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The 'path' comes into being only because we observe it.
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Prologue

TWO MONTHS AGO
Spaceships, thought Jim Hollingsworth, are ugly. But I love them.
He was in free fall on the bridge of the Expeditionary Fleet flag ship Virginia, watching the other ten ships in his fleet position themselves for relocation. Born in space, never knowing the friction of atmosphere, starships had no need for aerodynamics. They lacked the sleek, raptor-like lines he’d imagined as a boy. Their only saving grace was the need for efficient thrust, which meant the main drive system had to push through the center of mass. This, in turn, meant the center of mass needed to be standardized and easily calculated. The result was an elongated, symmetrical hull. Most vac ships were long, sometimes fat, cylinders. But that’s where the symmetry ended. Those cylindrical hulls bulged at one end with massive engines, and their facades were marred by bulbous thrust packages like blisters covering the hull, along with antennae, weapons ports, and wave armor manipulators. Due to the stress of high velocity turns and the damage from micro-meteor impacts, vac ships had to be built strong, so they ended up looking like wart-covered boars with sparse, thick bristles.
Still, he loved them. He could describe the purpose of every protrusion and blister jutting out of every ship on his interface. He could detail their mass and the ratio of that mass to the overall value of the equipment.  Though not pleasing to the eye, to the knowing mind a starship was a fabulous equation, a perfect equilibrium of undesirable mass and essential utility.
“Hop-ready in five minutes, Admiral,” said Amelia Cosgrove, his acting executive officer.
“Very good,” Hollingsworth acknowledged in his New Alabamian drawl. “Comms, hail the Ulysses. Get me Commander Ryder. My console only.”
“Aye, sir.” Pause. “Commander Ryder, sir.”
Hollingsworth swam to his command chair and strapped in. While his interface delivered massive amounts of data directly to his brain, he still needed the screen for comms. On screen, he saw the face of his true executive officer, currently serving as temporary master of the Ulysses.  Matt Ryder had a good poker face despite his open, expressive features, but the admiral thought he saw tension at the corners of the younger man’s green eyes. Hollingsworth activated his privacy screens, then opened the channel so that Ryder could see him, too.
The Ulysses was light years away, hurtling toward the target location at a significant fraction of light speed, having started its run nearly a week ago. Thanks to the quantum entanglement link the two ships shared, communication was instantaneous.
“How’s your vessel, Commander?” Hollingsworth asked.
Ryder replied in a voice that contained only the barest hint of an Acadian accent. “She’s not the Virginia, sir, but she’s shipshape.”
“And Captain Kowal?”
“Not in as good a condition,” Ryder said. “Sir, permission to -- ?”
“Always, Commander.  What’s on your mind?”
“I can handle the command, sir. But Kowal nearly blew his tubes when I relieved him and he has not calmed down in the last seven days. He may try to make trouble when we get home.”
“Let him,” Hollingsworth shrugged it off.  “You’re the right man for the strategy we’ve worked out. Just bad luck for Kowal that his ship fit the bill. Also, between you and me, I don’t trust a Yankee.”
“Yes, sir.” Ryder barely stifled a squirm.
“I am counting on you, Commander.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Virginia out.”
The screen went blank and Hollingsworth nodded to himself.  He’d put his exec in a tough position, stepping on board another battleship to relieve an experienced captain.  But hell, nothing about this mission was orthodox. It had been simpler to transfer Ryder over to the other cruiser than it would have been to reposition one of his own ships. Ryder was bound to get some grief over on that Yankee ship, but the young man had endured worse. Besides, Ryder was everything Hollingsworth trusted:  brave, quick on his feet, and Acadian. Well, Acadian enough, anyway.
His acting XO, Cosgrove, said, “Admiral, Penrose generator reports ready. Intrinsic field reports stable. We are ready to hop.” He liked Cosgrove. She was no Matt Ryder, but she was a good officer.
“Understood,” Hollingsworth said. “Stand by.”
He made sure his privacy screen was still active and connected to a different Q-phone, this one linked to Acadia. Whenever he thought of Acadia he thought of Cadie and his home of Ash Grove, with its whitewashed walls and its hardwood floors. What he saw instead was the ornate reception hall of Parlay House, and the cherubic face of Carter LeBeau.
“Good evening, Admiral,” LeBeau said. LeBeau had a smooth voice, the kind that should be reading bed time stories or selling real estate.
“Hello, Congressman,” Hollingsworth said. “We are a few minutes away from the point of no return.”
“Oh, we are a ways past that, I hope,” the congressman purred.
“Technically, no,” Hollingsworth said. “This action is within the scope of my command. It’s not unprecedented for the Ex Fleet to take initiative.”
LeBeau found that turn of phrase amusing. “We certainly are taking the initiative, Admiral. I assume your observation about the point of no return is not meant to express second thoughts?” The question was delivered in the same jovial tone, but it was much more pointed.
“No,” Hollingsworth said. His voice conveyed none of LeBeau’s amusement. “If I had second thoughts, you wouldn’t have to ask about them, Carter.”
LeBeau smiled, apparently oblivious to any hint of danger. “Then all’s well. I trust you found the intelligence download useful?”
Hollingsworth grunted. LeBeau presented himself as a likable buffoon, but Jim knew it was an act. Everyone in the colonial government knew it was an act. In fact, if the intelligence brief the congressman had sent him was any indication, LeBeau wasn’t just smarter than his persona, he was as sharp as a carving knife, and he had access to first rate military data from sources even Hollingsworth wasn’t aware of. He’d refused to tell the admiral where he’d gotten the information. Jim was tempted to ask again, but if the congressman hadn’t told him in a secured meeting room on Acadia, he wasn’t going to broadcast it to the Virginia’s bridge.
LeBeau interpreted Hollingsworth’s silence as doubt, so he added, “Admiral, Acadia is going to need Kumagai system in the very near future. This move is a cornerstone of our strategy.”
Hollingsworth was annoyed by the condescension, but said nothing. LeBeau had misinterpreted his pause, and the admiral didn’t mind that. He didn’t need LeBeau reading his thoughts. So instead, he just said, “That wasn’t my concern. My fleet is ready to go.”
“And some day, all of humankind will thank us.”
“Hollingsworth out.”
LeBeau needed to elevate their actions into the sphere of legend, but Jim didn’t much care for hyperbole. He was a pragmatist. He knew what they were doing, and why. If LeBeau needed aggrandizement, that was his business.
The admiral turned to Cosgrove. “Flash the fleet. Let’s go.”
She nodded, and invisible signals bounced among the ships.  They broke formation, using QVT drives to create distance. Emergency maneuvers would have required the thrusters, but thruster fuel was finite, so standard operating procedure dictated the use of quantum vacuum thrust for non-emergent positioning. The QVTs provided adequate thrust to push the ships gently apart until the miniscule gravity each exerted on another could not be registered, and the acting exec said as much.
“Activate the relocation engine.”
“Aye, sir. Relocation engine activated,” the helmsman said.
“Penrose Field to full strength,“ Hollingsworth said. 
“Field to one hundred percent.” In the exact middle of the Virginia, the Penrose generator powered up, and the ship was surrounded by a massive circle of energy.  Graduate students would have called it a gravitational declination field. Sailors called it a “glory hole.” 
The stars winked out as the fundamental forces of the universe were blocked by the Field. No electromagnetic energy passed through it. Even gravitons — especially gravitons — were blocked. No particles penetrated it.
“Superposition achieved,” the helmsman announced.
Suddenly Admiral Hollingsworth, his entire crew, and the Virginia, were everywhere. The feeling was horrible. Its psychological result was even worse: Koslov’s effect. Enormous emptiness and loneliness filled Jim Hollingsworth.                                                                        Before it took him completely, he said, “Hop.”
One unit of Planck time later, they were elsewhere. The Kumagai system, twenty-some-odd light years from their previous location.
Then Koslov swept over him. He had been, for a fraction of a second, both nowhere and everywhere in the universe, and because the universe was composed almost entirely of emptiness, the sensation was unbearable. It did not matter that he had experienced this dozens of times.  All he knew was that, at this moment, his life was inconsequentially small. Purposeless. Koslov had him.
I am Jim Hollingsworth, and I love Cadence.  And Becky. And these men under my command, damn I am proud of them. He felt memories of his family fill some of the emptiness. It was standard Navy psych training, and it worked very well for Hollingsworth. “Remember who you are,” the psych manual said.  “Remember your family, your friends, your fellow crewmen. Space may be empty, but your life is not.”  Virginia’s three chaplains would be moving about the ship now, doing that job for those who could not do it themselves.
Even in Koslov's grip, Hollingsworth made sure to look around to judge the people of the watch. He wasn’t looking for the most affected. He was looking for anyone not affected at all. Any rational human being felt Koslov’s to a greater or lesser degree, and in fact, the Navy had found that its best and brightest officers could be affected quite severely. But there was a percentage that went unaffected – those whose egos and self esteem were so unreasonably large that it never occurred to them to feel in touch with the world around them, or sociopaths for whom disconnection was the norm.  That was the real danger Koslov had shown them so many years before.
Cosgrove dragged herself out of Koslov and said, “Relocation complete. One million klicks off the buoy — ”
“Acceleration one gee. Aim for the buoy. Fleet to keep formation.”
The navigator sent him an alert. “Sir, the gravitational waves from this neutron star make course plotting difficult.”
“Understood, Nav.” Hollingsworth hadn’t ordered his navigator to chart a course yet, but it was standard operating procedure to plot a course out of the star’s gravity well, and continuously update that route. Kumagai’s powerful magnetic field and gravity waves posed no danger to the ship, but made Penrose Field predictions difficult. “Keep me updated.”
Alarms clanged.  “Tac here,” announced the tac officer.  “Contact at our two seventy, thirty degrees up plane.  Four hundred thousand kilometers.”
Hollingsworth spoke commands in even tones. “Activate wave armor. Load tubes with canister.”
There was a sensation of weight as the ship accelerated via thruster array, and a faint slurring sound through the hard skin of the ship as the wave armor came to life. Wave armor was another reason that space ships looked different from Hollingsworth’s boyhood imaginings. Layer upon layer of nanites covered the warship’s hull, making up most of its thickness, in fact. Much to the disappointment of futurists who’d fantasized about nanite-made cathedrals and auto-built cities, it turned out that nanites were terrible at complex programming. They were simply too small to encode elaborate tasks. But for simple tasks, they were astoundingly cheap and efficient, and “Go there, patch that hole,” was not a difficult command. The skins of warships were active participants in a battle.
Hollingsworth settled into his chair and blinked up the combat display on his interface. His field of vision filled with a tactical graph that only he could see, thanks to his internal link with the Virginia’s systems. The graph showed the solar system, his own fleet, and the enemy.  The Ulysses, still out of range, was nowhere to be seen on that display, but he knew she was out there.
Kumagai’s system was made up of a neutron star and several planets. One of the planets was too close to the star when it had gone supernova millennia ago, and although it had survived, it was little more than a blasted sphere of rock. The second planet, farther out, was a gas giant that had probably formed in the aftermath of the star’s transition. The Jovian included three moons that were mineral rich, which made the system interesting as a mining colony. But it had been a follow up study, a private one commissioned by LeBeau, that had set things in motion. The third planet, whatever its original makeup had been, was now a smaller, heavy-cored ball with a thick methane atmosphere.
The Union — that is to say, Acadia, with a passing nod to the Union — had put a small station in orbit around Kumagai Two. Officially, it was a mining facility designated Kumagai Station. In reality, it was four surveyors, two bush pilots, and a couple of janitors, but they represented humanity’s hold on the system and that made them important. At their current light distance, Kumagai Base wouldn’t know they had arrived for another ninety minutes. If Hollingsworth’s plan worked, this affair would be over by then.
The tactical officer announced, “Seven tangos. Drives indicate four Ursine battle cruisers and three laser stations.”
“Split screen. Comms, get me the Ulysses and relay our telemetry to them.”
Matt Ryder’s face appeared.  “Pretty much what we anticipated,” the admiral said.
“We expected more laser stations, sir,” Ryder said with a hint of anxiety.  “The manned ships will be a challenge.”
Hollingsworth understood his meaning. The Ursine favored unmanned laser stations as combat vessels. The fact that they’d included three crewed battle ships complicated the plan. But he said, “That’s why I put you in charge, Mr. Ryder. Proceed. Virginia out.
The screen went blank for a moment. Hollingsworth saw his own ghostly reflection in the dark rectangle. He allowed himself a deep, slow breath. “Hail ‘em. Main screen.”
There was a pause as the Virginia’s computer negotiated with the Ursine ship.  This was tricky business. The Navy’s electronic warfare division had spent billions searching for ways to sneak viral software in through the innocent “handshake” signals starships exchanged, and twice as much money defending against just such attacks.  Both sides understood the danger, and limited their exposure.  The result was an electronic flirtation as coy as a preacher’s daughter.
An Ursine officer appeared on screen. The Ursine were a little taller than humans, but unlike homo sapiens, they had not entirely evolved away from quadrupedal movement. To hurry over long distances, an Ursine would drop to all fours and sprint with terrifying speed. This posture change had a wide-ranging affect on Ursine culture, from ship design to diplomacy. At least, that’s what the xenologists told him. Their body hair was shorter than a bear’s, but was more obvious than human hair and gave more coverage. They had short snouts like muzzles. The males usually wore their facial hair in braided beards. The plaits made Hollingsworth think of Vikings. He admired the look.
There was lag time between the transmission and display on the admiral’s screen, not because of distance (they were close enough that light speed lag was almost non-existent) but because the translation routine took a second or two to render Ursine into English. And it was not perfect.
“Earth ship Virginia,” the Ursine growled. “I am Gerent Grzynka of the Third Hunting Pack. Explain your here-now in Ursine space.”
“We aren’t in Ursine space.” Hollingsworth wanted to say more, but he'd read the book on Ursine communications. So he said no more, glanced at a tactical display that predicted the Ulysses' high speed approach into the system, then returned to study the Ursine face. There was only one piece of information Hollingsworth needed to confirm.  His plan depended on it.
“The system is Ursine,” the Ursine said. “This has already been shown to the humans on the orbital habitat.”
“You mean you threatened them.”
The Ursine, Grzynka, either didn’t understand the difference or didn’t care. “Remove the orbital habitat or the Ursine will remove it with aggression.”
Hollingsworth delivered a simple statement that he was counting on to tell him everything. “Perhaps we can discuss this.”
The Ursine showed its teeth. “No discussion. Evacuate immediately.”
That’s it, Hollingsworth thought.  He gave a prearranged hand signal to his acting exec and Cosgrove sent a Q-phone signal to the Ulysses, identifying the ship Hollingsworth had been talking to.
Aboard the Ulysses, Commander Matthew Ryder marked the signal, as did his tactical officer. They were closing fast on the system that Hollingsworth had just hopped into, traveling at just over twenty percent of the speed of light. That speed exceeded the safety parameters of their navigational systems, and normally made combat operations impossible, but Hollingsworth had authorized the move. They had started a week ago, accelerating at two gees and had kept that acceleration up the entire time. The QVT was used to move ships from the edges of star systems into and around planets quickly, since it provided easy, constant acceleration, but velocity that high was usually pointless in combat, since it would carry you past your object in a flash and take weeks to turn around. At the speed they were traveling, Ulysses would flash by Hollingsworth faster than the blink of an eye.
This was why Ulysses was so important, and why Hollingsworth had put his own exec in command. Virginia and Ulysses shared a direct Q-phone connection. While all military ships carried an entangled communications device, they usually connected to a central communications hub on Earth that contained a matching Q-phone for each ship. That hub relayed the information from one ship to another. The relay caused a fractional delay, a delay so small that it was inconsequential for most operations, even combat operations. But in this case, Hollingsworth needed precision up to a few meters across a full light second of space.
“Rail guns ready,” Matt ordered.
“Rail guns, aye.”
“Target the engines of every Ursine ship except the one Virginia just sent us. Add two additional rounds for each of the laser stations and recalculate.”
There was a pause, an anxious second that represented a sixty thousand kilometers of travel for Ulysses. “Targeted, sir.”
“Fire.”
Ulysses' machine intelligence, or MINT, had made a massive number of delicate calculations quickly: anticipating Ulysses' position at the moment of release of each rail gun round; the estimated position of each target when the round arrived, just over twenty minutes into the future, based on information forwarded in real time by Virginia; minute changes in acceleration as ship’s power was briefly diverted to the guns. The calculations had to be precise because the rounds they were firing were simple steel spheres without a shred of circuitry or ordnance on them. Cannon balls.
Ulysses fired. The rail guns added their velocity to the already fast-moving ship.                                           “Rounds away,” the tactical officer reported.
Matt nodded. The cannon balls, with no guidance systems, were now on their own and would continue on their current trajectories until the end of time unless some force acted on them. “Ops, signal all hands. Prepare to execute tactical turn and emergency deceleration.”
He caught muffled groans from the bridge crew, something he never would have heard aboard Virginia. He disliked the reaction, but he couldn’t blame them. The truth was, there was no real need for a tactical turn. At the speed Ulysses was traveling, it would take well over a week to decelerate no matter how hard they tried to stop. Ships rarely engaged in combat at these velocities because they usually wanted to keep possession of the star system after winning a battle. There was no point making a successful hit and run, but then ending up so far out of the fight that new forces had occupied the target by the time you returned. Flipping the ship at a more leisure rate would only cost them a few million kilometers, which they could afford, or could make up easily on the return if they needed to. But it was good practice for the crew, and Matt had, out of necessity, developed a personal standard that was higher than his peers. That was part of the reason Hollingsworth had taken him under his wing.              Personnel all over the ship scrambled into gel racks near their bunks or duty stations.
“All stations report ready,” the officer of the watch announced.
“Turn and burn,” Matt ordered, then clenched his teeth so he didn’t bite his tongue off.
The Ulysses' drive shut down. She was now coasting, but coasting at nearly sixty thousand kilometers per second. Matt felt a moment of free fall as the lateral thruster arrays took over and pushed the ship’s nose to port while the rear array pushed the stern to starboard.
The ship flipped. Personnel stationed at the center of rotation felt minimal force, while those at the bow and stern felt the ship’s bulkhead push against them. When the turn was completed, they were hurtling ass backward through interstellar space at an impressive fraction of light speed. The centrifugal stresses eased, but not for long. Matt gave his next command. “Prepare for hard deceleration at four gees.”
The QVT reactivated. Its initial effect was small relative to their current velocity, so the Ulysses also fired its fusion thruster package. More rapidly than anyone liked, four times Earth’s gravity settled onto them, and most thanked the stars for their gel racks.
Matt lifted a heavy, clumsy hand. Thrust gravity pushed against him and he had to look at his fingers to will them to move toward his screen.
Ignoring the red tinge around the edges of his vision, he said, “Helm, continue four gees until our rate of speed is reduced to below one percent of light speed, then reduce to one gravity.”
It would take them seven days to decelerate.
*
By the time the Ulysses finished her turn, she was several million kilometers from the point in space where she had fired her last rail gun round. Those rounds, emitting no signals or drive signatures, were nearly undetectable unless the Ursine specifically looked for them in that region of space, and they had no reason to look in that area because there were no ships there.
The steel balls, deaf, blind, and dumb, hurtled thoughtlessly through the void.
Four minutes after Ulysses fired, when light from her previous point reached the enemy ships, the Ursine looked off screen. “Captain, one of your ships just passed nearby. This was a ship of aggression.”
“We saw it,” Hollingsworth replied. “That ship is not a part of my task force.” This was technically true, and while it wouldn’t carry any weight in front of a court martial, the brass would appreciate it when they were confronted by the Ursine government.
“Why does this ship travel at light-fractional speed rather than use gravitational declination?”
“We call them Penrose fields -- " Hollingsworth said breezily.
"What?"
" --sometimes glory holes. But that’s a term used by sailors. It’s not really considered appropriate.”
“Nomenclature is not important for the talk of here-now.”
“You’re probably right,” Hollingsworth said. He paused, changing topics. “You know, I’m having second thoughts about a face to face meeting. We can probably just handle it your way.”
Grzynka grunted, a sound that came out like a short bark. He had his own intelligence reports on humans. To the Ursine, humans were an aggressive, expansionists species, but they were equal parts politics and belligerence, and more inclined to shows of force than to their actual use. The human commander’s first comment about discussion fit perfectly with expectations. But this new change of tactic did not fit the paradigm. The Ursine commander received a ping on his personal screen and scanned a note from his onboard psy ops officer. His conclusion was that the human was bluffing.
“You’ll regret fighting us,” Grzynka said into the screen. “We award you twelve minutes, thirteen seconds” — the translator had automatically converted some Ursine time metric into the Earth equivalent— “to vacate this system. We will give you two additional days to remove your habitat.”
Hollingsworth had no idea of the Ursine psy ops officer’s message, but he’d read both the Union case studies on Ursine psychology and the Ursine studies on humans, which had recently been decoded. He was pretty sure he understood what the Ursine thought of him. He was like a poker player whose opponent had been given a list of his tells. But he’d seen the list, too.
“Now you’re threatening us,” the admiral said. In Ursine psychology, statements of fact about violence were a sign of weakness — immediate submission to a threat display was respectable, but a middling protest meant lack of conviction.
“That word threaten does not translate,” Grzynka replied. “The Ursine do not state violence unless we intend to use violence.”
Hollingsworth nodded, using the movement to check his timer. “I’d heard that. Humans use verbal as well as non-verbal displays in order to avoid violence, whenever possible. Our scientists tell us — “
The Ursine interrupted him. “Admiral, did that ship — ?”
The screen went blank. The Ursine sensors had finally picked up the incoming rounds on radar. Here was the only real variable in Hollingsworth’s plan. If the Ursine sensor capabilities were similar to his own (and intelligence reports suggested they were), the aliens would have navigational sensors that detected objects up to three light minutes away. But to maximize range, those sensors usually projected forward, giving the ship time to either vaporize an object in its path or make a slight course adjustment. This was also the reason ships rarely traveled faster than a few percentage points of light speed — they needed time to detect objects in their path. Hollingsworth was counting on the fact that the Ursine wouldn’t be scanning abeam for objects that emitted no radiation signatures.
He was right. The aliens detected the rail gun rounds, but far too late to move their ships. The cannon balls, traveling at relativistic speeds, passed through the laser stations and battle cruisers, overwhelming collision shielding and smashing through hull armor. Three of the Ursine cruisers were disabled, their engines torn apart. Two of the laser stations were obliterated. One of those stations must have been hit in a critical area because jets of fiery white plasma shot from top and bottom and the station blossomed into a ball of energy.
All it would have taken any of those vessels to avoid the mindless rail gun rounds would have been a course adjustment of one or two degrees. But they hadn’t seen the rounds coming in time. Hollingsworth had known the general location of the Ursine ships two weeks ago, and Ryder had been able to make minor adjustments based on the telemetry transmitted by direct Q-phone. A smart missile would have emitted energy and telemetry that the Ursine would have detected. But they hadn’t been expecting brute kinetic force launched from light seconds away. Who would?
“Three Ursine battle cruisers neutralized,” his own tactical officer announced. “The fourth cruiser, the one we spoke with, is untouched. Two laser stations are neutralized.”
“Fire starboard tubes,” Hollingsworth ordered. “Target the last laser station.”
The Virginia shifted ever so slightly under them as ten missiles launched.  It was possible to mount offensive lasers onto a battle cruiser, but the energy required was massive and made heat dissipation almost impossible, so missiles and kinetics were the Union’s weapons of choice.
 “Missiles away,” Tactical said. ”Bandit one fired on us.”
“Admiral, Ops,” said the officer next to Tactical. “Ten tangos inbound. Ursine missiles.”
Hollingsworth gave orders urgently but easily, with the calm of a man who’d been here many times before. “Blow chaff. Twenty degrees down plane. Give me status of wave armor. Fenders ready.” 
Virginia spewed a score of electronic decoys, each one doing its best to put off heat and radio waves like a battle cruiser as Virginia “dropped” relative to the system’s orbital plane. 
Missiles, like starships, had not lived up to Hollingsworth’s boyhood dreams. They were not the sleek, high-tech arrows he’d sketched in primary school. In atmosphere, missiles used fins to stabilize and influence their vectors as they passed through the air. A sleek, shark-like shape was beneficial. But the vac cared nothing for aerodynamics. Maneuverability was entirely dependent on thrust vector from the main engine and additional guidance thrusters built all around the housing for maximum agility. Modern missiles were essentially unmanned spacecraft with ordnance stuck on the front end, and they looked like cancerous blobs. Their only saving grace was that they had to be launched from magnetic tubes, which required some approximation of symmetry.
Ops announced: “Chaff’s got three. Now four. Six are past the chaff.” A new alert lit up the Ops Officer’s face. “There’s a laser on us. Wave armor displacement is compensating.”             
“Status of missiles,” Hollingsworth demanded.
“Five thousand kilometers to starboard — separations noted. Three of them are canister.”
The admiral nodded.“Strengthen starboard wave armor. Fenders ready.”
Ops said, “Sir, that Ursine laser is hot. Wave armor is holding, but we estimate burn through in two minutes.”
Hollingsworth frowned. That was a fast burn rate. Union wave armor contained caldinium, a superheavy element that was very heat-resistant. For the Ursine laser to burn the nanites that quickly was impressive. “Understood. Tactical, status of our missiles salvo?”
“Two minutes, twenty seconds,” the tactical officer announced. Then, “All stations brace for impact.”
 Hollingsworth felt a surge of pride under the tension.  His crew were operating by the book, razor-sharp, as calm as a training drill.  He watched his interface as three of the six tangos broke apart and become multiple smaller bogeys, all hurtling with the same velocity as the original missile. Multi-projectile dispersal missiles — what Navy personnel referred to as “canister” —- had proven to be a cheap and effective weapon in space combat. Smart missiles had the benefit of chasing their targets as they maneuvered, but they often ran out of fuel and they could be confused by a Penrose Field if they passed through it. Dumb kinetics such as rail gun rounds were inexpensive and devastating, but ships could simply dodge them at even medium range. Canister had provided the best compromise — smart missiles that followed their targets and then, at relatively close range, burst into kinetic rounds. Basically shrapnel. They were cheap and, at the velocity they attained, they were often deadly. That’s what the Ursine had fired at Virginia.
Ships like Virginia had developed two defenses against kinetic rounds. The first was a series of particle beams used as a point defense system, often called ‘fenders.’ Particle beams produced heat, just as lasers did, but their purpose wasn’t to melt or destroy. The accelerated particles were fired in short bursts, or bolts, causing a battle ship to light and sparkle like a Christmas tree. Because the particle beams traveled at the speed of light, fired by a MINT that calculated the firing solutions, the fenders almost never missed, and when their tiny but highly accelerated mass struck the incoming object, the attacking round usually deflected onto a new path.
The second defense was wave armor. The exterior of most warships consisted of a relatively thin hard shell overlaid with a thick sheath of nano particles. These nanites were created using superheavy elements such as caldinium or thermium, and formed a sort of smart armor around the massive ship that acted to absorb heat and kinetic energy. The caldinium in the wave armor slowed the effect of lasers, giving the armor time to slosh away hot spots and replace them with fresh nanites. For slower ballistic rounds, such as canister shrapnel, wave armor dispersed their kinetic energy all along the length of the ship, creating the wave appearance that gave the smart armor its name. Higher velocity objects like rail gun rounds delivered too much energy to be absorbed. In fact, nanites were specifically programmed not to resist that impact. The rounds passed completely through the ship, and the wave armor just sealed itself up behind the wound like fast-healing skin. A war vessel would still sustain damage to the interior hull, and lives were still lost. But the ship would survive.
Three missiles remained. These were smart, self-guided devices that would easily outmaneuver the drones. But three were easier to handle than ten.
As the point defense lit up, the Virginia became a collection of winking lights set against the dark bulk of its wave armor. The fenders picked off dozens of objects bursting out of the canister rounds. The point defense failed to hit a few in time, and five high energy metal shards struck different points on the ship.
“Five impacts starboard,” the operations officer announced calmly. “Wave armor held off three. Penetration on starboard deck three aft and deck five amidships. Wave armor has already sealed them.”
“DCPs," Hollingsworth called out.
“Damage control parties, aye,” Ops replied. “Teams deployed. Status update in ninety seconds.”
With minimal loss of atmosphere, the control teams could focus on internal damage. Sailors would make visual inspections while robots zipped through crawl spaces to check wiring and piping. Because so much of the ship was wireless, it was actually difficult to destroy a ship with only a few penetrations. Her most sensitive areas were the QVT engine compartments and their complementary thruster arrays in the ship’s stern. And that area was heavily guarded by fenders. Unless you struck the engines, or damaged enough thruster arrays to eliminate maneuverability, military ships were hard to kill.
Hollingsworth grunted. “Remaining missiles?”
Ops said, “Three tangoes inbound. Fenders have low effect.”
The admiral nodded, his voice calm as he ran through his combat priorities. “Laser status. Time to burn through?”
“One minute, ten seconds.”
“Time to our missile impact?”
“One minute, fifty seconds.”
“Let’s kill two birds with one stone. Penrose Field ready,” Hollingsworth ordered.
“Field, aye.”
Besides pushing ships into superposition, the Field had other benefits. By its nature, a Penrose Field created a sphere around its generator that disrupted gravitons and other electromagnetic emissions, including lasers. That sphere would scatter energy beams, but did nothing to reduce the momentum of kinetic rounds. It also wreaked havoc on the circuitry of smart weapons. There was something about passing from the gravitationally constant universe into the separate sphere of the Penrose Field that made electronics go haywire. The downside of the Field was that it disrupted the Virginia’s outgoing signals as well. During the moments that the Field was up, she was effectively blind and mute.
As the three missiles shucked and jived toward Virginia, dodging chaff and shrugging off particle beams from the ship’s fenders, the nav officer waited. Two of the missiles committed to attack runs and the Field went up. Immediately, the laser that had locked onto the Virginia splashed and scattered against the Field, and new waves of nanite armor washed in to replace the superheated sections. At the same time, the two missiles passed through the Field. One of them seemed almost to stop, its dodging vector coincidentally turning it relative to Virginia and its acceleration suddenly shut down, making it seem to stand still from the point of view of the ship. A series of bursts from the fenders broke it apart. The other one passed back through the Field and forgot its purpose. 
Standard operating procedure was to activate the Field and then quickly deactivate it so that the ship could receive telemetry again. Very smart missiles took advantage of that strategy, and that’s what happened next. The third missile swerved away as the Field was activated, then turned back on a new vector once its salvo partners had entered. Its timing was good, or at least lucky. It passed through the perimeter just as the Field dropped. But one missile, even at high speed, was no match for Virginia’s point defense. It melted under the flashing lights of the fenders.
“Laser status?” Hollingsworth said as the Virginia began receiving new telemetry.
Tactical said, “The laser’s dead, sir. We got it.”
“Report on the hailing ship.  What’s she done?” Hollingsworth demanded as the Virginia began to receive new telemetry.
“She’s moving off now.” 
“Hail ‘em,” he ordered.
A second later the Ursine was on the screen, looking remarkably calm considering that he’d just lost his entire escort.  Hollingsworth didn’t stand on ceremony.  “This is Earth space.  Don’t forget it, or we’ll blow you out of the system again.”  He ended the transmission himself.
The next few moments were tense, but routine.  Tac stations watched the Ursine ships continue to make distance away from Virginia. At seven hundred thousand kilometers, or more than two light seconds, away, they were beyond the range at which it could fire any sort of effective attack. Hollingsworth stopped worrying about them.
Ryder came on after that. Even through the monitor, the younger officer’s light green eyes were striking against his skin. “Congratulations, Admiral, it worked.”
I like that young man, Hollingsworth told himself. All business. He had done the hard work, but wasn’t mentioning it. “Good shooting, Number One. What is your ETA to our rendezvous?”
“Fourteen days, sir. We will end deceleration in a week and then make way to those coordinates.”
Hollingsworth nodded. “Return command to Kowal. See you soon, Commander.”
“Yes, sir.”
Hollingsworth glanced at his tac screen. Finally, after an agonizing wait, the Ursine ship winked out of existence. Only then did he breathe a sigh of relief.
*
“He’s going to start a war!” Kowal shouted as he stormed back onto the Ulysses’ bridge. The ship was still traveling just over one percent of cee, but had reduced its thrust to one gravity. Kowal had been up and out of his gel rack as soon as possible, and with his entry onto the bridge, he became once again commander of his vessel.
Ryder stood up from the captain’s chair in deference to the man who was now his superior. The rest of the bridge crew kept their eyes on their monitors.
“I think the admiral would argue that he stopped one, sir,” Ryder replied.
“My office, Mr. Ryder,” Kowal said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder.
Space on a starship was at a premium.  Kowal’s command office, built off the bridge, could seat six miserably and four uncomfortably. For two, it was usually tolerable, but Kowal’s anger filled what space there was. Ryder minded his shins as he navigated the bolted-down chairs to sit across from the Ulysses' captain.
“Stop a war? By wrecking three Ursine battle wagons and destroying laser stations?” Kowal said as he sat.
“Yes, that’s his theory.”
Kowal was furious, but he wasn’t hot-headed enough to think Ryder was just being a smart-ass. He grunted. “Explain.”
“Thank you, sir,” Ryder said.  “You’ve read the dossier on Ursine evolution, psychology, and physiology?”
Kowal nodded.  He had a narrow, balding head, and the gesture made him look like an eagle dipping its beak.  “Territorial. Pride-based, like lions.” 
Ryder acknowledged that.  This was the summary page, what most everyone (including Ryder) had read.  Hollingsworth had dug deeper. “A lot like lions, sir, more like lions than bears. And the territorialism is important.” 
“Lions and bears,” Kowal snorted. “Get to the point, Commander.”
“Sir. The study says that the Ursine have developed a pride-base culture where displays of aggression and violence are important. Passivity and unsupported threats are perceived as weakness and invite greater aggression.”
“I know plenty of humans who are just like that.”
“But we are more cooperatively social, sir.”
“Get to the point,” Kowal repeated irritably, but he was clearly intrigued.
“The admiral figures that any diplomatic effort, no matter how assertive, would be interpreted as backing down and would make things worse. He decided to show them immediate force.”
“He didn’t kill the crews.”
“And he left the flagship untouched. That’s meant to indicate that we are sending a message rather than trying to exterminate them. We left the leader undamaged.”
“But he wrecked three laser stations and crippled three ships. That’s a brutal message to send when diplomacy was technically still on the table,” Kowal critiqued.
“We’ll find out next if it worked,” Matt admitted, “but the admiral thinks that this will shut down the dispute. It fits in with Ursine mindset.”
“Since when did Hollingsworth become an evolutionary psychologist?” Kowal grimaced.
“The man has a lot of talents,” Matt said.
Kowal's eagle beak dipped again. “You have a high opinion of him. I wonder where that’s going to put you when this whole thing goes south.” 
It occurred to Matt that Kowal hadn’t called him to the office because of the battle.  He realized that the captain was watching him closely and he felt suddenly like a fly at the edge of a spider’s web.
“Sir?” he asked.
“Don’t play dumb. I've read your file, Commander. You’re Acadian raised, but you have Earth family that can't emigrate. We both know why. Where are you going to land when the bottom drops out? Acadia is going to try to secede, and that man is going to go with it. He’s Acadian to the bone.”
“I'm Acadian, too, sir."
“Do the Acadians think so?”
The air thickened between the two men. Matt bristled automatically, and Kowal held up one hand. “Commander, don’t get angry with me. You know that I’m not expressing any personal feelings.” The worst part was, Matt did know. Kowal was many things, but he wasn’t a bigot. For a moment, Matt became acutely aware of his skin, in the same way that a person becomes aware of their clothes when they’re dressed for the wrong occasion. He despised that feeling and forced it down.
Matt’s skin color could hardly be called black. He was a light, warm coffee color, a blend of his African-American mother and his Caucasian father. On Earth, his skin was lighter than the global average, but on white-washed Acadia, he was exotic.
Kowal continued. “When I said that Hollingsworth was going to start a war, I wasn’t talking about war with the Ursine. You know that, don’t you?”
“No, sir,” Matt lied, “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”
Kowal looked more disappointed than angry. “I don’t know why you’d pick that side, even if you were born there. But you’re going to have to decide. There isn't going to be much room for fence sitting when this thing blows up.”
"Some people think it won't come to that, sir.”
Kowal’s scowl was becoming a permanent feature.  “I’m not one of them. Neither is Hollingsworth, if he’s as smart as you say.  We’ll end up on opposite sides of the line, he and I, and that means I’ll have to put him in his place. I was just curious where you’re going to be.” 
He saw Matt hesitate and chuffed.  “Don’t strain yourself. I got my answer, Commander. Get out of my office."




PART ONE: NOW




CHAPTER ONE

Matt smiled stiffly at the scanner, tight enough that the FRS chirped a warning at him. He relaxed and let the light wash over him again, and this time the facial recognition system flashed a happy green and said, “Thank you.”
He stepped through the tiny scan booth and showed his ticket to the hefty, unsmiling female agent on the other side.  Her surly look didn't concern him – transit authority agents came in two models: annoyingly happy or unreasonably angry. Matt figured they all had sticks up their asses; some just enjoyed it more than others.
This one held a palm-sized card reader up to illuminate his ticket. It told her something and she said, “Over there,” jabbing a meaty thumb in the direction of a security station.
“Problem?” Matt said. He showed his ticket again, this time with his military ID held next to it.
She shrugged.  “Find out over there.”
Matt swerved out of the general flow of travelers and toward the security station – a bare metal table with a frosted-glass door behind it and a small kiosk where two constables sat. He was glad he hadn’t worn his uniform.  Constables and Navy men did not get along.
One of the constables was already reading something off a screen at the kiosk. “Matthew Ryder. That you?” As both constables laid eyes on him, Matt recognized the slight double-take as they noticed his skin tone.
“That’s right.”  He held out his ID. They both stood up and adjusted their belts. 
“You’re a Naval officer?” the larger one asked skeptically.
“Must be some kind of welfare program,” the shorter one said.
Matt held his tongue.
“You’re booked on the Earthbound,” the big one noticed.
“That’s right.”
“You going to work on your tan?” By the dimples that formed in his jowls, he clearly thought he was funny.
“No, my conversational skills,” Matt replied drily.
He’d always felt like an outsider on Acadia, which was populated almost entirely by caucasians. But the experience had been passive, almost naive. This more aggressive attitude toward his race was relatively recent, and had increased with the rise in power of Carter LeBeau and the Acadia First movement.
The big constable didn’t seem to get the joke, but the other one, shorter and sharper, narrowed his eyes. “Why are you goin’?"
Matt bristled at the tone. They shouldn’t be asking him questions like this. But all the talk of secession made for tense times, and he'd told himself to expect the worst.
“Family. Sick family."
“‘Course you got family back there.” The note of disapproval had deepened to something between accusation and disgust. “You thinkin’ of goin’ AWOL?”
 “I was born here," Matt said.
The two constables looked at one another.  They were not like the transport agent: bored, annoyed, tedious.  These men had training, and both of them noticed that he hadn’t answered the question.
“‘Course, maybe that’s where you belong,” the smaller man said with the kind of sneer only a little man can muster. “More of your type there.”
Matt curled his hand into a fist, then willed it back open. He had enjoyed his share of bar room brawls with constables.  It was Navy tradition, in fact. At another time and place, he’d have jumped at the chance to slap down these well-diggers. But the clock was ticking. “I have family on Earth,” he repeated. “Sick family. And I have leave from my commanding officer.  You don’t have to like it.  But you can’t hold me back for it.”
The shorter constable grinned like a cat. “We can hold you back for all kinda reasons, son.” Matt felt his face flush at that word. "That’s what we do.  Now maybe we should keep you here until we check out your leave permit with this commanding officer of yours.”
“Might take a while,” the other one drawled.  “Probably miss your hop.”
Matt played his last card.  “You go ahead and call him.  Want his direct line?  His name’s Hollingsworth. Admiral James Hollingsworth.”
The constables’ reactions were a matched set: equal parts admiration and anger. Matt was relieved. If they’d never heard of Hollingsworth, he’d be out of ammunition.  But he’d counted on most constables being closet war junkies.  Hollingsworth had gotten a ton of media from the Expansion Wars.  He was a bonafide hero, and while most wouldn't admit it, a lot of well-diggers went into the constables because they couldn't make it through Navy Basic.
“Well, if it’s good enough for a man like the admiral…”
“Thanks.”  Matt snatched back his ID and turned away.  He didn’t look back.  It was a long walk down the terminal, passing gates that led to waiting verts, and verts that climbed up the gravity well to starships hanging in orbit.  But there was only one ship he cared about, the one that was destined for Earth.  




CHAPTER TWO

Carter LeBeau strode down the steps of Parlay House like a gathering wind, aides and reporters alike swirling around in his wake.
“…won’t be silenced, I’ll tell you that,” he was saying in the direction of Kate Ahlers, but in a voice loud enough to be picked up by every hand-cam within ten meters.  “The opposition can try to slow my motion with procedural trickery, but my bill will get to the floor, and then it will pass. That’s a promise!”
He delivered the final sentence in a thundering voice, worthy of a crowd that was not present, and stopped.  Carter paused as the tiny cameras whirred, uploading snippets of his pronouncements to the net.  His bodyguard, Jasper, was standing nearby looking appropriately solid and certain.  Kate looked her part as well – blonde hair pulled back in an efficient bun, skirt just short enough and tight enough. It would play well across all the worlds.
"Congressman LeBeau!" several reporters shouted at once.
LeBeau pointed to Luis Tangman from the Acadian News Network, with whom he'd had drinks the night before. "Mr. Tangman.”
"Was there any talk of canceling the new Immigration Charter?"
LeBeau’s smile was beatific. “Not a word. The new immigration policy proposed by my Acadia First coalition is fair and balanced and has no need of amendments. We have a right to decide who lives on our planet, and Earth has no right to tell us who we must allow to move here."
Tangman again: "But the Union President said -- "
"When my secession bill passes, we won't have to worry about what the Union President says."
“Do you have the votes?” another reporter asked.
“On the floor, absolutely,” the politician declared. “The Acadian people demand independence, and their representatives know it. That’s why the speaker is using his usual dirty tricks to keep it stuck in committee.”
“Carter LeBeau?” someone said beside him, very close.
LeBeau turned, startled to find a tall, angular man in a gray tunic standing right at his shoulder.  He hadn’t seen the man a moment ago.
“Y-yes?”  The stranger hadn't moved, but there was some intention in his stance that made Kate back away, and Jasper step forward.
“I am Samuel. A Templar. I am here to offer you service.”
“T-Templar,” LeBeau stammered, his eloquence lost like mangled guitar chords as the cameras whirred. He’d never seen a Templar before, not in person. The Templar was only a few centimeters taller than Jaspar, but his lean, muscular frame made him appear to tower over others. His face was human-like, but more like a caricature of human-ness — longer jaw; protruding, bony brows; and sharp, predatory eyes.
The offer of Templar service, along with all its implications, was just hitting LeBeau when the bomb went off.  A parked roller just a few paces away exploded, knocking everyone off their feet except the Templar, who knew it was coming and had dropped into a crouch a split second before.  The world shook, and LeBeau found himself staring up at the sky.  He had fallen. He tasted smoke and copper in his mouth.  Copper means blood, he thought. I read that somewhere.
People were screaming words, but his ears were ringing too loudly to comprehend them. Then Jasper was leaning over him, his face bloody, shouting. For a moment, there was no sound, only the image of Jasper’s rough face framed by the sky, his lips moving soundlessly. Then sound came all at once, like suctioned hands pulled away from his ears.
“...was the Templar!  He knew! He knew the bomb was going off!”
LeBeau hated panic. He felt panic in himself, but when he saw it clearly in Jasper he despised him for it, and that made him calm. “Of course he knew, you idiot. He’s a Templar!  Get off me!”  He climbed to his feet, his brain and his legs wobbly, in time to see several men running his way, their arms stretching forward. Pointing at him. A pinprick of light made him blink and a mosquito whined past his ear.  A reporter to his right sat down like a child pouting and didn't get up again.
LeBeau thought, Not pointing. Shooting.
The Templar was still crouched down beside him, his face stoic. He raised one eyebrow questioningly.  “Yes!” LeBeau yelled. “Yes, for Christ’s sake, I accept!”
LeBeau did not see what happened next, but he watched the vids later, the scene captured from several odd, bouncing perspectives as reporters found cover but stabbed their handcams out into the open.  The Templar moved almost too fast for the high-def cameras to record. He swept LeBeau to the ground, while simultaneously drawing a flechette pistol from his tunic.  He fired three times from a prone position, and three attackers stumbled and fell.  The rest scattered for cover.  The Templar leaped to his feet and charged toward the nearest assassin, who had taken cover behind a sleek-looking roller now peppered with scorch marks and burning bits of exploded car. The assassin popped up and fired, but the Templar ducked the round like he was playing a game of dodge ball, leaped over the roller’s hood and shot the assassin in the face.  He came around, leveling his weapon, but the last assailant was gone. 
By the time LeBeau had climbed to his feet, Samuel was standing over him. His weapon was nowhere in sight.
“Are they -- ?  Did you -- ?”
“They were sent here to kill you.”
“How did you know?”
Samuel didn’t reply. 
Sirens wailed and grew louder, and in another few seconds the sky was filled with verts.  Two of the vertical flyers remained airborne, while three more descended. LeBeau’s mind was bouncing around, flitting among minute, random details:  the dark sclera of the Templar’s completely black eyes; the Penrose Fields of the verticals shimmering like wet bubbles in the sunlight; how quiet they were until the fields were shut off and they dropped the last noisy meter to the ground.  Even before they touched down, their hatches opened and constables poured out of them.
And now all LeBeau could think of was how that failed assassination had just guaranteed his career.




CHAPTER THREE

“What the fuck!” yelled the President of the Union of Earth, throwing a thumb drive across the briefing room. It bounced off the wall and landed at the feet of Keith Merker, his Chief of Staff.  Around the table, various military, intelligence, and political advisors shifted uncomfortably in their chairs. The aides pressed against the walls clearly wished they were elsewhere.
Merker picked up the tiny information chip.  “Mr. President --  “
“I don’t give a damn!” the president yelled back at whatever Merker was going to say. In public he was a forceful, eloquent speaker. He saved his sailor’s mouth for private rants and backroom negotiations.  Merker, of course, had heard it all before.  “Do you know what kind of shit that bastard is going to make of this?”
Merker nodded firmly.  His boss would cool down after a moment.  In the meantime, it was good for his privy council to twist in the wind.  Someone had screwed the pooch, and they needed to be afraid of the President of United Earth.
Brett Wilkens had risen steadily through the ranks: a lower level political career, two terms as President of the United States, and now a second term as President of the Union of Earth, probably the hardest job in the human sphere.  The Presidency was a “first among equals” position, meaning Wilkens had titular authority over other heads of state and, in fact, over all the colony worlds, but in practice everything was a negotiation.  Earth had been forced to create a unified government the minute they discovered they weren’t alone in the universe.  As much as the different nations mistrusted each other, none of them wanted an alien race to have a backdoor onto their planet.  But unanimity did not equal unquestioned authority.  The President had to fight for every scrap of legislation or action he wanted.  Philosophically, Merker appreciated this.  He thought of it as the crucible of leadership.  If humanity was going to trust its future to any one man, that man needed to be tested. But in practical terms, it was a nightmare.
The Chief of Staff stood by as Wilkens launched another wave of expletives at the assembled cabinet.  Finally, the first citizen dropped back into his own chair.  “What do we know for sure?” he asked in disgust.
Merker nodded. Now they could get to work. He said, “It wasn’t us.”  He glanced at one of the seated advisors: Juanice Zhao, head of the Security Directorate, the Union’s intelligence service.
She followed up. “No one at the Global or Colonial level authorized it, and every national level agency assures us that they weren’t involved.”
Wilkens’ twisted expression showed just how much confidence he had in that assurance. “LeBeau is sure as hell all over the feed saying it’s us. How is he backing that up?”
Zhao chewed the inside of her mouth, caught herself, and stopped the nervous tic. “None of LeBeau’s attackers were taken alive. The Templar made sure of that. Local forensics IDed one of the assailants as an Earth resident, former military, and another as being from Dan’s World, which everyone sees as solidly loyal to the Union. Also former military. Both were just privates doing their compulsory, with no connection to the military after they got out, but the Acadians will keep saying ‘Union military.’ None of it is real evidence, but they keep repeating all those facts. Acadia is claiming they went after LeBeau on our orders.”
“Did we?” Wilkens asked bluntly.
Merker jumped back in. This meeting was too high level for anyone to play coy and pretend they hadn’t considered the option. “Intelligence told us after the Kumagai incident that removing LeBeau or Hollingsworth would not reduce the secessionist threat. In fact, it would only throw gas on the fire.”
“You don’t fucking say,” Wilkens said. He returned to Zhao. “Then who was it?”
The Directorate chief opened both hands in an uncertain gesture. “There is a small anti-secessionist movement on Acadia itself. They’re not big, but they might have done it.”
Wilkens snorted.  “If our loyalists were organized enough to arrange a hit, then maybe we should have sponsored it.  Who else?”
Zhao lifted a finger toward one of her aides, who swiped a tablet awake and a short list appeared on the screen at end of the long table. Zhao continued, “Top of our list is the Ursine.” The screen filled with the image of a biped with an elongated snout, short, pointed ears, and very intelligent eyes. “Long range signal intercept suggests they’re still pissed off about Kumagai, and they blame Acadia specifically, not the Union in general.”
“That’s who they should blame,” someone muttered from the back.
The Kumagai incident was several months in the past, but it had thrown this same council on its head. Hollingsworth’s battle with the Ursine had taken them all by surprise, and while the admiral was in charge of defending that system and was authorized to take action in an emergency, an investigation had found that the Ex Fleet had ample time to consult with Union Headquarters, but chose not to. The Joint Chiefs had suggested a reprimand, but Hollingsworth’s reputation had outgrown his military career to make him a genuine celebrity. Instead of a court martial, Hollingsworth had been given praise from politicians trying to turn his success into their own.
Zhao continued her summary. “The flaw in that theory is that the Ursine have never tried to work through human agents before. This would be a first.”
Merker nodded. “There’s also the chance that it was LeBeau himself.”
Wilkens grunted at that, but the noise bordered on agreement.  Everyone at the table knew the leader of the Acadia First party be a man of ruthless and unlimited ambition.  Putting out a hit on himself was not beyond the realm of possibility. “Is that likely, though?  Look on the video, LeBeau was as surprised by the Templar’s appearance as everyone else.  Is he that good an actor?”
“Our psy ops people share your skepticism, but they can’t be one hundred per cent,” Zhao admitted. 
Wilkens rubbed his chin. “Ursine, local loyalists, LeBeau doing a false flag operation,” he ticked off. “Anything else?”
There was a stirring to one side of the room, where Kathryn Taub sat. She was Minister of Alien Affairs, and she was busy waiving off some sort of urgent movement by one of her staff members. Wilkens glanced at Merker, who gave the slightest shrug to show that he didn’t know what it was about.
“Let’s talk about the Templar,” Wilkens said. “I didn’t think they were real. I mean, I thought they were exaggerated.”
Merker turned to the Alien Affairs minister. “Kathryn, that’s your department.”
Taub had just finished piping down the aide who’d caused the small commotion.
“Sir,” she said to Wilkens more than to Merker as she swiped her own pad, taking charge of the main vid screen.  Video of the assassination attempt appeared, then the screen split, and data on the Templars popped up next to it.
Taub summarized it. “Not exaggerated, sir. By all accounts they are born fighters.  Since the Union encountered them, there’ve only been a few general studies. They are not forthcoming, and not a lot of anthropologists are willing to stay on planet for long. The two that tried longer term studies are dead, although we did recover their work. Apparently, the Templars breed like rabbits. Their main form of population control is war games that start during adolescence. They train from birth to fight.  They are territorial and protective, but not interested in expansion beyond their home world.”
“Well, that’s good,” Wilkens intoned.  “And their…abilities?”
Taub turned to one of the aides, the same one who’d stirred things up a moment before.  She was young and attractive, if you liked the bookish type.  Merker knew her, not personally, but by her family.
“This is Amanda Chester, our leading xenothropologist.” Taub said by way of introduction. Some of the air went out of the room at the mention of her last name. “She can brief you on the Templars. And only the Templars, Miss Chester,” Taub added sternly.
Amanda Chester nodded. She was not shy by nature, but neither was she accustomed to addressing the leader of Unified Earth and its Colonies, along with his entire cabinet  She gathered herself. 
“It’s true, sir. Their physiology is impressive; reflex, reaction time, visual acuity, and strength are on average better than human equivalents. But they also have two extra-human perceptions. They have the ability to read the attitudes of people around them. If you have any intention toward them or someone they are protecting, especially harmful intentions, they know it."
"They're telepathic?" someone asked skeptically.
"They don't know your exact thoughts," Amanda explained. "But they interpret intent. Very accurately. That’s the best way we can put it. We haven't yet determined if this is an extra sensory perception or simply a highly developed ability to analyze body language, facial expressions, and mannerisms. If it's the latter, they are intuitively better at it than the best psy ops systems we have ever created."
In the middle of the murmurs that followed, she added, "And also, they can see the future.”
The murmurs rose to chuffs and barks of disbelief that included words like “impossible” and “crazy.”
Amanda persevered, ignoring the mockery and addressing the President.  “We’re calling it foresight.  They can only see a few seconds into the future, but they can do it.”
Wilkens echoed the room. “That’s impossible.”
“No, sir,” Amanda said, probably a little too bluntly. ‘On a quantum theoretical level, it’s not. This is why they can only see a few seconds forward. Farther out, quantum probabilities are nearly infinite. That’s the basic principle behind the relocation drive in our ships. As we pinpoint a particular moment in time, what we would perceive as ‘now,’ improbabilities are reduced from our perspective and —“ she caught a baleful look from Taub, and stopped. Nice, Amanda, she thought to herself. Leave it to you to turn alien superpowers into a boring science lesson.
“Well, in any case, it’s been verified,” she ended lamely.
“They are formidable,” concluded the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. “I wouldn’t want to have to go to war against them.”
“It’s not war. It’s the p.r. I’m worried about,” Wilkens responded.  “This Templar chose to protect LeBeau.  Right when he was targeted for assassination. And the galaxy thinks we are the assassins. We look like the bad guys. Inept bad guys!”
No one else had the guts to speak, so Merker did it.  “Yes, sir.  LeBeau is already milking it.  He’s all over the net, and the media are talking about the likelihood that we did it.  Several alien governments have lodged formal protests with our embassies. The Ursine are calling us barbarians. Even the Mantiz have expressed some reserved disappointment.”
There was another scuffle in the back of the room, but it died down quickly.
“How about the colonies?” Wilkens rumbled.
“Not a peep,” someone ventured optimistically.
“That won’t last,” Merker added.  “It’s not Mutumbo’s style, so Mali will make noise.  Gaul and Reich are too afraid of each other at the moment, but Xian will say something.  Or they’ll extort us for their support, which means sending more resources their way.”
“Resources we don’t have,” someone muttered, stating the obvious.
Wilkens was over his rampage now, his rage dissipating so quickly that the savvier politicians in the room guessed that he might have been putting on a show. 
“We have two priorities,” he said with clarity, “and they dovetail.  Number one: damage control – we did not try to kill LeBeau, and we need everyone to know that so he does not pick up steam.  Number two: we need to find out who did try to kill him so we can prove number one.”  The General Secretary somehow managed to look every single person in the eye at once.  “Get on it. This isn't just a criminal investigation. I'm not exaggerating when I tell you that the future of the Union is at stake. Acadia is not going to secede.”
*
Amanda walked out of the conference room, just one of a score of aides who fell in behind their bosses. Her quick strides carried her toward the front of the pack until she was shoulder to shoulder with her boss, Kathryn Taub.
“Ma’am?” she opened.
Taub didn’t look her way, but sighed like a tired shopkeeper hearing a knock at the door. “Really, Chester?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The Secretary of Alien Affairs continued her steady march as other ministers and their retainers split off down the various corridors of power. “You want us to accuse the Mantiz of causing all this? The Mantiz, who are the only ones who seem not to be involved?”
Amanda held her tongue for a three count. She reminded herself of her position, the difficulty of her request, and the political implications of her suggestion. Then she went ahead anyway.
“Well, ma’am, aside from the fact that the Mantiz would be insulted if we didn’t consider them suspects, I do want to point out that I’m suggesting an investigation, not an accusation.”
Kathryn Taub stopped. She was a physically imposing woman, not tall but broad shouldered and broad hipped. She’d been a field hockey player at university and the physicality of that career had never left her.
“You want to do this, naturally, based on some new evidence you’ve uncovered since our last five conversations?”
“No, but — “
“Then why would I change my mind now? If anything, it seems to me we should be focusing on these Templars.”
Amanda almost rolled her eyes. “The Templars aren’t political, ma’am. And they don’t act in groups. Whatever one Templar has done is not an indication of —“
“I remember all this from your report,” Taub snapped. “But the fact remains that the count is still one Templar to zero Mantiz.”
“I wish I could make you see. The fact that the Mantiz helped us in the Kumagai affair is an indicator — “
“That’s classified,” Taub said, low and threatening. “But, as you point out, the Mantiz were on our side in that situation.”
Amanda persisted. “They’re on everyone’s side, and no one’s. And it’s not just that the Mantiz have a political motive. They have a cultural one, too. They’ll perceive it as a moral imperative to be involved in this, and different clans inside the corporate will jockey for —“
“Kathryn.”
This time someone different had interrupted her. Keith Merker had materialized beside them. He was physically less imposing than Amanda’s boss. He was a little taller than Kathryn Taub, but his doughy cheeks and watery eyes robbed him of physical presence. He smiled now under those liquid eyes, and Amanda reminded herself that scores of his political adversaries had underestimated that rheumatic smile to their detriment.
“A word?” he added when neither of the women spoke. The two political animals looked at Amanda, dismissing her.
As Amanda walked away, Merker said, “That’s your Mantiz expert, isn’t it?”
Kathryn laughed. “She’s my everything expert. Just ask her.”
Merker watched the girl disappear around a corner. “She’s the one who sent that mass message accusing the Mantiz?”
Kathryn braced herself for a scolding over how she handled her staff. “She was reprimanded for that.”
“Raised quite a ruckus, though. Media got wind of it.”
Taub bristled. “Look, Keith, I’d fire her in a hot minute. You’re the one who’s worried about her father.”
Merker held up a hand, a trainer calming an attack dog. “It was too late for that anyway. Her report was out there. Especially after the — “ he glanced around the same way Taub had done “—after the Kumagai Affair. The Ex Fleet’s little surprise combat mission shook things up around here. A lot. And Joel Chester is pretty heavily invested in the Ursine, so he was already pissed off that we attacked them. Firing his daughter would have made things worse.”
Kathryn pointed out, “We didn’t fight the Ursine, the Ex Fleet did.”
Merker’s chubby cheeks wrinkled in a smirk. “Try that argument. ‘It wasn’t our fault. We just lost control of our Navy.’ We can’t say that publicly. Hell, we aren’t even admitting it to ourselves. No, I need you to deal with Miss Chester, but not like that.”
Kathryn shuffled her feet, trying to find her ground. She’d played political chess with Merker before, both for him and against him. He had the professional campaigner’s knack of looking you in the eye and stabbing you in the back at the same time. She said, “You already chewed me out the first time. But you don’t want me to fire her. What do you want?”
Merker’s wet eyes gleamed. “I want you to give her exactly what she wants.”
Kathryn was genuinely perplexed. “Seriously? The Executive has done nothing but issue memos about reducing operations and cutting back. And this, this is a wild goose chase.”
“Yes,” the Chief of Staff agreed, “but it’s a politically expedient goose.”
“Our Mantiz ambassador, Philip Montjoy, is even against it.”
“So don’t send her to the Mantiz. Send her to Kumagai.”
“There’s nothing there.”
“Exactly.”
“But it will look like we’re rewarding her conspiracy theories. What if someone finds out she’s out there poking around?”
Merker raised his arms, the picture of innocence. “Her efforts will be unsanctioned. We knew nothing about it.”
Kathryn looked around as though some cameras might be documenting this for the historical record. As long as she’d been in government, she’d imagined unseen hands scribbling on rolls of parchment, setting down for posterity all the backroom bargains and shadowy agreements that greased the wheels of government. The thought kept her up at night. “You’re going to cast her adrift?”
Merker looked genuinely annoyed. He wasn’t accustomed to Kathryn being this slow. He listed the options for her. “If her father asks, I’m giving her what she wants. If the Mantiz ask, she’s an obsessed junior officer and we sent her elsewhere to keep her from annoying them. Ambassador Montjoy already has plausible deniability. Meanwhile, you get rid of a troublesome staffer and I get a little revenge on a political rival.”
Kathryn considered, then shook her head. “It’s still not adding up. You don’t like me enough to do me the favor.”
“That’s true.”
“And you don’t hate Joel Chester enough to send his daughter into the danger zone just for spite.”
“Also true.”
“So?”
Merker shrugged. “There is the off chance that she is right.”




CHAPTER FOUR

Matt found his stateroom, a tiny cabin on one of the economy decks. He let his pack drift in free fall and stretched his arms, stiff from the cramped shuttle ride up into orbit. His fingertips nearly brushed the walls of the tiny cabin. As a Naval officer, he rated a free upgrade to executive class, but you sometimes got bumped to a later hop, so he’d opted for first available. 
He had traveled on commercial liners every two year to visit his grandparents. He admired civvie cruisers. Yes, they lacked military discipline, and he kept wanting a chief petty officer to jump out and bark at the passengers loitering on the gangways. But considering that the liner carried almost five hundred civilians, the crew did an excellent job of herding them all on board, guiding them through free fall and into their cabins, explaining why the room seemed to be sideways (“I know this seems like the floor, ma’am, but it’s actually the bulkhead, or wall. That wall to your left will be the floor once we accelerate.”) Five hundred passengers had all been told to glide themselves over to the bed that was attached to the “wall” and hold themselves as closely as possible to the mattress as the acceleration alarms sounded. Then the ship activated its QVT. Timidly, the big star liner accelerated to one gravity, and the passengers found themselves gently drawn to their beds as the ship established a “down.” Matt had to admit it was a neat and tidy system, as far as civilian operations went.
An interstellar ship had three propulsion systems, although “propulsion” was not technically accurate for all of them. The first system was the thruster package, which provided quick acceleration and more precise maneuvering, but was costly in deuterium-tritium reaction mass. Commercial vessels carried smaller thruster packages that were used mostly for docking or in emergencies only, while military vessels were equipped with robust systems for greater maneuvering and also increased acceleration when they were used to supplement the QVT.
The second system was the quantum vacuum thruster itself, which provided cheap, constant acceleration and could bring a ship up to an impressive fraction of light speed over time. This meant that ships could travel from planet to planet, or exit a solar system, within days or weeks. The unit needed no massive storage of propellant or reaction mass, but the downside was that the QVTs, while constant and cheap, were not quick off the line, making them nearly useless in combat or during emergencies. Commercial QVTs normally drove at one gravity, but could achieve two or maybe three gravities if pressed. War ships could reach five or six gravities on the QVT alone.
The third and final system was the relocation engine, and that could go anywhere in the universe.
*
Matt walked around the public areas of the ship. The passengers were a mix of Acadians on their way somewhere, and offworlders returning home. You could almost always tell who was who. Acadian fashions were not particularly distinctive, although there was a stubborn tendency to resist Earth trends, making the Acadian dress a little old fashioned. But mostly it was the uniform Caucasian blonde or light brown hair and pale skin that made the locals identifiable. Non-Acadians walked around in every imaginable shade of brown, white, and yellow. Matt always felt a slight but measurable sense of relief when he entered a more heterogenous crowd. It wasn’t fair to say he’d been treated like an outcast on Acadia. The groundswell of anti-immigrant attitudes that was currently growing like a boil on the skin of Acadian culture was fairly new. Before the rise of Carter LeBeau and his Acadia First crowd, Matt had felt like an oddity, but not a pariah. And truth to tell, he was an oddity, for better or worse. There just weren’t that many mixed-race families on the entire planet, let alone in Woodrow’s Hollow, the small military town where he’d grown up. But as the years went by and the Acadia First movement moved from rural town halls to the seats of Parlay House, Matt felt curious looks turn to cold stares. He never realized how tense it made him until he entered a tourist area, or got on a ship for his bi-annual trip to Earth, and found himself surrounded by a much greater racial mix, and suddenly his breath came a little easier. The anti-immigration laws passed a few years earlier had increased that tension, but Matt’s position in the Ex Fleet had shielded him from the worst of it. The Ex Fleet held an almost mythical status on Acadia, and any animosity people felt over his race was deflected by the insignia on his uniform.
At least, until now.
*
The journey out of the system took more than a week. Matt passed the time exploring the ship and adjusting to a civilian schedule. On previous shore leaves, he had been a pretty typical sailor, looking for companionship and alcohol. But this time he found himself needing solitude more than distraction. He ate meals alone and enjoyed the privacy after years of the mess hall and then the officers’ mess, always eating with someone sitting next to him.
The military, and especially the Ex Fleet, had been Matt’s way out of a difficult life. His dad had been a decorated Navy man who’d died saving his crew from a reactor failure. His mother had been ill, and although she’d thought about returning to Earth to stay with her parents, she and Matt had remained on Acadia because she thought the climate would be better for her than the abused atmosphere on Earth. It hadn’t worked. Matt lost her to cancer a few years later, and after that he had lived with family friends. They had fostered him, but they were poor and as he grew older he got glimpses of their financial plight and realized that not only was he unloved, he was an unloved burden. To their credit, they’d hidden their difficulties from him, which just made him feel worse. He received a small pension from the military for his father’s death, but he didn’t have the money for higher education. And being mixed race, from a poor family, his chances of getting patronage were zero.
His difficulties were social as well as financial. Like every colonial planet in the Union, Acadia had only been populated for three generations, but the immigrants had planted themselves firmly in the Acadian soil and grown their roots fast. The vast majority had come from the southern portion of the United States. They were suspicious of all newcomers, and the fact that Matt’s father was white and his mother was black did not help his cause in the little military town of Woodrow’s Hollow. His father’s military service bought him enough credit to be tolerated, but not accepted.
Matt’s only respite came every other year when he traveled to Earth to visit his grandparents. His mother’s parents lived on the outskirts of Atlanta. It was a vacation in paradise for him to get treated to smiles, hugs, and home cooked meals. Matt’s best childhood memories were sitting in his nana’s kitchen, or going camping up in the Appalachian Mountains with his grandpa. He had begged more than once to be allowed to move to Earth to be with them, but his grandmother was convinced that humanity’s future lay in places like Acadia, not on Earth with its dwindling resources and tired population. At the start of every visit she welcomed him with open arms, and at the end of each visit she pushed him back onto the shuttle. Back then, there was no open talk of secession, but Acadia had begun to lay the groundwork for autonomy, and when the Acadia First party burst onto the scene, one of LeBeau’s first priorities was to revoke the concept of dual citizenship. If Matt had taken up residence on Earth, he would have lost his Acadian status.
As soon as he’d turned eighteen, he’d joined the Navy. His looks had been a bit of burden in Acadian society — a lot of girls found his coffee skin and green eyes irresistible, but their parents never approved. To its credit, the Navy didn’t give a damn. He qualified for Officer Candidate School and excelled there, and his performance had earned him a position in the Expeditionary Fleet. Once he was in the Ex Fleet, he experienced some of the old prejudice again. There was an unspoken understanding among Acadians that the Ex Fleet was “their” fleet, and while there were a number of Earthborn officers and enlisted men, the vast majority were Acadians three generations deep. He bumped up against the color line, but he could handle it, especially after Admiral Hollingsworth had taken him under his wing. Hollingsworth had been in overall command of the fleet when Matt’s father had died. The old man had kept an eye on Matt’s progress in the Navy, and become his mentor.
*
By the time the star liner was two thirds of the way out of the Acadian system, it was traveling at a fraction of light speed. If it continued accelerating, it would enter Sol system with no time to decelerate, so the ship turned over before relocation in order to decelerate even before activating the Penrose Field. For Matt’s star liner, the turnover happened about eight days after departure from Acadian orbit. Ship turnover took about thirty minutes on a civilian ship in order to make the flip easy for the passengers. Commercial ships like The Starward Diamond advised travelers to either strap themselves down in their cabins (which most did) or to make a game of it (which a few brave souls dared to do). There were several basketball and racquet ball courts throughout the vessel. Crew members distributed soft helmets and elbow pads to anyone who wanted to spend time in true free fall and allowed them to swim through the open spaces for about twenty minutes. Before entering the free-fall rooms, passengers had to sign a waiver promising to indemnify the Starward Corporation against bodily injury.
Ironically, Matt had logged hundreds of hours in free fall, but never on his own time. He was like a baker who had never stopped to enjoy his own pastries. He decided to sign up for one of the free-fall rooms. He showed up to the basketball court closest to his stateroom, was handed some padded gear by a bored looking crew member, and entered the court. He noted immediately that the walls had been padded. There were about thirty other people in the room, all nervously strapping on their headgear and elbow pads as pleasant noises and warm voices announced the end of acceleration and the beginning of free fall. Matt donned his gear and waited only a few seconds before he felt his feet leave the floor.
Everything is relative. Although he felt weightless and directionless, he was actually a human body hurtling through space at something like twenty-four thousand kilometers per second, fast enough to orbit the Earth in a flash. The fact that the ship around him, which was also traveling at the same speed, was flipping end to end, made no real difference until the padded wall of the basketball court swung slowly toward him, bumping the closest passengers along with it. The ship’s rotation was carefully regulated, and the wall moved so slowly that the passengers who got bumped first all laughed. The more daring among them pushed off the wall and floated across to the opposite side of the court.
Matt thought that looked fun. He waited for the rotating wall to reach him. He touched his hands to it to orient his position with the wall, then braced his feet against it. He was about to launch himself backward when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked and saw a familiar, white mustached face, framed ridiculously by a padded helmet, smiling at him.
“Son, what d’ya say we leave the antics to the amateurs and go get a whiskey?” asked Admiral James Hollingsworth.
*
By the time the two men had made their way to the exit, the ship had finished its turnover. Alarm bells rang again and the same warm voice warned everyone that they should put their feet firmly on the deck and prepare themselves for gravity. Again, because this was a passenger liner, the QVT drive fired up slowly, and the feeling of returning weight was gradual. The Starward Diamond began to decelerate.
Matt and the admiral returned their protective gear and relocated to the only actual bar on the ship. There were any number of food kiosks, restaurants, bistros, and gastropubs located throughout the Diamond, catering to the wide range of passenger tastes, from honeymoon couples to families with small children. But it turned out there was only one real bar, with thick leather chairs and old school music playing counterpoint to the low murmur from the mostly male patrons, where the largest food item was a bowl of peanuts and the softest drink was beer. It was the kind of place with a long, shining bar polished by the elbows of a thousand brooding patrons, but Matt and the admiral chose a booth for privacy.
“I don’t really get recognized that often out of uniform,” Hollingsworth said, “but I’m running silent, and I’d rather not take chances.”
“You waited a while before contacting me, sir.”
Hollingsworth looked mildly apologetic. “Traveling civvie, I don’t have access to information the way I normally would. I had to poke around until I figured where your stateroom was.”
Matt took a sip of a fine single malt. “Why are you traveling like this, sir?”
Hollingsworth gave the slightest shift of his shoulders, acknowledging both the question and the difficulty in answering. “I have to have a conversation that a lot of people don’t want me to have. If I went in uniform, it would cause all kinds of problems. For everyone. This way is better.” Then. “Where’s your family from? Grandparents, right?”
Matt nodded. “Benteen Park, near Atlanta. That's in Georgia, the southern part of the United States,” he added for Hollingsworth, who had rarely been to Earth.
“Your grandmother is sick, if I remember rightly,” the older man said. His drink of choice was bourbon, with a large cube of ice sitting in the amber liquid. “Is she…”
“She won’t get better,” Matt said.
“But it won’t…end…any time soon,” Hollingsworth said, studying the melting ice in his glass.
“No, sir. It’ll be…quite a while.”
“I’m sorry about her condition…” Hollingsworth’s voice trailed off. Matt could almost imagine in the dim light that the admiral was blushing, embarrassed by the unintended double meaning of his words.
Matt decided to put the issue to the forefront. “We both know her Alzheimers isn’t why she can’t emigrate, sir. The only visas Acadia is currently accepting are for caucasians.”
The older man cleared his throat. “Well, you know I’m not a politician. I’m not involved in making any of the rules — “
“Just defending those who do.” It was a phrase Hollingsworth had said a hundred times. Usually, it was inspiring. In this instance, it sounded hollow, or maybe even cruel.
The admiral’s face darkened, but not with embarrassment. He checked himself with another sip of bourbon and said stiffly, “I know you’re not coming back any time soon. I knew that when I approved your leave, Commander. That’s what I wanted to tell you. I knew when I signed the okay that you might be away for a while. A long while.”
Instead of feeling exposed, Matt felt relief flood through his body, warmer than whiskey. He hadn’t even realized he’d been holding the tension in, the fear that he was letting the old man down. Hollingsworth had been the closest he’d had to a father for over a decade. He had been proud of the old man’s faith in him. He knew Hollingsworth might have guessed his intentions when he requested leave to visit his grandparents, but he couldn’t be certain. There had been some doubt, and with that doubt came the feeling that he was deceiving the man he respected most in the universe. Now he was absolved of that sin.
“Thank you, sir,” he said, barely controlling the tremor in his voice.
Hollingsworth lifted his glass just a little in acknowledgement, then followed through to bring it to his lips. The ice clinked the slightest bit, and the old man clearly savored the bourbon before he set down the glass. “I’m only going to ask one favor of you, son.”
“Favor, sir?”
“Yes, it’s a favor, not an order. I’m going to ask you to make sure that, unless you and I meet again very soon, that we don’t ever meet at all. Do you understand me, Mr. Ryder?”
Matt wasn’t sure, and his hesitation prompted the admiral to press ahead. “I don’t want to meet you on the wrong side of a war, Commander. That’s what I’m telling you. If you go home, stay home. Don’t put the uniform back on.”
Hollingsworth finished his glass and held out his hand. Matt took it, feeling the callouses and strength in the old man’s grip. Then Hollingsworth walked out of the bar.




CHAPTER FIVE

It took one hundred forty-eight steps to walk from Amanda’s office to the office of Kathryn Taub, Secretary of Alien Affairs. She’d had many opportunities to count them. Past experience had taught her that those one hundred forty-eight steps led her toward a scolding, but each time she walked with her head held high and her shoulders back. She’d learned that from past experience, too. Her father loved her (probably), but he was a strict disciplinarian, and a young Amanda had discovered that the best way to face punishment was head on. It never garnered sympathy, but it sometimes earned respect.
She reached the outer office on step number one hundred forty-eight. Assistant Number One (Amanda never remembered their names) waved her through immediately, so Amanda passed through the outer office. At the inner office door, Assistant Number Two held up one hand in a “just a moment” gesture, finished speaking into his headset, then nodded for her to move along. Amanda walked into Taub’s corner room. A big window looked out onto the Hudson. It was a nice view.
“Sit down, Amanda, I’ll get right to it.” The Secretary motioned to a chair opposite as she took her own seat behind the wide, faux wood desk. The desk was thoroughly polished, and Amanda could see her own blurry reflection. It looked young to her eyes.
Without ceremony, Taub said, “You’re approved.”
She didn’t follow. She’d been expecting to get fired. “Approved, ma’am? For?”
“Your expedition to Kumagai. Don’t be dense.”
“My expedition?”
“Yes, yes! Good god, girl, you’ve been harassing me about it for a month and sent a message out to nearly everyone in the government. What do you think I’m talking about?”
Amanda wasn’t sure what to say. Or think. She had another image of her father, but this time he wasn’t reprimanding her. He was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him.
“Oh, well, I’m glad we’re doing something, ma’am, but I wouldn’t consider it my —“
“I wouldn’t think of denying you the credit,” Taub said, looking a little like she’d been accused of petty larceny. “That’s probably something you’ve learned to expect since you entered the civil service. But not here. That’s not my style. We have a meritocracy in my department. You have the idea, and you get to see it through. The rewards are yours.”
“But I wasn’t looking for reward. Just encouraging us to look into—“
“Modesty is an admirable quality, one that I’m not sure runs in your family, if I’m being honest. It’s refreshing, but I’ll have none of it.” Her voice hardened ever so slightly. “The Kumagai project is yours. Follow it wherever it takes you.”
Now Amanda could hear her father’s words as well as see his face: Don’t trust anyone who wants to give you exactly what you asked for.
“Secretary Taub,” she said after a long, pregnant pause. “I am more than happy to act as a Mantiz consultant. But I’m not qualified to run an intelligence operation.”
“You’ll have help.”
“What…what am I supposed to do?”
Taub smiled angelically. “That’s what you have to tell me.” She saw Amanda’s stunned and angry face, but she refused to break character. She was the cheerful boss, excited to give her junior executive an opportunity to excel. “I’ve requested a man from the Directorate. He’ll arrange some of the details. You’ll hear from him soon.”
*
That night, the car came for Amanda at six. She knew to be ready — her father was a man of tight schedules and full calendars. As a child, she’d always imagined his brain packed with timetables and lists (mostly of items already checked off), accompanied by lots of critically important names and dates.
The driver was different from last time, of course, because the peripheral staff changed constantly, and had since she was a teenager. When Amanda was a little girl, she’d known only one driver (Eddie) and one governess (Miss Ginia) all the way up to her thirteenth birthday. Both were removed quickly after what her father called her “age of accountability,” and from that moment on no one lasted very long. Amanda thought at the time that her father had somehow grown surly and become more particular about his employees. Only as an adult did she realize that he hadn’t changed — firing people for minor flaws and imperfections was his normal behavior. The constant dissatisfaction with others, their inability to think as quickly as he did, to anticipate problems as accurately as he did — that was his true self. Eddie and Miss Ginia had survived so long only because Joel Chester had sacrificed his own standards on the altar of a young girl’s need for stability. This was one of the several obscure ways he had shown his love, just as, in so many normal ways, he had not.
“He still hasn't given in and licensed a vert?” she asked the new chauffeur, who introduced himself as Emmanuel.
Emmanuel smiled into the rear view mirror. “Yes, ma’am, there are two in the port. I’m licensed privately and commercially in both of them. But he prefers to send the roller out for special guests. And family.”
The Chester house was called simply that: The Chester. The word indicated a “fortified place” in an ancient version of English, and that seemed appropriate. The Chester rose up out of the side of a hill as if it had been carved from living rock. Three tiers of windows looked down on the climbing, wooded road that led to its wide circular driveway. It occurred to Amanda that her father shuttled his guests by roller because the family home looked much more impressive and imposing this way, like a fortress far too high and strong to be attacked.
The house knew they were coming, so the gates swung open as they neared. Emmanuel rolled to a stop on the cobblestoned driveway. In a gesture recalling bygone days, he exited the roller and hurried around to open Amanda’s door for her. She thanked him and got out, then walked up the delicately lighted path to the massive double doors with the ornate, superfluous knocker bolted into the wood. The door knew her and swung open, and Amanda was greeted in person by Bronson, the square-jawed attendant who was the only permanent employee, and that only because he had proven his excellence on a daily basis for three decades. Except for the slight thinning and the heavy graying of his close-cropped hair, he looked the same as he’d looked when she was a child.
“Welcome home, Miss Chester,” he said without a smile. His voice was friendly, and his eyes glinted with their usual intelligence, but in her entire life, she’d never known her father’s body man to show his teeth in a friendly manner.
“Thank you, Bronson. The den?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Always the den. For any discussion more important than the weather, Joel Chester held forth from his den. In her childhood, Amanda was sure she’d interacted with her father in many other rooms, but whenever she thought of him, it was always here, behind the ramparts of his mahogany desk with the portrait of his own grandfather, her great-grandsire, staring out across the brass-studded leather couches glowing in perpetual firelight, watching over the family legacy.
“Mandy, welcome home.”
The nickname and the words, repeated later to a third party, might have come across as cordial, but uttered by her father they sounded like business.
Joel Chester, unlike Bronson, showed his age, but it suited him. His hair sat like a thin silver cap atop his head, a widow’s peak pointing down to an age-lined face and very clear blue eyes. He was wearing suit trousers and a dress shirt, his tie and jacket discarded this late in the evening. The shirt fit snugly against his flat stomach, disappearing into his belt and waistband in a straight line as though drawn for a fashion sketch. By his hair and the lines around his eyes and mouth, you’d have guessed that he was in his sixties, and you’d be right. But you’d have remarked to yourself that he seemed like the most potent sixty year old you’d ever met. And you’d be right about that, too.
Amanda came around the big desk and pecked him on the check, then retreated to sit in one of the padded leather chairs, ignoring the feeling of being swallowed by it. She reminded herself that her feet now touched the floor.
“Well,” he started, “this is quite a puzzle.”
“It caught me by surprise,” she said. “I had no idea they’d ask me — “
“Tell you,” he corrected. “They didn’t ask. You’re in the civil service.” His voice carried only the slightest hint of his resentment. “You go where they tell you.”
“Or I quit.”
His face lit up, but he tamped it down immediately. “You’re not going to.”
“No.”
He sighed, in one slow breath letting go of an entire heated conversation and allowing it to fade away into the dark corners of the room. “All right,” he said. He stood up and walked around to sit on the edge of his desk, a little closer to her. “Well, I’ve had my people look into the politics. I’m pretty sure I can get you pulled off it — “
“I don’t want you to.”
“— and assigned to something — what?”
“I want the assignment.”
Her father’s blue eyes pierced her, but he said nothing. Joel Chester was not a ‘what are you talking about’ or ‘don’t be ridiculous’ sort of conversationalist. He found those verbal confusions superfluous. He knew what she was talking about and he was sure she was not ridiculous. He just thought she was wrong.
“The farther out you go, the less influence I have,” he said finally.
“I know.”
“Is that why you’re doing it?” he asked.
Amanda smiled spitefully at her father. That was him, right there. Her entire lifetime, from childhood tantrums to teenage rebellion to grown up efforts to define herself, all summed up in six words. Everything was about him, every action analyzed based on its effect on him.
“No, that’s not why. I want to do this. I thought about it. I want to contribute.”
He weighed her words, a habit she’d always found annoyingly reasonable. He’d be so much easier to hate, she thought, if he were more of a passionate ogre or a dispassionate narcissist. But he looked into the firelight as though searching for truth, thinking it through. Being rational, the bastard. “There must be other ways to contribute that don’t involve this much risk.”
There was no sense asking how he knew the details of her assignment. Joel Chester was one of the richest men in the Union, and had made and broken presidents and prime ministers. He knew.
“No one knows more about the Mantiz than I do. I can guide them.”
“But you’re not going to the Mantiz. You’re going to some out of the way system that was a battle with the Ursine.”
“I’ve heard that hit you in the wallet.”
The elder Chester acknowledged the fact with a hand wave. “It did, but I’ll manage the Ursine. You need to consider that you being sent out there is retaliation against me.”
“Isn’t it exhausting, thinking everything is about you?”
Her father actually did look exhausted, suddenly, but it was not aimed at her. “I’ve told you before, ego and self doubt are opposite edges of the same sword. The solution to both is clear-sightedness. Face the facts without ego or assumption. And the fact is that I have enemies, and they wouldn’t balk at putting you in harm’s way.”
Amanda opened one palm in a flourish. “So their intention plays into my hand. I get the investigation I think we need.”
“By taking unacceptable risks. You mentioned the Ursine. My deals with them will still pay off. You can’t say the same for a trip to Kumagai.”
“That’s where it’ll start. Not where it’ll end.”
“The people sending you on this mission don’t believe that,” he warned. “Even Philip thinks you’re wrong, and he’s the ambassador to the Mantiz.”
“Then Philip will look like an idiot when I prove I’m right.”
Chester walked back around his desk and eased himself into his chair, steepling his fingers under his chin. That was his usual contemplative pose, but he adopted it now to keep his face from spreading into a grin. Joel Chester recognized his daughter’s posture, her tone, her resolve. He’d seen it a thousand times in himself. Amanda, more than any of his other children, was like him, and what successful father did not like to see himself in his offspring?
Still, he had to push her. “Manta is civilized, but it’s not safe. People go missing. Some of my own people have gone missing there.”
“I’ll be with people who know what they’re doing."
 “Whether you say so or not, it’s espionage. You could be caught. Imprisoned.”
“Then I’ve got the richest man in the world to bail me out.”
This time Joel laughed out loud. “I suppose you do.” He unsteepled his fingers, spread his arms wide in surrender. “All right, Amanda. You’re going, I can see that. Just don’t get killed.”
She smiled coldly. “Don’t want me shaming the family name?”
“To hell with shaming it. I need you to carry it on. You’re the best hope I’ve got.”
It was the nicest thing he’d ever said to her.




CHAPTER SIX

Once the Starward Diamond established Earth orbit, it was met by a dozen shuttles offloading passengers and dropping down the well to different destinations around the globe. There was enough traffic that none of the civilians noticed a private shuttle picking up a single passenger. If any of the bridge or docking crew noticed the lanky older man boarding a shuttle by himself, they soon forgot in the bustle of managing all the other transports picking up travelers.
Aboard that single shuttle, Assistant to the Deputy Secretary of the Interior Trevor Brandt felt a bead of sweat roll slowly down his side and shifted a little to let his shirt soak it up. He wasn’t sure why he’d been given this assignment. He was more accustomed to scheduling meetings about government land grants and environmental waivers for the Deputy Secretary. On more exciting days, the Dep Sec would let him take the meetings he didn’t want. The closest he’d come, ever, to anything really important was standing in the back of a room when President Wilkens bounced a thumb drive off the Chief of Staff’s head. And now, here he was, sitting in a cramped shuttle across from Admiral James Hollingsworth, the most famous military man in the Union. Wilkens might be the leader of the free worlds, but Hollingsworth was an honest to god hero. There were millions of people on Iberia and Alba who owed their lives to him.
"Relax, son," the admiral drawled. "I'm the one who's going to meet my boss."
The way he said it, though, he didn't sound nervous at all. He was dressed in civilian clothes, which Trevor knew was part of the subterfuge, but it added to the impression that Hollingsworth was on vacation, not about to meet the most powerful human in the galaxy.
The trip down the gravity well was uneventful. There were no windows in the craft, otherwise they would have seen the vessel drop toward continental North America. At first it seemed to head toward the general east coast sprawl, but as it lost altitude, it steered toward less and less populated areas, until it fell to rest on a private landing pad a few dozen yards from a large, stylish house surrounded by wooded hills.
Trevor led the admiral out of the shuttle and onto a broad lawn. There was no Marine honor guard, no salutes, none of the honorifics that would be customary for such an arrival.
"Sorry there isn't a bigger welcome for you, Admiral," Trevor said. "The Office was trying to keep this low profile.”
Hollingsworth smiled at him, the ends of the thick gray mustache tilting upward. "Don't worry, son. Old dogs don't need to be scratched."
As he'd been instructed, Trevor led the admiral to the house and they walked into the home's tall entry room, where President Wilkens himself was waiting. Trevor wondered if this was the President's private home.             
Wilkens walked toward the admiral, his smile, thick salt-and-pepper hair, and tailored suit projecting success, confidence, and competence. He held out his hand. "Jim. Thanks for coming. This way. Bourbon, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir, Mr. President. Thank you.”
Hollingsworth followed, with Trevor fading into the furniture and walls as they entered a small but richly furnished library. The aide had never seen so many real books in one place. He would have found the urge to touch them irresistible if he weren't scared into immobility by the two men who now sat opposite each other with drinks in their hands.
"I'm glad you came, Jim. We have a lot to talk about."
"You're the commander-in-chief, Mr. President. You call and I come."
Jim had met the President of the Union of Earth, of course, but couldn't claim to know him well. Born on Acadia, with most of his career spent in the Expeditionary Fleet rather than the Home Fleet, Hollingsworth hadn't had much time for politics at all, let alone Earth politics. The rumors he'd heard of Wilkens were no more than he would have assumed: Wilkens was said to be shrewd, whip-smart, and focused as a laser. Not born to politics, but climbed his way up from the basement to the penthouse. He'd done a tour as a Marine, but wasn't a real military man. Not a corporate prince, but he'd wooed the oligarchs across the home world and could put his hands in their pockets when he needed to. Jim despised the inefficiencies and corruption of Union politics, but he had grudging admiration for anyone who could rise to the top that dog pile, in the same way he’d admired crime lords in the Xian asteroid belt back when he was an ensign doing pirate interdiction. It takes a keen, brutal will to survive, let alone thrive, in some environments. Hollingsworth wasn't afraid of anyone, but he reminded himself that this man had earned his way to the position of leader of the human race and the commander of worlds.
"How's Cadence?" the President asked breezily.
"Cadie's fine, sir, thank you for asking. She's happy at home. We have a place outside of Landingsburg."
"Been there," the President said. "Nice town, and quieter now that they moved the capital."
"Yes, sir. The seat relocated to Wallace because of the satellite coverage. Landingsburg is beautiful country, you can see why the first settlers chose it. From space it's a green and blue wonder, that part of Acadia.” Hollingsworth paused, not because he was uncertain of his words, but because he thought the hesitation would convey an adequate amount of respect. Then he said, “Sir, is this meeting about the incident with the Ursine?”
Because, he wanted to add, I’ve already filed my report, and there’s nothing I’m going to say here that I didn’t put down there.
Wilkens might as well have been reading his thoughts. “I doubt we’d learn much more face to face than we learned from your after action report, Admiral. It was, if not comprehensive, at least very clear. And you know, the inquiry was a formality.”
“Yes, sir,” Hollingsworth agreed, although the investigation had irked him. Any naval commander who engaged in battle was required to submit to a review, and when that combat action occurred without express ordered from the Security Council, regulations called for an investigation. Because Hollingsworth was an admiral, with combat authority spelled out by the Union, the Inspector General’s inquiry had been no more than a page or two of superficial questions. But Jim Hollingsworth didn’t like being questioned. Ever.
“In fact,” Wilkens continued, “I think your proactive approach is a plus. Something we could use on the home front.”
“Yes, sir,” Hollingsworth said. He took a sip of bourbon. “Sir, you said you’d been to Landingsburg?”
“That’s right.”
 “From orbit, you can count about fifty lakes within a two hundred kilometer square area, all of them blue as the sky. And down on the ground, well, there's a stream that runs through my property where the fish jump up to bite your hook."
Wilkens' sigh was heavy with nostalgia. "I remember when I was a kid, young enough that I liked fishing more than girls -- "
"Get old enough, and you start feeling that way again," Hollingsworth laughed.
Wilkens joined in the laughter. “My grandfather used to take me out on the pond. We didn't have a river to speak of, but my grandpa could find these little bays of deep water on the lake. You could tire yourself out just reeling fish in all day."
"That's what a granddad's for, you ask me, sir," Hollingsworth smiled warmly.
"I guess so." Wilkens touched his drink. "Maybe we'll go out there some time, you and me. That lake is in Michigan. Still there, still pristine. We could do some fishing together. There's still some fantastic open country on the home world, Admiral."
Hollingsworth tipped his glass and felt the bourbon slide down smoothly. "I'd like to accept, sir, but there's the tyranny of time, and I've got fishing holes back home."
"You sure?" the President said. He leaned forward. Trevor, standing attentively but unobtrusively with his back to the books, saw a meaningful look pass between the men, a laser link holding steady for a long moment. Wilkens continued. "You'd have your pick of the best we have to offer here. You'd have your say."
Hollingsworth smoothed a wrinkle in his civilian shirt, because humanity’s homeworld deserved a moment's consideration. Then he said, "I appreciate the offer, sir. Very much. But I have to respectfully decline."
Wilkens lowered his glass. “There's nothing I can do to convince you?”
Hollingsworth set his own glass on the table beside the President’s. He spoke seriously and looked Wilkens squarely in the eye. “Sir, you could order me to stay. You could order me to any fishing hole you please.”
“I know. But I don’t like what that involves. To be honest, Admiral, I think there are going to be a lot of hard orders to give soon enough. I don’t want to give this one. I want you here of your own free will, or not at all.”
Hollingsworth nodded and half bowed, partly out of respect, and partly out of regret. Years later, Trevor’s eyewitness account of that moment would be recorded, and historians would call that one act of Wilkens’ a mistake that cost thousands of lives.
“Thank you, sir. Then I’ll be going. Cadie’s done an awful lot of work on the house. I should spend more time there.”
The President looked more resigned than impugned. "Well, Admiral, the invitation's open. If you change your mind, give me a ping. I'll be happy to take you out on the water myself."
"Much appreciated, sir."
Admiral Hollingsworth saluted and the President replied. Trevor had the impression that Wilkens was going to offer a handshake, but at the last moment withheld it. The two men nodded to one another and Hollingsworth turned away.
Trevor escorted the admiral back to the shuttle, his mind full of images of fishing holes, war, and men who could talk of both.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Amelia Cosgrove rubbed her eyes, as though that would help her see her interface more clearly. It didn’t. It was an illusion that she was “seeing” the interface as a screen a few feet in front of her face. The link was actually projecting it into her brain, so it didn’t matter how well her eyes were functioning. It was her brain that was fogged.
Superposition did that to her lately, ever since she’d left the Ex Fleet. She no longer felt the depression most people felt, mostly because she was already depressed. Instead, the universe seemed to fog up around her when the Tolkien dropped into a new location.
“Position relative to the Acadia beacon?” she asked, pushing energy through her voice that she didn’t actually feel.
Her helmsman answered with a slackness that would have had him busted down to maintenance if this were a Navy vessel. But she was working civvie now, so she choked down her annoyance as he stammered, “Uh, thirty thousand…make that thirty-eight thousand kilometers off the buoy.”
“Off the buoy where, helm?” she added, her voice sharper now that she was coming out of Koslov.
“Uh, right. Downplane, outward. Ma’am,” he added when he glanced back to see her glare. He turned back to his station and muttered, “Like it matters.”
She pretended not to hear it. Because it didn’t really matter. Because she was now flying a fucking merchant marine vessel instead of an Ex Fleet battle wagon. Because she’d given up her commission in protest of Acadia’s threat to secede from the Union.
Because you’re a stubborn cow and a hopeless romantic, she thought. Although those weren’t really her words. They were Fatima’s. Fatima, whose parents were Muslim and had been denied immigration to Acadia. Fatima, who had forbidden Cosgrove to give up her career to follow her heart. But Cosgrove hadn’t listened, so here she was, with Fatima not speaking to her, while she captained a trade ship hauling lithium from the Mantiz to Acadia. She couldn’t bring herself to put the uniform on again after Parlay House had told Fatima that neither she nor her parents could move to Acadia. She’d even pushed her rank — a commission in the Ex Fleet carried a lot of clout — but she’d been slapped down hard. Not by the old man himself, of course. Hollingsworth was above that sort of thing. But the bureaucrats in Parlay House had told her in no uncertain terms, when she’d submitted her appeal for Fatima’s parents, that “that sort of person would never qualify for a residency card on Acadia.”
Fuck you, too, she thought. And she’d quit. Quit the Ex Fleet; given up her commission.
And become a spy.
Well, sort of a spy. That part hadn’t been planned. She’d taken this job as captain of the Tolkien, a freighter running to and from Acadia, because even though she was protesting Acadian politics, she was still an expert on the Acadian star system, and that’s where she could get a job. Only a week after she’d signed on to the Tolkien, some Directorate woman had approached her in a coffee shop in the shipyards. She’d thought immediately how smart the Directorate was, and how much they knew about her personal life, because the woman who approached her was professional, a little reserved, and fucking gorgeous. Amelia Cosgrove was a loyal woman but goddamn, that Directorate siren had lips that were built for kissing and eyes that made Cosgrove want to know the story behind them.
“We don’t need anything too risky,” the Directorate woman had said with a smile and a light touch on her knee. “Just tell us anything you hear from your Ex Fleet friends. Gossip. Just delicious gossip.”
So here Cosgrove was, four months after resigning her commission, running the Tolkien to Acadia, about to transfer a cargo of lithium to a waiting freighter just off the Acadia buoy, and ready to meet with Hot Lips from the Directorate once they docked at the yards. Because she did have gossip. One of the Tolkien’s previous crew members had gone to work for Chester Interstellar, and had noticed some curious interactions between that big conglomerate and the Mantiz. She thought Hot Lips might want to hear it.
“Is the transport in range?” she asked. She could see the other cargo ship on her interface, but her zombie helmsman needed to be kept busy.
“Yeah, it’s there. I got its transponder.”
“Hail them and request permission to link up for cargo transfer.”
“Uh, cap’n, another ship just dropped in. Right on the beacon.”
“And?” she asked after a pause.
The young man’s voice almost came to life as he said, “And…it’s on an intercept course. Accelerating.”
“What’s her transponder?”
Her helmsman scratched his nose. “It’s weird. The transponder says it’s Union of Earth. Like, a Union of Earth warship.” She blew out an impatient breath as he gathered information with all the speed of a drunken sloth. “But that doesn’t look like a Union ship.”
Cosgrove blinked the data into her interface. Both the ship outline and the transponder information appeared at the same time, but they didn’t match. Her interface tried to convince her that the ship was the Union of Earth battle cruiser David Addison. But the silhouette didn’t match. Cosgrove pulled the silhouette and ordered her MINT to match it against known configurations.
“Closing fast,” the helmsman said, with just a hint of concern breaking through his narcoleptic haze.
Merchant marine MINTs weren’t as quick as the military smart minds Cosgrove was used to. She waited while it sorted data.
“Uh,” the helmsman said, “I’m getting a weird reading. I think they’re shooting something.
Finally, the ship’s brain found a match.
“Holy shit,” Cosgrove yelled. “Evasive action! That no Union ship. That’s a —“
But her last words were drowned out by the explosion that turned her and her ship into an expanding ball of plasma and melting alloys.




CHAPTER EIGHT

While the remains of the Tolkien dissipated into faint gases, and Admiral Hollingsworth left his meeting with the President of United Earth, Matt arrived in Atlanta.               Leaving the star liner, he’d been herded into a crowded transport and strapped into a seat where his knees banged into the chair in front of him, but he was lucky to get a window. With each trip to Earth, he’d watched the slow, but inevitable changes to humanity’s homeworld. The Sahara was measurably larger. The ice caps were significantly smaller. An agri-corp had just started farms at the edges of the Antarctic. In his lifetime, the Amazon rain forests had changed from an unbroken strip of green to individual blots of vegetation, still green, but separated by farmland and urban strips. He could not help but compare it to verdant, nearly unspoiled Acadia.
The shuttle landed at the St. Louis hub. After a week traveling out of the Acadia system and then another week traveling through the Sol system, the last thing he wanted to do was get on another flight, but his eagerness to get home outweighed his travel fatigue. Besides, it was a quick jump from St. Louis to Atlanta.
When he arrived at the house on Hobart Avenue, the door opened immediately, as if his grandfather had been standing just inside it, waiting.
"You look fat," Charles Keita said. "It's that fancy Navy chow."
"We'd give our food to the Marines, but they don't know to use a fork."
Charles laughed and gave his grandson a one-armed hug, the other hand holding his cane. Matt’s mother had gotten her broad smile and her ebony skin from him. In his old age, that skin was becoming a little translucent, like there was too much light shining through from the inside. But even at the ripe age of eighty-two, Charles Keita did not look frail. He’d been a Marine during the Expansion Wars, and even though the cane held him up, he gripped it more like a staff of office than a crutch.
They walked arm in arm into the living room of his grandparents’ house, which was the home of any grandparent: stuffy, old-fashioned, and wonderful. Matt's first reaction on returning there was always joy; his second was, invariably, sudden exhaustion, as though the rest of his life was a fight he hadn't been aware of, and only here, in his childhood home-away-from-home could he let his guard down.
Charles Keita lowered himself into The Chair. It wasn't the same chair from Matt's childhood, but it might was well have been. The actual chair had been replaced or recovered over the years, but the replacement was always the same style, occupied the same space, and preserved the same indentation of the old man's body. From this position Charles Keita had held forth since before Matt was born, his cane planted firmly in the ground like a stake that held the world in place while he made sense of it.
“Do they know you’re here?” Charles asked.
“They should.” Matt collapsed onto the couch, surrendering his usual good posture to a boneless slouch. “Unless the government is as screwed up as everyone thinks.”
His grandfather only grunted at that. “You AWOL?”
Matt shook his head. “I’m on leave.  But when we get recalled and I don’t show…" 
“If you don’t show,” his grandfather pointed out.  “You could go back.”
“Nothing to go back for.”
The old man scowled. ”Nothing except your career, your home…”
"This is home..." he trailed off. Then he asked, “How’s Nana?”
Charles Keita’s face settled in on itself like a collapsing star. “Same as always. You can see her if you want. It’ll make you feel better. She won’t know you, though.”
“She know you?”
His grandfather tapped his cane on the ground like he was grinding grist. “On good days. She remembers her husband from a long time ago.  She’d remember her grandson, too.  She just won’t know you’re him.”
“We can jump a thousand light years, and we still can’t cure — “
“Ain’t no use complainin’,” his grandfather said.
Matt’s grandfather had barely finished the world-weary sigh that accompanied his statement, when both their phones bleeped alerts, and the small screen in the living room blared a matching tone. All three screens displayed the same message in a large and alarming font:
ACADIAN FREIGHTER ‘TOLKIEN’ DESTROYED. ACADIAN PARLIAMENT BLAMES UNION. WATCH THE VIDEO HERE.
Matt played the video on the living room screen. On the display, a merchant vessel tagged as theTolkien was approaching the camera’s point of view. Matt recognized the POV as a docking camera. The embedded text tagged the waiting ship as the Screw Loose. The Tolkien was about to link up with this freighter, probably for a cargo transfer. The video looked mundane as the ship approached with all the quiet routine of a thousand other space docks, when all of a sudden a third vessel appeared. It was barely visible, but computer graphics circled it helpfully, then zoomed in.
Charles Keita looked at his grandson. Matt nodded without looking away from the screen. “That’s a Tyson-class frigate. It’s used by the Union Fleet for smuggler interdiction.”
As the Tolkien drew nearer to the camera’s point of view, in the distance, the warship flashed brightly. Even before the flashes faded, the Tolkien suddenly and soundlessly shattered into pieces. A moment later, its reactor went critical, and the camera view boiled away.
Matt’s grandfather paused the screen. “What’s that mean?”
Matt put his head in his hands. “It means war.”
They came for him the next morning.  Matt had just awakened from a very short sleep, after a night sitting up with his grandfather, watching various news feeds show threats from Acadia, warnings from the Union, and various protests on various colony worlds. He had expected a call up on his phone at any moment, but it never came, and somewhere in the early hours he’d fallen asleep on the couch.
He woke to the ringing doorbell. That in itself was unusual. In this age of phones networking your activities and smart homes managing your environment, people rarely arrived anywhere unannounced.  By the time he’d shrugged off sleep and stood up, his grandfather had shuffled over to the door, Matt was right behind him, rubbing sleep from his eyes to see the smiling face of a light-skinned black man in a civilian suit flanked by two very unsmiling men in Navy uniform.
Even though the smiling civilian stood in front, it was one of the Navy officers behind him who spoke, “Commander,” the man, a lieutenant, said with a salute. “Would you please come with us, sir?"
A short car ride later, Matt was escorted into a waiting vert. The vehicle lifted off immediately, then shot eastward toward the coast. An hour after he’d left his grandfather in Atlanta, Matt found himself somewhere on the outskirts of Baltimore, in an undecorated office in a glass and steel building with no signs or scripture. The man dressed in civilian clothes, who’d introduced himself as Batista but said little else during the journey, sat across from him, his hair cut high and tight, his beefy face frequently opening into a meaningless smile when they made eye contact, and the body of a high school athlete who could make it no further.
“I’m not sure what the problem is,” Matt said, “but you know I’m on leave, right?”
Batista nodded. “Approved by your commanding officer. What is his name again?” 
Matt was sure Batista already knew the commanding officer’s name; already knew why Matt had returned to Earth; and already knew what his intentions were. He had done a brief stint with an Intelligence unit and he had the sudden sense of hidden cameras whirring, and the unseen faces of Navy spooks staring into vid screens.
“Hollingsworth,” he answered flatly.
“Hollingsworth, right.  How is your relationship with him?”
“That sounds like Navy business,” Matt said.  “So unless your brass outweighs mine, I’m not sure I need to answer that.”
“I don’t have any brass at all, Commander,” Batista said with another broad smile. “Just this.”
He laid a leather wallet on the table and flipped it open. Matt, who’d been expecting to see the ID of a Naval Intelligence officer, pressed his teeth together. The shield bore the globe and stars of the Union of Earth, with the hawk and hound beneath them, ever watchful.  Inwardly, he sank. But outwardly, he whistled mockingly. “Security Directorate. I guess you couldn’t pass the Navy physical?”
“How is your relationship with Admiral Hollingsworth?” Batista asked again, ignoring the jab.
“Good.”
“Familiar?”
“I guess.”
“You are in his confidence.”
“I’m not sure what that means,” Matt said.
Batista looked disappointed. “If he had plans or intentions, big ones, would he tell you?”
“I don’t really know,” Matt answered honestly. “He shared a lot of confidential information with me when it had to do with my assignment.  Other than that, I don’t know much more about him than anyone else.”
“You’ve been to his house on Acadia. Gone fishing with him.  Attended his daughter’s birthday party.”
“Yeah.  I think I earned his respect. I like to think so, anyway. But it always felt like, I guess, part of his duty. I consider him a mentor, but I don’t think he ever considered me a friend. Just a good officer.”
Batista nodded.  “Have you ever read his personal diary?” 
“Why would I?”
“You should someday.  He likes you.  You want to know what he says?” Batista didn’t wait for a reply. “He says you’re the best second in command he’s ever met.”
By the Directorate man’s tone and leer, the quote was, at best, a back-handed compliment. “I wonder why he never promoted you to captain?”
Matt flushed, annoyed at being baited. “Do you have a point to make?”
Batista nodded. “Sure, I do. Hollingsworth never made you captain, but he did trust you. He trusted you enough to do a good job, especially when that good job might lead to a court martial or a prison sentence.”
“That’s bullshit,” Matt replied with certainty.
Batista splayed one hand through the air like he was laying cards on a table. “According to the records, you’re the one who fired the first shots at Kumagai.”
Matt almost said, “On his orders,” but bit those words back hard. He was far too loyal to the old man to take that cheap way out.
“Plus, you think it was a coincidence that he chose you to fire on the Ursine? Someone who has a legitimate grudge against them?”
“I don’t have a grudge against the Ursine,” Matt said, knowing what was coming next.
Batista delivered as expected. “Your father was the captain of the Missouri.”
 “Yes. And that was more than twenty years ago. And he kicked their asses.” He tried to keep his voice level, but he could feel the heat in his face and was sure there was tension in his voice, too.
Batista could see he’d gotten a rise out of the naval commander, twice now, actually. He decided it was time to level out the roller coaster before the next plunge. “What did you think of Kumagai, by the way?”
Matt was still trying to rebalance himself after the Directorate man’s jabs, so he just answered, “I thought it was textbook good tactics.”
“No, I mean, what did you think of Hollingsworth’s motivations?”
Matt honestly didn’t know what the Directorate man meant. “I think his motivation was to win the battle.”
Batista gave him a ‘don’t be dense’ look. “Commander, Admiral Hollingsworth chose to engage the Ursine in a battle without informing Union command, to fight over a system that, as far as we can tell, isn’t worth the hop to get there. Why do you think he did that?”
“I don’t know,” Matt said truthfully. “Those command decisions are above my pay grade. I can tell you everything you want to know about the battle plan, but as far as I know, defending the system was a given.”
Batista looked skeptical. “But you were part of the planning. Didn’t he tell you why he was willing to have you destroy Ursine ships?”
“He explained the psychological theory. It’s all in the report.”
Batista heaved a melodramatic sigh. “No, sorry, I’m not asking my question the right way. I’m asking, do you know why he was willing to have you destroy Ursine ships.” He leaned into the word you and jabbed a finger at Matt for emphasis.
“He trusted me to get the job done,” Matt insisted.
“Exactly,” the interrogator said happily, as though they’d reached some mutual agreement. “He definitely trusts you. Enough to approve your leave at a very sensitive time. Enough to let you stick your neck out by coming to Earth for him.”
“For him?” Matt repeated. “You think I’m a spy?
Batista smiled again, and Matt resisted a powerful urge to slap the grin off his face.  But the man’s reply was a surprising change of tactic. “Well, I could be accusing you of having common sense. Being mixed race doesn’t even cause an eye blink here, but over on Acadia, it can’t be easy. Seems like a good time to get out of there.”
“True,” Matt said drily, finally finding his feet after Batista’s understated attacks. “But over there, no one’s arrested me, so right now I’d say it’s an even split.”
 The Directorate man seemed to enjoy the push back. “You’re not under arrest at the moment. But here’s how I see it. Either you intend to desert because you know a civil war is coming and you don’t want to be on the rebel side.  I’d get that. Or you knew the war was about to start and you were sent here to spy on us.”  He leaned forward, and the smile collapsed into a cold, hard, threatening stare.  “And you’re not leaving us until we know which one it is. Think about that for a while.”
Batista walked out of the interrogation room and into the adjacent observation chamber. One wall was filled with video screens showing Commander Ryder from different angles. The minute he was out of Matt’s sight, his shoulders slumped and he sighed heavily. He thought he’d done a pretty professional job, throwing feints and jabs at the Navy officer to keep him off balance. He was sure he’d scored a hit mentioning that Admiral Hollingsworth had called him a good second in command, rather than a good captain.
But Batista didn’t like this assignment. Everything the dossier and his interrogation training told him was that Ryder was a decent officer and not a spy. But he was caught in the machine now.
“Looks like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders.”
Batista spun around. He hadn’t been checking his corners. There was a man sitting off to his left, a short, broad, fireplug of a man with a shaved head and a barrel chest. His dark suit fit him perfectly, but he gave the impression of bursting out of it anyway.
Townsend. Batista dragged the name up from some post-Academy specialty training. Not a friend. But not an enemy, either.
“What brings you down to internal affairs, Townsend?” Batista asked, grabbing himself a cup of lukewarm coffee from a tired dispenser.
“Slumming,” the squat man said cheerily. “How’s your man?”
Batista waggled a hand doubtfully. “The psy ops MINT says the odds of his being a spy are fifty percent or thereabouts.”
The thick-necked man managed a shrug. “Timing’s suspicious, him arriving right before someone attacks the Tolkien.”
Batista raised an eyebrow. “Did we attack the Tolkien?” They both knew the government had done worse.
Townsend shook his head. “I hear no. But someone did, and now this Ex Fleet officer lands on the ground like an innocent angel. Like I said, suspicious.”
Batista heard the flat quality in the shorter man’s voice. There was no heat behind his words. What was Townsend up to? To push the conversation forward, Batista said, “Even so, I don’t see a mixed-race guy fighting for the Acadians, but that’s just me. Why are you interested?”
“It’s a shitty assignment,” Townsend sympathized. “They’re going to make you find something on him.”
Batista shrugged. That was the job and they both knew it.
His muscular colleague stood up. Townsend was actually of average height, but his broad body gave the impression that he was short. He raised two big hands in an offer of supplication. “Suppose I was to take him off your hands?”
Batista straightened up like a prairie dog alert to danger. “What’s the catch?”
“No catch. I need a pilot for a team I’m putting together, and we are short on pilots. He qualifies.”
Batista nodded his head in the direction of the video monitors. They all showed Ryder from several angles, looking bored and tired. “You want to put him on a mission?”
“He can fly, he’s got military experience, and some intelligence training.”
“But upstairs thinks he’s a spy.”
“Won’t matter, where he’s headed.”
Batista stood up. “Look, it’s fine with me. He’s in the machine now, and he’ll just get ground down here until someone plucks him out. If that’s you, here and now, it’s all the same to me.”
Townsend unpocketed his phone and linked a form over to Batista. The other Directorate man responded, authorizing the Navy commander’s release from interrogation and into Townsend’s care. “For what it’s worth, you know what I think?”                                           Townsend didn’t respond, but Batista went on anyway. “He’s no spy. His grandparents are his only family and they are stuck on Earth. She’s got dementia and they’re both black, so there’s no way Acadia is going to let them emigrate. But he’s also got hero worship for Hollingsworth. He doesn’t want to fight on either side. He’s torn up about it, but he made his choice. He’s no spy.”
Townsend was barely listening. “Like I said. Where he’s going, it won’t matter.”




CHAPTER NINE

Arlo Townsend had been a Directorate man for almost his entire adult life. He’d spent four years in the Marines, and that time had forged him into a man, but he didn’t consider that time his adulthood, at least not until the very end, when he realized he was in the wrong business. He had loved being a Marine — the camaraderie, the honor, the violence — but he learned quickly that by the time the Marines hit the beach, the real decisions had already been made. Townsend wanted to be at the front end.               And that meant working for the Directorate.
He left Batista behind and went to the interrogation room, knocking first. This was not required, but he did it anyway. Then he entered. Matthew Ryder looked at him calmly, assessing Townsend even as the Directorate man sized him up. Matt looked the same in person as he did in the videos, except that, based on the racial obstacles the Navy man had faced, Townsend had expected his skin to be much darker. Townsend himself was the son of a Puerto Rican mother and an African American father. Jeffrey and Madeline Townsend had raised him up in Brooklyn, where you saw every color under the sun walking down Flatbush Avenue. Only on white bread Acadia would Ryder get a second look. The other thing the video hadn’t captured was the lightness and brightness of his eyes. Ryder was a sharp one, which explained why he’d risen fast in the Ex Fleet.
On the other side of the stare, Matt wasn’t sure what to make of the change in personnel. The new man was shorter and broad-shouldered, like a boulder with legs. Matt assumed this was part of some good cop/bad cop interrogation strategy, except that they hadn’t really demanded anything of him yet. He decided to wait it out.
“Townsend, Security Directorate,” the man said, offering his hand. “We think you’re a spy.”
“I’m a lousy one, then,” Matt countered. “Got caught my first day.”
“Maybe we’re just that good.” Townsend eased himself into a chair like he wasn’t sure it would hold him. “Thing is, it doesn’t matter. I’ve got a job for you whether you’re a spy or not.”
“I have a job. I’m in the Navy.”
“Well, sort of.” Townsend waited for that to sink in. “You know what’s nice about the military? They tell you where to go. Does away with some of that pesky negotiating. Take you, for instance. You’ve just been reassigned from the Ex Fleet to Naval Intelligence. And Naval Intel just loaned you over to us. So, come to think of it, whether or not you were a spy before, you are one now!” Townsend laughed a deep belly laugh, genuinely amused by his own observation.
Matt didn’t see the humor in it. “What if I resign my commission?”
Townsend’s laughter was still a pleasant rumble in his chest as he said, “You’ll be prosecuted under the Sedition Act and jailed until the end of the war.”
“There’s no war yet,” Matt pointed out, but Townsend just looked at him as though he’d commented on a minor grammatical error.
Matt hid his concern behind a sip of water. He hadn’t seen this coming. He’d thought they'd either welcome him or send him back to the admiral. He hadn’t expected to be drafted into some kind of intelligence work. Would they make him spy on the Ex Fleet? He wouldn’t do it. He really could resign his commission. He knew that any espionage or sedition charges would eventually be thrown out, but they might drag him through the mud for months or years before that time. And if a war started for real, it would take even longer.                            
Reading the hesitation, Townsend added, “You might get a chance to stick it to the Ursine again.”
Matt groaned, cutting to the chase. “It was twenty-five years ago.”
Townsend checked his fingernails. “And, by my count, it’s now Ryder family seven, Ursine one. But I bet you wouldn’t mind running up the score.”
Matt just blew out a frustrated breath.
“Take your time,” Townsend said. “I know it’s a lot to absorb.”
Matt sighed. “What do you guys want with me? I’m not an intelligence guy.”
Townsend said, “As it happens, I already have spies. What I need is a pilot. And since no one’s going to trust you on the bridge of a warship, we might as well use you for a different gig.”
“And I have to decide now?”
“Yep. Fly a ship, or military prison for the duration.”
“Can I at least hear about the mission?”
Townsend checked his time piece. “Let me see what I can do.”
*
Matt found himself alone in the interrogation room yet again. He was sure they were watching and recording him, so he tried to stay calm, although even an effort to appear calm was telling to a trained eye. He had to admit this interview, or interrogation, or whatever it was, had thrown him off balance. If being hauled in by the Security Directorate rather than Naval Intelligence has surprised him, the offer to join some sort of clandestine mission was an out-and-out shock. And, although it was the least important factor in his immediate future, he felt stung by the first Security man’s jab at his ‘second in command’ status. He knew the old man thought highly of him, but the comment had still cut close to the quick.
The other crack, the one about the Ursine, had been less of a surprise. He’d been questioned about the Ursine during the mandatory after-action interviews. Some of the questions had included the words “revenge” and “payback,” which was inevitable. His father had died in combat after a battle at the very tail end of the Expansion Wars, in the only action between the Union and the Ursine. But there hadn’t been another real dispute between the two species in a generation. Matt had grown up admiring his father’s memory, not hating his enemies.
He was still mulling that over when the door opened again and a young woman walked in. This was his third interrogator. In anyone’s book, that was overkill.
“So,” he said, “I’ve had good cop and bad cop. What cop are you?”
The woman sat down, a little flustered, but not by his comment. She was studying a tablet like an undergrad cramming for finals.
“You are Matthew Ryder,” she said. Then she looked up. “I’m sorry, did you say something?”
“I asked which cop you are, good or bad.”
“I’m not a police offer,” she replied matter-of-factly. “You are Commander Matthew Ryder, aren’t you? I want to make sure I’m in the right room. There weren’t any numbers on the doors.”
“Yeah, that’s me.” Matt actually laughed. This woman was either a basket-case or the most brilliant interrogator in the Directorate.
She nodded satisfactorily, finished up something on her screen, and finally focused on him. When her eyes settled on him, he saw that they were brown, bright, and very clear. She had a small, sharp nose set in a round face, and straight dark hair. Not bad to look at, especially those eyes. When she spoke, they lit up.
“My name is Amanda Chester. I’m from the Department of Alien Affairs and I need a pilot.”
“Oh, you’re in charge of the mission the other guy mentioned,” Matt said, more than a little surprised. This woman seemed more like a librarian than a spy. “Where do you want to go?”
She said, “I can’t tell you that.”
He laughed again. “Well, if you want me to steer the ship —“
“I can’t tell you because I don’t know yet. I do know that we are going to start at Kumagai. I’m told you’ve been there.”
Matt felt something shiver his insides, like little crystals of ice tumbling down his spine. The first Directorate man had asked about the admiral. Now this lady was talking about going back to Kumagai. What were they planning on doing, and why did they want him involved? His internal alarms went off like a ship going to battle stations.
“I have,” he said simply.
“Good. I need someone who knows that system, but if I’m right, that’ll only be the beginning.”
“Beginning of what?” Matt asked.
She shrugged her narrow shoulders. It was not a tentative movement; more like the shifting of steel rails. Small but definitive. Matt liked it.
He needed to fish for more information, but he was sure the librarian lady wouldn’t tell him anything obvious, so he asked, “Is it military work? You know, I actually haven’t served as a helmsman in combat in eight years, right?”
Amanda looked concerned and checked her records. “But you are qualified, aren’t you? Or,” she checked her pad for the right term. “I guess you would say, you have the right equipment?”
“Yes.”
“You fit the bill, then. Pilot, Kumagai system, and you also have experience with the Mantiz."
The Mantiz? This lady was all over the place. “The other guy said the Ursine.”
She waved that off. “He was wrong. It’s going to be the Mantiz. Do you know them?
“Only a little. Why me? There must be other officers who've dealt with the Mantiz -- "
"Dozens," the librarian lady agreed. "And all of them serve in the Expeditionary Fleet. Not a single one of them could be considered loyal to Earth right now, even if they obeyed the order to report for duty to the Home Fleet. Which they tell me isn't likely."
“That’s probably true," he agreed.
"So that leaves you," the librarian said. "Or has this place grown on you?” She waved an arm around the interrogation room.
“Is it military?”
Amanda studied him with those sharp eyes again and put down her tablet. “You keep asking that. Are you afraid that there might be fighting? Because I honestly don’t know. I’ve been told that I need people with combat experience, just in case. Are you afraid to fight?”
Matt was fascinated. So far, the people he’d spoken to had wanted to question him specifically because of his connection to Admiral Hollingsworth. But not only was this woman not interested in that, she barely seemed to understand his background.
She mistook his contemplation for uncertainty. “Mr. Ryder, I can’t make you take this job. Right now, it’s undefined. It might be dangerous, but it’s just as likely to be unbelievably boring. My boss would tell you it’s a wild goose chase. Right now the only danger is to my reputation. I was told that your only choice aside from my offer is military prison. If that’s more attractive to you, then I’ll just —-“
“I won’t fight against the old man,” Matt stated firmly.
Amanda blinked and those slight, strong shoulders shrugged again. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.
“Good,” Matt said. “Then we have a deal.”




CHAPTER TEN

Hollingsworth returned home in the middle of a media frenzy, and was glad he was still traveling incognito. Acadian news feeds were banging their drums about the wanton destruction of the Acadian transport ship Tolkien by a Union frigate. Union media outlets were filled with clips of President Wilkens and various other officials stating unequivocally that no Union ship had fired on any Acadian vessel.
The fact that the Tolkien had been destroyed while Hollingsworth was meeting with Wilkens was a suspicious bit of timing. No one was supposed to know about that meeting except for the admiral and President Wilkens himself, but Jim was very aware of Carter LeBeau’s ability to lift the lid on other people’s secrets. He’d heard rumors that LeBeau had staged the attempt on his own life to gain sympathy and accuse the Union of bloody tactics. Had he done the same with the Tolkien to undermine any sort of peace deal Jim might have brokered?
Of course, Jim hadn’t gone back to make peace. He’d gone back to Earth to tell his boss he quit. But LeBeau hadn’t known that.
Jim Hollingsworth didn’t mind politics. He really didn’t.  He knew full well that politicians were schemers and back-stabbers, but he also firmly believed there was a time and a place for subtle and layered language, and he was convinced that, annoying as they were, the silver-tongued devils in back rooms had struck deals that had saved the lives of countless fighting men through the centuries.
But he also knew bullshit when he stepped in it, and this particular brand of excrement stank worse than the usual fare. Especially when he thought of Amelia Cosgrove. She’d been the second officer he’d lost to the Acadia First policies. After Matt Ryder had gone back to Earth.
Jim had liked Cosgrove. If she had stayed on, she would have eventually taken Ryder’s place as Jim’s number one if Matt ever got his own command, and she was destined for the captain’s chair herself. But instead of driving a capital ship, she’d been blown up aboard some merchant marine. Jim accepted that many of his friends and colleagues would die, but they had earned the right to die with a weapon in their hands. The knowledge that someone had murdered Amelia Cosgrove filled Jim Hollingsworth with the rage of a burning sun. The possibility that she’d been sacrificed on the altar of politics compressed that rage to a white dwarf smoldering in his breast.
Once he was dirtside, Jim took a shuttle directly to Parlay House, ignored Kate Ahlers cries of “…sorry, Admiral…” and “…unavailable…” and “…in a meeting!” and walked into LeBeau’s private office. As he opened the door, Jim was confronted by the Templar. Hollingsworth was a tall man, but he had to look up into the figure’s dark, inscrutable eyes. He felt just the slightest twinge in his guts, a whisper of the rumors about Templars. But he didn’t back down. The two lean figures assessed one another for a moment, then the Templar stepped aside.
Beyond the bodyguard, Carter LeBeau sat at the head of a rectangular conference table with four of Acadia’s other political luminaries filling the seats.
“Admiral,” LeBeau said, his tone at once welcoming and reproachful. “We were just having a meeting. I’m sure you know the value of confidential meetings.”
Jim’s hands clenched into fists, and he felt a stir behind him. The Templar. He eased off. That was a physical battle he couldn’t win.
“Who blew up the Tolkien?” he demanded.
LeBeau pointed at a row of vid screens, all on mute, their talking heads mouthing different version of the same report. “The Union did,” the Acadian leader said definitively. The question ‘why’ was forming on Hollingsworth’s lips, but LeBeau answered it first. “I assume they know of our need for lithium. They are trying to deny us resources.”
“We don’t need lithium badly enough to start a war over it,” Hollingsworth retorted. “And they certainly wouldn’t plan it when —“
He stopped himself, warned by a cautious little smile from LeBeau. The politician shook his head every so slightly. Jim glanced at the other men around the table, reading them as unaware but certainly very interested in what he had to say.
So. LeBeau did know about his meeting with the Union president, but the others did not. If Jim hadn’t already resolved to lead the Ex Fleet into rebellion, the destruction of the Tolkien certainly would have forced his hand. There would be no peace now. He could see it in the expressions of the talking heads on the news feeds, even if he couldn’t hear their words.
Hollingsworth returned his gaze to LeBeau, who favored him with a thoughtful, almost quizzical smile. It dawned on Jim suddenly that that this meeting room was Carter’s area of operations. This was his combat zone, and he’d just maneuvered Jim into battle on his terms. If LeBeau had destroyed the Tolkien, Jim was pretty sure he’d never be able to prove it. LeBeau was a shrewd little demon, and he was climbing the ranks to become the leader of Acadia, which made him a devil Jim had to deal with. There was going to be a war, no stopping that now, and this ruthless little man would be in charge, unless someone reigned him in.
Jim pulled out a chair and took a seat at the table.
“All right,” he said, “let’s get down to brass tacks.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

These last two weeks had been a whirlwind for Amanda Chester.  Thanks to her Directorate liaison, Townsend, she had her pilot. He had some red flags that seemed to concern her boss, Kathryn Taub, but none of it mattered to Amanda, so she let them worry about whatever mess he was in. She pressed forward with her mission.
The direction of her investigation started to take shape, although it wasn’t the shape she would have chosen. Secretary Taub and even Chief of Staff Merker had given input, but most of the suggestions came from Townsend. The Directorate had decided that they wanted to know more about the mining station in the Kumagai system. This seemed very far outside Amanda’s area of expertise but, as her new pilot Matt Ryder might have said, that’s the government for you.
Amanda stood up and went to the window.  Her new office wasn’t as nice as the Secretary’s, and didn’t even have a desk yet, but it did have a view, and she could just make out the Hudson beyond the corner of the UN building in front of her. It was a giddy feeling.  Three years ago she’d been defending her dissertation on Mantiz-Human cultural memes, and now she was the Deputy Secretary for Alien Affairs.  She’d like Professor Mueller to see her now. She’d flash an acid smile right in the old lecher’s face.
Her phone bleeped at her.
“Hi, Agent Townsend, what can I do for you?”
Townsend’s baritone always carried the hint of a growl. “Deputy Secretary. You have an interview with the squad leader of our tactical unit, First Sergent Andreu.”                                          “Yes, it’s in my calendar,” she said.
“I just wanted to give you a heads up. He’s…a little rough around the edges.”
Amanda raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”
“Meaning you might have to put up with some attitude.”
“If he’s got too much attitude,” Amanda observed, “can’t we just find someone else?”
Townsend’s voice tilted. “Well, that’s the issue. He’s your only choice.”
Amanda sighed. “So this isn’t really a selection interview.”
“More of an ‘I’m excited to work with you’ meeting.”
Amanda had the Directorate man on audio only, so he couldn’t see her press her fist to her forehead. “Special Agent, first you gave me a pilot who might be an Acadian spy and now a soldier with baggage.”
She could almost hear him shrug through the line. “We work with what we’ve got, Miss Chester.”
First Sergeant Andreu arrived at her office thirty minutes later. He looked like a brick wall painted olive drab. His hair was close cropped, high and tight over a chiseled boxer’s face.  His chest was broad and his torso tapered down to a trim waist.  He looked to be in his early forties, but it was impossible to tell from that weathered face. He would have been attractive, except that the tight-lipped line of his mouth dragged his face downward into a semi-permanent sneer.
“Ma’am.  First Sergeant Andreu, reporting,” he said in a thick French accent.
Amanda reached out her hand and, after the briefest pause, he shook it.  “Thanks, Sergeant. Have a seat. Sorry I can’t offer you anything.” She waved around at the empty room.
“No problem, ma’am.”  Andreu waited until she sat down, then he took a seat himself.  He stared at her. No, not at her. Through her.
“Um, Sergeant Andreu, thanks for coming.  I guess you know why you’re here.”
“No, ma’am.”
“They didn’t tell you?”
“They told me, ma’am.  I just don’t know why.”
What the hell? “I’ve been asked to investigate some issues connected to the Acadian secession movement,” Amanda explained. Andreu looked suddenly interested, so Amanda added hastily, “Not directly connected. I’m investigating some behind-the-scenes forces. We might need military assistance.  They told me you would be in charge of the military unit assigned to help me.”
Andreu’s interest subsided. “Yes, ma’am.” 
”Your people, do they do…special assignments?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I mean, extra-planetary ones.”
“Yes, ma - "
“Sergeant, am I going to get anything out of you but ‘yes, ma’am’?” she snapped.
His face didn’t change, but his eyes settled on her, as though she were finally something worth looking at.  “Yes, ma’am,” he said.
“I get the feeling your unit isn’t going to be very cooperative.”
“We’ll go where you tell us, ma’am.”
She felt stymied, but wasn’t willing to give up yet.  “Do you have everything you need? A ship and, um, equipment and everything?”
“Ma’am?”
Amanda was painfully aware of not knowing the right terminology.  “I mean to say that if we had to go on a voyage tomorrow, let’s say, to Kumagai system, is your team able?”
“No, ma’am, if we had to go on a voyage tomorrow, my team is not ready.  I’m still getting to know them myself. Also, we call them missions or ops, not voyages. And we don’t have a pilot.  So without a pilot, or a clear mission, or training, I cannot say my team is ready. But we do have all our equipment and everything.” The sarcasm in his voice was thick enough to hold in a cupped hand.
“I’ve got your pilot,” she shot back. “Thanks, Sergeant, that’ll be enough for now.”
The brick wall of a man rose up, looming over her.  “Ma’am,” he tipped his chin, turned on a dime, and walked out.
When he was gone, the air seemed to freshen. “That guy is not happy about this job,” she said to the empty room.
Then she wondered: was she happy about it? Not exactly. She knew that her superiors meant for her to get lost in the wilderness. But she also knew she was right. The Mantiz were not a species to stay out of a conflict like this, and the fact that they’d been there, in the background at Kumagai, meant something.
Well, she decided, if this operation was going to be her forty days in the desert, she was determined to emerge enlightened.
She looked out on that same view of the U.N., and the river beyond, and now she became aware of the apartments and houses spreading out to the horizon.  Millions of people. Billions. If she was right, their lives were at stake here; the lives of everyday people, who assumed that someone, somewhere, was handling the coming crisis.  And, as an abyss opened in her stomach more terrifying than Koslov’s effect, Amanda was sure that their expectation landed here, in her empty beige office with no desk. 




CHAPTER TWELVE

Ash Grove stood alone on a low hill covered in green grass on all sides, the grass sloping down to a ring of magnolia trees transplanted from Earth. The white house with its roof of solar tiles made to look like old fashioned shingles gleamed in the late afternoon sun. The mansion's wide porch wrapped around the entire structure, and was dotted here and there with comfortable wicker chairs and pillowed benches. The scene was picturesque, conjuring memories of patrician mansions in the antebellum domains of the United States.
Jim Hollingsworth was only half way across the lawn when she came out the front door, a dish towel falling from her hand as she skipped down the steps like a woman half her age and into his arms. He smelled lemon soap as he buried his face in the dark hair she’d never admit she dyed.
“You’re early,” she said into the hollow of his shoulder.
“Should I give you time to escort your suitors out the back door?”
“Don’t be silly,” she said as she pushed away and smiled up at him.  “It’s Sunday. I don’t receive suitors on Sundays.”
A few moments later they were inside, in the sitting room that faced south, where you could watch the shadows stretch across the lawn while the golden glow settled like a magic spell under the magnolia leaves.  He sat on the couch, and Cadence laid her head in his lap, her feet up on the arm of the divan.  About the only time her feet left the floor was when he came home to sit with her.  He moved one hand restlessly through her hair while the other twirled a glass of bourbon.
“So what did they give you?” she asked.
He said, “Command of the fleet. Guaranteed pension after the war at my current rate.  A say in the new government.”
He sipped from his glass during the pause. 
“Wh—“ Cadence lifted her head off his lap. “Well, that’s everything. That’s everything you wanted.”
“Yep.”
She smacked him playfully on the chest.  “Don’t yep me like it’s nothing. Why aren’t you excited?”
He looked into his bourbon and instead of sunlight sparkling in the ice and amber liquid, he saw the Tolkien bursting into bits of metal and clouds of gas. He could have shared his concerns with Cadie. She was thoughtful and wise, and she’d have given him good advice. But Ash Grove was his haven from war and politics and, selfishly, he did not want to pollute its doorstep. So he took the memory of Amelia Cosgrove and his concerns about LeBeau and he packed them away in a quiet corner.
Finally, he said, “It’s going to be a war, Cadie.  There are going to be a lot of young people dying.”
“I thought you were for the war.”
“Yes, but no. I don't know.”
“Then why did you agree?”
Hollingsworth sighed.  “The war’s going to happen with or without me. And it’s going to be the biggest war of our lifetime. I can’t sit it out.”  He rattled his glass.  “I just can’t.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

They returned Matt’s phone when they let him leave the building. He stepped out into the sunshine, allowed himself a single stretch of his arms, then thumbed the phone active. “Call Pop."
There was a pause. The phone said, ”There's no answer, but he left you a personal message. Would you like to -- "
"Yes."
The message played in the stilted voice his grandfather could never avoid when talking to machines. “Hey there, grandson. I'm leaving you a coupla messages in case they let you call. They told me you weren’t under arrest, but wouldn't say much more. I guess I know what's up. Call me if you can. It’s Sunday, so I’ll be with Nana, so if I don’t answer, I’ll call back.”
Matt grunted. He’d lost track of days. His grandfather always visited his grandmother in the home on Sundays. He left a message saying he'd call again that night.
As he was finishing, a black roller eased up to the curb in front of the building and Townsend leaned toward him. "Need a lift?"
“You double as a taxi driver?” Matt said.
“Babysitter,” the Directorate man said.
“How about tailor?” Matt said. “I need a uniform.”
Townsend shook his head as he swiped the roller’s door open. “No more uniforms for you, Commander. You keep your rank, but you’ve been transferred to Naval Intelligence. Jeans and t-shirts division. Your phone will have all the information by now. Get in. We'll go see your ship."
Matt climbed aboard. The doors sealed, the sense-around lit green, and the roller accelerated smoothly onto the road. Matt watched Townsend rest his meaty hands on the wheel.
“Auto-drive not so popular here?” he asked.
“Not with me,” Townsend grunted. “Big metal box hurtling down the road at two hundred kph, other big metal boxes doing the same thing, I want to be in charge.”
“Statistics show that – “ Matt started to say.
“Yeah, yeah, but no one can promise me that I won’t be in the two percent, right?”
They drove through a few kilometers of silence then, Matt looking out the windows as the landscape alternated between Virginia farmland and Virginia suburbs, until the farmland gave up and beige and green autobuild structures covered the ground all the way to Annapolis.
Then, as if there’d been no pause, Townsend said, “It’s the same for you.”
“Huh?” Matt asked.
“Piloting a ship. You don’t leave it all to the machines. You do some of the actual flying yourself. You’ve got that hardware in you, right?”
“Hardware's permanent, so, yeah.”
"What's that like? Piloting, I mean.”
Townsend couldn’t keep a hint of wonder from seeping into his words. Matt had heard that question, asked in that tone, before, but usually from little boys who dreamed of being spacemen.
"It's the wonder of the universe," he said drily. "It's the freedom of the stars."
Townsend got the joke. "I can read that off the recruitment posters."
"Yeah, it's all bullshit."
"Is it that bad?" The schoolboy tone again. Townsend really was into it.
"Good and bad, like anything," Matt said. “You’ve never traveled?”
“With the Marines, sure,” Townsend said, “but that’s just being stuck in the back of transport like cargo. You actually drive the ship. What’s that like?”
The question sounded sincere, so he answered sincerely. “The good is really good. That feeling like you can go anywhere, do anything. The nanos shorten Koslov's effect."
"I read that. Shorter but more intense, right?"
"Way more. They say it's like coming down off a hallugen high." Matt remembered sitting at the helm in his early days, jacked into the ship's system, triggering the relocator and feeling the rush of intense exhilaration, liquid light flowing through his veins as he realized he could go anywhere, be anything in the universe. "And then it's gone."
“You stop piloting voluntarily, or get promoted out of it?” Townsend said, his eyes still on the road.
”Both. I always wanted the captain’s seat.”
“That wasn’t going to happen in the Ex Fleet,” Townsend said.
“Because I’m the wrong shade, you mean,” Matt interpreted. “I wouldn’t have let that stop me.”
“Wouldn’t have been up to you,” Townsend said. “Look, it’s not my business, but how could you be loyal to a bunch of racists —“
Matt stopped him with a palm in the air. He looked at Townsend, himself a pale brown like Matt. “Hang on, Townsend. I’ll be the first to tell you that what’s going on now is bullshit. That’s why I left, because of how it affects my grandparents. But a lot of that’s new.”
Townsend pinched his mouth like someone was trying to make him drink lemon juice. “You’re telling me you felt like just one of the guys when you were a kid? Not like one slice of brown in all that white bread?”
“Sure, I noticed. I sure as hell noticed the looks my mom got sometimes. But it didn’t stop me from getting into the Ex Fleet, or Officer Candidate School. Things didn’t get bad until Acadia First got into power.”
Townsend didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue, either. He said, “Well, I’ve studied your record. You sure did get the fast track. Took after your father that way.”
“I can think of worse examples to follow.” He paused like he was waiting for some unseen person to speak. Then he said, “Anyway, you asked about the promotions. Not every pilot wants to leave the pilot seat. There are Navy men who spend most of their lives at the helm. It can get addicting, I guess, tapping into the universe that way. Makes you feel like you can go on forever.”
“And pluck til time and times are done, the silver apples of the moon, the golden apples of the sun," Townsend muttered.
"What was that?"
"Nothing. Something written a long time ago."
"It sounded like poetry. Jeez, Townsend, you’re a closet romantic."
"Fuck you."
"That's better. Anyway, I still have the interface, they can't remove that once it's in. Killing the nanos is easy. They have to do it when you change jobs. I’ve known guys who transferred from engineering to helm, from helm to weapons. They get flushed and recharged with the new stuff.”
“Gotta be weird, controlling a ship without holding on to anything.” Townsend squeezed the steering wheel for emphasis.
“That’s just the monkey brain,” Matt said. “We all have it. We're primates. We grab things. Hold them. Push and pull. But the thing is, a ship can get torn up in combat. The more wires you have running fore and aft, the more physical connections, the more stuff there is to interrupt. If it's all wireless, then you only have three minimal points of contact: the device itself, the broadcast system, and the controller.”
“Those must get hit sometime,” Townsend said.
“Yeah,” Matt said. “I was at Castiliogne. A rail gun round passed right through our bridge, and right through our weapons officer. Just removed his entire torso like it had never been there.”
Townsend nodded. “Four years in the Marines. I’ve seen casualties.”
“My point is that rail gun passed through the hull, bulkheads, a person. It even passed through the tactical console. But the operational damage was minimal because there’s no direct connection between the console and the weapons system. The ship can sustain damage over whole compartments without affecting operations. It’s all virtual.”
Townsend adjusted his grip on the wheel. “Still sounds like asking for trouble.”
*
They reached Annapolis. Officially, they entered the Aeronautics Annex, which two hundred years ago had been a minor division of the Navy in the way that, a few centuries before that, naval aviators had been a small part of the Naval war force. But NASA had been militarized before his grandfather’s time, and it was decided that the Navy – the branch most accustomed to housing personnel aboard mobile warcraft – would take control of high atmosphere and interplanetary missions. Since then, the Annex had become the real center of Naval activity.
Townsend slid the roller past the line of other autos waiting for gate entry until they reached the front. There was one car being processed at the gate, and Townsend nosed his black car at an angle in front of the big-wheeled, open-topped off road roller behind it. The driver, a young soldier with a flat top hair cut and camouflage, yelled some well-worn obscenities until Townsend stuck his badge out the window. The soldier scowled, but piped down and kept his foot on the brake as the Directorate man cut in.
The badge also got them through the security checkpoint quickly, and soon they were pulling up in front of one of a dozen cookie-cutter buildings.
"I thought we were heading for the docks," Matt said.
"Pit stop." Townsend led him inside, blew past the clerk at the counter who asked them to check in, and entered a room.
Matt pulled up short when he saw the multi-armed array over an exam table. "You mother --"
A tech entered before Matt could finish.
“All right, Commander…Ryder,” the tech said in down-sloping tones that could only belong to a civilian. He barely glanced up from his charts. “We’re loading you up with navigational bioware. Chart says you’re already rigged with the CNS interface, so this won’t take much time at all. That’s the really hard part, if you remember.”
"I remember.” He looked at Townsend. “You know, this isn’t like shopping for clothes. You could have given me a little warning.”
In the Navy, applying for command duties, especially helmsman duties, involved a lot more than your average twelve-week temporary duty assignment. It required a specialized degree in astrophysics, suborbital and high orbital piloting schools, psychological exams…and then there was the Physical. Matt thought the word with the capital ‘P.’ Only about fifteen percent of the candidates who passed the academic courses also had central nervous systems that functioned fast enough, with enough control, to take the biotech required to interface with capital ships. And the surgery required to lay the interface down was difficult, even with military-grade pain killers. Firmware for other departments, from engineering to life support and even weapons, were relatively mild. Matt had been a weapons officer, and that amounted to something like a next gen virtual video game. But the pilot interface was something else, because of its connection to the relocation engine. For that moment of relocation, you essentially had to be the ship. The bigger the ship, the greater physical and mental focus that was required.
The tech made a noise. “Um, hm, might be a moot point, fellas. There’s something missing here.” He looked up, a little annoyed, as if he found the need to talk to actual people a serious inconvenience. “There’s no SLF assigned to this nanoware. And no ship assignment.” He put his tablet down. “Sorry, I guess someone effed up. Let me make a call.”             
Townsend’s thick hand dropped like a stone onto the tech’s wrist. “There’s no mistake. The commander here is going to get these.”
Townsend reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small glass tube. It looked like a typical vial, except for the end caps, which were multi-wafered circuit boards bright with tiny lights. Inside the vial, fluid swirled and oozed along the glass. The ooze appeared to be silver-tinted oil or thin mercury, except that some of the tendrils spiraled out into the vial’s empty space like water spouts. Looking closer, you could see that it wasn’t one fluid, but many, many tiny particles, giving the oily tendrils the appearance of tiny scales.
The tech’s jaw fell open. “Is that – have you been keeping that in your —?”
“In your pocket!” Matt shouted. “You can’t do that —“
“Do you know what would have happened —?”
“What if you tripped and fell!” Matt scolded.
Townsend’s retort reached out for both of them. “I don’t trip. I don’t fall.”
“You know, if these ever got released into a community, unprogrammed —“                           
“Well, it didn’t happen,” Townsend said dismissively.
The tech couldn’t let go of the danger. “We have military grade flight nanos here.               There was no need to take the risk.”
Townsend was clearly tired of having his decisions questioned. He straightened stiffly and although he didn’t step forward, the tech stumbled back. “You don’t have these. These are open-ended. There is no Secure Link Frequency associated with them. They can interface with any ship on the fly.”
“I didn’t think that was possible,” Matt said.
“Officially, it isn’t.”
He put the vial into the hands of the tech, who now looked as if he were holding a grenade. The technician carried it gingerly to the exam table. An injector hovered over the table, a device like a giant dentist’s drill attached to an articulated arm.
“Code them to his interface,” Townsend instructed. “It works the same as you’re used to. But leave the outgoing open. We’ll show him how to do the rest.”
The tech attached the circuit-boarded end of the vial to the injector, then went to work, busily switching between keyboard entries and Matt.
“This nanotech. It’s some kind of covert ops ‘ware that the rest of us haven’t heard of?” Matt asked as the tech swabbed his finger and took blood for DNA.
“Something like that.”
“And it works in the field? No failures?”
“It hasn’t failed yet,” Townsend chimed.
Matt spoke bullshit as well as the next guy. The nanos hadn’t failed because they hadn’t been tested yet. "I’m out.”
“Wait—“
“You’re not putting untested junk in my system. Fuck that.”
Townsend jabbed a finger at the tech. “Let’s go. Get it done.”
The tech stepped back from his machine. “Um, sorry, guys, but this is way above my pay grade.”
Townsend advanced and Matt braced himself for the Directorate man’s power. But Townsend surprised him with a gentle touch on his arm. “It’s safe, Ryder. As far as that goes, it won’t harm you. You have our guarantee —”             
“Screw your guarantee. I can get fucked anywhere in town.“
“Commander,” Townsend said. “Commander, your mission is important to some very powerful people. That means you are important. You’re not an asset we want to risk right now.”
No amount of flattery or coercion could have made Matt agree to being a lab rat. But the discussion of commerce, the dialect of risk and reward, these were real languages even in the military. Especially in the military. Matt was an asset. The nanos would make him more valuable. And in this expanding game of power, he needed as much leverage as he could get. He extended his arm.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

After the Expansion Wars, the Army had become the least interesting branch of the military. And being stationed on an orbital base was the least desirable billet in the Army. And being assigned to Summer Base, orbiting Acadia, was the very bottom of the barrel.
So when the post of Base Commander opened up, Bob Anderson took it in a heartbeat. He’d made coffee through the Sumatra Prime Campaign, and he’d finagled a Defense Department post during the Short War in the Delphi system. When he did work hard (which wasn’t often) it was to demonstrate his administrative, rather than his combative, skills. He was a natural to command Summer, a nearly mothballed base orbiting Acadia, the crown jewel of Earth’s colonies. Affluent, successful, and peaceful, Acadia needed an army base the way a rich man needs a tip.
"Night watch ending, Colonel," the corporal said as Anderson strolled into the command center.
"And I'm going to guess that there's nothing the report. Coffee, please," he nodded to his aide.
"Uh, sir..." said the corporal.
"And more cream this time." Anderson dropped into his command chair and glanced at the video screen, which was filled with the image of eleven massive warships. ”Corporal, what is that?”
“It's something to report, sir.”
“It looks like the entire Expeditionary Fleet,” Anderson said.
“Yes, sir. They’re hailing us.”
Anderson nodded. The screen flipped from the image of war vessels to that of an imperious looking man, white whiskers and mustache lending a distinguished air to his already impressive face. Anderson recognized him immediately.
"Um, Admiral Hollingsworth. This is a, um, a bit of a surprise.”
“Yes, General,” Hollingsworth drawled, “I expect it is.”
Anderson touched mute on the screen and turned to the corporal, who was a relatively new addition to his staff. “Shaw, is it? Why wasn’t this visit on my calendar?”
Corporal Shaw swiveled around in his seat. “I don’t think this visit’s on anyone’s calendar, sir. Except maybe theirs.”
“Well, that’s Admiral Hollingsworth. We’re going to have to make time for him.”
“Sir, I think you should ask him why he’s out there. With his entire fleet.”
“Hm. Yes.” Anderson reactivated his screen. “Admiral, to what do we owe the pleasure? I didn’t realize we were expecting the Navy. Certainly not, um, the entire Navy.”
Corporal Shaw, out of view of the vid, tried to flag his attention. Anderson waived dismissively with an off-screen hand.
Hollingsworth was all politeness and respect. Like most Earth natives, Anderson found the admiral’s Acadian drawl charming and parochial. “General,” the Ex Fleet man said, “we desire your hospitality. I’m going to dock.”
Corporal Shaw practically jumped out of his seat, flapping his arm like an awkward bird trying to take flight. Anderson looked at him, preparing to deliver a rebuke, when the aide jabbed a finger at the smaller screen on the General’s desk top. The emergency alert was flashing PRIORITY. PRIORITY. It was a message from COLCOM, on Earth.
Anderson swiped the screen and entered his clearance code. He read the first few words from Colonial Command. There was more, but he didn’t need the details.
“Um, Admiral,” he spoke in a reedy voice, “I’m sorry, but I think I have to deny your request.”
On the screen, Hollingsworth said, “You misunderstand me, General. I wasn’t asking.”
*
President Wilkens always scheduled ten minutes of down time in his afternoon. He couldn’t say that it calmed him, but at least it kept him on this side of insanity.
So when the knock came in the middle of his peace time, he knew something was very, very wrong.
Merker walked in before the President could even answer. “It’s started,” he said.
Wilkens didn’t need to ask what had started.  “Summer, Dan’s World, or Kennesaw?”
“Summer. The Expeditionary Fleet has surrounded it. They’re demanding its surrender.”
“Let’s get that base commander on the phone.”
It was an astonishing moment in General Anderson’s undistinguished career. He’d woken up that morning as a military bureaucrat, but before he’d finished his first cup of coffee he’d been threatened by the most decorated military man of his time, and now was on the line with the leader of humanity.
The Q-phone that allowed General Anderson to speak with the President of United Earth was impressive, but long established, science. If the Penrose Field was a far-fetched theory turned into practice, and the relocation engine was a hybrid of nanotechnology and the science of mind, the Q-phone was pure, straightforward physics. That is, if quantum physics could ever be called straightforward.
Quantum entanglement had been established science for several centuries. Physicists had long understood that two photons could be linked, or entangled, and, thereafter, the state of one photon instantly affected the state of the other regardless of the distance between them. What they could not yet explain was how the two photons communicated. The photons could be light years apart, but the result was the same. Change the quality of one and, no matter how far away, the other would change to reflect its mate.
Someday, science would understand how the two particles interacted instantaneously across vast distances, and on that day humanity would unlock one of the greatest secrets in the universe. In the meantime, quantum engineers had used the fact to create a really useful telephone.
Wilkens’ face, furrowed with anger lines, glared at him through the screen as though the sudden rebellion were all Anderson’s fault. He was probably ten years older than Anderson, but he looked twice as virile and a dozen times more potent than the paper general felt at that moment.
“…current status is on hold, Mr. President,” he was saying. “Our Penrose Field is warmed up, rail guns are ready, and laser batteries are pending.”
“Pending?” Wilkens mimicked. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Sir,” Anderson said, his voice rising in pitch like a boiling kettle. “All our missiles were in storage and the laser batteries had been depowered. We are scrambling to load the tubes and the batteries take approximately two hours to go from cold to functional charge, then another two hours to reach full charge.”
Another face appeared on the screen and the quantum phone widened its view to accommodate both. The man sitting next to Wilkens was bald and grim-looking, with ebony skin and a square jaw. The screen obliged Anderson by adding the subtext “General Gasana, Chairman, J-PAC.” Anderson could not remember what J-PAC stood for but thought it was probably important.
“Sounds like you were caught napping, General,” Gasana snapped.
“Uh, yes, sir.” Anderson thought how unfortunately close that was to the literal truth. He wanted to point out that Summer was an orbital fort in name only. Really, it was a military museum and had been considered obsolete, since Acadia itself had not been under threat for over a century. But he was as good at discretion as he was bad at war, so he held his tongue.
“ETA to full capability?” Gasana demanded.
A hand appeared onscreen, pointing to Anderson’s command console. Anderson studied it as though it contained the secret to long life, then looked up at the screen.                             “We’ll be at seventy percent within six hours. But…” he read more, “two of our batteries can’t be brought online at all.”
Wilkens slapped his palm on the table. “What kind of half-assed military facility are you running there!”
Gasana said, “Get yourself up and running, Anderson. We’ll expect another report in thirty minutes.”
The screen went dark on the Earth end of the conversation and Wilkens turned to his Chief of Staff. Merker had been off screen, but had listened closely. “Why do we have that imbecile in charge of that station?”
Merker was, as usual, implacable. “If the base had been more important, we wouldn’t have put him in charge of it.”
“It seems pretty fucking important now.”
Gasana leaned into the line of fire. He was a good man, old enough to have served during the Expansion Wars, respected enough to speak his mind. “Mr. President, if you don't mind my saying so, you’re thinking politically, not militarily.”
“War is politics — “ he started to retort, but then controlled himself. Gasana was a capable man. Wilkens knew he wouldn’t speak without a reason. “Explain.”
Gasana continued. “Summer is a public relations issue, sir, no doubt about that. Losing it will be a headline victory for the secessionists. But militarily, it has always been a lost cause. It’s their home turf, and there’s no way for us to hold it with the entire planet massed against it. It was either going to surrender or be destroyed. Either way, we would lose whatever resources we placed there, both in munitions and personnel.”
Wilkens was nothing if not astute. “So it’s no coincidence the station is undermanned.”
“We have been reducing supply and maintenance schedules for Summer since last year. Quietly. The Ex Fleet has no official jurisdiction over an army base, so we’ve kept the process out of Hollingsworth’s sight. We have also been reducing staff levels at the station slowly over the last few months. And we have filled the remaining positions with lower performing personnel that are…”
“Expendable,” Wilkens finished, waving disdainfully at the blank screen. “Which explains that guy.”
Gasana nodded. “We do have one capable asset on the base. He has orders to do what he can to confound the enemy."
Merker said, “So what’s our play there?”
Gasana swiped up a new screen, full of data the President mostly ignored. The general summed it all up in two words. “Delaying tactic. The longer it takes Hollingsworth to deal with Summer, the more time we have to position our forces at truly valuable locations, such as Dan’s World.”
Merker nodded. “I assume we are not planning a rescue and relief mission.”
“No, sir, we are not.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Whatever pull the librarian lady and Townsend had with nanoware seemed to end at the shipyard gates, because the vessel the Navy assigned him was an overhauled Kenner-Brown Interplanetary personnel carrier. The KBs were considered old when Matt last plugged in, and that was eight years ago.
This one, the Hardlight, was no different. Strictly speaking, she wasn't really a space jumper at all. She had been built as a respectable intra-system transport; she just happened to have enough area inside the hull -- once you tore out the attack response systems and personnel carrier pods -- for a Penrose generator, so they'd retrofitted her and declared her jump-worthy. It was like sticking wings on a pig and calling it a hawk.
In the ancient days of prop-driven sky craft, pilots had earned glory on guts and muscle. Things hadn't changed that much in half a millennium. Modern ships still needed a savvy pilot, because experiments with AI-only ships, like all true artificial intelligence trials, had proved disastrous. Inevitably, the ships started making decisions contrary to the interest of their owners. Lower level machine intelligences, or MINTs, were incredibly effective at gathering and organizing data, but less efficient at creative tactical thinking, and downright murderous when given free rein. The answer had come in the form of nano technology. A special bioware interface allowed the human pilot to link directly into the ship's brain. This was vital for navigation during a full-effect Penrose gravitational declination. It also came in handy during combat to manage catastrophic damage.
"How do you feel?" Townsend had asked him after the nano insertion. Matt remembered his first insertion just after his promotion to helmsman, when the same question had been asked. "Good to go, sir!” he’d replied back then, his back ramrod straight and a big lying smile on his face. Meanwhile, all he’d wanted to do was puke.
Now: "I feel like someone shoved a garden hose up my nose and turned the water on full blast."
"You'll get over it," Townsend said. “You need to do some test flying?”
“Only if you want a successful mission.”
“OK. How long does it take to get far enough out for a real jump?”
“At just over one gee constant acceleration, ten days. Sooner at high gees.”
Townsend grunted. “Then you are probably not going to be able to test the relocation engine until you actually have to hop.”
Matt laughed. “That’s not a test, that’s jumping off a cliff.”
“And if you're going to fly, do it now. We have a debrief at 1900."
Matt clomped up the gangway. The ship could seal up on its own, but Matt hadn’t linked up yet, so he dogged the hatch manually. He passed through a worn out cargo area and a crew lounge with several well-used gel racks and into the cockpit. Matt dropped into the pilot's seat and powered up the smart systems. He blinked to activate his nano-CNS interface, and said, "Wake up, Hardlight."
There was a slow, electronic run up that, with a little imagination, could have been a yawn, and a male voice said over the speakers, “Hey man, how goes it?"
Matt laughed at the personality construct. "Systems check and interface link. We're prepping for a hard vacuum run and a simulated gravitational declination."
“Simulated? Sounds boring," the Hardlight said. "Running systems and helm interface." After a moment, the ship said, “Sorry, buddy. I just realized that you are not Lieutenant Chastain."
“That the previous pilot?"
“Bullseye. He programmed this personality construct. You want me to switch to the default settings?"
Matt frowned. "Is that the bone-dry voice that sounds like my fifth grade science teacher?"
“Probably.”
“And who are you based on?”
“Captain So and So. They were close, I think.”
Matt considered making the switch. You had to be careful with personality constructs. You heard stories of pilots who’d gotten too close to their ships. Capitol ships like the Virginia technically had personalities, but they were all business, like corporate executives working on the next office, so there hadn’t been much danger in the Ex Fleet, but there was always a risk of thinking of the ship as a person rather than a machine. Still, he'd been cooped up for a while, and having a little life in the MINT didn’t sound terrible. "Let's stick with this one for now. What’s your operating system?”
“I'm a Kimura machine intelligence 250EP."
Matt wasn't familiar with the model. "Volition parameters?"
The ship did a passable imitation of blowing out a breath. “Phfffff, let’s see. I can make emergency decisions about ship and crew safety, unless you've given me other instructions. My overrides’ll prevent collisions unless you countermand them directly. I don’t really like the idea of smashing into something else, but whatever, you’re in charge. If you get dead or dead drunk, the interface will let me know. I’ll follow basic voice commands from authorized crew, and can navigate to any location that does not involve a hop. Beyond that, you say, I do.”
"Fine for now. Get ready for interface link."
The Hardlight said, “Linking.”
When he’d been a helmsman years ago, the nanoware had been specifically engineered for the ships he’d flown. The link had been immediate and simple. With this new bioware, according to Townsend, Matt had to will the link in the same way a pilot willed the location of a hop. At first, Matt glanced at the Hardlight’s registration number displayed on one of the screens, but nothing happened. Then he focused on the ship itself, the cockpit around him, the bulkhead behind him. There was a brief, intense stab of pain behind his eyebrows, like the cold headache you get from gulping an icy drink. It faded away as the guidance nanos in his central nervous system reached some agreement with the Hardlight regarding frequency.
That sucked for you, the Hardlight said. He could hear it now in his head, rather than through the speakers. Your cortisol levels shot way up.
"It's just been a while," Matt said.
Your interface is new to me, the system said. What are you on?
“Apparently, I’ve got the latest stuff. Will it cause a problem?” Matt asked.
The Hardlight paused ever so slightly, but given the fantastic speeds at which the MINT computed, that meant it was doing a lot of calculating. No, it said at last. You’ll be able to interface with all of my functions just fine. But there are aspects and sub-programs in your nanoware that are pretty wild. So, they gave you some good shit.
“So they tell me,” Matt said. “Let’s take her up,” and the Hardlight kicked free of the earth.
As the ship rose, Matt watched readouts scroll in front of him in the middle distance. No one else would have been able to see them, since they were fed from the ship through the nanoware and into the optical receptors in his brain. Some of them, like astrogation charts, engine power outputs, and atmospheric conditions, remained visible, while others dropped off. Matt blinked them into the bottom right corner of his vision like minimized displays on a screen.
Because it was meant for sub-orbital work, the Hardlight had a reasonably aerodynamic design. Not a jet fighter, exactly, but not the hulking wild boar shape of starships, either. Thirty kilometers up, Matt had to smile. He'd forgotten how much he enjoyed being a pilot.
They were flying out of Annapolis, and Matt caught a glimpse of a mixed assemblage of old and new ocean-going vessels, some of them massive, but shrinking now as he climbed, until they were so many tiny, jaggedly-placed rectangles, like tiles in a chipped mosaic. The Penrose generator had made cargo transport by air more affordable, but for truly heavy machinery, sea-travel was still the most economical way to go.
A grid popped up and Matt knew they were being tracked by the European Union's security satellites. There was a touchy moment as they waited for approval -- every system on the planet had jumped to a higher alert status since the attack on the Tolkien. But eventually someone on the ground in Brussels decided they weren't a threat, and the Hardlight skimmed the edge of European airspace as it lifted out of the atmosphere. Then it was just a matter of navigating orbital flotsam, and they were free.
Stars. Earth's starscape was not the most magnificent Matt had seen, but all star fields were beautiful. Matt had always wanted to fly among them, first when he knew his father had been a Navy man, and later, on camping trips with his grandfather, looking up at the night sky. Only later to did he come to see the stars as they really were: nuclear fury raging in the void.
Out of the gravity well, Matt accelerated to one gee, replacing planetary gravity with the weight of acceleration. Just in case, he stayed strapped in for the four hour trip to Earth’s moon.
Matt spent the last hour dipping in and out of the moon’s mild gravity well, testing his control of the Hardlight. There was more to it than he'd expected. In his early years in the Navy, Matt had served as helmsman aboard a personnel carrier, a frigate, and eventually a battleship. Of those, the frigate and the battle wagon were massive, complex vessels, but because they were so immense, the nano-level controls were subdivided, and Matt had been responsible only for navigation. Ship control had been a team effort.
With the Hardlight, he was in charge of every aspect of the ship, and although he could delegate tasks to the ship’s MINT, he still had to monitor data appearing in his vision and on the instrument panel. Ship functions were always a complex interaction between human and machine, with the MINT being exceptionally good at routine and calculation, but less trustworthy in decision-making. Matt was reminded of his early days on the ocean with his grandfather. Charles Keita had kept a little sailboat docked in Brunswick. The little boat had an auto-tiller that worked beautifully in light winds and small seas, but when the seas got up, the old man always put his hand on the stick.
You’re getting the hang of it, dude, the Hardlight said to him. We’re riding the edge of the well. Constant velocity.
“This nanoware still feels weird,” Matt replied. “Maybe it’s just been a while for me.”
Like I said, there are programs that I don’t recognize.
“Can you access and analyze them?” Matt asked.
Again the minute pause that represented terabytes of calculation. No, I don’t have permission. And if I did, I doubt I could get a handle on it. My parameters are too limited.
In his grandfather’s day, pilots had to be wired into the ship’s system, the biometrics patched to the helmsman’s body like an EEG machine from a pre-stellar movie. The connections were tenuous and the logistics were terrible for warfare. Also, the exterior connections were glitchy when the intent needed to be communicated by the helmsman, which was the entire purpose of having human, rather than computer, guidance of the relocation engine.
Even after helming ships for several years, Matt couldn’t have explained the human/machine relocation relationship. Pilots were required to take several classes on the physics. Two classes were straight quantum engineering, focusing on the graviton particle and the science behind its deflection, how that deflection affected other particles that were accustomed to interacting with gravity, and the resultant quantum super-location of anything inside the field. The science was way beyond Matt, but at least it was science, grounded in observation, trial and error, and peer review. The third class was different. It delved into the metaphysics. Most pilots groaned or even slept through these classes. Matt did neither. He was fascinated by it, but he couldn’t claim to understand it, and frankly, neither could the professors. The lessons involved lots of talk about the difference between Consciousness and Awareness. There was, on a quantum level, some interaction between the will or intention of a sentient being and the relocation engine that allowed for navigation. That fact (if it could be called that) led back to the field of quantum engineering, which postulated that there must be another type of particle, possibly even a new substratum of particle, emitted by conscious creatures, that represented “will power.” But no one really understood it yet. Human beings were like ancient sailors trimming the sails on a boat. They could not see the wind flowing over the canvas, but they knew that if they eased the sheets, the boat slowed down, and if they trimmed them in, the boat sped up. But they couldn’t have explained the nature of airfoils. They just sailed.
You want to fake jump? the ship asked him.
This was the primary reason for the nanoware. The CNS feed gave Matt some slight advantages over hand-to-stick piloting, but they were minimal. The bottom line was that even the best AIs could not overcome the Penrose Conundrum. When the Field disconnected ships from all gravity around them, they made possible the ship's relocation to any point in space. But the ship couldn't see it. Years of experimental computerization, artificial intelligence engineering, and hyper-detailed programming had failed. Until someone had the brilliant and controversial idea to connect a human mind to the navigational system.
“Yes. Set up a simulation that puts us just outside the terminal shock. Virtual jump to Acadia. Bring up the star charts. I'll pick the grid points."
A navigational chart appeared in Matt's eye. He scanned until he found a spot twenty degrees above the orbital plane. That would give the ships scanners a view of all four planets in Acadia’s system.
Simulation ready, the ship told him. I hate simulations. It’s like kissing your sister.
"Penrose Field."
There was a hum in the exact center of the ship, and suddenly the field was around them. Standard operating procedure dictated that the field activated at ninety percent. Strong gravitation pulls could still reach through the field at that strength.
We're at ninety. Intrinsic structure holds fine.
“Ninety-five percent.”
Got it. Ninety-five and holding.
“One hundred percent."
There would have been no discernible difference to a passenger, but Matt, connected to the ship, felt it. If they had been farther from Sol’s gravity well, the Penrose Field would have cut them off entirely. They would be separate from every object in the universe. Gravity, which linked galaxies together, no longer touched them. Inside the bubble, he and the ship were one complete unit, a universe unto themselves. Matt focused on the navigational chart. The MINT was useless here. It took an act of will to push the ship to its new location. Matt activated the relocation engine.
They didn't move. There was no thrust. They were simply in a new place.
There was no Koslov in the simulation because they were too deep in Sol’s gravity well to attain superposition. But inside the simulation, Matt felt a phantom version of its effects. The mind rebelled. What had happened took an almost immeasurably small amount of time, much shorter than the central nervous system's ability to transfer signals to the brain. But the body knew. For a fraction of a fraction of a second, Matt had been everywhere in the universe. Nothing in the evolution of the human species had prepared it for this impossibility.
“How’d we do?” he asked.
We’re virtual twenty-seven degrees above the Acadian system’s orbital plane.
Seven degrees off. That was millions of kilometers. “I’m out of practice.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Jack Noble squeezed his bulk into the access way of the Virginia’s main communications node. He was the new executive officer of the Virginia, second in command to Admiral James Hollingsworth. He’d spent twelve years in the Navy to get to his current rank, but it wasn’t his experience that had earned him his current position. It was Carter LeBeau; or rather, his father urging him to follow LeBeau.
“That man is going to make waves, son,” his dad had told him years before. “You be sure to ride one of them to the top.”
And Dad had been right. Noble had been lifted up right along with LeBeau, first as a mid-level military connection to the back-bencher Parlay House rep; then as a military advisor to the rising Acadia First party; and finally as military liaison to the new President of independent Acadia.
Truth be told, he actually would have preferred to stay in the capital, but LeBeau had said he was needed here, and Carter hadn’t been wrong yet. Noble didn’t mind — life on a capital ship was fine, if you wore the right brass on your shoulder. He liked giving orders, and he even had a couple of Acadia First compatriots among the Marines here. Plus, with Hollingsworth in command, this war would be short, and he’d be back to his nice Parlay House office in no time. All in all, he was happy about his post.
He was a little less enthusiastic about his current project, but you couldn’t have everything.
In the communications node, six banks of circuit boards and digital displays confronted him. He spent his first five minutes being utterly confused, and his second five minutes reading diagrams and blueprints until he found what he was looking for. The actual job, ordered by the admiral personally, was to disable the direct Q-phone link to the Ulysses which, at the moment of secession, had gone from sister ship to enemy vessel. He would certainly do that. But LeBeau had given him a second, more clandestine assignment.
After several more minutes of searching, Noble found the Q-phone connections. There were two of them: a newer one that connected the Virginia to Acadia’s fledgling central relay system, since they could no longer use the Hub on Earth; and the older one between Virginia and Ulysses.
The safest route, if all he had wanted was to follow the admiral’s directions, would be to rip out that Q-phone and all its components. But these communications devices were the pinnacle of human technology.
“That is a lot of wires,” Noble grumbled.
It would be easier, he decided, if he just piggybacked his own secret project on top of the old system. So instead of ripping out the Ulysses-linked phone, he disengaged the send and receive leads, and plugged them into a new, private Q-phone given to him by LeBeau. This one was entangled to an entirely different phone in an entirely different place, and only he and LeBeau knew about it.
That’s how far up you’ve climbed, Jack, he thought to himself. And we’re only at the beginning. There, done.
Noble stepped back and congratulated himself on his own work.
*
As Jack Noble finished his secret installation, Jim Hollingsworth stared at Summer Base through one of the portholes on the Virginia. This took some doing.               There were only a few actual viewports on a battleship, and those were usually masked by wave armor. He’d ordered the armor rolled back so he could stare out the port rather than study a screen. He needed to think.
It had been two days since his fleet had surrounded Summer. The base had gone silent since their previous communication. It was just floating out there, a big, dark cylinder, waiting for Hollingsworth to make a move. The admiral was nothing if not self aware. He knew himself to be a counterpuncher, even if he didn’t admit that openly. He liked to tease the enemy into making a move, then he would pounce. The trick was to look aggressive enough to draw the other man out. Hollingsworth had tried that with the sudden appearance of the fleet. He had a dossier on General Anderson and he knew the bureaucrat wouldn’t put up a fight. In fact, he’d expected the man to run. Instead, Anderson had clammed up and shut Summer down tight. That meant Hollingsworth had to go on offense. He could do it — had done it — many times before, but it was not his preference. Things got messy. But he found himself remembering one of his granddaddy’s favorite sayings: if you want to fetch a pig, you have to go to the pen.
An aide appeared in the corridor. “Admiral? Signal from planet side, sir. From the capital.”
That would be LeBeau, wanting another status update. That annoying man asked ‘how is everything?’ more often than a nervous girlfriend.
“Ignore it, Ensign,” the admiral said. “Tell Commander Noble I’d like to see him.”
Noble appeared a few minutes later, and Hollingsworth returned his dramatic salute with a curt nod. Commander Noble had been the admiral’s one concession to LeBeau and his politicos. Noble was a politician and a ruthless opportunist, but he also happened to be a Naval officer with a stainless steel record, leaving Hollingsworth no real objections when LeBeau had pushed to name him exec on the Virginia. He didn’t like it, but he didn’t have much room to maneuver after losing his first and second officers when the secession started. After that, LeBeau had insisted on pushing his own man to the front of the line.
“What do you think of her, Commander?” Hollingsworth asked, nodding out the view port to the huge, dimly lit base floating several kilometers away.
Noble settled his wide frame into an “at ease” position. He was broad-shouldered and wide-hipped, which gave him the appearance of fat. But he was not soft. “I think two salvos of missiles will drop her defenses like a whore’s drawers, sir,” he said in the quicker accent of the capital, still drawn out compared to Earth speech, but much crisper than Hollingsworth’s own laconic pace.
Jim Hollingsworth nodded. “And then?”
Noble looked as if he though the question might be a trick. He said thickly, “And then we board her, sir. Job done.”
“Except for the actual boarding, clearing each deck, prisoner management, and transport,” Hollingsworth reminded him. “Plus, I don’t think two salvos will do it.”
Noble’s beefy, handsome face twisted into an expression of frustration just this side of insubordination. “Sir, Summer is undermanned and underpowered — “
“Undermanned with desperate men. And she might be underpowered, but she was still built to hold off the Mantiz, the Ursine, and anyone else who might have wanted to park over Acadia. And our job is to take her without destroying her.” The admiral had kept his eyes on the base for most of the conversation, but now he looked sidelong at Noble. “You ever had to pick up an angry little dog, son?”
“A what, sir?”
“A dog. An angry little one. Like a terrier or one of those schnauzers. Like when they don’t want to go in the bath.”
“Dog in a bath. No, sir.”
Hollingsworth shook his head slowly. “It’s damn near impossible. Not because you can’t force it. Those dogs are little. You could pick it up and throw it, or kick it, hell, you could probably break it in half with your bare hands. But that’s the point. You don’t want to do any of those things. You don’t want to hurt it at all. So you feel stupid, twenty times the size of the little dog but feeling helpless while it snaps and yips at you.” The admiral nodded, the gesture traveling out the window and across kilometers of space to the base before them. “We need to get in there without breaking it too much.”
And we need to do it soon, he added to himself.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

By the third day, General Anderson had grown used to the armada outside his window, and he’d have been inclined to ignore it if not for that pestering aide.
“What, Shaw, another escape plan?”
Shaw was the same corporal who’d been on the command bridge three days earlier when the Expeditionary Fleet had first appeared. Summer would have been taken on that first day if Shaw hadn’t been so sharp. That annoyed Anderson, who would have preferred a nice, simple surrender. He would have been placed under guard, but in officer’s quarters, with no responsibilities. It sounded just fine to him. But instead of a painless failure, Anderson now had to manage a drawn out and uncomfortable blockade, which meant he needed someone to manage the actual work for him. Shaw, annoying as he was, fit the bill.
“I’ve run multiple scenarios through the tac computer, sir.”
Of course you have, Anderson thought.
“There doesn’t seem to be a viable escape plan.”
Anderson, though no tactical genius, could have told him that. “I’m of a similar opinion, Corporal. It looks like surrender is our only option.”
“Eventually.”
“Eventually? When defeat is inevitable…”
Shaw shook his head a little too dismissively for General Anderson’s taste. He couldn’t read this Corporal Shaw very well. He had one of those sharp faces that implied shrewdness and cunning, but clear bright eyes that fooled you into thinking the man was transparent. The effect was confusing.
“We can’t surrender until the last minute, sir. It’s our duty to confound the enemy as long as possible and divert his resources from other objectives.”
The sentence sounded like it’d come from the Army manual. Anderson was pretty sure that Shaw could recite the whole damn thing to him.
“Divert his resources from other…Corporal, do we look like we’re in a position to do anything like that?”
“Yes, sir,” Shaw replied. “We’re in exactly that position. If they just wanted to blast us out of orbit they could have done that already. They want Fort Summer intact. Maybe they think we have supplies they need.”
Anderson was not a warrior, but he was a fierce reader of memos. He considered. “There was a report that said Acadia was low on ordnance. And she’s not much of an industrial powerhouse.”
Shaw nodded. “Acadia has all the experienced military personnel, especially officers.” He ignored General Anderson’s sudden cough. “But Earth still outdoes her in manpower and manufacturing.”
Anderson understood the point but wasn’t convinced. “So they won’t get anything here. What harm is there in surrendering?”
Shaw pointed outward into space. “Time. The harder we make it, the longer they’ll take to figure out how to get what they want. And that’s time the troops back home can use.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Matt had been on Earth for nearly a week before he had any real time to spend with his grandfather. That first night they’d talked a little, but news of the Tolkien had dominated their thoughts. The next day, he’d been whisked away by the Directorate, and the days since then he’d been occupied with prepping the Hardlight. He still didn’t know what he was prepping for, and he’d met none of the team he would be working with. He hadn’t even seen Townsend or the librarian lady since that first day. He’d met with several other Directorate and military people, administrative types who’d confirmed his transfer from the Expeditionary Fleet to Naval Intelligence. The very next document processed was his loan from Naval Intelligence to the Directorate. He was now officially in the spy business, even if he was only going to be the interstellar chauffeur for the real spies.
On the seventh day after his arrival, Matt was officially given leave for three days, along with a not so subtle warning that he was still on probation, and that attempting to leave the planet would result in great unpleasantness. Matt had no vested interest in the mission he’d been drafted for, so he was content to leave it behind him for the time being. He called his grandfather and invited him to spend two days at the southern tip of the Appalachian Trail.
Matt jumped over to Atlanta and rented a roller. He picked up his grandfather and the old camping equipment, then headed out to Blood Mountain. He had suggested they rent a room at a motel nearby and just walk around the state park, but Charles Keita would have none of it. Gone were the days when he could hike whole sections of the Trail, but he’d be damned if he’d sleep under a roof this close to the wilderness. So they did a slow march up the mountain and pitched their tent on the far side of Neel’s Gap. The fact that they’d chosen the easiest-to-reach camp site was left unsaid.
The late spring weather was nice enough to bring out other campers, but it was early in the season and they found a camp site far enough from other tents to almost feel secluded. There wasn’t much wilderness left on the continent, and the trees were pale memories of the great forests of earlier centuries, but you could still catch a glimpse of old Appalachia here and there, like the ghost of Mother Nature haunting a secluded glen.
Matt pitched the tent while Charles supervised.
“Back then,” Charles said — he had told so many stories about his childhood that he just referred to it all as ‘back then’ — “we didn’t have memory cloth. You had to put together the tent with aluminum poles. Nylon cords kept them together.”
Matt nodded as he spread out the tent. It was a flat, wide bed of blue waterproof material. Matt found the small control pad at one corner, the pressed and held the activator. The whole bed of fabric shivered for a moment, then expanded like a balloon filling with air. Seconds later, the bed had become a tent.
Once the tent was up, Matt rolled two sleeping bags out, then started a fire in the fire barrel near their site. Here his grandfather’s supervision actually came in handy — he was an expert at getting the tinder to light and structuring the logs into a mini lean-to that allowed maximum air flow combined with maximum exposure of wood to flame. Matt understood the concept but had never mastered the old man’s gift.
“Your dad got it, but it took some time,” Charles said. “He was a city kid. I think it embarrassed him a little, not knowing, but he caught on.”
“Did he like camping?” Matt asked.
Charles made a deep, dubious noise in his chest. “He embraced it. Same way he embraced everything we did, because he loved your mom. That was obvious. Had to be, or I never would have let her marry a Navy man.”
“A white Navy man,” Matt added.
Charles waved a hand. “You know that never bothered me.Your grandmother’s father was white. My grandmother was white. Hell, we’ve got enough white folks in our family history to make a hockey team.” He laughed at his own joke, then the laugh smoothed out into a sigh. “I do miss them both.”
By the time the sun was setting, they were tucked in next to the camp fire watching the smoke and flames rise up into a darkening sky, the sparks joining the stars now emerging from the darkness. The campground was far enough out that the light pollution didn’t spoil the night too badly, and a decent number of stars were visible.
“Did you ever stop looking up at them?” Matt asked his grandfather. “Once you'd been out there a few times?”
Charles sipped at a beer and looked up. “Never. I always thought the sky was beautiful, even after visiting some of the planets. And by ‘visiting’ I mean going there and kicking ass. I can think of some places I’d never visit again, but the stars, I’m always happy to look at them.”
Matt tilted his head back and stared upward. He could just make out the Milky Way as a pale streak across the sky. His astrogation wan’t good enough to pick out any stars from Earth — in fact, he hadn’t really studied the stars from Earth in years — but he knew he’d visited several of those billions of lights, and fought around some of them.
“It’s not the same for me,” he admitted.
“Used to be, when you were little,” Charles said. “When I took you out here, you always wondered which star your dad was at. That stopped. I guess that’s one thing I really can blame on the Navy.”
Matt shrugged. “Maybe it’s the times. I think things are uglier than in your day.”
His grandfather’s face clouded. “I doubt that.”
Matt regretted his statement. “Sorry. Maybe not uglier. More complicated. Less clear.” Charles nodded at that. Matt went on. “Me, I look up and I see missions, problems, danger. Now more than ever.”
They were both silent for a while as something big and unspoken hung in the air, a heavy weight hanging on hooks of starlight. After the stars had wheeled part way across the sky, Charles heaved a sigh and said, “You came back to Earth, but are you going to get dragged into the war anyway?”
Matt shook his head. “I don’t think I can do it. I told you about Admiral Hollingsworth.” His grandfather grunted an affirmation. “He’s not Dad, but I respect him. He’s a good officer, a good man. I don’t want to fight him. I told the Navy I wouldn’t do it.”
“Can they make you?”
“They can threaten me, but I don’t think they will. They have something else in mind.”
Matt offered no more information and Charles Keita knew enough about classified information not to pry. He shook his head. “I don’t know if you should have come back.”
“I couldn’t stay there.” Matt said the words in a rush, not because he was trying to sound certain but because he was so certain. “I can’t fight for any place that rejects my own family.”
Charles grunted. “We’re the past, Matty. Hell, Earth is the past. That’s why we wanted your mom to go with your dad in the first place. You are the future — “
“But would my dad have stayed if they hadn’t accepted Mom?”
“They did accept her,” Charles pointed out.
Matt snorted. “I mean on Acadia, not the Ex Fleet. You know what would have happened if they’d applied for Acadian residency? Not military housing, but actual residency? Even back then? The same thing that happened when I applied for you.”
His grandfather swigged his beer. “Some things don’t change.”
“They changed here,” Matt said.
Charles heaved another sigh, this one more worn around the edges. “Matty, I love your loyalty to us, but I have to tell you, I can’t get worked up about that. At least, not more there than any other place. There are bigots everywhere. I hear there are places on Mali where caucasians aren’t treated too well. As a species, we’re pretty messed up. It’s taken Earth about four thousand years to sort that out, and we only did it by letting the bigots go off and start their own damn planets. I don’t like it, but it’s like spitting in the ocean if I get mad about some Acadian racists."
Matt said, “But these racists are also treasonous scumbags who are trying to secede from the Union.”
“Now, that I can hate them for.”
They clinked bottles together.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

“Summer Control, this is the Tom Hardy on approach, requesting docking instructions.”
Danny Eades took his boots off the console and sat a little straighter as he waited for a reply. With all the tension, the flight controller on the base might want their communication to be on video.
After a short pause, the reply came, audio only, “Tom Hardy, this is Summer control. Your current vector is approved. Please do not change course or speed. We appreciate the re-supply, but as you can imagine, we have some nervous trigger fingers up here.”
Danny puffed out his cheeks. He didn’t much care for the war either way. He couldn’t see how independence would help him much; it certainly wouldn’t change his job, since hauling freight up and down the well would be the same no matter who he was delivering to. But water doesn’t ask where it’s going, it just flows, and that’s about as much thought as Danny put into it.
“Roger that, control. We’ll stay right in the pipe. And please tell your people that we’re just delivery boys. Tom Hardy out.”
As he clicked off, the man behind him patted his arm. “Nice work, Captain,” Marine Sergeant Johannson said. Over his shoulder, Danny could see the rest of the squad gearing up. “Just park her like you normally do. We’ll take it from there.”
*
“I really don’t think I should leave the command center,” General Anderson protested.
Shaw, acting more and more like the man in charge, replied, “Sir, we’ve already discussed this. One man at each battery terminal, five is the bare minimum in engineering, and two in life support. That only leaves you and me to support the dock crew.”
“The dock crew doesn’t need support,” Anderson said yet again. “They take deliveries all the time. It’s their job.”
Shaw stopped arguing but kept moving, the general fluttering along in his wake like a leaf swept up behind a roller.
Of course it was suspicious that the Ex Fleet had allowed the regular supply run through. Even an ostrich like Anderson could see that. But Hollingsworth’s rationale was believable, too — at least to the general. Hollingsworth had told them that the Ex Fleet didn’t need or want to kill the troops on the base, they just wanted the base itself. No need to starve fellow warriors, fellow humans, to get it.
Shaw, however, didn’t buy it. They stopped by the armory, where he jammed a rifle into the general’s arms and took one for himself. The rounds were standard space combat issue, explosive tipped 5.56 rounds. Explosive-tipped rounds might seem unwise for combat inside a pressurized vessel, but the rounds were made of a light alloy that fragmented into tiny shards on impact. Fired directly at a bulkhead, it would pepper the surface but was unlikely to fully penetrate the superstructure of a standard Union-designed orbital platform or star ship. Against body armor, the rounds would penetrate and then pop, shredding flesh and chipping bone.
Orbital bases like Summer were different from star ships in many ways. Lacking the acceleration needed to simulate gravity, they used centrifugal force instead. The base was a gigantic cylinder spinning around a central core. The outer rim experienced centrifugal force close to Earth gravity (in fact, it simulated Acadia’s gravity, which was about ninety-five percent of Earth’s). This made an “outward is downward” orientation for the entire facility. Most base activities took place in the outer two or three decks. As one climbed inward (it felt like upward) toward the central cylinder, gravity decreased.               The central hub itself was a massive hollow tube that was essentially in free fall because the walls rotated so slowly, and in the empty space it was possible to dissipate the angular momentum of spin. It was here that Summer received ships. Cargo vessels docked and offloaded their freight at the base of the cylinder, and the cargo then fell toward the appropriate level for delivery.
Shaw and Anderson climbed hurriedly toward the central cylinder. Anderson chirped uncomfortably as they neared the center and his feet lifted off the floor, but Shaw simply grabbed one of the recessed hand holds and pulled himself forward.
“These are hard to grab!” the general griped, fumbling for the inset grip. “Handles that stuck out would be easier.”
“Then you’d crash into them and complain about that,” Shaw said.
They reached the ‘top’ of Deck Eight, where gravity was next to nil, and they hung outside the port to the central cylinder. Shaw opened a locker and made Anderson strip and put on a vacuum suit. The suits were sleeker and more functional than their predecessors from a few centuries ago. The suit stretched over the body, compressing it and causing the human frame to become its own pressurized compartment. A small power unit slung into a backpack sent heat through the inner layer of the unit to maintain body temperature. The outer layer was laced with nanites programmed to divert heat inward. If the system detected overheating, the power pack slowed. In emergencies, the system could bleed heat through vents in the thighs. The only piece of equipment reminiscent of ancient space travel was the helmet; though narrower and more streamlined than earlier models, it was still bulbous enough to keep the wearer’s head pressurized and provided atmosphere. Shaw had to show General Anderson how to set the radio frequency and scrambler.
Once they were both suited up, Shaw said over the comms, “Okay, General, on the other side of this door is the central cylinder. It is not in vac, but the cargo bay will be. We can control dock entry from there. Are you ready?”
“No.”
“Get ready while we free fall. There’s going to be some shooting.”
“But it’s just a cargo delivery!”
Shaw ignored Anderson and opened the lock. The space beyond was enormous. Summer’s central cylinder was almost thirty meters across, wide enough to fly a cargo ship into in an emergency. There was neither up nor down here, but since the other end of the facility’s spine was level twelve and the docking bay at the other end was level one, Shaw thought of that as down. He pushed through the door and into the hollow space, his angular momentum carrying him away from his goal until he used his suits air jets to steady himself. Anderson flailed out into emptiness, helpless, but Shaw had been expecting it and helped to steady him.
They moved past a few empty cargo containers toward the docking bay at the end of the wide cylinder. There were two airlocks at the base of the cylinder — one massive chamber through which crew guided freight, and a smaller maintenance lock. Shaw used his jets to arrive gently at the maintenance lock. Anderson crashed into it a moment later.
“Cargo bay is on the other side,” Shaw said. He looked at the readouts, then through the observation port. “The Tom Hardy is about to dock. Let’s go.”
It took two minutes to pass through the air lock, and then they were on the other side. The cargo bay looked like it was enclosed, but it was really in vacuum. The Tom Hardy’s bulk blocked their view of open space, acting as a fourth wall.
“Where’s the cargo crew?” Anderson whined.
“I dismissed them while we were en route.”
“You dismissed—why?”
“They would only die.”
There were two ways for the crew of a docking ship to access Summer Base.               When the ship docked, it sealed itself to a pressurized passageway, and unsuited crew could pass from ship to station. Or, the crew could suit up and exit the ship directly into the unpressurized cargo bay. Shaw reached a control panel and sealed off the pressurized corridor. No one was going to get in that way, at least not without blowing the corridor to hell. He swam back to Anderson and pushed the general over to a maintenance station with handholds and a platform to put his feet on.
“Lean your back against the wall. When you fire, the recoil will push you backward if you aren’t braced. And don’t shoot until I do.” He ignored Anderson’s questions, all of which began with “But who..?” and “But why..?” and moved to a covered area, out of sight of the docking ship and about sixty degrees from Anderson’s position with a clear view of the docking bay.
He braced himself just in time. A hatch in the side of the cargo ship opened, and four figures floated out. They were dressed in the kind of heavy duty vac suits that stevedores might wear, suits reinforced against the bumps and bangs of jostling cargo and sturdy mag boots. Shaw hesitated, a momentary sense of doubt brittling his resolve. Could he have been wrong? He put his eye to his rifle scope and studied the first man as he drifted toward the deck of the cargo bay.
“Summer dock crew, this is Tom Hardy cargo team. Ready to unload. Over.”
The voice came through the speaker in Shaw’s helmet, sounding tinny and bored. The man would not be able to locate Shaw’s transmitted reply. “Hardy load team, this is Summer crew. We’re pretty nervous about all the ships out there, so we’re staying put. Over.”
Through his rifle scope, he could just make out the shadowy face of the speaker through the opaqued faceplate of his helmet. “So, what, you want us just to leave the package on the doorstep?”
Shaw nodded, although no one could see it. “It’s not like we have to sign for it or anything. Just hook the containers to the load straps, disconnect and be on your way. We’ll take care of the rest when you’re gone.”
There was a pause. Clearly, whoever these people were, they were not prepared for a locked front door and an empty cargo bay. Finally, the man replied, “Roger that.”
The four men turned back to the ship. They worked a control panel beside the hatch they’d used, and a large portion of the Tom Hardy’s hull slid upward. The four men standing there blocked Shaw’s view of the compartment beyond until the sliding panel had fully opened. Then the four men stepped to the side, and a squad of vacuum commandos streamed out and into Summer Base.
I hate being right all the time, Shaw thought as he sighted on the lead commando. The red dot glinted on the soldier’s face plate, but he hesitated. That surprised him. He’d never had qualms about killing people before. But still, he hesitated. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be responsible for the first shot in a war that might tear the human race apart. His red dot remained centered on the first commando’s face plate as the plate grew larger, but still he did not shoot.
Suddenly, wild erratic fire came from his left. Anderson shrieked into his mic and sent another burst toward the oncoming soldiers. Not a single round found a target, but the commandos swerved toward the gunfire and peppered the control room.
Shaw shook off his hesitation and fired. And just like that, the war began.




PART TWO




CHAPTER TWENTY

Matt met the rest of his team the day after he returned from his camping trip. He said goodbye to his grandfather, feeling as sad and nostalgic as a Koslov victim. He said nothing, but hugged the old man as though he’d never see him again.
His grandfather read his mood. “We go out there to protect family back here. Your grandmother went through it when I went to Sumatra Prime. Your mom went through it when your dad was at Castiglione. I’m not as tough as them, but I’ll survive this. Now get.”
Matt nodded and left the old man’s company, but the old man did not leave his thoughts. His grandfather held a special place in his life. Charles Keita had been a surrogate, doing his best to play a role in the ancient rituals of father and son. For better or worse, he’d worked hard to represent Andrew Ryder, rather than replace him. Matt’s father had seemed ever-present in his childhood even after death.
Andrew Ryder had died young, and the danger of fathers dying young is that their sons learn only the myth and not the man. Matt’s memories of his father were of a friendly colossus: a big laugh, arms like towers, a uniform, a proud smile. And all the stories Matt heard after his death were of his father’s military service and loyalty to his mother. For Matt, the word ‘father’ was a synonym for strength, honor, and loyalty.
His grandfather had humanized that mythic image, but only a little. The old man told a few silly stories of Lieutenant Commander Ryder courting his daughter Vanessa, trying to impress her by juggling eggs in the kitchen, only to drop one messily on the floor; of melting the soles of his boots sitting too close to the campfire. But the sardonic old Marine had genuinely liked the young man, who had clearly loved his daughter, and that love poured out in the stories he told. Those stories tinctured Matt’s imagination with human highlights, but didn’t dim the aura of heroism that surrounded his father. Matt knew his father wasn’t perfect; but boyhood myths die harder than men in combat.
That childhood impression had drawn Matt into the military, and he’d done his best to live up to the standards he imagined his father would have set for him. He’d had a distinguished career despite the obstacles of race and Earth heritage.
All these thoughts occupied his mind as he left his grandfather and took a smart cab to the train station. The high speed train trip back to the Washington D.C. area was a blur, and Townsend was waiting for him there, his short wide body planted like a barrier at the end of the platform.
“I could have cabbed in,” Matt said.
Townsend took one of Matt’s bags without asking and slung it over his shoulder as though it weighed nothing. “The cabs won’t go to that building.”
“Doesn’t that raise suspicions?”
“Nope,” the Directorate man said. “No one asks to go there who shouldn’t.”
They arrived at the same nondescript building where Matt had been interrogated, except this time Matt walked through the main doors as an Intelligence officer rather than a suspect. Townsend helped him stow his gear in a storage closet, then they took the lift up three floors to a conference room that, on the outside, could have been any office anywhere on the planet. Opening the door, though, Matt saw seven people, six of whom looked out of place in an office environment. There were four men and two women, all wearing Marine fatigues. All of them stood and saluted when Matt entered, which told him they knew his rank despite his civilian clothes. He returned the salute and added, “As you were.” Five of the grunts looked at the sixth, who did not relax, so they all remained at attention.
That sixth was a hard-looking man with a chiseled face and gray-black bristles on his head. He wore a Union Marine first sergeant’s uniform and spoke with a French accent. “Sir,” he said, “First Sergeant Andreu. I have been told to put myself and my team under your command.” Matt watched his eyes and his posture. They were appropriate but neutral. Andreu recognized his rank, but reserved judgment about his abilities.
“Thank you, First Sergeant. I’m sure you’ve put together a good team. Please have a seat.”
“Sir.” Andreu sat down, and only then did his team relax.
The seventh person remained standing, and Matt recognized the librarian lady from his interrogation. He couldn’t remember her name at first, but then he found himself staring at her slim, determined shoulders, and he said, “Miss Chester. Good to see you again.”
She walked past the icy stares of the special operations group like a candle flame ignoring the cold, and shook his hand. “Commander Ryder. I’m looking forward to working with you.”
“Okay, then,” said Townsend, whom no one seemed to have acknowledged.                             “Time is short, so I’m going to summarize a few things for everyone.”
He walked around to a smart board at the other end of the office and waved his hand across it. A Directorate logo appeared at the top.
“We all know the war has officially started now, but this mission is under the authority of the Security Directorate, which makes it an intelligence operation, not a military one. I am the liaison between the mission and the Directorate.”
“Does that mean you are in direct command?” Matt asked. There were fundamental dynamics to any mission, and they had to be clear from the outset. Chain of command was among the most important.
“Not exactly,” Townsend said. “I can speak for the Directorate if I think we need to abort, and I have clear parameters for that. Unless and until I make that call, Miss Chester is in command of the overall operation.” When he mentioned her name, it appeared on the board under the Directorate logo. “Commander Ryder is senior military officer and ship’s captain.”
His name also appeared. Matt noticed with a slight twinge that his name was accompanied by the insignia of Naval Intelligence rather than the Ex Fleet. It also occurred to him that this was the first time in his entire Naval career that he’d been designated as ‘captain.’ He remembered, unwillingly, the comment Agent Batista had used to jab at him. Until this moment, he’d been a second in command. It had taken exile to Earth to get him a captain’s chair.
“First Sergeant Andreu reports to Commander Ryder, and he is squad leader for the tactical team.” Andreu’s name appeared, and then five others: Malai, Brinworth, Sauer, Espinoza, Dubchek.
By this time, the white board had become a flow chart, with Matt below Amanda Chester and Andreu, then his team, below them. “Are we going in uniform?” Matt asked.
Both Townsend and Andreu shook their heads, but the Directorate man spoke. “Negative. The ship will travel on official Union business, but not military business, and the team will travel as tech contractors. Everyone has some experience working covert and intelligence work, correct?”
The soldiers all responded in the affirmative.
Townsend nodded. “And everyone has been rated in computer engineering. The cover is that we are a Safety and Regs team on inspection.”
One of the operators, a dark-skinned woman with serious eyes set in a wide face, said, “Sir, what are we going to inspect?”
“We are going to Kumagai system. There’s a small mining operation there. Both Acadia and the Ursine thought it was important enough to fight for, and we want to know why.”
“Question, sir,” another commando with the name Malai on his blouse, said. When Townsend nodded, he asked, “If we’re going to investigate a mining installation, why not send actual data ops? I can’t speak for everyone here, but even though I’m good, there’s got to be some full time data diggers out there who are better.”
The Directorate man nodded. “Kumagai is technically a Union system, like I said, this is now a shooting war.” Several soldiers growled at that. “So far, the shooting hasn’t gone any farther than the orbit over Acadia itself. But Acadia is in direct control of Kay station. So if there’s trouble, we want people who can handle it.”
Andreu raised his hand and Townsend acknowledged him. “Sir, may I ask why a civilian is in charge of a military operation?”
“It’s an intelligence operation,” Townsend corrected.
“Then why is she in charge of it?”
The air drained from the room like an explosive decompression. Matt looked to see if Andreu had understood the insulting double meaning of his question, but his face was implacable.
Townsend opened his mouth, but Amanda beat him to it. She didn’t stand; she didn’t even shift position. She just said, “This mission is my idea. We’re now in a civil war, and it’s not just happening because of some colony world’s immigration laws. I’m going to find out what’s really going on. Meanwhile, everyone else is just sitting on their asses. If you want to go sit on your ass, Sergeant, then be my guest. I’ll have Townsend send me someone who wants to see some action.”
Andreu’s face didn’t change, but his ears reddened. He said, “We are here to do the job, ma’am.”
“Fine,” Amanda said. “So listen to this. I believe that there are forces working to undermine the Union and drive a wedge between Acadia and Earth.”
“The Acadians are doing a pretty good job of that themselves,” one of the Marines said. Andreu, who didn’t mind flirting with insubordination himself, disliked it in his squad, and glared at the offender.
Amanda nodded. “Maybe, but they have help. Our first job is to go to Kumagai. The Directorate and the Security Council want to know why the Ex Fleet worked so hard to defend that system. Fine, but I think it’s just the start.”
Townsend continued. “It might look sideways, but it’s pretty straightforward. I can call abort based on Directorate protocols. Miss Chester is in charge of mission goals and political strategy. Commander Ryder is ship’s captain —“ again, Matt felt the word ‘captain’ sting him after Batista’s insinuation — “and senior military officer. As such, he will identify any military goals Miss Chester might have and coordinate with the first sergeant to achieve those goals. Any questions?”
There were none, at least none that anyone wanted to vocalize. “Fine,” Townsend said with a note of finality. “We are prepping for launch in forty-eight hours. First Sergeant, I’d like to have a word with you regarding your equipment requisition.”
The meeting broke up as much as it could in one conference room. Andreu and Townsend huddled together at one corner of the smart board. The grunts were not going to mingle with Ryder, an officer they did not know, and so they broke up into two or three small, shifting groups making small talk. That left Matt and Amanda. They drifted toward each other like flotsam.
“Coffee?” he asked, pointing to a machine in the corner.
“Let’s see if there’s tea.”
They each poured their preference and Matt asked, “So how did you really get put in charge of this…whatever it is?”
Amanda tested her tea and looked pleasantly surprised. “I pushed for the investigation.”
“Sure, but you’re a high level politician — “
“Not that high a level,” she countered. “And I’m a bureaucrat, not a politician.”
He waived the comment off. “Deputy Secretary of Something Or Other. Your type doesn’t usually go sightseeing in war zones, at least not until the wars are over. And you definitely don’t go looking at mining stations in podunk systems.” He leveled his voice to show he was serious. “Miss Chester, I just got put in command of a bunch of Marines I don’t know, commanding a ship I’ve only flown once. It would help if I knew what was going on.”
He could tell by the set of her shoulders that she wasn’t going to give him much. But she sipped her tea again and said, “I think the real war is happening somewhere else, caused by something else. I made a lot of noise about investigating it so I got put in charge. Classic case of getting what you asked for. I’ve been ordered to go to this mining station, so that’s where we’ll start. But I’m positive that’s not where we’ll end up.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

No matter what you hear in stories, battles are almost always won by the side with the most guns. By that metric, Shaw was on the losing side. He had already abandoned the cargo bay, laying down covering fire as he retreated into the central shaft, free falling back the way he’d come. The cargo bay door didn’t lock, but the opener was a wheel like the dogs on a ship. Shaw grabbed a small emergency fire extinguisher from the wall and jammed it into the wheel. It wouldn’t hold long, but might slow down his pursuers enough for him to gain distance. And he needed distance to execute his plan.
Of course he had a plan. He was Navy SEALS, and no one in the teams strapped their boots on without a back up plan. But that plan required him to put more meters between himself and the boarding party.
For more than a hundred years, SEAL teams worked in Sea, Air, and Land. When the military moved into the era of vacuum combat, the final ’S’ was added for Space. Shaw kicked back from the door with practiced ease, keeping the red dot of his rifle trained on the door. Twice he glanced over his shoulder until he spotted the level he wanted. He thumbed his steering jet and slowed down, then slid left until he reached the hatch for Level Six.
Just then the door to the cargo bay, now nearly one hundred meters away, broke open. The extinguisher snapped, spreading pale fire retardant chemicals in a cloud as the canister shot sideways, clanging off a bulkhead and spinning back toward the door. He could see figures moving through the white clouds like bulky angels. He shot them.
Shaw opened the hatch to a maintenance tube that served Level Six and pulled himself through, then closed it. Another door that could not be locked. He did the trick with the fire extinguisher again, but the element of surprise was surely gone. He would have very little time.
He shot down the tube, his hands touching the ladder as he swam toward gravity. The moment he sensed weight settle into his body, he turned himself around so he was traveling feet first. His brain began to orient itself so that “down” was toward his feet, and he put his boots onto the rungs of the ladder. For a few steps, it took work to make himself move toward the outer hull, but five rungs later the base’s spin had created enough of a gravitational sense that he was now climbing steadily downward toward the outer deck of the massive spinning cylinder.
He looked up the ladder and saw that he’d traveled about forty meters, or three decks. Five more to go. He hurried. He missed free fall now, because with it he could have hurled himself down the ladder tube. As it was, he had to descend as quickly and efficiently as he could, because at any moment the boarders would open that hatch above him. He needed to be out of the ladder tube before then. There was an escape pod waiting for him at the outer deck. If he could get to it, he might stay alive long enough to move to the next phase of his mission.
A soft thunk followed by a loud hiss above told him the rebel boarders had popped the hatch on Section Six. He was half a football field away now, but white smoke and movement made them easy to spot. He wasn’t sure how easily he could be seen, but it was a straight line down the narrow tube and he still had a deck to go. The feeling of planet-like gravity was almost complete here near the hull. Shaw hopped his feet off the ladder rung and pressed the insides of his boots to the outer edge of the ladder, then slid down. Technically, he wasn’t falling — he was being thrown in a curve that matched the rate of spin of the cylinder, but it felt a lot like falling. He didn’t bother shooting at the enemy, partly because he needed both hands to descend quickly, but also because hitting an object sixty meters away under spin gravity was a physics experiment more than a firefight.
The rebel commandos were willing to try it. A bullet pinged off the wall nearby, and then another, then it started raining bullets, all plinking the sides of the tube. One round hit his shoulder like an invisible animal biting hard. Shaw’s left hand let go of the ladder against his will and he grunted. He scrambled downward, ignoring the increasingly frequent pings, now accompanied by the hiss of rounds that were passing by. The boarders were figuring out spin arc and adjusting their fire. He reached the bottom of the ladder and dove for the hatch. Another unseen predator nipped his thigh before he got to the door. It was hard to open the door with one arm and he wished both were functional.
Living in the past, he scolded himself.
Shaw got the hatch opened, slipped through, and dogged it closed. He was tempted to leave it and run.
No excuses. Do your fucking job.
Random pieces of advice and SEALS team shit talk floated into his brain from past years, his conscience speaking in a drill sergeant’s voice. Delirium. Shock from sudden blood loss, probably. Shaw gritted his teeth and pulled his second-to-last trick from his belt: a grenade. After two hatches booby-trapped with fire extinguishers, this should surprise them. He jammed it in tight against the wheel, making sure the spoon was wedged in. Doing that with a damaged, bleeding arm was not easy. Then he pulled the pin and backpedaled as quickly as possible. A few seconds later, he was still alive. The grenade had stayed in place.
Only dead soldiers rest. Get moving.
Shaw turned and shambled down the corridor. He wasn’t sure how much blood he’d lost, but he didn’t think either round had hit an artery. He couldn’t treat the wounds here anyway, so it didn’t matter. Distance to the escape pod: eighty meters? One hundred meters? He’d run the hundred meter dash in high school. Conference finals. Second place, though. Not fast enough.
Somewhere behind him something exploded. Oh, right, the grenade. The sound shoved him off his feet. Pressure from the blast had nowhere to go in the enclosed environment except straight at him. That thought was strangely lucid.
Fall down seven times, get up eight.
He hadn’t even fallen down seven times yet, so get the fuck up. He scrambled to his feet, ignoring the screams of pain and cries of anger, not sure if those screams and cries were coming from inside his body or from the enemy behind him. He felt something bang against his hip. He found the hatch he was looking for. This one had both an electronic and a manual opener. He hammered the electronic opener with a bloody fist and the door slid back. Escape pod.
Shaw half-walked, half-fell into the pod’s chair and thumbed the door closed. The pod’s MINT detected the presence of an occupant and did an instantaneous scan of the base’s condition. A neutral voice asked, “Summer Base is stable. Do you still wish to evacuate?”
“Hell, yes,” Shaw said. “And patch me into the base’s mainframe.”
“I am not authorized to — “
“Override Order. Shaw, Benjamin. Delta two zero.”
“Override confirmed.” The voice changed to an authoritative female voice: the base mainframe. “What can I do for you, Corporal Shaw?”
The mainframe still thought he was a corporal, but that didn’t matter as long as it listened. “Self destruct sequence.” He rattled off a series of codes he’d memorized. Summer Base wasn’t good for much, but what little good it could do would be denied to the rebels.
“Confirmed,” the MINT replied. “Countdown initiated. Remaining crew alerted.”
“Eject them as soon as they get to escape pods. Standby this pod.”
“No other crew are likely to use this pod.”
“Standby anyway. Calculate maximum safe time to eject before the base explodes.”
There was a tiny pause. “The variables involved create a margin for error that —“
“Put me at the far edge of that margin.”
“Confirmed.” A countdown started. Vaguely, he heard the MINT announce the launch of several other pods. That would be the rest of the crew departing. Most likely, they’d be picked up by the rebels, but they wouldn’t have any information of value.
Shaw reached for the med kit. He drugged himself up first — pain killers and amphetamines — then checked the wound at his shoulder. It was a mess. He looked at his leg. It needed a tourniquet. He would bleed out of he didn’t get one on that leg.               Somewhere in the middle of his examination, he was slammed backward into his seat as the pod ejected.
This was his last trick. This pod had been upgraded with shielding that would mask him from most sensors, taking advantage of electromagnetic fields, heat signatures, and other types of radiation swarming around a planet. Systems like that were not foolproof, but he was pretty sure that anyone monitoring would be distracted soon enough. If he could get planetside, he would try to contact the few loyalists that he knew of and go to ground.
There was no sound in space, so Shaw didn’t hear the explosion. There was, however, sound inside the pod, so he did hear every alert and alarm scream at him as the pod detected a massive detonation aft. Summer Base was exploding. He was pushed from one side of his seat to the other as the pod pitched and yawed in space, hurtling toward the planet below.
He dropped the tourniquet. His vision was getting blurry. He fumbled for the tourniquet strap. His fingertips touched it. Another violent explosion rocked the pod and he lost the tourniquet again.
You gotta die of something.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Jim Hollingsworth sat in his ready room and watched the third, fourth, and fifth explosions rock Summer Base, taking its central cylinder apart in pieces. He was a dispassionate man during combat, and he assessed this situation with a steady eye and a calculating mind. The Virginia was far outside the pressure wave of a space explosion, and her fenders had melted or redirected any oncoming shrapnel.
Using his interface, he woke up the Virginia’s MINT.
Virginia online, a neutral voice responded in his head.
“Replay the video of the Summer explosions for me. Reduce speed to twenty percent frame rate. Loop it.”
The video reappeared in his middle distance, played much more slowly, and continued to replay. Hollingsworth watched the explosions several times before nodding to himself in confirmation. The explosions were awfully efficient — far too efficient, in his opinion, for a couple of guys scrambling around the facility using improvised equipment. The Summer demolition looked like a programmed self destruct, which he knew the fort didn’t have. Which meant someone had provided one before the Ex Fleet blockaded the fort. Which meant they’d been planning for this.
Hollingsworth’s estimation of the Union government went up a notch. Earth had always been a caricature of frenetic ineptitude to him, like the clumsy boss in a comedic media series. While Naval Command seemed competent, the directives they received from the civilian government above them tended to be scattershot and constantly changing in direction. So it didn’t surprise him that someone in the military had considered Summer a likely target. It just surprised him that the government had authorized any action, or had executed it effectively. The Ex Fleet was scooping up escape pods, but very few, and initial interrogations suggested that the station had been undermanned.
Beneath his cold, calculating exterior, Hollingsworth was seething. He didn’t like losing. He knew LeBeau would pitch this as a victory, with the Ex Fleet removing the tyrannical Union’s military presence, but Jim knew better. He had wanted that base intact. Independent Acadia had needed that fort and its supplies. Union personnel had denied it to him, and what’s worse, he’d lost lives trying to take an objective that was now nothing more than shards and scraps falling planetside like a meteor shower.
Someone on the other side had foresight and the power to take action. He would have to remember that. `
He pressed another button on his command panel. “Comms here, Admiral.”
“Get me a secure connection to Mr. LeBeau, planetside.”
“Yes, sir. Please stand by.”
Hollingsworth braced himself for a long wait, and was not disappointed. The secession government was putting a good face on things, but behind the scenes there was more turmoil than anyone wanted to admit. Telling Earth to pound sand was one thing, but to actually disconnect from the infrastructure that linked Acadia to the Union was proving to be more difficult than anyone had anticipated. The entire Ex Fleet had lost its Q-phone links, since all of those had gone through the Hub on Earth, and Earth had disconnected them the minute the shooting had started. They’d cannibalized a few direct connections that Jim planned to use strategically, but only a few. LeBeau’s people had promised they’d have their own quantum communications ready, but of course, they were behind, leaving him with light speed communications only.
Eventually, the comms officer came back on to inform him that he was being put through to Mr. LeBeau and the transition council — ostensibly a group of politicians who had been chosen to shepherd Acadia into its independent state, but in reality, a gang of white-collar cutthroats vying for power in the new government.
Hollingsworth’s screen filled with LeBeau’s round head, then immediately switched to a multi-frame view of seven somber faces.
“Admiral, we heard about what happened to Summer Base,” LeBeau said. “I assume that the destruction was not caused by your fleet.”
“They were ready for us,” Hollingsworth declared. “The base self destructed, and very efficiently, too.”
“A minor objective in a major war effort.” LeBeau had already sold that story, at least to himself. “I assume you are ready to move on to our next objective?”
Hollingsworth shook his head. “No, I’m not. I am not comfortable committing our fleet to a major engagement. Not after what I’ve learned here today.”
One of the other talking heads interjected, “Admiral, isn’t that an overreaction? I thought we had decided that our best course of action was to go on the offensive and press our advantage.”
Hollingsworth kept his expression neutral, a skill that had always proved useful when dealing with politicians. “That was my opinion when I thought Earth was on the back foot. Now I find them more prepared.”
“They just lost a major base of operations, Admiral. That hardly qualifies them as being ready for all out war. Surely we can still move with all speed to take Dan’s World — “
“I’m going to delay that and make a move for our secondary target,” Hollingsworth said drily. “It’s the less predictable move.”
LeBeau turned a light shade of pink. Hollingsworth could see the struggle behind that flushed face. Acadia’s new leader wanted to give orders. But after the Tolkien, Jim had fought hard for complete control of the Ex Fleet. And he’d won. So when LeBeau finally spoke, he tortured his words into the shape of an observation rather than a command. “Admiral, you yourself said the shipyards at Dan’s World were vital for building up our own fleet.”
Hollingsworth nodded. “They are. We need them. And Earth will know that, so that’s where they’ll send their main force. Which is why I want to be somewhere else.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Hardlight had to travel close to the Kuiper belt to get far enough outside the gravitational pull of Sol.
Like all interstellar vessels, Hardlight’s long distance propulsion unit was a QVT drive, which provided reactionless thrust — in the Hardlight’s case, that was thrust of about three gees maximum, although adding the fusion thrusters could drive the ship up to five. Matt had set the ship for only one gee for crew comfort, but at constant acceleration, they were traveling at close to two percent of the speed of light within a few days and after about nine days, they were approaching jump range. Thanks to the ship’s MINT, Matt had very little to do except approve the course and check in once in a while, and almost no need at all to be in the cockpit. The very concept of a cockpit was almost anachronistic on a space vessel, because the vast majority of a ship’s functions could be managed from anywhere onboard. On a smaller ship like the Hardlight, which was originally designed for cargo transport, the cockpit was a traditional set up located at the bow of the vessel, with a transparent polymer window so that, during small space maneuvers, a helmsman could eyeball adjustments during an emergency. Larger vessels, especially warships, contained few or no view ports at all. The bridge of a warship was actually located in the middle of the vessel so that command crews would experience almost no discomfort during rapid turnover during combat. Aside from the turnover issue, there were only two reasons to have a bridge at all: first, the bridge crew could coordinate efforts as a team and second, the ship’s wireless functions might become vulnerable or damaged during combat. Having centralized hardware systems allowed for more efficiency.
Just as solo sailors in ancient days could sleep below decks on sailing ships in the wide expanse of an ocean, Matt could easily sit in the lounge of Hardlight and receive warnings through his interface. It wasn’t until the actual jump that his guiding mind would be needed at the Hardlight’s helm.
It was Amanda, the non-combatant of the crew, who found this most intriguing. “I would think that a battle ship would have more hands-on control,” she said.
Matt nodded, not in agreement but in understanding. “That’s what everyone thinks. As far as our nervous system is concerned, we’re all just primates monkeying around with high level technology. We want to grab things, hold them, muscle them into doing what we want. In the early days of atmospheric flight, pilots could do that. The control stick was actually connected to gears, and jerking them around had a physical affect on atmo vessels.” He waved his hand around the Hardlight. “But those days were over even before space flight. Everything became fly by wire. Scroll ahead to modern space craft. Everything about this ship is controlled by electronics. You’d have to get through two different maintenance tubes and open two bulkheads to get to the actual thruster packages.”
“OK, but I still don’t get why wireless connections are better,” she countered. “If your cyberlink goes down, we’re dead in the vac.”
“Yep,” he said. “But the link only has three points of connection. Me, the router, and whatever device I send a command to. Maybe four on a dreadnaught if I’m at the bow and I send a command through two routers to the stern. That’s only three or four small loci on a two hundred meter ship. Someone could turn the ship into Swiss cheese and I’d still be able to send commands.”
Amanda caught on. “Ah, but if there were wires running everywhere…”
“The wires might get cut anywhere along the path. Exactly.”
“But if everything is linked, aren’t you in danger of being hacked?”
“Some systems are. That’s why we spend so much on encryption and firewalls. But the main systems are unhackable.” He tapped his head. “You can’t hack a human mind. That’s half the reason we changed over to nanotech. Trying to hack into navigation or engineering or weapons would be like trying to hack into a pair of human hands.”
Andreu and his special operations team had reported to the Hardlight looking very different from the squared away soldiers Matt had met earlier. The uniforms were gone, replaced by civilian clothing appropriate for space travel. Several of the men had stopped shaving and one of the women, Espinoza, had put a nose ring into her left nostril. They no longer saluted him. Each member of the team came aboard with two large, locked cases, ostensibly full of advanced electronic gear. In fact, for each person one case was full of computer gear. The other contained weapons and ordnance.
First Sergeant Andreu looked uncomfortable in civvies, like a bear with its fur shaved off. His irritability manifested in many ways, including a talent for getting under Matt’s skin while staying just on this side of insubordination. Most of his team spent the outbound trip brushing up on the mining software and diagnostics they would use to bluff their way into Kumagai Station. But Andreu wasn’t a tech guy. He had to find other ways to amuse himself. About a week into the trip, as Matt was sitting in the ship’s small lounge area, he said in his thick French accent, “It seems like you don’t even need a pilot for these ships. They can fly themselves.”
Half the crew was sitting in the central lounge, which also served as the mess. Matt was reviewing information on the Kumagai system. Two of the spec ops guys were playing cards. Townsend was reading, while Amanda got caught up on current events in the Mantiz Corporate.
He was about to respond to Andreu’s thinly veiled insult, but Townsend spoke up first. “Sure, we could install an artificial intelligence. Then have it decide we are vermin and shut off the life support in our sleep.”
“Is that a given, though?” one of the soldiers looked up from his card game. Matt found him surprisingly well-spoken and realized he’d assumed that all of the spec ops would be as crude as Andreu. This man spoke in a soft, educated European accent. His last name was Dubchek. “I understand that there’ve been problems, but can’t they be corrected?”
“No way,” Townsend replied. “I wouldn’t trust them if they said they could.”
Amanda looked up from her screen to contribute. “They can’t, by definition. MINTs run computations thousands of times faster than a human being, and we can use them to monitor rote tasks, and fire weapons with more precise timing than a human being, but beyond that you run into the Omondi Paradox.”
Dubchek open his hands as if to say, which is…?
Amanda explained, “It was postulated by a Kenyan computer engineer. If you design an artificial intelligence that actually has the breadth of knowledge, flexibility, and creativity of a human mind, you lose your ability to control it.”
“But the engineers must be able to put locks on it or something like this,” Dubchek replied.
Matt raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t all of you guys supposed to be computer experts?”
Dubchek jabbed his cards at the others. “They’re the hackers. I’m the medic.”
Matt nodded at that and continued. “They can put limits on computers, sure. But then you no longer have a general AI. You have a machine intelligence like the Hardlight’s computer. It can do a lot. But once you design a mind that can think flexibly and for itself, which is what is needed for real artificial intelligence, then you have a problem.”
Amanda added. “My father invests in these things. A couple hundred years ago, they made chess computers that remembered all the best chess moves. Then along comes this AI computer that didn’t know any specific chess strategies, it just learned the moves and understood the goal. It played itself for four hours, then crushed every chess computer and every grandmaster around.”
“Now, that’s impressive,” Dubchek said. “So why not…”
“Hold on,” Amanda interrupted. “One of the things about this AI was that it sacrificed pieces you wouldn’t normally sacrifice. It shook up the whole chess world. But now take that idea and apply it to a military AI. Give it a goal, and it decides it’s willing to make sacrifices. How many people will it sacrifice? Ten? A thousand? Ten thousand?”
Dubchek shrugged, “So you give it parameters.”
“And now you’re back to a MINT,” one of the commandos said. He had a light German accent. His last name was Sauer. “You have to give the system some morality. It’s the Trolley Dilemma.”
“So now you’re my tutor, too?” Dubchek asked.
Sauer put down his own cards. “I am. Picture this: a trolley is speeding down the tracks. It’s going to kill five people. The AI can save those five people by flipping a switch and diverting the trolley to a different track, where it will kill only one person.”
Dubchek said, “That’s not so hard.”
Amanda jumped in, “But what if it’s five psychopaths versus one baby?”
Dubchek pointed at Sauer. “He does computers. Can’t he write code for that?”
“You can’t write code for everything,” Matt said. “That’s the point. You need to write parameters and let the AI decide. It starts to decide who is good, who isn’t. Who has value, who doesn’t. How many deaths are acceptable. How many are not.”
“But you’re talking as though these AIs would all become psychopaths. Human beings don’t become sociopaths all the time.”
“Sure they do,” Townsend snorted. “All the goddamn time.”
Amanda said, “We call them CEOs, czars, tyrants…”
“Chief petty officers,” someone muttered sotto voce.
Townsend went on. “Shit, look at LeBeau. I guarantee you that guy’s not limited by ethics. And think about the fact that human beings are born into a world of empathy. Well, most of us. Mothers, fathers, family. There are shitty exceptions, but most kids get a decent dose of empathy and sympathy when they grow up. Even with that, we still get one percent of the population that are psychopaths. An AI has to have those emotional connections programmed into it, and there’s just no practical way to program flexible empathy.”
“Even if they’re not psychopaths,” Amanda added, “look at most high level geniuses. They tend to be introverts. Perfectly capable of social interaction but uncomfortable. We’ve never been able to program an AI that had the intelligence that would make it useful along with the flexible thinking and empathic traits needed for high level decision making.”
Dubchek didn’t look convinced, but said, “So you either get a monster or a MINT.”
“Often enough to worry about it,” Townsend said. “So we don’t try anymore. And that’s just fine with me.”
Sauer, the German, glanced at Andreu, whose usual scowl had not deepened during the discussion, so he went on. “Is that why human beings need to do a hop?”
“He’s the guy to talk to.” Townsend jabbed a thumb at Matt. Sauer looked a little uncomfortable with the senior military officer present being referred to as ‘the guy,’ but when no one else took offense, he turned to Matt. “Sir?"
“Can’t hop, or can’t hop accurately,” Matt clarified. “Now and then a high level MINT can activate the relocation engine. They aren’t sure why the activation works sometimes. But a MINT can never relocate where it aims. You need a human mind to focus the navigation.”
“Why?” Sauer asked.
“I don’t know.”
Now Andreu’s expression did sour. “If you don’t know, sir, how will we get where we’re supposed to go?”
That tone reminded Matt of too many school yard challenges. He bristled. “How many hops have you made, First Sergeant?”
“Twenty-two. sir.”
“I have one hundred twenty-six, not counting civilian jumps. Seventy-four of those were as helmsman. Forty-two of those were as chief navigator of a capital ship. My accuracy rating is nine point six out of ten in a rating system you don’t even know about. Any other questions, First Sergeant?”
Andreu’s body language suggested murder, but he backed down from Matt’s rank. “No, sir.”
“Very well.” Matt turned to Sauer. “Specialist, I don’t know the answer to your question because no one I know can explain it, and I have two certifications in Gravitational Declination from the Naval Academy. The best they’ve come up with is that intelligent beings emit waves, or particles, I don’t remember which, that have some kind of effect inside the Penrose Field. It’s some crazy version of the Influence of the Observer Theory in quantum mechanics.”
“The what, sir?”
“Basically, on a quantum level, the act of observing something changes it. That’s old science. It’s a whole field of study inside quantum mechanics, and it’s way beyond me. But we know that when a sentient being focuses on a location while inside a Penrose Field, the ship will relocate there.”
“Can anyone do it?” Townsend asked. Matt recalled the Directorate fireplug’s almost boyish interest the last time they’d discussed star travel.
“Anyone can trigger a relocation, yes, as long as they’re hooked into the ship. But being accurate takes a lot of practice. And focus. Get it wrong and we could jump into a star.”
Sauer said, “Is that likely to happen, sir?”
Matt grinned. “If it does, you’ll be the first to know.”
*
A day later Matt went up to the cockpit. The Hardlight gave him a bored hello as he sat himself in the pilot seat and strapped in.
We are outside the orbit of Pluto, the system said. You want the numbers?
The Hardlight was ridiculously casual, and Matt was convinced that the previous pilot had based its personality on a close friend who got stoned. A lot. But the MINT delivered the information he needed, when he needed it, and the laid back quality was growing on him.
“Not if it all looks good.”
Looks good.
Matt took a moment. You had to focus before the Penrose Field was activated. Matt called up a star chart and zoomed it in on the star system for Kumagai. He bent his thoughts on it using concentration techniques taught at Helm School. When he was sure he had it in mind, he said dispassionately, “Activate Penrose Field.”
At the center of the ship, the field generator activated, creating a bubble around the ship that deflected graviton particles. In that moment, the ship disconnected from the gravitation influence of the universe around it. They were, in effect, everywhere and nowhere.
The Hardlight said, We’ve got superposition.
Matt thought again about the star at Kumagai, and the beacon there. “Relocate.”
The ship dropped out of superposition at a new point in space, inside the Kuiper belt of  Kumagai, a star about eighty-five light years from Sol.
Matt knew it was coming, but foreknowledge never really helped, and sadness slammed into him like an ocean wave. He felt crushed by the universe, by a sense of vertigo that was both physical and emotional. Physiologically, and indeed psychologically, human beings were mostly equipped to trot across the savannah, hunt herd animals in small groups, and scramble up trees when larger predators approached. A cynic might say that standing on two feet and surveying the horizon for danger was the highest perspective homo sapiens neurobiology was prepared for. The species simply was not evolved to cope with an expansive, nearly complete perspective on reality, and the mind revolted against it. That rejection came in the form of sheer and soul-crushing grief. Matt’s training kicked in and he began reminding himself of his grandfather who loved him, and his grandmother who counted on him. He started to recite the names of friends, but realized they were all in the Ex Fleet, so they probably weren’t friends any longer. He faltered there for a moment, but then he found himself thinking of Amanda, the librarian lady who was counting on him to pilot her ship, and that made him feel better.
Training and experience, along with a mild dopamine pump triggered by the nanotech, allowed Matt to recover faster than the others. As soon as he felt able, he was out of the pilot’s seat, through the cockpit hatch and into the lounge. He found Amanda there, her body shuddering with quiet sobs, but she was already getting to her feet. The soldiers were in various physical states, from near fetal positions to standing but doubled over. One of the operators, Espinoza, was tapping her forehead against the bulkhead in a steady, angry rhythm. Andreu was sitting with his head in his hands, and just stuck a hand out at Matt in a ‘back off’ gesture when he approached. When Matt reached Townsend, the Directorate man pushed his hand away and staggered out of the lounge.
The only crew member who seemed unfazed was Specialist Sauer. The inquisitive soldier stared at the others, then at Matt, and said, “Man, it really got to them, sir.”
“But not you,” Matt observed.
“Or you,” Sauer replied.
“It gets me every time. But I know the recovery tricks.” He heard a dull thud from the corridor. “I’m going to check on Townsend. They should all start recovering in a minute or so, but if anyone seems to be getting worse, give me a shout.”
Matt hurried after the Directorate man. Suicides were rare after relocations. Less than one percent of all interstellar travelers expressed having suicidal thoughts, and only a tiny fraction of those acted on those urges. Self harm, such as the soldier banging her head against the wall, were more common but always non-lethal and rarely left long term damage. Even so, Matt was captain of the Hardlight and Townsend was under his command while they were underway. No one was going to off themselves on his ship.
He found Townsend standing in the main passageway, staring at a bulkhead. The knuckles of one hand were bloody and there was a read streak smeared across the metal wall. The other hand was clutching a large coin. Matt ignored the blood and said,               “That’s a challenge coin, isn’t it?”
Townsend pressed the coin to his forehead like a talisman. “Yeah. From my old unit in the Marines.” He took a deep breath, as though talk of the coin brought him out of his depression. With a flourish, he slapped it against the bulk head and grinned thinly at Matt, who said, “I’ve got one, but it’s in my cabin.”
“Then you owe me a drink,” the Directorate man said.
It was an ancient tradition among military personnel, one that dated back to one of the big wars of the pre-atomic era. According to legend, a man caught behind enemy lines had made his way back to his own territory only to be accused of being a spy. He’d been saved from execution when one of his accusers had recognized a special coin given to his unit. From that day, service personnel had used challenge coins to prove their connection to a certain team. And, military people being who they were, if someone slapped a coin down on the table and you couldn’t produce your own, you bought the next round.
Matt held out his hand and Townsend let him take the coin. It was pretty standard, a few centimeters in diameter and heavy enough to feel important. One side was coated with a blue patina and bore the logo of the Union Marines — globe and anchor on a field of stars. The opposite side displayed the figure of a rifleman, with a motto embossed around the rim. Matt read it aloud. “We jump, unfazed by high views. Extremely qualified to kick ass.” He raised an eyebrow. “That’s not very catchy.”
Townsend replied matter-of-factly, “None of us were poets.” He took back his challenge coin with his blood-smeared hand. “Fuck this relocation stuff,” he said. “Does it ever get better?”
“No.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Commodore Pjeter Kowal watched several displays both in his interface and on hard screens. One showed a tactical representation of his squadron command, and another showed an extrapolation of the entire Gwendoline system, with his own squadron and Bravo Squadron moving along the elliptic plane. He double-checked his own formation and found it to be acceptable. His ship, the Ulysses, was flanked by the Meade on one side and the Sheridan on the other, each ship maintaining a constant fifty kilometer distance. On the far side of the star, one of Bravo Squadron’s ships was a few degrees off position. He would bring that up with Captain MacKenzie.
Kowal had decided early during this assignment that he would treat his small command with the utmost discipline and order, despite being relegated to a second tier post. Union Command, in their wisdom, had decided to appoint that gasbag Vasily Popov as Admiral of the Fleet. Vasily, Kowal had to admit, did have seniority, but he was more of an academic than a warrior. Popov had taken command of the Home Fleet and hopped immediately to Dan’s World, which was the most likely target for the Ex Fleet.
Not the Ex Fleet, Kowal reminded himself. They're the rebel fleet now.
While they had good ships and experienced crews, the rebels did not have the resources that the Union possessed. The shipyards at Dan’s World were the largest, best supplied, and best equipped construction yards in human-controlled space. Hollingsworth had to strike there if he was going to keep his rebel force resupplied and combat effective.
Kowal had felt disgruntled when Popov was put in overall command, but he hadn’t become truly angry until the new fleet admiral had ordered him to Gwendoline. The order smacked of pettiness, the kind of move a bureaucrat would make to remove a rival. Yes, Kowal had been promoted to commodore, but the new rank felt more like a politely-worded insult than a raise. And yes, Gwendoline also had shipyards, but they were far smaller, and could only serve one or two capital ships at a time. There were fuel reserves there, of course, but the tanks were at their minimums. If Hollingsworth's intelligence was good — and Kowal expected it to be excellent — then the enemy commander would know that and choose to ignore Gwendoline. Kowal felt that he had been, in effect, sent to his room so that Popov would not have to deal with him. And to add insult to injury, Popov had denied him his request for more ships. Kowal had confidence in his own abilities as a fleet commander, and he thought MacKenzie was a fine officer, too. But he needed more ships. His three ships, plus the Brandeis, the Simon Bolivar, and the Malala that made of MacKenzie’s Bravo Squadron, were not enough to guard the system.
His two squadrons were at station keeping, but “station keeping” was a relative term. Ulysses was coasting at three thousand kilometers per second around the local star. Sentry duty over a planet was, like most intrastellar travel, a complicated tactical problem. A fleet or squadron could simply orbit the planet they were guarding, since that’s where the enemy would eventually go. But orbital velocities were relatively slow, which meant a longer reaction time if the enemy did appear. Conversely, a fleet could choose a wider orbit, even an elliptical one through the system, at a much higher rate of speed. But since the enemy could hop to the system’s edge at any point around the stellar sphere, the fleet might find itself accelerating away from the enemy at a critical moment.
Kowal had chosen a conservative middle way, breaking his fleet into two squadrons, orbiting along the system’s ecliptic plane, not quite on opposite sides of the star. This allowed them to pick up signals from enemy vessels more quickly. If the entire fleet was together, and the enemy hopped in on the opposite side of the solar system, it would be hours before light crossed the diameter of the system. Breaking the fleet in two, those signals would be picked up in half the time. Each ship had a Q-phone connection to Earth, and signals were relayed almost instantaneously between them. It was a fascinating quirk in the conflict between Einstein’s relativity and quantum mechanics. Using direct radio or light-based communications, a message would take minutes or hours to reach from one ship to another across the width of a star system. Using a Q-phone, even by sending the message fifty light years to Earth and then from Earth to the other ship, the only delay that existed was in the operation of transferring the data at the Hub.
The upshot for Kowal was that, with his squadrons bisecting the system, they would catch the arrival of any new ships within four hours of their arrival, which would give Kowal’s fleet a minimum of sixteen hours to prepare for the arrival of any ships.
So far, however, the only excitement had been an anomaly reported by the Comms officer.
“Sir,” the lieutenant said, “we just received a signal. But…but it came through our Q-phone links.”
“Put it on my interface,” Kowal snipped, a little annoyed at the lieutenant’s bewilderment.
“No, sir, I mean, sorry, sir, but there’s no actual connection. We received a signal from our link with the Virginia.”
Kowal leaned forward in his chair. “The Virginia?
You’re telling me Hollingsworth hasn’t snapped that link yet? What was the signal?”
Comms replied, “It’s mostly encrypted. It’s definitely not meant for us.”
“How not for us?” the commodore pushed back. “You can’t make a three way call on a directly entangled link. It has to be for us.”
“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir, it’s not. The encryption doesn’t match anything in our systems. The only thing we were able to get, because it wasn’t in code, was a set of stellar coordinates.”
“Coordinates to where?”
“Here, sir,” Comms said. “Someone just used the Virginia’s Q-phone to broadcast the coordinates for Gwendoline.”
Kowal relaxed his stern expression toward his lieutenant when he understood the confusion. Entangled phones couldn’t be hacked, nor could they be eavesdropped upon. But somehow the Virginia was broadcasting information to them. Was it a trap? Kowal couldn’t see how, but he remained watchful.
A few hours after that incident, Kowal was alerted by his tactical officer. “Sir, three ships hopped in.” She gave a set of coordinates that were about thirty degrees stellar south of the ecliptic on the XYZ axis of space. “As of four hours ago, the ships were inbound traveling at point zero zero 8 of light speed and decelerating at one gee. Vector suggests they are headed for the ship yards.”
Kowal nodded. “We should have the delivery schedule for the Gwen yards, Lieutenant. Check against those, please.”
There was a pause, then the lieutenant replied, “Shipyard schedule shows that it expects three freighters to arrive soon. The schedule gives them a twenty-four hour window. We are currently plus seven hours from the front end, sir.”
“Hail the ships and inform me when you’ve confirmed their identities and status, but I assume it’s the scheduled delivery,” Kowal said. He opened up his tactical screen and pulled up a schematic of the Dan’s World System. He plugged in data to represent the Home Fleet and began to map out a defensive strategy the way he would have done if had he been put in command. Dan’s World had two asteroid belts, and those made for some intriguing battlefield logistics.
“Sir, the freighters are not responding.”
Kowal paused his tactical play. “Check the assumed registry with the Hub. See if they have Q-phone registrations.”
“The lead freighter should, sir. The Hub says it’s receiving no response.”
“Understood, Comms. Send a radio signal and keep me informed of any course changes as they approach.”
“Aye, sir. Estimated time for the radio signal to reach the convoy is three hours, fifty-one minutes. Given current vectors, an immediate reply will reach us in approximately five hours forty minutes.”
Kowal returned to his tactical display of the Dan system. He mocked up one set of plans assuming that the fuel tanks were full and that they were the rebels’ main target. Then he did one assuming the tanks were empty and that the ship supplies and spare parts were the main target. Then he did one assuming that the system had incoming traffic that had to be defended, maybe freighters carrying more spare parts or…
Oh, hell. Fuel. Kowal snapped a channel open. “Ops, those freighters, what are they carrying? According to the scheduled manifest.”
“Deuterium pellets for fusion reaction, sir.”
He swore again, almost audibly this time. He had thought Gwendoline would be a poor target because her fuel tanks were low. He hadn’t thought about the incoming supply of fuel.
At that moment, the mysterious Q-phone signal from the Virginia came to mind. Someone had broadcast the Gwendoline coordinates at about the same time those ships had appeared. “Ops, sound general quarters. Comms, signal Bravo Squadron we are going to battle stations.”
He swiped his mock battle plan off the screen and watched as the tactical display of his current position in the Gwendoline system resolved itself. His two squadrons appeared in green, both orbiting the local star. The inbound freighters appeared as a blue line, denoting them as non-hostile, with the line becoming dotted once the vector became an assumption due to light speed lag.
“Navigator, chart me a course to intercept those freighters.”
“Aye, captain, working.”
An alarm blared and the tactical officer cut in. “Captain, Tactical! Four bogeys have hopped just outside the termination shock. Light lag four hours, seven minutes. At that time, they were traveling at one percent of cee on a vector to intercept the freighters.”
Damn. “Navigation, I need that intercept course.”
“Aye, sir. Available now.”
Kowal checked his interface and saw all the new information play out, the schematic taking into account the freighter convoy’s vector, the bogeys, and the proposed course for his squadrons. Kowal briefly considered using a gravity whip to take his Alpha squadron around the sun. Although that would be easier on the crew, it wouldn’t get them there with much time to spare. The arc was too wide, or the gee forces would be too strong. They had to turn and burn. Even so, the numbers were tight. The as-yet-unidentified vessels had the advantage of velocity, but Kowal’s fleet was closer, and the freighters were coming to them. They would arrive first, but just barely. And, Kowal reminded himself, the rebel fleet must want to capture those freighters, not destroy them, so they would be decelerating.
He touched the “approve” button on the course. Then he said, “Comms, order Bravo to reduce acceleration and adjust course to bring the squadron closer to the shipyards on their pass.”
“Aye, sir.”
The watch officer’s voice sounded throughout the ship. “All hands, prepare for turn and burn in two minutes. Extended high gees in two minutes.”
More alerts sounded throughout the ship. They were about to go from coasting to a hard turn and burn at four times the force of gravity. Crewmen scrambled to get to their gel racks. Kowal pressed a button on his command chair and felt the gel system fill beneath and behind him.
“Comms, signal the freighters the last defined coordinates of the bogeys and their vectors. Give them our time to intercept.”
“Aye, sir.”
The watch announced, “Sixty seconds to turn.”
Kowal grabbed his dental guard and tried to think of anything else he needed to do before the turn. Nothing. “Turn and burn,” he ordered. The ship flipped, and four times his own weight slammed into his chest.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Well, this system is dead,” Espinoza said as they dove toward Kumagai’s neutron star.
Matt, up in the cockpit, heard her over the comm and nodded to himself. To an astrophysicist, Kumagai was probably a paradise, with a neutron star that had collapsed from a supernova, coupled with its binary twin, a red giant. But from an every day human point of view, Kumagai was a barren wasteland. There probably never had been a real habitable zone with planets on which life might form, but if such a zone ever exited, it had been razed when one of the stars in the binary relationship collapsed into a neutron star. An asteroid belt guarded the inner section of the neutron’s system like razor wire. A Jovian and its entourage of moons had formed out of the collapse and occupied the outer third of the system, along with two outer planets that were of little interest. There wasn’t anything else to speak of.
Modern day Marines were accustomed to arriving on established colony worlds complete with complex ecosystems and spiderwebs of interlaced technology…then smashing it all to pieces.
But the only two signs of civilization in Kumagai were a relocation beacon transmitting its small but determined signal to the galaxy, and the transponder broadcast from Kumagai station, orbiting the second largest moon of the Jovian. Matt noted with more than a little chagrin that his targeting was still off. They were a million kilometers away from the beacon and about twelve degrees above the ecliptic. That was easily correctible within a couple of hours, given their current velocity of a thousand klicks per second, but still below Navy standard. He had to work on that.
Amanda poked her head into the cockpit. She could have called him on the comms, but she’d come up in person instead. “No military vessels? No Ex Fleet presence?”
Matt shook his head. “Nothing.”
“Isn’t that strange?”
He shook his head. “No. There are only eleven ships in the Ex Fleet. Right now, they couldn’t spare them for something this small. When the old man wanted me to run an ambush here, we borrowed a ship from the Home Fleet.”
She gave him an exasperated look. “Some day you’ll have to tell me about this old man you keep talking about.”
He laughed. “Anyway, no ships. We’re clear.”
It took several hours for light to reach the mining station, and a little less than that for the station’s message to reach them. Until that time, Matt, the Hardlight, and a couple of the Marines ran spectroscopy on the star. They didn’t expect to find anything new, but they had to start their investigation somewhere, and this was relatively simple work during the sunward dive.
“That’s weird,” Brinworth said, tapping at the data on her display. Most of them were lounging in the Hardlight’s common area, intent on their own screens.
“You found something?” Amanda asked. She couldn’t decide if she was hopeful or not. She wanted to justify her mission, but she was also convinced that Kumagai wasn’t where they needed to be.
“Well, no, ma’am, not really,” the Marine explained. She had a high forehead and bright, black eyes that made her face very expressive. “I just assumed we’d see more caldinium or dornium in the lines. I figured that’s why there was a mining station here.”
“What are those?”
“Super heavy elements. Usually pretty unstable, but there are a few in the stable zone that get used for armor or fusion reactors and stuff,” Brinworth said. “They’re rare and hard to detect, but you find them in systems like this with a neutron star. I figured there’d be something. Usually, when you get mining stations out in the middle of nowhere, it’s because there’s something rare out here.”
“So what is this station actually mining?”
Townsend, who had his feet up on a table, called out casually, “The book says lithium, mostly.”
Amanda said, “The Ex Fleet attacked the Ursine over lithium? Don’t we have a surplus of lithium?”
Townsend dropped his feet to the deck. “The Union does, but Acadia might not.” He looked to Brinworth. “Can you check on the locations of major lithium depots that Acadia could access?”
Brinworth spent a few minutes at her screen. “They’ve got four or five moons, and an asteroid belt in the Cobrinha system that they control.” She pointed at the screen. “I’m not a supply sergeant, but that seems like a lot to me.”
Townsend suggested, “Maybe they wanted surplus. Wasn’t the Tolkien carrying lithium when it was blown up?”
Brinworth nodded, but she looked unconvinced.
A half day later, their light had finally reached the station and a conversation began. The image that popped onto Matt’s screen was of a middle-aged man with thinning brown hair and a jowly face. He reminded Matt of a vert mechanic who’d lived next door to him back home.
“Incoming vessel, this is Manager Dorman of Kumagai Station. Please confirm and state your business.” The man’s accent wasn’t just Acadian, it was rich and rolling New Alabamian, and made Matt think of chicken and waffles, with melting butter and syrup.
Replying in a friendly voice with his own Acadian drawl turned up a notch, Matt gave the story Townsend had set up for them: “Kumagai Station, this is the Hardlight. We’re here from the Mining and Transport Division for a safety inspection and tech update.”
When the reply came later, Matt saw and heard the station manager’s uncertainty. “Um, Mining and Transport. Hm. I’m sure you guys know there’s a little tension happening out there. We’re not exactly sure we’re supposed to allow anyone to dock. Can you stand by while we check?”
Matt’s answer had been scripted by Townsend, but the charm was all his own.               “Kay Station, y’all go ahead and check with whoever you want. But we’ve got a job to do and we’re hopin’ to get paid. Besides, do I sound like someone who wants to give y’all any trouble?”
It took an hour to hear back, but when it arrived, the reply sounded spontaneous. “Haha, you got it, Hardlight. I’m gonna make that call, but you’re clear to approach.”
When Townsend heard that reply, he patted Matt on the shoulder. “Nice work, Commander. That accent of yours just paid off.”
It took another day to dive sunward, then decelerate toward Kay Station. The mining platform dwarfed the Hardlight, its huge central cylinder spinning like a giant rolling pin, twinkling as section after section turned toward the light of the home star and also caught illumination from the dead Jovian’s reflected light. The actual moon the station orbited looked gray and boring by comparison, but that was where the money was.
Of all ship activities, docking was the most delicate for the vessel and the most boring for the pilot. Matt’s only real job was to accept the dock master’s suggestion of a berth, and then allow the Hardlight to connect with the dock’s MINT. From that point on, the two computers took care of the precision required to match rotation and connect. After a few moments, the Hardlight gave a small shudder and a satisfying thunk, and they were docked.
The Hardlight team assembled at the hatch, all dressed in maintenance gear provided by Townsend. Espinoza and Malai stayed behind, partly to protect the Hardlight but also to keep their numbers from intimidating the locals. They were posing as a routine inspection team, the kind that came and went from stations like this one once or twice a year, usually finding nothing major to report and overlooking all the small items that meant too much paperwork. In a normal environment, a team like that would have been received with a cautious smile and then left to its own devices as long as they didn’t poke around in too many places. But these were not normal times. Kumagai Station was, officially, under license from the Union government, but because of its position, it had been staffed entirely by Acadian personnel escorted there by the Ex Fleet. The miners probably weren’t sure themselves who to listen to.
Matt reached for the hatch release, then turned to look at the others. “I know you think everyone on Acadia is a hick or a bigot, but remember, most of these guys are just working stiffs. We don’t need to hurt them.” Then he looked at Andreu specifically. “And try not to look so pissed off.”
Andreu said, “This is my happy face.”
“You look like you want to kill someone.”
Andreu nodded. “That would make me happy.”
Townsend pointed at Matt. “You and I will do the talking.”
Matt opened the hatch and walked through the airlock with the group following behind him. The inner lock opened and they entered the station.
Two men were waiting for them on the other side. Matt recognized Station Manager Dorman. In person he looked bigger and rounder, with a face that would have been friendly except for the stress lines wrinkling his brow and stiffening his smile.              The second man was dressed in the dark blue uniform of an Acadian constable.
Townsend was posing as the leader of their supposed inspection team. With his wide frame and meaty hands, he looked exactly like the kind of guy who’d moved from labor to management and held grudges on both sides.
“Townsend,” the Directorate man said bruskly, holding up his phone and letting the other man receive his electronic credentials. “You can take my team’s IDs whenever you need them.”
Dorman’s own device pinged but he barely glanced at it. “Yeah. Listen, about this inspection. You know, things are kind of crazy right now, like I told your pilot…”
“That was me,” Matt said, offering his hand and throwing his accent into the conversation. “Glad to meet you in person, Manager Dorman.”
Townsend smiled. “We’re all on the same team, Dorman. Safety-wise, I mean. My records show you guys are Union-subsidized, and that means a Union inspection now and then. All the rest of it is just spillage to me.”
He looked like he was about to blow past Dorman, but the constable stepped up. He looked like a lot of constables Matt had encountered — a little overweight, a little officious, and a little too sure of himself. He stuck a thumb in his utility belt and said,                             “Constable Overstreet,” by way of introduction. “I’m not sure you fellas ought really to be here.”
Townsend pointed at Dorman. “That work order says we should.”
The constable sidled forward another step. “Maybe so, but times are changing. I’m not so sure that work order is valid.”
Matt expected Townsend to bristle, but instead, the big man did a pretty good imitation of timidity. “Look, we’re not looking to get into any trouble. All we’re here to do is run some diagnostics, make sure your equipment is all good, so I can tell my boss I did my job. Then we’ll be on our way.”
The constable chewed the inside of his cheek like he’d missed lunch. He glanced over at Dorman, who just said, “We are seven months past certification.”
Overstreet grimaced, but waved them on. Dorman showed them to a spare room where they cold unpack their equipment.
“Is that usual, them having law enforcement on a mining station?” Andreu asked when they were alone.
Matt flipped a hand up in a helpless gesture. “I’m a Naval officer, not a miner. I’ve got no idea.”
Townsend said, “It’s usually private security from the mining company.”
“What’s the company that owns this station?” Matt asked.
“Iron Exports,” Amanda said. “If you’re thinking it’s Acadian, you’re not wrong.”
Townsend nodded. “Even if it was Acadian, they still wouldn’t have a government officer here. I don’t know why they have this yokel. He is Acadian, right?”
Matt laughed. “Oh, yeah. Very Acadian.”
Townsend nodded. “I guess someone wanted to keep an eye on things. Maybe you’re on to something, Miss Chester.”
Matt had expected the Marines to be like most of the leathernecks he’d known, but they’d all worked various aspects of special operations and were multi-disciplined. All of them, with the exception of Andreu, were computer programmers and could easily bluff their way through operating systems, and Andreu himself had been a mechanic, so he was comfortable with the hardware. As soon as they were given access to the station’s systems, they started running diagnostics like pros. Dubchek spoke with Kay Station’s medical MINT. Brinworth and Sauer, who had a logistics background, reviewed the facility’s shipping and receiving systems. Townsend knew nothing about mining or computer programming, but he was supposed to be the supervisor, so he did what supervisors did across the universe — he drank coffee and watched the others work.
Matt was starting to think he’d have nothing to do, until Manager Dorman found him a couple of hours later and said, “Say, captain, can we get you to re-dock your ship?”
“Re-dock, why?” Matt asked.
“Well, when we guided you in, we had you hook up at Dock Three. That’s our big dock. But now we need it for the other ship.”
“What other ship?”
“The Athens. She’s inbound. No hurry, though, she just hopped in a couple of hours ago so she won’t be here until late tomorrow, station time.”
“Sure thing, will do,” Matt said, but he was thinking, We’ve got trouble.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The crew of Ulysses had been pinned to their gel racks for hours. This was one of several issues that made space warfare difficult: the waiting. Starships moved at incredible speeds compared to planet-bound velocities, usually at speeds in the thousands of kilometers per second. But across the vast distances of space, even intra-system space, those speeds amounted to a crawl. Ships could take hours, even days, to engage each other.
Somewhere around the fifth hour, Ulysses, Meade, and Sheridan stopped relative to its previous vector and started moving the opposite direction. Per the navigator’s flight plan, they stayed at four gees for another twenty minutes, then the watch officer’s voice blared. “Reduction to two gravities. Sustained two gravities for the next forty-three minutes.”
At two gravities, crewmen could leave their racks and move about the ship if need be, attending to urgent functions and checking critical equipment. Kowal felt years lift from his face. His body eased outward from the gel bed a bit. He had been checking the tactical display regularly. Q-phone relays allowed him to see Captain MacKenzie’s Bravo Squadron in real time. Her three ships broke stellar orbit and began a tighter arc that would keep them closer to the Gwendoline shipyards. MacKenzie had to reduce acceleration or her arc would take her too far away from the yards to do any good.
Ulysses' sensors received constant details about the inbound freighters as well as the twelve bogeys. Heat signatures and other electromagnetic output from the bogeys gave him information about the the mystery ships, but they couldn’t be sure until they received their own pulse emission reports. Manned starships could not really hide in space. If they wanted to support life, generate thrust, and communicate, then they radiated heat and electromagnetic fields and a variety of particles, and Ulysses was well-equipped to intercept any or all of these emissions. The only delay was light speed. The bogeys were four light hours away (although that had already been cut to three), so it took that long for any signals to reach Ulysses. Based on those hours-old emissions, Ulysses knew there were four sources of emission, and the amount of thrust, number of radio emissions, and amount of heat indicated that they were large ships.
As soon as the unidentified vessels were detected, Ulysses sent out a more active sensor pulse, which delivered a far more detailed report. However, those reports would take twice as long — the sensor pulse had to travel out until it encountered an object and then bounce back to be intercepted by the receivers. This essentially doubled light speed lag. Since the bogeys and Ulysses were closing with each other, that lag time would be shortened, but the report was still over an hour away.
“Tactical, what is the bogeys’ current velocity? Rate of deceleration?” he called out.
“Point oh nine percent of light speed, sir. No detectable deceleration as of — “       she checked her readings — “as of two hours, twenty-six minutes ago.”
Kowal ground his teeth. That didn’t make any sense. He used his own tactical display to run a simulation. What would happen if the bogeys began decelerating in the next ten minutes? (Actually, two hours and sixteen minutes ago — adjusting mental calculations and thought experiments for light speed lag was an actual course taught in Officer’s Candidate School, and one that captains, navigators, and engineers had to pass with flying colors.) Kowal played with the numbers, assuming a reasonable amount of thrust for a military vessel, then increasing it to an unreasonable number, then to a number to which he would never subject his own crew. The conclusion was the same.               There was no way for those ships to decelerate enough to capture or board the freighter convoy. In fact, they would just barely arrive at a velocity where ship weaponry could be accurate.
Combat tactics were like juggling a bunch of differently-shaped objects. Slow velocities allowed for greater accuracy and an ability to reverse course and make another combat run, but also made you an easier target. Faster velocities made your ship harder to hit, especially when your own velocity was combined with that of your enemy, but had an inversely proportional effect on your own accuracy, and forced you to travel that much farther away before you could turn around. Combat itself occurred in a flash during the brief second the ships passed within striking distance.
“Helm, increase speed to three gravities. Navigator, get me an intercept with those bandits outside rail gun range.” Changing the designation of the mystery vessels from bogeys to bandits meant that he had determined they were enemies.
“Calculating, sir.”
Acceleration warnings blared throughout the ship. Kowal prepared himself for more weight.
“Commodore! Captain MacKenzie on the line for you.”
Kowal swept his main screen and MacKenzie’s face appeared. She looked determined, but worry had settled into the folds above her eyebrows. She spoke in a thick Scottish brogue that sounded warlike to Kowal. He liked it.
“Sir, sensors just picked up another group of bogeys on our side of the star. Seven signatures. As of two hours ago, three were decelerating hard. Definitely going for the shipyards. We read a second group of four with a slower deceleration, more likely on an attack run.” MacKenzie paused, then added, “Sir, between your four bogeys and my seven, we have — “
“Eleven ships,” Kowal noted, “the same number as the Ex Fleet.”
Kowal felt his heart beat in his throat, but he remained calm. Even with the appearance of more hostiles, a space battle was a chess match, not a surprise attack. Everything was on the board, and if a new element appeared, it would take hours to bring itself into the fray. He considered his options. Assuming this was the rebel fleet (and he had no doubts about that), they needed to capture the shipyards, not destroy them, so the attack run was a feint. Even if MacKenzie felt outnumbered and changed vectors, Kowal’s combined fleet was enough to keep the rebels from taking control of the shipyards. Kowal returned his thoughts to the convoy. Those fuel containers were just as valuable to the rebels as the maintenance yards. They might even represent the real target. Was the shipyard thrust a complete feint?
“Understood, Captain,” he said at last. “Even if we turned around, we wouldn’t get to you in time for combat. Keep your eye on their acceleration. If you feel the need to break off, do so. The rebels won’t destroy the shipyards, and with us in the neighborhood, they will not be able to dock. We’d blow their stationary ships out of space. I will deal with the bandits on my side and then we will rendezvous.”
MacKenzie acknowledged and Kowal signed off. He turned back to his display and saw that his bandits were now decelerating at a higher rate. That would bring them within range of the convoy just inside the velocity parameters for weaponry. But why blow up the fuel?
The various ships in the system continued on their trajectories. The bandits continued their deceleration and, as Kowal predicted, as they approached targeting range they were traveling slowly enough for their weapons systems to be accurate.
Suddenly, his tactical officer called out, “Captain, our scan report is in!”
The sensor bounce had returned. Good. “Give me details on the bandits, please.”
“Sir, it’s not the bandits. It’s the freighters. They are empty.”
“That can’t be right.” Kowal swiped his screen to call up the scans. Details showed that the freighters were, indeed, empty. They did not have enough mass to be carrying anything. In fact, infrared suggested that there wasn’t even a full crew complement onboard.
Another alarm sounded and the tac officer called out. “The bandits are flipping!”
All the players were much closer now. Light speed lag still affected their readings, but the delay now was only a few minutes for passive sensors and inside of ten minutes for actives. Kowal guessed what would happen next, and watched it play out. The bandits — his system now registered them as four Expeditionary Fleet battle cruisers — had timed their run perfectly. They had slowed down to combat speed, then guessed when the Ulysses would receive its active sensor returns, and flipped to accelerate just as they knew Ulysses would realize the tankers were empty. His ship’s MINT read their signatures, and the names of four of humanity’s most famous war ships appeared on his screen: New Orleans, Atlanta, Raleigh, Columbia.
“Prepare canister rounds,” he ordered. “Fire.”
Ulysses and her companions would have no chance of catching the rebel ships, and the geometry was quickly working against them. His ships launched missiles which, aimed well ahead of the approaching vessels, then fired canister into the predicted path of the enemy. As Kowal had told himself, it was a chess match with everything on the table. The enemy read the launches and detected the canister spread. Atlanta, Raleigh, and Columbia measured the canister dispersal and managed to evade with minimal course corrections. New Orleans was a little too slow.
Ops called out, “Multiple impacts on the New Orleans.”
“Damage assessment?”
Ops hesitated just for a second as data came in. “Gas vented from six locations. It looks like wave armor has sealed them up. Five impacts to the aft section. Radiation spike indicates a reactor strike.”
Kowal ground his teeth together. The hits were satisfying, but capital ships were notoriously hard to kill.
“Tactical, vector analysis,” he called out.
At interplanetary speeds, when a ship veered to avoid enemy fire, its new vector would sometimes carry it too far off its original course to compensate and return to its previous destination in a timely manner.
“Minimal changes, sir. The three bandits that avoided our shots will recover. Their crews will feel some hard gees, but they can rendezvous with the rest of their fleet.”
Kowal felt fury rise inside him like a fast-growing tumor. He’d been played like an amateur. He rewound the action mentally and saw how it had worked out.               Hollingsworth must have pirated those freighters before the jump, and he’d done it without Earth Command hearing about it. Well, no surprise there. Sympathies and loyalties in the military were still being sorted out — the merchant navy must be even more of a mess. However he’d done it, Hollingsworth had offloaded that fuel before the freighters hopped in. Kowal guessed that the rebels had put a skeleton crew in each freighter, along with at least one Q-phone. After the freighters hopped to Gwendoline, they had relayed their readings, giving Hollingsworth his battle plan. He would have had the information needed to split his force and attack from two directions. He could have easily guessed that Kowal would view the freighters as an asset to protect. And Kowal had done exactly as Hollingsworth expected.
His only consolation was that the freighters must have a crew, which meant he could collect prisoners. No ship could hop without a human mind to guide it.
“Tactical, get me readings on the freighters. How many crew aboard?”
“None, sir. No signs of life.”
“Someone must have hopped those ships into this system.” Kowal stopped himself and then uttered every curse word he knew under his breath. “Review the readings. Mark from the point of slowest rate of speed of the bandits, but focus on the freighters. Get me readings ten minutes before and after the slowest rate of speed.”
There was a pause, and then an embarrassed ops officer replied, “Sir, there were several temperature changes followed by minimal fusion bursts from each freighter. The signatures are consistent with — “
“Escape pod ejections.” Kowal said those words like another curse. “They picked up their own people. Right under our noses.”
But it wasn’t just the trick with the freighters. That was humiliating; what would happen next was a tragedy. He checked their current vector and compared it to that of the two rebel groups and MacKenzie’s Bravo Squadron. Even without precise calculations, he could see how it would play out. At the maximum acceleration his ships and crews could bear, he still couldn’t get there in time. Brandeis, Simon Bolivar, and Malala were not going to face one occupying force. They were going to be attacked on three fronts. Hollingsworth wasn’t just trying to occupy the Gwendoline shipyards. He was going after the Union fleet.
Kowal ordered his ships to turn around and frowned as his command prepared itself for maximum gees yet again.
The next hour combined boring routine with a sense of impending doom. Alpha Squadron turned and burned hard. The five gees smashed even the fittest of his crew into their racks so hard that lifting a hand to a control panel was difficult. No other movement was possible. Military regulations specified that a ship maintain five gees for no more than three hours. Ulysses, Meade, and Sheridan burned at five gees right up to edge of the envelope and a little beyond. It was a testament to the discipline and quality of the squadron’s crews that the long maneuver was done without complaint. At the end of the hard burn, she had changed vectors and was now heading back toward the shipyards.
Thanks to Bravo Squadron’s Q-phone, Kowal received real time updates on the far side of the star. MacKenzie had three choices: to defend the shipyards, which meant reducing velocity; to move toward one of the three rebel groups advancing on different vectors; or to fall off and avoid contact. The last option gave her the best chance to survive, but it was also becoming less and less likely. Because all three rebel groups were closing at different velocities, one of them would be able to either run her down or change course to intercept her. Hollingsworth had planned his pincer movement down to the last detail, and it was working.
Kowal spared a moment to curse Popov for not sending him more ships. Then he said, “Raise the Brandeis.”
MacKenzie frowned grimly out of his screen. “MacKenzie here, sir.”
“Kayla, you can read the data.”
“Yes, sir. The bastard’s laid a good trap, sir.”
“They’re going to engage with you no matter which option you choose. But I need you and your ships, Captain. I need you to choose the best course for survival.”
“If you can point that out to me, I’ll take it,” she said. She was too professional to sound sarcastic to a superior, but her voice did contain a hint of gallows humor. “If I accelerate at maximum, the high speed group will still have an angle on us. In a stern chase, relativistic variance won’t help us much, and my crew won’t be in any condition to deal with a full scale engagement. If I turn to maneuver effectively, their decelerating attack group can angle to attack us. If I decelerate, I’ll have either one or two combat groups to engage, with the third still able to make one attack run before they pass out of fighting range.”
She paused after her summary, but Kowal had nothing to add. MacKenzie’s voice cracked over the Q-phone.
“Your orders, sir?”
Kowal’s voice was quiet. “Captain’s discretion,” he said. “And good luck, Kayla.”
He guessed what she would do, and he was right. Brandeis changed vectors slightly and Simon Bolivar and Malala followed suit. All three ships bore down on the enemy group that was decelerating. This group was maneuvering to take control of the shipyards, and therefore was most likely to carry boarding parties, command and control systems, and officers. But her course would lead her right into the path of the other four Ex Fleet war ships.
Kowal watched as the Brandeis and her escort engaged the first rebel wave. He saw Arkansas, Montgomery, and Nashville launch salvos of missiles and rail gun rounds as MacKenzie’s ships returned fire. A hail of canister and rail shot pounded the Union ships, but MacKenzie gave better than she got. All three rebel ships absorbed fire, and then a Union missile got through dodging particle beams and got inside the perimeter as the Arkansas mistimed her Penrose Field. The missile struck aft, pierced the wave armor, and struck a reactor. A plume of ice crystals and oxygen blew wreckage, machinery, and bodies out a massive hole in the ship’s hull. Arkansas listed off her curve, her acceleration and her power gone.
“Arkansas is dead,” Ops whispered.
The Ulysses bridge crew could have cheered, but instead they stared in awe. That was the first Ex Fleet ship to be destroyed since the mighty Missouri, more than twenty years ago.
For the briefest moment, Kowal felt his hopes rise. The Ex Fleet could be hurt. Hollingsworth could bleed.
But then Union ships charged straight into the main assault, hunters diving into the lion’s mouth. Brandeis relayed a flurry of data revealing the Jackson, the Austin, the Tallahassee, and Virginia herself bearing down on the three damaged Union vessels. MacKenzie’s ships lit up with particle beams as they tried to fend off a hail storm of incoming fire. Kowal watched Brandeis score a hit, ripping open the hull near the Jackson’s reactor. But a second later, multiple missiles and rail shot overwhelmed her. The last transmission Kowal received showed Simon Bolivar and Malala being torn apart, their interiors vented into the vac. Then all data ceased abruptly. Brandeis was gone.
“Take us out system,” Kowal ordered flatly. “Best possible speed. Inform Earth               Command that the Gwendoline system has been lost to the rebels. We will take up station keeping at the Kuiper belt to await further orders.”
The only sign of his distress was the white knuckled grip of his hands on the arms of his command chair. He had just lost half his command, and one of his best captains. And he had been utterly, completely, devastatingly outmaneuvered by the man who was leading a rebellion against United Earth.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The “safety check” and “maintenance” that Amanda and her team had thought they could perform in a routine fashion had suddenly become a frantic race against time, because the approaching ship, the Athens, was an Acadian frigate. As far as both the Kay Station crew and the Athens new, they were what they claimed to be — Townsend assured them that the cover story he’d created was impenetrable. But that didn’t mean the Acadians were happy about it. When the Athens — captained by a man named Forster — had learned that there was a Union maintenance crew aboard the station, they had increased acceleration. That meant they’d have to brake hard to dock, which meant extra effort. Which meant they really were in a hurry to get there while the Union team was on station.
When Townsend heard, he looked at Matt. “This ship, do they know you, Ryder?”
Matt waggled his hand in a ‘sort of’ gesture. “Athens is a home guard frigate, not Ex Fleet. I’ve met Forster, but I’m not sure if he’d remember —“
“We’re fucked,” Townsend interrupted. “No offense, but you don’t exactly blend in on Acadia. If he recognizes you at all, this thing blows up.” He looked at Amanda, his round jaw firmly set. “They’re twenty hours out. We need to go.”
Before Amanda could protest, Townsend was already in among the ops team, yelling at them to repack the equipment they’d recently unpacked. The operators groaned, or cursed, or both, but began to unplug their hardware. While he watched them pack up, Townsend took out his challenge coin and fidgeted with it anxiously.
Matt nodded his head at the coin. “Is that your good luck charm?”
Townsend nodded. “It keeps away the giant space worms.”
“There are no giant space worms.”
“Then it’s working. Now let’s make sure these Marines are.”
The team was working fast despite their bitching and complaining. The only one who wasn’t was Brinworth. She was sitting at a terminal watching a slowly growing progress bar.              
“Let’s go, soldier,” Townsend said. “We are leaving.”
Brinworth didn’t move. “There’s a funny thing here. Do we have time for a hands-on check?”
“We don’t have time for anything.”
“Ten minutes,” Brinworth haggled.
“You found something?” Amanda asked.
“Sort of.” Brinworth glanced up at her with her bright black eyes gleaming like coals. “Some of the equipment in the processing center doesn’t match the specs for this production facility.”
Townsend scowled at her. “If you’re going to tell us something, do it faster.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply. “I thought it was weird that there’s a mining station in a neutron system but no caldinium. The station’s logs show that they mine lithium, hydrogen, other stuff. OK, fine. Those elements are here, but you can get those other places. When I checked the equipment list — the kind of stuff we’re supposed to be running diagnostics on —they’ve got a lot of compressors and magnetic bottles that you’d use for super heavy elements. Like the ones that they say aren’t in this system.”
“You want to go look for yourself,” Townsend summarized.
Brinworth popped her hands up. “That’s what we came for.”
“Let’s go,” the Directorate man said, “but we have to go fast.”
Brinworth led the way, with Amanda and Townsend close behind. Her civilian jumpsuit hid Brinworth’s long, lean frame, but moving down the corridor, she looked like an athlete. She already seemed to know the way. They followed a corridor that passed two other elevators until they came to one marked ‘Cargo Lift.’ They took the lift down several decks, then the doors opened onto a wide platform. Spin gravity was noticeably lighter here. Amanda felt her feet lift off the deck a little when she hurried.
The platform was a wide drum the width of two normal decks, just at the inner edge of the spinning cylinder. The bay was currently pressurized, but two large doors could be opened onto the hollow spine of the station for loading and unloading of cargo. A few workers in gray jumpsuits performed maintenance on a half-assembled hauler. They glanced at the newcomers, but Townsend just waved at them like he belonged there, and they nodded and went back to their job.
A number of shipping containers were maglocked to the deck, awaiting a cargo ship. Brinworth started checking the shipping numbers on those containers against code she’d entered into her phone. “Here,” she said at the fourth container. It was about two meters tall and about four times as long. It was also sealed.
Amanda stopped short, as though something had stung her.
“The manifest says this contains cases of lithium,” Brinworth said. “That means the lithium should be stored in argon or some other inert gas. But the maintenance logs don’t show anything like that. Are we allowed to open this?”
Townsend shrugged. “We’re not here to make friends.” He grabbed a crowbar off a workbench, jammed it into the sealed latch, and pulled hard. The latch groaned, then squealed, then popped free with a clatter. The gray-suited workmen glanced over, startled by the clanging metal.
Brinworth frowned and held up her phone. “I had the code to open it. I just wanted permission.”
“Oh,” Townsend said, staring at his crowbar. “Well, this worked, too.”
They swung the doors open and found smaller crates inside, but these crates were very high tech. Brinworth pointed at two matched disks, cradled as a pair. “I’m no fusion tech, but I know a magnetic bottle when I see one. You don’t need those for lithium. You need them for caldinium or other super heavy elements. That’s what they’re really harvesting here.”
“Good work, Marine,” Townsend said. He looked at Amanda. “Does caldinium mean anything to you?” He stopped and frowned at Amanda’s frozen stare. She wasn’t looking at Townsend or Brinworth. She was staring at the crate. “Miss Chester?”
Amanda pointed at the outside of the crate, where a logo had been laser printed . It was a stylized image of a castle. “This cargo. All of it. It’s from Chester Interstellar. My father’s company.” The implications of that settled on Townsend slowly, almost reluctantly, like he didn’t want to believe it, but Amanda shoved the suspicion in his face.               “My father is running this operation.”
Townsend just said, “Got it. Let’s get out of here before someone starts shooting at us.”
They returned to the workroom where the rest of their team was waiting. With Andreu driving them, the team had repacked their gear in record time. Matt had already gone ahead to prep the Hardlight.
“Good, let’s go now,” Townsend said.
As a group, they hurried back to the docking bay to find Constable Overstreet blocking their way with a few nervous looking miners at his back, including the three gray suited men from the cargo bay.
“You fellas heading out already?” Overstreet asked in an unfriendly tone.
“Change of plans,” Townsend said. “We’ve been recalled.”
“I bet you have,” the constable drawled. “However, we’ve got plans of our own, and they involve you staying put until the Athens arrives.”
The entire spec ops team took a step forward in exactly the way a bunch of maintenance techs would not. Matt appeared out of the Hardlight’s airlock and stepped between the constable and the commandos.
“Sorry, Constable,” he said, “we can’t wait.”
“I believe we have a failure to communicate, boy,” Overstreet said with a hitch of his belt. “I’m telling you you’re not going anywhere. ‘Specially not after your people broke open some of our cargo. Now, you’re under arrest, son —“
Matt punched him in the mouth and the constable hit the deck like a dropped load of laundry. Matt looked at the heap of constable, then at the anxious miners. “Anyone else?” The miners backed away.
As the team hurried aboard the Hardlight, Townsend tugged Matt’s sleeve. “I thought you said we shouldn’t hurt anyone here.”
“He’s a constable. They don’t count.”
 Emergency evacuations were always a possibility aboard space stations, and for this reason, docked ships had the ability to blow the grapples and unmoor. Matt ordered the Hardlight to do just that, and the ship kicked off from the station as soon as the team was aboard. Everyone stumbled when the ship changed from the station’s borrowed spin gravity to acceleration, except for Matt, who was both accustomed to it and ready for it.
“Hardlight, start tracking the incoming vessel,” he ordered as he moved toward the cockpit.
Got it, the ship replied. What’s our heading?
“Station keeping for now.”
Townsend appeared in the cockpit before Matt had even strapped himself in. Several screens showed the Hardlight relative to both the station and the gray moon below them. The Directorate man frowned. “Are we moving?”
“Not yet,” Matt said. He was already looking at a graph, but it was through his interface and Townsend couldn’t see it. Matt waved it onto a hard display screen and pointed. “We need to make this as hard for them to catch us as possible.”
“By sitting on our asses?”
Matt was tempted to bite back. He was captain of this ship, small though it was, and he didn’t need a passenger questioning his tactics. He was also a little hyped up from punching the constable. But Townsend wasn’t likely to just go away, so Matt decided it was better to educate him. He pointed at the screen. “It’s geometry. Catching up to someone in space is hard, but turning around is even harder. The Athens isn’t an Ex Fleet capital ship, but she could still run us down over a long enough distance. We need more of a head start than we have now.”
“And we get that by —?”
“We get it,” Matt tutored, “by using math. We can estimate her turn point assuming she’s in a real hurry to get here. She’ll burn hard and flip at the last minute. But the last minute is still pretty far out, because if she’s too close during a hard deceleration, her thrusters are going to melt the station.” Matt pointed to a dot on the screen. The readout noted the point was several million kilometers away from their current position. “They’ll flip right about here.” He pointed to a second indictor. "This is our go point. Right here, the Athens will have the maximum amount of momentum traveling on this vector, with the minimum amount of thrust.” Matt pointed to a blue line arcing away from the Athens at about thirty degrees. “This is our path. We’ll fly by them as they are trying to change vectors to chase us.”
“And you're sure this will work?”
“Mostly sure.”
“Mostly?”
Matt frowned deeply. “The missiles are the variable.”
“What the fu—-“
Matt’s frowned turned comical. “I’m just messing with you, Townsend. This will work.” When Townsend left the cockpit, he said under his breath, “I hope.”
The moment the Athens flipped, Hardlight shot away from the station, its vector starting out as an acute angle to the home guard frigate. The Athens reacted by changing course to pursue them, and both ships’ courses became arcs curving away from the moon and its orbiting station. However, the Athens’ curve was both broad and deep, carrying it far past Hardlight before it could recover. In the hurry to investigate the Union ship, the captain had accelerated too hard, and the ship still had too much velocity driving her toward the station.
Matt watched with more anxiety than he’d allowed Townsend to see. His math, and the Hardlight’s back up computations, told him he was right — barely — but he was still a human being and no amount of calculation could completely remove the stress of a chase.
The closest point of contact came and went. On screen, the two ships seemed to pass close, but that was a trick of the digital display. In reality, the Athens was thousands of kilometers away, traveling along a curve that would carry it through their wake. Then the Hardlight sent him an alert.
They’re shooting at us.
*
In the lounge, all the crew members were already strapped into their seats when the acceleration warning sounded. Amanda was sitting near Brinworth, who was still studying her display screen even as four gees suddenly flattened the flesh on her cheeks, accentuating the high cheek bones under her dark skin. Beside her, another Marine, Malai, was poking thoughtfully at his own data screen.
“So this station is mining caldinium but doesn’t want anyone to know it,” Amanda repeated. “And they’re doing it for my father.”
“We don’t know that for sure,” Townsend replied.
Amanda ignored him. “Where was that shipment supposed to be going?”
Brinworth, who was proving to be an expert data miner, replied, “According to the manifest, it was scheduled to go to Ursa Prime.”
“The Ursine,” Amanda muttered. “He does a lot of business with them.”
Townsend interjected himself into the conversation again. “The Ex Fleet drove the Ursine out of this system. Why would Acadia just turn around and start selling to them.”
“It makes perfect sense, if Acadia is working with Chester Interstellar,” Amanda said bitterly. “If my father’s involved, then he drove the Ursine out to take control, now he’s just selling to whoever is buying. Maybe the ship that’s chasing us was supposed to pick it up.”
“No, that’s a different ship,” Malai chimed in. He’d been listening to their conversation without comment. Now he said, “I was comparing Brinworth’s data to the docking schedule. The ship that was supposed to pick up that shipment is a freighter called the Once Removed. Here’s the funny thing, though. That ship doesn’t go to Ursa Prime. According to the Kay Station logs, it goes to the Mantiz.”
Amanda, whose energy had collapsed to a dull ember while talking of her father, suddenly perked up. “The Mantiz?”
Malai nodded. “Yeah, but you wouldn’t know it without a really deep look, though. I would have missed it, except that Brin kept talking about mistakes in the manifest.”
*
Up in the cockpit, Matt saw the missiles approach through the Hardlight’s eyes.
“Two missiles, that’s it? ” Matt replied. “That’s just rude.”
You wanted more? the Hardlight replied.
No, he didn’t. He was thinking like a Naval commander, not a freighter pilot. Two missiles would have been almost pointless against Virginia, but against an unarmed ship like the Hardlight, with no fenders or wave armor, they’d be more than enough to do the job.
The moment Hardlight had detected the missiles, Matt had increased their acceleration. They were now pushing five gees, which was just about the limit of the freighter’s suped up drive, with the QVT boosted by the thrusters. The ship had been equipped with a few loads of chaff, the barrel-sized collections of junk electronics and engines that did their best to appear like a complete ship to less intelligent missiles, but their best hope was to outrun the incoming weapons.
The two missiles came on hard, driving at high gees with thrusters firing on an intercept course. Matt altered course, putting the missiles directly astern.
At this rate, the missiles will catch us in six hours, the Hardlight told him.
Matt said, “Their thrusters will burn out in two hours at that acceleration.”
It was a long two hours. Matt watched the two missiles steadily, inexorably, close the gap. Matt kept the team informed, but he told them they were fine in a voice filled with confidence he didn’t quite have. As an executive officer, he’d supervised the loading and maintenance of the Virginia’s complement of missiles and knew their range down to a half kilometer at a variety of average accelerations. But being able to rattle those ranges off in a briefing aboard a fully armed and armored battleship was different than watching two missiles relentlessly close the distance in a flying target like Hardlight.
You sure about the missile limits?
Hardlight said. Because these two are getting awfully close.
“You’re a lousy copilot,” Matt said.
Trust me, I’m rooting for you. I have a vested interest in your success.
In the end, Matt’s calculations were correct. The missiles were cheetahs and the Hardlight was an old buck, but the buck had a huge head start. The cheetahs gained a lot of ground for a while, getting within about fifty kilometers of their effective burst range. Fifty kilometers was a hair’s breadth in interstellar space — but then one of the missiles suddenly dropped back, its acceleration decreasing like a dog hitting the end of its leash. The other missile’s MINT made an instantaneous assessment and launched its shrapnel. But shrapnel was unguided and lacked propulsion. The shrapnel rounds, in a reenactment of the missiles’ approach, closed the gap, then faded out like falling stars.
Matt sighed and opened his comm. “Missiles are gone,” he announced. “I’m dropping us down to two gees, but we need that acceleration to maintain a safe minimum distance.”
Matt stood up carefully. Two gees was a manageable acceleration for him if he didn’t try any gymnastics, and he wanted to move his body. He lumbered slowly back to the lounge area to find Amanda sitting with Brinworth. They looked like they’d been deep in discussion, and Amanda looked dejected.
“Problem?” he asked.
Amanda rubbed the bridge her nose. “Lots of problems.” She caught him up on their discussion about caldinium and the disguised shipping logs. “According to Brinworth, caldinium is hard to detect, so it’s easy for this mining station to report there isn’t any here. It looks like Chester Interstellar is buying caldinium here, then selling it to the Ursine.”
“That can’t be right,” Matt said, almost casually.
“Why? My father’s company will sell to anyone — “
“Maybe,” Matt explained, “but I’m not talking about him. I’m talking about the Ursine. They don’t buy caldinium from anyone.” He saw the confused looks on their faces and continued. “The Ursine are experts at lasers and heat management in warfare. They do it better than anyone else, and a lot of that has to do with caldinium. They have massive resources of it already.”
Townsend blew out a rattling breath in frustration. “Well, this station is mining it for someone.”
Matt nodded. “I can think of someone who needs it.”
“Who?” Townsend asked.
Matt looked at Amanda. “The Mantiz.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Technically, the Hardlight was still being chased, but mathematics removed all the suspense. Athens had altered her course and was curving on an intercept. She could outrun Hardlight if she wanted to — a frigate like the Athens could manage four gees on reactionless drive alone, and get to six with thrusters, if the the captain and crew were willing to punish themselves — but the Acadian home guard ship was currently running at three. She was broadcasting hails and challenges, but Matt saw no reason to respond to them. The captain was probably content simply to usher them out of the system. Given their current distance, Hardlight calculated that they could drop to one point five and still remain out of effective missile range while they reached hop radius. Matt agreed and everyone got a little more comfortable.
“So, then,” Townsend said to Amanda, “tell me how this isn’t just you seeing what you want to see.”
Amanda glared at him. “You think I want to see my father involved in a conspiracy?”
The Directorate man lifted his shoulders in a neck-less shrug. “I don’t think you’re his biggest fan.”
She jabbed a finger out into space as if they were still in the Kay Station cargo area. “Well, I didn’t make up those crates.”
“All I saw were a bunch of big corporation’s logo. I don’t know what it means and I sure as hell don't know how that gets us from here to Manta.”
Amanda didn’t back down. “First, isn’t this still my mission? Do you have a say in this?”
Townsend looked nonplussed, but he recovered quickly. “I can pull the plug.”
She nodded. “So let me know when you do that. Until then, I say we’re going to Manta.”
Townsend’s anger strained against his composure. His jaw worked for a minute, like he was grinding her words into pulp. “Okay, run it down for me again.”
Amanda was eager to oblige. “Good. Put aside my own bias for a moment, even though I’m right. Here are the facts we know. First, the Ex Fleet wanted this system protected. Second, the Mantiz gave the Ex Fleet intelligence that helped them win the battle. That’s right, isn’t it?”
That abrupt question was fired at Matt, who gave a startled nod. Amanda steamrolled ahead. “Third, this station is hiding the fact that it is processing caldinium, which is useful in the wave armor warships use. Correct?”
That comment was lobbed at Brinworth, who was ready with an affirmative.
“Fourth, Manta’s ships are deficient in wave armor technology. They’re more susceptible to laser fire, which is one of the reasons they didn’t want to face the Ursine head on and got the Ex Fleet to do it for them.”
Matt nodded before she could demand his confirmation. Amanda held out her hands like she was holding a silver platter. “It’s all right there. The Mantiz support Acadian secession in return for caldinium, which they need.”
Townsend had just been assaulted by a near-perfect version of the Joel Chester barrage, a so-competent-I’ll-crush-you presentation that had dominated board rooms for nearly four decades. The tactic was effective, for the most part, because it was replete with facts and accurate assessments. Her father would have been proud.
“That’s…well put,” Townsend replied. But he wasn’t ready to surrender. “But why don’t the Mantiz just buy caldinium?”
Amanda gathered herself to launch her next monologue, but Matt beat her to it.              
“No one would sell it to them,” he explained. “At least, no one in the Union. It’s too rare and valuable, and it’s actually illegal to trade it because its primary use is making warships more heat and laser resistant. No one who has it exports it.”
“Except, apparently, my father,” Amanda said.
The Directorate man still wasn’t convinced. “Okay, even though the commander says the Ursine wouldn’t buy this stuff, the logs still say it’s supposed to go to Ursa Prime.”
Amanda was ready for that, too. “They’re just covering their tracks. The paperwork says Ursa Prime, but we know the freighter goes to Manta. The Mantiz are all over this, from the information that got the Ex Fleet here in the first place, to their need for resources in this system. That’s where we should go next.”
Townsend blew out a breath and rubbed his bald head. “Look, no bullshit, I was warned that you were obsessed with Manta. But I wasn’t given direct orders to avoid the Mantiz. What I want to know is, if we go there now, are we going to start a war?”
“You mean, aside from the one Acadia is already starting?” Amanda quipped.
“Okay, another war.”
Now it was Amanda’s turn to hesitate, but it wasn’t doubt. She laid down her Chester weaponry and said calmly, “No. At least, not one the Mantiz aren’t already starting.”
Townsend nodded. “Now the hard question. We aren’t going to start a new war, but how will this stop the current one?”
Amanda opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Townsend pushed to exploit the opening he’d created. “I mean, the point of all this is to save the Union, right? To end hostilities and keep Acadia in the family. So how does this help?”
Amanda, still fumbling a little, offered, “Well, we’ll have proof that Manta is behind all this.”
The Directorate man nodded. “Proof that Manta is helping Acadia. But if it’s true, Acadia already knows that. What will this change?”
For the first time since he’d met her, Matt saw Amanda falter. Townsend’s question had genuinely flummoxed her. Matt felt a swell of sympathy for Amanda. He’d met people like her before — cadets in the Academy or fresh-faced political liaisons between the military and the government. They were the innocent who assumed that the truth was an antiseptic; that its mere presence in an environment had a cleansing effect. Growing up as an outsider in an insular, prejudiced society, he’d never adopted that naive worldview. He understood that truth wasn’t a cleanser. It was a tool.
“It’s leverage,” he spoke into the silence.
“Against whom?” Townsend countered.
“Against the secessionists. Maybe against Chester Interstellar,” he said this with an apologetic glance at Amanda. “Maybe even against Manta. It’s obvious that Acadia doesn’t want this Mantiz connection to be public, otherwise they wouldn’t be hiding the information. I’m not sure we need to know why. Maybe exposing it will scare off the Mantiz. Maybe it will piss off the Ex Fleet.” He paused. “Actually, that’s a real possibility. I don’t think the admiral would like knowing he’s been manipulated.”
“There you go,” Amanda said.
Townsend curled his lips skeptically. “You don’t think Hollingsworth is already in on it?”
Matt thought about the man he’d served under for years. “When we were here, he sure didn’t seem like he had a political agenda. He was just protecting his turf.”
“Or Acadian interests,” Townsend countered.
“But not Mantiz interests,” Matt pointed out. “He was doing his duty to the people he serves. That’s the old man through and through. He cares about his crew and the people he protects. He won’t take kindly to being part of a Mantiz plot. I’m sure of it.”
*
It took them another day to get outside the gravity well. Matt gave everyone a few minute’s warning, then they hopped to Manta. Manta gave him a different sort of anxiety from Kumagai. In that system, their reception was an unknown — and, in fact, they’d been chased out by a warship. On Manta, they would play an entirely different role. But Manta was as busy a system as you would find in the galaxy, and that fact brought its own set of concerns.
“Hardlight, give me a run down.”
Data appeared in Matt’s field of vision while the ship spoke. We’re inside the Kuiper belt, fifty thousand kilometers off the buoy. Nice work, by the way. We are being hailed by a Mantiz traffic station.
“Put them on screen.”
Matt’s main console, rather than his interface, had been showing a tactical schematic of the system as natural and artificial objects were located and identified, but that screen switched to a video shot of a Mantiz customs official. The Mantiz spoke in guttural syllables, almost like barks, for a second, then stopped and transitioned to perfect English, “My apologies. Our system mislabeled you as an Ursine ship for a moment. You are Union of Earth, correct? English speaking?”
“That’s affirmative,” Matt said.
“Because I am also fluent in French, Spanish, Japanese, Bantu, and Mandarin. No Russian, I’m afraid.”
“English is fine,” Matt said. He found the Mantiz aptitude for languages as annoying as their willingness to brag about it.
“Please state your departure location, destination, and the nature of your business.”
“Origination point is Earth. We are a diplomatic transport. My diplomatic passengers are still recovering from relocation. Can you stand by — oh, never mind, she’s here.”
Amanda had just entered the cockpit, her face drawn but determined. “This is Amanda Chester, a representative of the Union government. We are en route with a technical support team for the Union of Earth embassy in — “ she said a word that sounded like a combination of buzzes and sighs.
The Mantiz traffic controller smiled at her use of a local word, although Matt couldn’t tell if the smile was appreciative or condescending. He said a word that seemed to be all vowels. “Welcome, Ms. Chester. Please continue in system on a trajectory we will plot for you. You will first dock at Orbital Four for inspection.”
Amanda’s smile carefully matched his. “We are a diplomatic courier. Please check our transponder signature for verification.”
The Mantiz nodded and the image switched to a symbol that represented the Mantiz Corporate. Matt checked to make sure his own signals were muted, then said to Amanda, “I didn’t know Townsend had set that up.”
“He didn’t. I did,” Amanda said.
Matt laughed. “Ma’am, you are full of surprises.”
She frowned tragically. “Thank you. I will pretend you did not just say ‘ma’am’.”
The Mantiz controller reappeared a moment later and said brightly, “You are correct, Ms. Chester. Your ship has been cleared and has no need to dock.”                                                        “Thank you.” She added something else in Mantiz. “Hardlight out.”
Matt closed the line and asked, “How much Mantiz do you know?”
It was Amanda’s turn to laugh. “I know a little. I visited here in secondary school and then spent a year here doing post-doctorate work. The Mantiz have five global languages that everyone speaks. No one knows how many clan dialects there are.”
“Well, I bet he was impressed.”
“I am sure I sounded like a baby to him, but that is not necessarily bad.”
“Because they’ll underestimate you?” Matt asked.
Amanda nodded and ticked off items on her fingers. “Or he will think I am purposefully trying to mislead him, and overestimate me. Or that I am eager to impress, and therefore insecure. Or that I’m an arrogant human who doesn’t understand the complexity of Mantiz language and thought.”
“That’s a hell of a lot from one short conversation.”
“No matter which one he thinks, he’ll be wrong. It’s always good to get a Mantiz started on the wrong foot. They will eventually get three steps ahead of you, but the longer it takes them, the better off you’ll be.”
“You sound like you’re afraid of them,” Matt said.
“Respect isn’t fear,” she replied, and was a little annoyed at how much she sounded like her father. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

At about the same time the Hardlight was making contact in Mantiz space, three different transport vessels arrived in Earth orbit. They were unrelated in size, cargo, origin of departure, and ownership. They even arrived a day or two apart. But the ships did have one thing in common. They each carried passengers bound for Earth.
Two of the transport vessels regularly carried travelers. The third was a more utilitarian hauler, but the captain earned a little extra money carrying the odd passenger along with the freight. Among the various passengers on these ships were two men and three women, all from different planets and with different stated reasons for visiting Earth — client meeting, job search, visiting relatives, etc. Each had a different biography attached to his or her ID — accountant, robotics technician, cosmetics salesman. None of those biographies were real.
The five passengers disembarked at various times, to different ports on the North American continent of Earth. But within a day, all of them had traveled suborbital to their final destinations near New York. They stayed in five different hotels, from high priced luxury resorts in the Hamptons to a by-the-hour motel in Queens. They did not meet, exchange any direct messages, or interact in any way, but through intermediaries, each knew that the others had arrived.
To any outside observers, they were five separate individuals with five different backgrounds and five different reasons for being in the area. But if someone could have dug deep enough, they would discover that the five new arrivals all shared two things in common. The first, was that they all worked for subsidiaries of Chester Interstellar. The second was they had all come to New York for one purpose: to assassinate the President of United Earth.




CHAPTER THIRTY

The Hardlight spent another few days diving inbound. Ships still used port and starboard, fore and aft, as they had been doing since the days of sailing vessels, but since those terms were relative, and ships in the same squadron might be facing different directions, space travel had developed additional directional language. Movement toward the star was “inbound” or “inward.” Movement away from the star was “outbound” or “outward.” Up and down were established by tracking planetary movement along the ecliptic plane. Up was the perspective from which planets orbited counterclockwise. Down was its opposite.
So they moved inward and down plane. Matt and the Hardlight received a dizzying amount of data from the Mantiz control station relayed from their own Q-phone systems to local broadcast nodes and then sent to him via open channels, minimizing lightspeed lag. Through his interface, Matt saw it all whiz by but blinked it all to Hardlight’s processors and let the computer sort it out. All this data was necessary because of the overwhelming amount of traffic in the Mantiz home system. Hundreds of interplanetary vessels traveled an equal number of vectors from planet to planet, planet to space stations, stations to moons, and so on. In addition, ships like Hardlight were moving inward from the system’s edge, and most of them had to pass through customs. Space was big, but when a hundred ships were headed for the same place, it got very small very quickly.
Matt had visited quite a few stars during his time in the military, from newer colonies like Aztlan and Mundburg to busy, established ports of call like Mali. He’d even been part of the military escort for ambassadorial missions to the Ursine and the Ahkazar. But he’d never seen any system as active as Manta. There were two habitable planets and one habitable moon. In addition, there were a large number of space stations orbiting both habitable and inhospitable planets, and several domed cities in the inhospitable regions. Ships launched and docked from all these places. Comms traffic filled the band — and that was just the comms he could read. Encrypted signals appeared like a solid wall covering the inner system.
Manta Prime was swarming with artificial satellites like black flies hovering around a picnic plate, but there were several windows through which descending and ascending traffic could climb or fall. Planetary transit authority gave them coordinates and Matt allowed Hardlight to drink them in and follow them down.
“Prepare for planetary gravity,” Matt called over the comm system. Acceleration provided the illusion of gravity, but there was nothing like the real thing, especially when it grabbed your ship and tried to drown it in atmosphere.
On larger vessels, a secondary helmsman would be in charge of small space maneuvers, but on the Hardlight, Matt had to handle everything, so he focused now. As the ship dipped into atmosphere, he activated the Penrose Field. Caught inside the planet’s well, the Field could not fully disconnect the ship from gravity, but it reduced gravitational effects, allowing minimal thrust to control their descent the way planet-bound verts functioned. Matt guided the ship toward one of the larger continents.                             As the ship descended on the day side, their view slowly zoomed in to one metropolis set at the foot of a massive mountain range, districts and suburbs tumbling out on to the plains or piling up onto the mountain slopes like so many children’s blocks. Even at a height of fifty kilometers, one building dominated the cosmopolitan scene — a riot of domes and towers reaching both outward and upward. Matt’s eyes automatically tried to trace the lines of the complex, to graph it into his spacial awareness, but he experienced a strange sense of vertigo, like looking at a maze on a puzzle page and trying to trace its path too quickly with the naked eye. The complex seemed to flow and grow organically out of itself, and he had the sense of it growing right in front of his eyes. That was an optical illusion, but the appearance of movement was disturbing. The structure was both beautiful and horrific, like a flower-shaped tumor erupting from the skin.
“The Basilica Vitae,” Amanda said, suddenly in the cockpit next to him. There was wonder in her voice.
Her words brought Matt back to himself and he raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s the name?”
She said, “There’s no real translation. There are a lot of phrases in Mantiz for the place, but some mean a sort of combination of ‘museum,’ ‘church,’ and ‘library,’ and the others would be like combining the words ‘family,’ ‘soul,’ and ‘vagina.’”
Matt felt his cheeks flush. “You’re joking.”
“Nope. The Mantiz have a whole different relationship to birth and body issues than humans do. The first contact group here didn’t know what to make of that, so they sanitized it and called it the Cathedral of Life. Or Basilica Vitae.”
“Have you been inside that thing?” He asked.
She nodded. “Many times. It’s even more impressive on the inside.”
They were not headed toward the Basilica, however. Matt followed coordinates that led toward the Union embassy in a different district of the city, farther from the mountain slopes. Hardlight descended toward a compound with several buildings, including a mansion that Matt would have called large if he hadn’t just seen that startling Mantiz structure a moment ago, set in what looked like a typical neighborhood but surrounded by expansive grounds and guarded by a high gate. He received clearance from the embassy and brought Hardlight to a gentle landing on a pad set off from the main buildings.
“Touchdown,” he announced. “There’s a reception committee waiting for us at the edge of the landing pad. Be advised that Mantiz atmosphere has a slightly higher oxygen content, so it’ll be like going from high altitude to sea level. The cycle is shorter, just over twenty hours of daylight and darkness during the equinox. Oh, and the gravity is a little heavier than Earth, so you just gained about two kilos.”
He unbuckled from the pilot’s seat, moving back to the main lounge, where his whole team waited, their faces in various moods from boredom to intensity.
Amanda said, “Commander Ryder, you and Townsend should go down with me. Sergeant Andreu, you and your team can wait here for now.”
Andreu looked unhappy but complied, motioning for the other operators to stay behind. Matt cycled the main door open and there was a thrum as the gangplank extended itself down to the ground. There was a rush of warm air carrying the scent of machine oil and ozone, along with odors he had never smelled before, and sunlight that seemed a little too orange. He blinked into it as he descended the gangplank, seeing several Mantiz figures stepping forward to greet him. There was one human among them, standing about fifteen centimeters higher than the Mantiz around him. He had an apologetic expression on his face.
One of the Mantiz officials stepped forward and said, “Commander Ryder, you are under arrest.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

A week after taking the shipyards at Gwendoline, Jim Hollingsworth still felt the storm clouds swirling in his brain. Arkansas was gone. Not since Iberia had the Ex Fleet suffered a loss like that, and that had been a generation ago. In the darkness of his mental storm, Jim swore that the Union would live just long enough to regret that.
Two ideas kept him from losing himself in personal darkness. The first was his duty: he had a fleet to repair and command. The second was the status of that surviving fleet itself. His ships were all much better supplied now, thanks to the material in the system. Each vessel was now fully fueled both for thruster maneuvers, QVT travel, and relocation. Gwendoline had maintained a supply of munitions and the factories for building more, which was exactly what the Acadians had needed. The Ex Fleet was flush with trained officers and sailors, but it lacked the resources that the Union controlled. Gwendoline didn’t put them on equal footing, but it was a step in the right direction.
The system’s only lack was space. As a smaller shipyard, Gwendoline could accommodate only one capital ship at a time. New Orleans, Atlanta, Austin, and especially Jackson, had all taken serious damage during the first battle. They were being refitted now, one by one, at the Gwendoline docks. Except for the Jackson.
Jim had left her unrepaired and, in fact, had modified her damaged reactor to emit even more radiation as part of his surprise when the Union tried to retake the system.
He’d already spent some time debating his next move. The fledgling government on Acadia had given him plenty of advice, of course. LeBeau, in fact, seemed to feel that his counsel should be heard multiple times.
Dan’s World was the next obvious target, as it had been the first obvious target. The star ports at Gwendoline could not sustain them for an entire war. Plus, every day that Dan’s World operated was another day in which the Union could put its resources to good use. He would like to capture it, robbing the Union of another vital supply and repair installations and providing his own fleet with a much-needed supply depot. It was a tempting proposition.
But the admiral was not going to take it. Not yet. He’d heard that Popov had been named Admiral of the Union Fleet, and he knew that Popov was a political animal as much as a warrior. The Union would be raising hell over the loss of Gwendoline, and Wilkens would be raging at Popov to take the shipyards back.
And Hollingsworth would be waiting.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Mantiz detention was not meant to be comfortable. They put Matt in a cell that was less than two meters square. That was barely wide enough for the average Mantiz to lie down, and a little too short for Matt to fully stretch out. If he could have lain flat, he would have had to do it on the floor, since there was no furniture in the room, not even a chair. In one corner, there were two floor pedals. One opened a waste tube in the floor, and released an acrid stench every time it was activated. The other drew a thin drizzle of water from a filter in the ceiling above. There were no windows, but a round disk set flush into the ceiling offered dim light.
Matt had been separated from his team immediately despite protests from everyone involved. While Mantiz law enforcement personnel pushed them apart, Andreu had appeared in the Hardlight’s hatchway and had made a motion like he was shooting a rifle, but Matt had waived him off. The Mantiz escorted him to a waiting vehicle with a large back compartment like a van. They bound his hands behind his back and stripped him of any equipment he was carrying. He was given no further explanation, and was bundled into the cargo hold of a ground vehicle and driven for what he estimated was over an hour but less than ninety minutes. When the vehicle stopped and the door opened, he was in a covered parking area. He tried to memorize the left and right turns as he was marched down several corridors until the arrived at the holding cell.
Matt had never been interested in politics as a career choice, but as a military man he understood the intersection of politics and military action. As he sat in his cell, he was reminded of Jim Hollingsworth’s take on von Clausewitz. The ancient writer had famously said that “war is the continuation of diplomacy by other means.” The admiral had argued that the opposite was true: diplomacy was actually an extension of warfare.                            
“Violence will always be the gold standard,” the old man had said during a lecture at the Naval Annex on Acadia. That’s where Matt had first met him, and he could still see Hollingsworth standing on stage, his blue eyes gazing out from over his thick white mustache, at the crowd of young graduates from Officer Candidate School. “We like to pretend that we are diplomats first and warriors second, but here, in this place where warriors are made, we can admit that the opposite is true. We are warriors first. In fact, we must be warriors first, or the other side will feel no obligation to negotiate with us. Therefore, von Clausewitz was wrong. War is not the continuation of diplomacy. In fact, diplomacy is the favor we grant from behind the barrel of a gun.”
The old man was right about that back at Kumagai, when they’d pushed the Ursine out of the system. The Ursine had backed down from their aggressive posture.
But the Mantiz were another matter. From what Amanda said about them, they were much more complicated, their thought patterns and cultural norms much more nuanced, than either the Ursine or humankind. Matt was quite certain that the Mantiz had no particular interest in him or his actions as a commander of the Expeditionary Fleet. He was equally certain that he was simply a convenient tool for the Mantiz to use in some larger political gambit against the Union of Earth. If that were the extent of the situation, he would not be worried. The Mantiz would present their case to Earth; his superiors would reply and negotiations would continue on toward some vague resolution that was way above his pay grade.
However, this situation was not so clear cut. Matt had signed on to a secret mission run by the Security Directorate. Would Earth even acknowledge his activities? Was he still even listed as military? And, if he was listed as military, but in civilian clothes, was he a spy now? How did the Mantiz treat spies?
*
“The Mantiz don’t shoot spies. They admire them,” Philip Montjoy said. Then he frowned, his downturned lips almost a pout. “However, they do jail them.”
Amanda, Townsend, and Sergeant Andreu were sitting in Montjoy’s private office in the Union embassy. Andreu looked like he wanted to shoot someone, and with every passing minute he was getting less and less particular about whom. Townsend was fuming, his mouth a straight line across his round face. Amanda was trying very hard to remain calm in the face of catastrophe.
All three of them were looking at Philip Montjoy, the Earth Ambassador to the Mantiz. Montjoy was young for an ambassador; about Amanda’s age, tall and lanky, and currently draped bonelessly over a chair. He pushed a curly brown lock behind his ear. He was unshaven and his clothes looked slightly rumpled, but he managed to appear comfortable and in control despite all of that. His lean good looks and languid manner hinted strongly at a life of casual wealth and success. In fact, even as Commander Ryder had been taken away, Montjoy looked bored by the whole situation, and the frantic protestations of the newcomers had done nothing to disturb his ennui.
“Then do something to get him out,” Townsend said in a frustrated and threatening tone.
“I can get him out in ten fucking minutes,” Andreu sneered.
Montjoy raised an eyebrow and mused, “I could start a war in five. But let’s both avoid that, shall we?”
“Philip,” Amanda said with a note of remonstration, “there’s got to be something you can do. We’re not just going to leave him in prison.”
The ambassador sighed and flexed out of his rag doll pose to sit up and lay his elbows on the conference table. “Can’t go through official channels, though, can we? Clandestine mission and all that.”
“Correct,” Townsend said.
“So what can you do for us?” Amanda asked.
Montjoy laughed disarmingly. “You won’t like hearing it, Mandy, but you sound exactly like your father when you say that.”
Both Townsend and Andreu cast sidelong looks her way. She waved a hand toward them. “We know each other from school.”
“Philips Exeter,” Montjoy said definitively, as though that was very important information.
Amanda glared. “Do something.”
Another sigh. “I am doing something, Mandy. I’ve put in a word with a friend who is cousins with the Assistant Administrator of Maintenance at the Sonjenthali.” He glanced at the others to explain, “What we would call Government House.”
“Maintenance,” Townsend repeated. “What good will that do?”
“The Assistant Administrator of Maintenance is responsible for facility repairs for the wife of the Deputy Inspector who is in charge of the investigation against your commander.”
Andreu’s sneer was becoming permanent. “You’re fucking kidding.”
“It’s how things get fucking done here,” Montjoy said, throwing a Cheshire smile toward the first sergeant. “If we need to blow something up, I’ll put you in charge. Until then, let me do my fucking job.”
The special forces operator looked like he was about to snap Montjoy in two. The Ambassador waved a long-fingered hand like he was pushing aside the angry stare. “Besides, I doubt they really care about prosecuting your pilot.”
Townsend asked, “Then why take him?”
“Leverage, I imagine. They know that your arrival is not on the regular schedule, but they don’t know your purpose. Amanda told them you were a diplomatic mission and that you couldn’t be searched. I think it aroused their curiosity. I don’t think they know anything else.”
“They sure knew his name,” Townsend countered. “Does’t that mean they know what we’re doing here?”
“No.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Montjoy hesitated. It was the first time he had placed any real consideration before his words, and he glanced toward Amanda regretfully. “Because I disagree with Mandy. I don’t think the Mantiz are involved in our current political troubles. So they have no reason to interfere. They’re just fishing.”
Amanda said, “Philip thinks I’m barking up the wrong tree. But he hasn’t seen the clues we dug up at Kumagai.”
Montjoy raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”
“Later,” Townsend said. “Miss Chester, you’re telling me that we came to Manta and got our pilot arrested, and half the Mantiz experts in the Union think we’re on a wild goose chase?”
“Well, technically, I’m one third,” Montjoy pointed out. “But the professor is neutral on the subject. And he’s pretty old.”
“But you are the boots on the ground here,” Townsend said. His face was red, but his anger wasn’t pointed at the ambassador. It wasn’t even directed at Amanda. It radiated inward, at himself. “You are the point man. And you think we’re wrong to be here?”
“Hmm.” Montjoy made the noise as a caution. “‘Wrong’ is the wrong word to use. This might all be a useful trip. You could stir things up here. That’s always good for us. Anything that takes the Mantiz by surprise is good for us. But as far as the Mantiz plotting with Acadia to break the Union? No, I don’t see it.”
“How about just buying caldinium from Acadia?” Townsend asked.
Montjoy, despite his laissez-faire demeanor, seemed to know his politics. “Well, that amounts to the same thing. Acadia couldn’t sell to the Mantiz without breaking a dozen Union rules. But, as I said, I just don’t see it.”
Townsend tugged at the seams of his travel jacket and then at his collar, as though straightening his clothing could also realign his temper. “All right. So we have an interstellar corporation that’s buying from Acadia. One expert thinks they’re selling to the Mantiz, but the other doesn’t. We also have a potentially useless mission, and a Union officer in custody. What do you suggest?”
Montjoy reached over his shoulder to scratch an itch. “What was your next step going to be?”
Townsend spoke with very little conviction in his voice. “We were looking for a ship that says it’s going to the Ursine, but apparently comes here instead."
The ambassador nodded. “That’s simple enough. I’d go ahead with that.”
They could all see the wheels turning in Townsend’s mind. “I’m also worried about how they knew our crew roster. Someone has been spilling secrets. Do the Mantiz have spies on Earth?”
Montjoy laughed. “They have spies everywhere. Honestly, if we’re going to get anywhere in our discussions, you need to flip your anthropocentric expectations. To the Mantiz, intrigue and deception are not underhanded tactics. They are viewed exactly the way human beings view athletic performance. They are activities to be applauded and rewarded — sometimes taken to extremes, but almost always considered admirable.”
“So what now?” Amanda asked. “Are we waiting on something specific?”
The ambassador nodded. “I’m waiting on lunch.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

On Earth, the five assassins each received a ping from an intermediary, signaling the start of their operation. The ping was actually a compressed and encrypted file which could be opened by their specially-equipped phones. They learned the location of their staging area as well as the location of their target. President Wilkens had been invited to Joel Chester’s house for a lunch of business magnates. That was the key component: the meeting with Joel Chester.
Using a private driver, or a bus, or an auto-cab, the five killers traveled separately to a small warehouse near the route they knew Wilkens would take. Using a code included in their download, they opened the warehouse. Inside, they found high-powered rifles, anti-armor rockets, and a suite of other weaponry appropriate for dismantling the Union President’s convoy. The warehouse was large enough to include a parking space for a utility roller. They had a code key for that, too, and with no more words than were necessary, the team packed their weaponry into the truck and drove out of the warehouse and to their destination.
They drove southeast for over an hour along Highway 373 to a secluded bend.               Driving their roller off the asphalt and into the brush, they hid it behind bushes and covered it with a green heat reflective tarp that would minimize its exposure to infrared. They pulled on jumpsuits of the same material. The assassins fanned out in classic ambush pattern: two of the killers taking up positions on a small rise with firing angles perpendicular to the highway, two more staring straight down the highway, and one waiting in reserve by the roller.
They laid their ambush with two hours to spare. They waited out the time quietly, never breaking radio silence and rarely even stirring. As the time approached for the presidential caravan to pass this way, tension became palpable, but it wasn’t fear. It was adrenaline. That tension increased as they heard the soft hum of electric vehicles approaching down the quiet, tree-lined highway. They could see a black roller come around a curve in the highway, and all the assassins placed fingers on triggers and began to line up sights.
But the limo slowed and stopped just outside of firing range. Its soft electric hum was replaced by the quickly growing sound of vert engines, and out of the bushes deeper in and farther back from the highway, several platoons of Union special forces soldiers appeared, their weapons leveled at the assassins. The five killers, utterly surprised, lowered their own rifles and surrendered.
The platoon commander stepped forward, shaking his head. “You’re all a bunch of morons,” he said.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Matt wasn’t sure how long he’d been in his cell. He had no way to measure the passage of time. The low light never went out, and there was no other indicator of day or night. He had slept, but he wasn’t sure for how long. He had received several meals, but each meal was small and not very filling. His stomach was always empty when the next arrived. He was aware that his jailers could vary the meal service times if they so desired, to throw off his timing. Still, meal counts were the best way — in fact, his only way — to measure the passage of time.
To stave off boredom, Matt turned to a familiar mental game he’d created for long runs at high gee: he worked on the reactor overload that destroyed his father’s ship.
 The story of the Missouri was more than twenty years old, but her ghost still haunted Union military history, and Matt’s personal life, like a Flying Dutchman. Her tragedy marked the first and only loss of an Ex Fleet ship. It also marked the first violent encounter between humanity and the Ursine.
The period known as the Expansion wars had officially ended by then. The various star-faring species that encountered one another, all with relatively similar levels of technology, had each mastered its own version of the Penrose Field and relocation and, thus, the need to jump to stars relatively close to ones home planet vanished. With billions of stars in the galaxy, it was simply more economical to find unclaimed systems than to fight. The only exception was on those rare occasions when extremely rare superheavy elements or particularly settlement-ready planets were discovered.
That’s what happened on New Iberia, an idyllic blue-green ball orbiting a yellow sun, which both the Ursine and the Union stumbled upon at about the same time. Thirty years earlier, that would have meant full-scale war. But by the tail end of the Expansion Wars, the star-faring species had begun to establish systems of negotiation and compromise. But humanity had yet to deal with the Ursine, who hadn’t participated much in the Expansion, and never against the Union.
So when several Ursine colony ships appeared in the Iberian system, the Ex Fleet sent one ship, the Missouri, to negotiate with them. The negotiations had proved a disaster, not because the human diplomats were unskilled — in fact, it was precisely their skill at diplomacy that the Ursine took as a sign of weakness. They attacked. Five Ursine Pack Hunters bore down on the lone Missouri, captained by Andrew Ryder.
Missouri gave better than she got — four Ursine ships were destroyed, and only one Pack Hunter limped back to Ursa Prime. But Missouri had been badly damaged, one of her reactors overloading uncontrollably, and by the time the rest of the Ex Fleet arrived to help, she was past saving. She broadcast multiple alerts before she went critical. The first few messages were distress calls. The last one was a warning to clear the area as the reactor overloaded. Multiple vessels were inbound to render aid. All were too late, but all received and recorded Missouri’s dying messages. Only the last few minutes, when the radiation grew strong enough to garble outgoing signals, were lost, so no one knew exactly what strategies Captain Ryder had employed to try to save his crew. Matt had memorized the dilemma and, in his lonelier hours, had taken to tinkering with the problem.
Thanks to his ability to focus, and after so many years of revisiting the problem, he could see the reactor room as clearly as if an interface were broadcasting it to his brain. The magnetic bottle was failing, threatening to release massive amounts of energy through the ship. Once the bottle was gone, superheated plasma would rip through the Missouri. That was the white-hot reality of space travel. Every ship carried a nuclear furnace equivalent to a sun in its guts, continuously fusing deuterium-tritium to create energy, and the only barrier between the ship and catastrophe was the magnetic “bottle” that contained the plasma core. The control technology was old and well understood, and rarely failed. On those few occasions when a bottle might fail, the solution was simple: eject the core and run on battery power until help arrived.
But the Missouri had suffered a fluke cascade of catastrophes. The Ursine, unlike most species, had mastered the art of laser warfare. Lasers were energy-hogs, and heat dissipation was difficult to manage in space, but the Ursine found ways to use them anyway. A generation ago, wave armor hadn’t been quite as fully developed as it was in modern times, and a glitch in the system sent Missouri's wave armor flowing in the wrong direction. Instead of massing on the enemy-side of the vessel to add shielding, the armor flowed away, thinning the starboard hull. When the Ursine lasers hit that side of the ship, multiple systems sparked and failed. Matt imagined what his father had seen through his command interface: alerts popping into his vision like a nightmare version of Christmas lights; every station announcing critical failures; systems ship-wide going down. One of those systems was the magnetic bottle that contained the reactor’s fusion plasma. Unfortunately, the other was the automatic core ejection system. The auto-eject had redundancies to ensure it didn’t fail and, if it did, there was a manual ejector. And that was the final catastrophe. Ursine lasers short-circuited one of the Missouri’s own thermal radiators. The thermal conductor stopped working; the heat backed up and melted the manual ejector.
Matt rode his memories into a virtual recreation of the event as easily as if he were linked to Missouri
herself. That gift for concentration that made him a good pilot allowed him to reproduce the ship’s bridge, its blaring alerts, its system screaming their distress, and to see his father standing in the middle of it all. He watched Captain Ryder give the order to abandon the Missouri. He ran the mental calculations at MINT speeds, and knew that the pods would not escape the blast radius before the reactor blew. Matt almost felt the deck pounding beneath his father’s booted feet as he raced for the reactor room; gripped the manual release lever with him; pulled, and saw it malfunction.
Everything after that was supposition. The reactor should have gone critical ten seconds later, as the last of the escape pods were jettisoned. But one hundred and seventy seconds elapsed before the blast. Captain Ryder found some way to slow the reactor explosion, giving his crew time to escape.
Matt had lived inside those two-and-a-half-odd minutes hundreds of times, maybe thousands, over the course of his life. As soon as he was old enough to understand the basic technology, he tried to puzzle out what his father had done to delay the blast. His own rotation in Naval engineering had given him some insights. During one of his thought experiments, he’d theorized that Captain Ryder had only two options: he could have vented plasma into the ship’s lower decks, or overpowered the ship’s thruster packages with extra energy. Either of those would have done catastrophic damage, but the ship was going up anyway, and the energy bleeds would have slowed the reactor’s climb to critical mass. Andrew Ryder might have done one or the other to save the lives of his escaping crew. Matt had actually earned a commendation when he presented that to his commanding officers.
As the years passed, Matt turned from recreating actions that delayed the explosion to searching for some way to prevent it altogether. It was wish fulfillment, he knew. A fantasy. If the containment field became irreparable, the only real solution was to eject the core. Matt’s thought experiments ranged from efforts to repair the magnetic containment field to solutions that would somehow harness the power of an exploding sun. Everything about the containment fields for fusion reaction relied on, essentially, deflecting the plasma heat back on itself, because no physical material could withstand the intense thermal energy as deuterium-tritium fused. So, if the core could not be ejected, you had to either redirect the heat or find some other way to cap it.
Now, cramped in his cell but free to explore his thought experiment, Matt tried to direct plasma energy into the ship’s point defense lasers. Point defense lasers were meant for short pulses, but could they be rigged for constant fire? If so, the energy could be drained from the reactor, through the guns, and into space. Could that work? There was a practical limit to how much energy each particle beam station could absorb at any given time, making it likely that the energy would bottleneck in the capacitors, causing them them to shut down and back up into the reactor and overload it anyway. Plus, Matt couldn’t find any way to reprogram the guns for continuous fire before the ship exploded. So draining the reactor did not seem to be a viable option, at least not for actually saving the ship.
Next, Matt considered ways to re-bottle the plasma energy. The magnetic “bottle” wasn’t really a bottle at all. It was built around a circle that the engineers called a toroid and the spacers called the donut. The donut was surrounded by two layers of magnetic fields, one traveling around the large ring of the donut and circling the inner “donut hole,” and the other spiraling round and round the north-south thickness of the donut. These two opposite magnetic fields contained the ionized deuterium-tritium mass and kept the plasma continued within the toroid. Essentially, the plasma was shepherded round and round, rather than bursting out in all directions. The question was, if that magnetic bottle failed, what could possibly contain that superheated state of matter? Here, Matt was stumped. It had taken humanity almost two hundred years to master the technology to contain that much thermal energy, and another couple of hundred years to make it commercially feasible. Matt doubted he could come up with an alternative out of spare parts.
He was seven meals, and three re-imagined attempts to stop the Missouri from exploding into his confinement, when the door slid open and a Mantiz walked in. It was dressed in calf-length flowing pants and a dark-colored jacket that hung down to mid-thigh. The jacket had a gold brocade with an intricate, swirling pattern. Like most Mantiz, this one had long, dark hair that shivered slightly, flexing and moving emotively. Its face was delicate and expressive.
“Commander Ryder,” the Mantiz said in English with a faint Portuguese accent, “how is your confinement thus far?”
“I want to speak with my government.”
The Mantiz raised its hands in a calming gesture. “That will happen soon, but not yet, I’m afraid.”
“Then I’m not talking.”
The Mantiz shook its head ever so slightly. “Forgive me, but we have a great deal to discuss, Commander.”
“Why have I been put in jail?”
“So we could speak with you directly and frankly.”
That caught Matt by surprise. He assessed the Mantiz, but the alien stood there, serene and inscrutable. He knew that the Mantiz had several sexes, but he found himself thinking of this one as female. “You needed to put me in jail for that?”
“Yes.” The Mantiz gave a slight bow. Several strands of black cilia fell in front of her face, then folded themselves back behind her ears of their own accord. “You must be aware that the Corporate is full of factions. Not all these factions, nor all the clans within the factions, have the same agenda. Our queen felt that we needed a candid discussion away from other prying eyes and ears.”
“So you’re saying you’re on our side.”
The Mantiz smiled wistfully. “It is more accurate to say that we are not on the side of those who are not on your side.”
“The enemy of my enemy,” he rephrased. “So you kidnapped me to talk. Why not just meet me at the Union embassy?”
The Mantiz gave the same slight bow with the cilia covering its eyes briefly. He had the sense that she was apologizing. “I did not want your ambassador to know of this meeting.”
Matt was surprised again. “My ambassador? Why not?”
“Because he is not to be trusted. Not by us, and not by you. When you are released in a few hours, Ambassador Montjoy will believe it is because of his own efforts. He is currently working his way, rather clumsily, through a series of Mantiz contacts. We are allowing him to succeed. And he will believe that you were arrested as part of a political ploy to satisfy the Ursine.”
“The Ursine!” Matt was suddenly alert. “Is all this about Kumagai?”
She held up her hands in another calming gesture. “Yes, but not in the way you think. You are in no danger from the Ursine. May I continue?”
“Yes,” he said. Her calm demeanor was soothing, almost hypnotic. Matt told himself not to succumb to it. But he needed more information, so he let her speak.
She continued. “Again, it’s a political ploy, nothing more. Your ambassador believes he is untangling that problem, and that another clan has negotiated your release. You should allow him to continue in that belief. Do not tell him of our meeting.”
“No promises. What’s your name?”
“You may call me Pritha. I represent a faction, several factions, really, that would like to see the current Union of Earth survive.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” he replied. “The Union will get through this.”
“Not without our help,” the Mantiz said earnestly. “Please let us help.”
Matt remained noncommittal, but said, “Okay, Pritha. What do you want from me?”
“We want you to look beyond the binary, Commander. And we want you to convince your superiors to think openly as well. Your species often thinks in terms of dualities. Your scholars call it Manichaeism. You think always of ‘us’ and ‘them.’ When the war begins, you will place all the Mantiz in a box marked ‘them.’”
“The war’s already started,” Matt said.
Pritha frowned. “If you think your conflict with Acadia is the real war, then you are not as intelligent as we thought. But the fact that you are here indicates that you are aware that there is a larger struggle going on, of which the Acadian secession is just a small part.”
“You lost me,” Matt said.
The Mantiz smiled faintly. “To use an Earth expression, I will pay you the compliment of being blunt. You are here because you believe the Mantiz Corporate is fomenting rebellion for its own gain. You are correct. But not every clan supports the Corporate’s subversions. My queen is among those who object. Strongly. And we are willing to help you. That is the essence of my message. We want to help.”
Matt wasn’t sure how to respond, and he was very aware that Pritha held the conversational high ground. He didn’t want to say anything that confirmed his actual mission, but he also wanted to gather any intelligence he could. “I’m basically a shuttle pilot for this trip, so I’m not the person to talk to. But if you tell me who you’re working for, I will pass it on.”
“You don’t trust us yet, so I don’t want reveal more, yet. It is enough for you to know that you have allies.”
“Okay, if you won’t tell me who you are, then tell me how you can help.”
Pritha shrugged. “We are playing patassa — forgive me, chess, we are playing chess— and we are waiting for the opposition to make their next move. Then we will make ours. They will make their move once you are released from this prison.”
“And that will be soon?”
The Mantiz glanced up and to the right, probably checking some sort of internal display. “In a very short time. In fact, I should go. You have friends among the Mantiz. That will be important to remember in the near future. If you need assistance while you’re here, contact me.”
“How? Do you have secure comms?”
“There is no such thing,” she said simply. “If you want to contact me, go to the market. There is a seller of produce right next to the embassy. Outworld visitors sometimes shop there, so you won’t stand out. The seller will know you.”
Matt raised an eyebrow. “You said I don’t trust you yet. Why should I trust you at all?”
The Mantiz smiled. “Trust is like water, Commander. It is only as useful as the container it comes in.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

“Do you understand this plan, sir?” Commander Nishio asked. She was Kowal’s executive officer, competent, and deep enough in Kowal’s confidence to express her concerns.
“Trying to,” Kowal muttered. “I think I see what the admiral is going for, but it’s…complicated.”
He chose not to say the word ‘stupid’ out loud. In point of fact, the tactics Admiral Popov wanted to employ were not very different from those the rebels had used at Gwendoline. The Home Fleet had twenty-one capital ships to the Ex Fleet’s ten, after the toll taken by each side after the first battle. Popov had organized the Union’s superior numbers into four different squadrons, each composed of five or six ships, and planned to have them hop into the system on four different vectors, coordinated via Q-phone. Kowal, who believed in overwhelming force, would have liked the ships deployed in fewer units with larger numbers. To him, Popov’s organization seemed like just enough ships to cause problems in each squadron, and just enough squadrons to cause confusion overall.
The timing for each squadron had to be precise. Well, Kowal couldn’t blame Popov for the laws of physics. Ships that moved too slowly were easy targets. Ships that moved too quickly sometimes overshot. That was the nature of space warfare. But many of the Union crews were green, and the accuracy required to make Popov’s plan work would test even an experienced captain.
“Signal from the Osprey, sir,” Comms announced. “For your eyes only.”
“My screen, Lieutenant.” Kowal motioned to Nishio, but she had already moved discreetly away from his privacy screen.
“Commodore Kowal here, Admiral,” he said as a puffy-faced, bearded image appeared.
“I want to make sure your unit is clear on its maneuvers, Commodore,” Popov stated in a basso Russian accent that lent him an air of competence. “Your timing is a key component of our plan.”
“Yes, Admiral,” Kowal said crisply, respecting the rank if not the man. “We have our hop time and our velocity relative to the Gwendoline star. The ships in our squadron all have their positions marked relative to Osprey. I’ve given my crews every opportunity to make this a success.”
The admiral interpreted Kowal’s careful wording and scowled under his beard.               “You have doubts, Commodore?”
Kowal decided the opening had been given, so he took it. “We have a number of inexperienced crews, Admiral, including helmsmen. I am concerned about a lack of execution in the middle of such a — “ he hesitated — “such a comprehensive attack plan.”
Popov bristled. “These are Union crews, Commodore, all academy trained. As long as they, and you, follow orders, we will not fail. Just be ready for my signal as soon as the scout returns. Now excuse me. I must contact the Blackhawk. Her timing is a key component of our plan. Popov out.”
The screen blanked and Kowal stared at his own frowning reflection. It could work, he told himself. It wasn’t a terrible plan. But he wished it were simpler, and he wished they could recruit more ships.
“Anything new, sir?” Nishio asked, stepping back into his space.
Kowal shook his head. “We’re just waiting for the last bit of intel. Then we hop.”
“Permission to check on number three nano generator? She was acting up after the last maintenance check.”
“By all means, make sure it’s shipshape.” Then he added in his best Russian accent. “It is a key component of our plan.”
A scout hopped back into the fleet’s assembly area an hour later. The scout was a small, fast cruiser with minimal crew, not really meant for combat. Really, she needed no crew at all, except for the hop. The scout’s job was to jump as close to the enemy system as possible, scoop up as much data as it could, then hop away.
Not long after the first conversation, Kowal received another signal from Popov. Pertinent data was attached, including an interesting detail: one of the rebel fleet’s battle ships had a reactor that was on the verge of overloading. It looked like the rebels were having trouble fixing it, because they’d moved the ship several light minutes away from the Gwendoline shipyards. Reactor problems were uncommon but not unheard of. The reactors that powered Earth ships were refined and reliable, but when they went bad, they were a bitch to fix. The dying ship was giving off so much radiation that no details were available. It read simply as a massive radiation source in the middle of the star system.
The rest of the rebel fleet seemed to be running a screening orbit around the shipyards, with ships in curtains several light seconds apart. This created a flexible response force that could be reconfigured in any direction quickly and efficiently. The report accounted for only eight rebel vessels, including the damaged Jackson. The other two ships did not seem to be anywhere in the system.
Popov’s voice came over the command channel. “Attention all squadrons: prepare for action. Maneuvers to begin at my thirteen twenty seven. Mark.”
The marker for the start of the attack was seven minutes away, but according to the battle plan, Kowal’s squadron would not hop for another hour. This was similar to the tactic the Hollingsworth had employed. You could not hide in space, but you could lure the opponent into committing in one area, then attack in another, as long as you had enough ships. Put in boxing terms, Popov was making a left jab to the face followed by a right punch to the gut. Except that, really, Popov was throwing three or four punches in three or four directions, hoping the rebels chased them all.
“Alpha squadron away,” his tactical officer announced. Then, a moment later.               “Bravo Squadron away. All of Battle Group One has now jumped.”
“That’s it, sir,” Nishio said. “The first wave, coming at the rebels from two different vectors.”
Kowal nodded. Jumping just outside the last planet’s orbit, then diving inward at their velocities, then accelerating once they finished the hop, they would reach the shipyards in just over a day.
The hour difference between Kowal’s Battle Group Two, made up of Charlie and Delta squadrons, and Battle Group One might seem minuscule given the distances covered, but combined with the different vectors, it could (Popov hoped) wreak havoc with the rebel planning. Bravo Squadron was to attack at high velocity, on a hit and run mission since they would not be able to break in time to occupy the shipyards; while Popov’s own Alpha squadron moved more slowly, clearly planning to occupy. Hollingsworth would have to decide whether or not to move out to engage the powering Bravo Squadron, or to hunker down, bear the brunt of the hit and run, and then engage the slower moving Alpha group. If he moved out to attack, which was likely, his forces would be dispersed.
Kowal’s Battle Group Two knew the trajectories of both squadrons in the first wave, and his own ships would drop in at angles designed to intercept both friend and foe alike at the most likely point in space. Kowal’s hop was intended to catch the rebels just as they committed to a plan of action, and make them reconsider. The ‘he who hesitates is lost’ philosophy was often profoundly true in space battles, where the engagements lasted fractions of a second. The bottom line was that Hollingsworth would be caught between deciding to engage in a battle in which he was outnumbered and out-angled, or try to defend the shipyards, or flee. The most plausible outcome of any of those possibilities was that the Union would regain Gwendoline.
If everyone does their job, Kowal reminded himself.
*
Everyone did not do their job.
Kowal saw that the moment they hopped to the edge of the Gwendoline system. His interface lit up with pertinent data, each dot tagged with a distance and time lag indicator. Popov’s initial entry had gone haywire. Ships had dropped into the wrong areas — not exactly on the far side of the system, but far enough away to require massive course corrections. Not only had several ships relocated to the wrong position, but they were accelerating in the wrong direction relative to the star. That was an aspect of helmsmanship that many people, even Navy people, did not understand. Not only did the pilot have to relocate the ship to the correct place, he or she had to place it moving in the right direction relative to the star. A ship traveling at a significant fraction of the speed of light continued moving that direction while the crew struggled out of Koslov’s grip, and could easily find itself several million kilometers out of position before it began a course correction.
That’s what Kowal saw on his screen, especially from Bravo Squadron. One of Bravo’s five ships was on course, but the other four had vectored off in meaningless arcs and were only just beginning to curve back like stray branches collapsing back toward the stem. The five ships of Alpha squadron, with Popov’s flagship Osprey in the lead, remained somewhat cohesive, but two ships, Peregrine and Kingfisher, were off course and had accelerated to four gees to recover.
“Clusterfuck,” Nishio muttered. Then she said more officially, “Tactical, run a simulation. Show us when each squadron will reassemble using their last known velocities.”
“Aye, Commander.” The tac officer plugged in data. “Ready, ma’am.”
Nishio looked to Kowal, who nodded. “Main screen, Lieutenant.”
The Ulysses' main screen divided into three sections, each one running a separate animation showing various ships arcing around and eventually rejoining their groups. All groups reassembled at different times, and none of them arrived at their attack points in sync with Popov’s original plans.
“Clusterfuck,” Kowal said, even more softly than Nishio had. “Helm, what is our heading?”
“On target, sir,” his pilot said with a hint of pride. “We are stellar east heading inbound, forty-five degrees down plane on an upward angle.”
“Status of our squadron?” This was directed at Nishio.
“On the mark, sir, more or less. Henry Thomas is two degrees off, but the course correction is negligible and she’ll be in line within two million kilometers without a change in acceleration.”
“Send to Henry Thomas that her crew will be scheduled for jump practice when we return to Earth,” Kowal said sternly. But he nodded with satisfaction. He was in command of six ships and only one vessel required a minor course correction. That was reasonably good. He wasn’t petty enough to put his own performance ahead of success in battle, but he did keep a separate tally.
“Report any changes in enemy configuration based on pre-hop data,” he demanded.
There was another short pause. “No changes, sir. Based on light lag, we should see any tactic changes in…four hours, forty-one minutes.” That would take into account the time it took the rebels to register the fleet arrival, and the time for light to travel back toward the fleet.
Comms announced, “Signal from the Osprey, sir. Steady as we go.”
Kowal felt disdain for Popov and frustration at the Union performance. But he stopped to wonder what he’d do in Popov’s place. One of the Union battle groups was in disarray, but overall they were still a significant force. They had both the velocity and numerical advantage over the rebels. Any one of the Union elements could deliver significant damage in an engagement. The squadrons would not entirely have reformed before the engagement, but there should be large enough groups to maintain combat effectiveness, if the crews exercised discipline. Kowal didn’t like Popov and didn’t want to agree with his orders, but had to admit that, given the opportunity, he might have issued very similar commands.
“Sir, Comms here,” said the communications officer.
“Go ahead, Comms.”
“We got another one of those anomalies on the Q-phone, like the first time at Gwendoline.”
Kowal remembered the anomaly. It had occurred right before the rebel attack. “Was it encrypted like the last one?”
“Yes, sir. All we can read are the coordinates, just telling someone that they are here, in this system.”
What the hell is that? Kowal thought. Two times now, right before the fleets engage?
He had no answers to his own question, and he decided that the weird message could neither help nor hurt their attack, so he put it aside. But he wouldn’t forget it.
A day passed as the battle groups in the Union fleet dove starward, while the various squadrons either maintained their current velocities or accelerated according to Popov’s plan. As light from their hop reached the rebel fleet, Kowal saw them change formations, gathering into two squadrons of their own. At first, Kowal assumed that one rebel group would maintain a perimeter around the shipyards, which were surely vital to the Ex Fleet, while the other maneuvered to meet the attack. But both rebel groups moved away from the shipyards. Were they daring the Union to destroy the yards? Denying the rebels resources through destruction wasn’t plan A, but it wasn’t off the table either, and Hollingsworth was experienced enough to know that. He needed Gwendoline far more than the Union did. Why wasn’t he defending it?
But he needs his ships, too, Kowal thought. The Ex Fleet — rebel fleet, he reminded himself again — was long on experience and short on resources. He’d already lost the Arkansas, and even though he’d gotten back his blood price, the Union could afford to lose more than the rebels. Maybe Hollingsworth wasn’t willing to risk his vessels and crews. A war of attrition, bloody as it would be, could only favor the Union.
An hour later the specifics of the first engagement seemed inevitable. The first of the rebel groups, now designated Rebel One, had swerved to make a huge arc around the disabled, leaking vessel parked in its lonely orbit. Kowal watched the Nashville, Tallahassee, Columbia, and Raleigh sweep toward the radiation field of the damaged ship. Kowal couldn’t be sure if they were on a rescue run to pick up whatever crew was still trying to save the dying Jackson, or if they were using it as a screen. The radiation emitted by the ship created a wide globe of interference, masking information about the leaky ship and anything behind it. The only thing they knew for sure was that a reactor leaking that much radiation was not powering the ship itself, so the vessel was no threat.
Meanwhile, the second group, labeled Rebel Two, led by Virginia, had arced away from the shipyards as well, but seemed to be making a slow parabola in the opposite direction. Kowal recognized that movement from the academy. It was a classic sweep, one that could lead to either a retreat from the system or a curve back inward.
He decided to quiz Nishio. “Commander, what do you make of Rebel Two?”
Nishio looked into the middle distance, analyzing her interface. “That looks like a buttonhook, sir. At least, that’s what it would be if I were in year one of the academy. Would Hollingsworth run something that simple?”
Kowal held up his fist. “A jab is the most basic punch, Commander, but a boxer still uses it.”
Popov was obviously on the same page, because he contacted the Ulysses a few moments later. “Commodore,” he declared, “my Battle Group One will pursue Rebel One. It is possible that Rebel Two will come around to engage us. Your squadrons have the geometry to intercept them. Do not pursue them, but if they buttonhook, you will attack.”
“Aye, Admiral,” Kowal acknowledged. “We have your six.”
Because the stray Bravo Squadron was so far out of play, Popov took only the five ships of his Alpha group to pursue Rebel One. It was five ships to four. Nashville led the other rebel ships in an arc that skirted the edge of the dangerous radiation zone, close enough that each ship’s wave armor would have to slush on the radioactive side to keep from cooking the crew. As the pursuit played out, Kowal felt an itch on his head. But it was on the inside of his skull, not the outside. Something was bothering him.
“Ops, has any one sighted Atlanta or Montgomery?”
No, sir. There’s no sign of them in system at all.”
Kowal felt his alarm grow, but he couldn’t justify it. Even if those two ships appeared right now, they’d be a day late getting to this party. He looked for other signs of trouble.
“Tactical, at what point will Osprey and the others engage the enemy?”
The tac officer called out a time interval and Kowal clucked at himself and the officer both for lack of clarity. “Not the time. Give me the coordinates.”
The numbers popped onto his display and Kowal converted them to a graph. The computer first gave him an overhead view, looking “down” from stellar north. When Popov reached Rebel One, the radioactive rebel ship would be between them and Kowal. But a single ship was insignificant in the vastness of space. He rotated the display to a horizontal view, then projected trajectories of the two forces combining just beyond the small dot that was the damaged rebel craft. Then Kowal frowned. He punched in a few numbers to add in the radioactive blind spot created by the damaged ship, and suddenly Popov’s entire battle group vanished behind a globe of dead space eighty thousand kilometers wide. At the speed they were traveling, nearly half a percent of light speed, Popov would be invisible to them for more than three seconds.
Kowal alerted Popov to that fact, but the admiral shrugged it off. “We outnumber the enemy, Commodore. I don’t think one disabled ship is going to offset our advantage. Please keep your eye on Rebel Two.”
Popov would disappear behind the radioactive blind spot in four minutes, and engage the enemy a few seconds after that. At the current ranges among the various groups, light lag was negligible. Information would arrive only a few seconds behind the actual event.
The bridge of the Ulysses fell silent as first Rebel One and then Union Battle Group One disappeared behind the blind spot. A few seconds later the rebel group emerged on the far side…and immediately began to buttonhook toward Kowal’s group.
“What the fuck,” Nishio muttered. “They’re coming after us? They’re insane.”
Immediately after, Popov’s battle group came out of the blind spot, and every alert on the bridge sounded.
“Sir!” the tac officer, Comms officer, and the XO all shouted at once.
“I see it,” Kowal snapped. “Tac, give me a damage assessment on those ships. Comms, hail the flag.”
What raised all the alarms was the appearance of Battle Group One as it emerged from the blind spot. Only three ships came around the curve of the radiation field, and all three showed heavy damage from both kinetic rounds and missile strikes. Two large clouds of debris continued off on a tangent, no longer following the same arc. Those clouds were the remains of Peregrine and Harpie. They were gone. Popov had taken five ships around the radiation blind spot. Only three reappeared, and all three were battered.
“No response from the flag, sir,” Tac called out. “Best guess is that comms are damaged.”
“Acknowledged,” Kowal said. “Maintain course for Rebel Two.”
There was the briefest silence, then Commander Nishio said, “Sir?”
“Maintain our current heading. We’re going to engage Rebel Two.”
“But, the other battle group needs — “
Kowal glared at her so fiercely that Nishio, not normally one to back down, stopped speaking. “If you had laid this trap, Commander, what would you want your enemy to do right now?”
“Render assistance and engage the closing enemy.”
Kowal nodded. “And I’ll be damned if I’m going to play by Hollingsworth’s book again. Sound acceleration warnings. Increase to three gees.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Matt received another three meals before the door opened again.
This time, Amanda Chester and a lanky, almost bored-looking man appeared. Amanda looked simultaneously concerned and relieved. “Commander, are you okay?Have they been treating you well?”
“Seems to be fine,” said the tall man languidly.
Matt stood up and made a quick assessment. “Am I free to go? If the answer’s yes, then let’s have this conversation somewhere else.”
The tall scarecrow of a man nodded. “Commander, I am Philip Montjoy, Union Ambassador to the Mantiz Corporate. You are free. The charges against you have been dropped. We should get back to the embassy right away. We can talk further there.”
That seemed sensible. Matt followed them out of the cell. Four Mantiz waited outside. Two were obviously guards. When he’d first been arrested, Matt had been too startled to notice that the guards were shorter and stockier than the other Mantiz he had seen, with a sense of durability and toughness that differed from Pritha’s slender grace.               Their cilia were shorter and thicker, and they tended to press them against their heads as they moved. They wore weapons belts. The other two looked very much like Pritha, although one wore a more ornate jacket than hers, and one wore a jacket that was quite plain. The one in the fancy dress spoke.
“Commander Ryder, I am Swenrati, a satrap of Clan Sityadalog. We are sorry for the inconvenience, and we appreciate your patience and understanding.” The Mantiz gave a short bow, its cilia dipping and then rising with a rustle.
Matt frowned. “I wasn’t patient by choice.”
An emotion passed briefly across the Mantiz’s serene face, but it wasn’t anger. It was more like disappointment. It reminded Matt of the gestures Pritha had made. All his comments seemed to disappoint people on this planet.
The Mantiz bowed again. “I ask your forgiveness, Commander. I am sure you are eager to return to your embassy. Ambassador Montjoy, perhaps you can explain along the way. And I believe it is in everyone’s interest that we hurry.”
The Mantiz led him out of the building by a different route than his entrance. This one was more subterranean, lonelier and dingier. The Mantiz guards were very polite, but they set a fast pace. Matt jogged alongside the two guards and heard Amanda and Montjoy huffing slightly behind him. They arrived at a door that opened out into a wide hangar where a large executive roller waited. Matt climbed into the large passenger area and sat in one of the plush seats. Amanda sat next to him, her face a little flushed, and Montjoy sat on the bench seat across from him, his long legs bent sideways like a fallen rag doll. The door closed and they were sealed in. The roller began to move. Through the tinted windows, Matt saw them exit the hangar into the bright sunlight of Manta.
“Okay,” Matt said, "what the hell was that all about?”
“Are you okay?” Amanda asked again.
“I’m fine,” he said impatiently. “I want to know why they jailed me. I want to know how they knew who I was.”
Montjoy brushed hair back from his face. “These are pertinent questions, Commander. I don’t know the answer to the second one. But I can answer the first.” His drawl was so laconic that Matt hadn’t realized he’d paused. He motioned impatiently and Montjoy nodded. “It’s quite simple, really. The Mantiz needed a bone to throw to the Ursine, and you were it. I just learned it all from the wife of a deputy minister. It was quite brilliant, really. No, really,” he said in response to Matt’s protest. “After the recent conflict at Kumagai, the Ursine were angry, naturally, and they suspected the Mantiz had lent us assistance. The Corporate needed a way to placate them.”
“And risk pissing off the Union instead?” Matt asked in disbelief.
“Well, that’s the brilliance of it, isn’t it,” Montjoy drawled. "The Mantiz saw an opportunity to arrest a Union officer and show him off to the Ursine, knowing Earth could not lodge a public protest because your mission is undercover. No harm, no foul.”
“They put me in jail!” Matt snapped.
“But you weren’t harmed. The Mantiz can show the Ursine that they arrested someone they claim is a war criminal. If they had actually imprisoned an active member of the military, there would have been a huge incident with the Union government.”
“I am an active member of the military.”
“Under cover,” Montjoy reminded him. “Unacknowledged by your government. The Union doesn’t even need to save face because they can deny that you were ever here. The Ursine are happy. The Mantiz are happy. The Union is unaffected. Brilliant.”
“If it’s so brilliant, why all that rush at the end?”
“Ah, that,” Montjoy confessed. “That was to avoid the Ursine. As far as they are concerned, you are still in jail. The Mantiz wanted your release to go undetected.”
Matt was neither impressed nor mollified. “This is fucked up. What does Townsend think about it?”
Montjoy nodded sadly. “You’ll be able to ask himself yourself. Here we are.”
The roller pulled up to the gates of the Union embassy and they were let through immediately. Matt felt himself relax slightly once they were on official Union ground. He looked around and saw the estate he had viewed from the air a few days before. The main house was large and made of something like sandstone, built in a style that reminded Matt of buildings he’d seen on Khmer. Sharp spires called prang rose up from each wing of the building.
Montjoy noticed Matt’s attention to the architecture and said, “Southeast Asian design is closest to the Mantiz taste. They fall back on it when building anything they associate with humans.”
Matt had time for a quick meal and a shower. As hot water washed the stink of confinement off his body, Matt wondered what he should do or say about Montjoy. Or even to Montjoy. Pritha had warned him not to trust the ambassador, but of course he had no reason to trust Pritha, either.
Amanda said that the Mantiz made a hobby of intrigue. But if the Mantiz were playing him, why confirm his worst fears about a Mantiz plot to break up the Union? That would only energize Amanda’s investigation, so why confess to it if it were a lie?
Matt closed his eyes and let warm, soapy water run down his face and body. He felt in over his head. He wasn’t an intelligence officer. He was a fighter, like the admiral, like his father. Put an enemy in front of him and he’d find a way to kill him. But this…this mission had only just started and it already felt like he was lost in a maze.
When in doubt, trust your chain of command, he thought. He decided he would wait for the right moment and tell Amanda. Not only was she next in his chain of command, she was the Mantiz expert here. She might have some insights. Feeling better now that he had a plan, Matt finished his shower quickly, scrubbed himself dry, and got dressed. Townsend met him and led him to a lower floor, down a long hallway with many doors, and into the ambassador’s office. Amanda, Montjoy, and Andreu were all waiting.
“Okay, immediate concerns,” Townsend said, bringing them all to focus. “How did they know Commander Ryder was on that ship? And why did they arrest him?”
“I think we’ve already answered number two,” Montjoy said. “To appease the Ursine. Job done.”
“That sounds thin to me,” Townsend said. Matt was tempted to abandon his plan and mention the satrap Pritha, but he bit his tongue and let Townsend continue uninterrupted. “But I’m not the expert here. Either way, we’ve been compromised. I’m not sure if it’s worth continuing, especially since the ambassador thinks this whole thing might be a wild goose chase.”
“What?” Matt asked.
“We’ll catch you up later,” Montjoy said.
“But do they know why we’re here?” Amanda replied. “Do they know our motives?”
Townsend blanched. “I don’t see how that matters. They know we’re here for something suspicious.”
“Well, they’d be disappointed if you weren’t,” Montjoy confided. “They assume that of everyone, all the time. It’s their culture.”
“But do you think they know our goals here?” the Directorate man asked.                                           “I am considering that.” Montjoy sat up. That in itself was a rarity for the ambassador, who usually lolled across his chair like a dead fish. “It seems unlikely to me. If they thought we were a real threat, they wouldn’t have released Commander Ryder. The Mantiz like their intrigue, but they aren’t fools, and they don’t actually risk clan secrets. I suspect they don’t really know what you’re up to.”
“But they know we’re spies.”
Montjoy nodded. “As I’ve said, they expect everyone here to be spies. They’d be disappointed if you weren’t.”
“So the mission can continue,” Amanda determined.
“Maybe,” Townsend checked her.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Jim Hollingsworth watched the oncoming Union attack force on his screens. He admired them, but his respect was more than a little reluctant. He had expected them to turn and help their wounded comrades.
His ambush had worked perfectly. The Jackson had been damaged by the Union squadron’s suicidal attack when he first took Gwendoline. He’d repaired his other ships, but he’d set the Jackson aside and, rather than having her repaired, he’d ordered her reactor set for a controlled overload and her shielding removed. She wouldn’t explode, but she’d emit so much radiation that she’d blind any scans trying to see near or through her. Of course, that also meant that no one could crew her. Turning her into a radioactive screen had been the easy part. The hard part had been asking for volunteers to stay aboard Montgomery and Atlanta and to maintain stationkeeping inside the Jackson’s radioactive sphere. The crews were minimal, of course — just enough to pilot the ship and to control the weapons systems. The ships weren’t in much danger of having to maneuver in battle. The real concern was cooking their crews. The ships had cranked up their wave armor to maximum, bulking up the fluid nano covering on the side facing the radioactive ship. Inside, all hands had crewed the ships in full radiation gear, which must have been a bitch of a task. The waiting was miserable, but they’d done their admiral proud.
Of course they were blind in there, their instrumentation swamped by the radiation. But radiation took longer to affect Q-phones, so the admiral had sacrificed his last two precious Q-phone connections to the ambush parties. The devices would probably be fried after this event, but with any luck, Acadia would produce more quantum links soon. Either way, it was worth it, if he could deal a crippling blow to his enemies.
And they hadn’t waited long. Hollingsworth had estimated that the Union would take no more than four or five days to muster a counterattack, and he’d been right. His trap had been laid a day earlier, so when the Union hopped into space at system’s edge, they were too late to detect Montgomery and Atlanta’s maneuvers.
The next steps had gone exactly as the admiral intended, with the added entertainment of watching undertrained Union crews spin wildly off course out of the hop. Some of the enemy forces had eventually righted themselves and dived inward, divided in two to chase both of Hollingsworth’s groups. Splitting up an attacking force was usually as dumb as splitting two tens in a game of Blackjack. But Popov outnumbered him so heavily that the man probably felt safe doing so.
The one force had pursued his main fleet around the curve of the Jackson’s radioactive field, and as they passed on the far side, away from the second force’s ability to scan, they’d been waylaid by Hollingsworth’s two masked ships. The entire Union battle group had been pelted by kinetic rounds fired broadside at too close a range for them to dodge or deflect. Peregrine and Harpie had practically melted away from his screens. The damage his attack inflicted was even greater than Hollingsworth had hoped for, and he would have given anything to see the reactions on the Union commanders’ faces as the battered Union forces came around the blind spot, their ships slagged or damaged.
However, the second part of the plan wasn’t going as well. He led the second battle group, hoping that some portion of the enemy would first pursue him, then turn back to help their disabled comrades. He’d been so sure of that result that he’d already ordered his force to curve around, so that the remaining Union force would be caught in a pincer between his own group and the task force coming around the blind spot. After all, most officers would want to lend assistance to damaged and disabled allies. Who could resist that? Not Popov, surely.
But Popov was in command of the first group, not the second. Ulysses was in the second group. Jim was sure Kowal was still in command there. And he’d done exactly what Hollingsworth did not want. He’d ignored distress signals, empathy, and camaraderie, and left his reeling colleagues behind to continue on a run toward the Virginia. By fate or foresight, his geometry was good. Hollingsworth was still making his wide sweep to come around, but he was broadside to the enemy, which meant that he had to choose between maneuverability and weaponry. His ships could pivot in space any time they wanted, bringing their bows and the majority of their weapons to bear on the enemy, but physics wouldn’t allow them to change course as quickly, and they were going to pass right through the enemy’s line of fire. Pivoting would bring their weapons to bear, but it would reduce their maneuverability, since their primary engines would point ninety degrees to their current vector. If they keep their bows in the direction of travel, they would have maximum maneuverability. But that would leave most of their kinetic weaponry out of the fight.
Jim curled one side of his upper lip into a sneer. Give him three hundred thousand kilometers before or after the enemy’s decision to charge, and he’d be fine. But even in the vastness of space, he didn’t have quite enough room to spare. It was bad luck.
Then he kicked himself mentally and told himself what he’d said to Commander Ryder more than once. There’s no such thing as luck. There’s only planning and execution. Well, he’d done his planning, and no one executed better than the Ex Fleet. And there was no damned Union captain who was going to perform better than he did. He was going to pay a price here. He knew that. But he would make the Yankees regret the transaction.
“Comms,” he drawled as casually as a card player calling a raise. “Transmit to the Austin and Raleigh. Turn bows toward the enemy. Prepare to launch rail gun and canister.”
“Aye, Admiral.”
“Transmit to New Orleans. Maintain present orientation. Prepare to alter course, down plane ten degrees on my command.”
“Aye, Admiral. All ships have acknowledged.”
Hollingsworth watched his screens. “Let’s see, let’s see, you son of a bitch,” he whispered.
The two forces passed each other thirty thousand kilometers apart moving at speeds that would boggle the human mind. In the fractions of a second where weapons could be brought to bear, both sides let loose.
As soon as the ships had fired, Hollingsworth barked, “Down plane ten degrees!”
Dumb kinetic rounds, canister rounds propelled by smart missiles, and pure missiles, all launched. All of Hollingsworth’s ships tried to evade, of course. Dodging ballistic rounds was actually fairly simple, as long as you knew they were coming. A tiny change in vector put Virginia and New Orleans out of harms way, and Austin and Raleigh, using only their lateral thrusters, could also make those small adjustments, though more slowly. Despite the maneuvers, both his tactical and his ops officers called in with damage as they were caught in the wide shotgun-like spray of the Union’s kinetics.
But then reports came in from his tactical station. The Union ships Hancock and Meade were still under power, but venting gas badly.
He grinned, but then his satisfaction turned sour. An alarm sounded, and his tac officer called out, “Admiral! Ten enemy missiles launched!” Then a pause. “Sir, those are…they’re rockets.”
Rockets? That was a word Hollingsworth hadn’t heard since his own academy days, and that was reaching back. Way back. Rockets were missiles that used combustible propellants. Modern missiles were, for all intents and purposes, spacecraft crewed by MINTs, stacked on all sides with thrust packages, and driven by fusion reactors. They were mostly thrust with very little mass, except for the payload and engines. This gave them vicious acceleration and maneuverability. But rockets? Rockets were as close to antiques as you could get because their fuel burned out so quickly. Most Union ships kept them on board to use as target practice. Their only saving grace was —
Damn. “Signal Raleigh and Austin. Ninety degree turn and burn!” Hollingsworth ordered crisply. But he was going to be too late.
Combustion rockets burned fuel at a frightening pace, even faster than missiles, and they were used infrequently because in most tactical situations, battle ships could outdistance them in a stern chase. In those cases the best tactic was simply to accelerate away until the projectiles fizzled out. But over short distances, starting inside the thirty thousand kilometer range, burning old-school propellants, those missiles were deadly fast, and could overtake their targets, especially those that had to flip a quarter circle before thrusting away. Jim Hollingsworth watched the scene play out quickly. Four Ex Fleet ships accelerated at high gees, while the flaring rockets gained ground. Austin and Raleigh were fractionally slower than their sister ships, so all ten rockets focused on them, five for each vessel.
“Chaff. Fenders,” Hollingsworth whispered to himself, knowing his captains would be doing exactly that. Seconds later, bright objects flared out a-beam and aft of each capital ship. Two rockets chasing Austin bit into the chaff and exploded in violent impotence. Three of Raleigh’s pursuers bought the chaff and died. Two more rockets hurled themselves as Raleigh and the Ex Fleet ship lit up with particle beams. The rockets shucked and jived, but couldn’t evade her expert fire. Both melted into slag.
Three rockets dove at Austin, swirling in a corkscrew formation. For a moment, the scene looked as simple as a drill. Austin’s fenders lit up and tracked the dodging rockets. One rocket moved into the line of fire and exploded. Splash one. The remaining two rockets were closer now, but the particle beams tracked, predicted, and found another one. Splash two. The last rocket dove toward Austin’s aft section. All the point defense beams honed in, laying down fire in the rocket’s path, as the ship and crew had done a thousand times before.
And missed.
The rocket passed right between two particle shots and buried itself in the seam between the engines and reactor rooms. One explosion ripped the Ex Fleet ship open, and a second, larger blast tore her apart.
As Austin vanished from his screen, Jim felt a piece of his heart go with her.
*
Kowal watched with grim satisfaction as Austin flashed out of existence, feeling pleased with himself. The idea to deploy the training rockets had been his. They were useless over the huge distances involved in space battles. Their acceleration off the line made them great target practice, and usually they were laser-marked rather than destroyed, then retrieved, refueled, and used again.
When Kowal had seen the Ex Fleet battle group continue its course, giving their broadsides to him, he guessed what the rebels intended. He was as aware of the weapons-to-maneuverability ratio as Hollingsworth was, and he guessed that the admiral must have something up his sleeve. The old admiral had lectured on the topic once, long ago, and Kowal had audited the discussion.
It’s going to be a bloody war, he thought to himself. We’re working from the same book.
But now he’d hurt Hollingsworth. Badly. The admiral had expected the Union ships to close ranks, but Kowal had surprised him and poked a hole through his net. The Union might just have been gut punched, but they could afford the damage. The Ex Fleet could not.
But what to do now? Kowal’s own battle group was under way, but nearly crippled. Meade and Hancock were combat ineffective. Sherman, Henry Thomas, and Sheridan had all sustained significant damage. Three hundred thousand kilometers outward, Popov’s squadron was limping away from the fight, partly to draw the enemy out of their original pincer movement but mostly because many of the ships were operating at minimal power. In the days before wave armor, these ships would have been hemorrhaging atmosphere and fuel. Those of Popov’s ships that had escaped the ambush undamaged were outnumbered.
He checked on Bravo Squadron, the group that had gone astray. They’d be another day getting back into any sort of fighting position. At that point, if their tactics were good, they might still drive the rebels out of Gwendoline.
“Sir?” Nishio asked. ]
He knew what her vote would be. Nishio wanted to crush the Ex Fleet. She had cheered audibly when Austin had been atomized. She pointed at the screens highlighting their own battle group and the survivors of flag fleet. She brought her hands together as if to describe a pincer movement of her own.
Kowal let out a slow, controlled breath. “Do we have any communication with the Osprey?”
Nishio shook her head. “Negative, sir. Her comms are down. We are in contact with the Blackhawk. She says she’s exchanging laser link signals with the flag ship. The admiral is injured and not in command.” She stopped there, but Kowal knew what she was thinking. If Popov was out of commission, then Kowal was in charge of the fleet.
“Sir — “
“Stand by,” he said calmly.
He wanted to fight. He wanted to break Hollingsworth right here and now, in the place where he himself had been defeated a week ago. Kowal was honest enough to admit that he longed to be the officer who snuffed out these rebels. He was sure he could do it. Hollingsworth was good, of course. But he wasn’t invincible. No one was invincible.
And then there was that weird link. Two times now, he thought, he and the Ex Fleet had started attack runs, and each time someone had broadcast their coordinates. The first attack had been initiated by the rebels; the second, by the Union. But on both occasions, someone had broadcast the location of the Virginia. And, impossible as it seemed for a Q-phone link, the broadcast wasn’t meant for him, yet, he was receiving it anyway. That gave him an idea of how to plan his next meeting with Admiral Hollingsworth.
As far as this meeting was concerned, the Union fleet had already taken devastating losses. If he curved toward a new engagement, they were bound to lose even more. The Union had more resources at its command, but how many ships could the government lose and still consider this engagement a success?
And if you leave now, he told himself, you’ll take no blame for the loss. If I’m right, I can find the rebels whenever I want to. Meanwhile, this was Popov’s battle. This is Popov’s loss. And what will the government do with Popov after he’s lost a battle and been injured in the process?
“Set a course outbound,” he said at last. “We’re going home.”
“Sir!” Nishio protested.
“That’s an order, Number One,” he said. “This fleet needs to regroup and repair after this failed attack plan. We are leaving this system.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Montjoy sat through the team’s description of their discovery on Kay Station with a patronizing look that Matt wanted to slap off his face. Maybe he was just prejudiced by Pritha’s clandestine comments, but he didn’t like this self-satisfied diplomat.
Finally, Amanda concluded with, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t Manta a little short on caldinium?”
The ambassador smiled like a winning coach who was up by sixty points when the opposing team scores a pointless goal. “Well, yes. But that doesn’t mean they can’t get it elsewhere.”
Matt chimed in. “Every government embargoes caldinium and the other super heavy elements used in wave armor. Fighting for systems that had caldinium was a big part of the Expansion Wars.”
“Very well,” Montjoy said with a sigh. “Manta wants caldinium. What of it?”
“They’re doing deals with Acadia to get it,” Amanda said. “And Chester Interstellar is involved.”
The ambassador clearly knew that company name, “Well, that’s no big surprise. Sorry, Mandy,” he said with a glance that was anything but apologetic. “This is right in Joel Chester’s bailiwick.”
“So you think he’s in on this,” Amanda said, more as a confirmation than a question.
Montjoy flopped both hands into the air in a non-committal pose.  “Hard to say, but he’s more of a capitalist than a loyalist. Everyone knows that.”
Townsend looked like he’d tasted bad food. “We can’t accuse someone like that just based on his reputation.”
“Maybe,” she said without actually agreeing, “which is why we need to follow up.”
“Plus, Chester could be mining caldinium for Acadia,” Montjoy said. “It’s too early in this secession business for companies to have pulled out all their assets, even a company as tightly run as Chester.”
She fired back. “I don’t think they are. Acadia already has caldinium. Plus, the Mantiz are the ones that helped the Ex Fleet protect that system from the Ursine.”
“They gave us data on Ursine laser stations and ship configuration,” Matt said. “It was very precise.”
Amanda pushed on. “I want to know if Chester Interstellar is operating on Manta.”
Montjoy opened his arms expansively and said drily, “Yes, but not directly. They go through a Mantiz company called Iron Exports.”             
Amanda’s eyes lit up. “Iron Exports runs Kay Station. You say they’re operating here? Can you get us more information on them?”
Laconic as he was, the ambassador seemed to know his way around the intelligence his embassy collected. Within a few minutes, he’d gathered a fairly extensive digital folder on Iron Exports. “The short answer is yes. They’re a conglomerate. They’re made up of several clans. And, as I’ve said, they’ve done a lot of work with Chester Interstellar.”
Townsend nodded. “Do we have manifests?”
“Some,” Montjoy drawled. He waved a hand and several document icons appeared on his screen. “We could have gotten more early on, but that would have raised red flags with the Mantiz. The manifests we have don’t indicate anything particularly suspicious.”
“Which is why you aren’t as convinced as Miss Chester that they are behind the secession movement,” the Directorate man guessed.
The ambassador shifted lazily. “As I’ve said, and I think Mandy will agree, the Mantiz like to be involved in everything, so it wouldn’t surprise me if they are nibbling around the edges of our current troubles. But we have yet to see any real proof that they are actively funding or directing the Acadian revolt, caldinium or no caldinium.”
Matt asked a question, but it was directed at Townsend rather than Montjoy.               “What would we consider proof? For that matter, what would embarrass Acadia or the Mantiz into backing down?”
Townsend said, “Maybe video of Mantiz officials and LeBeau. Evidence that LeBeau or someone else in the secessionist government is making money from this.”
Montjoy casually tossed his hand. “I suppose any of that would work.”
Amanda said, “Then Iron Exports is the place to start.”
It turned out the first step in their investigation was simple. Montjoy’s staff loaded them into a large multi-person roller that took them to another district in the Mantiz city. Unlike the law enforcement transport Matt had been thrown into, this one had windows, and they all studied the cityscape as the car traveled along surface streets. Other transports swept by, none too different from cars on Union planets. The only significant difference Matt noticed was the outside lane in each direction was reserved for smaller vehicles, motorcycles and tri-wheels mostly, always driven by individual Mantiz and always moving swiftly, almost recklessly. Those lanes were jammed with motorized bikes and trikes swerving and twisting around each other, while the two or three inner lanes were relatively uncontested and reserved for larger vehicles.
Montjoy noticed his stare and answered the unspoken question. “The outside lanes are for ma’at and ma’dai. We would call them drones, if they were bees. Don’t call them that unless you want to start a fight.”
“Those are the sex neutral classes?” Matt asked.
“Two of them. The non-breeding classes. The ones outsiders see most often.               There are also the ma’gri, the caretakers of children, but they are shy of outsiders. The ma’dai are the workers. Ma is a Mantiz word for hand. Dai means to carry, or to build.”
“And the other ones. Ma…?”
“Ma’at.” Montjoy pointed to a group of six figures wearing jackets and helmets, each on its own motorcycle, moving as a unit through the densely packed outer lane.               Their gear looked a lot like a Marine’s light armor. “Those are ma’at. Their name means the hand that breaks. They’re warriors.”
By that time, all the commandos were studying the ma’at like alpha dogs staring down a new arrival to the pack.
“Are there are a lot of them?” one of the operators asked.
Montjoy nodded. “Ma’at and ma’dai represent seventy to eighty percent of the births of any mother during her lifetime.”
“They don’t look so tough,” Andreu sneered.
Montjoy hummed thoughtfully. “We’ve never gone up against them, not really.”
The first sergeant heard the note of respect in Montjoy’s tone. “You think they’re good?”
The ambassador handed the question back to him with a lazy wave. “That’s your area of expertise, not mine. All I know is that they have evolved for the sole purpose of fighting and protecting the breeding classes.” He pointed to the riders weaving crazily in and out of the paths of other equally insane drivers. One of them tried to ride up the side of the protective berm to get around another rider, and smashed himself against it. The others just swerved around him and continued on. “They are fiercely loyal, and they do not have a survival instinct.”
“Everyone has a survival instinct,” Townsend said. “Nature selects for it.”
Montjoy raised one finger correctively. “Nature selects for gene survival. The ma’at do not procreate. They share the same gene pattern as the breeding class, but they do not reproduce. So the only opportunity for them to ensure gene survival is to protect their gene-mates who can reproduce. And they’ll do so with extreme prejudice.”
*
The big roller delivered them to a small building in what looked like a business district. It was a safe house officially unconnected to the embassy, so the Union could deny any involvement in their investigation.
“If you get caught, the embassy will represent you because you’re Union citizens, of course, but not because you are military. You’ll receive no special effort. You’ll be criminals,” the ambassador said. “So don’t get caught.”
“Merci, maman,” Andreu said sarcastically.
Amanda had already seen the multiple skill sets of the spec ops teams on Kay Station. They were good at their jobs. They used some of the computer equipment on site, upgraded it with some of the tech they’d brought with them, and got to work.
“Are we going to leave finger prints?” Townsend asked as the team started an intrusion program.
“Yeah,” said Malai. “The Mantiz anti-intrusion is too good, especially the corporate stuff.”
Brinworth rolled her eyes. “It’s all corporate stuff here, dumb ass.”
Malai ignored her. “We’ll crack it for sure. And we’ll be quiet about it. But if anyone goes looking, they are bound to see that we’ve been creeping in their back garden.”
“Is it different from Kay Station?” the Directorate man asked.
“Completely,” Malai replied. “Over there, we were supposed to go in. We had authorization. We just had an agenda they didn’t know about. Here, we’re burglars. I like this better,” he added with a grin.
Brinworth shared his smile. “The real trick is being quiet enough so that no one thinks to look. We’re on that now.”
While the tech team worked, Matt had nothing to do. During the flight out, he had occupied his time adjusting to being a pilot again. He hadn’t been busy, exactly, but he had tasks and responsibilities enough to keep him focused. Now he found himself with an excess of nervous energy and nowhere to apply it. He lingered in the background as the techs worked their digital magic, comprehending only the basic elements of their actions, but wanting to be involved.
Amanda was doing just about the same, although they did actually call on her expertise several times. She wasn’t any more computer savvy than the average well-educated person, but more than once the techs hit a roadblock they felt was cultural more than technical, and they asked her questions about Mantiz habits and customs. She was ready with the answers. Apparently, her responses were helpful, because in each case the intrusion progressed.
After one such episode, when both Amanda and Matt were free and everyone else was focused on their work, Matt sat down next to Amanda.
“I need to share something with you,” he told her quietly. “But only with you.”
She raised an eyebrow, intrigued. Matt gave her a quick summary of his meeting with Pritha; her explanation for why they arrested Matt; and Pritha’s warning about Montjoy.
Amanda listened to his story with deep interest, but when he was done, he saw that she wasn’t particularly shocked. “You just took all that in stride.”
She gave that strong little shrug again. “You can’t take anything the Mantiz say at face value. And I’m not surprised they don’t trust Montjoy. It’s why they don’t trust him that matters, and that probably has nothing to do with us.”
“So you think there’s nothing to her story?”
“Oh, there’s definitely something to it. But first of all, we don’t know if she’s telling the truth about arresting you. Her story sounds as thin as Philip’s. And if she really did, then she might have her own reasons for driving a wedge between us and Philip.”
“You trust him?” Matt asked bluntly.
“You don’t?” she countered.
He frowned at the thought of the lanky diplomat. “I don’t like his attitude. He reminds me of some guys I knew who became officers through family connections. Hereditary brass. He seems stuck up and smarmy.”
Amanda surprised a laugh. “You’re not wrong about the hereditary part. But the stuck up part is just insecurity.”
“Why is a rich diplomat insecure?”
“His family’s rich, if you ignore the debt. I’ve been at a lot of parties with a lot of people who are supposed to be rich. But half the room always owes the other half of the room a lot of money.”
“I’m guessing your father is one of the —“
“Everyone owes my father a lot of money. Including the Montjoys.”
Matt made a connection. “So it’s not really a surprise that Montjoy threw your father under the bus in that meeting.”
“No surprise at all,” Amanda confirmed.
“But you took it pretty well, too.”
Again, her thin frame braced itself like tensile steel. “If I ignored everyone who hates my father, there’d be no one left to listen to.”
Matt decided he was becoming more impressed by Amanda every day. She handled a lot, and made it look easy. He nodded toward the rest of their team. “Okay, so do we tell them about my meeting?”
She shook her head. “Not yet. I don’t want to give Townsend any more reasons to pull the plug. And it won’t change anything, except maybe to upset Philip.”
Matt laughed. “You couldn’t upset that guy with a particle beam.”
Townsend wandered back toward them, and Amanda smoothly changed the subject. “Anyway, thanks for taking such an interest in all this,” she said to Matt as though that had been the topic all along. “I know you got leveraged into it.”
Matt picked up on the change in subject matter. “In for a penny, in for a pound.” He frowned. “You know, I just realized I don’t know what that means. I mean, I know what the saying is used for, but what’s a penny?”
Townsend said, “It’s an old word for money. A small amount of money. Both words are references to money.”
Sauer looked back over his shoulder. “I thought a pound was weight. Like a couple of kilos.”
The Directorate man unfolded his hands in an ‘oh, well’ gesture. “It’s complicated.”
“I’m in,” Brinworth announced. Her main screen transformed from a dark background with a few lines of code to a brightly lit display with a constant flow of information. “Dumping into the mainframe. Everyone pick about five sectors of data and start sifting.”
Everyone on the team sat down at a display screen and began to work. It wasn’t long before Malai flagged a line of code and sent it into the shared drive. Everyone got pinged and gathered around the large smart screen on the wall. Townsend gave Malai the floor.
“Here’s what we’ve got,” Malai said in smooth, round syllables. He threw an intricate set of scribbles onto the screen. “This is the official icon of Iron Exports.” The icon was a series of red swirls. Like so many Mantiz designs it was composed of intricate patterns that might cause vertigo if you tried to follow them too closely, but mostly resembled a number of infinite symbols linked and overlaid.
Malai continued. “Kay Station is run by Acadia, but the actual owner is a private company called Iron Exports. And Iron Exports seems to be made up of a lot of owners. It’s complicated corporate stuff that I don’t understand.  But that ship the Once Removed, the one we found logged at Kay Station does a lot of runs for them.”
Malai called up more information, this time about a specific ship. A picture of a cargo vessel appeared on the screen and spun slowly around.
“We know from our trip to Kay Station that this ship has been to that station, then here to Manta. But according to the records here on this planet, the ship only travels from Acadia straight to Manta.”
Townsend got it. “The stop at the Kumagai is never logged.”
Malai nodded and handed off to Brinworth. She said, “The Kay Station docking logs say that the ship travels from Kumagai to the Ursine. But if you dig into the data, you can see that the cargo actually goes from Kumagai to Manta.”
Andreu tapped the table. “That’s smuggling one-oh-one. I did smuggler interdiction in Xian when I was a private. It was all about hiding which ships actually picked up what cargo.”
Brinworth said, “That’s right, Top. You’ve got a lot of layers here. At the top level, they’re working hard to make us think they’re only mining lithium and sending it to the Ursine. Dig a little deeper, and it looks like they’re actually harvesting caldinium.”
“Right,” Matt said, “That’s what it looked like at Kay Station.”
Brinworth said, “Yes, sir, but when we were there, we saw that they use a lot of equipment that would only be used for shipping super heavy elements like caldinium. So fact one is that they are harvesting caldinium and sending it somewhere, either the Ursine or Manta.”
Townsend said, “But you already figured out they don’t got to the Ursine.”
Brinworth nodded. “Someone wanted us to think they do. But the ship actually comes here to the Mantiz.”
Malai took over again. “If you look at the dates Brinworth pulled up from the station showing the so-called shipments to the Ursine, a lot of them fall right in the middle of these runs.”
The screen changed again. “But there’s more. I think this ship has made the run under different names.” Three columns of data appeared on the screen. On the left was a list of ship names. One name, a ship listed in English as the Sixth Cousin Once Removed, appeared many times, but there were other names as well. Some of them were obvious Union of Earth names like the Tasmania, the Screw Loose, and the Wailin’ Jenny.
“The Screw Loose sounds familiar,” Brinworth said, but no one could think of why.
Other names were clearly attempts to render xenocentric names into English: the Avian Predator At High Altitude, the We Are Nervous But Have Agreed To Proceed, and the Sleep Will Be Nice Upon Arrival. While most of the ship names were different, the transponder codes in the next column only varied among three different number sequences. On the far right was a calendar column showing docking dates.
Malai pointed out the discrepancy. “If you look on the list of names, it looks like a total of about thirty trips made in the last eighteen months by over a dozen different vessels. The Once Removed and then what, about thirteen other names.”
“But only three transponder codes,” Brinworth said. “One of them is for the Once Removed. The name and code match up every time. Why not wipe that off the board and look at the others?” She started to signal the smart screen, but Malai held up a hand.
“No, look at the dates. Every one of those ships traveled from Manta to Acadia and back several times. It’s obviously a regular run for each of them. But none of the dates overlap. Not once. Watch.”
Malai re-sorted the columns by ship name, and the data told the story of fourteen different ships, with the Once Removed being the busiest. But otherwise, there was nothing special. Then he sorted the list by date, and the whole group breathed a collective, “Aha.”
Organized by dates, the list didn’t look like a random assortment of merchant vessels traveling between Manta and Acadia. It looked like one vessel making consistent runs between the two systems, as regular as a train schedule.
“Holy shit,” Townsend said. “That’s one delivery ship. And it’s making a lot of deliveries. And they are trying to hide exactly how many.”
Someone said, “But if they’re really trying to hide, why not change the transponder every time?”
Matt tapped the table, happy to be contributing. “It’s a pain in the ass,” he said. “Changing transponder codes is work. They are always in firmware to prevent the kind of hacking we’re talking about, so you have to pretty much rebuild part of the ship to do it. Even moving around among these three codes would be a lot of work.”
Townsend summarized. “We have a ship that works for a company we don’t like, that makes hidden runs from the rebels to Kay Station to here on a regular basis. You said it’s here right now, on planet?”
Malai nodded. “Departure scheduled for tomorrow.”
Brinworth looked at the first sergeant, “Top, it’s your call, but if you’re looking for suggestions, I say we need to board that ship.”
Andreu frowned, although that could have just been his default expression. “Why not just hack in from here?”
“We can do that,” Malai replied, “but the data is too easy to manipulate. It would be the port authority’s job to verify the manifest, and if Manta is the one hiding the deliveries — “
“They’ll lie about the cargo, like on Kay Station,” the first sergeant understood. “Yeah, if we want to check out that ship, we gotta board her.”
“Then we have to do it today,” Malai said.
“Can we do that?” Matt asked. “Just break in and take over a Mantiz ship?”
Malai had a suggestion there, too. “Well, sir, I’m not sure it’s technically Mantiz. Its registration is Iron Exports, which is big corporation, but it’s chartered by Chester Interstellar. “
Townsend leaned in. “Then it’s under our jurisdiction. We can go in as customs inspectors. Even on Manta, our customs teams have a right to inspect our ships.”
“Is that true?” Matt asked.
Townsend replied, “Call it a gray area.”
*
Amanda’s connection to Montjoy and Townsend’s Directorate clout made the set up fairly easy. Embassy codes on their vehicles gave them access anywhere they wanted to go on the planet with complete immunity from inspection, and within two hours, Townsend had several sets of the dark blue Union of Earth Customs Bureau coveralls delivered to the embassy. Thirty minutes later, when the members of the team looked at their own phones, they discovered that they all held various ranks in the Customs Bureau, courtesy of the Security Directorate. Matt was a District Administrator. Andreu was an Inspector.
Sauer looked at his new designation. “What the fuck is a fluid intake specialist?”
Espinoza said, “Like you don’t already know.”
“Stow it,” the first sergeant snapped.
The customs coveralls with their Union of Earth badges embroidered onto the breast pocket looked official, but they were a far cry from the combat gear and armor Andreu would have preferred. They could not wear their armor, but the first sergeant refused to go into the mission unarmed. Andreu broke out the weapons containers they’d brought with them.
Technology had advanced over the centuries, from sailing vessels to starships, from telegraphs to entangled phones, but two things had remained the same in principle through the centuries: the foot soldier’s armor and his rifle.
There had been advances in armor technology, but most of those improvements involved data collection and communications, with some circuitry located in the vest but most of it built into the helmet. Ceramics and synthetic fibers had improved, making protective plates stronger and lighter, but battle suits and power armor were still the stuff of science fiction. The military had experimented with them, but complex suits just offered complex problems in the field, and even if someone could design a suit that was soldier-proof, no one could get around the energy paradox: to power the suit, you needed to carry heavy batteries. To carry heavy batteries, you needed a bigger suit. But a bigger suit needed more batteries. It just didn’t make sense when you could use robots and tanks for the heavy work. In the end, the military had settled on simplicity. Armor was low-tech body shielding and Marine muscle provided the power.
As with armor, rifles still worked on basic principles that had been developed centuries before, although they did enjoy critical improvements in caliber and muzzle velocity, with new alloys offering greater penetrative and destructive power. But it was still a rifle: a simple mechanical firing platform into which the soldier inserted a stack of projectiles with self-contained propellant. On the path to progress, the hand laser had been left by the side of the road right next to powered armor. Rifles were relatively light-weight, required no outside energy source, and you could teach maintenance and repairs to the lowest common denominator, or what Marine First Sergeant Andreu referred to as “the Army.”
Even so, the infiltration team would have to forgo even this basic equipment. Armor wouldn’t fit under the Customs uniforms, and Customs agents did not carry rifles. But Andreu had a solution for that. They requisitioned a large, generic, hard-sided travel case on wheels from the embassy maintenance staff and stowed six rifles inside it. For comms, they wore simple ear buds and throat mics. Andreu also issued a pistol to every member of the team. The possession of sidearms by Customs agents varied based on rank and purpose, but overall they shouldn’t attract too much attention.
For the team, Andreu selected himself; Sauer; Dubchek, the team medic, Brinworth; and, to their surprise, Matt and Townsend. Matt didn’t ask why he was on the team, but the shift of his shoulders must have given something away, because the first sergeant said, “It’s on the ground, but it’s still an extra-atmo ship, sir. I’d like you to be there in case we need your experience.” There was no hint of the usual sarcasm in the non-com’s voice. When Andreu talked business, he was all business. Matt nodded.
Andreu appointed the remaining two commandos, Malai and Espinoza, to stay at the embassy with Amanda.
“But I’m going,” Amanda said firmly. “I need to see this.”
“No, ma’am,” the first sergeant said.
“But — “
“The mission brief says you are in overall command, but the tactical team is mine. Plus, I am leaving Malai and Espinoza here to work electronic intrusion, and your assistance has already proved useful there. I’d like you to help them.”
Andreu delivered every word with the same Gallic sneer, so it took Amanda a moment to realize that he’d complimented her. “Oh,” she conceded reluctantly. “That makes sense.”
As the others finished packing their gear, Matt moved toward Amanda like an object in orbit. She was making an effort to bury her emotions, but Matt had been an executive officer long enough to read the attitude hidden under protocol. While the others carried equipment to their transport, he asked, “You okay?”
Amanda, no less adept at reading people, had seen him coming. “Sure. Yes.”
“Because this thing about your father. That could hit pretty hard. If it’s true.”
“You don’t know my father,” she half laughed, half spat. “It’s true."
“I looked him up. Pretty much every news burst says he’s the richest man in the universe.”
She nodded. “He’s up there. And not by accident.”
“So he’s a tough business man. But you really think he’s a secessionist?”
Amanda made herself verbalize the thoughts she’d been having, not exactly because she was convinced of them, but because she felt better having them out in the open air rather than roiling around inside her. “I don’t think he’s loyal to anything but his own vision. And anything that isn’t part of that vision is expendable. Including the Union.”
“He must have been interesting to grow up with.”
She almost looked angry at him. “You don’t have to patronize me. He’s a bastard. Pick your father on his worst day and mine was — oh, sorry.” Her face made a complicated transition. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”
He waved her off. “Neither one of us needs to be patronized. My dad died a long time ago.”
“I read up on him, too. That was a tragedy but, well, I know you’ve heard it before, but he was a hero. It never seems fair the way the universe chews up the good people and lets the bad ones succeed.”
“He did his duty,” Matt agreed in a tone full of pride. “Anyway, if your father really is involved, what are you going to do?”
She said, “I’m going to chew him up.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The Mantiz landscape wasn’t much different from the scenery of most worlds Matt had visited, except for the byzantine architecture and a sharp distinction between urban and rural areas. The urban backdrop of clustered, twisting spires ended as cleanly and neatly as a wall, and the view opened up into farm land, the line between one area and the other as distinct as the dividing line in the highway. The sky was bright blue, with high, hump-backed cumulus in the distance, drifting like migrating whales. Low-growing plants in green and blue hues covered the fields on either side, and a pungent, mildly unpleasant smell seeped through the roller’s vents.
Andreu wrinkled his nose. “What the fuck do they eat here, farts?”
“It might smell like roses to them, Top,” Sauer said.
“I don’t eat roses, either.”
“I bet it’s because of the hive mentality,” Matt said. When he saw everyone looking at him quizzically, he explained. “The change from the city to the country, I mean. There were no suburbs. Just dense packs of buildings, then suddenly open country. I’m guessing they like to live close to one another.”
“Me, I’d start throwing elbows,” Brinworth said.
The traffic thinned out as they left the city. They passed occasional drivers in rollers similar to theirs, but more often they shared the highway with larger transport vehicles or they had the road to themselves. The hum of the roller lulled the group and they drove on without speaking. Andreu had insisted on radio silence except for brief, regular check-ins.
After thirty minutes, they began to see dark specks and bright flares above the horizon. Then a sprawling complex of buildings grew out of the ground, and the specks and flares developed into ships launching and landing. The port was incredibly busy, with atmospheric fliers taking off and landing in unbroken strings. Larger vacuum ships launched at less frequent, but far more dramatic, intervals, their quick acceleration leaving contrails and sonic booms in their wakes.
“Busier than Edwards,” Brinworth said.
“Busier than fucking JFK Orbital,” Andreu added.
According to Malai’s intel, the Once Removed was docked at a cargo terminal away from the public transportation hub. The main hub was a massive central dome covered in photovoltaic panels, with two multi-segmented terminals jutting out from either side, beveled and gleaming with view windows. A satellite photo of the port made it look like a bejeweled necklace. This large complex accommodated passengers and provided arrival and departure gates for shuttles. One terminal was dedicated to sub-orbital travel, while the other carried travelers up the gravity well to waiting interstellar vessels.
Next to the massive hub was an annex made up of many individual buildings, this area much more utilitarian and much less dedicated to comfort. Rows of circular, roofless structures about fifty meters in diameter rose out of the ground like pox that had burst open. The colors were industrial grays and beige, and the roads were cracked nanocrete lacking in any roadside decor or flora. Each of these big, open blisters was a landing bay, where medium-sized cargo ships like the Hardlight, capable of both sub-orbital and extra-planetary travel, could touch down.
The driver navigated several complex interchanges and they veered away from the main hub and toward the cargo annex. They passed only one large cargo vehicle, traveling in the opposite direction. They arrived at a closed gate, but the roller talked to the barrier’s MINT and identified itself as an embassy vehicle, and they passed through with little more than a wave from the Mantiz guard at his kiosk.
“Take us to a general parking area,” Andreu ordered. “Something that might lead to any of these landing bays.”
The driver pulled up into the ground level of a tiered parking structure. Andreu activated a satellite relay and spoke briefly. “Checkmate Six this is Checkmate Seven.               How is the weather, over?”
Malai’s voice replied, “Checkmate Seven, the weather’s not bad. A little unpredictable.”
Andreu’s brow turned to angry wrinkles. “We could use a fucking forecast. Now.”
“Roger, Checkmate Seven. If you need it to rain, I can make it rain. Two minutes.”
“Roger. Two minutes.” Andreu switched off the sat com. “Get us to the hangar.”                                          As the car sped over to one of the giant blisters, back at the embassy, Malai dropped intrusion malware into the port’s network. He had to make it system-wide so that it would appear to be a general white out. The malware hit comms systems, alarms, traffic signals, and most importantly, air traffic control, and video feeds. Every camera in the port went dark. The intrusion had proved a little tricky for Malai, but not impossible. The hardest part of the software was that it was organized by and for a Mantiz brain, but Amanda gave a few suggestions that helped the spec ops intruder break through firewalls.
On the public side of the port, alarms blared and security stations shut down, causing delays as transport authorities prevented passengers from boarding atmospheric and extra planetary flights while they sorted out the mess. The disruption would be massive, but it would both disguise the team’s intentions and keep security far too busy to worry about a single cargo ship in the far-off annex.
While chaos reigned a kilometer away, the cargo area was much quieter. No alarms blared here, but the comms and cameras had also been shut down. The roller drove among several large structures, less ornate and more functional than the baroque spirals they’d seen in the city. A few showed large, open bay doors revealing interiors, some of which were empty except for support machinery, while others held parked vehicles. Around several of these, Mantiz workers loitered around thick landing gear near twice their height, looking confused or annoyed by frozen port authority systems and power shut downs. A few Mantiz rollers scurried away from hangars or storage buildings, probably on their way to yell at port personnel who suddenly seemed to have stopped answering their comms.
“That’s it,” Andreu said, pointing to the curved wall of a blister on their left. There were several squiggles and dashes painted large on the side of the building, the Mantiz equivalent of an alpha-numeric designation.
The roller stopped and the team exited. Sauer and Brinworth rolled their equipment container out of the back. There was a smaller, person-sized set of doors near them, and not far from it large bay door for supply delivery or withdrawal. The smaller door was open and Andreu led the way in, holding a flexible data screen with the Union Customs logo on it. The screen didn’t link to anything, but it looked good.
On the inside of the curved wall, they saw the Once Removed, a cargo carrier about twice the size of the Hardlight, but with engines that were less robust. She rested on six pedestal landing legs each the size of a tree trunk. The ship thrummed and hissed, but the sounds all came from secondary systems. The main engines were quiet. Plumes of steam passed out of the ship at regular intervals, as though the ship were a gassy old man. A long, steep ramp led from the ground into the belly of the ship. Two figures stood at the bottom of the ramp talking while a third pushed something up the ramp. As Andreu approached, a crew member walked out to meet them. She was a short woman with a square head, curly blonde hair, and a mouth twisted into a squiggly line across the middle of her face.
“Help you?” the woman said in a voice that was exactly as friendly as her scowl.
“Union Customs Enforcement,” Andreu said, his tone easily a match for hers. He showed his screen with the official logo. “We need to inspect your ship.”
The woman looked at him like he’d just said something in a foreign language. She neither moved nor replied.
“Ma’am,” Andreu said, sounding like every impatient minor bureaucrat who ever lived. Matt decided he probably would have made an excellent Customs agent. “We need to go aboard.”
“We already been inspected,” she finally said.
“Not by us,” the first sergeant said in a first sergeant voice. “Name?”
The mouth wrinkled up even more. “Delano. Captain.” She jabbed a thick thumb over her shoulder at the ship to indicate what she was captain of. “You need to call Inspector Zellensky about this.”
Andreu hesitated for just a moment, and Matt could see that the first sergeant was going to default to anger. Thinking fast, he leaned in to Andreu and tapped his own tablet as though something was written on it. “Zellensky is on the list,” he said meaningfully.
The Marine picked up on the cue and transitioned smoothly from raw anger to administrative disdain, which he did very well. “We’ll be calling him, you can bet on it. But first we’re going to board your — “
For a blocky, heavy set person, Delano drew very fast. The pistol came up out of nowhere and the sharp report cracked in the landing blister before anyone saw her move — except for Andreu, who threw himself sideways to avoid that first, hurried round. Everyone was reaching for their sidearms before she squeezed the trigger again, but additional reports sounded, echoed by ricochets off the tarmac and the steel containers all around them. Matt heard someone bark, “Ambush!” into the comm link in his ear, and everyone dove for cover as Delano chugged back toward her ship. The commandos began to return fire. Matt heard comments delivered briskly and efficiently through the link.
“…eleven o’clock, top of the ramp…”
“…two o’clock, pops out like a fucking gopher…”
“…ten o’clock, top of the landing strut…”
The ship had come to life with small arms fire. Supply crates and machinery in the landing blister provided some cover, and the Marines dug in and returned fire with the same rapid efficiency as their comm chatter.
“Brinworth, get to the rifles. Everyone else, covering fire.” That came from Andreu, and everyone responded. The air shook with cracks and pops as the team emptied their magazines toward the ship and the surrounding catwalk. Matt leveled his pistol and aimed. The same focus that made him a good helmsman allowed him to center himself and put sights on target. A figure on the catwalk blurred beyond his front sight. He squeezed and felt the pistol kick. He did not immediately look up to see the result, but when he did, the figure was gone. Brinworth sprinted from behind a steel crate, laid a hand on the container, and dragged it back to her cover. A moment later she had one rifle deployed. She sighted and fired, the bang of the rifle cracking like thunder compared to the firecracker sound of the pistols. Then she had a second rifle out and tossed it to Sauer.
The sound of gunfire was loud, but it was suddenly drowned out by the rumble of the Once Removed’s lift engines.
“Target the ship,” Andreu ordered.
“Plating’s too heavy,” Matt called back. Even simple transport ships needed enough armor to protect against micro meteor impacts. The rounds plinked off it like steel targets at a firing range. He was just glad the ship could not activate its Penrose Field while in contact with any other significant mass. The field would have done terrible things to organic tissue.
The loading ramp started to rise up into the belly of the ship. As it did, two figures appeared to deliver a few final shot and several Marine muzzles fell on them and fired.               One figure shuddered and fell off the ramp, hitting the tarmac just before the Once Removed sealed up tight.
The lift engine came to full power with an ear-spitting combination of rumble and whine, then hot air and gas blasted outward from beneath the ship. No one had to be told to take cover. For one deafening minute the commando team was overwhelmed by a maelstrom of heat, wind, and sound. Matt felt the blast tear at his eyes and he covered them with his arm. The roar reached an intolerable crescendo, then began to dissipate as the Once Removed rose out of the confined space of the landing bay. The commandos had recovered a little more quickly than he had and were already firing their weapons upward. The ship cleared the blister by a safe distance, and suddenly the sound of its engines was baffled by the Penrose Field, its telltale wet bubble glowing red in the evening sun. Sound waves penetrated a Penrose Field in atmosphere, but lost significant amplitude, giving the impression that the ship had gone almost silent. With the Field activated, local gravity loosened its hold and the ship shot up and away.
“Sound off,” Andreu said. One by one the team confirmed they were operational. Brinworth had taken a round through her calf when retrieving the rifle case, but Dubchek said the shot had missed her tibia.
Matt stared up at the sky in frustration, but he was already running numbers in his head. Andreu, as practical as he was impolite, said, followed his gaze and growled,               “They’re not fucking coming back, sir.”
Matt replied irritably, “I’m trying to figure out if we can run that ship down. We still need evidence.”
“Maybe not,” Brinworth said. She pointed at a meter squared metal cube she’d used as cover. The side was stenciled with the same castle logo they’d seen at Kay Station. “Chester Interstellar.”
Dubchek hurried across the tarmac, covered by Sauer, and checked on the figure that had dropped from the ship. “E.K.I.A.,” he said over the link. “Someone got him center mass.”
“That was me,” said all of the Marines at the same time.
“We need to go,” Andreu said. “Get a picture and a swab. We’re out of here.”
The commandos returned to their roller and hurried away. For all the noise the firefight had made, they hadn’t attracted any attention. The ship’s engines had drowned out most of the sound, and the landing bays were large enough, and spread out enough, that no one else had seen anything. They knew that the Once Removed couldn’t contact anyone in the port via their own comms because the port’s comms were down, and that should give them enough time to get away.
The drive back was all taciturn silence broken by short bouts of debrief that dissolved into quiet reflection. Some of the discussions were soldiers letting off steam. Others were professional analysis, mostly debating whether or not they’d been set up.
“No way some transport crew was that ready for a firefight —“
“—- had to be an ambush — “
“ — couldn’t shoot for shit, though, they aimed like amateurs —“
“—see that troll lady draw? She knew her shit — “
“— no snipers, no one blocking our exfil—-“
Andreu, who normally hated chatter, let the arguments rise and fall. It was good to let the team blow off steam. They would do a real debrief once they were secure inside the embassy perimeter.
The trip back was uneventful. Brief contacts with the embassy staff confirmed that the space port’s black out was all over the news, but no one had publicly ascribed any blame. With input from both Amanda and Montjoy, Malai had used codes that would hint at a local Mantiz clan, but they didn’t know if it would stick, and they didn’t care, as long as no evidence pointed directly toward Union interference. The bottom line was that no one, for the moment, was discussing an actual raid on a cargo ship, or a bunch of suspicious looking Union of Earth customs agents. Despite the apparent success, the team didn’t truly relax until they passed inside the embassy walls.
“Dubchek, get that swab analyzed,” Andreu said. “I want an ID on that body.”
The Marine nodded and took the samples to the embassy’s med bay.
Amanda was waiting for them impatiently in the conference room. She had just enough self discipline not to grab Matt or Townsend by the shoulders and shake the information out of them, but she looked like she was anxious. Philip Montjoy sat beside her, nothing in his usually languid pose betraying any stress at all. Matt, Townsend, and Andreu all sat down across from them.
“The ship launched before we could board it. There was a firefight,” Andreu reported. He described the battle at the landing blister, from the captain’s first shot to the body left on the tarmac. He ended with a comment to the ambassador. “With the cameras down, I don’t see how anything could be linked back to the Union. We left shell casing behind, but the ammo is pretty common. I don’t know about the Mantiz, but pirates and corporate enforcers use it as often as the Union does.”
Montjoy shrugged that off as a detail that could be managed. “Are you saying you found no evidence?”
“We’re not saying that at all,” Townsend replied. “We got photos of two supply containers on the ground. Both of them had the Chester Interstellar logo on them — “
At that moment, there was a knock on the door and Dubchek poked his head in. Andreu nodded him all the way in, and the Marine went over to the first sergeant, said something quietly, and handed him a data pad.
Andreu looked to Matt and pointed at the datapad. “Go ahead,” Matt said grimly.
“The DNA swab came back from that body. Union citizenship records show a match with a man named Gonzalo Renteria, colonial citizen of Iberia. Employed by Chester Interstellar.”
Amanda’s mouth formed a thin line and her jaw clenched. She muttered something under her breath that might have been “bastard,” but no one could be sure.                            
Townsend heaved a sigh and ran a palm over his smooth head. “Something?”
She shook her head, still talking half to herself. “He tried to get me off the assignment.” Then, more clearly: “He tried to talk me out of this. He suggested the whole thing was a wild goose chase.”
“He might have had other motives,” Townsend said simply. When she didn’t respond, he explained, “He might not have wanted his daughter doing something dangerous. Look, everyone, no one’s going to accuse me of being a shrinking violet, but I’m not exactly thrilled about getting on the horn to my bosses to accuse the richest man on the planet of treason. I could use some perspective here.” He looked at Montjoy. “What do you think?”
The ambassador looked concerned or, rather, the dilemma had roused a mild interest in him, which was more than could be said of any other topic, including a literal firefight in his political backyard. “I’m on record. Joel Chester is a friend, but I can think of ways he would profit from secession. I suspect your best bet is to focus on him.“
“Commander Ryder?” Townsend asked. “You look like you have something on your mind.”
Matt was startled out of his own thoughts. “I was just thinking that something isn’t sitting               right with me.”
“You don’t think Joel Chester is involved?”
Matt waived that comment away. “I barely know who Joel Chester is. I’m saying the whole situation doesn’t sit right with me. I mean, doesn’t this all seem pretty easy?”
“You got into a shoot out,” Montjoy pointed out.
“Where no one got killed. On our side, at least,” Matt replied.
“Wasn’t one of your people wounded?” the diplomat pointed out.
There was a pause, into which Andreu, of all people, announced, “The commander might be right.”
Townsend raised an eyebrow. The first sergeant explained, “Something was off. How were they so ready to shoot, but so bad at hitting us?”
“Don’t smugglers usually go armed?” Montjoy asked.
Andreu tilted his head in a skeptical pose. “Maybe, but they don’t usually want to get into firefights. And we hadn’t even pushed hard before that bitch shot at me. They were ready for something.”
Matt added, “What gets me is the ship got away before we had a good look at it. They were ready to take off.” He leaned into his answer. “Look, you asked my opinion, so I’m telling you. Space ships don’t just take off. When I took the Hardlight up the first time, I ran about twenty minutes of safety checks before launch, and that was just me, flying solo, on a trip that barely left orbit.” He jabbed a thumb toward a wall as though the Once Removed was just beyond it. “That ship wasn’t scheduled to launch until tomorrow. They were still packing crates. But they shot up the gravity well like it’s a picnic. That doesn’t seem right.”
“You’re suggesting they were ready for us — “
“Which is ridiculous,” Montjoy interjected.
“— so then why not just take off before we got there?” Townsend summarized. “Why wait until we show up, then take off?”
Matt said, “I don’t know. I don’t even know if I’m right. But I am sure that I’d like another look at that ship. A real look.”
Montjoy tapped the table. “Gentlemen, there is evidence right here on the ground. You have a ship’s manifest implicating Chester Interstellar. Visual evidence implicating the same company. And a dead body that used to work for them. This sounds more like Joel Chester than the Mantiz.”
Matt looked determined. “So let’s track the ship down and verify it.”
“It’s gone,” Montjoy pointed out.
“The Hardlight can catch it. A transport like that can push maybe two gees. The Hardlight makes five. I can get it before it gets far enough out to jump, if I leave in the next couple of hours.”
Andreu asked, “Sir, how do we board her? We don’t have a gunship, so we got no way to force them to pull over.”
Townsend made a thoughtful noise. “I have an idea about that."
“This sounds ridiculous,” Montjoy commented.
Townsend explained himself. “First thing, if we catch that ship and get more intel, that’s good for us. Second thing, I have no objection to going after some assholes who just shot at me. Third thing, well, it might be a chance to field test some new equipment.”
Amanda said, “But first, you should get on the phone to your bosses and tell them about my father.”
Townsend looked genuinely startled. “What? You want me to — “
“Shouldn’t you pass on the information right away?”
The Directorate man pulled out the challenge coin from his pocket and rubbed it. She’d seen him do that before. It was a nervous habit with him. “Well, seeing as how he’s one of the most powerful people in the galaxy, I was going to wait —“
“That’s what everyone does, and I hate it,” Amanda said with real and sudden passion. “Don’t wait. Send what we have now.”
“I’m afraid I agree with Mandy,” Montjoy said.
“You hate your father that much…” Townsend started to say, but he trailed off with a small shake of his head and dropped his coin back into his pocket. “Okay.”
“I’ll give you access to our phone,” Montjoy said.
Townsend nodded. “After the call, I’ll explain my idea to you, Commander."
“Sounds good,” Matt said, not sure what Townsend meant but willing to find out.                                           Montjoy said, “One thing, Commander. I have no way to track a departing ship. So I can’t help you find the Once Removed.”
Matt replied, “That’s okay, I have an idea.”




CHAPTER FORTY

Kowal watched his screen come to life with the images of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs back on Earth, with the President’s watery-eyed Chief of Staff in the foreground. “Stand by for the President, Commodore,” the Chairman, General Gasana, said.
The men on screen glanced stage left and stood.
“Take your seats,” said a rough voice. Kowal recognized it, though he’d never before spoken directly to President Wilkens. The Union leader appeared on screen, his broad athlete’s face, now turning just a little softer in his later years, staring at Kowal through a frown. The screen automatically zoomed out, accommodating four uniformed figures in the background and Wilkens and Merker in front, along with General Gasana.
Wilkens had a reputation for being succinct. “I’ve been briefed on the basics, Commodore,” he said into the screen. “Your commanding officer is out of the action and his flagship is crippled. The rebel fleet lost one ship, but you lost three, plus you have more out of action for serious repairs. But some of these gentlemen — “ he said the word like it meant something else — “tell me that’s a victory. How the hell is that a victory, Commodore?”
Kowal cleared his throat. ‘Sir. I might not call Admiral Popov’s actions a complete victory. The rebel commander knows his tactics and executed well. But if I understand the Joint Chiefs’ summarization, it was not a victory for the enemy, either. We can afford to lose more ships than they can.”
“But you didn’t take those shipyards back,” Wilkens said.
“No, sir, but it will take the enemy weeks, at minimum, to refit any damaged ships, and months or years to outfit new ships. In the short term, we have dealt him a serious blow.”
“Well, then let’s make the goddamn war short term,” Wilkens snapped.
Beside the President, Merker perked up at some indication off screen. He disappeared for a moment, then reappeared and whispered in the President’s ear. Wilkens considered, nodded, and replied to Merker in words so soft that they were only whispers and hisses to Kowal. He thought he heard the word “Chester,” but wasn’t sure. Merker disappeared again.
Wilkens turned back to the screen. “Sorry, Commodore, there’s a lot going on here.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We have an off world mission that is providing us intelligence that might prove useful. Until it does or doesn’t, you’re our main weapon. What is Popov’s status?”
“Critical but stable, sir,” Kowal said in a deliberately neutral tone. “He’s still in the flagship’s med bay. The flight surgeon tells me he’s not ready for transfer to a medical frigate.”
Wilkens glanced at the uniformed Chairman and nodded.
Gasana said, “Commodore, you are hereby promoted to admiral. You will assume overall fleet command until such time as the Joint Chiefs confirm your position or replace you.”
Kowal nodded. “Thank you, sir. Mr. President, I’m honored by your faith in me.”
Wilkens grimaced. “Now, tell me how you’re going to win this fucking war.”
Kowal took a moment to hear the phrase Admiral Kowal thrum inside his head, but he buried his victorious smile like a treasure hoard. Then he said officiously, “Sir, I am sure the rebel fleet will strike Dan’s World next. Given the damage we inflicted, the Gwendoline docks aren’t sufficient for them.”
Wilkens was as blunt as usual, “And what makes you think he won’t kick our asses again like last time?”
Kowal had to exercise restraint to keep the annoyance off his face, and he congratulated himself for it. He didn’t want to explain his theory about the unexplained Q-phone link, because it would raise more questions than he could answer. So he just said,“We’ll know when he’s coming, sir, and we’ll lay a trap for him.”
*
In the next room, Chief of Staff Merker sat down next to Juanice Zhao, the head of the Security Directorate. She was sitting in front of a paused display screen.
“I’m on the line with our man who’s leading that Mantiz investigation,” she explained.
“Mantiz investigation?” Merker asked.
“Your Kumagai thing,” she clarified, “that turned into a Mantiz thing.”
“Right, that,” Merker said. “Joel Chester’s daughter.”
“And now Joel Chester,” Zhao explained. “Listen.”
The screen unfroze, and a powerfully built man with a bald head and keen eyes moved into frame. “Agent Townsend,” Zhao said, “continue.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Townsend replied. “As I was saying. We have — “ he glanced off screen like an awkward actor taking cues from a stage director “— we have some evidence that Joel Chester has been working with the Mantiz to encourage the Acadian secession.”
“What evidence?” Merker said over Zhao’s response.
“Sending now.” Townsend typed something on his end. Almost immediately, a file appeared on Zhao’ screen. She offloaded it to a data chip while Merker spoke.
“This needs to be airtight, Agent. Joel Chester isn’t someone you can just —“
“It’s him!”
Another person appeared on the screen. Merker recognized Amanda Chester’s determined young face and her sharp tone. “We went to check out a ship chartered by his company, and our people got shot at. He used a ship that has been transporting prohibited materials to the Mantiz. It’s him.”
Merker spared a moment to wonder how bad a father Chester must be to raise a daughter who disliked him that much. Then he said, “Understood. We’ll look into this. Merker out.”
The screen went blank.
Zhao opened the file and scanned it quickly. “Did you expect this when you sent her out there?”
Merker rubbed his watery eyes and blinked them open. “Hell, no. I thought I was getting rid of a problem. I didn’t expect her to hand me an even bigger one.”
Zhao nodded at the now-blank screen. “Why does she have it in for her father?”
“Have you ever met Joel Chester?” Merker asked.
*
At that same moment, Joel Chester was sitting in his den when he received a message. It was a confidential message over a line so private and so secure that only four people in the galaxy knew about it: the two scientists who’d built it, the sender, and Joel Chester himself.
It was in the nature of this device that the message came through slowly, but Chester could be patient when patience was called for, and he was soon rewarded. The news wasn’t good, but information was information, in the same way a poker hand was a poker hand. The trick was in how you played it.
“Bronson,” he said quietly, as though his body man was standing next to him. Bronson was actually a room away, but he appeared as quietly and quickly as an assassin.
“Sir?”
“Have my travel cases packed. The usual inventory. And get me a line to the Ursine. I might be going on an extended trip.”




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Matt felt out of his element in every way as he walked toward the small market at the corner, which seemed to be some kind of produce store. He knew nothing about Mantiz markets and nothing about Mantiz fruit. He wasn’t even sure how much he knew about Acadian fruit or Earth fruit for that matter. And he knew even less about being a spy.
The Union embassy compound was a quadrangle nearly a klick on each side, and it had taken him a good ten minutes to walk to the outer gate, then right along the fence, until the decorative iron gate bumped up against another building, this one much smaller but in the ornate style the Mantiz seemed to favor, with multi-tiered roofs, gables, and roof ornaments. He passed several such buildings before he reached the intersection of this street and another. There was very little vehicular traffic and no pedestrian traffic here at all, and Matt was alone on the walkway that bordered the driving lanes.
At the corner, he saw the produce market, much more functional and less baroque than any other building he’d seen so far. It was constructed of brown wood, or the local equivalent of wood, and although its construction was reminiscent of the same triangular, gabled roofs of much larger buildings, it had the appearance of something old. Matt had the impression that the archaic appearance was intentional. Having no idea what to expect, he walked inside. The shop was small, with three aisles, each sided with rustic-looking bins. The bins were filled with flora that his eyes and nose associated with fruits and vegetables, including the pungent blue and green bunches that smelled like flatulence. Up close, Matt could see that they were cruciferous and he noticed that their odor was just as unpleasant after harvest as before.
“Welcome,” said a Mantiz. It came from around a corner, hands opened in a universally inviting ‘I mean no harm’ gesture. The Mantiz wore a blue smock that would have looked just as natural on a human shopkeeper on any world he’d visited. The shopkeeper smiled, and the black cilia on its head ruffled slightly as though unseen hands were shaking them. “Can I help you, sir?”
Its English was perfect. The Mantiz’s delicate brown face smiled at him a moment longer, blinked, and then it said, “Are you from the Union embassy, sir?”
“Yes,” Matt said finally, looking around. “I came here to — that is, a friend recommended that I stop by here to —“
“Say no more, say no more,” the Mantiz assured him. “Let me show you something that many of our human customers find quite interesting.”
The Mantiz beckoned Matt over to a particular bin. Unlike the others, this container looked empty until Matt stood right up against it and looked down.
At the very bottom of the bin, all by itself, was a single flower.
With legs.
The blossom was bright yellow, with thick petals that reminded him of artichoke leaves. The flower grew out of a thin body, like a twig, with spindly legs. Matt couldn’t see a head or any organs that might have served as eyes or a mouth. The flower-with-legs tottered around the bottom of the bin, changing directions slowly whenever it bumped gently against the wall of its container.
“Is that an animal or a plant?” he wondered aloud.
“That is an excellent question,” a familiar voice replied.
Matt turned around to find Pritha standing next to him, her serene demeanor introspective, but somehow projecting throughout the shop. “What do you think it is?”
He looked at the curious, toddling creature a little longer. “I wish Amanda were here. She’s the real expert on your world.”
Pritha smiled like he’d told her a secret. “I hear Miss Chester is most impressive. But I’m curious about your thoughts.”
Matt took a guess. “I’d say it’s a plant.”
Pritha tipped her head, as though that was the correct reply. “It is a chloroplast, deriving its nutrition mostly from photosynthesis. But it has evolved legs so that it can travel to the best locations to absorb sunlight. My clan looks upon the imalamati as a metaphor for adaptation. Gentle but strong, wise enough to gather strength from an eternal source, our sun, mobile enough to move when movement is required.”
“What is your clan, by the way?” Matt asked. “You never told me.”
“No, I suppose I didn’t,” Pritha mused.
Matt waited, but she was more patient then he was, so he gave up and said, “You didn’t waste time getting here. You must have expected me.”
Her smile dipped at the corners. “There is no time to waste, especially after the incident at the space port.”
“I heard there was a blackout,” he replied carefully.
“Oh, the blackout was nothing compared to what it concealed,” she said knowingly. “But we need not speak of that. What can I do for you, Commander?”
“I need the vector for a ship that left atmosphere about ninety minutes ago.”
Pritha considered. “We can provide that information.”
“Can you help us stop it?”
Pritha’s cilia stiffened a little and she shook her head firmly. “We cannot. Interdiction would cross too many lines of authority.”
“Okay. I’ll take the vector.”
Pritha nodded. “Very well. But, Commander, there’s more I want to discuss. As I said to you before, we want to help you avoid —“
“When I get back,” Matt said, conscious of the Once Removed hurtling away into the vac. “I have to go now. Send the vector to the embassy while I prep my ship.”
*
A few minutes later, Matt ran breathlessly through the embassy to Monty’s office, speaking as he entered.  “Okay, I’ve got us help. I’m going to prep the ship and — “ he stopped when he realized that he’d interrupted something. By their posture, Townsend and Montjoy had been in the middle of an argument. Tension made the air in the room as thick as a gel rack. “Something?”
Montjoy said breezily, “We were just discussing the viability of pursuing that ship.”
Matt said, “I was just saying, I’ve got someone who is getting me their trajectory. That scow can do one, maybe one and a half gravities. I can push the Hardlight to five and —“
“Not the possibility,” Townsend explained, “the legality.”
Before Matt could respond, an aide hurried in with a small handwritten note on a piece of light, pebbled paper. Matt recognized the writing on it as a vector leaving Manta, along with a string of letters he guessed were a transponder code. He did a quick set of calculations in his head. “I can catch them. But I have to leave. Right now.”
“Where did you get your information?” Montjoy asked.
Matt glanced sidelong at him. “I have a reliable source.”
“There are no reliable sources on Manta.”
Matt couldn’t hold back a short laugh. “So I’ve heard. I’m going to try this one anyway.”
Montjoy sighed. “Commander, I can’t say I endorse the idea of piracy.”
Matt started as though the lean man had pushed him. “You didn’t mind when we got into a firefight boarding a ship today.”
The ambassador opened his palm and tapped it with his other hand as though pointing to some invisible evidence. “In that instance, you were posing as Union officials, performing an act that is actually within Union regulations. Basically, you were deputized. Or at least I could spin it that way. In this new situation, you would be committing an act of piracy, boarding another ship without its permission. In the Mantiz home system, no less. I can’t support this action.”
Matt opened his mouth to argue with Montjoy, then closed it and looked at Townsend. “Do I need his support?”
“Excuse me?” the ambassador said. His laconic demeanor fell away, and Matt saw a spine stiffen somewhere in that patrician frame. Montjoy straightened to his full, considerable height. But Matt was a commander in the Union Navy, and executive officer for the admiral of the Expeditionary Fleet. He wasn’t intimidated by a blue blood like Philip Montjoy. He spared the ambassador that one glance, but continued talking to Townsend.
“I don’t think I need his permission,” Matt said simply. “Amanda is running point on this mission. As far as I know, he’s not in my chain of command.”
Montjoy continued to speak as though the conversation were directed at him. He tried to wrap himself in his world weary cloak again, but it didn’t fit the occasion. “You’re coming on rather strong for a junior officer.”
Matt made an exaggerated scan of the room, then turned to address the ambassador directly. “As far as I can see, I’m the highest ranking officer in the neighborhood. And I’m captain of a Navy vessel. And I’m on a tight schedule. Excuse me.”
He walked out of the room, leaving Montjoy and Townsend staring after him. 
“That gentleman is going to make a lot of enemies,” the ambassador said.
Townsend eyes were still the door Matt had used to exit, one corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. “My mom always told me that making enemies was the best way to know who your friends are.”
The Hardlight launched twenty minutes later. Townsend came along because he said Matt would need him to understand the experiment he wanted to employ. When Matt asked Andreu for some of his spec ops team, Andreu had assigned Sauer, Brinworth, and Dubchek. He had also insisted on coming along himself. “Those motherfuckers shot at my guys. I want to discuss that with them.”
Matt knew that Amanda would want to go, so he took her aside for a private conversation.
“Don’t tell me,” she said. “You want me to stay here.”
“This is going to be a combat mission in the vac,” he replied. “Do you think it’s practical for you to go?”
“No,” she admitted irritably. “But this is my mission and so far, it’s turned out pretty lousy. I just sit around and hear bad news.”
Matt looked at her sympathetically. “This is your mission. And as far as I can tell, it turns out you were right.”
She choked back something bitter. “I thought it was the Mantiz, not my father.”
“I know,” he said, touching her arm. “Sorry.”
She nodded. “I need you to get me solid proof. If it really is him, I don’t want him to wiggle out of this.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Agent Batista of the Security Directorate sat in the monitoring room with his feet up, watching a video display of the suspect in the interrogation room next door. The display showed the man’s biometric readings, including heart rate, respiration, and brain activity.
The suspect had arrived on Earth using the name Marc Roussard, supposedly from Gaul. His four associates were all from different colonies, and had never met before this job.
Despite their efforts to hide, the systems that caught these morons were pretty routine. They were first flagged, along with several thousand other people that day, as individuals traveling alone to Earth, which was a very low level notice, and most people dropped off almost immediately as the systems linked them to various personal or business interests planetside. But Marc Roussard did not drop off, and his “person of interest” status kicked up a level when the MINT tracking all five travelers found only the scantest of background records. Human intelligence officers were alerted and looked at them, and that’s when someone noticed that all five, landing in different regions of the planet, had final destinations in or near New York.
Even at that point, most people would have been released from the machine. A quick search would turn up a convention, seminar, or entertainment event to which the travelers could be connected, and the alert would fizzle out without the travelers ever knowing they’d been examined.
But there was no such event. That’s when bored Customs agents actually became interested and pushed the investigation up to the intelligence services. Mid-level Directorate analysts asked for and received permission to put tracers on the visitors’ phones and then left them alone until, a few days later, each of the five received a data burst originating off world at roughly the same time. The analysts took their information to supervisors, who took a warrant to a fast-track judicial board in The Hague. The Hague kept several judges on call for just such urgent matters and those judges, grumpy from being roused in the dead of night, reviewed the evidence with bleary eyes and approved the warrants. Within seconds, the Directorate tapped into the comm satellites that relayed the pings, and downloaded the system’s short term records. The encryption took about twenty minutes for the MINTs and human cryptographers to crack.
After that, it was drone work and legwork. Directorate bots followed the five suspects to a warehouse, waited, and then tracked their roller as it headed out of town. Scans indicated weapons inside. At that point, the Directorate had the five visitors on enough weapons charges and customs and immigration charges to lock them up for a long time, but based on the decoded data dump, there was still more rope to give them. While the Union President’s trip was quietly canceled, decoy limousines were sent down Highway 373 and several special operations teams were dropped a kilometer away from the would be assassins. As soon as the decoy roller came within range, and surveillance video showed the hitters preparing their weapons, the Directorate moved in. All five were taken without a single shot being fired.
It had all been a matter of routine, but now they were hitting stumbling blocks during the interrogation. If hapless Marc Roussard was any indication, the assassins weren’t very good at resisting interrogation, but they didn’t seem to know anything.               They’d all been working off planet on various jobs, most of them illegal. They’d all been hired by intermediaries whose thin biographies and IDs were dead ends. Biometrics suggested they were all telling the truth about what little they knew of their employers.
Batista was just sipping coffee, letting his pigeon stew in the tank for a while longer, and planning his next angle of interrogation when another Directorate man came into the room with an expression on his face that could only be called a regretful smile.
“Something?” Batista asked.
The other man nodded. “We did a deep dive on the finance side. Tickets bought, money deposited into their accounts, all that shit.”
Batista rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell me you have something that simple.”
“Don’t let the forensic accountants hear you call it simple,” the other agent smirked. “It took some untangling, but we have strong indications that the money for these assholes all came from a non-Union company called Iron Exports.”
“Should that mean something?” Batista asked.
“Iron Exports has recently done a lot of work with Chester Interstellar.”
Batista raised an eyebrow. “Wasn’t it Joel Chester who invited the President out to his place?”
“Yup. And there’s more,” the other agent said, enjoying his own delivery. “There’s that off world mission. They turned up more intel on Chester. He’s doing some shady deals with the Acadian rebels. Word is he got turned in by his own daughter.”
Batista raised his eyes to the room’s dark ceiling and mouthed the word f-u-u-u-u-c-k. When he’d stopped cursing the gods for landing him with all the shitty cases, he said, “Okay, so we’ve got five members of the idiot brigade with clear intent to assassinate the President of the Union of Earth. Aside from the obvious conspiracy to commit treason and murder, the only connection among them is payments that might have come from a multi-billionaire, who is working with secessionists and also scheduled this visit and knew exactly when and where the President would be today.”
“That’s a good summary,” the other man said. “You should write vid blurbs.” Then he added. “What are you going to do?”
Batista shook his head. “I have to go arrest the richest man in the world.”




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The Hardlight lifted out of Manta’s atmosphere in a hurry. Matt plotted a course that would intercept the Once Removed in the shortest time possible.
In the ancient days of wind-powered vessels, there was nothing more monotonous than a stern chase: one ship pursuing the other, using the same wind as its quarry, and therefore traveling at approximately the same speed. Closing distance was difficult. A very sharp crew might tack more quickly and cleanly than their prey and narrow the gap by a few meters. A savvy captain or helmsman might sail a point or two closer to the wind and cut off an angle. And if, at the same time, the quarry was clumsy on the tack and let the sails luff, then it would lose speed, and so by slow degrees, one ship might reach within striking distance of another. A bird, flying above the two sailing ships, could watch as two white dots tacked to and fro on the vast blue expanse, and that bird with its sharp eyes might perceive that one ship, after long hours and days of chase, had gained a hundred yards on the other.
Half a millennium later, traveling among the stars and driven by the most advanced propulsion the galaxy had ever seen, it felt exactly the same.
“This is taking fucking forever,” Sauer griped from his gel bed.
“I swear to god if I hear you bitch one more time I’m going to crawl out of this rack, slither over there, and strangle you,” Brinworth growled back.
“Bring it,” Sauer said. “Anything’s better than this.”
They were already two days into the chase. Cycling from two to five gravities, with short spells at one and a half gravities for hygiene and nutrition breaks, the trip was miserable.
The Hardlight was closing distance much faster than the sailing ships of old, but because the distance was so great, she still seemed to crawl across the expanse, inching toward her prey. The Once Removed was accelerating at just over one gee, which meant her crew was traveling in comfort. About seven hundred million kilometers behind her, the Hardlight was currently pushing forward at four gees. Because the Hardlight was a much smaller ship with less mass but more engine capacity, she was traveling much faster. Three gees and up required the entire crew to remain in their gel racks with the MINT’s med systems monitoring them closely. Matt rode out the high gee portions in a mobile command rack that allowed him complete functionality. Crewmen carried out conversations and, among Navy watches with a long “spell in the gel,” they invented elaborate word games, most of them very obscene. Matt, bored in the cockpit, activated audio in the crew section to check in on the spec ops team.
“Jeebus.” Sauer was griping again to no one in particular, lying in his gel rack. “I feel like my face is melting into this rack.”
“It’s an improvement,” Brinworth yelled from across the cabin.
“Bullshit, I look like Dubchek,” the other man said.
“I’m pretty in high grav,” Dubchek protested. “It gives my perfect skin a few wrinkles and makes me more approachable. Otherwise, I’m uncomfortably good looking.”
“How can you talk like that?” Brinworth said. “I can only say one syllable words.”
“‘Syllable’ has three syllables,” Dubchek pointed out.
“‘Fuck off’ has one each.”
Matt laughed and closed the channel. 




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Agent Batista pounded on the doors of the Chester mansion. It had been a long time since a Directorate agent had pounded on a door. Modern smart doors were all linked, and government search warrants allowed them to override privacy settings and just walk in, but somehow the Chester house had blocked all his authorized overrides, so he pounded once and when there was no answer, he stepped aside as three uniformed officers hefted a battering ram. It took five hard swings before the big door cracked and gave way. The officers all rushed into a circular, high ceilinged foyer with marble tiles on the floor and four hallways shooting off in different directions.
There was a man in an evening jacket standing in the middle the foyer. He was an older man, but old in the way granite ages, weathered and hard. He had his hands out to his sides, open and accommodating. He was very still. Batista thought it was the stillness of a bear trap.
“Good evening, gentlemen,” the man said. “My name is Bronson. I’m Mr. Chester’s personal assistant.”
“Well, you’re probably under arrest, too,” Batista said. “Where’s your boss?”
“Not in.”
“Bullshit, we had his location pinpointed here.”
“Ah,” Bronson said implacably. “Probably because of this.” He held up a phone.               “This is Mr. Chester’s personal device. He’d given it to me for maintenance while he traveled.”
“That’s convenient,” Batista said angrily. He snatched the device from Bronson’s hand. “I’m sure this will tell me where he’s gone.”
Bronson dipped his chin apologetically. “Unfortunately, the maintenance I was doing required me to wipe its memory. I don’t think you’ll find anything there but the locator.”
Batista checked and found that the granite man was right. The phone’s memory was clean. Forensics might find something, but he doubted it. Fuck. “Where’d he go?”
Again, the apologetic bow. “Off planet, but I don’t know where.”
“Even though you’re his personal assistant,” Batista said drily.
“Not that personal,” the other man replied.
Batista shook his head. Trying to arrest rich people was the worst.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

As the Hardlight hurtled through space three days out from Manta, and Joel Chester vanished from Union space, dozens of light years away, the Ex Fleet hopped into the Dan’s World system and dove sunward.
Every scope and scanner in the fleet was tuned up to catch the slightest hint of Union forces. It was not in Jim Hollingsworth’s nature to be timid, but tactical caution was almost always recommended. In two engagements, he’d lost Arkansas and Austin; two of the most powerful and battle-hardened ships in human history, along with every man and woman aboard, gone. Each of them were worth three of the enemy and, in fact, had made the enemy pay that price for them. But the Union could afford to pay more, and he could not. Even so, the best defense was a good offense, so he’d decided to get the Jackson back on line, make basic repairs to his remaining eight ships, and attack.
 Capturing Gwendoline had provided some benefit, but facilities there were small, difficult, and ill-supplied compared to Dan’s World. If you wanted to write the script for a perfect shipbuilding system, it would be there, with the bright yellow sun, the two planets at the inner and outer edges of the Goldilocks zone but, most importantly the two asteroid belts that were essentially conveyor belt of ores and elements needed to build starships. It was the only system in the human sphere where the two habitable planets were mere footnotes in the local cosmography. The star of the show was the massive orbital shipyard that had been constructed between the two asteroid belts. Over forty thousand permanent residents lived and worked aboard the Dan’s World shipyards, plus an additional ten thousand transient workers. The yards could service twenty capital ships at a time, along with dozens of smaller vessels. Compared to the crown jewel of Dan’s World, Gwendoline was cubic zirconium.
Two hours into their dive, the Ex Fleet were in-system deep enough and long enough to have detected any Union presence. “Report, Commander,” the admiral said to Noble.
The big man half-turned toward him and said, “It looks like there are only three Union ships here, sir, and none of them are Home Fleet capital ships. All three are turning tail and running. One looks outbound, probably to hop and report us. The other two seem to be curving toward an orbit very far out.”
“Ship type and crew would be helpful,” Hollingsworth noted, sharpening the edge in his voice.
“Yes, sir.” Noble’s thick neck reddened. “The two ships establishing a wide orbit are Askari class frigates. The one that’s outbound is a Kami class destroyer.”
Hollingsworth blew through his mustache. “Both those classes are four decades old. Are they active duty or reserve?”
After a brief data dive, Noble replied, “It looks like reserves, sir.”
Hollingsworth considered. Did Kowal want him to think the Union was here when they really weren’t? Or was he trying to lure the Ex Fleet into a trap by making Dan’s World seem poorly protected?
“Ops, are we detecting anything that might even remotely be classed as a group of battleships?”
“No, sir. Sending you the update now.”
Hollingsworth watched the report scroll across his interface. There were dozens of small freighters, several larger commercial vessels in dry dock, and even four of the massive haulers, much larger than battleships, that actually carried other ships within their holds. But none of them could be considered significant threats.
“Give me another scan of the asteroid belts,” the admiral ordered.
That scan came back as you’d expect. Mostly cold, with a few warm spots that could be explained away by mining stations and smuggler drops.
“Are we detecting anything that might be passive sensors?” he asked.
“Nothing, sir,” Comms replied. “Nothing at all.”
Hollingsworth felt a knot tighten in his gut. Everything about this situation screamed “trap!” to him. These shipyards were the most vital element in the Union. The enemy couldn’t possibly have left them unguarded.
But you can’t hide in space. You could diffuse and obfuscate, but you couldn’t actually hide, especially if you wanted to attack. At the very least, a masked Union force would need passive sensors to track them, and that meant electromagnetic signatures of some kind. But there was nothing. Hollingsworth hesitated.
“Steady as she goes, sir?” Noble asked.
“Steady as she goes, Commander,” Hollingsworth replied finally.
As the Ex Fleet continued its sunward run, Hollingsworth found himself on the horns of a dilemma. The sprawling complex of the Dan’s World shipyards lay before him. He had no intention of docking yet, but with no enemy to confront, he had to decide whether to maintain combat velocities or slow to a controlling orbit around the docks. He could divide his fleet, of course, leaving one squadron to take control of the shipyards while another patrolled the perimeter. But the Ex Fleet had never been a large armada, and as much as Jim hated to admit it, the battles at Gwendoline had depleted his force. He didn’t have enough ships to create two combat-effective squadrons. They’d just have to move in with their eyes peeled for danger.
“Hail the docks, Comms,” the admiral ordered.
“They’re already hailing us, sir,” the communications officer replied. “They’re telling us they’re standing down all their defensive systems and surrendering. And they sound really scared.”
They damn well should be, Hollingsworth thought.
The Ex Fleet reached its turn around point, which was a critical moment in any military operation. Ships that slowed down got shot. That was one of the first things they taught you at command school. But if he wanted to take the shipyards, he had to decelerate.
Hollingsworth bit his lip, but it didn’t look like much more than a frown under the froth of his thick mustache. “Tactical, any unusual signals out there? Anything at all?”
“No, sir. Lots of noise, but it’s all low level. Nothing that indicates enemy warships.”
Hollingsworth checked one read out — the number of civilian ships flying in and around the station. He released his half-chewed lip. “Turnover,” he ordered.
Almost as one, the ships of the Ex Fleet flipped and fired their main engines. The armada began to change velocity relative to the massive shipyards of Dan’s World.
They were thirty minutes into their deceleration when Ops called out, “Engine flares! Five degrees up plane, four hundred thousand klicks!”
Hollingsworth was terse and businesslike. “How many?”
“They’re tight, sir, at least twelve.”
“Tacti—-“ he was about to say, but his tac officer shouted, “Missiles inbound!”




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

His name was Ed McCoy and he was unremarkable in every way. Middle-aged. Average height. Average weight (which meant a slight paunch, but not enough to make you remember him as “that fat guy you saw”). Brown hair thinning just about as much as you’d expect. Ed had served a stint in the Home Fleet, scoring right in the middle of all his ratings. He’d never attracted attention as a troublemaker, but his superiors never thought of him as having any potential, either. Most of his work had been in Earth orbit, with the occasional Mars run and once a trip out to the Oort station, but you couldn’t really call him a space man by modern standards. After his stint in the Navy, he got a job as a satellite tech for a civilian contractor, where his employment reviews were pretty much the private sector version of his Navy evals. He received annual cost of living wage increases, never earned a bonus, and was never considered for promotion. He was often late on his rent, but no more so than your run-of-the-mill deadbeat, and he was always strapped for cash, but not so deep in debt that you’d think of him as a target for loan sharks.
He was also apolitical, and if he even noticed the rumors and rumblings about some colony seceding from the Union, he couldn’t have cared less.
There were only two things that were unique about Ed McCoy. The first was that he had decided, somewhere back in his mediocre life, that while he would never go to any extra effort to make or steal a lot of money, if the opportunity were ever handed to him, he would take it.
The second, was that the opportunity was handed to him.
He had been approached months before by a guy at his local bar who, after several pretty superficial discussions about sports teams and women, made him a proposition. When the guy offered him a very large sum of money for one day of illegal work, Ed had already decided he’d say yes even before he knew the details. The details would have shaken the soul of any person with an imagination. But Ed McCoy had neither imagination nor soul, so he just said, “Yeah, okay.”
That had been months ago, with no contact between then and now. But on this day, Ed received a short message through his phone. It was an advertisement for a new music album by a group called Hubdweller. But Ed knew what it meant. He went to work as usual and signed out one of his company’s orbital shuttles, which was completely normal since Ed’s job was to go upstairs and work on satellites. If anyone had given Ed any thought at all, they might have wondered why he was taking one of the larger shuttles with the emergency pod, but even that wouldn’t have raised too many eyebrows. A dumber person would have let something slip. A more imaginative person might have shown anxiety. But Ed McCoy took on this task with exactly the same amount of energy and enthusiasm he’d applied to everything else in his life, which is to say, very little. So no one noticed.
Ed got into the shuttle’s cockpit and laid in a flight plan for one of the company’s satellites in geosynchronous orbit over the North Pole. That flight path would also take him high over the Alaskan tundra. Ed lifted off and soon was on his way, crossing half the North American continent in a short time, and just reaching the upper atmosphere. At about this time he made some fairly simple adjustments to the shuttle’s programming and flight plan, and set the autopilot. Just as the ship skimmed the edge of space, he grabbed a small overnight bag, walked back to the shuttle’s small emergency pod, got inside, and ejected himself outward toward a high orbit, to be picked up not long afterward by a cargo ship that soon accelerated out of the system.
The pilotless shuttle, which was on a direct line to a high orbit satellite, suddenly fell back to Earth, its path becoming a steep parabola terminating in the Alaskan tundra. The Alaskan wilderness had been designated as a nature preserve for hundreds of years, with one exempted spot. The United Earth government had built one road and one complex deep in the heart of the wilderness. That facility was the Quantum Communications Hub, and it had only one purpose. It was the holding place and relay station for Q-phone transmissions. Almost every instantaneous communications link between the homeworld and the various colonies, government agencies, military vessels, and private entities spread out across the galaxy, ran through that building.
And Ed McCoy’s shuttle was about to crash into it.
A number of systems and alerts sounded as the ship entered the Hub’s airspace. Warnings sounded, but they were ignored by the ship’s autopilot. Defensive systems were engaged, but the Hub’s security systems were focused on two main threats: ground based terrorist attacks from homegrown anti-globalists, and space-based threats from alien government entities.
The seam in the security armor was a ship authorized for low orbit work over that part of the planet. Security systems had tracked the ship, of course, but it was registered to the satellite service company and authorized for that sort of flight path, so no early warnings were triggered. As the ship descended, automated orbital defenses recognized the danger and turned their guns earthward, but it was too late. The shuttle hit the Hub’s main building, where the Q-phone racks were stored, at twice the speed of sound. One hundred eighty technicians, administrators, and security personnel were killed instantly, and the shock wave broke or bent trees for fifty kilometers around the Hub.
And, in an instant, the Union’s ability to communicate with its colonies and fleet vanished.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

At about the same time Ed McCoy was lifting off the ground, Amanda was picking up the embassy’s Q-phone line. I can press a button here and call anyone in the galaxy who’s connected through the Hub, she thought with no small amount of bitterness, but I can’t get a direct line to my own father.
Joel Chester never received calls directly. She called his very private account, but that only got her as far as one of his two personal assistants.
“Hi, Marjan,” Amanda said. “Can I talk him?”
“Miss Chester!” Marjan, usually so calm and collected, looked the slightest bit surprised, but she recovered quickly. “One moment.”
After a pause, the line clicked and she saw her father’s face, lined and strong and sober as usual. “Mandy, good to hear from you. You seem to be shaking all the right trees out there.”
“Actually, no, not the trees that I thought,” she said.
“Oh. I was misinformed.”
“That must be a rare thing for you.” She paused. “Dad, they’re coming for you. The Union government. They know.”
Now her father paused, his silver cap of hair shining from some overhead light. “What is it they know?”
“They know you are trying to break up the Union. They know you’re helping Acadia and working with the Mantiz.”
Joel Chester’s face did a curious happy/sad transition, as though he couldn’t decide with drama mask to wear. “I’m sorry you think that poorly of me. But I have to say, I’m grateful you thought to warn me.”
“I’m not warning you,” Amanda said brutally. “I’m telling you that I found you out. Now I know why you didn’t want me to come out here. You didn’t want me to dig up your dirt. But I did, and now they’re going to arrest you.”
“No one’s going to arrest me, Mandy.”
“We sent them all the information we had on your smuggling operations here. They’re coming — “
“Amanda,” her father said calmly, “I hopped out of Sol system three days ago.”
She almost gasped; almost said, How did you know? But she stopped herself. That would have been a retrograde question, and she was too much his daughter to commit that sin.
Of course. Of course he had informants. Of course he’d be ahead of the authorities. She forced herself to think forward. “You tried to talk me out of this investigation because you knew I’d find you out.”
“I tried to talk you out of it because it’s dangerous. Believe me, I have no desire to see the Union break up.”
“Then why is your name all over this operation?”
Joel Chester opened his mouth to speak. Amanda thought she heard him say, “Because the people who are really behind this are — “
And then the Q-phone went blank.
*
The Hardlight had another day of high acceleration, increasing to four and even five gees for as long as possible, taking short breaks to keep their bodies and their minds from snapping. They were reaching the outskirts of the Mantiz system. The only point of interest this far out, aside from their target, was a small Neptune-like planet with two moons. The moons apparently had some minerals of interest because two mining colonies had been established there, along with a small docking station. That docking station played into Matt’s plans as he studied the Once Removed’s vector through the system. He would need a reason why they were accelerating along a vector that matched the other ship’s.
It was time for the head fake.
“Vessel Once Removed,” he called out. “This is the Hardlight, over.”
The light lag was about twelve seconds round trip at this distance. At the thirteen second mark, he received a message from an annoyed voice he recognized as Captain Delano’s. “Receiving you, Hardlight.  You are going to purple us in about fifty minutes. And you’re moving pretty damn fast. Over.”
‘Purple’ was pilot slang. Astrograph screens almost always showed your own ship as a blue vector line, and unknown ships as red. Wherever they intersected, the crossed lines turned purple.              
“Affirmative,” Matt said in the best bored voice he could manage. “We have a life support malfunction. We’re in no immediate danger, but we’re in a hurry to dock at that mining station. We need an efficient vector and it happens to cross yours. We’ll adjust along the way. Just wanted you to know that we see you and you have the right of way.”
“See that you don’t hit us, Hardlight,” the other voice said. “Once Removed out.”
She wasn’t one for small talk. Not even a perfunctory ‘can we assist’ offer, he noticed.
Well, fuck you, too.
After the call was made, Matt flipped and began to decelerate slightly. He hoped the other ship would see his deceleration as a course adjustment and forget about him. They slowed to three gees for a while, then cut to two gees, at which point his crew could leave their gel racks.
All this maneuvering was simply an excuse to get the Hardlight, and Matt, specifically, close to the other ship. The typical range of the gear the Navy had grafted to Matt’s nervous system was about a kilometer, which had always seemed like overkill to Matt, since even the massive dreadnoughts in the Ex Fleet were only about three hundred meters long. The rationale the Navy had given was that pilots should be able to maintain contact with the helm even in the vac. Matt thought that anyone in the vac who let themselves drift a kilometer away from their ship shouldn’t be a damn pilot, but then, no one had asked him.
In any case, Townsend had explained during the chase that the next generation nanotech they’d installed in Matt had increased that range. In fact, the increase had been dramatic. Matt should be able to contact the ship he’d linked with up to ten thousand kilometers away.
“How do they boost the range?” Matt said. “What’s the power source?”
“You are,” Townsend said. “Same way the old system worked, using the body’s bioelectrics. This just uses a lot more of it.”
Normally, range was irrelevant — the interface was coded to a specific ship, and you were always inside that ship. Even if you could design gear that could reach across an entire planet, you could still only lock onto one vessel. That’s what the Secure Frequency Link was for. But with the opened-ended link that Matt now supposedly possessed, the max range was a significant factor.
“Because,” Townsend said, “you can link to any ship in your range.”
“So now I’m malware?” Matt replied incredulously. For the first time since he’d become a helmsman, he became uncomfortably aware of biological machines swimming inside his body.
“No. Well, yes. But that’s not why it was invented. It actually started out pretty boring. The personnel division was looking for ways to streamline troop transfers, especially with the shortage of more experienced navigators in the Home Fleet. They tell me the current system is a pain in the ass.”             
“Check into the lab, get the nanites removed,” Matt droned. “Recovery. Insert the new set. Then run checks on the new ship link. Then get verified by the docs. Then verified by the C.O.” He shrugged. “It’s the Navy.”
“Yeah. Anyway, they were looking for a way to change the frequencies without flushing the biotech. So they started with the open ended creepy crawlies you’ve got.”
“Calling them creepy crawlies doesn’t help, in case you’re wondering,” Matt said.
“Sorry. Bioware. Then the cyber warfare division got wind of it and had this idea.                             If your system can link up to another ship, you can take control.”
Matt was dumbfounded. “We spend billions of dollars and man hours to break through the enemy’s firewalls, and this is all it takes?”
“We’re going to find out.”
Matt had to admit, he was intrigued. He had never tried to invade a ship’s MINT before. The idea was as alien to him as mentally taking over a microwave oven. Not even the Hardlight’s over-the-top personality construct could make Matt think of it as anything but a machine, and the augments installed in his central nervous system were just tools he used to interact with that machine, the modern version of antique haptic gloves. He’d served as a helmsman or operations officer on a half dozen ships and, once the nanites were installed, linking to those ships had involved no more drama than the biometric ID on his phone.
He sat down in the ship’s cockpit.
“Hardlight, I have a question for you.”
I’m all ears.
“I’m about to link to another ship. Am I going to lose my connection to you?”
There was the briefest pause as the MINT used some of its processing power. No idea. That’s outside my knowledge base.
“Townsend,” Matt said, calling up the Directorate man. “What happens to my existing link if I try to link with something else. I mean, what happens to the current link?”
The connection was audio only, but Matt had the feeling that Townsend was giving a ‘hell if I know' gesture, despite the high gees. He said, “You maintain the link. But it means you have to focus. The Navy guys on the project said something about ‘managing the split intention dilemma.’ That mean anything to you?”
“Yeah, thanks.” He ended the connection and muttered a few unpleasant words.
The split intention dilemma was the class room term for what helmsman usually called ‘focus or fucked.’ When a ship relocated, the navigator had to truly focus on the target location. Not just think of it, but truly focus. General quantum observation just affected the position of a particle, it didn’t determine it. But relocation actually caused the ship to be in a particular place. The physicality of it was enacted by the Penrose Field and the relocation engine, but the precision was provided by the pilot, as long as he focused. This concentration was required for the other activities facilitated by the interface, although the cost for mistakes was far less severe there. The bottom line was that for a helmsman during a jump, you just didn’t split your attention. Helmsman who lost focus jumped their ships millions of kilometers, sometimes lightyears, off course. Worse, they dropped them deep inside the gravity wells of stars, causing catastrophic damage to the Penrose Field and the ship itself.
But he wasn’t trying to hop, Matt reminded himself. He wasn’t really putting the ship in any danger. If his brain got fried, the ship would still follow basic commands from the rest of the crew.
Their vector now ran a few degrees off parallel to the Once Removed, and behind her. They were at seven thousand kilometers away, which was nearly bumper to bumper in terms of space traffic. Matt thought, Well, here goes nothing, and began to activate his link…when the Once Removed suddenly accelerated away.
“Well, hell,” he said. He flipped the Hardlight without warning, ignoring the “Hey” and “What the fuck” noises from the crew area.
“Prepare for high gee. You have thirty seconds,” he said into the comm. He waited twenty-nine, then pushed the Hardlight’s reactors up and felt four times Earth gravity shove him in the chest. His gel rack worked hard to compensate.
The Hardlight had automatically put telemetry in the upper left corner of his vision. The Once Removed had opened up a gap of another fifteen thousand kilometers before he could react, but now they were closing fast. The other ship was accelerating at almost two gees now, which must be red-lining their reactor. A reactor shutdown would be fine by Matt, but an explosion wouldn’t do anyone any good.
Townsend’s voice came over the comm. “What’s going on?”
“They’re making a run for it. They didn’t like us on their ass, I guess.”
“Can you catch them?”
Matt felt irritated enough to say, “I’m Union Navy, Townsend. I’ll catch them. I just hope your trick works.”
“It’s Union Navy, Ryder,” he retorted. “It’ll work.”
We’re inside ten thousand klicks, the Hardlight told him.
Here goes nothing, Matt thought.
Extending his interface was easier and more intuitive than he’d expected. Matt focused on it the way he focused on a hop, and suddenly he became aware of the other ship, as easily as he’d been aware of the Hardlight the minute he’d connected. But he was still aware of his own ship, too. It was annoying but bearable, like someone speaking to him while he was talking to a third party.
CONNECTION REQUESTED, the Once Removed said, mostly to itself.
Confirmed. Connect, Matt thought.
QUERY. ADRIANDEITRICH320474815?
The MINT running the Once Removed had not been given a personality construct. It spoke like a computer. It was asking if he was the current pilot.
No. Establish a link with me.
Matt had no idea if his commands would override the MINT’s basic protocols. There were no codes or passwords to enter because the SFL itself was the firewall. One set of nanos per ship. Simple. Matt was an intruder into a new space; Cain creeping up on Abel. There was a brief silence as the other ship processed…something. Was it deciding? MINTs weren’t AIs; they didn’t have opinions. But they did weigh variables within a decision tree. The delay went on just long enough for Matt to become nervous. He was about to call an abort, when the other ship sent:
 ESTABLISHING INTERFACE.
Suddenly, Matt felt the same ice cream headache he’d felt when he’d connected to the Hardlight. He winced, then felt the connection open up…
…and immediately it was like he was trying to listen to two different symphonies at once while naming all the instruments. All of the Hardlight’s data feeds popped into his field of vision, overlaid with all the Once Removed’s information. He jerked back in his seat as though someone had just jammed a book right at his nose. He heard both ships speaking to him; none of the dialogue was urgent, but it was all incessant. The Once Removed gave a dry, steady buzz of information about the ship’s status that played like a baseline to the Hardlight’s pop melody.
“Holy shit, that’s a lot,” he said aloud. He ordered the Hardlight to discontinue all non-essential data streams.
Sure thing, the ship said, and two thirds of the information coming from that source went quiet. That still left a lot of chatter. Matt used his own internal system to mute and minimize the rest of Hardlight’s information. He’d done that soon after linking with the ship, but something about connecting to the Once Removed had switched his entire system to its default setting.
“Ryder, is it working?” Townsend said over the comm, but Matt shut that down. He could only do so many things at once, and he already had a splitting headache. He also didn’t know how quickly the pilot of the other ship would notice his intrusion, so he had to act fast.
Shut down all comms.
He’d never tried to send that command through the interface before, mostly because it had never come up. Why would you deactivate comm channels inside a ship you are piloting?
The other vessel seemed to take a long time to respond, although in reality it was only a second.
COMMS SHUT DOWN.
Shut down thrusters.
THRUSTERS SHUT DOWN.
That was a command more in line with helm operations. The Once Removed obediently shut down her engines. She was still hurtling through space, but she was no longer accelerating. Her velocity was now constant, and the crew would be in free fall. They would also be freaking out. Matt liked to think that, as a trained Naval officer, he would have remained calm and worked the problem like a pro, but then he’d never had a ship stop listening to him and start shutting down vital systems like a New Georgia hooker who hadn’t been paid. And, truth to tell, he was having a lot of trouble of his own. His head felt like it was splitting open, the ice cream headache sharpening to a meat cleaver chop right above his eyeline. The Hardlight was on auto, placing almost no demands on him, but the dual connection still strained his mental bandwidth.
Matt steered the Hardlight into a vector that matched the other vessel. Despite their velocity, they were now at rest relative to one another. The butcher’s knife in his skull kept Matt from speaking, but he pinged the crew lounge to signal Andreu.
The Marines sprang into action with impressive speed for people who’d been compressed by high gees for the last several days. They scrambled into vac suits that fit over their armor and were in the airlock in moments. Once the lock depressurized, they unsealed the outer door. The bulk of the Once Removed hung in free fall about five hundred meters away. As casually as a man jumps over a puddle, the commandos pushed away from the Hardlight and crossed the vac. As they neared the hull, small compressed air thrusters in their suits reduced their velocity and they all made contact lightly.
On the outer hull of the Once Removed, Andreu clicked his heels to activate the mag steps in his boots. The other commandos imitated the motion and within seconds they were walking on the exterior until they reached an airlock.
“Ready to breach,” the first sergeant said into the comm.
“Opening,” Matt rasped. Just speaking tore at his brain. The dual link was now like a wild animal trying to scratch its way out of his head. He sent a command to the Once Removed, and it opened the outer lock. Once the commandos were inside, the lock closed and the room began to pressurize.
The inner door opened. Red lights flashed like cherries and alarms blared throughout the ship, alerting the crew to an unexpected breach. Matt opened up vid feeds inside the Once Removed and saw everything happen very quickly. Andreu’s team moved into a corridor and fanned out, teams of two swimming fast down the passageways. Matt’s job should have been simple — he was the eyes and ears of the team, using the Once Removed’s own internal cameras to warn the commandos of resistance, and to pass information to Townsend and two commandos held in reserve. But he found it increasingly difficult to concentrate.
Human beings, especially highly intelligent ones, can perform mental gymnastics, switching deftly from one operation to another, the way a master chess player can play multiple games of chess with multiple opponents. But in the moment the chess master makes a move, he puts his mind on that one decision because human beings can only focus on one thing at a time. But the unsecured nanites in his body, combined with the broadcasting equipment attached to his central nervous system, were asking him to focus on two things.
“Sir,” Andreu snapped over the com. Matt realized that the Marine had been speaking to him.
“Say again,” he rasped.
“Situation on the other side of the hatch, over?”
Matt gathered himself, located Andreu’s team in one of the passageways, and sorted through the Once Removed’s camera list to find the right lens. As he did all that, he saw that the commandos had already taken down several crewmen.
“Three crew,” Matt gasped. He pressed a hand to his forehead to keep his brain from popping out. “One of them is armed. Pistol. The other two have clubs, pipes, something like that.” He could see them from a camera facing toward the door. The one with the firearm had his back to the camera, the weapon leveled at the door. The other two bracketed the hatchway, their blunt weapons raised.
Andreu snorted disdainfully, but he kept this voice quiet. Compartments should be airtight, but any time a ship was not in vacuum, you could never be sure. “Can you unlock it?”
“Negative,” Matt replied. “They have a manual lock engaged.”
“Roger that,” Andreu said.
Matt watched from the interior camera as, a moment later, the hatch blew inward, propelled by a shaped charge that swung the heavy vacuum door on its thick hinges right into one of the waiting crewmen. The hatch handle flew straight at the gunman, missing him but making him duck wildly to the side. Four commandos moved in, led by Andreu. The gunman staggered up and tried to raise his weapon but Andreu put him down with a short burst from his assault rifle. The remaining crewman dropped his pipe and raised his hands.
“Secure,” Andreu said.
Matt acknowledged, then all thought drained out of him like air blown into the vac.




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

To Admiral Kowal, the missiles streaking toward the Ex Fleet were perfect. Perfect in timing, perfect in payload. He remembered being rejected by some snotty girl in the academy years ago, when she’d told him he was too arrogant or too boastful or some such nonsense, and he’d replied, “If I’m too much for you, go find less.” Those words had rolled easily off his tongue and felt just right. He felt the same now, as he launched his ambush on the damned rebel fleet.
It had taken enormous effort to lay his trap, and it had required the kind of discipline of which Popov could only have dreamed. The Home Fleet had hopped into Dan’s World days before, and each ship had established a station-keeping position ass-tight to an asteroid in the second belt. Those maneuvers, though delicate, had been the easy part. Then each ship had gone cold. Engines off. Thrusters off. Life support down to a bare minimum. And then they’d waited.
It was a point of pride for Kowal that he had, essentially, done the opposite of Hollingsworth’s own trap. Back at Gwendoline, the Ex Fleet commander had hidden his ships inside a massive hotspot, blinding the Union forces with a planet-sized sphere of radiation. Kowal had gone the opposite route, ordering his ships to go dark. You couldn’t really hide in space, but you could make such a small heat signature that you were lost in the hubbub of an active mining system. All it took was a fleet full of disciplined sailors and a commander willing to drive them toward excellence.
Kowal even turned off passive sensors, just in case Hollingsworth found a way to detect them. But he didn’t think he’d need them. And, sure enough, the moment came.
“Sir!” Comms announced. “We just received another piggybacked Q-phone signal. This time, the coordinates are here!”
There was no sign of the rebel fleet yet. At Kowal's order, every crewman in his fleet had donned a vac suit, and they’d dropped reactor output and life support to near zero. They were as cold as a collection of ships could be in space. From there, they’d watched and waited, and sure enough, the Ex Fleet appeared.
Kowal couldn’t explain how they were receiving these messages. Maybe there was a traitor onboard Virginia; someone secretly loyal to the Union? He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. Hollingsworth was here. Kowal watched eagerly as the rebel ships moved sunward.
The moment the rebels flipped and began to decelerate, he had given the order to fire.
“Status!” he snapped now at his tactical officer.
“Sir, missiles are on target, but the Ex Fleet is scattering!”
“Of course they are. They’re about to get blasted by a salvo of — “
“No, sir, they’re scattering out into the civilian ship lanes!”
Kowal scaled his own internal display back and studied the graphics. Sure enough, all nine capital ships were breaking formation. Each ship was curving toward a civilian ship that was en route either to or away from the shipyards. It didn’t matter which. They just wanted to purple the civilians, putting them in harms way.
“That bastard,” he muttered. “Nishio, give me vectors. Will our missiles hit their targets or the civilian ships?”
His XO focused on the tactical read outs. After a moment, she said, “Sir, it’s sixty-forty. Probability is twenty of our missiles will hit civilian ships, while twelve will strike rebel targets.”
“Is that a shot by shot analysis?”Kowal knew that if they could determine which missiles would hit civilians they’d just abort those individual pieces of ordnance.
“No, sir, it’s an overall estimate. No shots are definitive.”
“Even the Virginia? Do we have her targeted?”
Nishio checked. “She’s humping a civilian transport, sir.”
“That bastard,” Kowal said again.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Matt woke to see Townsend’s face staring down at him. If he’d felt better, he would have jumped. Instead, he said thickly, “You are not a pretty sight to wake up to.”
Townsend smiled. “Good, you’re back.”
Matt groped for understanding. Unable to form a clear thought, he gathered sensory information. Sharp pain in his arm — there was an i.v taped just below his elbow. Lights and beeps — small screens broadcast blurry information near his head. Tight blankets and the feeling of cotton covering his bare feet. Tightness across his chest. His legs felt confined. Infirmary. A sense of the Hardlight tickled his perception. He was in the Hardlight’s tiny med bay, a room just big enough to hold a bed and another person. His head ached as though he’d drunk a fifth of peppermint schnapps. His eyes ached when they moved inside their sockets.
“You passed out.”
Matt licked his lips and was aware that his mouth was very dry. There was a bulb of water on a tray next to the cot. He reached for it, and only then realized that they were in free fall. The tightness across his chest was the free fall strap holding him to the bed. Townsend grabbed the hydration bulb and handed it to him with surprising gentleness. Matt drank deeply, then swished water around his mouth to clear away cobwebs in his teeth. When his tongue stopped sticking to his gums, he said, “Divided…divided focus dilemma.” That came out thick, like he had a mouth full of peanut butter, but his brain and his tongue were starting to unstick. "Both ships at once. That sucked. Why free fall?”
“We’re coasting parallel with the ship. Its engines are offline. You did that, I think, or the ship did,” Townsend said like a father praising his son’s throwing arm. “Nice work.”
“Did anyone ever pass out in your tests?” Matt said suspiciously.
“I don’t remember,” Townsend answered breezily. “But damn, I’m glad it worked.”
“We got something?”
Townsend’s mouth widened into a grin. “We got a lot.”
Before Matt left the med bay, Dubchek swam into the room and checked his bios.He didn’t look satisfied, but he disconnected the IV drip.
“You should stay down another six hours, sir, but I don’t see that happening. I gave you saline solution,” the commando said through a thin line of mouth. “Plus low level pain killer for the headache. Stay hydrated, sir. And don’t operate any heavy machinery,” he added drily.
Matt barked out a laugh. He unstrapped himself from the bed and pushed off in free fall, glad for the weightlessness because his legs still felt weak. The Once Removed was out of his head. Without its input overloading his system, the Hardlight’s data had fallen back to its unobtrusive background, only noticeable if he called on it. He checked systems and saw that they were still at rest relative to the other ship, with both vessels in free fall moving away from the local star. There were no other vessels nearby.
Matt guided himself down the corridor and into the Hardlight’s main lounge, where the entire team was gathered, strapped to seats or casually holding on to free fall webs on the bulkhead. Whatever combat adrenaline boost they’d experienced had long since faded away, to be replaced by afterglow.
“What’s the update?” he asked. “Any casualties?”
“Negative, sir,” Andreu said with a reaper’s grin. “Five enemy combatants killed, three prisoners, two of those with minor injuries. They are secured in our cargo hold.”
“I hear we got intel.”
“Fuck yeah, we did. Sir,” Andreu said. You couldn’t exactly say the man was happy, but the first sergeant was the least surly that Matt had ever seen him, almost post-coital. He was so relaxed that, instead of delivering a more efficient and professional debrief, he let the team tell the story. The details emerged informally as they talked:
The fight Matt had watched just before he passed out was the last resistance aboard the ship, except for the captain, who had barricaded herself in the cockpit. The commandos swept the corridors and compartments, took custody of the three surviving crewmen, and then laid siege to the tiny command deck. With Matt down, the ship was apparently following his last commands — no engine power, no outgoing comms — so Captain Delano was effectively trapped.
The commandos had breached the cockpit using shaped charges. They weren’t exactly explosives, which could cause more problems than they solved aboard a pressurized ship. They contained thermite and ate their way through the seams in a hatch. As the flare died, Andreu killed the mag-step in his right boot, raised his foot, and stomped the hatchway. It sailed away from his kick like a cartoon version of itself.
Captain Delano was ready. She’d huddled out of the path of the hatch, then leaned into view and fired her pistol at the first sergeant. This time she found her mark…but this time, Andreu was wearing his combat armor. The rounds flattened out against the carbon fiber chest plate, the force making him lean back in the null grav, with his one mag-stepped boot attached to the deck. But even at that awkward angle, he leveled his rifle and put a burst of rounds into her unarmored body. She shivered like a shaken rag doll, then floated, blood popping into the space around her like so many sad, red balloons.
“I’m just glad she was a good shot,” Andreu remarked, tapping his stomach. “She got the low part of the armor. Three inches down and she would have shot my balls off.”
Sauer continued the story. “Once we got into the cockpit, Brinworth went to work cracking the systems.”
Matt said, “You have to be careful about that. There are booby traps sometimes.”
Brinworth grimaced and everyone else laughed, except Dubchek, who said, “It is not funny.”
“It’s not my fault you weren’t magged.” She looked at Matt and sighed. “You are right about the booby traps, sir. I found the self destruct pretty easily, but I missed the back up trap that opened the airlocks.”
Sauer chuckled. “The whole ship decompressed and whoosh! Dubbie went with it. I had to take the jet frame out after him. Got him swimming about a half kilometer out.”
“What did you find?” Matt asked impatiently.
Brinworth said, “The manifest looks like it’s fake. I’m not an accountant, so I can’t tell you about invoices and stuff, but I can compare stated dates to the keystrokes, and I know for sure that the manifest shows dates that go back over a year, but all those dates were entered about two months ago. Someone just made them up and faked the log entries.”
“Tell him about the comms,” Townsend put in.
Brinworth frowned at being interrupted. “Yes, sir. We downloaded the communications logs. There is zero communication between that ship and anyone in Chester Interstellar. Nothing. But there are a lot of transmissions between the captain and several Mantiz groups, and also with some addresses on Acadia.”
“It doesn’t make sense that a Chester Interstellar ship isn’t communicating with its own company,” Townsend added. “We don’t think this ship was hired by them at all.”
Matt frowned. “That’s all good, but it doesn’t sound like enough.”
“I saved the best for last.” Townsend grinned like a cat. “We have this.”
He motioned to Brinworth, who said, “Remember when Malai ran down that list of ships. They were all the Once Removed, but under different names? One of them sounded familiar to me. The Screw Loose. But I couldn’t remember why until now.”
She pointed at her display. “This is video and telemetry drawn from the Once Removed’s archives. But the video log shows it as the Screw Loose. She was operating under that name when this happened.”
The video and telemetry showed another freighter approaching. The system indicated that it was the Tolkien.
Matt realized what he was looking at. “This is the ship that was supposed to dock with the Tolkien.”
Brinworth nodded. They watched the video as another ship appeared, and missiles flashed from a distance, obliterating the freighter. Except that the new ship wasn’t a Union frigate.
“That’s a Mantiz warship,” Matt said. “The Mantiz attacked the Tolkien.”
Townsend’s grin only grew wider. “We sent this all back to Montjoy. We’re waiting for a response.”
“Why’s it taking so long?” Matt asked.
“Oh, right, you were down when it happened. The Q-phone’s off. We don’t know why.”
“That’s not supposed to be possible.”
“That’s what they tell me,” Townsend replied, “but it happened. We have light speed comms only.”
Matt checked the data the Hardlight displayed in his field of vision. “Light speed lag means it will take just under three hours for the signal to reach them. What do we do with the ship?”
Townsend said “I think we should take it back with us.”
“That makes us pirates,” Matt pointed out.
“But they’re smugglers, using false identification and a falsified manifest. Plus, this is a Directorate operation.”
Matt asked, “Does that just mean anything you do is legal?”
Townsend shrugged. “Call it a gray area.”




CHAPTER FIFTY

Kowal watched his missiles streak toward their nine targets. But those nine targets were hugging space alongside mining vessels, cargo haulers, and civilian transports, much to the consternation of the captains of those ships.
“We are receiving distress calls on the general channel,” comms reported.
“I’ll bet we are,” Kowal grunted. “Get me updated estimates on the targeting.”
Nishio called out, “We have one missile locked onto the Montgomery with a fifty percent chance of striking the target without damaging a civilian vessel. Every other missile is more likely to do collateral damage.”
“That’s ridiculous!” the admiral snapped in frustration.
Nishio showed no emotion. “We can’t control where they fly, or what the civilians do, sir.”
Kowal studied his displays. Some of the civilian ships were trying to shake their unwanted shadows, but the Ex Fleet warships were far more maneuverable. They clung to their smaller shields like sharks unwilling to let go of their remoras. The salvos of Union missiles streaked toward those targets, promising death and destruction to the innocent and the guilty alike. He hesitated so long that his bridge crew turned to watch him, as though his conscience, grinding under the wheel of his deliberation, was projected overhead as visible as an interface map.
Finally, Kowal clenched his jaw. He’d wanted this surprise attack to work. He knew it would work, but he hadn’t anticipated Hollingsworth acting like an ass. Finally, he muttered, “All missiles, abort.”
There was a visible sigh of relief on the bridge as Nishio sent the signal.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Ambassador Philip Montjoy received an encrypted message via the satellite link. It was one of several he’d received from various Union elements in the Mantiz system since the Q-phones went down, but this one was of special interest. It was from the Hardlight.
Montjoy entered the appropriate decryption codes and let the system scan his biometrics, then he played the message. It was Townsend, delivering information in the usual arrogant tone of a Directorate thug. Philip had dealt with meatheads like Townsend throughout his career in the diplomatic service, these overbearing agents who assumed their work was more dangerous and difficult because it took place in the shadows, while Montjoy labored in the bright light of ball rooms and salons. In actuality, Montjoy’s job was much more difficult. Avoiding detection by skulking in dark corners and using assumed names was child’s play. Let Townsend try sitting across from a Mantiz satrap, manipulating the flow of currency or the opening of a trade route with a nod of the head, an amusing anecdote, a name dropped with both the charm of a compliment and the power of a fusion bomb. That took real skill; the precision of a surgeon, the timing of an athlete, the planning of a patassa player. The Directorate was a blunt instrument by comparison.
Townsend’s message gave specific details, but the overarching message was simple. Commander Ryder had been right to go after the ship. Joel Chester’s company didn’t seem to be involved. In fact, it looked like someone was trying to frame Chester Interstellar. And Townsend had clear evidence that Manta had attacked the Tolkien. Montjoy raised an eyebrow at that. Amanda’s people had done some surprisingly good detective work.
“You should brief Amanda Chester immediately, if she’s not already watching this video with you,” Townsend summed up in his recording. “It looks like we’ll be able to show a direct link between the Mantiz and the attack on the Tolkien. We’ll want to get word to the Union right away. If the Directorate acts on my last message, they’ll be trying to arrest Joel Chester. We need to put a stop to that. Townsend out.”
The ambassador clicked off the video and sighed. He had to admit that he was impressed. He hadn’t thought a sledgehammer like Townsend or a missile head like Ryder could have been so successful. If they really had found a link between Manta and Acadia, the political world would go supernova. This would have to be handled strategically.
Montjoy stood up and stretched his lanky arms so high that his fingers nearly brushed the ceiling. There was a languid strength in the movement that would have surprised anyone who saw him draped across an arm chair like so many clothes strewn casually about. It was cat strength, snake strength, lean and loose but capable of cunning and speed when needed.
Montjoy decided on his next step and acted immediately.
*




Amanda was fed up with being the lady in waiting.
When Matt took the Hardlight in pursuit of the other ship, she’d accepted the logic of his argument. She had no experience with fighting beyond some fairly brutal personal defense lessons provided by her father’s bodyguard Bronson, so she’d simply be in the way during a firefight. She couldn’t even provide assistance with her Mantiz expertise because the ship they were chasing was Union of Earth. She stood by begrudgingly as the Hardlight lifted off. Two of the commandos, Malai and Espinoza, had been left behind as her personal detail, which just made her feel worse. Not only was she useless, she was a drain on resources. Ironically, it had been Andreu, of all people, who’d tried to salve her wounded pride by reminding her that her perspective on the Mantiz had helped his team set up their assault on the Once Removed, but that didn’t do much to un-bruise her ego.
Amanda Chester was not the ‘do nothing’ type. That trait, she reflected somewhat bitterly, was what had gotten her sent to Kumagai, and to Manta. But her drive had never let her down before, and she wasn’t about to repress it now. She couldn’t pilot a ship or lead soldiers in combat, but she knew politics and she knew the Mantiz.
She also knew that Matt had been contacted by a satrap named Pritha, and that he’d met with her at the local galapti seller. So, with Malai and Espinoza at her side, she walked down the road to the fruit vendor. The humble wooden building probably seemed out of place to most aliens, sitting among the taller, more ornate stone and steel structures around it. But the galapti served both a dietary and a cultural purposeful the Mantiz, who preserved some ancient traditions for harvesting and purchasing fruits and vegetables the same way that many humans still loved to ride horses in an age of vertical fliers.
As she entered the store, she smelled the earthy, pungent odors she’d remembered from her previous visits to Manta.
“Farts,” Espinoza whispered under a wrinkled nose.
“What’s that?” Malai asked, peeking into the nearly empty bin with the walking flower. It teetered toward him, attracted by the vibrations of his voice. “Is that…is that a plant or an animal?”
Amanda said, “Its name is imalamati. It’s a good habit to stop thinking of things in binary terms here.”
A ma’dai appeared from behind a partition and approached her with a smile. The corners of his eyes wrinkled into thin white lines that stood out softly from his brown skin. She knew that to be a sign of age among its kind. The grocer touched the tips of its fingers together and its cilia dipped and rose. “Good afternoon,” it said pleasantly.
“Satya palong,” she replied.
The Mantiz’s smile broadened. “What a lovely accent you have, ma’am! What can I do for you?”
“I’m looking for Pritha.”
It was hard to surprise a Mantiz, and it was almost impossible to get one to react. The grocer’s expression did not change; its body did not shift; but Amanda was sure she saw some of the little white lines disappear as its eyes widened ever so slightly. She pressed her advantage. “I know she met my colleague here. I need to speak with her.”
By that time, the Mantiz grocer had not only recovered itself, it had made up its mind. “You’ll not find anyone by that name here, ma’am.” When Amanda started to protest, it held up one delicate finger. “However, I know of someone who goes by the name of Pritha, who often spends her mid-days at the Basilica Vitae. If you arrive at the entrance around the sixth hour tomorrow, you might find her there.”
Amanda returned to the embassy excitedly. That was as direct a communication as one would ever get with a Mantiz.
She didn’t see Philip at all that day — the man seemed uncharacteristically busy. But the next morning, while the Hardlight was still in pursuit of the other ship, she found him in his office, looking haggard. He was slumped in his chair with one hand in his thick, wavy hair.
“You look out of sorts,” she said.
He pulled the hand from his head and waved it dismissively. “It’s the comms blackout. It’s causing more problems than you might think,” he said,
“You should get some rest.”
“When it’s over,” he said wistfully. “When it’s over. Rest will be good.”
Amanda had never known Philip Montjoy to appear so burdened by concerns of any kind, but she decided it was probably good for him.  Either way, she had her own concerns. “I wanted you to know that I’m taking a day trip out of the embassy. I’m going to meet a Mantiz connection.”
“A Mantiz…oh, Mandy, I don’t think that’s a good idea. There’s a lot of tension in the air, with that unfortunate arrest of Commander Ryder, the attack at the port, and now the loss of communication with Earth…”
“I’ll be fine,” she replied. “I’m taking the two Marines with me.”
Montjoy frowned. “OK. But those commandos shouldn’t go armed. If they get stopped by any ma’at and they’re carrying weapons, I’ll never hear the end of it.”
“I’ll tell them.”
“Where are you going?”
“Just to the Basilica Vitae.”
Montjoy sighed wistfully. “It’s a lovely day for a visit.”
*
The Myriad Plaza was a wide park that lay between the Union embassy and the Basilica Vitae. Whereas the Basilica, according to Amanda, represented the Mantiz clans in their power and influence, the Plaza was a tribute to the workers: the ma’at, ma’dai, and ma’gri. Amanda and the two Marines could see the massive Basilica, a kilometer away but dominating the skyline, connected to the plaza by a broad promenade. The plaza itself was a massive circle, half a kilometer across, with three main walkways that intersected each other, forming six great wedges. Each wedge was a garden, carpeted in some sort of living ground cover.
“Don’t walk on it with your boots,” she warned the Marines. “Mantiz have a weird thing about shoes in their holy places. You can go barefoot, though.”
Malai, wearing a pair of casual slacks and a loose fitting shirt, looked around the wide plaza with renewed interest. “This place is religious?”
“Well, in the Mantiz sense,” Amanda explained. “It’s not divine, but it’s important, and they treat important places and people the way we treat religious things.”
The ground cover was more like moss than grass, and had a blue green sheen that looked oily in the afternoon sunlight. When Malai bent down to touch it, the moss gave under his fingers like plush carpet.They watched several locals remove their footwear to walk across it in slow, meditative strides. Scattered around the garden, they saw statues in white and blue stone. Some of them were very realistic representations of Mantiz individuals or groups. Others were much more stylized.
“So, this is all for the working class?” Malai asked, “to throw them a bone so they don’t revolt?”
Amanda shook her head. “They don’t have worker revolts here.”
Malai looked skeptical. “The lower castes always revolt, eventually. I’m from Mumbai. Trust me, I know.”
“That is a very anthropomorphic viewpoint. Human social structure is a combination of egalitarianism and oligarchy. The struggle between those viewpoints causes a lot of our wars. The Mantiz don’t have that problem.”
Espinoza looked at one of the statues, which clearly depicted three Mantiz holding firearms, one kneeling and the other two firing over his shoulder. “You’re saying those guys don’t have wars?”
“Oh, they fight, probably more than we do. But their wars are always clan-based. There’s no class warfare.”
Malai betrayed a little impatience. “So it’s like I said, either the upper class throws a bone like building a nice park, or they’ve beaten down the lower castes so much they don’t know how to revolt.”
“They would never even think of it,” Amanda countered. “Genetically, they see themselves as the support structure for those who can carry on their genes. And the breeding castes— what you’d call the upper classes — revere them for it. That’s why they built this plaza.”
She pointed to a group of five Mantiz walking down the same pathway where they had stopped. They were all dressed in utilitarian coveralls and carrying tool bags. “Take those ma’dai. Genetically, they’re a dead end. They cannot have children. So the best chance for their gene survival is to work for the good of their clan. That way their genes get carried on.”
The group of Mantiz saw the humans looking at them and nodded, smiling as they passed. Amanda continued. “All humans, unless they have a defect, can have children. So all humans are driven to succeed for themselves and their offspring. Mantiz see it differently.”
Malai chewed on that. “So you’re saying that — ack!”
Several things happened at once, and all very, very fast. One of the passing ma’dai pulled a metal object out of his tool bag and swung it at Malai’s neck. Malai, almost as fast as the Mantiz, saw the movement in his peripheral vision and raised an arm, but his block only partially deflected the blow and the blur-fast object still struck the Marine. Blood splashed from his neck . He spun away from the Mantiz, swatting away several more stabs until, a second later, there was a loud crack and the Mantiz dropped like a puppet whose strings had been cut. The sound had come from the pistol Espinoza was holding in both hands.
Amanda was just saying, “Ma’at!” but everyone else was in motion. The other four Mantiz charged. Espinoza dropped another one with a shot from her pistol before she was swarmed, two Mantiz grabbing her body while a third dove for her legs. All four figures went down in a heap. Then Malai stepped back into the mix, one hand clamped over his neck and the other holding a pistol of his own. Pop! Pop! The muzzle of his pistol moved in response to a reaction from the Mantiz. Pop! All three Mantiz lay still, and Espinoza climbed to her feet. Small crimson spots blossomed like flowers from several places on her body and legs.
“Are you ok?” Amanda said as she slipped out of her jacket and wrapped it around Espinoza’s leg, which was bleeding the most. The Marines had taken up positions on either side of her, their backs to each other, their bodies swiveling deliberately from side to side, weapons ready.
“Motherfucker,” Malai said. His sonorous voice had cracked to an angry rasp. Blood trickled from between the fingers at his neck. “I think he missed the fucking artery. ‘Noza?”
“I got poked like it was prom night,” the other Marine said with tightness in her voice, “but I’m in the fight. Those little fuckers are fast.”
“Ma’am, check them for weapons. Firearms, anything we can use,” Malai said. Neither Marine took their eyes off of the landscape around them.
Amanda finished tying off her jacket around Espinoza’s leg. She bent down and checked the Mantiz bodies. “No guns. Just knives.”
Espinoza grunted in satisfaction. “And look how well that worked out for them.”
The plaza had not been crowded, and the few Mantiz who’d been around them had scattered at the sound of gunshots. But now, as the three humans stood on the walkway with five Mantiz bodies lying at their feet, another group of natives appeared at the far end of the walkway, probably three hundred meters away, hurrying quickly toward them. They were dressed in official looking uniforms and they moved in unison.
“Friendlies or not?” Espinoza demanded.
Amanda looked at the approaching group, now closing fast. Who would attack them in broad daylight? Why? What clan would risk antagonizing the daughter of Joel Chester and a member of the Union administration? But then they had already arrested Matt, who was a Union officer…
“Ma’am! Friendlies or…?”
“Not!” she decided.
Malai pointed to the wide lawns around them. “No cover here,” he said.
Amanda pointed toward the Basilica. “Can we make it to that big building?”
The two blood-covered Marines looked at each other with equally determined expressions. “Good to go,” Espinoza said.
They ran. Two hundred meters was a good head start, but the Mantiz were quick. The three humans ran as fast as they could, cutting irreverently across the mossy ground, stomping it with their boots, leaving boot-shaped gouges and drops of blood in the moss. They passed the central monument of the Myriad Plaza which was, almost sarcastically, a depiction of three ma’gri caretakers holding their hands out in offers of help. Espinoza moved fast despite the limp from her wounded leg. Malai chugged like freight train with one hand covering his wounded neck. As they passed the center point of the plaza, the huge, domed and spired Basilica rose up before them.
Now they could hear shouts and hoots from behind, as their Mantiz pursuers called out to bystanders to get out of the way. They were getting closer. A single crack sounded, and a statue just to the side of the pathway chipped as a projectile struck there.
“No ranged weapons,” Malai rasped. Blood spurted from his neck wound in tiny fountains as his heart kept pace with his run. “Didn’t…come…for war.”
“Hit squad, close in work,” Espinoza gasped back. Her breath was coming in wet gurgles.
“Glad you guys brought guns,” Amanda said, also breathless. “Montjoy…said no.”
“Yeah, we forgot that,” Espinoza said.
More gunfire sounded behind them, but nothing found them. They reached the end of the Plaza, bordered by a busy street filled with rollers, its sidewalks crowded with pedestrians and confusing traffic signals. The two Marines had neither the time nor the energy to interpret Mantiz traffic signals or rules of the road. Malai wiped the blood off his left hand and grabbed a Mantiz he took to be female, then dragged her with him out into the street. She screamed; rollers screeched to a halt; and angry horns blared. But the traffic stopped. Malai let her go with an apology she didn’t understand. Amanda and the two Marines zigzagged through the chaos of halted rollers.
The promenade extending away from the plaza and toward the Basilica was broad, with two and three story buildings on either side, but compared to the open fields of the Myriad Plaza, it acted as a funnel. The avenue seemed to be for pedestrians only, since a string of waist-high stone blocks barred rollers from turning onto its broad paving stones. In the low buildings on either side, the occupants were slamming their doors and windows in response to the shouts and whistles coming from behind the three humans. The pedestrian avenue led straight up to the massive steps of the Basilica, but those steps were still a long block away.
As they passed the line of stone barriers, Espinoza slowed to a stop. Amanda and Malai turned to her, and a look of understanding passed between the two Marines.
“This looks good,” Espinoza said. The red blossoms on her shirt and pants and grown and joined like amoeba merging into larger creatures. Her voice still gurgled and she tapped her chest. “Think they nicked a lung.”
“Run it off, Marine,” Malai said.
Espinoza shook her head. “This is the choke point. I’ll slow ‘em down.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. But I’m not saving any for you.”
Malai turned to Amanda. “Let’s go, ma’am.”
Amanda gave Espinoza one backward glance, then turned with Malai and hurried up the street.
One of the many edicts that her father handed down, one of the many that she had hated but obeyed, was physical fitness. He had forced her into laps, push ups, squats, and other exercises until her hate turned into spite, and her spite became habit. That habit had continued into her adulthood. She was aware that she worked out only to channel hatred of her father. But whatever the motivation, the result was a slim, strong, woman who could run. And run she did, stride for stride with Malai as gun shots rang out behind them. At their backs, Espinoza was making a stand.
The Basilica Vitae rose up before them, the white walls of its facade probably a hundred meters tall, the alabaster spires on either side almost doubling that height. The cries and alarms had outpaced their sprint, but only just, and the Mantiz civilians walking up the wide, shallow steps to the entrance of the Basilica were only now turning to see what was happening. Amanda and Malai ignored them and kept running. The steps were shallow, but Malai was suffering from blood loss and the ascent slowed him down. They reached the top at a stagger. Amanda was just about to put a supportive arm around Malai when he raised his pistol and fired four times. Two Mantiz who had just appeared in the doorway dropped. Malai released an empty magazine, slapped a fresh one into place, and only then dropped to one knee with a wet rasp from his throat.
Amanda looked behind them. The Mantiz troops had now closed the distance and were within thirty meters of the stairs. “We have to go.”
She wanted to get them inside, but she wasn’t sure why. There was no guarantee that anyone would be there to help her. For all she really knew, Pritha might be part of the clan that was attacking them, but somehow the Basilica felt like safety. Malai responded, but his words were lost in a moist rattle. As they reached the two bodies that Malai had put down, the Marine shoved his pistol into Amanda’s hands and picked up a firearm that one of the Mantiz had dropped. He looked it over, nodded to himself, then worked a lever on its side.
They passed through a set of doors three times their height and entered the white-walled nave, which opened up in a breathtaking confluence of light, air, and sound that, at another time, had caused Amanda to fall in love with the Mantiz. Now, she felt violated and threatened. There were Mantiz in the space, but they were scattering in all directions after the shots Malai had fired.
“Get…position,” the Marine gasped. “Door…hallway…ungh!”
This last sound came at the same time as a gunshot. One fast-moving pursuer of had reached the doors and shot him from behind.
Malai turned and fired. The ma’at stumbled out of the doorway. More Mantiz streamed in after the dead one and Malai emptied his borrowed weapon into the bodies crowding through the door. Then the Mantiz gun made a dull chunk sound and went dead. More Mantiz swarmed forward. Amanda raised the pistol and Bronson’s “front sight, trigger press, follow through” mantra passed through her mind. She fired and fired and several Mantiz fell. The pistol locked back, that sound somehow very loud among the echoes of gunfire. She grabbed a magazine from Malai’s belt and reloaded, but she was slow. The surviving ma’at leveled their weapons and fired. Amanda flinched, but Malai stepped in front of her and his body shuddered as he absorbed the rounds. The Marine dropped to one knee. She finished reloading and fired and killed and fired and killed until the gun was empty again. But Mantiz soldiers continued to flow in through the doors.
With an inhuman yell, Malai staggered to his feet and hurled his bloody body at them, knocking several of them down. He stuck his thumb into the eye of one and it screamed. The other ma’at clubbed him and pounded him into the ground. Then they turned toward her.
In that moment the white nave exploded with thunder and lightning, the sound of a hundred Mantiz weapons firing from behind her. Amanda doubled over and clapped her hands to her ears as the rank of ma’at before her bent and fell like mown grass. The rank behind them surged forward and dropped at the second thunder clap. The echoes of those blasts resounded in the nave, then faded like a passing storm.
Amanda stood up, her body shaking, her breath coming in short, quick gasps. Her ears rang. She felt, more than heard, footsteps approaching from behind her and she turned to see a line of ma’at, their weapons at low ready. A single Mantiz walked toward her, but it wasn’t a warrior. It was a satrap dressed in an elegant robe, moving gracefully. The satrap smiled at her.
“Miss Chester, I am Pritha. You need to come with us.”
“The Marines…my friends.”
“Are dead. They died bravely, if that comforts you.” Behind Pritha, one of the ma’at spoke. Pritha translated. “My lieutenant says the one on the street killed fourteen of the Sityadolog ma’at. Three with her bare hands. He’s never seen anything like it.”
Amanda looked at Pritha, but she was too shaken to use any of her skills to read the satrap’s expressions. “Did you kill her?”
Pritha shook her head slowly. “No, we came to save you.” The satrap’s voice was calm and slow, as though she had all the time in the world, but she placed a hand on Amanda’s arm and squeezed. “We need to leave here, Amanda. Now.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Jim Hollingsworth watched the cloud of little lights blink out one by one as the Union fleet aborted its missile attack. But instead of feeling proud, he seethed with anger. He’d let the Union ambush him, and he’d been forced to act in a manner unbecoming of an Acadian officer and a gentleman. He’d had to endanger civilians in order to save his fleet. He felt embarrassed. And someone was going to pay for that.
“Ops, order the fleet to head sunward and down plane of the inner asteroid belt. We’re going to loop through the belt and come back at them.”
Commander Noble, looked at him askance. “You mean around it, don’t you, sir? Not through it?”
“I said what I meant.”
The Ex Fleet broke away from the various civilian ships they had latched onto and turned en masse toward the sun. The Union fleet was still behind them, but the scattered civilian ships and the massive shipyards themselves proved to be an effective screen.
Hollingsworth told his navigation officer to look for a course that dropped them far enough down plane from the massive ring of rocks to give the appearance of bolting from the system. He didn’t think that Kowal (assuming Kowal was in command now) would actually believe the Ex Fleet was on the run, but he needed the space to make the curve. If the Union thought he was running, all the better. But if they concluded his ships were going around the asteroid field, that would also suit his purposes.
Because he was going to go through it.
The Dan’s World inner belt was far more crowded than the asteroid field in Sol system. Most of the planetesimals and other bodies orbiting the local star were mere kilometers apart. That still left a lot of space, but what made the crossing dangerous were the thousands of smaller chunks hurtling through those larger gaps. At the speeds at which his fleet would pass, a few kilometers suddenly seemed very small when a score of ships were passing through a field of high-velocity rocks. That was a near miss in interstellar terms, and with nine massive Ex Fleet ships passing through at twelve thousand kilometers per second, a collision could be catastrophic, even with wave armor.
They would just have to make sure they didn’t run into anything.




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Taking the Once Removed in tow was just a matter of physics, with Matt twice having to reconnect with the other ship to adjust its trajectory. That hadn’t been pleasant, but the short duration of the connection made the dual link more tolerable for him, and he found that he was adjusting slightly to the overload, in the same way that a conductor could pick out the various themes and instruments in a symphony. At least, it was like that if the conductor winced, got nose bleeds, and had to lie down afterward.
They’d questioned the survivors of the Once Removed several times. Essentially, the answers confirmed what they already suspected: the ship had no connection to Chester Interstellar. The logos, the shipping labels, and even some of the electronic data Brinworth had uncovered, all proved superficial.
“That’s good news for Amanda,” Matt said, then reconsidered. “Isn’t it?”
“I think that woman has a very complicated relationship with her father,” Townsend replied. “But it saves us a lot of trouble that he’s not involved.”
Brinworth had discovered one other interesting piece of information. She pulled up yet another display after data-mining the captured ship’s MINT. “Get this,” she said excitedly, pointing at a list of names and account numbers that made Matt’s head spin. “Joel Chester wasn’t part of this, but look who was.”
“Who?” Townsend asked.
Brinworth rolled her eyes and pointed to her screen as though the answer was obvious. “Carter LeBeau. He’s the actual owner of this ship, although you wouldn’t know it without a real look. He’s making money off every trip this ship has taken.”
Townsend made a noise, although Matt couldn’t tell if it was disgust or admiration. “So that weasel gets Acadia to harvest caldinium, hides it from everyone, then sells it to the Mantiz for a profit; gets the Ex Fleet to defend it from the Ursine, then gets the Mantiz to back him up when Acadia breaks away from the Union. Who needs psychopathic AIs when we have people like him.”
When they reached Manta, no one had any idea what to do with their prize ship. Here, Ambassador Montjoy had proved useful. They’d contacted him via radio as soon as light lag was nominal, and he’d pulled strings.
“Leave that ship and the prisoners to me, Commander,” the ambassador said via the comms. “I’ve made arrangements already. But I need you all down here now. It’s urgent.”
A few minutes later, Mantiz traffic control gave them permission to leave the Once Removed in anchorage orbit, then bring the Hardlight into atmosphere.
The ship landed on the embassy’s private pad. Montjoy was already standing at the edge of the pad as the Hardlight’s engines whined down.
“Amanda’s been kidnapped,” the ambassador said. His lazy drawl had tightened like a sail snapping taut. He nodded to Andreu and looked like he wanted to put a sympathetic hand on the Marine’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, sergeant, but two of your people were killed. They were attacked in a public area, and she was taken.”
“By who?” Matt asked.
“We’re working on that. We have video.” Montjoy held up a small tablet. “The stream is chopped because there was a lot of weapons fire and two of the security cameras were hit. This is assembled from several different inputs. There is no audio.”
Matt and the others huddled over the video, which showed an angle looking down across an entryway toward huge doors so tall they rose out of the video’s frame. Mantiz walked in and out of the doors for a moment, then silently scattered as Amanda and Malai staggered in. Malai’s shirt covered in blood, and he was holding a hand up to his neck. They saw the firefight begin, then cut to a new angle. In profile, from a security camera that seemed to cover a service kiosk, they saw Malai shield Amanda with his body while she reloaded. Malai threw himself at the advancing Mantiz and was beaten down. The view then cut to a third camera, and they watched the Mantiz surround Amanda as a satrap approached and appeared to talk Amanda into lowering her weapon.
“Oh, shit,” Matt whispered.
In the video, the satrap took the lead as several ma’at lead Amanda away.
“Fuck me,” Matt said.
“Commander?” Montjoy said. “You seem like — “
“I met that Mantiz,” Matt confessed. “She came to my cell when I was in prison.”
“What!” Townsend yelled. It was more of an exclamation than a question.
Montjoy actually worked up the energy to be angry. “You might have mentioned this before.”
“Like before we got shot at and hijacked a ship!” Townsend barked.
Matt felt guilt constrict his throat. “She asked me to keep it a secret. She said that her clan had arranged — “
“Her clan,” Montjoy interjected, “is Clan Koddachai. They are one of the most ruthless cartels in the Corporate. I could have told you that. If I’d known any of this,” he added icily.
Hastily, Matt described his meeting with the Mantiz satrap; how her clan had arranged to have him arrested; and how she’d asked him to keep it a secret. “She said we shouldn’t trust you,” Matt said apologetically to Montjoy.
“I’d be angrier,” the ambassador said disgustedly, “but I understand how Mantiz intrigue can befuddle the average mind.”
Matt bristled, but he couldn’t work up enough pride to be insulted. He’d screwed up, and now Amanda was in danger. “How do we find her?”
Montjoy’s disdain was unrelenting. “I have sources. Because unlike you, I know what the fuck I’m doing.”
“Someone’s brother’s cousin?” Townsend asked.
Montjoy said, “Clan Sityadalog, the clan that freed Commander Ryder,” he said pointedly, emphasizing the word ‘freed.’ “They tell me she’s being held in a warehouse controlled by Pritha’s people.”
“Then let’s go get her,” Matt said.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

No one had spoken to Amanda since she’d been escorted out of the Basilica Vitae. They took her phone and any other electronics on her, but otherwise they’d done nothing aggressive. The ma’at who surrounded her acted more like a security detail, their weapons trained outward in all directions. She was hurried into a heavy windowless roller, but once she was seated, the soldiers kept a polite distance from her. None of them spoke any dialect she knew, and they all kept their weapons close, but they responded with smiles and friendly shakes of their cilia when they gave her water and she said “Thank you” in Mantiz.
Her hands shook as she drank. The shock of the attacks, the killing, the deaths of the two Marines…the two Marines. They had died. For her. Protecting her. They were dead because of her.
For just a moment, Amanda teetered on that emotional precipice. It was her idea to leave the embassy. She had exposed herself and the Marines to danger. Was she the cause of their deaths?
She teetered, but she didn’t fall into an abyss of self-reproach. What pulled her back from the chasm was the cold, hard sound of Joel Chester’s unsympathetic voice in her head. The facts don’t care about your feelings. That was one of his sayings. The facts don’t care about your feelings. He’d said it when, as a six year-old girl, she had tearfully apologized for breaking an antique tea cup. He’d said it when, as a teenager, she’d argued that sincere regret should mitigate punishment for borrowing his racing roller. But he’d also said it when she felt guilty for defeating her best friend in the school election, and when she’d sprinted her way to a conference championship, beating out a senior’s last chance at a medal.
The facts didn’t care about her feelings. Whether the facts worked in your favor or against you, was irrelevant to the universe. And the fact was that she wasn’t responsible for the ambush. She would mourn those Marines. But fuck all if she was going to accept blame. Someone else was to blame, and that someone was going to pay.
Amanda breathed deeply until her hands stopped shaking. She was going to cry over this at some point. But not here. Not now. She was among the Mantiz, and she had business to conduct. And that business now involved preserving the Union and holding someone accountable for the deaths of those two Marines. She took another sip of water, and sat up straight.
The ma’at remained alert, and two of them gave constant, muttered updates over comms, but there was no more violence. Amanda wasn’t sure how long they drove and she had no way to guess what part of the city they were in. Eventually, the vehicle stopped and the ma’at visibly relaxed.
The doors opened and she was helped out of the vert into a wide, slightly-rundown warehouse. Pritha was there, looking like a polished icon in a dilapidated church, with that serene expression laid over her face like a benediction.
“Miss Chester, welcome to our amatalega. You know this word?”
Amanda nodded. She knew why Pritha had not translated the Mantiz term: there was no good translation into any human language. “Hive” would have described it in human biological terms. “Breeding ground” would also have come close. But none of that captured the hominess and comfort expressed in Mantiz. The word that Amanda liked best, although it was more poetic than literal, was “homestead.”
“Please forgive me for taking you through the utility spaces. It is not the entrance we prefer for honored guests. But needs must.”
“I understand. They took my phone —“
“We will return it to you as soon as possible,” the satrap replied. “A team of ma’at transported it separately in case it was being tracked.”
She wondered: was that true, or was it currently in some Mantiz spy shop being hacked? She still wasn’t sure which side Pritha was on. “Thank you for saving me. If that’s what you did.”
Pritha smiled. “That’s what we did, Miss Chester. But there’s no need for thanks.”
The Mantiz moved gracefully away from the vehicle, leading Amanda through a set of doors that led from the hangar into a long hallway, a pair of ma’at preceding them. Pritha led Amanda across the warehouse to a small office and invited her to sit on a low couch.
“This space does not befit your rank,” Pritha said apologetically. “A great deal has happened in a short time. I am awaiting permission to take you into the main halls of the amatalega. As you may know, once you are invited into the heart of the clan home, you — “
“I become an honored guest,” Amanda finished for her, “and you’re obliged to protect me from other clans.”
“Just so,” Pritha said with a slight lift of her cilia that expressed appreciation. “Your time on Manta was well spent.”
“So,” Amanda replied, deciding to get to the heart of the matter. “No phone. A holding room in a warehouse. Am I a prisoner?”
Pritha laughed charmingly. “That’s a curious question to ask of someone who just saved your life.”
“Never take Mantiz actions at face value.”
Pritha smiled as though accepting a compliment.
Amanda said, “Well then, what are we waiting for?”
“Just one more thing, Miss Chester. It shouldn’t be long now.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Kowal watched images of the Ex fleet flicker as they passed on the inner side of the asteroid field, curving up plane. Large and small asteroids scattered their radar waves, making the return image a jumble of ghosts and shadows.
“Can you confirm that vector?” he asked suspiciously.
Nishio nodded, pointing to an astrograph that was visible in each of their links. “Confirmed, sir. They will come around the top of the asteroid belt and curve back toward us.”
Kowal pinched his aquiline nose. He blinked and said, “That path is going to put them right in front of our weapons. Rail guns at high velocity. Missiles borrowing our acceleration. Ops, time until they clear the belt?”
“The asteroid field is interfering with our firing solutions, sir,” Ops replied. “Best estimate, one minute, forty seconds.”
“All ships, load forward rail guns and prepare forward missile tubes. Full salvo of missiles. Stand by for my order.”
The order leaped across the vacuum to the Union fleet. But Kowal chewed his lip. It wasn’t like Hollingsworth to make obvious mistakes. The man wasn’t infallible, but he had fought more space battles than any human alive. So why was he doing this? Kowal hesitated like a chess player keeping one finger on the piece he had just moved, unwilling to commit. He searched the board, looking for a threat that he might have missed, a consequence he hadn’t foreseen. But he could find none. He took his finger off the piece. “Maintain this vector up plane of the belt. Fire as they come above the field.”
Seconds passed as the flickering images of the Ex Fleet neared the top end of the asteroid field. The Union MINTs had already calculated their firing solutions and were awaiting the command. Although the rebels would be moving fast, the Home Fleet would hit them broadside, firing from a ninety degree angle. It was perfect.
The Ulysses’ MINT gave him a signal, and Kowal said, “Fire!”
As one, the Union ships fired rail guns and launched missiles. Cannon balls and smart weapons shot forward, skimming the top of the debris field as the rebels reached the rim.
But the Ex Fleet didn’t appear at the top end of the asteroid belt. Or rather, by the time it did, the rebel ships were already diving back down into the belt. Into the belt!
“Sir!” Nishio called out.
“I see it,” Kowal snapped. “Ops, give me their new course.”
“It’s impossible to…working, sir,” the ops officer said in response to Kowal’s glare.
Kowal demanded perfection from his crew, but privately he understood. The asteroid belt scattered their radar waves. Infrared picked up the heat signatures, but there was enough reflection off the rocks in the field to blur and melt the images, making them indistinct. The Ulysses' MINT struggled to craft a clean graph of the various Union ships. Images would resolve, then melt back into larger splashes of color.
“Check with the other ships. See if anyone has better imaging.” The asteroid field was diffuse enough that one of the vessels elsewhere in the formation might have a better angle on the rebel fleet.
But even if one of his subordinates could have relayed information, it was too late. The rail gun rounds had missed their targets as the Ex Fleet, anticipating their timing, had already turned down plane. The Union missiles arrived soon after, but by that time the rebel ships had plunged in among the planetesimals, and the missiles were having trouble tracking them. It wasn’t that every rebel ship was all that close to an asteroid, it was that the missiles had to plot courses around the rocks, and those curves allowed the Ex Fleet ships to pass them by, because the rebels were not slowing down.
“That’s reckless,” Kowal muttered to himself.
“Impact to an enemy ship” Ops announced. “I think it’s the Tallahassee. Not by our missiles, sir. Asteroid collision.”
“What’s her condition?” Kowal asked.
“She’s still under way, but she’s bleeding radiation, sir. She took a small rock right through her engines.”
“Reckless,” Kowal affirmed to himself. It was a good thing that his Union forces were above the asteroid field.
But the minute he thought that, Kowal felt his stomach drop. “Break formation!” he called out. “All ships take evasive —!”
“Enemy ships firing!” Tactical announced.
A volley of missiles and kinetic rounds shot out of the field and right through the Union formation. Warnings sounded throughout Ulysses, and his interface showed him more alarms from other ships. Kowal saw alerts pop up from most of his fleet. On the hard screen, enemy fire pelted ships like shooters in a video game.
“Damage report!” he demanded.
“Harrier and Seagull are offline. Sheridan is down one reactor.”
Kowal ground his teeth together. Hollingsworth had thrown the ambush right back in his teeth, but he’d broken every ship driver’s commandment to do it. He’d turned his ships broadside to an asteroid field and fired out of the belt and into the Union force. And he’d nearly sacrificed a ship to do it. But unlike the Home Fleet’s missiles, which had been forced to contend with the space rocks as they’d closed distance, Hollingsworth’s missiles had left the field to find a clear line of sight to their targets. And they’d drawn Union blood.
Kowal did his best to suppress the rage boiling up in him. Anger would not serve. The only way to get the better of Hollingsworth was to outplay him.
The Union commander glanced at his astrographs and did a quick estimate of his best return path, then he snapped at his helmsman: “Sling us around the sun.”
*
As the battle of Dan’s World raged, thirty lights years away the super yacht Fortius and a massive orbital platform linked together like leviathans mating over Ursa Prime. The Fortius was a familiar sight among the Ursine and its owner, Joel Chester, was an honored guest.                When the Fortius docked, the Gerent of Orbital Station was there to greet him, with his plaited beard freshly combed. Ursine and humans shared a preference for fastidiousness and formality during important meetings.
The Gerent’s only difficulty, as he became better acquainted with humanity, was the concept of the handshake. The Ursine, because they sometimes ran on all fours, did not consider the touching of foreclaws to be polite, and instead dipped heads, a ritual that reached back to their stone age, when one Ursine would expose his neck to another’s jaws to show his peaceful intent.
As the airlock doors opened, the Gerent still tipped his triangular head out of habit but then he forced himself to gently offer a foreclaw. Joel Chester took the paw in his hand and shook it firmly.
The Gerent noted that Chester, in his turn, had also changed his own habits to accommodate the Ursine. He no longer widened his mouth and bared his teeth in what he called a ‘smile’ and the Ursine considered an unmannered act of bronze age barbarity.
“Gerent Grzynka,” Joel Chester said, “thank you for receiving me on such short notice.”
“Your visits are a pleasure, my friend,” Grzynka said in English with the accent of a chain-smoking Bavarian. “I’m sorry to hear about your troubles at home.”
Chester cast aside the problem in that breezy manner the Gerent envied. Humans, like Mantiz, had a startling ability to shed their honor like reptile skins when it suited them.
Well, they aren’t nearly as bad as Mantiz, Grzynka conceded inwardly. (He despised the slick-skinned, snake-headed, silver tongued Mantiz.)  But still, these humans possess a flexibility of pride that mystifies me. 
“It’s temporary,” Chester said. “But it’s better to be away from home for the time being.”
“You know you’re always welcome here,” the Gerent said. “Your hunts with us have always proved successful.”
Chester smiled (but only inwardly) at the Gerent’s use of the word ‘hunt’ for ‘business deal.’ Grzynki spoke English very well, but now and then an Ursine concept crept into his vocabulary.
“Although,” the Gerent added, “the recent actions at Kumagai was not quite so fortunate.”
“I am sorry about that,” Chester replied sincerely, “but as it happens, events are unfolding that might lead to an opportunity to take that system back…if you are interested.”
Grzynka’s short ears stiffened. “I’m listening.”
Chester used Ursine metaphor to explain himself. “Tensions are running very high at the moment, on all sides of the hunt. Several rival packs are all chasing the same stag, and I have a feeling there will be battle soon. The Ursine will have a chance to take what they want, if we time it correctly. I assume you still command the Third Hunting Pack?”
The Gerent’s braided beard wagged as he nodded. “Of course. I can have our ships and lasers primed for travel in no time. But,” Grzynka added, “how will we coordinate this crucial timing? I understand the Union’s quantum links are down.”
Chester nearly patted the Ursine’s back in friendly encouragement. Instead, he just said, “You forget who you’re talking to, my friend. I have my own lines of communication. When the time is right, we’ll know."




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

This time, Andreu’s team went out in full gear. Brinworth, Dubchek, and Sauer took a few minutes to adjust their armor and reload. Andreu also unpacked a Kalashnikov SV-60.
“We knocking down a wall, Top?” Brinworth asked.
“And the building behind it,” Sauer added.
Andreu said nothing. The Kalashnikov with its bipod looked heavy, but the first sergeant slung it over his back like it was a toy, then hefted his standard issue rifle and said to Montjoy, “Okay, where is she?”
Montjoy handed them a tablet with a mapping feature. A pointer appeared on the map. When Andre touched it, schematics of a two story building popped up. Montjoy said, “It’s a warehouse on the edge of the city. We are pretty sure she’s there.”
“Pretty sure?” Andreu said. “How sure? I’m not going to be subtle.”
“She’s there. And our intelligence says you shouldn’t get too much resistance. They think you’re still off world.”
“Let’s go,” Andreu barked.
Montjoy nodded. “I have a roller ready for you — “
“Those schematics show that the roof can take the Hardlight’s weight. We’re flying,” Matt said.
The ambassador said, “A roller’s better. I’m not sure I can get clearance for a flight—”
Andreu patted the Kalishnikov on his back. “This is my clearance,” he said.
The team boarded the Hardlight with the efficiency of determined and deadly men. Matt gave them a few seconds to web in and took off. He fed the location to the MINT.
Got it, dude. Looks like we’re in a hurry.
“Give us a parabola that gets us within three kilometers as fast as possible. Decelerate so we can go quiet for the last three klicks.”
Done.
“Launching. We are going ballistic,” Matt said into the comm.
The Hardlight lifted off the ground, turned its nose up, and blasted into the air. Someone behind him squawked. This metropolis was big, but not that big, and a few seconds later the ship went from nose up to nose down. Then it leveled off and Matt saw the buildings below grow from a pixelated mosaic to distinct structures. One of those buildings was highlighted in Matt’s interface and it slowly grew front and center in the ship’s screens.
“Two minutes,” he said, repeating the Hardlight’s message to him.
“Tactical landing,” Andreu suggested over the comm.
No kidding, Matt thought.
The Hardlight came down fast and hard, firing every thruster it had and probably scorching the rooftop as it dropped its Penrose Field and settled onto the building. The structure wasn’t entirely flat roofed — nothing in Mantiz architecture seemed to include straight lines — but it did have a relatively level section next to a short, wide dome. The roof groaned; Matt couldn’t hear it over the engines but he felt the ground give a little as the ship’s landing pads transferred weight downward.              
“Go,” he said. Someone had already triggered the manual release on the hatch. Matt unstrapped and ran back to the now-empty common area in time to see Townsend moving out the hatch. He snatched up the last rifle webbed to the storage rack, along with a helmet, and followed.
Outside, he walked into afternoon heat reflecting up from a dark roof covered in what looked like tar. His helmet’s visor shaded automatically. He saw the Marines gathered on either side of a door set into the short spire. Townsend had just reached them. Matt sent a signal to the Hardlight to lock itself up and joined the assault team as Sauer tested the door.
“Breach,” the first sergeant commanded over the team link. Sauer raised a booted foot and stomped forward. The door snapped its lock and swung violently inward. The team moved in like armored dancers, with Townsend and Matt close behind them.
The door opened onto a staircase that led both up and down. Brinworth and Andreu kept their weapons pointed down the staircase while Dubchek and Sauer hurried upward. “Clear up,” Sauer said over the comms, his voice surprisingly soft and intimate in the helmet. A moment later, the two Marines returned.
 “Big flat space like an attic,” Dubchek said. “Nothing there.”
Andreu’s voice: “Sauer, Dubchek, take the lead. Map shows one main warehouse space below us. Two side rooms across the floor at our eleven and one.”
The two Marines moved past them and started down the stairs, their rifles scanning back and forth. The other two Marines followed, with Matt and Townsend bringing up the rear. The space below was dark and as they moved away from the light leaking in from the doorway above them, Matt’s visor transitioned to night vision. He saw everyone in front of him in radioactive green. The warehouse space came into view, a large open area with a high ceiling and two man-sized crates squatting near the far doors like sentinels. The warehouse was big enough that his night vision did not reach all the way to the walls, which were hidden in darkness. He kept his sights on one of those containers as Dubchek and Sauer reached the bottom of the staircase. They paused, then moved out onto the flat ground.
The rest of the team followed behind them. Matt was rear guard, so he kept his rifle muzzle low and his head on a swivel, checking their backs every few seconds. But it wasn’t his eyes that alerted him to a problem, it was the Hardlight.
Buddy, we’ve got movement in front of you.
“Amanda?”
Not unless there are twelve of her.
“Movement, twelve o’clock,” Matt said over the team link.
“Take cover,” Andreu said. “Find walls, not the containers!”
The Marines had, in fact, been moving toward the two containers, but at Andreu’s bark they scattered like cats, running for the walls and away from the cargo containers in the middle of the room.
Three things saved them when the blast went off: the Hardlight’s warning, Andreu’s order, and their own training. The containers ahead of them both exploded, sending heat and shrapnel flying. Matt’s helmet filtered out the sound and protected his ears. The bow wave pushed him hard against the wall, and splinters from the shattered crates slapped at the wall and floor around him. The visor had snapped out of night vision tinted to dull the brightness of the blast, but he’d caught a bit of the flash and his vision was spotty. Over the comm, he heard Marines sound off by the numbers. He didn’t have a number, so he just said, “Ryder up.” Townsend also said something, but his words were lost as the two doors banged open and armored figures rushed in.
“Contact front!”
“Contact right!”
No one needed the order to fire. Every rifle cracked, and rounds whined up and down range. Matt leveled his rifle and put his sights on Mantiz soldiers crabbing out of the doorframe and toward his side of the warehouse, depressing the trigger until they went down or disappeared from his view. He saw Dubchek try to put rounds through the wall into whatever Mantiz waited for their turn through the door. But the wall material, whatever it was, just absorbed the impact. Matt put another ma’at down and searched for another target.
There were plenty of them. The dozen that the Hardlight had identified had doubled, then tripled. The Marines found a scrap of cover behind support columns molded into the walls of the warehouse.
“Frag out!” someone yelled. A moment later there was a blast in front of the forward door that sent body parts flying and drove the enemy back.
Behind the blast, Andreu scrambled out to the remains of a detonated container in the middle of the room. The warehouse was now full of the noise of gunfire, and over the top of that cacophony came the overwhelming boom! of the Kalashnikov. The fifty caliber round tore through the left-most of the two doors, passing through multiple bodies and leaving the frame empty for a few precious seconds. Boom! On his second round, Andreu tried what Dubchek had attempted on the wall, and the fifty cal did the job. A chunk of wall exploded outward and Matt caught a glimpse of armored figures scattering beyond it. The round must have hit something important in the structure, though, because the building groaned loud enough to be heard over the din.
The Hardlight spoke in Matt’s head. The building’s compromised. It’s not going to support my —
“Launch!” Matt yelled at it. “Evasive maneuvers, but stay close.”
“Stay on that door,” Andreu spoke steadily. On the far side of the room from him, Brinworth and Townsend kept steady fire roaring through that doorway. Matt saw the first sergeant re-bed the big gun’s bipods and take aim at the second entrance. Boom! No body armor was going to stop that round, and Matt saw the aftermath as the high velocity bullet passed through four or five Mantiz. He poured fire into the gap, trying to keep more from entering, and Sauer and Dubchek did the same. Boom! The big gun opened up the wall on that side as well. The building creaked.
Andreu pinged him through the com. “We need to get back up to the Hardlight.”
“Negative,” Matt countered. “Roof is coming down. Hardlight had to launch.”
“Well, fuck,” Andreu grunted, but he didn’t hesitate. “We’re going out the front door.”              
In Matt’s visor, the first door was suddenly highlighted. “Sauer, Dubcheck, covering fire. Everyone else with me. Go.”
The Marines charged.
Matt jumped up and ran after Andreu while, behind him, Sauer and Dubchek fired and reloaded so fast their weapons might as well have been lasers. Matt fired as he ran, unsure if he was hitting anything worthwhile but hoping to keep the enemy’s heads down. In front of him, Andreu and Brinworth moved fast and low, their bodies like mobile shooting platforms, swiveling to fire as their feet marched forward. Matt kept his muzzle on the second door, trying to ignore the bullets whizzing by him and to keep his front sights on the targets that had regrouped and were now surging back through the opening. Matt emptied his magazine as he reached the wall. Andreu and Brinworth were already holding the door. Something bounced off his helmet like he’d been flicked by a giant. He staggered but stayed on his feet and reloaded, firing again. His helmet filter kept the noise from deafening his ears, but he was aware of no other sound except the constant chatter of gunfire. Townsend was now beside him, also firing.
“Sauer, go,” Andreu said.
Sauer sprinted across the open space to the wall with Dubchek covering. He reached the wall with a gasp and jammed his rifle into the the hole the fifty cal had made, firing.
“Dubchek, go.”
Dubchek sprinted. Half their small team laid down fire at the side door, keeping the enemy’s head low. But somewhere in the middle of his sprint Dubchek seemed to trip over something. He went sprawling, sliding a few paces on the floor. He tried to get up, but invisible hands plucked at his body, making it jerk. He went down again and didn’t move.
Again, Andreu wasted no time. “Hook left. Go!”
The team sprinted out the doorway and into an open street. Matt expected it to be filled with a wall of Mantiz soldiers lined up like a firing squad, but Andreu’s charge had driven them back from the door and forced them to find cover across the street. The doorway itself was a fatal funnel for the Mantiz trying to get in, but now the situation was reversed. The human team flowed out of the narrow outlet and veered left, trying to get out of the chokepoint as quickly as possible, finding targets and firing rounds along the way. Matt felt quick tugs like clumsy pickpockets pulling at his left sleeve and his right leg. Bits of powder and flecks of material fell in showers around him, as though the building was shedding its skin.
They were all out the door now, but Sauer, the last man out, stumbled and fell dead.
A big green maintenance machine hunkered down in the road near their building, its squat container and hydraulic lifts making it look like a giant insect. The team reached it and took cover, enemy rounds plinking and thunking on different parts of the machine.
“Can’t stay here,” Andreu said. He was hardly out of breath and aside from a definite pissed-off quality, he didn’t sound affected at all. The man might be an ass but he was calm under fire. “Ten second breather. Where’s our transport?”
Matt collected data from the Hardlight’s link. The ship sent him a bird’s eye view of their surroundings. He pointed down the street. “Empty space that way. Fifty meters. Parking lot or something. Hardlight can pick us up there.”
Andreu sliced a hand in that direction. “Go!”
Fifty meters was not far for Marines, even armored up. Matt was in good shape, and Townsend moved like a juggernaut. But running half a football field under fire seemed to take an eternity. Matt pick up on the rhythm of their progress fast enough. Andreu and Brinworth laid down fire, the others sprinted forward. Matt and Townsend laid down fire, the first sergeant and the other Marine caught up and passed them, then laid down fire as the roles reversed. They played a bloody game of leap frog down the street.
Matt felt the Hardlight’s approach before he heard the engines. They reached the end of the street, which opened on a very large courtyard spiked with man-high posts with power outlets, like rows of charging stations. The open lot was lined on all sides by tall buildings in the same ornate dome-and-spire configuration that dominated the local architecture. As they broke into the open space, the Hardlight came roaring over the rooftops and dropped precipitously, its thrusters blasting at the last second to keep it from impacting the ground, knocking over a swath of charging posts. With machine precision, the ship’s bottom ramp opened without ever actually touching the hard surface.
Andreu was yelling “Go, go!” into the team link, but Brinworth had already dropped to one knee at the edge of the ramp, her muzzle toward the pursuing enemy. Matt half stepped, half dove onto the ramp, with Townsend behind him. Andreu and Brinworth boarded together and the ramp lifted into the hull as enemy fire plinked music on the ship’s hull.
“Anybody hit?” Andreu said. A chorus of negatives replied.
“Sauer and Dubbie,” Brinworth said.
“K.I.A.,” Andreu said. He tapped his helmet. As squad leader, he had access to each team member’s helmet biometrics.
“We just left them…”
“Yeah, we did,” Andreu said brutally, “so we could live to make those assholes pay for it. First, let’s go kill that skinny motherfucker.”
“Montjoy?” Matt said in surprise, but Townsend was nodding.
“He set us up. He gave us this location.” The Director man started reloading his rifle. “It looks like we should have listened to your Mantiz warning.”
Andreu looked ready to eat the diplomat’s heart. “He wanted us to go in the front door by ground car. Those charges were shaped to blow toward the doors. Good call using the Hardlight, sir. Coming down from the roof saved us.”
“We can’t kill Montjoy yet,” Townsend said, catching up fast. “He needs to tell us where Chester is, if she’s still alive.”
Andreu nodded grimly. “We’ll ask him, then we’ll kill him.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Amanda felt the time pass slowly, but she knew that was due to stress and uncertainty, rather than actual ticks of the clock. It couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes before Pritha perked up in response to some unheard signal, and said, “We are ready.” She stood up from her seat as though the action were performance art.
The satrap led her out of the office and through the empty warehouse, then down another long hallway, but this one immediately showed signs of both greater use and greater comfort, with walls adorned with paintings and frescoes as utility gave way to beauty. She was crossing the proper boundaries into Pritha’s clan home. The ma’at still flanked them, but they were far more relaxed now, their weapons slung and their body language just this side of casual. They made several more turns into different corridors, each of which revealed additional offshoots, giving the impression that they had entered a well-appointed labyrinth. With each space they entered, the hallways became both more elegant and more crowded, with Mantiz of all castes hurrying about like ants.
At a certain door, two grim-looking ma’at, dressed in all-black uniforms quite different from her escort, their cilia pressed back in suspicion, stopped and searched each of them. The escorting soldiers were told to remain behind. Pritha, after being searched, inserted her hand into a small box and gave the slightest wince as it glowed from within. This was the first, brief corruption of her angelic expression that Amanda had seen.
“What’s that?” Amanda asked.
“A gene scan,” Pritha said with the slightest edge on her voice.
“Do I need to — “
“No, Miss Chester, it’s quite evident that you are not of the clan. They have searched you, and that is enough.”
“But why all this security?”
Pritha did not answer for a moment, as she used all of her self-discipline to recover her serene appearance while something uncomfortable happened to her hand inside the box. Finally, the box light faded, and Pritha removed her hand with a smile. She flexed and rolled her wrist like a Balinese dancer. “The security is always this strict when anyone meets the queen mother.”
Amanda did her best to keep the surprise off her face, but good as she was, she lacked Pritha’s lifetime of diplomatic practice. Her jaw nearly dropped. Few humans ever met one of the matriarchs who ruled Mantiz clans.
The doors opened into the very center of Mantiz power.
*
As Amanda was being led before the matriarch, the Hardlight retraced its parabolic arc back to the Union of Earth embassy and dropped hard like it was expecting anti-aircraft fire. For all they knew, the entire embassy was under Montjoy’s control, and would be armed against them. They touched down ready for anything except what they actually found.
The embassy was in chaos. Rollers and personal verts had parked or landed haphazardly on the manicured lawn. Staff were running in and out of the building, carrying boxes of hardcopy or bundles of thumb drives. A few people just milled about purposelessly.
Matt grabbed a man by the arm, nearly making him drop a sealed container full of documents. “What’s going on?”
“Hell if I know,” the man said. “But we’ve got no direct line to Earth and no ambassador. Someone triggered the evac protocols. We are bugging out.”
“No ambassador?” Andreu echoed. “Where is he?”
“Who are you guys?” the man asked.
Townsend flashed his Directorate badge. “We’re the guys in charge now.”
The man nodded at the badge. “The ambassador disappeared. Just up and gone. And we’ve got Mantiz authorities asking a lot of questions we can’t answer. They are threatening to take over the embassy.” The man rushed off like someone was chasing him.
Andreu said something in French that did not sound polite.
“Sounds like you were right about him,” Matt said.
Townsend sneered, “My guess is he bolted the minute he learned we were still alive.”
“Let’s run him down like the other ship,” Andreu suggested.
Matt was a step ahead of him. “I need his vector. I’m going to see if I can contact Pritha again. She’s our only lead now, and she was in the video with Amanda.”
Townsend looked wary. “That was Montjoy setting us up. We don’t know which side your Mantiz contact is really on.”
“She’s our only lead,” Matt repeated, pulling away. “And she helped us track down the Once Removed. I won’t be long.”
Before Townsend could protest again, Matt sprinted across the lawn, passed small herds of humans frantically evacuating the embassy, and down the street to the market he’d visited before.
But it was empty. Not just closed — it was barren, as though no one had ever occupied the place. The doors were open and inside, every bin was empty, every display shuttered or removed. “Well, hell,” Matt whispered, and sprinted back to the embassy. Their situation was quickly turning into a clusterfuck.
He found his teammates in Montjoy’s office, huddled around Brinworth, who typed intently into the missing ambassador’s computer system while trying to ignore the anxious men breathing down her neck.
“Any luck?” Townsend asked as Matt hurried in.
“Dead end,” Matt said, bitter and out of breath. “What’s happening here?”
Townsend replied, “I had to pull rank on a couple of embassy people to get them away from this computer. Andreu’s gun helped. Brinworth assembling our data. We’ll be able to broadcast the information to Earth as soon as we hop.” He placed a hand on Matt’s shoulder with that surprisingly gentle touch of his. “We need to get back to Earth.”
“We’re not leaving without her,” Matt declared.
Townsend hesitated just long enough to be respectful. “I think she’s probably dead, Commander,” he said, “or out least out of our reach.”
Matt shook his head. “She was alive in that video, and if Montjoy is a traitor, then it looks like Pritha was on our side.”
The Directorate man dug in. “Matt. Even if she’s still alive, what are we going to do about it? There are four of us left, and we’re cut off from communications with Earth.”             
“If I can find Pritha again — “ Matt replied, but he felt the weakness in his own words.
“Can you?” Townsend asked. “Where would you start? Because if you can’t reach your contact, then we have zero clout here beyond what my badge and your rank can manage, and that’s not much. This embassy isn’t going to be safe ground for much longer, and for all we know, we’re going to be dragged in by Mantiz authorities for getting into a firefight. We came here to check on a link between the Mantiz and Acadia, and we found it. Now we need to get off this planet with our information and go home, or after Montjoy.”
Brinworth looked up from her screen. “We can do both. There’s no Q-phone, but if we don’t want to go ourselves, we can send the data with any of these guys headed back to Earth. It will get there just as fast.”
Andreu said, “Good. Because I’m going after the scrawny fucker who killed my people.” He looked to Matt with a tiny fraction of chagrin. “Sir.”
Matt still wanted to argue with Townsend, but after a moment’s thought, he changed tactics and nodded to Andreu. “Either Montjoy has Amanda, or he knows what happened to her. If we’re not going to tear this place apart looking for her, then let’s go after him.”
“How do we figure out where he went?” Townsend asked.
Matt considered. “He’d need a ship.”
Andreu waved toward the outside, where a litter of verts had ruined the embassy lawn. “They got plenty of ships.”
“Sir…” Brinworth said.
Matt shook his head. “These are official Union ships. He’d need one that was off the Union books, that he could use to sneak out of this system and go somewhere safe.”
“Guys…” Brinworth interjected.
Matt thought aloud, “Without help, I don’t know how to figure out where he’s headed…”
“Hey!” Brinworth yelled. The three men started and looked at her. She was pointing at her computer screen. “I’ve got it right here.”
Townsend looked at the screen. “You hacked into Montjoy’s personal files?
She smiled. “Force of habit. Anyway, this is his calendar. Look at these dates when he’s been away.”
They all looked and saw a series of dates blocked out, noting Montjoy’s absence from the embassy. The dates meant nothing to any of them. Brinworth rolled her eyes and held up her phone. In her phone’s memory, she’d kept the calendar Malai had put together, showing the Once Removed’s arrival and departure dates from Manta.
“A lot of them match up,” she said. “Montjoy has been traveling on the Once Removed.”
Matt perked up. “Holy shit. He took possession of it when we came to Manta. That’s the ship he’s going to use to get away.”
Townsend almost laughed. “That fucker. Can you track him?”
Matt said, “We don’t need to track him. Look at that schedule. We know where he’s going.”
“Acadia,” Townsend guessed.
“Yeah,” Matt agreed. “If he’s been working with the rebels this whole time, where else would he go? But there’s a war on now. If we go there, we’re not going to be welcomed with open arms.”
Townsend cocked his head like a poker player who thought he knew what the next card would be. “I know some people that might be able to help us there.”
“Good,” Andreu added. “Let’s go kill that fucker.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

It wasn’t a throne, exactly. It was a low dais, piled with cushions in a riot of fabrics, shapes, and colors. The Mantiz queen lay across them, resplendent and voluptuous, taller and longer and rounder in body and limb than any human, with folds of flesh rolling across her midsection and under her chin. Her clothing, such as it was, lay in swatches across portions of her body, doing nothing to contain, or even attempt to hide, her pendulous breasts and engorged pudendum. As Amanda and Pritha approached, she sat up with a fluidity that belied her size, graceful and completely at ease in her corpulence. She reminded Amanda of an ancient African fertility carving, its exaggerated and rotund body reveling in its sexual and maternal nature.
The queen smiled, showing strong white teeth framed by round cheeks, just the tip of her tongue showing in a playful, teasing way. Her cilia shivered excitedly to some rhythm of their own. Her vaguely carnal expression played an odd, sensual counterpoint to Pritha’s aloof serenity.
“Welcome to our home, Miss Chester,” the queen said in beautiful English, not so much accented as evocative. Her mouth seemed to relish every syllable. “Pritha tells us that you are unhurt?”
“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” Amanda said. A brief flash of Malai’s body, riddled with bullets. She pushed it away. “Thank you for saving me.”
The queen bowed her head slightly, her eyes fluttering and her cilia shadowing her face in a gesture of remorse. “We are sorry about your friends. We know they are not ma’at, but they died bravely, and we believe they would say they died well.” She sat up a little straighter, nodded to Pritha, and said, “Now to business. We will be brief, my dear, because time is short. We do not want to see your Union of human planets break apart.”
“I don’t, either.”
The queen nodded. “But there are powerful clans within the Corporate that do wish this. Chaos marketing, conflict investment, military-industrial financing —“ she waved a hand dismissively, not as though the topics were complex, but because to her they were as mundane as the alphabet “— short term thinking. But this is the current fashion.”
The queen’s eyes stared into the middle distance for a moment, lost in thought. The voluptuous Mantiz didn’t have the air of an absent-minded professor. Rather, she seemed to grasp a thought, find it worthwhile, and then file it away for later retrieval. Amanda had the sense of a razor sharp mind working behind that sensual exterior.              
“Well, fashions come and go. In the meantime, we must deal with the present. The other clans in the Corporate have a very simple plan: divide and conquer. Clan Sityadalog, what you call Iron Exports, is not strong enough to destroy the Union in its current form. Therefore, they have set the Union against itself. Your Union fleet and your Expeditionary Fleet have already drawn blood. Sityadolog will swoop in an destroy them both. So I ask you, what will you do about it?”
Amanda replied, “I want to stop it. I want to prove that the Corporate or, I guess, parts of it, are behind this secession. My hope is that when the Acadians see that they are being influenced by foreign powers, they’ll stop.”
The queen cast her eyes into the middle distance again. “Perhaps. Well, do you have evidence? Our understanding is that certain actions were undertaken recently.”
That was Mantiz for ‘we know you attacked a ship, so what did you find?’ Amanda replied, “We didn’t find anything about the Mantiz. But we found evidence that my father is involved. My colleagues were running down that ship, but then all this happened. I’ll know more after I talk to the ambassador.”
The queen glanced toward Pritha.
“We are unlikely to receive any news from him,” Pritha interjected. “Your ambassador has betrayed you, and has betrayed your friends.”
Her words grabbed Amanda like a fist clutching her heart. “What?”
Pritha spared Amanda a glance that, had she known it, the satrap had also shown to Matt, that look of patience confronting naïveté. “Your ambassador has been working for Iron Exports and Acadia. He was the one who set up the failed assassination attempt on you. He’s been very clever. He would make a good Mantiz.”
“That’s not — “ She didn’t want to say it was impossible; that would be a childish thing to say. “That seems unlikely. Philip doesn’t have any loyalties to Acadia.”
“He is loyal to money,” the queen said, “and Iron Exports has the resources to reward his treason.”
Pritha continued, “Philip Montjoy alerted the Once Removed before your people searched it. That’s why the ship was able to launch so quickly. But he was surprised when your Commander Ryder insisted on pursuing it off planet. Naturally, he wouldn’t help locate the ship, so we intervened. The ambassador also knew where you were going to be today, so he told Iron Exports to send a hit team. That plan was foiled by your Marines.” Pritha allowed herself a brief, approving smile. “Although the ambassador has been ahead of you at each step, the unpredictability of your people has defeated him at every turn.”
“I’ve been friends with Philip for years,” Amanda protested, aware that she was simply repeating a useless argument, but too surprised to stop herself.
“There is more,” the queen added. “As we began your audience here, your people were ambushed, probably thinking they were going to rescue you. This was more work by Ambassador Montjoy. Most of your people survived. Montjoy has fled the planet.”
“Philip wouldn’t do any of this.” Amanda was finding all this information impossible to believe, especially coming from the Mantiz.
“He did all that, and more,” Pritha said gently. “He helped Carter LeBeau and Iron Exports frame your father. They wanted someone to blame, a…” Pritha hesitated. “There is an idiom in English, the man who falls…”
“Fall guy,” Amanda said, but she said it from a great distance, as though she herself were falling. How was Philip suddenly a villain and her father innocent? “You’re sure about all this?”
“Absolutely. Your father has nothing to do with Acadia’s rebellion. Montjoy, however, has tried very hard to kill you and your friends.”
The thought of Matt and the others pulled her back and put her feet on the ground. “I need to talk to them.”
“We’ve tried contacting them,” Pritha said, ”but they didn’t respond. They have also gone off world. We think they are going after Montjoy.”
They left me behind? That possibility chipped at her heart.
The thought must have been drawn like a scar across her face, because Pritha touched her arm gently. “Amanda, it is most likely they thought you were dead.”
Amanda considered that. They would only have had Montjoy’s word for what happened to her. And if they’d discovered more information from the ship they’d been chasing, they’d want to get it to Earth somehow, even with the Q-phones down.              
She considered each of her teammates. Townsend might want to return to Earth. Andreu would absolutely want to murder Philip. What would Matt do? She felt a pang in her heart at the idea that he’d left without her. But she had to put that emotion away for now. Where would they go? With communications down, they couldn’t get an immediate line to Earth. But they didn’t have to. They could jump in, broadcast their information, and then go after Philip. Would they think of that? Would they want Philip that badly?
Yes, they would. Andreu would want revenge. And, she guessed, if Matt thought she was dead at Philip’s hand, then he would, too.
The queen had been watching Amanda closely, taking her measure. Now she spoke again, “Miss Chester, you need to know everything. Your Home Fleet and the rebel Ex Fleet have fought several battles. They are going to engage each other again soon. Iron Exports has a fleet waiting until both sides are at their weakest, and then they’re will destroy whoever is left. That is the real reason the entangled lines were destroyed. Communications to Earth are slow. There will be no time to call for reinforcements. Your navy will be wiped out.”
This was all getting to be too much for Amanda. “I need to contact Earth. This is getting way above my level. Can you help me?”
“Our own entangled lines to Earth are down,” Pritha said with a slight shake of her head. “And we can’t send a message out in the open. The Union would know the message came from our clan, and then Iron Exports would know. Our involvement cannot be revealed.”
Amanda slapped her hands together in frustration. “You seem very concerned about your own exposure while my people are dying.”
The queen interjected. “Your people are dying in your war, Miss Chester.”
“A war the Mantiz are underwriting!”
She’d raised her voice — to a queen, no less. Pritha’s cilia shivered, and Amanda heard or maybe felt faint, unseen, and threatening movements in the air behind her. She’d thought the room was empty, but the queen was not unguarded.
“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “This is a lot to deal with all at once."
The queen seemed unperturbed. “Let me explain, Miss Chester. Our interest is in keeping the markets stable for the clan. Secession destabilizes the markets. Therefore, our purposes align. However, at a certain level of risk, your war becomes preferable to our exposure. It would be beneficial for you not to push us to that level of risk.”
Amanda neither agreed or protested. She took a moment to gather her wits about her. Pritha and her queen had just delivered bad news followed by worse news, and she was off balance. In the usual annoying fashion, she thought of her father and how he might handle things. The first thing he would do, she thought, is regain his equilibrium.
“Understood,” she said at last. “I need to gather whatever resources I have and find a way to stop this crisis.”
The queen smiled in approval at her self-mastery. “You have done better than you know, Miss Chester. Ambassador Montjoy did not expect to be driven off the planet. Nor did he expect his ties to Acadia and Iron Exports to be discovered. They expected Acadia to have won the war long before anyone thought to ask the questions you’ve asked.”
“Well, I’m glad I made him uncomfortable,” she said sarcastically.
“You’ve done more than that. You’ve made them hurry,” Pritha replied. “Montjoy and the Acadians know that their secret is out. They know they have a limited time before the Union learns of their betrayal, even with the Q-phones down. The Iron Exports fleet is preparing to engage now, but this is much sooner than they would have liked. When your Home Fleet and your Ex Fleet meet next, Iron Exports will attack. You need to warn your people.”
“Can’t you warn them?”
Pritha looked bemused. “How would I convince them? I can hardly get you to believe me, and I saved your life today.”
Amanda felt herself blush at that.
The queen added. “Iron Exports has a spy in the Ex Fleet’s command crew. Through this spy, Iron Exports knows where the Acadians are at all times. They are just waiting for his signal. As soon as the two fleets have been damaged enough, Iron Exports will attack.”
Amanda shook her head. “I don’t know how I could stop them.”
Pritha said, “You cannot. But Commander Ryder can. That’s why we approached him first. He can talk to both sides.”
That statement fixed itself like an anchor in Amanda’s thoughts. “You tried to tell him that when he was in prison.”
“I began the conversation,” Pritha noted for accuracy. “We separated him from Montjoy for that reason. He was not yet ready to hear it all. But yes, I tried.”
From what Matt said, they’d told him not to trust the ambassador, but he hadn’t believed her. She decided that she had to trust someone. She would start with Pritha.
“How do I reach him? You said you were trying to contact them?”
The Mantiz satrap saw resolve in Amanda’s posture and admired it. “We’re trying even now, but they are ignoring all comms. That is understandable, since two Iron Exports ships are chasing them.”
“Do you have any idea where they’re going?” she asked.
Pritha nodded. “We know exactly where they are going.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Hollingsworth watched civilian ships scatter like fireflies, their drive signatures flitting off and away from the Dan’s World shipyards.
“A lot of them are still in range, sir," Commander Noble noted. “We should take out a few.”
“Why would we do that, son?” the admiral asked, letting the irritation into his voice.
“Teach ‘em a lesson,” the XO grunted. "They're obviously Union loyalists if they’re running from us.”
The big white mustaches dipped at the corners. “They're civilians. And we are the Ex Fleet. We don't shoot civilians.”
Noble gave a weak salute and turned away. Hollingsworth let that minor show of disrespect pass. As much as he hated it, he had to pick his battles with Noble, otherwise he'd be drowning in messages from LeBeau back on Acadia. Besides, he had bigger problems to solve at the moment, such as just why so many ships were evacuating the space station. You’d expect some panic when an occupying force arrived, naturally. Any ship with few or no ties to the station would bolt, just to avoid any unwanted search and seizure. But the station was home to families. Hell, there were whole communities that had been on Dan’s World for a generation. In his experience, it was more common for them to hunker down and negotiate with incoming forces, rather than to uproot themselves all in an instant.
But that’s what Dan’s World seemed to be doing. Every vessel that could hold air and light a drive was accelerating away from the massive station. Not that it mattered much to the admiral. It saved him the trouble of having to police the population and cordon off any areas where his own ships docked to prevent sabotage.
“Status on the enemy fleet?” he asked.
His tactical officer spoke up. “They’ve finished their curve around the sun and they’re accelerating back toward us. Their angle of attack will put them up plane of us. Current velocity is thirty thousand kilometers per second.”
Thirty thousand…?
Hollingsworth checked the readings for himself and confirmed that the Union ships were coming back at them at nearly eight percent of light speed.
“What is their deceleration?”
“No deceleration, sir,” Tactical replied. “They are coasting.”
That, at least, made sense. Conventional wisdom dictated that any velocity beyond five percent of light speed was dangerous inside an active star system, and anything approaching ten percent was suicide. There were just too many man-made objects, and too much hazardous debris, skipping around an inhabited system, to make ultra-high speed navigation feasible. It wasn’t impossible, it just wasn’t safe.
Hollingsworth knew the answer to his next question, but he was always interested in testing out his command crew. “Tactical, what’s the maximum relative velocity for accurate rail gun fire?”
The tactical officer swiveled in his seat to face the admiral. He was young, about the age Matt Ryder had been when they’d first met. “Sir, the maximum relative velocity is twelve thousand kilometers per second, or four percent of light speed.” The young officer saw Hollingsworth’s mustache twitch and corrected himself. “Actually, sir, that’s the recommended velocity.”
The admiral nodded. Kowal was doing twice that. He’d have trouble targeting the Ex Fleet ships with kinetic rounds at that speed. He could fire missiles, of course, and have the forward tubes lend their momentum to the smart weapons. But he’d have to fire very early to give those missiles time to curve their path into his ships, and any that missed would overshoot and spend a day coming back around. So what was he thinking?
Jim didn’t dismiss his enemy’s actions out of hand. Kowal had already proven himself to be a decent tactician. The Union commander had surprised him at Gwendoline, even though he’d had to retreat, and his ambush here in Dan’s World had been good enough to make Jim violate his own rules of engagement. That still stung. Kowal was planning something. Jim just wasn’t sure how his current actions would defeat him or drive him out of the system.
“Time to contact?” He asked.
“Twenty minutes, sir.”
“Change in the enemy’s velocity?”
“No, sir.”
Jim smoothed the edges of his mustache. The physics were becoming unavoidable. Newtonian mechanics now dictated that the Union Fleet would flash past them and then be flung far out into the system before they could ever recover. Even if they turned and burned now, which they weren’t going to do, they’d get one brief second of action and then they’d be a non-factor for a day, at least. Were they going to take a parting shot and then surrender the system? If so, that was fine by Jim. That would give the Ex Fleet control of not one but two shipyards. He would rebuild and repair, and then kill the Union fleet some other day. And while the Union had other colonies where they could repair ships, this would double Acadia’s resources…
Hollingsworth caught himself and rewound his thoughts. The Union had other colonies where they could repair ships…
“Status on the shipyards,” he snapped.
Ops looked confused. “They’re…empty, sir.”
“How empty? Is there anything left?”
“No, sir. Abandoned. The last few ships evacuated thirty minutes ago. There are a few stragglers in the residential areas of the station, but the docks are empty.”
Son of a bitch. “He’s not targeting us. He’s targeting the docks.”
Ops said, “Can he hit them at that velocity?”
The admiral clenched his fists until his knuckles were white, angry at his own stupidity. “That recommended velocity assumes an active combatant. And even then, it’s possible. Hell, the Ulysses did it herself at Kumagai. Kowal saw it happen. And those docks aren’t going to dodge anything.”
“The enemy fleet just fired rail guns!” Tactical announced.
The kinetic rounds were moving so fast that there was barely time to register the shots before they ripped through the docks. Whole sections of the massive station simply broke away from the main body of the structure, then additional rounds smashed the dissected section into fragments. The shots were clean, Hollingsworth noted with a professional’s eye. Even if there were anyone left on the main station, emergency seals would have shut them off from the docks, leaving the residential areas intact. But in that moment, Dan’s World ceased to be a shipyard. The vast docks themselves were just so much space junk now.
The Union fleet was already well out of range. But now they were decelerating and curving around.
“Signal from the enemy commander,” Comms announced.
“My personal link,” Hollingsworth said. A moment later, Kowal’s sharp features appeared in his view.
“Congratulations on destroying your own shipyards,” Hollingsworth taunted. “You just cost the Union billions."
Kowal smirked. “I’m pretty sure they’ll be sending the bill to you.”
“A scorched earth policy isn’t going to make you very popular back home.”
Kowal leaned into his screen with predatory eyes. “I’m not trying to win a popularity contest, I’m going to win a war, and I just denied you the asset you want most. Now I’m coming back around to finish you.”
Hollingsworth crafted a look of ennui. “At that velocity, I’m going to get bored waiting for you to come around.” He cut off the transmission.
Jim Hollingsworth stared into the middle distant even after the image disappeared, working to collect himself. It wouldn’t do to look angry in front of his crew, but inside he was seething. He had needed Dan’s World, but even more, he had wanted it, and this upstart had just denied it to him; had just spat in his face. Hollingsworth decided he was going to crush that little man.
But first, he had problems to solve. “Fleet status on fuel and armaments,” he said more to himself than anyone else. His interface called up reports. All the numbers were concerning. And he knew that Gwendoline didn’t have the inventory to resupply the Ex Fleet.
Hollingsworth gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to run from Kowal. He wanted to kill him. But first he had to go home.




PART THREE




CHAPTER SIXTY

The Hardlight hopped just Acadia’s Kuiper belt and dove inward.
The sprint out of the Mantiz system had not been violent, but it had been stressful. They’d received a number of comms calls from various Mantiz entities, none of which were familiar to Matt, and without Amanda to suss them out, he simply ignored them. Their silence made the Mantiz suspicious, and soon enough, two Mantiz warships had broken away from a large armada and curved onto intercept courses, but as Matt had proven, a stern chase was difficult to win. Matt took her out of the system at the highest average acceleration he could safely manage, and no one complained.
“I’ll take the weight on my chest so I can take Montjoy’s head off his shoulders,” Andreu said.
The pursuing Mantiz had fired missiles at them, but even high acceleration missiles had trouble overtaking a ship with a head start and good acceleration. As two missiles approached, one of them chose a direct path up the Hardlight’s tailpipe, only to be slowly melted by the heat from its fusion drive. The other missile, trying to avoid the drive flame, arced away to try to catch the ship abeam, but never could find a vector that allowed it to catch up. They hopped away while it was still trying.
Once they hopped into the Acadia system, they headed inward. Despite the escalating war, ships still came and went from the human colony. Several species continued to trade openly with Acadia, willing to risk the enmity of the Union. Their biggest risk was if the Athens had logged their transponder after Kumagai, but Matt doubted it. All they’d done on Kay Station was punch a constable, and as far as anyone there knew, they were just maintenance staff that had run away from a rebel warship. His guess proved correct the first time they were challenged by an Acadian sentry ship. The ship scanned them, found them unarmed and lightly crewed, and listened to Matt’s Acadian accent, then let them pass.
“That’s only going to work for so long,” Matt said to Townsend. “Eventually, Montjoy will get here, if he isn’t already, and tell his story, and this ship is going to be on everyone’s list.”
Townsend shrugged. “We’ll be gone by then. I just need to get us closer to the planet so I can send a message that won’t get picked up by everyone and his uncle.”
As the Hardlight approached Acadia, Townsend handed Matt a thumb drive. “The ship needs to broadcast the contents of this chip. We need to run it at oh-eight-hundred local time and then again at seventeen hundred local, even cycle. Then we need to read a couple of local social platforms.”
“Aren’t you afraid someone will intercept these signals?”
“They’ll just get comms traffic from this ship detailing the need for minor engine repair and a computer diagnostic. There won’t be anything interesting at all.”
“But it will mean something to someone?”
“We’ll see.”
Matt plugged the drive into the Hardlight and told it the parameters. The ship was a day out from Acadia. As they approached, Matt felt a twinge of homesickness. The blue green globe, streaked with white clouds, was beautiful. The planet was larger than Earth, but with a smaller metal core, so that the gravity was about ninety-five percent of Earth standard. Acadia had five continents and one vast archipelago which, considering its land mass, could have been a sixth continent on its own. Acadia had only been colonized a century earlier, and most of the land was still undeveloped. There was a movement among the population to avoid the mistakes that had ruined huge portions of Earth.
Although Matt felt a connection for this beautiful planet, he knew that his homesickness was misplaced. The Ex Fleet was his home, not Acadia, but the Ex Fleet had left the Union. Or maybe he’d left the Ex Fleet. Either way, this was no longer his place.
The ship was a few hours from reaching orbit when Townsend looked up from his phone and said, “Okay, we are good to go. Here’s where to land.”
“That’s pretty far out in the sticks,” Matt said. “Is there anything out there?”
“Let’s find out.”
The Hardlight descended toward the continent of Mason, most of which was in the northern temperate zone. The coordinates brought them down into foothills below a forested mountain range. The closest town was Larkspur, a hundred kilometers to the east, but they could see a few scattered structures along with what seemed to be some ancient stone walls.
“Huh,” Matt said. “Dig site.”
Acadia had been home to an indigenous, stone age species in its past, but they’d been extinct by the time the Union colonized the planet. From the few traces that remained, they had been primitive and few in number, although they had managed to spread to three of the five continents. The discovery of a few very old structures had caused a dispute when the planet was first charted, because interstellar treaties prohibited the colonization of planets with intelligent life. The original Acadian explorers had gone to great lengths to investigate and prove that the indigenous peoples, whoever they were, had died out long before humans had arrived. The study of these “indigs” was a minor occupation on Acadia.
The Hardlight touched down in a flat, makeshift landing pad a few hundred meters from the dig site. The gangway dropped and the crew left the ship. At Townsend’s prompting, they stowed their armor and rifles. They wore civilian clothes with pistols concealed. As they left the Hardlight, a man came out of the shack, limping slightly. As they approached, the limping man said, “You sure you’re in the right place? We don’t get many visitors here.”
Townsend offered his hand. “I’m usually in the right place at the wrong time.”
The limping man acknowledged the code words, then took the offered hand and shook it. “I’m Shaw.”
A while later, they all sat together in the small building next to the landing port. As they talked together, Matt noticed that Shaw had more than just a limp. His left arm moved stiffly, and he had abrasions along the right side of his forehead.
“You get those recently?” Matt asked.
Shaw frowned down at his left arm like it had insulted him. “Before I came dirt side, I had to blow up a space station, and it turns out you shouldn’t do that if you’re too close.”
“What kind of support can we count on?” Townsend asked.
“You’re looking at it,” Shaw said, thumbing toward himself. “We do have a few people in Landingsburg, but they’re just tech guys. They do good surveillance. Any other support we had got spooked away since everyone thinks we tried to smoke LeBeau, and then we blew up the Tolkien.”
“That was the Mantiz,” Matt said.
Shaw grunted. “Any chance you can prove that?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. But first we need to get to Montjoy.”
Shaw blinked. “Montjoy? The ambassador guy? He’s in Landingsburg.”
“He’s a traitor,” Andreu said.
“And we need him to help us recover a missing team member,” Matt added.
Shaw considered. “You boys have clearly been up to something. Well, getting to the city won’t be hard. Getting at your man might be, if he’s with LeBeau. He’s got that Templar guarding him.”
“But you’ll help us?” Townsend asked.
Shaw nodded. “I’ve been sitting on my ass doing nothing for a couple of weeks now. I’m ready to get back in the game.”
“Do you have any way to get information back to Earth?”
Shaw shook his head. “My guys in Landingsburg have a Q-phone, but it’s dead. Don’t know why.”
“It was the same on Manta,” Townsend told him, then said to everyone, “So we’re on our own. I say we get Montjoy, then either find Amanda or hop back to Earth. Maybe we’ll have enough intel to stop this war.”
“Too late to stop the war,” Shaw observed. “Trust me.”
Townsend seemed unperturbed. “My job is to get our findings to Directorate. I’m going to do that.”
“I have another idea,” Matt said. “Maybe Shaw’s right, that nothing we send to Earth is going to stop the war. But if I can get real evidence to Admiral Hollingsworth, he might decide not to fight.”
“Why’s that?” Shaw asked. “I hear he’s all in on secession.”
Matt shook his head. “He’s Acadian, for sure. But he’s also a man of honor. He doesn’t want his people losing their lives for nothing, and he absolutely wouldn’t want them dying over a political trick.”
Andreu looked skeptical. “He's already a traitor. Who says he’s got any morals?”
“I say,” Matt retorted. “The admiral doesn’t waste lives. If I can show him the Mantiz are manipulating him, that they destroyed the Tolkien, he’ll back down.”
Townsend looked concerned, but said, “Maybe you’re right. Let’s get Montjoy first, then we’ll figure out what to do next. You say he’s in Landingsburg?”
“Yes.”
“And you have operatives there?”
Shaw barked out a laugh. “Not operatives. Tech nerds.”
Townsend said, “Let’s put them to work.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

Once Amanda had put her trust in Pritha, the satrap moved very quickly. She acquired a clan-controlled ship, bundled Amanda onto it, and lifted off from Manta with surprising speed.
“We can get you to Acadia without much problem,” she said. “As you can imagine, Manta currently enjoys good relations with that planet.”
Amanda made a disgusted noise. Pritha acknowledged it and continued. “But also, we have a spy of our own on Acadia. Someone very close to Carter LeBeau, in fact.”
“How did you manage that?” Amanda asked.
Pritha flicked her wrist dismissively, as if to indicate, this is what we do. “He’s a disgruntled employee. But he can find you a safe place to stay while you look for Commander Ryder.”
“Can he get me to the others?”
Pritha’s cilia rustled. “I don’t think so. At least not directly. But he’ll have some insights. That is a good start.”
The Mantiz ship had been accelerating for only an hour or two when Pritha led Amanda to a display. On the screen, she saw Manta four, a gas giant with several moons. Around one of those moons, according to the readout, a large number of ships swarmed like so many flies around a platter.
“That is the Iron Export fleet,” Pritha explained. “As you can see, they weren’t expecting to gather this early, so now they are scrambling.”
“How many ships are there? Can we get any closer?”
The satrap shook her head. “That moon is Iron Exports clan territory. We would raise alarms if we got any closer. I just wanted you to see that the danger is real. Your Home Fleet and the Ex Fleet must stop their fighting, or they will both be destroyed.”
She offered Amanda a small data chip. “This is telemetry and video of the Iron Exports fleet. I hope it will lend some strength to your argument.”
As with all interstellar transportation, the journey outside the system took another day, then the hop from one star system to another, an unimaginable distance, took an unimaginably small amount of time. As they recovered from the relocation, the Mantiz ship cruised inward toward Acadia in relative comfort.
“It’s not unheard of, transporting representatives from other governments,” the satrap said. “We’ve had emissaries accept rides from system to system before. I don’t see why this should be any different.”
“What about traveling to a planet in the act of seceding from its home world?”
Pritha smiled with her usual panache. “Well, that is less common. Regardless, no one is going to challenge you during the flight.”
“Walking around Acadia is going to be a challenge, though. My accent won’t exactly blend in.”
Pritha laughed lightly. “Some of the Acadian accents are difficult even for me to understand. But we would not take you into enemy territory without a plan. Our asset on Acadia is waiting for you. He is very highly placed. Frankly, our back up plan, should our work with you fail, was to use this connection to curry favor in the new separatist government. Don’t look so offended. We have to consider all possibilities. However, we are willing to use this asset on your behalf. We have already sent signals, and this person will meet us soon after we disembark.”
The ship’s entry into the Acadian atmosphere was routine. They settled in one of the main ports of Landingsburg, and Amanda disembarked with Pritha and several other Mantiz. Before they left the ship, Pritha said, “Our diplomatic pass will get you through customs. Once we are through, look for the private car services. A driver will be there with your first name. Your last name is far too recognizable. Our contact will be waiting in the limousine.”
The customs area for diplomats was luxurious and the agents were polite, and they allowed Pritha’s entire group to pass through unmolested. Just before they separated, Pritha took Amanda’s hand and said sincerely, “Good luck, Amanda. Find Commander Ryder. Help him get to his admiral. That’s the only way to stop this war.”             
With a last, discreet nod toward Pritha, Amanda peeled away and followed a ramp down and to the right. The corridor opened up onto an open area for drivers, with baggage carousels off to one side. Glass walls and doors showed sidewalks and pick up locations beyond.
Several men in valet uniforms stood near the bottom of the ramp holding digital signs with various names. Amanda saw Pritha and several other Mantiz peel off to one side to be greeted by their own. In front of her, a man held up a sign that read “Amanda.” When she said hello, he tipped his cap. “This way, ma’am,” he said languidly.
She followed him through the glass wall and to a waiting black roller. He opened the back door for and she saw a large passenger area with seats facing each other. A man sat in the rear-facing seat. Amanda got in across from him. He was broad-shouldered and flat-faced, with a nose that had been broken more than once. But he smiled at her pleasantly and said, “Welcome to Acadia, Miss Chester. My name’s Jasper.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

Shaw accompanied the Union arrivals to Landingsburg. They docked the Hardlight at a private dock well outside the city, hoping the remote location would hide the ship from prying eyes.
“Even so, we need to get on this now,” Townsend said. “We are in enemy territory. The sooner we meet our objective and get out, the better. Shaw?”
The operator nodded. “Our contacts here are ready to meet.”
Andreu leaned into the conversation. “These guys of yours, you know them? Could this be a set up?” After Montjoy, he was having trust issues, and Matt didn’t blame him.
Shaw’s eyebrows flicked up in a maybe, but fuck it, expression. Matt looked from him to Andreu and decided they were opposite sides of the same coin. Both men had the confidence of someone who could kill most people in any room they entered and had, in fact, done just that. But where Andreu wore his threat like a rattlesnake’s tail, warning you away, Shaw was as relaxed and casual as a cat before it strikes.
“They haven’t been put into the fire yet,” Shaw admitted, “so I don’t know how they’ll deal with pressure. But as far as their loyalty, the spooks vetted them as much as possible.” This with a nod to Townsend. “I guess at least two of them have family on Earth that weren’t allowed to emigrate once Acadia started pushing its own agenda.”
“There’s a lot of that going around,” Matt said.
“We should go in careful anyway,” Andreu grunted.
Since cautious for Andreu just meant ‘don’t shoot everyone right away,’ that left a broad range of options. Townsend worked his systems magic again and provided everyone with an identity that would pass on Acadia.
Still practicing caution, they separated into two groups and boarded public transportation into the city. Matt and Townsend traveled together, since Matt was a native. Shaw went with Andreu and Brinworth. Although the special operations man wasn’t Acadian, he could manage a passable Acadian accent and had learned his way around during his time on planet.
The trams were mostly empty at this time of day, and Matt and Townsend ended up on a car alone.
“Were you born anywhere around here?” Townsend asked, pointing out the window at the passing cityscape. Landingsburg was big by Acadian standards, with over a million inhabitants. The city was built along a broad river in a wide valley. The mountains to the west were far off, but very tall, and looked much closer than they really were, with peaks permanently capped in snow.
Matt shook his head. “About five hundred kilometers west, a little town called Woodrow's Hollow next to the Navy base.
“Your dad was a Navy man.”
“He was transferred to the Ex Fleet from Earth right when my mom got pregnant with me. Every kid in Woodrow's Hollow was either a Navy brat or the kid of some civilian who worked on the base.”
“You miss your dad?”
The question was surprisingly sentimental. Matt looked for signs of sarcasm, but saw none, so he answered, “I was pretty young when he died. I have good memories, but they’re little kid memories. Him throwing me up in the air. He came home for shore leave and brought me a toy astronaut. Stuff like that. Mostly, I know the stories.”
“His file was attached to yours. The report said he saved the whole crew.”
Matt nodded. “He got the Navy Cross posthumously. In the Battle of Ibera, the Missouri fought alone and killed four Ursine ships. Turned out it was actually five, because the last Pack Hunter had to be scuttled before it could reach its home port, but we didn’t know that until a year later.”
“That’s a lot to live up to,” Townsend noted. “Do you think that’s why you’re so connected to Hollingsworth?”
Matt’s expression closed like a door. “You know, you were better at this back in the interrogation room with your files in front of you. Don’t psychoanalyze me.”
Townsend didn’t deny the implication. “I’m just checking in.”
“Why?”
The Directorate man considered for a moment, like a poker player assessing his hand. “You caught me off guard back there in our little strategy session. I didn’t know you were going to try to get in touch with Hollingsworth.”
“It’s just an idea. I think it might work.”
“But we agreed that you weren’t going anywhere near Hollingsworth.”
Matt finally caught on. “Is that why you’re playing shrink right now? I said I wasn’t going to fight him. You said you didn’t trust me in combat, or something like that. But this is different.”
“From where I sit, it’s you trying to get back to the admiral — “
“Because he’s my surrogate dad?” Matt’s sarcastic tone fell a little flat, since the words were closer to the truth than he’d intended. He ignored that and mustered up some disdain. “You need to retake your Directorate psychology class. I’m just trying to stop the war.”
“I thought Montjoy was trying to stop the war, too.”
Matt’s face was still stone cold, but there was a hint of red in his cheeks. “You think I’m a spy?”
To his credit, Townsend read the terrain and eased off a bit. “No, that ship sailed weeks ago,” he said firmly and clearly. “But I think one of the only real loyalties you feel is for Hollingsworth. And I think it’s a bad idea to put you in a room with him.”
“If my loyalty to the admiral was going to stop me, I never would have left.”                                           Townsend’s only response was a worried silence.
The tram arrived in downtown Landingsburg, just a neighborhood away from Parlay House and the other government buildings. There was a working class bar one street over from the tram station, mostly empty in the early afternoon, but they’d chosen it because it was quiet, and also because a group of tough, rugged-looking people looked like they belonged in a bar rather than a coffee shop. The population inside the dark local tavern had grown by exactly their number plus three men, all of whom looked like they could have used more sunlight. Shaw introduced them as Hayes, McCoy, and Dillard. Matt pegged them as Landingsburg natives by their accents.
They circled their topic slowly, their first circumnavigation guided by small talk as they checked the bar to make sure no one was eavesdropping. Hayes and Dillard had families on Earth, but those families carried none of the ethnic, religious, or political qualities that Acadians saw as worthy of exclusion. They were just from Earth. These days, that was enough to keep them out.
“We’ve had general surveillance on the new President for the last few months, since right after it all started,” Dillard explained, as they got down to business. “We can’t get too close because of the Templar, but we’ve been able to get intel on most of LeBeau’s comings and goings.”
“And you’re sure the Mantiz ambassador is here?”
“You mean Philip?” McCoy said like he was Montjoy’s best friend. “Oh, sure, we’ve been up his skirt since the minute he got in. He’s staying at a government safe house out in the Grove. That’s a suburb.”
“Guarded?” Andreu asked.
“Like everything,” McCoy replied. “But no more than anything else.”
“I’d like to see a layout of that place,” the first sergeant said. “We could probably get him there.”
“Get him?” the third man, Hayes, said. “We weren’t thinking about getting him, were we?”
“You weren’t, but I was,” Andreu growled.
Dillard patted both hands in the air like he was calming a dog. “We’re not really equipped for that kind of work, but if you want computer hacks, video and audio, we can get that for you, even from a distance.” The man saw that he’d peaked Townsend’s interest, so he continued. “We’ve been scoping the place out for a while. We’ve got line of sight right into the main windows of a big office and the dining room downstairs. Two of the best meeting places.”
“That seems pretty careless of them,” Townsend said.
Dillard grinned like a Cheshire Cat. “We’re really far away, but we have directional mics that’ll pick up a flea farting a kilometer off.”
Shaw, Brinworth, and Andreu looked at Townsend, while Townsend and Matt looked at each other. “I wouldn’t mind getting video of a confession,” Townsend said.
“I was thinking we might learn about Amanda,” Matt added.
“Okay,” Townsend said. “Let’s make it happen.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Amanda listened to Jasper’s story on the way through Landingsburg. His accent was Acadian, but Amanda didn’t know the colony well enough to say what part of the planet he was from. She could tell that his education had come late in life. His leathery face and his thick-knuckled hands told a story of manual labor. He spoke with good grammar, but he didn’t wear it well, like the verbal equivalent of a man tugging at his tie.
“The truth is, ma’am, I’m pretty neutral about the politics,” Jasper was saying. “I’m not saying it’s fine for Acadia to secede, I’m just willing to see both sides. For me, the reason I’m helping you is a little more personal.”
Amanda saw that Jasper wanted her to show interest, so she asked, “What happened? Personally, I mean.”
“I got sidelined.” There was real pain in his voice, the kind of hurt a bruiser like Jasper wasn’t comfortable showing, and he did his best to hide it. “I’ve been working for Mr. LeBeau for, oh, it’s got to be fourteen years now. And a lot of that is back before Acadia First, before he got big, when he was just an assemblyman back in Clarence County. Nothing glamorous back then, I’m here to tell you.” Jasper stared out at something Amanda was not privy to, then he turned back to her. “But then along comes this freak, offering to be his bodyguard, and suddenly I get turned into the coffee boy.”
“The Templar,” Amanda said.
“Yeah. Anyway, I was willing to follow LeBeau right out the door when he decided to break away from Earth, but if he’s not going to stand by me, why should I stand by him?”
“Sounds like you were mistreated,” Amanda told him. “Couldn’t he use the both of you?”
“Carter don’t need a second bodyguard. He, she, it, whatever it is, I say he. He’s got superpowers,” the brawler said. “He can read your mind. And he sees the future. I know, you’re going to tell me I’m crazy,” he added, heading off a statement that Amanda was not going to make. “But he can do it.”
“I’ve heard about that, but I’ve never seen it in person.”
Jasper replied. “It’s only a few seconds or so, but I’ve seen it. LeBeau makes him do a parlor trick where he tells you which card you’re going to pick. I don’t think the Templar likes doing it, though.”
“And he gets it right every time?”
“Every time!” Jasper replied in exasperation. “Every damn time.”
“Where’d the Templar come from?” Amanda asked, then shook her head at her own question. “I mean, why did he sign on with LeBeau?”
Jasper shook his head. “He didn’t say. He don’t actually talk much. Don’t offer anything at all unless it’s about protection. Ask him about joining up with LeBeau and he just says it’s his mission. He’s got some alien word for it, but it means mission.”
Amanda nodded. What little work had been done on Templar culture included research into what some Templars called their sh’hayla. It was something like a rite of passage, and was apparently relatively new to their culture, having developed only a century or two before, with their own exploration of the stars. Once they’d begun interacting with other species, the Templars had developed a habit of entering other cultures and assigning themselves as bodyguards to individuals. Often these assignments were for very elite, very public figures, like LeBeau, but sometimes the Templars attached themselves to ordinary people with ordinary lives. Their involvement lasted days, weeks, or years. Some protectees were, by all accounts, among the noblest and most honorable of their people. Just as often, they were the worst of the worst. No one, except the Templars themselves, had any idea how each individual chose his protectee.
The drive took them from the colonial urban style of one hundred year old Landingsburg to a suburb of middle class row houses, their yards decorated with a mixture of native and imported plant life. The suburbs themselves gave way to an outer ring of wealthier neighborhoods, with yards so large the houses could hardly be seen, set back from the roads. The spaces between the estates amounted to small wooded parks.
“We’re almost there,” Jasper said.
“This must be a really nice safe house,” Amanda noticed. “Did the Mantiz provide it?”
“Not exactly,” the man replied.
After another kilometer along a well-groomed road, the roller turned up one of the long driveways and through a break in a tall hedge. The driveway cut a gentle arc up a grassy slope and led up to a three story house done in an antique style once called antebellum. The house would have been impressive to anyone who had not grown up in the Chester mansion. Even so, Amanda recognized the expensive upkeep and a level of taste she did not connect with the colonies in general. The car rolled up to the large front doors. Jasper and Amanda got out and Jasper led her to the entryway.
“How can you afford this?”
“Friends in high places,” Jasper replied. “Let’s go meet them.”
The foyer was grand, with a high arched ceiling and a statue in the corner that Amanda recognized as a replica of someone famous, an old military leader, she thought. But no one greeted them. “Down this hall, in the study,” Jasper said. They walked beneath a large chandelier and down a tastefully decorated hallway to a closed door. Jasper smiled and winked at her, then opened the door and motioned for Amanda to go first. She walked through the door and into a study with a large desk, several chairs and couches, and the smiling face of Philip Montjoy.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

“This is going to be easier than I thought,” Townsend said.
“I told you,” Dillard replied, clearly pleased with himself, “didn’t I tell you?”
They stood near the crest of a low hill crowned with trees and sloped in blue-green grass imported from Earth. There were no buildings nearby, but a low rail fence, crafted in an antique style, ran along the foot of the hill, clearly meant as a decoration or a casual boundary marker rather than a deterrent. Whether this was public parkland or someone’s private property, they weren’t sure, but there were no signs of recent visitation. The only footsteps in the grass were theirs.
At the edge of the tree-line, under the deepening shade, the tech team had set up a listening post with two cameras and three shotgun microphones. The microphones were serious enough to look like weapons.
“As good as it gets,” Hayes said, petting the microphone like it was a fragile animal. He slipped on earphones and began adjusting settings on a small control box.
The microphone was lined up with one of the cameras. Matt looked through the camera lens and nearly jumped back. His view had gone from a panorama of the wealthy suburb to a startling closeup of a window that was right in his face.
“That is a serious optic,” he said.
“As good as it gets!” Hayes repeated with a grin.
The telescopic lenses gave them a clear view of the house the techies said was Carter LeBeau’s safe house. In truth, their unobstructed line of site was all luck. Trees should have obscured their view of the house, but the rolling hills dropped into a dell between their location and their target, allowing them to see over the tree line in that direction. Beyond the little depression, a mansion would have obstructed their line of sight, but only the foundation had been laid, with a low, temporary fence surrounding the concrete footprint.
“I’m getting something,” Hayes said.
Matt put his eye to the telescope, this time ready for the sudden zoom as the optic brought him right through a window and into a study or residential office of some kind. Three people walked into the room: a short, round man with thinning hair who somehow managed to look important despite his appearance; a tall, predatory figure whom Matt realized was not human; and Philip Montjoy.
“There he is,” Andreu said in a voice like a tiger’s purr.
“Start recording,” Townsend ordered.
“Done,” one of the techs replied. He flipped a switch, and a small speaker broadcast a tinny version of the conversation in the far off room.
“It’ll be soon?” Montjoy asked, running his fingers through his hair.
“In just a minute,” the round-cheeked man said. “You look nervous.”
Montjoy smiled boyishly. “I suppose it needs to be done?”
The round man nodded. “It needs to be done.”
Montjoy was about to reply when a different interior door opened, and another person walked in.
It was Amanda Chester.
In the room, Amanda pulled up short, momentarily surprised. But she was her father’s daughter, so the moment she saw Philip Montjoy standing by the desk, his body as languid and stress-free as ever, she didn’t freeze in confusion. Her mind processed the possibilities and reached conclusions without hesitation or emotion.
She’d been betrayed. She’d been handed over to Montjoy. This meant Pritha might have betrayed her. But why go to all the trouble of saving her from Iron Exports? She wrestled that thought into a corner and left it. No time for it now. She had more immediate concerns. All this she gathered in with one quick breath. Then she studied her surroundings.
There were two other men in the room. One was short and round and self-satisfied, and reminded Amanda of Chief of Staff Merker back on Earth. He wore his puffy cheeks and thinning hair as a disguise, but under drowsy lids his eyes were quick and perceptive. This was Carter LeBeau.
It was only when she looked at the third figure in the room that Amanda actually started. This one appeared lean and tall, even standing near Montjoy. Its face was both lean and heavy, like a Neanderthal’s, with thick brows that shadowed its eyes, long cheekbones, heavy jaws that once, perhaps not long ago in its evolutionary cycle, had been used for close combat. Its arms hung loose at its sides, but somehow it seemed ready to strike. If a sorcerer could transform a praying mantis into a human being, the result would have looked like this: a Templar.
Instead of addressing Montjoy, she turned back to Jasper coolly. “So I guess you haven’t been sidelined after all,” she said.
Jasper appeared genuinely embarrassed. “More like demoted. I’m the errand boy. You were the errand.”
Montjoy spoke. “I could hardly have picked you up myself, Mandy. Besides, the bodyguard-turned-traitor story is the kind of narrative the Mantiz love, so it was easy for us to sell it to your friends back on Manta.”
Amanda felt a sincere but pointless wave of relief. So Pritha hadn’t betrayed her after all; she’d been tricked just like Amanda. That was something, at least. It made her feel that she wasn’t a complete idiot.
Philip opened his hands like he was receiving a gift. “Pritha’s people think they’re oh, so smart, but Iron Exports is a step ahead of them.” He touched a finger to his chin in a caricature of thoughtfulness. “We do, however, we have a question for you, Mandy. Who were you going to meet here?”
“No one,” she lied. “I came to get you.”
Jasper started to laugh, but his mockery fell flat; the laughter broke like a wave against the strength of her solve and the confidence of her lie. She wasn’t just Joel Chester’s daughter. She was Amanda Chester, and she’d pushed and prodded the reluctant Union leadership kicking and screaming into her investigation, and she’d been proven right. She’d survived the efforts of Montjoy and Iron Exports to kill her, and she’d wrecked the timeline of their schemes. As she stood there, defiant in the face of those four men, the idea that she’d come here alone to chase down Philip Montjoy suddenly didn’t seem impossible at all.
“Well, that’s good new, if it’s true, Miss Chester,” Carter LeBeau said, speaking for the first time, trying to break the spell. His voice washed over her in rolling swells of native Acadian. “But why are you so anxious to catch the ambassador?”
Amanda shrugged off his charm like an unwelcome hand on her shoulder and spoke at Montjoy instead. “You framed my father, and you got me to accuse him. I’m going to fix my mistake and prove him innocent. You’re my proof.”
LeBeau was unconvinced. “By all accounts, you hate your father.”
“I also hate being wrong. So you put me in a tough spot.”
The ambassador started to speak, but LeBeau clearly felt that he now owned this conversation. “Well, you have yourself to blame for the accusations we made, my dear. All that noise you were making at the Union about the Mantiz. We needed, shall we say, a distraction. And your father makes a perfect scapegoat. He has his fingers in so many pies already.”
Amanda didn’t turn her gaze from Philip. “And you went along with it.”
Montjoy looked as disinterested as ever. “Your father can take care of himself. It gives the Union something else to worry about.”
“And you sold it for us,” LeBeau said. “Philip tells me that even after all the trouble we went to with the cargo labels, and the shipping logs, your Directorate man still didn’t want to throw Joel Chester under the bus. It was you that insisted.”
“The whole setup was very Mantiz of you,” she noted.
“I take that as a compliment,” Montjoy said with a slight bow.
Amanda mustered all the disgust she could manage. “You’re a traitor to your species.”
“Oh, that’s melodramatic,” the ambassador protested with a put-upon expression. “I’m a traitor to the Union, that’s true, but that creaky old institution wasn’t going to last forever.”
She had no patience for his equivocation. “You’re working for the Mantiz to destroy the Union.”
Montjoy held up a finger. “With them. I’m working with them. To help a government with a legitimate claim of sovereignty to become independent.”
“An arrangement that, I’m guessing, will cancel your debts.”
LeBeau brushed her accusation away like a fly. “Mere details, my dear. Future Acadians will view Ambassador Montjoy as a freedom fighter and the Mantiz as being on the right side of history.”
“Save it,” Amanda told him. “I’m not a voter. I know people like you. You’re in this for the money and the power.”
LeBeau still smiled, but the glint in his eyes was menacing. “This from Amanda Chester. If that isn’t the daughter of the pot calling the kettle black.”
“They’re playing you,” she said. “The Mantiz. They’re playing all of you.”
Carter LeBeau smirked, and Amanda recognized that expression from a dozen confrontations she’d witnessed at the Chester House, and a hundred staff meetings in the Union bureaucracy. It was the smirk of privileged old men who thought they knew everything. It was the hubris of a man holding pocket jacks when his opponent had quietly built a straight.
“The Mantiz have their agenda and we have ours,” he said. “But there's no need to concern yourself over that." The patronizing tone made Amanda think he might add, Don’t worry your pretty little head. “Acadia will get out from under the Union thumb. We’ll make trade deals of our own, with the Mantiz and everyone else. Deals that work best for us.”
“The Mantiz will swallow you whole,” she replied.
“We can handle them.”
“Have you seen their fleet?”
“Those ships are there to help us against the Union,” LeBeau said wearily. He glanced at Montjoy. “Do we need anything else?”
“I don’t think so,” the ambassador replied.
LeBeau said to Jasper, “Kill her.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

Amanda was speaking. No one…I came to get you.
“We have to go. Now,” Matt said.
“Wait, what?” McCoy said.
Andreu, Shaw, and Brinworth were already in motion.
Matt took the rifle that Andreu pulled out of a carrying case. By the time he’d checked it and stowed extra magazines in his jacket pocket, all the others were already armed.
“Move fast. Weapons low. Go,” Andreu directed.
Shaw looked at the techs. “Get back to the roller. Bring it around to the front of that house in fifteen minutes. If it looks like trouble, bug out.”
By the looks on their faces, that last comment was unnecessary.
The house was about one kilometer off, just close enough that hurrying back to the vehicle was a waste of time. Matt and the others sprinted down the hill and vaulted over the low fence. Beyond lay a small strip of grass, the last ribbon of parkland. Then they crossed a street and were under the trees and among the estates. The big lots kept the houses apart, and there wasn’t any traffic in the quiet neighborhood.
A kilometer was not a long way to run for Marines, and three minutes later they had covered most of that distance and were at the edge of the property.
“Go, go, go,” Andreu ordered.
They ran up a long, gentle slope of grass and trees. A driveway snaked along the grounds, but they avoided it in favor of a bee line over the grass slope, which was high enough that at first they couldn’t see the house. But once they topped a small hillock, it suddenly rose up in front of them, a white, pillar-fronted house just this side of a mansion. Windows stared down at them threateningly, but no one seemed to be watching. Most of the upper windows were dark.
Charging into any structure without information or planning was stupid. But Matt’s instructor in Officer Training School had said, “If you have to be stupid, be stupid as fast as possible.”
They rushed up the long driveway to the pillars bracketing the big double doors. Without missing a beat, Andreu put a booted foot to the door. The door groaned on the first kick, but didn’t open. Andreu stepped back like he was reloading a weapon, then stepped forward and stomped again. There was a loud crack and a squeal like steel giving birth, and the door broke open.
They didn’t know the layout, but they had a general idea where the meeting room was, to the right of the doorway. The two commandos and Shaw flowed through the doorway like they were part of a dance, their rifles dipping and turning in search of targets. They were in a high-ceilinged, oval foyer, with stairs and a hallway at the far end and two other hallways on either side, making the foyer an intersection. One man in civilian clothes came hurrying down the hallway opposite them, looking confused and fumbling for a weapon at his hip. Andreu killed him with a burst of gunfire that sounded very loud inside the house.
“Clear,” he said. They ran down the hallway.
*
Amanda watched Jasper reach toward his hip for a weapon. She dove at him, covering his right hand with both of hers, smothering it downward against his body. She didn’t know exactly what to do, but she knew she didn’t want him to draw out whatever he was grabbing for.
Jasper swung his body away from her, trying to dislodge her and unholster his gun. Amanda clung to his arm and scrambled to follow his turn, keeping her bodyweight against his arm. The Acadian was stronger than she was, but she was desperate, and all her weight was on that one arm. She kneed him in the groin and he grunted. She kneed him again and he loosened, but didn’t go down.
Then she felt a vice-like grip on the back of her neck. A hand lifted her forcibly away from Jasper, off the ground, and tossed her. She hit the floor harder than Bronson had ever thrown her during her self-defense lessons, but she scrambled up anyway. The Templar stood next to Jasper, as calm as a tower. Jasper was gasping, one hand on his crotch while the other finally removed the pistol from his hip holster.
At that moment, several things happened at blinding speed. First, the Templar suddenly charged — not at her, but at LeBeau. Second, the door burst open with a bang as loud as a gunshot and armed figures poured in like a crashing wave. Third, something stung her neck like a hot iron being laid across her collar bone. She spun away from the stinging pain reflexively, as though she could shuck it off her body, as the violent intruders swarmed past her. Some part of her brain understood that there was a lot going on very suddenly, but her mind had latched onto Jasper as a threat to her life and wouldn’t let go, so she was still staring at him with tunnel vision. He had shot her. He was about to fire again. His face was contorted into a mask of fear and determination just beyond the barrel of his gun, but her eyes focused on the pistol. Amanda could almost see down the barrel at the bullet chambered inside, and she was sure she was going to die. Then a red splash appeared in the air just beyond her focus, and Jasper disappeared from view.
Time sucked her forward into the present like the tide going out. Amanda’s field of vision opened wider and she saw the whole room. Jasper had fallen to the ground, his body limp and mostly headless. One of the Marines was also lying on the floor, with another Marine kneeling over his fallen comrade. A third man in civilian clothes was aiming his rifle toward another door. The Directorate man, Townsend, was pointing his rifle at Philip Montjoy, who smiled like this was all some mildly amusing joke and he was about to deliver the punch line.
“Amanda. Amanda!”
That was Matt Ryder. Matt the Navy pilot. It was very nice to see his face. “Yes,” she said. Her voice sounded thin and far away in her own ears.
Matt pressed his hand to her shoulder. It hurt. Surprised, she tried to push his hand away but he stopped her. “You’ve been shot. The bullet grazed you. We need to keep pressure on it.” He put something soft in her hand, then pressed that hand firmly to her neck.
She’d been shot. That made sense. Keep pressure on the wound. She liked having a clear direction. “Okay, pressure,” she said.
Matt was sure that Amanda was in shock, but he couldn’t do much more for her at the moment. He sat her down in a chair, made sure she was keeping pressure on the nasty red streak across her neck and collar bone, then turned back to the room. Two of the room’s occupants had gotten away — LeBeau and the Templar. The Templar was inhumanly fast, and accurate enough to put a parting shot from its pistol right between Brinworth’s eyes as it dragged LeBeau out a side door. She lay on the floor curled around her rifle like it was a lifeline, her eyes wide. Andreu knelt next to her briefly, then said, “Gone,” and stood back up.
Shaw stood at the door the Templar had used, his rifle steady down the hallway beyond. “Down this way. That was LeBeau with him.” The operator spared a meaningful glance back at the others, then returned to his vigil. “We get LeBeau, we could end this whole shit show.”
“But what do we do with him?” Townsend jabbed the muzzle of his rifle at Montjoy.
Montjoy gave him a lopsided smile. “Gentlemen, I’m your trump card. Under the right circumstances, I’d be more than happy to testify against these men.”
Andreu looked ready to shoot, but Townsend raised a hand. “What circumstances?”
Montjoy’s eyes gleamed. The battle of the salon, he thought. This is my world, and poor Agent Townsend is only living in it. He said, “Immunity, of course.”
Townsend barked a laugh. “In return for what?”
Montjoy was unphased. “In return for admitting, on video and under oath, that Carter LeBeau conspired with the Mantiz against the Union. And that the Mantiz are the ones who destroyed the Tolkien in order to start the war.”
The Directorate man said, “You’re admitting that? That the Union had nothing to do with the Tolkien?”
Montjoy smiled like a satisfied cat. “I’m admitting it to you. But I won’t say it for the record until I have my immunity.”
Townsend raised his wrist mic to his ear. “Did you get that on the record?” he asked.
McCoy’s voice came back. “Got all of it.”
Townsend nodded to the first sergeant.
Andreu fired. Montjoy dropped to the ground as limp as a puppet who’s strings had been cut, most of his forehead gone.
“Be sure to save all that,” Townsend said. Then he hesitated and spoke into his mic again. “Scrub that last bit.”
“We need to go after them,” Shaw said. His voice was steady, with a get the fucking show on the road undertone.
“We can’t just leave her,” Matt said.
“You’re not,” Townsend said. “You two are in charge of the evidence. Get her back to the techies. Get everything together and get out of here.”
“And go where?” Matt said. “Earth or to the Ex Fleet?”
Amanda opened her mouth tp speak, but stopped herself as Townsend said,“You’re the pilot. You figure it out.”             
Matt nodded, but Townsend wasn’t done. He pulled something out of his pocket and stuffed it into Matt’s hand. It was his challenge coin. “Take this. If you need help, use it.”
“Use it?” Matt asked.
“It’s entangled,” Townsend said. He glanced at Amanda. “It’s a direct line to Joel Chester.”
“You’re kidding,” Matt said.
Townsend ignored his reaction. “Depress the globe and anchor for three seconds to activate. Flip it and press the letters on the other side and type. You can only send a word or two. Then press the globe and anchor again. It only has one or two uses left.”
“You’re in his pocket!” Amanda nearly shouted. Then it dawned on her. “That’s how he knew he was going to be arrested.”
Townsend said matter-of-factly, “He asked me to keep an eye on you.”
“And on his interests,” she replied.
Townsend ignored that. “He had to get away from Earth, so he went to the Ursine. But he wants to help, if he can.”
“That son of a bitch,” she muttered. Matt couldn’t tell if her tone was admiration or anger. Probably both.
“Wasting time here,” Shaw said.
“Let’s go kill that rebel fucker,” Andreu said.
“Go,” Townsend said to Matt, and then the three men hurried down the hallway after LeBeau and the Templar.
*
Matt tried to help Amanda out of her seat, but she stood up on her own. “I can manage.”             
“There should be a roller out front. Let’s get to it.”
They hurried out the same door Matt had entered, leaving three bodies behind them. Matt spared a glance and a thought for Brinworth, another one of the Marines who’d given her life on a mission they hadn’t known would cost so much. Then they were in the hallway, hurrying toward the foyer and the front door. Only then did he realize that alarms were shrieking both inside and outside the house. As they entered the foyer, he was ready for another firefight, but no one appeared. Either the house had not been expecting trouble, or LeBeau had figured the Templar was enough.
They passed through the broken front door and hurried down the driveway. Evening had turned to night, and the grounds had sparsely illuminated by scattered ground lights shining up into various trees. They looked ghostly in the gloom.
The run seemed to take forever as the long downward slope of the grounds stretched out into darkness before them. Matt expected to have to search for the roller. He was not expecting what he actually saw — bright lights gleaming through the trees. As soon as they had a clear line of sight toward the street, the bright light became an artificial sun nearly blinding them. It didn’t look like emergency vehicles or constables, so Matt and Amanda ran toward it, shielding their eyes as they reached the roller parked on the road. Portable floodlights shone out from the front, sides, and rear of the car.
“What the hell?” Matt said as he and Amanda piled into the roller.
Dillard was in the driver’s seat, “There’s security cameras all over these houses. If we can’t make the car invisible, then we blind them with the obvious.”
“Go!” Hayes shouted.
“Going.”
They kept the floodlights on until they passed several intersections, then shut them down all at once, now going as dark as possible. The house alarms behind them were joined by the faint sound of police sirens, getting louder for a moment and then fading as they put distance between themselves and the house. No one spoke for a while. They left the affluent residential neighborhood and merged onto a busier thoroughfare, and a moment later they were just one of many automobiles speeding along the outskirts of Landingsburg.
Finally, Matt spoke. “Any chance they’re tracking us?”
McCoy replied, “Always a chance, but it’s slim. This roller’s got nothing to do with anything illegal. Surveillance cameras couldn’t pick up anything but white out, thanks to our flood lights. Eventually they’ll look at video feeds from farther out, and one of those might catch a shot of us once we turned off the lights, but they’ll have to track as many vehicles as were moving around then. How fast they do that depends on what you left back there for them to worry about first.”
“A lot,” Matt said heavily. “We left a lot back there.”
Dillard spared a glance from the road to look at Matt. “We saw what happened to the woman Marine. What about Shaw and your other guys?”
“They’re after LeBeau,” Amanda answered. “I’m not sure how we get to them.”
“And you, lady,” Dillard said, his voice strengthening, “you are a bad ass!”
“No joke,” McCoy added. “You were kicking that guy’s butt until the Templar jumped in.”
Matt looked at Amanda, who only shrugged. Then she winced at the pain of it.
He said, “We need to decide if we’re going back for them.”
Amanda’s reply was to jab a finger at him accusingly. “Did you know about Townsend?”
Matt fished out the challenge coin. “How would I know about this? Wasn’t he your guy?”
Amanda thought back to her first conversation with her father, and how’d he’d already know so much, even then. “Apparently not.”
Matt turned the coin over and over in his hand. It didn’t appear special in any way. It was just an old fashioned oversized coin. One side had an etching of the anchor, globe, and stars of the Union Marines. The other side displayed the clumsy slogan Matt had seen before: Jump, Unfazed By High Views — Extremely Qualified to Kick Ass.
“That slogan seems a little lame —” Amanda said.
“I thought so, too —“
“— except for the fact that it uses all the letters of the alphabet,” she added.
Matt stopped turning the coin. “What?”
“I assume that makes it easier to spell a word.” She was right. The whole motto made a little more sense. It wasn’t meant to inspire anything. It was a tool to get to the alphabet. He said, “I’ve never heard of an entangled object before. The phones, sure, but there’s a lot of tech supporting that system. This seems really advanced, even if you can only send one word. It’s impressive, even for the Directorate.”
“Could just as easily be a Chester Interstellar device. They have some pretty advanced stuff. And if Townsend was moonlighting for my father, he wouldn’t want to communicate through regular channels.” She tapped her forehead like she was trying to exorcise a headache. “I need to get my father out of my head and focus. Matt, we have to stop the war. The Mantiz are going to kill everyone. I saw their ships. They’re going to attack whoever wins. We need to stop our people from fighting before it’s too late.”
Matt nodded. “I believe you. We got a lot of evidence from the Once Removed.”
“You were talking to Montjoy about the Tolkien. You have proof?”
“And we have this,” McCoy said. He held up a small thumb drive. “That’s video of your whole conversation with those guys, and Montjoy’s confession.”
Amanda took it from him carefully, as though it might come apart in her hand if she wanted it too much. "We need to get it to the Union asap.”
Matt called up to McCoy. “Is there any way for us to broadcast data off planet?”
The techie shook his head. “Not with the entanglement system down.”
“We have this,” Amanda said, pointing at the coin. “But if Townsend’s right, there’s no way to transmit all the data we have this way.”
“I think if I can get to Hollingsworth, I can stop him from fighting,” Matt said. “If we put all our information together, we can get him to pull back.”
Amanda nodded. “That’s what Pritha suggested. Her clan thinks you can stop the war if you get in front of Hollingsworth. Apparently, that’s what they wanted from the beginning, but we weren’t listening.”
“Townsend wasn’t so sure,” Matt said. “He’s afraid I’ll change sides.”
“Would you?”
Matt thought about his grandparents. But he said, “First things first. Let’s get out of this system.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

As Matt and Amanda ran toward the front of the house, Townsend and Andreu joined Shaw, who had his rifle trained down the back hallway.
“Ninety second head start,” the operator growled, rolling smoothly around the corner of the doorframe and down the hall. The other two men followed. Shaw and Andreu moved like cats, with Townsend, a little rustier, doing a passable job watching their backs. The hallway led to another door, which in turn led to an inner courtyard with a garden and a small fountain at its center. In quieter moments — meaning when armed men weren’t storming through the mansion — this atrium must have made for a beautiful, light-filled view from all the surrounding rooms in the house. To the three fighters, moving through the narrow space in the deepening gloom, it looked like a kill box.
Without pause, they fanned out to dominate the space. Aside from the door they’d used, the atrium had a multitude of windows on two stories, and three exits, one at each side and the third at the far end. Each man kept his muzzle trained on a door. No one shot at them. The two side doors obviously led to other wings of the house. The third, at the far end, was a larger, double-doored affair that looked more utilitarian.
Shaw jabbed the muzzle of his rifle at it like it was a threat. “Car port, maybe. LeBeau wants to get away.”
“Go,” Andreu said.
They flowed, rather than ran, across the atrium, expecting gunfire but receiving none. Shaw reached the double doors, kicked them open without missing a step, and dove to his left, grunting as he did. Behind him, Andreu and Townsend felt wasps buzz by their ears. Both men hurled themselves to the right and found cover behind a big, rollable tool case. Tiny plinks sounded on the far side of the case, like a hundred bees ramming themselves into the metal.
Andreu looked across the doorway to Shaw, who was alive but wearing red streaks across his neck and shoulder like a bloody scarf.
“Status?” the first sergeant asked.
Shaw gave a thumbs up and said, “Fucking tired of getting wounded — look out!”
Andreu and Townsend both swung their rifles up as the Templar loomed suddenly over the top of the tool case. The alien bodyguard slapped their weapons aside, one with an empty hand and the other with his flechette pistol. Before it could shoot, Shaw fired off a burst from his own rifle, but the Templar twisted and bent his body like a gymnast and dodged the bullets. Andreu recovered and fired point blank at the Templar, who moved again, and somehow managed to be wherever the rounds were not. Townsend also fired and failed to hit, but his last two rounds struck the Templar’s flechette gun, splintering the weapon. None of the men had time to say what all of them had seen: the Templar hadn’t gotten lucky; it had used the weapon as a shield and intentionally blocked the bullets.
As smoothly as though it were part of the plan, the Templar dropped his broken pistol and grabbed Townsend’s weapon. The Directorate man fought back, clutching his rifle like it was his soul. Andreu tried to intervene but the Templar kicked him fast and hard in the ribs and the Marine doubled over. Townsend realized the Templar was going to get the rifle, so he depressed the trigger and discharged every round in the magazine just as the Templar wrenched it from his grasp. Shaw tried to get a bead on the alien but the bodyguard knew it and slid sideways to put Andreu between them. Andreu tried again to fire at the Templar, who slapped at the muzzle of his weapon with the empty firearm and Andreu’s rifle flew out of his hands. Shaw repositioned and aimed, only to see Townsend’s rifle flying into his sights. The rifle struck his own weapon head on, smashing the butt into his shoulder and hitting him on the forehead.
“Motherfucker!” he yelled, but there was no time to react. The Templar had hurled itself after the rifle, landing a kick to his stomach that drove all the air out of his lungs. He was just aware enough to see the Templar reach for his throat and knew he couldn’t stop it, when the bodyguard stopped its motion and swung around to punch Townsend in the face, then jumped away as Andreu slashed at it with a knife.
The Templar stalked sideways, its expression impassive, as the three humans recovered.
“What the fuck!” Andreu snarled for all of them.
Shaw pulled a knife from his belt and glared at the Templar, who seemed to be waiting for them. “Nobody’s this fucking good.”
Townsend’s nose was broken from the Templar’s punch and blood splashed down his upper lip like the remnants of a waterfall. He had no knife, so he grabbed a heavy wrench from the big tool case and hefted it. “Let’s explain that to him.”
The three men rolled out of their cover and went at the Templar, who glared at them, a lion awaiting the hyenas. Andreu reached the alien first, feinting low and stabbing high. The Templar ignored the feint and bladed his body to avoid the real thrust, spinning and sending a mule kick into Townsend’s stomach while at the same time catching Andreu’s arm over its shoulder. With his free hand, the first sergeant punched the Templar in the kidney but the alien ignored the blow, pulling down on the arm while driving his shoulder up, snapping Andreu’s arm at the elbow with a sound like peanut shells being cracked. Andreu grunted and elbowed the Templar in the back of the neck, but some of the strength had gone out of him and the bodyguard easily rolled with the blow.                            
Townsend recovered from the kick and surged forward, hurling the heavy wrench ahead of his run. The Templar dodged it casually, but the Directorate man had counted on that. To avoid the wrench, the Templar had stepped away from Andreu’s crouched form. Townsend had thrown himself in that direction. The Templar looked unsurprised but unable to get out of the way and braced itself as Townsend’s thick figure slammed against him. No finesse, no technique, just a football tackle. The alien tried a backward somersault to throw Townsend over and it nearly worked. Townsend felt himself lifted up and over, but he sagged his hips backward and grabbed hold of the Templar’s shirt. The weight shift ruined the bodyguard’s roll and the two combatants fell sideways awkwardly.
Townsend tried to punch the Templar, but it stifled the blow before he could even start. Then Shaw was there, kicking and stomping at the Templar’s head. The bodyguard kept one arm wrapped around Townsend’s arm and shielded his own head with the other, absorbing the kicks with his shoulder. Townsend used his weight to keep the Templar pinned down, sure that Shaw would get him eventually. But the alien somehow grabbed Shaw’s booted foot and twisted. Shaw grunted and fell away.
The Directorate man was on his own now, so he started hitting the Templar’s body. It was like punching a piece of steel. At the same time, he felt hammer blows fall on his back and shoulders. The blows were strong, but so was Townsend, so he ignored them and kept punching. It wasn’t until the seventh or eighth blow pinched something inside him that he realized what was happening. The Templar wasn’t punching him. It had gotten hold of someone’s knife and was stabbing him repeatedly in the back. Townsend abandoned his grip on the Templar’s body and reached for its arm, lost his bearings, and felt two more stabs in his shoulder and chest.
“Fuck you!” he grunted and punched the Templar hard. His knuckles smashed through skin and he felt something crack in the Templar’s face. The blow seemed to have an effect, but only for a moment, then the bodyguard tried to stab him again. It only missed because Shaw had returned and smothered the arm with his whole body. The Templar was now pinned on its back under both men. Townsend coughed and tasted hot copper in his mouth. He crawled up the Templar’s struggling body, securing the other arm.
For the first time, the Templar spoke, cursing at them in low, fluid syllables, like marbles sloshing in a tray.
“Top!” Shaw shouted.
“Here,” Andreu said, staggering to his feet. His right arm hung at his side, longer now than his left. The ulna was snapped and the elbow dislocated. His face was ghastly pale but full of anger. He kicked, his booted foot thudding against the Templar’s head.
“Again!” Townsend shouted. It took all the strength and weight in his body to hold on as the Templar’s arm wriggled underneath him like a struggling serpent.
Andreu kicked again. The Templar spat blood into the air. But before Andreu could kick a third time, the Templar slipped his right arm, the arm with the knife, free of Shaw’s grip. Drops of Shaw’s blood sprayed across all of them in a thin line, then the Templar plunged the blade into Andreu’s thigh. The Marine folded in on himself, but as he bent, he caught hold of the Templar’s hand, keeping the knife in his leg and locking down the bodyguard’s arm yet again. The Templar jerked and Andreu winced but held on.
Shaw got an arm around the Templar’s neck, choking it. The alien struggled for a moment, then realized its dilemma and gave up on the knife. With the hand relaxed, its arm came free of Andreu’s trap and, whiplike, punched backward at Shaw. The blow caromed off his skull, but the spec ops man just choked tighter.
For a moment they were a gory pile of bloody limbs stacked haphazardly one on another. Townsend coughed spittle and arterial blood onto the Templar’s chest, trying to maintain his grip on that one arm. Andreu muttered something unintelligible and primal, then pulled the knife out of his upper thigh, a gush of blood following the draw. Ignoring it, Andreu plunged the knife into the Templar’s chest where a man’s heart and lungs would be. The blade sank deep and the bodyguard grunted. Andreu jerked the knife free and raised it to stab again, but the Templar raised both legs and kicked him away.
Townsend felt his life leaving him in gouts of blood and spit. But he’d been a fucking Marine before he wore the suit, so he kept his body pinning the Templar’s limb and lifted one hand, bent his fingers into a claw, and gouged it into his enemy’s wounded chest, then tore at it like he was ripping open a Christmas present. The Templar roared, the first discomposed sound they’d heard from it, and heaved desperately. Shaw’s grip on its neck weakened and the Templar punched him away. Townsend did not let up with his hand and ripped the chest wound open wider. With its free arm, the Templar punched Townsend, over and over, its arm pumping like a piston, until Townsend stopped moving, his hand still clutching gobs of Templar flesh.
The bodyguard pushed the heavy corpse off itself and staggered to its feet, assessing threats. The short heavy one was done. The other one, the one it had stabbed in the leg, lay on the floor a few feet away, unmoving. It turned to focus on the last one, the one that had choked it.
Shaw was focused on the Templar, too, but he was holding his rifle in his hands. He was bloody and gasping for breath, but his hands held a weapon and they were steady. He fired a three round burst. The Templar had lost some of its speed and the rounds tore through it, but the bodyguard stayed on its feet. Shaw fired another burst and the weapon went dry. The Templar absorbed these rounds also, took one step toward him, then dropped to its knees, staring…not at him, but at something in the middle distance. A quizzical half-smile lifted the corners of its mouth, like it was seeing something interesting and surprising. Then it fell on its face.
Shaw dropped the rifle and wretched up a thin string of bile. Then he crawled over to his teammates. He touched two fingers to Townsend’s neck. No pulse. No breathing. He crawled to Andreu, who was lying in a spreading pool of his own blood. The Marine’s pulse was faint and fading. When he felt Shaw’s touch, Andreu opened his eyes.
“Get you help,” Shaw said weakly.
Andreu shook his head. “Femoral artery.” Then, “Get him?”
Shaw nodded.
“Fuck that guy,” Andreu said. Those were his last words.
Shaw turned away and crawled on his hands and knees toward the exit, leaving a smear of blood in his wake. Half way to the door, he stopped.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

Getting the Hardlight out of the Acadian system was not difficult. System security was far more concerned about objects heading toward the star than those headed away.
While getting the ship off planet was easy, lifting themselves out of the aftershock of the fight proved more difficult. For a full day, they didn’t really talk. They sat together or separately and ate a couple of meals. They said words, Matt describing their timing for getting far enough out to hop; Amanda telling the story of a bet she made with her University roommate during her year on Alba, trying to convince a local baker that she was a native. Her accent had fooled him at first, but she’d lost because she couldn’t stand the taste of rhubarb, which the Albans seemed to consider a baking essential. They spoke of anything and everything except what had happened on the planet. At least at first.
About two days out from Acadia, with no patrol ships on vectors that might intercept them before a jump, Matt felt a wall inside him begin to crumble. Behind that wall was the compartment into which he’d shoved the firefight, and where he’d stored his guilt for leaving three teammates behind. He was sitting in the Hardlight’s lounge, thumbing through astrogation charts as though orbital mechanics might suddenly change, when his hands started to shake. He lifted them from the screen and stared at them. He had tucked the emotions of the firefight — three firefights, he realized — away so tightly that he didn’t connect the shaking hands to any feeling he had. The hands might have belonged to someone else for all the sense they made to him.
Amanda walked into the lounge and stopped, watching him watching himself. Her eyes moved back and forth from his hands to the look of fascinated horror on his face. Then she walked up to him and, without saying a word, covered his hands with hers. He looked up at her, suddenly noticing she was there, and the wall collapsed. His body shuddered in one violent, tearless sob, and he pressed his head against her.                                                         In response, Amanda felt her own suppressed emotions well up like an unexpected wave rising and smashing her against the rocks of her own denial. Memories of Malai and Espinoza washed over her, first alive and then torn and bloody on the ground of Manta. She started to cry, quietly, tears moving down her cheeks in slow, burning trails, more like the drops of votive candles than the marks of despair. Matt was very quiet, his eyes clenched, his body wracked at regular intervals by silent but violent sobs. She stood and he sat, their hands connected, soldered together by tears.
“I don’t think I should have left,” Matt said after a long silence. “I was in command.” He pulled himself away from her as if to look at her, but instead he stared at the bulkhead, seeing something else.
She asked, “You’ve never had to do anything like that before?”
He shook his head. “I’ve lost people. But I never had to leave anyone behind.” He grunted with some self-disdain. “It’s not — ” He paused as the words snagged in his throat. “It’s not what we do.”
That ‘we’ wasn’t the Ex Fleet, she guessed. “It’s not what your father did.”
Matt tilted his head, but she couldn’t say whether or not it was a nod. “He died saving his crew. I just abandoned mine.”
Amanda wasn’t sure he wanted solace or solutions. She wasn’t sure she could offer either. She didn’t share his emotional attachment to his father. In fact, she’d spent her entire life not wanting to be like her own father. But he seemed at a loss and, ironically, when she started to speak, she found that the word on her lips was a word her father had spoken many times.
“Duty,” she said finally. “Isn’t that what the military always talks about? Your father did his duty. And you are doing yours.”
“That’s not how it feels.”
“The facts don’t care about your feelings.” That phrase was out before she was aware she had uttered it.
The way he reacted, she might as well have slapped him. Having spoken the words, though, she couldn’t pull them back. She squeezed his hand to show she meant no harm. “That’s a gift from my father, who’s a jackass, but a smart one. The facts don’t care about your feelings. You can have regrets about what happened, but the fact is, you did the right thing. You have to learn to live with it.”
“He does sound like a jackass,” Matt agreed.
“Well, try this instead,” she said. “What happened to Malai and Espinoza, I’ve never — that isn’t something I ever expected to see. Or do. Be a part of. But I was there, and I’m not saying they wanted to die, but I think they died doing what they wanted. If that makes sense.”
Matt nodded. “It does.”
“And let’s face it, Andreu is happy to go out as long as he can fuck someone up along the way.”
The phrase was so out of character for her, and so accurate of Andreu, that he had to laugh.
When he stopped, he said, “You’d make a good commanding officer.”
She smirked. “Of course. I’m a Chester.”
Her hands were still on his. They felt warm and lively and comforting. He opened his fingers and so did she, and the layers of hand over hand transformed into a web of fingers intertwined. He looked up to see her already looking at him, her eyes bright and the corners of her mouth upturned gently. He leaned forward and upward and kissed her, and she kissed him back, and that moment lasted a long time.
When they finally broke apart, she said with a wry smile, “Isn’t this classic...”
He hesitated. “If you don’t…I mean, if you’d rather not…”
“Sssshhh,” she said, and kissed him again, and the hush became a quick catch of breath as he pulled her close.
*
Three days later, the Hardlight reached the edge of the Acadian system. Matt and Amanda, talked, made love, and even slept with stress-driven intensity. Finally, Matt spoke about the father he’d never really known, and his grandfather and Hollingsworth, the surrogates he’d used to fill that empty space. In return, Amanda talked about the father she’d known all too well. Matt told the story of how he’d joined the military as a way to escape his second class status and honor his father’s memory, and she told him how she’d tried to lose herself in the labyrinth of university and bureaucracy to avoid her family’s relentless reputation.
When he had to pilot, or check the ship’s functions, Amanda enjoyed watching him work. He had an understated competence she found appealing. Amanda had never really known her mother, who’d decided long ago that even the Chester lifestyle was not adequate compensation for putting up with a husband like Joel Chester, and made a hasty exit early on. In his typical fashion, Joel Chester had simply replaced her with a series of governesses of an increasingly clinical persuasion. One had told her analytically, “Women are attracted to men who do things passionately and competently.” The governess had meant it as a caution, which had annoyed Amanda at the time. Now, she thought how right the old hen had been. Matt was very competent, and very passionate.
In a quiet part of her mind, Amanda was aware that stress and danger heightened sexual attraction, but instead of resisting, she reveled in it. The sex was good. But she also found that she actually liked this Matt Ryder. She had liked him on the mission, but he’d been all Navy then, conscious of his command and working to wrangle Andreu and, probably, her. Now that they were alone, she saw more of the man she’d met that first day in the interview. He was defiant and confident, but also honest. That seemed to be his core; that face-the-facts attitude. Annoyingly, she thought, her father would approve.
As for Matt, he realized he had fallen for her the moment she’d shrugged her slim, unbreakable shoulders the first time they’d met.
“We’re getting outside the planetary orbits,” he said to her finally. “We have to decide.”
They touched on the topic of what to do next several times, never quite reaching a decision, not so much because they were afraid of it, but because it broke the spell of those days together.
“Okay,” Amanda said, sitting herself up in her seat, forcing herself to focus on the business at hand. “So, you say that you already sent information ahead to Earth.”
He nodded, but uncertainly. “We gave a data drive to a bunch of panicked embassy staffers who were evacuating Manta. We told them it was urgent and that they should broadcast the data to the Security Directorate the minute they hopped to Earth.” He checked his interface for dates. “With no Q-phones, the Directorate would have received the broadcast, say, a week ago.”
Amanda exhaled slowly. “Knocking out the Q-phones really changed the speed of everything.”
Matt shifted toward her, focusing the way she had done. “Here’s what I’m worried about. I’m afraid the data we sent will just end up on someone’s desk for days, then in committee, then in a strategy session, and it’ll be weeks before anyone really uses it.”
Amanda nodded. “If this went through the U.N., it would end up on my desk and you’re right.” But then she added, “That might be an argument for going back to Earth. If we go there, in person, or at least get on the comms as soon as light lag is shorter, maybe we can convince people.”
He couldn’t deny that. Amanda, as he’d seen, could be very persuasive. Still, he wasn’t quite ready to give up. “Didn’t you say Pritha’s advice was for me to go to the admiral?”
“It was,” she admitted. “I just don’t know Hollingsworth.”
“I do,” Matt replied definitely. “I think if I put this evidence in front of him —Montjoy, the Tolkien, LeBeau’s schemes — he’ll stand down. He’s a man of honor.”
In the weeks they’d spent together, Amanda hadn’t heard this tone from him. Even when he bared his soul about abandoning their teammates, he hadn’t sounded this…innocent. The fragile timbre was the voice of a much younger, less calloused man.
“I envy you,” she said, not quite answering him. “I don’t…I never had that, exactly. The funny thing is, I could predict what my father would do as precisely as you can predict what your admiral will do. But not because of honor. Because of pure greed and selfishness. I can always trust my father to act in his own self-interest.”
“You make your father sound like he has no redeeming qualities,” Matt said.
She clicked her tongue. “I’ll give him one thing. Two actually. He was there for me. Usually, he was there to tell me how I could have done things better, but he was always there.”
“That’s got to count for something. You said, two things. What’s the other?”
“He doesn’t like to lose.”
Matt laughed. “Now he sounds like his daughter.”
“You’re right, I don’t want to lose, either, and you’re right about the bureaucracy on Earth. But if we take this information to your admiral, and it gets swept under the rug, then we’ve lost everything. I know you think you’re right, but it’s not worth the risk.”
Matt felt a tiny knot in his stomach, that moment when you know you can choose to become angry. But he saw her face wrinkled into a frown, and he knew that she had risked something just then, in arguing with him. She’d chosen to stay true to her opinion rather than to appease his desires, and at the end of the day that was the most difficult and yet most respectful act one human being could make toward another. So he breathed himself loose from the anger.
The facts, he thought, don’t care about your feelings.
So, on the fourth day outbound, the Hardlight signaled Matt that they were far enough outside the star’s gravity well. “Get ready to hop,” he told Amanda. “Next up, Earth.”
She sat with him in the cockpit and put her hand on his. It took an extra moment for him to focus with her there. That gave him pause. There was no place for distraction during relocation. Distractions got people killed. Matt took a deep breath and gently removed his hand from hers, then patted it warmly. He called up the astrogation chart for Sol System and turned his full attention to it. He bent his mind to it and through his link, he bent the energy of the entire ship to it. He felt the moment when his attention, and therefore the ship’s attention, was completely directed toward the Union homeworld.
And then every alert on the ship blared. Proximity alarms, collision alerts, everything. “What the hell!”
Multiple ships just hopped. Almost right on top of us, the Hardlight told him.
“No kidding,” he said, looking at his display. Nine massive ships popped up around them, within hundreds of kilometers which, in interstellar terms, was right on top of them. And not just any ships. Warships. Targeting lasers lit up the little freighter like the eyes of watchdogs.
“What’s happening?” Amanda asked.
“We’re not going to Earth,” Matt said, “because the Ex Fleet just came to us.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

Admiral Hollingsworth watched the Hardlight being tugged into Virginia’s cargo bay. It wasn’t any surprise at all that a freighter was nearby when the fleet returned to Acadia; this happened all the time on hops into the home system. That it was a Union of Earth ship was a mild curiosity. Hollingsworth wasn’t truly startled until, when the Ex Fleet hailed the ship and ordered them to cut acceleration, the voice that answered was that of Matthew Ryder.
Hollingsworth did not want to have a conversation with his former XO over comms. He ordered quietly, “Bring him aboard.”
The Virginia had docking bays big enough for the Hardlight, and soon swallowed the small freighter. Ryder had asked to transmit a data package in advance, but Hollingsworth rejected the request. Matt was like a son to him, but Jim had read Oedipus. He was going to be cautious.
An honor guard escorted the new arrivals through the ship to Hollingsworth’s ready room. But he did take the time to watch them approach through the security feeds. Matt wore civilian clothes, a sight that turned a knot in his stomach. Even if Matt was working for the Union, he was still a military officer, and a military officer in civilian clothing, traveling in a civilian vessel, but with a military objective, was a spy.
 Jim stared closer. The young man’s shoulders slumped a little, not from fear, but from fatigue. There was a haunted look in his eyes. He’d been through something, and recently.
The woman with Ryder was a bit of a mystery. The onboard FRC flagged her as from Earth, the daughter of some industrial tycoon. There was clearly a story to be told here.
A moment later the admiral’s door chimed and he allowed them in. Hollingsworth stood and he saw Matt stiffen, but not in anger. The younger man looked like he wanted to salute, but wasn’t sure if he should.
“Welcome aboard, son,” the admiral said.
“Admiral,” Matt said.
“Who’s your friend?”
Matt started to speak but the woman beat him to it. “My name is Amanda Chester.”
They both looked anxious to move past the formalities, but Hollingsworth took his time and glanced at his screen. “Daughter of Joel Chester.”
Amanda looked annoyed. “More to the point, I’m the Deputy Secretary of Alien Affairs.”
Hollingsworth nodded as though he’d been expecting that answer when, in fact, he was quite surprised. What was a Union bureaucrat doing on a transport vessel leaving Acadia? And why was she with Ryder?
“Please sit,” he offered to both of them. They took two small chairs across from his desk. He waited for them to get comfortable, then he sat down as well. He studied the young lady. She was small, with slim features and an open expression. Her posture was firm. She reminded Jim of those society ladies who could be so genteel at parties but were tough as nails at the town meeting. She returned his gaze unflinchingly.
Jim looked at his former executive officer. “You are not in uniform.”
“No, sir,” Matt said carefully. “I’m not currently working for the military. I’m Miss Chester’s pilot. ”
“Good, because otherwise you’d be a spy.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And since you’re not in the military, you should stop calling me sir.”
“Yes, s—. Yes.”
Hollingsworth winked at Amanda. “Now, I assume there’s a story about what you’re doing in the Acadian system. How much of this story am I going to like?”
“Not much.” Matt clipped off the word ‘sir’ and continued. “But there’s a part you need to hear. We have proof that the Union did not destroy the Tolkien. The Mantiz did. And LeBeau is working with Manta to start a war for his own benefit. And that they’re setting you up.” Matt held up a data chip.
Hollingsworth looked at the chip as though it might bite him, which wasn’t far from the truth. After a moment, he reached out and took it from Matt. He pulled a tablet out of the desk drawer and said, as much to himself as to them, “This one isn’t on the network.” Meaning that if Matt was trying to infect the ship with a virus, it wouldn’t work.
He popped the chip into a slot and started to watch. His face lit up as the screen activated. Light and soft shadows played across his patrician features. The admiral’s glass blue eyes flicked here and there across the screen, but never seemed to change expression. The only indication of any internal reaction was a slight rise and fall in his thick gray mustache. As the final segment of captured video played, the mustache fell, then fell further, and stayed low.
The video finished and the light faded off his face. He looked up, his somber expression taking in the two of them. “Most of this doesn’t mean much to me. That footage of the Tolkien could be forged.”
“But Montjoy admitting it?”
Hollingsworth turned up one long-fingered palm like his was offering evidence. “It wouldn’t be the first deep fake data between enemy governments.”
“Put your ops people on it,” Matt urged. “They’ll tell you it’s not edited.”
Hollingsworth hummed from deep in his chest and looked at the screen. “Hmm, and the rest. A cargo ship. Caldinium. A shootout at a space port. LeBeau’s name all over the money. What’s the point of it?”
Amanda said, “The point is that every item on that list is a piece of evidence showing how LeBeau colluded with Manta. He wanted the Ex Fleet to protect Kumagai so that Acadia could sell caldinium to the Mantiz. So that he could profit from it. And in order to maximize his profit, he is getting Acadia out from under the Union. Manta wants the caldinium, but they also want the Union weakened. They are pulling your strings to get Acadia to break away.”
Hollingsworth touched his chin like a poker player considering his hand. “That just makes me think they’re on our side.”
“But they attacked the Tolkien,” Matt said, “and they made it look like the Union did it. They killed Cosgrove.”
Hollingsworth nodded reluctantly at that, but it was acknowledgement without conviction. He was hearing a fact he could not refute, but would not accept.
“You don’t want to be manipulated by the Mantiz,” Amanda said. “Acadia on its own will get crushed by the Mantiz Corporate. Both economically and militarily.” She pointed at the reader he held. “They have a fleet ready to attack you. I saw it.”
Hollingsworth sighed. “How do I know that those ships have anything to do with us?”
“I trust my sources.”
“Your Mantiz sources. You tell me the Mantiz are treacherous, but then you ask me to believe they are a reliable. Ma’am, that dog won’t hunt.”
Matt said, “Admiral, we can verify the Mantiz information through Joel Chester.”
“Her father,” the admiral pointed out.
“We’ve got the registration and travel information from the ship they were using between here and Manta. But you don’t need any of that. You have the Union Ambassador to Manta on video confirming treason with a member of the Acadian Parliament.”
“ — I have a potentially forged video that needs to be verified,” Hollingsworth corrected.
“But — “ Amanda’s tone lost some of that Chester strength. “The only thing that’s been manufactured is this war. By the Mantiz!”
Suddenly, Hollingsworth looked on her as a child rather than an adult. “All wars are fabricated, Miss Chester. I don’t manufacture them. I just win them.”
“But you can’t!” Amanda looked as though she wanted to say more, but had no other words in her arsenal. ‘Can’t’ seemed to sum it up.
“Commander,” Hollingsworth said, “I think it’s time for us to have a word in private.”
“Bullshit,” Amanda spat. “This has been my mission from the beginning.”
“Then you’ve done your duty, Miss Chester. I can appreciate that. But this is my ready room and I’ll have who I want in here.”
Still, Amanda did not move.
“Should I call in the Marines?” Hollingsworth threatened.
“Yes,” she said.
Despite himself, the admiral looked surprised. “Excuse me?”
“I said yes. If the Union breaks apart, I want to know that I didn’t quit until I was dragged out by armed guards.”
Hollingsworth sighed. He must have used his interface, because although he didn’t move, the door opened and two square-jawed Marines with sidearms stepped into the room and saluted. “Please escort Miss Chester back to a holding room. She can wait there.”
“Ma’am,” one of the square jaws said.
Amanda caught Matt’s eye, her own expression a mixture of anger, desperation, and demand. Matt nodded. The door closed a moment later.
“That is quite a woman,” Hollingsworth observed.
Matt laughed without humor. “You are not wrong.” Then he said, “You have to stop this, Admiral.”
Jim Hollingsworth sighed again, and this time the tension left his neck and jaw. It reminded Matt of other moments he’d had in this room, when it was just the two of them. Hollingsworth never stopped being the admiral, but he did power down his guns around those he trusted. This was as real as anyone got with him, except for maybe his wife.
“Even if I could stop it, son, why would I?”
“Because sailors and Marines are going to die. For no reason.”
“For our independence. I can’t think of a better reason.”
“The whole reason is a lie. The Tolkien — “
“The Tolkien was the spark that lit the fuse,” Hollingsworth agreed. “But if it hadn’t been the Tolkien, it would be something else. You know it and I know it and hell, President Wilkens knows it.”
“But you’ll be dancing to the Mantiz tune — "
“I’ll deal with the Mantiz,” Jim said. “That doesn’t make the fight wrong.”
“LeBeau just wants money and power. That makes the fighting wrong. It makes the dying wrong.”
“Tell that to the crew of the Arkansas,” Hollingsworth said, his drawl becoming a growl. “Tell that to the Austin. They died for this fight.”
“But they didn’t have to,” Matt pushed back hard.
“That’s an insult to their memories.”
“The facts don’t care about your feelings.” Matt startled himself with the phrase, then leaned into it. “No one else has to die over this.”             
“Warriors die in war,” the admiral said softly, but not gently. He was reminding the younger man how the universe worked.
Matt didn’t back down. “Only when necessary. You were wrong about something you said a long time ago. Diplomacy is not a continuation of war by other means. You were wrong and von Clausewitz was right. War has to come last. We have to be the last resort. The politicians need us, but they shouldn’t want us. You shouldn’t want to be used, Admiral. This shouldn’t be a war. This is a debate over who gets what credit for expanding the human sphere. Acadia doesn’t need to fight and die for that.”
“That’s the Earther in you talking,” Hollingsworth said. "That’s your father.”
Matt’s face darkened. “You don’t get to say that to me.”
Storm clouds formed in the older man’s eyes as well. No one told him what he could and could not do. He felt the urge to lash out at Matt, to break him as he’d broken dozens of insolent junior officers over the years. Heat rose in his face and neck, like a weapons system powering back up. He could bark commands. He could have Matt thrown into the brig, or have him executed, or a dozen other punishments capitol and otherwise.
But he rode the thunder and bottled up the lightning, and once he gave his anger boundaries, then he was Jim Hollingsworth again, the man who, aside from his tactical genius and his loyalty to Cadence, had just one constant quality: honesty. And so in that moment, to that young officer who’d served him so well for so long, instead of having him shot, he just said, “It’s the biggest war of my life, Matt. I have to be in it.”
Matt waited for more, for words that would have given the statement greater depth or broader meaning. But there were none. Finally, he replied quietly, “What?”
Hollingsworth’s shoulders relaxed, as though the admission had freed him from a burden. “This break from the Union, it’s going to happen sooner or later. Not just with Acadia, with all the colonies. Earth knows it. There’s no geography holding us together, no river or continent or star system binding us to one another. Ships can hop anywhere they want to, develop societies and industries on their own. Earth isn't the center of anything. The Union’s going to break up eventually. So it might as well break up now.”
Matt understood now, and it horrified him. “You mean, now, so Admiral Hollingsworth can be the hero…”
“Yes,” he said.
The younger man shook his head. “That’s not a good enough reason.”
“It’s the only reason,” Jim replied evenly.
Jim could have said more. He could have argued that Acadia was becoming too big, and Earth too small; that the break up was better for everyone sooner rather than later, when resentment might have festered and Acadia might want not just independence but retribution. He might have added that even if Matt and the young lady were right, Mantiz interference hadn’t really created a problem so much as exploited one that already existed. He could have asked Matt what Earth expected to happen as that old planet drained away its resources while its often-neglected colonies grew into their own. They were their own people, with their own ambitions, no longer bound to Earth physically or metaphorically. And a lot of that might have been true. But it all felt like a list of rationalizations. And, at the end of the day, Jim respected Matt too much to talk at him like a politician.
“I have to fight this war,” he said with finality.
Matt looked at Hollingsworth now, but it was the image of this father that he saw. His father had always been a myth to him, the hero of his childhood. Most boys grow up to see their father’s fall, or fail at something, and that is as it should be. For every boy, that giant of a man, who can do such impossible things like toss you in the air and catch you safely, or teach you how to take apart the toy and put it back together again; to see him make a mistake, misunderstand a conversation, make the wrong choice. There’s a healthy moment when every young man sees his father fall from grace and tumble gently into his humanity. It’s a moment every boy needs, and one that Matt had been denied.
Until now.
Even as the words left Hollingsworth’s lips, Matt saw sainthood slide off the old man like unfeathered wings. He wasn’t a devil. He wasn’t suddenly wretched or conniving or evil. He was just a man, grasping vainly for his wants and needs like everyone else.
“Okay,” Matt said sadly. “I have to go.”
They were interrupted by an alert they both knew well. Hollingsworth hesitated almost imperceptibly, glancing at Matt, then touched a control on his screen. “Report.”
Someone on the bridge said, “The Union fleet just hopped into the system.”
Hollingsworth studied details Matt couldn’t see. His face was inscrutable. After a moment, he looked at Matt. “Looks like you wasted a trip, son. The war just followed us home.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

Kowal grinned liked a bloodied boxer as the rest of his bridge crew shuddered their way out of Koslov’s effect. He felt a grim satisfaction in knowing that he would get another chance to damage Admiral Hollingsworth.
It had taken longer to receive the entangled signal this time. Kowal didn’t know why. They had seen the Ex Fleet retreat and jump away from Dan’s World. Maybe the signal was different when the two fleets engaged compared to when the rebels retreated? He had no idea, and for a while, he worried that he’d be disappointed.
But then, just when he was beginning to give up hope, the Ulysses' old Q-phone received a signal.
Comms announced, “We have it, sir. The coordinates are Acadia.”
I’ve got you, Kowal thought. I’ve got you low on fuel and ordnance.
Still, that was the rebel’s home system. Kowal checked the updates on his own fleet. The displays registered lives lost, blood spilled, machinery and bodies shredded or spun away into the vac. But he read them as assets. He was a workman taking inventory of his tool box. Then he drew a quick diagram on his screen and flashed it over to his XO.
“Commander,” he called out to Nishio. “Fleet to follow these courses.”
She glanced up into the middle distance as her own link showed her the astrogation Kowal had mapped out. He’d reorganized his surviving ships into three squadrons. Now he was going to break them into a three-pointed pincer and attack the Ex Fleet from three angles at once. The faintest hint of a grimace might have crossed Nishio’s face, but it was hard to tell under the bandage that covered her left side.              
“Dividing our force, sir?” she said, careful to keep any note of criticism out of her voice.
“Dividing their firepower, Commander,” Kowal replied smugly. “It’ll thin their countermeasures out, dealing with three vectors at once.
“Yes, sir.”
Kowal checked his own inventory one more time. He was sure the Ex Fleet was hurting, but he was in no great shape himself. A part of him wondered if withdrawal wasn’t his own best option. But he wanted the kill.
*
“Lock him in the brig,” Hollingsworth said to Commander Noble. “And put his friend in with him.” To Matt, he said, “Sorry, son, but I can’t have either of you loose on my ship during an engagement.”
Four Marines appeared next to Noble and they all escorted Matt out of the admiral’s ready room. They guided him by the arms, but of course he knew the way. Seven decks down on the starboard side, a row of six secure rooms. Matt had only ever seen the brig filled with Navy men who’d been thrown in for fighting. He never thought he’d end up there himself.
Two other Marines met them at the entrance to the brig, escorting Amanda, who looked more confused than alarmed. The Marines put the two of them in one cell. Noble slammed the door shut and pressed his cheeks against the barred window.
“Listen close,” he said through a cruel smile. “Time’s coming when the admiral’s going to be too busy to protect you. And those Marines, well, they’re my boys. When that time comes, we’re going to have a much, much longer discussion, you and I.” He smiled at them just a little longer, then turned away.
“I’m assuming this isn’t part of some clever plan?” Amanda asked as Noble’s heavy steps faded away. “What happened?”
“The Union is here. They are about to engage again. I couldn’t stop him.”
Amanda shook her head. “This is what they want.” She meant the Mantiz. “They’ll wait until both sides are beaten up, and they’ll go after anyone who’s left.”
“I tried,” Matt said. “I told him. He wants to fight. He wants it.”
“Is he insane?”
Matt just shook his head. He looked completely crushed. “He’s… it’s his place in history. He doesn’t want to miss out on the war.”
“You have to talk to him again.”
“He won’t talk to me. Not during a battle.” Matt saw her frustration but ignored it. Something had occurred to him. He shoved his hands in his pocket. The Marines had taken anything that registered remotely as a communications device, but they’d left him Townsend’s coin, having no idea that an entangled communications device could be that small. It was their only way of signaling anyone. He wished he could think of some way to make use of it.
The thought of communications made him curious. “How do the Mantiz know where this battle is happening?” He asked, half to himself.
Amanda assumed the questions was directed at her. “They’ve got LeBeau in their pocket. Pritha told me they have spies in the Ex Fleet. My money’s on that gorilla who just left.”
“Right,” Matt said. “Sneak a Q-phone on board, and you can send undetected messages whenever the fleet jumps. The Mantiz must have known about the fight in Dan’s World, and now they know that both sides are here. If you’re right, the Mantiz fleet is too big for the Ex Fleet and the Union to handle.”
“I saw the ships. It’s got to be double what we have here.”
Matt nodded. “Then we need help.”  He almost laughed.“I have an idea, but it might get us killed.”
“We’re in the middle of a space battle. We’ll probably get killed anyway,” Amanda pointed out with all the grit of a veteran.
“And I’m not sure it’ll —“
“Just shut up and do it already,” she said.
On the bridge of the Virginia, Hollingsworth watched the Union fleet break into three squadrons, curving out into vectors that put his force into the centroid of the triangle. The admiral frowned, half in consternation and half in disappointment. It was a predictable move.
“Tactical, project the vectors forward,” he ordered.
Both on the screens and in his helm link, he watched the enemy squadrons travel toward him. “Freeze it,” he said, and the three red lines of the Union fleet stopped. The blue line representing his own surviving ships also froze.
He studied all four data points for a moment, analyzing angles. “Tactical,” he said. “Scrub this projection back thirty minutes. Assume that from that mark, we alter our vector five degrees up plane, four degrees outward. Rerun.”
He watched the display reset, then run forward. At the prescribed moment, about twenty minutes from now, the Ex Fleet made a subtle shift in its vector, hardly noticeable. You’d have had to lay to graphics one over the other to notice the variance.
“Sir,” the tactical officer said. “That still puts us within range of all their weapons.”
Hollingsworth only smiled.
In the brig, Matt said, “I need you to use that entangled coin again. Tell your father ‘Kumagai.’ I’ll tell you when to send it.”
Hacking into the Once Removed had been difficult. The information overload had been terrible, and that ship was a small freighter, like the Hardlight. This vessel was an Ex Fleet warship. He knew there would be at least two helm links for piloting and relocation, along with a dozen other interfaces for weapons, engineering, tactical, and communications. That was a lot of chatter. But there was one link that would supersede them all.
Matt closed his eyes and focused on his own interface. The Hardlight was there, somewhere inside the Virginia. Remembering his last experience, Matt damped down almost all of its inputs. When he felt ready, he tried to open up to the warship.
“What are you doing?” Amanda asked.
Matt didn’t open his eyes. “You said shut up and do it. I’m doing it. Send a message with that coin. Tell your father Kumagai. Now.”
As soon as Matt pushed his interface, he encountered a cacophony of noise. That was the chatter of all the interfaces on the Virginia. When you were linked the normal way, you didn’t receive all that. Your link was designed to interact with only a specific department. His new interface was trying to gather in everything. He recoiled from it as though a speaker had just been turned on too loudly.
“Are you ok?”
He barely heard Amanda and didn’t respond. He focused through the noise, a conductor listening for one note in an awful symphony, found it, and requested a connection.
CONNECTION REQUEST RECEIVED.
Matt had linked to Ex Fleet warships for years, so he knew what to expect. Virginia’s “voice” was somewhere between the Hardlight’s breezy frat boy and the Once Removed machine personality. It spoke with military efficiency and abruptness.
HOLLINGSWORTH, ADMIRAL, RECONNECTING?
The system was asking if this was the admiral having lost his connection. That happened very rarely, and had never happened to Matt, but there was a protocol if a pilot or officer lost his interface due to trauma or some other systems failure. Matt considered trying to get in that way, but the truth was he didn’t know much about that system, and he still knew almost nothing about his own. If he said yes, and tried to pretend he was the admiral, would the MINT know he was lying?
Whether or not that was true, Matt didn’t want to do it. He wasn’t Jim Hollingsworth.
No, this is a new link.
Establish. Matt didn’t want to debate with the MINT and wasn’t sure what good it would do if he did.
THERE IS NO PROTOCOL FOR THIS.
Have you ever had reason to reject a link?
NEGATIVE.
Then establish.
There was the same processing delay as with the Once Removed. The computer must have been having one hell of an internal struggle. If a battleship could have an existential crisis, it was having one.
Finally: ESTABLISHING CONNECTION.
The connection split his skull open like a meat cleaver. He thought he’d be more prepared for it the second time, but either the overwhelming amount of data flowing out of the battle ship’s MINT was more than he’d expected, or he was just flat wrong and the split focus, like hopping, was something you could not get used to. Matt reeled and was vaguely aware of Amanda touching his arm, but he could spare no energy to respond to her or even process what she’d said.
Through a storm of information, he identified the command functions, like the loudest voice in a mob. He saw Virginia’s position relative to both the local star and the planet Acadia. Once he was able to focus on the command functions, his training took over and he began sorting data, minimizing everything he didn’t need. His head filled with a graphic of the Ex Fleet hurtling outbound, with the Home Fleet on an intercept course. He saw the countdown to weapons range.
“Shit,” he said aloud, then refocused on the interface. He read the screens and sent the system new coordinates.
*
Hollingsworth felt his interface wink out. It was like his ears had suddenly become plugged and sunglasses had slipped over his eyes, muffling sight and sound around him. As admiral of his flagship, he rarely used his interface to execute ship functions. Capital ship drivers used the interface to monitor systems while their officers managed activities at their respective stations. But the overview he usually kept at the fringe of his awareness had just vanished.
He was about to remark on that when his comms officer shouted, “Sir!’
“Admiral!” Helm yelled at the same time.
“One at a time,” Hollingsworth said with forced calm. “Helm.”
“Sir! We just changed course and are now curving back out beyond the terminal shock — ”
“Correct course — “
“— and the helm is not responding, sir!”
“Fix it,” he ordered. “Comms?”
“Comms are down!”
Aboard the Ulysses, Kowal watched Virginia alter her course. What was Hollingsworth getting at? Was it a trap? But what kind of trap involved separating a single ship from the others and heading into deep space?
“Sir,” Nishio asked, “the rest of the Ex Fleet is curving to engage us. Do we attack them or pursue the Virginia?”
Kowal hesitated, that hesitation lasted only a moment. Jim Hollingsworth was the Ex Fleet. And Kowal wanted to kill him.
“Pursue,” he said.
*
On the bridge of The Virginia, Hollingsworth watched in helpless frustration as his ship arced away from both his own fleet and the Union forces. Out of habit, he kept checking for a interface that wasn’t there. After so many years in command of starships, having a link was as natural to him as having a right arm.
“Helm is still not responding, sir,” the navigator said. “I’m still getting a message that I’ve been locked out by the primary.”
The primary was his link. But he wasn’t doing it. Hollingsworth felt the faintest touch of anxiety tickle his nerves. He was not prone to panic under any normal circumstances, and he would never do so in front of his crew. But this was the one great fear of every modern ship commander: a hack. Ships were reliant on technology and computers networks. Electronically, they were a lattice of wifi networks all protected by firewalls and, for the most important functions, the unhackable barrier of the human brain.
Supposedly unhackable.
Could the Union have developed a hacking system for CNS links? Impossible. As admiral of the Expeditionary Fleet, he would have heard of it. Hollingsworth considered that, even as his ship hurtled through space in a direction not of his choosing. If the Navy had developed a hacking system, he would have heard of it. But there was always the Security Directorate. Those spooks danced to their own drums.
“Commander Noble,” Hollingsworth said grimly. “Bring our two guests back up here. Now.”
In the holding room, Matt twisted his face in a grimace as he felt that terrible ice-cold meat cleaver chop into his brain again. Desperately, he cut his connection to the Hardlight completely. But it didn’t help. He was trying to control all the functions of the most advanced warships in the human sphere. The sensation in his head was beyond a headache — he felt like he was wide awake while his sinuses were being ripped out.
“Matt,” he heard Amanda’s voice, but he couldn’t look at her. He heard her repeat his name with more urgency. “Matt!”
He had no bandwidth left for seeing. But he heard the door open. Felt footsteps clomp the deck. Was aware of angry voices.             
He held up a hand. Hang on.
He told Virginia: Prepare to hop to Kumagai.
MESSAGE SENT.
Activate the Penrose Field.
ACTIVATING. CHARGING TO ONE HUNDRED PER—
Emergency power. Full charge now.
FULLY CHARGED. WE ARE —
He ordered: Hop.
Then his mind went blank.
*
Aboard Ulysses, Kowal watched the countdown to firing range. Hollingsworth was running with his tail between his legs, but Kowal had ordered his ships to emergency velocities. Across the Union fleet, crew were pressed into their gel racks under the crushing force of seven gravities. Some wouldn’t make it, he knew, but people died in war.
“Sir!” Nishio called out. “Firing range in twenty seconds.”
“All ships, prepare rail guns and forward missile tubes.”
Kowal watched the screen and the accompanying countdown. Hollingsworth hadn’t fired a single missile. He was just…running. What was he up to?
“Ten seconds…five…three…”
“All ships f—“
Kowal bit his tongue to stop from finishing the order. The shots would have been wasted.
The Virginia was gone.




CHAPTER SEVENTY

The helm officer yelled out, “Penrose Field activating!”
“Belay that order!” Hollingsworth didn’t quite sound panicked, but there was anxiety in his voice that none of his bridge crew had heard before.
“I…I’m still locked out of commands, sir,” the helm said.
Hollingsworth started to respond, but the ship hopped. He couldn’t read it on his interface, but he knew by the sudden overwhelming sense of vertigo, that powerful juxtaposition of feelings that you were both horribly open to the universe and crushed under its claustrophobic weight.
Reflexively, he recited his creed. I am Jim Hollingsworth, and I love Cadence.  And Becky. And these men under my command, damn I am proud of them.
He started to come around. It felt harder, which confused him until he remembered that his interface was off, so his system wasn’t pumping him full of dopamine. The bridge crew was also coming around, staring around at each other in bewilderment.
“Report,” Hollingsworth said thickly.
Ops was still recovering, as surprised as he was by the hop. But his XO, Noble, was unaffected by the jump. Hollingworth was vaguely aware that Noble had already been working at one of the command stations. Now, the XO said, “Sir, we hopped. We’re at Kumagai.”
Alarms blared, surprising Hollingsworth, who was accustomed to getting interface feedback at the same time as the display alerts. Everything about this situation was a mess. I’ve got to get myself together, and fast, he thought.
Tactical called out, “Ships detected! Twenty, twenty-four ships!”
“Classify them, lieutenant. Range?” Hollingsworth ordered, but he was thinking, What the hell happened?
“Yes, sir. Range three million kilometers, lag time one second.” There was a pause, but before Hollingsworth could give a command, the tac officer added frantically, “They’re Mantiz warships, sir.”
Hollingworth’s brain was still coming out of its slump, but he had the capacity to do the basic calculations that captains performed every watch. Those ships had just hopped in, mere moments after his own ship had jumped. What the hell were the Mantiz doing at Kumagai? He couldn’t answer that, but he couldn’t even answer why he was at Kumagai.
“Status of the rest of the fleet?” he asked.
Ops replied, “They’re not here, sir. We’re the only ones who hopped.”
“Where are they!” Tactical yelled, sounding frantic.
“Calm down and give me the vectors, lieutenant,” Hollingsworth said to the ops officer, intentionally nursing his drawl. The two most contagious things in the galaxy were panic and calm. His job was to spread calm, even if he didn’t feel it.
Tactical stared at his data dumbly, but Ops had a handle on it and spoke up. “We are inbound, accelerating at one gee, current velocity six thousand kilometers per second. Prelim observation has us twelve degrees above the ecliptic. Mantiz ships are on an orbital vector on our port side, current velocity twelve thousand kilometers per second, estimating they are ten degrees above the ecliptic. On their current vector, the nearest vessel will pass us at one million kilometers in approx fifteen minutes.”
“Acknowledged, Ops,” the admiral said. “When you confirm the ecliptic, let me know. Tactical, take a lesson from Ops and get yourself together,” he added as though job ratings among junior officers were the uppermost thing on his mind.
As he finished speaking, Hollingsworth became aware of a touch at the edge of his perception, like when you’re suddenly aware of a high-pitched sound. It was his interface, back on line. He grabbed hold of it and felt data flood back into his perception. The world suddenly righted itself. He said firmly, “Comms, hail the Mantiz.”
“Hailing.” There was a pause as they waited for light lag and the time it might take for the other fleet to form a response. “No reply, Admiral.”
Hollingsworth frowned. “Acknowledged. Keep repeating the message. Nav, plot the fastest course that gets us far enough out to hop back to Acadia. Engineering, get someone to figure out why the hell my interface stopped working and what made us hop. XO, status on the two prisoners?”
*
Amanda had been yelling and pounding on the hatch to the brig compartment from the moment Matt had collapsed, but received no response. Now, suddenly, the door opened and several Marines entered. They took in the scene — Matt lying unconscious on the ground and Amanda yelling angrily at them, and took charge in typical Marine fashion. One of them grabbed Amanda by the arm and spun her against the bulkhead. “Don’t move, ma’am,” he said firmly, as the others checked Matt’s vitals. Amanda relaxed slightly as she heard another one call a medical team. Yet a third muttered into his comm. She heard, “Roger that, escorting her up.”
Her Marine “escort” kept a firm grip on her arm as he led her out of the brig. She demanded to know what they were going to do about Matt, but he ignored her. Outside the cell, the big, beefy man who’d met them when they’d arrived was waiting for them. His name was Noble; she didn’t like the look of him. He nodded to the Marines and spun on his heel, then led them to an elevator. They went up and exited on the same floor, or deck, as when she’d met Hollingsworth, and walked to the end of the corridor where another Marine waited. He opened the door and she found herself on the bridge of a warship. It was as different from the cockpit of the Hardlight as a computer was from an abacus. Seven stations formed a half circle in front of a huge display screen, with a dozen other display screens all around. Behind them, sitting at a seat that looked like a throne, sat Admiral Hollingsworth. A smaller, empty seat was positioned below and left of him.
“Miss Chester,” Admiral Hollingsworth said. “You have one minute to tell me what you did to my ship.”
There was a lot of activity in the room, but it was quieter than she would have expected. She knew that the whole bridge crew was equipped the same way Matt had been, with interfaces that allowed them to access ship’s functions virtually. She stared at them for a moment, fascinated by the technology. She’d been on starships before, of course, but she’d never been on a warship.
“Miss Chester — “
“Nothing,” she replied, shifting quickly away from the scenery to the man. “I mean, I didn’t do anything. I have no idea what Matt did.”
Hollingsworth’s thick white mustache dipped. “You’ll burn or explosively decompress just like the rest of us if I can’t control my own ship.”
“I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know. Whatever he did, it hurt him. He passed out.”
Noble said, “They’re stabilizing him in a medbed, sir. They’re on their way.”
Hollingsworth nodded in response, but his eyes never left Amanda. “If you don’t know what he did, then do you know why he did it?”
One of the officers at a station interrupted, “Sir, extreme weapons range in eleven minutes.”
“Comms, are you repeating that no hostility message?”
“Aye, sir. Still no response.”
“Helm, alter course starboard two degrees at three gees. Show them we don’t want to engage.”
“Two degree, aye,” another officer said. “At three gees, time and distance to course change are three minutes and seventy thousand kilometers.” A two degree change in their course wouldn’t require too much of a change in inertia or loss of velocity, but should curve them outside of practical weapons range again.
“Get her a seat,” the admiral said.
The Marine grabbed a latch on a bulkhead and pulled a curved, compact gel chair out of the wall. He strapped her into it and pulled down another one for himself.
“Execute,” the admiral said.
The ship didn’t roar, but Amanda felt a heavy thrum in the deck, and weight pressed down on her as it had in the Hardlight. As the acceleration increased, Hollingsworth spun his gel seat around to face her. “Now explain. Why?”
She was impressed by how cool and controlled this Admiral Hollingsworth was. He played his bridge and his ship like it was a musical instrument. She pointed at the main screen, still flashing alerts about the oncoming ships. “How did they know we were here?” she asked. “I mean, I think Matt just chose this system at random…”
She hadn’t answered the question, but she’d given him something anyway. “You admit that Ryder did this.”
“I think so. He was trying to stop the battle, so he jumped your ship. I don’t know why he chose Kumagai, exactly.” She thought it best not to include Townsend’s entangled coin. “He was just trying to separate the two biggest dogs in the park. No offense.”
Something about her metaphor made Hollingsworth smile. “The Mantiz appeared right after us. How did they know?”
“That was my question to you,” she countered.
“I’m looking for answers, Miss Chester, not questions, and without answers, right now you are as valuable to me outside an airlock as you are inside it.”
Noble grinned. “I can take care of that, sir.”
Amanda kept her cool. In the usual annoying fashion, advice from her father popped into her head: If someone makes a threat then, by definition, they do not want to carry it out. They want something else.
She replied, “I have no idea how they got here. I’m not in communication with them, but someone in your fleet is. I’ll bet someone on your end called them.”
“Why would you think someone is talking to that fleet?” Hollingsworth said skeptically.
“The Mantiz told me,” she said.
The admiral’s disdainful frown showed what he thought of that. “Those ships appeared moments after we did. They’d have to have been ready to hop at a moment’s notice.”
“We told you that already.” Amanda heard the exasperation in her own voice. She wasn’t good dealing with slow thinkers. She was even worse when dealing with people like Hollingsworth who should not be thinking slowly. “That’s what we came here to warn you about.”
Another twitch of the thick mustache, but this time it indicated thoughtfulness. “You are saying that this is the Manitz fleet that was waiting to ambush us. And somehow it’s now here at Kumagai. Where we had no plans to be.”
“Yes. I saw them at Manta — “
Hollingsworth held up his hand. “You’re missing my point. My ship somehow gets shanghaied to Kumagai by Matt Ryder. Then the Mantiz fleet appears at Kumagai. From my point of view, it looks like you engineered this ambush.”
Amanda pulled up short. She had thought Hollingsworth was being slow, but he wasn’t being slow. He was thinking fast, just down the wrong path. And if he thought he was right, that path would lead him to the conclusion that she and Matt were trying to destroy the Virginia.
Now it was her turn to think quickly. “We came here to tell you that the Mantiz are your real enemies, not the Union. Why would we warn you?”
“Maybe to get on board and do whatever you just did,” the admiral theorized. “Besides, who says they are attacking us?”
Amanda waved an arm to encompass the whole bridge. “The general attitude here.”
The tip of one mustache curled up in the slightest of smiles. “Well, they aren’t attacking us yet.”
The helm officer called out, “Course alteration complete, Admiral.”
The original officer who’d spoken said, “Mantiz fleet is altering course to intercept. Extreme weapons range in eight minutes.”
“Keep weapons on safe. Continue sending hails on all frequencies.”
Hollingsworth spoke with authority, but he felt doubt creep into his heart. His orders were rooted in uncertainty, and that was never good.
Amanda pointed at a screen that showed all the ships in play. “You think the Mantiz are on your side — “
“I didn’t think anything of the Mantiz until three minutes ago,” Hollingsworth objected.
“Well, I’ve been thinking about them for months, and it turns out I’m right,” she said, in her frustration sounding more like a Chester than ever.  “Someone on your side thinks the Mantiz are your allies, but they’re not. They’re going to do whatever they can to weaken both you and the Union.”
Hollingsworth wasn’t inclined to believe this woman, and in fact, her words did very little to persuade him, despite her confident tone. But the Mantiz posture was aggressive, and there was no reason at all for them ignore his hails. Standard practice, even against an aggressive intruder, would be to challenge first, especially with several minutes left before going weapons hot against an interloper who had just taken a vector away from the fight.
Hollingsworth didn’t take his eyes off of Amanda, but he called out, “Tactical, you let me know the second, and I mean the second, those ships light us up.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
“Why isn’t this some sort of trap of yours?”
The admiral asked the question so calmly that Amanda didn’t realize it was directed at her. He asked it in the tone you might use to ask about the weather. He didn’t repeat it, he just watched her catch up, as though he had all the time in the world.
As she did catch up, the impatience-with-idiots tone grew stronger in her voice as she assembled her arguments. “First, like I said, we came here to warn you. If I knew your ship was going to be attacked, I wouldn’t be on it. Do I seem like a suicide bomber to you? No. Second, if we just wanted to get on your ship, why would we manufacture all that evidence proving Carter LeBeau was working with the Mantiz?”
Amanda saw the admiral’s face reset. It wasn’t belief, exactly, but the shift of his eyes and the set of his jaw suggested that her words made sense to him.
And then the big executive officer interjected. “Sir, I wouldn’t believe anything she says.”
There was another shift of the admiral’s thoughtful expression, but this time it was a sidelong look at the XO. Hollingsworth’s face turned to follow his gaze until he had squared up to Noble. His long frame was lean next to the younger man’s wide silhouette, but conveyed a greater sense of power. “Because she’s talking about LeBeau?”
“No matter what she’s talking about,” Noble urged.
Hollingsworth rumbled deep in his chest. “She’s been talking non-stop, but you didn’t sound off until she mentioned your boss.”
“Extreme weapons range in five minutes,” someone called out.
“Acknowledged,” Hollingsworth said, but he was still focused on Noble. “What do you know about this?”
“Sir?”
“No bullshit, son,” the admiral said in that same languid drawl. “You’re LeBeau’s man here. That’s no secret.”
“This is all her doing,” Noble said with a low whine that sounded incongruous coming from his big frame. “I have no idea how they got us to Kumagai — “
“But you know about LeBeau. You know something about this Mantiz business.”
“The Mantiz are allies.” Noble hesitated, sucking his thick lower lip into his mouth. Then he made some sort of decision. “They were supposed to hop in and engage the Union fleet if we had any trouble. When we lost control of the ship, I figured we might need help.”
The older man’s long frame shifted. He looked as relaxed and calm as ever, but his feet had moved into a fighter’s stance. “You figured? Did you call them?”
Noble nodded, and Hollingsworth’s face darkened. “How?”
Noble said, “There’s a private link to them.”
Hollingsworth’s expression turned almost thunderous. “A private link. On my ship.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but he was also watching the oncoming fleet. He looked away from Noble and snapped, “Comms!”
The comms officer was ready. “No replies to our hails, Admiral.”
Amanda said, “Do you know what that means? That the Mantiz aren’t talking. Do you know?”
“Tell me,” he drawled.
“They don’t have any satraps with them. No negotiators. They’re here for a fight. Those ships are full of — “
“Ma’at,” the admiral said, mangling the word a little. “The warrior caste. I’m familiar. Our Mantiz intelligence reports are very thorough.”
“I know they are.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve read them?”
“I wrote them.”
Hollingsworth, for the first time, looked nonplussed. His gaze hovered over Amanda like a poker player who’d just misread a hand and lost the pot.
“Extreme weapons range in two minutes!” There was a note of urgency in the officer’s voice. “Unsafe weapons?”
“You wrote that analysis?” the admiral asked her.
Amanda nodded. “I am the Union’s Mantiz expert.”
Hollingsworth gritted his teeth. “If they’re supposed to be on our side, why this posture against us?” Amanda started to respond, then realized that he wasn’t asking her. He was asking his executive officer. “They don’t exactly look like they are here to help.”
Noble shook his head. “I don’t know.”
The admiral swore quietly. He did not like playing defense. But his ball was in Carter LeBeau’s court, and he’d agreed to play by that politician’s rules. If he fired first on an alien government that was supposed to be helping the secession effort, he might ruin everything. 
“Sir?” Tactical called out in a higher pitch.
“Stand by,” Hollingsworth said, unhappy with himself. His delay was a political move. A tactical mistake. He regretted it immediately.
The tactical officer called out, “We’ve been tagged by ranging lasers, sir!”
“Weapons hot,” Hollingsworth ordered.
“Missiles fired! Kinetics fired!” Tactical called out. “Multiple inbound.”
“What the fuck!” Noble yelled unhelpfully.
“Ten degrees up plane!” Hollingsworth ordered.
Too late. It was going to be too late for most of his ships to dodge rail gun rounds at this range.
“Point defense active!” Tactical announced.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
The Virginia shuddered as though shaken by giant hands. Hollingsworth saw the readouts on his interface before his tactical officer could call them out. The point defense beams had destroyed or deflected seven kinetics rounds, but three got through and smashed into the ship. The wave armor angled two of them off, minimizing the force taken by the ship. One passed clean through, tearing through compartments from port to starboard.
“Impact damage decks four and nine, DCPs en route,” operations called. “Hull penetration deck twelve port and starboard. Decompression reported. Wave armor has sealed the breach. DCPs en route.”
“Engine status,” he snapped. “Reactor status!”
Deck twelve was just above the engine compartments. The point defense was heaviest on those flanks, since engine damage was fatal to a warship. Kinetic rounds could not be allowed to simply pass through the hull below deck twelve, since that meant passing through the reactors and the engines themselves.
Engineering said, “Engines report no damage, sir. Reactor two reports no damage. Reactor one reports damage to the magnetic bottle and recommends temporary shut down.”
Losing one reactor would not cripple the ship, but it would reduce their energy and acceleration. Even the giant QVT engines on a warship could only accelerate the ship at a few gees. The Virginia relied heavily on her thrusters to attain combat accelerations and maneuverability.
“Shut down,” Hollingsworth said. “Tactical, port torpedo tubes fire. Port rail guns fire.”
Even as the weapons fired, he said, “Engineering, time to repair and restart?”
“Estimate four hours, sir.”
Hollingsworth nodded. Four hours sounded like a long time, but the average time for ships at combat speeds to turn and reengage was five hours plus, and could often be longer. “Tactical, report on the enemy.”
“One enemy ship destroyed, sir. We got them with missiles. Two more show heavy damage, but are underway.”
Some of his bridge crew cheered, but Hollingsworth didn’t join them. The enemy fleet outnumbered him twenty to one. They could afford the losses. Everyone could afford losses except him.
And right on cue, Tactical called out, “Enemy fleet is coming around, sir.”
“Nav, where is my course out of this system?”
“Course plotted, Admiral, but — “
Hollingsworth waited and was irritated by the Nav officer’s hesitation. “Speak up, Lieutenant!”
“Sir, I’ve plotted our three best courses out of the system. For all three, if the enemy watches the gravitational pulls of two local planet and the gravity waves coming off this neutron star, they can anticipate and intercept.”
The admiral blew out a breath. “Well, we’ll have to see how good their astrogation is. Show me the choices.”
Now that his interface was up, Hollingworth watched all three courses pop up in his field of vision. Because his team was well-trained and war-hardened, Nav had superimposed the enemy’s potential course on all three. Each course used the gravity well of the system’s seventh planet to slingshot back out of Kumagai, but at different velocities. The time differences among them were negligible. But he noticed something about one of the enemy vectors and considered.
“Miss Chester,” he said thoughtfully, “you say you wrote the book on the Mantiz.”
“I did,” she replied.
“Is that part true about the ma’at? That they don’t value their own lives?”
Amanda thought for a moment. Of all things, she thought back to her impromptu presentation before the Union of Earth President when this all began, and how badly she’d botched it. This is no time for a lecture, Amanda, she told herself. “That’s a simplification. But yes.”
“What part’s simplified?”
“They’re not crazy. They’ll die if they think their deaths serve their clan. But they won’t waste resources unnecessarily. They’re tactical.”
Hollingsworth nodded. “So they’re not idiots. But I’m right to think that self-preservation isn’t one of their highest priorities?”
“Correct.”
Hollingsworth nodded. “Nav, I’m approving your course bravo. Send it to Helm. Helm, execute.”
As the ship began to alter its arc through the star system, the bridge door opened for two Marines escorting Matt on a med-bed. He was hooked up to a force-fed IV tube. He looked pale and uncomfortable, but his eyes were alert. He smiled weakly at Amanda and lifted one hand a little bit off the bed. His wrists were shackled to the frame.
“Admiral,” he said. “I apologize for not saluting”
Hollingsworth shook his head stiffly. “You’re not in my navy, son.”
Matt blanched. “Are we at Kumagai? Who’s attacking us?”
“You don’t have any privileges on my sh—“
“Yes,” Amanda replied. “We’re in Kumagai. The Mantiz showed up right after us."
Hollingsworth grimaced at his own shortsightedness and considered having Amanda removed, then rejected the empty gesture. He wouldn’t have time to interrogate them separately in any case. “You’ll tell me how you did this later. Right now, I want to know why, how many ships are in this system, and what they have planned.”
Matt replied, “I have no idea. I was just trying to keep you and the Union apart. How did the Mantiz get here?”
Amanda jabbed a finger at Noble. “Blame that guy.”
Matt studied the screens and his pale face lost the last of its color. “Where’s the rest of the fleet?”
Hollingsworth grunted. “Apparently, you didn’t think to bring them along.”
“You can’t call them in?” Matt asked.
The admiral said, “Let’s just say our new government can be just as inefficient at resupply as your old one.”
“Sir,” Ops called out, “we’re beginning our gravity run.”
“Acknowledged,” Hollingsworth replied. “Tactical, prepare to deploy ten canisters once we’re screened by the planet. Prep them for low orbit. Use the trajectory Nav is predicting for the enemy. Program the cans assuming the enemy chooses a trajectory for optimum gravity assist.”
“Aye, sir.”
Again, Amanda was impressed by Hollingsworth’s command. She didn’t know how things usually ran aboard a warship, but this crew were very competent under stress. Her father would have liked it. Across the aisle from her, Matt was a little frustrated, clearly accustomed to receiving more information than he was getting.              
Hollingsworth noticed. “Ops, put the graph on the main screen.”
The main screen lit up with a bird’s eye view of local space, showing a large rocky planet and a blue line with Virginia curving their way around it. Behind them, marked in red, was a line of Mantiz ships. They’d come around after their attack and were now falling in behind so that their red line matched the Ex Fleet’s blue line, although the red path skimmed closer to the planet. Matt studied the display intently. He said, almost to himself, “Projected enemy vector. That’s their aggressive course?”                                                        “Yes,” Hollingsworth answered.
A few quiet minutes passed. On the display, the Ex Fleet swung around the planet so that its mass lay between them and the Mantiz.
Hollingsworth said, “Tactical, program canisters to drop to the projected aggressive vector, point aft, and decelerate until just before the enemy crosses the horizon, then go passive.”
Tac ran a quick computation. “Sir, deceleration that fast will use up almost all their reaction mass. They won’t have fuel to chase.”
“Understood. Proceed,” Hollingsworth said without pause. “Set for wide dispersal, manual detonation.”
The tactical officer worked his interface for a moment. “Ready to deploy.”
“Deploy,” Hollingsworth ordered calmly.
Matt looked up into the air as though expecting to see something, then grunted irritably when it wasn’t there. On screen, he saw Virginia discharge ten smaller dots, leaving them behind like scattered flower petals. The missiles burned hard to reduce their velocity. If that planet had been life-bearing, the locals would have seen the sky light up with new suns. He noticed Amanda staring at him and started to interpret the admiral’s actions. “He’s laying a trap. The missiles have to decelerate because we’re — “
“Because we’re traveling away from the enemy,” she interrupted. “The missiles inherit our inertia so they have to thrust to overcome it. We dropped them here because the planet is blocking the Mantiz sensors, so they won’t detect them.”
Hollingsworth commented, “I thought you didn’t have any military training, Miss Chester?”
“I don’t. But I took high school physics,” she said impatiently.
Matt laughed despite himself. Amanda didn’t care much about rank. Then he studied what his former mentor was doing and noted, “You think they’ll take the low curve.”
Hollingsworth nodded. “If Miss Chester’s right about their attitude, that’s what they’ll do. That vector along the edge of the gravity well will give them a bigger grav assist, if their engines can handle the strain of breaking free. I wouldn’t risk it, but they might. And if they do it, their velocity that deep into the gravity well will make it hard to maneuver.”
“It’s a mine field,” Amanda said.
They watched the situation play out. Matt kept glancing up in his field of vision for his internal display, which wasn’t there, so he had to content himself with the data displayed on the screen. Virginia continued her half orbit as the Mantiz formation pursued them. The Mantiz might have divided their forces and tried to head the Acadians off, but Matt, like Hollingsworth, guessed they wouldn’t. Dividing their force would reduce their fire superiority, and they could not estimate with certainty how soon Virginia would break orbit. The velocity they borrowed from the gravity sling would be difficult to overcome for any ships coming around from the other direction, so the Mantiz had opted to simply follow in their wake.
Moments later, the Mantiz fleet dove into the well. Just as Hollingsworth expected, the ma’at commanders approached much closer to the planet’s atmosphere, borrowing more of its gravity as they did.
Kumagai’s third planet had an atmosphere composed mostly of methane and ammonia, similar to Neptune in Sol system. Also like Neptune, that atmosphere was thick. Any ship trying to borrow more momentum from the gravity well ran the risk of —
“Two bandits down,” Tactical announced. “They skimmed too close.”
Hollingsworth nodded to Amanda. “They’re not reckless, but self preservation is not their priority.”
The rest of the Mantiz fleet arced around the planet, gathering speed. Tactical called out, “Approaching canister range.”
“Detonate.”
Orders were transmitted to the shrapnel-tipped missiles orbiting the planet, their tips pointed at the oncoming Mantiz warships. As one, they fired. The space above the methane planet was suddenly filled with fast-moving projectiles of hardened alloy spreading like so many shot gun blasts across the sky. The Mantiz ships flew right into the cones of destruction. Because space is big, many of the warships passed through unscathed, but a few of the pursuers were caught in the overlap of separate blasts and simply disintegrated.
“Four bandits gone. Two more appear disabled and are no longer accelerating,” Tactical announced.
“Nicely done,” Matt whispered, despite himself.
Hollingsworth dipped his chin, acknowledging the compliment. Then he said casually, “So the Union has a new interface of some kind.”
“Sir?” Matt asked, falling into old habits.
The older man turned from the screen to Matt’s medbed. “Our unscheduled hop. You did it through my interface. That’s not supposed to be hackable, but you found a way to do it.”
Matt felt his loyalty divide. Six months ago, he would no more have lied to Jim Hollingsworth than he’d have lied in a prayer. But now here he was asked a direct question by the man who’d taught him so much, over something is stupid as classified tech the Directorate was keeping for itself, and he wasn’t sure how to answer.
Hollingsworth chuffed in wry amusement, saving him the trouble of responding. “Don’t worry. Our people will figure it out, now that we know about it. But damn if that wasn’t a helluva surprise.” He looked at Matt with a little of the old, friendly mischief in his eye. “But you could at least have brought the whole fleet over with us.”
Matt actually blushed. “I tried. But the link was too big to manage.”
Hollingsworth considered. “Do you have any other tricks up your sleeve? Because if we’re going to survive this, we either need to get out of this system or get help in here. You don’t happen to have a way to call for help, do you?”
It was gallows humor, but Matt replied, “As a matter of fact, we did try to call for — “
“Incoming!” someone yelled.
Alerts sounded across the bridge. No one had time to think or react. In the fraction of a second before an eye blink, Matt saw holes open up on two opposite sides of the bridge as what must have been a rail gun round passed through so quickly that the two separate gaps appeared simultaneously, and suddenly his ears popped as the room decompressed. Several more holes opened up and a cloud of scarlet droplets puffed up where the tactical officer had been. The red cloud made a grotesquely beautiful pattern as the draft pulled its crimson center out along the path of the ball. Matt was thrown forward against his restraints as something pushed back against their acceleration — a round must have struck the bow head on. Bodies flew around him as crash webbing snapped under the strain. The two Marines guarding Matt had been unsecured and were crushed against the bulkhead.
Then it all passed. Alerts still sounded and warning lights flashed around the bridge, but wave armor automatically rolled over the hull penetrations, sealing the ship up tight. Matt looked around, red and black swimming at the edges of his vision. He checked Amanda. She was still in her gel seat, her crash webbing having held her in place. Around them, the bridge crew tried to shake themselves out of shock. Half of them were covered in sprinkles of dark red mist from someone else’s blood. Everyone hesitated. Matt realized that they were all, including him, waiting for an order from Hollingsworth.
But the admiral was down. 




CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Hollingsworth’s command chair had detached from the deck and slammed backward against the bulkhead. Matt saw gobs of blood splattered around him, and then he realized that Hollingsworth’s leg had been sheared off below the knee. A railgun round had passed low across the beam of the ship, knee-level to the bridge deck.
“Medic!” he called out. “Medic!”
Two of the bridge crew sprang to the admiral’s side and began to staunch the blood flow at the stump of his leg. Someone called out, “Get a medbed up here!”
Matt rattled his restraints. “I’m in a fucking medbed! Get me out and put him in here.”
Noble said, “Shut the fuck up.”
“It’ll save his life!”
Two more of the bridge crew were half out of their seats to obey Matt’s order, but they stood frozen now like statues of runners about to sprint.
“Come on!” Matt said, jerking at his shackles. The two crewman looked at Noble, who half-growled, “No way.”
“He’s going to die, sir,” said the comms officer.
Noble’s low growl became a snarl, but he said, “Fuck it. Do it. But keep the fucking restraints on him.”
The two Acadian officers helped Matt out of the cushioned platform and locked his wrists behind his back. He didn’t resist. Then they scrambled to get Hollingsworth into the bed. The system whined to life and began to emit panicked alarms. Medbeds were mid-level MINTs. They could make basic diagnoses and offer triage. As this one assessed Hollingsworth, two robot arms shot out of its sides and wrapped a tourniquet on his damaged leg. Then the system jabbed fluid into his neck. The alarms screeching from the bed’s system dropped their tones from panic to merely urgent.
“Damage report!” Matt and Noble called out at the same time.
The XO glared at Matt, but no else seemed to care about the stereophonic commands as stations called out their data.
“Hull breaches, decks seven and eleven, through and through. Wave armor sealed them.”
“Deck four, starboard impact.”
“Hull breach, the round traveled diagonally and passed through decks one, two, and three before exiting ventrally. All breaches sealed by wave armor.”
“DCPs en route!” someone said finally.
Noble looked overwhelmed by the information. Matt bit his lip this time. He was a ship commander and wanted with every fiber of his being to take charge, but in a time of crisis, the chain of command was vital and confusion cost lives, so he shut his mouth and waited for Noble to say something. But Noble didn’t speak. He just stared into the middle distance, studying his interface, as commanding as a side of beef.
Unable to wait longer, Matt acted. “Ops, get us telemetry. Tactical, tell me how they hit us. Engineer, status report on reactors and engines. And get the damn medic up here now!”
The Engineer replied first, “Reactor one is down again, waiting on details. Engine one at fifty percent and might need a shut down. Engine two is running at seventy percent.”
“Receiving telemetry!” Ops called out. “One minute to assess their attack.”
“Medical ETA two minutes. They have to get around damage on deck three.”
“Sir!” It was a new voice. Someone had thrown themselves into the tactical station. She sounded rattled, but she was handling the job, because she was Ex Fleet. “It looks like the Mantiz launched rail gun grounds before they started their run. They used the planet to shield the launches, and the gravity well to arc the rounds into our path.”
Matt considered the calculus involved in that attack and was astounded. Using orbital mechanics as part of ballistic weapons trajectory was…impressive. Navy ships used orbital mechanics all the time when calculating travel through a star system. But usually those calculations included a ship’s ability to make course adjustments. The ma’at had fired non-smart rounds in a curve, slowing them to orbital speeds, like rolling a marble around the inside edge of a bowl, and hit Virginia dead on. That was good shooting.
Two medics rushed onto the bridge. They looked surprised and visibly relieved to see the old man already on the med bed. They checked its systems, then injected the admiral with more medication. In moments, they had Hollingsworth stabilized, but Matt could tell by their demeanor that they were worried.
“Is he going to make it?”
“Maybe,” one of the medics said before looking his way and focusing on his shackled wrists. The medic addressed the rest of his response to Noble. “He’s lost a lot of blood and he’s in shock. Getting him into the bed that fast probably saved his life.”
“Good thing we had it here,” Noble said stiffly. “Keep me updated.” The XO swiveled his thick neck toward Matt. “Now, you —“
“Contact!” Ops called out. “On our bow. Two million kilometers away. Light lag ten seconds.”             
Matt didn’t have an interface, but he did the calculations automatically in his head. Their current velocity was approaching point zero eight of light speed. Assuming the bandits had similar acceleration, they would close to within weapons range inside of an hour.
Noble froze for a moment, his eyes glazed over as he stared at his own interface information. You had to be careful with that. The difference between tactical analysis and tactical paralysis was not always evident to the bridge crew. When he said nothing, Matt replied for him. “Tactical, type and number.”
“Mantiz warships,” Tactical called out. “Designating them Battle Group Two. Estimate forty ships, although some of have flipped to decelerate and their drive signatures are washing out the readings. Possibly five or six more.”
The XO looked disdainful. “At our velocity, we can just blow through them and hop anyway.”
Matt shook his head. “The group decelerating is meant to keep us locked down. They’ll shadow us after the attack run and create enough gravity drag to keep the field from maxing.”
Because Matt had made the point, Noble wanted to argue — but it was a standard tactic. Space was too vast to actually block a ship’s progress, unless you could destroy it, but the physics of gravitational declination were finicky, and small perturbations in local space could disturb the Penrose enough to prevent a hop. And if you did want to keep the enemy in-system, then you needed a three pronged approach, which the Mantiz had: the original battle group coming around the planet behind them, designated battle group one; the new fleet inbound, designated battle group two; the smaller group hovering at system’s edge was designated gravity blockade.
Matt could see the trajectories on the bridge’s main screen. If they curved out of the path of battle group two ahead of them, then battle group one behind them would be able to get within weapons range. If they plowed through Battle Group Two, they would take damage and, when they reached the edge of the system, they would have to curve around blockade group, again, allowing battle group one to catch them.
They were between the devil and the deep blue sea and Matt didn’t envy Noble’s position…except that Noble wasn’t taking any position at all. The XO just stood there, his face angled up to the screen but his eyes turned inward toward his interface. He was giving no commands.
“Tactical, time to weapons range to Group Two,” Matt called out after a moment.
“Thirty-nine minutes,” the officer called out, happy to have someone assume control.
Matt said to Noble, “Hey. Hey!” Noble jerked his head around. “What are you going to do?”
The XO’s face, so washed out and blank a moment ago, morphed into something vicious. He couldn’t cope with the ship data, but Matt was a living, breathing target upon whom he could vent his frustration. “You don’t get to ask me questions.”
“But they do,” Matt said, nodding toward the bridge crew. “They’re waiting on you.”
“New contacts!” Tactical shouted, her voice rising an octave.
“What the fuck is it now!” Noble yelled without taking his eyes off Matt.
“At least twenty contacts, sir. Light lag three minutes. Engine signatures are — sir, it’s the Home Fleet.”
Matt looked at the screen in surprise. What was Kowal doing here?
Noble obviously had a similar question. He jabbed a thick finger at Matt. “Are they coming after us, too?”
“I don’t know,” Matt said honestly. “But I think they’ll help us against the Mantiz.”
“You think,” Noble sneered.
“One of us has to,” Matt jabbed back.
You could see it coming: there was a spark of reason in Commander Noble, a glimmer leading him to understand that the ship took priority over his personal dislike of Matt. And you could also see the moment where he stamped out that spark. His face darkened and twisted into an angry mask. His thick hand whipped out, slapping Matt hard across the face. Matt’s vision shook for a moment, then evened out like a jostled camera being steadied. He managed to stay on his feet.
“I’m the XO,” the big man rasped, “not you.”
Matt tasted blood in his mouth. He swallowed it. “Then do something, XO.”
Noble turned to the bridge crew, all of whom were staring at him. Then he looked at the screen, and then back at the crew. “Helm.” He sounded like a middle school kid with stage fright. “Helm, turn inward twenty degrees. Ten degrees down plane. Fleet to follow.”
Helm raised a hand over his control board, then hesitated. “Inward, sir?”
“You heard me!” Noble barked.
Matt shook his head and said calmly, “The Home Fleet is dead ahead. You should link up with them.”
Noble leaned over him again, looking very much like he wanted to hit Matt again. “The Home Fleet is the enemy. We’re too damaged. We can’t fight them and the Mantiz.”
Matt didn’t flinch. He leaned into Noble’s glare. “Your turn will cost us velocity, and we’ll be deeper in the gravity well. You’ll get us killed.”
Noble hit him again, this time a punch that snapped Matt’s head back and dropped him to one knee. “I’m in command here. And you’re just a fucking n— ugh!”
The big man gasped as Amanda kicked him in the balls. He dropped to his knees and she elbowed him in the face, smearing his nose Picasso-like across his cheek and splattering blood. Noble fell to the ground and didn’t get up. She turned to Matt with an impatient frown and said, “Will you just take over this damn ship and get us out of here?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.
*
Admiral Kowal found the Ulysses and the rest of the Home diving nose first into madness. Just as before, they’d received that mysterious Q-phone message. This time the coordinates were for Kumagai.
Why Kumagai? Kowal thought. There’s nothing there.
But this spy link, or whatever it was, hadn’t steered him wrong yet, so he had decided to hop to Kumagai. However, he was aware that this could all be some sort of trap, so he’d ordered his fleet to spend time building up steam. They’d hit Kumagai at a decent fraction of light speed, just in case someone was waiting for them.
That’s why his entire command was traveling at just under five percent of light speed when the jumped.
Now they found themselves plunging sunward, too far in to hop again, as the Virginia engaged with several apparently hostile forces. Kowal had no idea why Hollingsworth had decided to start an entirely new fight. But he knew he wanted no part of it. They were just about to start a long outward curve to avoid the engagements happening around them, when his comms officer said, “We’re being hailed by the Virginia.”
Kowal ordered the transmission onto his display screen, expecting to confront Hollingsworth’s patrician, mustache-burdened face. He was surprised by what he actually saw.
“Captain Kowal, this is Commander Ryder aboard the Virginia.”
Confusion and annoyance fought for priority on Kowal’s face. His look settled into one of irritation. “It’s Admiral Kowal, Ryder,” he said the other man’s name like it meant something impolite. “It looks like you chose your side.”
“It’s not what you think, Admiral, but there’s no time to explain. I’m in command here by accident. I’m not sure how you got here, but I’m happy to see you.”
Kowal’s look was venomous. “You shouldn’t be happy to see me. I followed you here to destroy you. And as for how I did it, well, I guess I know some tricks your admiral hasn’t taught you.”
On the screen, Ryder looked genuinely mystified, but the younger man moved quickly past his confusion.              “Admiral Kowal,” Ryder pronounced clearly, “be advised that the Mantiz are the real enemy. They’ve been planning to attack us all.”
Kowal had been as surprised by Matt Ryder’s appearance in a captains’ chair as Ryder had probably been to see him. As for the presence of the Mantiz, that was just plain confusing. But he said, “I can see they’re attacking you. What does that have to do with me?”
“We could use your help.”
Kowal barked out a laugh. “I’m doing my best to destroy you myself. Why should I care if the Mantiz do the job for me?”
“Because they’ll come after you next,” Matt said.
As if on cue, his Ops station called out, “Twenty Mantiz ships changing course to intercept us.”
“This armada is a fleet killer, Admiral,” Matt said. “The Mantiz wanted us to pick each other apart so they could come in and destroy both sides. That’s what they’re here for.”
Kowal chewed his lip, then realized he was doing it on screen and stopped himself. He could see three options: attack the Virginia before the Mantiz swung around; leave the field and let Ryder and the Mantiz sort out their differences; or join the fight against the aliens.
It seemed that Ryder had come to the same conclusions. He offered, “We could coordinate our efforts, admiral. Working together, we can handle this first pass.”
Kowal’s read his own displays. “You know the orbital mechanics and gravity in this system. It’s going to take us two passes to get out of here.”
“One problem a time, sir,” Ryder proposed.
Frustration twisted like a tightening knot in Kowal’s stomach. He wanted to kill the Ex Fleet. But he didn’t want to die doing it. Finally, he said, “I’m not saying I’ll help you. But if you have any ideas that will draw Mantiz fire away from my ships, I’ll listen.”
“Understood, sir. Stand by.”
*
Aboard the Virginia, Matt signed off and turned to the bridge crew, his eyes gathering Amanda into his announcement.
“Y’all know me. If you’ll follow me, I can get us out of this.”
One of the bridge crew said, “But, you left the Ex Fleet, sir.”
Matt felt his lip swelling up from Noble’s punch, but he tried a smile anyway. “Well, I’m still with the Union, so technically the Ex Fleet left me. But we can sort that out later. Right now, I just want to get us all out of her. And most of you know, if nothing else, I’d never do anything to hurt the old man.”
Several of the crew nodded. That sounded right to them.
Matt saw their acceptance and gave commands. “A minute ago, I wasn’t sure of the best course. Now I am. The Union is going to help us. Helm, keep us on an intercept with the Home Fleet. Take us right through Battle Group Two.”
“Aye, sir!”
A bow charge was a tactical advantage for a force that wanted minimal engagement — it maximized speed and offered a minimal profile to the enemy. But the velocity also made targeting much more difficult, and the Mantiz force outnumbered them ten to one. And for the fraction of a second they were abeam, the Mantiz would bring all their weapons to bear. But the Mantiz would have to choose among both Union targets and the Virginia. It was like shooting at a bevy of quail that suddenly burst out from the underbrush. You could hit one, but the others would scatter to safety.
“Engineering,” Matt said calmly as the two fleets hurtled toward one another. “Make sure the Field is ready.”
“Sir?” the engineer affirmed, but there was a question in his tone.
“We’re going through blind,” Matt announced to the bridge crew, knowing they would transfer the information to their departments. “There’s going to be a sky full of missiles coming at us when we get in range, and I don’t know if our point defense can handle them all. We need to lower those odds.”
Matt glanced over to Amanda, who raised an eyebrow. Physics she understood, but that didn’t make her a tactician. “The Penrose Field interrupts MINT electronics. Most smart weapons passing through the field go haywire. The downside is that the Field cuts us off from all electromagnetic and radiation, meaning we’re —“
“We’ll be helpless, you moron!” Noble sputtered. He was sitting down, his broken nose twisted like a bloody Rorshach print decorating his cheeks and jaw. One of his wrists was shackled do the base of a gel chair, courtesy of Amanda. “We won’t know what they’re firing at us and we won’t be able to maneuver!”
“Your objection is noted,” Matt said pointedly, “but I’ll take my chances with kinetics rather than fusion bombs.”
The two forces had started out hundreds of thousands of kilometers apart, but they’d been closing fast, and the monitors showed them nearly at the edge of their firing envelopes.
“Fire rail guns. Launch canister, all available tubes.”
The deck trembled the tiniest bit, the only indication that the ship was unleashing massive amounts of firepower.
At the same time, the Mantiz fired. Tactical and Ops both called out incoming missiles in increasing numbers. Onscreen, it looked like fireworks had gone off as new points of light blossomed outward from the onrushing fleet. Like Union missiles, the Mantiz weapons were made up of thruster packages, a MINT, and a payload of nuclear or ballistic shrapnel, and now hundreds of them tore up the fabric of space to get at the Ex Fleet.
“Time to impact, four minutes, twenty seconds,” Tactical called out, as though she’d been born to the job.
“Penrose Field reports ready,” the Engineer called out.
“Stand by,” Matt ordered.
Amanda watched them all work. Her heart was racing, and she was aware that they were in danger, but the calmness of the bridge seeped into her and cooled her blood. “So damn professional,” she whispered. Matt nodded, feeling a wave of homesickness wash over him.
Tactical called out, “Magnetic pulses detected. They’ve fired rail gun rounds.”
Matt checked his interface. “Helm, two degrees down plane.”
“Two degrees down, aye.”
“One minute to impact,” Tactical announced.
“Field ready,” Matt said, watching the swarm of incoming missiles. “Engage!”
At the center of the Virginia, the Penrose Field activated and a perfect sphere of graviton-repelling energy enveloped the ship. All screens went blank as the universe, for all intents and purposes, ceased to have astrographic meaning for them. They were too far into the local gravity well to hop, but they were otherwise disconnected from local space. They were also completely blind, and hurtling rudderless through the vac.
As a kid growing up in Woodrow's Hollow, Matt had gone sledding on those rare occasions when the snows reached the hills around his home. Once, he’d lost control of his little saucer sled and gone sliding into the tree line. Out of control, he’d closed his eyes and waited to feel the crunch as he crashed. It had been a terrible moment.
This was far worse.
The Virginia was traveling at a significant fraction of light speed, but it was driving blindly through a field of fire nearly ten thousand kilometers wide. No signals penetrated the Field to tell them that oncoming missiles had passed them by, or gone dead, or swerved away to avoid the Penrose effect. But a few seconds into the maneuver, they hadn’t been atomized by a nuclear blast, so Matt thought they might make it.
“Penrose Field off,” he ordered.
“Field off, aye, sir.”
Radar came on immediately. “More incoming!” Ops yelled.
Matt had no time to think. “Turn and burn! Full power!”
The ship flipped, hard and fast. Since the bridge was located in the very center of the ship, they felt little of the centrifugal force. Anyone at the bow or stern doing damage repairs would be smashed against the bulkheads. During the two seconds it took to flip the three hundred meter long ship, the entire bridge crew scrambled for their gel racks. Matt yelled to Amanda, but she had already figured it out and threw herself into the drop down rack the Marines had give her earlier.
When the massive ship had turned one hundred and eighty degrees, the engines and thruster packages all fired, decelerating the ship violently. Seven times each person's normal weight landed on their chests.
Commander Noble, who wasn’t in a gel rack, grunted, “Mother fuck!” as a several of his ribs cracked. Anyone bent or turned in an awkward position broke their bones.
The trick to dodging ballistic rounds was to be anywhere other than where the enemy MINT predicted you’d be. The simplest way to do that was to slip up-plane or drop down-plane relative to the ecliptic as you continued on your way. But most enemy systems expected that and fired a wide spread, like an interstellar shotgun blast. What Matt had done was unusual, and violently stressful on ship and crew. Instead of changing their location on the Y axis, he’d slowed the ship’s progress along the X. Massive warcraft didn’t just stop, but one short, bonebreaking burst of the Virginia’s main engines and thruster package had changed their velocity enough that the great clouds of rail gun rounds and canister flashed across the path in front of them, missing by meters.
At least, most of the rounds did. A flip maneuver was not without serious risk, since it put the ass-backward ship’s engines closest to the path of destruction. Matt felt the Virginia shudder in a way that made his soul clench. Something had struck them aft. “Turn and burn! Original course. Damage report.” He managed to make each command sound specific and authoritative, containing none of the stress he felt in his chest and throat. The Mantiz fleet had flashed past them and was already thirty thousand kilometers aft.
The Virginia flipped again, its nose now pointing along its vector. All engines fired — or tried to. “Engine One is damaged. Rail gun rounds straight through.”
“You crippled us, mother fucker,” Noble practically gloated.
“Reactor status?” Matt asked urgently. Losing the engine was terrible for propulsion, but there was an already-damaged reactor down there, and that was a far more serious matter.
The engineer said, “Waiting on the report…” he paused for a moment, then his eyes went wide and he said, “Sir!”
But Matt was already calling the information up on his interface, and the data slapped him across the face harder than Noble ever could. Reactor Two was still functioning, but Reactor One, which had already sustained damage, had been hit again. A rail gun round had clipped its magnetic containment system. The magnetic bottle was failing.
“Engineer,” he said with forced calm. “What’s the status of that reactor crew?”
The engineer kept his eyes on his screens, as though he didn’t want to look at Matt. “Most of them are down, sir. One ensign and a couple of sailors left, that’s all. The impact took out some of them, and the others decompressed before the wave armor could seal the breach.”
“Any DCPs we can send?” Most damage control parties included techs who could initiate repairs.
The engineer shook his head. “No one who can handle a reactor overload. They were all killed by the hit.”
Matt spoke without thinking. “Understood. I’ll deal with it.”
Because, of course he would. The fact of it settled into his chest like a secret long known, and finally admitted. Like the click of a lock. Like a ship docking; an object in its place, at last. His father had died trying to save a reactor. Now it was his turn.
Amanda touched his arm. “Let me help.”
He hesitated for a moment, a primal instinct to protect her welling up inside him. But then he realized that, first, Amanda wasn’t the type to need saving and, second, there would be no difference between the bridge and the engine room if the reactor blew up.
“How much do you know about Amanu-Lopez third gen fusion reactors?”
“Nothing. But I’m a quick study.”
He smiled. “You’re hired. Comms, the bridge is yours until I get back.”




CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

Matt and Amanda rushed out of the bridge and down the passageway. The Virginia was essentially a tall, narrow building, with lift tubes running down its central spine. Matt bypassed the lifts, just in case they were damaged, and stepped into the ladder that ran beside them. The ladder was actually a narrow stairway, but aboard ship, you called it a ladder. Amanda expected the ship to be like the bridge — a beehive of productive but frenetic energy, with people running about to manage the ship under duress. But while alarms blared everywhere, the stairwell was devoid of crew. The crew were all at battle stations or on damage control duty. Virginia was under duress, but she was not in chaos.
With the ship under acceleration, down the stairs truly felt like down, and the steep staircase felt not-quite-wide enough for their feet. Matt was used to it, and took the steps two at a time. He was glad to hear Amanda no more than a step behind him as they hurried down to the engines.
The lower decks of the ship were comprised of the Virginia’s three massive QVT drives and the reactors. The QVTs were shielded from attack. Matt had seen tests where medium velocity rail gun rounds had smashed against them, and watched the wave armor absorb and disperse nearly seventy percent of the force. Adding to that protection, the bulbous base of the ship was actually much larger than was necessary to house three engines. This allowed each ship to position its QVTs slightly different, creating the possibility that enemy rounds might pass through the engine area without causing too much damage.
Above the QVTs sat the reactors, stacked there mostly so that they could be shielded from the rest of the ship. Here, Matt and Amanda found real signs of damage. The central ladder ended in a mangled work of modern art, with a three meter gap before the steps continued downward. The passageway to the port and starboard reactor rooms stood about five meters below them. Reactor one, the damaged one, was on the port side.
Matt looked at the damaged ladder, its pieces hanging down in whorls below the last usable step, and plucked at one of the metal strands. He thought that if he could hang from it, he could swing himself down to the port passageway.             
“I think I can make it,” he told Amanda.
“Me, too,” she said, and slid passed him. She sat down on the last step, her feet dangling into open space, then reached down to grip the mangled metal strip of guardrail. With a short intake of breath, she slid off the step and hung by the metal strip, which groaned as she swung below it. Her feet hung less than a meter from the level of the passageway. She kicked out, then back, then swung out toward the passageway and let go. She flew the short distance into the passageway, slipped, and landed hard on her butt. Then she turned back and looked up at him with a smile, rubbing her bruised behind. “Piece of cake.”
He frowned down at her. “I should have gone first.”
She shook her head. “You’re the guy who’s going to fix the reactor. I’m the canary in the coal mine.”
Matt couldn’t argue with the fact that it would be stupid to get himself killed right now. He followed Amanda’s example and sat down on the last step and let his feet dangle. Then he lowered himself on the same strip of tortured metal. It groaned more loudly at his greater weight. As the metal shrieked, it straightened, lowering him down to the passageway where he simply stepped off to stand beside her, and grinned at her.
She grinned back. “Lucky you’ve got all that weight.”
The passageway led toward the port side of the Virginia, and opened up in a control room with several work stations. Behind the half circle of terminals, a short hallway led through a thick wall and into the reactor itself. A two-meter hole gaped open, its shredded edges like the teeth of a mouth turned inside out. A rail gun round had passed right through these interior walls, taking out several of the terminals and the crew that manned them. Wave armor had sealed over the outer edge of the breach and repressurized the room, but the damage had already been done.
Two people, a female ensign and a male crewmen, were frantically working on the wiring below one station. They both glanced up and half-stood when they entered.
Matt saw the panel they were working on and said, “Can you dump the core?”
The ensign shook her head. “One of those rail gun rounds ripped through the auto-drop and slagged the manual release. We have a work around for a manual drop, but I don’t think we can rig it in time.”
“How much time do you need?” Matt said.
She pointed at a chronometer on a functioning screen. “Thirty minutes plus. But we have to get down to the outer hatch and work on that. We can’t do that and be up here slowing the overload.”
Matt nodded. “I’ll do this. You get the manual release ready to dump the core. As soon as you can.”
She nodded, and motioned to her crewman. They ran down the short corridor toward the rector room.
Matt checked one of the surviving terminals. The reactor was already at one hundred ten percent of its recommended power output, and red lights blinked all around the screen display of the magnetic bottle. When he touched on the alert, the reactor’s MINT told him a very calm voice that the bottle would shatter in two hundred fifty-three seconds. In a voice not nearly as calm as the computer’s, Matt summarized for himself and for Amanda. “Reactor one can’t shut down. It’s overproducing power. The magnetic bottle is damaged and can’t contain the energy. Three minutes before it goes up and takes us with it.”
“So what’s your plan, sailor?” Amanda asked with forced charm.
“We can’t fix the bottle without shutting down the reactor, which we also can’t do,” he said.
“Won’t the reactor run out of fuel at some point?”
“Not in time. The core will blow before that.” He was talking to a memory as much as to her. As real and immediate as this emergency was, Matt found himself inside his own mind, replaying a tragedy that had taken place twenty-four years ago aboard the Missouri. “The damaged bottle could handle twenty, maybe twenty-five percent of the output. So we need to drain off three quarters of the energy of a reactor that is overproducing. That’s a lot of energy.”
Before she could say anything else, Matt went on. He was speaking aloud the thought experiment that had haunted him for a lifetime. “Engine Two is gone, so we can’t send the energy there. We can run Engine One at full speed, and fire the aft thrusters on full. That will drain — “ He punched something hastily into the screen — “call it half of what we need.” He tapped the screen again. “I’m going to overpower the point defense system. Those are the lasers that protect the ship. But they can only take so much before their capacitors just reach their damage point and auto-feed energy back to the reactor.”
Amanda, always a quick study, read the screen. “That gets you to eighty percent.” She pointed at the point defense energy system Matt had just touched. “Can’t you just make them keep firing so they always need energy?”
Matt growled with a frustration that was very familiar. “No. The defense system itself is a series of particle beams. They’re designed to search for incoming projectiles, strike them until they are deflected or destroyed, then search for new targets. If they find a target, they shoot until it’s deflected. If they don’t find any, they’ll stop firing. There’s a test mode that I can put on a loop so they fire in bursts, but it doesn’t drain the capacitors fast enough.” This wasn’t new to Matt, he’d worked on it a hundred times over the years, sure that this is what his father had tried in an effort to slow the explosion.
“But we’re so close,” she said.
“Horseshoes and hand grenades,” he said. “I’ve been working on this exact problem for my whole life. I can’t figure it out.” He saw her quizzical look in the red glare of the alert lights. He explained, “This is the accident that killed my father.”
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, this must be….” She trailed off, realizing what all this must mean to him, but having no words to express it. She put a hand on his arm.
He nodded appreciatively. “Yeah. I just did everything I theorized he would have done. His actions saved his crew, but he lost his ship. I can’t think of what else he might have done.”
Amanda shrugged that familiar, determined shrug. “So, think of something he wouldn’t do.”
Matt cocked his head, as though Amanda had just tilted a picture of the problem to a new angle and he was trying to orient his vision. In all his years of thought experiments, of course he’d tried to think of things his father hadn’t tried. But he’d always put himself in his father’s shoes to do it. Hell, he’d followed his father’s footsteps into the Navy to do it. So every thought experiment had involved him trying to think like his father, the hero who’d saved his crew.
But that hero had lost his ship. It stung Matt, more than a little, to think that. It felt like a betrayal. But Amanda was right. He couldn’t think like his father, not right now. He had to think of what Captain Ryder wouldn’t have tried. Because Captain Ryder had lost his ship, and Matt couldn’t afford to lose anything.
“The Penrose Field,” he said suddenly. And as he said it, he had the solution.
“Yes?” she said encouragingly, but not understanding.
He told her, but really he was walking himself through his thoughts. “Lasers strike a Penrose Field and get dispersed. That usually works for lasers aimed toward us. But if we turn on the field and fire our own beams outward, the point defense system will register the hits and continue firing. They won’t stop because the Field will just absorb the hits!”
Plus, he thought, the Field itself would draw power from the out-of-control reactor. All that might just give the surviving engineers the time they needed to dump the core.
“There’s nothing to aim at, so no one ever fires the point defense beams when the field is on,” he said. “No one’s ever done this before.”
She smiled. “No one but us.”
Adrenaline raised the volume of Matt’s voice as he yelled down the corridor, “Hey, ensign!”
The woman they’d spoken to earlier appeared, her head, strewn with wires, poking out from an access panel in the corridor. “Yes, sir?”
“I’ve got a plan to buy you time. Get the core ready to eject!”
“Yes, sir,” she said in the tone of all lower ranks who’d been interrupted by an officer ordering them to do the job they’d been doing anyway.
Matt and Amanda hurried back to the mangled ladder, climbed quickly, and scrambled to their feet. They took the steps two at a time until they reached the bridge. Matt rushed in breathlessly to yell, “We figured it out. Helm, get the Penrose Field ready.”
“The Penrose Field again?” Noble snorted through the dried blood in his nose.
“Yes,” Matt said. “Tactical, prep the entire point defense system.”
The woman at Tactical said, “Prep it, sir?”
He understood her confusion. Point defense lasers were automated. They were either active or inactive, depending on the ship’s condition. There was no need to pre-heat them like an oven. He said patiently, but quickly, “Put them into live test mode. You’ll get an alert because of proximity to other vessels. Override it. Set all of them to fire at one hundred ten percent. Override that alert, too.”
“Yes, sir,” she said uncertainly.
Before the Penrose Field fired up, Matt studied the tactical charts again. They had enough time before any of the Mantiz squadrons could engage them again. The reactor was the urgent issue. “Field up!” He ordered.
The Field went up, and all outside electromagnetic signals vanished. They were too far into a gravity well to hop, but as far as their instruments were concerned, the Virginia was alone in the universe.
“Fire all point defense cannons,” he ordered.
“Firing all, aye,” Tactical replied.
Since light could not penetrate the Field, no one could see the Virginia. But if someone could have, they’d have seen the whole vessel light up like a beautiful, flickering crystal hurtling through space, its several dozen particle beams firing constantly, each beam striking the Field and fracturing in scintillating particles. The point defense cannons registered each “hit,” noticed that the object was still there, and fired with increased urgency.
“Engineering, report on Reactor One,” Matt said.
The Engineer called out, “She’s draining power faster, sir. Only five percent over maximum now, and falling.” Matt nodded. Running the reactor at one hundred and five percent was dangerous, but was actually in the book for short periods. “Tell me when it’s down to ninety-nine. And get me a line to the ensign working down in that reactor.”
A moment later, comms relayed a link to Matt through an auxiliary line, and Matt heard the young ensign say, “Reactor One here, sir.”
“What’s your status?”
“We jury-rigged a manual release that will dump the core. I don’t know how you did it, sir, but you bought us the time we needed.”
“You did the hard part, ensign,” Matt said. “Helm, Penrose Field off. Reactor One, dump that core, now. Bridge out.”
A moment later, the data stream on reactor one simply dropped away from Matt’s interface, replaced by the single line CORE EJECTED. And just like that, the immediate crisis was over.
Now all they had to deal with was a fleet of enemy ships trying to kill them.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

As the Penrose Field dropped, the ship began receiving telemetry again.
Matt nodded and checked his interface. The Virginia maintained acceleration at two gees, but with one engine and one reactor down, she was relying on thrusters to keep the pace, and those would overheat, or their reaction mass would burn out.
“Enemy status.”
“Battle Group One is still in pursuit. Battle Group Two is swinging around in an inbound curve. It looks like they’re going to use Kumagai Three as a slingshot.”
“Will they purple us before we reach jump range?”
“On our current vector, no, sir. If we veer off more than a few degrees, or if we extend our path before jumping, yes, they will.”
Which is what their blockade ships plan to do, Matt thought. They’ll create just enough of a gravity sink that we can’t hop away, and when we change course to avoid them, the other groups will catch up to us.
“Tactical, get me an update on weapons.” he said in a growl that would have made Hollingsworth proud. “Comms, raise the Union fleet.”
“Kowal here.” His aquiline face was as sharp as ever, but red glare flickered off his high forehead. His bridge was under emergency lighting.
“Status, sir?” Matt asked.
“We took a beating, Commander. But we gave as good as we got. The only problem is, they can afford to lose more than we can.”
“Understood, sir. Thank you for drawing some of their fire.”
“I have to get out of this system, Commander. That’s my duty to my command.”
“I agree completely. Stand by, sir.”
Tactical called out, “Eight tubes down. Repair teams report blockage and tube damage. Repair estimates between five hours and seven hours.”
Matt swore under his breath. Missiles were just drones with explosive payloads, essentially unmanned ships. They could be moved to the hangar bay and launched from there like a troop carrier, but that really only worked if the target was directly ahead. The missiles would inherit the ship’s inertia, and without the launch tubes’ starting velocity to overcome it, they’d be fighting that inertia for thousands of kilometers before they could even begin to turn toward the enemy.
“Rail guns?” he asked.
Instead of Tactical, Engineering replied, “Sir, the rail guns are undamaged, but with only one reactor, the firing capacity is limited. Power lines from Reactor Two to the rail guns are damaged. Repair time unknown.”
“Estimate our best acceleration on one reactor and one engine.”
The Nav officer was good and already had the information up. “Two point five gees, sir. And that’s operating in the red.”
Matt frowned. Two and a half gees was just barely enough to match the vector he wanted, but not nearly enough to get them into the Home Fleet’s defensive screen before the Mantiz found them again — if the Home Fleet was even willing to provide a defensive screen.
I’ve got no weapons and I’m lumbering like a hippo, he thought. This was when Hollingsworth would think of something clever.
Matt told Virginia to show him a broader astrogation chart and caught sight of one of the planet’s larger moons traveling their way.
“Nav, that’s one of Kumagai Three’s larger moons. Graph me a slingshot that gets us outbound.”
The parabola appeared on the main screen. Using that moon would buy them some time and distance, but not enough.
“It looks tempting, sir,” Nav said, “but we’d still be short and we risk burning up reactor two.”
“I agree,” Matt said. “But it will look like desperation to the Mantiz, and that’s what we want.” Matt made his way carefully over to Noble, walking heavily under two gees of acceleration. Noble was conscious now, but sat sullenly against the bulkhead, though whether it was his body or his ego that was more heavily damaged, Matt neither knew nor cared. “You,” he said. “You’re LeBeau’s man on this ship, aren’t you?”
Noble didn’t answer, so Matt shook him aggressively, but not cruelly. “Focus. I’m trying to save everyone’s ass, including yours, so focus. Are you LeBeau’s guy?”
“Y-yeah!” the other man said, losing whatever military aplomb he might have possessed. “Get your hands off me,” he added lamely.
“The Mantiz have been trading for caldinium. For how long?”
“Caldinium?” Noble’s tone was full of surprised recognition rather than confusion, like he was startled that Matt knew a secret.
“How long have they been trading for it? Ballpark it. Months? Years?”
Noble looked as miserable as any bully whose bluff had finally been called. “Months. Probably not a year” he said finally.
Matt nodded and said to Amanda, “So they haven’t really had time to refit their ships.”
“Sounds like you have a plan,” Amanda said.
“I do,” he said. “It’s terrible.”
He raised Kowal again. “Admiral,” he said, “I’m proposing to take another gravity run. We did it before, and I think this time they’ll try to head us off instead of following us around the curve.”
Kowal rubbed his chin and nodded. The man might be an ass, but he was quick with his astrogation charts. “Commander, if you’re right, you’ll be coming around that moon with too much velocity to fire rail guns or missiles. First you’ll be blinded by the planet, then you’ll be past them.”
“Yes, sir. That’s OK, because we don’t have any rail guns or missiles we can use.”
“You going to hit them with harsh language?”
“No, sir, point defense lasers.”
Kowal’s look said it all. Point defense lasers were not strong enough to penetrate wave armor. The particle beams were used to fend off incoming weapons, not destroy capital ships.
“You might as well use harsh language,” Kowal said drily.
Before Matt could explain, his display screen went blank. Four Marines stormed onto the deck, weapons firing. Matt felt hard pellets punch into his side and back. Beside him, Amanda yelped in pain and dropped to her knees. Rubber rounds, the kind used for non-lethal shipboard suppression, bounced off the bulkhead.
“Everybody down. Down!” the Marines commanded, and the entire bridge crew dropped to the deck. One of the Marines took a covering position. Another shoved Amanda face down and put a knee to her neck. The third kicked Matt’s legs out from under him, and the fourth ran to Commander Noble and quickly unshackled him.
In the middle of being slammed to the deck and pinned there, Matt cursed himself. Noble’s interface. Matt hadn’t turned it off. He hadn’t thought of it. There was too much going on, too many new details to consider. He’d fucked up, and Noble had used his connection to call his Marines.
“Nice work, Johansson,” the big exec said as he was released. He stood up gingerly, one arm holding his broken ribs. But he was mobile enough to walk over to Matt and kick him in the side. He looked like he wanted to do the same to Amanda, but glanced at everyone around him and thought that might be too much.
“Gravity—gravity run in one minute,” Helm stammered from the deck beside his work station.
“Belay that,” Noble ordered. “Cancel that course change.”
“Don’t!” Matt yelled. “You’ll get us all killed.”
Noble didn’t kick Matt this time. Instead, he grabbed Matt’s shirt by the collar, ignored the pain in his ribs, and hauled Matt up to his knees, spraying spittle on his face as he said, “You’re the one putting us on a suicide run with no weapons.” He shoved Matt toward the Marines. “Sergeant, get this traitor off my bridge.”
“I don’t believe it’s your bridge, Mr. Noble.”
The words carried across the bridge in a long, slow drawl, as though they had all the time in the world to make their point. Everyone turned to see Admiral Hollingsworth’s long, lean form standing in the doorway. His left shoulder leaned heavily against the frame and his right leg ended in a gunmetal gray biosleeve.
“Admiral on deck!” someone called out in relief.
“Admiral!” Noble smiled, but only with his teeth. He didn’t look at all pleased. “The prisoner tried to take over the bridge. We just put him down.”
“I see,” Hollingsworth replied. He staggered forward, his hands grabbing the door frame, gel seats, and rails to keep himself upright in nearly two gees of gravity. His face was pale, but his eyes were sharp. They drank in the scene, those clear eyes moving from Noble to Matt and then settling on Noble with a hint of malice. Then he looked to the screens. In an instant, he’d gathered in all the data on all the opposing forces. The admiral seemed to understand Matt’s course of action immediately.
“With what armament?” he asked, as though a series of previous questions had already been answered.
“PDCs,” Matt replied.
“Effective because…?”
“No caldinium in their hulls.”
There was a moment of calculation behind the admiral’s gaunt expression.
“You’re sure?”
Matt nodded. “The action at Kumagai, sir. The Mantiz got us to engage the Ursine for them. They didn’t want to fight because the Ursine use those big laser stations. And the whole reason the Mantiz want Kumagai is to harvest caldinium.”
The conversation, such as it was, had been the shorthand of two men who knew their business. Hollingsworth spent only a moment considering, applying a lifetime of experience between one thought and the next.
“It’s a desperate move,” he said quietly.
“They’re the only weapons we have left, sir,” Matt replied.
Hollingsworth scanned the astrogation charts, the tactical displays, and the ship status read outs with experienced eyes. Then he looked at the Helm. “Execute.”
They all felt a minor shift of gravity to port as the Virginia adjusted its course along the rim of the gravity well. Then several more pounds of weight settled on their shoulders as they increased acceleration. The hollows in Hollingsworth’s cheeks sank deeper, but he said nothing as he slid unsteadily into the captain’s chair.
Noble insisted, “Sir, this rebel belongs in the brig.”
Hollingsworth’s grin looked skeletal. “Technically, we’re the rebels, Commander.”
The Virginia drove itself into the outer rim of the large moon’s gravity well. She skirted it like a marble rolling around the rim of a drain. Her velocity increased, and as she came around the far side of the moon, everyone took to their gel seats. Matt saw Hollingsworth’s already pale face blanche, but he knew better than to ask the old man if he was all right. As Virginia came around, she throttled her engines up and streaked out of orbit.
The Mantiz were waiting for them. This time, their fleet had not followed the orbital curve. Instead, they’d swung the other way. This put them on an opposing vector, meaning they would pass Virginia at a transverse angle, and then spend hours turning back around. But the maneuver gave the Mantiz fleet another solid chance to batter the Virginia, and they were taking it.
Which is what Matt had been counting on.
“Enemy fleet dead ahead,” Tactical called out.
Hollingsworth looked at Matt, who nodded, and then said, “Maintain course. Put us right through the middle of them. Prepare particle beams.”
“Sir, the Mantiz haven’t fired yet. There’s nothing for point defense to shoot at.”
But if Matt knew the ship like the back of his hand, Hollingsworth had her imprinted on his soul. He issued commands almost exactly the same as Matt had done earlier. “We’re going to shoot at the Mantiz. Slave the point defense beams to your targeting systems. Target the Mantiz engines. When they’re in range, fire at will.”
The tactical officer opened her mouth to respond, but her training made her shut it again. Matt knew what she was thinking: particle beams didn’t generate enough power to damage ships, and the distance would allow for measurable particle diffusion, weakening the beams even further. Hollingworth ignored the pregnant pause. “Prepare for continuous fire, Tactical,” Hollingsworth added. “Fire as soon as we are within range.”
“New contacts!” Ops called. “Fifteen ships.”
“How many goddamn ships do they have?” someone asked.
“Enough, it looks like,” Hollingsworth drawled. He leaned in toward Matt and said comfortingly, “It’s a good way to go down.”
“Mantiz fleet preparing to fire,” someone called out.
“Steady as she goes,” Hollingsworth said with utter calm.
Tactical said, “Point defense beams ready, sir.”
“Fire,” Hollingsworth ordered calmly. Virginia’s particle beams lanced across space, like pin pricks poking at a herd of lions.
And suddenly, one of the Mantiz ships exploded.
“Uh, direct hit,” Tactical called out, more bewildered than excited.
Hollingsworth frowned. “That couldn’t have been us— “
Another Mantiz ship exploded. And then a third. In seconds, a quarter of the Mantiz fleet had burst into expanding balls of gas. The remaining ships suddenly broke formation and scattered, but they continued to explode, one by one.
“That can’t be us,” Hollingsworth repeated incredulously.
“Sir, it’s coming from the new vessels,” Tactical replied.
“Can’t be,” someone said. "They’re too far away to be firing missiles yet.”
Ops replied, “Laser stations. Sir, those are Ursine laser stations! And they are firing on the Mantiz!”
“The Ursine?” Hollingsworth asked. “What are they doing back here?”
Amanda looked at Matt. “Did we do that?”
Matt smiled, but his face was full of relief more than happiness.  “Your father did.”
The display screens resolved themselves into focus as the Mantiz ships scattered. Out of the void, beams of light appeared and tracked them. Every time a light beam found a Mantiz ship, it stuck to that ship like a spider’s web, and a moment later that ship superheated and expanded in a silent, blossoming ball of plasma. With a fifteen second light lag, the Mantiz were now able to dodge some of the beams or break the laser contact. But the first barrage had taken them by surprise, and they’d lost nearly fifty percent of their force.
“We are being hailed, sir,” comms said.
“On screen.”
Hollingsworth expected to see the grizzly muzzle of an Ursine, but instead, he saw a lean human face capped by a silver widow’s peak. Hollingsworth looked uncharacteristically bewildered. Matt smiled. Amanda made a complicated, half pleased, half bitter, noise. The silver-haired man said, “This is Joel Chester on behalf of the Ursine Third Hunting Pack.”
Hollingsworth replied, “Admiral James Hollingsworth here. I don’t know you, sir, but you’re welcome as long as you keep shooting the enemy.”
“That is our intention, Admiral. Although I am sure that my Ursine friends will want control of this system in return for their help.”
“It’s all theirs,” Hollingsworth said. “Personally, I’ve had enough of this place.”




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

It had been two months since the Second Battle of Kumagai. The Acadian media had started out calling it the Catastrophe at Kumagai, but Carter LeBeau’s spin teams were hard at work turning public perception around. Yes, the Virginia had been severely damaged. Yes, that damage had been done by Mantiz warships, and not just by the Union, as LeBeau had first claimed. No, LeBeau himself was not personally involved and had no knowledge of any clandestine arrangements between Acadia and Manta.
LeBeau dabbed his sweaty brow with a kerchief as he entered the Rotunda of Parlay House. He kept a spring in his step, but he felt tired. Two months of work to salvage his teetering reputation. Two months of watching the poll numbers creep with agonizing slowness back toward the positive. And with each tick of the polls, another politician returned his calls, another CEO agreed to lunch.
He was going to survive this. He could feel it in his bones. This address before Parlay House would seal the deal. The representatives would give him a standing ovation as he entered, the media would report the soundbites his team had so carefully crafted to remind the worlds of his statesmanship. He would continue to mold Acadia into the pure world of his vision.
A small crowd gathered in the Rotunda, mostly back benchers wanting to glad hand him before the big event, a few favored journalists, and some hangers on. Kate Ahlers stepped out of the crowd to hand him his notes.
“Any word from Hollingsworth?” LeBeau asked quietly.
Kate shook her head. “Nothing. He’s at home with his wife and hasn’t said a word in public.”
That was in character for the admiral. The man had never used his reputation to influence politics, thank God. But in private, he’d been very clear. Not long after he’d returned from Kumagai, the old man had walked into LeBeau’s office, said simply, “This is for Cosgrove,” and punched him in the jaw.
For the moment, Hollingsworth seemed to have satisfied himself with the personal beating, and had retreated to Ash Grove to brood. But LeBeau still felt anxious. Hollingsworth might refuse to tarnish his halo with politics, but he was a man of action, and he considered LeBeau a traitor. Would he really settle for humiliating LeBeau in private? Carter had a pretty good idea of the evidence Hollingsworth had against him. Well, the politician was prepared for that battle. The admiral himself was untouchable, but his information was not. LeBeau’s team had spent a month preparing a counter-information campaign that suggested the Mantiz were trying to weaken Acadia by smearing LeBeau himself, and that Hollingsworth, honorable though he was, had become their unwitting dupe. LeBeau had a lot of practice playing the victim.
“And our people are ready with their talking points after this press conference?” he confirmed to Kate.
“We’re all set,” Kate said. “We’ll be on solid ground if you can deliver.”
“My dear, I always deliver,” Carter said. “Let’s go.”
As he stepped onto the small platform with the lectern, a man separated himself from one of the sound crews setting up for broadcast. He was dressed like a media personality, but the suit didn’t look right on him. He walked with a limp, and his left arm hugged his stomach, elbow permanently bent there. Despite the handicaps, he had the straight spine and hard look of a military man.
“Do we have any veterans groups here?” LeBeau asked.
“No, why?” Kate started to ask, but by that time the man had raised his right hand, the one that could still hold a gun, and fired three rounds into Carter LeBeau’s face and body.
The crowd erupted in screams that mixed with the echoes of the gunshots bouncing around the Rotunda. As people scattered in panic, Shaw dropped the gun into a trash bin and hurried out with the fleeing crowd. 




EPILOGUE ONE
“Good, and not good,” the Queen said to Pritha. She actually used a single word in Mid-Continental Colloquial for which there was no direct translation.
“Not good that we lost Carter LeBeau,” Pritha agreed. “He would have been useful for several more years.”
The Queen nodded, the folds of her chins pressing down on one another. “That was an unanticipated outcome. Human actions can be interestingly unpredictable.”
The matriarch shifted evocatively on her dais. “Even so, all the evidence still points to Iron Exports.” She didn’t call them Iron Exports. She called them Clan Sityadalog, but Pritha found herself translating it as ‘Iron Exports’ in her head, in a sort of tribute to Amanda Chester, whom she both admired and planned to destroy. “So his loss does not expose us, and we have succeeded in weakening a rival clan.”
Pritha nodded. Iron Exports had suffered greatly after the debacle at Kumagai. This, of course, had been the elegant undertone of the Queen’s plan. She had orchestrated the destruction of more than a score of Iron Export ships all without risking a single member of Clan Koddachai. Iron Exports had also lost seven seats in the Sojenthali, five of which now belonged to the Queen’s satraps. The blows had been delivered deftly and gracefully.
Pritha said, “Also good that our overall plan succeeded. We have prevented a full scale war while, at the same time, deepening the divisions among the humans.”
Again, the voluptuous nod. “Iron Exports were fools to think a quick war between the human worlds was a good strategy. Hollingsworth would have rolled over the Union fleet, and they would simply have replaced Earth in the human hegemony.”
“And now?” Pritha asked. She was appreciative of these moments sitting at her Mother’s knee. The ancient matriarch had generations worth of experience and great insight. And Pritha planned to drain her of every scrap of knowledge before overthrowing her.
The Queen pronounced: “Now, there is division. A prolonged conflict will drain all their resources. The other human colonies will be drawn in, and over the next few weeks and months, we will bleed them dry. It would have been so much easier if the other clans had listened to me from the beginning.” She waved a bejeweled, thick-fingered hand. “Well, that is as it is.”
Pritha nodded. “Do we proceed with our next step?”
The Queen’s eyes narrowed. “That, you must tell me, daughter. Although our clan is untouched, the humans mistrust the Mantiz as a species. Will that affect us?”
Pritha made a gesture that indicated probability more than certainty. “I applied the duality test to Commander Ryder. He examined the imalamati creature and could only see it as either/or. Their perspective is limited to the binary. They will need to fit our clan into one box or another. I think Amanda Chester will see us as an ally, and the other humans will follow her lead.”
“Good. Then let’s proceed.”




EPILOGUE TWO
Matt and Amanda sat in the two big wing-backed chairs across from a mahogany desk. This office was a reasonable imitation of the den at Chester mansion, except that there was no fire, since fire was too difficult and dangerous to manage aboard a space yacht. Instead, a hi-def video of a medieval hearth fire flickered on the wall. In an odd little quirk, Matt saw that the logs in the simulated hearth had been built up the same way his grandfather laid them in a campfire. He found that oddly comforting.
The hearth light backlit the figure of Joel, who studied them both with an expression that was more analytical than contemplative. In the last few weeks, Matt had learned a lot about Amanda’s father. He had already known that Chester was powerful and influential; that he was staggeringly rich and intimately connected to the levers of power — but those were abstractions to him, and he wasn’t intimidated by them. You couldn’t face down fusion missiles and rail guns and still be fearful of the abstract. The man himself, however, was as sharp and hard as a granite flake.
“So,” Joel Chester said, “you were right about the Mantiz.”
“Yes,” Amanda replied curtly.
Matt tried to judge her manner. She wasn’t afraid of her father, but she did behave differently in front him; relaxed but aware, like a confident player in a very close game of chess. “But you knew that before you sent me.”
The older Chester parted his hands innocently. “I sent you?”
“Well, maybe not exactly,” Amanda replied. “But you set things in motion. That’s why the Mantiz were able to fake your involvement. You were already there, spying on them.”
“I keep my ears open,” her father said. “I wouldn’t call it spying.”
“Even so, I think you put the idea of sending me out there into someone’s head.”
Her father rejected that with a shake of his head. “The idea was already out there. I just let my displeasure be known. That made it irresistible to my enemies.”
Matt interjected, “Either way, thanks to your daughter, we stopped a lot of damage from being done. If she hadn’t forced the issue, the two sides would have shot each other to pieces, and the Mantiz would have destroyed the survivors. And you’d be in jail.”
The older man pursed his lips. He had the grace not to say it aloud, but the expression meant: People like me don’t go to jail.
Or maybe it wasn’t grace, Matt thought. Maybe it was caution. Officially, Joel Chester was still under investigation on Earth, and he was currently living in exile among the Ursine.
Chester continued. “Yes, indeed, we stalled the Mantiz plan. But there’s still a lot of work to do if we’re going to preserve this Union.”
Amanda nodded. “There are two questions to answer, going forward. First, what will Hollingsworth do next? Second, what will the Mantiz do next?”
Joel Chester opened his hands out to the two of them. “And I’m sitting in a room with the Union’s foremost experts on both topics. Matt, how is your relationship with Hollingsworth now? Are you still friends? Is there still mutual respect?”
Matt thought about the old man’s mixed expression when he and Amanda had left the wounded Virginia to board a Union shuttle: the angry frown, the sad blue eyes, the firm handshake.
“Call it a gray area,” he said at last.
Chester turned to his daughter. “And the Mantiz? Do we still have inroads there? Can Pritha and her people be trusted?”
Amanda considered that for a moment…
THE END
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