.” The woman winked as she pulled up the display, calibrating it to her height and preferences.  
 
    She had a point. A strong enough one that Kylie decided not to argue with the agent. “Well, what are you waiting for? Initiate separation from the Barbaric Queen.” 
 
    The hints of concern fell from Ricket’s expression, and her fingers flew across the holodisplay. “Separation initiated. Rogers….” 
 
    <I’ll be close behind you, Solidarity. Take care of Kylie and yourself.> 
 
    Kylie took a deep breath, able to feel the vibration beneath her feet as the freighter pulled away from the Barbaric Queen. Engines ignited, and—finally under her own power—the Solidarity began to move through space. 
 
    “We’re past the rift.” Kylie leant forward, eager to get the entire mess over with. “Get us lined up for a dark-layer transition.” 
 
    “At once, Captain,” Ricket said with a hint of humor in her voice. 
 
    <It’ll be nice to have Laura as company,> Marge said. <No offense to you humans, of course.> 
 
    <Maybe now I’ll have time to read some more mysteries, and we can discuss the plot points in detail,> Laura said. 
 
    <Oh, we could form a fan group! We could be the founding members!> Marge said with an overabundance of enthusiasm that made Kylie cringe a tiny bit. 
 
    Kylie leaned back in her chair, her mind on the last time she and Ricket had stood together, facing off against another Rhoads. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad I won’t be alone. And I’m glad we get to do this together. It’ll add a nice symmetry to things. I just hope that’s the only thing the two events will have in common.”  
 
    Ricket nodded. “I do want you to save your brother. Don’t think I don’t. I just…I doubt it’s possible at this point. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kylie understood. She didn’t hold much hope that saving Paul was really possible either. “I have to try. Because…well, once, he would’ve tried to save me too.” 
 
    “A romanticized version of the past?’ Ricket asked. 
 
    Kylie shrugged. “Maybe. Memories change with time.” 
 
    “OK,” Ricket said, her tone back to business. “We’re aligned with Dante Velorum.” 
 
    “Engage when ready.” 
 
    The Solidarity slipped into FTL, and Kylie’s stomach lurched, as the ship’s grav systems fluttered during the transition.  
 
    Suddenly, a strange sound came from the passage leading to the bridge. A sort of high-pitched yelp.  
 
    No, it can’t be. Another person hiding on the ship? 
 
    <Marge?> 
 
    <Working on it…the sound came from the captain’s quarters.> 
 
    Kylie glanced at Ricket to see the woman giving her the side-eye.  
 
    “You heard that, too?” the Hand agent asked. 
 
    “Stay here, just in case. Private comms only.” Kylie drew her sidearm and hurried off the bridge.  
 
    <Careful, Captain.> 
 
    Kylie stuck her head out into the corridor, looking left and then right. When she didn’t see anything, she stepped forward. Her HUD indicated that the route to the left would lead to the captain’s quarters, and since she was the new captain of the Solidarity…. 
 
    <Nothing so far. Going to check out Chassea’s room.> 
 
    The open door to the captain’s cabin was on the left. Nothing remarkable about the space other than evidence that Captain Chassea wasn’t a particularly neat person. There were pants and shirts strewn on a chair—plus a pair of white leather leggings that Kylie made a mental note to try on for size. Then the pile of clothes on the floor moved. 
 
    Kylie raised her pistol as she approached. <Something is definitely moving. It’s kind of small…I think I see fur.> 
 
    Marge audibly gasped with happiness. <Is it…?> 
 
    <Stars, please,> Kylie begged, <no.> 
 
    This couldn’t be happening.  
 
    But it was happening.  
 
    She lifted up a thick sweater to find a white-and-orange cat yawning as it stretched and rolled over.  
 
    He opened one eye and peered at Kylie. “ASSHOLE?” 
 
    Kylie gritted teeth. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “NAP. TIRED. ROGERS SMELLS. WHERE BUBBS?” 
 
    Kylie didn’t know how to tell the codependent cat that Bubbs was on another ship and that they’d just jumped to FTL. “We’ll…see her soon, Fizzle Pop. You do realize that the Solidarity and the Barbaric Queen weren’t permanently connected, right?” 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop didn’t answer, only staring at Kylie with his large, unblinking eyes. She had a feeling she’d used too many big words.  
 
    “Snack?” she asked, trying a different route. 
 
    His ears twitched, and he sat up straighter. “SNACK! SNACK!” Mr. Fizzle Pop sprang out of the pile of clothes, fur flying through the air as he ran out into the corridor and down to the galley—or at least, that’s where Kylie assumed the cat had gone as she hurried after him. 
 
    <This is going to be so much fun!> Marge said. Her avatar’s eyes lit up with hearts in them. <Bubbs never allows me to really question Mr. Fizzle Pop, or play with him. This might be the best trip ever, Kylie!> 
 
    Inwardly, Kylie groaned. <We have a stowaway,> she said to Ricket. 
 
    <How bad is it?> Ricket asked, her voice laden with worry. 
 
    <Really bad.>                                                                                                                                                                                                                         


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE CAVALRY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Polis Fury-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
    As he boarded the Polis Fury’s pinnace, Grayson surveyed his away team.  
 
    Dr. Quxa and a pair of her medics were at the front of the ship’s main cabin; he had handpicked the small team to help the hospital staff on Chimin. In the seats behind was a full squad of soldiers, headed by Commander Maureen. Sitting in the cockpit was Lana, alone, as she often was.  
 
    She had been instrumental in the recent battle in Gedri, and Grayson knew she’d do her part here as well—even if that was just to keep Winter in line. 
 
    The pinnace lifted out of the Polis Fury’s main bay, and he drew himself up to address the team. 
 
    “OK, people, you’ve seen the reports. Chimin’s population seems to be stable, and in all likelihood, we’ll have little need for any armed assistance, so keep weapons slung unless Commander Maureen or I say otherwise. We’re here to pitch in—in whatever capacity they require. And in the event they find themselves in need of protection….” 
 
    “We’ll be there.” Maureen smirked. “Everyone heard the colonel? The people of Chimin are our people until further notice. We wouldn’t let our own go through something like this without aid, would we?” 
 
    The squad chorused a round of ‘No, ma’am!’s, and Grayson let a smile play at the corners of his lips as he took a seat next to Lana in the cockpit.  
 
    She offered him a sideways glance. “How am I doing?” she asked as she piloted the shuttle toward the largest rock in the asteroid group, Chimin-1. 
 
    “Like a real pro,” Grayson said and studied the display as they made their final descent toward the docking bay. “You’ve really improved with the sims you’ve been doing.” 
 
    Lana tucked her hair behind her ears. “I read the reports on Chimin, too, Gray. This place, these people…they need more than just one squad. They’re going to need a miracle to get back on their feet.” 
 
    “Well, this is Silstrand space now—at least according to the maps.” He gave a rueful laugh at the requirements the Scipio Alliance had placed on the alliance, the sound earning him a sidelong look from Lana.  
 
    “Are we helping or conquering?” she asked. 
 
    “Helping. But either way, Silstrand won’t let them fall, not without a fight. Once we assess the situation, we’ll be better equipped to establish Silstrand’s governance. I’m hoping we’ll find someone on Chimin to act as a liaison, to ease the people into the new status quo. If we’re really lucky, we’ll find a governor who will work with us and not oppose us.” 
 
    “Like Winter?” Lana asked with a cringe that seemed to involve half her body. 
 
    Inwardly, Grayson groaned. “Stars, no. Not that I don’t respect and appreciate what he’s doing. It was a…surprising decision. But even if I didn’t have many, many personal reservations about him in charge of a place like this, Winter isn’t the type of man who will be happy in one place. He’ll develop the need to blow something up before long.” 
 
    Lana let out a burst of laughter. “Well, it’s probably good for Chimin he was here. To step up, I mean.” 
 
    Grayson agreed, but tabled the conversation as the shuttle entered the bay, and settled onto the cradle. A minute later, the shuttle’s internal pressure had matched the bay’s, and the doors opened.  
 
    He was out first, leading the group down the ramp. Lana followed right behind him, then came Doctor Quxa, her medics, and the squad. As they stepped onto the bay’s deck, Maureen directed the soldiers to take up positions on either side of the group and then joined Grayson. 
 
    Two other shuttles were sitting in the bay, but no people were present. 
 
    <Everything appears clear,> Grayson’s AI, Alice, said. 
 
    Grayson was about to reach out to the station’s dockmaster, when the doors on the far bay opened, and Winter strode through. 
 
    “Well, you guys sure took your sweet time getting here,” the mountain of a man grunted in greeting as he approached. “You have any idea the shit—oh…damn.” He paused as his gaze landed on Lana.  
 
    She tensed noticeably, and Grayson couldn’t help but wonder what he was missing. 
 
    “Lana,” Winter swallowed hard. “I didn’t know…I didn’t expect to see you. Not with the likes of him.”  
 
    Well, it’s nice to see that Winter hasn’t changed. 
 
    “Why would you? I’m here to help, just the same as everyone else.” Lana shifted her weight from one leg to the other, one hand tightly clasping the other arm’s wrist. 
 
    “Right.” Winter cleared his throat. “Well…good to see you’re all right. I mean, I knew you were. Heard the reports and all. I haven’t seen you since we were back on the I2. That’s all.” 
 
    “I remember,” Lana said dryly. “But all that wasn’t your fault. It was mine.” 
 
    Grayson had thought he was awkward at small talk, but Winter and Lana took the prize.  
 
    “For starters, if you could maybe give us a tour, Winter? Show us how things stand?” Grayson stepped up between the pair and offered Winter his hand, wondering if the man would even shake it. 
 
    The albino didn’t even hesitate, giving Grayson’s hand two solid pumps. “We’ve done a lot of work, but there’s more to be done.” Winter led them toward the lift, and everyone fell in line. “Emergency crews have almost finished stabilizing the central lift shaft. All of the hab levels are secure, but the day-to-day operations…everything is still touch-and-go.” 
 
    Dr. Quxa piped up. “The Fury has supplies for the hospital. If we could head there first so I can assess what they need, I’d like to get started.” 
 
    Winter threw her a sharp look, and Grayson held his hand up. “Doctor, Commander Maureen and Lana will escort you to the hospital to meet Doctor Grace, who’s been pinging the ship—rather insistently, I might add. While they do that, I think Winter and I need to have a frank conversation about what needs to be done here.” 
 
    “You’re the boss.” Winter slapped Grayson on the back hard enough that the colonel coughed. “Do I call you ‘Gray’? ‘Grayson’?” 
 
    “How about ‘Colonel’?” Grayson smirked. 
 
    Winter only laughed. “I think we both know that ain’t happening.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    A LONG TRIP IN THE DARK 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity 
 
    REGION: Approaching Dante Velorum, Interstellar Dark Layer 
 
      
 
      
 
    Time passed slowly when on a small freighter with only one other person and an uplifted talking cat.  
 
    In the small galley, Kylie and Ricket had found an old deck of playing cards and settled down at the scratched plas table to play a few rounds of Snark, while Mr. Fizzle Pop ate what had to be his tenth shredded-chicken ‘snack’ on the floor. 
 
    <Marge? Laura? You guys are still here, right?> Kylie asked. 
 
    <Yes,> they answered in unison. 
 
    <You’ve barely said a word in almost a full day,> Ricket said. <We are beginning to worry.> 
 
    <We are having a very deep conversation about the implications of something Milly and Tilly did,> Laura said. 
 
    <You wouldn’t be able to understand,> Marge said. 
 
    <Hey,> Kylie said, feeling offended. <I like the cozies just as much as any AI.> 
 
    <Yes,> Laura’s voice carried a note of disbelief. <They are amusing, aren’t they? I love them.> 
 
    Kylie wasn’t sure, but she felt like Laura might’ve been offering her an empty platitude. 
 
    <True, but you’re not an AI. The conversation would go much too fast for you,> Marge said.  
 
    Kylie’s nose crinkled with frustration. 
 
    “Let them be. At least they’re having a good time.” Ricket lay a card down and took a sip of her beer. 
 
    <We are,> Marge said. 
 
    <It’s rather enlightening,> Laura said, her voice serious. 
 
    Kylie brought her attention back down to the floor where Mr. Fizzle Pop sat eating his snack. “Well, how is it?” 
 
    “YUM, ASSHOLE.” He chewed noisily and then swallowed. “WHERE’S BUBBS?” His eyes shifted between the two humans. 
 
    Kylie quickly swallowed her beer. She was constantly walking around on eggshells, waiting for him to ask every few hours. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “NO BUBBS ON TRACKER. BLINKING BROKEN.” Mr. Fizzle Pop looked at Kylie and then at what appeared to be an entirely disinterested Ricket. His tail swished as though he didn’t appreciate their behavior. 
 
     Kylie played a card and did her best to sound distracted and bored, wondering what had possessed Bubbs to give a cat a visual overlay. “It broke when we attacked the freighter. You were knocked around pretty hard.” 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop gave her a puzzling look, and his ears flattened. “I WAS?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure. We’ll get your tracker fixed as soon as we can. It’s precision work, or your brain will go up in smoke.” 
 
    “SMOKE BAD.” Mr. Fizzle Pop padded out of the galley. “I GO FIND HER. BYE, ASSHOLES.” 
 
    Ricket sighed and laid her cards down. “I can’t do this for much longer. It’s fraying my nerves, wondering when he’s going to figure it out. Then the pitiful roooowring will begin.” 
 
    Kylie knew what she meant. “How much longer can we hold him off? Two days?” 
 
    “Not long enough. We have another day in FTL, then three days of insystem travel time to the planet. In cat years, that’s like…forever.” 
 
    Kylie snickered behind her cards. She didn’t want to say that she enjoyed how uncomfortable Mr. Fizzle Pop made Ricket, but she really did enjoy the other woman’s discomfort. 
 
    “Can we stick him in an escape pod?” 
 
    <Oh, Ricket, really,> Marge said. <He’s adorable!> 
 
    <Adorable as a headache,> Ricket answered. 
 
    “And if he ejects himself so he can go find Bubbs?” Kylie’s eyes widened at the thought. “We’ll never find him again, and we’ll have to be the ones to tell her….” 
 
    “OK, OK, I get your point. It would be a really bad idea…long-term. But in the short-term….” 
 
     Kylie cringed. “He’s not that bad, is he? I mean, he’s just a cat, right? So what if he whines a little? It’s not like he’ll never see Bubbs again. He’ll see her in another week, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “If we’re lucky, he’ll settle down for a nap and stay asleep for the remainder of this trip.” Ricket picked up her beer bottle. “I wonder if this ship has a cryopod tucked in it somewhere…and if it can be modified for cats? There has to be something on this smugglers’ tub.” 
 
    “There are two, but they’re not safe for pets. Especially ones as small as Fizzle Pop.” 
 
    “Small? Have you seen the size of him and how much he eats?” Ricket scrunched up her nose. “He’s more like a fur turkey than a cat.” 
 
    Kylie shrugged. “Compared to us, he’s small. I think he has a tapeworm.” 
 
    Ricket stroked her chin and planted a leg up on her chair. “We could lock him in the false conduit they had the AIs in. He might even like it.” 
 
    Kylie chuckled to herself as she heard Mr. Fizzle Pop growl from somewhere on the ship. It sounded mournful.  
 
    “BUBBS! NO!” Mr. Fizzle Pop let out a loud cry, and an icy chill raced up Kylie’s back. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Ricket said and laid her cards down.  
 
    Kylie had the same idea, and grabbed her beer before following close on Ricket’s heels as she rushed out of the galley and headed straight for the bridge.  
 
    “We’ll just lock him out, no sweat,” Ricket muttered. 
 
    Kylie slowed and sighed as she heard a mournful meow, and accepted that she couldn’t hide from the cat. She had to go help him. “Sorry, it’s not in my nature. I grew up on a farm. He might be a rude, stupid cat, but he’s upset right now…. I can’t leave him alone.” 
 
    Ricket shook her head as she reached the bridge and settled herself into the pilot’s seat. “Have it your way. I’m going to drink my beer in peace and quiet, while you go console a cat who calls us ‘Asshole’ like it’s our names.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way….” 
 
    Ricket continued, counting items off on her fingers. “He chews up our stuff, he poops where he shouldn’t, and he eats way more than his share of rations. True, he’s fluffy, and cute…and he purrs….” Ricket sighed and hung her head for a moment, eyeing her beer. “Fine…I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go catch some shut-eye,” Kylie said as she rose from her seat on the bridge of the Solidarity. 
 
    In front of her, Ricket was settled down in the pilot seat, drifting off to sleep. The woman’s legs were propped up on the navigation panel, while in her arm, she cradled the sleeping—and quivering—form of Mr. Fizzle Pop. 
 
    “BUBBS…ASSHOLE…” Mr. Fizzle Pop snored and sniffed, curling his tail around his body. 
 
    Ricket yawned, her eyes narrowing with fatigue. “Sure, sure. We’ll be OK up here, Captain.”  
 
    Kylie patted the Hand-agent-turned-cat-sitter on the shoulder and walked down the passage toward the captain’s quarters. She glanced around sleepily as she strode through the ship’s passages and considered giving the ship a quick walkthrough to ensure nothing was amiss, but another yawn convinced her that catching a few winks was undeniably a top priority.  
 
    A minute later, Kylie was settling onto the bed in her quarters. It was comfortable enough, and she tucked her hands behind her head as she gazed up at the overhead. 
 
    The ship was quiet, other than the gentle hum of the engines—a sound and feeling that she’d long ago become accustomed to. It had lulled Kylie to sleep for years, and she could remember her first space flights, when ships seemed deafeningly quiet, yet loud all at the same time. Just thinking of it brought back memories of her family and the voyages they had taken together. 
 
    Back in the beginning, her father’s ships were humble and built for missions and relief trips. Kylie had been nearly twelve by the time she was allowed to go with the boys into space. Her room had been smaller than Chassea’s quarters, but had included a large view screen. 
 
    Space was so big and vast that young Kylie had felt like the floor might drop out from underneath her, and she’d fall forever. It’d made her feel strangely claustrophobic, the feeling building inside her until she’d begun screaming.  
 
    Her brother, Paul, was the first one to run into her cabin. By then, he was a teenager and taking the role of ‘the pastor’s son’ seriously. He wore a suit jacket and well-pressed black pants with earnest sobriety.  
 
    Bending down, he took Kylie by the shoulders. “Kylie, what is it? What’s wrong?”  
 
    At twelve, she was just beginning to mature, yet Momma still made her wear pigtails. Kylie was tall and lanky, with bony knees sticking out from under her dress, so Paul didn’t have to bend too far to stare into her eyes as he said, “Are you ill? Kylie, talk to me.” 
 
    She stopped screaming long enough for Paul to wipe her cheeks clean.  
 
    “Space is so big and so empty,” she finally whimpered. 
 
    Paul laughed gently and shook his head. “It’s both of those things. Scary sometimes, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kylie nodded. She had been on small trips, but nothing as long-distance as this. “And quiet, but loud. The engines never stop purring, and it’s cold. I’m never cold back home, but here, I am, even though there are environmental controls.” 
 
    Paul led her over to the viewing window, and she reluctantly followed. Together they gazed out the window. “Father’s done this almost all his life, Momma too—short trips—but things are changing now.” 
 
    “Because of the AIs?” Kylie asked, just beginning to understand their place in it all. 
 
    Paul nodded. “That’s right. One day, it’ll be our job to do what Father does and share the good news about how we’re intended to be a pure species. It’ll be our job to open their eyes. Me and David and you, too. Even if you are a girl.” 
 
    Kylie’s face twisted with doubt. “You think he regrets me being a girl?” 
 
    “No, no. Of course not. I think you might be the most special of us. But a life of space travel is hard. I wished better for you when you were born, that’s all—that’s all I meant. Father, too; I think he wanted an easy life for you.” 
 
    “That sounds so boring, Paul.” Kylie scrunched her nose. “I don’t want boring. I’m looking for adventure. Something fun!” 
 
    He smiled and ruffled her hair. “Adventure can be dangerous, too.” 
 
    “That’s the fun part!” 
 
    Paul straightened back up. “I guess it is. Hard to imagine little Kylie out there, traveling the stars and exploring new places.” His gaze bounced between the view of space and Kylie’s face. “Actually, it’s not that hard to imagine at all. I just hope it doesn’t take you too far from home.” 
 
    Kylie pursed her lips together and blew out a disbelieving breath. “That’ll never happen. I’m a Rhoads, just like you. We stick together.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    ‘We stick together.’ 
 
    Had any other words ever come back to haunt Kylie so much? She didn’t think so, but then she hadn’t known how far things would go, nor could she have even imagined the madness that would drive the family on. Finding it impossible to sleep with the memory of her brother and the awareness of what she was heading to do, Kylie sat up in the bed. 
 
    <How long has it been since I laid down?> she asked. 
 
    <Nearly three hours,> Marge replied. <You were restless, though.> 
 
    <I didn’t realize I had fallen asleep at all.> 
 
    <I feared as much,> Marge said. <You have a lot on your mind, but you need your rest, if you’re going to handle whatever is coming. Why don’t I read one of the Fennington Mysteries to you? There’s a few I’ve been keeping to myself, just for an occasion such as this one.> 
 
    <Make it one that has a lot of Rupert the cat in it. I like him. Kind of reminds me a bit of Mr. Fizzle Pop, only Rupert is much nicer.> 
 
    Marge giggled. <I’m sure Rupert never thought anyone would ever say anything like that about him.> 
 
    <You do know he’s fictional, right?> 
 
    Marge deadpanned, <Don’t ruin it, Kylie.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BETTER AND WORSE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Near the C1 Brewery, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Aster, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about the mining operations?” Grayson asked as he followed Winter through a twisting passage that led toward the brewery. 
 
    “Back online, but we don’t have enough bodies to meet the mountain of back-orders—half of which were cancelled. I’m still sorting out which are still standing. We sent out word to other stations in the system, and Geonova—they’re co-orbital with Battia, but independent—has a ship with a few new hires en route, but we need way more than that. I was hoping Silstrand could help recruit.” 
 
    “Absolutely. The Polis Fury is just the vanguard. There’s a fleet on our heels that’s assigned to stabilizing the Fringe. They were wrapping things up in Gedri and should be here in about a week. Can Chimin hold on that long?” 
 
    “Gedri, eh?” Winter asked. “How’s ol’ Maverick?” 
 
    “Dead…I hope,” Grayson replied. “Was a shitshow. I guess that’s par for the course in Gedri. Either way, they’ll be jumping in any day now.” 
 
    “So long as our food supply holds out.” Winter walked past a pair of guards and opened a thick plas door. He led Grayson into a small warehouse.  
 
    The racks held food, but the supplies were obviously dwindling. Grayson studied the stocks as Winter led him over to a row of barrels and prised the lid off the first one.  
 
    “We just received this shipment from Battia. Supposed to be oats for us and barley to start the brewery back up.” 
 
    Grayson knew of Chimin’s beer—the drink was legendary in some circles. He’d drunk enough of it himself, even as far away in the Silstrand System, to prove that. He peered into the barrel as Winter scooped up some of the grain with his hand.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you—” Grayson began, but then spotted movement amongst the seeds, as roaches scurried away from the light, and his brow lowered in anger. 
 
    <Unusable,> Alice confirmed. <The insect quotient is too high for human consumption.> 
 
    <Uh…thanks, Alice.> 
 
    “Battia sent you this?” Grayson asked, keeping his anger under wraps, though he could see Winter wasn’t as interested in hiding his own fury; the man’s eyes had narrowed, and his pupils had contracted, giving his pale face an even more cold and dangerous look than normal. Battia knew the inhabitants of Chimin were fighting for their survival, yet sent food they wouldn’t be able to consume—not unless they were starving. 
 
    “It took forever to convince them to send us anything at all, and this is what we get. There’s another warehouse filled with it on the docks,” Winter ground out the words. “We thought this batch was clean when we brought it down here, but then the little fuckers hatched.” 
 
    Grayson pursed his lips and shook his head as Winter continued.  
 
    “We have supplies coming in from Geonova Station, along with the miners, but it’ll just be enough for a few days. There are families, children on this floating rock. What the hell do I say to them?” 
 
    “That food is coming.” Grayson met Winter’s eyes, still amazed to see how much the man really cared. “I won’t let these people starve, I’ll get the food they need from Battia; until then, we’ll bring down what we have from the Polis Fury.” 
 
    Winter grunted, and the vein on his temple pulsed. “A band aid when we need a tourniquet. We need to get the farms up and running again so we’ll have a harvest when the dried goods run out. We need to reestablish trade, and to do that, we need to brew beer. We need—” 
 
    “Winter,” Grayson interrupted. “We’ll get it done. I won’t leave the Hanoi System until it is. And for what it’s worth, these people are lucky to have you.” 
 
    Winter started. “Well, I never thought I’d hear that from the likes of you.” 
 
    Grayson chuckled. “I never thought I’d say it, either.” 
 
    The burly man clasped a hand on Grayson’s shoulder. “There’s someone that wants to meet you. I need you to get a read on her, see what you think.” 
 
    “You trust my opinion?” 
 
    “Didn’t I just say that?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Grayson followed Winter to the governor’s office. As the door opened, he heard someone complaining at the front desk. “He’s been avoiding me for the last two days. If you could please tell me where Winter is....” 
 
    He watched Winter visibly hold back a sigh as his eyes raked down the tall woman’s trim back, take in her perfect ass, and then rise back up again.  
 
    Grayson kept his own eyes up top and noted the military-style cap resting on a tightly spiraled bun on the back of her head.  
 
    “My ears were ringing,” Winter said as they stepped inside. 
 
    On the other side of the desk, a plainly dressed, but tidy-looking woman stood up. “Well, there he is, Captain. See, I told you he checks in from time to time.” 
 
    “Captain Ranstock,” Winter stepped forward as the statuesque woman turned, “I’m sorry I haven’t been around. I wanted to personally introduce you to Colonel Grayson of the SSF.”  
 
    Beneath her arched brows, Ranstock’s eyes held more than a little fire as she took in the sight of the two men.  
 
    Grayson stepped forward and offered her his hand. “Captain, it’s a pleasure.” 
 
    Hands clasped behind her back, Ranstock gazed at Grayson’s outstretched palm for a moment before making the move to shake it. “The SSF’s arrival here has been anxiously expected. I’m hoping we will get a chance to sit down and discuss Chimin’s future…and leadership.” As she spoke, the woman gave Winter a sidelong look—something Grayson found amusing and perplexing, all at the same time. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied with a diplomatic smile. “That’s why I’m here. I’m up-to-date regarding your part in the events that transpired here. I must thank you for helping to ensure that the Papote Alliance didn’t escape with that virus—or with Chief Raynes.” 
 
    Ranstock pursed her lips. “I’m afraid I’m at more of a disadvantage, Colonel. I’ve been told nothing about you, other than you were on your way to help put Chimin back together.” 
 
    “My AI, Alice, will send you a data packet that will explain my qualifications and service records, if you require it.” 
 
    Her jaw shifted back and forth. “For the sake of formality, that sounds like it would be…helpful.” 
 
    Grayson had half expected her to deny the request. She was going to be an interesting one to tango with; he was looking forward to the challenge.  
 
    “Absolutely. Alice?” 
 
    <I’ll do it at once,> the AI broadcasted to the group. 
 
    <Thank you,> Ranstock replied pleasantly. 
 
    “Winter,” Grayson turned his attention toward his old shipmate, “do you have a conference room where we can sit down and hammer out some details?” 
 
    Winter nodded. “Sure. Yeah, both of you follow me this way.”  
 
    He walked around the front desk, and Grayson could see a few beads of sweat on the poor fellow’s brow. His heart was in the right place, but Grayson knew that Winter didn’t have the temperament for politics or negotiations. Lucky for the people of Chimin, Grayson did. He could do this all day. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what Ranstock’s motivations were, or if they were pure, but he intended to get to the bottom of her rather surreptitious arrival. One way or the other. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Cassandra set a carafe of coffee on the conference room table, her expression carefully neutral as her eyes flicked across those present. 
 
    Grayson was the first to reach for the coffee, pouring three cups. “Thank you, Cassandra,” he said with a smile.  
 
    She gave him a pleasant glance that lasted a few seconds too long before turning and leaving the room. 
 
    “Good help you have here,” Grayson said as he handed Winter and then Ranstock their coffee.  
 
    “Don’t I know it.” Winter sipped his coffee. “I can send for some rations for lunch, depending how long this takes.” 
 
    Grayson expected that the chat might take a bit, but he didn’t want to dishearten Winter just yet. He cleared his throat and kept an eye on Captain Ranstock. She hadn’t yet reached for her coffee, but after a moment, she slid it over to the side and left it untouched. She folded her hands and gazed impassively at the pair of men.  
 
    “Let’s get down to business, then, shall we?” Grayson said before he sipped his coffee, using it as an excuse to hold Ranstock’s gaze. Pleasant as she was to look at, there was a hardness in her eyes. For reasons that were not yet clear, Chimin was important to her. “We’ll know soon enough how long this will take.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” she said in a clipped tone.  
 
    Grayson pursed his lips a moment before beginning. “I’m here on behalf of the Silstrand government. An accord has been struck between Silstrand and Scipio, as Winter knows.” 
 
    “I do?” Winter asked, his face twisting into a confused scowl. 
 
    Grayson resisted the urge to smack Winter on the back of the head…or kick him under the table. “Errm, maybe you weren’t paying that close attention at the time. Either way, I’m here in an official capacity to bring the Hanoi System into the Alliance.” 
 
    “Why would Silstrand care about Hanoi?” Ranstock asked. “For that matter, why would Scipio want peace with Silstrand? I’m not much for history, but even I know those two have been at each other’s throats for some time.” 
 
    “The details are in the packet Alice sent you. Simply put, there’s a new player on the field known as Orion. War with Orion has made for some unlikely alliances,” Grayson explained. “Scipio wants to ensure that the Fringe is secure. They were prepared to do it by any means necessary, but another group in the mix—a new player called the Transcend—brokered a deal that keeps Silstrand independent if we secure the Fringe. Both the Transcend and Scipio are funneling resources into Silstrand, and those resources and protections will extend to Hanoi and its constituent states—Chimin, the various stations, and Battia—once they sign the accord.” 
 
    “Consider it signed,” Winter said. 
 
    Ranstock sat up a bit straighter, and Grayson could see she was clearly vexed. “You don’t have the authority to do that, Winter. Chimin’s a democracy; you weren’t voted in.” 
 
    Grayson shrugged. “He has the support of the people. For now, that’s good enough until we can get an official election underway. The elected governor will need to ratify it, as well.” 
 
    Ranstock sighed and visibly deflated in front of them. “You’re not here to negotiate anything, are you, Colonel? You’re here to tell us what to do. For the good of Silstrand.” 
 
    Grayson shrugged. “So far as I can see, we want the same things, you and I. You brought aid and supplies to Chimin, as did we. Silstrand wants to get the Hanoi System back on its feet and take out these Papote and Revolution terrorists whose goal is to harm humans and destroy AIs. We can work together, but you’re going to need to have the Coalesce Legion sign a treaty with the Alliance…we’ll have to figure out how to fold you into Silstrand…maybe as a local militia of sorts.” 
 
    Ranstock’s eyebrow raised, and her lips pressed together even more tightly. “You’ll just absorb us into your collective government, is that it?” 
 
     “We’ll work together. You’ll still be an independent people, an independent fleet, but operating under the terms of the accord. I can have Alice send further documents over to you for your review. No need to sign it right away, I’ll be in the system for a while yet.” 
 
    Ranstock’s jaw tensed. “Do that.” She slid her chair backward and pushed herself up. “But a word of warning. You’ll not get Battia to join Silstrand, no matter who you are, no matter whose authority you are here under. There’s no way that dictatorial woman will agree to anything that even hints at lessening her sovereign right to rule the way she wishes. The only reason she even gave lip service to Peter Rhoads was because of what he did to Hubei.” 
 
    Grayson nodded, understanding that he had a lot more research to do on Battia. “Thank you for your cooperation and for your warning. I’ll go in with both eyes open.” 
 
    <Data packet has been transferred,> Alice reported to the group. 
 
    <Thank you, Alice,> Grayson said with a smile.  
 
    Ranstock rose and slowly backed away from the table before walking, spine rigid, toward the exit. Grayson breathed a sigh of relief that the meeting had gone a bit easier than he’d expected. He sank a bit lower in his seat and enjoyed some more of the hot coffee. It was better than military issue and much better than he was used to in Kylie’s galley. 
 
    “Damn, you enjoyed that.” Winter reached for the carafe and topped off his cup. He offered more to Grayson, who readily accepted it, then blew the steam off the coffee before answering.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Winter chuckled. “I enjoyed watching it, too, much as I hate to admit liking anything the SSF might do. Maybe this will keep her from breathing down my neck for a while.” 
 
    Stars, Chimin really is in a sorry state, if Winter is the only one who stepped up for the job. 
 
    Grayson hoped it would afford Winter more room to maneuver. As much as he hated to admit it, Winter might actually be the best man for the job—at least for now.  
 
    “Keep an eye on her. She’ll be a slippery one for sure,” Grayson said. 
 
    Winter nodded. “What’s next?” 
 
    Grayson took another sip of his coffee. “I’d like to talk to some local heads—make sure you really do have the support of those on Chimin, but I’m expecting it to be a formality. After that, I’ll explain the accord and hope you’ll sign it. It might take a while for an official election to take place here. The real question I have for you is how long can I expect you to stay here?” 
 
    Winter thought about it with a shake of his head. “I don’t know, man. I haven’t given much of anything beyond raw survival a lot of thought. Getting these people through. I don’t want this job half-assed, and I’m not comfortable walking away until it’s finished.” He paused as he considered his decision. “I guess I’ll stay long as I have to. And not a moment longer.” 
 
    Grayson could accept that answer, even found he respected Winter for it. “Wonderful. Let’s get moving, and I’ll send word for the Polis Fury to ready some fresh food to be brought down. The more time we can buy these people, the better.” 
 
    “Great.” Winter stood and showed Grayson to the exit, then walked side-by-side with him through the hall. “Then maybe you can explain why your ship has a stupid-ass name like the ‘Polis Fury’.” 
 
    “I kind of like it,” Grayson said, feeling rather insulted. 
 
    Winter laughed and slapped him on the back. “You would.” 
 
    “It means ‘The People’s Fury’, loosely translated.” 
 
    “Sounds like penis to me.” 
 
    “Shut up, Winter.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Grayson had shaken enough hands that he was starting to feel like he was running for office. Emergency crew workers, farmers, miners, the woman who ran the servitor repair shop, everyone seemed thrilled to have help arrive—even if it meant a military organization that they hadn’t at all trusted in the past.  
 
    It was good for relations, Grayson thought, for him to put a face on the SSF in a system so far from Silstrand. Maureen and her squad were helping out, as well, currently assisting with the final work on the central lift shaft.  
 
    Those on the Fringe often felt as if they weren’t thought of, and while it was unfortunate, it was mostly true. The reality of the situation was that the SSF couldn’t be everywhere at once—and systems this far outside the Alliance’s borders were all but on their own. 
 
    Visiting the hospital was the most somber of moments. Grayson met sick and injured men, women, and children who hadn’t left their beds in several weeks. He handed a teddy bear in an SSF uniform to one of the kids and watched her face light up with happiness.  
 
    “Is that standard issue?” Winter asked. 
 
    Grayson smirked. “Oh, of course. All Silstrand teddy bears wear this uniform.” 
 
    The little girl laughed, showing off her two missing front teeth as she bounced her teddy bear around. “I’m going to name him Kylie! After the hero of Chimin!” 
 
    Well, isn’t that something. The declaration caught Grayson off guard, but he forced a quick smile. “I’m a good friend of Kylie Rhoads’, did you know that?” 
 
    The little girl shook her head, and Winter rolled his eyes. “You’re already on her good side, man. Don’t push it.” 
 
    “Did I hear Kylie’s name?” 
 
    Grayson turned around and saw a woman approaching the door. She held a walking stick and reached for the doorframe with her other hand. Clearly, the woman was blind. He recognized her from Kylie’s reports as Doctor Grace.  
 
    He met her at the door as he excused himself from the room. The little girl was playing with her teddy bear and didn’t seem to notice as he introduced himself to the doctor.  
 
    “Colonel Grayson of the SSF Polis Fury.” 
 
    Grace glanced just to his left and then to his right. “Winter, I know you’re in there, too. Say something before I hit you with my cane.” 
 
    Winter sighed. “Right here, Grace.” 
 
    “Good.” She smirked. “If I have you to thank for all those medical supplies and the extra hands, I’m forever in your debt, Colonel.” 
 
    “Don’t even think of it. Happy to do what we can to help.” 
 
    “Careful what you say to a blind woman, recent or not. I hear that slightly insincere tone in your voice. You want something.” 
 
    What Grayson wanted was to suggest that the ship’s medbay could repair her eyes, but Winter had warned him that it was a sensitive subject with the doctor.  
 
    “Everyone does,” he said amiably. “Doesn’t mean I’m not happy to lend a hand or part with some supplies. The future of Chimin is important, not just to you, but to Silstrand, as well.” 
 
    “Hmm, that I do believe. Well….” Grace paused for a moment, then said, “Hungry? I’ll show you and Winter to the break room. Maybe you can tell me a bit more about Kylie. She was an enigma, yet she fought hard for all of us. I’d love to hear a bit more about what she’s like.” 
 
    Grayson snorted as he followed Grace out into the hall. “I hope you have enough time.” 
 
    “Colonel, I’m a blind doctor on an asteroid floating through the ass-end of space. I have all the time in the world.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Status report,> Grayson asked as he sat in the hospital’s breakroom, finishing his cup of tea. 
 
    Doctor Quxa reported in first, <Seen more patients than I care to remember in one day, but other than a few isolated cases, everyone will be all right. I’m putting in a requisition request when the fleet arrives. We need more than just basic supplies to see these people through—like a new set of eyes for Doctor Grace.> 
 
    <Good luck with that,> Grayson replied.  
 
    <Structural issues on the asteroid appear to be well taken care of,> Commander Maureen said. <The damage was quite extensive. I find it mind-boggling that anyone survived that crash, let alone two people. Even with our tech, it would’ve been a miracle.> 
 
    <Kylie’s tough as nails. You haven’t seen the tech that I have, but I take your point,> Grayson said. <Send the pinnace back with orders to collect as much food as the Fury’s cooks can part with. Chimin is running dangerously low, and I don’t want to take any chances of panic among the locals.> 
 
    While he had found that most did support Winter in his role as quasi-governor, there was an underlying tension amongst some of the workers. It wasn’t Winter’s fault—he was doing the best job he could with limited resources. But Grayson wanted to change that around and cut off any festering resentment before it turned into something worse. 
 
    <Aye, sir. Consider it done.> 
 
    Once Grayson’s conversation with Maureen and Doctor Quxa was done, he turned his attention back to Winter, who sat drumming his fingers on the table, a look of impatience on his face.  
 
    “Sorry,” Grayson apologized. 
 
    “Figured you’re ordering around all your lackeys.” Winter shrugged then paused for a few moments. “Hey, so. where do I fall in the mix?” 
 
    “More of a…peon, I suppose.” 
 
    Winter raised his eyebrows. “Well, isn’t that awesome.” 
 
    “Good news,” Grayson said to change the subject. “Most of the people on this rock favor your leadership—will wonders never cease.” 
 
    Winter clapped his hands together. “So, I get to sign the accord? Show me the plas.” 
 
    Grayson sighed. “First, let’s go over it so you at least know what you’re signing.” 
 
    “All right, all right. If I have to.” 
 
    <Colonel,> Major Fallon called from aboard the Polis Fury. <Battia has agreed to meet with you aboard Geonova Station. Looks like we might get to hammer out this accord in another few days.> 
 
    <Good work, Major.> 
 
    With Battia on board, Grayson could secure supplies—non bug-infested ones—for Chimin and get them in the clear. He was hopeful that he could have the Hanoi System signed on to the Scipio Alliance as members of Silstrand before the rest of the fleet arrived—but one thing was still troubling him.  
 
    <Lana, I have an assignment for you. Something you’ll need to keep a little covert, but I think you’re just the person for the job.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BEHIND ENEMY LINES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Good Eats, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana caught up with Captain Ranstock in Good Eats, one of the cafeteria-style eateries on Chimin, not far from the old brewery. Everyone had to eat, even Ranstock, and Lana had figured it was only a matter of time before the woman would show up there.  
 
    Tucking her hair behind her ears, Lana ambled over to the ration line. She picked up a tray and followed the captain’s movements, heading for a scoop of plain white rice and a broiled chicken thigh. As Ranstock picked up her plate, she turned, her gaze slipping past Lana. Without a pause, the captain walked straight toward an empty table nearby. 
 
    Lana grabbed her plate of chicken and waited a few seconds before following over. “Is this seat taken?” 
 
    Ranstock hadn’t started eating her meal yet—she appeared to be staring pensively at the food—and looked up with a jerk of her head when Lana spoke. “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” Lana asked, trying to be polite. 
 
    “Would you care if I did?” 
 
    Lana knew what she didn’t care for: the woman’s answer. She tilted her hips and frowned uncertainly, her movements eliciting a sigh from Ranstock.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know where my manners are. Please, sit down. It’s nice to see a friendly face.” 
 
    “Rough day, huh? I know all about rough, trust me.” Lana sat down and picked up her spork, placing her napkin on her lap. She’d decided to lace as many truths into her cover as she could, and gave Ranstock a bit of her backstory. “My dad’s a real hard-case. He’d always be barking orders at me. Nothing I ever did was good enough. That’s why I came over from Geonova when I heard they needed help here.” 
 
    “I know all about hard-case parents. I wasn’t raised here, but I was born here—well, in the Hanoi System, not Chimin. I thought it’d be nice to come back and try to make a difference. Seems no one cares what I have to say or that I really just want to help.” Ranstock spooned a helping of rice into her mouth, keeping her head down. 
 
    “They should be nicer to you. You brought supplies, and I heard that you sent one of your ships for more. Anyone that wants to help….” 
 
    Ranstock silently regarded her as she spoke. “What brings you here?” She asked finally, eyeing Lana with a mixture of suspicion and interest. 
 
    Lana shrugged and fluffed her sticky rice with her fork. “Duty, I guess. To prove to people I’m not the same scared young woman they remember. I’ve changed, and I can help. I can be serious. Do a good job. You think they’ll buy that?” 
 
    “Only if you buy it yourself.” Ranstock picked up her cup of water. “Do you? Believe in yourself, that is.” 
 
    Lana shrugged. “I guess. I thought I could, and then I came here. Things are really bleak. Is it stupid to think we can turn Chimin around?” 
 
    “Not stupid.” Ranstock leaned forward. “Just like everything else, we’ll fake it until we make it. That’s what my guardian always told me. A good man, and he was right; it did work. Maybe it’ll work here, too.” 
 
    Maybe. It sounded nice at the very least, and Lana thought it was good advice. She cut off a piece of her chicken with her knife and popped it into her mouth. “What were you faking?” 
 
    Ranstock smirked, and Lana wondered if she’d gotten everything out of the woman that she was going to—at least in the short-term. “Nothing so easy that I can put into words. If you’ll excuse me, Lana. As pleasant as this is, I need to check in with my ships.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lana feigned surprise. “OK, sure. Are you leaving Chimin soon?” 
 
    “Not yet. There’s still that ship coming back with supplies. I’m also waiting for some paperwork I signed to be ratified. Once that happens, though, unless I find a reason to stay, I’ll have no choice but to go. Nice meeting you.” Ranstock stood from her bench and picked up her tray of food, then set it down at a table where a woman sat with a group of children who had eaten all their food and still looked ravenous. 
 
    However, back at her seat, Ranstock had left behind the spork that she had used to eat her rice. Lana picked it up carefully and placed it in a small evidence bag. She felt a little guilty about spying on the Coalesce leader and forcing a friendship, but it was a mission, just like any other. 
 
    Were she to be honest with herself, Lana was happy to get any mission. She’d do anything to prove her importance not just to Winter or Grayson, but to herself. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Lana sat perched on the edge of a table in the hospital’s lab, waiting impatiently for the DNA results. Grace was present, as well as Doctor Quxa from the Polis Fury. Being blind, there wasn’t much Grace could do in her old ER position, but she liked to busy herself with supervisory work across the hospital. 
 
    It didn’t make sense to Lana that the doctor hadn’t had her eyes replaced. Though the hospital was poorly stocked, there had to be modders on Chimin with a spare set of peepers. The Polis Fury would certainly be able to give her a new set in under a day. 
 
    She’d considered raising the question, but realized that others must have brought it up already, and Grace was still blind. 
 
    Stars, people are weird. 
 
    The initial tests that Grace and Quxa had run came back identifying Ranstock as exactly who she said she was—in the local databases, at least. However, the SSF doctor had spotted an anomaly, and they had decided to run something Grace called a ‘full sequence’ on multiple samples. 
 
    “Well…” Quxa said after a few minutes. “Her DNA results are…mixed. Something more exotic than I’ve ever seen personally, though you wouldn’t know it by looking at her, that’s for sure. She could’ve had surgery to mask her looks. If so, it’s one of the most perfect procedures I’ve ever seen. I’ll run the results through the SSF database, see if we can get a match on who she might be. Or where she might hail from. Any ideas, based on your conversations with her?” 
 
    “It’s a splice-job for sure,” Grace added, apparently still able to use the Link to review data. “I’ve seen a few like it before. It would pass standard checks without issue; only if someone was specifically looking for a top-end falsified identity would you dig this deep.” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Ran from something, or maybe still running. She seemed to have a healthy dose of regret. It’s easy for me to recognize the signs.” 
 
    Quxa gave Lana a warm smile. “Don’t live with regret. You’re a fine young woman and you’re getting your space legs. Soon, we won’t be able to tell you apart from anyone else on the Polis Fury.” 
 
    Lana liked being included, but she didn’t really like the idea of not being able to be distinguished from the group. Stars, would anything ever make her really happy? “Run the search, and if you hit on anything big, let me know. Is there a way to trace where she’s from, based on her DNA?” 
 
    Grace shook her head. “Only if her DNA has specific genetic markers that you can’t find in other systems. A hard thing to do, considering how spread out we humans are. If we did a bone-marrow pull, we could look at isotopes and narrow it down.” 
 
    “Well, keep me up-to-date. Thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch.” Lana hopped down off the table and gave Grace a smile on her way out the door, momentarily forgetting that the woman couldn’t see it. “Thanks,” she added, hoping there would soon be something noteworthy to report to Grayson. 
 
    She didn’t want to disappoint the colonel. His opinion and recommendations went far with the SSF, and he seemed to have hit it off with Field Marshal Richards and President Tomlinson as well. Lana had only met Tanis Richards briefly, and spoken with the Transcend’s president twice via holo. 
 
    Though Sera Tomlinson had appeared tough as nails, it was hard for Lana not to stare when she realized that the woman might have been naked. It was hard to be sure with the level of tech the Transcend seemed to have, but either way, someone with the confidence to eschew clothing was something that impressed—and intimidated—Lana more than a little. 
 
    A recommendation to someone like Sera from Grayson could open a lot of doors for Lana. Then maybe she could prove to her dad she wasn’t worthless after all.  
 
    She had barely spoken to him after the I2’s doctors had ‘corrected’ the advanced nanotech in her body. He’d been busy dealing with the ramifications and hadn’t had a lot of time for her. Either way, wherever he was, she hoped he didn’t think too negatively about her. 
 
    Maybe she’d never shake those feelings of insecurity…and maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe all that mattered was that Lana did what she could, get involved, and help people. 
 
    And that’s exactly what she was going to do.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LOST IN THE FOG 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Approaching Starlight Station, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    His father was dead, his brother’s and mother’s whereabouts were unknown, and his sister was coming for him. It was just a matter of time. 
 
    The family legacy stood on a knife’s edge and its survival would fall to Paul. He was playing a waiting game, preparing as best he could for when the remains of the Revolution Fleet fell.  
 
    He had work to do; things to prepare for.  
 
    In the main cabin of the Tritan, his personal shuttle, Paul leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee. Black, almost like tar; he liked his brew to be ridiculously strong. The oldest of the Rhoads children, blessed both with dark hair and dark eyes, he’d also inherited his father’s strong chin—which he now stroked pensively. He remained quiet as his wife piloted the shuttle into a docking bay in Starlight Station, which sat atop the Dante’s space elevator. 
 
    “OK, here we are. Local time is just after eleven hundred.” Janice turned in her seat to look at him, her position revealing the Revolution symbol right above her left breast. Long brown ringlets spiraled down her back and framed her smiling face, her fine features aglow with the light streaming through the forward screen. 
 
    Though Paul had always been a good son, dedicated to his father, his heart belonged to Janice. The clean lines of her face were beautiful, romantic. Paul tried to memorize the curve of her jaw and even the small crinkles around her eyes.  
 
    “Just in time for lunch, then.” Paul traced a finger along her cheek and would’ve kissed her if there were time.  
 
    Janice laughed. “Oh, darling, do you ever think of anything but a meal?” 
 
    “A family trait. I’m glad the outer shipyards are doing well. I hope things here at Starlight are on track, too. We need to bolster the fleet almost as badly as we need warm bodies.” 
 
    Janice offered him her hand and Paul took it. Hand in hand, the couple strode off the Tritan and walked through the passageways—a pair of guards named Pasa and Fritts, who had been waiting in the bay, following after—to an elevator car that took the group down the strand for the thirty-minute journey to Dante’s surface.  
 
    A platoon of soldiers waited at the debarkation terminal on the planet, and at their head was one of Paul’s most trusted soldiers. 
 
    “Area is secure and ready for you, sir,” Lieutenant Drake said. 
 
    Paul nodded his thanks. It would be an important visit. A representative from Orion would be present, ready to judge his progress—and likely berate him for his father’s failure. Many other local officials would also be present, representatives from systems that had supported the Revolution Fleet and who needed to be convinced that it was in their best interest to continue with that support. 
 
    Just thinking of it sent a wave of anxiety through him.  
 
    “Lead us on, then,” Janice gently encouraged the lieutenant. “We don’t want to be late.” 
 
    Outside the terminal, the world was nothing like one would expect to find after the ride down to the surface in something as ancient and magnificent as a space elevator. 
 
    Despite its backwater location within the Fringe, it was rumored that Dante had been terraformed by the FGT, and that it was they who had made the elevator that still serviced the planet—though the people who now lived on the world possessed nothing approaching that level of technology. 
 
    Like most of the worlds in the Fringe, they’d been thrown back to near pre-spaceflight technology during the dark ages that followed the FTL wars. Only their secluded location beyond the Velorum Rift had kept them relatively safe. 
 
    Over the prior few centuries—aided by their space elevator, which they referred to as ‘The Star Strand’—the people of Dante Velorum had clawed their way back to being a spacefaring civilization—though they’d done it while maintaining a smaller population…under a hundred million, system-wide.  
 
    In all honesty, it was a true utopia—that was, before his father had arrived. Now the system was focused on building ships for the Revolution Fleet, and on not incurring the Rhoads’ wrath.  
 
    The capital city of New Roma encircled the base of the space elevator, its elegant buildings displaying a clean and refined architecture.  
 
    Outside the terminal, a delegation from the local government, headed by Chancellor Bishop—a man entirely loyal to the cause—waited for them.  
 
    Paul watched his wife smile and saw the slow spread of satisfaction on her face. “See how loyal they are, how ready to serve, even with your father gone.” 
 
    “Through no small amount of your own efforts,” Paul said as he took her hand and walked toward the waiting delegation. 
 
    “Just doing my job as a good wife. A good Rhoads.” Janice patted his hand and squeezed it with affection. “Soon, we’ll be called to serve the people of Orion. Our hearts will need to be just as dedicated to them as they were to Peter.”  
 
    Paul was unable to respond to his wife’s encouragement, as they, at last, reached the waiting contingent. 
 
    “Admiral Rhoads, we’ve been anticipating your arrival.” Chancellor Bishop, wearing his customary grey suit, said as he stepped forward.  
 
    He had wrinkles around his eyes and had a thin and receding hairline. In other words, the man possessed no AI or nano, and didn’t believe in rejuvenation techniques. He was the future they all were destined to embrace. 
 
    And Paul was to keep them all on that path. 
 
    Paul shook the chancellor’s offered hand. “It’ll be a time of celebration, especially with the news I bring. Let’s talk over lunch. I want to see all of the progress you’ve made since my last visit. We’re going to have a very busy day ahead of us.” 
 
    Bishop nodded. “We have prepared a meal fit for a king to celebrate. With you and your lovely wife.” 
 
    Janice grinned as she slipped her arm through Paul’s. “I knew I liked you when last we met, Bishop. I can’t wait to see your wife and children again. How are Sophia and little Carter?” 
 
    Paul gave his wife a look of appraisal and support. Though he rarely faltered when it came to remembering details and social graces, she was always ready to step in. With the two of them together, nothing could keep them from spreading their message, from winning. It didn’t matter who tried to stop them. 
 
    The thought immediately shifted his mind to her.  
 
    She was coming. He’d known, from the moment he heard about Father’s death and the destruction of his division of the Revolution Fleet, that there would be a confrontation between brother and sister. A confrontation he was desperate to avoid. 
 
    Now all he could do was prepare and hope the time he had would be enough.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SANDWICH KING 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen 
 
    REGION: Approaching Dante Velorum, Interstellar Dark Layer 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bubbs had seen a lot of things over the years that had truly horrified her, but nothing came as close to true terror as the lost, yet happy puppy dog expression Rogers constantly had on his face.  
 
    She’d arrived at the galley moments before, planning to grab a cup of coffee, only to discover the Barbaric Queen’s pilot was in there making a sandwich.  
 
    With little choice but to join him in the room, she cleared her throat and hurried over to the coffee pot. The light brown color of the brew she poured into her mug was disheartening.  
 
    Great. With the captain gone, I’m stuck drinking this guy’s pathetic excuse for coffee.  
 
    “Why do you wear that face?” she growled at Rogers as she turned, cup in hand. 
 
    “It’s the only face I have.” 
 
    Bubbs glared at him. “Har.” 
 
    Rogers pushed down on his bread, the lettuce inside making a soft crunch. Not as nice as the sound of bones crunching, but it was a close runner-up…right behind chips crunching in a burger. 
 
    He gave a small shrug as he stuffed the sandwich in his mouth. <Sad Ricket’s gone, I guess,> Rogers said across the shipnet—for which Bubbs was grateful. Seeing his stupid face, and a mouth full of food would have earned him a coffee cup to the head. 
 
    “It’s for the good of the mission. Kylie needs backup and support. I couldn’t go, as my good arm is a giveaway that I’m not Elizabeth. Trust me. I would much rather have gone with the captain than stay here with you. No offense.” 
 
    “Uh, no offense?” Rogers raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Soon as this is over, you’ll be reunited with your true love.” 
 
    “You’re right. Everything you just said, I already know. I must seem pretty silly to you, huh?” 
 
    Bubbs sipped her coffee-flavored water and winced. “More like stupid.” 
 
    Rogers’ eyes widened. “Well, thanks a lot.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Bubbs said without missing a beat. “I’m just out of sorts. Mr. Fizzle Pop’s tracker’s not responding, and I can’t find him anywhere.” 
 
    Rogers shook his head. “Me either. Not since he came into my room and stole my hidden stash of beef jerky while I was fixing the Solidarity. I’m not sure how he even found it.” 
 
    “He has a great sniffer. It was upgraded.”  
 
    “Of course it was. What haven’t you upgraded on that cat?” 
 
    Bubbs sighed and put her mug down. “This isn’t good. I can’t find him anywhere. I even put out tuna, and he didn’t come.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s…you know…hurt?”  
 
    Bubbs nearly laughed at such a ridiculous statement. “No, if he was aboard and injured, we’d hear him. I’m worried that he’s no longer on the ship. He must have snuck over to the Solidarity before we detached.” 
 
    “You’re really going to hurt the captain for this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am not.” Bubbs arched an eyebrow. “I have no need. Once Mr. Fizzle Pop realizes we’ve been separated, he will be a terror to live with. That alone should be enough punishment…and Kylie will learn her lesson.” 
 
    “Lesson?” 
 
    Bubbs nodded. “Always check for strange cats before disengaging the umbilical, of course.” 
 
    Rogers smirked. “Of course.” 
 
    She picked her mug back up and strolled toward the exit.  
 
    “Where are you headed?” Rogers asked as he rushed after her, his half-eaten sandwich still in his hand. 
 
    “To question and torture our three guests. Want to come? It’ll put hair on your chest, unlike this coffee.” Bubbs slapped him on the back. 
 
    Rogers winced. “Um, no. I’m going to head to the bridge, review our progress and the maps of Dante Velorum. I’m real nervous about this.” 
 
    “We have two days of FTL to go, Rogers. We’ll make it there in one piece; I have faith in you, even if you don’t.” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s what happens when we get there. If Paul’s anything like Peter, Kylie won’t have a choice. If she stalls or delays, I’m worried what that all means.” 
 
    “It means sometimes we have to do things for the captain when she can’t do it for herself. Which is why I sent the message to Sera Tomlinson and the Hand.” 
 
    Rogers’ eyes widened. “You? All this time, I was worried about Ricket, and you sent the message!” 
 
    “Yes!” Bubbs answered emphatically. “By the time they get the message, filter it through the right channels and ready a fleet, it could be weeks. It’s not like Paul’s in the midst of attacking a world. It’ll be low priority. If we delayed, and Kylie needs aid, they’d never arrive in time to help her.” 
 
    Rogers shook his head. “If they arrive before she does, if her brother is hurt in whatever happens next, or killed…Bubbs, she’ll throw you off the ship.” 
 
    A shrug rolled off the woman’s shoulders. “It’s the risk I took to help a friend when she doesn’t realize she needs help. Isn’t that what friends are supposed to do?” Bubbs asked sincerely. 
 
    “Yeah…yeah, it is. I’m glad you’re here, Bubbs. I should’ve been the one to make a call like that. Sometimes I’m so damn loyal to Kylie, I don’t see when the things she asks me to do go against her own best interests.” 
 
    “If something happens to her brother, I will beg forgiveness, but at least Kylie will be alive for that to happen. If she wishes me to leave the BQ, I hope what I do here is time well-spent.” She sipped her coffee and nearly gagged. “Now, want to help me rough up a surly boy and a couple of women before we call it a day?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Rogers had declined a visit with the prisoners and instead went to the bridge, contemplating his brief, and somewhat disturbing, conversation with Bubbs.  
 
    She’d made several good points about Kylie and calling the reinforcements in to help. Mostly, Rogers was disturbed by his own reluctance to make the right call if it meant second-guessing the captain. Was he getting soft?  
 
    In the back of his mind, he suspected that he’d always been soft when it came to Kylie. Back when there were only two other crewmembers on the Dauntless, he’d wanted to side with the captain. No one ever knew when Winter was going to go off and do something that went against orders—someone had to toe the line.  
 
    Man, we’ve come a long way since then.  
 
    Rogers just hoped Kylie would be all right—and Ricket, too. He wasn’t ready to lose the two most important women in his life, especially not on the same day. 
 
    He ran a few system checks and diagnostics from his pilot’s seat. When he was done, he rose from his chair, and suddenly his vision spun, like the worst case of vertigo imaginable—except he didn’t ever experience vertigo.  
 
    Rogers groaned and grabbed the back of his seat, begging it to stop wobbling around, only to have his mind flooded with a vision. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    In his mind, he saw Bubbs walk into the brig and ask Jacob a question as she strode past his cell. Rogers’ vision focused in on the man, and he spotted the two pieces of metal that Jacob held. 
 
    A moment later, the brig shook with an explosion, and Rogers’ view filled with smoke. He couldn’t tell if Jacob or Bubbs was injured. 
 
    Has this already happened? No…there aren’t any alerts on the Link…. 
 
    He wondered if it was his mind trying to parse ambient sensor data coming through his connection to the ship. Was it trying to warn him? 
 
    <Bubbs!> Rogers cried out he pulled himself upright, still fighting against the vertigo. He dragged himself across the bridge, leaning against the bulkhead near the door for a moment before stumbling down the passage to the lift. <Get out of the brig. You can’t trust Jacob. He’s got something…a bomb!> 
 
    She didn’t answer, and her silence spurred him on. He grabbed the weapon from his hip as the lift doors opened, then he stabbed the button for the brig level. Just as he got there, an explosion rocked the deck beneath his feet, and the Barbaric Queen’s fire alarms sounded. Lights flashed, and Rogers grabbed onto the bulkhead to steady himself. 
 
    “Bubbs! Answer me!” he called out as he reached the metal doors leading to the brig.  
 
    They had automatically sealed due to the explosion. In his daze, he first tried to prise them open with his fingertips before realizing that would never work. 
 
    He brought the system reports up on his HUD, seeing fire suppression systems active in the brig, and noting that the air filtration systems weren’t running. No hull breaches were apparent, but the door’s locking mechanisms were offline. On top of that, the automated brig containment systems were venting atmosphere from the section—something Rogers realized the ship’s previous owners must have set up to stop any attempts at escape—or a straight up mutiny. 
 
    <I’m all right, just a little winded.> Bubbs’ voice came into his mind a moment later. <Jacob’s unconscious. I hit him with my bad arm.> 
 
    Rogers breathed a sigh of relief. <Elizabeth OK?> 
 
    <Still in her cell. The door is wedged shut, looks like her bunk, and part of the wall, is holding her down. She’ll live—at least until I get my hands on her.> 
 
    <And Chassea?> 
 
    <She’s out there with you. Down the hall, in the interrogation room. You might want to check on her to make sure she stays passed out.> 
 
    <OK, listen. The environmental systems are trying to vent the air in there, but lucky for you, they’re damaged and not doing a good job. You have about two hours of air left. That’s plenty of time. I’m going to get the door open. The hinges have locked, but I’m going to grab a molecular decoupler and slice them apart.> If Marge was around, she’d probably have it open in two seconds flat.  
 
    What I wouldn’t give to have a ship’s AI aboard. 
 
    <Affirmative. I’ll keep an eye on these two.> 
 
    Rogers raced through the ship and grabbed the MDC cutter from engineering, then sped back to the brig entrance and set to work on the door. He studied the schematics and marked all the areas he needed to cut directly into the wall. As he slid his goggles down, Rogers double-checked on life support and saw that the estimates had dropped from two hours to one. 
 
    The system must have repaired itself…and was going to kill the inhabitants faster. He thought of letting Bubbs know, but figured there was no sense in causing her to panic.  
 
    As Rogers reviewed the brig door’s mounting mechanisms, he realized it was going to take another set of hands to pull off the job. Unfortunately, there was only one other set of those on his side of the locked door. 
 
    Damn. Rogers hated prisoners. Hated them. I swear to the stars—or whoever is listening—if I get everyone out alive, I’ll never take another prisoner again. 
 
    It was a promise he meant to keep. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Rogers entered the interrogation room to find Chassea awake, her eyes following every move he made. Still strapped into the chair they had used to interrogate Liberty, the captain shifted as he got closer, and explained that he needed help. 
 
    “Why the hell should I help you or that thing you keep?” Chassea asked, interrupting him partway through. 
 
    Rogers could see a bruise forming on her jaw and knew that it hadn’t gotten there on its own.  
 
    “Because Elizabeth and Jacob are trapped in there with Bubbs. They’re going to die, too, if we don’t work together. I can understand why you hate Bubbs, but I’m pretty sure you don’t hate your own crew.” 
 
    Chassea’s eyes shifted. “One condition: I’m never left alone with your attack dog again. You get me?” 
 
    Rogers nodded. “I get you. For the record, she’s just trying to get answers so we can help our captain. It has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Not exactly comforting,” Chassea said, as Rogers released her wrist and ankle restraints. She sat up immediately and rubbed her wrists. “But it’s a start. Just tell me what to do.” 
 
    Rogers stepped clear and trained his pulse pistol on the woman. “You get to operate the power tools.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CLOSE QUARTERS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen 
 
    REGION: Approaching Dante Velorum, Interstellar Dark Layer 
 
      
 
      
 
    The air had grown thin, and Bubbs had to remember to focus on staying conscious. The explosion had extensively damaged the corridor, but she’d managed to avoid getting pinned by the falling wall of Jacob’s cell that had blown outward.  
 
    The same couldn’t be said for Elizabeth, who had been pinned by her bunk and part of the wall that had divided the cells. She wheezed, gasping for air, eyes wide.  
 
    “Help me move this stuff off her,” Bubbs ordered Jacob. She gripped a corner piece and started to lift it. “Now, Jacob!”  
 
    As much as she was willing to push them around to learn what they needed, Bubbs didn’t want to see a helpless woman die. That wasn’t her thing. She had been prisoner enough times to hold some sympathy for those she watched over. 
 
    Jacob didn’t move. He was resting his head against a pipe that had fallen to the deck, his hand clutching his side. 
 
    “He’s bleeding out,” Elizabeth gasped. “He can’t help you.” 
 
    Bubbs didn’t know how the woman could know that, but she didn’t have time to ask a lot of questions. Slowly, she gently lowered the metal back down on top of Elizabeth, who groaned with the full weight once more pressing upon her. 
 
    Bubbs knew her only option was to make a lever—find something flat enough to wedge under the bunk. 
 
    <They’re dying in here,> she said angrily to Rogers. <Do something already.> 
 
    <We’re working as fast as we can. Almost there. Hold on.> 
 
    Platitudes. How Bubbs hated hearing them and, over the years, she had heard them enough. She spotted a piece of Jacob’s cell door and grunted as she wedged it between Elizabeth’s body and the metal pinning her. 
 
    “You’re going to need to move when I lift this up. Understood?” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded and blinked slowly. Bubbs feared she might be losing consciousness. 
 
    Bubbs applied her full might to her makeshift lever and gave a groan. “You’d better hurry.” 
 
    Elizabeth pulled herself free, gasping in pain as she moved, though Bubbs figured her injury was better than being dead. As soon as the woman’s feet were clear, Bubbs dropped the chunk of metal and took a deep breath, which was getting harder to do. 
 
    She was beginning to feel a panic set in, as her shortness of breath increased. Crouching down beside Elizabeth, Bubbs focused on taking long, slow breaths. Elizabeth lay back, her chest heaving too fast.  
 
    “Slow your breath, or you’ll start to hyperventilate. The air is thin. We need to preserve what we have.” Bubbs put her hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Some escape plan you two had.” 
 
    “I told him it was stupid.” Elizabeth swallowed. “Now he’ll pay the price if we don’t get him to a doctor. If your medbay is anything like the rest of this scrap heap, he’s screwed.” 
 
    Bubbs smirked despite the situation. “You’d be surprised by what we can do. How do you know he has internal injuries?” 
 
    “I used to be a doctor,” Elizabeth confessed, and Bubbs’ eyebrows rose. “I still have the medical grade visual mods. I can see the signs of cranial pressure and blood pooling in his lungs.” 
 
    “Pretty advanced stuff. I’m sure there’s a story in there somewhere, pixie.” 
 
    “We all have stories. Like you.” Elizabeth swallowed with difficulty. “Your body scans prove you have a lot added and a lot missing.” 
 
    Bubbs scowled. She never gave anyone permission to do a scan on her, though she suspected the flow armor greatly limited what the woman could really see. When Jacob whimpered, she glanced back at him, but he appeared to be unconscious.  
 
    At least he’ll use up less air that way. 
 
    “Hello, hypoxia,” Elizabeth muttered. 
 
    The half-mech woman slid further down on the floor as the air began to thin. There wasn’t enough to keep them conscious much longer.  
 
    Bubbs closed her eyes and thought of her beloved Mr. Fizzle Pop. She’d miss feeling his soft fur on her cheeks, and she was sorry she never got to say goodbye. 
 
    A moment later, the sound of a door falling onto the deck caused her eyes to open. She saw a light, and then her lungs filled with a rush of fresh air. 
 
    Thank the fucking stars.  
 
    She sat up and looked down at Elizabeth. She shook the woman’s shoulder to wake her.  
 
    “Elizabeth, we’re going to be all right,” she said, as Rogers and Chassea rushed in to help them. 
 
    But Elizabeth didn’t stir. Bubbs feared the worst. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Chassea had seen a lot of things in the years she had been smuggling in the Fringe, working for the Revolution Fleet, but a medbay like this was decidedly not one of them. Jacob had been placed in a medtube, which was repairing his severed arteries while also cleaning out the internal bleeds before they clotted. Elizabeth was in another autodoc, her bloodstream being carefully reoxygenated while the system worked on her other injuries. 
 
    “Damn, looks like her pelvis and hips were crushed,” Bubbs said. 
 
    Chassea nodded. “Thank you for saving them both. You didn’t need to. I might not like you, but I recognize what you’ve done.” 
 
    “No one dies on my watch, at least not without a fight—or unless it’s me that kills them.”  
 
    Bubbs turned and walked out of the medbay, and Chassea couldn’t help but notice how Rogers’ eyes followed the cyborg woman. The man’s expression hinted at a Link conversation, and she wondered what it was about.  
 
    She hated all their secrets.  
 
    But secrets were her thing, too. Everyone had them. 
 
    Then Bubbs was gone, and Rogers turned to Chassea, crossing his arms and scowling at her. “Time to ‘fess up. We’ve helped your crew—more than they deserve, considering what you were smuggling. Now you tell me exactly why you stole those AIs, and what the Revolution Fleet wants with them.” 
 
    Chassea knew she had to give him some information— enough to quell his curiosity—but which parts to tell him?  
 
    “We were to take the AIs to Paul Rhoads. Once Raynes arrived, Paul was going to give a demonstration.” 
 
    “To show how the nano virus can destroy AIs?” Rogers shook his head. “Damn, that’s some cruel shit. You were OK with that?” 
 
    She was surprised this man knew of the virus, but the only visible response she gave was a shrug. “I got paid to do it, so I did it. For the record, the Revolution Fleet doesn’t skimp on the credit. We did the job—well, half of it. Guess I won’t be getting that money.” 
 
    “Who was he putting the demonstration on for?” 
 
    “Do I look like—” Chassea paused when she caught sight of the machine turning Elizabeth and slicing her open, tiny armatures pulling her skin aside as it began to rebuild her hip.  
 
    It hit her that she wasn’t getting out of this anytime soon.  
 
    “Janice said some high-level generals and dignitaries from a place called ‘Orion’ were coming. If Paul can prove he has the real deal with the nanovirus, Orion will give them a big reward—maybe even a ticket out of this crappy corner of the cosmos.” 
 
    “Nice alliteration. Who’s Janice?” 
 
    Chassea nodded. “Paul’s wife. I like to call her a heartless bitch, but he doesn’t agree.” 
 
    “I guess you know them pretty well.” 
 
    “Fairly.” Her jaw tensed when she answered. She didn’t want to give him any more at this point.  
 
    “Thanks for the information. I don’t like it, but I appreciate you being honest with me. I’m afraid since we don’t have a brig anymore, we’ll have to confine you to a cabin. I’ll still have my eye on you. Bubbs might not want to kill anyone, but you hurt my ship again, and I’ll space you. All three of you.” 
 
    Chassea could tell from the look in his strange, blue eyes that the man was serious. He would do it, and he wouldn’t even care. Damn pirates…or whatever they are. “Understood.” 
 
    Rogers grabbed her roughly by the arm and shoved her out of the medbay, leading her to the crew quarters.  
 
    “This is how you’re going to treat me now that you have the information you need?” 
 
    “Don’t. You’re not the wronged party. You don’t get to be all self-righteous about this. Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After Rogers sealed Chassea in her quarters, Bubbs met him in the corridor, prepared to stand guard. “Did you learn anything useful?” 
 
    “Learned it’s a good thing you called the reinforcements when you did; Kylie’s walking into a much more dangerous situation than she realizes. Orion Guard dangerous. Let’s just hope we get there in time.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    A LONGER TRIP IN THE DARK 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.18.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity 
 
    REGION: Approaching Dante Velorum, Interstellar Dark Layer 
 
      
 
      
 
    “ASSHOLES CAN’T CATCH ME!” 
 
    “Fizzle Pop!” Ricket and Kylie both screamed and each grabbed for the cat.  
 
    They were in the galley making dinner, when the cat scooped up three of the frozen fillets of fish in his mouth and jumped off the counter. 
 
    Ricket tried to grab his left leg, while Kylie went for his tail, but their arms crossed each other, and they ended up knocking their heads together, and the cat got away—with their dinner.  
 
    Kylie groaned and rubbed her head, while Ricket scowled, her eyebrows pinching together. 
 
    “I thought you were the graceful, yet deadly, Hand agent,” Kylie said as they walked to the galley’s exit.  
 
    “What about you? You worked for a crime syndicate for how long and managed to survive? You can’t handle one nasty little cat?” Ricket looked down the corridor to the left. “No sign of him.” 
 
    “We probably won’t see him until he finishes our dinner.” Kylie brought up the cat tracker. “You know he isn’t nasty. I’ve seen you cuddling with him the past two nights.” 
 
    “Cuddling? More like placating him so he won’t meow for Bubbs for hours. Listening to a cat sing the blues isn’t in my job description. I’d rather take on an Orion agent.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm. Sure. Looks like he’s under the bulkhead near the bridge. We can fish him out there.” 
 
    “Ha ha, funny. Dinner’s ruined, though. We should’ve chosen something he doesn’t like to eat.” 
 
    Kylie shot her a blank stare as they walked through the passages. “I’ve seen that cat eat wires and old napkins. I’m pretty sure they haven’t introduced a food yet that he wouldn’t scarf down like it’s his last meal.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Then we lock him in the escape pod.” 
 
    Groan. “We’ve been over this already.” 
 
    “We’re getting closer, you know. We’re less than nine hours from dumping out of FTL. Are you nervous?” asked Ricket. 
 
    “Do I seem nervous?” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Ricket tossed the hair from her face. “Marge said you haven’t been sleeping well, and even Mr. Fizzle Pop said you snapped at him.” 
 
    “You’re trusting the word of strange and surly cats now?” 
 
    “Please, I wish he was strange. I’ve spent more time talking to that cat than I have talking to my own mother. It’s as horrifying as it is amusing.”  
 
    Kylie smirked. “I’m just saying, who wouldn’t be on edge? But in all honesty, I’m fine.”  
 
    “Fine? I guess if you don’t want to talk about it….”  
 
    “I don’t. No more than you want to talk about my decision not to call in reinforcements.” 
 
    Ricket pushed her lips together tightly. “Is that why there’s so much tension? You don’t think I called them, do you?” 
 
    The thought had crossed Kylie’s mind, but she didn’t want to voice her concerns. Instead, she bent over—she could hear Mr. Fizzle Pop chewing. Sure enough, there he was. His head turned to the side as he gnawed on a frozen piece of fish as if it was the last meal he’d ever eat. 
 
    She straightened and groaned. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    <You can’t unsee that,> Marge agreed. 
 
    “Frozen pizza, then?” Ricket asked as they walked back toward the galley. 
 
    “PIZZA?!” 
 
    Kylie shook her head, wondering how her mission to save her family had come to this.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    GEONOVA  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.19.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Geonova Station 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip to Geonova took longer than Grayson had hoped. The Hanoi System’s star, named Dauten by the locals, was at its solar maximum, and astrometrics reported a high risk of coronal mass ejections.  
 
    To make matters worse, both Chimin and Battia ran the risk of being within the star’s magnetic current sheet when the CMEs tore free from the star’s atmosphere.  
 
    As a result, Grayson had sent the Polis Fury up over the stellar plane, making the trip take almost three days.  
 
    Docking with Geonova took several hours, as well. The station was nervous about having a warship in close proximity, and with the Polis Fury’s pinnace still back at Chimin, aiding in running supplies between some of the asteroids, Grayson had used a local shuttle service to collect himself and Commander Maureen. 
 
    Major Fallon had questioned him for not using one of the assault dropships, but with the station already behaving as though they wished he wasn’t present, he knew that would send the wrong message. 
 
    Nevertheless, he did have those assault ships crewed and ready to hit the station, should anything go wrong. 
 
    And so, Grayson and Maureen entered a private meeting room in Battia’s consulate alone. He could tell that Maureen was a little nervous about operating without backup on her heels, but in his time working with Kylie, Grayson had become accustomed to the lack of reinforcements. 
 
    Sometimes going in alone could work out surprisingly well. 
 
    Inside the room, two Battian officials waited, both wearing nondescript dark mauve suits. His attention was caught by the posture of one of the two women; she was shifting her stance to keep her clothing from pulling at her hip, an amateur tell for a poorly concealed weapon.  
 
    His suspicions were confirmed as she eyed them distrustfully before leaning back against the wall. 
 
    In the center of the room stood a high table holding drinks. A decorative light gave off a warm glow from above. On the other side of the table stood the second woman. She wore a wide-rimmed blue hat with the world’s official crest on the front. From the back of the hat hung a braid of long, blonde hair. 
 
    “Colonel Grayson of the Silstrand Alliance, I presume?” The woman’s eyebrows rose as she stepped around the table with her arms behind her back. 
 
    “You presume correctly. With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” 
 
    “You may call me Ambassador Pauline. I’ve been sent by Empress Mei with the authority to speak on her behalf. I welcome you to Battia with open arms, open heart, and open mind.” Pauline bowed slightly, and Grayson had to take care not to let his smile falter.  
 
    The messages from the Battian delegation hadn’t indicated who would be in attendance, and that had given him hope that it was to be the empress herself—which turned out to have been a fool’s hope. 
 
    “We thank you, Ambassador. First, some introductions. This is Commander Maureen, who serves with me aboard the Polis Fury. She’ll be assisting in negotiations. Also, in the spirit of full disclosure, Alice, the AI I’m paired with, will be recording these proceedings. Empress Mei’s office should’ve received a data packet from us a few days prior. It will help explain why we’re here.” 
 
    <Greetings,> Alice’s mental tone over the room’s network was warm, but also professional. 
 
    “You do like to get down to business, don’t you?” Pauline asked with a smirk. 
 
    Grayson gave a short nod. “When you travel as much as I do, you want to get the ball rolling. Can you confirm the receipt of our data packet?” 
 
    “I can. I must confess it brought the empress much confusion and heartache to think that Silstrand wishes to unseat her sovereign rule.” 
 
    “We’re at war. Silstrand and Scipio are uniting to fight a common threat, and that requires stability in our backyard. We will need the worlds of the Hanoi System to join us and sign the treaty. This requirement was stipulated by Scipio—not to put too fine a point on it, you should be happy that it’s Silstrand coming into Hanoi. The other alternative would be a Scipian fleet on your doorstep.” 
 
    Ambassador Pauline gave a wan smile. “I suppose we should thank the stars above for small mercies, then.” 
 
    Grayson ignored the irony in her voice as he continued. “Also, there are parts of that treaty which involve the treatment of AIs.” 
 
    “Battia has no AIs. Not since we aligned ourselves with Peter Rhoads and the Revolution Fleet. He mandated their removal and destruction.” 
 
    Alice made a choking sound in Grayson’s mind, and he felt her pain. Even though his time with Jerrod had not ended well, he recognized that AIs were sentient beings. This woman was giving genocide a casual hand-wave. 
 
    He pushed that from his mind and responded evenly, “Then I imagine that you’ll have no problem signing the treaty.” 
 
    Pauline gave a polite laugh. “Colonel Grayson, anything that diminishes the empress’s power, she won’t sign. She read it herself; it gives ultimate authority over Battia to a government far away in the Silstrand System and strips all power away from the individual leaders. We don’t even get a seat in Silstrand’s senate. I have come here today to meet with you as a courtesy, but know this: we will not be signing your treaty today or any other day.” 
 
    Grayson pursed his lips and gave the woman a narrow-eyed nod. “I can’t say I’m that surprised. Especially after seeing the contaminated ‘relief’ supplies you sent. Any leader who would send half-rotten, bug-infested food to people in need is not someone who would see the logic in this alliance.” 
 
    Pauline drew herself up and stared down her nose at Grayson. “I don’t like your accusations, Colonel. I’m afraid we’re done here. We’ll see you returned to your ship—” She gestured toward the door. 
 
    Grayson held up a hand. “Commander Maureen, how long before we can blockade Battia? Also, please provide an estimated timeline for bombarding their capital city.” 
 
    A predatory grin formed on Maureen’s lips and she snapped her fingers. “Blockade is child’s play. After Rhoads seized Battia’s ships, all they have are patrol boats. It would only take three monitoring satellites for the Polis Fury to secure Battia’s nearspace. Add in a couple of freighters or tugs, and we’d have it completely locked down. One thing Chimin has in spades right now is fuel, and a lot of the people there are pissed at Battia, so I imagine we could have a few of them here in a couple of days.” 
 
    Pauline’s eyes narrowed. “We have orbital defenses. You’ll not find it that easy.” 
 
    Maureen gave the ambassador the kind of look one would give a child who had just threatened an adult. “Outdated tech, the work of hours to destroy. Your capital city has some basic grav shielding, but we can use one of Chimin’s tugs to haul a nice big rock over and drop it on the city. Unless the rest of our fleet gets here first. Then we won’t even need that.” 
 
    Pauline’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious! What do you hope to gain from this?” 
 
    “We’re playing for keeps,” Grayson replied. “Like I said, our alliance with Scipio mandates that we gain control of the Fringe systems. There’s no alternative. If I cannot meet with your empress, if I cannot make a deal for Silstrand, one will be made without her. And without you.” 
 
    Pauline swallowed hard, and Grayson saw a look of panic in her eyes. He didn’t like strong-arming the woman, but there were dozens of systems and thousands of stations and worlds that they needed to bring into the fold. Silstrand didn’t have time to pussyfoot around with the likes of Empress Mei.  
 
    Even so, he felt bad about threatening an entire planet. But that’s all it was: a threat. He’d never follow through with that sort of attack. 
 
    “Very well, we’ll escort you to meet the empress, but I warn you, Colonel. Empress Mei isn’t one to be threatened or trifled with.” Pauline nodded at the other Battia representative, who stepped forward. 
 
    “You will surrender your weapons and receive them when you leave Battia.” She extended her hands, as if they would readily hand over their weapons. 
 
    Grayson did as requested, but left his plas knife hidden in his boot, certain the Battians wouldn’t be able to detect it. After giving him a worried look, Maureen followed suit.  
 
    “We’re putting our faith in you. I do hope you’ll do the same,” Maureen said. 
 
    “Follow me,” Pauline said and quietly left the room, not waiting for Grayson or Maureen to catch up with the guard trailing behind. 
 
    <Well, that was quite the performance you put on,> Maureen said privately. 
 
    <I’m a regular thespian. Hopefully my bad-cop routine is enough for you to save the day when we get to Battia. Everything I’ve read says that Mei finds women threatening, but men even more so. With her, I’d get nowhere. Now she’ll have evidence that I’m just as bad as she fears, and you can appeal to her…softer side.> 
 
    <Oh, I’m all soft, Colonel,> Maureen said with quiet menace. 
 
    In the corridor, Pauline glanced over her shoulder. “Our shuttle is prepped and waiting. If you’ll follow me, Colonel,”  
 
    “Thank you, Ambassador,” Grayson said. “Have your pilot register your route with the Polis Fury. It’ll be following along so it can pick us up after the empress signs on.” Grayson watched Pauline to see how she’d react and saw the way her jaw twitched to the side.  
 
    The implication was clear: the blockade was already beginning. 
 
    “Don’t worry, his bark is worse than his bite,” Maureen said with a smile. 
 
    Pauline relaxed, though only a fraction, and gave the commander a small nod. 
 
    Grayson did his best to calm his nerves as they walked through the station’s corridors. Though he fully expected that things would work out in the end, he wasn’t so sure about what it would take to achieve his goals. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MEETINGS & DISTRACTIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.20.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Executive Residence, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul peered out the window from the executive house he frequented when visiting New Roma. Behind him, the meeting with his generals and advisors was wrapping up. Though he’d moved away from the table, he tried to listen, but found himself wondering how things had gotten this big. 
 
    He’d never wanted to start a war, let alone lead it. He wanted peace. It was his father’s promise that had somehow grown into something monstrous—and Paul didn’t know how to stop it…only how to ride along with it. 
 
    “Thank you, everyone,” he said, turning back toward them once General Bret had finished speaking. “The next few days will be big. Let’s do our best to prepare and be ready.” 
 
    Everyone began to disembark except for Cecile, his personal assistant and advisor—other than his wife, of course.  
 
    “Everything all right, Paul?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, everything’s fine. Just tired after all the traveling.” He raised his eyebrows as though that explained everything away. “I feel like it wears you out the more you do it.” And Paul was sick of it. He loathed it. “Feels good to have a planet under my feet again.” 
 
    Cecile sighed. “If I can be frank with you, sir?” 
 
    “Of course you can. You always have been.” 
 
    “Since losing…Peter, your resolve…seems weakened. Others haven’t noticed yet, but it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “You’re witnessing grief coupled with disappointment.” Paul turned to gaze back through the window so he wouldn’t need to look her in the eye. “I’m sure you’ve heard that when we lost Father, hundreds of my own ships defected. During jumps over the last week, they’ve disappeared. Probably dumping out of the DL and changing course. At just over three hundred ships, we’re at a fraction of our former strength. That alone would be enough to dampen an admiral’s spirits, don’t you think?” 
 
    He turned to watch Cecile’s slow nod. “Yes, sir. They weren’t true believers like you and me. Like Janice. But the rest of us, those who remain, we’re with you until the end. The wheat from the chaff.” 
 
    Her words felt more like the jaws of a trap than a pledge of support. Still, Paul forced a smile. “Thank you, Cecile. You always know what to say to make me feel better.” 
 
    “Fake it until you make it, sir. I took the loss of Peter hard, too. I thought for sure his death would rally the family, but when I heard of David’s call to surrender and lay down our arms….” 
 
    “Kylie got to him,” Paul admitted. “She always had a way of convincing him…making him believe things that weren’t true. We’re not monsters, except maybe in her eyes.” 
 
    “I know that won’t happen with you.” Cecile smiled, and Paul felt a quick surge of panic that she’d seen through him. But she gave no further indication, only got to her feet and said, “It’s late, and I’ve taken up too much of your time. Goodnight, sir.” 
 
    “You too. Try to stop working for a few minutes and take care of yourself.”  
 
    Paul walked her to the door to see her out. He was finally alone—except for the armed guards he knew to be standing outside the door. They were always there these days; maybe by now he should’ve been used to it, but he wasn’t.  
 
    He poured himself a finger of whiskey from the bar while keeping his eyes on the horizon as Velorum Prime began to set. So often, he wished the stars would tell him the right thing to do.  
 
    At least he had the counsel of his wife. Janice had yet to steer him wrong.  
 
    Footsteps behind him drew Paul’s attention, and he turned to see Janice entering from the door that led to his private study.  
 
    “Meeting over already?” she asked. 
 
    After the two-hour meeting, the word that came to his mind was ‘finally’, not ‘already’, though he kept that thought to himself and only nodded silently before taking another sip of his whiskey. 
 
    Janice blew out a long breath. “Well, OK, then. No word yet on Raynes. I’m getting worried that maybe he didn’t leave Chimin when he sent his last message.” She went to the bar and poured herself a drink. 
 
    Paul gazed ahead and repeated, almost as if on auto pilot, “There’s still time. He’s not late yet. I have faith in him and in the people of the Papote Alliance. Their numbers strengthen our cause, not detract from it.”  
 
    “You’re right.” She gave him an uncertain smile as she approached—the gesture enough to show Paul that Janice believed him. They clinked their glasses and each sipped their whiskey. “Chassea secured her target, but called in that she’d had some trouble with her ship. She’s back on track, but with all these balls in the air, it’s easy to be nervous. If they don’t get here before the gala, Orion is going to have our asses.” She took a deep breath and settled down. 
 
    Paul realized that his wife was more on edge about the gala than he’d thought. He put his glass down and massaged her shoulders. “There’s a lot of moving parts, but we must have faith that everything is going to work out.” 
 
    Janice rolled her head to the side as he massaged her. “You and Peter, you were all about hope and faith. I’m a realist, Paul. If Kylie and her…allies were able to get to Peter and his fleet…look what she did. Just look. We lost your brother. Your mother.” 
 
    Paul tensed, but he tried not to display it. “I’d rather not talk about my sister.” 
 
    “We need to talk about her eventually, don’t we? We can only run and hide for so long. So long as we stay in the Fringe, a confrontation will happen. You might be forced to do what you don’t want to.” 
 
    Avenge his father’s death by having his sister killed? Father had the stomach for it. Paul didn’t know if he did.  
 
    “You have to ready yourself,” Janice insisted. “How do you do that if you’re not even willing to talk about it?” 
 
    Talking about his sister brought images of her to the forefront of his mind. He could even smell the lilac bushes that grew outside the front of their childhood home.  
 
    “I grew up with her, Jan. Everything that makes me who I am, she shared. Right now, she’s confused and lost, but should I give up on her so easily? As easily as she gave up on us?”  
 
    Paul shook his head. When he thought of Kylie, he remembered that little girl in pigtails, clutching her stuffed pig. And later a young woman he’d fought and argued with in a desperate attempt to make her stay with the family, and not fly off to join the Silstrand Space Force’s academy. 
 
    In the end, she’d broken his heart. 
 
    “I know what you two share, and I also know that I barely met her once, but Paul…you can’t let that bond undo everything that we’ve accomplished. All that your father accomplished. We must be the ones who get to complete this task. Look at what is at risk if we fail. Not just us, not just Kylie, but all of humanity.” 
 
    Paul thought about her words as he took his glass back to the bar. He rocked it side to side, watching the remaining whiskey in the glass swirl in a vortex. “It’s the same argument you used for joining Orion.” 
 
    “And you see how that’s worked out, don’t you? They strengthened our numbers. Gave us money and material. I know you don’t like pledging your support to them strictly on their merits, but what we’ve managed to achieve and in such a short time…” Janice’s eyes widened. “You see, don’t you?” 
 
    There was no denying that the partnership with Orion had proved fruitful—or that their goals were aligned. “Do you believe the ends always justify the means?”  
 
    “In this case, I do.” Janice ran her hands up Paul’s arms. “Your brother David followed Peter without question. Kylie stands opposed. You…you of all the Rhoadses like to question and seek your own answers and make up your own mind. It’s admirable, Paul. I love you for it, but you can’t hem and haw over this one. You have to be all in.” 
 
    Do I?  
 
    He wasn’t so sure. Their two children—a son and a daughter, all grown up—were already lost to them, just as he’d lost Kylie. What if the family dream was no longer a dream? Maybe it was destroying their very foundation. Maybe it was the thing made of nightmares and monsters. 
 
    Maybe he had turned into a monster. 
 
    And what of his lovely wife? What did that make her? 
 
    She looked up into his eyes, hers earnest and sincere. “Scipio and Silstrand are more aligned now than we ever thought possible. The AIs and those who support them are unflinching in their views, and they’re growing stronger. Silstrand is moving into the Fringe. Soon there will be few places left in our region of space that are truly free. 
 
    “But more important than ever is that we still have Orion’s support. They’re committed to helping us get rid of the AIs, free humanity to make its own choices so we can pursue the pureblood race your father wanted so badly. Humanity’s pursuits…doesn’t that have a nice ring to it?” 
 
    Again, Janice had said just the right things to put Paul’s mind at ease.  
 
    He took her hands and squeezed them firmly. “I don’t know how you manage to distill everything down so well.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “It’s a gift.” 
 
    Paul kissed her, sliding a hand beneath her hair and caressing the back of her neck.  
 
    Janice traced her fingers up Paul’s arms. “I think we need to relax, don’t you?” She went up on her tiptoes to kiss his neck, and he remembered all the promises they had made.  
 
    The answer was yes. He would take his wife to bed, and when it was over, they’d lie in bed and laugh. The good times far outweighed the bad.  
 
    Paul would try to remember that…to convince himself of it. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The past had its way of making itself known. 
 
    “You must be a good son,” Peter demanded as Paul sat on the edge of the reclining chair in their old living room. “Any doubts you have, you can’t make them public! What would people think if they knew I couldn’t control my own family?” 
 
    Young then, thirteen or fourteen, Paul could barely lift his head as his father went on, reprimanding him, making more and more demands as the years went by. When he found the strength to glance up, he saw young Kylie in her pretty farm dress. She clutched the arm of her stuffed pig in one hand and her eyes looked so sad as she watched him. 
 
    So sad…before she snuck away. 
 
    That memory was fresh in Paul’s mind as he rose early the next morning. He had much work that needed to be done. 
 
    He dressed quietly while Janice still slept and as he affixed the cufflink on his sleeve, he watched her sleep, admiring the way her hair cascaded across the pillow. Her lips were parted, and though she might have drooled a little, he only loved that face more. He thought to kiss it, but he didn’t want to wake her and ruin all his careful planning. 
 
    Instead, he’d have to deal with the growing heartbreak in his chest. 
 
    He grabbed the second cufflink from the tray on the dresser and his eyes caught the silver etching on the side—‘PR’.  
 
    Being a Rhoads was a source of pride; as the preacher’s son, he had very rarely been anything but. Now his blessings had turned into chains. Paul hurried through the house and made to leave.  
 
    The guards outside the private rooms regarded him with surprise.  
 
    “Sir, your itinerary doesn’t list any meetings taking place this early,” Drake said. 
 
    “A surprise for my wife. Stay here and guard her as you would me.” 
 
    Lieutenant Drake stared him down. “You know I can’t do that, sir. One of us must come with you, one way or another.” 
 
    “Please,” Paul pleaded. “Hardly anyone is awake yet. Nothing’s going to happen to me with so many members of the Revolution Fleet downworld. I need some time to myself. With what lies ahead of me, I need to spend time alone to reflect. There’s value in one’s own counsel that you can only find when alone. Do me this favor.” 
 
    Drake sighed, and then glanced at the other guards nearby. “If something happens to you, it’ll be more than just my job. It could be the end of the revolution.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Alberta spoke up. “But I’ll be quiet, and anything I see or hear will remain in the strictest confidence. You have my word.” 
 
    Alberta had been with him a long time. Paul knew he could trust her, but he would still have to find a way to ditch her.  
 
    “All right. It seems I have no choice. Come, then.”  
 
    They hurried down the front steps and into the car that waited out front. Paul got into the back, and Alberta sat beside him. The chauffeur nodded as the car hovered away from the curb. “Good morning, sir. Early start.” 
 
    “A lot to do.” 
 
    “A busy man like yourself, I can imagine that’s very true!” The driver chuckled kindly, and Paul forced a good-natured smile onto his lips.  
 
    Good people—the galaxy was full of them. Paul had met many of them, shaken their hands. Except now, he was a ticking time bomb, waiting to go off—if Silstrand and Scipio caught up to him, people like his chauffeur would end up caught in the crosshairs. 
 
    And it wasn’t so much if Silstrand caught up to him—it was when. His father had thought their forces strong enough to defeat the SSF, but with Silstrand’s new allies, they’d crushed the Revolution Fleet. Now they were coming to finish the job. 
 
    Paul didn’t want to live with that much death on his conscience. There had been too much already. His father’d had a stomach for it, but Paul? He just wanted it all to stop. 
 
    It was hard to get off the speeding maglev when you owned the tracks and were son of the conductor.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Peter thanked the chauffeur when they reached the space elevator’s passenger terminal, and hurried inside with Alberta trailing behind. Once there, he walked quickly to the Tritan and boarded the small craft. 
 
    The shipyard orbiting Dante was situated at the lagrange point between the world and its largest moon, and it took thirty minutes to reach it. Paul hadn’t flown a ship on his own for some time, but the interfaces were standard, and comfortable familiarity came back to him before long. 
 
    No one at the local space traffic control questioned his departure, either. One of the benefits of being in charge. 
 
    They settled into the cradle in an empty bay, and Paul stepped off the shuttle first, turning to Alberta with a hand raised. “Wait here.” 
 
    She rose and shook her head. “Sir—Paul, that’s not a good idea and you know it.” 
 
    “I’m safe here, and you know it. This facility is more than secure. I’m not going to argue with you about it. 
 
    Alberta’s eyes narrowed for a brief moment before she finally nodded. “I’ll be monitoring you and the area. First sign of trouble and I’m coming in to get you.” 
 
    Paul would take what he could get. He gave her a curt nod and a deliberate look of warning before he stepped off the shuttle. He walked toward the bay’s exit, which opened to reveal Bishop waiting for him.  
 
    Peter shook the man’s hand. “Thanks for being so discreet about this, Bishop.” 
 
    “My pleasure, sir. You know I’d do anything for the mission, for you and your family. You’ve given so much of yourselves….” 
 
    Paul tuned the man out, though he was skilled enough at dealing with the public that he appeared engaged and attentive as the pair walked along the deserted section of the shipyard’s drydock ring toward the ship he was most concerned with.  
 
    When they arrived, Bishop led him to an observation deck overlooking the dock. Within sat a rather angular ship; smaller than a cruiser, but bigger than a freighter, she was a sight to behold. A real beauty.  
 
    Paul couldn’t wait to take her out. 
 
    “The shields and weapons?” he asked with a tightness in his stomach. 
 
    “Coming along,” Bishop said with pride as he puffed up his chest and stood just a bit taller. “By tonight at the latest. When you and the missus want to make your getaway after the gala undetected, this girl will be ready.” 
 
    Just the reference to his wife made Paul queasy. “And the stealth tech from Orion?” 
 
    “It’s all installed and appears to be working as intended. You and Missus Rhoads will finally get that few minutes of peace you’re so in need of.” 
 
    Excellent. Peter let out a sigh of relief. “Thank the stars for that. Remember, Bishop, it’s a surprise for Janice, so we must keep it to ourselves. She needs this just as much as I do.” 
 
    Bishop nodded with a twinkle in his eye. “She won’t hear about it from me, Mister Rhoads. It’s just been an honor to help and serve you.”  
 
    That’s what they all said before they gave their lives. Peter kept that grief from welling up inside himself by slapping Bishop on the back. “Can we get a tour inside? I want to make sure everything is perfect.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was late morning by the time Paul returned to the house, and he knew that he’d have some explaining to do.  
 
    “Jan?” he called as he entered the living room.  
 
    The space was empty, and his breakfast sat on a wooden tray beside the recliner. The oatmeal—one of his favorite dishes—had congealed and begun to dry. 
 
    Paul entered the kitchen, where Janice was pacing back and forth. Dressed for the day in a slimming blue dress and heels, with her long hair tied back in an elegant fish-braid, she stopped with her back to him and rested a hand on the counter.  
 
    “Well, he isn’t here, Archie. So where do you think I should start looking? I’ve checked everywhere; no one has seen him except for that traitorous Alberta, and she won’t give me any details other than to say he’s fine, and she’s doing as ordered. As ordered! Against me? His own wife?” 
 
    Paul grimaced. He’d known Janice would be upset, but he didn’t want Alberta to end up in her crosshairs.  
 
    “The gala is coming up, and I can’t have any more wrenches thrown into this situation with Orion. It’s more serious than even Paul knows.” 
 
    He cleared his throat to catch Janice’s attention, and she spun around, wide-eyed.  
 
    “He just walked through the door. I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “Sorry I missed breakfast,” Paul said with an apologetic smile. “Seems you’ve been making plans without me. What’s going on with Orion?” 
 
    Janice’s mouth opened, and she stammered on a few attempts at a response.  
 
    Paul stepped closer to her and touched her chin. “It’s not like you to be speechless, Jan.” 
 
    “I…was worried about you. Where’ve you been?” Soft as her voice was, there was accusation laced within the words.  
 
    Paul ran a hand across her head, a comforting gesture he’d learned from his father. “We have such a full day. I needed to get out and clear my head. Have a few meetings before the real work begins. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    “And you didn’t wake me? No kiss goodbye? It’s not like you, Paul.” 
 
    “I gave you a kiss…you just didn’t wake, so I decided to let you sleep.” He smiled to cover the white lie as he stepped to the side and opened the chiller.  
 
    Reaching in, he grabbed a handful of grapes from a waiting bowl and popped one in his mouth. Feeling his wife’s eyes still trying to bore a hole through him, Paul moved over to the cabinet to grab a mug.  
 
    “Thanks for making the coffee,” he said. 
 
    It’d be weak and barely palatable, but Paul didn’t want to bring up his dissatisfaction with her brew right then.  
 
    “That’s all you have to say?” Janice asked, eyes narrowing as she stood there, barely having moved. “I woke at six to get ready, to have your breakfast just as you like it sent up by the help. That was five hours ago, Paul. Five hours! You didn’t leave a message, you didn’t answer my calls. Or anyone else’s, for that matter.” 
 
    Paul gave a shrug, which he tempered with an apologetic smile. “I turned off my messaging pad; I didn’t want to be disturbed. I wanted to be alone, Janice. Alberta was with me, I was perfectly safe.” He poured the dark coffee into his mug and watched steam rise off it.  
 
    “Don’t bring her up with me.” Janice stormed past him. As she left the kitchen, she called out over her shoulder, “I’ll deal with her later!” 
 
    Paul sighed. “Jan, don’t take your anger out on Alberta. She was just doing her job, and she’s been doing it very well,” he said as he strode after her. 
 
    Janice spun around just as Paul reached her. “You’ll defend her to me? Maybe she should be your wife, then.” 
 
    “Don’t be hysterical.” Paul cringed at his choice of words. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Janice appeared to calm down and nodded, taking a deep breath before she spoke. “We have too much riding on this event with Orion for you to suddenly decide you need some peace and quiet. When this is over, we can do what we’ve always talked about—take a vacation, get away from it all for a little while, but not yet. Now isn’t the time.” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “Someone else is always determining when it’s the ‘right time’. Father, you, even Kylie. When do I get to make a choice about my life?” 
 
    Janice stared at him. “Where is this coming from? Have I ever asked you to do something you didn’t want to do?” 
 
    “Yes. With Orion,” Paul answered. “Now I hear you talking about them with Archibald? What is going on that I don’t know about?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Janice answered quickly. Too quickly. “I know it sounds bad, but it was nothing of consequence. You know I handle events like the gala. I make the arrangements and accommodations. You should see the things that these dignitaries want. They take kid gloves, Paul.” 
 
    “That’s all it is?” He’d never known his wife to be overdramatic, but he’d also never picked up on her lying to him, either. So which was it? 
 
    “Yes!” She threw her arms up in the air. “I was venting about the trials of being your wife. I’m sorry if I’m not perfect all the time.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to be perfect, Jan.” Paul stepped forward and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry if that’s how you took it.” 
 
    “I’m not keeping secrets from you, if that’s what you’re thinking. How could I? You’re my husband. We’re joined and one, just as it’s meant to be.” She gazed at him with warm, loving eyes and suddenly Paul was overwhelmed with guilt. 
 
    He didn’t show it, though. The years at his father’s feet had taught him how to always appear composed—no matter how he felt inside.  
 
    Lifting her hand, he gave it a gentle kiss. “I’m sorry for succumbing to all the pressure.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry you have to live with it. You’re all the revolution has left. Your father is dead; David’s left us. We need your leadership now more than ever.” 
 
    “That’s not making me feel any better, Jan.” He sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know the weight you’ve felt all this time about being Peter’s son—the preacher with so much to live up to. Tell you what,” Janice patted his chest, “go sit in your favorite chair by the window. I’ll have an even better brunch made for you.”  
 
    Brunch did sound nice, and he was hungry.  
 
    “Give you a few minutes to yourself,” she continued. “Look outside and see how beautiful it all is. See what we’re working on saving.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Thanks, Janice. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully,” she said with a smile, “you’ll never have to find out.” 
 
    Something about the way she said the words made his stomach turn. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DATE WITH AN EMPRESS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.20.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Shuttle approaching Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Battian shuttle dropped toward the planet, Grayson worried once more whether going down without backup was the right move. 
 
    After he’d relayed his plan to Fallon, she objected strenuously, but he’d overruled her. He and Maureen were both counting on the fear of an orbital strike to keep Empress Mei from doing anything stupid.  
 
    The shuttle passed through the clouds, and the forward display showed a vast blue ocean, its surface undulating gently. Eventually a sliver of land appeared in the distance, and breakers began to form on the water.  
 
    As the smudge of land grew, it resolved into a city: Banglad, the capital. 
 
    It was an old city, at least old for its construction materials. While the neighboring world of Hubei had—before Peter Rhoads destroyed it—kept a more agrarian focus as they carefully introduced new technologies, Battia had opted for a rapid re-industrialization. 
 
    From what Grayson could tell, it hadn’t served them well. Brick and steel buildings filled the city, while factories on the outskirts and in the port belched smoke into the air. Peering down he saw that the streets of Banglad were narrow and crowded. 
 
    <Glad I’m an AI,> Alice said as the shuttle flew toward the palace that rested amongst a series of low hills on the northwest side of the city. <Your mednano is going to be working overtime with that smog.> 
 
    <I was just thinking the same thing,> Maureen replied. <Not the nicest place I’ve seen in our travels—heck, Montral looks nicer than this, and that place is a shithole.> 
 
    <You know…other than the food issue, even Chimin’s a lot nicer than this. I’m starting to get why so many people prefer to live on those asteroids, even with low-population planets nearby.> 
 
    Then they were past the city proper and approaching the high walls that surrounded the immortal one’s palace. The barrier was sheathed in gold, and the silver gate that separated the empress’s domain from that of her people gleamed all the more when contrasted against the haze that hung over the city.  
 
    <Look, she’s running a light grav shield to keep the smog out. What a piece of work she must be,> Alice commented.  
 
    Grayson nodded as he spotted diamond-tipped spears set atop the wall they passed over. <A real peach, I bet. You’ve got your work cut out for you, Maureen.> 
 
    <I deserve a promotion.> 
 
    Grayson tried to keep an open mind, but his heart was hardening toward the empress even before he’d had a chance to meet her.  
 
    <I see that scowl on your face,> Maureen said. <I’m guessing it’s not going to take much for you to play bad cop.> 
 
    <The real question is whether or not you’ll be able to play good cop.> 
 
    <Like I said, let’s talk about that promotion.> 
 
    Despite her words, Grayson knew that Maureen would keep a cool head. She was the very definition of unflappable.  
 
    <Alice, see if you can grab some data for me. Median income for the population of the city inside the walls, and those forced to live on the outside.> 
 
    <You’ve got it. Though the locals seem disinclined to deal with requests from an AI.> 
 
    <Well, don’t do anything we can’t explain away, yet. Just be casually threatening.> 
 
    <Of course, Colonel.> Alice winked.  
 
    As they’d spoken, the shuttle slowed and then settled down on a rooftop pad in the center of the palace’s compound. The building they’d landed on was over three hundred meters tall, and sheathed in glass and gold.  
 
    Once the shuttle doors opened, Pauline glanced at him, a smug look on her face. “Just wait until you get inside.” 
 
    Grayson struggled to keep his true opinion under wraps. “Oh, I can’t wait.”  
 
    He tugged at his uniform, straightening it as he gestured for Maureen to step ahead of him. They followed Pauline out of the shuttle and down a small ramp. He took note of the blue sky and how clean the air smelled within the protected fortress. Nearby, a low domed structure sat atop the roof, and he sent a query to Alice. 
 
    <That what I think it is?> 
 
    <Well, I can’t read your mind, but it looks to me like a high-powered shield-umbrella generator. The tower to your left has a rather large anti-aircraft emplacement on it—though it’s decoratively concealed. I bet there are surface-to-space defenses around here, too.> 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    <Seems our work is only just beginning. Hope you packed enough socks, Colonel,> Maureen said. 
 
    <Socks are the least of my worries,> Grayson responded, keeping his tone light and good-natured.  
 
    As they continued toward the rooftop entrance, a figure in red robes emerged—the first man from Battia they had met. Long, black tendrils of hair framed his angular face, and as he approached, Grayson saw that his hands were tucked into the opposite sleeves. 
 
    He bowed at the waist. “Welcome to the Golden City, home to Empress Mei Majai.” 
 
    Grayson bowed—though not as far—and Maureen followed suit. “We’re honored to be received at the palace.” 
 
    “I’m Hai. I’ll escort you through to the viewing chamber. If you have time for refreshments, I may offer you steamed milk with honey and mint leaves.”  
 
    “Sounds delightful, but I’m afraid not. We’re on a tight schedule, but we do thank you for your hospitality,” Maureen said. 
 
    Grayson kept quiet as they followed Hai into the building, where they were led down marble stairs, the banisters on either side carved from jade. At the base of the steps, they entered a lift and rode approximately halfway down the structure. From there, Hai led them through what he realized—given the dais at the far end—was a throne room. The ceiling rose fifty meters over their heads and featured blue crystal chandeliers hanging from delicate arches, illuminating thick tapestries that covered the walls.  
 
    He had to admit that the room was certainly opulent, but after having been aboard the massive I2 back at Silstrand, little impressed him anymore. 
 
    A red carpet stretched across the golden floor, leading to the opulent seat, upon which sat an even more ostentatious woman. 
 
    As they approached, Grayson studied her intricate red gown and headpiece. It had to weigh a ton, considering it appeared to be made of diamond-encrusted gold, with strands of pearls hanging from antler-like shafts of red crystal. 
 
    “Empress—” Grayson began as they reached the dais, but Hai stepped between him and the throne.  
 
    Shaking his head quickly with eyes wide, Hai pushed down on their shoulders, indicating they should first kneel. Then he shuffled over, his slippers whispering on the gold floor, and knelt beside Grayson, bowing his head so deep it nearly touched the floor. 
 
    Grayson and Maureen didn’t drop any further, and the colonel felt that holding back an impatient sigh was as much grace as he could manage.  
 
    While they waited for whatever signal would allow them to rise, Alice checked in. <I have the data you asked for. Access in folder named ‘This-place-gives-me-the-creeps’.> 
 
    He nearly chuckled as he sent across his heartfelt thanks. 
 
    <This place isn’t as backward as they’d led you to believe. I’m certain that the empress has an AI, and she’s probing over their network. I think Hai has one, too, but I managed to isolate them pretty easily. If I’m right, their AIs are heavily shackled.> 
 
    <That’s surprising, given what we know about Battia. I wonder how they managed to conceal that from Peter Rhoads. Thank you, Alice. It’s certainly a sorry state of affairs.> 
 
    Alice sent her non-verbal agreement across in a wave of feelings. <Some highlights about the empress: she’s borne only daughters. Four, each with a different male suitor. There’s almost nothing on one of the daughters, two were killed as infants, and a third didn’t make it to her teens.> 
 
    <Killed her own daughters? That’s abhorrent.> 
 
    <Only females reign on Battia. She feared they’d one day challenge her rule, from what I can gather. She’s seeking to have a son, but so far, her forcing it genetically hasn’t worked. She’s miscarried all male embryos, and each of her suitors has paid the ultimate price for it.> 
 
    <Something in her DNA must be faulty, then,> Maureen answered. <Or there’s something wrong with her body…. I’ve heard of issues like that in ancient times.> 
 
    Grayson wondered what it could be. Even though Battia as a whole was barely spacefaring, the empress had the means to travel elsewhere if she really wanted advanced medicine to help her bear a son. 
 
    “Rise,” Mei finally said, “and come let your empress look upon you.” 
 
    <Oh, brother,> Alice groaned.  
 
    Grayson stood and allowed Maureen to take the lead. He pulled up the data Alice had procured on his HUD and saw that over the centuries Mei had ruled Battia, nothing had really improved. The lifespans of the peasants, the crime rates, how ‘justice’ was meted out…none of it was pleasant. Tyranny and death appeared to be the only style of rule Empress Mei believed in.  
 
    Maureen reached the dais, and when Mei offered her hand, Maureen took it but didn’t quite touch her lips to the woman’s hand, as she seemed to desire. When it was Grayson’s turn, he looked Mei in the eye instead of the ring. He was struck by her absolute exotic beauty.  
 
    With her high cheeks, epicanthic folds on her eyes, dark olive skin, and silky smooth hair pinned into buns on either side of her head, her physical attractiveness was undeniable. He could see how it would be easy for a man living on Battia to fall for her beauty and be in awe of the power she wielded. 
 
    Mei raised her hand and her throne lit up, the gold shifting hue to give off a ruddy gleam. “You dare look me in the eye as though we are equals? What is your name and position?” 
 
    “Colonel Grayson of the Silstrand Alliance. I’m certain you know why we’re here—this system is joining our Alliance.” 
 
    Mei’s haughty expression didn’t change. “That does not interest me. I care not for Silstrand and Scipio. I care only for Battia. Nothing here will change. You’ve come all this way for nothing.” 
 
    Maureen took her cue from Grayson. “Empress Mei, you must hear us out. The Hegemony and Scipio are at war, and a distant nation known as Orion seeks to destabilize the Fringe systems further. Now that the Revolution Fleet is gone, you are defenseless. The first pirate fleet that comes through Hanoi will pillage your world. They’ll take your resources, your people.” 
 
    “Unless of course you don’t care for your people,” Grayson added. The empress’s expression hardened, and he knew his words were true. “While you live here in this fortress, the commoners on your world suffer. Half of them are bordering on starvation—though other parts of your world easily produce enough food to feed them. All the while, you sit on that throne, unwilling to lift a finger to help them. You keep them trapped on this world, indentured to you. That’s why you so readily aligned yourself with Peter Rhoads, isn’t it? It gave you the excuse to strip the last vestiges of technology from them and keep them squarely beneath your thumb.” 
 
    Mei’s eyes widened. “No one has ever spoken to me this way. Never.” 
 
    “Then maybe,” Grayson sneered, “you need to get out more.” 
 
    <You might be taking bad cop a little bit too far,> Maureen chastised him.  
 
    She may be right, but he couldn’t let the empress think she had the upper hand. 
 
    “Men have been killed for saying less,” Mei fumed. 
 
    “Perhaps we should just end this charade. You won’t make a move against us,” Grayson warned. “If you do, the Polis Fury will destroy your palace. The ship is in geosynchronous orbit above us, and the railguns are loaded.” 
 
    The empress smiled sweetly, her head tilted to the side, but Grayson could tell the expression was one she struggled to maintain. “We are not helpless, Colonel Grayson. My palace is well defended.” 
 
    “That may be, but you can’t destroy my ship. The rest of my fleet will be insystem any day now—it’s possible that they already are, and it’s just the astrostorms that are keeping us from seeing them. Regardless, they will take control of this system. Far as I can tell, you rule with only yourself in mind. So, let this be a warning to you, Empress Mei Maji.”  
 
    As Grayson spoke, he stepped up the stairs, causing three of the guards—which he’d spotted hidden behind the nearby tapestries—to emerge and aim their weapons at him. He ignored the threats.  
 
    “Sign the accord, and your way of life remains the same. You will become part of the Silstrand Alliance, though will remain largely autonomous. Don’t sign the treaty, and we will blockade your world and wipe out your defenses. Following that, we’ll remove you and install our own government, and you’ll never see the light of day again.” 
 
    <We’re not playing good-cop, bad-cop anymore, are we?> Maureen asked.  
 
    <I really want her to say no. Then we can depose her and be done with this place.> 
 
    <Deposing her will mean we’re stuck here cleaning up this mess,> Alice interjected. 
 
    <Battia is all but a disaster area. We’ll have to clean it up either way.> 
 
    Mei didn’t blink, but she did raise her hand, and the three guards lowered their weapons. “Colonel Grayson, you are a brave man to come before me and speak this way. Brave and perhaps very stupid.” She took a breath. “I will consider your words—they have some merit. We will discuss them later over dinner. Hai, show them to their rooms so they may freshen up.” 
 
    The guards stepped forward, and Grayson gave a shallow nod to the empress.  
 
    Maureen matched his gesture and gave him the side eye. <I can’t believe we didn’t get shot.> 
 
    Grayson had worried about that as well. The empress was either a little crazy, or she didn’t want to lose face in front of her followers.  
 
    <I feel sick at the thought of keeping her in power…but we can’t solve every problem everywhere at once. Still, even if she signs, I won’t trust a word she says.> He gave the empress a glance over his shoulder and saw a smirk on her lips. 
 
    There was no reason to trust her. Not at all.  
 
    <I’ve secured backchannel access to the palace’s communication network,> Alice said as they were led out of the throne room. <I have Major Fallon.> 
 
    Grayson breathed a sigh of relief, glad that the timing of his bluff had gone off so well.  
 
    <How’s it looking up there, Major?> 
 
    <We’re at geosync above you, Colonel,> Fallon informed him. <We have our own satellites in orbit, keeping an eye on the place. If you need something blown up, just say the word.> 
 
    His XO never failed to make her feelings known.  
 
    <Keep the capital closely monitored and keep the rails hot. If any other ships approach Battia, or anyone tries to lift off, alert me at once.> 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    FRIENDS AND FOES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.20.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe  
 
      
 
      
 
    <We’ve dumped out of FTL,> Rogers called out joyfully as he surveyed the Dante Velorum system on the scan readout. <The Solidarity made it, too. I see her entry logged in the system’s beacons.> 
 
    <So?> Bubbs asked. 
 
    Geesh, tough room. <Dammit, Bubbs. I just thought you might like to know. Where are you, anyway?> 
 
    <Visiting our sick guests,> Bubbs said, sending a tired sneer across the Link.  
 
    <OK, I don’t need to see a face like that first thing in the morning. I’m laying in our circuitous route toward Dante and then we can make breakfast. It’s been far too long since we’ve cracked open a package of bacon.> 
 
    <Or had a cup of actual coffee.> 
 
    <Hey, your words are hurtful.> 
 
    <As they are supposed to be.> Bubbs smirked. 
 
    Once Rogers had the ship’s destination—a station near Dante, but not too near—he stretched and rose from the pilot’s seat. He swung past his cabin to change into fresh clothes.  
 
    Later, as he passed Chassea’s quarters, he heard her call out, “Hey! Do I really need to stay in here? I promise I won’t do anything bad. I’m just hungry and exceptionally bored.” 
 
    “After that explosion and everything your people did….” 
 
    “That wasn’t me. I wasn’t even in the brig. You know that. I was strapped down to a chair, being interrogated. I gave you what you want to know. I promise I’ll be a good prisoner. I’ll even return to my room after we’ve eaten. Trust me, you have nothing to worry about when it comes to me.” 
 
    Rogers checked his sidearm. “Fine. I’ll let you out to eat, but that’s all I can offer you. You can’t have a knife, but I’ll give you a spork—” Rogers suddenly remembered that Kylie had once shoved a spork through a woman’s ear. “I’ll give you a spoon.” 
 
    “All right, but if I behave, maybe you can allow me time to stretch my legs. Even prisons allow time in the yard for their inmates. Don’t be so cruel, Rogers.” 
 
    “I’m not promising anything, nothing at all. We’ll see what your behavior dictates.” 
 
    “Deal,” Chassea said with a smile in her voice. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After having breakfast with Rogers and—to her extreme distaste—Chassea, Bubbs reheated the prior night’s meal and brought it, along with a surprise, to the medbay for Elizabeth.  
 
    Jacob was still unconscious, but was recovering nicely inside the medtube. Elizabeth lay in one of the beds along the far wall. Though held in place by restraints, she was still able to sit up, which was her current position. Her eyes tracked her captor’s approach.  
 
    Bubbs set the food tray down onto a small table and then swung it out over Elizabeth’s lap. “Ground beef steak with gravy and mashed potatoes. It’s one of Rogers’ specialties. I kind of like it.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s very kind, considering what we did,” Elizabeth said as she picked up the plastic spoon.  
 
    “What Jacob did,” Bubbs corrected, peering into the woman’s eyes, looking for any clue she was lying. “You had nothing to do with it—so long as you were telling the truth.” 
 
    “I was.” Elizabeth chewed thoughtfully. “Still, we don’t deserve your kindness. This is really good. Compliments to Rogers.” 
 
    “He’s competent in the kitchen, but I never tell him that.” Bubbs sat down in a chair beside the bed. “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “A lot better now, thanks to you and Rogers. He acted fast to get us out of there.” Elizabeth shook her head. “Jacob…he just can’t stand to lose.”  
 
    Bubbs gazed into the medtube where Jacob lay, still recovering, his chest rising and falling gently. “I understand. I don’t like to lose either, but I wouldn’t blow up a brig I was stuck in to prove my point. He’s stupid and foolish.” 
 
    “You really tell it like it is, don’t you?” 
 
    Bubbs shrugged unapologetically. “Sorry. It’s a habit.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s OK.” Elizabeth leaned forward and touched Bubbs’ hand. “I don’t mind. It’s refreshing to know what someone thinks. I’ve seen all types of people in my travels across the stars; some are more honest than others. I like knowing where I stand.” 
 
    “Or where you lie.” Bubbs chuckled at her little joke. 
 
    Elizabeth laughed, and Bubbs had to admit she liked seeing the woman before her happy—her nose crinkled slightly, and her dimples made her look remarkably cute.  
 
    “You don’t seem much like a smuggler. You’re not like Jacob or Chassea.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Elizabeth admitted with a slow nod. “I fell in with them more than I joined them. I needed somewhere to belong, and Chassea…well, she takes care of me. Always.” 
 
    “You should find better friends.” Bubbs stood and started to make her exit. 
 
    “Thank you for the food. Maybe one day, we’ll be friends.” 
 
    “I have enough friends,” Bubbs replied, and though her voice carried her typical disdain, her heart didn’t feel it.  
 
    She could already tell she liked Elizabeth more than she should. More than she’d liked anyone in a long time. But affairs of the heart were dangerous, and Bubbs had no extra time to spend on complications.  
 
    Still…she couldn’t help but think that having a doctor onboard might be a very good idea. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As they repaired the damage in the brig, Rogers scrunched up his face in confusion and gave Bubbs a long, appraising look. “Come at me again with what you just said?” 
 
    Bubbs sighed as she held the metal panel up so Rogers could weld it back in place. He flicked his protective mask back down and got to work.  
 
    “It’s disconcerting talking to you when I cannot even see your funny little eyes,” she said. 
 
    “I’m afraid this is as good as it’s going to get for now,” Rogers said, as the molecular welder rejoined the material together. 
 
    Fine, then. “Well, it would be helpful to have a doctor onboard. Elizabeth is kind, not like the other smuggler scumbags. She has those augmented eyes for med scans. If my bad arm gets blown off, it’d be nice to have someone who can fix me. Someone that has experience and that might be able to give us advice…like with your eyes, if something were to go wrong.” 
 
    “Aww, you worried about me? Also, we don’t need a doctor, we have the medtubes. Just stick you in, and you’ll be right as rain.” 
 
    Bubbs didn’t respond directly. “Just…what do you think?” 
 
    Rogers shrugged. “We already have Chassea coming out of her room for dinner, and you making regular visits to the medbay, and now you want to let another one of them out?” 
 
    “I don’t trust Chassea, but I trust Elizabeth. She doesn’t know yet that I’ve asked. I’m making this request, not her.” 
 
    Rogers put his welding equipment down and flipped his mask back up. “You’ve been visiting the medbay a lot. Are you sweet on this woman, Bubbs?” 
 
    Her good eye narrowed as it fixed on his face. “I resent the accusation that I could be sweet on anyone.” 
 
    “Bubbs, you’re human. You have…needs. We all do.” 
 
    “I do not. I have an arm attachment for that.” 
 
    Rogers rolled his eyes. “Oh, gross! Do you really? Wait, don’t answer that question.” He flipped his mask back down. “I’m not going to give you a yes or no, but she stays locked up. We’ll wait for the cap to get back; it’s Kylie’s call. If we need a doctor before that…I guess she’ll get her big break.” 
 
    Bubbs smiled. “I feel quite content with your answer, thank you.”  
 
    She couldn’t wait to let Elizabeth know.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LONG TIME COMING 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.17.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Judith’s Pride, Platform 8 North Docks, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent) 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Lana met Winter aboard the Judith’s Pride, the freighter that had come in from Geonova Station. They walked wordlessly to the ship’s cargo bays and began to help the dockworkers load crates of supplies onto hover sleds. 
 
    They helped transfer staples like oatmeal and rice, chicken, pork, and less…specific protein, and powdered milk. As Lana was lifting two boxes, one onto each shoulder, she noticed Winter staring at her.  
 
    Not in a bad way, more in the way that showed he was appreciating her lean and muscular arms. Lana had to admit she liked the attention, even if he hadn’t said anything.  
 
    “Need some help with your boxes?” she asked. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good,” Winter said with a shake of his head. “I’d just forgotten how strong that crazy tech makes you. You’ve been lifting crates by hand for the last forty-five minutes and you’ve barely broken a sweat.” 
 
    “You should see what else I can do—I mean,” Lana cleared her throat, “it’s thanks to the nano and everything the ISF did to stabilize me.” She shifted her eyes away, so Winter wouldn’t see her blushing. 
 
    Winter walked over to the far side of the bay and lifted a cage of live chickens, all of whom began to flap and squawk at the disruption. He ignored them and followed Lana as she pushed one of the hover sleds down the ramp.  
 
    “Yeah, how did they do that, anyhow?” 
 
    Lana thought about her answer as she put her boxes down on the sled. “A lot of tech and time in a medtube. Plus an AI who said she was modifying me down to the molecular level. They said it was simpler to alter the nano and the changes it had made to me than to extract it entirely. I got the impression that removing tech wasn’t something they’d even consider. Either way, I wasn’t awake for most of it.” 
 
    “Sounds scary,” Winter said. “I don’t envy you in that area. Anyway, glad to see that you came out OK. Looking pretty fit too, I’d say.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Lana smiled, aware that it would come off as flirtatious. 
 
    Winter’s eyes widened. “I didn’t mean it that way. I mean, it’s nice to see you healthy. That’s all.” 
 
    “Sure.” Lana’s smile faded. “The chiefs on the Polis Fury love their drills. A looooootta running on that ship. It keeps me busy, anyhow.” 
 
    “And here I thought, with your special nano, you wouldn’t be needing any of that.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but muscle has memory and it responds better if you practice and go through drills. It’s OK, though, it’s not like I’ve had a lot of better things to do—well, after Gedri at least.” Lana looked back at the fully loaded cart. “Better get this stuff where it’s going. Thanks for the chat, though.”  
 
    She started pushing the sled across the docking bay, when suddenly, Winter called out after her.  
 
    “Let me walk with you. I’m headed back that way, anyhow.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the crew unloading the ship. “These guys can finish up.” 
 
    Though she knew Winter was bad news—at least, he used to be—his attention made her happy, maybe even a little giddy. Then she scolded herself, remembering that she’d sworn not to fall for him again just because he was a big, dangerous man. Lana wasn’t looking for a fling; she wanted him to see her as an equal, not just some cute babe with superhuman powers.  
 
    It was easy to say that but in reality, Winter was more than a little easy on the eyes. His muscles had muscles, and his build…well, something about how he moved just made her melt on the inside.  
 
    Who could blame a girl for going weak in the knees for all that? 
 
    “I’ve thought about you before, you know?” Winter said as he caught up. “Wondered how you were faring…and if you blamed me. It’s good to see you in one piece, see what you’ve become. I mean, how you’ve grown.” He grimaced. “Shit, I’m not very good at this stuff.” 
 
    Lana smiled. “It’s good to know you care, but I don’t blame you, Winter. The nanotech made me unstable. My body couldn’t handle it…and the hormones made me lash out in different ways.” 
 
    “Hormones,” Winter said with wide eyes, and his eyebrows rose up.  
 
    Lana realized she had phrased it the wrong way, and that he was thinking about something else entirely. 
 
    “The anger outbursts are what I mean…and you and me, I mean.” She could feel a blush heating her cheeks. Nervously, she tucked her hair behind her ears.  
 
    “Oh yeah, I know. I got what you were talking about.” Winter cleared his throat.  
 
    But Lana could see he hadn’t, and she didn’t know what to say.  
 
    While it was true they’d had sex in part because of the nano making her aggressive, the attraction to Winter had been hers to begin with. The changes in her body had only pushed her faster than she may have gone normally.  
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but then Grace contacted her over the link. 
 
    She was grateful for the save. 
 
    <Lana! Good news!> Grace exclaimed. <The markers in Ranstock’s DNA are very specific to one system in the region—far as we can tell. I mean, if you need a one-hundred percent guarantee, I can’t give that yet. But I can give you a pretty high degree of confidence at this point, and—> 
 
    Lana interrupted her before this conversation took too long. <What is it you’ve found? You know where Ranstock is from?> 
 
    <Yes! I’m almost one-hundred percent certain. She is from Battia.>  
 
    Lana looped Winter into the conversation. <Ranstock’s from Battia? How can you tell?> 
 
    <Genetic markers from the world. The ancestry of Battia is very specific. The population is rather isolationist, and there isn’t much immigration. They carry a marker for a unique immune system deficiency—one that makes for poor antibody management after years of subpar genetic modification. Their technology’s never been up to even the Fringe’s standards, and the empress refuses to acknowledge it.> 
 
    <Science mumbo jumbo aside, if she’s from Battia and she’s on Chimin, I want eyes and ears on her,> Winter said. <She can’t be allowed to go and do whatever the hell she wants while she’s here.> 
 
    <Leave that to me, Winter,> Lana said. <We’ve met before, and she has no idea who I really am or what my connection to Chimin is. I can keep an eye on her and figure out what it is she wants.> 
 
    Winter nodded. <Better get to it. We’ll keep our distance, so she doesn’t begin to suspect that we know each other.> 
 
    The idea saddened Lana, but she didn’t say so. <You’ve got it.>  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHANGING OF THE GUARD 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.20.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Immortal One’s Palace, Banglad, Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    Maureen sat at the vanity in the private chambers she had been escorted to. A cup of steaming tea waited for her, sitting beside a soft bristle hairbrush.  
 
    There were many things about Battia that she didn’t like—it was a backward society that had yet to embrace democracy—however, the ornate furniture and the attention to detail was lovely…unlike life aboard a stark and utilitarian starship, which was how she spent most of her days. 
 
    Maureen stroked the brush’s bristles—so soft to the touch—and then picked it up to trace a finger along the gold filigree on the back. She pulled the bobby pins from her hair and then brushed her long locks until they were silky smooth. Picking up her cup, she blew on the tea to cool it off, but then changed her mind on drinking the beverage and set it back down. 
 
    <Colonel Grayson continues to impress, with his dedication to his position and his ability to get results,> Maureen wrapped up the entry in her personal log.  
 
    Normally she wouldn’t bother keeping such careful records, but with Major Fallon’s critical eye always on the colonel, she thought it necessary. Fallon was a competent XO, but had certain prejudices that impacted her behavior.  
 
    Grayson had enough on his plate without having to worry about his XO making trouble for him.  
 
    Leaning back in the chair, Maureen caught sight of herself in the mirror. She surveyed the room in its reflection, studying the large bed in the background, covered in a deep red-and-gold bedspread. Behind it stood a closet, its sliding door decorated with intricate seals and an ornate border.  
 
    Maureen didn’t usually pay such close attention to decor, but seeing as the closet door was slowly opening, it had captured her interest. 
 
    Her hand automatically slid to her hip, but her weapon wasn’t there. She’d felt uneasy handing it over on Geonova, but had known it was the best way to get an audience. She’d left a small pulse pistol in her boot, but if the attacker had a gun, reaching for her own would just get her shot in the back. 
 
    Noooot yet. 
 
    Out from the closet stepped a woman shrouded in black. In her hands, she held a long, curved sword. Maureen would have been impressed, but even without the mirror, the four drones she had set in the corners of the room would have alerted her to the assassin’s presence long before she was in striking distance. 
 
    Maureen picked up her tea and feigned taking a sip before setting it down on the vanity next to the serving tray. Then her hand slid to the tray, and without further hesitation, she spun and whipped it at the intruder. 
 
    The woman in black remained sure-footed as she twisted to the side, avoiding the flying serving tray with ease.  
 
    While the assassin evaded the attack, Maureen rose and lifted her chair, jabbing the wooden legs toward the other woman. Her enemy dodged backward and then sliced off two of the chair’s legs with her sword. 
 
    Glad this place is so old-school. If she had a rifle, I’d be toast.  
 
    Without hesitation, Maureen again thrust the chair at her adversary, and her enemy dodged to the side, then kicked the chair away. Rather than try to hold on, Maureen let go of it, and the assassin overbalanced and stumbled.  
 
    It was exactly what Maureen had hoped for. She snapped her booted foot forward and struck the attacker directly in the sternum, causing the woman’s chest to make a sickly crunch. 
 
    The shrouded enemy stumbled backward, and Maureen used that opportunity to reach down to her boot and draw her pulse pistol, firing it without giving any verbal warning. 
 
    Her assailant fell to the ground, going still—barring a soft moan. The blast had hit her at close-range, and had likely snapped a few ribs and cracked her sternum further.  
 
    Maureen bent over and scooped up the sword to get it out of reach, receiving a jolt of electricity through her hand where it touched the blade. 
 
    Dammit! Who biolocks a sword? She groaned before reaching out to Grayson. <We have a serious problem, Colonel. Has anyone tried to attack you?> 
 
    <Attack me?> came Grayson’s quick and concerned response. <What’s going on, Commander? Are you all right?> 
 
    Maureen was about to answer, when the doors to her room burst open, and six palace guards rushed in. 
 
    “On your knees!” one of the armed men ordered. “Now, or you’ll wish she’d killed you.” 
 
    <Uh, nope…I think I’m under arrest for not being killed.> 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DANGEROUS ALLIES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.20.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the autodoc—as well as Elizabeth’s own analysis—had pronounced her fit, she was allowed to move to private quarters.  
 
    Though she was kept under lock and key, and the room was small, it was at least comfortable. The bed was one of the softest she had slept on in years, not to mention the blue loveseat and the crystal chandelier hanging above it all were luxuries she’d never before had afforded to her while in captivity.  
 
    She supposed it was one of the benefits of being onboard an ancient cruise liner. The opulence reminded her of the sort of luxury she had been used to as a doctor, before she’d left Silstrand for the Fringe.  
 
    It amazed Elizabeth that a ship which had been in the hands of pirates for decades was still in such good condition. She could barely feel the thrum of the engines, and the fine woodwork throughout the ship was still in pristine condition. 
 
    Rogers had explained that the former captain, a man named Kingfisher, had forced his crew to spend much of their downtime cleaning and polishing nearly every surface on the ship.  
 
    It was a work of art. Elizabeth just wished she could stay. 
 
    A knock came at her door. She turned to see that it was Bubbs. She wasn’t wearing her gun-arm—a regular arm and hand were mounted in its place—but something else was different than all the other times she’d visited.  
 
    Then it hit Elizabeth: the woman was wearing blush on her cheeks, and her black hair was hanging down along her jaw line rather than pinned in the tight bun she usually wore. Her mouth was even twisted enough so the corners of her lips turned up and not down. 
 
    Surprisingly, she was quite beautiful. 
 
    “Greetings,” Bubbs said with a nod. “I brought your lunch.” She slid the tray onto the small coffee table in front of the loveseat.  
 
    “Thanks.” Elizabeth was pretty sure she had only just eaten a few hours ago, but if Bubbs was looking for excuses to come see her, she liked that just fine.  
 
    “The brig’s repairs will be done soon. Then, I’m afraid….” 
 
    “You’ll move me back in there. Jacob, too. And Chassea?” 
 
    Bubbs nodded. “All of you. If the captain finds you all in quarters like this and not the brig…well, I’ll need two gun-arms.” 
 
    Elizabeth swallowed hard. “Then I guess we won’t get to have these little visits anymore.” 
 
    “I want us to. I’ve talked to Rogers about keeping you on permanently, but he wants to wait for our captain to return. She’ll make the final call.” 
 
    “I hope she likes me as much as you do. Well,” Elizabeth dropped her gaze, “maybe not as much as you do.” 
 
    Bubbs flinched when Elizabeth reached out to touch her. First, her hand landed on Bubbs’ waist, and then it moved up her side.  
 
    “What…what are you doing?” 
 
    “Seeing how you feel. I don’t think we need to beat around the bush so much, do we? We’re both adults.” 
 
    Bubbs’ breath skipped as Elizabeth caressed her breast. “No one…has touched me like this in a long time.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for you to be afraid. I’m a doctor. I’ve seen it all.” 
 
    “Not this.” Bubbs shook her head. “I never….” 
 
    Elizabeth slipped her hand against Bubbs’s jaw and pulled her closer. Bubbs’ eye closed, her lips parted, and she was breathless by the time Elizabeth kissed her. The smell of her skin and hair set Bubbs on fire. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re doing.” Bubbs pulled away, though she kept her hands on Elizabeth’s hips. 
 
    “I do. We’re both adults. Why shouldn’t we, before I move back to the brig? That bed over there is big enough for the both of us, and I want to feel. For a little while, I want to feel like all of this means something. Show me that it does.” 
 
    Bubbs looked like she might walk away, her eyes flitting between the bed and the door, but then she gave Elizabeth a hard yank forward and kissed her, unable to let her go.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood in the cell that had recently been repaired and watched as her large captor swung the cell door shut. Bubbs scowled a lot, but this expression looked so much sadder than all the others. Elizabeth slipped her hand between the bars, and Bubbs squeezed her fingers. 
 
    “I will talk to my captain,” she said emphatically. “I will make her understand.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. “If you can’t, if she doesn’t see things your way, it’s OK. I know—” 
 
    “She will. She’s reasonable and a good person. She will do what is right.” Bubbs smiled, and Elizabeth thought it was beautiful. The other woman slipped her hand against her cheek. “She always does the right thing. She’s a lot different than I am.” 
 
    “You’re not a bad person, Bubbs. I think you’re a wonderful woman. Even if you did pin me to the floor when we first met.” 
 
    Bubbs grunted. “It was much more fun to pin you to the bed.”  
 
    She backed up, but didn’t break her gaze right away. She stood staring for a moment before she turned and left the brig, leaving Elizabeth feeling alone and so very horrible. 
 
    She sat down on the edge of her cot and covered her face. What am I going to do? 
 
    “You better keep your shit together,” Chassea said from the cell across the way. “We almost have everything we need. You have to do your part.” 
 
    “I will.” Elizabeth nodded, but inside, her heart was shattered. Her resolve to do what she promised all but broken. 
 
    But she had to. It was for the cause. 
 
    I’m sorry, Bubbs.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE RUSE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Housing Block H-31, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, wait up!” Lana called out as she caught Ranstock heading toward one of the housing blocks.  
 
    She trotted up to the woman, but the Coalesce leader barely paused at the sound of her voice. She finally reached Ranstock just as she rounded a corner and approached a balcony overlooking the block’s central courtyard. 
 
    The woman paused at the railing, glancing around at the apartment block, but didn’t say anything until Lana reached her side.  
 
    “Lana, I suppose you have a good reason for chasing after me all this way.” 
 
    “Sure do. They’re playing a vid tonight in the Children’s Ward at the hospital, and I thought I’d go and cheer up some of the kids.” 
 
    Ranstock nodded and, while Lana could only see her profile, she seemed to approve.  
 
    “Are you asking me to join you?” 
 
    “I was…if you’re thinking of saying yes.” 
 
    “I might be. I’m just not sure why you seem to have taken such an interest in me.” 
 
    “Well, we had lunch, and I thought we clicked right away. Am I wrong? I thought maybe we could be, you know, friends. At least while we’re both trapped here on Chimin, you know. Plus, you seem like the kind that likes kids and wants to help. I know I am, and I feel like we’re a similar type.” Lana didn’t know why she was rambling on for so long, but something about Ranstock’s penetrating stare made her nervous. 
 
    Ranstock suppressed a laugh. “I’m not stuck here exactly. I have my own ships, remember? I suppose I just want to make sure that Chimin is taken care of.” 
 
    “And you’re not sure if that guy Winter is the one for the job?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Ranstock sighed as she stepped away from the edge of the balcony. “He’s a hothead, an opportunist. He’s found something in Chimin—I don’t know what exactly—but he plans to use and exploit them. I’m here to stop that. Or I was, until the SSF and Colonel Grayson showed up and backed Winter. I fear there’s nothing more I can do.” 
 
    “Yeah but Winter was left here by that Rhoads lady.” Lana followed Ranstock back toward the exit of the apartment block. “She saved Chimin from destruction. I don’t think she’d leave behind someone she couldn’t trust.” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling I have. Until I shake it, or until Silstrand pulls me away kicking and screaming, I’m staying here. Without Raynes, the Papote Alliance is essentially a bunch of kids pretending they know how to pilot starships. But what I really want is to find out where they got their funding, and what that might mean for the rest of the system.” 
 
    “Where did they get their funding?” 
 
    “Battia, I’m certain of it,” Ranstock said with a heavy weight to her voice. She even looked burdened as they stepped into the lift, and she pushed the button that would take them to the hospital’s level. “I don’t have any proof other than the flight paths of several of the Papote ships over the last month, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Battia was funding them. The empress is more a cruel dictator than a leader. If something vile happens in this system, it almost always traces back to her.” 
 
    “Like the food. You sound like you hate her,” Lana said. “Has she given you reason to?” 
 
    “All the reasons in the world.” Ranstock slipped her hand over the lift’s control panel and hit a button.  
 
    The lift jolted as it came to an emergency stop, and Lana held her arms out to steady herself, backing up against the wall. A moment later, Ranstock pivoted on her heel, aiming a small pistol at her. 
 
    “I’m afraid these twenty questions are up now, Lana—if that’s even your real name. Now we’ll find out why you’re so interested in me, and what it is to you and Empress Mei.” 
 
    Lana didn’t think she was amazing at undercover work, but she also hadn’t thought that her efforts would lead to Ranstock holding a gun on her.  
 
    “Wait just a second.” She held up her hands. “I thought we were friends, just on our way to the children’s ward in the hospital….” 
 
    “I have no friends, and with the way you prattle on about things, I’m guessing you don’t either.” 
 
    Lana’s eyebrows pinched together. “Well, that’s harsh.” 
 
    Ranstock shrugged. “Yet, the truth. I had you made back at the cafeteria, but thought to give you the benefit of the doubt. You look sweet and doe-eyed enough. But when I saw you working with Winter on the docks the other day, my suspicions were confirmed.” 
 
    Crap. She saw us together? Well, that puts a wrinkle in things. “I know it looks bad, but it’s not what you think.”  
 
    Even though it was exactly what she thought.  
 
    “I checked around. You’re new on the station, and the logs confirm that you were here before the SSF arrived. That means you came to Chimin with that bug-infested shipment of grain from Battia. So I’m afraid neither of us are getting out of this elevator until we figure something out.” 
 
    Lana took a cautious step forward, and Ranstock raised an eyebrow. “Well, you are bold, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You really don’t want to do this, trust me,” Lana warned. 
 
    “You’re in no position to issue threats. You’re not much older than a child, and I’m the one holding the gun. If you refuse to tell me what you know and what you’re doing for the empress….” 
 
    Lana had already released a nanocloud, and it settled on the gun, severing the charge cylinder. More nano gathered on Ranstock, penetrating her eyes and settling on her optic nerve. Lana felt bad doing it, but the ISF had taught her that this was one of the safest ways to disable a person without causing serious harm—at least one with no defenses against more advanced nanotech.  
 
    “What!” Ranstock lifted a hand to her face. “I—what did you do?” 
 
    Lana took a step forward, and Ranstock’s finger pulled on the trigger of her weapon—and nothing happened.  
 
    Thank stars that worked, Lana thought as she shot out her hand and pulled the weapon from Ranstock’s grip.  
 
    The action tugged the woman forward, and Lana grabbed her throat, squeezing with the added strength she now possessed.  
 
    Ranstock gagged and fell to her knees, one hand scrabbling at Lana’s, the other one held in front of her face, as though she were trying to see it through pure force of will.  
 
    “Yield,” Lana ordered, loosening her grip on the woman’s throat as her nano reactivated the pistol. She took a step back and allowed Ranstock to see once more.  
 
    “Well,” Ranstock wheezed. “Looks like you have some secrets after all. You know…I could take that weapon back. I could—” 
 
    “No,” Lana answered simply, “you couldn’t.”  
 
    “It’s all over, then,” Ranstock whispered, falling back on her haunches, moisture glistening in her eyes. “You might as well kill me, because that’s exactly what she’s going to do.” 
 
    Lana crouched down in front of her. “Who are you? Why are you so scared of the empress?” 
 
    Ranstock didn’t answer, and her silence didn’t leave Lana much choice. If she wouldn’t cooperate with her line of questioning, she’d have to bring the woman in to Winter.  
 
    Lana might not know what Ranstock was actually up to, but she knew what the woman wasn’t: a spy from Battia. 
 
    Convincing Winter of that would be the hard part.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE HYPERION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Hyperion Hotel, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hyperion Hotel was one of a kind.  
 
    Its beauty was almost unmatched in the Fringe systems. Set on an island at the end of a many-arched bridge that crossed Lake Luka, it was the crown jewel of New Roma—aside from the towering form of the space elevator.  
 
    The lake lay on the northern side of the city, with the more genteel areas of New Roma skirting the shoreline a kilometer distant. In addition to the Hyperion’s sprawling structure, the island was covered in a host of gardens and orchards. At present, the cherry blossoms were flowering, and it was a truly beautiful sight.  
 
    Teryntha had visited systems across four thousand light years of space, but something about the style of the Hyperion almost took her breath away.  
 
    The highest sections of the building were only seven stories above ground, the architecture crafted in such a way that made the structure appear both imposing and one with nature at the same time. Like a cliff rising from a forest, covered in flowering vines.  
 
    Wings of the building stretched across the island, encircling lavish courtyards, pools, and gardens featuring plants and animals from across the Fringe.  
 
    The fact that it had stood for over a thousand years and still held onto such beauty was another part of its appeal. Lovely things rarely lasted so long. Perhaps it was the hotel’s time to resume its place in the cycle of life. 
 
    Teryntha had a job to do, and she planned to do it very thoroughly.  
 
    Right now, that job involved slaving away in the hotel’s restaurant, wearing the establishment’s drab livery—black slacks, a white frilly shirt, and a black vest.  
 
    As she entered the service door and slipped into the kitchen, she checked her bright red hair to ensure that it was pulled back at the nape of her neck and secured by a silver clasp. 
 
    “Maggie!” Marilyn, the restaurant’s day manager, shouted at her and clapped her hands. “Are you going to serve your guests, or should I do it for you?” 
 
    “Coming.” Teryntha forced a smile. “I just had to visit the restroom.“ She picked up the three bowls of soup, two chicken platters, and a kid’s fish special, setting them on her tray. 
 
    Marilyn strode toward her, a finger raised threateningly. “If you want to work the Rhoads gala tonight and get that overtime, you’d better make damn sure you’re more attentive than this! You were four minutes late for your shift, and now you’re letting food sit at the pass? Get your shit together!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Teryntha said meekly. “It won’t happen again. I just have a lot on my mind.” She picked up the tray and balanced it overhead as she stepped out of the kitchen.  
 
    Stupid technophobe, bitch.  
 
    She couldn’t abide specism of any kind, but those who wanted to destroy AIs and any people with mods were at the bottom of the barrel, and she had no patience for them. None at all. 
 
    But, in less than a day, they’d all be dead: Paul, the Orion delegates, and the other Revolution dignitaries on their way to the gala. She would see to it. 
 
    Shame about the hotel, though, Teryntha thought as she stepped into the high-ceilinged dining room, the space illuminated by crystal windows that arched overhead, giving an amazing view of clouds dotting the sky and the pinpoint lights of the Revolution Fleet overhead. 
 
    This place was special, but everything was expendable—especially if it meant killing Paul Rhoads and destroying his fleet. 
 
    There’d be hell to pay if anyone tried to get in her way.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    WINTER’S PLIGHT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Governor’s Office, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    When Lana sent a message that she had taken Ranstock captive and brought her into the governor’s offices, Winter was more than a little put out. He cut short his conversation with a group of farmers who were searching through the grains from Battia, looking for viable seed stock, and all but ran back to his office. 
 
    Cassandra met him at the front desk and handed him a cup of coffee as he stalked past. “You’re going to want to settle down just a bit. You’re looking a little…angry.” 
 
    He sipped his coffee. “Don’t I always look angry?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cassandra admitted. “But today you look exceptionally angry.” 
 
    Winter couldn’t help a little chuckle as he pushed open his office door. Ranstock was seated in a chair against the wall, and Lana stood across the room, a handgun trained on the leader of the Coalesce Legion.  
 
    Well, ain’t this interesting? 
 
    “Lana, I don’t want any holes in the office furniture. Be careful with that thing. Now what’s going on?” 
 
    She lifted the gun a centimeter. “She pulled this on me in the elevator.” 
 
    “Huh, and you brought her here instead of the CSF station? You know that’s where the holding cells are right?” 
 
    Lana shot him a cool look, and Winter took care to maintain his composure and not focus on how hot the woman was when angry.  
 
    “I thought it would be best to talk with her privately before the whole station—and her people in those ships out there—realize we’re holding her captive. I also think we’ve got her all wrong.” 
 
    <Don’t talk like that out loud. We don’t need to give her any other ammunition to tap dance around us. I appreciate that you’re a girl, she’s a girl—> 
 
    Lana shot him a dark look. <I don’t even know what that means but it’s probably stupid. Ranstock here was worried about what Battia was up to. he hates the empress. I think something else is going on, something we don’t know, and I think if we knew, things might go a little bit more in our favor here.> 
 
    Winter turned his gaze to Ranstock, not ready to buy into Lana’s line of reasoning. If the woman wasn’t a spy for Battia, then who the hell was she? He took a sip of the coffee Cassandra had given him and wiped the back of his hand across his lips as the captain looked up at him.  
 
    “Well?” she asked. “If you’re going to continue to talk about me over the Link, shouldn’t I at least get to know what you’re saying?” 
 
    “No,” Winter said plainly. “If I wanted you to know, I’d talk out loud. Even if your motives aren’t to aid Battia, I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “Well, it’s mutual. I don’t trust you either. Or your little friend here. What she can do…it’s unnatural.” 
 
    Winter snorted a laugh. “Well, yeah, it’s nanotech and mods. So no, not natural at all. Kinda par for the course with a lot of our friends. They’re not regular schmoes like you and me, Ranstock.” He paused, and then let out a long sigh. “Damn, I wish you were someone evil. You really irritate me.” 
 
    Her eyes bugged. “I irritate you? Well, isn’t that rich.” 
 
    “You come here to help us out—though my crew ended up saving you. Who you are is a mystery. You’ve put together a ‘legion’ to support advanced humans and free AIs, but we haven’t seen much of them other than a few small ships.” 
 
    “It’s not all about you, Winter. There’s shit going down all over that has nothing to do with you and Chimin. I’m concerned with the bigger picture, as well as helping out here.” 
 
    Winter nodded. “Sure you are. Listen, I don’t have time for double talk. My old friend Gray will get Battia onboard, and then Chimin will have its food and supplies. It won’t need help from you. So if you’re here to do nothing but cause trouble, tell me why I shouldn’t just space you.” 
 
    “Colonel Grayson is a fool, and so are you if you think Empress Mei is anything but a monster. She’ll poison and kill all of her subjects before she’ll allow you to take anything from her.” 
 
    Winter stroked his chin and addressed Lana. <I think I see what you mean.> 
 
    “The Polis Fury—” Lana began, and Winter interjected privately.  
 
    <Still a stupid name.> 
 
    “—is a ship more than capable of blockading Battia. It could take out the empress’s palace defenses—or their entire capital—should the need arise. Silstrand is going to bring Mei’s world into the fold whether she likes it or not.” 
 
    Ranstock sat up straighter. “Would he do that? Kill everyone in the capital? The people there might be shortsighted, but after a thousand-year rule, they’ve been thoroughly conditioned. They don’t know who they are following. They’re innocent. Any man who could wipe out—” 
 
    “OK, enough already.” Winter gave Lana a quelling look. “Grayson would never do that. The guy is cool as a cucumber, and a by-the-book goodie good boy. He’ll get what he needs without killing innocents. Also, there’s no way she’s ruled for a thousand years. It’s obviously just a title.” 
 
    Ranstock shook her head. “I don’t believe it. I see your faith in your friend is real, but Mei is a monster. If Grayson wants peace, the only way to get it will be to kill her and everyone loyal to her in the palace.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about her and her followers if you’re not from Battia?” Winter asked. 
 
    Ranstock clamped her jaw down tight and turned her head.  
 
    Winter looked to Lana and gave a helpless shrug. 
 
    “Are you?” Lana asked, stepping up closer. “From Battia? We checked out your DNA. You have traits that match that world, and no others in the region.” 
 
    “And if I am?” Ranstock looked up, suddenly appearing small and afraid. It made Winter uncomfortable to see that kind of vulnerability in her eyes. “Will you turn me over? Send me back there?” 
 
    <’Back’,> Winter noted. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “Why would we? All we want to know is why you’re really here.” 
 
    “Because I want to help Chimin! I want to help the poor people stuck on this rock and those that have been oppressed by Mei!” 
 
    “Why?” Lana asked. “There are hundreds of planets in the Fringe, half of them have shitty leaders and poor people. What makes this place so special? Why?” 
 
    “Because I am from Battia. I don’t remember living there. I don’t remember the people or the palace because….” She turned her head. 
 
    “You’d better finish that statement,” Winter warned, “because I’m starting to think that shipping you to Battia as a peace offering to the empress is a good idea.” 
 
    <Winter!> Lana admonished. 
 
    <What? I wouldn’t really do it. With Ranstock’s ships all orbiting Chimin, and the Polis Fury at Battia, I know how dumb that would be.> 
 
    <That’s not why you shouldn’t do it, Winter.> 
 
    “You do that, and she’ll kill me,” Ranstock spat out the words. “Might as well just do it here and spare me the torture.” 
 
    Winter got right in her face. “For fuck’s sakes, woman! Just spill it already! Why the hell would she do that for? Why would she care so much? Enough hedging around the truth!” 
 
     Ranstock shrank back from Winter’s fury, the obstinance in her expression replaced with fear and sadness. “She thinks she’s done it already. It’d just be correcting her mistake. Mei loves nothing more than to kill her daughters.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DISBELIEF 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Governor’s Office, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me see if I can get this straight. You’re telling me that your mother is Empress Mei?”  
 
    Ranstock nodded. “And I threaten her rule just by being alive. She kills her daughters. I’ve heard the stories from that terrible place. I know it’s not a lie.” 
 
    “Right,” Winter sneered, “because parents don’t lie to keep their kids in line.” I’ve heard some doozies before, but this one takes the cake.  
 
    Lana held up her hand. “Maybe it’s true.” 
 
    Winter rolled his eyes. “C’mon, Lana. It’s not true. She’s playing us, or she’s been played. Something her father told her so she’d eat her vegetables. ‘Eat them or we’ll send you to Empress Mei, who will bite your head off.’” He waved them both off and turned toward the door. 
 
    “Winter!” Lana chased after him. “We have to find out more. If it’s true….” 
 
    “It ain’t, and I have more important things to worry about. Medicine, the sick, and what the people of Chimin are going to eat for the next few months while we get everything up to speed. If you want to deal with this, you deal with it, but I’m having a guard escort her to a cell until I figure out what to do about her ships out there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Except Winter had no idea what to do.  
 
    Winter spent hours going about his business, taking care of everything that needed to be done. All the while, his thoughts circled around to what to do about Ranstock. If he should believe her, or just kick her off Chimin and let fate sort it out for him. 
 
    Now that the rest of the Silstrand fleet had finally jumped in, he didn’t need to worry about what she might do, and he didn’t need the aid she kept saying was coming. 
 
    That’s what he was going to tell her, too: ‘Get back on your rickety ships and get out of here.’  
 
    He’d boarded a lift and then exited on Level 33, where CSF Precinct 3 and the holding cells lay, when an all-too-familiar voice called out to him.  
 
    “Winter!”  
 
    Lana chased him down the hall.  
 
    “Winter!” 
 
    He clenched his teeth and walked a few paces without acknowledging her, until she called out again. Finally, he turned around and watched her run toward him. Despite their disagreement, he didn’t mind the view.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No problem, but if you’re going to visit Ranstock, I want to come with you.” 
 
    “Damn straight I am. I’m going to ask her a few more rather pointed questions. Now that we know who she thinks she is, we can dig a little deeper.” 
 
    “You’re not seeing the forest for the trees.” 
 
    Winter scowled. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you’re so angry about what’s happened to Chimin, you can’t see when opportunity is staring you in the face. If Ranstock is who she says she is, and I believe her, then we have someone here who can take the throne from Empress Mei if Grayson can’t get her to sign the treaty.” 
 
    “So he’d just remove Mei from power? That doesn’t sound very much like democracy.” 
 
    “In times of war, it is what it is. That’s why the fleet from Silstrand is on its way. To install their own leadership until an election can take place here, and on Battia. If we can skip all that and prove that Ranstock is Mei’s daughter….” 
 
    Winter pressed his lips together and shook his head. He didn’t respond as they entered the precinct and walked to the lift that would take them to the holding cells. 
 
    Pressing his hand against the ident plate, he let out a long sigh. “I don’t know, Lana. It just sounds too convenient. How’d she know? Who told her? If she’s that scared of Mei, would she really bother to poke around in Hanoi at all? If it was me, I’d stay clear.” 
 
    “She says she wants to make a difference,” Lana said as the lift door slid open. She followed Winter in and pushed the button for the cell level. “I believe her.” 
 
    “Why?” he demanded. 
 
    “Because her eyes are trustworthy. Sincere. She’s telling the truth.” 
 
    Winter waved her off. “Since when are you such a good judge of character? If you were, you and I never would’ve slept together.” 
 
    “Hey.” Lana narrowed her eyes and poked her finger into his arm. “That’s uncalled for…although, given what you’re doing here, maybe I was a good judge of character.” 
 
    Winter grunted and shook his head, ignoring the compliment. “Sorry. You’re right. I take it back. Besides, that was one of my favorite memories of being on that ship.” 
 
    Lana smirked, and he liked seeing her dimples again. She was damn adorable…. That was part of the problem. She was young, had a future. What was Winter but an ex-con who wasn’t exactly going places? 
 
    “And here I thought we weren’t talking about that.” Lana tucked her hair behind her ears.  
 
    “We hadn’t got a chance to yet. I had things I needed to do, things I felt guilty for. I shouldn’t have taken advantage of you, no matter how much fun it was. Life’s about more than just fun, you know?” 
 
    “I’ve learned that the hard way,” Lana admitted. 
 
    “I guess you did.” Winter nodded. “Still….” He touched her chin. “Don’t mean we can’t take a break once in a while, you know what I mean?” 
 
    The lift doors opened, but neither moved. Then Lana pulled her head back.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean we can, either.”  
 
    Did she just shoot me down before I even got to a real proposition? “And what if I made a move?” he asked aloud. 
 
    Lana bit her lip. “Guess you’d have to make one and see what happens.” 
 
    Winter liked a challenge.  
 
    He stepped up closer to her and eyed her lips with both great desire and great suspicion. Lana closed her eyes, and he was pretty sure she was going to take the kiss, no questions asked. 
 
    But a moment later, shots rang out, echoing down the corridor.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ARRIVAL DAY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity, approaching Starlight Station, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment had finally arrived. 
 
    Kylie gazed out at her brother’s fleet, still numbering in the hundreds as it orbited Dante. Being so close after so long put her on edge, and she couldn’t get rid of the anxiety festering in the center of her chest.  
 
    “The fleet’s STC is asking for verbal confirmation,” Ricket said. She leaned forward and activated her console with a few keystrokes, careful not to disturb the fluffy furball held in the crook of her arm. 
 
    Kylie nodded. “Here goes nothing.” She took a deep breath to steady herself. “This is Chassea of the Solidarity. Seeking permission to dock on Starlight Station for a ride down the strand.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Solidarity,” a mellow-sounding voice came back over the comms. “Is the product alive and well?” 
 
    Kylie could feel a wave of remorse coming from Marge. “Alive and kicking. We also come bearing gifts. We have a canister of the good stuff, compliments of Raynes for Paul Rhoads.” 
 
     A moment passed, and Kylie exchanged a nervous glance with Ricket. If the fleet’s space traffic control didn’t buy what she was selling, things were going to end really fast.  
 
    “Acknowledged, Captain Chassea. Welcome to Dante, remain on your current vector. You have a berth in bay 81-103.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Ricket answered sounding exactly like Elizabeth—which made sense, since she had altered her face to look like the other woman, all the way down to the electric blue highlights that flowed down her hair. The STC signed off, and she turned to Kylie. “You ready for this?” 
 
    Kylie nodded and ran her fingers through her long, blonde locks. “What do you think?” 
 
    “You look hot,” Ricket grinned. “Surprisingly close to Chassea, even without facial mods. Actually, you might be too hot to pull her off.” 
 
    Kylie rolled her eyes at Ricket but appreciated the compliment. “Marge? Any updates?” 
 
    <Schematics for the station are on your HUDs now, though your best bet is to get down the elevator as quickly as possible. By the time they discover you’re lying, you need to be on the planet’s surface. Then disappear. Find your brother.> 
 
    <And do what we came to do,> Laura added. 
 
    “It’s risky. They’ll heighten security once they discover our deceit,” Ricket said. 
 
    Kylie nodded. “I can work with that. Question is, what are we going to do about him?”  
 
    Ricket glanced down at Mr. Fizzle Pop and stroked his head. “We can’t let anything happen to the cat. I mean, Bubbs would kill us.” 
 
    Kylie smirked. “Right. I mean, you’re right. It’s true.” She leaned forward and spoke to the cat. “Hey, Fizz. Fizz….” She shoved him, but he didn’t wake up, so she snapped her fingers under his nose. “Ham!” 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop snorted awake. Eyes wide, he stared up at Kylie. “DINNER? LUNCH?” 
 
    “All of the above if you can help me out with something. A buffet of burgers unlike anything you’ve seen before.” 
 
    “DEAL! WHAT JOB?” 
 
    “I need you to stay behind and create a small distraction. When it’s over, escape and use your tracking system to find me.” Kylie pressed the bell hanging around Mr. Fizzle Pop’s collar. “Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “NO.” 
 
    Kylie sighed. “Please….” 
 
    “It’s the only way we can get back to Bubbs,” Ricket said. 
 
    “FINE. OK, ASSHOLES.” 
 
    “You know what they say….” Ricket led Kylie on. “Two assholes are better than one.” 
 
    Kylie smirked. “We’d better get ready.” 
 
    “NOBODY SAYS THAT,” Mr. Fizzle Pop argued. 
 
    <Do you remember how to use the Link to talk?> Marge asked. 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop glanced around, bouncing on all four paws. <WHERE’S SHE? TAIL STILL ITCHES.> 
 
    Kylie scratched the top of his head. “We’ll explain it to you later. If you need us—” 
 
    <GONNA WATCH CAT VIDEOS. NEED SNACKS.> 
 
    Kylie sighed and glanced at Ricket.  
 
    Ricket shrugged. “Giving him the Link was your idea.” 
 
    <It was actually my idea,> Laura said. <He’ll get used to it. Was trivial too, what with the visual tracker overlay he already had. It’ll just take some—> 
 
    <SNARFLE, GAG. SNORT. HAIRBALL.> 
 
    <Time…> Laura sighed. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ricket and Kylie completed their subterfuge by getting dressed in Chassea’s and Elizabeth’s clothes overtop their Mark X FlowArmor, which was configured to appear exactly like their skin. 
 
    Kylie pulled on the white leather pants—which she’d already worn a few times—followed by a pair of black ankle boots, and a slinky, black, glimmering shirt. She plaited her long, blonde hair over her shoulder and changed the color of her eyes to brown. 
 
    Though her abilities as a Hand agent allowed Ricket to alter her face to match either woman’s, her build wasn’t right for Chassea, which was what had her playing the part of Elizabeth. With her facial mods and now the outfit—a purple mini-dress with spaghetti straps, and tall, spike heels—Ricket was the spitting image of the ship’s pilot.  
 
    Kylie had considered trying to have her nano change her facial structure, but Ricket advised against it, since she already looked so close, and even with the proper mods, the bone structure change was excruciating. 
 
    In the end, they’d decided to bet that the relatively low tech of the Revolution Fleet would be fooled by the moderate changes to her facial structure via the flow armor. 
 
    Once changed, Ricket returned to the bridge for the final approach, while Kylie waited at the airlock. The moment the ship settled on its cradle, she cycled the airlock, only to come face-to-face with two Revolution officers. They introduced themselves as Pasa and Fritts.  
 
    “You really got everything?” Pasa asked in greeting. 
 
    Kylie carried a metal cylinder across her chest and she gave a tug on the strap over her shoulder. “Right here in this unit.” 
 
    Ricket appeared behind her a moment later and lifted the yellow tube she carried. “Raynes’ gift is in here.” 
 
    When Pasa reached for her canister, Kylie lifted it higher and shook her head. “Sorry, but these are for Rhoads himself. Our orders are to bring them directly to him.” 
 
    Pasa shook his head. “We were sent to retrieve them by Janice herself. You can’t expect us to really just let the likes of you down onto the planet to find Mister Rhoads? Do you have any idea how important a day it is? How many dignitaries are arriving for the gala?” 
 
    “No can do. We didn’t go through hell and back getting this stuff just to hand it off to you so you can fumble it and ruin everything. We only get paid on delivery, so we’re going to deliver.” 
 
    Fritts sighed and elbowed Pasa. “Actually, from what I was told, Chassea is allowed down to the planet. Standing orders are that she’s allowed to see Rhoads and his wife. No questions asked.” 
 
    Really? Well, that’s interesting.  
 
    Pasa’s face twitched. “Fine. You’re both allowed to go.” 
 
    Kylie smiled. “Thanks, guys. It’s nice that you can be so reasonable.” She gestured to Ricket. “Let’s get out of here, Liz.” 
 
    “Funny,” Fritts said, “I’ve never heard you call her anything but ‘Elizabeth’.” 
 
    “Long mission,” Kylie said. “My head is spinning from everything that’s happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, cut us some slack already.” Ricket slapped Kylie on the back as they stepped off the Solidarity and walked across the docking bay. 
 
    When they finally reached the waiting elevator car, Kylie and Ricket found a secluded corner of the mostly empty cabin, settling into their seats for the thirty-minute trip to the surface.  
 
    <That was closer than I would’ve liked,> Kylie said as the car began to descend. 
 
    <Yeah,> Ricket agreed. <Interesting that Fritts knows the Solidarity’s crew well enough to know how Elizabeth and Chassea refer to one another.> 
 
    <Even more interesting how Captain Chassea have permission to just go see my brother without any trouble.> 
 
    Ricket gave Kylie a sidelong glance. <Think we can use that to our advantage?> 
 
    <Maybe. We’ll play it by ear.> 
 
    <Laura, Marge, have you heard anything about this gala they were talking about? What’s the deal with that?> Ricket asked.  
 
    <Working on it. Their networks are a tad more secure than we were expecting—better than the other fleet that hit Silstrand,> Laura said. <But it looks like it’s happening tonight, and it’s where your brother is going to be. Might be a good place to catch up with him.> 
 
    Kylie nodded. <Well, we’re not going to get to hang out on this planet forever. The sooner I can make contact, the better. Blending into a crowd is certainly easier than catching up with him in private.> 
 
     <It’ll take a bit longer for me to pull down the schematics of the buildings,> Marge chimed in. <But we have isolated where the gala is being held. Easy to tell by all the security moving around planetside.> 
 
    <Huh, yeah. Hyperion Hotel. That’s quite the establishment for a backwater like this,> Kylie said. 
 
    <BYE, ASSHOLES. HAVING FUN! BRING FOOD.> Mr. Fizzle Pop’s voice suddenly thundered in their minds.  
 
    Ricket grimaced and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes.  
 
    “OK…I think that’s the first time I’ve ever permanently applied a volume filter to someone’s communication,” Kylie said, still feeling like her ears were ringing, even though they played no actual part in receiving the message.  
 
    "Did you catch the sound from his audio pickups?” Ricket asked with a soft laugh. 
 
    Kylie shook her head, and then replayed the message, now able to pick out the sound of a man…no, two men screaming in the background.  
 
    “I almost feel bad for poor Pasa and Fritts,” Ricket muttered. 
 
    Kylie nodded absently as she brought up the city’s layout, noting that it was several kilometers from the base of the elevator to the Hyperion Hotel.  
 
    <That’s a long trek. Think our covers will get us all the way there?> 
 
    <Of course,> Laura said. <Technically, they’re expecting you and your packages. We should simply send a message to your brother that we’ll bring them right to the hotel.> 
 
    <Seems almost too easy,> Ricket said. <Do you want to reach out to Paul, Kylie?> 
 
    <Stars, no. I don’t want to talk to him ‘til we come face to face. Can we just send a message to his office?> 
 
    Marge sent over a warm smile. <On it.> 
 
    <Thanks, Marge,> Kylie said. 
 
    <Local chatter at the hotel is slow, no AI,> Laura added. <From what I can pick up, they’re still awaiting Paul’s arrival. If we can get you in right after he arrives, security will be more focused on him than you. Might be able to get your weapons through the door by disabling their security arches for a bit.> 
 
    <That, or you grow us some new ones when we get in,> Ricket suggested. 
 
    <I’d need to find a source of metal or good formation material to do that.> 
 
    <Still, plausible,> Marge said. <Uploading layout of the city, including where the armed guards are stationed, and the schedule for their rotations.> 
 
    <Got it,> Ricket said as their HUDs accepted the uploads, and their displays refreshed. 
 
    <Population of the city below is just over two hundred thousand, by the way. Low crime, small police force,> Laura said. <A pretty nice place, considering it’s in the Fringe.> 
 
    <A lot of the populace is offworld working at the shipyards right now,> Marge pointed out, her voice carrying an uncharacteristic amount of anger. <Even if it looks like a nice place, these people are helping to breed war—whether they know it or not.>  
 
    <Perhaps,> Ricket said diplomatically. <But they might not know how their ships and weapons are going to be used.> 
 
    <Against AIs you mean?> Laura asked. 
 
    <They might not have a choice,> Kylie added. <News of what my father did to Hubei will have reached Dante weeks ago…. These people have reason to fear the Rhoads name.> 
 
    No one responded to her statement, and Kylie drew in a slow breath to calm herself. <Look. We’ll be on the planet soon enough. We’re dealing with this head-on. No one is suggesting that we let them keep building a fleet to wage war on AIs and modded humans.> 
 
    <Sorry, you’re right.> Marge’s voice was meek. <Easy to get a little hot under the collar when you know what these people want and how threatened they are by us.> 
 
    <They threaten all of us,> Ricket said. <I was just trying to point out that we don’t want to hurt anyone if it’s not necessary.>  
 
    <People are allowed to want to live without AIs in their heads or mods in their bodies, but genocide is a different matter,> Kylie said. <It’s hard to separate who’s who, so let’s err on the side of caution.> 
 
    <Of course,> Marge said equably. 
 
    Ricket nodded as well, and Kylie hoped the subject was put to bed. She gazed out the elevator car’s main window, and saw a ship approaching Starlight Station above.  
 
    Its hull was sleek and a matte light grey in color, and there was almost as much engine as the rest of the ship. 
 
    What I wouldn’t give to helm a ship like that. 
 
    Ricket’s eyes followed Kylie’s gaze, and a small smile graced her lips. “Quite the beauty. Fast; well-armed, too. Oh…shit…Laura?” 
 
    <Yeah, I see it. Looks a bit like an older model of the corvette the TSF used to build,> Laura supplied. <I’ll see if I can find out more about it.> 
 
    “Does it have a name?” Kylie asked. 
 
    After a few moments, Laura answered, <The Guard’s Might.> 
 
    Ricket caught Kylie’s eyes and shook her head. <Looks like we got here in the nick of time.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    FATE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Executive Residence, New Roma 
 
    REGION: Dante, Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Good news, Mr. Rhoads. The Solidarity has docked, and the couriers are on their way down the elevator. We’ll have everything ready for the demonstration with time to spare,> Cecile said. 
 
    Paul breathed a sigh of relief that they had arrived safe. <Excellent news, thank you very much. And the Orion delegates?> 
 
    <They just docked, sir; should be boarding the elevator any moment now.> 
 
    He sent an affirmative response and closed the connection as he walked into the bedroom and caught sight of Janice shimmying into a delicate, purple, satin gown, her hair spun into a messy figure-eight bun at the nape of her neck. Just seeing her casual elegance made Paul feel like he’d been suckerpunched. 
 
    “I can’t quite get this zipper. If you wouldn’t mind helping me?” Janice said, turning slightly to gaze at him.  
 
    He took in the soft curve of her breasts and how the folds of the gown clung to her hips. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” he said as he approached. 
 
    He stood close as he zipped her up, his other hand sliding around her waist to lay flat against her abdomen. He pulled her back against him and leant over to brush his lips against her neck. She smelled like vanilla—such a simple smell, but it brought back a rush of memories, from the day they’d first met all the way to this very moment. 
 
    He’d try to hold onto those memories forever. It was hard to believe it would all soon be coming to an end.  
 
    Janice reached back and stroked his head. “Tonight is for both of us and all we’ve achieved. I hope you’re as proud as I am. We’re going to rekindle what your father started…make it burn all the brighter.” 
 
    Paul wished she’d talk about something else other than the Rhoads legacy for once. He tried to redirect the conversation. “Good news. The delegation will be arriving in thirty minutes, and the Solidarity has already docked. They’re coming down the strand.” 
 
    She smiled widely. “And Chief Raynes? Is he with Chassea?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “Chassea’s message said he had to stay behind on Battia, something about needing to keep things in line there. She has the product, though. We can ask Chassea for details when we see her.” 
 
    “Long as everything goes as planned, and Raynes isn’t double-crossing us. Unlikely, but we should be careful.” 
 
    “Chassea has never failed us.”  
 
    Her counsel was wise as ever; he didn’t doubt Chassea one iota.  
 
    Paul offered his wife an arm. “We should head over to the Hyperion so we can be there to greet Orion’s delegation. We wouldn’t want to leave their entertainment to the locals, would we?” 
 
    Janice took his arm, staring at him longer than was necessary, before they started out of the house. Alberta and Drake quietly followed behind, little more than a pair of shadows that accompanied their owners.  
 
    “This is a day we’ll remember for the rest of our lives,” Janice said confidently. “If we impress Orion and make up for your father’s failure in their eyes, we’ll never have to fear destruction again. We’ll be living the type of life we’ve always talked about.” 
 
    “And what type of life is that?”  
 
    Paul, for his part, couldn’t remember anything other than the day-to-day grind of the message he was to spread. The life of a preacher’s son was relentless and unforgiving. 
 
    They walked down the front steps and stopped at the curb where a hover car waited. Paul opened the door for his wife. Once she was inside, he slipped in beside her.  
 
    “Power, of course,” she said with a smirk in the moment they were alone. 
 
    Then their guard escorts entered through the opposite door.  
 
    Paul was reaching for two glasses of champagne, but his hand paused at her answer.  
 
    “Right,” he said as he passed a glass over.  
 
    “Champagne, Drake? Alberta?” he asked, as the guards settled in across from them. 
 
    Drake held up his hand to say no, and Alberta shook her head.  
 
    “Not while we’re working, sir, but thank you for the offer.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “But you’re always working.” 
 
    Alberta laughed. “Yes. Unfortunately for me.” 
 
    Janice held hers up and gave a little toast. Paul joined her because he couldn’t bear to explain why he didn’t want to, but inside, he felt hollow. He’d never wanted power. All he remembered wanting was to please his father and do a good job, do what was expected of him. Bring peace to mankind and avert a war thrust upon them by the AIs. 
 
    Something that still hadn’t come to pass. 
 
    Now he could think of only one thing. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The car brought Paul and Janice Rhoads across the long bridge to the main entrance of the Hyperion Hotel as the sun was setting behind the structure, making it appear as though it were on fire.  
 
    On the drive in front of the hotel, Paul could see vehicles carrying delegates from other Revolution stations, planets, and entire systems disgorging their passengers and moving off into the night.  
 
    All of them were present to remind the people from Orion that while the Fringe was considered a backwater by many, they were not insignificant. They were also there to witness what the virus could do, of course.  
 
    Lights set into the lawn shone upon the building, illuminating the crystal windows and casting multihued reflections back onto the lawns. From within, the sounds of music—harps and violas, if Paul didn’t miss his guess—drifted out into the night.  
 
    The guards were first out of the car, Drake circling around and opening the door for Paul. He stepped out, adjusted the collar of his shirt and then extended a hand to help Janice from the vehicle. She slipped an arm into the crook of his elbow, smiling beatifically as they approached the front door, the guards on either side of it snapping their heels as the pair approached. 
 
    “Good work tonight,” Paul complimented them with a nod of his head. They returned the salute and slid the glass doors open, allowing the Rhoadses inside. 
 
    Inside, the brightly lit lobby had been cleared of all the usual accoutrements of the hotel, and a row of liveried attendants stood by, ready to assist any guests that may need help as they made their way to the ballroom’s entrance.  
 
    Paul nodded silently to the attendants as he walked with measured strides across the foyer and through the doors. Once inside, he surveyed the space, taking in the sidebars laden with appetizers, the servers carrying trays of drinks and bites of food, and the round tables, each covered with a simple white cloth and topped with a bouquet of purple flowers. 
 
    He shaded his eyes as he looked around. “Stars, with those crystal windows and the rainbows of light everywhere, it’s too bright—going to give me a headache, darling. I’m going to go ask them to turn the lights down.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Janice asked as Paul kissed her cheek. “I can just send a message to the organizers, you know.” 
 
    “No trouble at all. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    “Alright, I’m going to go back out front and wait for the Orion delegation.” 
 
    Paul nodded and gave his wife another kiss on the cheek before he pulled his arm free and bore left, moving behind a trio of couples talking near a table. He patted one of the men on the shoulder and said hello, before spotting the governor of Heliso, a man who would talk your ear off and then help you reattach it so he could keep going.  
 
    Successfully avoiding the bore, Paul took the gently curving glass stairs up to the balcony level, which encircled the main floor. Nearby was the entrance to a service corridor; checking that no eyes were on him, he slipped down the hall.  
 
    He stopped at the third door and pulled it open, easing into a utility closet. The back wall held several shelves, and on the lowest one rested a nondescript black bag. He pulled it off and unzipped it to check the contents. 
 
    Weapons, a change of clothes, a mod that would give him a new identity, and both Silstrand and Scipian credits: everything he finally needed to get away. The demonstration on the AIs would be the perfect distraction. 
 
    A small part of him felt bad for the non-organic beings, but not so much that he wasn’t willing to trade their lives for his freedom. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kylie leant against a marble column in the Hyperion’s gardens, zooming her vision on the hotel’s main entrance. Four guards stood at the front door, with a woman in a purple satin dress standing nearby, greeting the various attendees as they came up the steps. 
 
    It took a moment for Kylie to recognize the woman. Though Janice was older, she’d aged gracefully, still holding onto her aloof elegance. Kylie hoped that Janice would fall for her disguise and not recognize her long-estranged sister-in-law. 
 
    As she was studying her brother’s wife, a long car pulled up. Kylie watched as a group of men and women exited the vehicle. The emblems on their shoulders looked familiar, and she focused in closer to get a clear view. 
 
    Well, there they are.  
 
    The memory of when she’d last seen that crest leapt into her mind. It had been on General Garza’s uniform. 
 
    <A car full of officers from Orion just arrived,> she sent to Ricket, who was stationed at the rear of the hotel. 
 
    <Well, we knew they were coming,> the agent replied. <I can’t believe they’re operating with impunity this deep in the Inner Stars.> 
 
    <Come all this way just to see my brother kill some AIs, I imagine. Would you think less of me if I said I might hate my family?> Kylie asked while giving a rueful shake of her head. 
 
    <Does that mean you still want to talk to your brother first?> Ricket asked.  
 
    Kylie pursed her lips, memories of her earnest and kind big brother flooding her mind. <Yes. I have to. Even if he’s become…whatever. I have to.> 
 
    <OK, well, I’ve set up surveillance back here. Nothing seems out of order, either,> Ricket replied, thankfully not pressing the issue further. <I’ll meet you in the front so we can go in together—> 
 
    <I’m not sure that’s best,> Kylie replied. <My sister-in-law is there and she might recognize me.> 
 
    <Is she chatting with the Orion delegation?> Ricket asked. 
 
    <Yeah.> 
 
    <Then this is the best time. She’ll be distracted by them, and won’t want to talk with the likes of us while her important guests are present. This way, she’ll also see that we have the AIs and the virus and won’t come looking for us later.> 
 
    Kylie had to admit that Ricket’s logic was sound—so long as they didn’t get made right in front of the Orion Guard. 
 
    She pushed off from the pillar she was leaning against and began walking through the garden, timing her approach to meet with Ricket on the walkway that ran alongside the road to the front entrance.  
 
    Kylie took her hand when they met and gave it a soft squeeze.  
 
    <You seem more worried than I’d’ve expected,> Ricket said. <Do you not like Janice Rhoads? I mean, other than for the obvious reasons.> 
 
    Kylie didn’t want to get into it. <Let’s just say we’ve never seen eye to eye. I haven’t seen her since I left home, and I’m trying to keep it that way.> 
 
    <You really need a ‘my family is complicated’ bumper sticker.> 
 
    <Can we focus?> Kylie said as they approached the glass doors.  
 
    Sure enough, Janice was busy talking to a man with general’s stars on his lapels and only gave the pair a cursory glance and a quick nod. 
 
    They passed their tokens over to the security officers and were allowed inside together. They passed under a security arch, both breathing easier when it didn’t pick up their carefully stowed weapons or armor. 
 
    <Nice work, Marge.> 
 
    <Thank you. I do aim to please,> the AI said with a grin. 
 
    They crossed the foyer and entered the ballroom. Just as they made their entrance, a waterfall sprang to life in the center of the room, sending water cascading down from the roof to land in a wide pool.  
 
    Kylie almost jumped as it started up, and Ricket put a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    <Relax. Isn’t that a lovely sight?> Ricket asked as they stood side by side. She glanced around the room, clasping her hands together over her purse.  
 
    As a waitress passed by, Kylie took a glass of champagne from her tray and quickly downed it. 
 
    <Wish me luck,> Ricket said as she hurried to the rear of the room, toward the curved glass staircase.  
 
    Meanwhile, Kylie circled the area, threading amongst the guests—and feeling terribly underdressed. If she’d known it was going to be a ball, she’d’ve stepped things up a notch.  
 
    As she moved around the room’s perimeter, she kept one eye on the guests, scanning for Paul, and one on the guards who were patrolling the perimeter. Some of the dignitaries had the air of being local—maybe a mayor, or someone vying for political office. A few women had that smug look about them, where their noses were held just a little bit higher than everyone else’s. 
 
    And the military officials…. They worried Kylie the most. They looked entirely too happy, too content, as if their wildest dreams were about to come true.  
 
    It made her stomach turn, and she suddenly regretted her quick drink. 
 
    “It’s Chassea, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kylie placed her empty glass down on a servitor as she slowly turned and saw that a four-star general had approached her—the same one Janice had been talking to.  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have the pleasure….” She extended one hand while her other held the strap of the metal cylinder close. 
 
    “General Levin. The Orion Guard.” He smirked. “You’re doing great work for the Revolution.” He eyed the container hanging at the level of her hip. “Well, is that it? The AIs?” 
 
    “It is,” Kylie said, trying to think of a way to beat a hasty retreat. The last thing she wanted was to spend a lot of time talking to someone who might have the tech to see through her disguise. 
 
    “They must be tightly packed. How many in there?” 
 
    “Two-fifty. They’re all in a low-power state, that’s how they fit in without overheating. It’ll make an impressive display.” 
 
    “Quite right. Can I see inside?” 
 
    “Sorry, General,” Kylie slipped her arm around the canister protectively. “I’m under orders to only hand them over to Paul Rhoads.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m right here, then,” Paul said with a laugh as he approached and gave a casual wink to the general before shaking the man’s hand. “Good to see you, General Levin.” 
 
    Kylie swallowed, hoping that her glasses and hair would mask her, but the moment he turned to face her directly, the color drained from his face.  
 
    “Kylie?”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    STALWART HERO 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Immortal One’s Palace, Banglad, Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    <Shit! I lost her,> Alice sounded almost frantic. <I had her for a second, but they must have erected a dampening field—or maybe they EMP’d her.> 
 
    Grayson’s blood pressure spiked, and he leapt to his feet.  
 
    I shouldn’t have let them separate us—that was a hell of a mistake.  
 
    She was one of his people, and Grayson’s plans and options narrowed down to a fine point: he had to get to Maureen.  
 
    He pulled open the doors to his quarters, only to find the blade of a sword centimeters from his nose. The red-robed woman guarding his door met his glare with an impassive expression.  
 
    “You will stay put until summoned.” 
 
    Then the door slid closed again. 
 
    Grayson wiped the back of his hand across his lips as he paced across the room. <Alice, anything? There must be some chatter on their network. I need a destination if I’m going to get in a fight the moment I step out.> 
 
    <I wish I had better news. There’s an area of the palace I can’t see into—a segregated network. If they took the commander there, I won’t be able to trace her—or see what kind of condition it is she’s in. I can, however, do my best to download a schematic of this place so you’ll be better equipped.> 
 
    <Do it,> Grayson ordered as he opened up a connection to the Polis Fury.  
 
    <Fallon here. Do you need assistance, Colonel?> 
 
    <Not yet, but I want you to bring the beams online and get the dropships on the ladders. I think it’s time we show the empress that we’re playing for keeps.> 
 
    <It will be my pleasure, sir.> 
 
    A second later, the door to his room opened, and Grayson spun, ready to tear into the woman who stepped in, only to be stopped by this new person’s unusual appearance. She was a stark contrast to the others he’d seen thus far in the palace. Her greying hair was pinned back behind her ears, and her face bore signs of age—wrinkles and spots. 
 
    She smiled kindly at Grayson. “Sorry to have kept you waiting. Empress Mei does like things prepared a special way. She is, however, ready to dine with you now.” 
 
    Strangely, the woman’s words sounded almost apologetic. “No fault of your own, I’m sure.” Grayson frowned and followed the woman out into the dimly lit corridor, allowing her to take the lead, with the red-robed guard following behind.  
 
    He considered attacking them both, but decided that having the palace servants take him directly to the empress would be better than rampaging through the palace looking for Maureen. He’d play along until it got him to a place where he could get to the bottom of things, and then he would do so by whatever means necessary.  
 
    “Commander Maureen will be joining us, I hope?” he asked innocently. “Our communications cut out a minute ago.” 
 
    The elderly woman briefly paused. “I’m afraid I don’t know of such things. I’m only a handmaiden to Empress Mei, and her alone. I’m not aware of the status of other guests.” 
 
    Grayson found her choice of words interesting, and there was an underlying fear in the old woman’s voice.  
 
    <Alice, find out who she is and what her position is at the palace. If she fears the empress, we may be able to use her.> 
 
    The AI sent an acknowledgement. <That might take a little bit of time. Uploading the security schematic to you now. The further I dig, the more fortified I realize this place is. We might have underestimated them a bit.> 
 
    <What do you mean?> 
 
    <In searching for Maureen, I’m finding hints that they have stronger shields than we expected. The Polis Fury may not be able to penetrate them.> 
 
    <Dammit.> Grayson ground his teeth. <Can you access them?> 
 
    <Not yet. I’m working on it.> 
 
    Alice sounded more than a little worried, and Grayson left her to her work as the handmaiden led him into a large dining room. There were guards standing at all four corners armed with rifles slung from their shoulders, their right hands clasping the hilts of their sheathed swords.  
 
    At the long banquet table, Mei already sat with her hands folded into her lap. Her intelligent eyes held a simmering fury as they followed Grayson’s movements into the room. 
 
    He bowed, though not deeply, only going through the motions to appease her. The handmaiden walked toward the empress, her feet shuffling now that she was in the room with Mei. She poured a cup of tea for the empress and placed a bowl of sugar on the table. Only then did Mei gesture to the chair on the opposite side of the table.  
 
    “Sit, and we shall continue our negotiations.”  
 
    “I’ll stand, if it’s all the same, until Commander Maureen joins us.” 
 
    Mei’s face twitched and hardened as her chin lifted. “She is unnecessary. Her presence would be redundant.” 
 
    Grayson drew a deep breath. “Until I see the commander, the negotiations are off.” 
 
    The empress’s nose flared, and her eyes widened. “I’ve never been spoken to so. If you were from Battia….” 
 
    “I’m not. If you could please have the commander brought to the dining room, I’d appreciate it, Empress Mei.” 
 
    The handmaiden returned to the table with a plate of biscuits, but Mei waved her off impatiently. The old woman scampered away, her hands shaking. 
 
    “You leave me no choice.” The empress rose from her seat, her thick and luscious robes brushing the floor in a way that made her appear to hover. She walked to Grayson and tucked her hands into the sleeves of her robes.  
 
    He braced himself for whatever it was Mei was about to tell him.  
 
    <She’s communicating with someone across the palace’s network. Careful, Grayson. She could be hiding anything in that robe.> 
 
    A moment later, a door on his left opened, and Maureen was tossed inside. She hit the ground with a dull thud and slid like nothing more than a rag doll.  
 
    Grayson rushed to her side and bent over, checking for a pulse. It was present, but weak. He rolled her over to see that her face was bruised, and her mouth was bleeding from where teeth had been removed.  
 
    Cosmetic, he thought. It was nothing that the facilities on the Polis Fury couldn’t fix, but it still infuriated him.  
 
    Maureen expelled a breath and gazed up at him with dull eyes. “I didn’t…anything….” 
 
    Grayson stood up, fists clenched at his sides as he faced the empress. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “She had a weapon. She attacked one of our guards. We had to show her and Silstrand what happens to people who break our rules.” 
 
    “He came from my closet…he attacked me first,” Maureen wheezed, and then her eyes closed tightly as a wracking cough tore through her. 
 
    <She needs immediate extraction. Her vitals are weak and dropping, Colonel,> Alice said. 
 
    It was all Grayson had to hear to be spurred on. While the empress might’ve thought he was speechless, he contacted the Polis Fury. <Launch the assault. Target their shields and get all four platoons down here immediately.> 
 
    <Yes, Colonel! Going to high alert.> 
 
    Grayson took a step forward, looming over the empress, who shrugged as though nothing of consequence had occurred.  
 
    “You’ll see why we can’t sign a treaty with those who don’t abide by our laws,” she sniffed. 
 
    “What law did she break?” he asked, trying to buy time before the strikes rained down.  
 
    “She looked into my eyes,” the empress said without emotion. “It is death for a woman to look into my eyes.” 
 
    “And me?” Grayson wished his glare alone could kill the empress, but he knew that if he took one step closer, the four guards in the room would fire the rifles they were now aiming at him.  
 
    A sinister smile slide onto the empress’s lips. “You have spirit; you speak like a real man, not a simpering worm. Perhaps with your seed, I will finally bear a son.” 
 
    <She’s batshit crazy,> Grayson said to Alice, unable to comprehend how disassociated the empress was with what was really at stake. “If you think I’d touch you with anything other than a fist, you’re sadly mistaken, Empress.” 
 
    <Don’t lose your cool,> Alice advised. <Just another minute.> 
 
    Mei raised her eyebrows and gave Grayson an approving look that made him feel like a slab of meat. “Your virility makes you much more appealing than most male partners, Colonel Grayson. I will have you moved to my chambers so that we can begin.” 
 
    Over my dead body. He tried not to shudder. “This is your last warning, Empress. Sign the treaty and allow me and the commander to leave, or this will be your last night on that sparkly throne of yours.” 
 
    The empress didn’t reply, and the pair stared at one another, until suddenly, an explosion rocked the ground beneath their feet, and the empress’s eyes widened.  
 
    <Shields shed our kinetics,> Fallon advised. 
 
    <Still made a hell of a boom down here,> Grayson said, the reality of calling an orbital strike down on his own head setting in. <Can you target any peripheral systems?> 
 
    <We’re working on it,> Fallon reported. <I’m going to try to find a weak spot so the assault teams can enter the palace—they’re already inbound.> 
 
    The empress was yelling something at her guards—one of whom was standing at the window, staring outside. 
 
    <I got one!> Alice announced. <Major, target the front gate. I took out the main umbrella, so you should be able to knock the gate down for the assault craft to get through.> 
 
    <On it.> 
 
    Seconds later, another blast shook the ground, this one louder and more violent. 
 
    “No!” the empress cried out.  
 
    “Too late, Mei. It’s over. You’re about to see your palace fall. Surrender now and end this.” 
 
    Empress Mei stared at Grayson with wide eyes, then laughed maniacally. “This city has stood for a thousand years! It’ll never fall. My family line will always rule within these walls. You and your Silstrand Alliance won’t put an end to that, I’ll see to it.” 
 
    She motioned to her guards, and they approached Grayson, weapons leveled at his chest.  
 
    “Make no mistake.” His voice was stern. “Those of you who stand with the empress will fall with her. Those who put down their weapons may have a better future; one where you aren’t controlled and brainwashed to follow an elite and corrupt tyrant.” 
 
    “Tyrant?” Mei whispered venomously. “Tyrant!”  
 
    A silver-tipped hairstick suddenly appeared in her hand, darting out from the sleeve of her robe. With a scream, the empress charged Grayson, but he easily caught her wrist and flipped her over onto her back. 
 
    She groaned and grabbed her head as Grayson bent over her.  
 
    “I’m afraid, Your Royal Highness, that you’re under arrest.” 
 
    Mei sneered up at him as a black figure leapt from high above in the rafters.  
 
    Grayson turned just in time to receive a blow to the head and then a pulse blast to the chest that sent him sliding back. 
 
    “Take him to my quarters. I still want to play with him,” the empress said as her guards helped her up.  
 
    Grayson rose to one knee, struggling to stand as the guards rushed him.  
 
    <Squads have landed,> Alice advised. <Just try to keep us both alive for a little longer.> 
 
    <Working on it.> “You can’t win,” he said to the guards as they seized him, amazed that their indoctrination was so complete.  
 
    Rather than fight, he decided to bide his time and go with them. His only worry was Maureen, still lying defenseless—and apparently forgotten—on the floor. He feared what might happen to her if she was left alone with Mei—a ruthless coward, if ever he saw one. 
 
    As he was pushed out the door, he turned and saw the old handmaiden standing with her back pressed against the wall.  
 
    “Take care of Maureen,” he begged her. “She’s defenseless as a child right now. Please.” Grayson didn’t know if the frightened woman would listen to him, but it was all the time he had before he was pushed out into the corridor. 
 
    One of the guards shoved his weapon into Grayson’s back, and he continued along without complaint.  
 
    <I have them on my taps,> Alice crowed with delight. <Here comes the cavalry.> 
 
    His HUD lit up with the squad’s positions, and he saw that one would reach his passageway before long. 
 
    “You might want to check further down the corridor,” Grayson suggested to the guards surrounding him. “My troops will be here momentarily, and I’d really like them not to blow off my head.” 
 
    The guards at the front of the line exchanged worried glances, and their movements slowed. Seconds later, a door down the hall exploded, and figures rushed into the corridor, shots lancing out through the smoke.  
 
    Grayson dropped and grabbed the rifle from one of the fallen Battians, rolled behind him for cover, and fired on one of the guards who was aiming at him. The weapon barked in his hand, and the guard’s head exploded.  
 
    <Quite the gamble there,> Alice said. 
 
    <I figured the empress was too cheap to spring for biolocks.> 
 
    <Corridor clear!> Sergeant George said as he and his troops approached, weapons trained on the fallen guards.  
 
    Grayson rose and brushed himself off. “Took you long enough, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Got here as soon as we could, Colonel.” 
 
    “Status?” 
 
    “Platoon two is securing the entrance. Three is hitting the power plant to shut down the shields. Four is hitting their barracks. The rest of one is spread out in here looking for you and the empress.” 
 
    “Then follow me,” Grayson said. “We need her removed from the palace, plus Commander Maureen needs immediate medical attention.” Then, to Alice, <Coordinate with first platoon’s squads. I don’t want any surprises.>  
 
    <You’ve got it, Colonel,> Alice replied. 
 
    While one fireteam checked over the fallen guards, the others followed Grayson back into the dining room.  
 
    A weight fell off him as he saw that Maureen was still there, appearing undisturbed and still breathing.  
 
    Of Mei and her handmaiden, however, there was no sign. 
 
    Nothing’s ever easy, is it?


 
   
 
  



 
 
    FAMILY SQUABBLE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Hyperion Hotel, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dammit! It’s her. My sister.  
 
    As soon as he looked into her eyes, Paul was transported to the last time he had seen Kylie in the old family homestead. Peter and the brothers had been spending more time traveling the stars, but they always came back home to life on their homeworld.  
 
    A simple place, where everyone had been happy. Everything there had been easier then.  
 
    Married and on his own, Paul had gotten the message he feared the most. 
 
    Kylie was leaving. 
 
    He’d raced over from the cottage Janice had helped to make their own. He didn’t bother to knock as he flung the door open and ran inside.  
 
    “Kylie!” he hollered. He had so many questions and wanted to know if Father was right. 
 
    Could Kylie really be leaving them? 
 
    She stepped out of her bedroom, eyes bright, cheeks glossy. Only eighteen years old, but with enough spirit for a hundred, her brown hair was cut short to her shoulders. In a simple dress made for a simple farmgirl, she held a leather suitcase in one hand. Sticking out of the front flap of the backpack clutched in her other hand, Paul could see a stuffed, old, ratty, pink pig. 
 
    Such a child to be making such a life-altering decision. 
 
    “So, it is true?” Paul said, trying to shake the feeling that there wasn’t enough air in the room. 
 
    “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.” Kylie tried to walk past him, but he stepped in front of her. 
 
    “Why?” he begged, and his heart cried. “Why would you leave the family to join Silstrand’s military? Of all the god-forsaken things for you to join….” 
 
    “You’re too much like Father. You’ll never understand.” Kylie shook her head, looking like a petulant child. 
 
    “You know what they’ll make you do? Military-grade nano, maybe an AI; you might as well kick Father on your way out.” 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic, Paul! I’m not going to do those things. I’m going to the academy to become a pilot and get to travel, to see the stars. Do my own thing for a while. It’s not like I’ve changed.” 
 
    Paul nodded, knowing that to be true. “I can’t disagree with you there. You’re spoiled. You’re used to getting your way, our charmed little sister, and this is what you do to us? Abandon Father? Our message? What about the message?” 
 
    “The message about AIs and what they will do to us? Have you really listened to him lately? I can’t stay here and pretend that I believe! I can’t spread the message, Paul. I’d die inside if that happened. It’s just fear and hysteria.” 
 
    “We need you. You can’t just walk out. You’re a Rhoads. We stick together!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Paul. I love you and David, Momma, and Father too, but I can’t live this life. The Rhoads name used to mean help, aid and love. Now it just means fear and anger. I need something else—somewhere else.”  
 
    Kylie pushed past him, and this time, Paul let her go. He stared after her wondering where they had gone wrong. 
 
    Where had he gone wrong? 
 
    “Father would’ve given you the world.” 
 
    “I don’t want the world given to me, Paul. I want to go out there and seize it. I’m not like you, but you’re still my brother. I love you, even if you can’t see that.” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “You break Mom’s heart like this, and we’re no longer family. Do you understand? We’re nothing if you walk out the door.” 
 
    Her lip quivered, and her eyes glistened with tears, but she walked out the door anyway, and Paul would never forget her willingness to leave.  
 
    And he’d never forgive himself for what he’d said. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHECKMATE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Immortal One’s Palace, Banglad, Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    The platoon leaders had all checked in, their primary objectives secured.  
 
    There were still several pockets of resistance, but once Alice had breached the outer defenses, it became abundantly clear that the empress ruled more with fear than actual force of arms.  
 
    <We’ve managed to keep word of the palace’s fall from spreading to other military garrisons around the planet,> Alice advised. <They’ll find out eventually, but hopefully we can get Mei off-world before then.> 
 
    Grayson agreed with Alice’s assessment. If the defenders could see that their cause was hopeless, it would go a long way to getting them to surrender. 
 
    So long as they could actually capture Mei. He worried that the wily woman had already escaped somehow. The idea of hunting for her across the planet was not appealing.  
 
    He was standing outside the front of the main building, watching Maureen get loaded onto one of the dropships, as Alice provided the updates.  
 
    “Any change in her condition, and I want to hear about it,” Grayson instructed the field medics. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the chief in charge replied. “We’ll have her in a medtube in thirty minutes, tops.” 
 
    “Good.” Grayson nodded as the assault ship’s hatch closed and it lifted off. 
 
    <I got something!> Alice crowed. <There’s a chamber under the throne room.> 
 
    <You sure?> Grayson asked as he turned and jogged back into the building.  
 
    <It’s not on any of the palace layouts, but I traced a power conduit down there. It doesn’t go anywhere past that…something has to be there.> 
 
    <Sergeant George,> Grayson called out to squad one’s leader. <I need you in the throne room.> 
 
    <You got it, Colonel, we’re mopping up some morons who don’t know when to quit, but we’ll be there in a flash.> 
 
    <Good.> 
 
    Grayson reached the throne room and approached the dais, then proceeded to walk around it, looking for any sort of hidden trigger or access panel.  
 
    Sure enough, there was a panel cleverly hidden in the armrest of the throne. There was a row of buttons, and he pushed the first, triggering the same color change Mei had earlier when she’d first tried to cow Grayson and Maureen. 
 
    He supposed it must impress the locals, enforcing the illusion that she was something other than a mere mortal.  
 
    While investigating the armrest, he hit a button that slid open a panel behind the tapestries.  
 
    <Well, look at that,> Alice said as he turned and pushed the cloth aside.  
 
    <There’s a secret lift in the throne room,> Grayson informed Sergeant George. <I’m taking it, get here when you can.> 
 
    <You sure, sir?> George replied. 
 
    <I can’t let her get away.>  
 
    Waiting wasn’t an option. Now that Grayson was properly armed with a rifle, he wasn’t worried about what Mei and her sword-wielding guards could do.  
 
    He wasn’t slowing down until she was in his custody. 
 
    The lift reached the bottom, and Grayson released a pair of microdrones to survey the wide passage ahead. They didn’t spot any traps, and there were no signs of Mei or her guards.  
 
    He stepped into the hall, and a red light came on over his head.  
 
    <Pressure plates?> he asked Alice. 
 
    <Not that I can detect. I think she has eyes on you.> 
 
    “Show yourself, Mei. I promise I won’t hurt you, if you come willingly.” Grayson crept down the hall, keeping his head on a swivel as he passed pillars holding what must have been priceless artifacts.  
 
    <Keep communications open with the squad.> Grayson paused as he check around a corner. <In case this goes bad.> 
 
    <Will do. There are a mass of power fluctuations down here. Not from a weapon, though. There’s some sort of equipment running off that power conduit I traced,> Alice said. 
 
    Grayson came to the end of the corridor and stepped into a wide room with a raised platform at its center. Two ornamental dragon heads sat behind the dais, and between them hung the seal of the great house of Maji.  
 
    On the center of the dais sat a large rectangular piece of equipment. As he approached, the machine’s purpose became clear.  
 
    “Looks like some sort of rejuv autodoc. Kinda high-tech for a society who has sworn off tech,” he muttered aloud. “Maybe Mei’s whole ‘thousand-year reign’ wasn’t just hyperbole.” 
 
    <This thing is ancient,> Alice said as Grayson looked over the equipment. <But it’s not so old that it’s from the golden age. No way it could keep someone alive for a thousand years. Not without….> 
 
    “Kronos disease,” Grayson whispered.  
 
    That disease was the fate of anyone who tried to cheat death forever. The body could be repaired, but eventually, the brain became too interconnected, too much a hodgepodge of neurons, axons, and dendrites, cross-wired in every direction. 
 
    Otherwise known as ‘stark raving mad’. 
 
    “You discovered my secrets,” a voice said from behind him. “Just like I feared Raynes did. He was out to destroy us because we lied to Peter Rhoads about destroying our AIs.” 
 
    He spun around to see Mei approaching. She had an arm twisted around the handmaiden’s neck. The old woman’s terror was evident in her labored breathing and her face, wet with tears.  
 
    “So, you lied and got caught. Sounds like something you’re not used to.” Grayson struggled to keep his eyes off of how violently the handmaiden was shaking. “You’ll be all right. I won’t let her hurt you.” 
 
    Mei pursed her lips. “I doubt it. I’m used to getting away from things. Like using this rejuv tank to stay young, so I won’t have to give up my reign to any thieving daughters.” 
 
    “Is that why you murder your own children?”  
 
    Grayson’s words had more of an effect on the handmaiden, who began to cry at the accusation. He wondered how close she had been to the babies and young girls before Mei had ended their innocent existence. 
 
    “They were a menace, as the young always are. It doesn’t matter if they were my blood. A threat is a threat, same as you. Even I am not immune to the sweetness of all babies. There were those I couldn’t slaughter in their crib, so I waited until they were older; then it grew easier. Except for this one.” Mei tightened her arm around the handmaiden. “She was such a good servant, I couldn’t see her dead. Until now.” 
 
    Grayson’s jaw went slack. “This is one of your daughters?” 
 
    “From about seventy years ago, yes. I needed a useful tool, someone who feared me, yet loved me. She served well. She helped me give birth to my other vile daughters, and when I asked her to help me end them, she did that, too.” 
 
    The handmaiden’s eyes squeezed shut, and that was all the proof Grayson needed to know Mei spoke the truth.  
 
    “When living under such a reign, you cannot be held responsible for your crimes,” he said kindly to the handmaiden. “We’ll end Mei’s tyranny.”  
 
    His microdrones had picked up four figures hiding behind the pillars that lined the room. Another pair were tucked behind the ornamental dragons.  
 
    <George is coming with a fireteam. They’re boarding the lift,> Alice said. 
 
    <Have them go around the sides and flank those hidden guards. If Mei sees them, it’ll get messy.> 
 
    “Only I decide when it needs to be ended!” Mei once again raised the thin hairstick in her hand and held it out, ready to plunge it into her daughter’s chest. 
 
    No one moved for a moment, but then Mei screamed, and Grayson knew there was no more time to wait.  
 
    He leapt from the dais and crashed into the empress, knocking her down, narrowly keeping the sharp—and probably poisoned—implement from stabbing the handmaiden.  
 
    Overhead, shots rang out, and Grayson felt the wind from a round fly right past his ear.  
 
    A moment later, George called out, “Clear!” 
 
    Grayson looked around and counted six dead guards whose bodies littered the floor. A meter away, the handmaiden lay curled in a fetal position, sobbing uncontrollably.  
 
    “Check her over,” he directed George before turning back to Mei, who was struggling into a seated position, her eyes so wide that the whites were showing all around.  
 
    She drew in a deep breath and began to scream.  
 
    “No!” she picked up the hairstick and lunged at Grayson. “No!” 
 
    She didn’t even make it half a meter before a pulse blast knocked her back to the ground. Grayson rose and kicked away her weapon as he stood over her. 
 
     “Don’t worry, Your Highness, we have a nice cell picked out for you on the Polis Fury. Life is about to get very different for you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    While the empress was transported under armed guard to the Polis Fury, Grayson spent some time getting the handmaiden—who was likely the rightful heir to the throne of Battia—to pull herself together.  
 
    He hoped it was luck that he’d found someone who could take the throne. Maybe even someone who’d seen Mei’s brutal behavior up close and would pledge a change. 
 
    Maybe a little too lucky. 
 
    He escorted her to a private room and had a cup of tea brought up to her. As she tried to drink it, her hands shook so bad, the teacup and saucer clattered together. 
 
    Grayson steadied the teacup and brought it up to her lips. “Maybe we can start by you telling me what your name is? Your real name…you must have one.” 
 
    She nodded and stared up at him with the wide, guileless eyes of a child. “Fen, but no one has been allowed to use that name in decades. I wasn’t allowed to keep my youth, or my beauty.” She turned her cheek so he could see the thick scar running down her jawbone. 
 
    It pained Grayson to think about what she must’ve gone through. “I’m sorry for the way she forced you to live, but I’ll make sure the people of Battia have a good life. Do you know what Silstrand is?” 
 
    Fen shook her head. “I know only of Battia and Hubei. Mei had it in for them. She didn’t like that they’d oppose her or Mr. Rhoads.” She swallowed her tea. “He was nice. I never had a father, but he brought me a stuffed bear once. He said he knew who I was, and that he’d help me.” Fen laughed and tucked her hands beneath her robes. “He never did, though.” 
 
    “Something more pressing came up for him.” Grayson was beginning to have a sinking feeling that what Mei had done to Fen wouldn’t be easily reversed. “I’m sure he didn’t mean to abandon you here.” 
 
    “Sometimes he brought candy. I sure would like some now.” 
 
    “Oh, candy? I have red licorice and jelly nodes up on my ship. I could have some brought down, or maybe have you brought up, if you’d like to try some.” 
 
    Fen folded into herself, recoiling as if someone had tried to hurt her. “No, I can’t go into space. Mother, I mean Mei always said that to go into space would be the death of Battians. I am Battian and I wish not to die.” 
 
    “You won’t die. I’ll show you, I promise. But if it’s too much, on the next trip down, I’ll have some of my officers bring you down a basket of the best candy we have.” 
 
    Fen’s face broke out into a wide smile, and she clapped her hands with glee. It was the happiest Grayson had seen her, and it made her look a decade younger.  
 
    “Yes, yes,” she squealed. “I’d love that so much. Mother never let me have nice things.” 
 
    “Good. Then we’ll have a nice little treat, and maybe you and I can talk about Battia and the possibility that if your mother can no longer rule, who that task should fall to.” 
 
    “No longer rule?” Fen’s face fell, and her eyes darkened. “No, no. Mei is the empress, the one ruler of Battia, and has been for almost one thousand years. No one can take her place.” She shook her head, pulling at the skin on her hands violently. Grayson feared that if she didn’t stop, she’d hurt herself. 
 
    “Fen, please calm down.” He gripped her hands to make her stop, but she just slapped his attempt away and did her best to drive him back. “Fen, please! I’m trying to help you.” 
 
    “She is the immortal one!” 
 
    “She’s not,” Grayson said calmly. “She used technology available to many others to lengthen her rule. Mei fooled you and the people of Battia.” 
 
    Fen shook her head violently. “No!” And then she was rocking back and forth in her chair, as if she couldn’t hear him anymore. “I need Mother,” she whispered, her face crumbling as she cried. “Bring back Mother, I need Mother, bring back Mother….” 
 
    Lost in her own world, she didn’t seem to be aware of Grayson anymore. He clasped her shoulder and said her name, but he couldn’t reach her anymore. The notion that he had found the next logical ruler for Battia, went out the window with the realization that her psyche was severely damaged—maybe even permanently.  
 
    Fen was still a child in many respects and would need someone to look after her. He felt more than just sadness for Fen, the kindly old woman; he felt despair for her and all of Battia.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    One of the field medics came and gave Fen a sedative. Once she was out, they took her on the next shuttle up to the Polis Fury.  
 
    After she’d departed, Grayson walked the halls of the palace and checked in with Alice for a report. 
 
     <The palace is secure, but outside the palace grounds, people are beginning to suspect something is wrong with the empress—probably due to the way we smashed the front gates…and the starfire. She’s not just their ruler—they view her as their savior.> 
 
    Grayson had been worried about that.  
 
    <I’ve gone through vids in the archives. She’s had centuries to convince these people she’s more of a god than a woman. Stripping them of resources, and eventually stripping them of any advanced tech…. AIs were just a logical extension. The people believe they are nothing without her. They won’t be an easy civilization to convince otherwise.> 
 
    <We’ll do what we can to ease them through this transition. Unfortunately, nothing can happen until the fleet arrives and we put a government in place. We’ll need to teach them about democracy.> 
 
    <Not just that,> Alice countered. <How to function as a proper society. Not just slaves who do what they’re told, but individuals who think for themselves. The idea of asking them to vote, to be able to make a decision on their own, is laughable. They need a leader who will understand, and slowly unwind the tangled mess of their minds. Hopefully before they rise up and put themselves into harm’s way.> 
 
    Grayson blew out a long breath. His job had just become that much harder.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    IF BY FORCE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: CSF Precinct 3, Holding Cells, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    Shots ricocheted down the hall, and Lana ducked back into the lift, Winter following suit. 
 
    “What the hell?” she asked, to which Winter only shrugged.  
 
    “Reaching out to the CSF,” he began as he drew his sidearm. “Crap! There are three guards in the ward—they’re pinned down by some attackers. Vid feeds are out.” 
 
    “Not really breaking news,” Lana muttered as she released a nanocloud to scout the corridors ahead. 
 
    Her probes didn’t even make it to the first passageway before someone leant out and fired a series of rounds toward the lift.  
 
    Lana broke cover long enough to fire three shots and duck back behind the wall. “Disgruntled workers? Someone just hate you?” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s not that. I just helped put this rock back together!”  
 
    Lana switched to the Link. <They’re advancing. You have a plan? That armor they’re wearing is pretty decent. I doubt they’re just upset farmers.> 
 
    <I’m thinking of sending in the super solider.> 
 
    Lana wondered who that was, but then realized he meant her. Oh, he’s so funny.  
 
    She mentally berated herself for thinking of kissing him just a minute ago. Then, using the feeds from her nano, she focused on the man—make that two men—advancing down the passage. 
 
    <Can you provide some covering fire? I can take them down if they’re not shooting at me.> 
 
    <That’s usually the case, Lana. A CSF squad is coming up the back lift. Give them sixty seconds, and these dickwads are going to be caught in a crossfire. Hopefully we can take them out without too much damage to the precinct station.> Winter’s voice was suffused with concern, a concern which surprised Lana.  
 
    He really does care about this place. She fired off a few more rounds to keep the attackers from getting any closer. “You’ll never get through here alive!” she called out. “Put down your weapons and surrender if you know what’s good for you!” 
 
    Rounds ricocheting off the wall was her only answer. 
 
    Winter snorted. “ ‘What’s good for you’? What are you, their mom?” 
 
    “Maybe they need a mom,” Lana muttered.  
 
    <CSF is on the level, two corridors back,> Winter advised, and she could hear the distant thuds of crowd-control pulse rifles.  
 
    Via her nanocloud feeds, she saw the two attackers in the corridor turn for a moment, and didn’t hesitate to use the distraction.  
 
    Lana rushed out from her cover, racing toward the two men, having taken note of a few possible weak points in their armor. She fired her pulse pistol at the closest man, aiming for the insides of his thighs.  
 
    Three shots hit his left thigh, and he groaned, knees buckling. Lana was on him in a second, hand against his neck as she deployed breach nano into his armor.  
 
    She crouched behind him and pulled the trigger on her pistol to fire on the other man, only to have the weapon flash a red indicator that the charge cylinder was dry. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    The enemy leveled his rifle at her. “Game’s up, little girl. Step away from Lew, and I won’t shoot.” 
 
    “Uh…isn’t that when you’d shoot?” Lana asked, confirming that Lew’s armor was locked up and he was out of the picture.  
 
    “Just fuckin’ move!” 
 
    Suddenly a series of rounds slammed into the man, and he fell back under the barrage. Unfortunately, Winter’s shots weren’t enough to disable the attacker, but Lana knew she was. 
 
    Rising up, she planted a foot on Lew’s shoulder and kicked off, sailing straight for the shooter. He swung his rifle toward her, but it was too late. She wrapped an arm around the weapon and jerked it down while delivering a kick to his neck.  
 
    The blow wasn’t enough to hurt him through the armor, but it gave her the leverage to wrench the rifle free as she fell to the ground.  
 
    She hit the deck, deploying nano onto the biometrics to unlock the weapon, only to see an albino blur charge past and slam into the soldier full force.  
 
    “I guess that works,” Lana said as she rose and looked down at Winter, who was sprawled across the enemy, straining as he held the man’s powered armor to the ground.  
 
    “Yeah…well, Grayson would have my hide if you got shot,” Winter grunted. “Can you work your magic with this guy already?”  
 
    Lana tapped the enemy soldier on the head with the barrel of his own rifle. “Give it up.” 
 
    “It’s biolocked, bitch,” he spat. “Try it.” 
 
    “OK.” Lana moved the rifle a few centimeters over and fired a round into the deck right beside the man’s head. “Huh, look at that. You were saying?” 
 
    The man suddenly went limp. “OK, OK. But we have more ships coming. You can’t hold her forever.” 
 
    Winter sat up and groaned. “Fuckin’ Ranstock.” 
 
    Just then a figure came around the corner, and Lana jerked her rifle up only to see that the newcomer was one of the station police.  
 
    “Clear back there, sir,” the officer reported. “We bagged four of them. Jenny took a shot to the leg, but otherwise, no causalities on either side. Glad the SSF gave us that riot foam.” 
 
    “Good work, Tom,” Winter said as he rose, sparing a glance for Lana’s discarded pistol. “Don’t you know to keep that fully charged?” 
 
    “It was.” Lana shrugged. “I guess even the SSF has faulty equipment sometimes.” 
 
    “Gotta say,” Winter grinned as he picked up the other attacker’s rifle, “I forgot what it was like to watch you work.” 
 
    Lana tried to suppress a smile, but found she couldn’t.  
 
    She knelt down and placed a hand on the second man’s neck, feeding breach nano into his armor as well. “Well, I guess we finally got to meet more of the Coalesce Legion.” 
 
    “Hell,” Winter muttered and gazed toward the prison cells. “Guess we finally have proof that Ranstock’s up to no good.” 
 
    Lana didn’t buy that. “Let’s talk to them first before we rush to judgment.” 
 
    Winter raised his eyebrow. “Fine, but I’m the one doing the questioning. You got me?” 
 
    Lana took one look at the rage that was simmering in Winter’s eyes and nodded. “I got you.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LAST CHANCES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Hyperion Hotel, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was her brother and he was standing right in front of her. If Kylie extended her hand, she’d be able to touch him. A part of her was terrified, while another part rejoiced. If she could convince him to turn away from the path he was on, the family could be back together. Barring their father, of course, but otherwise together. 
 
    “I thought your name was Chassea?” Levin asked, turning a suspicious look toward Kylie. 
 
    “It is. He has me mistaken for someone else,” Kylie said, standing taller and meeting her brother’s eyes, seeing what she always saw when coming face to face with him: wisdom, intelligence, the shoulders she had cried on when their father rebuked her and when she’d had her heart broken for the first time.  
 
    How could that have changed? How can I be looking into the eyes of a monster? 
 
    “Forgive me,” Paul said and offered her his hand. “For a moment, you reminded me of someone I knew once…a long time ago.” 
 
    His words were spoken casually, and they crushed her, but she had to move past the dismissal. 
 
    She patted the cylinder. “As you can see, I have it. Can we go somewhere private to set things up?” 
 
    “Sure.” Paul flashed his winning smile at Levin. “Excuse us for a few moments, General, will you? Ah, look, here comes my wife. I’m sure you have much to discuss with her.” 
 
    “Of course.” The general turned away, but not before giving Kylie a questioning look. 
 
    <Keep an eye on security for any sudden changes,> Kylie said. 
 
    <Already on it,> Marge said. 
 
    Kylie turned her back to Janice before they saw one another up close, and waited for Paul to take the lead. He did so silently, guiding her across the back of the hall and through the kitchen. From there, he took her into a pantry that had to be as large as the crew areas on her old ship, the Dauntless. Kylie noted three exit points as Marge set a structural map of this section of the hotel on the right side of her HUD. 
 
    “Did you tell your wife who I am?” Kylie asked. 
 
    Paul ignored her question and instead walked over to one of the shelves laden with root vegetables. He leant against it and stared at his hands before glancing at her. “I’m guessing there are no AIs in that thing you’re carrying.” 
 
    Kylie shook her head. “Correct. They’re free. Your plan isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “And Chassea? Her crew?” 
 
    “Prisoners.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut as if the news caused him physical pain. Kylie didn’t understand how this could’ve happened to her brother. He wiped his mouth. “Are you here to kill me as you did Father?” 
 
    “I didn’t set out to kill Dad, Paul,” Kylie whispered hoarsely. “He lost his way. He went mad, no thanks to those fuckers from Orion, and whoever it was that helped him put those control systems in everyone. You have to know about that. He wiped out an entire planet of people, too! He was going to kill so many others. I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “I know,” Paul’s voice was low, and Kylie could hear a deep pain in those two words. “I’m his son. I was the one to follow in his footsteps, to continue his message. I know what he did, and I know how despicable he became.”  
 
    Kylie stared into her brother’s lost eyes, desperately wanting to help him, praying that she could find the right thing to say.  
 
    Paul heaved a long sigh. “He wasn’t the man who raised us anymore. You were right to get away.” 
 
    All those long years, Kylie had dreamed of hearing him say that, for her big brother to admit she was right. But now, hearing it…the words broke her heart.  
 
    “I’m here to bring you in. Peacefully. Quietly. I need you to come with me.” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “Surely, you don’t think it’ll be as easy as that? Is it possible that you are still this gullible and naïve?” 
 
    “There are two ways this can go down, Paul. You know that. I’m the easy way. They’re coming for you. Silstrand, Scipio, and a fleet with more power than you can imagine—they decimated father’s ships, and from the stories they told, they’ve crushed Orion’s fleets in the past. If I don’t bring you in…I…I won’t be able to protect you.” 
 
    He licked his bottom lip. “Baby sister wants to protect me now? Well, doesn’t life have a funny way of being ironic?” 
 
    Kylie realized that she’d forgotten how downright infuriating her older brother could be. “Don’t let it be like this. There’s a way out. We can stop the bloodshed, you have the power to end the Revolution. Disband the fleet. Tell them to stand down. Tell Orion to go screw themselves. Do something that shows you’re looking for redemption, and I can save you.” 
 
    He pursed his lips, not giving a reply. 
 
    “Please, Paul. I don’t want to lose anyone else.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” he said plainly. “I’m looking for a way out. I’m looking to escape, but I’m not looking to be redeemed, Kylie. Leopards can’t change their spots.” 
 
    “There are people with me; they’ll give me time to talk you down, but I don’t have all the time in the world.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath. It’s over.” Paul started back toward the pantry’s exit. 
 
    “If you walk out the door, this truce, is what has to be over. I can’t have you hurt or destroy anything else, Paul. Don’t push me to do this.” 
 
    “I remember I said something similar to you once, and you still walked out that door.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. “Don’t throw that back at me! I’m here to save you.” 
 
    He turned back around and cast her a dirty look. “You left! I was alone against him! I did the best I could to guide father, to serve him the right way. But when I would bring up questions of morality, he only shot me down. When I saw…when I saw how completely he’d convinced David and Mother…I knew I had to toe the line.” 
 
    “So, what? You just watched as he destroyed an entire world?” 
 
    “I wasn’t there. He sent me away before that.” 
 
    “Such a pathetic excuse,” Kylie raged. “You got sent away? Dismissed like a child?” 
 
    “I could never say no to Father. His presence, his personality, it was too big. It demanded obedience.” 
 
    Kylie shook her head. “That’s not the way I remember him.” 
 
    “Of course it’s not. You ran away! The one person who had a shot at changing his mind when there was still time was you! And you abandoned your duty to the family!”  
 
    His words struck her like a physical blow. “You think I don’t blame myself? I do! I should’ve been there before he destroyed Hanoi. I should’ve been there before he built a fleet for war! I should’ve been to stop him before he implanted chips in our mother, our brother, and anyone else who didn’t follow him blindly. I should’ve been there to protect all of us. It was my fault. Mine. You happy now, Paul?” 
 
    He blinked. “I…chips?” 
 
    He didn’t know? Kylie felt her resolve waiver. “What else do you think he was keeping from you? There was a reason he sent you away, wasn’t there?” 
 
    “We went away because Janice suggested it, and Father agreed that it’d be good to scout further ahead. She knew I needed a break.” 
 
    Janice, huh?  
 
    Kylie didn’t know her well. Paul and Janice had wed while Kylie was still at home, but the haughty woman had spoken to her only sparingly. Kylie remembered how Janice and Father spent time together in the garden, though, talking over his philosophy. She remembered how jealous she’d felt. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that convenient. Is your wife loyal to you? Or was she loyal to Father?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. I won’t have you talking about things you don’t understand.” That look of stubbornness she remembered from their childhood settled on his face. “The only thing I have left to destroy is myself. If you think I agree with everything going on here, let me tell you that I don’t. You haven’t known me in a long time, Ky, and I’m sorry for that. Really sorry. But I never wanted to get into bed with Orion. Father led us places I never wanted to go, but I couldn’t stop him.” 
 
    “You could’ve said no.” 
 
    “That was your path, not mine. I was a good son. I was a good man, once. Now, I can’t tell the rain from the fog.” 
 
    Paul’s despair reached out to her like a palpable thing, and Kylie drew her pistol, training it on him as he pulled open the door, desperately trying to force her finger to move, but it wouldn’t. 
 
    “Paul!” 
 
    Then he was gone, and the door swung closed. 
 
    <You have to go after him,> Marge said. <Kylie, we need to move before he gets away. If he won’t come, we need to end this.> 
 
    Kylie knew. She should’ve shot, should’ve stopped him, but she hadn’t. 
 
    Now where did that leave her? 
 
    Then the door opened again, and Kylie glanced up just as Marge shouted a warning.  
 
    <Look out!> 
 
    “You’ll leave us alone now,” Janice said. “I liked you far better as a brunette.” She fired her weapon point-blank at Kylie. 
 
    The weapon delivered a targeted EMP blast and then a series of high-velocity railshots. They hit Kylie in the chest and flung her back into a shelf.  
 
    Blood began to seep from cracks in her solidified armor as she lay stunned and unable to move.  
 
    “Too bad.” Janice sneered and arched one eyebrow. “We could’ve used you once.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MISSION GUARD 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Hyperion Hotel, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ricket had thoroughly explored the second floor, but found access to the third level and up to be well guarded. The floors above were guest rooms and, from what she could tell, the guards were more focused on keeping people from coming down than going up. 
 
    No point in checking those out.  
 
    <Everything’s good up here. Have you found Paul?> Ricket called down to Kylie as she walked back to the ballroom’s balcony. 
 
    When there wasn’t a response, she began to worry.  
 
    <Laura? Can you reach Kylie or Marge?> 
 
    Smiling at a group of women, she walked around the rim of the room toward the restrooms. 
 
    <No, nothing,> Laura replied, a note of worry in her voice. <Marge did say Kylie had found Paul. I was waiting to hear how it went before distracting you with it.> 
 
    Ricket’s lips pursed into a thin line as she entered the restrooms. <Thanks for sparing me.> 
 
    She slipped into a stall and balanced the container of ‘nanovirus’ on her knee. She unscrewed the lid, and the device hissed as it slid open. After pulling her pistol out, Ricket pulled the canister apart into smaller pieces and then dropped it into the toilet.  
 
    It began to foam, and a few seconds later, had completely dissolved like a sugar cube in coffee—which was pretty much what had just happened. The container had been made of solid sugar, an easy thing to make in the field, and a material that left little evidence—plus it was a handy energy source in a pinch. 
 
    Ricket stepped from the bathroom stall, adjusting her dress. It wasn’t ideal for an op, but she’d worn worse. <Kylie? Marge?> she called out again. When she didn’t get a response, she switched tracks. <Fizzle Pop, have you made it to the planet yet? When you get this message, please say something.> 
 
    So far as Ricket was concerned, it was a terrible idea to give a cat access to the Link. She’d seen it go wrong more than once before. Still, the little furball was so morose without Bubbs, and it had helped to keep him calm when no one was around. 
 
    I used to work with top agents…now I’m sent off with new recruits, and I have a cat on the team. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. 
 
    <STAYING ON SHIP. EVERYTHING GOOD HERE.> 
 
    Ricket suppressed a sigh. <And those two guys? What happened to them?> 
 
    <THEY DIDN’T HAVE TREATS. NOT A PROBLEM ANYMORE.> 
 
    Ricket was pretty sure she didn’t want to know what that meant. She’d ask him about it later. 
 
    <OK, stay put until you hear from me or Kylie, then.> 
 
    <COME FEED ME, ASSHOLE.> 
 
    Ricket muted the cat’s pleas for food as she stepped from the bathroom and trotted down the glass stairs, smiling at the guests. She slowed her descent and paused, surveying the milling throng. She considered deploying nano drones, but with Orion Guard officers present, it was too risky. Their security would have the place covered with their own probes, and they would be sure to detect hers. 
 
    Just knowing that there were dozens of OG officers around her made Ricket’s skin crawl. She wished she was in heavy armor with a chaingun. 
 
    With a shake of her head, she cleared those thoughts away and did her best to look dignified as she visually scanned the guests. One lit up on her vision and she scowled at the tall figure. 
 
    <Yup, that’s Paul,> Laura said. <His genetic markers and facial structure are a 95% match for Kylie.> 
 
    Practically twins. Well, if he was here, where the hell was Kylie? 
 
    <Anything from Marge? Kylie should be here if he is. I’m afraid something’s wrong. Really wrong.> 
 
    <I’m into the hotel’s surveillance. Half a dozen other people have taps into it too, doing my best not to alert them to what I’m looking for.> 
 
    Ricket stepped off the last step as she saw Paul walking across the dance floor toward the buffet table. She quickened her steps to make an intercept and crashed into him next to the bowl of chilled shrimp. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Ricket said and raised her small clutch purse in mock embarrassment. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Paul appeared flustered, but then gave her a wide smile. “Oh, no harm. I know how the buffet calls.” 
 
    Ricket laughed and tapped him on the back, imbedding a small tracker in the fibers of his jacket. “You know those puff salmon pastries do it to me every time.” 
 
    “For me, it’s bacon,” Paul admitted. “Nothing like bacon with a cup of seriously strong coffee. I’d give anything for some of that right now.” 
 
    Just like his sister, Ricket thought and felt a bout of overwhelming sadness for the man. When he glanced away for a quick moment, Ricket saw a hint of regret in his eyes. For the first time since all this started, she thought Kylie might be right. Maybe there was a way to get Paul to stand down that didn’t involve killing him. 
 
    Stars, I’m going soft. This is what making friends does to a person. 
 
    “Elizabeth,” Ricket said and offered Paul her hand. 
 
    He paused for a moment before he shook it. “Paul. Though I’m betting you know who I am, if you came with Chassea.” 
 
    Something in his tone and the knowing look in his eye made her think that he knew Chassea was Kylie….  
 
    Shit! Where the hell is she? 
 
    “Have you seen her? I can’t find her anywhere. I’m hoping she’s all right.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt her, if that’s what you mean. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get some fresh air.” Paul quickly started away, striding toward the exit. 
 
    “Paul!” Ricket caught up to him and grabbed his arm. “Whatever is going on, we’re here to help you. We have a ship. We can get you out of here and end this.” 
 
    “No one can help. There’s nothing left that can be done. My path was always going to lead me here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like that. I know what your father did, but I don’t know what you did. You can stop—” 
 
    “Darling, there you are!”  
 
    Ricket backed away as Janice approached. Something about the possessive look in the woman’s eyes hinted to her that Paul was not the real threat on Dante—that role belonged to his wife. 
 
    “There are a few people I need to introduce you to. You can chat with the help later,” Janice said softly, rubbing Paul’s arm gently…like he was her tamed pet. 
 
    “I was just going to step out for some air, sweetheart. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd! You can get fresh air any time. Today’s a time for celebration of our success and victory. You’ll excuse us, won’t you?” Janice’s tone was frosty as she led Paul away.  
 
    Paul glanced back at Ricket, and she wanted to follow them, but with her tracker, it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    She checked her HUD to confirm that it was relaying Paul’s movements and vitals—it was, so she tapped into audio. 
 
    “Why is she still here?” Janice asked sweetly, with an underlying current of anger behind her words. Ricket could practically see her gritting her teeth. 
 
    “She’s just waiting for Chassea,” Paul replied. 
 
    So, he wasn’t going to tell his wife? Ricket found that interesting, and maybe even a little telling. 
 
    <We’re back!> Marge announced suddenly. 
 
    <That bitch shot me,> Kylie interjected, grinding out the words. 
 
    <Are you all right? Is she? Who shot you?>  
 
    <Was a kind of weapon I’ve never seen before. Like a short-barreled coilgun that also sent a focused EM pulse,> Marge explained. <The flow armor stopped it, but it also locked up while it reset…Kylie’s bleeding a bit, but her nano is fixing her up.>  
 
    <It was Janice, my brother’s wife,> Kylie added. 
 
    <Dammit!> Ricket rushed back toward the hall, using the tracker to follow Paul’s movements. <I just saw her with Paul. She must have known who I am. I’m in pursuit.> 
 
    <I doubt she’ll hurt him, but she might try to get him off-planet if she’s worried,> Kylie said. <Keep up with them if you can.> 
 
    Ricket sprinted down the hall and tuned back in to the audio from Paul.  
 
    “I think we both know you’re lying, Paul,” Janice was saying. “I’m afraid it’s time we both come clean. Should I go first?” 
 
    “Janice, what are you doing? Janice!” 
 
    There was real fear in Paul’s voice, and Ricket picked up the pace, running full bore toward his location.  
 
    She only hoped she wasn’t too late.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHECKING IN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Polis Fury, orbiting Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    With the palace and surrounding buildings finally secure, Grayson took a shuttle up to the Polis Fury to check on Maureen.  
 
    Being planetside in the palace put him in an uncomfortable state of mind. He’d rather be on the ship where he could survey the situation better than when on the ground. He knew that he could get data just as well on the surface, but something about actually being up in space made him feel better. 
 
    When he disembarked from his shuttle, he checked the status of the incoming ships via the relays at Hochi. 
 
    <Damn…these flares are making a mess of things,> he said to Alice. 
 
    <It’s a mess for sure, sir. General Petrov sends his greetings, but with the relays we have to take, one-way communications are taking almost two hours.> 
 
    <Well, at least they’re here. I hope he’s brought people who are more suited to dealing with a place like Battia,> Grayson replied. 
 
    <I’ve sent them a full update on the state of things with both Chimin and Battia. Ships carrying food and medical are heading to Chimin, while the bulk of the ships should be around Battia in three days.> 
 
    <Thank you, Alice. You’re very thorough,> Grayson said as he left the hanger bay and walked toward medical. 
 
    <I try.> She sent across a warm smile. <You know…you’re a better person than I thought you’d be. A lot of the AIs in the fleet have heard the stories about Jerrod. Just saying his name makes me shudder a bit—well, not really, but you get the picture. Many wonder if you did something that made him do the things he did.> 
 
    Grayson’s loping stride faltered for a moment, but he continued onto the lift. <And you wanted to take the assignment anyhow?> 
 
    <Well, someone had to, didn’t they? I decided to find out for myself if the rumors were true, and I’ve found that they aren’t. Well…maybe a few of them aren’t.> 
 
    <Oh?> Grayson had to admit, his interest was piqued. 
 
    <You’re a good leader and you know what you’re doing. I can see now why the SSF might’ve wanted you out of the way when you went rogue.> 
 
    <I didn’t go rogue. I just had a better strategy for how to handle things with Kylie and Lana. In the end, my way worked out, too. It’s all on record.> 
 
    <Of course, Colonel. I didn’t mean any disrespect.> 
 
    <Neither did I. Sorry if I came off harshly, Alice.> 
 
    Grayson guessed he was still touchy about the whole series of events. The incident was still fresh in his mind, and the fact that he was able to have a new AI after everything that had happened was only through sheer force of will. The way Jerrod had cut him off from his own body, unable to move or make any decisions on his own, had been the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    When the SSF asked if he’d consider a new AI, he’d agreed for the good of the assignment, not because he wanted to get touchy feely with it. He’d also only agreed after Tanis Richards had offered to have ISF technicians do the work. She’d assured him that it would not be possible for Alice to take over his body the way Jerrod had. 
 
    Regardless, Alice was a good person who knew her job and performed it well. He didn’t want to hold Jerrod’s actions and General Samuel’s orders against her. 
 
    As Grayson entered the medbay, Doctor Hammond turned to greet him, and they shook hands before the doctor led the way over to where Maureen was convalescing. She had already been taken out of the medtube and relocated to a bed to rest.  
 
    “Is she sleeping?” Grayson asked as he stood at the foot of her bed. She looked angelic and peaceful, her blonde hair combed out beneath her head. 
 
    “She’s still in a medical coma, so it’ll be a few more hours until it’s safe for us to wake her. Everything is on the mend, though. While she’ll have some discomfort upon awakening, she’ll make a full recovery. Still, it’ll be a few days at least until you can put her back on active duty.” 
 
    Grayson nodded. “Keep me apprised. If I’m onboard when she wakes up, I’d like to be here. I need to hear her account of what happened.” 
 
    “Talking will be painful, too. It may be better to engage in a Link conversation, to make it easy for her.” 
 
    Grayson took the suggestion under advisement. “If her status changes, please let me know. I’ll be down visiting with some special guests.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The guard outside of Fen’s quarters announced Grayson and then let him in. The large cabin had a holodisplay that pulled off a convincing external view. Or it would have, if there had not been a blanket thrown over it. 
 
    It would be showing a view of the world below, which he would have thought would be amazing to someone who had never been on a spaceship before, but maybe that was part of the problem. 
 
    Fen sat on the deck, hugging a pillow to her chest while she rocked back and forth. He’d given her a large cabin as a courtesy, but realized that may have been a mistake. 
 
    Grayson walked over to her, noticing an empty jar on the table, jelly beans spilled out on the surface. “Fen, what’s wrong?” He bent beside her, balancing himself on the balls of his feet. 
 
    Her rocking slowed, and she peered up from the pillow. “It’s cold on this beast. I can feel the rumbles from its stomach. It’ll eat me, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    He sighed and sat cross-legged beside her. “Oh, Fen, we’re on a spaceship. It’s not a monster.” 
 
    “Metal beast,” Fen corrected, clutching her pillow. “It’ll snatch us up while we’re sleeping.” 
 
    “It’ll do no such thing. Do you know why?” 
 
    She shook her head, her hair swishing. 
 
    “I’m in charge of this beast. I’m its master. If I tell it not to do something, it won’t.” 
 
    “You’re in charge?” Fen asked, eyes wide with doubt. Even when Grayson nodded, her expression didn’t change. “Mother Mei is the only true leader and she’s mean. You can’t be in charge if you’re not mean.” 
 
    “I can and I am. Many good people, men and women, are in charge who aren’t mean.” 
 
    “Then why do they let Empress Mei continue to be mean?” 
 
    Grayson thought about it. “I don’t know. Space is very large, there are many planets. The good people do their best to find and stop bad people, but sometimes it’s hard. I’m sorry no one tried to stop Mei for so long.” 
 
    He thought of all the other reasons why people didn’t want to get involved or to interfere, but Fen wouldn’t be able to understand such complex reasoning—and in this case, neither could he—so he kept it to himself. 
 
    “You came. You’re here now. When can I see Mother Mei?” 
 
    “Later,” Grayson lied. “She’s resting in her room.” 
 
    “Will you tell her I was asking for her? Someone needs to bring her tea and her slippers. Tell her I wanted to bring them, will you please? If I don’t, she’ll be very cross.” 
 
    “Fen, Mother Mei isn’t going to hurt you again. She will be physically incapable of hurting you again. I promise.” 
 
    Fen sat up straight and for the first time, let go of her pillow. “She can read minds, did you know that?” 
 
    Grayson stroked her head as if she were a child—because that’s exactly what she was. “She can’t through these walls. They’re laid with mind control barriers. We put you in a very safe room.” 
 
    “Really?” Fen smiled wide. “You mean it’s safe to dream?” 
 
    “It should always be safe to dream.”  
 
    Fen giggled and covered her mouth. “I have a secret. She never figured it out. I kept it very quiet and I never told anyone at the palace. Only one person, but he left a long, long time ago.” 
 
    “What kind of secret?” When Fen didn’t answer, Grayson tapped her leg. “You can tell me, remember? I’m in charge, and I never reveal people’s secrets.” 
 
    “She made me kill the girls. The ones she had like me, but she doesn’t know….” 
 
    Grayson held his breath, feeling as though she was revealing something deep and dark from her past.  
 
    “I have another sister. There’s one girl I never could kill.”  
 
    “Another sister? Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I gave her to someone visiting the palace. That used to happen more frequently than it does now. He said he’d take care of the baby. It was so small. The empress had just given birth, and she was disgusted with this baby’s appearance more than the others.” 
 
    “Because it was another girl?” 
 
    Fen considered it, sucking on her bottom lip. “Because it looked different. The eyes were wrong. ‘Too much like its father’, Mother Mei said. Usually she’d parade the baby about, showing it off to the common folk. To see how beautiful her children could be. This one, she handed it to me right away.” 
 
    Fen took a deep breath, and her mannerisms changed. Her eyes narrowed, and she snapped her hands together. “ ‘Kill it! End it! Take it from my sight!’ That’s what she said. But it cooed different. It smiled. I didn’t want to kill it.” Her tone was apologetic.  
 
    “You did good,” Grayson reassured her. “No one should harm children like you were forced to. Do you have any idea where he took the baby? What his name was?”  
 
    “Was a duke, I think. No, wait.” Fen scratched her chin. “He was a baron! Yes, I remember because he wore this gold sash. We never saw him again once he took the baby from me.” 
 
    “His name, Fen. Do you remember his name?” Grayson tried to sound as patient as possible, but it was hard. 
 
    Fen’s eyes lit up. “Ranstock. Baron Ranstock.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DOMESTIC AFFAIRS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Hyperion Hotel, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Janice?” Paul asked, unable to comprehend his wife’s actions as she pushed him into a storage room off the lower service corridor.  
 
    She raised the gun to his chest and backed up to increase the distance between them. “What I should’ve done a long time ago. But I couldn’t stomach the thought of losing you, Paul. The fleet looked to you in Peter’s absence, but now…now you’re a liability. I loved you dearly, but you’re just not the leader he was.”  
 
    “You think I haven’t fought against that all my life? You know I have. You know, and now you throw it in my face?” 
 
    Janice took a deep breath. “We needed you. But you failed us. It’s time for you to step aside so someone else can take your place.” 
 
    “You?” Paul asked and took a step forward.  
 
    He knew that, though Janice had a weapon trained on him, there was no way she’d shoot. They had spent so many years together, raised a son and a daughter. Their life’s work was together, always had been; Janice wouldn’t give up on him just like that. 
 
    She wasn’t like him. She was stronger. 
 
    Her eyebrow twitched. “I know it comes as a shock to you. It’s not like you were ever paying attention to me…or the children. For you, it was all about your father. When he was alive, that was fine—things were the way we wanted. But after he died…. You’ve turned weak. You don’t have the stomach for the work like Peter did.” 
 
    She cleared her throat and her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Like I do.” 
 
    Paul couldn’t help but laugh. “You?” 
 
    “I got Orion here. I’m the one who negotiated with Raynes. I’m the one who told you what to say and when to say it. I’ve been in charge, and you were too big a daddy’s pet to see it. You took the glory, but I’m the one who’s been running this show.”  
 
     “You want it?” Paul asked, grabbing the barrel of the weapon and stepping up so it rested against his sternum. “You take it. You kill me and take it, because I don’t want any of it.” 
 
    Janice took a deep breath. “You’re such a fool! This was supposed to be our time! Ours. Not yours or mine. Us! Working toward a common goal. We’re so close, Paul!” 
 
    “I don’t want what you want.” He stared into his wife’s eyes wondering where the woman he’d fallen in love with had gone. 
“It’s never been more apparent to me than now. You sold us out to Orion, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes!” Janice’s eyes widened. “I made a deal with them. I agreed to go to war on their behalf, just as your father wanted.” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “My father never wanted this. He was a peaceful man, spreading his message. I share in the message, not this hate campaign!” 
 
    “You’re wrong if you think Peter didn’t want this. He’s the one who worked for Garza. He’s the one who set everything in motion. He taught me to follow through, so that’s exactly what I’m doing.” 
 
    Paul raised his eyebrows. “How did I never see you for who you really are? Stars, Janice, you’re my wife.” 
 
    “Still am and still can be. You can still get onboard. No one knows how far you’ve fallen, and we work well. I come up with the plans, you sell them to the people. We’ll play to our strengths. We’ll—” 
 
    Paul shook his head, wondering when his wife had become so…morally diluted. How hadn’t he noticed for so many years?  
 
    “You’re wrong. It’s over,” he told her. “They’ve caught up to me.” 
 
    “You’re the one who is wrong. I took care of the problem.” Janice smiled. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to.” 
 
    “What?” Paul felt like the wind had been knocked out of him. He let go of the gun, and Janice lowered it. Slightly. “What did you do?” 
 
    “What you couldn’t. I shot Kylie—as if her disguise would fool family! Once I saw you talking to her, I knew exactly who she was.” 
 
    “You shot my sister?”  
 
    He didn’t want to think about this. He didn’t want to let the depths of his wife’s depravity into his mind, but he couldn’t stop it. Slowly, everything came together. All his careful planning to avoid Kylie, to avoid having to hurt her or kill her, it was all for nothing. Everything he had done…it was all for nothing. 
 
    “Yes! So we can stay here and do what needs to be done. The demonstration—” 
 
    “There will be no demonstration! We don’t have the AIs, and we don’t have the virus.” 
 
    Janice’s face fell, and she finally lowered her weapon as the pieces finally came together for her. “We need the demonstration, Paul. I promised them…. They aren’t the forgiving type. They’ll kill me. Don’t tell me you want that to happen?” 
 
    “That’s out of my hands. You killed the one person who knew where the AIs were. We simply don’t have what we need.” Paul watched Janice’s face crumble. “But I can get us out of here.” 
 
    “With our fleet? They’ll find us!” 
 
    “I have another ship,” he told Janice. “One I had built just for us. That’s where I was this morning. It has advanced weapons, the best shields and stealth tech, all courtesy of designs from Orion. We can hide from Silstrand, hide from everyone.” 
 
    “You…had a ship built? You were going to run away?” Janice fell quiet, and then tears filled her eyes. “You were going to leave me? Abandon me and the cause?” 
 
    “There’s no time to argue about that now. If you want to be safe, we leave. Now.” 
 
    Janice raised the gun again. “I don’t think so. Just because you’ve abandoned our dream, doesn’t mean I will.” 
 
    “Now, wait a second, Janice!” 
 
    “You can come in now, General.” 
 
    Paul stepped back with a pounding heart, as the door slid open and in walked General Levin.  
 
    “Mr. Rhoads, I think we’re all going to go for a little walk.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Paul said, pushing past the general, but the four armed guards on the other side changed his mind. “Alberta? Drake?”  
 
    Alberta is working for Orion? That can’t be. She had been at his side for so long. 
 
    “Sorry, Paul,” Alberta said. “We work for Orion now. And you do, too.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CONFIRMATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: CSF Precinct 3, Holding Cells, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana watched from outside the interrogation room while Winter stepped in to meet with the leader of the Coalesce Legion’s assault team—Lew, as it turned out. She couldn’t see much except for Winter’s broad shoulders as he leaned menacingly over the table. 
 
    But, boy, if she didn’t find the way his uniform barely fit over those shoulders damn sexy. Get a hold of yourself, Lana! Stars. Hormones. 
 
    <Lana, this is Grayson. I don’t know if you’ve gotten the other messages—insystem relays are half down.> As the message came over her comm, Lana pulled away from the interrogation room and paced down the hall. <I need you to detain Ranstock if she’s still on Chimin. I have good reason to believe she’s heir to the throne of Battia. We’ve had a bit of a dust-up here and have overthrown the empress. It went as smooth as these things can, but it wasn’t bloodless. As soon as the rest of the fleet arrives at Battia, I’m coming back to Chimin to get her. Let me know if she’s still there. I’ll send a burst in a bit with more info about the situation here.> 
 
    Well, shit. Lana shook her head, amazed that Grayson had taken such drastic action. I guess Ranstock was telling the truth. 
 
    Lana checked the message’s route and saw that the colonel had bounced it off relays all the way out at Hochi to get it around the flares and coronal mass ejections rolling along Dauten’s magnetic fields. The transmission time had to have taken over 10 AU to make it to Chimin—almost a ninety-minute light lag.  
 
    <We have Ranstock in custody already,> she replied immediately. <Her people tried to free her, but we managed to lock the area down. Winter is questioning their commander now. I’ll ensure that we hold onto Ranstock and keep her isolated until you get here. Since she didn’t do anything wrong, I don’t see any reason why Winter will press charges, but it may take your presence for him to let her go.>  
 
    She sent the message out through the linkup to the Hochi relays, knowing it would be some time before Grayson got her response. Then she turned back to the window looking into the interrogation room, where Winter was yelling at an increasingly nervous man across the desk.  
 
    <Winter. Grayson just touched base.> 
 
    <With you instead of me?> His anger permeated their connection. 
 
    <I’m part of his crew. It’s not a slight. He’s taken out the empress and wants us to detain Ranstock. He has proof that she’s heir to the throne of Battia, just like she said.> 
 
    Winter fell quiet. <Seriously? That shit is actually true?> Lana was going to answer, but Winter beat her to it. <Still, just because it’s true, it doesn’t mean her interests in Chimin are pure. In fact, if she’s a daughter of the empress, it’s proof that she can be just as evil and vile as her mother.> 
 
    He hadn’t turned from the man he was looming over, but Lana would have bet that his scowl was mighty severe.  
 
    <Why are you riding this so hard? Why won’t you let this go?> she demanded. 
 
    <I told you, I don’t trust her.> 
 
    Lana resisted the urge to storm into the room and slap some sense into the man. With all the good work he’d been doing on Chimin, it was easy to forget how pig-headed he could be at times.  
 
    <Seriously, Winter. We have only so many options here. Things are going to be hairy on Battia for a while; a legitimate heir would go a long way toward keeping things on the level down there.> 
 
    <So, what, now you’re a political science major?> 
 
    Lana ground her teeth, wondering what was really going on with the boorish man. She was beginning to wonder why she’d opted to stay on Chimin in the first place. At first, she’d thought that seeing Winter again would be a nice perk of the job, but now she was wondering if she’d never learn her lesson. 
 
    After giving one final look at the large man’s impassive back through the window, Lana turned and stormed out of the viewing room. If she couldn’t convince Winter, maybe she could have a more productive conversation with someone else. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    When Lana reached Ranstock’s cell, the woman was sitting on her cot, elbows on her knees, hands propping up her head. It took a few moments for her to look up and meet Lana’s gaze, and when she did, she had a withdrawn expression on her face.  
 
    Lana didn’t bother with greetings.  
 
    “All the information the SSF has on the Coalesce Legion indicates that you’ve never stepped foot in Hanoi, so why now?” 
 
    Ranstock licked her lips and pushed herself up straight. “We heard about the destruction of Hubei, and I thought she’d done it, so I came to help. I’ve hidden in other systems for so long, afraid that if the empress caught me…I thought that if I was brought before her, she’d instantly know who I was. I guess old boogeyman stories are hard to get rid of.” 
 
    Lana could understand that, up to a point. Her own father had often told her stories about Scipio, the very empire that Silstrand was now allied with.  
 
    “I thought I could make a difference here. Clearly, I was mistaken. No one on this rock wants me around.” 
 
    “Well, if you weren’t so damn secretive…you act like you’ve got something to hide, you know—which I guess is true. But Winter’s not a bad guy. He’s just territorial. If you had been upfront with him, things would have been easier.” 
 
    “You think it’s stupid of me to hide?” 
 
    “I think your people tried to break you out to protect your secret. Winter has his teeth in them, and he doesn’t want to let them go. With their attack on the prescient it’s as good as proven to him that your legion has no interest in protecting Chimin.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Ranstock stood and ran a hand through her hair. “I didn’t tell them to do that, I swear. I told them not to come onstation, no matter what happened.” 
 
    Lana nodded. “We need to make Winter see that. We need to work together.” She didn’t know if Grayson would want her to tell Ranstock about Empress Mei, but she thought that perhaps if the captain knew, it would help. 
 
    Ranstock’s eyes narrowed as she saw indecision writ large on Lana’s face. “What is it?” 
 
    “You know that Grayson went to Geonova to meet with the empress…? Well, he ended up going downworld to Battia, and…things didn’t go as planned.” 
 
    “Fool. I told that colonel of yours how it would go. I tried to warn him.” Ranstock paced, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Empress Mei has been deposed,” Lana said with a grim smile. “Grayson’s troops hold the palace and are working on getting control of the city.” 
 
    “What?” Ranstock’s eyes widened. “That’s not…possible. Mei is strong, her palace is a fortress! She been strengthening her position for almost a thousand years. How could he—” 
 
    Lana gave the woman a kind smile. “You’ve been afraid of Mei your entire life and built her up into something stronger than she is. She’s ruthless, probably even evil, from the sounds of it, but she’s still just a human woman, and Grayson’s no slouch. I bet taking her out was less of a challenge than going up against Maverick, like we had to do in Gedri a few weeks back.” 
 
    Ranstock’s mouth was still hanging open as she sat down on the edge of her cot. “I don’t understand. What will happen next?” 
 
    “Silstrand wants the people of each system to have as much local control as possible—I’m no poly-sci major, as Winter likes to point out—but I suspect it’s because we can’t spread ourselves too thin. Either way, if we can get someone with local ties and a legitimate claim to run Battia…. I mean, those people haven’t been part of the interstellar—heck not even the interplanetary—community for a long time. They’re isolated, likely scared, and we just took from them the one sovereign ruler they’ve ever known.” 
 
    “Most look to her as some sort of deity.” Ranstock shook her head and sighed, doubt shrouding her as her shoulders drooped. 
 
    “We can prove to them you’re Mei’s heir. If you care about the people of Battia—” 
 
    “Of course, I do! That’s why I came back to begin with; to try to find a way to protect the people of this system from my mother! But if you’re saying what I think you are saying…. Lana, seriously. I’m not ‘empress’ material.” 
 
    “I don’t think the colonel is going to ask you to be an empress. I think he’s going to ask you to be a leader and calm your people, to see them through this transition.” 
 
    Ranstock shook her head. “Shit…this is not what I had in mind. I don’t know if I can do this. It’s everything…I thought it’d be forever out of my reach.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Lana whispered. “Together we can talk to Winter and convince him that working with you and Coalesce is the right thing to do. To do that, you’re going to need to play ball with Grayson.” 
 
    “I’m…scared,” Ranstock admitted, her voice small, fully revealing the all-too-human woman beneath the captain’s hard exterior. “What if I can’t do this?” 
 
    “Pretty sure you can. I’ve been through the shit myself. I never thought I’d measure up, but here I am. When Grayson arrives, I’ll still be here. If you need a friend, I don’t mind filling that role.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lana.” Ranstock swallowed, her expression reflective. “I’m sorry I pulled my weapon on you. I thought you were sent to kill me.” 
 
    “I think those days are over; there are no more shadows hanging over your head. I’ll be back to see you soon. Maybe try to get some rest. It’s all going to work out.”  
 
    After some final parting words, Lana left Ranstock to think things over. She exited the cell and went to round the first corner out of the brig, running straight into Winter. His mouth was set in a fine line, and his eyes were inscrutable. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to betray you or anything, so stop looking at me like you want to rip my head off.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I probably wouldn’t be able to, considering how thick your skull is,” he growled. 
 
    Lana rolled her eyes, and suddenly, as if a dam had broken in the man, Winter’s stance softened. 
 
    “But thanks,” he whispered. “I heard what she said. You were right about the forest and the trees. I guess…I guess I thought the forest was on fire. Instead, it was just some smoke, thanks to some pony-assed campers.” 
 
    Lana furrowed her brow, trying to make sense of whatever it was Winter was getting at as he continued.  
 
    “Look, I was right to be suspicious, but I should’ve listened to you sooner. Your judgment is way better than it used to be.” 
 
    “OK, then. I accept your apology.” 
 
    Winter’s face twitched. “Apology? Whoa, wait a minute—” 
 
    “You apologized. Just admit it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he shrugged, “OK, I did.” 
 
    Lana tapped her finger against his chest. “You’ve changed too. I never thought I’d see the day when you’d apologize for anything.” 
 
    “I’ve grown as a person,” Winter admitted. “Go me. Now what do we do?” 
 
    “Might be a good idea to let her out of her cell. She hasn’t done anything wrong, so there’s no reason to keep her locked up. And I don’t think she’s going to go anywhere while we’re holding her crew.” 
 
    “Sounds about right.”  
 
    Winter sighed as he made his way up to Ranstock’s cell. Lana wasn’t far behind. As he opened the cell door, Ranstock rose from her cot. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, eyes widening with surprise. 
 
    “Well, come on already,” Winter grunted. “Shit, I don’t have to apologize again, do I?” 
 
    Lana nodded with a smile. “You probably should.” 
 
    “OK, well, let’s do it down in my office over sandwiches and coffee. I can’t stand to do it again on an empty stomach.” Winter motioned for Ranstock to leave her cell, and she stepped through tentatively. 
 
    “Hope you like baloney, because that’s all we got left.”  
 
    Lana almost chuckled. He sure is full of it, isn’t he? 
 
    “That’s fine,” Ranstock said as she followed them behind. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll talk about your crew and what to do next when we get there. If Gray’s gonna push for what I think he’s gonna, we’re going to have to get used to each other.” Winter sighed loudly.  
 
    Or perhaps it was more of a groan. 
 
    Lana laughed and patted him on the shoulder. “It’ll all work out. You’ll see.” 
 
    Winter smiled at her. “Yeah, maybe it will.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MISSION IMPOSSIBLE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Hyperion Hotel, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante, Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kylie wasn’t sure what hurt more. Her chest from the rail shot, her head from the EMP, or her pride—from letting herself get shot in the first place. Thanks, yet again, to her nano and the ISF’s flow armor, she was still breathing.  
 
    And in further good news, Ricket had eyes on Paul and hadn’t killed him yet.  
 
    She hurried through the kitchen and grabbed a piece of mango and a chunk of pineapple left on the prep counter. As she stuffed them into her mouth, a chef yelled at her.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    <Really?> Marge asked. 
 
    <I haven’t eaten in hours. I gotta take meals where I can get them.> 
 
    <Kylie,> Ricket’s voice sounded grave. <Paul is missing. I put a tracker on his jacket to keep an eye on him, and, well, his jacket is here, but he’s gone. Janice, too.> 
 
    Ricket’s words caught Kylie off guard, and she paused. <Can we trace them any other way?> 
 
    <We could try using the hotel surveillance cameras,> Laura said. <But we might get detected.> 
 
    <We’ll do our best> Marge agreed heartily. 
 
    Kylie thanked the both of them. <I’m hurrying to your location, Ricket. With luck, they haven’t gotten far.> 
 
    <I’ll be on the lookout. Keep your head down, just in case anyone here knows who you are. I’m sure Orion would love to get their hands on the both of us.> 
 
    There was so much at risk and so little room to maneuver. Kylie didn’t like it. She hadn’t gone through everything that had happened just to lose her brother to Orion in the end. This wasn’t what she wanted. She wouldn’t accept this. She just couldn’t. 
 
    She stopped at the door to the main gala room, looking out over the crowd through the small window. 
 
    <I’m sorry, Kylie,> Marge said softly, <but I do have something to report.> 
 
    <Marge, tell me some good news for a change.> 
 
    <Sorry. I wish it was.> 
 
    It figures. 
 
     <I was tapping into the hotel’s rudimentary scan systems, trying to see if I could find Paul, and I picked up some strange signatures coming from four locations in the hotel—the systems had been altered to ignore them. If I didn’t know better….> 
 
    Marge sounded spooked, and if she was spooked, Kylie had to steel herself for what the AI was about to say.  
 
    <Well, the news is worse. I’m picking up radioactive isotopes.> 
 
    <Radioactive isotopes? What kind?> 
 
    <Plutonium 239. There are nukes here. Small…probably tactical bombs.> 
 
    Tacnukes?! Kylie skidded to a halt as she realized how deep the shit they were in had gotten. <Did Paul set them?> 
 
    <I suppose he might’ve, if he really wanted to get away and pretend he had been killed in some sort of terrorist attack—which is what it sounded like, from Ricket’s feed. There’s no proof one way or another. Four of these things is enough to vaporize the hotel and shower the entire city with rather unpleasant amounts of fallout.> 
 
    It certainly sounded like something a desperate person would do.  
 
    <We need to evacuate the hotel and get people out of here. How far do we have to go to avoid fallout?> 
 
    <Wind is blowing out over the lake right now. A kilometer, three to be safe. Best to get them inside and down into a basement. If we could disarm as many of the nukes as possible in the meantime, it’ll reduce fallout.> 
 
    Kylie resisted the urge to give her AI a hard time for stating the obvious. Quickly, she brought Ricket up to speed. The Hand agent handled the news with more aplomb—and swearing—than Kylie had. 
 
    <OK, there’s one near the door to the service corridor here on the first level. I’m going to find it,> Kylie said.  
 
    <Aw crap,> Ricket said a minute later. <I found one inside a service trolley. Really good shielding, though I’m a bit surprised the Oggies didn’t find it.> 
 
    <Oggies?> Kylie asked as she worked her way through a corridor on the far side of the hall, her nanocloud spreading ahead, looking for signs of the device. 
 
    <What we call the Orion Guard. OG…Oggies. Not important. This thing’s not big…but it looks familiar.> 
 
    <It’s a reference design in the Hand database,> Laura supplied. <Or appears to be, from the outside.> 
 
    Kylie froze for a moment. <You think there’s another Hand agent here?> 
 
    <Possibly, but the Hand would never sanction an act with this many civilian casualties. Plus…if another agent was this close to Paul, Director—er, President Sera would have told us.> 
 
    Marge led Kylie up a flight of stairs to the second floor, and Kylie found the next bomb in a utility closet beneath a pile of coiled up vacuum hoses. She squatted and carefully removed a panel. The display was blank, but she fed a filament of nano into it, and Marge confirmed her fears. 
 
    <On a timer. Eighteen minutes.>  
 
    It wasn’t going to be enough time to get everyone to safety. They needed to get all the nukes offline. 
 
    <Marge, I need you to trigger the fire alarm and call hotel security and management. Make it sound official and tell them that everyone needs to clear the hotel and get across the bridge and inside somewhere.> 
 
    <You’ve got it. But what about others in the city?> 
 
    Kylie’s stomach clenched with guilt as her nano disconnected the bomb’s trigger mechanism. <Shit…we can only do so much. Some of these people must have the Link. Can you send out some sort of public alerts on the feeds here? Get first responders ready?> 
 
    Marge flashed her a thumbs-up sign. <I’ll try.> 
 
    <Almost finished with my second,> Ricket announced. <When you’re done, get out of here. I’ll do the third and catch up with you.> 
 
    Kylie didn’t know if she liked that idea very much. <I’m onto the next one. I’ll come to you when this is finished.> 
 
    <Kylie, really. I think—> 
 
    She missed what Ricket said as Marge reported in. <Hotel being evacuated now. You won’t believe what I had to say to convince them.> 
 
    <Fill me in later,> Kylie said and entered the lift. What is it with me and lifts, anyway?  
 
    She pulled the ceiling hatch open and climbed up. Inside the shaft, she found a tacnuke taped to the side of the wall. Peeling the tape off, she set the bomb down on the top of the lift and opened the side panel of the device. 
 
    Eleven minutes. That didn’t give them much time. She hoped Ricket was done and gone from the hotel by now.  
 
    <Almost done,> Ricket reported. 
 
    Kylie breathed a sigh of relief to hear it. She hurried to disable the explosive—which was subtly different than the first one. A minute later, she had it.  
 
    <It’s done. Ricket, report in when you’re finished. I’ll meet you outside. I’m going to make sure everyone gets free and clear.> 
 
    There wasn’t an immediate answer, but Kylie figured that Ricket was busy. Just in case, she jumped down into the lift and picked up speed as she hurried through the hallway toward the stairs that would take her back through the party. 
 
    <We were ambushed by Oggies!> Laura came across loud and clear. <We haven’t finished taking the bomb offline.> 
 
    <On my way!> 
 
    <Kylie,> Marge warned. <There isn’t time. We’ll be vaporized.> 
 
    <Kylie!> Ricket shouted a moment later. <We got it. GO! You better be behind me, woman.> 
 
    <OK, OK!> 
 
    Kylie changed course and ran for the front doors. Just as her hands touched the glass to push them open, something snagged her shirt. She glanced behind her to find a woman with long red hair grabbing at her.  
 
    The attacker wore a tight black stealth suit, and above her head she held a steel lampstand. Kylie didn’t wait to be bludgeoned, instead pivoting on her heel to kick her opponent in the stomach.  
 
    Her assailant slid back, but Kylie didn’t stop to engage the woman. Catching up with Paul was all that mattered. She ran out the door and leapt down the steps, but her attacker raced after and crashed into Kylie, sending both of them rolling down the stairs. 
 
    “You cost me not only Paul Rhoads, but the Orion Guard’s general! They should all be dead, but now they won’t be because of you!”  
 
    The woman wrapped her arm around Kylie’s exposed throat, a knife in her hand. Kylie thrust the heel of her hand up, striking the assailant in the jaw and knocking her away. Rolling back, Kylie kicked her feet up, then arced through the air, landing gracefully. The woman tried to get up, but Kylie kicked her in the side and then stomped on her chest with her boot. 
 
    “If you’re trying to catch them, we are on the same side!” Kylie hissed. “I’m working with a Hand agent—” 
 
    The woman rolled away and scampered to her feet. “Then she chose the wrong person to be loyal to!”  
 
    Once again, she charged Kylie, and they both fell backward onto the grass. Kylie punched the crazy redhead in the throat and rolled away, kicking off her boots, which were quickly followed by her pants and shirt. She triggered her flow armor’s stealth mode, and backed away from the crazed woman.  
 
    <There’s a dead patch on your chest,> said Marge. <It’s repairing slowly, but if you face her head on, she’ll spot it.> 
 
    Kylie acknowledged and twisted to the side as she approached the fuming redhead.  
 
    “If I can’t have your brother, I will kill you! You’re mine one way or another, Kylie Rhoads!” the woman said as she rose to her feet and cast about for Kylie. 
 
    <How does she know who you are?> Marge asked.  
 
    <I think she’s a Hand agent…she has to be, right? Maybe she’s really out of the loop.>  
 
    Kylie wasn’t sure how Sera would feel if she killed the agent, so she slipped up behind the woman and placed a hand on her neck, delivering a paralyzing dose of nano to her spine.  
 
    The woman let out a strangled gasp as she fell to the ground. Kylie dropped her stealth as she approached the fallen agent, then stared down at her. “Sorry to say it, but you’re not killing me today, whoever you are. What’s pissing me off is that you were willing to kill hundreds of people to achieve one agenda.” 
 
    “To weaken Orion! To stop your murderous brother! And I’d do it again.” The woman laughed, and there was a crazed note of glee in it that told Kylie the woman had another card up her sleeve. 
 
    <I just picked up a new plutonium signature,> Marge said. <We need to take cover!> 
 
    “Think you can get to a safe distance in five minutes?” the woman snickered where she lay unmoving on the ground. 
 
    <Ricket, run! There’s another bomb!> Kylie took off running across the street and down the city block. 
 
    <Right behind you!> Ricket called out. <Keep going, don’t look back, we can do this if we just keep going.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ricket was running. 
 
    What she’d told Kylie hadn’t exactly been a lie, barring the fact that she had just left the hotel. She could see Kylie in the distance, so that wasn’t a lie, either. She knew she could catch up to her.  
 
    If only. 
 
    She was crossing the drive, when a redheaded woman rose up from the grass across the road and charged straight for her. 
 
    “Teryntha?” Ricket asked, shocked to see another agent present. “We have to go—” 
 
    <Kylie just fought her off, she’s the one who armed the nukes.> 
 
    Ricket turned and ran into the garden, where she darted behind a pillar and quickly shucked off her dress and kicked off her shoes.  
 
    As she activated her armor’s stealth, Teryntha called out, “I know you’re there! You have special armor, don’t you? Just like your friend. How dare you side with Paul Rhoads? Extracting him like this? He should be dead!” 
 
    “I have my orders directly from President Sera,” Ricket called back, skirting around a hedge, working her way toward the bridge. 
 
    “And I have mine straight from Airtha!” Teryntha shot back. “You’re with the impostor!” 
 
    <Teryntha doesn’t have an AI,> Laura cautioned. <She has no way to know that siding with Airtha is wrong.> 
 
    <Dammit!> Ricket swore, unsure of what to do. 
 
    <There’s no time! It’s going to blow!> Laura urged.  
 
    Ricket clenched her teeth, turning away and racing down the drive and then onto the bridge. She didn’t have to look back to know that Teryntha was hot on her tail, the sound of the woman’s footfalls and curses reaching Ricket’s ears over her own labored breathing.  
 
    “I can’t see you, but I can hear you, you traitorous bitch!” 
 
    Ricket kept running and was halfway across the bridge when Laura cried out, <Jump!> 
 
    Without hesitation, she leapt over the railing and sailed toward the water, only dimly aware that something had sailed right past her head.  
 
    She hit the water feet first, and a second after her head slid underwater, the surface lit up in a brilliant flash.  
 
    <Oh, fuck,> Ricket swore, ducking her head further down and swimming deeper into the water.  
 
    Suddenly something grabbed her legs, and Ricket twisted in the water to see a mass of red hair and the glint of a knife as it streaked toward her stomach. The blade glanced harmlessly off her armor. 
 
    She delivered a kick to the woman’s head, but it wasn’t enough to dislodge her opponent.  
 
    Above the surface of the water, the light had begun to fade, though some glow still remained. Ricket imagined that what was left of the island was probably on fire. The beautiful hotel and its grounds gone, all because the psychotic woman holding onto her legs had used a sledgehammer to kill a fly. 
 
    And she’d missed.  
 
    Teryntha pulled herself further up Ricket’s body, trying repeatedly to drive the blade past her armor, to no avail. 
 
    Ricket hated the idea of having to kill the other woman, but Kylie needed backup, and she couldn’t stay underwater forever.  
 
    She drove a fist into the other woman’s gut, and then tried to kick free, only to have the enemy agent grab her again. 
 
    <Ricket, you have to get away! She must have analyzed your armor—she’s using her nano to try and disable it!> 
 
    Ricket managed to kick Teryntha away long enough to swim to the surface. She wasn’t worried about the fallout—the armor would keep her safe, so long as she kept it intact.  
 
    Getting her bearings, she began to swim for the shore, but her attacker caught up with her. 
 
    <I have to kill her,> Ricket said remorsefully and turned to Teryntha, getting her hands around the woman’s neck as the pair came back to the surface, thrashing as ash fell all around them.  
 
    The enemy agent tried to choke Ricket as well, but the flow armor hardened, keeping her safe. 
 
    Until suddenly, she wasn’t. 
 
    One instant, Ricket’s body was safely cocooned in the armor, the next it was gone, dissolved into the water around them. 
 
    Teryntha’s grip finally found purchase, and Ricket clenched her muscles, desperate to choke out her opponent first.  
 
    With their mods, both women could hold their breath for many minutes, but they did need blood to flow to the brain. Ricket found herself growing dizzy, but she knew Teryntha had to be in worse shape.  
 
    Debris was falling all around them, pieces of the hotel that had been thrown high in the air by the explosion. A glint of light caught Ricket’s eye, and she realized that a piece of the glass staircase was falling toward them. 
 
    Without a moment to spare, she gauged its descent and released her grip on Teryntha’s throat, then drew her legs up, kicking out against the other woman. 
 
    A split second later, a meter-long shard of glass drove into the mad agent’s sternum, driving them both underwater.  
 
    The woman’s grip finally loosened from Ricket’s throat, and a long stream of bubbles, along with a cloud of blood, escaped her lips. 
 
    Ricket swam to the surface once more, realizing that she was naked, in the middle of the lake, with radioactive fallout coming down all around her.  
 
    She looked to the shore and saw flashing lights and a bubble of clear air. 
 
    <Crews are already there with grav shields,> Laura said. <And Ricket…I’m sorry.> 
 
    Ricket didn’t reply as she ducked her head and drew in a breath, beginning the long swim to shore and whatever dubious safety awaited her there. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PURSUIT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.21.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Harmony House, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante, Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kylie made it into the basement of a live performance theater, along with fifty musicians who had been practicing before the tacnuke exploded. She checked the small window in the basement and could see the clouds of smoke and dust in the distance.  
 
    A fifth nuke. Kylie wouldn’t have guessed that the rogue Hand agent would’ve had a ‘just in case’ nuke.  
 
    She’d tried to reach out to Ricket, but the nuke’s EMP burst had knocked out the local relays. Even though the emergency ones hadn’t come back online yet, she was itching to find out if Ricket was OK. She hadn’t seen her come off the bridge, and it was hard not to fear the worst.  
 
    <She’s a skilled operative. If anyone can find their way to safety, it’s her,> Marge said calmly. 
 
    Kylie nodded. Ricket had become a friend, a very good friend. She regretted how they’d fought over how to handle Paul—though that might not even matter any longer, if he was in the hands of the Orion Guard. 
 
    “Are you talking to someone?” a lady in a black velvet dress with her blonde hair cropped short asked. “Do you have Link access already? You don’t look like you’re from around here.” 
 
    She really needed to watch the physical cues when she was upset.  
 
    “You wouldn’t understand.” Kylie turned away from her and headed toward the stairs.  
 
    “You don’t know if it’s safe up there yet,” another man said. 
 
    <As long as we don’t get any closer to the hotel site—and the wind doesn’t shift—we’ll be safe,> Marge replied to Kylie. 
 
    “It’s safe enough, but don’t go toward the lake. Head toward the space elevator, it’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? I think we should stay here. That was a bomb; what if there’s fallout?” a man asked while clutching a violin to his chest. 
 
    “I have an AI, she did the math.” Kylie watched all their faces drop before she did an about-face and raced up the stairs. 
 
    <You do love to do things for effect,> Marge said with a smile. 
 
    <I’m really good at it,> Kylie agreed. She pushed open the basement door and walked down the hall, taking a left toward the first-floor orchestra section. The moment she came out into the open, she could hear her footsteps echoing in the huge room.  
 
    Great acoustics are not ideal for skulking. 
 
    She walked as quietly as possible, trying to remember the last time she’d been in a place like this—for enjoyment, not to use as a bomb shelter. 
 
    It was probably when Grayson had courted her like the gentlemen he was. For a moment, her mind took on a new worry, hoping he was OK with whatever it was he was doing. 
 
    <Kylie?> 
 
    Kylie let out a long breath. <Thank the stars, Ricket. Where are you?> 
 
    <That’s a long story.> 
 
    <I have a long walk ahead of me, I’m all ears.> 
 
    Kylie listened as Ricket gave a quick recount, feeling guilty that she’d not checked to be sure the assassin was dead. <She’s dead now? You’re sure?> 
 
    <Yeah, I’m sure. She did a good impression of meat on a skewer.> 
 
    <Was she nuts?> Kylie pressed. <Why did she try to kill us?> 
 
    Ricket gave a strangled sigh. <You know how I told you that the Transcend is having a bit of a civil war at the moment?> 
 
    <I try not to think about that. Isn’t even one place in the galaxy stable right now?> 
 
    <No, not really,> Ricket replied. <Anyway…the other side has Hand agents, too. Teryntha didn’t have an AI, which means she didn’t have anyone to confirm President Sera’s message. She chose the wrong side.> 
 
    <Well, I’m glad you’ll be all right.> 
 
    <I’m so sorry, Kylie. I want to be there for you,> Ricket paused for a moment. <She disabled my armor; I’m covered in radioactive ash—swimming through a lovely film of it, actually. I let you down.> 
 
    <Crap!> Kylie exclaimed as she eased out of the music hall, glancing toward the lake where smoke rose above the buildings. <Are you going to be OK?> 
 
    <I’m almost at the shore, but with the warning we gave emergency services, they’re set up there handling survivors. They’ve spotted me, so I’m going to have to surrender myself to the people with the pressure washers and bristle brushes.> 
 
    Kylie spotted a groundcar with the door open and slipped inside, pressing the heels of her hands into her eyes while Marge hacked the car. 
 
    <Can you get away?> 
 
    <Kylie, I’m naked and weaponless, and despite how much it’s going to suck, I do need that decontamination procedure.> 
 
    <OK…I’m sorry.> 
 
    <You did what you had to do. There’s no fault in that. If you know where I can find Paul and where they’re taking him….> 
 
    <No ships are taking off, and I don’t see any coming down, so I’d say they’re taking him to the space elevator. I’m guessing they want to use him to rally the fleet for whatever’s next.> 
 
    <None of which we can let happen,> Ricket’s weary tone summed up just how Kylie felt.  
 
    If they got her brother away, they might take him to Orion space. If that happened, she’d never see him again.  
 
    <OK, we’re going to the elevator. I’ll come back for you, though. Soon as we can.> 
 
    <That’s a promise you might not be able to keep. There are two fleets above us and probably a third on its way at any moment. Tell Rogers….> 
 
    <Don’t finish that statement. Even if the Transcend gets here, you’re one of theirs. They won’t let anything bad happen to you.>  
 
    <They might not bother to ask before they bomb the planet—depending on the intel they have.> 
 
    Kylie groaned at Ricket’s melodrama. <I doubt they’d just bomb the planet.> 
 
    <OK, probably not. Good luck, Captain.> 
 
    <You too,> Kylie said and closed the connection as the car started up. <Well, Marge, I guess we’re on our own.> 
 
    <Not completely on our own,> Marge said with a wink. <Fizzle Pop is still on the freighter. He’s closer to the space elevator than we are.> 
 
    Hmm…  
 
    An idea began to form in Kylie’s mind.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CAREFUL BALANCE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.22.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Polis Fury, orbiting Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System (independent) 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Now that it’s morning down there, the unrest is getting worse in the capital,> Fallon sent to Grayson as he sat at his desk in his ready room. <Nothing violent has broken out, but so far, our official statements from the palace have done little to assuage their fears.> 
 
    Grayson acknowledged that it was a tricky situation. <It’s going to take time. We can’t solve this overnight…literally. I have the soldiers guarding the palace and distributing the food stores we found there.> 
 
    Fallon continued, <I think the troops scare them, as do the ships. Most have forgotten how commonplace space travel is. They believe we’re here to harm them and to take them onto our ‘metal beasts’, as Fen puts it. I’m not saying this, Colonel, to discourage you. I know we’re doing good work. You just need to know the mindset we’re fighting against.> 
 
    <Understood,> Grayson said, <but we both know this is going to take a lot of time and effort. Resistance is expected, but unless there’s bloodshed in the streets, we’ll continue along as planned. So far, the people who have protested and assembled are hurting no one. We’ll let them know their concerns have been heard and hope that stems the anxiety and resentment.> 
 
    <Yes, sir.> 
 
    <Lieutenant Francesca has things well in hand down there. There’s no cause for alarm yet,> Grayson added before asking, <Any updates on how our special guest is doing?> 
 
    <In her cell, stewing in her juices. She’s stubborn and uncooperative—hasn’t responded to any questions or eaten anything we’ve brought.> 
 
    <Give her a few days. She’ll eat when she’s hungry enough. I can’t imagine she’s gone on an empty stomach often in her life.> 
 
    <What about Fen?> Fallon asked, sounding doubtful. <You think she’ll be able to take the throne with some assistance?> 
 
    <I wish,> Grayson said, his tone implying that he had no hope for that outcome. <This is going to turn into an arduous occupation, I think. I don’t envy whoever has to teach the citizens of Battia what it’s truly like to be free.> 
 
    <I don’t envy you, Colonel. This is a bit of a shitshow.> 
 
    Grayson snorted. <Somehow, I’d noticed that, Fallon.> 
 
    <I hope you don’t feel like I’m personally attacking you, because I’m not,> Fallon replied. 
 
    <The thought never crossed my mind.> Grayson ended the conversation on a high note as he rose from his desk.  
 
    <The thought crossed my mind,> Alice said. 
 
    The rest of the fleet was still two days out, and he was eager for them to arrive so that he could make the four-day trip to bring Ranstock to Battia. He hoped she was ready for him, because there wasn’t going to be much room for negotiations. 
 
    <Fallon’s just doing what an XO does, and despite how she might feel about me personally, she does her job well.> 
 
    <OK, but I’m going to continue to worry about her.> 
 
    <Colonel Grayson?> Doctor Hammond’s voice came into his mind.  
 
    <Doctor, is something wrong?> 
 
    <Not at all, Colonel. Commander Maureen is awake and doing very well. I thought you’d want to know.> 
 
    <Of course! I’ll be there in just a few minutes.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Maureen folded up the biomonitor suit she’d been wearing and placed it neatly on her bed before rising and smoothing her uniform.  
 
    “You really should stay here another day,” Dr. Hammond said as he entered the cabin. 
 
    “I feel perfectly fine,” Maureen said as lifted her arms to test her range of moment, wincing at the tightness in her left side. “OK, mostly fine. I’m not going far, I’ll still be on the ship…I just don’t like lying here all day.” 
 
    “Does it hurt a lot?” the doctor said, frowning at where she held her side. 
 
    “Only when I laugh too much or try to eat a sub. I’ll be fine now, doctor. Thank you for everything that you’ve done.” Maureen squeezed his arm. 
 
    Dr. Hammond grunted. “No subs, at least not for another few days. I won’t have you ruining those perfectly good teeth we’ve grown for you.” 
 
    Maureen laughed and gave the doctor her assurance that there would be no subs in her immediate future. As he turned to leave, she saw Major Fallon outside her room.  
 
    “Excuse us, won’t you, doctor?” she said. 
 
    Dr. Hammond nodded and gave the major a curious look before exiting the room.  
 
    Maureen braced herself as Fallon entered. She’d been dreading this conversation for quite some time.  
 
    “Good to see you back on your feet, Commander,” Fallon said. 
 
    “Thank you. It’s good to be back on my feet, ma’am.” 
 
    Fallon crossed her wrists behind her back. “I was hoping you’d have an answer to my recent messages? I know I should’ve waited for you to be back on active duty before we further discussed these matters, but—” 
 
    “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Major Fallon.” Maureen shook her head. “If you’re looking to gather evidence against the colonel, I don’t have anything that will help you. All my personal logs are on record and support his decisions. He tried diplomacy. It didn’t work, so he switched gears. You know our mandate here in the Fringe; we’re not pussyfooting around. Ultimately, he saved me, he saved Fen, and he saved the people of Battia.” 
 
    Fallon’s eyelids twitched, but she schooled her expression. “While, I appreciate your point of view, I think you should press charges. The colonel’s gross—” 
 
    “Off the record?” Maureen asked, interrupting the major. 
 
    The other woman’s eyes lit up, and she nodded, clearly anticipating something that would aid her cause. 
 
    “I think you have some sort of grudge against the colonel—I’ve seen it hinted at in your reports.” Maureen knew that it was the last thing Fallon expected. “Not only that, I see the way you look at him sometimes. Somehow you think that his time aboard that junker ship has smeared some sort of civilian stench on him. He disobeyed orders, sure, and maybe he was wrong, but he played a critical part in averting all-out war with Scipio, and High Command opted not to press any charges against him.” 
 
    “Maybe they should have. General Samuel was his mentor, and look what happened there: the colonel betrayed him.” 
 
    “General Samuel was wrong,” Grayson said as he stepped into the room.  
 
    “Sir,” Fallon said, standing up straight. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Grayson fixed the major with a steely gaze. “I’m fully prepared to answer any questions you might have about the decisions I made while trying to rescue the general’s daughter and secure the nanotech from the black market. I can tell you exactly why I felt the need to disobey Samuel—one of those reasons being that he ordered his men to fire on his own daughter.” 
 
    Fallon’s eyes widened, but Maureen only nodded. Unlike the major, she’d taken the time to befriend Lana on the trip to the Hanoi System. The girl still had nightmares about being shot at by her father’s soldiers. 
 
    “However,” Grayson continued, “I’d like to ask that you hold off on launching any sort of official inquiry until we stabilize the situation on Chimin and Battia. Once that’s done, I’m an open book.” 
 
    “We laid these questions to rest weeks ago, Colonel,” Maureen added. “You have nothing further to answer for.” 
 
    Fallon flashed her a look. “I disagree. Your actions down on Battia were problematic at best, sir.” 
 
    “If you want to seek a disciplinary hearing against me, that’s your prerogative, Fallon. I won’t try to stop you. But until we either complete our mission or I’m recalled to Silstrand, I’m going to do the job we were sent out here to do.” 
 
    Grayson didn’t raise his voice as he spoke, but it certainly carried a deadly menace.  
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you for your time, Colonel. Permission to return to my duties?” 
 
    “Yes, Major.” Grayson chewed out the words. 
 
     Fallon nodded and slipped past Grayson and out into the corridor. 
 
    <She sure has it in for you, Colonel,> Alice said to the group. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve done nothing wrong, and the SSF—not to mention Tanis and the ISF—have my back. Fallon wants to stretch her wings, push the boundaries, but she performs her duties well. She just needs to let this go.” 
 
    Maureen sighed. “I’m so sorry, Colonel. You don’t deserve her accusations.” 
 
    Despite having his own XO gunning for him, she could see that Grayson wasn’t letting it get to him—something that impressed her even further.  
 
    “We have a job to do, Commander. Let’s do it. To be frank, stabilizing this system is what I’m interested in. What’s on my mind is whether or not the person we need for the job isn’t ready for it—or even wants it to begin with.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you can get them ready in time, then.” 
 
    “Agreed and welcome back.” Grayson gripped her shoulder lightly. “I’m glad to see you standing in one piece again—and with all your teeth!” 
 
    Maureen laughed. “I’ll be happy when I can eat a toasted hoagie again.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Grayson asked as he followed her out of the medbay. “Why in the stars would you toast a hoagie? Now that’s grounds for an inquiry.” 
 
    His easy manner put her at ease, and Maureen just laughed all the more.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BYE ASSHOLE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.22.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Solidarity, Starlight Station, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite his human’s never-ending insistence that he leave the ship, Mr. Fizzle Pop liked the freighter-whatever-it-was-called and didn’t want to go. Which meant, after he’d created a distraction for those men, he went to find a snack.  
 
    In his infinite wisdom, he’d tricked the two-legged angry men in the escape pod and toyed with them a little bit. It wasn’t as much fun as a ball of yarn, but it was something to do. 
 
    Maybe it was mean to continually start and end the launch sequence for the escape pod, but it was almost as much fun as playing with the aforementioned yarn, so he did it a few more times before becoming bored. 
 
    Even though he now understood that he could talk to his humans anywhere over the Link thing they had given him, it never occurred to the cat that the humans he’d trapped could do the same thing. 
 
    Luckily for him, the two men had agreed not to call for help until they’d exhausted all options—neither wanted to be the laughing stock of the fleet for being trapped by an abomination of a talking cat. 
 
    And so, Mr. Fizzle Pop sauntered through the ship, pausing a few times to lick down the annoying bit of fur on his right haunch that always itched. Though humans may have thought his progress to be slow, he made good cat-time to the kitchen, where he carefully pulled open the chiller.  
 
    Climbing inside, he managed to push the remaining half of the cake Ricket had made a few sleeps ago onto the floor. The cover popped off and he ate as much as he could manage before repeating the process with a bottle of milk that he bit until it started leaking. 
 
    Never humans near when you need them, he grumbled to himself. 
 
    Now that he was sated, Mr. Fizzle Pop started to consider which of his favorite warm places he would visit for a little nap. He never tired of food, but what he really loved to do was sleep—at least sixteen, sometimes twenty hours a day. So long as the humans didn’t disturb him. If he was really tired, he might even go twenty-two, which was why he had to eat so much. 
 
    It wasn’t his fault he hibernated daily and needed to stock up. 
 
    He strolled through the ship, once again pausing here and there to sniff at interesting things. At one point, he saw The Mouse, but decided that going after his nemesis was best done when he didn’t have half a cake working its way through him. 
 
    He reached the bridge, and suddenly remembered that his humans weren’t aboard. That meant his favorite warm spot, also known as Ricket’s lap, wasn’t available.  
 
    A glance back down the corridor was all the consideration he gave to going to the hot room at the back of the ship. 
 
    “TOO FAR,” he said to himself before jumping up on the pilot’s chair.  
 
    The memory of Ricket’s warm lap would have to do. 
 
    He was fast asleep when something came into his mind, causing his ears to twitch with annoyance. 
 
    <Fizzle Pop?> 
 
    He ignored it, ears twitching again.  
 
    <Fizzle Pop?>  
 
    He sighed. It was Kylie. She would probably keep invading his sleep until he responded. The human gave a good scratch behind the ears, but sometimes pet too hard and had earned a little hand-bite from him more often than not.  
 
    Even so, Mr. Fizzle Pop had decided that he liked her, even if she did smell like burnt coffee all the time.  
 
    <Fizzle Pop!> 
 
    The cat’s ears flattened against his head, and he squeezed his eyes shut. <BUSY.> 
 
    <I need your help. Ricket is being detained, so you’re all I have.> 
 
    Ricket was his favorite next to Bubbs. He was so fond of her, he’d peed in her shoes to remind her of him.  
 
    <TOO BAD.> 
 
    <Yeah, it is. Long story short, my brother and some bad people are on their way to the space elevator. When they get there, the bad people will try to take my brother aboard a shuttle. If that happens, I’m going to lose him forever.> 
 
    <LOST PIZZA ONCE. REAL SAD.> 
 
    <I’m sure you were, and I don’t want you to be sad, just like I don’t want to be sad, but if you help me, I’ll make you a pizza. Extra cheese. All for you.> 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop lifted his head up with interest, and his tail swished side to side. <EXTRA SAUCE?> 
 
    <Yes, I promise.> For some reason, Kylie’s voice was strained. Maybe she needed to get more sleep.  
 
    <ANCHOVIES?> 
 
    <Uhhh…yes, but please don’t push your luck by asking for anything else. I’ll get you a saucer of beer, milk, whatever you want.> 
 
    <OK.> His tail swished as his ears rose once more. <DEAL.> 
 
    Kylie sighed and sounded relieved, but Mr. Fizzle Pop wasn’t sure why. He always made sure to make pleasant conversation.  
 
    <OK, here’s what I need you to do.> 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop listened as he stretched and hopped down from the chair. He trotted through the ship while holding his head and tail high. On the way, he stopped to snack on a piece of food he saw on the deck near the escape pod. It turned out to only be lint, but he ate it anyway. 
 
    Then, after licking that bit of fur back into place again, he stretched up to look at the screen that showed the interior of the pod.  
 
    “HI,” he said as warmly as possible, which wasn’t very warm at all. 
 
    <You get all that?> Kylie asked, distracting him from his prey. 
 
    <YUP. EASY TARGET. HUMANS LOVE FLUFFY CAT FACE.> 
 
    “Hey, kitty, niiiiiice kitty,” one of the humans said, making silly faces that amused Fizzle Pop to no end.  
 
    The other only sneered and raised a fist. “I’m going to turn you into a hat, you stupid cat.” 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop tapped a claw on the screen, trying to see if they’d scurry around like fish in a tank, then wondered if they could get a fish tank on the ship. It had been so long since he’d caught any fresh fish. 
 
    Good times. 
 
    Both of the humans began yelling, and he couldn’t make out the squawky human language well enough to understand what they were saying anymore.  
 
    After listening for a minute, Mr. Fizzle Pop did manage to make out a few words and decided that he didn’t like them much at all. His eyes narrowed as he regarded the two humans flailing about in the pod.  
 
    And then a thought dawned on him. Kylie had explained that they weren’t sneaking anymore; it was time for the hunt. Which meant he didn’t need to keep these two captive. 
 
    Bubbs had taught him—multiple times, because she said he never listened—how to activate escape pods. It was simple. With humans inside, and the door closed, all he needed to do was tap one green button, and then a red one on the screen.  
 
    “BYE BYE ASSHOLES.” Mr. Fizzle Pop pressed the buttons in sequence and then gave the screen a toothy grin as the pod ejected from the ship. 
 
    He began to walk toward the airlock, when the smell of the cake and cream hit his nostrils. 
 
    Maybe just a quick snack.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE ACE SHOT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.22.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The Star Strand, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul stood at the window of the elevator car and watched the glow of the blast below them fade, wondering how many people had died in the explosion. 
 
    “We need you to make a statement,” Janice said from behind him. “Speak to the remains of our fleet and tell them that this was the action of AIs and that we need to stand with Orion, that it’ll help us achieve all our goals.” 
 
    “They don’t help us achieve our goals.” He glanced over at where General Levin stood with three of his soldiers, and lowered his voice. “We help them achieve theirs. They have mods, some of them even have AIs.” 
 
    “A means to an end,” Janice hissed. “They can crush Silstrand and its allies. On our own, the Revolution doesn’t stand a chance!” 
 
    “And you believe them over me? When did you lose your way, Janice? When did you decide your heart was loyal to someone other than our family?” 
 
    General Levin gave a rueful laugh as he approached. “You should worry about mods. Like the ones that allow me to hear you from over here. Truth of the matter is, you don’t have a choice. If you won’t make the statement, I’ll have Alberta here kill you, and Janice will make it. So, if you want to live out the rest of your natural life, you’ll do what I say.” 
 
    Alberta pushed the butt of her weapon into Paul’s back for emphasis. 
 
    Paul bit his lip. “And the fact that there’s no demonstration? I don’t have the virus. So far as I can tell, Kylie killed Raynes, and his creation is gone.” 
 
    “Paul!” Janice hissed, giving him a wide-eyed expression. 
 
    Levin glared at the Rhoads couple. “I didn’t come all this way to fail because you can’t manage to transport a simple canister. Don’t you know how it was made? I assume your people sent notes and updates as to how it was manufactured and incubated?” 
 
    “We have some.” Janice nodded eagerly. “The process was perfected at Chimin in the Hanoi System. They may have more details there.” 
 
    “My people will review what you have,” Levin replied before he turned to gaze out the car’s window as they rose above ash-filled clouds below. “If not, we’ll go to the Hanoi System and find out what they know. It’ll at least buy you time with Garza. You won’t want to find out what failing him brings about.” 
 
    Paul ground his teeth as he turned to look at his wife and guards. “I guess I don’t have much of a choice, do I? When my own people, my own wife, have turned against me.” 
 
    “It’s for our own good, Paul. You’ll see,” Janice coaxed. “You’ll see, once we’re settled and have everything we want, how good this all is.” 
 
    “What I wanted was to be free of this mess,” Paul admitted. “That’s what I wanted.” 
 
    No one spoke for a few minutes, and Paul turned his gaze to the stars, looking out at the points of light high above, which he knew to be his fleet. There was also another grouping of ships over a higher latitude that he knew to be the Orion vessels. Seven cruisers, from the reports he’d received. Not a match for his fleet, but he suspected that the Orion Guard may have more nearby. 
 
    “Should I send the message now?” Paul finally asked. 
 
    Levin’s eyes narrowed. “No. We’ll do it from my ship. Then we can be sure nothing is sent that we don’t agree with. Honestly, Paul, I expected more from you. I’m a little disappointed.” 
 
    Janice sneered, her gaze raking across Paul as he lowered himself into a seat. “He’s lost his will to fight,” Janice said, sounding both sad and disgusted. 
 
    The elevator car reached the station, and the group turned from the window, walking toward the debarkation airlock.  
 
    During the ride up, the car had matched pressure with the station, making the airlock a formality, but once Drake opened the inner door, the ‘Pressure Imbalance’ light lit up, stopping the outer door from opening as well. 
 
    “I’m surprised this ancient pile of trash is still working at all,” Levin muttered as the group filed into the airlock. The inner door closed, sealing them in as they waited for the lock to match pressure with the station. 
 
    After half a minute, during which Paul didn’t detect any pressure change—usually his ears popped in airlocks—the ‘Pressure Imbalance’ light went out, but the door still didn’t open. 
 
    Levin flipped the screen to a manual override mode and hit the emergency open button. “I have half a mind to shoot this thing down,” he muttered as the door began to cycle open. 
 
    The group was readying themselves to exit, when the door suddenly slid shut.  
 
    Paul and Janice exchanged a look, but Paul quickly glanced away. 
 
    Levin slammed his hand into the override again, and the door opened a crack, only to close again.  
 
    “This is ridiculous!” he fumed, and hit the override once more. 
 
    The same process repeated three times until Paul couldn’t help but laugh. “We’re never getting out of here at this rate.” He tried to regain his composure as Levin shot him a dark look. He coughed and raised his hands. “Just stating the obvious. Something is clearly wrong with the door, that’s all.” 
 
    “I’m on with station command,” Alberta said. “They aren’t registering anything wrong with the door, but they said it’s pressure sensitive. It won’t crush a person pushing through.” 
 
    Levin eyed the door. “And do they really think we’re gonna trust anything to work the way it should on this station?” 
 
    Janice elbowed Drake and gestured toward the outer door. “When he opens it, push it all the way over.” 
 
    Drake nodded hastily, and when Levin hit the button, he wedged his hands in before the door closed and forced it to slide into the bulkhead.  
 
    Once it was open all the way, Paul barely bothered suppressing a laugh when they saw what the source of their trouble had been. 
 
    “It’s a…cat,” Janice said. 
 
    Paul thought it was a rather adorable one, at that—though it did seem a bit put out as it sat back on its haunches and glared at them, eyes narrowed, tail curled around its front paws. The little thing was even wearing a collar with a bell.  
 
    “Looks like someone’s pet got loose,” Paul commented. 
 
    Janice asked, “Is it purring?” 
 
    “Coincidence,” Alberta muttered. “Cats can’t work airlock controls. Time to move, General, people are coming up the strand from the explosion. No idea if they’re clean or covered with fallout, so we should get moving.” 
 
    “My ship is in bay 82-201. Let’s go.” The general tried to sidestep the cat, but it ran in front of him, nearly tripping the man. He moved to the left and then the right. Both times, the cat started weaving between his legs. “What a little troublemaker you are!” 
 
    The cat blinked up at him. “MEOW. MOO.” 
 
    Janice glanced at Paul. “Did…the cat just…say ‘moo’?” 
 
    Paul shrugged. He wasn’t interested in discussing anything with her at present, especially not this rather amusing cat. 
 
    Levin drew back his leg to kick the cat, but the white and orange ball of fur leapt up, landing on the general’s thigh and sinking its claws in. 
 
    “Fucking thing!” Levin screamed and stumbled back as the cat sank its teeth into the man’s leg. 
 
    Paul brought a hand up to his mouth, covering a laugh as the general managed to prise the cat free—though the man fell in the process.  
 
    “Stupid thing,” Janice muttered and kicked the cat toward a railing that overlooked the passenger terminal’s atrium; the ball of fur shrieking as it went over the edge of the fifty-meter drop. 
 
    The general rose up and glared at everyone around him. “If anyone breathes a word of this to another living soul….” 
 
    “Word of what?” Drake asked, earning a suspicious glare from the general.  
 
    “He’s serious, sir. We won’t tell another living soul.” Alberta emphasized her statement by pushing Paul forward as they walked through the concourse toward the bays.  
 
    “My shuttle is this way.” Levin led the way. 
 
    <Get ready to duck, sir,> Alberta said privately to Paul. 
 
    <Excuse me?> he responded, forcing himself not to glance at her. 
 
    A moment later, Alberta stepped out from behind Paul and shot General Levin square in the back with her sidearm. The blast flung him forward, and Janice turned to stare in horror at the guard. 
 
    “You were with us!” Janice shrieked after the moment of shock wore off. “You said you were with us!” 
 
    “I lied, ma’am. I’ll serve only Paul Rhoads, to the end.” Alberta swung the pistol toward Janice and pulled the trigger again. 
 
    “Alberta!” Paul shrieked and broke cover from the crates he had ducked behind.  
 
    He scurried toward his injured wife as Alberta and Drake fired on the three remaining guards Levin had traveled with. 
 
    Janice’s mouth spurted blood. “Don’t let the legacy die. Don’t hold what I did against me. Don’t….” 
 
    Rounds filled the air above them, and Paul flattened himself against the deck, an arm around his wife as all hell broke loose. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LAST CHANCES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.22.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Starlight Station, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Mr. Fizzle Pop!> Marge cried out, as the elevator car’s airlock cycled open. <I just pulled the feeds—he went over the edge!> 
 
    Kylie drew her pistol and flushed a passel of nanoprobes around the door, taking in the scene on the concourse.  
 
    <Let’s worry about Fizz once we secure my brother, but if you can track the cat—Shit!> 
 
    She stepped out and trained her gun on the woman who stood over Paul while he knelt beside his wife’s body. 
 
    “Drop it,” Kylie cried out. “Step away!” 
 
    “What the hell, Chassea?” the lone woman standing said, swinging her pistol toward Kylie. “You know I’m a better shot than you. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Stop! Both of you!” Paul raised his hands. “Alberta, that’s not Chassea. It’s Kylie, my sister. Kylie, Alberta here…she…she was just trying to save me.” 
 
    “By shooting your wife?” And here I thought my marriage to Grayson had been turbulent. “Though I guess I don’t blame her…Janice did shoot me.” 
 
    A look of confusion came over Paul. “Damn…right…how are you still alive?” 
 
    Kylie rapped a knuckle against her chest, which was covered only with the matte grey flow armor. “That tech you hate so much.” 
 
    Paul swallowed and nodded, glancing between the two women, neither of which had lowered their weapons.  
 
    “Janice was to hand you over to Orion, sir. Drake and I couldn’t let that happen,” Alberta said as she glanced down at the one dead man not wearing an Orion uniform and shook her head. “We saw through her lies when she approached us. The Revolution and Orion don’t mix, no matter how much Janice might have believed it.” 
 
    Kylie’s jaw tensed. “All I understand is that the ‘mission’ destroyed my family.” Her gaze shifted to Paul. “Our family. Our legacy could’ve been so much more. Peace, love, trust.”  
 
    Her brother looked away, turning back to his wife’s body. 
 
    “Alberta,” Kylie said with forced calm. “If you really believe in the Rhoads legacy, you have to let me take him. You can’t protect him against what is coming. Only I can.” 
 
    “And what’s coming, exactly?” Alberta asked, straightening her arm as she sighted on Kylie’s head. 
 
    “Me,” Kylie said and activated her flow armor, disappearing entirely.  
 
    <Stealth is ninety-seven percent capable. Keep an arm in front of your chest,> Marge advised. 
 
    <Got it.> She moved forward carefully, easing around her brother’s bodyguard. 
 
    Alberta spun about, looking for Kylie. She swept her gun across the concourse, but the panicked look on her face told Kylie that the woman was outclassed.  
 
    “Not a fair fight if I can’t see you.” 
 
    As Kylie approached Alberta, she saw Paul suddenly rise and sprint down the concourse. 
 
    <Shit!> She needed to speed things along. “It’s not supposed to be fair.”  
 
    Kylie stepped in close and grabbed Alberta’s outstretched arm with one hand, while the other clamped around the woman’s neck. Kylie flung her forward, driving the guard’s face into the deck.  
 
    Alberta cried out, but Kylie knelt on her back and grabbed her hair, slamming her face into the metal grating.  
 
    <Why not shoot her?> Marge asked, as the Revolution guard struggled under Kylie. 
 
    After one more blow, Kylie rose and trained her weapon on the woman as she backed away. Alberta rolled over, reaching for her pistol, but Kylie flipped her own weapon to its pulse setting and fired first.  
 
    <She shot Janice…that earns her points in my book.> She bent over and retrieved Alberta’s gun as Marge replied.  
 
    <That’s great, but Paul’s almost at a shuttle, you need to move!> 
 
    <What? No!>  
 
    Kylie ran down the concourse, reaching the bay Marge had identified. But when she arrived at the entrance, Paul’s shuttle was already taking off. 
 
    <Solidarity is one level down,> Marge reminded her. <Hurry!> 
 
    Kylie changed course and ran toward the ramp to the next level. It took two minutes at top speed to reach her ship, and all the while, she worried that she’d blown her chance. Paul was going to get away. 
 
    As she reached the Solidarity’s airlock, a small voice cried out from behind her.  
 
    <ASSHOLE! WAIT!> 
 
    Kylie spun inside the airlock, her hand hovering over the button. “Hurry up, Fizzle Pop! Move!” 
 
    <Damn, he must have used up half his lives,> Marge commented privately. 
 
    The cat sprinted at full speed across the bay—far more quickly than she’d ever seen him run before.  
 
    Once inside the airlock, he skidded to a halt and stared up at her. <GOT PIZZA YET?> 
 
    Kylie rolled her eyes as she slammed her fist against the panel and closed the airlock. <Start the engines, Marge. We have to go after him. Calculate where he’s going,> she ordered rapid-fire as she ran to the bridge. 
 
    <On it,> Marge’s response was curt, and Kylie felt the cradle’s clamps let go of the ship as it rose on the grav drive.  
 
    She reached the bridge a moment later and slid into the pilot’s seat as a message came in from the dockmaster’s office.  
 
    <Freighter Solidarity,> the voice said. <You don’t have—>  
 
    Kylie turned off the communication and fired the grav drive on full boost, tearing out of the docking bay—likely crumpling the bay’s rear bulkheads in the process.  
 
    Once in space, the ship’s scan suite came online, and the forward display highlighted all the ships in orbit of Dante.  
 
    “Fuck!” Kylie swore as a she saw a group of ships on approach. “Those look like Transcend hull profiles.” 
 
    <They are,> Marge said. <I’m picking up comm traffic between them and the other fleets. They’re ordering the Revolution and Orion ships to disable shields and stand down.> 
 
    Kylie struggled to breathe, remembering the utter chaos of the Transcend’s and ISF’s arrival at Silstrand. Memories of being trapped aboard her father’s ship, worried that her family was going to die flooded her mind. 
 
    If I lose Paul…. 
 
    <I have your brother’s shuttle. He’s headed toward that shipyard at the L1 point,> Marge said, highlighting a location on the display. <So far, the TSF is focused on the active fleets, but they might send something to secure the shipyard.> 
 
    <Hurry. We can reach the shipyard first if we boost at max burn. He’ll be out of moves. He’ll have to listen to me,> Kylie said, hoping it was true. 
 
    <Once that fleet gets here, it’ll be war, Kylie,> Marge said. <They might demand that we turn over Paul, too.> 
 
    Kylie heard her, though it wasn’t anything she hadn’t thought of before. <We can’t let him go. Are you with me?> 
 
    <To the end. Firing on all thrusters.> 
 
    Kylie called out on a band they’d established for emergencies. <Rogers, I swear by the stars and whoever else might be listening, you’d better be out there.> 
 
    A full minute ticked by before the response came. 
 
    <Ready and able, Captain. Quite the mess of ships you’ve managed to collect! You going for a full set?> 
 
    Kylie nearly cried with joy at the sound of his voice, closing her eyes in relief. <We’ve got serious trouble. Can you rescue Ricket from the surface before all-out war rains down on Dante? There’s not much time to explain….> 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DIE ANOTHER DAY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.22.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Emergency Quarantine Area, New Roma, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once she reached the shore, Ricket was guided to a decontamination area, where her hair was cut off before she was scrubbed down with brushes and cold water. After that, she was given a series of pills large enough to choke an elephant. 
 
    At first, it was just the emergency crews with haz gear that were treating her, but then she noticed two other men in haz suits had appeared, holding guns. 
 
    Once she was clean, they directed her into the back of a police groundcar. No one had offered her any clothes, nor did they answer any of her demands. They drove her to a brick building not far away and pushed her into a basement room. 
 
    They closed the door, and Ricket backed into a corner, hunching down as she shivered uncontrollably.  
 
    <Laura…can you do something about this cold?> 
 
    <I’m doing my best to keep you warm. You used a lot of energy fighting with Teryntha. Plus trying to fight off her nano attack. I’ll try to boost your metabolism a bit, but you’ve also not eaten in some time. Any reason why they haven’t brought you any clothes?> 
 
    Ricket wondered that, too. No one had even come to check on her, but she didn’t want to tell Kylie that something was wrong. The poor captain had enough on her plate without worrying about Ricket. 
 
    When the door opened half an hour later, Ricket didn’t bother lifting her head from where it rested on her knees. Though she did peer out between her legs to get a view of her visitor, only seeing a pair of black shoes and blue pants.  
 
    <Police officer,> Laura confirmed Ricket’s worst suspicions. <Probably has a few questions for us. I’ve readied the covert DNA, in case she takes a sample.> 
 
    “Want to tell me who you are?” the police officer asked. “Someone saw you running from the hotel right before it blew—last one out, so far as we can tell. So why don’t you do us all a favor and tell us who you are? Who you’re working for.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me. I was trying to save everyone in that hotel.” 
 
    “Right.” The woman stifled a laugh. “Others saw you emerge from the lake, but the other woman who went in after you wasn’t so lucky. Did you kill her?” 
 
    <Don’t answer her.> 
 
    <I know, Laura.> 
 
    “Can I get some clothes? I’m freezing in here.” 
 
    “Answer my questions, or we’ll pump enough air conditioning through here that you’ll turn into a snowflake. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    “Maybe I should talk to your superior officer about your treatment of victims, because I was hurt in that blast, probably more than most. I’m not the enemy, here.” Ricket glanced up, her body convulsing from the cold. 
 
    The officer squatted down in front of her. “Far as I can tell, you’re not one of us. You’re not from Dante, and you’re not with the Revolution Fleet. What that means is you’re not with the cause at all. I think you might be one of the others.” 
 
    Ricket didn’t answer, except for the chattering of her teeth. 
 
    The officer snorted and turned to walk out. She opened the door and addressed someone in the hall. “Keep her locked inside and turn the air conditioning up. We’ll find out what she knows, one way or another.” 
 
    The door slammed shut.  
 
    <Do we have enough?> she asked Laura, lifting her hands from the concrete floor to reveal deep imprints where she’d absorbed silicon from the cement to replenish her nano reserves.  
 
    <Yeah. We’re not topped off, but enough to get out of here.> 
 
    Suppressing her anger at the cop, Ricket rolled forward and balanced on her toes, summoning her strength as a cold blast of air conditioning poured down from the vents. The hair that the decontamination crew had roughly shorn off grew back out, long locks trailing down her back as she contained her anger at the people she’d tried to save—did save, with the disabling of four of the bombs. 
 
     <Well, we know what they want—not that it’s a big surprise. Let’s find our way out of here. Can you open the door?> 
 
    <I’ll get it open. It’d sure be handy if you had a weapon,> Laura said. 
 
    <Tell me about it.> 
 
    Ricket crept over to the door and placed her hand against the lock, feeding a filament of nano into it. 
 
    <Ricket?> Rogers’ voice rang out. <If you can hear me, answer. Ricket?> 
 
    <Rogers!> Ricket had never been so happy to hear his voice. <Where are you?> 
 
    <About to break atmosphere with the BQ, baby. I’m coming to rescue you.> 
 
    <Seriously? In the Barbaric Queen?!>  
 
    Has he lost his mind? 
 
    <The pinnace can’t take the weapons fire going on up here, but the Queen can. Bubbs is tracking your location. You’re in too dense an area. Can you run to the soccer field to the south? Otherwise the burn I’m going to need to get off this planet is going to kill a lot of people.> 
 
    <I’ll work on it. How long do I have?> 
 
    <Not long. There’s a whole big party kicking off up here. The longer we wait to break through the lines, the worse this is going to get.> 
 
    <Door is unlocked,> Laura said. <You can go whenever you’re ready.> 
 
    <I’m on the move, just…I’m naked.> Ricket said. 
 
    <Guess that’ll just save us time later.> 
 
    Ricket smiled, even if she did shake her head. Rogers would never grow up, but she kind of liked him that way.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ricket took a deep breath and pulled the door wide open. The two female guards stationed outside immediately turned their heads toward her. Ricket wasted no time in grabbing one by the head with both hands, while using her as support to kick the other in the throat. 
 
    The move took both of the guards down, and Ricket spun and kicked the first one in the head before kneeing the other in the face when the woman tried to rise. Then she grabbed their sidearms and ran from the building.  
 
    On the street, she wove through the thin crowds of people who were talking about the explosion. They gaped at the naked woman running past, but no one tried to stop her. As she raced through the city, she could hear the sounds of sirens, and their cadence spurred her on.  
 
    Ricket reached her top speed, leaping over a high wall to land on the roof of a groundcar. She sprang up from there, grabbed the edge of a building, and pulled herself onto the roof. 
 
    She ran along the low rooftops through a commercial district, jumping from building to building, her long, brown hair blowing behind her as she sailed through the air. 
 
    <They’re gaining on us. I can hear a chopper coming; they’re going to use it to cut us off. Ground support is closing,> Laura said. <I’ve jammed the car’s comms. It’ll slow them a bit, but it won’t last forever.> 
 
    Ricket could hear the chopper as well, and slid down a nearby fire escape, landing between two buildings. She took a moment to catch her breath, only to hear gunshots as a police car pulled up in one end of the narrow alley. 
 
    “Crap!” she swore, diving behind a dumpster for cover.  
 
    <You’re almost there.> 
 
    Ricket waited for a break in the fire and then raced down the alley, coming to a street with the soccer field Rogers mentioned on the other side.  
 
    Crowds were pointing up to the sky as a bright light flared above the clouds, and then suddenly, the belly of the Barbaric Queen broke through.  
 
    So low to the city, it looked massive…and beautiful, like a shark swimming amid a school of small fish. It turned, its thrusters slowing the vessel until it hovered on its grav drive just a few meters above the grass, the weight of the massive vessel driving a deep furrow into the field.  
 
    Ricket broke cover and ran for it. She pushed past the people standing in the street, screaming for them to move.  
 
    Behind her, she heard the squeal of tires screeching to a halt. Shots rang out, but by then, she was within the ship’s grav shield, and the rounds stopped well before they met their mark.  
 
    One of the ship’s lower airlocks opened, and Ricket made for it, leaping into the air and hooking an arm around the sill.  
 
    Her chest slammed into the hull, and she grunted from the pain, determined not to fall. Then something grabbed her arm, and she looked up to see Bubbs pulling her into the ship.  
 
    A moment later, she was lying on the deck as the airlock closed, and Bubbs was staring down at her.  
 
    “You’re…naked.” 
 
    “It’s the latest thing,” Ricket gasped as she rolled onto her knees and tried to control her breathing.  
 
    <You got her, right?> Rogers called out. <I’d like to go. That helicopter is firing missiles at us.> 
 
    <I’m here! Go for gold, Rogers.> 
 
    <Damn, I love it when you say that.> 
 
    “Why would you ever say that?” Bubbs asked with an arched brow.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ESCAPE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.22.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Starlight Station, Dante 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kylie cycled the airlock the moment the Solidarity passed into the bay. She had no idea what Marge had said to convince the station to let them dock and not fire on them, but she was glad it worked. 
 
    <I’ve got the ship,> Marge said. <Go!> 
 
    She hit the emergency button on the airlock, ignoring the pain in her ears from the pressure imbalance, and jumped from the still-moving ship to the deck ten meters below. 
 
    Her armor absorbed the impact, and she rolled to her feet, running for the bay door as the cat’s voice came into her head.  
 
    <WHERE’S PIZZA?> 
 
    <Marge, can you block him?> Kylie said with a groan. 
 
    <Yeah, sure. Sorry.> 
 
    Kylie sprinted through the corridors, following the layout of the station on the general network. The passages were almost entirely clear—likely because everyone else was getting to ships to either join in the battle that was about to happen, or run. 
 
    <I found him!> Marge crowed. <One level down, bay 83-72. It’s some sort of corvette.> 
 
    To her right was an open atrium, and Kylie angled toward the railing and leapt over, falling the fifteen meters to the next deck, where she just managed to snag the railing with an outstretched hand. 
 
    <Shit! We’re both in here, you know that, right?> 
 
    Kylie ignored the AI and swung herself up onto the deck, dashing across the concourse to the indicated bay. 
 
    When she reached the doors, she palmed them open and stepped onto a catwalk high above a sleek grey corvette. The ship had massive engines, and she could tell that it was similar in design to the Orion general’s ship that had docked on Starlight Station. 
 
    To her left, she saw Paul racing along the catwalk toward the ship’s upper gantry and she took off in pursuit.  
 
    Suddenly the deck below her shuddered, and she grabbed onto the railing to steady herself.  
 
    <You know how I thought the Transcend may send a squadron this way?> Marge said. 
 
    <Yeah?> 
 
    <Guess what that was.> 
 
    Kylie resumed her pursuit as the deck shuddered again and again. She knew that the shipyard only had minimal shields and no ablative plating on its hull. It wouldn’t last more than a few minutes, if the Transcend was actively trying to destroy it. 
 
    Only a few meters ahead now, Paul turned onto the gantry, but fell when another blast shook the station. 
 
    As he rose, Kylie’s hand caught the collar of his jacket, jerking him backward. He clawed at her fingers, then when that didn’t work, shrugged out of his jacket. 
 
    Kylie pushed past him, blocking the entrance to the ship, and trained her pistol on him.  
 
    “You’re out of moves. There’s nowhere else to go.” 
 
    He clamped a hand on the railing as the gantry shook beneath them. “You won’t shoot me…if you were going to do it, you would’ve—” 
 
    Kylie fired a pulse blast at her brother, knocking him down. It was enough to stun him, but not kill him. She holstered her weapon and crouched next to Paul, pulling him up and slinging him over her shoulder.  
 
    “Stars, I’m sure tired of cleaning up the family messes,” she said while rushing toward the ship’s airlock. A glance back into the bay to check for any other enemies earned her a glimpse of Mr. Fizzle Pop loping along the catwalk. “Hurry, you stupid furball! I thought I told you to stay on the other ship.” 
 
    <YOU OWE ME PIZZA!> the cat growled as he raced into the airlock, and Kylie cycled it shut. 
 
    “Fizz! Not now! Find somewhere safe and get secure,” she ordered the cat. “This ride is going to be a doozy.” 
 
    <At least I don’t have to remotely fly the Solidarity,> Marge said with a note of relief in her voice. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kylie would have loved to stop and admire the quality craftsmanship of the corvette, but she didn’t have time to appreciate it while racing to the bridge. Once there, she threw her brother into a seat, and quickly pulled down the harness to secure him.  
 
    “OK…tell me they left the keys in this thing,” Kylie said as she slid into the pilot’s seat. 
 
    <Starships don’t—> 
 
    “Shit, Marge, I know! But we need to go!” 
 
    <Well, you’re in luck. While you were lugging your brother around, I checked him over. He had a datapod in his possession that has the command codes for this ship.> 
 
    Kylie shook her head as the console activated before her. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    <I just did. The engines were already in a warmup sequence. I think it was a remote activation…we should be alone here.> 
 
    “Sure hope so,” Kylie said as she sent a command for the ship to lift off the docking cradle. “I can’t fight and fly at the same time.” 
 
    She sent an order to the dockmaster’s office using her brother’s command codes, telling them to open the doors. She half expected no one to be there, as the station shook from another explosion, but by some miracle, the doors began to slide aside.  
 
    <Ooo…this ship has stealth systems,> Marge said. <I’m impressed. Once we get away from the shipyard, no one will be able to—> 
 
    Another blast hit the station, and the ship shifted in the bay, nearly slamming into the bulkheads. Alerts came over the general network, ordering all hands to abandon the shipyard.  
 
    <Find us?> Kylie finished for the AI. 
 
    Marge managed an upbeat chuckle. <If we manage to get out of here.> 
 
    The bay doors had finally opened wide enough for the vessel—named the Isolation, from the labels on the displays—to fit through, and Kylie punched the grav drives, once again ruining a rear docking bay bulkhead. 
 
    Not that it matters. This place is being torn apart. 
 
    Once outside, scan highlighted dozens of TSF fighters flitting about the vessels boosting away from the shipyard. Many of the escaping craft were shuttles and freighters—which the Transcend squadron left alone—but some were near-complete Revolution ships, and the fighters harried them, disabling engines and weapons before moving on to new targets. 
 
    Paul groaned, and Kylie turned to see him holding his head, gazing bleary-eyed at the forward display. “That’s a lot of ships,” he noted. 
 
    Kylie clenched her teeth. If her brother thought they were going to have a friendly conversation, he had another think coming. “Broadcast channel is open. Tell your people in the Revolution Fleet and planetside to stand down.” 
 
    “Kylie—” 
 
    She had had it with his excuses. “Tell them!” She twisted and stared at the pathetic man, a man she used to respect so much. “Now! If you don’t, the Transcend will destroy your ships and maybe everyone downworld as well. I have friends there and I don’t want to see them killed because you can’t separate yourself from Dad. It’s over, Paul!” 
 
    Paul shook his head and stared forlornly at the display. “What do I have left if I don’t have this?” 
 
    “Do you want all these people to die and have that on your conscience forever?” 
 
    “And if they don’t listen to me? If they won’t stand down?” 
 
    “Then that’s on them, not you, but you make them listen. You’re their leader. You know how to throw a good speech together, so you say what you need to.”  
 
    Kylie turned back to the console, setting a course to pass behind the station. They took a few hits from the fighters, but nothing their shields couldn’t shed. As they slipped between a pair of external repair cradles, Marge activated the stealth systems and killed the main engines. Now the Isolation was just a patch of nothing floating through space.  
 
    <Keep your distance from the Orion ships. Since it’s their tech, I wouldn’t be surprised if this ship has some sort of IFF system they might be able to pick up,> Marge said. 
 
    <I’ve got it,> Kylie said. 
 
    She looked back at her brother and raised her eyebrows. He met her gaze for a moment, then looked away. She was just thinking about getting up and attempting to use force when he connected to the channel and began speaking.  
 
    <Friends, this is Admiral Paul Rhoads. You’ve been my family for so long. I’ve loved and guided you through thick and thin, but this isn’t our time. Stand down, disable your weapons and do not engage the enemy. We’re outnumbered. We’ll be destroyed—and if that happens, so will our message be. If we are to live another day, we must stand down so that later we may regroup and spread our message in the future. It doesn’t mean we’re wrong. Quite the contrary. But to survive, this is what must happen. Know that if you don’t surrender, I will no longer be able to protect or save you.> 
 
    Paul hung his head and sat back in his chair. Kylie shut off the communication channel.  
 
    “Nice speech,” she said sarcastically. “But at least you did it. At least you followed through.” 
 
    “It may not be enough. Some won’t listen.” 
 
    <Ships are powering down weapons. At least from the Revolution side. The Orion ships are breaking and running, and Transcend is going after them. Looks like people planetside are signaling their surrender, too,> Marge informed them over the shipnet. 
 
    Paul sat up straighter and went pale. “Who’s that? Do you have an AI in you?” 
 
    Kylie nodded. 
 
    “Then we really did lose you.” 
 
    <I’m not so bad once you get to know me,> Marge said with no humor in her voice.  
 
    Kylie hid a smile and focused on contacting the Queen. “You out there, Rogers?” she called, bouncing the signal off Starlight Station so as not to give the Isolation away. “Did you get Ricket?” 
 
    “I am out there alright, for thinking this was ever a good idea! We’re caught in a dogfight, and it ain’t fun!” 
 
    Kylie smirked. “But did you get Ricket?” 
 
    <Hell yeah. She’s on the horn with the Transcend’s admiral to get us safe passage. Some woman named Svetlana. She seems crusty, but she’s coming around. Ricket’s also naked, so that’s great, too.> 
 
    “She’s what?!” Kylie exclaimed.  
 
    <Ugh, don’t ask,> Bubbs chimed in. 
 
    “Bubbs! I have your cat.” 
 
    The woman’s sigh of relief was palpable. <Thanks for taking care of him, Captain, and I’m sorry for whatever he put you through.> 
 
    “BUBBS! FOUND BUBBS!” Fizzle Pop jumped up onto Kylie’s lap and started to scratch at the navigation panel.  
 
    Kylie groaned and tossed the furball back down to the floor. <We have got to get out of here before Fizzle Pop hits the wrong button.> 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop did an about-face to glare at her. “NOT NICE, ASSHOLE.” 
 
    <My thoughts exactly,> Rogers said. <OK, Ricket has Admiral Svetlana on board. She’s logged that we have Paul and that we’re taking him back to Silstrand.> 
 
    <We have a clear flight path and a cruiser escort until we’re in the clear,> Ricket said. <Sending it to your nav system now. It should be smooth sailing.> 
 
    <I’m locked onto you,> Kylie said. <We’ll follow behind.> 
 
    Once they had altered course, Kylie turned in her seat to Paul. “Three days before we can make the FTL jump, and then nearly two months from there. Long time for us to pal around together, don’t you think?” 
 
    Paul stretched his neck, trying to see her console. “And where will we be going?” 
 
    “Silstrand, so I can complete my mission. I imagine you’ll be brought up on charges for war crimes…and genocide.” 
 
    “To think I was partially glad to see you….” Paul said, pulling off the harness before heading for the bridge’s exit. 
 
    Kylie rose and followed after him. “Where do you think you’re going? Paul!” He reached the corridor before she caught up and grabbed his arm. “Paul, now isn’t the time to panic.” 
 
    He shrugged her off. “I lost Father, my wife, my children. I have nothing left, so why don’t you tell me why I shouldn’t panic!” 
 
    Something broke in Kylie, and she realized she couldn’t abandon Paul, even though he’d turned into such a poor excuse for a man. “You have me. I’ll stand beside you through all of it. The questions, the charges, the trial. I won’t leave you again.” 
 
    Paul sighed and stared off down the hall. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve felt that too, believe me.” Kylie studied his face. “If you give them information they can use, they might let you off easy.” 
 
    “Don’t spout dreams and fantasies to me, Ky, I’ve had enough of those.” 
 
     She followed Paul as he slouched down the corridor and stepped into one of the cabins. <Marge…lock his door and restrict his access. If he tries to break out, let me know right away.> 
 
    <Will do. It’ll be my top priority.> 
 
    Kylie returned to the bridge and collapsed into the captain’s chair.  
 
    Despite the odds, she had completed the mission her way; Paul was alive and would answer for the things he had done. But she didn’t feel any better.  
 
    Now that she had come to terms with what her brother was, she only felt worse. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    REKINDLING HOPE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.24.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: SSF Shuttle, approaching Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    Grayson was filled with both relief and anticipation when the Polis Fury finally returned to Chimin. 
 
    <We’re on our way. Ten minutes to docking,> he called in as the oblong rock grew in the forward viewscreen. 
 
    <We’ve assembled,> Winter said. <Thanks for contacting Lana first when you found out about Ranstock.> 
 
    Grayson cringed. <Sorry if you feel slighted. Comms were limited, and—> 
 
    <No, I mean it. Thanks. I wasn’t ready to hear it and she was.> 
 
    What? That wasn’t sarcasm? First time for everything.  
 
    Grayson turned to look at his passenger. Fen was sitting in her seat, her legs pulled up beneath her, chewing her fingernails.  
 
    “Don’t be nervous, Fen, soon you’re going to get to see your sister. She’s going to need you, even if she doesn’t realize it, and you’re going to need her.” 
 
    Fen nodded. “Babies need someone to take care of them.” 
 
    Grayson laughed. “Oh, Fen, she’s not a baby anymore. She grew up. She’s a woman now.” 
 
    Fen lifted her head and her eyes widened. “No more baby?” She took a deep breath. “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Fen clung to Grayson’s side as they stepped out of the shuttle and into the docking bay. Winter approached first, shaking Grayson’s hand with a relieved smile. 
 
    At his side, Fen trembled and backed up. “Big man is awfully big.” 
 
    “He won’t hurt you, will you, Winter?” Grayson asked. 
 
    Winter shook his head. “Nah, I get no pleasure in hurting people. I mean, sometimes I guess I might, but not old ladies. I mean—” 
 
    Fen gazed up at Grayson as they made their way to the elevator. “Stupid big man likes to ramble.” 
 
    Grayson chuckled at Winter’s shocked expression, and they stepped onto the lift together. “Lana and Ranstock?” 
 
    “Set up in the conference room and waiting for you.” 
 
    “How’s Ranstock…do you think she’ll sign on?” 
 
    Winter slapped Grayson on the back with a laugh. “Don’t worry, big G, Lana has been working her magic. Ranstock will come around.” 
 
    Grayson was so relieved to hear it that he let the horrible nickname slide for once. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ranstock rose from her chair as Colonel Grayson entered the conference room. She was scared of what he’d ask, scared to think that her mother was out there on the colonel’s ship. She felt stiff as a board and couldn’t move, couldn’t even swallow.  
 
    <Remember, he’s here to help,> Lana said gently. <He’s not here to hurt you.> 
 
    “Captain Ranstock,” Colonel Grayson offered her his hand, “I do hope you’re ready to hear what I have to say.” 
 
    Ranstock shook his hand. “I’m ready, Colonel.” Her gaze shifted to Fen, who had ducked behind the man, chewing on her thumbnail. Ranstock hadn’t seen someone with so many wrinkles or such wiry gray hair before. “Hello?” she added to the poor old woman. 
 
    “Fen, please, I want you to meet someone important. This is Ranstock. She’s the one we’ve traveled all this way to meet.” 
 
    Fen kept her eyes on Grayson. “Ranstock? Like the baron?” 
 
    “My father,” Ranstock answered. “How is it you know him?” 
 
    “Ranstock, this is the woman who saved your life when you were born. Fen is the one who got you out of Mei’s palace. She was your mother’s handmaiden—” Grayson’s expression softened, “but she’s also your sister.” 
 
    Ranstock’s eyes bulged. “Sister? I…didn’t know I had a sister.” 
 
    Fen seemed equally shocked. “Much bigger than a baby now.” She looked at the colonel. “You were right.” 
 
    “Usually I am, though I try not to brag,” the man said out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Winter snorted a laugh, but covered his mouth when Lana glared at him. 
 
    “All these years, you’ve lived under Mei’s rule?” Ranstock asked, taking off her cap. She spun it nervously in her hand before setting it down on the conference room table. 
 
    Fen nodded. “Mean Mei got what she deserved…finally. She can’t hurt me anymore.” 
 
    Ranstock saw the pain in the old woman’s face, along with old scars and recent cuts scabbed over. It flooded her with a rush of remorse.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Fen. So sorry. I should’ve come back for you years ago, but I didn’t know…. I didn’t know I had a sister.” 
 
    “No one knew who I was,” Fen admitted. “She made it that way. That’s why I got you out; I didn’t want to kill any more babies.” 
 
    Ranstock stepped around the table and took the old woman by the hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. Beneath her papery-thin skin, Fen’s bones felt frail and so small. 
 
    Colonel Grayson’s voice drew Ranstock’s attention from her sister. “I thought it was important you two meet before discussions went too far. Has Lana filled you in on why I’m here?” 
 
    Ranstock swallowed and tried to suppress the swelling emotions she was experiencing from meeting her sister. “She did. She’s been…helpful in all this. I know what it is you want of me. It’s something I’ve secretly wished for…and feared.” 
 
    “I know how unsettling it must be to realize your birthright, but I pledge Silstrand’s support,” the colonel said, glancing between Ranstock and her sister. “We won’t let you go through it alone. We’ll be there to guide and help you every step of the way. Easing Battia toward democracy won’t be a simple task. They’re not used to freedom…. They need someone they know they can trust. If you two stand together, I think that can happen,”  
 
    Together? It shocked Ranstock, but she saw how Fen’s face beamed as they gazed at each other, and Ranstock thought it could work. She thought maybe she could learn from Fen while still taking care of the older woman. 
 
    Then she stiffened. “My crew…the ones who tried to rescue me. They were just trying to protect my secret; it wasn’t their fault.” 
 
    Colonel Grayson nodded and glanced at Chimin’s pro-tem governor. “I can work on Winter, but we’ll need to formalize things with Battia. The same treaty you signed as the leader of Coalesce applies.” 
 
    It seemed reasonable. “And those robes and headdresses? I won’t have to wear them, will I?” Ranstock glanced at Fen, who wore a look of disgust. 
 
    “I think it’d be better if we burned them,” Grayson said with an intense glint in his eye. 
 
    Ranstock smiled. “Then I think you have yourself a deal, Colonel.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    GROWING PAINS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.24.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Governor’s Office, Chimin-1 
 
    REGION: Chimin Asteroid Group, Hanoi System (independent)  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana knocked on the door to one of the spare offices Grayson was using. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    Grayson looked up as she entered the room, then leaned back in his chair. “Lana, yes. Please take a seat.” 
 
    She sat down, willing her right leg to stop bouncing nervously. She’d only received a cryptic message from Alice that Grayson had a new mission for her. Lana couldn’t help but wonder if she had done something he hadn’t liked while he was away. Was he being critical of her performance?  
 
    “I feel like I’ve been sent to the principal’s office, I have to admit.” 
 
    Grayson smiled. “Don’t be nervous. Unless you think you have something to be nervous about?” 
 
    Lana thought about that. “It was hard to rein Winter in.” 
 
    “No one can rein Winter in. You did what you could and, in the end, it worked out. No, what I wanted to talk to you about is the transfer of power on Battia and the placement of Ranstock in her new role.” 
 
    Lana nodded. So far, what Grayson had to say didn’t sound too bad. 
 
    “She’s nervous and hesitant, as anyone would be coming into that situation. We’ll be leaving a portion of the fleet behind until things are settled here. She’ll have the SSF’s full support, and advisors to help her transition.” 
 
    “OK, that all sounds good.” Lana didn’t know why he was telling her any of this. 
 
    “Ranstock trusts you. You put her at ease, even if she did shoot you. She’s put in a request that you stay behind during the transition.” 
 
    “Me?” Lana felt faint. “Why would she want me?” 
 
    “You’re a familiar face. Someone she can talk to. She said you’re friends. I thought if you can help ease her concerns, it’d make the transition easier. If you agree, it won’t be forever. You’d leave Battia with the SSF fleet, when the time comes.” 
 
    Lana nodded readily, surprising herself a little. “I’ll do it. Thanks for trusting me with this.” 
 
    Grayson smiled briefly. “I thought that might be your answer. We leave tomorrow. It’ll give you time to get your affairs in order here, in case there’s anyone you want to say goodbye to.” 
 
    “It would be nice to see Dr. Grace before I move on. Though I guess we’ll be in the same system. Grace and I, I mean.” Lana bit her fingernail. 
 
    “Yes, you and Grace.” Grayson cleared his throat. “Ranstock is briefing her people from the Coalesce Legion, as well. I’m hoping they’ll also move to protect Battia, once we get their affairs in order.”  
 
    Lana nodded. “Sounds like it could work out well for Battia. I’m glad. Based on everything I’ve heard, it’s been a long time coming.” 
 
    “Indeed. We’ll meet you tomorrow in the docking bay at oh-seven-hundred. And Lana, good job.” 
 
    She grinned and laughed at how happy she felt, nearly skipping her way out of his office. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Lana packed her clothes and toiletries into her backpack before sending a message to Cassandra to see if she could track down Winter. 
 
    It turned out he had retired to the governor’s quarters for the evening, so Lana pulled up its location in the residential block and headed over there. She didn’t know why she was making such a big deal about saying goodbye, or why she didn’t just ask Winter where he was. 
 
    She guessed she just wanted to surprise him. 
 
    After ringing the doorbell outside his apartment, she waited, combing her fingers through her short, blonde hair. When the door opened, Winter wore a shocked expression. He was casually dressed in a ribbed green tank top and a pair of cargo pants. 
 
    “Lana, everything all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just wanted to talk. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Sure, yeah.” Winter ran a hand through his short, white hair, stepping back so she could walk inside. As she entered, she could feel his eyes checking her out, the tight pants she wore doing their job in getting his attention. 
 
    But what am I doing? She shifted to face him. “I have my new assignment.” 
 
    Winter crossed his arms. “Already, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Ranstock’s requested I go to Battia with her…. I guess she trusts me. Wants a friend to help ease the transition. Grayson said we’ll leave tomorrow morning at oh-seven-hundred.” 
 
    “So you’ll be staying in Hanoi a little longer, I suppose.” 
 
    Lana nodded. “Yeah. Anyway, I just thought I’d come and say goodbye. It was nice seeing you again.”  
 
    She paused, hoping he’d say something, but he didn’t. He only stared down at his shoes. She quelled the rush of anger she felt and ran her tongue along her teeth.  
 
    “Well, guess that was it. See you around, maybe.” 
 
    She breezed past Winter, but he grabbed her arm. “Why’d you really come here?” 
 
    Lana froze, unnerved by how direct he was being. “I…to say goodbye, like I said.” 
 
    “Maybe you thought we’d have a future. Maybe I’d kiss you. Slide you over there onto my sofa?” 
 
    “That’s not what I wanted.”  
 
    Isn’t it?  
 
    Lana wasn’t even sure, but her lip trembled as he stared into her eyes. Even when he wasn’t angry, the intensity of his stare intimidated her. And for some reason, she loved how it felt. 
 
    “Maybe I even want to.” Winter’s gaze fell to her breasts and then rose back up to her face. “But not this time. I’m sorry, kid.” 
 
    “Kid?” Lana’s face twisted with shock and disgust. “I’m not a—” 
 
    “You’re what? A woman now? You’re still finding your way, Lana. You’re growing. You’re coming into your own. You don’t need a guy like me pulling you back down. Even if I want to—and let’s get it straight, I do want to. Soon as you stepped off that pinnace, I wanted to.” 
 
    “But you won’t.” Lana’s jaw twisted to the side.  
 
    “Not this time,” Winter whispered. “Trust me, you don’t want this.” 
 
    Lana thought she had finally proven she was strong and capable. Who the hell did Winter think he was, treating her like that? Angrily, she turned toward the door and felt a rush of hot tears stinging her eyes.  
 
    “Good luck on your mission with Ranstock. If you need any support from Chimin—” 
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    The door slid open, and Lana stormed her way out of his apartment, never looking back. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    On the docking bay, Winter studied Lana from behind as she stepped up onto the pinnace’s ramp. It was hard watching her leave, almost harder than it had been the night before, but it was for the best. Guys like him messed up girls like her. Lana, so young and impressionable, had risen above the crap General Samuel had thrown at her. Finally making a name for herself, she didn’t need him pulling her down. 
 
    That part had at least been true. 
 
    Ranstock and some of members of the Coalesce Legion boarded the ship next. Fen walked up the ramp, carrying a day’s supply of donuts and bacon. 
 
    Winter stepped out from the security booth as Grayson entered the docking bay. “Yo, Gray.” 
 
    Grayon’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Winter, come to see me off?” 
 
    “Thought I might.” He offered Grayson his hand. 
 
    He shook it. “It’s been…well, a pleasure. Ranstock has already pledged her support for Chimin. Regular trade, food deliveries to be made in the interim. It’ll take a few weeks at the earliest to appoint a leader for Chimin, so if you can hang on a little bit longer, see that the farming and mining operations get back on schedule….” 
 
    Winter nodded. “Sure thing, man. If you happen to run into Kylie out there, tell her I’m going to need a damn ride soon.” 
 
    Grayson laughed. “The SSF can always get you where you need to go. I think we’ll all be seeing the Barbaric Queen soon enough.” 
 
    “Good.” Winter nodded.  
 
    “Something else on your mind? You seem troubled…more than usual, but not in a homicidal sort of way.” 
 
    “Lana,” Winter said with a huff. “Make sure she’s OK.” 
 
    “I will. She’ll have the support of some of the very best. I wouldn’t have offered her the role if I thought she couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    She could. Winter was sure of it. “Thanks for the heads-up yesterday.” 
 
    Grayson nodded. “We both want what’s best for Lana. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    So was Winter. “I ain’t it. Someday, maybe she’ll understand.” He raised his eyebrows. “Have a safe trip. Don’t get kidnapped, hijacked, or anything like that.” 
 
    Grayson chuckled as he sprinted up the ramp to the shuttle. He turned around and gave Winter a salute. “I certainly will do my very best.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE BARBARIC QUEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.24.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen, approaching FTL jump point 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was good to be back aboard the Barbaric Queen and with her crew, even if her brother would be a prisoner on her ship.  
 
    Kylie escorted him through the umbilical. Paul’s hands were cuffed behind his back to put her mind at ease. While she didn’t think he’d hurt her, he might hurt members of her crew who were waiting on the other side of the airlock. 
 
    The moment it cycled open, Mr. Fizzle Pop ran ahead to greet Bubbs, rubbing against her leg, but Kylie stopped and smiled at Rogers.  
 
    “I hope the brig’s back in tip-top shape.” 
 
    “Not even a hello first? You wound me, Cap.” 
 
    Kylie hugged him. “It’s good to see you, too.” 
 
    Rogers gave her a squeeze and patted her on the back. “As for your question, yes. It’s a bit hodgepodge, but Bubbs and I managed to piece it back together. Chassea actually helped with the labor. Don’t worry, we’ve been keeping her on a short leash.” 
 
    Kylie still didn’t like the sound of it, and the frown she wore gave it away.  
 
    “Bubbs would be dead if she hadn’t helped me get that door open. No thanks to Jacob.” 
 
    “All right. I guess you’re forgiven then. I’ll meet up with you soon.” Kylie gave Paul a gentle push forward. 
 
    “Dinner is in half an hour!” Rogers called after her. “Don’t be late.” 
 
    She wouldn’t dream of it.  
 
    Paul glanced back at her. “These are the people you replaced your family with?” 
 
    Kylie ignored how his comment bit at her. “This is only some of them. Not that I expect you to understand.”  
 
    She guided Paul to the brig, and Bubbs followed after, standing guard. When they arrived, Mr. Fizzle Pop resumed happily rubbing his cheeks against Bubbs’ legs, and the woman wore a big smile on her face as he did so. 
 
    “Captain, thank you for returning my cat safely.” 
 
    “That’s your cat?” Paul asked. 
 
    Bubbs gave him a dark glower. “I wasn’t talking to the prisoner.” 
 
    “Is that what I am?” Paul threw a glance to Kylie. 
 
    “Pretty much, until we transfer you.” Kylie led him into the brig and opened a cell. “But I promised you I won’t leave you, and I meant it. I’ll stand by you no matter what the SSF decides. You won’t face their judgment alone.” 
 
    Paul stepped into the cell and turned back around. “Or you can let me go. I’ll take the stealth ship and never be heard from again, I promise you.” 
 
    Kylie shook her head and activated the door. “I can’t.” 
 
    Paul studied her. “But you want to. You know it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “No, Paul. It’s not. And I won’t. I’m sorry I can’t save you. This needs to happen. You need to tell the SSF everything you know, then stand for judgment. I know it won’t be easy.” 
 
    “Easy? They’ll kill me.” 
 
    “If you show them what you’ve shown me, the Isolation, actual remorse, give them something that will help them against Orion and their plans, they might go easy on you.” 
 
    “You’re really willing to make that gamble? A gamble with your brother’s life?” Paul stared her down. 
 
    Kylie didn’t waiver, she couldn’t. 
 
    “Well,” Paul’s eyes narrowed, “I guess it’s good you have two brothers, then, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” Kylie pointed her finger at him. “That’s not what it’s like, and you know it. You did this. You went along with Dad when you shouldn’t have. You could’ve stopped him.” 
 
    “Kill him? Like you did?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Kylie’s voice rose. No good would come of this conversation, and while she knew that, she couldn’t just disengage. “Think what you want about me, but his plan was to kill billions, eventually trillions. I couldn’t look the other way.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for his response, just did an about-face, storming out of the brig and ignoring the other prisoners. Bubbs’ good eye followed her movements, but Kylie didn’t say anything to her, either.  
 
    She just felt like destroying something. Punching, smashing, maybe even a little bit of shooting. She turned and punched the wall. 
 
    And, boy, it hurt. 
 
    “You’re stronger than me,” Bubbs said quietly when she’d caught up to her. “I would’ve killed him.” 
 
    “The thought crossed my mind, but it wouldn’t make me feel better.” 
 
    “It would,” Bubbs argued, “for three to five seconds. A good three to five seconds.” 
 
    Kylie smiled. “Thanks, Bubbs.” 
 
    She nodded. “You did what you had to do, but if you wish, I’ll go in there and finish the job. Gladly.” 
 
    Kylie shook her head, but appreciated the offer. “No, let’s leave it be. Couple days, and we’ll jump to FTL and be on our way. Might be better to have someone else bring him his meals, though.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. I don’t mind needling the prisoners. It’s fun,” Bubbs said with a glint in her eye. 
 
    “I do want to talk to Chassea, see what her intentions are. Have her brought to my quarters. I really don’t want to go back in there yet.” 
 
    “Of course. And I like the blonde hair, Captain. It suits you. You almost look exactly like her.” 
 
    Kylie’d noticed that, too.  
 
    <PIZZA?> Mr. Fizzle Pop said. 
 
    Kylie laughed. “Soon, I promise. Just not today.” 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop’s face turned down. <SAD. MUCH SAD.> 
 
    “You promised him pizza?” Bubbs shook her head. “What am I going to do with you, Mr. Fizzle Pop?” 
 
    <FEED ME.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kylie sat in her quarters and poured two shots of whiskey. Ricket sat beside her, and they each picked up a glass. With a clink, they downed their share of the golden-brown liquid.  
 
    “I could use another. Not sure about you,” Ricket said. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s enough whiskey on this ship right now to suit my needs,” Kylie said as she poured another round.  
 
    “We did it. You made it through. Facing all those personal demons. How’s it feel?” 
 
    “Like shit,” Kylie admitted as she downed her shot, “but the worst is over—for now. I don’t know how I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Like you always do.” Ricket smiled as she crossed her legs. “A little bit of reckless shooting here, a little drinking there…but you’ll pull it together when it really matters. You’ll endure your brother’s trial. You’ll be there for him, no matter how much it hurts. You’re top-notch, Kylie. I mean it.” 
 
    Kylie appreciated Ricket’s words and gave her a wink. “Thanks. You really think I’m reckless?” 
 
    Ricket burst out laughing, and Kylie wasn’t sure if she should be offended or not. She let it go. 
 
    “The meds and your nano handling your radiation poisoning OK?” 
 
    “So far, yes. I should be cleared up in a few days.” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and Ricket rose to her feet. 
 
    Kylie gave her an admonishing look. “Tell Rogers that I’ll be a few minutes late to dinner and not to eat all the crispy potatoes before I get there.” 
 
    Ricket stood. “I’ll make sure he’s a good boy, don’t worry.” She gave Kylie a wink.  
 
    Kylie shuddered. She didn’t want to think about the things they would be doing to celebrate. 
 
    The door opened, and Bubbs and Chassea stepped in while Ricket stepped out.  
 
    “As ordered,” Bubbs said and pushed Chassea down into a chair. 
 
    Kylie cringed a little bit on the inside, but Bubbs was Bubbs. “Thanks. I’ll handle her, you can head to dinner. Just a quick chat, girl to girl.” 
 
    Bubbs gave Chassea a final glance, and, for her part, the smuggler stared straight ahead at Kylie and nowhere else. When Bubbs left, Kylie offered Chassea a drink. 
 
    “Please,” Chassea said, but didn’t relax, sitting ramrod straight in her chair. 
 
    “Rogers said I have you to thank for getting everyone out of the brig and saving Bubbs’ life.” Kylie poured whiskey into a clean shot glass and slid it over. She studied Chassea as the woman picked up her drink.  
 
    “Not that she’s grateful,” Chassea said. 
 
    “But I am, so thanks.” 
 
    “Sure.” She tossed back the whiskey and grimaced. “Oh God, that stuff is horrible.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    Kylie paused at hearing the reference to God. “Funny. Most people don’t reference him anymore…God. Are you a true believer in the Revolution?” 
 
    Chassea tensed, swiveling her knees side to side.  
 
    <A bit nervous,> Marge commented.  
 
    “Like I told Rogers. I do what I’m told to get paid. That’s all. My services are for sale.” 
 
    Kylie crossed her legs and relaxed, but she didn’t take her eyes off the prisoner. “I can understand that. I was a salvager for a long time. I stole ships, usually damaged, and hauled them in for money. But when I got caught, I had to pay the price.” 
 
    “Just like I’m going to have to, right?” 
 
    Kylie nodded. “You’ll be coming with us to Silstrand. You’ll pay for what you did to those AIs—it’s a capital offense, I’m sure you know that.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Chassea slid the shot glass back onto the table. “I was hoping maybe I’d earned enough credit with Rogers that maybe you’d let me go. I helped rebuild the brig. I saved Bubbs. Rogers gave me access to tools that I could’ve used to kill him and take the ship for myself. I didn’t.” 
 
    Kylie was really going to need to talk to Rogers about that.  
 
    Kylie rose from her seat. “You heard me speak to my brother. You know how I feel about it. If I won’t let my own brother go, what makes you think I’ll go easy on you?” 
 
    “I made a mistake.” Chassea stood and approached Kylie. “I want to go straight. You think I want to live like this forever? Unless you have my freighter in your back pocket, my livelihood is gone. I’m just looking for a second chance.” 
 
    “You can tell it to the officials when we get to the SSF. It’s not that I don’t believe in second chances, I do. But I have an AI, and this matter is important to her, which means it’s important to me.” 
 
    Marge sent a warm feeling of appreciation to Kylie. 
 
    Chassea’s eyes contracted, and her nostrils flared, as though Kylie’s words offended her.  
 
    “You are a true believer!” Kylie reached for her weapon as Chassea charged her, a thin metal rod dropping from the woman’s sleeve to her hand. Kylie caught Chassea’s wrist before the sharpened point hit the flow armor she wore. 
 
    <Sending a message to Bubbs,> Marge said. 
 
    Kylie pushed Chassea back. Twisting her arm and spinning her around, she forced the woman against a row of shelves. The smuggler threw her head back and smashed it into Kylie’s nose. Kylie pushed harder and grabbed Chassea by the throat, then knocked her weapon away. 
 
    Suddenly, Chassea swung her other arm around, and Kylie didn’t see the blade extend from the woman’s skin until the silver metal tip hit the soft tissue beneath her jaw and drove clean through, up into the roof of her mouth. 
 
    <Kylie!> Marge called out in panic. 
 
    Chassea dropped Kylie, and though the pain blinded her, Kylie grabbed at the woman’s ankle, only to lose it as the door opened, and the smuggler ran out. 
 
    <We have a problem. Secure the brig! Guard the stealth ship!> Marge called as Kylie rolled over onto her knees, the metal rod still impaling her mouth.  
 
    She was surprised at the amount of blood filling her mouth, and then surprised that she was worried about that.  
 
    <I’ve shunted your pain receptors,> Marge said. 
 
    Kylie nodded mutely and grasped the rod, pulling it out in one quick movement.  
 
    She spat out a mouthful of blood. <I hate having prisoners on the ship.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BEST SERVED HOT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.24.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen, approaching FTL jump point 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rogers had prepared a meal of steaks, crispy potatoes, a berry cobbler for dessert with warm caramel sauce, and had cracked open a new keg of beer. All he needed now was people. He sighed as he took in the sight of the spread laid out on the table. 
 
    “It’s going to get cold,” he muttered to himself. Does no one have any common decency anymore? He plucked out a toasted potato and popped it into his mouth. Yum, hot, salty, and spicy. The others didn’t know what they were missing. 
 
    Ricket strolled into the galley. “We’re ready to eat!” 
 
    Rogers’ heart pounded to see her again. Happily, he placed his hands on her waist and brought her in close. “At least you showed up.” 
 
    “At least?” Ricket’s eyebrows raised to the ceiling. She locked her wrists behind Rogers’ neck.  
 
    “At least I came to rescue you,” Rogers said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    “Oh, yes, you did do that. My knight in shining armor.” 
 
    “What’s a knight in shining armor?” Rogers smirked. 
 
    “You are. Shut up already and kiss me.” 
 
    Rogers complied.  
 
    Bubbs sighed from the doorway. “That’s disgusting. You shouldn’t do that where people might see you. Plus, you’re standing right next to my dinner.” 
 
    Rogers glanced up, ready to issue a mean retort, but his vision flashed, and his head raced with pain. “Oh…the brig.” Shit, here we go again. He saw an image of a cell, Paul sat in it, and then there was the sound of footsteps. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Ricket asked, resting her hands on his back. 
 
    <Kylie’s in trouble,> Marge said. <It’s Chassea. Lock down the ship.> 
 
    “I’ll head to the brig,” Bubbs said. 
 
    “I’ll head to the stealth ship’s airlock,” Ricket said. 
 
    “Be careful,” Rogers called out. A moment later, smoke poured into the galley through the vents. Rogers coughed and covered his face with his arm as they made a dash toward the doors only to have them slam shut. 
 
    Dammit! Rogers slammed his palm on the door panel. “Locked!” 
 
    <Marge, can you open these doors?> 
 
    <Working on it now. The ship isn’t responding to my command. It’s Jacob. He’s managed to somehow hack into the shipnet and has mucked everything up.> 
 
    <Is that your official diagnosis?> Rogers asked dryly. 
 
    <It’s going to take me a minute. If he thinks he can lock me out, he has another think coming.> 
 
    “That smoke is making it hard to breathe,” Ricket said with a cough. “It’s….” She put a hand on her throat as she wheezed. 
 
    <Ricket’s still low on mednano, we hadn’t gotten to a tube yet. I’m going to try to give it a boost,> Laura said. 
 
    <Hurry,> Rogers said. He took Ricket by the shoulder and helped her sit down where the smoke was thinner. Then he handed her a dish towel. “You hang in there, you hear me?” 
 
    Ricket nodded, her chest expanding as she took a breath. “Well, don’t I feel foolish. A Hand operative, taken out by smoke.” 
 
    “You’re not going to get taken out. You’re going to be fine.” Rogers stroked her cheek and hoped his words were true. 
 
    “Mr. Fizzle Pop, no!” Bubbs called out. “He’s gone up into the maintenance tubes. He’s going to shut the vents.” 
 
    “Who knew he could be so brave?” Ricket said, closing her eyes and laying her head back. 
 
    <I GOT TO DO EVERYTHING MYSELF.> Mr. Fizzle Pop sighed and sent over multiple images of cats looking heroic. 
 
    Rogers’ eyes bugged. “You guys gave him Link access?” 
 
    Ricket shrugged then coughed and looked away. “It seemed a good idea at the time.” 
 
    Moments later, the doors slid open, and everyone rushed out into the passageway. Bubbs ran off toward the brig, while Rogers helped Ricket through the door. She rested against the wall, but the sight of color flowing back into her face filled Rogers with great relief.  
 
    He stroked her cheek. “Easy, easy….” 
 
    Aware that time was crucial, and now that Ricket appeared to be recovering, Rogers grabbed the weapon on his hip. “I’m going to head to the stealth ship. You stay here. Get your strength back.” 
 
    Ricket shook her head. “I should go with you.” 
 
    “In a minute. You need your strength back if you’re going to fight.” Rogers dropped a quick kiss on Ricket’s cheek. 
 
    For a moment, Ricket grabbed his collar and pulled him close. “You be careful.” 
 
    He grinned. “Have you ever known me not to be?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Chassea entered the brig as the alarms went off. Jacob rose to his feet. “I didn’t think you’d ever get here.” 
 
    “I told you it’d all work out, didn’t I? Good work on your part. The both of you, be ready to move.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “I don’t know about this, Chassea. They fought to save me and Jacob, didn’t they? Maybe we shouldn’t.” 
 
    Jacob snickered. “Don’t be such a sap. You think they wouldn’t kill us if they had to?” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t make them have to,” Elizabeth said. “Maybe it’s time we try something else.” 
 
    Chassea ignored her and went to Paul’s cell. He sat like a crumbled mess on his cot in a way she had never seen him before. “We have to move. The smoke won’t hold them long.”  
 
    With sad eyes, he glanced up at her, but remained on his cot. 
 
    “Dad, we have to get to your ship.” 
 
    Paul rose to his feet. “Soon as I saw you aboard, I knew you must have a plan.” 
 
    “This isn’t how I wanted things to go. Unfortunately, Aunt Kylie didn’t see things my way.” Chassea slid the door aside so Paul could walk through. 
 
    “She never does,” Paul said sadly. 
 
    Chassea let Jacob and Elizabeth out of their cells. “Don’t let me down. You know what we need to do and what we must be prepared for.” 
 
    “Long live the Revolution!” Jacob and Elizabeth said in unison, but Chassea didn’t hear the enthusiasm in Elizabeth’s voice. Not anymore.  
 
    Not since her friendship with Bubbs.  
 
    What a fool that woman is. 
 
    “For death or for victory!” Chassea said and thrust her fist into the air.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ALL HANDS ON DECK 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.24.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen, approaching FTL jump point 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rogers left Ricket and ran down the corridor that led to the starboard midships airlock. His HUD showed him that the prisoners had left the brig, and were moving toward the Isolation.  
 
    If they got onboard, they would disappear, possibly forever, and then everything they had been through…it would all be for nothing. 
 
    <Lock down the umbilical and the door to the airlock. They can’t get onboard that ship,> Rogers said. 
 
    <Working on it in tandem with Marge,> Laura answered.  
 
    Up ahead, Rogers spotted the group and fired a warning shot. What he wouldn’t give to have Winter there right then to provide backup.  
 
    Jacob stayed behind and faced Rogers while the others kept going. As long as Rogers could keep their master hacker and explosive guy busy, it might buy Kylie and the others some time. 
 
    Rogers trained his weapon on Jacob. “You’d better think twice before trying anything. We’re not letting any of you off this ship. I will drop you.” 
 
    Jacob smiled like something amused him. “Will you?”  
 
    He pulled a silver ball out of his pocket and rolled it around in his hands. Three panels opened, and a bright light glowed from inside. 
 
    Suddenly, a sonic blast washed over Rogers, dropping him to his knees. He cringed as his vision began to phase in and out, and nonsensical visions assaulted him. He didn’t know where they came from, but he didn’t want to see any of them come true. 
 
    Flashes of Kylie dying at the hands of her brother. 
 
    Ricket lying in a pool of blood, dead at Chassea’s hand. 
 
    Bubbs’ good arm being torn from her body. 
 
    Waves and waves of possible choices and visions bore down on Rogers, until his hands slammed onto the deck as he tried to keep himself from face-planting.  
 
    Jacob stood over him, aiming Rogers’ own gun at his head. “Say goodnight, freak.”  
 
    Rogers screamed and shook his head, unable to take the assault on his senses. Just when he finally gave in and fell down onto the floor, a strange, meow-like screech broke through the painful barrier of his mind. 
 
    A moment later, a grate opened up in the ceiling, and Mr. Fizzle Pop jumped out, legs splayed like a flying squirrel as he landed on Jacob’s head. The cat hissed and spat as he swiped his claws and teeth in and on and across the man’s face, tearing into his skin.  
 
    Jacob spun in a tight circle, dropping Rogers’ gun and the sonic emitter as he tried to tear the cat free. 
 
    Rogers first grabbed the sonic weapon and clamped a hand around it to fold the panels back in. Then he grabbed the weapon and fired a few shots at Jacob’s dancing legs. 
 
    One round hit, and the man screamed as he fell, Mr. Fizzle Pop jumping free to land a few meters away.  
 
    “Thanks, pal,” Rogers said to the cat.  
 
    “CAN HAVE SILVER BALL?” 
 
    “No, Fizz.” Rogers grunted as he stood on shaky legs and aimed at the man’s head. He thought about it for a second, and then fired, putting a hole right between the man’s eyes.  
 
    “Even you can’t come back from that,” Rogers said and watched with satisfaction as Jacob slumped back, blood oozing from the hole.  
 
    Holstering his weapon, Rogers staggered down the hall toward the airlock. “Kylie, Bubbs, I’m about to join you!” 
 
    He turned the corner and ran right into Chassea, who drove a knife into his gut. Rogers groaned, feeling the warm, burning sensation first before the pain.  
 
    He gasped as Chassea turned the blade, her face set with victory. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint,” she pouted and placed a kiss on his cheek. “Turns out I’m not as nice as you thought I was.”  
 
    She pulled the silver-tipped blade back inside her arm, and the weapon disappeared as if it was nothing more than an extra appendage beneath her skin. 
 
    Rogers fell to his knees gripping his stomach. He wondered if it would be him dying in a pool of his own blood instead of Ricket. 
 
    “Night night.” Chassea waved with her fingers as Rogers gripped the wall to keep from falling over, but he could feel consciousness slipping from him.  
 
    “No!” he heard Ricket scream before everything faded to black. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <We have to go!> Elizabeth said to Chassea. <Jacob’s dead and I can’t get the airlock open, Chassea!>  
 
    <Not yet.> Chassea backed up as Ricket came at her.  
 
    The woman wielded two daggers. The way she spun them in her hands, Chassea was pretty sure she knew how to use them. 
 
    <Not until I kill this one. There’s something about her I like.> 
 
    <Hurry and drop her, then,> Elizabeth said. <The captain is going to catch up to us eventually, and your father is getting impatient!> 
 
    Chassea confirmed silently as she jumped back and arched her back to avoid getting slashed in the gut by Ricket. The way her face was set with anger, lips twisted in a snarl, made Chassea suspect that Rogers had meant something to the woman. 
 
    “Aww, did I hurt your boyfriend?” she asked innocently, blinking her long eyelashes.  
 
    Ricket only slashed at her again, and Chassea deflected the attack with a block from her own blade. Ricket stumbled and caught herself. She seemed a bit dazed, which Chassea suspected was from the smoke.  
 
    Chassea feinted again, and when Ricket moved to block, she sent a roundhouse kick into the side of the woman’s left knee, buckling it and dropping her to the deck. 
 
    “Too bad. I thought you’d be harder to kill.” Chassea slammed her wrists into the side of Ricket’s head, knocking her down even as she struggled to rise. 
 
    “Too bad you’re not as smart as your aunt,” Ricket whispered as she knelt down to finish off her opponent. “Yeah, I figured it out. Seems like there’s only one good Rhoads in the bunch.” 
 
    “You think you’re so smart, but you’re just Kylie’s sidekick,” Chassea retorted with a cruel grin that suddenly faded as a warm feeling spread across her stomach, and she glanced down, surprised to see the hilt of Ricket’s knife sticking out of her abdomen. 
 
    “But I don’t have to be as smart as her,” Ricket said through clenched teeth. “Just smarter than you.” She drew the blade free and stabbed again, this time up under Chassea’s ribs, puncturing her heart.  
 
    Chassea let out a gurgling scream and then fell to the deck, her last action turning her head to look into Ricket’s eyes, as the other woman collapsed as well, chest heaving while she struggled to catch her breath.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Kylie is in pursuit,> Marge said. <Elizabeth is on the move.> 
 
    <Where?> Bubbs asked. 
 
    <Airlock. She couldn’t get the door open. She’s looking for somewhere to hide. I’m bringing up the location on your HUD.> 
 
    <Thank you,> Bubbs said tonelessly as she followed the movements of the red blinking light.  
 
    It brought her down a cross corridor, and she figured out where Elizabeth was going. She was headed back to the brig, probably going to pretend she had never escaped in the first place. Plead her innocence. 
 
    Bubbs wouldn’t buy that again. 
 
    She took a shortcut to block an entrance to the brig, and Elizabeth froze in her tracks when she saw her.  
 
    “Going somewhere?” 
 
    Elizabeth stuttered and raised her hands slightly. “Please….” 
 
    Bubbs took another step forward. “I thought we had become something.”  
 
    Not only that, but Bubbs had thought maybe they could be more. She felt like they were. She’d felt something between them and hadn’t even imagined that it had been manufactured. 
 
    Clearly, she had been wrong. 
 
    Elizabeth’s expression grew soft, and she set her weapon on the deck. “We are something special. We are…I feel it too, Bubbs. I do.” 
 
    “You have a funny way of showing it.” Bubbs took three steps forward and lifted her gun arm. “My captain is hurt, my friends are scattered. I know what you and Chassea have planned. You won’t be getting Paul off this ship. We’ll die before that happens.” 
 
     “Chassea…the Revolution…I didn’t have a choice. You know what it’s like when you run with a crew.” 
 
    “We always have a choice.” Bubbs drew her lips into a thin line, struggling now with her own choices. “You said you were a doctor. You said you didn’t like to hurt people.” 
 
    Elizabeth raised her arms and looked between Bubbs and her gun-arm. “I was and I don’t. I give up, OK? I’ll stay with you. I’ll stay with your crew. I’ll do anything you want me to, please, just lower your gun.” 
 
    Bubbs seethed with rage and didn’t lower her gun arm. “You treated me like I was normal. You acted like this didn’t bother you.” Bubbs nodded toward her gun arm. “You made me feel like a regular woman again.” 
 
    And for that, Bubbs would never forgive her. 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me. I swear!” Tears shone in Elizabeth’s eyes. “Please just stop aiming it at me. Lock me up, do whatever you have to, but I surrender. I give up.” 
 
    “Like we locked you up the last time? I made sure you were OK. We made love. I thought maybe we might make a future when the captain returned. Look at how you repay us.”  
 
    Bubbs’ nose flared, and she spun her scope eye to line up the shot. 
 
    “No, Bubbs,” Elizabeth cried and held up her hands. 
 
    “I put my captain, my crew in danger for you. I cannot forgive you. I can’t trust you, Liz.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s mouth opened, but Bubbs didn’t give her a chance to respond.  
 
    She fired a projectile round from her GNR, and when Elizabeth’s body fell backward, Bubbs stepped forward and fired again—just to be sure.  
 
    Bubbs had tears running down her face. She didn’t remember the last time killing someone had caused so much physical pain within herself. She lowered her gun arm and wiped her face clear with her hand.  
 
    “I hate you,” she whispered, “for making me do that. For making me feel. I hate you!” 
 
    She sobbed for the first time in a long time, her chest welling with so much pain, Bubbs didn’t know if it’d crack or if she’d survive. She had liked who she was with Elizabeth. She’d begun to like herself enough to even consider using her real name again. 
 
    Never again. Never. Not even if she survived this pain.  
 
    I wanted to be a whole person. She was beginning to make me whole again. 
 
    It had been so long, Bubbs forgot how bad it could feel. She needed distance. Space. 
 
    “BUBBS OK?” 
 
    She glanced down and laughed with a sob, seeing her favorite cat stare up at her. “No, I’m not, but I will be, Mr. Fizzle Pop.” She bent over and stroked his head, and the sound of his soft purr pieced a small part of her soul back together. 
 
    “WANT TO SPLIT A FISH?” 
 
    “Later. First, let’s go make sure everyone else is OK.”  
 
    Bubbs sprinted away, and Mr. Fizzle Pop ran after her, trailing only slightly behind. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kylie was racing down the corridor toward the midships airlock. The throbbing, slicing pain in her mouth that had split her tongue apart was down to a soft throb, thanks to her nano and copious amounts of adrenaline, but even that would only bring her so far. 
 
    <That’s gonna take a stint in the autodoc,> Marge said. 
 
    <Me and my split tongue.> Kylie saw that the inner airlock door had been opened, and she bolted through until she was in the umbilical. She spotted Paul rushing through the short tunnel and, since she couldn’t speak out loud, she fired a warning shot at him. 
 
    <Seal the Isolation’s doors.> 
 
    Marge sent a thumbs-up across the Link. <Already done.> 
 
    Kylie continued her advance and watched as Paul reached the other side of the umbilical, and found he couldn’t open the door. He slammed his hand into the access panel twice before turning around. He leaned against the hull, a look of intense fear on his face. 
 
    “I didn’t ask them to break me out. I didn’t ask for Chassea to do what she did to you or your crew. I’m sorry, Kylie.”  
 
    <Save it for someone else.> Kylie broadcast her words to the audible systems in the airlock behind her as she raised her weapon. <Save it for someone your daughter didn’t try to impale. I finally see what you are. A sniveling coward who only makes excuses for who he is and what he’s done. Nothing has ever been your fault, has it? It’s mine. It’s Dad’s. It was Janice’s. Now it’s your daughter’s.> 
 
    Paul’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t. You’re really going to kill me?” 
 
    <You’ll live.> Kylie shot him in the leg and then the side, taking moderate care to miss all major organs. <But it’ll hurt.> 
 
    Paul cried out as he gripped his side and slid down onto the gantry. “Kylie….” 
 
    She ignored him. <I have Paul,> she announced to the crew. <We need to get him to medical. Then I think we have a stasis pod with his name on it.> 
 
    <Understood,> Bubbs said. 
 
    <Captain, Rogers has been hurt. It’s not…it’s not good,> Ricket said, and the sound of her voice…well, it terrified Kylie.  
 
    Bubbs hurried into the umbilical, heading toward Paul. “I’ve got him, Captain, if you want to hurry to the medbay.” 
 
    Stars, how bad is Rogers? 
 
    Kylie nodded and struggled to turn around, holding onto the wall. The pain in her jaw was getting worse.  
 
    Bubbs gave her an appreciative nod. “Kickass, Captain. That’ll make a nice scar.” 
 
    She touched her jaw and then winced from the pain, but she paid it no mind. She was only worried about Rogers. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE EMPRESS’S NEW CLOTHES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.27.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: The People’s Palace, Banglad, Battia 
 
    REGION: Hanoi System, Silstrand Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ranstock pulled the collar of her jacket up around her neck. A simple blue jacket, white pants, and a conservative necklace completed her look. Her blonde hair was done up in a braided twist around the base of her head, a look that softened her appearance quite a bit. Still, she didn’t feel right about this.  
 
    The job, the palace, everything felt out of place. 
 
    <Empress Ranstock,> Lieutenant Lew said, <we’ve sent the drone to your father. We should hear back from him in just a few weeks.> 
 
    <Good. Thank you, Lew.> 
 
    She wondered if he’d come, then chastised herself. Of course he will.  
 
    Drawing herself up, she left her private quarters and walked into her suite’s main room. Lana stood at the window, hands folded in front of her as she stared off at something in the distance.  
 
    Ranstock walked toward her, but paused and studied herself in a full-length mirror, wondering if she was striking the right look.  
 
    “Empress,” Lana said as she turned and handed her a golden staff with a gleaming emerald in the center. 
 
    “Stars, Lana. Please call me Ranstock. If you don’t, I think I might lose it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m only here to help.” Lana’s tone was serious, but her eyes glinted with mischief.  
 
    “And I thank you for that.” Ranstock touched the staff but then changed her mind. She shook her head. “Put that thing away, along with the throne. I have no intention of using anything that Empress Mei touched. I want it all burned.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can burn something like this.” Lana chuckled. “Well, I guess if the fire is hot enough. But really, you need to give the people of Battia something that is familiar to them. You don’t want to scare them. They have so much change to accept already.” 
 
    Ranstock twisted her lips and scowled. “I suppose you’re right. I shouldn’t let my contempt for Mei sour me on how I respond to everything.” 
 
    A bell chimed, and Lana raced to the door to answer it. Grayson and Maureen entered, along with Ranstock’s new advisors, who had come with Silstrand’s fleet. Ranstock left her place in front of the mirror to greet them.  
 
    Grayson gave a curt bow and then shook her hand. “Empress, we just want to wish you luck. You have our support.” 
 
    “But you’re leaving, aren’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “Silstrand calls. I’ll spend a while here yet, a week at most, but then I must get back. The fleet will remain longer, though. You’re a part of the alliance, now. Silstrand will make sure your transition is as easy as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you for all that you’ve done. I can’t express it enough, but I think we’ll be all right here.” Ranstock smiled at Lana, who smiled back. 
 
    “We leave you in Lana’s capable hands. I’ll see you around. Good luck with your speech.” Grayson nodded and headed back out the way he came in. 
 
    “He’s a force to be reckoned with,” Ranstock said. 
 
    Maureen smiled. “That he is. The SSF is lucky to have him, whether they know it or not.” 
 
    Ranstock raised an eyebrow and cast a weary glance at Lana. “I guess it’s time, then.”  
 
    She took a deep breath and stepped up the three stairs to the balcony. The door was closed, and now two of her security guards opened it for her. With her staff in hand, Ranstock stepped outside to address her people. 
 
    When she peered down, a gust of wind took her breath away. She was awestruck to see how many had gathered where the gates in the golden wall had once been, and humbled as she heard their chants and calls to see the empress.  
 
    She paused and glanced back at Lana, who only nodded. 
 
    Ranstock held in her sigh and returned to face the crowd. “People of Battia, my people. It’s time for us to forget the tyranny of Empress Mei Maji and forge a new future together. One where we prosper, where we don’t fear technology, but rather use it to better ourselves and our culture. We must forget fear and terror, and move forward with hope. There’s so much that we need to undo and so much you must be taught, but we can do it one step at a time.” 
 
    She slammed the edge of the staff down into the stone balcony twice, the noise carrying through the crowd. “The first step to leaving behind the past is to forget the old ways. I will start with the melting of this staff, followed by the golden throne, and eventually this very palace will be gone to show you that our situation is the same. What happens to you, happens to me. May history never forget what Empress Mei has done, and may we also ensure we never repeat her mistakes.” 
 
    Ranstock took a deep breath, and when her people clapped, when they began to shout with excitement, she held her arm up high into the air.  
 
    Their calls of joy and excitement climbed only higher. 
 
    <Go now,> Ranstock ordered, and a moment later, blue, red, green, and purple fireworks burst over the capital for the first time in over one thousand years.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    HOME 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.25.8948 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
 
    LOCATION: Barbaric Queen, approaching FTL jump point 
 
    REGION: Dante Velorum System, Fringe 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If this keeps up, we’re going to need a bigger medbay.” 
 
    Rogers opened his eyes and glanced over at Ricket with a smile. He stretched his hand out to her. She took it and gingerly hopped up beside him on his cot. “You guys didn’t manage to eat that dinner yet, did you?” 
 
    “Eat without the cook?” Ricket’s smile fell. “We did, and it was delicious.” 
 
    “You ate without me? I can’t believe the betrayal!” 
 
    “Well, it was sitting right there, getting cold, and you were unconscious. It was nervous eating. None of us enjoyed it all.” 
 
    <I DID,> Mr. Fizzle Pop said. <YUM YUM.> 
 
    “Besides him, no one enjoyed it. Especially Kylie. Let’s be honest, we’re lucky it didn’t fall out of the hole beneath her jaw.” 
 
    Rogers laughed and then grimaced. Then laughed again. “Ow, it hurts.” 
 
    “I should go, let you get some rest. I just wanted to see you.” Ricket started to rise, but Rogers held her in place. 
 
    “And have you walk out again? Look what happened the last two times. A nuclear blast, and a knife right up the back.” 
 
    “Those are pretty bad odds.” Ricket snuggled down and planted a kiss on his lips. “I guess I’d better stay.” 
 
    “For how long? Soon, we’ll jump to FTL and head home to Silstrand space. What’s going to happen then?” 
 
    Ricket bit her lip, looking unsure. “How about we worry about that tomorrow and just enjoy today?” 
 
    Rogers wanted to argue, hash it out, but Ricket kissed him passionately and everything else faded away. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Umbilical detached,> Kylie said as she sat up in her cabin’s bed. Her tongue had been pieced back together, but she wasn’t ready to talk out loud quite yet. The damn thing still felt as tender as an open wound. <You sure you don’t want some company?> 
 
    <I’m fine, Captain. I think I need some time alone. I’ll see you when I arrive at Silstrand. This stealth ship and I are going to get along fine,> Bubbs said. 
 
    Kylie knew Bubbs was taking something hard, and just wished the woman would talk to her about it. <All right, but if you need to talk when we arrive—> 
 
    <I’d rather we just go beat something up,> Bubbs said and cut the communication.  
 
    Kylie sighed and settled back against her pillows. Everyone handled disappointment and trauma differently, she knew that. She just wished she could reach Bubbs.  
 
    Absently, she stroked Mr. Fizzle Pop, who sat beside her, but he was restless and wouldn’t stay still for very long. 
 
    <We’ll see her again soon, Mr. Fizzle Pop.> 
 
    He glanced up at her with wide and sad yellow eyes. “NO. TOOK OFF MY TRACKER. BUBBS GONE FOR GOOD. SHE’S GONE.” 
 
    Kylie didn’t believe that. Bubbs wouldn’t just leave them, but Mr. Fizzle Pop believed it. He meowed and roared, crying the best a selfish furball could. She scooped him up and held him close, feeling just as uncertain about the future as always. 
 
    <SAID I FOUND TEAM. SAID I NEED STAY.> 
 
    Could it be true? Kylie wished Bubbs would just talk to her.  
 
    Absently, she stroked Mr. Fizzle Pop’s furry head. <Come on. Let’s find the others and then have something to eat.> 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop pouted and swatted her with his tail. <NOT HUNGRY.> 
 
    <Oh, come on, I’m sure you’re hungry for something.> 
 
    <OK. MAYBE LITTLE SOMETHING. LIKE WHOLE CAKE OR PIZZA. STILL OWE ME.> 
 
    That sounded more like the cat Kylie loved. 
 
    She rose from her bed and walked out into the corridor. Mr. Fizzle Pop trotted by her side as though he had always been there. It felt good to get moving. Now that she was a brunette again, she felt like things were getting back to normal. 
 
    <Paul Rhoads is still in stasis and vitals are at optimal levels, just in case you were worried,> Marge said. 
 
    <I wasn’t, but thank you.> 
 
    <I’ve gone over and over the data. Chassea had her DNA altered to fool anyone who might link her to Paul or Peter. She really was the daughter no one knew about.> Marge sighed. <I feel like a damn fool. I nearly got us all killed. I nearly got you killed.> 
 
    <You can’t fault yourself. You couldn’t have known.> 
 
    <Maybe. Or maybe if I’d dug a little deeper, I would’ve discovered it. I’m sorry if I let you down.> 
 
    <You didn’t,> Kylie said simply. <We’re all right now. We’ll get to Silstrand, we’ll get some rest, I’ll see Paul through to the other side of this, and then we’ll be ready for our next mission. Whatever that ends up being.> 
 
    Kylie stepped onto the bridge and saw Ricket standing with her arms crossed by the pilot’s seat, as Rogers readied the ship for the transition into the dark layer and their long journey home to Silstrand. Kylie never imagined that she’d miss the place, but she did. After everything they had been through, she almost even missed Maverick. 
 
    Almost.  
 
    He had been simple enough, and she had always known what to expect. Her mission to capture Paul had been far harder than she’d ever imagined it would be. 
 
    “YO, ASSHOLES! WHO HAS COFFEE?” 
 
    Ricket groaned. “Cat on the bridge.” 
 
    Rogers tilted his head back to gaze at Kylie. “Cap on the bridge.” 
 
    Kylie smiled and patted his forehead. <Ouch, smiling still hurts.> 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain,” Ricket said. “But I’m glad we’re all right. Glad we’re still together.” 
 
    <I wish Bubbs was here. Something’s bothering her,> Kylie said with a rueful expression. 
 
    <SHE’S GONE,> Mr. Fizzle Pop said, curling around Ricket’s legs. 
 
    “Until then, I guess you’re stuck with us.” Ricket pulled some cat treats out of her pocket and placed them on the floor for him. 
 
    <YUM. SNARF. GULP.> 
 
    “Hey, eat with your link closed!” Rogers chastised.  
 
    <Oh, be nice,> Kylie said with a smile. <He really helped out, when push came to shove.> 
 
    “Tell me about it. I think he saved my life.” Rogers shook his head. 
 
    Kylie nodded. Their lives had gone from strange to bizarre these past few months.  
 
    “Well,” Ricket said, stretching her arms overhead and then placing one on the back of Rogers’ seat. “I guess I owe Fizz a big platter of beef jerky, because there’s no way I’m leaving any of you just yet.” 
 
    Mr. Fizzle Pop glanced up. “LOVE JERKY.”  
 
    Rogers grinned at Ricket, and Kylie felt like a third wheel in the best possible way. Having someone you cared about always made things feel a little better—even if it did complicate things.  
 
    <I’ll take kitchen duty. You lovebirds stay here. I’ll let you know when dinner is on.>  
 
    At the bridge’s exit, Kylie turned and gazed at her crew, or rather, those present and accounted for. Her heart felt light, and she smiled at the tenderness between them, wanting nothing more than this simple comradery as they simply stood and talked. 
 
    Family. It was what you made of it. 
 
    Maybe Kylie was already home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The hunt for her family and the mission to stop the Revolution Fleet is finally over.  
 
      
 
    But now comes the hard part. Her brother is facing a long trial, and there are Orion ships in the Fringe. Grayson is on his way back to Silstrand, and their paths will cross once more.  
 
      
 
    Find out what lies in store for Kylie and the crew of the Barbaric Queen in Impulse Shock. 
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