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THE ALLIANCE FLEET

CAPTAIN JOHN GEARY,
Commanding (acting)

As reorganized following the losses suffered immediatdly prior to Captain Geary assuming command in
the Syndic home system.

Ship namesin bold arethose lost in action, with the name of star system of their loss given afterward.
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THIRTY-SEVEN SURVIVING HEAVY CRUISERS
IN SEVEN DIVISIONS

First Heavy Cruiser Divison
Third Heavy Cruiser Divison
Fourth Heavy Cruiser Divison
Fifth Heavy Cruiser Divison
Seventh Heavy Cruiser Divison
Eighth Heavy Cruiser Divison
Tenth Heavy Cruiser Divison

minus

Invidious (lost a Kdiban)
Cuirass (lost a Sutrah)
Crest, War-Coat, Ram , and Citadd (lost at Vidha)



SIXTY-TWO SURVIVING LIGHT CRUISERS IN TEN SQUADRONS
Firg Light Cruiser Squadron

Second Light Cruiser Squadron

Third Light Cruiser Squadron

Fifth Light Cruiser Squadron

Sixth Light Cruiser Squadron

Eighth Light Cruiser Squadron

Ninth Light Cruiser Squadron

Tenth Light Cruiser Squadron

Eleventh Light Cruiser Squadron

Fourteenth Light Cruiser Squadron

minus

Swift (lost at Kaliban)

Pommd, Sling, Bolo, and Staff (lost a Vidha)
ONE HUNDRED EIGHTY-THREE SURVIVING DESTROYERSIN TWENTY SQUADRONS
First Destroyer Squadron

Second Destroyer Squadron

Third Destroyer Squadron

Fourth Destroyer Squadron

Sixth Destroyer Squadron

Seventh Destroyer Squadron

Ninth Destroyer Squadron

Tenth Destroyer Squadron

Twelfth Destroyer Squadron

Fourteenth Destroyer Squadron

Sixteenth Destroyer Squadron

Seventeenth Destroyer Squadron

Twentieth Destroyer Squadron



Twenty-first Destroyer Squadron
Twenty-third Destroyer Squadron
Twenty-fifth Destroyer Squadron
Twenty-seventh Destroyer Squadron
Twenty-eighth Destroyer Squadron
Thirtieth Destroyer Squadron

Thirty-second Destroyer Squadron

minus

Dagger and Venom (lost at Kaliban)

Andace, Basdard , and Mace (lost at Sutrah)

Cdt, Akhu, Sickle, Leaf, Balt, Sabot, Hint, Needle,
Dart, Sting, Limpet , and Cudgel (lost a Vidha)
Fdcata(lost at llion)

SECOND FLEET MARINE FORCE
Colond Carabali commanding (acting)

1,560 Marines divided into detachments on battle cruisers and battleships.

ONE

THE captain of the Syndicate Worlds merchant ship approaching the jump point out of Baldur Star
System might have been having agood day—right up until the point that several squadrons of Alliance
fleet destroyers appeared coming out of that jump point. He might have had afew minutes to wonder if
he could somehow run past the Alliance destroyers and jump out of the system to safety, before many
more destroyers appeared and before squadrons of light cruisers materialized behind the destroyers. He
and his crew had definitely run for the merchant ship’s one escape pod by the time divisions of heavy
cruisers, battle cruisers, and battleships emerged from the jump point.

Syndicate Worlds authorities on the one habitable world orbiting Badur would see the annihilation of the
merchant ship and hear its crew’ s cdlsfor rescue in about six hours, about the same time the light from
the jJump point reached them and they saw that the Alliance fleet had agppeared in thelr backwater star
gysgem.

They wouldn't be having agood day, ether.

“RAPIER and Bulawareport destruction of the Syndic merchant ship. One escape pod noted leaving the
merchant ship. Singhautareports destruction of the automated traffic management buoy monitoring the



jump point.” The watch-stander’ s voice rang camly and clearly acrossthe bridge of the Alliance battle
cruiser Dauntless. “No minefields detected or suspicious anomaies sighted.”

Captain John “Black Jack” Geary nodded to acknowledge the words, his attention focused on the
display floating before his command seat. He could have picked out from the display every piece of
information the watch-stander had just provided, but experience had proven that humans remained the
best filtersfor highlighting important data. If some other human handled that, Geary could concentrate on
the bigger picture. “Which one of our shipsisin the best position to pick up the escape pod from the
merchant?’

“Wait, 9r. Battleaxe, gr.”

Geary tapped the proper communications control without having to search for it, relieved that the
unfamiliar equipment of thisfuture wasfinaly becoming second natureto him. “ Baitleaxe, thisis Captain
Geary. Request you pick up the Syndic escape pod. | want to interrogate that merchant crew.”

Thereply took aminute, naturdly, since the destroyer Battleaxe was about twenty light-seconds distant
from Dauntless. It took her twenty seconds to receive the transmission and another twenty seconds for
the answer to make the return journey. “ Y es, sir. Who should we ddliver them to?’

“Dauntless,” Geary advised.

Hewas till awaiting Battleaxe' s acknowledgment when a cool voice spoke from behind him. “What do
you hopeto learn from the crew of amerchant ship, Captain Geary? The Syndic leadership wouldn't
have entrusted them with any dlassfied information.”

Geary glanced back, seeing that Victoria Rione, copresident of the Callas Republic and a senator of the
Alliance, was giving him acurious|ook. “That ship was about to jump out of the system. That meansthey
likely jumped into the system within the last few weeks instead of being apurdly in-system trader. They’ll
have news from other Syndic star systems. | want to know what they’ ve been told about this fleet and
about thewar in generd. | also want to seeif we can get them to cough up any rumorsthey’ve heard in
their travels.”

“Y ou think that information will be valuable?’ Rione pressed.
“I havenoidea, but if | don’t get it, | won't know, will 17’

She nodded, giving little clue to her opinion. Not that Geary found that unusual. He and Rione had been
loversfor afew weeks, in the physica sense of the word, but she had been distant since just before they
had |eft Ilion Star Systemn, and he had yet to learn why. “ Then perhaps you should have the prisoners
delivered to Vengeance,” Rione added. “ That battleship has the best interrogation facilitiesin the fleet, or
0 I've heard.”

Captain Tanya Degani, Stting to one side of Geary, jerked her head around and spoke coldly.
“Dauntless has excdlent interrogation facilities and can ensure Captain Geary receives every measure of
support he requests.” Degani was't about to let anyone imply that any other ship in the fleet wasin any
way superior to her ship.

Rione gazed back impassvely a Dauntless s commanding officer for amoment, then inclined her heed
dightly. “1 did not mean to imply that Dauntless could not carry out the mission effectively.”

“Thank you,” Degani replied, her voice no warmer.

Geary tried not to frown. Degani and Rione had apparently been just one step shy of going for each



other’ sthroats ever since Ilion, and he hadn’t been able to find out the cause of that, either. Bad enough
he had to worry about the Syndic fleet without also trying to figure out why there was bad blood between
two of the best advisers he had. He refocused on the display, where the fleet’ s sensors were busy adding
newly detected information, then muttered acurse.

“What' sthe matter, Sir?” Degani asked, ingtantly alert as her own eyes scanned her display. “ Oh.
Damn.”

“Yeah,” Geary agreed. He knew Rione was listening and wondering. “ There' s another Syndic merchant
ship dmost at the jJump point on the other side of the system. It' [l have time to see us before it jumps out
and will carry that newsto the Syndic authorities e sewhere.”

“It' sagood thing we don't intend to linger here,” Degani added. “ There' s nothing in Baldur that we
need. It'sjust another second-rate star system.”

Geary nodded, histhoughts going back. Back a century, to before the war, to before he' d fought a
desperate battle against the first Syndic surprise attack, before he' d barely escaped in adamaged
surviva pod to drift for ahundred yearsin surviva deep, before he' d found himself suddenly in command
of afleet whose surviva depended on him. Back when he wasjust John Geary, atypica fleet officer, not
the mythical hero Black Jack Geary, who these descendants of the people he’ d known had been taught
to believe could do anything. * People used to go to Baldur before thewar,” he remarked in an amost
absentminded way. “ Tourigts, even from the Alliance.”

Degani stared a him in amazement. “ Tourigts?” After acentury of bitter warfare, theidea of pleasure
tripsinto what had been enemy territory for her entire life seemed to be incomprehensible to her.

“Yeah.” Geary shifted his gaze to the display of the primary inhabited world. “ Ther€ s some spectacular
scenery down there. Even with al the worlds humanity has settled, there was something unique about it,
something you had to be there to gppreciate. That’swhat everyone said, anyway.”

“Unique?’ Degani sounded ssimply doubtful now.

“Yeah,” Geary repested. “| saw an interview with someone who had been there. He said there was
something awesome about it, like your ancestors came to stand beside you while you looked around.
Maybe something happened to it, though, since Baldur didn’t get ahypernet gate.” He glanced over at
Degani, who till seemed baffled but aso, as usud, willing to take the word of a man she believed had
been sent by the living sarsto save the Alliance.

Sheindicated her display. “Do you want to avoid bombarding the primary planet, then?”

Geary dmost choked. After acentury of trading atrocities with the Syndics, even Alliance officers could
be remarkably cold-blooded. “Yes,” he managed to get out. “If at al possible”

“Very well,” Degani agreed. “The military facilities seem to be primarily orbitd, S0 if we haveto take
them out, it won't require surface bombardment.”

“That's convenient,” Geary agreed dryly. He settled back, trying to relax nervesthat had been on edge
asthe fleet entered Baldur.

“Syndic combatants identified orbiting the third planet,” Dauntless's combat watch-stander announced as
if on cue. “An additional Syndic combatant has been located in spacedock orbiting the fourth planet.”

Geary, hoping he hadn't too obvioudy jerked to attention at the announcement, zoomed hisdisplay inon
the enemy ships. Anything that hadn’t been seen until now had to be pretty small. They were. “Three



obsolete nickel corvettes and an even older light cruiser.” The cruiser was older than him, too, Geary
reflected. And here we both are dtill fighting awar far beyond the time either of us ever planned on. At
least I'min better physical shape than that ancient cruiser probably is.

“Fiveand ahaf light-hours distant,” Degani confirmed. “Orhiting between the third and fourth planets.
They’ll see usin roughly five more hours.” She smiled. “ They obvioudy weren't expecting us.”

Geary smiled back, feding rdieved. Every time the fleet |eft jump, he had to worry about encountering a
Syndic ambush. The only way to avoid that was to keep the Syndic leadership guessing asto where the
fleet would be next. The lack of even picket warships posted near Baldur’ s jump points meant the
Syndics had no ideathe Alliance fleet would be showing up here, or at least hadn’t figured it out asa
possible destination in time to get a courier ship to this star system. “Odds are they’ Il run, then. If they
don’t run, | want an analysis of what they might be concerned with protecting.”

“Yes, gr,” Degani acknowledged, gesturing to one of her watch-standers. “Is there something else, Sir?’

“What?' Geary redized he was staring tensdy at the display and ddiberately relaxed his breathing again.
“No.”

But Degani had figured out hisworry. “ The fleet seemsto be holding formation.”

“Yes.” Seemsto be. If any of the outermost combatantstook it into their mindsto charge toward the
Syndic warships, Dauntlesswouldn’t seeit for dmost half aminute. But everyone gppeared to be holding
formation. “Maybe what I'm trying to show the officersin thisfleet about disciplinein battleisredly
getting through to everyone.” That was a cheerful thought.

Rione promptly threw abucket of redity over him. “Or maybe they’ re holding formation because the
Syndic combatants are five and ahdf light-hours distant. Even at full acceleration, an attempted intercept
would take quiteawhile.”

Degani gave Rione another cool look as she had the navigation system run the intercept. “If the Syndics
held course and didn’t run, an intercept would require about twenty-five hours at maximum acceleration
and deceleration,” she confirmed reluctantly. “But | assure you, Madam Co-President, that before
Captain Geary assumed command, we would still have had ships dready launching themsdves on that
charge”

Rione smiled thinly and nodded. “I have no reason to doubt your assessment, Captain Degani.”
“Thank you, Madam Co-President.”
“No, thank you, Captain.”

Geary took a moment to be grateful that his officers didn’t wear ceremonia swords. From thelook in
Degani’seyes, Rione should be grateful for that aswell. “All right,” he announced out loud to distract the
two women. “To dl appearances, this star system istotally unprepared for our arrival. That meanswe
should have achance to intimidate them into avoiding doing anything stupid.” Degani nodded
immediately, followed a noticeable few seconds later by Rione. “ Captain Degani, please broadcast to dl
Syndic ingdlationsthat any actionstaken to hinder or attack this fleet will be met with overwhelming
force”

“Yes, ar. With your name on the end?’

“Yeah.” Geary had never aspired to have aname that would frighten people, but apparently more than a
few Syndicsaso believed in the legendary Alliance hero, Black Jack.



Victoria Rione spoke again. *Y our messages are usudly longer.”

Geary shrugged. “I’ m trying something different. They’ll have no ideawhat our intentions are, which will
keep them guessing and worried. Maybe enough so that they’ |l St tight and not try to messwith us.” Not
that I'm planning on doing anything but getting to the next jump point. He studied the display, seeing the
course leading to the jump point for Wendaya as along arc passing above the plane of the Badur Star
System. Thefleet wouldn't have to go anywhere near any Syndic ingtdlations, and the Syndicsdidn’t
have anything in-system that could be used to go after the flet.

It al looked so perfect that Geary found himself double-checking, unwilling to trust a Situation without an
overt threat.

But nothing looked wrong. Hefindly relaxed again, pondering hisformation, then calling up theindividud
ship status readouts. Very little information could be exchanged in jump space, but ever sincethefleet
had arrived here, automatic reports had been flowing in to Dauntless with information on the current Sate
of every ship. If Geary had been so inclined, he could’ ve found out exactly how many sailors on any one
particular ship had head colds at the moment. He had known commanders who had concentrated on
things like that, somehow expecting the business of actudly running the fleet to happen on itsown while
they dug ever deeper into trivid details.

What he was seeing wasn't trivia, though. Geary couldn’t prevent agasp of exasperation as he looked at
the primary status readouts, drawing glances from the others on the bridge. “Logigtics,” he explained very
briefly to Degani.

She nodded. “ Dauntlessis getting below recommended fuel cell reserves, too.”

“I knew that. | didn’t appreciate how much of therest of the fleet was aso at or below those levels”
Geary shook his head as he checked another report. “ And expendable munitions. We used alot of mines
at Sancere and Ilion, and specter missile stockpiles arelow on most ships.” He leaned back again, taking
along, caming breath. “ Thank the living starsfor the auxiliaries. Without them aong to manufacture new
fuel celsand weaponry, this fleet would have been trapped and helplessafew star systems back.”

That smplified his plansfor getting through Baldur Star System. Keep the fleet close together, keep fue
expendituresto aminimum, avoid using weapons, and give the auxiliaries plenty of timeto replenish the
fud and munitions supplies on the warships.

Geary’ sfeding of satisfaction vanished as he checked the status of the four fast fleet auxiliaries, which
weren't fast except in the imaginations of whoever had chosen that name for them. Difficult to protect and
dow asthey were, the sdf-propelled manufacturing facilities called auxiliaries were vita to getting this
fleet home. Aslong asthey could keep the fleet supplied, that is. “Why am | seeing critical shortage
reports on the auxiliaries?” Geary wondered out loud. “We looted every raw material we could possibly
use back a Sancere. The auxiliaries supply bunkers were supposed to have been topped off.”

Degani frowned and checked the figures hersdlf. “ According to these reports, dl of the auxiliarieswill
have to stop manufacturing fudl cells and munitions soon due to shortages of critica materias. That
doesn’'t make sense. The auxiliaries certainly loaded alot of something at Sancere.”

The situation had looked too good to be true. So, of course, it had been. Muttering curses under his
bresth, Geary put in acal to theflagship of the auxiliaries division. Witch was ahedthy fifteen
light-seconds distant, causing a very aggravating delay in communications as the message crawled to the
other ship at the speed of light, and the reply crawled back. Only in the vast distances of space did light
seemdow.



Theimage of Captain Tyrosian finaly appeared, looking the very model of someone bearing bad news.
Butdl shesaidwas, “Yes, ar.”

At least the delay in message times had given Geary time to phrase adiplomatic question. “Captain
Tyrosian, I'mlooking at the status reports for your ships. All of them show shortages of critica raw
meterias”

Another wait. Finaly, Tyrosan’simage nodded unhappily. “Yes, s, that is correct.”

Geary fought down agrimace asit became clear that Tyrosan’ sreply was't more enlightening. “How is
that possible? | thought al of the auxiliariesfilled their stockpiles with raw materials at Sancere. How
could we have ended up with shortages of critica materiasthis soon?’

The seconds crawled by, too long to ignore and too brief to alow timeto do anything else. Tyrosian
looked even unhappier as she nodded again. “ The reports are accurate, Captain Geary. I’ ve been trying
to determine the cause of the problem. I’'m fairly certain it’ s because of the shopping lists provided by the
automeated logistics system.”

Another pause. Geary barely refrained from pounding the arm of his seet in frustration. “How could the
automated systems have made such a serious migudgment of which suppliesthe auxiliarieswould need to
manufacture items critical to thisfleet? Didn't your ships follow the recommendations from the logigtics
sysem?’

He spent the time waiting for areply imagining the sorts of things he could do to Captain Tyrosian for
screwing up something thisimportant. It didn’t help histemper that Tyrosian kept proving the old adage
that engineers weren't the best people in the world when it came to verbal communications. Tyrosian
kept telling him things that |eft critical information out asif expecting he would know everything she did.

When her reply came thistime, Tyrosian spokein the time-hallowed manner of engineers everywhere as
they recited their professiond opinions. “We did follow the system recommendations. That was the cause
of thefailure, Captain Geary. The systems provided flawed recommendations.”

Geary hesitated, taken aback by the statement, despite his growing anger. “ Explain that. Why would the
systems have provided flawed recommendations? Are you saying the system was sabotaged somehow
so that it didn’t provide good information?” The implications of that were very seriousindeed. If the
automated systemsthat helped run the fleet became unreliable or were somehow hacked, it could cripple
thefleet asbadly asalack of fue and weaponry.

But Tyrosian shook her head as her reply eventudly arrived. “No, Sir. Therewas't, and isn't, anything
wrong with the logistics sysems. They're functioning exactly asthey should. The problem liesinthe
underlying assumptions the logigtics system used in extrapolating the needs of the flegt.” She swallowed,
clearly uncomfortable but bulling ahead with her report. “ The logistics systems base future needs on
projected usage and losses. Those projections are in turn constructed from historical patterns.”

Tyrosian grimaced. “Under your command, the fleet hasn't been experiencing usage of munitions or
losses of shipsin accordance with historical patterns. Asaresult, the logistics systems assumed we would
have much fewer ships requiring resupply and that fewer munitions and fuel cellswould be required.”

It took Geary amoment to figure that out. “I should have been losing more ships every time we fought?|
shouldn’t have been using so many munitions or maneuvering so much?’

Seconds dragged by until Tyrosian nodded again. “Essentidly, yes. We ve been fighting more frequently
and losing much fewer shipsthan cdled for by the underlying assumptions of the logistics systems. Béttles



have been more complex, requiring the use of more fud cells. More long-range wesapons have been used
than isusualy the case. None of us caught how that would change projected requirements. Asaresult,
the logistics systems assumed a higher level of need for battle damage repair materialsand alower leve
for resupply of surviving ships. We have plenty of what we need to patch the holesin Warrior, Orion,
and Mg edtic, but we re short on some critica raw materiasthat are used in smal quantitiesin thingslike
fud cdlsand soecter missiles”

Wonderful. Absolutely wonderful. Accustomed as he was to the perversity of the universe, it was il
astounding to redlize that he was facing problems because he had been doing too well in battle. Geary
looked over at Degani. “We rein trouble because the fleet hasn't been losing enough ships when we

fight”

To hissurprise, Degani took only amoment to figure it out. “We need to adapt the systemsto you, Sr. |
should' ve redlized thét, too.”

Geary gave her agrim amile. It wasjust like Degani to immediately accept ameasure of respongbility,
whether she bore any or not. Unlike, say, Captain Tyrosian, who seemed at aloss on what to do, waiting
expectantly for Geary’ s orders and not offering any suggestions. “ Tanya,” he asked, usng Degani’ sfirst
name to emphasize his confidencein her, “what do you recommend?’

“All of the auxiliaries arelow on the critical materids?’ Degani checked the detailed status reports again
and rolled her eyes. Her fedings about engineers running shipswere clear. Then again, practicaly every
other one of Geary’ s ship captains would agree with her on that count. “Jinn’ s stockpiles of those
materidsarein dightly better shape than Witch's,” Degani noted out loud, “ Goblin’s dightly worse, and
Titan' s stockpiles are in about the same condition as those on Witch.” Geary tried not to think about all
of the materiasthey had looted at Sancere, how easily they could have loaded much more of dl of those
criticd materias. “We need more,” Degani concluded.

“So | assumed,” Geary replied, trying not to go balistic on Degani over the obviousness of her
observation. “Where do we get it?’

Degani gestured to the system display. “The Syndics have minesin this star system, of course. They’ll
have what we need.”

Geary grinned with sudden rdlief. My mind was till stuck back in Sancere. Thank our ancestors that
Degani’ swas herein Baldur. “Madam Co-President,” he began.

Sheforestalled his question, frowning. “We ve encountered sabotage from the Syndics before, Captain
Geary. Asking them for the materials we need, even |etting them know we need them, could be a serious
error. | don't see any way diplomacy can be counted upon in this case.”

Degani reluctantly nodded in agreement. “ That' salmost certainly correct, Sr.”

Geary pondered that, then faced the window where Tyrosan’simage waited. The engineering captain
was visbly nervous but holding hersdlf ready for the tonguelashing, or worse, she probably expected.
The sght helped drain the anger from Geary. Maybe Tyrosian wasn't the smartest or most capable
officer in the fleet, but she knew her job, knew engineering, and had been a solid performer. She hadn’t
foreseen the problem, but automated systems bred dependency in their users. Everyone knew that. He
was lucky Tyrosan had been ableto identify the problem instead of just blindly clinging to the flawed
output from the logistics systems.

So Geary forced himsdlf to give Tyrosian a confident ook, asif he had never doubted her ability to
handlethis. “Okay, to summarize, dl four auxiliaries are facing serious shortages of afew critica raw



materials. Unlesswe stock up on critical materials as soon as possible, we' |l have to cease production of
vita components. Arethose raw materids avalablein this sysem?’ Remembering theincreasingly
annoying time delay in answers, he added afurther question. “Would they be available at any particular
locations among the mining activity we' ve spotted?’

About thirty seconds later he saw Tyrosian’ sfacelight up. “Yes, sir. Mining activity on asteroids and
near the gas giants has dready been detected and analyzed by the fleet’ s sensors. The most likely
location wherewe d find what we need is...um... at this site on the fourth moon of the second gas giant.”
A secondary window popped up, reveaing the place that Tyrosian had designated.

“What' s your assessment of the wisdom of demanding that the Syndics supply us with those materias?’

Tyrosan'sdarm was obvious. “ That wouldn't bewise a dl, sir. They’ d know why we need those
particular materids. They'redl trace elements, found and used in small quantities. The Syndics could
eadly contaminate or destroy whatever stockpiles exist, snce they wouldn't belarge.”

It just kept getting better. Geary’ s eyes went back to the display. He had to surprise the Syndicswith a
raid on amining facility, which would have been alot easier if the Syndics hadn’t been ableto see every
one of hisships coming for days before they reached their objective. “Isthere anything else | need to
know, Captain Tyrosan? Anything e se the auixiliaries need? Anything else that might impair their ability
to keep thisfleet in fud cdls and expendable munitions?” Not that he redlly wanted to hear any more bad
news, but bad news never got better just because you didn't listen to it. Usually, it got worse.

Tyrosian shook her head again. “No, sir. Nothing of which I'm aware. I'll have each department on
every auxiliary do aworg-case assessment, just to be certain.”

“Good.” Now, what to do about Tyrosian? She had screwed up mightily and left Geary to find out
ingtead of telling him. The mistake had quite literdly put the entire fleet at greater risk, and with the entire
fleet fleeing for itslife degp in Syndic space, increasing that risk took redl effort.

But she had done agood job, or at least a decent one, up until now. And who did he choosein her place
if herdieved her? The captain of Titan was enthusiastic but too young and inexperienced. In aflest
heavily focused on honor and seniority, evating him to command of the auxiliaries divison would creste
alot of resentment, and there was't even any guarantee that he could handle that much responsibility this
soon. Goblin's captain had a service record remarkable for its bland mediocrity. Jnn’s commanding
officer had only recently assumed the position after Geary had relieved his predecessor. And that
predecessor, Captain Gundel, had been so aggressively uninterested in serving the needs of the warships
that he might as well have been ddiberately helping the ends of the enemy. Gundel was parked inasmal
office somewhere on Titan, under orders to produce an exhaustive study on the fleet’ s needs, whose sole
purpose was to get him completely out of Geary’ s hair, eveniif it took yearsto get thisfleet home.

Remembering Gundel made Geary’ sdecision easer. Tyrosan might not be perfect, but the dternatives
al seemed worse. And, damn it dl, asfar as| cantdll, she’ stried her hardest. “Captain Tyrosan, I'm
unhappy that we' re faced with this Situation, and | wish you had brought it to my attention sooner, but
you have analyzed the cause of the problem and | trust are taking measures to ensure it doesn’t happen
again.” At least, he was confident she would be taking such measures as soon as she heard Geary saying
that. “1 need your best estimate for a shopping list of what we need, and | want ateam of engineers ready
to physicdly land a any Syndic mining facilities and assess the stockpiles. Get both of those things

reedy.”

Tyrosian blinked asif surprised. “Yes, sr.” Had she redized shewasin danger of being relieved?
Probably. She might not be among his best officers, but she was good enough to be among those who



understood the concept of respongbility. Unlike hisworg officers. If only thered idiotsamong his
captainswere willing to offer their resignations when they made big mistakes. But of course they
wouldn't, even if they did manage to redlize they’ d messed up badly. That was one of the main things that
mede themidiots.

Geary favored Tyrodan with another confident look. “1 aso need aplan for replenishing and refuding the
fleet’ s shipswith what the auxiliaries were able to manufacture on the way here, with priority for those
with the lowest fud and expendable munitions stockpiles.”

“Yes, gr. That’ s not a problem. Can the fleet formation be adjusted?’
“Y egh. | want the resupply done as quickly and efficiently aspossible.”
“You'll get that,” Tyrosian promised. She hesitated. “I’m sorry, Sir.”

Geary paused, too. Thistime he felt sure his expression was genuine as he nodded to Tyrosan. “Thank
you, Captain. | dready knew that. That’ swhy you're fill in command of Witch and the auxiliaries
divison, and that’ swhy I’ m confident you'll perform well in both of those positions.”

He closed his eyesfor amoment after Tyrosan’ simage vanished, hoping he had handled that right, trying
tofigureout if he had truly meant what he had said or just been playing politica games. Presenting afdse
face to the enemy could play asbig arolein winning asdivisons of battleships. Geary was comfortable
with that. But he sometimes had to do the same with his own officers, and he had never managed to be at
easewithit. Did heredly believein Tyrosian, or did he just regard her asthe least bad of the choices
avalableto him?But eveniif | did fed that way, what purpose would it serveto tell her that?

There swork to be done. Stop brooding. Geary’ s eyes opened and swung back to the display of Baldur
System. Hewasn't at al sure how they’ d manage to get those raw materials from the Syndics, but he
was certain who he needed to do it. Geary tapped his controls to bring up another window. Within
moments, the image of his Marine commander gppeared. “ Colonel Carabali, we have ajob for your
troops.”

HERE we go again. Geary braced himself, then entered the compartment where he held meetings with his
fleet captains. It wasn't very large, and the table within could only comfortably seet perhaps a dozen
peoplein redity, but the fleet’ svirtual conferencing software made the room and the table gpparently big
enough to hold every captain in the fleet. After enduring numerous meetingsin here, Geary was till trying
to decideif that wasablessing or acurse.

Hetook up position at the head of the table, looking down aong both sides. Apparently seated nearest
him were the most senior officers, thelines of captains running into the distance in decreasing seniority
until the most junior ship commanders waited at the end. Only one other person was physically present,
Captain Degani, who seemed as unenthusiastic about the meeting as Geary himself, though Geary hoped
he was doing a better job of hiding it.

The absence of Captain Numos and Captain Faresa, both normally “ seated” close by him and both
seriousthornsin hisside, didn't offer much comfort. The former commanding officers of Orion and
Majestic were both under arrest but a constant source of disruption even now. Geary only had to look
down the table to see eyes that were either wary or hiding whatever emotions they might hold.
Fortunately, there were dso many officerswho clearly displayed near-worshipful (though discomforting)
belief in Black Jack Geary aswell asthose who believed lessin the legend of Black Jack and morein the
man who had led the fleet thisfar. He couldn’t help wondering how long it would be before he screwed



up so badly that their growing faith would be crushed by the redity of hisown human falibility.

“Welcometo Badur,” Geary began. As he said the words, he realized that had been the title of a popular
documentary over a century ago. No one e se showed any reaction, though, so he was probably the only
person in the fleet who remembered it. There was't anything unusua about that, of course. “I"d planned
on just taking us above the plane of the system to the next jump point, but as usua our plans have
changed.”

A ripple of interest ran around the long, long virtua length of the table as Geary caled up adisplay before
him. A representation of the glowing yellow star Baldur floated in the center, positioned around it the
severa sgnificant planetsthe star system boasted, and scattered through the system were symbol s that
marked Syndic activity or ingtdlations. “We need to pay avidt to the Syndic mining facility on the fourth
moon of the second gas giant.” That symbol flared brighter. “ The auxiliaries require restocking of certain
critica materids, and we' re going to acquire those materiasthere. Or rather, our Marines are going to
acquire them.” Geary nodded toward theimage of Colond Carabali.

Carabdli, like Geary, had ascended to command when her superior was murdered by the Syndics during
negotiaions. Being aMarine, she hadn't let that intimidate her in the least while dedling with the fleet
officersaround her. Now she spokein the dry, precise cadence of abriefing officer. “ There’ s concern
that the Syndics could either sabotage the stockpiles we need or contaminate them,” she began.

“Why?" someone interrupted.

Geary fixed his eyes on the speaker. Commander Yin, acting commanding officer of the Orion and
doubtless a protégée of Captain Numos. Yin appeared dightly nervous but il belligerent, her attitude
perhaps an unconscious imitation of Numaos sown. “If you'll let Colonel Carabdi finish presenting her
information, you' Il hear the answer to that,” Geary stated, redlizing his voice sounded harsher than he had
intended.

Carabdi glanced around, then continued speaking. “ The materiadsin question are trace e ements. The
fleet has been able to confirm the existence of the stockpiles we need at that mining facility by andyzing
the message traffic in this system and assessing what we can see of the mining facility from this distance.
Sincetherdaively smdl size of the stockpiles makes sabotage or contamination easy, Captain Geary
asked meto plan araid designed to surprise anyone occupying or possibly defending the mining facility.”

Carabdi paused, and Captain Tulev of the battle cruiser Leviathan gave her aquestioning but not hostile
look. “ Surprise? How will we achieve surprise?’

Geary answered. “We need to misdirect the Syndics, midead them asto our intentions. They’ll seeus
coming, but we have to convince them that we' re swinging by purely to destroy the facility, not to take
anything fromit.” He tapped controls, and a series of arcs appeared in the representation of Baldur Star
System, curving from point to point among planets and asteroids. “We re going to start at the outer edges
of Baldur and work our way inward, passing closeto Syndic facilities on the way and destroying them
with hell-lancefire a closerange.”

Thistime Captain Casia of the battleship Conqueror spoke up, frowning ashe did so. “That doesn’'t
make sense. Not even the Syndics would believe that we' d take the time to engage fixed targets a close
range when we could just launch kinetic rounds at them from adistance.”

Geary checked to confirm his suspicions, that Conqueror was part of the Third Battleship Divison, which
included both Orion and Mgestic. Captain Casiahadn’t sood out in earlier meetings, perhaps
overshadowed by the presence of Numos or Faresa. He couldn'’t recall any grounds to assume Casia
was like those two others, so Geary answered without assuming any antagonism. “It’ s not unreasonable



that our fleet would be low on kinetic projectiles. Asamatter of fact, we are low on them because of al
the rounds we launched at Sancere. Ther€ saso no significant threat to usin this star system. Under
those circumstances, it makes perfect sense to conserve kinetic rounds and employ hell-lancefire. The
Syndicswill believe we re even lower on kinetic rounds than we actudly are, which might benefit usin
the future in other ways.”

Casachewed hislip, ascowl just bardly vigble. Theimage of Captain Duellos of the battle cruiser
Courageous caught Geary’ s eye and made adismissive glance at Casiain awordless assessment of the
other officer. After along moment that might have been attributable to nothing more than the distance
separating Dauntless and Conqueror, Casiashook his head. “We' re dl low on kinetic rounds? What
have the auxiliaries been doing?’

“Manufacturing fuel cells, Captain Casia,” Dudlos advised in adrawl that brought aflush to Casia sface.
“| assume you prefer to be able to maneuver your ship, or do you want to drift through space with afull
inventory of kinetic rounds on hand?’

Geary could easlly judge Casid s statusin the fleet by the reactions of the other officers. Many grinned at
Dudlos s put-down, but others seemed more unhappy with Dudlos than with Casia. Odd, since Geary
couldn’t recall the man causing him any trouble before this. Why had the mal contents chosen him to raly
around?

Geary thumped the table with hisfigt to forestall any other comments. “ Thank you, Captain Dudlos. Do
you have any further questions, Captain Casia?’

“Yes. Yes, | do.” Casastood to emphasize hiswords. “1 understand we need these materias because
the auxiliaries didn’t stock up properly at Sancere. The entire fleet has been hazarded, but nothing has
been done to those responsible.”

He paused, while Geary glanced toward Captain Tyrosian and saw her stiffen. “Isthat an observation or
aquestion?’ Geary asked Casia

“It's...both.”

“Then| will assureyou,” Geary stated evenly, “that | have discussed the matter with Captain Tyrosian,
and she retains my confidence as commander of the auxiliariesdivison.”

“What did you say to her?’ Casiademanded.

Geary couldn’t stop afrown; infact, helet it stay in place as he gazed back at Casia. He recognized
what was happening, the sort of debate that would have been unthinkable in the fleet he had known, not
amply arguing courses of action but actively challenging the fleet commander and trying to manipulate the
leve of support the commander could count on. Any moment now Casiawould probably call for avote
inggting that Geary remove Tyrosian from her job.

And that wasn't going to happen while he wasin command. “ Captain Casia,” Geary said in his coldest
voice, “1 am not in the habit of discussing in public my private conversations with other officers. What |
said to Captain Tyrosian is between her and me, just asanything | say to you in private will remain
between us”

“We deserve to know that you' |l take effective action—" Casia began.

“Areyou chdlenging my authority to command thisfleet, Captain Casa?’ Geary demanded in avoice
that rang through the room.



Silence reigned for amoment, then Captain Tulev spoke asif to himsdf, though hisvoice carried. “ The
Syndics have learned at Kaliban, at Sancere, and &t 1lion that Captain Geary isavery effective
commander.”

Commander Yin'svoice wavered dightly as she jumped back into the conversation. “ The traditions of
thefleet call for open debate and consensus among the captains. What' s wrong with wanting to continue
that tradition? Why wouldn't Captain Geary bein favor of maintaining the traditions that have kept this
flet fighting?’

Captain Degani had kept herself quiet up until now but finaly erupted at the direct attack on Geary.
“Captain Geary believesin our traditions! He sreminded us of traditions we d forgotten!”

“Captain Geary established those traditions a century ago!” another voiceinssted. To Geary’ ssurprise, it
was Commander Gaes of the Lorica “Hefights And more importantly, he knows how to fight! He
hasn't sent this fleet into any Syndic trapg”

The clear reference to the disaster at Vidha brought amomentary stop to the debate. Both Casaand Yin
were giving Commander Gaes hard |ooks, but she didn’'t seem to care. After choosing to follow Captain
Fdcoin arebeliousforce of Alliance fleet shipsand then watching that force get cut to ribbonsat Vidha,
Gaes probably had little tolerance for anyone who might be advocating the sort of challengeto Geary’s
command that had led to that disaster.

Cadafinaly shook hishead. “We rein adifficult position. The fleet can't afford to be at the mercy of
those who' ve positioned themsalves as favorites of the fleet commander, regardless of competence.”

“That’senough.” Geary saw that everyone had turned to stare at him and redlized that must have been his
voice gpeaking in those tones. He changed histone with an effort, trying to sound more like acommander
and lesslike an enraged deity. To sound lesslike Black Jack. “ Captain Casia, thisfleet hastoo much
experience with officersincapable of carrying out their responsibilities. | won't tolerate anyone like that in
acommand pogtion. Isthat clear?” Casiaflushed but remained slent. “Now, do you intend charging any
officer present here with being incompetent to command ther ships?’ He was bullying the man, forcing
him to publicly back down. Geary knew it. He shouldn't use his authority thisway. He had to lead these
officers, not drive them before him. But right now he was sick and tired of politicsand of senior officers
who seemed to enjoy politics even when it threstened the surviva of thefleet. “Do you?” Geary pressed.

Casid s voice sounded strangled as he answered. “No.”
“I’'m the fleet commander and your superior officer, Captain Casa”
“No...sr.”

“Thank you.” Just relieve him for cause. Right now. Lock up Casiaaong with Numos and Faresaand
Captain Kerestes and crazy Captain Falco. Tossin Commander Yin aswell. Why do | need to keep
tolerating these idiots? Thisfleet will befar safer if they aren’'t around to interfere with me. If they’d stop

chdlenging—

Geary took along, dow breath. Damn. I’'m losing it. Where would that road end if | started down it?
How many officerswould | sack, making surethat only those loya to me were in command? And once
I’ d sacked enough, the rest wouldn't dare speak up to me, tell me when | was mistaken or wrong. And
thisfleet would die, because my ancestors know how often | make mistakes, how often I’'m wrong.
“Colone Carabdi. Please continue.”

The Marine colonel nodded asif nothing untoward had happened and continued her briefing. Nothing



fancy or elaborate. The fleet would cruise past severa other Syndic ingallations on itsway in-system,
blowing each apart in turn, using hell-lance charged-particle cannon. But asthe fleet got closeto the
fourth moon of the second gas giant, it would begin braking, and shuttleswould launch, carrying aMarine
grike force. With good timing of the maneuver, the shuttleswould have lessthan haf an hour of flight
time before the Marines set down. “Even if the Syndics somehow figure out exactly why the Alliance fleet
wantsto occupy thisfacility, that hopefully won't leave enough time for them to organize an effective
defense or damage the stockpiles we need,” Carabali concluded.

“WE I use the scout battleship divison for close support in case the Marinesneed it,” Geary added.
“Exemplar and Braveheart have proven their skillsin that work.” They were aso the only two surviving
scout battleships, but nobody brought that up.

He indicated the arcs of the courses the fleet would follow, each leg curving through part of Baldur Star
System like sabersamed at Syndic ingdlations. “ Thiswill take more time than just heading straight for
our objective. But we' Il aso dow to point zero five light speed to smplify the task of resupplying the
fleet. You'll dl receive thetrangt and resupply plan within the hour.”

“We could do more damage if the fleet was divided into afew subformations,” Captain Cresida of the
battle cruiser Furious suggested. She had somehow remained silent through the debate but now couldn’t
resst arguing for more combat action if possible.

Geary nodded to acknowledge her point. Along with Tulev and Dudllos, Cresidawas one of hisbest ship
commanders. “That’ strue. But | want to keep fud cdl usage to aminimum until we have those trace
element stockpilesin our hands, and | don’t want to break up squadrons and divisonsto ensure
everyone gets appropriate resupply.”

“What about the Syndic warships?” Commander Neeson of the battle cruiser Implacable asked, not
quite able to hide his disgppointment at not being part of afast-moving strike force thistime around.

Captain Degani pointed to the display. “They’ ve broken up. Two of the corvettes are heading for one of
the jump points out of Badur that we might use and the remaining corvette and the light cruiser are
heading for the other.”

Captain Duellos nodded. “ Picket ships. One corvette will probably jump from each when they reach it to
report our presence here, while the others wait to report which jump point we actudly used.”

It wasn't at al hard to read the dissatisfaction around the table at that, but there smply wasn't any way
for the fleet to engage any of those Syndic warships. Even though the corvettes were dower than any
shipin the Alliance fleet except the four auxiliaries, they just had too great alead. “We regoingto do a
ggnificant amount of damage to Syndic facilitiesin thisstar system,” Geary pointed out. “ And once again
the Syndics are going to provide the raw materias our auxiliaries need to keep us going.”

He could easily sensethelack of enthusiasm. Even his closest dliesweren't thrilled, but what wasthere
to be thrilled about? Baldur was just awaypoint in along journey home. After Baldur they’ d haveto fight
their way through Wendaya, then another star system, then another, then another ...

They’ d thrown the Syndics off their tracks with the lunge back into Syndicate Worlds spaceto hit
Sancere, but how much longer could they keep the Syndics from correctly guessing their next destination
and mugtering overwhel ming force there?

TWO
HELL-LANCE batteries hurled their charged-particle spears at the Syndic military base and minor



dockyard that had orbited this outlying gas giant in the Baldur System for centuries. Most of thefacilities
seemed to have been mothballed, probably for decades, and not many Syndic personnd remained as
caretakers to manage the few systems remaining operational. Right now those Syndic personnel were
fleeing in-system in escape pods, while behind them both active and inactive parts of the base and
dockyard were shredded by hell-lancefire at point-blank range.

Geary had decided to spread out among the fleet the fun of annihilating Syndic facilities on their way
toward the mining site. In this case, he' d let the Eighth Battleship Divison have the honors. Relentless,
Reprisd, Superb, and Splendid siwung past the Syndic base, their massive firepower ripping apart
equipment, stockpiles of supplies and spare parts, and the dockyards, which might still have offered
occasiona support for those obsol ete corvettes.

The next target would be the mining facility they needed to capture intact. Given humanity’ s gpparently
unceasing driveto build and preserve things, Geary couldn’t help ponder the irony that in human warsit
aways seemed far easier to destroy something than it wasto try to take it in one piece.

“Enjoying yoursdlf?’

Geary looked over from the display showing the battleships smashing the Syndic ingtallation and saw that
Victoria Rione had entered his stateroom unannounced. She could do that, since he' d set theroom's
security featuresto allow her access, alegacy of the days when she’ d been sharing his bed. He had
thought about changing the settings again, given Rione' s distance, but had avoided the step.

Now he shrugged in response to her question. “It’s necessary.”

Rione gave him an enigmatic look and sat down opposite him, maintaining the distance she' d kept from
Geary sincellion. “*Necessary’ isamatter of choice, John Geary. Ther€ sno bright, clear line dividing
what must be done from what we choose to do.”

Somehow he thought Rione was referring to something unspoken. Damned if he could figure out what
that was, though. “I’ m aware of that.”

“I think you usually are,” Rione conceded, an unusual step for her. Then she studied him for amoment
before speaking again. “ Usudly. The commanding officers of the ships belonging to the Callas Republic
and the Rift Federation have spoken to me about your latest fleet conference.”

Geary fought down aflash of irritation. “Y ou don’t need to keep reminding me that those shipswill follow
your recommendations since you' re co-president of the Callas Republic.”

“No,” Rionereplied sharply. “I don’t imagine Black Jack enjoys chalengesto his authority. | understand
you faced some more of that and dealt with them severdly.”

“I need to maintain control of thisfleet, Madam CoPresident! | could’ ve reacted much more strongly
than | did, and you know it.”

Instead of hurling his anger back at him, Rione grimaced and sat back. “Y ou could' ve. The important
thingisn't that | know that; it' sthat you know it. Y ou' re thinking about the things you could do, the things
you could get away with, as Black Jack. Isn't that so?’

Geary hestated. He didn’t want to admit that, but Rione was the only person he could possibly be open
with about it. “ Y es. Those options are occurring to me.”

“They didn't used to, did they?”



“ NO_”

“How long can you stop him, John Geary? Black Jack getsto do whatever he wants because he' sa
legendary hero. Because he swon dramatic victoriesin command of thisfleet.”

Geary glared at her. “If | don't win victories, thisfleet dies”

She nodded. “And if you do, your legend grows. Y our power grows. Every new victory carriesa
hazard, because it would be so much easier for Black Jack. He wouldn't have to convince othersto do
what he asks, he can just command them and punish those who disagree. He wouldn't have to worry
about rules or honor. He could make hisown.”

Geary sank back aswell, closing his eyes. “What do you suggest, Madam Co-President”?’

“I don’'t know. | wish | did. | fear for you. None of us are as much in control of ourselvesaswe d liketo
think we are.” Geary’s eyesflew open, and he stared at her, startled by the admission of weakness.
Rione was|ooking away, her face blesk for amoment; then she gathered her composure around her like
awarship reinforcing its shields and gazed back at Geary with a cool expression. “What will you do if the
mining facility doesn't have the materidsthisfleet needs?’

Geary made an exasperated gesture. “ Hit another one. We need that stuff. | hate being dowed down in
this system, but we can’t enter jump without restocking the auxiliaries. Even after dl of thefuel cells
manufactured to date are distributed, the fleet will till average only about seventy percent fud cdll
reserves, and that’ sway too low for afleet facing aslong ajourney home aswe do.”

“Isthat dl that' s bothering you?’
“Y ou mean besides you?” Geary asked bluntly.
She met hiseyes steadily. “Yes.”

He d have better luck interrogating Syndic prisoners than he would getting anything out of Victoria Rione
that she didn’t want to revedl . For some reason, Geary felt his mouth curvein anironic smile. “Yeah,
there'smore.” Helooked back at the other display he' d been studying when she camein.

“What?" Victoria Rione stood up, walking to st beside him and lean in dightly to view the same display,
her head near his, the soft scent of her conjuring up memories of being enfolded in her ams. It wasn't a
digtraction that he particularly welcomed when she had avoided further physical contact for weeks
without explanation. Not that she owed him her body, but surely Rione owed him areason. Except that
neither he nor she had given any promises, o it was't like she had broken any. But it il fdlt likeit to
him.

Geary frowned, angry at himsdlf and at her. “I’m worried about the condition of my ships.”

She gave him adow look. “Y ou' re actualy upset more about the losses.” Rione' stonewas
matter-of-fact. She, long with Captain Degani and afew others, knew how little Geary was
accustomed to the deaths of shipsand their crews. A hundred years ago, the loss of asingle ship had
been atragedy. In the bloodbaths that battles had degenerated into since then, asingle ship was easly
logt, only another name to be revived when areplacement ship was rushed into commission. But Geary’'s
fedings ill remained where they had been a century ago for these people, and only severd months ago
for him, thanksto the survival deep that had kept him unchanged during that span of time.

“Of coursel’m upset about thelosses,” Geary stated shortly, trying to reinin histemper.



“That' sto your credit.” Rione sat, her face turned toward the list of ships. “I till fear the day when Black
Jack will be comfortable with such losses”

“Black Jack isn't running thisfleet. | still am.” Geary glared at her, unhappy that the subject had been
raised again. “Black Jack isn’t running me. | don’'t deny hetempts me. It d be alot easer to just believe
I’m this godlike hero whose every action isjustified because the living starswill it and our ancestors bless
it. But that’ stotal nonsense, and | know it.”

“Good. Then you should aso know that our losses would have been far more severe under another
commander. Do you need to hear me say that? | haven’t denied your skills at command since Sancere.”

Hehadn't redized it, but that was true. “ Thanks. | wish that made a difference.”
“It should, John Geary.”

He shook his head. “ Because it could’ ve been worse? Fine. | can accept that intellectudly, evenif | can't
emotionaly. But that' s not the point. We can't sustain these losses.” Geary pointed at the reedout of his
shipsand their gatus. “Look. Our battle cruisersthat survived the Syndic ambush in their home system
were reorganized into six divisons. Normally, adivison should have six ships. These divisonswere only
four battle cruisers strong to begin with, and the Seventh Division only had three. Twenty-three battle
cruisers survived after the ambush. Of those, we lost Repul se getting out of the Syndic home system.”

Geary had to pause then. Lost. A short, smpleword. The epitaph for a ship, her crew, and her
commanding officer, aman older than Geary who had been Geary’ s grandnephew. He swallowed,
knowing Rione was watching, then continued. “ Polaris and Vanguard werelogt at Vidha, and then
Invincible and Terrible at Ilion. Five out of twenty-three, and we' re fill along way from home. That’s not
counting Significant damage sustained by the shipsin Tulev's Second Béttle Cruiser Divison a Sancere,
some of which till hasn't been repaired.”

Rione nodded. “I see your concern. Especialy where Dauntlessis concerned. Getting the Syndic
hypernet key this battle cruiser carries back to Alliance spaceiscriticd to the Alliance war effort.” She
paused. “How many peoplein this fleet now know that Dauntless carriesthe key?’

“I don’'t know. Probably too many.” A supposed Syndic traitor had provided the key, ameans for the
Alliance fleet to launch asurprise atack on the Syndic home system and win the war in one stroke.
Irresigtible bait for the recklessy aggressive leaders of the Alliance flegt. The Syndics had known they’d
take the bait and waited in ambush when the Alliance fleet arrived. Disaster was too kind aword, but at
least this much of the fleet had escaped to survive thislong, and the Syndics had to be terrified that their
hypernet key was on one of the remaining Alliance ships. “I’ ve wondered why the Syndicskilled dl the
most senior officersin thisfleet when they went to negotiate. It would have made more senseto keep a
few divetointerrogate.”

“They may have,” Rione noted. “Video can be faked. I’ ve no doubt most of those officers we saw being
murdered actudly did die, leaving you asthe senior officer in the fleet, but | wouldn't be surprised to
learn that at least one or two who had supposedly been killed werein fact kept divefor just that

purpose.”

Which would mean the Syndics might also know that Dauntless carried the key and needed to be
destroyed by them at al costs. “It just keeps getting better,” Geary mumbled sarcasticdly.

“Excuseme?’

“Nothing. Just talking to mysdlf.”



Rione gave him an annoyed look. “We re supposed to be talking to each other. The battle cruiser [osses
areworrisome aswell astragic. We velost dmost no battleships, though.”

“Yeah.” Geary dared at the names. “Triumph at Vidha, and Arrogant at Kaliban.” Technicaly Arrogant
had been one of three scout battleships with the fleet, something halfway between aheavy cruiser and a
battleship, and it had taken some work for him to stop thinking of them as cruisers. Geary wondered
what strange bureaucratic impulse had led to their design, sinceit left them too smdll to operate as
battleships and too large to function as heavy cruisers. “But Warrior, Orion, and Mgestic are best to
hell. Getting them back into shape for battle is going to take along time. If wecan do it at al. They may
require mgjor shipyard repairs.” He didn't need to add that the closest mgjor shipyardsthat could do the
job werein Alliance space. The fleet needed every battleship it had to get home safdly, but it likely
couldn’t get the badly damaged battleships back into full operating condition until they got home safdly.

Another nod from Rione. “1 understand Warrior took dmost as much damage at Vidhaas Invincible did.
Wouldn't it be wiser to just abandon and destroy Warrior, asyou did Invincible?’

Rione sspiesin thefleet had obvioudy been keeping her informed. Geary gave another grimace.
“Warrior didn’t suffer the propulsion system damage that Invincible did, so Warrior can keep up with the
fleet. | won't abandon Warrior lightly. | can't explain why, but it hurts morale more to scuttle aship
oursalvesthan it doesto have that ship diein combat. Besides, I’ ve been kegping an eye on their repair
progress. Warrior’ s crew isworking their butts off to get their ship back in shape. At thispoint, if worse
cametoworst, I’d consider cannibalizing Mgestic to help get Warrior and Orion back into shape. Orion
is making some progress on repairs, but Mgegtic is dragging. Neither of them will befighting in the line of
battle for awnhile. I'll have to keep dl three of those battleships with the auxiliaries, which won't do their
pride any good.”

“They havelittle ground for pride.” Rion€e svoice had gone low and hard. “Running from this fleet, then
running and leaving their comrades at Vidha—"

“I know that,” Geary brokein, his own voice rough with anger. “But | can’t write off those ships and
crews! | need to rebuild not only the ships but aso the crews, and that means they need to believein
themsalves, and that meansther pride matters.”

Rione sat slent, her face flushed.
“Sorry.”

“I deserved it,” she shot back, her anger seeming directed mostly at herself. “I’mapalitician. | should
understand the importance of what people believe.” Shetook along, deep breath, cdming hersdf. “I'm
not obliviousto the pain of losing ships aslarge as battle cruisers, or any shipsat dl, but you should take
comfort that you' re not losing battleshipsin equa numbers.”

Geary shook hishead. “No. If | keep losing battle cruisers, then the battleships will start taking more
losses”

Thistime Rionelooked puzzled. “Why?’

“Because the battle cruisers do certain jobs,” Geary explained. “ They have the firepower of battleships
but can accelerate, maneuver, and decelerate like heavy cruisers. They don't have the shields or armor of
battleships because they trade that off in favor of the ability to move faster. That makes battle cruisers
very useful for certain tasks requiring speed aswell asfirepower. But if | lose enough battle cruisers, I'll
have to use battleships for those tasks, and battleships are too duggish. They' |l get caught by Syndic
battle cruisers, and even though one battleship can outfight one battle cruiser, it can’'t handle four or more



backed up by lighter combatants. Or | can use heavy cruisers and have them take even heavier losses
until they’redl goneand | haveto fal back on the battleships anyway.”

Rionefindly frowned in understanding. “Losseswill accelerate if we' reforced to use warships for tasks
they’ re not designed for.”

“Yeah.” Geary gestured at the display. “And if the mgjor combatants, the battleships and battle cruisers,
hold back at al, then the light cruisers and destroyers will get torn to pieces. It al tiestogether. | can’t get
replacementsfor lost units, so | have to avoid being forced to expend what I've got.” He stared at the
names of the ships, hismind filled with an image of the remains of the Terrible after it collided with a
Syndic battle cruiser a Ilion. Or rather, an image of the flash of light that was dl that remained of both
ships after they struck each other at a decent fraction of the speed of light. Not just aship but itsentire
crew blown to hell in an ingant’ stime. “ Ancestors help me,” he whispered.

Geary fdt Rion€ s hand rest on his shoulder for along moment, offering the comfort of afirm grasp,
beforeit waswithdrawn again. “I’'m sorry.”

“Victoria—"

“No.” She stood up abruptly, her face averted from him. “Victoriaisn't here. Co-President Rione offers
her condolences and her support. I’ m sorry, Captain Geary.” She rushed out before he could say

anythingese.

“WHAT haveyou got?’ Geary asked. He was gazing through a one-way screen at the interrogation
room where the captain of the Syndic merchant ship they’ d destroyed upon arrival in Baldur sat swesting
with fear despite the dightly cool temperature of the compartment. Readouts and displays around the
screen reved ed everything about the Syndic’s physica state and the thought patternsin hisbrain. If the
Syndic lied, it would beimmediately obvious on the brain scans, and just being able to confront someone
with that often produced results.

Theintelligence officer, Lieutenant Iger, made aface. “Not much. The Syndicsdon't tell their civilian
population any details about military operations or |0sses.”

“Kind of likethe Alliance?’ Geary suggested dryly.

“Well, yes, gr,” the lieutenant admitted. “ But worse, actually, and the Syndicsdon’t dllow afree pressor
open discussion, o it sharder for their citizensto figure out what' s actualy going on. About dl the
merchant crew has been ableto tel usiswhat they’ ve been told in Syndic propaganda. Victory is
certain, Syndic losseslight, and thisfleet wastotally destroyed.”

“Heknowsthat last certainly isn't true,” Geary observed. “Where did his ship come from?’

“Tikana. Another system bypassed by the hypernet. His ship did trade runs on the margins, working for a
Syndic corporation thet lives off the economic scraps bigger corporations don’t bother with.”

“Not alot of good, recent news or observations, then?’

“No, sr.” Lieutenant Iger gestured toward the figure of the Syndic merchant captain. “ Scared to death,
but he doesn’'t seem able to tell us anything despite that.”

“| takeit he hasn’t heard any rumors about thisflegt?’



“No, sr,” theintdlligence officer repegted. “He s showing truthfulness when denying hearing anything like
that. When we prompt him with names of systemswe ve beenin, like Corvus or Sancere, he showed
some recognition of the star system name but nothing more.”

Geary spent amoment wondering whether to actually speak with the Syndic, then decided he should.
“I'll goonin. What' shis name?’

“Reynad Y barra, sir. Hishome world is Meddak.”

“Thanks.” Geary went through the three hatches leading into the interrogation compartment. Onceinsde,
he saw the Syndic merchant captain staring at him. The Syndic seemed too frightened to move, but even
if he had been inclined toward suicidd attacks, it wouldn’t have mattered. The interrogation facility had
enough stun wegponry aimed at the prisoner to knock him out before he took afull step toward Geary.
“Greetings on behdf of the Alliance, Captain Ybarra,” Geary stated formally.

The Syndic didn’'t move or say anything, just stared nervoudly at Geary.
“How’ sthewar going?’ Geary asked.

Thistime the Syndic paused, then began reciting something he had obvioudy heard often enough to
commit to memory. “The forces of the Syndicate Worlds continue to go from victory to victory. Our
triumph over the Alliance aggressorsis ensured.”

Geary sat down opposite the man. “ Do you ever wonder why you haven't won the war yet if your forces
have been going from victory to victory for the last century?” The Syndic swalowed but said nothing.
“The Alliance wasn't the aggressor, you know. We were attacked without warning. | know because |
wasthere” The Syndic's eyeswidened with disbelief tinged with fear. “I’m sure you' ve been told that
I’'m Captain John Geary.” The fear grew. “Would you like thiswar to end?’ Morefear. Not atopic the
man was comfortable with. Doubtless even discussing it could get a Syndic citizen accused of treason.

How to get the man to say something? Geary fell back on an old standby. “ Do you have afamily ill at
Meddak?’

The Syndic hesitated, asif trying to decide if the question was safe to answer, then nodded.
“Arethey okay?’

That finaly got something. “My parents only. My sister died when Ikoni was bombarded,” the Syndic
choked out. “My brother died five years ago when his ship was destroyed in bettle.”

Geary grimaced. A brother and asister dead in the war. An al-too-common circumstance in awar
characterized by bloody battles and bombardments of civilians. “I’'m sorry. May they rest in the arms of
their ancestors.” The Syndic gazed back in confusion at the courteous offer of sympathy. “I’m going to
tell you something, and then we' re probably going to let you and your crew go. | won't bother saying that
what you' ve been told by your leadersis alie, because the fact that you' re on a ship that was supposedly
destroyed should tell you that aready. No, | want you to redlize that we' d like to end thiswar, too.
There' sbeen too many desths, which aren’t accomplishing anything. Y our homeis safe from the fleet |
command. Go to any system we' ve been in since we | eft the Syndic home system, and you' |l seethat
only military or military-related targets have been destroyed. The Alliance will keep fighting aslong and
as hard aswe haveto in order to ensure the safety of our own homes, but we' Il do so with honor. Tell
that to anyone you want.”

Standing up, Geary |eft the Syndic staring after him. Once back in the observation room, he found the



lieutenant eyeing the readouts. “ Anything?’

“Hedoesn't believe you,” the lieutenant observed.

“No, | didn’t expect him to. Do you think we can get anything useful out of them?’
“No, gr.”

“Then put them back in their escape pod and launch it toward safety.”

“Yes, dr.” Lieutenant Iger hesitated. “ Captain Geary, the personne who went over the escape pod
reported that it had a couple of serious system failures due to use of chegp materias and what looks like
poor quality control.”

“You check for that?’ Geary asked, impressed.

The lieutenant grinned. “ Y es, Sir. This ship was sort of an economic bottom dweller, but even its physical
condition can tell us something about the state of the Syndic economy asawhole.”

Geary nodded. “1 don’t recdl anything about the Syndic military escape pods we' ve captured having
those kind of problems.”

“No,” the lieutenant agreed. “ They give the military first pick at everything and priority on everything.
Only the leadership gets higher priority when it wantsthings.”

“| guessthat shouldn’t surprise me. Can we fix the broken systems on that merchant ship’ s escape pod?’
“Yes, gr, | think s0.”

“Then | want that done before the pod is relaunched,” Geary directed. “They’ Il know they only made it
safely because of our help.”

Theintelligence officer sluted, showing off his skill with the gesture of respect that Geary had
reintroduced to thefleet. “Aye, aye, Sr. But thismerchant crew isonly asingletiny drop in the Syndic
ocean, S0 evenif they fed grateful, it won't help us”

“Maybe not.” Geary turned to go, then paused and looked back. “Then again, enough drops add up into
waves. Maybein time we can rock the Syndic leadership’ s boat alittle. Besides, sometimes our
ancestors like to see us doing things for othersthat we don’t expect to benefit us, don’t you think?’

GEARY sat on the bridge of the Dauntless again, watching the images of the Syndic mining facility ashis
fleet rushed toward it at point zero two light. They’ d had to brake down the fleet’ s velocity even moreto
ensure the shuttles would be able to dow to landing speed without overshooting the assault targets. Next
to theimage of the mining facility, avirtua window reveded Colond Carabdi, her face sober. “The
landing force is embarked and ready, sir.”

“Thank you, Colond.” Geary took agood look at Carabdi. “ Do you want to go in with them?”

Carabdi hedtated, clearly torn by the offer. “1 should remain on aship, coordinating the battle from the
landing force control center, Captain Geary.”

Strange, Geary thought. For fleet officers, gaining rank didn’t do much to change the risk of combat.
Even the highest admira in acombat assignment would be facing the same risk from enemy fireasthe



lowest ranking sailor, because they rode the same shipsinto bettle. But it was different for the Marines.
When the landing forceswent in, their overall commanders had to have the discipline to avoid diving into
persona combat so they could oversee the entire battle. It was odd to redlize that in the case of the
Marine commanders not rushing into combat required more discipline and, in away, courage than smply
accompanying the landing force would need. Facing death could be easier than watching your troops die
whileyou floated aboveit al.

But dl he said was, “Very well, Colone. Should | address your people before they go in?”

Carabdi hestated again, thistime for adifferent reason. “They’ re about to launch, sir. Any distraction at
thistime might be unwise”

Geary dmost laughed. A digtraction. If only that were the worst problem he could cause. “ All right,
Colond. Let me know immediately if you need anything. Otherwise I'll leave you aone now so you can
run your battle.”

“Thank you, sir,” Carabali replied with agrin. She rendered a precise sdute to him. The Marines had
never abandoned saluting like the rest of the fleet had, naturaly, and so hadn't had to relearn the gesture.
“I'll notify you when we have thefacility in hand, Captain Geary.”

The colond’ simage vanished, and Geary leaned back in his command seat with asigh. Therewasa
sense of helplessness at times like this. Ships had been committed to their courses and speeds, Marines
prepared for their assault, and now al he could do was watch it happen and hope nothing went wrong.
Commander of afleet, and I’'m ill subject to the laws of time and space. | knew afew commandersin
my time who thought their rank alowed them to ignore those things, but | imagine those commanders
died early on during thewar. While| floated in surviva deegp and the Alliance turned meinto amythica
hero. | wonder which of uswasluckier?

“Nothing’ sleaving the mining facility,” Captain Degani noted.

Geary switched his attention back to the display and nodded. “No escape pods, and even that old tug is
gl just Stting there. Whoever’ sthereis staying instead of evacuating.”

“They probably fear we'll blow away anything trying to escape,” Degani suggested in away that told
Geary such practices had been common before he assumed command.

He refrained from asking what honor there was in shooting defensel ess escape pods. Practices that
Geary found abhorrent had become commonplace over a century of war, as the Syndics had committed
increasingly worse atrocities and the Alliance had responded in kind. Over time alot had been forgotten
by the descendants of the officers and sailors whom Geary had known. Forgotten until the revered Black
Jack Geary had awakened and reminded the present of the things the past had believed in. Degani had
been among thefirst to realize what had been lost in trying to match Syndic inhumanity, so therewasno
sensein making anissue of it with her again. Instead, Geary nodded once more. “Or maybe when we
dowed down they figured out we were coming to take the place instead of just destroying it. But they
can’t hopeto repel our attack.”

“No,” Degani agreed. “But they might inflict losses; they might dow us down. Syndic leaderswould be
willing to trade the workersin amining facility for that.”

“Yeah.” They'd dready seen evidence of that in amost every system they’ d passed through. The Syndics
had risked entire surplus worlds for the chance to strike blows at the fleeing Alliance fleet. He studied the
image of thefacility again. “ They’ ve got maglev ralsfor moving ore”



Degani nodded. “ Taking them out from a distance would risk hitting the stockpiles.”
“What are the odds the Syndics could turn them into weapons?’

She shrugged. “ They could try. But we' |l see them devating the tracks to turn the maglevsinto weapons
amed at our shipsor the shuttles.”

Geary nodded, checking to see that his two surviving scout battleships, Exemplar and Braveheart, were
braking to dideinto position right over the mining facility, matching their movements precisely to that of
thefacility so they could fire down at it from very close range using their hell lances. In theory, asmal
kinetic projectile could be aimed accurately enough from along distance to take out even alittle target in
afixed orbit, but Geary wanted to conserve his supply of what the Marines called “rocks.” Besides, in
practice he adhered to the old theories that the closer you were to the target, the better the odds of hitting
it square, and that there wasn't any sense in using too much weapon for the target, so hell lanceswould
work fine.

He d learned that the new theory, born of a century of war, wasto just use alarge kinetic projectile and
blow agpart not only the target but asubstantia areaaround it, which after al belonged to the enemy
anyway, even if it did include things like school s, hospitals, and homes. Geary had no intention of ever
succumbing to that logic.

Neither scout battleship wasfiring yet, snce neither had targets. But they’ d be positioned close overhead
when the Marine shuttles camein to land.

“Launching assault force,” awatch-stander reported.
A dozen shuttles separated from their ships, their courses arcing down toward the mining facility.

“Why only adozen?’ Co-President Rione asked from her seat behind Geary. “I1t’ s unlike Colonel
Carabdi not to employ as much force as possible”

Did she mean to imply that Geary had limited Carabdi’ sforces? He turned to look at Rione. “It'sasmall
facility, Madam Co-President. Ther€’ s not enough room to land and employ alarger force.”

Turning back, Geary saw Captain Degani with alowered brow in apparent annoyance at Rione's
question. But Degani kept her voice even as she spoke. “Movement around the maglevs.”

Geary twisted back and focused on the magnetic-levitation rail linesthat were used to move ore,
containers, and other materids around the facility. The full-spectrum and optical sensorson the Alliance
ships were precise enough to track small targets on the other side of asolar system. Thiscloseto a
target, they could easily count individua grains of dust if required. Human-sized targets were
exceptiondly easy to see.

Sure enough, agroup was clustered around one of the end rails, raising one end toward the shapes of
Braveheart and Exemplar above. “ Stupid,” Geary couldn’t help muttering.

Degani nodded. “Exemplar isfiring hell lances”

Fire control systems designed to get hits on targets moving at thousands of kilometers per second during
firing opportunities measured in fractions of asecond didn’t have much trouble getting a perfect hit on a
closetarget dmogt a rest relaive to the ship. On the visud display, Geary couldn’t see the charged
particle beam that tore through the maglev segment, but he did see the results. The segment shattered, the
workers around it being blown back by the force of fragments hurled at them, aneat hole punched in the
surface of the moon where the hell lance had kept going, barely dowed by the minor obstaclesit had hit.



Then another segment of the maglev line shattered, then another. Geary cursed and hit his
communications controls. “Exemplar, Braveheart, thisis Captain Geary. Fire only on identified threats.”

“Sir, they’ re using those maglevs for weagpons,” Exemplar protested.

Before replying, Geary checked to ensure the bombardment had stopped. To hisrdief, it had. “They
tried, and you did agrest job taking them out. But our own engineers might need the rest of that line.” He
paused. “ Good job. Excellent accuracy on your weapons.”

“Thank you, gr. Understood. Exemplar will fire on threat activity.”

Fair enough. Geary checked hisfleet status for information on Exemplar’ s commanding officer.
Commander Vendig. Very good marks. Recommended for command of a battle cruiser. Why not a
battleship? Geary frowned as he put together for thefirgt time that every one of hisbest commanders was
abattle cruiser captain. Conversdy, many of his problem officers were battleship captains, including the
most serious pains like Captains Faresa and Numos and new problems like Captain Casia. | hadn’t
redlized that, hadn’t seen the pattern, and whatever it is may be obviousto officersin the current fleet.
There weren't that many battleshipsin my time, and they were then seen asthe command that every

good officer aimed for. Something happened in the last century that seemsto have changed that. I'd
better find out what.

The shuttles were gpproaching the mining facility now, swooping in like birds of prey heading for their
targets, their enginesfiring hard to match velocity with the mining facility asfast as possible. Geary kept
switching his gaze from the overdl fleet digplay showing the entire light-seconds-wide span of the Alliance
formation, to the close-in display showing the areaaround the mining facility, to the tactical view the
Marines would use. Symbols representing enemy forces were popping up on the tactical display now,
here and gone asindividua defenders were spotted dodging among the mining equipment and facilities.

Geary tagged one of the threet symbols, and afrozen image flashed into existence dong with hel pful
explanatory text. Damn near idiot-proof, Geary thought, admiring the smplicity of the system, then
frowned as more windows popped into existence, multiplying too fast to follow their information asthey
provided exhaustive details on estimated enemy weaponry, endurance time, power usage and power
systems, defensive armor, and dozens of other pieces of triviathat afleet commander had no real need
for. Somebody had set the default for dl thisjunk to flood his display, though. But then there' sdways
plenty of idiotsto figure out how to screw it up anyway.

Geary cursed as he painstakingly closed window after window of meticulous data until he could actualy
view theimage and afew essentid pieces of information. He studied the picture, seeing aglimpse of
someone in what appeared to be asurviva suit, not battle armor. The text confirmed that, noting that the
individua’ s appearance matched that of someone wearing an obsolete version of the standard Syndic
surviva suit. The wegpon being carried by the defender was some sort of pulserifle with too little power
to serioudy thresten Marinesin battle armor, the text told Geary, and was probably intended for internal
security. Internal security? At that small afacility? Oh. They’ d need people to keep the Syndic citizenson
thisingdlation in line. With those maglev railsit wouldn't be smart to let any rebels get their handson a
facility that could launch rocks at the inhabited planet in this system.

He checked the other threat symbols and confirmed they were al the same. “No actua soldiers. Internal
security forces and occupants of the mining facility handed weapons and sent out to fight. What the hdll is
the sense of that?’

Degani frowned over the same image projected before her seat. “ All they can hopeto doisdow us
down. Unless the Syndic commandersin this system are completely delusiond, that hasto be their



intended misson.”

Sow usdown. Geary checked the tactical display again, wondering what ought to be there but was't.
Then heredized. “ They’ re not sabotaging anything. Why hasn't stuff been blown? We re not even seeing
equipment shutdowns that would accompany wiping their operating systems.”

“A trgp?’ Degani wondered.

“It wouldn't bethefirst time.” Geary tapped his screen for Colonel Carabali. “ Colond, thisislooking like
atrap.”

Carabali nodded, looking harassed. “Yes, gr. It bears dl the Signs of that. My assault forces have been
ordered to search for any and every thing that might blow up in our faces. There should be lots of
small-scae demoalitions on hand, but my experts say amining facility like this shouldn’t have the meansto
generate ahuge explosion, especidly not in the limited warning time they had to work with.”

“That doesn’t seem to be reassuring you, Colond.”

She gave Geary aquick, humorless smile. “No, sr. By your leave, gir, I'd like to get back to overseeing
the assault.”

“By dl means, Colond. My apologies.” Geary tried to relax, annoyed with himsdf for violating one of his
own rules by bothering an officer who was trying to carry out the ordersthat Geary had given her.

“Admira Bloch dways kept the Marine commander on his screen,” Degani noted inalow voice. “The
admira liked to offer comments and suggestions, and of course wanted any questions answered right

away.”

“You'rekidding.”

Degani shook her head.

Geary laughed shortly. “At least I'm not that bad.”

“I just thought you should know that Colonel Carabali probably isn't dl that upset with the way you dedl
with command, gr.”

Of course, asfar as Captain Degani was concerned, Geary could do no wrong. But he sill shuddered at
the idea of working for acommander who kept him on-screen during an operation, demanding attention
that was needed for the battle.

Speaking of which, the shuttles were diding into landings, bay doors opening and Marinesin battle armor
tumbling out as the shuttles kept moving so that the ground troops were spread out instead of being
clumped together into amass target. Twelve shuttles deposited twelve lines of Marines, then accelerated
upward again. “Nice job on the delivery,” Geary observed. “Were the flight paths automated?’

Degani frowned, gestured to awatch-stander, then waited for the reply. “No, sr. The shuttle pilots
prefer to use persond control. The Marines have aded with them. Aslong asthe shuttle pilotsdo a
good job, the Marines|et them fly their birds.”

“That' s areasonable arrangement. And if any pilot screws up, then the Marines require them to use
automated controls on the next drop?’

“Uh, yes, sir,” the watch-stander confirmed. “ After any Marineswho survived the failed drop catch the



pilot and beat the hell out of him or her. Not that they’ ve ever been caught doing that, Sir.”

“Of coursenot,” Geary agreed, suppressng asmile. Thelines of Marineswere moving into the mining
facility, dodging from cover to cover, moving in sectionsto provide covering fire for each other.

Not that the precautions seemed needed. Geary watched the display with growing uneasiness as clusters
of enemy symbolsfel back fagter than the Marines were advancing. L eading e ements of the defenders
were dready vanishing into some of the mine shafts littering the surface of the moon. “What the hell?”

A moment later, Colond Carabali cdled him. “Captain Geary, the defenders aren’t redlly trying to hold.
They'refdling back fast into some of the mine shafts.”

“I just noticed that. Any guesses asto why they’re not fighting?’

“Sir, I'd guess they want to evacuate the install ation before something happens. We' d aready speculated
that thislooked like atrap.”

The defenders are getting out of ablast zone?“What do you recommend, Colond ?’

“Sir, asmuch as| hate to do so, | think we need to pull back until we scan thisrock atom by atom and
find out what the Syndics have planted.”

Geary hesitated. How could they delay aslong asthat would require? And it would mean dowing down
the main fleet even more, costing more fud reserves. But he couldn’t send Marines farther into what was
increasingly looking like adegath trap. “Colond—"

A sharp voice sounded behind Geary. “It'sabluff.” He turned to see Co-President Rione leaning
forward in her observer’ s seet, her expression demanding. “Don’t any of you gamble? The Syndics have
created aStuation that looks like atrap. Y et they haven't actualy demonstrated any ability to blow up
the entire facility, and in fact have left it intact behind them. If we run, they’ ve saved their mining facility
and we haven't gotten whatever we wanted. If we dow down and take our time, it causes further delay
inthis star system. Either way, the Syndics come out ahead.”

Colond Carabali appeared uncertain. “ Co-President Rione' s assessment does sound logicd, but—"

“Colond,” Rione demanded, “do the Syndics routinely display high regard for the well-being of low-level
personnd such asthese miners?’

“No, Madam Co-President. They don't.”

“Then why were the mine workers not ordered to die delaying your actua occupetion of the facility,
thereby aso drawing more Marines into the supposed trap? Why were they withdrawn into the mine
shafts where they cannot hinder usand in fact are now sitting ducksif we choose to fire weapons down
into the shafts?”

Captain Degani spokein carefully controlled tones. “With al due respect, you' re not down there with
the Marines, Madam Co-President.”

Rion€e s eyes narrowed as she gazed a Degani. “Lest you think I’'m making thiscall lightly, I’ [l point out
that some of the Marines participating in this assault are from the Callas Republic. | would not place them
inextraperil if | believed it existed.”

Carabali frowned. So did Degani. Both looked at Geary. Y eah, okay, Rione bdievesin what she's
saying, but can | go with her belief? She' snot military, after dl. She' salso not in command, which iswhy



everybody islooking a me. It smy cal. | want to believe that Rioneisright becauseif sheis, it will make
things happen the way | want them to. Am | too eager to bdieve she' sright because of that? What if
she' swrong? What if thisisn't abluff?

Welose abunch of Marines and everything we cameto thisfacility for.

But why would the Syndics suddenly display such high regard for the welfare of low-level workersand
then order them into a hopel ess position?

| haveto makethisdecison. If I'mwrong, | could seealot of Marinesdie. Or if I'm wrong the other
way, | could seethisfleet needlessy delayed even further while the Syndics gather forcesin surrounding
dar systems.

Ancestors, please give measign.

If they did, Geary couldn’t see or fed it. He glanced at Degani and saw her utter confidence that he
would reach the right decision. Whatever that was. Rione was eyeing Geary, her expression stern, most
chalenging him to believe her. Colond Carabai smply waited, her fedings unreadable behind a
professionally emotionless mask. Thelonger Geary waited, the more likely the decison would be taken
out of his hands by developing events. He had a duty to those Marines, aresponsibility to make acall, to
make it clear who was accountableif the worst happened. Odd, it was usudly Rione warning him about
the worgt that could happen. ..

That was usudly the case. Rionethe palitician never liked having any part of the fleet running risks. Y et
here she was urging a course of action that had his Marine commander and one of Geary’s
hardest-charging ship captains recommending caution. Either Rione had gone crazy, or his ancestors had
sent asign. Through her.

Geary breathed aquick prayer. “1 think Co-President Rioneisright. Keep the Marinesin there and
occupy the entirefacility.”

Carabdi, her facerigid, saluted. “Yes, ar.” Her screen blanked as she passed on the orders.

Geary looked down, hoping he hadn’t let a sense of urgency override his own common sense. When he
looked up, thetactica display showed Marines svarming deeper into the ingtallation, segment after
segment of the Syndic facility glowing green to show it had been cleared and occupied.

Nothing had blown up yet.

He gavein to temptation and caled up aview from one of the Marine junior officers. Now he had a
window floating before him showing the view from that officer’ s helmet. This part of the facility was open
to the surface, so the Marines were moving through an areawith no atmosphere. An occasiond light
illuminated part of the equipment the Marines were moving past, the sharp-edged beams centered on
whatever needed to belit, since the light didn’t spread at al without any air to do the job. The shadows
were just as sharp-edged and as black asthelit areas were bright.

There was aways something spooky about abandoned places, a sense that the former occupants hadn't
redly left and were somewhere just out of sight, watching these intruders comeinto their world. Because
0 little changed in abandoned facilities on airless worlds, a place deserted moments before could fedl
just as haunted as one |eft empty centuries ago. Had someone €l se walked here an hour ago, or
yesterday, or ahundred yearsin the past? Even though he’ d seen the defenders moving through these
areas ashort time before, the mining facility felt like that, empty and Slent on the outside, even though
indde the buried buildings equipment ill functioned.



An airtight hatch loomed before the Marine officer. Geary watched as two enlisted Marines attached
physica tapsto the air lock locking mechanism and overrode the coded entry system. Weapons leveled
at the hatch asit began to swing open, one Marine near the hatch tossing asmall object in through the
growing gap and then huddling back as the magnetic pulse charge detonated inside the lock to fry the
circuits on nearby wespons, enemy surviva suits, and detonators for booby traps.

Then the Marines were insde, moving through empty passageways, kicking in or blowing open doors,
searching for anything out of place, anything that even looked like abomb.

Geary rapped his forehead in exasperation as he reaized he' d forgotten something that could redlly help,
then dapped his communications circuit. “ Captain Tyrosan. Y our shipsare now being given accessto
the views from the Marine landing force occupying the mining facility. | assumethe engineerson the
auxiliaries know the sort of equipment we' re dedling with and will be able to identify anything that doesn’t
belong. Get some of them watching the Marines asfast as possble.”

Tyrosan'sreply took abit longer than it should since the auxiliaries were now in the center of the
Alliance formation. “Sir,” shereplied hestantly, “my personne don’'t usudly play any direct rolein
operations.”

Fighting down an urgeto yell, Geary spoke firmly. “They arethistime. | want qualified people observing
those feeds as quickly as you can get them on there, and | want to know immediately if they see anything
they regard as suspicious.”

Before Tyrosan’ sreply could comein, Geary saw another window pop up with Colonel Carabdli iniit.
“Someone' s sending my assault force s feeds to the engineers on the auxiliaries,” she reported, frowning.

“That someoneis me, Colond.”

“I must protest, sir. They’ re noncombatant support personnel without aneed for direct real-time access
to my assault force.”

Geary tried not to let aggravation show. “They won't do any harm.”

“With dl duerespect, Sr,” Carabdi stated tiffly, “engineers are capable of wreaking total havoc in the
real world if not closaly supervised, and | do not have the luxury of the time to be able to so supervise
them.”

On the hedls of Carabali’ swords, Captain Tyrosan’sreply camein on her window. “ Captain Geary, we
don't have alist of specifications asto what we' re supposed to look for.”

His earlier tension replaced by agrowing headache, Geary spoke through gritted teeth. “Wait, Colond.
Captain, your engineers are supposed to look for anything that shouldn’t beinamining facility.” Tyrodan
nodded, but her eyes remained puzzled. “ Bombs. Booby traps. Things that will blow up.”

Tyrosan's puzzlement increased. “A lot of equipment will suffer catastrophic failureif improperly—"

“Captain Geary,” Colond Carabdi declared, both her face and voice rigid with disgpproval, “1 advise
agang thisin the srongest possible—"

“My people need to talk directly to the Marine officersin the facility about what they’re seeing,” Tyrosan
suggested hesitantly. “Without detailed guidance—"

“All right!” Geary interrupted both of them. Bad idea. | can tell them to just go ahead and doit, or just
cancel the whole thing. I'’m mad enough to say, “ Just doit,” which tellsme probably shouldn’t. Serves



meright for trying to improvise something between two such different mind-sets. “ Cancel my previous
direction. Thefeed from the assault force will be available to the engineers but on areceive-only basis. If
they see anything they regard as suspicious, you are to contact me without delay, Captain Tyrosian.
Colonel Carabdli, please continue your assault, and my apologiesfor the distraction.”

Both officers|ooked startled by Geary’ s orders, asif they’ d expected a different outcome; then Carabali
sauted hastily just before her window blanked out again. Tyrosan nodded. “Y es, Sr. The, uh, shuttles
with the engineering exploitation team and equipment have launched.”

“Good. Make sure everyone on those shuttles understands that they are under the control of the Marine
assault force commander.”

Geary dumped back as the other comm window closed, rubbing his forehead to help with what was now
araging headache. Degani, who couldn’t have heard Geary’ s private communications with the other
officers, gave him asympathetic look. “Engineers?’

“And Marines,” Geary replied sourly. “Why doesit sometimes seem | have to spend more timefighting
my own officersthan | do fighting the enemy?’ His gaze went back to the display showing the assault on
the mining facility. The Marines continued to penetrate the objective, occupying amost the entire facility
now and posting forces to guard the mine shafts where the Syndic defenders had withdrawn. Arcing
down from above came the shuttles carrying the engineering expl oitation teams, preparing to drop their
skilled personnd directly onto the facility’ smain landing pad.

If something was going to explode, it would probably happen any moment now.

THREE

ALLIANCE Marines entered the main control room of the mining facility, spreading out, using portable
gear to check for booby traps. Green lights shone on the many panelsin the room, indicating the mining
equipment wasin full operating condition. The Marine officer who Geary was monitoring stepped close
to one pand with multiple red lights blinking. “Maglev rails,” the Marine reported to his superiors, Geary
hearing the transmission, too. “ That’ sthe only equipment showing failures. Everything elseisup and
running.” Instead of sounding happy about that, the Marine seemed worried.

A window popped up in front of Geary, showing Captain Tyrosan frowning. “ They didn’t shut down
their equipment.”

“No,” Geary agreed.
“Thisisgoing to cause alot of delays,” Tyrosan complained.
“I would have thought powering up the equipment would have taken awhile.”

Tyrosian seemed surprised at the question. “Well...yes. If the equipment had been shut down, then we' d
have to power up dowly to make certain none of the equipment had been sabotaged mechanically or in
its software. Y ou know, worms and such embedded in the operating systems. But it’ s already operating,
ar”

Meaning any worms or other destructive programming were aso running. Never trust giftsfrom Syndics.
((l %l”

Colone Carabdi’ sface reappeared, frowning in tandem with Tyrosan. “ Sir, we' re going to haveto do a
controlled shutdown of everything, do a clean sweep of dl systems, then bring them back up one by



Ore”

Geary exhded heavily, wondering why this had to be the one thing both his Marines and his engineers
agreed upon. “What' sthe worst case if we try to operate the systems now?’

“Catastrophic fallure of al systems, destructive shutdowns of equipment, fatal damage to the operating
environment, individud injuriesand fatdities, and loss of dl mining facility capabilities” Tyrosan replied.

“Everything blows up,” the Marine colonel noted succinctly.

Geary nodded. Okay. Bad things happen. “How long to do what we need to do?’
“Edtimates will vary widdy because of the many factorsinvolved—" Tyrosan began.
“Thisfleet cannot linger around this mining facility, Captain Tyrosan!” Geary snapped.

“How much of this stuff do we need?’ Carabai asked. “To access the stockpiles of €lements we require
and get the rocks analyzed and loaded?’

Tyrosian made an angry gesture. “Y ou heed the mining subsystems. Y ou have to have the main operating
systems to issue commands to the mining subsystems. If the safety systems aren't activated and
monitoring activity on the main operating systems and the mining subsystems, then the safety interlocks
won't dlow anything to happen.”

“Damn near everything, then,” Geary noted.
Tyrosian nodded.

“We can't—" He paused as a high-priority message dert blinked, indicating someonewanted to joinin
his conference with Carabali and the engineer. He took alook at the message dert, seeing the
communication was from Titan. Messages from Titan tended to be bad news. Frustrated by the delays,
Geary amost dapped the Deny command. | don't need anyone else complicating things. Hell, how much
more complicated can they get? What | need is better options, and maybe whoever thisiswill have some
ideas. Geary paused, counted to five, and tapped Accept instead.

Commander Lommand' sface appeared. Captain of the Titan. Y oung for his position, but Geary had
aready learned that Lommand tended to make up for lack of experience with initiative and enthusiasm.
Now Lommand appeared dightly regretful. “My apologiesfor breaking in, Captain Geary, but | wastold
Captain Tyrosan wastied up in thismeeting with you, and | thought she’ d want to know immediately that
the two Mobile Mining Units on Titan are |loaded on heavy-lift shuttles and ready to launch.”

Geary glanced at Tyrosian, who was unsuccessfully trying to look asif she weren't surprised to hear the
news. “Mobile Mining Units?’ Geary asked. “ Can those help?’

“They can if the equipment at the Syndic mining facilitiescan’'t be used,” Lommand stated innocently. “It
seemed agood ideato have them ready in case that happened.”

“Yes” Tyrodan interjected just asif she had ordered Lommand to do that. “ There sarisk in deploying
them, because the two on Titan are all we have l€eft in the fleet, but the MMUs can locate, analyze, and
load the Syndic stockpiles of the trace e ements we need.”

“What' stheflight time?” Geary demanded, scanning his controlsfor the right onesto give him the
information.



Commander Lommand answered immediatdly. “ Thirty-one minutesif we launch now.”

Colond Carabadi was checking something herself. “We can't risk having critical equipment down here
while the Syndic systems are till operating and capable of executing some Trojan horse action. Carrying
out a safe shutdown of the Syndic gear will take approximately...twenty minutes.”

Geary nodded. “What about everything else needed to use the Syndic gear? Should we employ these,
uh, MMUsingtead?”’

“Sir, it'd take at least a couple of hoursto go through the Syndic systems and scrub them clean, then
maybe another half aday or more to bring them up in a controlled fashion—"

“How quickly can the MMUs start operating once they’ re on the surface?’ Geary asked the engineers.

“Immediately, sir,” Commander Lommand responded. “ Start-up is carried out on board the shuttles.
Once the shuttlesland, the Moo-Moosrall off the ramp and Sart grazing.”

Nice. One morelittle thing that Geary had to depend upon hearing about from his subordinates.
Fortunately, one of those subordinates was Commander Lommand. Geary was about to order Lommand
to launch his shuttles from Titan when he caught himsdlf and faced Ceaptain Tyrosian, Lommand's
immediate superior. Commander Lommand had jumped the chain of command again, but thistime at
least he'd doneit in away that looked legitimate by pretending he was updating Tyrosian. “ Captain
Tyrosan, have Titan launch those shuttles, and get them to that facility. | want them working when they
hit the surface. Commander Lommand, thank you for the status update. Colonel Carabdli, have your
system geeks shut down everything the Syndics left working. | want it dl off when Titan's shuttles get
there”

“Yes, dr,” Carabdi replied, smiling thinly. “Do you want usto proceed with scrubbing the systems for
sabotage?”’

“Not unlessit’s needed for the safety of your troops. | don't intend powering up those systems while
we' re there, and as soon aswe leave, we' re going to flatten every piece of equipment in the facility.”

Carabdi’samilewidened. “Yes, gr.”

Asthe Marine simage vanished, Captain Tyrosan gave Geary a confident look, asif thiswasaplan
she'd developed. “ I’ ve ordered Titan to launch her shuttles, Sir.”

“Thank you.” At least Tyrosian had thought on her feet and reacted properly when Lommand broke into
the conference. “Good work. Let’s get those rocks and get out of here.”

Thewindows vanished, leaving just the system display floating in front of Geary. He watched the symbols
marking hisfleet racing past the moon holding the Syndic mining facility, looping around the gas giant to
come past the moon again, then ran some quick calculationsto seeif he would have to dow the fleet
even more due to the delays on the surface.

It looked okay at this point. Not great, and with way too smal amargin of error left, but if the mobile
mining gear could do the job quickly, he wouldn’'t have to burn off further fud cellsbraking thefleet’s
velocity more.

Geary leaned back, noticing Captain Degani trying not to look curious. “ The Syndics | eft the equipment
running at the mining facility,” he explained to her.

“Bagtards,” Degani replied with afrown. “They knew we d have to assumeit was laced with soft and



hard booby traps.”

“Y egh. But Titan has a couple of portable mining things they’ re sending down to take care of getting the
stockpiles.” Geary looked back to include Rione in the conversation. “The Marines are shutting down the
Syndic gear.”

Rione shook her head. “ Odds are the Syndics didn’t have time to plant elaborate booby trapsin the
systems, but we have no choice but to act asif they did.”

“They’ velad traps everywhere we' ve encountered Syndics.” Geary watched the shuttles from Titan
arcing down toward the moon, wishing the enemy was alittle less devious and his own fleet’ sStuation a
lot less perilous.

THE voice of the chief petty officer supervisng Titan’s Mobile Mining Units seemed startled and awed
when he heard Geary. “ Sir. It's an honor to spesk with you, Sir.”

Geary tried not to let his unhappiness a the hero worship show in hisvoice. The sallorsin the fleet were
more likely than the officersto believe that Geary had been sent by the living stars themsdalvesto save the
Alliance, and thisfleet in particular. They were dso more likely to believe that Geary redly wasthe
mythical hero of the past. But he owed them respect for their faith even as hetried his best not to believe
init himsdf. “Do you have amoment, Chief? To talk about your gear?’ Nothing was happening
elsawhere, but Geary fdt that he had to stay on the bridge until this messwas over, and anyway Geary
was curious about the MM Us,

The view from the chief’ s hdmet showed one side of the Syndic facility. Big doors giving accessto
stockpiles of mined and refined minerals had been blown off their hinges by Marines happy to get ahead
gtart on wrecking the Syndic ingtdlation. The hulking shapes of the two MMUSs had crawled on treads
across the surface of the moon, crushing or shouldering aside some Syndic safety barriers, and now
crouched in front of the accesses.

“Yes, gr,” the chief replied. “ The crews on the Moo-Moos are operating their own cows, and I'm just
hereif needed.”

Cows. The nickname made as much sense as any other for apiece of equipment with the officid
designation of MMU. “I’m not familiar with your gear, Chief. What can you tell me about it?” He' d
dready tried looking up information in the online library on Dauntless, only to be submerged by ahuge
meass of documents, none of which seemed to have asingle smple, clear diagram or discussion about the
capabilities of the MMUSs. After unsuccessfully trying to wade through amass of complex data, Geary
had decided to follow histraining as ajunior officer; when you needed to know something, ask achief

petty officer.

This particular chief sounded disbelieving that the great Black Jack Geary would redlly need to betold
anything. “ The technology hasn't changed much since...uh...dnce...”

“Inthelast century?’ Geary asked dryly. “I didn’t know much about it then, Chief. No need arosein
those days for me to worry about it.”

“Oh, uh, yes, sr. Wdll, like | said, the tech hasn't changed much. It's smple and robust. Everything that's
been tried as a replacement is more complicated, more expensive, breaks more and, uh, you know.”

“| certainly do, Chief,” Geary agreed, recalling many of the “improvements’ to ship systemsthat had



bedeviled him ahundred years ago by creating new problems with equipment that had worked perfectly
well before being upgraded into temperamental, buggy pieces of junk. “1’m glad they’ ve let you stick with
something that works well. What are your cows doing now? Waiting for clearance to enter the facility?’

“No, dr! They won't haveto go any farther in. The cows are sending in worms, sir. Once the worms—"
“Worms?’

“Uh, yes, sr.” Theview from the chief’ s helmet changed, focusing on the front of one of the Moo-Moos
and zooming in. What looked like anest of very fine wires extended out, the wiresleading into the
storage buildings. “ Do you see the leashes, Sr? Every one connectsto aworm. We cdll them that
because they’ re about the size of worms and work the same way. They eat dirt. Or rock.”

“How do they get through rock?’ Geary asked.

“What amountsto redly tiny shock cannon mounted around the front mouth. The worm andyzesthe
rock structure and sends out vibration pulsesthat shatter the rock right in front of it. Of course, inthis
case this stuff has aready been mined, so they’ re going through stocks of solid metal. The worms est the
dust and move on, congtantly doing the same thing. Asthe dust runs through the inside of the worms,
molecular-level sensors andlyze the content. Then it goes out the back. Just likeaworm, likel said, ir.”

“What arethe wiresfor?’

“Command and control, and power. A mining worm hasto move alot faster than areal worm and keep
doing it, so they need alot more energy than areal worm-sized object could hold. And we don’t want
dray radiation being emitted in amining environment—you know, because of explosive gasesand
detonators and stuff—or have our links to the worms blocked by metals or other suff, so al the
communications to and from the worm run through theline.” The chief’ sview pivoted and focused on
wherethelinesran into the building. “In anorma mining operation the worms go out, dig in below the
surface, and find the ore or veins of materiad you need. In this case, we know where the stockpiles are,
0 right now the worms are tunneling through the stockpiles, identifying what' sin each one, and looking
for contamination or nano-bugs.”

Nano-bugs. Geary knew that much. Tiny devices planted to cause problemsin equipment once triggered
by hest or pressure. “I thought nano-bugs were outlawed since they were so hard to keep contained.”

He could see the motion caused by the chief’ sshrug. “Yes, Sir. But there salot of stuff that’ s been
outlawed, if you know what | mean, Sir.”

“Yeah, Chief, | do.” Outlawed didn’t mean it wouldn’t be used. Not in the case of the Syndics, and not
in the case of the Alliance elther, as Geary had been shocked to learn. Century-long warstoo easily bred
contempt for lifeand law. “Any problemsidentified so far?”’

“No, sir. We're giving the wormstime to do a decent sample check, then we'll send in the moles.”
“Moles?

“Yes, dr. The moles actually go out and dig down to the stuff, load it on board, then bring it back to the
cow. The cows have big moles and little moles, depending on how much you want to recover. And we
can hook up amonster mole to acow if we haveto, but Titan’sonly got one monster mole. It just digsa
big hole and feeds the stuff back through a conveyor tube onitsass.” The chief went sllent for amoment,
then spokein adightly choked voice. “ Excuse me, Sr, the materia isexpelled through the aft
matter-expulsion portd.”



“| get theidea, Chief.” Geary paused to consider the information, watching as shapes scuttled away from
the cows and into the Syndic storage area, each shapetrailing its own wire. “ Everything looks good,
then?’

“Yes, gr. That'samix of big and little moles because we' ve got ordersto get this stuff loaded and the
cows back on the shuttles asfast as possible.”

“Right. Thanks, Chief. | gppreciate the rundown.” Geary broke thelink, blinking to focus his own eyes
back on the display showing hisflegt. So far, so good, which wasthefirst timein awhile hefdt like

saying that.

Degani yawned. “ Excuse me, Sir.”

“| fed the sameway. At least | got to learn about the cows the engineersare using.”

“Cows?’ Degani gave Geary a skeptical |ook.

“Y eah. Cowswith worms and moles.”

Shegrinned. “ Are you sure you weren't talking to the cooks about what the fleet is feeding us?’
Food. How long had he been on the bridge, anyway? Geary’ s ssomach rumbled.

Degani smiled again, dug in one pocket, and offered him aration bar. “I dways carry afew.”

“Thanks. Remind me to say something about your ability to plan ahead when | write your next
evaluation.” Geary took the ration bar, debated whether he should read the label or just guesswhat it
contained, then decided he' d rather not know. That was something el se that hadn’t changed in acentury.
In amisguided attempt to satisfy individud tastes and reflect the diversity of the Alliance member worlds,
the ration bars were dlegedly formulated to fit the widely varying cuisines of many planets and regions.
Instead, the flavors the fleet came up with somehow managed to revolt everyone, regardless of place of
origin.

He opened the wrapper, took abite, shuddered, then finally glanced at the labd. “ Forshukyen Solos?
What the hell isthat? Geary checked thefine print. “‘ A favorite medl on the worlds of the Hokaiden
Star System.” | bet.”

“Try to avoid the Danaka Y oruk bars,” Degani advised.

“They ill make those? When they came out, we wanted them to be traded to the Syndics, but—" But
we were afraid the Syndicswould start awar if we did. That joke was alot funnier before the Syndics
did sart awar.

Degani had the sense not to ask about the way Geary had broken off his sentence. “I think they stopped
making those bars along time ago but are il trying to get rid of the onesthey made.” Shelaughed, the
linesworn by years of war easing and her face |ooking younger than usual.

Geary grinned back at her, grateful that even with someone who thought him amythica hero he could
complain about the fleet’ sfood. The familiar banter made him fed less out of place, offering aconnection
to the people and places he' d once known.

The trace dements his auxiliaries needed were rgpidly flowing into Titan's cows. Geary studied the
movement of hisfleet, feding aheadache rising again as he saw how close the timeline was now. Even
the smallest delay would require him to waste time and fuel cellsin abraking maneuver.



Asif on cue, an dert pulsed on his display tracking the Situation on the moon’ s surface. Even as Geary
wasfocusing onit, Colond Carabdi’ sface appeared again. “ The Syndicsin the mine shaftsaretrying to
come out. They’re exchanging fire with the Marines guarding the exits from the shafts”

The last thing he needed was a ground engagement. Maybe the Syndics had figured that out and were
willing to expend some of their people just to dow the Alliance fleet down alittle more. Geary took a
deep breath, leaning back to think, and his eyes cameto rest on the fleet display. Oh, hell. For oncethis
iseasy. “Colond Carabali, prepareto pull your Marines back toward the shuttles. Make sure Titan's
cows remain covered until they’ re loaded and their shuttles take off.”

The Marine colone frowned dightly. “ Cows, Sir?’
“TheMoo-Moos.” That sounded ridiculous. “ The Maobile Mining Units”

“Oh. Yes, gr. Sir, the moment we start pulling my Marines back, the Syndics are going to come out of
those holes”

“I don't think so, Colondl. Not with Exemplar and Braveheart throwing hell lances a them. How big a
no-fire zone do you need to be comfortable with those shipsfiring near your Marines?’

Carabai’ sfrown deepened. “With dl due respect, sir, we prefer to be asfar away as possible when the
fleet isbombarding an area.”

Understandable, perhaps, but not too hel pful. Geary looked over at Degani. “How accurate should
hell-lance fire from Exemplar and Braveheart beif they start shooting at the Syndics on the surface again?
The Marinesare worried.”

Degani snorted. “With those two shipsthat closeto the targets and at a dead stop relative to them?It'd
be impossble under those circumstances for ahell lance to missatarget by any meaningful margin of
error, by which | mean something measured in less than a centimeter. Those Marines could be ten meters
away from an am point and be perfectly safe.”

Geary didn't think he' d personally be willing to stand ten meters from ahell-lance aim point but didn’t
say s0 doud. “ Colond, how about two hundred meters for ano fire zone between your Marines and the
bombardment from the ships?’

“Could you makeit three hundred, sir?’

Oh, for—Then again, | did order the Marinesinto the facility in the face of the possibility it wasatrap. |
owe them one. “All right. Three hundred. Once your closest Marine is three hundred meters away from
the mine shafts occupied by the Syndics, Exemplar and Braveheart will open fire on any Syndicstrying to
leave the shafts.”

The Marine sface brightened. “Could you make it arolling barrage, sr? Asmy people pull back, the
ships can walk their bombardment through the facility behind them, getting ahead start on demolishing it
and discouraging pursuit.”

“Excdlent suggestion, Colond. I'll passthose orders on to Exemplar and Braveheart.” Another message
popped up. “The cows have picked up everything we need and are on the way to their shuttles.”

“I'll prepare my Marinesto fal back toward them.” Carabali’ simage saluted and vanished.

Geary caled up the two scout battleships, ensured they understood their orders, and added a
requirement to ensure the facility was wrecked except for one smal set of rooms and their associated life



support. Lifewouldn't be easy for the Syndics|eft behind until the inhabited world in this system sent
shipsto lift them off, but sncethey could easily have been daughtered to thelast individua by the
Alliance ships, Geary didn't think they had any grounds for complaints.

Thingswerefinaly happening again, though a aseemingly glacia pace asthe symbols marking Marines
and the cows fell back toward their repective shuttles. Used to dealing with velocities measured in tenths
of the speed of light, Geary found himself amazed at how long it took something on the surfacetogo a
few hundred meters.

It took the Syndics avery short whileto figure out that the Marines were withdrawing; then scattered
figures began pouring out of the exits from the mine shafts. But the nearest Alliance Marineswere il
within three hundred meters. Geary crossed hisfingers, but both scout battleships held their fire asthe
Syndicsmoved in pursuit of the dowly withdrawing Marines.

At thisrate the Marineswould never get three hundred meters from the enemy.

But maybe that wouldn’t matter. Exemplar and then Braveheart opened fire, their hell lances dancing
across the area near the mine shaft exits, the charged-particle spears dashing through metal, rock, and
human bodies. Geary stared as symbols marking Syndics smply vanished in quick succession as hell
lances scored direct hits on theindividual enemies and vaporized them aswell aseverything eseinthe
immediate area.

The Syndics closest to the Marines were il within three hundred meters, but their movement halted as
they saw the havoc being wreaked behind them. A naturd reaction, and exactly the wrong one. The
Marines kept withdrawing, the nearest enemiesfell outside the three hundred meter no-fire zone, and the
hell lances blew the Syndic defendersto atoms.

No more enemy shapes could be seen on the surface by the fleet’ s sensors. It was possible afew
members of the Syndic pursuit force had survived, hidden under the wreckage of the facility as Exemplar
and Braveheart enthusiagtically pounded it into scrap. But it didn’t matter, since nothing moved in the
firing zone now but structures collgpsing and debris flying away from the sites of hits.

Safely separated from the devastation, the shuttles carrying the cows lifted from the surface. Around
them, thelast Marines were faling back by sectionsinto their own shuttles. As Geary watched, the
Marine shuttles legped into space behind the heavy-lift shuttles|oaded with the cows, escorting the trace
elements needed back to Titan, from which they could be distributed to the other auxiliaries.

Another two minutes and Geary would have had to dow the fleet down to allow the shuttles to catch up.
But the shuttles could till manage an intercept now.

Helet out along breath. One more crisis surmounted.

| wonder what the next onewill be.

“CONGRATULATIONS to everyone who helped make the last operation a success.” Geary nodded
toward Colond Carabdi, Captain Tyrosan, and Commander Lommand, and the commanding officers of
Exemplar and Braveheart. “ Captain Tyrosan informs me that the necessary trace elements are being
distributed among the four auxiliaries as we speak. Expendable wegpons and fuel cellsthe auxiliaries
have dready manufactured have been ddivered to warships. As soon asthefina ddliveries have been
made and the shuttles recovered, we' |l head for the jump point out of Baldur.”



Not everyone seemed to share Geary’ s sentiments about Tyrosian and Lommand. Captain Casiafrom
Congueror and Commander Yin from Orion smiled approvingly at the commanding officers of the scout
battleships but bent lowered brows toward the two engineering officers. Geary took amoment to scan
down the very long virtud table, trying to gauge how many other commanding officerswere following the
lead of Casiaand Yin. There didn’'t seem to be many, but it wasn't easy to tell, and Geary suspected his
most dangerous opponents within the fleet wouldn’t be as obvious about their hostility as Casiaand Yin.

Stll, it was both aggravating and important to know that those who disapproved of Geary’ s command of
the fleet were trying to use the engineers as a wedge issue with the other ship commanders.

“Captain Geary,” anew voice spoke up. It took Geary amoment to realize who it was, aided by the
mesting software, which helpfully highlighted aname not far down the table. Captain Badaya of the
[llustrious. He was aso commander of what was | eft of the Sixth Battle Cruiser Division, which now
conssted only of Illustrious and Incredible. “ Captain Geary,” Badayarepeated dowly, asif still thinking
through hiswords, “before we discuss other matters, there’ s something | wanted to bring up. Weface
magor difficultiesto get back to Alliance space and can’t spend much time considering means of harming
the Syndicswhereit will hurt them the most. The sort of thing we did at Sancere. I” ve been thinking
about what happened at Sancere.”

That could mean many things, and Badaya didn’t seem to be chdlenging his authority, so Geary just
nodded to acknowledge the statement and waited.

“The hypernet gate at Sancere,” Badaya suggested. “When it collapsed, there was an energy pulse that
strained the shields of our ships. | understand that the actions of Dauntless, Daring, and Diamond
prevented the pulse from being even worse.” He paused.

Badaya swords were straying onto territory that Geary preferred to avoid, but he couldn’t think of any
way to shut down the other officer without drawing even more attention to the topic. For once, Geary
was grateful that Victoria Rione wasn't present in the meeting. If she had been, he probably couldn’t
have avoided aquick look her way that might have conveyed to othersthat she and Geary shared
information that they hadn’t provided to the others present. “ That' s correct,” Geary Stated camly.

“Could we usethat?’ Badayawondered. “I1t might offer the meansto inflict serious damage on enemy
dar systems as we make our way home, and in asmdll fraction of the time required to reduce a system
using conventiona means.”

It might indeed. It might aso trigger the genocidal warfare that Geary feared. He was searching for an
answer, knowing that whatever he said might have very serious repercussions, when Captain Cresida
answered in regretful tones. “ Captain Geary asked me about that,” she stated, “and | had to tell him that
the energy output seemsto be unpredictable. It might amount to alot less than we experienced, or even
nothing.”

Captain Tulev nodded judicioudly. “ And we hope to use such agate to get home.” No one disagreed
with that. Instead of having to skip from star to star using the old jump drives, the hypernet could not only
take them directly to a Syndic star system bordering on the Alliance but also do it far faster than travel
through jump space. “If we destroyed it instead, we couldn’t useiit.”

“Loss of benefit to us and the chance of no damage to the Syndic star system,” Captain Dudllos
observed. “ An interesting suggestion, Captain Badaya, but it may not be practical for us.”

Badayafrowned but nodded aswell. “ That’ strue. | guessit’ s not aviable option right now. We should
keepitinmind, though.”



Geary tried to look thoughtful. “Thank you, Captain. That' s an intriguing possibility. | gppreciate you
bringing it up.” Like hell. | wish you'd never said aword. Forgive methelie, ancestors. It’s not to benefit
me but to possibly save uncounted others. He lowered his head for amoment, thinking and wondering at
the way both Cresidaand Tulev had jumped in to quash the idea of using hypernet gates as wegpons.
Cresidaknew, of course, because she’ d developed the targeting algorithms that had kept Sancere's
hypernet gate from putting out anova-scale blast. But Tulev didn’t. Or did he? Was there agroup of
officers aware that hypernet gates could be used to wipe out the human race in amutua burst of
genocide, and determined to help Geary suppress that knowledge as long as possible?

What would they do with that knowledge in thelong run if they decided Geary wasn't usng it properly?

He had to move on, get the subject out of the minds of the officers present. Fortunately, he had just the
topic guaranteed to do that. “1’ ve been considering our next course of action. Asyou know, | intended
taking the fleet to Wendaya from here. I’ ve been reconsdering that.”

A ripple of reaction ran around the virtua table. Geary studied the expressions of his commanding
officers, not liking what he was seeing. Enthusiasm seemed nonexistent, even among hisfirmest
supporters. But only Captain Casia spoke out. “We re barely closer to Alliance space now than when
we |eft the Syndic home system,” he complained.

“I didn’t bring thisfleet to the Syndic home system,” Geary reminded Casia. “It' salong way home. |
can't help that.” He paused, gauging reactions again. Too many officerswere gazing & the star display
with resigned or worried expressions. “We need to try something different, though. We' ve been avoiding
jumping along agtraight lineto Alliance space to avoid Syndic traps, but the Syndics are Sarting to figure
out that we' re doing that.”

He had them again, every officer listening closdly, but Casa swept a hand toward the display. “We re not
going to retreat again, are we?’

The question was perfectly phrased, so perfectly that Geary wondered if Casiahad come up with it
himself or if amore capable officer opposed to Geary had fed him theline. It was exactly the sort of
query that would undermine Geary and any plan he suggested.

But it appeared he' d been able to outmaneuver his adversariesin the fleet thistime. “No,” Geary
informed Cada, hiseyeshard. “1 intend taking the fleet on a dash toward Alliance space, seeing how far
we can get before the Syndics figure out what we' re trying and attempt to tighten the noose around this
fleet again. We should be able to make substantia distance toward home and throw off Syndic plans
based on the assumption that we won't act that way.”

Faces brightened dl along the table, though thistime Geary noted that Captains Duellos, Tulev, and
Cresida seemed abit wary, asif concerned that he had conceded to Casia. There wasn't anything he
could do to make everyone happy, it seemed.

Then again, it wasn't his duty to make people happy.

Geary pointed at the display. “Instead of jumping for Wendaya, from herewe Il go to Sendai, then
sraight through to Daiquon, and if everything seems clear, on to Ixion.” Bright lines gppeared on the
display, forming adightly bent arrow aimed at Alliance space.

“That'll take usamost athird of the remaining distance home!” Commander Neeson noted with asmile.

“Surely the Syndicswill figure out our path before we reach Ixion,” Captain Maosko of the battleship
Defiant replied with aworried expresson.



“I would think so,” Captain Tulev agreed. “ Captain Geary, do | understand properly that we will evaluate
the Situation in each star system before jumping to the next?’

“That’ s correct,” Geary confirmed. “I expect the Syndicsto figure out we' ve changed our gpproach to
getting back to Alliance space. Once they do so, they’ll be able to use their hypernet system to shift
forces more rapidly than we can move and set up blocking forces again. But | think we ve got avery
good chance of making Daiquon without serious opposition, and a decent chance of being ableto get to
Ixion.”

He seemed to have them. Geary felt amomentary rush of annoyance, angry that he had to convince them
rather than just tell them what to do. It wasn't like hel d made endless mistakes since reluctantly assuming
command of thisfleet. But it seemed he had to prove himsdlf again every day to the doubters. “We'll
take advantage of the timesin jump space for the auxiliaries to manufacture more fue cellsand
expendable munitions, and distribute those among the other ships during our trangits of Sendal and
Daiquon. If we proceed on to Ixion, | want usto be ready for anything.”

Captain Casawas gtill frowning. “ And after Ixion? Will we continue toward home?’

Geary fought down an intense desire to wrap his hands around Casia s neck. Fortunately, just the mental
image of Casid sfaceturning purple as Geary squeezed cheered Geary enough to cam him before he
replied. “Thisfleet’s courseis ultimately awaystoward home,” he sated evenly. “But I'm not making
detailed plans four star systems ahead. We will have to take into account what the Syndics are doing by
thetimewe reach Ixion.”

“If wemantaintheinitiative—"

“The Syndics can move faster than us, Captain Casia. They have the advantage of a hypernet they can
use” Why did he haveto explain something so smple?

Commander Yin spoke up again asif she had been encouraged by some sign Geary had missed.
“Returning thisfleet to Alliance space as quickly as possibleis critical to the war effort,” she noted asif
uttering a profound observation.

“If thisfleet does’t surviveto reach Alliance space,” Captain Dudlos drawled, “it won't do much for the
war effort.”

“We refighting our way home,” Captain Dejani added with aglarea Yin. “We reinflicting damage on
the Syndics every step of the way home.”

Instead of replying, Commander Yin bent one corner of her mouth as she looked at Degani, asif her
words were somehow amusing. Degani obvioudy caught the expression, too, her face hardening. But
before she could say anything else, Captain Tulev spoke up. “We re dso tying up most of the Syndic
fleet trying to find us and stop us,” Tulev tossed in blandly. “They can’t take advantage of our absence
from Alliance space to attack the Alliance, because they need to use dmost everything they have to hunt
us”

Commander Yin glanced around, didn’t see whatever she waslooking for, and subsided with adark
expresson.

It was past time to say something to remind everyone that they were part of the samefleet. “The Alliance
needs us home,” Geary stated in aquiet voice that required al of the other officersto listen closdly. “The
Alliance shipsthat didn’t accompany thisfleet and are now holding off the Syndics are surdly counting on
us getting back. The Syndics are just as desperately trying to stop us from getting home. Every day this



fleet continues to operate behind Syndic linesisavictory for the Alliance and adefeat for the Syndics.
When we get home, we' |l do so with our heads held high and with a Syndic fleet that’ salot smdler,
thanksto the victorieswe ve already won and will continue to win. Our ancestorswill be proud of us”
He paused. Everyone was watching him, but there didn’t seem to be anything € se he should add. “ Thank
you. You'll get maneuvering ordersfor the jJump to Senda within the hour.”

Theimages of ship commanders disappeared like aflurry of soap bubbles vanishing under a strong wind.
Captain Degani, <till glowering toward the place where Commander Yin had appeared to be seated,
stood up and with amumbled, “ Excuse me, Sir,” quickly departed the room.

That |eft oneimage still seated, now leaning back, boots resting on the table surface. If he hadn’t known
it was a projection reflecting the actions of a man on another ship, Geary would have sworn the other
officer was actualy herewith him. “ Captain Dudllos,” Geary greeted the image of the man. “ Thanks for

daying.”
Dudlos svirtud presence smiled. “1t’snot that much of ahardship.”

“I'm «till grateful.” Geary sat down again and sighed. “ There were acouple of things | wanted to ask
you.”

“Is something wrong? Or perhaps | should ask, is something €lse wrong?’

Geary made atwisted smile, and he nodded to acknowledge the point. “Nothing that didn’t come up at
the mesting, | think.”

“The usua subsurface intrigue and counterproductive debate,” Duellos observed, examining his
fingernails

“Yeah.” Routine not-quite-disrespectful -or-mutinous behavior from some of the fleet’ s officers. “I am
curious about something.”

The figure of Duellos stood up, walked over to the seat opposite Geary, and sat down. “Policy issues?
Personne ?’

“Both. First, what can you tell me about Captain Casa?’

Dudlos slip curled. “An officer of very modest gifts, so modest that he was even outshone by Captain
Numos. Are you wondering why hewas so big apain at the last fleet conference and now this one?’

“Yeah”

“Because both Numos and Captain Faresa are currently under arrest. That |eaves an abuse-of-power
vacuum within the Third Battleship Divison,” Duellos noted. “ Asyou may have guessed, that divison has
been adumping ground for problem commanding officers.”

Geary pondered that. In histime, with so few capita ships available, the idea of devoting adivison of
battleships to isolating problem officers would have been unthinkable. “How serious aproblem is Casia?’

“Hard to say,” Duellos admitted, hisimage frowning. “ Alone, he' smost likely to do damage by messing
up badly. But if he servesasaralying point for those who want to contest your command, he could be a
dangerous figurehead for more capable officers who want to keep their true motivations hidden.”

Unfortunately, that assessment matched Geary’ sworst fears. “Would you fed comfortable speculating on
who those other officers might be?”



Dudloslet hisdiscomfort show. “I would prefer not to do so, sir. If | had evidence or direct knowledge,
it would be onething. But I’'m very hesitant to accuse others based on speculation.”

“I understand. Frankly, | don’t want to be the sort of commander who triesto spy out subordinates who
might be troublemakers.” He' d never imagined being that kind of commander, actually, because a
century ago thefleet’ s culture wouldn’t have accepted such behavior.

“It'snot exactly unheard of,” Duellos suggested. “As|’m sure you' ve figured out by now, you're going
againgt the common practice for afleet commander by not conducting espionage against your own
subordinate commanders to find out who can be trusted and who cannot.”

For some reason, that brought an ironic smileto Geary’slips. “A century ago afleet commander was
expected to be qudified to make such judgments without spying on subordinates.”

“A smpler time. Like much else, current practice is excused by the fact that we' rein awar for surviva.”

“It makes agreat excuse, doesn't it? But | can't imagine our ancestors ook upon it with favor.” Geary
shook hishead. “I refuse to conduct awitch hunt among my officers.”

Dudlos eyed Geary for along moment. “And if the price for your honor isthe loss of thisfleet and the
loss of the war for the Alliance?’

“Areyou trying to convince meto act against my own officers based on suspicions?” Geary asked. “I'm
surprised.”

“And disgppointed?’ Duelloswaved one hand in adismissive gesture. “I hgppen to bdievethat if this
fleet makesit home, it will be because we remembered the honor of our ancestors.” His gaze shifted to
the star field on one bulkhead. “1t ssems so obvious, really. Deplorable practices adopted during the last
century were repeatedly declared necessary if regrettable in order to win the war. Oddly enough, we' ve
yet towin. You' d think somebody would have asked before this why the regrettable but necessary
measures haven't actualy produced the promised results. Not until you came along and started usredly
thinking about it instead of just accepting it.” Dudlossighed. “No, I'm just playing devil’ s advocate,
Captain Geary. Every commander needs someone like that, don't they?’

“At least one,” Geary agreed.

“And you have not only me but also Co-President Rione.” Duellos gave Geary a speculative |ook.
“How’sthat going?If | may ask.”

“Your guessisasgood asmine.”
“She' sastrong woman, and a hard woman, and as respected as any politician can be among the fleet.”

“I have plenty of experience with thefirst two descriptions, and | don’t doubt the last.” Geary shrugged.
“She sbeen digtant since llion. | don’'t know why. Shewon't say.”

“The commanders of shipsfrom the Rift Federation and the Callas Republic have confided in me that
Co-President Rione has been uncharacteristically disengaged lately,” Duellos observed. “ She seemsto
be more distant with them aswell.”

“That'sodd.” I’ve been assuming | did something. But then why would Rione be acting the same way to
the ships from her own republic? From al I’ ve seen of her, Rione hasalot of persona concern for those
shipsand their crews. “I’ll ssewhat | can find out. It's certainly puzzling to see that kind of behavior from
someone like Rione”



Duelos nodded.

“Speaking of puzzles, though, I’ ve noticed something that | don’t understand. My latest thornin my side,
Captain Casa, isabattleship commander,” Geary noted.

“Yes,” Dudlos agreed, clearly wondering why Geary had brought that up.

“So are, or were, people like Numos, Faresa, and Kerestes. Meanwhile, I ve got commanders like you,
Degani, Tulev, and Cresdawho are excdlent officersand all command battle cruisers.” Duellos spread
his handsin asdf-mocking gesture of humility and nodded. “Why?’

“Why?" Dudlos repeated, perplexed now.

“Why are my battleship commanders of lower quality than my battle cruiser commanders?’ Geary asked
bluntly.

Dudllos had the ook of aman who'd just been asked why space was dark. “ That’ s the way the fleet
works. The most promising officers go to the battle cruisers. Those who aren’t judged good enough to
command battle cruisers go to battleships.”

Geary waited, but Duellos seemed to think the arrangement didn’t require further explanation. * Okay,
that’ s how things work. But why? In my day, battleships were seen as the highest and most prestigious
command. Battle cruisers were important, too, but ranked below battleships.”

It may have been thefirgt timethat Geary actudly startled Dudlos. “ Are you serious? But battleships are
dow. Ponderous. They’ re powerful, but they don’t lead the fleet into battle!”

“Lead theflegt?

“Yed” Duellos made a sweeping gesture. “Battle cruisers are fast. They lead the charges, they makethe
firgt contact with the enemy—"

“They diefaster and more frequently because they lack the samelevel of protection that battleships
have,” Geary interrupted.

“Naturaly,” Duellos agreed, still seeming baffled. “We don't go into battle to hide behind armor. We go
to fight. And the battle cruisers are in the forefront of the fight.”

It suddenly made sense. A fleet culture that valued combat above everything ese, that saw the highest
virtuein coming to gripswith the enemy asfast as possible, that had grown to disdain anything that could
be cdled defensivein favor of always seeking to be on the attack. Of course the best officers would
aspire to command the most offensive-oriented ships, and the least regarded officers would be sent to the
shipsthat emphasized defensive capability dong with their massive armament.

But there was a serious problem with that way of thinking. Geary wondered if he had finally discovered
one of the thingsthat had worked to cripple leadership in the fleet. “ Captain Duellos, think about what
thefleet isdoing. It' s been putting its best officers on the ships most likely to die and keeping itsworst
officers on the shipsthat are most heavily protected. Doesn't that strike you as afairly insane way of
doing businessin thelong run?’

Dudlosfrowned in thought. “I hadn’'t considered it in that light. But the fleet needsits best in the fastest
and less heavily armored ships. A less-capable officer can survive in abattleship because they’ re much
harder to kill, you see”



Geary couldn’t help asudden laugh. “The system is designed to protect less capable officers?’

Thistime Duellos sfrown was degper. 1’ ve never heard it put that way. The usuad way of thinking isthat
the defenses of a battleship can compensate for any shortcomingsin its commanding officer.”

That dmost made sensein astrange way. “ Do the Syndics do the same thing?’
“I don't know,” Dudlos admitted. “1 assume s0.”

If S0, at least both sides had been working to wipe out their best officers as quickly as possible. Once
again Geary wondered why an intelligent alien race would need to take measures againgt humanity when
the human race kept demondirating great skill and enthusiasm at working againgt itself. “ At least now |
understand something important. Just between you and me, | think thisisacrazy way of doing things, but
for now | obvioudy can’t changeit.” If he kept losing battle cruisers, he'd dso keep losing his best senior
officers. But therewas't any way he knew of to keep those battle cruisers out of combat when the fleet
clashed with the Syndics. Even his best officers wouldn't accept that. It was too contrary to the way
they’ d been trained, the way they bdlieved, theway they’ d dwaysfought. But I’ d better think of away
to preserve my battle cruisers, or thisfleet isdoomed. “Isthere anything ese | should know that | haven't
figured out dreedy?’

Dudlosfrowned and seemed to hesitate. “ Y ou' re aware that your opponentsin the fleet continue to
Soread rumorsin an attempt to diminish your standing.”

“Yeah. Old news. Arethey saying anything new?’

Another, deeper, frown. “I’'m of two minds about telling you, Captain Geary. But you surely noticed the
byplay between Captain Degani and Commander Yin toward the end of the conference.”

“Yes, | did. What was that?’

Dudllos spoke with clear reluctance. “1 doubt that Captain Degani has heard, unless someone claming to
be afriend has passed on the rumors, but you should probably be aware that some of the rumors claim
that you and Captain Degjani enjoy aclose rdationship.”

It was Geary’ sturn to frown. “| take it you mean something more than a close professond reationship.”
Dudlos nodded, his expression reflecting distaste at having to discuss the matter.
“Arethey cdlaming I’'m chegting on Rione? | thought the whole fleet knew about her.”

“Apparently you' re able to keep two women happy,” Dudlos replied, then quirked a sardonic smile.
“One man dlegedly ableto keep the likes of Rione and Degani contented. By al rightsthat should
enhance your reputation, I’ d think.”

“It'snot exactly funny,” Geary responded.

“No. It implicates not just your honor but aso Captain Degani’s, and for that matter Co-President
Rione's.” Dudlos shrugged. “ Anyone seen asyour dly isfair game for those who oppose you.”

“Induding you?’

Dudlos nodded silently, and Geary shook hishead. “I shouldn’t be surprised. But I’ [l watch my step with
Degani, ensuring there' s nothing that even the most twisted mind could warp into some kind of improper
action between us”



“Twigted minds are enormoudly inventive,” Duellos pointed out. “If you were on my ship, they’d
probably be spreading the same rumors about you and me.”

“No offense, Captain Dudlos, but you' re not my type.”
“Nonetaken,” Dudlosreplied with agrin. “Besdes, my wife would look askance on such ardationship.”

“Women can belikethat,” Geary agreed, recaling that Duellos had afamily back in Alliance space, then
couldn’t help asmdll, derisive smile. “For aguy dlegedly with two women, I’ m sure not getting lucky
very often.”

“Look at the bright sde,” Duellos offered. “If you realy were cheating on Rione with Degani, or vice
versa, one or both of those women would surdly kill you and laugh as they watched you die. Women can
belike that, too.”

“They can indeed. Especidly women like Rione and Degani. Thanksfor the heads-up on those rumors. |
don’t want anyone’ s honor questioned on my account.” Geary hesitated as another question cameto
mind aong with memories of Rione. “ That stuff that Captain Badaya brought up, about the hypernet

gates...
Dudlos nodded camly. “We managed to defuse that.”

“How much do you know about that?’

“Speciesextinction.” Captain Duellos leaned back again, closing his eyesfor amoment. “ Supernovas or
novas going off in every star system with ahypernet gate in it. Commander, pardon me, Captain Cresida
has let asmall group of us know of the potential threst. She anticipated you might need backing up on the
matter.” Opening his eyes, Duellos gave Geary a serious|ook. “1 hope you won't be angry with her. |
think Cresdawaswiseto tell afew of us, asyou saw during this conference when the subject came up.”

“| did seethat,” Geary admitted. “ Y ou' re right. She was smart to do it. I'm frankly afraid for anyoneto
know, but if we'reto prevent the worst from happening, some people have to know.”

“Who e se have you told?’
“Only Co-President Rione.”

“Ah. An Alliance senator.” Dudlos grimaced. “ The Alliance Senate would vote to use the gates, to
explode the oneswithin Syndic space. Y ou know that, don't you?’

“That' swas Rion€e' s assessment, too. And the Syndics would have time to figure out what we were
doing and retdiatein kind.”

Dudlos nodded, suddenly looking older. “If you get this fleet home, you carry with it the knowledge to
wipe out the human race.”

“Yup.” Geary dumped and rubbed hisforehead. “ Do you want to take over command?’

“Not onyour life” Duellos s eyes strayed to the star display. “ Perhgpsthe living stars have decided
humanity is ahopeless case.”

“Theliving starsdidn’t create the hypernet gates,” Geary replied, hisvoice harsh.

“If they guided us, it' sthe same—"



“Someone. ..something €l se gave usthat technology. I'm sure of it.”
Duedllos pondered the words for along time before answering. “ Some thing. Nonhuman?’
“That'smy guess. Rione agrees with it. We think they’ re on the far side of Syndic space.”

“Aninteresting idea.” Another long pause. “ They gave us poison wrapped in candy and are just waiting
for usto pop it into our mouths?’

“Maybe.” Geary made a gesture toward the star display. “We can only guess at their motivations.
They'reright that humanity isjust supid enough to take their gift and wipeitsdlf out, but they forgot
something el se about people.”

Dudlosraised aquestioning eyebrow. “And that would be?’
“We hate being told what to do, and we' re very unpredictable.”
The other officer smiled. “True. May | share thisinformation?’

“Yeah.” Geary thought amoment. “Tell the same people who know about the hypernet gates. I’ ve been
so afraid of what might happen if the wrong people hear that | forgot to make sure more of the right
people know what’ s going on. Just in case something happensto me.”

Dudlosfrowned again. “Bad as we' ve become, assassi nation of superior officers has never been apath
to advancement inthe Alliance flegt.”

Geary couldn’t help laughing. “ Sorry. | didn’t mean that. But, you know, there sawar on. People get
hurt.”

“So I've heard.” Dudlos stood dowly, hisface thoughtful. “ The stakes keep rising, and the responsibility
ultimately rests on you. How are you doing?’

1] Lm.”

Dudlos nodded. “If worse comesto worst, and you arelost in combat, 1’1l do my best. With everything.
Y ou have my word on the honor of my ancestors.”

Geary stood aswell, reaching to grasp the shoulder of the image and remembering in timeto just mimic
the gesture. “1 never doubted that. Thank you, my friend.”

Dudlos sauted, Geary returned the gesture, and the image vanished, leaving Geary truly alone again.
FOUR

NO matter how bad it got, no matter how londly and isolated he felt in command of thisfleet, there were
aways his ancestors.

When thefleet findly reached the right point around the sun of Baldur and entered jump space en route
to Sendal, Geary watched the externd display change from endless star-spangled black to endless dull
gray shot through with occasiond lights that bloomed and faded. No one had known what the lights were
in Geary’ stime, sinceit had been impossible to explore jump space, and with the advent of the hypernt,
interest in jump space had faded. Or maybe the lines of research that might have explained thelightsin
jump space had been forestalled by the need to support the war with al the scientific, technical, and
monetary meansavailable.



Captain Degani caught Geary gazing at the lights, realized that Geary had noticed her noticing him, and
looked away quickly. She' d told him soon after he assumed command that many sailors believed that
Geary had been one of those lights, his spirit resting in the otherwise unchanging expanse of jump space
until the Alliance’ s need was S0 desperate that the legendary Black Jack Geary would return to save his
people. Did they Hill believe that, after learning that Geary had actually been drifting in adamaged
surviva pod orbiting the star named Grendel at the edge of Alliance spacefor al those years, the beacon
inoperetive, the surviva deep equipment bardly keeping him dive until thisfleet sumbled acrosshim?

Would he ever see Grendel again? He didn’t particularly want to. It was pretty much a usdess gar, the
sort of place ships and convoys had once passed through on their ways to important places. Geary had
been told the system had been abandoned because it was too close to the border with the Syndicate
Worlds, and there wasn't anything redly worth defending in it, the wreckage of dozens of battles orbiting
the star the only remaining signs of humanity’ sformer presence. But some of that wreckage had belonged
to hisold ship, the ship destroyed while covering the retreat of the rest of the convoy. A lot of hiscrew
had died at Grenddl. He owed them arespectful vist to the place where they had fought and died under
his command.

Unfortunately, alot more people had dready died under his new command, including dmost certainly his
own grandnephew, whose ship Repulse had been destroyed covering the fleet’ sretreat from the Syndic
home system. Michael Geary probably rested with Geary’ s ancestors now, ancestors he hadn’t paid
respect to for too long. “Captain Degani, please hold everything but emergency callsfor mefor the next
hour or s0.”

She nodded, her own face weary from time spent on the bridge while in enemy space. “ There’ snot much
chance of an emergency while we rein jump. Jump space might be boring, but at the moment boring
sounds pretty nice.”

Geary turned to leave the bridge of the Dauntless, his eyesresting for amoment on the empty observer’s
chair. Co-Presdent Rione had normally occupied that chair even for something as routine as entering
jump space. | need to find out what' s going on with her. I’ ve needed to do that for awhile, but | could
find excuses not to while we werein Baldur Star System.

He left the bridge, but instead of heading for his stateroom went deeper into the ship, toward a set of
compartments buried as deeply within the battle cruiser as possible, protected aswell as anything on the
ship from enemy fire or accident. With al dsethat had changed since Geary’ stime, finding those
compartments still on ships had been amgjor relief.

Sailors and officersin the passageways made shows of saluting Geary as he passed, smiling at him with
looks of admiration and hero worship. He smiled back, even though inside Geary wanted to shake dl of
them and ask why they couldn’t see that he was as human and as prone to error as each of them. He
returned the endless salutes, hisarm tiring rapidly from constant use and causing Geary to wonder if
maybe he shouldn't have reintroduced saluting to the fleet after al.

Therewere afew sailors standing near the worship spaces, but they al cleared away for Geary when he
arrived. After he' d passed them, he heard the murmur of whispered conversations. The crew liked
knowing that he talked to his ancestors, liked knowing that he sought their advice and comfort just like
anyoneese.

Geary entered asmdl room, pulled shut the privacy door, then sat down on the wooden bench facing a
small shelf on which acandle rested. Picking up the nearby lighter, he set the candl€ swick ablaze, then
st alittlewhile, rlaxing hismind as he waited for hisancestors spiritsto gather.



Finaly, he sarted talking. “ Thank you, my ancestors, for bringing thisfleet safely through another enemy
gar system. Thank you for guiding mein my decisions and for your help in ensuring we lost no people a
Baldur.” Geary paused, histhoughts straying to places he hadn’t let them go for awhile. “1 hope Baldur
hasn’t changed. I’d Hill like to see that world someday, seeif it’ srealy what everyone used to say. But
nobody in thisfleet but me remembersthat. Nobody € sein thisfleet remembers Badur as anything but
another enemy star system.”

Another pause while Geary let histhoughts drift. “I hope I’ m making the right decision by going to Sendai
and the stars beyond. If I'm wrong, please find away to show me. These people trust me. Well, most of
them do. Some of them think...hdll, I don’t know what they think. It snot like | want thisjob.”

Helooked beyond the candle at the bulkhead, mentally seeing the emptiness outside of Dauntless shull.
“It' sagreat temptation. Y ou know what whispersto me. Just be Black Jack Geary. Just do whatever |
think isright. I’ d be so much easier. Don't try to convince people. Just show them how it should be
done. | have to keep reminding myself that I’ m not who they think Black Jack is, some perfect hero. If |
gart acting like someone I’ m nat, it could be adisaster for not just the Alliance but for al humanity.

“Isthat okay?| can't believe I’m asking, but isit okay to see the Syndic people as people? Their leaders
are horrible, and their warships and other armed forces have to be stopped, but if | start thinking all
Syndics are monsters whose deaths don’t matter, wouldn’t | be wrong? If theretruly isanonhuman
intelligent race on the other Side of Syndic space, one that’ stricked humanity into planting unbelievably
destructive minesin every important human-occupied star system, don’t we need to remember the good
thingsthat tie humanity together? We might have acommon enemy now.”

Might have. Those two words hung in the air for amoment. “1 wish | knew. | can’t even be certain the
diensexist. What do they want? What are their plans? Can | bring this fleet home safely without
triggering truly genocidd fighting between the Alliance and the Syndicate Worlds?’

He spent along while just sitting, not trying to think, letting his mind wander so he' d be open to any
messages.

Nothing appeared in aburst of inspiration, though. Geary sighed and prepared to stand up, then spoke
onemoretime. “1 don't know what’ s bothering Victoria Rione, but something is, something she won't
share with me or anyone else. | know she' snot family, but if there’sanything | can do for her, show me
how, if that's permitted. | honestly don’t know how | fedl about the woman, but she'sgivenalot to
others”

Reaching to snuff out the candle, Geary recited the old, old words. “ Give me peace, give me guidance,
givemewisdom.”

Leaving, hefelt consderably better.

“THERE' S someinteresting materia among the records recovered by the Marines at the Syndic mining
facility at Badur.”

The message from Lieutenant Iger in intelligence didn’t reveal much, but then intelligence types enjoyed
sounding cryptic and mysterious, asif they always knew alittle more than they’ d actudly ever tdll you. In
this case, the message succeeded in getting Geary down to the intelligence section. “What have you got?’

Lieutenant Iger and one of his petty officers offered a portable reader to Geary. “It' son here, ar,” Iger
explaned.



Geary read thefirst document. “Dear Adrd’ ... It sapersond letter. He started skimming, then dowed
down. “We can't get the parts we need to keep everything running and have had to cannibalize some of
the mining equipment to keep therest going. ...rations ran short again last week. .. .there’ srumors of
another draft cal, pleasetell methey aren't true...when will thiswar end?’

Helooked up. “Isthisfrom thefiles of the security police on that facility? | assume whoever wrote this
was under arrest.”

Iger shook his head. “1t was queued for transmission, Sir. The security reviewers had aready passed it.”

“You'rekidding.” Geary frowned down at the letter. “I assume you didn’'t ask me down hereto tell me
that the Syndicate Worlds are alot freer than I’ ve been led to believe.”

The lieutenant and the petty officer both grinned. “No, sir,” Iger replied. “They're fill apolice state. But
thisisjust oneletter. There sawhole bunch in there, al pulled off the Syndic transmitter queue, and most
of them contain the same sort of sentiments. We bounced the names on the | etters againgt the files the
Marines lifted from the security offices, and asde from routine entries, there' s nothing on these people.”

“Why not?’ Geary held up the reader. “Isn’t thisthe sort of thing that gets people sent to labor campsin
the Syndicate Worlds?’

“Itis, gr.” Iger was serious now. “Or it should be. But to al appearances, open complaints were being
tolerated to an unprecedented degree at that facility. Either the security force was extremely lax, or
unhappiness with the state of affairsis bad enough that these kinds of sentiments are too common to be
suppressed.” Heindicated the reeder. “ Thefiles at the ingtalation also included some mail from the
habitable world not yet delivered to miners and other workers at the facility. Many of them say pretty
much the same thing. Not enough of anything and worries about more people or resources being
demanded to meet war requirements.”

“Do any of them directly criticize the government?’ The few Syndics who Geary had met Snce assuming
command had al been thoroughly frightened of saying anything wrong or against their leaders.

“Only one, sir. The others carefully tiptoe around criticism of the Syndicate Worlds leaders.” Iger
reached to push a couple of commands. “Here' sthe exception.”

Geary read carefully. “What are our leaders thinking? Somebody must be making serious mistakes. But
nobody pays except you and me. Thiscan't go on.” “Was this one flagged by security at the installation?
It must have been.”

“No, gr.” Iger barely suppressed another smile. “The person who wroteit isthe chief of security at the
ingdlation.”

“You'rejoking.” Geary looked down at it again. “It’ s not fake? Some sort of trick designed to misead
ls?!

“Asfar aswecantdl, it' sthered ded, sr.”

“I'vetaked to Syndics we' ve captured. Y ou’ ve interrogated them. None of them have said this sort of
thing.”

“Not tous, Sr,” Iger agreed. “It’ sone thing to discuss this sort of thing among themselves, but saying it to
uswould be suicida for any Syndic who ever got home again and was debriefed. ‘ Did you tell the
Alliance anything? ‘What did you say to Alliance personnd? That sort of thing. They'd pop positive for
deception and be subjected to, um, harsher methods of interrogation and then find themsalves charged



with treasonous statements to the enemy.”

That sounded reasonable. “What do you think the fact that Syndic civilians are saying thisamong
themsalves means, Lieutenant?’

|ger paused, getting solemn again. “Weran it by our expert-based socid andyss systems. They sad if
these messages were authentic and accurately reflected the ate of public sentiment in Baldur System
and were not resulting in punitive actions or arrests, then the Syndic political leadership is on shaky
ground. The stresses of the war must be making it harder and harder to keep alid on dissent and
dissatisfaction with the leadership. Some of the other letters discuss officia announcements of Syndic
victories over the Alliance, dmost dwaysin dismissve terms. Granted, thisisjust one hypernet-bypassed
system, and sentiment in other Syndic star systems may well vary in intensity and degree of expression,
but there’ s no reason to think Baldur is completely unique.”

“Wedidn’'t find anything in Sancerelikethis,” Geary observed.

“No, gir, but then Sancereis...or rather was awealthy system packed with military shipyards before we
hammered the hell out of the place. Lots of government contracts, good jobs, priority on resources,
linked to the hypernet, and the great mgjority of the people probably in critical war-related jobs that
exempt them from drafts. Not many grounds for complaint in aplacelikethat.” Lieutenant Iger made an
gpologetic face. “1 come from astar system likethat in the Alliance, sir. Marduk. Lifeis pretty good in
that kind of star system. Better than anywhere else during thiswar, anyway.”

Geary regarded the lieutenant. “ But you joined the fleet anyway instead of taking one of those good,
draftexempted jobs?’

“Um...yes, dr.” Iger glanced a the petty officer, who was grinning again. “ People like to joke that’ swhy
| ended up inintelligence, because | demongtrated | didn’t have much.”

Jokes about intelligence officers obvioudy hadn’t changed in a century. Geary focused back on the | etters
from Baldur. It seemed too good to be true, enemy moraefinaly cracking. “What do they say about the
Alliance?’ Nobody answered for amoment, and Geary looked up at the lieutenant and the petty officer.
“Do they say anything about the Alliance?’

Iger nodded, unhappiness obvious. “1t's mostly repeating Syndic propaganda, Sir. One of the last
messages in the queue was after our fleet had been sghted, and it' salmost alast testament. Therearea
few other partidly finished but unsent messageslike that, al assuming our fleet would wipe out everything
within Baldur System, that we wouldn't distinguish between civilian and military targets, expressng
worries about the safety of their families. Oneindividua talked about arelative who' d been captured by
us and expressed the belief that they’ d been killed. That sort of thing.”

“Propaganda?’ Geary repested. “Lieutenant, | know that Alliance military forces have been bombarding
civilian targetsfor sometime. | know that prisoners were being executed.”

|ger appeared shocked. “But that was situationa, sir! Driven by necessity. It was never Alliance policy
like those actions are Syndic policy.”

“The Syndic population doesn’t seem to have recognized the distinction, Lieutenant.” Geary pointed to
the reader. “ They may be unhappy with their leaders, but they are afraid of us. Isthat afair assessment?”’

“I...Yes dr, it may be”
“Which would mean the main thing keeping the Syndic popul ation supporting their leaders and thewar is



fear of the Alliance, fear our own actions have created.”
The petty officer finaly spoke. “But, s, we only did those things because we had to.”

Geary tried not to Sigh. “Assume that’ s one hundred percent true, and | have no doubt that Alliance
personnd sincerdly believe that. Do the Syndics know that? Or are the people on Syndic worlds judging
us by our actions and not our justificationsfor them?’

Lieutenant Iger was saring at Geary. “ Sir, you stopped bombarding civilian targets and dlowing
prisonersto be killed as soon as you took over. Every Syndic star system we' ve been through knows
that under your command thisfleet isn't athresat to their homes and families. How did you know how
they felt? How did you know what to do?’

Remember that the lieutenant and the petty officer and every man and woman in this fleet have spent their
entirelives at war with the Syndics. Remember that their parents spent their entirelives at war.
Remember the atrocities, the revenge attacks, the endless rounds of provocation and retaliation.
Remember that | didn’t have to endure that and have no right to condemn them for thinking differently. “I
didwhat | did,” Geary stated softly, “because it was right. The sort of thing I” d been taught was right,
what our ancestors demanded of us, what our honor demanded of us. | know what you’ ve been through,
what the Alliance has endured in the course of thiswar. Under that kind of pressure, it's possibleto
forget why you' refighting in thefirst place”

The petty officer nodded, looking stricken. “Likeyou told usin Corvus, Sir. Like you reminded us. Our
ancestors had to tell uswe d taken the wrong path, and they sent you, because they knew we' d listen to
you.”

Oh, great. He couldn’t smply be reminding them of what they had been; he also had to be amessenger
from their ancestors.

Though in away he actudly was, bringing with him from a hundred years ago the ways their ancestors
hed thought.

Because he was one of their ancestors. He didn't like remembering thet, recalling that hisworld had
vanished into the padt, but it wastrue.

Lieutenant Iger planted afist on the table, staring down at it. “We need to convince the Syndicsit's
different now, that we're no longer agreater threat to them than their own leaders. We can do that if we
keep demongrating it. Right, Sir?’

“Right,” Geary agreed.

“And if their moraleis starting to break, and they decide they have lessto fear from usthan from ther
own leaders, it could finally bresk the Syndicate Worlds.”

“That’ d be an outcome to be hoped for.” Geary turned the reader in his hands, thinking. “Let’s keep our
eyesout for anything dselikethis, and if your expert-based systems have any recommendations for how
we can exploit the sort of Syndic morale problemswe seein these letters, | want to know them.”

Maybe, just maybe, thereredly wasalight at the end of the tunnel. The Alliance had no hope of
defeating the Syndicate Worlds as long as the Syndic leaders could keep drawing on the resources of al
the worlds under their sway. But if even agood percentage of those worlds began to rebdl, to hold back
their people and their resources from the Syndic war effort, it would findly provide the advantage the
Alliance had needed and had been unable to achieve for acentury.



VICTORIA Rione successfully avoided Geary during the six days needed to reach Sendai. Geary spent
the time going over possible battle scenarios, trying to figure out how to avoid losing his battle cruisers
and their commanding officers and coming up with nothing. There Smply was't agood excusefor
holding those ships out of battle.

He sat on the bridge of Dauntless again as the fleet |eft jump space. The odds the Syndics had been able
to plant mines here or even guessed that the Alliance fleet was headed to Sendai were very small, but
Geary wanted to be ready to react, just in case the Syndic leaders had been able to make avery lucky
guess.

His guts wrenched as the transition to norma space occurred, and the dull gray of jump space
disappeared asthe infinite stars became visible.

Geary couldn’t waste time admiring the view; his eyeslocked on the star system display, watching for
any dgn of Syndic shipsor mines.

“Looks completdy empty,” Degani remarked. “Not even picket ships. Y ou wereright, Sir. The Syndics
had no ideawe d head for Sendai.” She gave him an admiring smile.

“Thanks” Geary muttered, fedling uncomfortable. “ There' s not even any satdllites monitoring the
sysem?’

“No, gr,” awatch-stander reported. “Because of that.” He pointed to the center of the display, seeming
NErvVous.

Normally the display would be centered on a star, the object with enough mass to warp space around it
and create the conditions necessary for jump points. Sendai had been such agtar, once. A very large
dar. It had certainly had many planets back then, unknown millions of years ago.

Unitil it ran out of fud, exploded in asupernovathat turned its planets into burnt fragments, then collapsed
into itself, the matter making up Sendai crushing tighter and tighter together, denser and denser, until all
the mass of a huge sun was compressed into aball of matter the size of asmall planet so dense that the
gravity from it kept even light from escaping.

Captain Degani nodded, then swallowed in gpparent nervousness aswell. “ The black hole.”

Nothing was visible to the naked eye where the remnants of Sendai il existed. But on full-spectrum
displays, ariot of radiation shot out from the black hole in two tight beams from the north and south poles
of the dead star, the death screams of matter being sucked into the black hole at incredible velocities.

Geary looked around and saw every man and woman on the bridge staring at their displaysin the same
edgy way. Veterans of unnumbered battles, they seemed unnerved by the black hole. “Do ships ever visit
black holes anymore?’

Degani shook her head. “Why would they?’

Good question. When using the jump drives, ships had to go to every star intervening between
themsdlves and their destination. But the hypernet et a ship go from any gate to any other gate. Black
hole star systems, which weren't redly star systems anymore because the holes ravenoudy sucked down
al of the matter that had once orbited them, offered nothing for ships and held peril from the radiation
being pumped out into space. Even modern shields wouldn't stand up indefinitely to that sort of radiation
barrage.



But still, it wasjust ablack hole. They weren't going to linger here but just transit quickly to the next jump
point, while avoiding those jets of radiation at the black hol€ s poles. Geary leaned close to Degani.
“What' sthe matter?”’

Shelooked down, then spoke rdluctantly. “It’s...unnatural .”
“No, it'snot. Black holes are perfectly natural.”
“That’ snot what | mean.” Degani took a deep breath.

“They say if you look at ablack hole too long you...you develop an overwhelming urgeto divein, to
take your ship below the event horizon and see what' s on the other side. That which was once the star
calsto you, seeking to consume human shipsjust asit does everything else”

He d never heard such stories, and the sailors Geary had served with asajunior officer had enjoyed
regaing him with al manner of ghost stories and tales of mysterious threats that devoured shipsand
people in the cold reaches of space. But then a hundred years was plenty long enough to develop new
gtories. “I haven't been around alot of them, but afew. I’ ve never felt that.”

“I’d wager that no onein thisfleet but you has ever been around ablack hole,” Degani replied.

The unknown. Still the mogt fertile ground for human fears. And as Geary took another look at the
display, now aware of the bdliefs of those around him, he could amost fed atug from theinvisble mass
at the heart of Sendai. Something more than smply gravity so great it held light itself hostage.

“That' swhy the Syndicsaren’t here,” Degani announced suddenly. “They knew if they tried to order
shipsto be pickets here that the crews would revolt rather than stay around ablack holefor along time.”

“Good guess.” Geary raised his voice and spoke calmly. “1’ ve been around black holes before.” He
could tell everyone on the bridge was listening. “ There’ s no threat aslong as you don’t get too close.
Andwewon't. Let’ sget thisfleet to the next jump point.”

He redlized that giving the order to jump out of Sendai would probably be the only order he’ d give that
even hisworg enemiesin the fleet would gpprove of unconditiondly.

“DAMN.” Three more Alliance battle cruisers had just exploded.

Geary killed the smulation with an irritable punch of the controls. Thetactic he' d tried had seemed alittle
crazy, and apparently it really was. It certainly hadn’t worked worth adamn. Instead of reducing the risk
to his battle cruisers, it had led to them being pinned between superior Syndic forces and blown apart.
Granted, the smulation might have smarter Syndic commanders than the Alliance fleet would actudly
encounter, but officers Geary had once known and respected a century ago had warned him never to
base his plans on the assumption that the enemy was stupid. A clever trap worked far better than one
that assumed the enemy was too dumb to see the obvious. Now al | need isaclever trap.

His hatch chimed to announce avisitor to Geary’ s stateroom. Captain Degani, sauting, her face
professiond. “We re two hours from the jump point to Daiquon, Sir. Y ou asked to be informed.”

“Yes, but you didn’t have to come down herein person to tell me.”

Degani shrugged, letting discomfort show. “You're...reassuring, Sir. Surely you' ve noticed how much
the crew appreciates seeing you being so calm around the black hole. | assure you that word of that has



gpread to every ship in the fleet and hel ped keep everyone cam.”

“Huh.” 1t seemed odd to be praised for not being spooked by ablack hole. But Geary had found himsalf
increasingly reluctant to view the thing himself, influenced by the superdtitions of those around him.
“Thanks, but I don’'t mind telling you that | won't missthis place.”

“Not you and not anyone eseinthefleet,” Degani replied with abrief smile. “1I’m sorry | disturbed you,
ar”

“Don’'t worry about it. | wasjust running asmulation that wasn't going right.” Geary leaned back and
sghed. “ Sit down. I" d appreciate the chance to just talk about something other than tactics and strategy
and Syndicsand thewar.”

Degani hesitated, then camein and sat down opposite Geary, Sitting at attention the way she usudly did
when in his stateroom. “Those topics have dominated lifein the Alliance for much longer than I’ ve been
aive” she confessed. “I don't know what we' d talk about if we didn’t have them.”

“There are other things. Things that keep us going when the war seemsto be dl the universe contains.”
Geary’ seyesrested on the still-distant stars of Alliance space. “What' |l you do when you get back to
Kosatka, Tanya?’

Degani seemed gtartled by the question, her own gaze going to the starscape. “My homeworld,” she
murmured. “1 haven’t been back for along time. There sno guarantee I’ ll get achance even if—even
when we get back.”

“I understand. The war isn't going to stop just because we make it home.” Geary sat Slent for amoment.
“Areyour parents still there?” Arethey ill dive, he' d meant, but he wouldn’t phrase the question that
bluntly.

She knew what he meant, nodding. “ They’ re both there. My father works in amanufacturing plant
supplying the orbital shipyards. Mother is part of the planetary defense forces.”

A wartime economy, of course, even on aplanet asfar from the front lines of battle as Kosatka. What
else could you expect after a century of war?“How do they feel about you being the captain of abattle
cruisx?

Captain TanyaDegani, hardened veteran of dozens of space battles, actually blushed and |ooked down.
“They’'re...proud. Very proud.” Her expression changed. “They knew the risksthat being afleet officer
entailed. I’ m surethey’ ve been waiting for the notification that | died in battle ever since | went to my first
ship. So far I’ ve beaten the odds, and they’ ve been spared that, but they may believe I’ m dead now,
aong with therest of the fleet.”

That brought agrimace to Geary’ sface. “ Surely the Alliance government wouldn't have told the
population that? It’ s not that the people don’t have aright to know, but governments tend to believe they
have aright to lie about bad news.” He' d examined an officid history of the war soon after assuming
command of the fleet and discovered it contained arelentlesdy positive and upbest account, chronicling
dleged victory after Alliance victory but remaining silent on the question of why such victories had yet to
result in winning the war. Distressingly smilar to the nonsense the captured Syndic merchant officer had
told him, Geary realized. The government that wrote that history wasn't likely to confessthat its main fleet
had disgppeared behind enemy lines and had very likely been wiped out.

“Certainly,” Degani agreed, “but the Syndic propaganda broadcasts would' ve announced it. They jump
automated broadcast unitsinto border star systems and pump out as much of their lies asthey can before



our defense systems can destroy them.” Geary nodded, thinking that the Alliance probably did the same
thing to broadcast its Sde of thingsto Syndic border star systems. “ Officialy,” Degani continued, “no
on€e' s supposed to repeat what they hear from the Syndics, but word gets around. Unlike Syndics,
citizens of the Alliance can gtill express opinions and don’t believe everything their politicianssay.” She
shrugged, her expression grim. “My parents have surely heard that the Syndics are claming our fleet was
lost degp in Syndic space. They won't believe the Syndics, but they won't be too comforted by officia
Alliance government denias. They haveto beworried.”

“Sorry.” The singleword was inadequate, but Geary couldn’t think of anything else for amoment. “I
guessthey’ Il be doubly happy, then, when you come home.”

Degani grinned. “Yes. Oh, yes.” She gave Geary an amost shy glance. “ And when my homeworld
hearsthat their daughter’ s ship carried Black Jack Geary himsdlf, that he commanded the fleet from the
bridge of my ship as he brought us home against dl odds, they’ll be the most famous people on K osatka,
I"'msure”

Geary laughed to cover up his embarrassment. “1’ ve thought about going to K osatka once we get back.”
Thewords Victoria Rione had once said cameto him. Kosatkaisn't big enough to hold you, John Geary.
“Tovigt, | mean.”

“Redly?” Degani seemed awed.

“I told you | wasthere once. A long time ago.” Geary managed not to dap hisforehead in exasperation
with himsdf. Very few thingsin hislifedidn’t fal under the heading of “along time ago.” “1 wouldn’t mind
sedngitagan.”

“I'm sureit’ schanged, sr.”
“Yeah. | guess!’ll need aguide.”
Degani hegitated. “We could, | mean, if you wanted to come dong when |, that is—’

“That'd benice” Geary replied. “MaybeI'll do that.” Having afamiliar face along, aknown presence,
might be avery good thing indeed. And he had dready started to wonder how he would fedl once he got
thisfleet home and walked away from it, having done his duty and more. Because what had once been a
collection of strange ships and unknown people was increasingly becoming hisfleet, populated by people
he knew and in some cases liked and admired. Hell, after seeing the crews of Dauntless, Daring, and
Diamond stand firm while the hypernet gate at Sancere collapsed, Geary had developed afierce pridein
the courage and dedication of these sailors. Did he redlly want to exchange that for the unknowns of a
civilian world in which the worship of Black Jack Geary would be even harder to escape?

Should he even be asking himsdf that question? He couldn’t remain in command of thisfleet when it
returned to Alliance space. It wasn't just that he didn’t fed competent to the demands of the position; he
feared that Victoria Rione might have been right when she spoke of the temptations he would face then.
Black Jack Geary, mythica hero, back from the dead to save the Alliance, the fleet under his command.
Anything he wanted could be his. He need only reach out and take it.

“Sir?’ Degani asked, eyeing him curioudy. “Did | say something wrong?’

“What? No. I'm sorry. | was thinking about something else.” Geary smiled reassuringly again. “Let’'sgo
to the bridge and get ready to say good-bye to Sendai.”

Everyone on the bridge was studioudy avoiding looking at the display where the black hole dominated



space. As Geary entered the bridge, he noticed everyone giving him those looks, hope and trust mingled
together. Like Degani, they apparently thought him asort of talisman againgt whatever demon lurked
inddethe black hole.

Too bad hedidn’t have atalisman.

An hour and ahaf until the fleet reached the jump point. Geary took amoment to order histhoughts,
then tapped the controls so he could speak to the entire flegt. Once within jump space, communications
would be extremely limited, with only messages afew words long able to be exchanged among ships.
There were things he needed to say while the fleet was till in normal space. If space around ablack hole
could be caled normd, that is.

“All shipsof the Alliancefleet, thisis Captain Geary,” he began, spesking with deliberate calm. “We
don’t know what awaits us at Daiquon. The Syndics didn’t expect usto cometo Sendai, but they’ ve
surely figured out by now that we didn’t go to any of the other places reachable from Badur. They may
well guess Daiquon is apossible objective of oursin time to position forces using the advantage of their
hypernet. | want al ships ready for battle when we leave jump space a Daiquon. We may face an
immediate engagement, and if so | want whatever Syndic warships we encounter to get kicked into
Daiquon’ssun so fast they’ Il still be trying to figure out what happened.” He paused again, trying to think
of the best ending for histransmission. “To the honor of our ancestors.”

Then it was just amatter of waiting. Geary occupied the time going over fleet readiness dataagain. The
auxiliaries had been manufacturing new fue cells and expendable wegpons at afurious pace, asif the
engineers were determined to make up for the errorsthat had led to shortages of trace elements. Even
without those new items, the fleet’ swarships were in good shape for an engagement if the Syndicswere
waiting at Daiquon. Except for Orion, Mg estic, and Warrior, of course. But most of the damage that
Captain Tulev’ s battle cruisers had sustained at Sancere had been repaired now, and Leviathan,
Steadfast, Dragon, and Vdiant were fully combat-ready again.

If the Syndics were waiting at Daiquon, thisfleet was ready for them.

“Captain Geary’—Degani brokeinto histrain of thought—"the fleet has reached the jump point for
Daquon.”

“Good. Let’sget the hell out of here.” He tapped the communications controls again. “All shipsinthe
Allianceflest, jJump for Daiquon now.”

Asthefleet entered jump space and the black hole named Sendai vanished, the fedling of relief that ran
through Dauntless was so powerful that Geary could have sworn the ship itself sighed with satisfaction.

Four days and afew hours to Daiquon. Victoria Rione managed to avoid him the entire time, so Geary
spent histime working on more smulations, watching his battle cruisers explode and getting steedily more
frustrated in every sense of the word.

THE Syndics were a Daiquon.
Right in front of thejump point.

Staring at the enemy ship symbols popping into existence on the star system display, Geary first focused
on two battleships and two battle cruisers, apparently tracking across the front of the jump point.

“They'relaying mined” Degani warned.



And the path of the Alliance fleet would sweep partly across areas where those mines had already been
laid. Geary did the maneuvering solution in hishead. “All unitsin the Alliance fleet. Immediate execute,
turn starboard four zero degrees, up two zero degrees.” Turning toward the watch-standers, he snapped
out another order. “Get aminefield marker displayed dong the track those Syndic ships must have
followed!”

Four mgjor warships. Geary’ s eyes raced across the display, adding up the rest of the Syndic force.
Three heavy cruisers, five light cruisers, adozen Hunter-Killers. Probably sent hereto lay minesin front
of the jump points and then leave afew light units behind to report if the Alliance fleet passed through the
system. Insteed, they’ d been caught in the middle of laying the minefield. The Syndic warshipsweren't a
major threat to the Alliance fleet, not if he had timeto set up an engagement. But the fleet wasright on
top of the Syndic warships, both formations tangling in ameee without time to plan or execute a careful
plan of action. “All ships, engage nearest Syndic warships.”

A sguadron of destroyers had emerged from the jump point amost in the lgps of the two Syndic
battleships. Thelight warships swung away franticaly, firing their few wegpons, which sparkled futilely
againgt the massive shields of the enemy baitleships. The Syndic battleshipsfired back, their heavy
armament shredding through the light shields of the destroyers and into the little armor the destroyers
boasted. Kheten exploded under the barrage, and Epee was torn gpart, its pieces tumbling away.

The only thing that saved the rest of the destroyersin the squadron wasthe arrival of asquadron of
Alliance light cruisers, flashing out of jump space and right into the arms of the Syndic battleships. The
battl eships greedily shifted fire to the new targets, ripping Glacisinto fragments and smashing Aegisand
Hauberk.

But now the heavy cruisers and battle cruisers of the Alliance fleet had reached the Syndic battleships,
bearing shields heavy enough to engage the enemy and enough firepower to ingtantly shift the odds
dragtically againgt the Syndics.

Six of the Syndic Hunter-Killers had been escorting the battleships, and now five of them blew gpart asa
swarm of Alliance destroyers swept past the battleships and targeted their lighter counterparts. Thelast
HuK tried to run but had no time to accel erate away before being pounded into scrap. Two light cruisers
tried to hide behind the battleships but were pinned between three divisons of Alliance heavy cruisers
and smashed. The single Syndic heavy cruiser with the battleships found itself facing Tulev’ s battle cruiser
divison and blew up after asngle volley from the big Alliance warships.

“Firgt, Second, and Fourth Battle Cruiser Divisions,” Geary ordered. “ Disregard Syndic battleships and
engage the enemy battle cruisers and their escorts.” He scanned the display, trying to figure out who else
to order where. * Second, Fifth, and Seventh Battleship Divisons, get the Syndic battleships. All heavy
cruisers attempt to engage the surviving Syndic escorts around the enemy battle cruisers. All lighter
Alliance units engage targets of opportunity.” It amounted lessto tactics than to smply trying to
overwhelm the enemy forces asfast as possible, but that seemed the best option at the moment.

And he dso had to ensure against the Syndics trying a desperate counterblow. “Eighth and Tenth
Battleship Divisons, guard the auxiliaries divison. Make sure nothing gets through to them.” He didn’t
know if dl of those battleships would obey the command in the heat of battle, but if even afew did, it
would provide necessary insurance.

Eleven Alliance battle cruisers swung their bows around and accel erated toward the two Syndic battle
cruisers, followed by atangle of heavy cruiser divisons mixed in with light cruisers and destroyers.
“Accderate to point one light,” Captain Degani ordered. “Up onefive degrees, port zero four degrees.
All weagpons target the leading Syndic battle cruisers. Prepare to fire specters.”



At the same time, the eleven Alliance battleships of the Second, Fifth, and Seventh Divisions bore down
on the Syndic battleships. Geary saw the two surviving and combat-ready battleships of the Fourth
Divison aso come around and swing toward the enemy battleships but didn’t try to order them away.
Vengeance and Revenge owed the Syndics for the loss of Triumph at Vidhaand the terrible damage
suffered by Warrior at the same battle.

Thirteen battleships tore into the Syndic battleships, the range too short to fire specter missiles. Instead,
severd of the closest Alliance ships hurled out grapeshot, the metal ball bearings damming into enemy
shields and vaporizing from the impacts. Then al of the Alliance battleships unleashed their hell-lance
batteries from three sdes, causing the weakened shields of the Syndic battleshipsto flare and collapse
amogt ingtantly. The hell lances then punched through armor and into the guts of the Syndic ships, tearing
holes through which gusts of atmosphere vented as the enemy ships shuddered under the blows.

Vengeance and Revenge ripped past at close range, firing their short-range null-field projectors. The
glowing balsof the null fields met the hulls of the Syndic ships, causing atomic bondsto fal everywhere
they passed. Sections of the enemy battleships vaporized insde the null fidds, opening huge woundsin
ther hulls.

Thetwo Syndic battle cruisers could have tried to run as the Alliance battle cruisers bore down on them,
but their commander apparently hesitated. The brief delay doomed both ships. “Fire specters,” Degani
ordered. As Dauntlessfired avolley of missiles, the other Alliance battle cruisersfollowed suit, sending a
flock of the autonomous missiles accel erating toward the enemy battle cruisers.

The Syndicsfired back, the surviving HUKs, light cruisers, and heavy cruisers placing themsdlves
between the battle cruisers and the onrushing Alliance missiles. Despite their evasive maneuvers, peed,
and stedlth, alot of spectersflared and died short of their targets. But by concentrating their fire on the
specters, the Syndic shipslet the lighter Alliance ships closeto firing range.

HuK sflared and burst under the fire of Alliance destroyers and light cruisers, while the three Syndic light
cruiserswere riddled by fire from the heavy cruisers accompanying the Alliance battle cruisers.

Then the Alliance battle cruisers reached engagement range for their hell lances. The leading battle Syndic
cruiser seemed to glow asits shields absorbed hit after hit; then the shields collapsed and the hell lances
began ravaging the ship itslf.

Geary held hisbresth, trying not to betray his concern as Degani led Dauntless, Daring, and Victoriousin
aclose pass againg the stricken Syndic battle cruiser, firing null fields asthey raced past. Herel was
worried about risking any battle cruisers, and I’ m throwing them into the thick of abattle, led by the one
battle cruiser that | can’t afford to lose. If we lose Dauntless, we lose the Syndic hypernet key it carries. |
have to come up with asolution to this problem.

Not that the leading Syndic battle cruiser was athreat anymore. The null-field hits on top of the torrent of
hell-lance fire had riddled the warship and |ft it adrifting wreck from which surviva podswere bursting
gpasmodicaly asthe surviving crew tried to find safety.

Geary searched for the second Syndic battle cruiser, clenching histeeth as he saw that the battle cruiser’s
commander had wrenched the big warship around and was accderating toward the Alliance auxiliaries.

“Hedoesn't stand achance,” Degani observed.

Asthe battle cruiser tore through the Alliance formation, it took hit after hit from destroyers, light cruisers,
and heavy cruisersaong its path. Each individua blow did little damage, but they kept adding up asthe
Syndic battle cruiser kept accelerating in an attempt to confuse the Alliance targeting systems. But



without enough time and distance to get its speed high enough, the battle cruiser took more and more
hits. It diced past Illustrious and Incredible and staggered as the two Alliance battle cruisers poured fire
into its port Side.

The Syndic battle cruiser kept going as the damage accumul ated, running into wave after wave of fire.

By thetimeit reached the battleships of the Tenth Battleship Divison, the Syndic battle cruiser had taken
so many hitsthat it was probably running blind, its sensors smashed, its remaining weapons flashing out
futilely and gaining no hits. Only the bettle cruiser’ smain drives & the stern remained relatively
undamaged, bringing the Syndic warship up past point one light asit kept acceerating.

Amazon and Guardian, the closest Alliance battleships to the doomed Syndic battle cruiser’ s path, fired
volleys of grapeshot dmogt sraight down the enemy ship’s course, the metd shot hitting the Syndic’ s hull
at acombined velocity of closeto point two light speed.

The front half of the Syndic battle cruiser vaporized under the impacts, the stern portion shuddering asit
passed through the remains of the bow and then coming gpart into afield of small fragments, some of
which impacted harmlesdy on the shields of Amazon and Guardian.

Degani sighed. “ The entire crew of that battle cruiser must be dead.”
Geary nodded in agreement. “No one could' ve survived that.”

“Too bad.” Degani looked toward Geary. “For thefirst timein my life, | really wanted to meet a Syndic.
The commanding officer of that ship. He or shefought very gdlantly.” She' d come awaysfrom the
officer who Geary had first met, to whom the Syndic enemy were inhuman and beneath contempt. “It’'s
best he or sheisdead, of course,” Degani added matter-of-factly. “I’ d hate to leave a Syndic like that
dive”

“You'd hate to leave dive a Syndic officer that you respect?’ Geary asked.

Degani lowered her brow dightly. “Respect? | couldn’t respect a Syndic, sir. How could anyone?
Though thisone died well. | just wanted to see what such a Syndic waslike.”

Geary shrugged. “Right now, they’ re dead, blown into very smal pieces dong with their crew and their
ship”

“Yes, gr.” Degani smiled inreply.

Maybe she hadn’t come that far. But then, Degani was the daughter of a hundred years of war, a century
of titfor-tat atrocities. The enemy was asdien to her asthe intelligences that Geary suspected lurked
beyond Syndic space. “Let’ s get thisfleet straightened out. All units, well done.” Geary’ s eyeslocked on
the display, where in one corner namesin red told of Alliance shipslost: two destroyers and three light
cruisers. A lot of other ships had taken damage during the melee. Some of the surviving destroyers might
not be repairable and might have to be abandoned here, and at least one heavy cruiser had taken serious
damage. “ Assume Formation Delta One unless engaged in recovering Alliance surviva pods.” Hewould
have to figure out which warships were so badly hurt that they’ d haveto fall back with the auxiliariesto
samplify repair efforts, joining the torn-up battleships Orion, Mgestic, and Warrior in what was becoming
aformation of crippled ships.

Geary switched circuits and cdled down to the intelligence section.  Seeif you can find out if any of
those Syndic surviva pods have high-ranking officersin them.” He needed to know what the Syndics
were doing and how the war was going along the border with the Alliance. Given the Syndic obsession



with secrecy and keeping their own officers under tight control, odds were that even if the commander of
the entire Syndic force had survived, he or she wouldn't know the answersto that. But the longer Geary
went without knowing, the more the questions gnawed a him. How long could he evade an enemy, most
of whose movementswereinvisbleto him?

If the Alliance fleet had arrived in Daiquon haf aday later, it would have run right into that minefield
outsde the jump point, and the Syndic picket shipswould have escaped to tell their high command the
path the Alliance shipswerefollowing.

Any eation in the victory vanished as Geary stared at the names of the dead ships and the nearby reports
of damage and crew casudties from other ships. It had been asmal victory, dearly purchased.

FIVE

ALL thingsbeing equd, the transit through Daiquon to the jump point for Ixion should have required
about five and ahalf days. The five substantial objectsin orbit about the star Daiquon consisted of four
barely planet-szed rocks and one massive supergiant that was just shy of enough massto become a star
initsown right. The smal Syndic ingtalations that had once occupied one of the rockswere dl cold and
had probably been mothballed long ago. There was absolutely no reason to linger in Daiquon and nothing
capable of delaying the fleet.

But the Alliance heavy cruiser Brilliant had been so badly hurt during the brief engagement that Geary had
to dow the entire formation while Brilliant’s main propulSon units received emergency repairs. The only
dternative to that was leaving Brilliant behind, and he wasn’t about to do that.

But there wasn't any choice when it cameto the destroyers Sword-Breaker and Machete. Both had
been so badly chewed up that only amajor shipyard could have repaired them. Geary had the crews
taken off and the ships' power cores set to overload, turning both destroyersinto dowly expanding balls
of wreckageto join those dready littering Daiquon as aresult of the destruction of the Syndic warships.
His other ships could use the officers and sailors from the lost destroyers, but it still hurt morale to haveto
scuttle two ships.

A score of other destroyers, three more light cruisers, and one more heavy cruiser had joined the three
battleshipsin the makeshift divison of badly damaged ships near the auxiliaries divison. Geary tried to
sdvethe pride of those ships by officialy designating them a close support escort force for the auxiliaries,
but he feared their unhappiness with being assigned to a place far from the front of any battle would
breed further problems down theline. They’ |l be upset, even though it’ sthe only decision that makes any
sense. But then what about war has anything to do with making sense?

Geary closed hiseyes, trying to block out the images of dying shipsand their crews. His stateroom was
very quiet, only the faint sounds that spoke of Dauntless being aliving ship penetrating the bulkheadsto
provide familiar comfort. Vent fans humming asthey distributed and cooled ar, pumps churning asliquids
went here and there, barely audible voices of members of the crew passing near, perhaps accompanied
by the low rumble of atransport cart. For how many centuries had sailors heard those sounds around
them? Before that there had been the creaking of wood and rigging on ships that used sailsto carry them
across planetary oceans. Ships were never completely slent, not while they lived.

“Captain Geary? Thisis Lieutenant Iger in theintelligence section.”
He hit the comm pad to accept the cal. “Thisis Geary. What' ve you got?’

“WEe ve analyzed the communications between the surviva pods from the Syndic warships we destroyed,



and asfar aswe can tell, dll of the senior officersdied on their ships. None of the pods seem to contain
anyone who' strying to assert authority or coordinating activity.”

No sensein diverting any of hisown shipsto pick up prisoners who wouldn’t know anything useful. “Are
they d| till headed for the mothballed ingalation in this sysem?”

“Yes, gr,” Iger confirmed. “ There' s no place else for them to go.”

“How long can they survive on what’ sin the pods and whatever’ s at that base?” So far, the Alliance flegt
had found either emergency rations or smply food abandoned in place, frozen on airlessworlds, at every
derdict Syndic facility they’ d examined.

“The pods contain enough provisionsfor a couple of weeks, assuming they’redl full of survivors. They
can gtretch that, of course. Even if most of the ships were supposed to stay here to seeif we showed up,
Syndic procedureisto send acourier ship to report misson completion, in this case laying the minefields.
When the enemy leadersin the nearby systems don’t hear from the warshipsin Daiquon, they’ll send
someone to check on them. There may already be a ship on theway.”

“Okay. Thanks.” No sensein diverting aship to pick up any pods containing Syndic sailors. He could
make sure this fleet sent amessage to the Syndic authorities on the inhabited world in Ixion Star System
when they got there, ensuring the Syndics knew they had people awaiting rescue here.

Geary tried to drop back into hisreverie, but an instant later his hatch aert chimed. “Comein,” Geary
cdled resgnedly without opening his eyes.

After ashort interva, he heard adry voice. “ Congratul ations on another victory.”

Geary’ s eyes shot open. Victoria Rione stood in the entry. As she saw him gaze at her, she stepped
ingde, the hatch sedling in her wake, and came to St across from Geary. Unlike Degani, Rione leaned
back, almost casual, but in the manner of a cat who could spring at any moment. “What' s the occasion?’
Geary asked.

“| told you. | cameto congratul ate you.”

“Likehdl.” Geary gestured angrily. * Y ou' ve spent weeks avoiding me. Why’ d you decide to finally show
up hereagan?’

Rione looked away. “1 have my reasons. Welost a ship from the Callas Republic in that battle you just
fought.”

“I know. Glacis. I'm sorry. Welost about half of her crew but were able to rescue the rest. The survivors
were distributed among other ships from the Callas Republic.”

“Thank you.” Rion€ sjaw clenched. “1 should have seen to that myself. It'smy responsibility.”

“No, it'smine, asfleet commander, but | would have welcomed your assistance in the matter. And, to
put it bluntly, Madam Co-President, the ships of the Callas Republic are wondering why you haven't
been in closer contact with them.”

“I have my reasons,” Rione repeated after along moment of silence.
“Y ou could share them,” Geary suggested. “Didn’t you once advise meto talk about my problems?’
“Did I? Have you been lonely?’ she added abruptly.



“I missed you, yes.”
“I’'m not the only woman on this ship, Captain Geary.”

“You'rethe only onel cantouch,” Geary replied sharply. “Y ou know that. Everyone dsein thisflegt
worksfor me.”

She gazed at him, her fedlings hidden asusud. “Y ou had no one e seto talk to?’
“A few times. Captain Duellos. Captain Degani.”

“Oh?" It was till impossibleto tell what Rione was feding. “ Captain Degani? Did you discuss various
waysto daughter Syndics?’

That almost sounded like Rione' s old, acerbic teasing. Geary weighed his response, then decided to be
open about it. “Mostly just operational things, yes. But we did talk about Kosatkaonce. | told her I'd
liketo vidt there when we get back.”

Rione raised one eyebrow.
“Why not?It'sanice place. Maybe | couldn’t stay there, but I'd liketo seeit again.”
“It' schanged, Captain Geary.”

“That’' swhat Degani said.” Geary shrugged. “Maybe | want to see how it’s changed, to help me absorb
the fact that a century has passed since | last wasthere.”

“You'd scarcely be alowed to wander around, you know.” Rione twisted her mouth. “Black Jack would
be mobbed.”

“Y eah. Degani offered to show me around. She could help me avoid the crowds, maybe. Her parents
aredill dive. They’d help uskeep alow profile, | think.”

Victoria Rione stayed silent again for amoment, her face unmoving. “So,” shefindly observed, “Tanya
Degani hasinvited you home to meet her parents.”

It hadn’t even occurred to him that Degani’ s offer could be read that way. “What' s the matter? Areyou
jedous?’

Thistime both of Rione' s eyebrows arched upward. “Hardly.”

“Good. Becausethe last thing | want is anyonethinking I’ m interested in her or vice versa.” Had Rione
heard the basaless rumors about him and Degjani that Duellos had referred to? How could she not have
heard them with her spieskeeping track of eventsingde the fleet?

Thistime Rione smiled dightly. “Oh, surely not, John Geary. Think of the advantages of having awoman
who believes you were sent by the living starsto save us al. Many men pray for awoman who would
worship them. Y ou’ ve got one ready and waiting.”

Geary stood up, anger gtirring. “1 don’t find that funny at dl. Tanya Degani isafine officer. | don't want
anyone thinking she would engage in unprofessond behavior. My enemiesin thisfleet are dready trying
to gtir up trouble and undermine me by aleging that Degani and | have an unprofessona relationship. |
don’t want any more rumors that we' re involved with each other. | won't do that to her.”

Rione s smile vanished, and she looked down for amoment. When she raised her head again, her face



was composed. “I’'m sorry. You'reright.”

“Wadl, damn,” Geary couldn’t help saying, “I’ ve got awoman who just admitted | wasright. A lot of men
pray for that, too.”

“Just because I’ m being a bitch doesn’t mean you have to be abastard.”
It was Geary’ sturn to look away and nod. “ That' strue.”

“Beddes,” Rione continued, “1’m much better at it than you are.” She sagged back in her seet, her
expresson amix of weariness and unhappiness.

Geary leaned forward. “What the hdll’ sgoing on, Victoria? | can tell something is bothering you, and |
don't think it'sme. I’ ve been trying to imagine why you' d neglect your dutiesto the Alliance and the
Cdlas Republic and, quite frankly, I'm baffled.” She sat silent, her expression reveding nothing. “Isit
me? Y ou haven't touched me since llion. We never made any promises, but | honestly don’t understand
what happened to change things.”

Rione shrugged, her face averted. “I’m abitch. Y ou knew that. It was only physicd, anyway.”

“No, it wasn’t.” Rionedidn’t look up, so Geary continued. “1 said it before, and I'll say it now. | like
talking with you. | like being around you.”

“I notice you' re not denying that I’ m a bitch.”

“And you retrying to change the subject.” He caught her frown. “Isthis related to why you and Captain
Degani are a sword's point whenever you' re together?’

She laughed mockingly. “ Such an observant man. If Degani and | were two formations of Syndic
warshipsyou' d have figured out what we were doing along time ago.”

Geary refused to rise to the bait. “I respect you both. | like you both, though in different ways. | dso
respect the way both of you think. That’ swhy it worriesthe hell out of methat | don’t know why you
two seem to hate each other since llion.”

Rione looked away for some time before answering. “ Captain Tanya Degani isafraid that | will hurt the
man sheidolizes”

“Dammit, Victoria—"

“I’'m not joking, John Geary.” She sighed heavily and findly looked back at him. “Use your head!” Rione
demanded harshly. “What did we pick up at Sancere?’

“A lot of things”

“Including an outdated but large listing of Alliance prisoners of war.” To Geary’s shock, Rione seemed to
be trembling dightly as she spoke. “Y ou know the Syndics stopped sharing lists of prisonerswith uslong

ago. Y ou know many of the names on that list were presumed dead. Y ou should have redized that some
of the names on that list would be people that were thought to be certainly dead!” She dmost shouted the
lest.

Hefindly got it. “ Y our husband. Hisnamewason thelig?’

Her fistswere clenched, and shewasvisbly shaking. “Yes”



“But you said you knew he was dead.”

“Those who escaped from the ship said he had died!” she yelled, though Geary somehow knew Rione
wasn't yeling a him. She cdmed hersdlf, taking long, dow breeths. “But the list we captured gives his
name and identity number. It says he was badly injured but aive when captured.”

Geary waited amoment, but she said nothing more. “That' sal?’

“That'sall, John Geary. | know the Syndics captured him dive. | know he was serioudy hurt. | don’t
know if helived for even another day. | don't know if he survived whatever medica trestment the
Syndics offered. | don’t know if he was sent to alabor camp. | don't know if he died after that.” She
paused. “1 don’t know.”

Victoria Rione, normaly so in control, was radiating pain. Geary moved over and held her close, feding
thetremorsinsde her. “I’'m sorry. Damn, I’'m sorry.”

Her voice was dightly muffled now. “I don't know if he'sdive. | don’'t know if he'sdead. If he somehow
survived, if he'sin alabor camp somewhere, the chancesthat I’d ever learn of it, the chancesthat I'd
ever seehim again, are so tiny asto be zero. Y et he could be dive. My husband, theman | ill love.”

And, Geary redlized, she had learned thiswithin weeks of coming into hisbed for thefirst time. The ugly
irony of it left him wondering why the living stars had done such athing to Rione. “Okay. Y ou don't have
to say any more.”

“Yes, | do. After ten years of staying trueto hismemory, | gave mysdlf to you, and then learned he might
gill live.” Rione pushed Geary away and stared off to the side. * Fate had itsjoke, didn’'t it?1 thought |
had done the right thing, John Geary. | thought | had honored my dead husband and done as he would
have wished. Now | find I may have dishonored him. Mysdlf aswell, but mostly him.”

“No.” Hisreply came out without thinking. Geary paused to order hiswords. Y ou' ve dishonored no
one. Tell methetruth. If he showed up at alabor camp in the next star system we visit, would you go
with him or stay with me?’

“Go with him,” she answered without hesitating. “I'm sorry, John Geary, but that isthe truth, and it will
not change. I’ ve told you where my heart would forever lie.” Rione breasthed deeply again, trying to
control her emations. “Degani knows that, too. She found my husband’ s name on thelist and cameto
tell me out of asense of duty. Y our Captain Degani isvery dedicated in her sense of duty. Shewasaso
hurt for me, though | didn’t give her enough credit for that a the time, and shocked when | revedled that |
aready had seen the same thing and not told you.” Rione locked eyeswith Geary. “ Shedidn’t think |
should keep it from you. She didn’t want you hurt when you found out.”

There wasn't any reason to doubt Rione. It sounded just like what Degani would do. “ And when you
refusedtotdl me...”

“Shewouldn’'t divulge my secret. Not the noble, honorable Captain Degani.” Rione grimaced and shook
her head. “ She doesn’'t deserve to be spoken of by me that way. She was just trying to protect you.
TanyaDegani has honor. If anyone deserves you, she does.”

“What?’ The conversation had shifted too suddenly. “ Deserves me? She' s one of my subordinates.
She'snever given the dightest sgn of—"

“Nor will she” Rioneinterrupted. “As| said, she has honor. Even if shewaswilling to compromise her
own honor, she’ d never compromise yours. |, on the other hand, am apolitician. | use people. | used



you.”

“Y ou gave me no promises,” Geary repeated. “Damn, Victoria, am | supposed to fedl abused here?
When you' re the one who' s been torn apart?’

“Y ou were enticed into publicly sharing your bed with awoman whose husband might il livel” Rione
yeled, losing control again. 1 have stained your honor and left openingsfor your enemiesto exploit!
Why can't you get angry about that?’

“Who else knows about this?” Geary asked, Startled.

“I...” Rioneflung one hand out angrily. “Y ou, me, and the noble Captain Degani. For certain. Others
may have found the same information and be waiting to employ it when it will harm you the most. Y ou
have to assume that’ s the case. Y ou have to assume your honor will be questioned sooner or later
because of me”

“I seemto recall you oncetelling me that you could look out for your own honor. | can do the same.”

“Canyou?’ Rionetook along, deep breath. “If I'm supposed to be your example, you're not very
convincing. Why are you trying to defend me?’

“Because any man worth anything wouldn'’t fault you for an honest mistake—"

“Any man?Will you spesk for my husband now, John Geary?’ Rioneglared a him. “What would | tell
him?What should | tell my ancestors? | haven't spoken with them since| learned of this. How can 17’

Geary looked silently back at her for amoment. “ Do you want me to speak honestly?’
“Oh, why not? One of us should be honest,” Rione answered bitterly.

“Then I'll tel you afew things.” Geary kept hisvoice firm, speaking asif giving commands on the bridge.
“Firgt, my honor isn't stained. Neither isyour honor. A stain requires knowingly doing adishonorable
thing.”

“Theat isnot—"

“| don't care how people seethings now! A hundred years ago people understood that! Aren't your lives
hard enough after a century of war? Do you need to make them even harder by holding yourselvesto
impossible standards?’ Rione stared at him. “1 don’t have the right to tell you how to fed, but I'mtelling
you that’show | fed. Secondly,” Geary continued, “you’ re not hel ping anyone by flaying yoursdf this
way. Yes, inaperfect, idea universe you could be held to some impossible standard of loyalty. Not
here”

She shook her head. “That’ s unlikely to bring comfort to my husband or to my ancestors.”

“What would you have wanted to happen if the Stuation were reversed?’ Geary demanded. “If you'd
been badly hurt, taken for dead, and perhaps forever separated from your husband? What would you
have wanted?’

Rione spent along time with her eyeslowered, saying nothing. Findly, she raised her gaze again and
gpoke calmly. “I would want him to be happy.”

“Evenif that meant finding someone dseif he thought you were dead?’

“ YS,”



“Andif hethen learned you could sill be dive but still possibly forever lost to him? Would you want him
to blamehimsdf?’

“Do not use my hushband against me, John Geary,” Rione spat. “Y ou don’'t have theright.”

He sat back and nodded, trying to stay cam. “That’ s so. Why not talk to your ancestors? Maybe they’ ||
giveyou some sign of how they fed.”

“Such asthe word adulteress appearing on my forehead?’ Rione asked, still angry.

“Since you dready think it’sthere, why not?” Geary shot back. “ But maybe they won't condemn you.
They' re your ancestors, Victoria. They were human, too. They lived imperfect lives. That’ swhy wetak
to them, because they can remember and understand and maybe, just maybe, they can show us some
wisdom that we ve not yet learned.”

She shook her head, looking away again. “1 can't.”
“Even the most dishonorable can talk to their ancestors! No one can take that from you!”
“That’snot what | mean.” Rione stared stubbornly toward the opposite bulkhead.

He studied her profile, the set of her jaw, and dowly began to understand. “ Y ou're afraid to talk to
them? Afraid of how they might react?’

“Doesthat surprise you, John Geary? Of course I’ m afraid. I’ ve done many things’m not particularly
proud of, but I’ ve never done anything that | thought would shame my ancestors.”

He consdered that for awhile. “Y ou don't have to face them done. Thereare—"
“I will not share my shame with another!”

“You vedready shared it with Degani and now me!” Geary yelled back.

“And that iswhereit will end,” Rione muttered, her face grim and stubborn.

“| could—"

“No!” Rionevigbly tried to cam hersdlf again. “ That would have been my husband' srole. | won't have
you beside me when | face my ancestors.”

That left only one option. “How about Degani? Could you ask her to accompany you?’
Rione gtared a him, plainly shocked.

“She dready knows.”

“And she detests me.”

“Because you wouldn’t tell me. Now you have.” Rione' seyeswavered. “You sad it yoursdf. Degani
has honor. Y our ancestors can’t object to her.”

Rione shook her head, avoiding Geary’ s gaze again. “Why would she do that for me?’

“| could ask her.” Wrong answer, as Rione' s eyes blazed. “ Or you could. Do you think Degani would
deny you that?’



Shefinaly sghed. “Oh, no. Not the noble Captain Degani. She' d even stand beside apalitician if that
person needed her, wouldn’t she? Especialy if she thought the great Captain Geary wanted her to do it.”

“I think 0, but you can leave the ‘ great Captain Geary’ crap out of it. I’m trying to help you here, and
Captain Degani will help you if you ask, so you don’t need to keep throwing verba missiles at either of
lﬁ"

Rione stood up, gazing down at Geary with asearching expression. “Y ou won't bein command of this
fleet forever. Someday you'll get it home. Theliving stars alone know how, but somehow you'll doit.

Y ou can retire the day after that if you want. No onein the Alliance would deny you that. On that day,
when you no longer have the respongbilities of command, when regulations and honor no longer keep
you from personal relationships with any other officers, would you want to be tied to someone like me, or
would you like the freedom to learn the heart of someone like Tanya Degani?”’

“I've never—"

“No. And you won't. Damn you.” Rione spun around and left.

GEARY darted awake as his stateroom door opened, then closed. He dapped the light control, bringing
the dim night lighting to life, and saw Victoria Rione sanding there, watching him slently.

“Hélo, John Geary.” She waked abit unsteadily toward him, then sat down on the end of the bed,
daring a him. “ Aren't you going to ask?’

He could easily smell the wine on her bregth even across the distance still separating them. “ About
wha?’

“How it went.” Rione waved one hand grandly. “Me, my ancestors, and Captain Degani. Surely you
want to know.”

“Victoria—"

“Nothing.” She shook her heed, dightly wobbly, her voice thick. “I explained what had happened. |
expressed my remorse. | asked for guidance. Nothing. | felt nothing. They sent me nothing. My ancestors
don’t even want to acknowledge me anymore, John Geary.”

Hesat up findly. “That can't betrue.”

“Ask the noble Captain Degani! Damn her and damn you.” Rione shoved hersdlf to her feet and started
pulling off her clothes.

Geary got up, too. “What are you doing?’

“Being what | am.” She dropped the last garment and haf fell onto the bed, gazing up at him. “Go
ahead.”

“You must be crazy if you think I’ d take advantage of you right now.”
“Too honorable? Don't fool yourself. Just be Black Jack for awhile. Do whatever you want.”
He stared down at her, trying to find words.

Rione poke again, her eyeslooking past Geary now asif seeing other things. “I'll kill himif | haveto,



you know. If Black Jack tries to harm the Alliance and there’ sno other way to stop him, I’ll kill him. Too
many others have died to let their sacrifices be lost. Maybe that’ s when my honor disappeared, when |
vowed to do anything it took to stop Black Jack.” Her eyesfocused back on him with some difficulty.

“Awtﬁ I’g,"

It wasn't easy to say, but he had to speak the thought that cameto him. “Isthat why you started deeping
with meinthefirgt place?’

Her mouth worked; then she shook her head dightly. “No,” she whispered. “1 don't think even | would
dothat.”

“Even you? At one point you spoke of things even | wouldn’t do, and now you' re being just as hard on
yoursdlf.” Geary reached down to pull the sheet over her while she watched, unmoving. “I will not treat
you badly, Victoria. Y ou deserve much better, whether you believe that or not.”

He sat down nearby, his eyes on the starscape glowing softly on onewall. “ Y ou're ahard person, a
tough person, but you' re just as hard on yoursdlf asyou are on others. Maybe harder. | don’t think it's
possiblefor your ancestors to forgive you when you refuse to forgive yoursdlf.”

A long time went by in silence, then helooked over and saw that Rione had passed out. Even now, dead
to the world, her face waslined with distress.

When Geary had first been awakened on Dauntless, he' d been too stunned to redly pay attention to the
peoplein the fleet, the descendants of the people he’ d once known and lived among. After assuming
command, he’ d quickly learned about some of the changes that a century of time and ugly warfare had
wrought, and he had been left believing that he was among strangers who no longer fdlt or thought like he
did. Asthe weeks went by and he learned more about them, Geary had decided he’ d too harshly judged
these people and had begun to fed asif he and they shared fundamental things. But now he felt doubt
again. Honor could be a burden and asword. It could be too easily misused. And it seemed the people
of the Alliance in thistime a hundred years from his own used honor as awegpon against themselves,
making honor so unyielding and unreasonable that it could just as easily harm them astheir enemies, just
aseadly endorseinjustice asintegrity.

Geary sighed, stood up carefully to avoid making noise, then dressed silently. At the door he paused to
look back at her. I've felt so much pain from knowing everyone | once knew and loved was dead. But
how many peoplein the Alliance are like Victoria Rione, not knowing if their loved ones are dead or
dive, wondering how to live with their soulstorn by uncertainty? How many in the Syndicate Worldsfed
the same? For thefirst time, he redlized there was an advantage to even the crue certainty he had been
forced to deal with. At least it was a certainty.

He roamed the quiet passageways and compartments of Dauntless, greeting those members of the crew
gtanding watchesin the depths of the ship’ s night, trying to find comfort in living the rituals of command.

Rounding a corner, he found Captain Degani doing the same.
“Captain Geary?’ Degani didn't hide her surprise. “Iseverything dl right?”
“Yeah. I'm okay.”

Histone, hisattitude, obvioudy conveyed otherwise. Degani grimaced. “Y ou’ ve talked with
Co-President Rione?’

Geary nodded.



“I had thought...” Degani paused and tried again. “I’ d been very angry with her. Asyou could tell. |
thought she' d refused to tell you because she lacked honor. | didn’t realize her sense of honor wasin fact

tearing her gpart.”
“How did it redlly go? Did her ancestorsredly regject her?’

Degani lowered her head and thought some more. “| felt something. | don’'t know what. They were
there. But she wouldn't accept that, | think.”

“That was my impression, too.”

“She...um...” Degani seemed embarrassed and angry. “I saw her again alittle while ago. She'd been
drinking, and she said afew things.”

“Yeah, | know.”
“Sir, | hope nothing | have done or said hasin any way led you to think that | would ever—"

He held up ahand to forestdl her. “Y ou’ ve been completely professional. | couldn’t ask for a better
officer.”

Degani gtill seemed distressed. “ Evenif you didn't have agreat misson to fulfill, evenif theliving sars
hadn’t sent you to us at our hour of greatest need, it would still be wrong for meto—"

“Captain, please.” Geary hoped his own voice didn’t sound too distraught. “I understand. We don’t need
to talk about it again.”

“There are rumors, Captain Geary,” Degani got out between clenched teeth. “ About you and me. I've
been made aware of them.”

“Groundless rumors, Captain Degani. Created and passed on by officers who themsalves lack
understanding of honor. I'll do everything I can to act only professondly around you, as1’m sure you will
continue to dowith me.”

“Yes, gr. Thank you, Sr. | knew you' d understand.” She nodded gratefully, then saluted and walked on.
Geary watched her go, redizing that regardless of whether they ever talked about it again, it would still be
looming over them congtantly.

Eventually he ended up back at his stateroom. Rione was till unconscious, so Geary sat down and called
up the smulations again. Three more days of passing through Daiquon Star System, and then the Alliance
fleet would be & the jump point for Ixion.

Should he Htill take the fleet to Ixion? The Syndics had obviously guessed enough about his route to plant
mines here. What might be at Ixion?

But then the dternative destinations weren't that attractive. And they definitely had surprised the Syndics
by how fast they’ d arrived in Daiquon. If the Alliance fleet could keep moving faster than the Syndics
could react, they might clear Ixion before the Syndics could get ablocking forcein place.

Or not. According to the newest Syndic records they’ d been able to steal at Sancere, Ixion boasted a
decent inhabited world and anumber of off-planet colonies and facilitiesthat could well till be active. It
wasn't an empty or abandoned star system.

He d have to be ready, redly ready, when they arrived in Ixion. Assume the jump point they arrived at



was mined, assume the Syndics were waiting in ambush. Make sure the Alliance fleet was ready to cope
with thet.

Put that way, it sounded smple. He wished he knew how to actualy do those things.
Geary findly fdl adegp in the chair, wishing Rionewould get out of her funk and offer him advice again.

WHEN he awoke, giff from degping in the chair, Geary saw Rionedtill lying in his bed, but shewas
awake and gazing at the overhead. Without aword, he stood up and went over to the stateroom’ s sink,
pulling out some pain-killers and some water, then bringing them over to her.

She accepted the offering, till not looking a him. Only after he had sat back down did she spesk. “I
don't recdl everything | said last night.”

“That's probably just aswell,” Geary noted in aneutral tone.
“| dsodon't recdl everything | did last night.”
“Wedidn't do anything, if that’ swhat you're asking.”

Rione nodded, then sighed, then winced as the gestures gpparently brought stabs of pain. “Thank you.
Now, if you'll do methe favor of turning your back, I’ [l gather my clothes and whatever shreds of dignity
remain to me and spare you having to dea with my presence any longer.”

“Suppose | don’t want to turn my back on you?’

“Spare me the chivary, John Geary. Unless you smply want to revel in my nakedness. I’ ve no right to
deny you that smal pleasure.” She looked and sounded defested.

Geary fdt himsdf getting angry with her, started to tamp it down, then redlized sympathy hadn't

produced any results so far. “ Okay, Madam Co-President. Perhaps | haven’'t made mysdlf clear.” Rione
frowned at hisharshtone. “1 frankly don’t care what you think of yoursdf right now. | am disappointed
that someone of your intelligence and abilitiesis choosing to wallow in sdf-pity when | am in desperate
need of her advice and good counsdl in order to keep thisfleet dive and keep my own head on straight.
Inlessthan three dayswe Il be jumping for Ixion, and | have no ideawhat will be awaiting usthere. Have
you decided that Black Jack doesn’t need you to help him make the right choices?’

Rione' s frown deepened, though Geary a so spotted aflash of fear in her. Was she wondering what
she'd said last night? Whether she' d actually told him straight out just how far she' d go to protect the
Alliance from Black Jack?

Geary kept histone hard. “Y ou’ ve told me time and again how important the Allianceisto you. The
Alliance needsthisfleet back. If I'm to get it back, | need you working to keep me honest. I'm getting
more and more comfortable with being in command, and I'm finding it harder and harder to avoid Ssmply
doing things because | can. Because the legendary Black Jack Geary could get away with alot of things
that John Geary doesn’t believe would be wise or honorable. What' s more important to you, Madam
Co-President? Y our own misery or thewelfare of the Alliance you clamto believein?’

Rione sat up, the sheet dropping away from her. But she was apparently unaware of that as she glared a
him through bloodshot eyes. “ So much for the sympathy of the fleet commander,” Rione spat at him.

“If you want to medicate yourself for depression, then you' d better try something more effective than



acohal,” Geary continued, and thistime Rione' seyeslit with fury. *Y ou seem determined not to forgive
yourself or to allow anyone dseto forgive you. | can’'t make you changethat. But | can insst that you
provide me with the best support and advice that you can, and that you refrain from acting in ways that
could bring harm to the Alliance as awhole and to the Callas Republic. | expect you to act in keeping
with your positions as a senator of the Alliance and co-president of your republic.”

She had one fist clenched and seemed ready to leap for Geary’ sthroat. “Isthat al, Captain Geary?’
Rione snarled.

“No.” He paused, redizing that as she sat there hafnaked, eyes blazing, Rione resembled an ancient
goddess ready to hurl vengeance on an unbeliever. Oddly enough, even through his anger she' d never
looked more desirable to him. “Last night didn’t happen, if you want it that way. Nothing has ever
happened between us, if you want it that way. Whatever it takesto get you on your feet again.”

She stood up, flaunting her body, even though she gill broadcast fury. “Do | mean that little to you, then?
Isthat what you' re saying?’

“No.” He stood up as well, fighting to keep from grabbing her and pulling them both back onto the bed.
“I’m saying you mean that much to me.”

Not knowing if he could control himself any longer, Geary turned quickly and walked out of the
sateroom.

AN entire battle cruiser at his disposal—no, afleet of battle cruisers and battleships at his disposa—and
he didn’t have anyplace to go sit down where an audience wouldn’t be wondering why Geary looked as
if he'd deptinachair last night. Hefinaly redlized the fleet conference room would be private and
headed that way, closing the hatch behind him and sinking into the seet a the head of the table.

It felt odd being donein here, no one esein any of the seets, the table and the room their normal
dimensionsrather than extending grest virtua distancesto accommodate al of the ship commandersin
the fleet. Geary called up the star diplay, then the fleet formation, eyeing hisships. Yeah. My ships. I'm
responsible for them. And | know the Syndics will have something waiting at Ixion.

They’ |l have something waiting no matter which star | jump to from here.

He hated not knowing how to arrange hisfleet. How can | do that when | don’t know what’ swaiting for
usat Ixion?1’m used to having hours at the least, and days or weeks at the most, to see the enemy forces
and arrange my own fleet the way | want to dedl with the enemy. | can’t afford to keep having goat ropes
likewhen we arrived at Daiquon.

It was like not knowing where Rione was right now. He might return to his stateroom and find her there
or run into her coming around a corner. And then what? He d have to assume the worst and act firgt,
because otherwise Rione might go for histhroat after that little speech he' d given before leaving her.

Act first. Damn. It's so smple. I'm too accustomed to normal combat in space, where you have lots of
timeto plan for the encounter. | just need to assume the Syndics have aheavy force in place waiting for
us. And aminefidd in front of the jump exit. There'san ambush waiting. | know that. And | haveto go

there anyway. So have the fleet maneuvering and fighting asit comes out of the jump exit.

Why not? The old fleet in Geary’ stime couldn’t have managed that. Not because it was beyond their
skillsbut because it wastoo different from wheat they drilled and planned for. Everything had been more



of aset piece then, more elegant, no chaotic melees dlowed. But thisfleet, these officerswho liked
nothing better than charging straight at the enemy, they not only could do it but would do it. They just
needed agood plan to go along with their willingness to do whatever it took to kill Syndics.

Okay. What' sthe ambush in Ixion going to be like? Worgt case. If it' sanything lessthan that, Il have
timeto react. So, worst case, mines right in front of the jump exit. Right behind them the main Syndic
force, ready to hit usimmediately after our shipstake hitsfrom the mines. They’ll try doing what we did
tothem at Ilion, only setting up even closer to the jump point than we did. If they’ re farther back, fine.
That' seasier to handleif I’m expecting the worst.

Maybe, if they’ ve been watching me operate, they’ | have forces above, below, and to each Ssde aswell
to catch thisfleet in acrossfire asit heads for the main body. Maybe not. That requiresalot of ships. |
need to mess up their plan by doing something ships normaly don’t do, something that thisfleet normally
hasn't done.

He manipulated the display, trying out different Alliance formations and movements, then, finally satisfied,
headed for his stateroom, not sure if he wanted to see Rione there or not.

His stateroom was empty, though. Geary paused just inside the entrance, recaling the look on Victoria
Rione sface when he' d left and serioudy wondering whether he should have the stateroom swegpt for
booby traps. His ancestors done knew what kind of retaliation someone like Rione could improvise on
the spur of the moment.

Don't get paranoid about her. It’ s bad enough having to be paranoid about my ship commanders. Geary
sent out amessage scheduling acommanding officers conference in haf an hour, then hastily got cleaned
up and presentable. As he headed back toward the conference room, Geary wondered if rumors of his
blowup with Rione had already reached around the fleet, and if so whether it would somehow be brought

up.

Captain Degani had dready taken her seat, springing up respectfully when Geary arrived. “ Something
urgent, r?’

“Sort of. Not adanger, just something | need to make sure everyone knows before we jump for Ixion.”

They waited, watching figures begin to pop into existence as the start time of the meeting approached, the
table and the room beyond it seeming to expand to accommodate each increase in numbers.

Asthe scheduled time arrived, Geary stood to speak, only to be forestalled by Captain Midea of the
Pdadin.

“Have you decided not to go to Ixion?” she demanded. “Are we running away from Alliance space
agan?

Everyone around the table seemed to be holding their breaths, waiting for Geary’ s response. For his part,
Geary fdt aburst of rage that he had trouble controlling. Work his ass off figuring out how to kick Syndic
butt and save Alliance ships and lives, and al he got was more grief from senior officerswho should be
grateful they weren’'t making big rocksinto little rocks at some Syndic labor camp on abardly habitable
world. It didn’t help that Captain Midea, who had been asilent presence in fleet conferences up to now,
wore asevere expression matched to auniform so perfect in every aspect that she resembled the Syndic
CEOs that Geary had seen.

It took him another moment, while hefixed alevel stare a Captain Midea, to be reminded by the
identifying data provided by the meeting software that Paadin was part of theincreasingly infamous Third



Battleship Divison, hometo Captain Casaand Commander Yin, where Captains Faresaand Numos
remained under arrest.

The combination of her disrespectful question, his own fatigue from an uncomfortable night, emotiona
turmoil over VictoriaRione, and frustration with the Battleship Division from Hell amost made Geary
explode right then and there. Fortunately, he remembered why he' d called the meeting and realized that
either luck or his ancestors had provided the perfect rebuke to Captain Midea.

So, ingtead of going novaon Captain Midea, Geary gave her agrim smile. “We re going to Ixion,
Captain. We re going to Ixion, and we re going to come out of the jJump exit in battle formation, because
| fully expect the Syndicsto have an ambush in place there. | called this conference to ensure you al
knew how we were going to fight that bettle.”

That threw her off, Geary could tell. She' d been expecting to engage him in adebate over his caution, but
not only wasthe fleet charging ahead, it was doing so expecting battle. None of his opponentswould
dare object to that. Captain Casia, who had appeared poised to leap into verbal combat beside Midea,
clamped his mouth shut and sat back.

Geary reached down and began entering commands. The display sprang to life over the table, showing
the formation that Geary had worked out that morning. “We' re going to get the fleet into Formation Kilo
One before we jump. It'sacombat formation, with the fleet broken into many subformations, each built
around a battle cruiser or battleship division, and dl of them arranged to provide supporting fire to
neighboring subformeations.” He rotated the image of the formation on the display, making it clear that it
consisted of astaggered series of blocks of ships, twelve blocksin total, arranged into the overall shape
of aroughly rectangular box.

Captain Degani studied the formation dong with al of the other officers and spokefirst. “In case werun
into something like Daiquon again?’

“Right. See, each of these formationsis saf-supporting. None of our lighter unitswill be far from heavy
support, and dl of the heavy combatants will have light units close by supporting them. No matter what
we encounter, these subformations will be able to defend themsalves, and taken together will let us hit
any Syndic formation we run into from multiple angles. It' snot a perfect attack formation because we
don’t know how the Syndicswill be arranged, but regardless of how they’ re set up, we' |l be able to maul
any Syndics at the jump exit and provide effective protection for our own ships until we get clear of the
initial combat areaand can adjust our formation to hit them again.”

“You’ re assuming mgjor combat at the exit itself?” Captain Tulev asked. “It happened at Daiquon by
chance, but we' ve never worked that way.”

“Wewill now.” Geary smiled at Tulev, then around the table. “We Il come out of the jJump exit ready to
engage amgjor enemy force, and we will engage them and we will hurt them badly before they even
redlizewe rethere” He could seefaces lighting up with enthusiasm. Thisfleet loved charging into action.
Most of hiswork since assuming command had been dowly teaching these officersto think as hard as
they fought. That usualy meant avoiding headlong charges, which had been difficult for many of hisship
commanders to accept. Now he was offering them something like aheadlong charge into battle again,
and they were as happy as could be at the prospect of mutua daughter.

“All unitswill proceed to sationsin Formation Kilo One at time three zero,” Geary continued.
“Formation assgnments will be transmitted to al ships as soon asthis conferenceis over. In addition, we
will have maneuvering ordersto take effect the instant your ships arrivein Ixion. We || come through the
exit a only point zero five light speed. The instant each ship and their subformation exitsjump at Ixion,



they areto alter course up Six zero degrees.”
“Mines?’ Captain Cresida asked.

“Right. Changing course up that much should bring us clear of mines set to catch ships coming straight out
of the exit. The Syndics were mining the exits here a Daiquon, so we have to assume they’ re doing the
same a other systemsthey think we re within reach of. Once we clear the minefield, we' Il change course
down again and accelerate as necessary to engage the enemy.”

“That'salot of mines,” Captain Duellos observed. “They must be sinking alot of resourcesinto that.”
“It'll dso disrupt thelr trade with systems not on their hypernet,” Geary added.

“They’ re getting desperate,” Captain Cresida concluded. “ Everything they’ vetried to stop thisfleet has
faled, and we' re getting closer to home.”

The statement had enough evidence to support it that no one objected, though some faces frowned in
thought.

“Arethere any questions?’ Geary asked.
“Where do we go after Ixion?" Captain Casia had recovered enough to ask.

Just relieve him of command and arrest him, Black Jack urged Geary. He took a deep breath and
answered firmly but camly. “I haven't decided. That depends on what we find at Ixion. Ther€ Il be four
dar systemswithin jump range of Ixion, five counting Daiquon, though I’ ve no intention of coming back
here. Are there any other questions?’

Commander Yin piped up. “Why doesn’'t Co-President Rione attend these conferences anymore?’

Rumors had flown just as quickly as Geary had thought they might. He wondered just who watched
arrivals and departures from his stateroom and how. “Y ou’ d have to ask Co-President Rione. She
knows she' swelcometto attend, and | have every expectation that the ships of the Callas Republic and
the Rift Federation keep her informed of events.” Those commanding officersadl nodded with varying
degrees of hegtation.

“Why doesn't she register her opinions here, at the conferences?” Captain Midea demanded. “We know
she offers her opinionsto you in private.”

His opponents had previoudy tried to generate trouble from accusations that acivilian politician was
having too much influence on fleet actions. It looked like that same charge was about to be raised again.
Rather than lose histemper, Geary decided to try handling it with humor. “ Captain Mideg, if you know
anything of Co-Presdent Rione, you know that nothing and no oneis capable of preventing her from
expressing her opinion whenever and wherever she desiresto do so.” That brought grinsto alot of faces.
“Co-President Rione lets me know what she thinks and hasin fact provided inval uable suggestions during
operations.”

Captain Degani, her own expression carefully composed, nodded. “ Co-President Rioneis usudly on the
bridge during operations.”

“Co-President Rione was openly offering suggestions during ground operations at Baldur,” Colonél
Carabdi chimed in. “There was no atempt to hide her involvement.”

“But why isn't she here?” Commander Yin pressed, her tone implying that something was being hidden.



“I don't know,” Geary replied coldly. “A member of the Alliance Senate is not subject to ordersfrom
me. Asacitizen of the Alliance you have the right to speak with a senator at any time, so why don’t you
ask her yoursdf?’

“A politician, with the ear of the fleet commander on aconstant basis.” Resolution’ s captain spoke
cautioudy. “ Y ou can surely understand our concern, Captain Geary.”

Geary tried to respond in an even voice, even though he wasn't liking where the conversation was going
thistime. “Co-President Rioneisan Alliance palitician, not a Syndic politician. Sheison our sde.”

“Politicians are only out for themsalves,” the captain of Fearless suggested. “ The military sacrificesfor the
Alliance, while the paliticians make bad decisons and big money.”

“Such adiscussion involves palitics, too,” Geary suggested. “WEe re not here to debate the virtues of the
Alliance spolitical leadership. | will state again that Co-President Rione does not and will not make
decisions about employment of thisfleet, but that she has every right and responsibility to inform me of
her opinions and recommendations. Ultimately we work for her, because ultimately she worksfor the
citizensof the Alliance.” Did that sound pompous? He wasn't sure. But then he' d never imagined having
to remind Alliance officers of those basic facts.

A moment’ s silence stretched, findly broken by Captain Duellos speaking in casua tones. “ Y ou believe
the civilian government’ s authority over you is absolute, Captain Geary?’

A ddiberately leading question, one he had no problem answering, but one he couldn’t help wondering
why it had to be asked at dl. “That’ s correct. | follow orders from the government, or | resgn my
commission. That's how the fleet works.” Not as many nods of agreement answered that as Geary
would have hoped. In addition to dl of its other damage, the long war had obvioudy harmed the
relationship between the fleet and the Alliance s leaders. Geary’ s own experience with Captain Falco had
reveded to him abdlief in parts of today’ sfleet that military duty might justify going againgt civilian
authority. Maybe Black Jack’ s mystique could help discredit that corrosiveideabeforeit did even
greater damage. “ That' swhat makes usthe Alliance. We answer to the government, and the government
answersto the people. If any of you doubt the virtues of that system, | suggest you study our enemies.
The Syndicate Worlds are what happens when people with power do whatever they want.”

That was as close to adap in the face as Geary could publicly administer to his opponents, and he could
seeit hit homein some of them. “Thank you. | expect to hold my next conference a Ixion.”

Figures vanished rapidly, but thistime the image of Captain Badayaremained in the room with Geary.
Badaya glanced a Degani, who gave him ameasuring look back and excused hersdif.

Once Degani had |€eft, Captain Badaya faced Geary and spoke quietly. “ Captain Geary, I’ ve been
among those who have had my doubts about you. Likethe othersin thisfleet, | wasraised to believe that
Black Jack Geary wasthe epitome of an Alliance officer, the sort of beyond-comparison individua who
had saved the Alliance once and might someday return to saveit again in the future.”

He hated hearing that. “ Captain Badaya—"

Badaya held up one hand, pam out. “Let me finish. When the fleet found you, | was not among those
who werewilling to place full faith and trust in you. | didn’'t oppose you, but | wasn't a supporter, ether.
After so many yearsof war | have ahard time bdieving in miraculous saviors.”

Geary smiled dightly. “I assure you that I'm not miraculous, Captain Badaya.”



“No,” Badayaagreed. “Y ou're human enough. Which iswhat hasled me to join with those who believe
most fervently in you. | don't agree with their abstract faith in you, but | do agree that you have proven to
be an exceptionally able commander. No other officer I've met could have brought the fleet thisfar or
won the victoriesthat you have. But that’ swhat | must talk to you about. Should we reach Alliance
space again, it will be because you brought thisfleet there. Y ou did something no one else could do.”

Geary suddenly redlized where this might be heading and desperately hoped he waswrong.

“How foolish would it be for someone of your talents, someone who could indeed finally win thiswar, to
submit himself to the control of thefoolsin the Alliance Grand Council and the Senate, who have played
such adistasteful part in prolonging thiswar?” Badaya asked. “Y ou have theidealism of the past, which
has served us well, but you need to see what has happened at homein the last century. Yes, the
politicians are supposed to answer to the people of the Alliance, but they long since stopped doing
anything but looking &fter their own interests. They’ ve played politics with the fate of the Alliance and the
fate of the military that defendsthe Alliance. How many have died, civilian and military, in awar that has
had no end because thoughtless civilian paliticians have meddled in the decisons that by rights should
belong to thoserisking their lives on the front lines?’

Geary shook his head. * Captain Badaya—"

“Ligten, please! Y ou can make the difference. Y ou can rescue the Alliance from politicianswho the
people of the Alliance no longer trust or believe in. When we reach Alliance space, you can clam the
authority needed to make the decisions necessary to win thiswar, to end the ceasaless bloodshed. The
people will follow Black Jack Geary if he cals on them.” Badayanodded, his expression solemn. “ There
are many commandersin this fleet who believe the same. | was asked to spesk for them to assure you
that this belief is not based solely on faith in your legend. And, yes, there are those who will oppose you
no matter what. Those officers can be dedt with, for the good of usal.”

The implicit opportunity to become adictator had never actualy been offered to Geary so explicitly. Just
the statement of the offer constituted treason, and yet he needed officers like Badayain order to get the
fleet home. “1...gppreciate your reasoning. | am...grateful that you think highly of me. But | cannotin
good conscience consider what you offer. It goes againgt everything | believe in as an officer of the
Alliance”

Badayanodded again. “I didn’t expect you to jump at the offer. Y ou're far too capable to make such a
leap without careful consideration. We merely want you to be aware of what you could do, of the
backing you have, so that you may mull it over prior to our return to Alliance space. Once you' veredly
looked over the misgovernment of the paliticiansin the Council and the Senate, you'll fed differently.”

“Captain Badaya, smilar sentiments were expressed to me by Captain Falco, though in his case he
thought himself the natural oneto seize power.”

Badaya grimaced. “ Captain Falco was away's eager to express his confidence in himsdlf. | never liked
that. Y ou're different, as different asthe greet victory you achieved at 1lion compared to the disaster that
Faco presided over at Vidha”

Say it. Just say it clearly. He could not leave any grounds for anyone to believe that he would serioudy
consider the offer. “ Captain Badaya, because I’ m not Captain Falco, | cannot imagine any circumstances
under which | would seize power from the civilian government of the Alliance.”

Badaya didn’t seem offended, just nodding once more. “We expected to hear that. Y ou are Black Jack
Geary, after dl. But Black Jack Geary is devoted to the Alliance, isn't he? All we ask isthat you
consider the good you could do. The people of the Alliance need you, Captain Geary, to save them just



asyou're saving thisfleet. | didn’t believe that when wefirst recovered you, but you' ve made me believe
that istrue. And don’t expect gratitude from the politicians when you bring this fleet home. They'll see
you asariva and try to destroy you. But | assure you that any arrest order will be resisted by the
majority of the fleet. Thank you for your time, Sir.” Badaya sduted, waiting for Geary to return the
gesture before hisimage vanished.

Geary collgpsed into his seat and pressed his palms againgt hisforehead. Damn. “ Think of the good you
could do.” Ancestors, save me from those who hate me and from those who admire me.

When | found out the Syndic citizens on Baldur were unhappy with their leaders, | thought it was great
news. Maybe the Syndicswould findly act against their own government. And now | learn asclearly as
possiblethat alot of the Alliance' s own officers are just as unhappy with their governmen.

Wouldn't that beironic, if the governments of both the Alliance and Syndicate Worlds collapsed because
of the frusgtrations of their people with this apparently endless war? To be replaced by what? Lots of
small, squabbling, fighting gatherings of afew star systlems?

What if | face a choice of seeing that happen or accepting the sort of dictatorship that Badayaand his
friends want to hand me?

S X

“I need to talk to you.” Geary’ s voice was brittle as he spoke into the intercom. He knew it. He couldn’t
hdpit.

Rionedidn’t answer.
“Damnit dl, Madam Co-President, thisis about the Alliance. It' s about Black Jack.”
Her voiceripped into him like adull knife. “I’ll consder it. Now leave me done.”

Geary broke the connection, glaring a the bulkhead. Part of his fleet was ready to mutiny againgt him,
part wanted to back him in treason against the Alliance, and part just accepted him as a decent
commander. He couldn’t help wondering what the last part would do if Geary gavein to the temptation
offered by the second part. Would hisflegt end up in athree-way fight againgt itsdlf, or atwoway fight?

It'd befar different if he didn’t know about the hypernet gates, about the very red chance that the
Alliance government would learn about the destructive potentia of the gates and vote to use them. It
wasn't just about saving the Alliance, but potentialy about saving the entire human race.

And hedidn’'t know if he had the strength to resist that, especialy since he didn’t know which course of
action would be right when the surviva of humanity was at steke.

Arrest order. He couldn’t get that out of hismind. Would the political |eadership of the Alliance actudly
order him to be arrested? And whether they would or not, the fact that an officer such as Captain
Badaya believed they would told Geary somethingsthat hedidn’t likeat all.

He considered calling Captain Degani to ask her about everything. But Degani might endorse what
Badaya had said, and Geary smply didn’t want to ded with facing the redlity that she believed in him that
much. She' d never shown much regard for paliticians, Co-President Rione being a notable example.
Proper outward respect, yes, but it was clear enough that Degani didn’t trust the political leaders of the
Alliance. And now it was abundantly clear that shewasn’t unique at al in that respect.



Ancestors, what' s happened? | thought | was getting agood grasp on how the peoplein this fleet
thought, on the changes that a century of war had caused, but now | redize there salot more, some of it
alot worse, than | had thought.

Hefindly fell adeep without any answversto the questions plaguing him.

GEARY woke without knowing why, then glanced around his stateroom.

Someone was Sitting nearby watching him. He squinted againgt the darkness, making out thefigure' s
identity. “Madam Co-Presdent?’

“That’ s correct.” Her voice was calm, which was a considerable reassurance. “It frankly surprised meto
seethat you hadn't reset your security settings to bar my accessto your stateroom.”

He sat up, trying to clear the lingering traces of deegp from hismind. “ It occurred to methat it might bea
good thing to let you have continued access.”

“I know some of what | said the night | was drunk, John Geary. | know what | told you.”
“That you' d do whatever it took to stop Black Jack. Yeah.”
“I said morethan that,” sheinssted.

“You said you d kill meif you had to,” Geary agreed. “Maybe| think it'sagood thing to have that threat
hanging over me”

She sounded exasperated now. “Y ou' re either very trusting, very naive, or very stupid.”
“Try scared,” he suggested.
“Of yoursdf?” Rione didn't wait for an answer. “1 hear you received an offer.”

Geary wished he could make out her expression. He' d wondered if Rione' s spiesin the fleet would
somehow find out about that. “What else did you hear?’

“That your answer wasthat you' d think it over.”
“No. My answer wasthat it wouldn’t happen. Clear and unequivocal.”

She actudly laughed. “Oh, John Geary, you don't know the first lesson any politician learns. It doesn’'t
matter what you say, it'swhat people think they hear. Anyone wanting to offer you control of the
Allianceisn’t going to hear you say no.” Rione paused. “Y ou needed to talk. Y ou' re tempted, aren’t
you?’

“Yeah,” he admitted. “ Because of the hypernet gates.”

“You don’t trust politicians with knowledge of those weagpons? | can’'t say | blame you. | don’t want the
Alliance government to learn of them, either. But you don't trust yoursdlf with that knowledge, do you?
That’ swhy you gave me the program for scaling up the energy released when a hypernet gate collapses.”

“Maybe you should be the dictator.”
“I think I’ ve given you abundant evidence of my own human failings, John Geary.” She paused, then



sighed. *Y ou gave me hard words, and | recognized their truth. Y ou may now make another joke about
awoman admitting you wereright.”

“No, thanks.”

“By my ancestors, you have learned allittle about women, haven't you? Why isthefleet going to Ixion?’
The sudden change of topic sartled Geary. “Because it’ sthe best of alot of bad options.”

“Y ou expect the Syndicsto bethereinforce.”

“Y eah. | expect them to be present in force at any star we can reach.” He tossed off the covers and
turned to face her. “| can’t stay lucky forever. Daiquon was so close. We might have lost the same
number of shipsto afinished minefield and not had any Syndic warships taken out to balance the scales.
What else have your spiestold you? | redlly need to know what you' re hearing.”

“Casaand Mideaaren’t leading the officers opposed to your continued command of thisfleet. | haven't
been able to find out who is, but they’ re answering to someone else. Despite being under arrest and
guarded by Marines, Numos and Faresa have found ways to pass messages to those who still believein
them.”

That shouldn’t have been surprising. “But Numos and Faresaaren’t the leaders of my opponents,
ather?’

“No.” Rion€ svoice dtered, becoming strained. “ And you should know that rumor holdsthat | am
intensdly jealous of your relationship with Captain Degani.”

Geary dammed afig onto histhigh. “My imaginary relaionship?’

Rione took amoment to answer. “ It seemsthe best counter to those rumorsisfor meto cease avoiding
you and for meto act civilly toward Degani again. Besides, as you pointed out, I’ ve been neglecting my
duties. If you' ve been honest with me, my advice has been of vaueto you. Y ou can count on it once
more.”

“Thanks.” Geary hesitated, not knowing how to phrase the obvious next question.

“What'sdoneisdone,” Rione stated softly. “What | firgt told you remains true—my heart will dways
remain another’ s. But nothing has redlly changed. Even if my husband il lives, he' sjust aslost to me,
and meto him, asif desth had claimed him. My duty will be to the Alliance. | know you need me.”

That sounded wrong. “Madam Co-President—"
“Victoria”

It had been awhile since she was Victoriato him. “Victoria, | need your advice, and | value your
companionship. There snothing | can ask of you beyond that.”

“My honor is aready compromised, John Geary. | haveto do what | think best from this point on. And |
have missed you. It' s not entirely a matter of duty.”

“That’sniceto hear.”
“| didn’t mean to make it sound so impersond. Will you have me?1’m not drunk. I...need you.”

He regarded her in the dimness, bardly seeing the shape of her face. She sounded sincere. Yet if Rione's



highest priority was saving the Alliance from Black Jack, then she’ d want to have him desping next to her
again. Sheknew he d received the offer that she had predicted he' d get someday. And she knew he felt
tempted by that offer. Wasit a coincidence that she d finally unbent toward him again on the night of the
same day on which Captain Badaya had offered him a dictatorship with the backing of what was claimed
to beamgority of the fleet?

Did she truly want him, or was she willing to do whatever it took to be ableto act if thetime came, or
was she hitching hersaf firmly to his power, an amora palitician ensuring she d be the consort of the
possible futureruler of the Alliance?

VictoriaRione stood up, her clothing faling down around her feet, then walked across the short distance
separating them and molded hersdf againgt hisbody. As her lipsmet his, Geary realized that &t some
level hedidn’t care what the answer was aslong as she wasin hisbed again. As she pushed him down
and straddled hisbody, he realized he didn't care if she had aknifein her free hand at that very moment.

“ALL ships prepareto jump.” The star Daiquon wasn't much more than abright point of light to the
naked eye now. Thefleet had been in Formation Kilo One for days now, ready for anything when they
arrived at Ixion. Or so he hoped.

VictoriaRione wasin the observer’ s chair on the bridge of Dauntless again, watching the action asif
there had never been an interva in which she avoided the bridge. Degani had greeted Rione politely but
with what Geary thought was an undercurrent of worry. For Rione' s part, Geary had suspected he
caught agleam of triumph in her eyes as she acknowledged Degani’ s welcome. But that was certainly
just hisimagination, wrought to afever pitch by worries about what awaited them at Ixion.

“All unitsin the Alliance flegt, upon arriva at Ixion, immediately execute dl preordered maneuversand
engage any enemy warshipswithin range. Jump for Ixion now.”

SLIGHTLY lessthan four daysin jump spaceto Ixion. It shouldn’t have been abig ded, but Geary
found himsdf increasingly unhappy with theintervasin jump space. Given the risks they were running, he
wished going to Ixion were bringing them closer to Alliance space than it was. Instead of offering a
chanceto rest and think without the pressure of an immediate Syndic threet, the jump space timefelt
more and more like wasted periods, the hours and days dragging by while nothing changed outsde the
ship. Nothing ever had changed outside a ship in jump space, of course, but now that bothered him. He
wanted to do something. Confront the Syndics, beat them once and for dl in battle, find out the truth
about the alien inteligences he and Rione suspected lurked on the other sde of Syndic space, and end
this damned war.

The fact that he had no chance of actually accomplishing those things evenin real spacedidn’'t seemto
make a difference to the frustration he felt. And he was coming to recognize that in jump space he had
more dreams about the past, dreams with people he had known who were now long dead. It wasn't
pleasant to wake up from adream holding a conversation with an old friend and redlize the old friend
would never spesk with him again. Not in thislife, anyway.

At least he didn’'t have to spend thisinterva in jJump space making guilty and sporadic attemptsto locate
Victoria Rioneto learn how she was doing. Rione cameto his stateroom every evening and spent every
night, her lovemaking seeming to mix passion and desperation in equa measure. When not in bed with
him, though, she continued to hide her innermost self, reveding neither passion nor desperation nor

anythingdse.



Geary digtracted himsdf by running smulations, trying to guesswhat Ixion would hold, what the fleet
would haveto do there. But it was dl guesswork, and only arriva at Ixion would revea any answers.

GEARY tried to focus his attention on the diplay asthetimeto leave jump space at 1xion approached.
Right now al it showed was what had been in the obsolete Syndic records they had |ooted adozen star
systems ago. The data, severd decades old, showed areatively prosperous system with anearly ided
planet holding avery respectable population and alot of off-planet activity and facilities. The records,
intended for use by merchant ships, contained nothing about defense capabilities except various standard
warningsto do exactly astold if contacted by military authorities.

“Is something wrong, Sir?” Captain Degjani asked.

“Just wondering what’ sthere,” Geary confessed. “ And wondering why astar system thiswell off didn’t
get ahypernet gate.”

Victoria Rione answered from her position in the observer’ s chair, once again watching and listening to
what happened on Dauntless s bridge. “It could have been palitics. In the Alliance, many more planets
wanted hypernet gates than there were funds to construct them, and past a certain point, the practical
differences between worlds were very minor. Then it became a question of whose politicians could
outmaneuver the others.”

Degani, her face turned away from Rione but visble to Geary, rolled her eyesin slent commentary on
politicians. Geary managed to keep astraight face, nodding in such away that Rione but hopefully not
Degani would read it as agreement.

“Stand by to exit jump,” awatch-stander cdled. “Five...four...three...two...one...exit.”

Grayness was replaced by black space and white stars, quiet by pulsing darms as Dauntless's sensors
picked up enemy warships nearby. Simultaneoudy, Geary felt himsdlf pressed back as the battle cruiser’s
maneuvering systems executed the preplanned minefield evasion, shoving the bow upward and pushing
s0 hard with the main drivesthat theinertid dampers couldn’t quite block al of the effects on ship and
crew.

Next time, the Syndics might try placing the minefield above the jJump exit. But thistime Geary stretched
his mouth in afierce grin as he saw hisfleet angling upward in astight aturn as the ships could manage at
the fleet’ s velocity. Sensors doing full-spectrum scans of the space around the fleet picked up the small
anomdiesthat marked stedth mines and marked out a minefield dong the path the fleet would have taken
graight from the exit. Geary did aquick estimate in his head and decided that if the fleet had come
through a a higher speed, it couldn’t have turned in time to avoid the mines.

Ignoring the rest of the star system, he focused on the areawithin afew light-minutes of the jump exit. It
took amoment to believe what he was seeing: theworst case he' d assumed wouldn't really happenin
thisform, even though he' d prepared for it. Just on the far Side of the minefield, Syndic warships waited.
Four battleships and six battle cruisers, plus an even eight heavy cruisers but only threelight cruisersand
bardly adozen HuKSs, in a concave-disk formation focused on the center of the jump exit. Anything
coming through the minefield would have run right into those warships while shie ds were sill weskened,
before damage could be completely assessed, let done corrected. Bt...

“They're only alight-minute away and at dead stop relative to the jump exit,” Degani gasped in
amazement.



“They’ ve seen Captain Geary breaking therules,” Rione observed dryly.

Degani shot Rione alook, then nodded. “ The Syndic high command has seen new ways of fighting, but
doesn't redly understand them. Just as we wouldn’t have understood what we were seeing if the Syndics
had found a commander with knowledge of past fighting methods. Now the Syndics think the way to
beet usisby doing smilar things but pushing them past the points they’ ve seen the Alliance fleet using.”

“Y ou think that’ swhat’ s happening?’ Geary asked.

“I know it,” Degani stated. “We would have donethe same. I'm sure of that. But they’ re missing the
point if they go to extremes. It' s one thing to be close to ajump exit so you can chargeinto and hit an
exiting enemy after you' ve had timeto size him up. It’sanother thing entirely to betoo closeto havetime
to react and without any relative speed advantage!”

“Yeah,” Geary agreed, pleased that Degani had not only analyzed the Syndic approach but had also
displayed awareness of the weaknesses her own side might have had. “Our fleet has a speed advantage
aready. Not alot, but with the two forces this close, no one has time to accel erate much before the
opposi ng warships reach engagement range.”

The leading boxes of shipsin the Alliance formation were clearing the top of the minefield. Geary saw the
Syndics begin to accelerate and rotate their formation so that it would center on the leading units of his
fleet, and he called out commandsto frustrate the move. “All unitsin the Alliance fleet, accelerate to point
one light speed, alter course up two zero degrees. Immediate execute.”

The Alliance formation angled even farther back, moving dmost vertical now relative to the plane of the
Ixion Star System. The ships farthest back in the formation, those just entering norma space and sill in
their initid turns, wouldn’t be able to match the farther turn and would end up dightly out of position, but
that wasn't important.

The Syndic disk wasflattening out asthe big warshipsin the center of their formation accelerated faster
than the small vessels around the rim. “They should have had the battleships and battle cruisers around
therim,” Geary remarked, “instead of in the center.”

“But they expected usto come at their center,” Degani objected. “ Their mgor combatants would never
have accepted roles on the periphery of the formation, leaving the lighter units the honor of being the
objects of our assault.”

Okay, so even Degani was till thinking in current ways about tactics focused on satisfying the honor of
individual commanders rather than winning a battle. Thank the living stars the Syndics have become as
dumb about combat tactics asthe Alliance,

The Syndics, seeing Geary’ s maneuver, tilted their formation again, swinging it and aiming for wherethe
lower corner of the Alliance formation would be. They were trying to do aglancing blow at the
unsupported units just as Captain Cresida had done with Task Force Furious at Sancere, Geary realized,
but without the high relative speeds that Cresida had taken advantage of. Just as Degani had noted with
the placing of ships close to the jump exit, the Syndics were trying to copy what Geary’ s fleet was doing
but failing to grasp the basic concepts. At much dower relative speeds like this, the Syndics were setting
themselves up to be hammered.

And he had every intention of doing just that. Geary waited asthetrailing unitsin hisformation cleared
the upper edge of the minefield. “ All units, pivot formation one one zero degrees down &t time one seven.
Alter course down one one zero degrees, port two zero degrees, time one eight.”



The Syndics were dtill aiming for where the lower corner of the Alliance formation would be, their
veocity gl lessthan haf that of the Alliance ships, when time one seven came and the Alliance ships
brought their bows down, aiming the formation at the Syndics planned track through space. Asthe
Alliance ships accelerated onto their new course, the broad side of the box containing the Alliance
subformations headed toward a point centered on the expected Syndic position.

The Syndic commander may or may not have been afoal, but the tactica Situation Ieft him or her few
options now, and none of them were good. “ Do you think he'll try maneuvering again?’ Degani asked
chearfully as Dauntless stargeting systemslocked onto an oncoming Syndic battle cruiser. With the
changesin aspect of the formation, the block of ships containing Dauntlessin the center of the Alliance
box was now close to the point where the Syndic formation would pass through the Alliance formation,
and it appeared certain that Dauntless would draw blood.

“If he triesweaving through our formation, he might confuse our aim enough—" Geary broke off. “What
thehdl?’

The Syndic formation began to pivot on its axis again, Smultaneoudy atering course down and to one
Sde, but aheavy cruiser and abattle cruiser missed their movements and had to dodge frantically to
avoid each other. In its desperate avoidance maneuvers, the heavy cruiser sent another battle cruiser into
awild twist up and to one side, then stumbled directly across the path of one of the Syndic battleships.

There should have been time for even the massive battleship to avoid collision, but its evasive actions
were late and too smdl. The battleship sdeswiped the heavy cruiser at afairly low relative velocity that
gtill measured in hundreds of kilometers per second, turning the smaler ship into aball of vapor and
fragments, collgpsing the battleship’ s shidds and sending the heavier ship flalling Sdewayswith its port
Sdeblown away.

A light cruiser, scrambling to avoid the stricken battleship, dammed into a HUK,, annihilating both ships.

Within the span of afew minutes, the Syndic formation had lost three ships, seen afourth crippled, and
degenerated into a chaotic mess ftill acce erating to contact with the Alliance flegt.

“Don’'t any of them know how to drive aship?’ Geary asked, appalled at seeing even enemy ships wiped
out that way.

“No,” Degani replied, jubilant. “They’re barely trained. We ve been inflicting so many losses on the
Syndicsthat they’ ve been rushing new unitsinto action. Congratulations, sr.”

Congratulations. It didn’t seem the right term for what would have been a one-sided battle but would
now be adaughter. The Syndic warships weren't even trying to regain their formation but were instead
attempting to scatter. If they’ d been far enough away from the Alliance flet, or if they’ d had agood
Speed advantage, they might have succeeded.

But they were close, and the Alliance fleet was moving twice asfast asthey were. “ All units, engage
targets of opportunity. Open fire as weapons enter engagement envel opes. Conserve expendable
munitions”

The Alliance box swept across the scattered tangle of Syndic ships. A few volleys of specter missiles
flashed away from Alliance ships, homing on Syndic targets. The battle cruiser being targeted by
Dauntlesstried accd erating straight through the Alliance formation, not even attempting any evasve
maneuvers, which made it a perfect target for grapeshot patterns from Dauntless, Daring, and Victorious.

Theimpact of the grapeshot on the Syndic battle cruiser’ s bow shields created a series of incandescent



flashes asthe metd bal bearings vaporized on impact. The shields collapsed under the multiple blows,
dlowing the last part of Victorious s grapeshot volley to hit the bow armor of the Syndic, pitting it with
more flares of light, hest, and metal turned to gas. Thefollow-up volleys of hell lancesfrom al three
Alliance battle cruisersripped lengthwise through the Syndic battle cruiser, knocking out every system
and probably killing most of the crew.

Geary let out abreath he hadn’t known he was holding, then cursed as he redlized that he’ d been
focused on the single engagement with the closest battle cruiser instead of watching the wider battle.

Most of the Syndic warships had been crippled aready. Three surviving HuKsweretrying to clear the
Alliance box, veering wildly to avoid fire coming from al sides. Two of the battleships had staggered
through most of the Alliance box, their shieldsin rags and their armor penetrated by multiple hits. As
Geary watched, one of the battleships took two specter missiles up the stern and lost its remaining

propulsion cgpability.

He couldn’t get the rest of the Syndics while holding hisfleet together. Geary activated one circuit,
broadcasting to the Syndics. “All Syndic units are called upon to surrender now. Drop shields and
deactivate wegponsimmediately, or you'll be destroyed.” He switched to another circuit to cal hisown
ships. “All unitsin the Alliance fleet with the exception of Subformation Kilo One Nine and Subformation
Kilo One Ten, generad pursuit. Break formation and engage the enemy at will.”

The damaged ships with the auxiliaries in Subformation Kilo One Nine and the battleships of the Second
Battleship Division at the core of Subformation Kilo One Ten wouldn't like that, Geary knew, and within
momentsacal camein from Indomitable. “ S, why aren’t we being allowed to join in the pursuit?’

“Because | need you to ensure that no Syndicstry asuicide charge at the damaged shipsin Kilo One
Nine. You're positioned to guard those ships, and they’ re counting on you.” The auxiliarieswere dso
counting on them, but Geary knew the battleships would be more likely to accept arole of escorting their
fellow heavy combatants.

“Orion, Mgestic, and Warrior can hold off anything the Syndics have surviving,” Indomitable€ s captain
argued.

Heredly didn't want to debate the issue, especialy since the Second Battleship Divison was six
light-seconds away, making the conversation drawn out by delaysin every exchange of messages. He
wanted to keep an eye on the battle. How to shut down the complaints?“Thereis greater honor in
protecting an injured comrade than in seeking glory, Captain,” Geary stated. “| believe that Indomitable
and the other battleships of the Second Division are worthy of that honor and can be trusted to carry it
out with steadfast courage.”

Indomitable’ s captain blinked asif surprised. “1—"

“Thank you, Captain,” Geary added quickly. “I assure you that the Second Battleship Divison will bein
the forefront of battlein the future, and thank you for carrying out thisvita task now.”

The Syndic battleship that had lost propulson was Hill fighting, afew hell-lance batteries continuing to fire
as Alliance warships made repested passes, dowly reducing it to junk. The other Syndic battleship that
had been near it hurled out aburst of escape pods, then blew up.

Geary fdt himsdlf jerked to one sde as Captain Degani took Dauntlessinto atight turn in pursuit of one
of the surviving Syndic baitleships. Tight being ardative term for aship traveling a close to point one
light speed, of course, but even the wide arc of space that Dauntless swung through il required the
inertial compensators to operate at maximum.



Two of the three fleeing HuK s were dead. Thethird redled from adirect hit from a specter, then aso
began issuing escape pods.

Tearing his eyes away from the battleship that Dauntless was bearing down on below and to starboard,
Geary tried to figure out which Syndic ships might still be problems. Heavily outnumbered to begin with,
the Syndics had lost any hope of either escaping or inflicting significant casuaties on the Alliance fleet
when their own formation fell gpart. Only asinglelight cruiser till seemed to have achance at getting
away, accelerating at a pace that made Geary ook twice to be sure he' d seen right. They’re holding their
propulsion units on full emergency thrust. How long can their propulsion systems and their inertia
compensators handle that?

Not long. As Dauntless lined up for afiring run on the Syndic battleship, Geary watched the fleeing
Syndic light cruiser come gpart, disintegrating asitsinertial compensatorsfailed and the full stress of its
acceleration ripped the ship to pieces. He didn't want to think about what had happened to the light
Cruiser’ screw.

Captain Degani had her attention focused on the Syndic battleship, which had just endured afast-firing
pass from Furious and was now using its surviving wegponsto try to hold off repeated blowsfrom
destroyers and light cruiserstearing past and getting off one or two hell-lance shots on each pass.
“Targeting priority on remaining operationa weapons,” Degani ordered. “ Fire when within engagement
envelopes.”

Dauntless shot past the Syndic baitleship in the blink of an eye, her automated targeting systems damming
hell lancesinto the battleship’ s wegpons during the instant in which the two ships were close enough to
fire on each other. Only asingle Syndic hell lance hit Dauntless s shields, being absorbed without effect.

But most of Dauntless' s shots had gone home. The Syndic battleship had only asingle battery of hell
lances dtill firing. As Dauntless rose past and away from the Syndic ship, Paadin came lumbering up and
pumped severd sdvosinto the enemy, slencing the last wegpon and leaving it without any maneuvering
control. Surrender, Geary willed the commanding officer of the stricken Syndic battleship, but even
though escape pods began spitting out of it, the enemy ship didn’t broadcast a surrender.

Despite the fact that the Syndic battleship was out of action, Paladin unleashed its null-field projector as
the Alliance ship reached its closest gpproach to the enemy vessel. The glowing bal dug ahole degp into
the now-defense ess battleship.

Behind Pdadin, her fellow battleship Conqueror swung in, aso firing hdll lancesinto the dowly tumbling
wreck as escape pods | etted frantically away from it. Geary watched, feding hisanger rise a the
punishment being inflicted on ahel pless enemy, and even Degani seemed to find the overkill distasteful.
After firing its own null field, Conqueror launched two spectersinto the derdlict as she pulled away.

That gave Geary the opening he needed. “ Conqueror, save your expendable munitions for shipsthat ill
condtitute athreat,” he snapped.

Thereweren't any of those left within weapons range of the fleet. A quick examination of the display
confirmed that. Geary pulled out the scale, seeing the entire Ixion Star System again, and felt astab of
anger. “Now we know why those capitd ships had so few HuKswith them.”

Degani took alook. “Nine more, in groups of three, stationed to use the other jump points out of Ixion.”

Geary checked their pogitions. “ The nearest batch of HuK sisthree light-hours away. They don't even
know we're here yet.”



“They won't enjoy the show when thelight from this battle reaches them,” Degani noted with agrin.

“I’'m not sure this qudified as abattle. Okay, no threat within less than three light-hours. Let’ s get this
fleet back into formation, assuming | can get the Third Battleship Divison to stop pummeling dead ships.”

“Give them the duty of sending teamsto blow up thewrecks,” Degani suggested. “It' stedious work.”

“Why should | punish the crews of those ships?’ Geary asked. But somebody had to take care of
ensuring the Syndic wrecks couldn’'t be salvaged. “ Then again, it'll keep Casiaand Midea occupied for a
while.” He prepared the order, then paused as he examined the damage reports. Very little to speak of,
sncethe collgpse of the Syndic formation had stripped dl of the enemy warships of support while
exposing them to concentrated fire from superior numbers of Allied warships. But—*Damn. How did
Titan get hurt?’ Of dl shipsto suffer damage, why did it have to be Titan?

“Minedrike” Degani observed. “ She couldn’t turn tight enough to completely avoid the minefield.”

“Captain Tyrosan warned methat Titan maneuvered like a pig when her bunkers were loaded with raw
materias.” Geary sighed. He braced himsalf and read the details of the damage. “Not too bad, but we
need to keep the fleet’ s speed down so Titan hastimeto fix that damage.” 1t was past time'to return a
semblance of order to the fleet. “All units, cease fire unlessfired upon and assume Formation Delta Two,
forming on fleet flagship Dauntless.”

GEARY sat on the bridge of Dauntless watching hisfleet re-form, trying to figure out exactly what was
bothering him. 1t wasn't the remaining Syndic presence a Ixion. Annoying asthe nine surviving HUK's
were, there wasn't anything that could be done about them. Since their mission was clearly to track the
Alliance flest, they’ d surdly run if pursued rather than seek hopeless combat. Two of the groups of HuK's
were o far off they hadn’t even seen the arrivd of the Alliance fleet in the star system yet. Nor wasthere
any other shipping to worry about. The assorted merchant traffic in the system offered no thresat, and as
the light from the Alliance fleet’ sarriva spread through the system, that civilian traffic wasfleeing for the
nearest possible place of refuge.

Thefleet had arrived in Ixion Six light-hours from the gtar itself. Aside from a scattering of mining and
manufacturing facilities farther out in the system, the Syndic presence was concentrated around the sole
habitable world a mere nine light-minutes from its star. As expected, Ixion had suffered from not being on
the Syndic hypernet, though not as badly as some of the placesthat Geary had seen. It till seemed
moderately prosperous and from analysis of the planet’ s atmosphere and surface retained alarge
population and plenty of industry.

There was an orbita facility about the habitable world that had been tagged by the fleet’ s sensors as
probably military, but it posed no danger at dl to the Alliance fleet. He' d dready sent off abrief message
to dl the Syndicsin the Ixion Star System warning them not to attempt to interfere with the Alliance

fleet’ s passage and | etting them know about the survivors awaiting rescue at Daiquon.

So what was the problem? The main Syndic combat presencein the star system had been crushed with
ease. Too much ease. That wasit. “ The crews of those Syndic ships were totally green and unprepared
for combat.”

Captain Degani looked over a him and nodded. “That' s clear.”

“And yet they were podgitioned asif the Syndics clearly expected thisfleet to arrivein Ixion.”



“Yes, ar.” Now Degani frowned. “ That’ sinconsstent, isn't it? If they believed you' d bring the fleet here,
why did they havetheir least experienced units guarding the jump exit?’

“Good question. And not just acouple of sacrificid lambs, but battleships and battle cruisers. Why did
the Syndics throw away those ships by leaving them to confront us?” Geary looked toward the back of
the bridge. “Madam Co-President? What do you think?’

“I think there’ s something | need explained,” Rionereplied. “Y ou know those Syndic crews were
inexperienced because of their behavior. | remember something like that at Sancere. Some Syndicate
Worldswarships barely avoiding collison. But thiswas much worse.”

“Theformation at Sancere was made up of new shipswith barely trained crews,” Degani pointed out.
“Likethe one we encountered here, but I’d guess alittle better trained.”

“So?’ Rione pressed. “Why should that matter? How do the crews influence what the ships do when
maneuvering orders are given? Aren't the motions of warships controlled by automated systems?’

Geary nodded, redlizing that was a perfectly reasonable question. “ Right. At the velocities warships
move, it sdmost aways crazy to try maneuvering manualy.”

“Then why would their amount of training and experience make a difference?’

Degani spoke like aningtructor, gpparently oblivious to Rione' s obvious annoyance with her tone.
“There are three stages of training and experience with maneuvering warships. The least experienced
samply don't trust the automated maneuvering systems, sncewe al know any automated system can
suffer errors. What crestes the most problemsisthat asrelativistic distortion effects comeinto play,
human ingtincts are thrown off. We think the maneuvering systems are doing the wrong thing because our
senses and our experiences in amuch dower environment don’'t match what we seem to be seeing and
feding when moving at tenths of light speed.

“Crews a that most inexperienced stage are the most likely to panic, decide that the maneuvering
sysemsarein serious error, and try to manage the maneuversthemsaves.” Degani waved one hand
toward the display. “ Y ou saw what happens then. It takes a good amount of time to learn enough to
accept that the maneuvering systems know wheat they’ re doing and to understand what will happen if you
override them. That' s the second stage of experience. Those who last long enough come to redlize that
even automated maneuvering systems can suffer misca culations and failures sometimes, and thet they
really do need to be overridden on rare occasions. Then you have to know when to override and what to
do, which isthethird stage of experience.”

Degani amiled at Geary. “ Correct, Sr?’

“That'show it wasin my time, too. It takesalot of time moving a point one and up to point two light to
deveop the instincts needed to correctly second-guess the automated systems.” He gestured from Rione
tothedisplay. “I say ingtincts, because it has to happen below the level of conscious thought. There' s not
enough timefor our brainsto processit. And even then, only afool would try to override the autosin a
combat Situation when two formations are passing through each other. By the time you redized you were
going to hit something, you' d dready be part of abal of plasmafrom the collison.”

“Thank you,” Rione answered in aflat voice. “ Then the answer to your question seems obvious. They
thought you might bring thisfleet here, but didn’t congder it the mostly likely place. It may have been the
least likely in their judgment. They left something in placejust in case, but didn't really expect that force
to end up confronting thisfleet.”



Geary glanced at Degani, who nodded. “ That seems plausible. But why assumethiswasthe least likely
degtination for the flegt?”’

Rione swung her arm in agrand gesture and spoke with broad exaggeration. “ Because the great Black
Jack Geary has repeatedly demonstrated that he doesn’t make straight runs for Alliance space. He
moves carefully, trying to avoid the obvious destinationsin favor of onesthat the Syndics areliableto

judge unlikely.”

That made sense. “ They’ re trying to second-guess me based on my patterns of movements so far, but in
thiscase| did something uncharacterigtic.”

“Uncharacterigticisone word for it,” Rione agreed sarcadticaly.
“It worked,” Degani noted in asharp voice, ingtantly reacting in defense of Geary.

“But we can't count on it working again,” Rionereplied in atonejust asblunt. *Y ou can see, the firgt of
the Syndic Hunter-Killersis aready heading for ajump point. It will carry news of wherethe Alliance
fleet is, and then the Syndics will see anew pattern in the movements of thisflegt.”

“Yes,” Geary brokein quickly to keep the argument from escdating. “ Y ou' re both right.” That didn’t
seem to make anyone happy, though. “1 need to think about our next destination. Thanksfor your
ingghts, Captain Degani and Madam Co-President.” He stood up, stiff from sitting sincethefleet’s
arivd a Ixion.

Rione stood aswell, accompanying Geary off the bridge. She waited until they were temporarily alonein
apassageway before speaking once more. 1t won't work again.”

“I told you | need to think about it,” Geary answered, alittle harsher than he had intended.

“It shouldn’t take that much thought. | know the next star on the Straightest possible line to Alliance space
isT negu. If we go there, thisfleet will find atrap far dead-lier than those poor fools we encountered
here”

“Y ou could beright.”

“I amright! Evenif | don’'t know dl those little details of fleet operationsthat you and Captain Tanya
Degani enjoy sharing with each other!”

He stopped and glared at Rione. “Isthat about the experience question? Y ou asked, and we answered.
And you' re supposed to be working to disprove rumorsthat you' re jeal ous of Captain Degjani!”

“Jealous?’ Rione shook her head and smiled, but the humor didn’t reach her eyes. “Not likely. | just
want you to remember that Captain Degani worships the space you sail through. That influences her
adviceto you. She does't think you can fail.”

“That's—" Geary reined in histemper. “All right, I’ [l admit that’ simportant to remember. | haven't
forgottenit. Now, | repeat, | haven't decided on wherewe' Il go from here. Please wait until I’ ve reached
adecison beforeinforming me how wrongitis”

“I'll be happy to wait until then.” Rione sighed and ran one hand through her hair. “I’'m not trying to bea
bitch about this. I’'m worried. This lunge toward Alliance space has gone far smoother than we had any
right to expect. Y ou' re surprised, too, aren't you? Thank you for admitting that. There safineline
between the confidence needed to command thisfleet effectively and the overconfidence that will doom
it”



There wasn't any trace of mockery or anger in her now that Geary could see, so he responded in the
same reasonable tones. “I understand that. | know | need someone whom | trust second-guessing me.”

“Someone who knows you' re human,” Rione emphasized.

“I' know I’'m not what people think Black Jack is.”

“I redlizethat. But...” Thistime Rione frowned. “ Areyou jedlous of him?’
That came asatotd surprise. “What?’

“Areyou jealous of Black Jack? The great hero who can win any battle? Do you want to prove you
could bejust asgood ashim?’

“No! That'sridiculoud”

“Isit?’ Rionejust watched Geary for afew seconds. “Many of your most devoted followers, even
certain captains, idolize Black Jack and not necessarily you. Any human would find that frustrating.”

“Certain captains know who | am by now.” But Geary couldn’t help wondering. He did get angry when
Black Jack came up, dmogt asif the myth were arival to thered man. “1 don’t think I’ m trying to prove

anything.”

“Thank you for qualifying your statement. All | can ask isthat you be avare of thefact that envy of Black
Jack might skew your thinking.” Rione shook her head. “| till think this dash toward Alliance space was
adangerousthing to do. It worked out thisfar, but it's left us at Ixion with the Syndics drawing in again.
And | wonder if you did it in part because it’ swhat Black Jack would have done.”

Maybe he had. After dl, thefleet’ s captains had been restive again, wanting to see progressin getting
home, wanting to do something not necessarily cautious but courageous. He' d known that, and he'd
given them what they wanted. “I can’t ignore what the fleet’ s officers expect and want. Y ou know that.”

“I do. But what they need isthoughtful, sensible Captain John Geary, not heroic Black Jack.” She
stepped back. “Think about what | said. Now, | need to catch up on how the ships of the Callas
Republic aredoing. I'll seeyou tonight, if dl isquiet.”

“Okay.” He watched her go, then turned back to his own stateroom. Have | been trying to outdo or
match Black Jack? No. Aggravating asit is dedling with that legend, it has dso given methe leveragel
need to get the fleet thisfar. It' s not about me trying to outguess Black Jack. No, I’ ve been trying to
outguess the Syndics since | ended up in command of this fleet. Now the Syndics have seen enough of
what I’ m doing to try to outguess how I’ m outguessing them. How do | outguess mysdlf and the Syndics
a the sametime?

| need to talk to someone else. Who? Duellos, Tulev, Cresida, they’d all have good advice, but it would
be the advice of officerstrained to think in patterns the Syndics are familiar with. Rioneisavery sharp
politician, but when it comes to decisions about the fleet, she' sgot limitations. Degani...Rione wasright.
TanyaDegani doesn't think my decisions can bewrong.

Who eseisthere?| can't exactly ask my opponentsin the fleet for their advice, not that I’ d respect
advice from people like Midea, Casia, Numoas, or Faresa

Or Falco.

Fdco.



Rione would scream bloody murder.

But | wonder what Falco would advise. The man’safool and insane, but...if I’ m looking for an opinion
totaly different from what | would normdly do...

SEVEN

“HOW’ S Captain Falco doing?’ Geary asked in aprofessionally brisk tone with an undercurrent of
concern for afdlow officer in thefleet. He didn’t want anyone saying that they’ d heard him mocking
Falco.

The fleet doctor on the screen frowned dightly. “He shappy.”

Which could only mean that Falco remained completely delusiond. If he had any ideathat he was under
arrest instead of being in command of the fleet, Falco would be furious. “Is he being treated?’

“He sbeing kept stable,” the doctor replied. “ Those are our orders and the usual procedure when a next
of kin can’t be contacted for adecision on further trestment. We're keeping the condition from
worsening, and we' re ensuring he does't turn violent or self-harming. He spends mogt of histime
developing campaign plans and seeing to the adminigirative needs of avirtud fleet he can access”

“Thelast time | checked, the fleet doctors were till running tests and eval uating Captain Falco. Can you
tell me now whether or not he can be cured?” Geary asked, not sure whether he redlly wanted to know
the answer.

“Hold onwhile| review hisrecord.” The doctor’ simage vanished, replaced by a screen holder
portraying fleet doctors at work. Geary tried not to get upset with the doctor’ s attitude, recognizing the
same kinds of behavior toward laypeople that doctors had used in Geary’ stime a century earlier and had
probably been using for quite afew millenniabefore that.

Finally the doctor’ simage reappeared. “ A cureispossble. Probable, I'd say. Of part of the condition,”
the doctor amended. “We could reduce the delusions substantially, but from my review of Captain
Faco'srecords and history, he was dready suffering from along-term allment before being committed to
my care. That condition probably has become habitual for him and merely correcting physica problems
and near-term stress-rel ated redlity avoidance wouldn't change Captain Falco' s well-established thought

patterns.”

“A long-term allment?Y ou mean something that Captain Fa co devel oped while he was a prisoner of the
Syndics?’

“No, no,” the doctor corrected in the dightly annoyed way his profession had of degling with the
nondoctor parts of humanity who attempted to grasp the secrets of medicine. “Long-term. Even prior to
his capture by the Syndicate Worlds, Captain Falco obvioudy suffered from acondition in which he
believed himself uniquely capable and qudified to command the Alliance fleet and win thewar for the
Alliance. It'smore common than you might redlize,” the doctor lectured, gpparently having forgotten that
he was spesking to the fleet commander.

“Redly?” Geary asked.
“Oh, yes. The condition was common enough to be given aname several decades ago.”

“A name?’



“Certainly! It'scdled aGeary Complex.” The doctor paused, frowned, then gave Geary a close [ook.
“That'syou, ign'tit?’

“Thelast timel checked,” Geary replied, wondering just how many officersin the fleet had suffered from
aGeary Complex over the last century of war.

The doctor nodded thoughtfully, eyeing Geary asif expecting him to start raving a any moment. “Well,
then, you should know exactly what I’ m talking about.”

Geary darted to laugh, then hesitated. He could imagine what Victoria Rione would be saying right now,
and she' d be partly right. He did believe that he was best suited to command this fleet. But that was
because his legend could be used to keep the fleet together and the training hel d brought with him from
the past could win victories. It wasn't based on any exaggerated ideas of his abilities, on any belief that
he done could command thefleet to victory. And it wasn't about trying to match the legend of Black
Jack.

I’m nothing like Falco, and don’t want to be like Falco. The differences between usarewhy | want to
talk to Falco.

He ended up shrugging. “Maybe, Doctor. But | don’t really want to command thisfleet. | don’t have any
choice. I’'m the senior officer and have aduty to perform.”

The doctor nodded in the manner of someone humoring apatient. “Naturadly. They all say variationson
that. Their duty. They have aresponsibility to save the Alliance. And so forth.”

Geary sghed, not enjoying the too-close-for-comfort conversation. “1 have aresponsibility to savelives,
Doctor, and if you look up seniority information in the fleet database, you' Il seethat I’'m the most senior
captain in the fleet by avery wide margin.” He' d been promoted to captain a hundred years ago.
Posthumoudy promoted since he was believed dead at Grendd, but the fleet regulations didn’t worry
about that. Once he showed up dive, the seniority counted. “ Can | order treatment for Captain Falco?
To get him back to redlity?’

“If you're the fleet commander you can order that. Y our decision would be reviewed by Alliance
authorities, of course.”

It should have been easy to decide. Why let aman remain insane? But Falco was under arrest, facing a
number of offenses againgt fleet regulations and Alliance law that carried the death penalty. Cure him, and
he' d face aredlity far less happy than the delusions he was enjoying. But what right did anyone have to
decide not to make someone ese wdll if they had the power?“It’snot an easy decison,” Geary findly
dated heavily.

“I would recommend againgt it,” the doctor replied. “ Taking into account al of Captain Falco's
circumstances, he could well turn both despondent and suicidd if forced to confront redlity. He d be
much better off in afully staffed and dedicated hedlth facility when he facesthose issues”

There was the out that Geary had been hoping for. He wouldn't have to decide on hisown. “I see no
reason to go againg your recommendation, Doctor. Please make sure I’ m informed if your
recommendation changes, or if Captain Falco’s condition changes or deteriorates sgnificantly.”

“I suppose | could do that. Y es, you are the fleet commander, so you' re authorized to see that
informetion.”

“Thank you. I’d liketo vist Captain Falco, in virtud mode.”



“Vist him?’ The doctor seemed startled.

“Doesn't Captain Falco have many vistors?’

“He sunder arrest. Did you know that?’

“Yes” Geary explained patiently. “I’'m the one who ordered hisarrest.”
“Oh. Yes. But you want to see him now?’

“Seehimand talk to him.”

The doctor frowned in thought, then nodded. “It’ s not contraindicated for someone in Captain Falco's
condition, and of course since you won't be physicaly present, there’ sno bodily risk to either of you. |
would advise you not to forcefully confront him with histrue status.”

“I've no intention of doing that. | assume the software in the fleet conference room can handle avirtua
vist by meto Faco's stateroom. Give methe link and any necessary access codes.”

That generated more frowns and warnings about medica procedures and privacy, but the doctor
eventualy coughed up the information that Geary needed. He broke the connection with asense of relief
and headed for the conference room, trying to fight off a sense of gloom.

Hedidn't like contemplating what had happened to Falco. Part of him wanted to hate Falco for causing
the needless deaths of shipsand their crews. Part of him just fdlt pity for the man. Part of him was afraid
of how much more damage Falco might causeif he were brought back to redlity, or at |least the version of
redlity to which Falco had long subscribed.

Geary made sure he sedled the hatch to the conference room under his own access code, activated the
meeting software and its highest level of security, then entered the data to access Falco.

A moment later the image of Captain Falco stood before him, impeccably attired in his uniform, looking
asif he'd just been engaged in something important. Falco gazed around, then focused on Geary. “ Y es?’
After amoment, Falco' s expression shifted from annoyed to the practiced, automatic smile of
camaraderie that Geary remembered.

“Captain Faco, | waswondering if you had time to discuss afew things,” Geary began carefully.

“Time? A fleet commander like myself has many responsibilities, you know,” Falco lectured, then flashed
thesmileagain. “But | can dways sparetimefor afdlow officer. I’ ve ingructed the Marine honor guard
sentries outside my stateroom to ensure any officer who wants to see me has access.”

Asthe doctor had said, Falco till believed he wasin command of the fleet, even rationdizing the
presence of the Marine guards outside his door as sentriesin kegping with his status. Did he even
recognize Geary?“It'san operationa question, about movements of the fleet.”

“Yes. Of course. I’ ve been reviewing the situation. | haven't yet reached adecison on wherewe' |l go
from here”

That was close enough to what Geary had told Rione to make him want to flinch, but he managed to
avoid showing it. “May 1?7’ he asked Fal co, then activated the star display showing the surrounding
region. Falco gave the display a confident look asif he were dready intimately familiar with it. “The
fleet'sat Ixion.”



“Of course. Thelatest offensveisgoing well,” Falco declared.
“Uh...yes. But we re heading back to Alliance space now.”

“Hmmm.” Falco studied the display, then appeared briefly confused for amoment. “Hypernet. The
Syndic hypernet.”

“We can useit,” Geary stated. “But the Syndicswill try to destroy any gate before we can reach it.”

“Yes. Naturaly.” Falco pointed. “The most direct route to Alliance spaceis T’ negu. But we' re not going
there”

Geary had expected Falco to say T’ negu was the only reasonable choice. “We re not?’

“Of coursenot.” Falco upped the brightness on his companionable amile. “It' satrgp! Obvious, you
see?’ Geary nodded, not seeing &t al. “Mines. The system will be carpeted with them.” Faco's
expression fatered again. “Mines.” Geary wondered if Falco was remembering the damage a Syndic
minefield had wresked at Vidha

Geary hadn’'t congdered the possibility of the Syndics planting ahuge number of minesat T’ negu, yet it
made perfect sense. The approach to Alliance space necked down here. To keep going in that direction,
T negu was the only option. The system had no habitable worlds and only asmall Syndic presence left
ingde underground cities on one planet with too little heat from the sun and too little aamosphere. Every
jump point in the star system could be provided not with just asingle minefield but turned into a maze of
minefields subject only to the limits of the Syndic mineinventory.

Faco was dill staring toward the star display but not saying anything. “Where should we go instead?’
Geary prompted.

“Where?” Faco blinked, his eyesreturning to Geary, and then going back to the display. “Lakota.”
“Lakota? There sahypernet gate at Lakota. The Syndicswill be easily ableto reinforce the star system.”

“Exactly! They know that we know that! Which meansthey don’'t need to reinforce it, because they think
we'll beafraid to go there!” Faco grinned triumphantly. “We' Il surprisethem.”

Geary tried to get hismind around Falco' srationae. It made sense, inaway. And it certainly wasn't
what Geary would have thought of doing. Was Faco right? The Syndics were clearly feding the effects
of thelossesthe Alliance fleet had inflicted on them in the last few months. They’d lost alot of ships.
Would they risk leaving Lakotalightly defended believing that the Alliance fleet wouldn’t dare go there?

Faco didn’t know about the destruction of the hypernet gate at Sancere, didn’t know that the Syndics
had demonstrated the will to destroy a hypernet gate rather than let the Alliance fleet useit. But the
Syndics knew that the Alliance fleet was aware of that.

“Therewill be a Syndic force guarding the hypernet gate,” Geary pointed out. “ They can't afford not to
have a decent-szed flatillain the system.”

“Of course,” Faco said again with adismissve wave. “Nothing we can't handle. We |l be able to wipe
out those defenders, bombard the inhabited world into rubble, then leave as we choose.”

That could be s, though Geary had no intention of bombarding civilian targets. The materidsfrom
Badur that Lieutenant Iger had shown him had merely confirmed his own beliefsthat an Alliance strategy
of unconditiona warfare had serioudy backfired. Average Syndicate Worlds citizens feared the Alliance,



feared to have their home worlds devastated, and so fought all the harder to defeat the Alliance. But did
the rest of Falco's argument make sense? Was Falco crazy like afox in this case?

Geary studied the display. Using jump drives, Lakotadid have accessto three stars besides Ixion.
[t might work.

“Thank you, Captain Falco. I'm sorry | disturbed you.” Falco smiled again, and Geary felt astab of guilt
at deceiving aman who was mentaly ill. “ Areyou doing al right?’

Faco frowned dightly. “All right? Y es, of course. Aside from the stresses of command. Y ou know how
that is. But I’'m honored to be able to serve the Alliance in any way | can. It smy duty.” The smile
returned.

“Do you need anything?’

“We should have afleet conference soon. Set it up, will you, Captain...?’

“Geary.”

“Redly? Some rdation of the great hero?’

Geary nodded. “ Somerelation. Yes.”

“Marvelous. Now if you'll excuse me, duty cdls.” Falco stood and looked around uncertainly.

Geary broke the connection, and Falco’ simage vanished. Damn. Damn, damn, damn.

“LAKQTA!?” Victoria Rione wasn't quite screaming. “Where did you get that idea?” Her facelit with
horrified redization. “Y ou spoke with Captain Falco this afternoon. Did he suggest that? And you
ligened to him?’

“|I—" Geary dtared at her. “Y ou know | talked to Falco? | put that conference under my tightest security
% .”

“I don’t know what you said, if that makes you fed better.” Rione turned away, shaking her head.
“Pleasetdl meyou didn't ask hisadvice.”

“Not in so many words.” Geary felt defensive and knew that Rione had every reason to be incredulous
with him. “I wanted to know what he would do.”

“Something stupid! | could havetold you that!”

“Hedidn’'t want togoto T negu.”

Rione spun back to face Geary and watched him with narrowed eyes.
“Fdco thought T’ negu would be atrap.”

Rione threw her hands up. “And now | find that | agree with Captain Falco about something. | never
thought that would happen.”

Geary checked to make sure the hatch into his stateroom was sedled. He didn’t want anyone overhearing
any part of this debate. “L ook, | wouldn't go to Lakota.”



“Thendon't.”

“The Syndics probably know | wouldn’t go there,” Geary explained with al the patience he could
mugter. “They know where I’ m likely to go, one of the other starswithin reach of Ixion. They know
wherethisfleet will goiif it keeps on the straightest possible course toward home. Lakota does't match
ether of those”

“Because going thereis stupid!”

“The Syndics know it’d be stupid for usto go there, and we know it’ d be stupid for usto go there, so
maybe that’ sthe last thing they’ d expect usto do!”

Rione stared a him. “Y ou' re serious.”

“Yed” Geary paced, then paused to turn on the star display in his stateroom and center it on Ixion.
“T’negu istoo clearly apossible objective for us. We can't go there without assuming every jJump point is
laced with far more mines than we found waiting for us here. Going back to Daiquon wouldn't achieve
anything except hurting moradein thisfleet and might land usin the lap of a Syndic force pursuing us
through systemswe' ve visited. Vosta takes us up and back into Syndic territory, and there are only two
gtars reachable using jump drives from Vosta. Koparatakes us off to one side, neither gaining nor losing
much ground toward the Alliance, and has only one star ble using jump drives. Dansk, according
to our intelligence and the records we' ve captured, isaregiond military headquarters and certain to be
heavily defended. That leaves Lakota.”

Rione looked from the display to Geary, her expression guarded, then back to the display. “Where
would Cgptain Geary go?’

“Voga” Geary scowled at the display. “To throw off pursuit.”

“But the Syndics have aready seen you backtrack that way more than once.”
“Yegh.”

“Would they think you' d go to Kopara?’

“Doubtful. They’d only haveto place strong forces in two star syslemsto trap us. It'd be niceif they
thought | wasthat dumb, but | can’t count on it.”

Her expression hardened. 'Y ou managed to get usto Ixion, where you don't like any of the options.”

Heamost snarled in reply but redized the truth of her statement. “1 didn’t think we'd makeit to Ixion. |
thought the Syndics would react faster, and we' d divert at Daiquon from the dash toward the Alliance.”

“And you're basing your plan now on the hope that the Syndicswon’t think you' re stupid? Listen to
yourself, taking advice from Falco! Falco has aways been anidiot, and now he' saninsaneidiot.” Rione
walked around the star display, burying her face in both hands. “ John, don’t do it. Don’t take the fleet to
Lakota”

She' d never called him by just hisfirst name before. “The other options aren’t that good. If Lakota
works—"

The hands came down, and Rione glared at him. “I1f! What if it doesn’t? What will your options be then?’

“We can avoid combat, proceed across the system, and jump to another objective.”



Rione s head sagged. “Do you honestly believe that thisfleet will alow you to refuse battle? Yes, it did
S0 after the losses suffered in the Syndic home systemn, when everyone was so shocked their ingtinctive
urgeto suicidal chargeswastemporarily thrown off. But if you try to avoid battle at Lakota, some of your
shipswill turn to engage, and then what will you do?’

That was something he hadn’'t considered. Geary stared past her, thinking. “Y ou redly believe some of
them would do that? The oneswho work against me, people like Casia, don’t seem the sort to risk
themsdvesin heroic charges againgt huge odds.”

“They’ re not the ones you have to worry about! What did the living stars give you for brains, John
Geary?’ Rione stepped closer and grabbed hisarms. “ The ones most dangerous to you are the ones who
believein you enough to offer you a dictatorship but not enough to accept changing their own ways of
thinking! Ask the officersyou trust most. Roberto Duellos. HE |l tell you. Even TanyaDegani will tell

you. If you don’t believe me, then ask them!”

It made agreat deal of sense. “| guessthere are advantages at timesto thinking like a politician.”

“Thank you. | think,” Rione flung a him as she sscomped off and pointed at the display again. “If they’d
never believe you' d go to Kopara—"

“Nol! If we get trapped at Kopara, there' sno way out! Lakotaleaves us options.” He glared at the
display, then shifted hisgaze to Rione. “Why haven't you said it?’

She glared back. “What?’

“Threaten to tell the ships from the Calas Republic and the Rift Federation not to follow my orders
anymore. Why haven't you warned methat you' d do that?’

“Because | don't makethreats| can no longer back up,” Rione replied angrily. “Please don't pretend
that you don't know the loyalties of my own commanders are now split. No matter what | said, many
would il follow you.”

“Redly?’ His surprise must have showed. “1 haven't tried to subvert their loyaty to—"

“Aiyeel” Rioneydledin rage, stepped close again, and thumped afist onto Geary’ s chest. “ Stop
pretending that you' re that big afool! They beievein you, John Geary! Because you' ve brought the fleet
thisfar and won some notable victories dong the way! They believe that you are Black Jack and that
you' |l savethem and the Alliance! They believe that you' re not apolitician, and in that they are certainly
correct. But you' ve earned their trust.” She thrust an angry forefinger at the display. “Don’t repay that
trust by taking them to Lakotal”

“Hdl.” Geary let himsdf drop into anearby seet, feding suddenly weary. “ Do you think | don’t spend
every minute of every day trying to do the best | can by the people who' ve placed their trust in me?’

Her rage visibly faded, leaving Rione eyeing Geary with apparent hel plessness. “What are you going to
do?’

“Call afleet conference. See how they react to Lakota.”

“They’ll loveit. Just the sort of bold stroke that Black Jack Geary would do.” Rione sagged into a seat
aswell.

After aminute of silence, Geary looked over at her. “Madam Co-President, have you ever heard of
something called a Geary Complex?’



Rione raised her head and bent one eyebrow upward. “Yes. It was first mentioned to me years ago when
afdlow senator wastelling me about Captain Falco. Y ou finaly heard about it?’

“I’m curious as to why you never accused me of having one.”
“Y ou could scarcely be accused of imagining you were Captain John Geary.”

“I think there' s at least one fleet doctor who suspectsthat,” Geary replied dryly. “I don't get it. You're
different thistime.”

“Why, thank you,” Rione ground out. “What is that supposed to mean?’

“ Among other things, that you haven’t given me any warnings about the dangers posed by Black Jack,
about what might happenif | start believing | redlly am him.”

Rione shrugged. “1’ ve stated those warnings many times, and you seem well aware of them. Saying them
again would probably be overkill.”

“That’ s never stopped you before.”

“Perhapsit’stime | warned you about that misplaced sense of humor you have,” Rione stated in a
dangerous voice. “Isthere some point you' re trying to make?’

“Yes.” Geary studied her before answering. “ Y ou're strongly opposed to theidea of thisfleet going to
Lakota. Y ou think I'm mistaken; you think | may betrying to live up to the reputation of Black Jack. But
you haven't exploded a me. Y ou haven't stormed out of this stateroom or uttered barely veiled warnings
about what might happen to me persondly if | redly start acting like Black Jack would act. Why haven't
you done any of that?’

She shrugged, looking away. “Maybe I’ m trying to be unpredictable. Y ou think I’ll do that, and | know
you think I’ [l do that, so I'm doing something else. Though in my casewhat I’'m doingisn't stupid.”

“Y ou’ ve got quite asense of humor yoursdlf.” Geary dropped any pretense or mockery from hisvoice,
“Serioudy. What' s changed?’

It took Rione alittle whileto reply; then she finally looked back at him. “To put it bluntly, | haveissued
dire warnings before about the actions you planned to take. Every singletime | was certain that | was
right, and every singletimeit turned out that | was wrong and you were right. Sancereis only the largest
of those migudgments I’ ve made. There'sno way of knowing wherethisfleet would beif you' d listened
tome, but | find it hard to believe that it would be in a better state or that our enemieswould have
suffered anything like the losses they have endured.”

“You trust me?’ His surprise must have been obvious.

Rione smiled wryly. “I’'m afraid so. | think going to Lakotaisamistake. I’ vetold you that, and I’ ve told
you my reasons. You' ve listened. Yes, | noticed that you did. Now, given our respective track records, |
don't fed | havetheright to work againgt your ingtincts. They’ ve been right too many times.” She
paused, searching hiseyes. “Yes, | know you' rewondering if your instincts are right about me. Y ou
aren’'t surewhy | returned to you, why | chose to share your bed in thefirst place, or why | came back
toit”

He nodded. “ That’ strue.”

“And you won't ask me, because you don’t know if you' d believe whatever I'd tell you. Don't deny it. |



see the hegtation within you. | deserveit.”
“| didn't say—"

“Youdon't haveto.” Rione spread her hands. “Do you want meto say | love you? | won't. Y ou know
wheremy heartis”

“Thenwhy?’ Geary demanded. “Why are you degping with me?’

“You'reirresstible to women. Didn’'t you know that?” Rione laughed. Y ou should have seen the look
on your face.”

He smiled back at her, redizing that Rione would never actually answer the question but just provide
more words, the sincerity of which he could never prove. “1I'll think some more about it.”

“About Lakota? Will you?’ Rion€ s laughter faded, and she nodded. “ Maybe that’ swhy | cameto you,
John Geary. Maybe that’ swhy I’ll be with you tonight.”

“What about when we return to Alliance space? Assuming we makeit. Will you walk off this ship on my
arm?Will you il spend the nights with me?’

Sheregarded him silently for along moment. “Y ou ask apolitician what she'll doin the future? Yes. Do
you believe me?’

“l don’t know.”

“Good job. I'll teach you abit about politiciansyet. You' |l need that when you get home.” She stood up
and extended one hand. “Come on. Let’ s get something to eat. Publicly. Together. We need to let the
fleet seethat their hero is happy.”

Geary stood up aswell, still feding tired. “I suppose | can try to pretend to be happy for afew hours.”

“You'll dofine” Sheamiled again, differently thistime. “ And then we'll come back here, and you and |
will make each other truly happy for awhile.”

Even through the excitement that promise generated, Geary wished he could see what shewasredly
thinking a that moment.

“IT hasn't been easy deciding on our next course of action,” Geary announced to the images of the fleet
captains gathered in the conference room. The tension was like that before a battle. Obvious opponents
like Captains Casiaand Midea and Commander Y in were poised to pounce if Geary suggested anything
that could be congtrued asinsufficiently aggressive.

Hisdlies, like Captains Duellos, Tulev, and Cresida, werejust as clearly worried that Geary would
propose something designed to placate the fleet, which would aso put it in serious danger. He d talked
to dl of them, one-onone, before this meeting, trying to assure them that he’ d thought this out. He hoped
he' d convinced them.

Near him, the real presence of Captain Degani waited, her attention focused on Geary’ s opponents as if
she were abodyguard. Farther down the table, where the commanders of the shipsfrom the Callas
Republic were gathered, the virtual presence of Co-President Rione sat among them. She' d chosen that
over physical attendance to ensure that the shipsfrom her republic felt that Rione was till committed to



them. But it left Geary wondering how much Rione might have held back in their discussion, whether she
would redlly back him or stay silent or offer atelling word againgt Geary’ s plan when debate started.

The gtar digplay flared to life. “Y ou're dl familiar with our options, I'm sure. T’ negu, dtractive asit
looks, iscertainly atrap.”

“Wemadeit easly thisfar dong asraight track for Alliance space,” Captain Casainterrupted.

“And have thereby established a pattern the Syndics can see with both eyes closed,” Duellos responded.
“T’neguistalor-made for extensve minefidds”

“My thoughts exactly,” Geary agreed, then pinned Casiawith aglare before he could spesk again. “The
other stlarswe can reach al offer various shortcomings, various degrees of threets. After long thought and
consultation with others, I’ ve concluded our best objectiveis Lakota.”

Captain Midea made to speak, then choked off the words as what Geary had said got through to her.
“Lakota?’ shefinally asked.

“Yes.” Whether or not he ended up surprising the Syndics, he' d certainly surprised Midea. That was
reassuring, Snce it meant his opponents’ spiesin the fleet hadn’t been ableto discover hisplans earlier.
“Therewill be aSyndic flotillathere to guard the hypernet gate in that system. But the Syndics may
regard our arriva there as o unlikely that the flotillawill be too wesk to stop us.”

“Can we use the gate oursalves?’ someone demanded breathlesdy.

“If possible,” Geary replied in an even voice. He couldn’t afford for any illusionsto exist about thet. “But
we know the Syndics are willing to destroy their own hypernet gatesto avoid us using them, and the
flotillaat Lakotawill certainly have ordersto do just that. If we re very lucky, we may catch that flotilla
out of position and be able to reach the gate before the Syndics can. That’ savery long shot, though. If
the Syndics do start to destroy that gate...” Helet the sentence hang, dlowing each officer to bring up
their own memories of what the collapse of the hypernet gate at Sancere had been like.

“We can il charge the gate, try to stop them,” argued Commander Yin.

“Speaking persondly,” the captain of Daring said, “1’d redlly prefer not to be near acollapsing hypernet
gateagan.”
“Me, ether,” the captain of Diamond added. “If Orion wantsto take on thejob, I'll gladly let her do s0.”

Commander Yin glowered at both of the other commanding officers but gpparently had enough senseto
redize that picking afight with them would only expose her to further ridicule.

“How many Syndics might be at Lakota?’ asked the captain of the Warspite. “We ve hurt them alotin
the last severd battles and torn up the ships under construction at Sancere aong with the shipyardsthere.
If the bunch we found waiting for us here at Ixion is any measure, the Syndics are desperate for ships
right now.”

Captain Tulev answered, his voice somber, “ Recal our own seriouslossesin the Syndic home system.
Every losswe have inflicted on the Syndic fleet since then has only gone to baance out the shipswe lost
in the ambush there.”

Grim slencefdl around the conference table. No one denied the truth of Tulev' s satement.

“But the Syndic warships we destroyed here had totaly green crews,” Commander Neeson of the



Implacable noted. “ They shouldn’t have been sent on an actual combat mission.”

“True,” Captain Dudlos agreed. “ Captain Geary and | have discussed this, and we bdlieve the Syndics
regarded our arrival at I1xion as unlikely and sent their most qudified shipsto other star systems.”

“But that meansthey are short of ships,” Neeson argued.

“Short in the sense that they need to try to establish local superiority over us at more than one location,
sncethey can't know exactly where we re going,” Duellos pointed out. “ They certainly have increasing
difficulty doing that.”

“And with any luck,” Geary added, “that will affect the type of force we encounter at Lakota.”
“Did you discuss this matter with Senator Rione?” Captain Midea asked.

Geary eyed her dispassionatdly, thinking that Midealooked more like a Syndic CEO every time he
noticed her. “The proper titleis Co-President Rione of the Callas Republic, Captain Midea, though sheis
aso amember of the Alliance Senate. Yes, | did discussit with her.”

“Then going to Lakotais her decison?’

Backs dtiffened dl dong the table. Geary had no difficulty measuring the reaction to that suggestion. He
aso knew that if Rione was going to object to the plan at this conference, she' d just been handed the
perfect vehiclefor doing that. “As| have stated before, Co-President Rione does not make decisions
regarding the movements of thisfleet,” he stated firmly.

Rione spoke up, her voiceflat. “Asamember of the Alliance Senate, | have no command authority in this
fleet, Captain Midea. Were you unaware of that?’

Midea sface reddened. “If Co-President Rione has agreat dedl of influence over the decisons of the
commander of thisfleet, it anountsto the samething.”

Rione smiled thinly. “I’m perfectly willing to swear on the honor of my ancestorsthat Captain Geary has
rarely followed my advice regarding the movements of thisfleet.”

“The honor of apoalitician,” someone muttered.

Some but not dl of the commanding officers from the Callas Republic ships scowled. A number of other
officers around the table reacted to the insult with smal smiles. Most kept their expressions unreveding.

Geary knew his own fedings were easy enough to read. “Does my honor satisfy anyone who doubts
what Co-President Rione said?’ he challenged. Rione hadn’t used the opportunity to openly express her
doubtsin Geary’ sdecison, leaving him both relieved and grateful.

Only silence answered him, until Captain Mosko spoke awvkwardly. “Y ou’ d be expected to defend her,
Captain Geary. Under the circumstances of your relationship. That's dso the act of an honorable officer.”

“Co-President Rione does not give ordersto Captain Geary, and if shetried to do so, he wouldn't
listen,” Captain Degani stated in aclear, emotionless voice. “ That is my judgment from direct observation
of Captain Geary on the bridge of Dauntless. | say thison my honor, and | trust no one believesthat
Co-Presdent Rione and | have any relationship that would obligate me to defend her.”

“Y ou obvioudy fed obligated to defend Captain Geary,” Captain Mideareplied in atonethat implied
that Degani’ s obligation wasn't based on purely professona grounds.



Degani turned a hard gaze on her fellow officer. “ Captain Midea, | will defend any officer who can
defeat our enemies, especidly one who can do so as Captain Geary does. Heis my fleet commander,
and he has honor. My enemies are the Syndics and anyone who assststhem.”

The sllence thistime held an even sharper edge of tenson. Captain Casia broke it, though with seeming
reluctance to back Midea sintemperate words. “ Discussion and debate among commanding officersare
accepted within the fleet. They are not cause for accusations of treason.”

“Did | accuse someone of treason?’ Degani asked.

Geary spokein the awkward quiet that followed. “ Open discussion and debate are accepted, though not
once a course of action has been decided upon. | know there are some officersin this fleet who say
thingsin private that they declineto repeat openly. I’ ve said before and will repest that | encourage
suggestions and congtructive comments, but | also repeat that as the commander of thisfleet, | havethe
duty and responsibility to make the decisions and issue the orders.”

Captain Badaya nodded. “That' s what we' ve learned to expect of you,” he stated with a scornful glance
toward Casia. “If we can't use the hypernet gate at L akota, what will be the next objective?’

Grateful for achance to get back to discussing operational mattersrather than real or imagined
relationships, Geary gestured toward the display. “We' d have a couple of good options. Which way we
go will depend partly on whatever wefind in Lakotaand how much combat results from that.” He
looked down the virtua length of the table toward Captain Tyrosian and the other auxiliaries
commanders. “ Thanksto the outstanding efforts of our auxiliaries, we' ve been ableto get fud cdl and
expendable munitions stocks back up to decent levels, even though we' re short of one hundred percent
across the board. But doing that has used up a mgjority of the raw materials we ve acquired to date.
We Il need to find moreto restock the bunkersin the auxiliaries. The urgency of that restocking will
depend on how many fuel cellswe haveto burn at Lakota and how many weapons we have to expend.”

“We seem to spend agreet ded of time elther guarding the auxiliaries or getting them restocked,”
Intrepid’ s commanding officer grumbled.

“If wedidn't,” Captain Duelos pointed out in acheerful voice, “you’ d bein a Syndic labor camp by
now, sinceit’shard to fight without fuel or weapons.”

The commander of Bracer nodded. “My ship took alot of damage at Daiquon. The engineers have been
working themselves to exhaustion hel ping us on the repairs. My crew and | are happy to continue
escorting them while we re being brought back to fully operationa status.”

A number of officerslooked toward Commander Yin and the acting commanding officers of Mgestic
and Warrior. All three battleships were having extensive damage repaired, and none of their commanding
officers had spoken up for the auxiliaries. “We re grateful, too,” Commander Suram of Warrior stated
quickly. “We may be operationd intimefor Lakota.”

Revenge s cgptain smiled. “ The Fourth Division hasn't been the same without you.” The smile faded.
“We gill owethe Syndicsfor Triumph. We' Il be glad to have Warrior helping us pay them back some
more.”

Damage. Geary frowned down at thetable, trying to recal the details of his most badly damaged ships.
Titan had repaired the mine damage it had suffered, and Warrior was coming along well, but both Orion
and Maestic were dill barely capable, and anumber of lighter units were working hard to get back in
shape. If he only had two months free of Syndic pursuit in aresource-rich star system....with adockyard
avallable...abig dockyard...l might aswell wish for an unguarded Syndic hypernet gate. That’ s about as



likely to happen. “Wewill continue paying back the Syndics,” he added out loud. “ The fleet will be
adjugting its course for the jump point to Lakota. We' |l enter the jump point alittle dower than we did
here and this time execute an immediate preplanned turn to port right out of the jump exit at Lakotato
avoid any Syndic minefields. We |l be prepared again to fight coming out of jump, but | don’t expect to
encounter avery close blocking force at Lakotalike we did here.”

“Once the Syndics authorities here in Ixion report on how easily we wiped out the defenders of the jump
point from Daiquon, | don't think the Syndic high command will be repesting that tactic,” Tulev
observed.

“They’ll only repest it if we' relucky,” Geary replied, drawing some more amiles. “ Arethere any
questions? Good. I'll seeyou dl againin Lakota”

Thistime asthefigures of the ship captains vanished rapidly, they left four figuresin the conference room
beside Geary. Captain Degani, of course, but also Captains Badaya, Dudllos, and Tyrosian.

Tyrosian gave surprised glances to Badaya and Dudllos, then spoke rapidly. I just wanted to thank you,
Captain Geary, for appreciating the role we play. I’ ve worked for anumber of commanders who just see
the difficulties auxiliaries create. It's good to work for someone who knows we re necessary.”

“I'm very grateful to have Witch, Titan, Jnn, and Goblininthe flest,” Geary assured her. “They’re
invaluable, and the efforts of their crews have been extraordinary. Please pass that on to those ships.”

Tyrosian nodded, sduted hatily, then vanished.

Captain Badayafrowned toward Captain Degani. “Y ou shouldn't have to put up with nonsense like that
from someone like Midea. Three years ago she amost got court-martialed for inappropriate behavior
with her executive officer, and now she' s publicly implying misconduct on your part.”

Degani made aface. “The words of someone like her don't bother me.”

“Thefleet would be better off if Mideawere relieved of command,” Badaya continued. “Unlessshe hasa
firm hand on her, Midea has dways tended to impulsive actions without thinking them through. There
wouldn’t be much objection to be her being relieved, Captain Geary. She doesn’t have agood
reputation. But then neither does Captain Casia”

“Nor did Captain Numos,” Dudlos pointed out. “Y et many listened to him.”

“That'sso,” Badayaadmitted. “But the numbers of such officersare not increasing. I'm not the flegt
commander, | don’t presumeto tell him what to do, but | just want him to know that he need not tolerate
Mided snonsense. And | did wish to express my regret to Captain Degani, though | supposethere's
worse fates than to be thought of as Captain Geary’ s choice.”

Degani flushed, clearly not pleased at the last comment, though Badaya didn’t seem to notice. “ Thank
you, Captain Badaya,” she stated without warmth.

Badayasmiled, saluted crisply, and then hisimage left aswell.

Captain Degani shook her head, then exhaled heavily. “1 suppose | shouldn’t be left donewith you, Sir,”
shetold Geary in an exasperated and angry voice, “ 0 I'll depart before Captain Duellos does.”

Duellos stepped forward. “ Tanya, those who know you pay no attention to the rumors.”

Shenodded. “My thanks. But | ill care what those who don't know methink.” Saluting aswell, Degani



walked quickly out of the room.
Geary gazed after her, hisjaw tight. “ She doesn’t deserve that.”

“No,” Dudlos agreed, “though, contrary to the opinion of Captain Badaya, getting rid of Captain Midea
wouldn't improvethings. | think it more likely that such an action would merdly spread rumorsthat you' d
tried to sllence her for spesking up.”

“You're probably right. That thing that Badaya said about her needing to be kept on atight rein, does
that match your impresson?’

Duelos nodded. “Ironic, isn't it? Captain Numoas, who impresses few people as a capabl e officer,
managed to control Midea so well that her recklessness wasn't even apparent when he was in command
of that battleship divison.”

“That isironic. | never thought I’ d have grounds for thinking Numos had any leadership skills.” Geary
exhaled heavily, looking back toward where Captain Degani had sat. “How can | put alid on those
rumors? All | can think isthat the best thing | can do for Degani isto keep treating her like afellow
officer and nothing more.”

“I think so, though | don’t believe it helped things when Badaya somewhat clumsily blessed the idea of
her as your companion. Even though hedidn’t say it, having apalitician a your Sdeisn’t nearly as
desrablein the eyes of many.”

“Who | have a my sdeisnobody’ s businessbut mine! Aslong as|’m behaving honorably and not
violating regulations, that is,” Geary added.

“| don't deny that. But you' re not just any fleet commander, and paliticians, even ones as upright as
Co-Presdent Rioneissaid to be, are not trusted. Those who think like Badaya doubtless see your
leaving her in favor of Degani asthe best possible outcome, two fleet officersruling the Alliance.”
Dudllos paused before speaking again. “Would you do it?’

“What?" Geary stared at Dudlos. “How can you even ask if I'd do that? | dready said | wouldn't treat
Degani that way.”

Dudllos bent one corner of hismouth in aderisive smile. “ Sorry. | accepted your statement about Captain
Degani. | wasreferring to the offer that Captain Badaya made to you recently.”

“Oh.” Geary’ s outrage subsided, and he shook his head. “No. | didn’t and won't accept that offer, and |
told him that. How many people know about it?’

“Probably every commanding officer inthefleet.” Duellos gazed straight into Geary’ seyes. “I’'m glad
you're so firm on the matter. | have my faults and my share of frustration with our political leaders, but |
take my oath to the Alliance serioudly. | couldn’t support you in that. I’ d have to oppose you.”

Geary just nodded, thinking that of course Duelloswould remain loyd to the government. “Is Badaya
right? Would most of the fleet back such amove by me?1’m hoping you'll say no.”

“Unfortunately, | can’t say that. Most likely two-thirds of the fleet would accept you as dictator, though
the exact reasons might vary from captain to captain.” Duelloslooked away for amoment. “And of those
captains who wouldn’t back the move, at least some would be deposed by their crewsin favor of
anyone you appointed.”

Geary rubbed hisforehead with both hands, trying to think. “1 don’t even want to ask Colond Carabdi



for fear she'll believe I’ m sounding her out.”

“The Marines?’ Duellos frowned in concentration. “Now, there sawild card. Great persond loyalty to
you, no doubt, but their loydty to the Allianceislegendary.” He shrugged. “It doesn't redly metter. If the
crews go for you, there aren’t enough Marines to overwhelm them.”

“I can’t believe I’ m talking about this.” Geary shook his head, walking dowly to one side of the room
and then back. He had to make afirm stand on this, both on the outsde and in hisown mind. “| won't
accept Badaya s offer.”

Dudlossmiled. “Good. Not that | believed you would, but the stakes are so high, it feels comforting to
betold so directly. | wouldn't want to be on the opposite side from you.”

“That makestwo of us,” Geary replied with hisown amile. “1 think we Il dways be on the same side.”
“Tanya Degani would follow you. She’ d be torn, but she' d be loyd to you.”
“Why areyou tdling methat?’

“Because | don't think you’ d ever ask her to break her oath, and she surely wouldn't under any other
conditions, but | wanted you to know that she would do what you asked.”

“Thanks.” Though Geary wasn't sure why Duellos had wanted him to know that. “How do you fed
about going to Lakotanow? Still worried?’

Duelos amiled dightly again. “Aren’t you? It' sarisk. Anyplace we go from hereisarisk. | think it sa
risk worth taking. Sooner or later, no matter how well we guess and plan, our luck will run out, and this
fleet will find itsdlf in serioustrouble. We might aswell dielike warriors reaching for the starsrather than
like mice hiding in shadows.”

“Evenif there’'salot of Syndicsat Lakota, that doesn't mean thisfleet will die”

“Hopefully not. But if it does, you' ve helped us even the odds after the disaster in the Syndic home
system. If we take enough Syndics with uswhen we go, the Alliance will ill have achance.” Dudlos
sduted. “I'll seeyouin Lakota”

“WE'VE got company, Sir.”

Geary jerked awake in his darkened stateroom at the sound of Degani’ s voice, dapping the comm panel
to acknowledge the message. “How many?’

“Eight Syndic capital shipshave arrived in Ixion viathe jump point from Dansik. Four battleships and four
battle cruisers, accompanied by six heavy cruisers and a standard mix of light cruisersand HuKs.

They’ re about two light-hours distant, relative bearing off of our starboard beam, moving at about point
onelight as of two hours ago.”

“They’ ve probably turned toward us sincethen.”

“Yes, gr. Hereit is. W€ re seeing the turn start now, but | don’t think they’ Il try an intercept. We' re four
hours and ten minutes from arriva at the jump point to Lakota.”

“No,” Geary agreed. At point one light just covering two light-hours' distance would take twenty hours.
Since the Syndics were coming toward the Alliance fleet a an angle asthe Alliance ships kept moving,



the distance to be covered would be even greater. “They'|l trail usthrough whatever jump exit we use
and comein behind usthere.” The enemy had been sighted, but there was absolutely nothing to do about
it. Turning his own fleet to intercept the Syndics would be worse than usdless, since the new flotillawould
samply avoid action while awaiting more reinforcements. “ Thanks for the information. Continue on course
for the jump point to Lakota.”

“Yes, dr,” Degani replied.

He lay back down, feding guilty. Degani was on the bridge, monitoring the Situation and watching the
enemy, while he wasin his stateroom in bed. Of course there was nothing he could do on the bridge, but
it fill felt wrong.

One of Rion€e' s hands snaked dowly over hischest. “They’ll be coming after usto Lakota?’ she
murmured in hisear.

“Y eah. Sorry that woke you.”

“That'sdl right. You'll probably have trouble getting back to deep.” Her hand did lower. “There sno
sensein wasting us both being awake, isthere?’

News of Syndic warshipsarriving in this star system didn’t seem to have upset Rione. Or maybe shewas
trying to distract him from hisworries. Or maybe she was ill very worried about what would happen at
Lakotaand really didn’t want to waste any opportunities together.

After afew moments, he stopped caring about her motivation.

GEARY sat on the bridge of Dauntless, eyeing the display showing hisfleet. He'd arranged it in an old
formation known as Echo Five, consigting of five subformations resembling coins, each adisk facing
forward with alittle depth to it. Leading the fleet was Echo Five One, built around the remnants of
Captain Cresda s Fifth Battle Cruiser Divison plusthe understrength Seventh Battle Cruiser Divison.
Two battle cruiser divisonstotaling only five ships combined. That was depressing if he dared think
about it. With the heavy cruisers, light cruisers, and destroyers attached, the vanguard had decent fighting

capability.

On either sde of the main body sat Echo Five Two and Five Three, Five Two containing the eight battle
cruisers of the First and Second Divisons plus plenty of lighter units, while Five Three was built around
the eight battleships of the Second and Fifth Divisions pluslighter support. In the rear of the fleet, Echo

Five Five contained the four auxiliaries, the damaged warships with them including Warrior, Orion, and
Maestic, plus Indefatigable, Defiant, and Audacious from the Seventh Baitleship Divison.

Theremaining five battle cruisers, including Dauntless, the thirteen other battleships, and the two scout
battleships, formed the core of the main body in Fox Five Four, therest of the heavy cruisers, light
cruisers, and destroyers escorting them. Taken dl in dl, the Alliance fleet should be able to handle
anything it encountered coming out of the jump exit at Lakota.

“All units have dowed to point zero four light speed,” Captain Degani reported. “ All unitsreport
prepared to jump.”

Geary nodded dowly, hoping hewasn't findly making the mistake he' d dreaded since assuming
command of thisfleet. “ All units, be prepared for combat upon exiting jump at Lakota. All units, jump



EIGHT

FIVE and ahdf daysto Lakota. Another five and ahaf days of staring at the endless gray nothingness of
jump space.

“Areyou dl right?’ Rione asked him.

“Worried,” Geary replied, keeping hiseyes on the display.

She sat down next to him, her own gaze going to the display. “ So tell me, how wasit in the lights of jJump
space?”

“Very funny.”

“I’'m not entirely joking, you know.” Rione took adeep breath. “ Do you remember anything?’

Heglanced a her. “'Y ou mean from survival deep?’

“Yes. A hundred years. There aren't alot of people who' ve been kept suspended that long and lived.
Only onel know of, actualy.”

“Lucky me.” Geary thought about the question. 1 don’'t honestly know. Sometimes| think | remember
dreams, but those could be memories of dreams before the battle at Grendd. | jumped into the escape
pod as my ship was about to blow up without time to have thought about the battle or what had
happened, and when the doctorsin this fleet woke me up, it was asif I'd only been adeep for afew
moments. | didn’t believe them at first. Thought it was some Syndic trick. | couldn’t believe that everyone
I’d ever known was dead, everything I’ d known lost a hundred yearsin the past.”

“And then you found out you’ d become Black Jack Geary, mythica hero of the Alliance,” Rione added
softly.

“Y egh. The only thing that saved me was having to take command of thisfleet. It forced meto pull out of
my defensive shell.” He remembered theice that had oncefilled him, the cold that had tried to wall out
theworld around him. “If not for that...” Geary shook his head.

“Lucky us, lucky you,” Rione noted.
“And areyou lucky?’ he asked.

“Me? Rionesighed. “1 wonder if my husband is one of those lights. | wonder what my ancestors think of
me. | wonder what Lakota holds, and what will happen to the Alliance. Isthat luck, to livein such times
and face such issues?’

“Not good luck.”

“No. Definitely not.”

AT least there was dway's paperwork to fill the time, to distract him from worries about whatever waited
at Lakota, though so very little paperwork actually got printed on paper that he wondered where the
name had come from. Geary frowned down a amessage from Furious. Routine adminisirative personnel
transfers between ships shouldn't be sent to him even as an information copy. He d beburied in
paperwork if that started happening.



Then he read the name on the transfer and called Captain Degani. “1’ve got atransfer order from Furious
and—"

“Yes, dr. I'll beright down to discussit, gr.”

Geary waited, wondering what was going on now, until Captain Degani arrived. He waved her to a seet,
where she sat at attention as usua. Since the rumors of something between them had started, Geary had
stopped asking her to relax. He wondered if the transfer order was somehow related to those rumors.
“Thisisan order to transfer Lieutenant Casell Rivafrom Furiousto the Vambrace.”

Desani’ sexpresson didn't change as she nodded. “ A heavy cruiser may suit him better, but the needs of
the fleet take priority in any event.”

“l see”” No, | don't. “Were you aware of this?’

“Captain Cresida had informed me that she intended transferring Lieutenant Riva, Sr.”
“And you'refinewith that?’

“Sir, | can’'t concern myself with the fates of junior officers on other ships.”

Geary tried not to let his surprise show. “Normally that would be true. | shouldn’t be worried about it,
either, except that the last | heard, you had hopesthat you and Lieutenant Rivawould be ableto
reestablish apersond relationship.” How long had it been since he' d talked to Degani about that? He
wasn't sure. So much time devoted to his own relaionship with Rione and dl the emotiona falout from
that, plus the rumors of involvement with Degani. It had obvioudy been too long since he' d expressed
any interest in how Degani’sown lifewas going.

Degani shrugged. “ Co-Presdent Rione and | do have some thingsin common, Sir.”
That came asa surpriseto Geary.

She must have read his expression, because Degani spoke carefully. “ Ghosts from our pasts, churning up
old emotions and leaving persond wreckagein their wake.”

“I don't understand. | thought you and Lieutenant Riva—"

Degani shook her head. “Lieutenant Rivadeveloped a strong interest in afellow officer on Furious, and
he choseto act on that interest.”

“But that's—"

“Yes, sr. Captain Cresida had to come down hard on him for violating good order and discipline. Which
ishow | heard of it. Lieutenant Riva had not seen fit to inform me of his new interest.”

Lieutenant Casdll Rivaobvioudy wasn't “ Casdll” to Degani anymore, not that Geary could blame her.
Hell. And I’m the one who suggested to Degani that she send Rivato aship like Furious. “1I'm sorry.”

She shrugged again asif unconcerned. “It' shisloss, Sir.”
“Damn draight.”

“It'sodd, though,” Degani continued, her eyeslooking past Geary. “At times| fdt it was asif Lieutenant
Rivahad been in surviva deep the entire time he was imprisoned. He had stayed the same, his career
and hislife on hold, locked in the places where they had been when he was captured, just ashe was



physicaly locked inside the Syndic labor camp. Everything about him except hisage wasthe same as|
remembered.” She paused, thinking. “Once he got over the shock of being rescued, of finding medive, |
think it began to bother him that | had changed. | wasn't the lieutenant he! d last seen, the lieutenant he' d
remembered during his captivity.”

“If he spent that much time thinking about you in camp, I’ m surprised he didn’t stay faithful once he got

Degani grinned without humor. “1 didn’t say he wasfaithful to my memory, Sr. Therewere alot of
women in that camp. Lieutenant Rivaavailed himsdlf of temporary relaionships. He admitted that to me,
and | didn’t blame him, though | should have wondered why al of the relationships were temporary.”

“Was hejedous, do you think?" Geary asked. “ Of you being a captain, and having your own ship?’

“I began to sense that, too. It frustrated Lieutenant Rivato see so many officers younger than him who
outranked him. | told him promotion would likely come rapidly, but he seemed to fed it should be now,
that he should somehow fast-forward until he caught up with the world that had moved on without him.”
Degani’ smouth twisted. “ The officer he took up with on Furious was an ensign not much more than half
hisage”

“That' susudly not asmart way for aman to boost hisego,” Geary observed. “Wdll, I'm ill sorry.”
Degani redly did smiledightly thistime. “I think | deserve better than him, Sir.”
“There sno doubt of that at al. Thank you, Tanya. Sorry | bothered you with this.”

“| appreciate your concern, Sir.” Degani’ s smile turned rueful. “1 should know better than to expect room
inmy lifefor ardationship. | dready have afull-time commitment with alady named Dauntlesswho
demandsadl of my attention.”

“I know thet feding,” Geary agreed. “Being acommanding officer doesn't leave much room for alife,
Y ou' re agood captain, though.”

“Thank you, sir.” Degani stood and turned to go, then faced him again. “ Sir, may | ask a persona
question?’

“You've earned theright to that,” Geary observed. “We ve been talking about your persond life. What is
it?’

“How are you and Co-President Rione?’

Geary wasn't sure which expression was appropriate and thought he ended up sort of smiling and lightly
frowning smultaneoudy. “We' redoing dl right, | think.”

“I...wassurprised, Sir. | didn’t expect her to go back to you.”

He nodded thistime. “Me, too.”

Degani hesitated. “ Do you carefor her, Sr?’

“I think 0.” Geary laughed shortly. “Hell, | don’'t know. | think so.”
“And does she carefor you?’

“I’'mnot sure.” If there was anyone who Geary could be open with about that, it was surely Degani. “|



don't know. She doesn't give alot of cluesto what she' sfedling.”

“Shedid once, gr,” Degani stated quietly. “1 can't tell you what Co-President Rioneisfedling right now,
but I don’t think discovering that her husband might be dive would have struck her so hard if she had felt
nothing for you. That' sjust my opinion, of course.”

It wasn't something that Geary had considered before. “ Thanksfor mentioning that. | can’t
dways...wdl...”

“Can't dwaysknow if she' stelling thetruth?’ Degani asked with adight smile.
Geary smiled back at her. “Yeah. Rione sapalitician, but then | knew that going in.”

“Some politicians are worse than others, which means some must be better than others. And bad as
politicians may be, there are worse professons.”

“Arethere? Wdl, sure, like lawyers.”
“Yes, gr,” Degani agreed. “ Or literary agents. | might have become one.”

“You'rekidding.” Geary stared at her, trying to imagine the captain of Dauntless Sitting at a desk
somewhere on aplanet, reading and sdlling tales of adventure instead of living them.

“My uncle offered me ajob with hisagency before| joined the fleet,” Degani explained. “ But aside from
everything ese, taking that job would have meant | had to work with writers, and you know what they’re
like”

“I've heard stories.” Geary couldn’t suppressagrin. “Isthat one you just told me true?’
Degani smiled back. “Perhaps, gir.”

Sheleft, but Geary sat watching the closed hatch for awhile. It was niceto be able to relax abit with
Degani. She shared experiences with him, some of those born of separate careersin the fleet, which,
though one hundred years apart, still had the common eements every officer and sailor had dedlt with
from the beginnings of the human race. Others sprang from their time on this ship together, dedling with
the strains of command, of fighting alongside each other. It was, Geary redized, easy to talk to Degani.

| wonder what would have happened if | hadn’t been in command of Degani and still been on thisship, if
we hadn’t been constrained by duty and honor...

Don't even go there. Don't even start to consider that. That’ s not how it happened, and that’ s not how it
can ever happen.

HE woke up knowing it was not long after midnight of the ship’sday. I1dedlly, the fleet would arrive at
L akotaat some reasonable hour when everyone had the benefit of agood night’' sdeep and aleisurely
breakfast. Assuming anyone could get agood night’s deep the night before arriving in an enemy system
holding an unknown number of enemy warships, or scomach breakfast when their nerves were knotted
over the thought of impending combat. Still, the opportunity to do those things would have been nice.

But even though humanity had figured out how to break some rules of the universe under certain
circumstances, like using the jJump drivesto travel faster than light between stars, the waysto break rules
had their own rules. Traveling in jump space between Ixion and Lakotatook a certain amount of time, no



more and no less. The Alliance fleet would emerge into normal space again at thejump exit in Lakota at
about zero four hundred in the morning on the day/night schedul es the ships maintained to keep human

biorhythms happy.

Four hourswas along timeto lie awake next to Victoria Rione, who seemed to be deeping peacefully.
That aone was unusuad enough that Geary didn’t want to disturb her. Whatever her thoughts and fedlings
actudly were, at night they caused inner turmoil obvious to someone sharing his bed with her.

He got out of the bed carefully, dressed slently, then left, pausing in the entry to gaze back at Rionefor a
moment before starting to close the stateroom’ s hatch, only to hear her cal out, fully awake, “1I'll seeyou
onthebridge”

“Okay.” Damn. He couldn’'t even tell when shewasreally adeep. Or know why she' d faked deep until
hewasleaving, only to let him know at the last minute that he' d been fooled.

Captain Degani was clearly awake, sitting in her command seet on the bridge and going over her ship’s
preparationsfor battle. She flashed him alook filled with confidence. “You'realittle early, sr.”

“It'skind of hard to deep.” He spent afew moments going over the same fleet status readouts that he' d
been studying for days, then stood up again. “I’ m going to walk around the ship.”

As he had guessed, just about everyone esein the crew seemed to be awake aready aswell. Even
those who had come off the watches that ended at midnight had stayed up to mingle restlessly with others
inmess areas or at duty stations. Geary fixed a hopefully calm and confident ook on hisface and walked
among them, exchanging greetings and making small talk about homes and how they’ d surely best the
Syndics again in Lakota System. Whenever conversations veered to when the fleet would get home,
Geary tried to be honest. He didn’t know when the fleet would once again reach Alliance space, but he
was doing al he could to make it happen.

And they trusted him. They trusted him when he said that. They trusted him with their lives. Inavery red
way, they trusted him to save the Alliance, though saving the Alliance didn’t aways mean the same thing,
depending on who they were.

He paid alittle more attention to how the crew members of Dauntless talked about home, about the
Alliance, trying to seeif they expressed the same frustrations with politicians, the same fedlings that the
blame for the state of the war rested there. Perhaps he was hypersensitive to the issue now, but Geary
thought he heard more of that sort of thing than he' d ever redlized was being said. Like Rionetold me
that time, it doesn’t matter what you say as much as what people think they hear. | haven't been hearing
thisSuff.

No wonder they welcomed the “miraculous’ return of Black Jack Geary so much. They weren’t looking
for just amilitary leader but for someone to lead the Alliance itself. Ancestors, help me.

He returned to the bridge with about an hour to go, finding that Rione was now therein the observer’'s
sedt, she and Degani being outwardly polite when dedling with each other.

The only option left for killing timewas caling up the loca star systems display and trying to figure out
whereto go if thefleet couldn’'t employ the Syndic hypernet gate at Lakota, which wasthe most likely
outcome. Asusud, the lack of current intelligence on surrounding star systems ranged from being
annoying to infuriating. Branwyn seemed rdatively safe as stars went, but had its smal human presence
and associated mining facilities been abandoned in the decades since the latest reports available to Geary,
or were the Syndics ill there to complicate any attempt to get more materiasfor the auxiliaries? Going
to Branwyn would aso continue toward Alliance space. Had its jump points aready been mined? Were



Syndic blocking forces dready moving into position?

Of the other options, T’ negu was actualy reachable from Lakotajust asit had been from Ixion. Would
the jump exit from Lakota be mined or |eft unobstructed, since the Alliance fleet wasn't supposed to
enter T'negu from that direction? Seruta seemed average, bypassed by the hypernet system, with asingle
harsh but habitable world holding a population measured in tens of millions and a scattering of off-planet
facilities. No specid threet there, but going to Seruta angled away from Alliance space again. And of
course Ixion, the place they’ d | ft.

Hedidn’t like the options, but they were better than in any other place he could have taken the fleet.
“Five minutes to jump exit,” awatch-stander called, startling Geary out of histhoughts.

Captain Degani tapped an intercom control. “ All hands prepare for battle upon exit. Remember that the
eyes of Captain Geary are upon us.”

Hetried not to flinch, but something made Geary look back to see Rion€e' s reaction. She gazed back at
him with an unreadable expression, but her eyes betrayed nervousness.

“One minuteto jump exit.”

Geary tried to cam his breathing, focusing on the display where aportraya of Lakota Star System now
hung before him, showing what the old records knew of that star and the Syndic presencethere. In
moments that display would begin franticaly updating as the fleet entered norma space again and the
fleet’ s sensors began spotting everything that wasn't in those old records.

“Stand by. Exit.”

Graynessturned to blackness, then Geary felt himsaf being pushed to one side as Dauntless svung
through the tight turn preprogrammed into the maneuvering systems. All around Dauntless, the rest of the
ships of the main body swung together in the same turn. Up ahead, the vanguard was dready well into
the turn, and to ether side the flanking formations were turning along with the main body. Moments later,
thetrailing formation flashed into existence, then began the same swing to port.

“Where are the mines?’ Degani demanded, then smiled grimly aswarning markers sorang to life on the
displays. Sure enough, adense minefield floated aong the straight path out of the jump point. The
Alliance fleet had now turned so that the coin-shaped formations were moving in the directions of one of
thethin sdes, asif five coinswere sanding and diding across a smooth surface edge firgt. Off to the
garboard of the Alliance formations, the minefield drifted past impotently.

His gaze swinging away from the most immediate threat, Geary searched for enemy warships. None just
outside the jump exit. None nearby. His eyes went farther and farther across the display, scarcely ableto
believethelack of enemy warships, until they reached the hypernet gate.

The expected Syndic flotillawaited there, cruisng dowly past the hypernet gate on what must be afixed
patrol path. “ Syndic FlotillaAlpha conssts of six battleships, four battle cruisers, nine heavy cruisers,
thirteen light cruisers, and twenty HUK's,” the combat systems watch reported at the sametime asthe
displays portrayed the identical information.

“We ve got them,” Degani exulted. “We can take that force easily.” Sheturned afierce grin on Geary,
the amile of afelow teammate when the other Sde has made afata error and victory seems assured.

Geary tried to relax himsdlf, scanning the displays for any more Syndic warshipsin Lakota. But except
for acouple of HUKs moving down near the inhabited world five light-hours from the Alliance fleet’s



current position, everything seemed to bein theflotillamoving past the looming presence of the hypernet
gate.

“That would be more than enough Syndic firepower to destroy that gate before we reach it,” Rione noted
flatly.

“Yeah.” Geary nodded. But such apossible opportunity shouldn’t be thrown away. Couldn’t be thrown
away. Degani wouldn't be the only officer in the fleet convinced that the Syndics were easy prey. “A
straight charge at the gate would cause the Syndics to stay there and destroy it. We need to try to lure
them out of position, then get to the gate before they can return.”

“If we destroy them—" Degani began.

“I know. But our overriding priority is getting to that gate whileit’ sintact.”
Degani nodded reluctantly.

“How will you lurethem?’ Rione asked.

“What would you suggest?’ Geary replied.

Rione spent amoment thinking. “ Offer them something? Anirresstible target?’

“Yes” Degani agreed. “Make them think we re not interested in the gate and present atarget they’ll
haveto go after.”

Unfortunately, there was only one Alliance target that satisfied that need. “ Formation Echo Five Five. The
auxiliaries and the badly damaged warships.” Like sick animals at the rear of the herd. But he didn’t want
to lose any of those ships. The auxiliaries remained crucia to the fleet’ s continued surviva, and the
damaged warships with them were not only important for the combat capability they retained but for
what their presence told the fleet: that Geary wouldn’t abandon ships or crews. Using them as bait didn’t
exactly keep faith with that concept.

Hetook along look at the entire Situation again. Lakota Star System seemed wedthy after the sparsely
populated stars the Alliance fleet had visited lately. The primary inhabited planet, nine light-hours distant
on the other sde of the star Lakotaright now, showed every sign of being agrowing and dynamic world.
Substantia colonies existed on a couple of other planets, and facilities of various kinds dotted the system
on stars, moons, and in fixed orbits. Between dl of that afair amount of civilian traffic moved, merchant
ships plying within the system and heading outward from within it or inbound after arriving from other
gars, and big ore carriers hauling resources from the mines on rich but uninhabitable outer worlds and
agteroids. Fixed antiorbital defenses surrounded afew off-planet locations, but Geary paid them little
atention. Those, and the military stations orbiting the inhabited world, were Stting ducks for long-range
bombardment by hisflest.

If only they could linger here to haul some of the cargo from those ore carriers onto the Alliance
auxiliaries

The maneuvering systems had no trouble running the actions that Geary wanted. “ Second and Seventh
Destroyer Squadrons, you are to detach from the formation and intercept the Syndic ore carriers located
near the gas giant one point two light-hours to starboard of the fleet. Take possession of the ore carriers
and escort them to join the fleet S0 we can transfer their cargoesto our auxiliaries.”

He paused to decideif that was al he needed to order now, then decided to smplify his problemsin this
system. Geary told Dauntless' s combat systems what he wanted destroyed by highlighting targets and



how to achieve it by choosing aweapon, and the combat systems presented areply after thinking about it
for atiny fraction of asecond. Geary studied the plan for afew moments himself, then forwarded it to
Reprisal. “Eighth Battleship Squadron, conduct kinetic bombardment of Syndic military ingtalations as
laid out in attached plan of action.”

As Geary ran his next course caculations, the four battleships were dready spitting out the solid chunks
of metal that would gain energy dl theway to hitting their targets. At the velocities the metd projectiles
would be traveling when they struck their targets, not only the projectiles but dso afair amount of
surrounding real estate would be vaporized. Ships could easily see kinetic projectiles coming and make
thetiny dterationsin course necessary to dodge something coming from millions of kilometers away, but
instalations on objects in fixed orbits were stuck on predictable paths, which had made them easy targets
ever snce mankind had wegponi zed space.

“All units,” Geary ordered, “turn starboard seven two degrees, down zero three degrees, at time one
sx.” The orderswould cause every ship to pivot in place, the formations aligned the same way but now
heading in adifferent direction so that the broad sides of the coins once again faced forward.

Degani only took amoment to andyze the order. “ Y ou’ re splitting the difference between the jump
pointsfor Branwyn and T' negu?’

“I want to keep the Syndics guessing on our objective,” Geary explained as he stood. “ Ready for another
fleet conference?’

“If you can facethem, | can,” shereplied.

Degani followed Geary off the bridge, but as Geary passed Rione, she stood up and came right behind
him, interposing herself between Geary and Degani. “ Y ou’ re going to be physicaly present at this
conference?’ Geary asked, surprised out of his concentration on his aternatives.

“Perhaps,” Rione answered with afrosty edgeto her voice. “I’d like to know what you' re going to say
beforehand, unlessit’sasecret.”

“All right”

Rione waked alongside him asthey headed for the conference room, Degani trailing and remaining
slent.

“I'm going to tell them that | intend trying to lure the Syndics at the hypernet gate out of postion. The
track we' re on will keep them guessing asto our objective but lead them to believe we re just transiting
the system and intend leaving as soon as possible.”

“lan’'t that what you redly intend doing?’ Rione pressed.

“Wadll, yes, though if we get that Syndic flotillafar enough out of position, we can make arunfor the
hypernet gate. That’ s going to remain an option.”

“Doyou redly think they'll risk leaving the gate?” Rione wasn't trying to hide her skepticism.
“They might. If they don’t, we go on to Branwyn.”

The conference room was aready expanded by the virtual meeting software, most of the fleet’s captains
aready in attendance. A smdl heads-up warning floated before Geary as he took his place at the head of
the table, reminding him that because the fleet remained dispersed, there' d be noticeable ddlaysin
response times from ships a adistance.



“Welcometo Lakota,” Geary stated, redlizing that he' d need to come up with some other way to Start
these mestings. “It looks like we outguessed the Syndics again.”

“Why aren’t we headed for the hypernet gate?’ Captain Casia demanded.

Fedling very tired of having Casainterrupt him, Geary just tood and looked at the man for along time,
until Casiabegan fidgeting. “I’d gppreciateit in the future,” Geary stated in avoice as devoid of emotion
as he could makeit, “if you would wait until | have outlined our plans before commenting on them. Isthat
clear, Captain Casa?’

“I"'monly—"

“Am | clear, Captain Casia? Did you understand what | said?” Oh, yeah. Black Jack could do this. It felt
good on that level. He just had to make sure he didn’t push it past the point that John Geary would
regard as appropriate.

“I understood you.” Geary’ s face hardened, and Casiaadded afina word. “Sir.”

“Thank you.” Gazing down the table again, Geary tried to pick up where he’ d left off. “ Thereé sonly a
smal Syndic flatillain this system, but one easily big enough to destroy that hypernet gete if wetry to
charge it while they remain in position near the gate. Aslong asthey’ re there, we can’t hope to access
the gate.”

He gestured to the display, where arepresentation of the Alliance formation glowed, along line arcing
through L akota toward a point about midway between two jump points on the other sde of the star. “If
we can't get those Syndics avay from the gate, we'll have to use jump points again. If it comesto thét,
we |l head for Branwyn.” That brought smiles, since Branwyn led toward Alliance space. “But we might
aswell keep the Syndics alittle uncertain until then about whether we might jump for T'negu instead.”

“They won't leave that gate,” Captain Tulev noted. “The Syndics must have ordersto ensurewe don't
useit.”

“Probably,” Geary agreed. “But there sachanceif they’ re convinced we' re heading for ajump point,
and they see an dtractive enough opportunity, that they might risk coming after us.”

Far down the table, Captain Tyrosan flinched. Thelast time Geary had needed alure, it was one of the
auxiliaries. She' d be even less happy when shefound out heintended using dl four thistime.

Geary dtered the digplay floating above the table, zooming in on the depiction of the Alliance formation.
“The Syndics can tell the shipsin Echo Five Five consist mostly of our four auxiliaries and our most badly
damaged ships. I’ ve dready positioned the formations so that Echo Five Fivetrailsthe fleet. Aswe head
acrossthe system, Echo Five Five will gradudly lose ground on the rest of the fleet asif unable to keep

up.”

“How much ground?’ Captain Midea asked. Her attitude was a bit different, Geary redized. Inthe
absence of animmediate threat, she’ d been extremely aggravating. But with the Syndics around in force,
Midea seemed more professiond, more focused on dedling with the enemy than with messing with

Geary.
“Echo Five Five will remain within supporting distance of the rest of theflegt,” Geary assured her.

“If s, the Syndicswon't take the bait,” Midea objected. “We need to be far enough away that the rest
of the fleet seemstoo far off to render assistance.”



Dueloswas giving Mideaameasuring look, Casiawas frowning at her, and Captain Cresdawas
nodding. “ She' sright, Sr.”

Geary shook hishead. “1 can’t risk—"

“Pdadin canfight,” Mideainssted. “ Put her back there with Orion and Mgestic and Warrior. Add in the
shipsfrom the Seventh Baitleship Divison, and we' || have saven battleshipsin that formation. That's
enough to ded with the warshipsin the Syndic flatilla”

Commander Yin of Orion was staring at Mideawith unsuccessfully concedled horror. Mgestic's
commanding officer shook hishead regretfully. “We re not front-line capable. Neither isWarrior.”

“Warrior is prepared to engage in combat,” Commander Suram corrected quickly and firmly.
Geary gave Suram ameasuring look, impressed by his attitude and letting Suram seeit.

“Since when does the Alliance fleet need superior numbers to engage the enemy?’ Midea demanded.
“Warrior isready to fight, so even if you leave out Mgestic and Orion, that would still give us hdf the
number of mgor combatants the Syndics muster. Alliance ships can easily defesat twice their number of
Syndics.” Sheturned an accusing gaze on Geary. “Black Jack Geary defeated ten times his number.”

Had he redlly been outnumbered ten to one at Grendel? Funny how he couldn’t remember generd things
likethat, just lots of details of the battle.

Geary suddenly redlized that Captain Midea had the potentia to be athorn in the sde of every fleet
commander, not just him. When not facing an immediate threat from the enemy, she was difficult and
chalenging, and when facing the enemy she wanted to charge straight into battle. He couldn’t fault her
courage, but being recklessin every environment wasn't agood thing in an officer. He wondered how
Numos had managed to keep her under control.

Was the chance of reaching that hypernet gate worth the chance of increasing the risk of losing one or
more of hisauxiliaries? After dl, if thefleet could get home quickly through the gate, it wouldn’t need the
resupply capability the auxiliaries offered.

Hdll, if he beieved sacrificing shipslike that was agood idea, then why bother attaching the three good
battleships of the Seventh Division to the formation? Why not just send the auxiliaries and his crippled
warships off done and let them get wiped out while Geary took the fleet home?

Geary shook hishead. “1 want to lure the Syndics out, but | cannot expose the auxiliaries or the damaged
shipsin Echo Five Five to destruction. We need to ensure they have adequate protection.”

“Alliance salors are ready to diefor their home worlds,” Captain Mideainssted, which earned her a
number of looks suggesting that not al Alliance sailorswere dl that eager to die, even if they were ready
to do so.

“My objective,” Geary stated, “isto make sure that any Syndicswho are ready to die have that particular
wish fulfilled.” That brought him some smiles and some relieved looks. He wondered what he was doing,
how he was acting, that those rdieved officers thought he would sacrifice shipsthat way. “I’ll run some
smulationsto check poss ble outcomes, but for now | don’t want Formation Echo Five Five to drop
back more than three light-minutes behind the rest of the fleet. Isthat understood?’

“May Pdadin join that formation?’ Captain Midea demanded. “Two of the shipsfrom my divison are
dready there”



Geary switched his gaze to Captain Casia. “ Y ou' re the commander of the division containing Paladin.
How do you fed about that?’

Casiabent adark look toward Midea. “ Certainly. Paladin can join with Orion and Mgestic.”
“Captain Mosko?’ Geary asked. “Y ou'rein command of Echo Five Five. Do you need Pdadin?’

Mosko shrugged. “Need it? No. But Indefatigable, Audacious, and Defiant are dways ready to welcome
asder ship dongside us, under my command.” The last three words were emphasized dightly, resulting
in Midea narrowing her eyes at Mosko. She didn't object to them, though.

“What about Conqueror?’ Captain Duellos asked innocently. “1f she also joined Echo Five Five, then the
entire Third Battleship Divison would be together again, fighting asone.”

The look Casiagave Dudloswould havekilled if that were possible. “ Conqueror should remainina
postion to...to coordinate with the fleet commander.”

Geary eyed the man, trying to decideif putting so many of the bad eggsin the Third Battleship Divison
into one formation again wasjust asking for trouble, and if sending Casiathere wouldn’t create more
problems. But in away Dudloswasright. Sending Paladin to Echo Five Five and keeping Conqueror in
Echo Five Four didn’t make sense.

No. If | send Casiaback there, too, I'll have to keep my eye on him constantly. | can’t afford that
digtraction.

Captain Mosko frowned dightly. “If Captain Casawere dso in the formation, it might create some
confusion about command arrangementsin Five Five”

Geary nodded judicioudy, grateful for another reason to turn down Duellos's mischievous suggestion.
“That’ strue. And we can't et Echo Five Five get too strong, or the Syndicswon't be attracted to it.
Pdadin will ensure the formation is not too badly outmatched in terms of numbers. Are there any other
questions?’

“What about the Syndicsweleft at Ixion?” said Commander Neeson of Implacable, not asking aleading
question but ared one. “Four battleships and four battle cruisers. They haven’t shown up yet, but they
will.”

“They'rewaiting,” Captain Tulev announced. Everyone looked at him, clearly wondering at his reasons
for the statement, so Tulev shrugged and continued his explanation, hisfaceimpassive. “Lakotawasn't
the most expected destination for us. Correct? So they think maybe we' re not going there for real but
intend jumping there and jumping right back to Ixion to confuse the Syndics”

Dudlos nodded. “ So they wait.”

“Yes,” Tulev emphasized. “ Jump takes five and ahdf days here, five and ahdf daysback. They wait,
say, twelve daystotal. We don't regppear & Ixion, they jump after usthen.”

“We could be clear of Lakota by the time they jumped in here,” Captain Cresida objected.

“So0? There sa Syndic flotillaat the hypernet gate. There’ s Syndic facilities and the inhabited world. If we
just pass through and jump elsewhere, they know, but if we' re here to create long-term trouble, they
catch usanyway.”

“They might also have been waiting for reinforcements they expect to meet them at Ixion,” Captain



Badaya objected.
Tulev frowned, then nodded. “ True. Either way, they come here eventudly, but not right behind us.”

“That sounds like agood assessment,” Geary agreed. “We can’t forget about that force, but we don’t
know when they’ |l get here. We should be along way from the jump exit from Ixion by the time they do,

though. Anything dse?”

Captain Tyrosian spoke with visble reuctance, asif not wanting to draw attention to hersaf and the Sate
of the auxiliaries. “ Raw materids gocks on the auxiliaries are getting low, but we have new fue cdlsand
munitions availablefor transfer to warships.”

“Can werisk transferring supplies while the Syndics are out there?” Tulev asked.

Geary tapped some controls and rechecked the status of hiswarships. Not great, but okay. “ Go ahead
and trandfer their share of fuel cdlls and new munitionsto the shipsin Echo Five Five,” hetold Tyrosan.
“That activity will help provide aplausible cover for you falling behind the ret of the fleet and maybe
make you look alittle more vulnerable. Captain Tyrosian, there are two destroyer squadrons rounding up
some Syndic ore carriers not far from the track we' re following. Hopefully we'll be able to manage an
intercept, and you can bring some material off those shipsfor the bunkers on the auxiliaries.”

He thought that would be dl, but then Midea spoke again. “ Captain Geary, if you wish to offer the
Syndics an inviting target, then transfer to one of the shipsin the trailing formation in such away that the
Syndics know you' ve done that. The chanceto eiminate Black Jack Geary will be avery powerful
temptation.”

Therewas plenty of truth to that. Epecialy since he was asking other sailorsto risk their own lives as
bait. But Dauntless has the hypernet key on board. A lot of people still don’t know that, but | do. | have
to stay with Dauntless. Was he grateful that the hypernet key offered an out? It wasn't that Dauntless was
necessarily safer than aship in thetrailing formation, but the battle cruiser and her crew werefamiliar, the
only truly familiar things Geary had in this universe a century removed from hisown. It probably wasa
weakness, but he didn’t want to go through the emotiona turmoil of trying to get accustomed to another
set of surroundings, not with battle looming and so much ese to dedl with. Two big reasonsfor staying on
Dauntless, neither of which he wanted to discuss here and now. “ Thank you for the suggestion, Captain
Mides, but | fed | can best continue to command the fleet from Dauntless within the main body of the
formation.”

To Geary’ ssurprise, Midea briefly revealed aflash of success, asif Geary had done what she wanted.
Her next words explained why. “Isthe fleet best served by a commander who's making decisionsfor the
wrong reasons?’

Degani was giving Mideaa murderous |0ok.
Geary shook his head. “Explain that statement, Captain Midea.”

She shrugged lightly in reply. “We re aware that you have strong reasons for not wanting to leave
Dauntless” Captain Midea stated, giving the name of the ship an ironic twigt asif actualy referring to
something ese.

Now Degani flushed with anger, and Geary understood what that something elsewas. Y et in order to
counter Mideal s 9y innuendo, Degani or Geary would have to explicitly bring up the rumors of their
being involved together.



Degani’ stone was as hot as her face. 1 will not—"

Victoria Rion€ svoice, as cool as Degani’swas warm, cut across the conference like a saber forged
fromice. “ Captain Midea, do you know something | do not? Or are you referring to me?’

Midea might resemble a Syndic CEO in the perfection of her uniform and her attitude, but Co-President
Rione had about her dl the cold authority and adoofnessthat Geary remembered from hisfirst encounters
with her. Intimidating was an inadequate word to describe Rione at times like this.

Captain Mideaobvioudy fdt the same way, clearly groping for someway to avoid openly stating what
she had previoudy implied. Casawas giving Mideathe look of a superior whose subordinate had just
roydly screwed up. To Geary’ sannoyance, his closest dlies among the officers, such as, Duellos, Tulev,
and Cresida, were dlently watching Midea s discomfort with ill-conceal ed satisfaction and not changing
the topic, even though pursuing it would just generate more discontent.

Fortunately, Captain Badaya stepped in, speaking asif imparting alesson that his students should aready
know. “Every officer in the fleet is surely aware that Captain Geary has devel oped a good working

rel ationship with the commanding officer of hisflagship. That's an important and beneficid command
arrangement. It's easy to understand why Captain Geary wouldn't want to disrupt that Situation and
attempt to forge asmilar working relationship with anew flagship commander when thefleet isinan
enemy star system and facing combat.”

Badaya s statement had the virtue of being absolutely true and not open to dispute. It aso offered Midea
an out, which shejumped on. “Of course that’ s s0. | was expressing my concern that the fleet
commander might benefit from shaking up the current command arrangement, but as you say, thisis not
the optimum time to do s0.”

The entire room seemed to relax, but then Geary spotted Rione turning an icy gaze back on Midea. He
managed to catch Rione' s eye and silently convey awish for letting the matter drop. Rionegavehim a
gare that briefly made Geary fed cold aswell, then subsided.

“That'sdl,” Geary added quickly. “We rejust under seven days from the jump point for Branwyn if the
Syndics don't take the bait we' re going to dangle. We'll have to see what happens and be ready to
react. Thank you.”

Within moments dmost every virtua presence vanished, though Badayalingered just long enough to give
Geary what might have been a subtle wink. Hoping that Degani hadn’t seen that, he turned to her as
Badayaleft. “I'm sorry, Captain Degani.”

“It'snot your fault, ir,” shereplied firmly. “By your leave, | need to return to the bridge.” Degani
hastened out, her back stiff as she marched past Rione.

That left only Rione and the virtuad presence of Captain Duelloswith Geary. Dudlosinclined hishead
respectfully toward Rione, then faced Geary. * Sorry. My fun made things alittle more difficult for you.”

“Yeah, | noticed. Just remember that if | die and you inherit command of thisfleet, my spiritisgoing to be
watching you and laughing as you try to ded with these people.”

Dudlossmiled dightly. “I’ll remember that. Knowing your spirit iswatching would be acomfort, evenif it
was mainly for your spirit’samusement.” His smilefaded into alook of concern. “Does everything fed
too camto you?’

“Now that you mention it, yes,” Geary agreed. “I’m wondering if it’sjust because we expected alot of



trouble here, and it didn’t materidize”

“Not yet, anyway,” Dudllos cautioned. “1 have apremonition that our troublesin this star system won't
remain confined to fleet conferences.”

“We should be able to ded with anything that shows up now,” Geary observed. “But I'm abit worried,
too. Speaking of troubles, though, do you have any ideas short of relieving her of command for shutting
up Captain Midea?’

“I was dready trying to figure that out,” Duellos admitted. “Mideawas Numos s executive officer before
being promoted to captain and given command of Paladin. Aswe discussed back in Ixion, he knew how
to keep her quiet. We could ask Numos.”

“No thanks. | don’t think I’ d trust anything he told me. Hell, he could be getting messagesto her.”

“That'spossble.” Dudlos paused to think. “Numos could actudly be prodding Mideainto acting like
this. Hopefully he' snot goading her into anything more than rash words.”

“Yeah. That' s definitely something to worry about, though | don’t know what | can do about it.” Geary
gave Dudlos an aggravated look. “ Speaking of goading other officers, at the next conference please
restrain yoursdf from taunting our opponents, okay?”

Dudlos grinned, sdluted, and vanished.

Rionewas gtill seated, and now she turned an apparently unruffled expression on Geary. “ Y ou should let
me deal with people like that Mideawoman. I'm not afleet officer and | can’t debate movements of
shipsin these meetings, but she' s playing politics, and | can run rings around her in that area.”

He thought about that, then nodded. “ Okay.”

“And you should be more worried about placing that woman's ship any farther away from your control,”
Rione added. “As Captain Dudlos said, she' s either getting out of the habit of deferring to Numaos or
she' sbeing provoked into foolish actions. She's been more aggressve and argumentetive in each
successive conference since Numaos was arrested.”

“Y ou think that she Il act the sameway in her ship?’

“I’'m certain of it. Y ou shouldn’'t have let her go to the other formation. She' |l do something contrary to
orders. I'm sure of it. And when she does, she may haul some other shipsaong with her.”

That took Rione' s assessment out of the relm of troublesome and into the area of major concern.
“Damn. Y ou may beright. | wish—" He managed to choke off the next words.

But Rione knew what they would have been. “Y ou wish I" d expressed that during the conference? The
same conference where you made a clear sign to meto sit down and shut up?’

“I didn’t tdll you to Sit down and shut up!”

“You madeit plain | should stop spesking,” Rione stated in avoice lacking warmth. “I don't blame you.
It would have put you between ablack hole and a supernova.”

“Why?" Geary asked, thinking that Rione probably qudified asthe supernova.

“Becauseif I'd spoken up against Midea s ship going to the other formation, any agreement by you
would have looked like confirmation that |, the unspeakable palitician, exercise too much influence over



you.” Rione made an angry gesture. “Buit if | don’'t speak up, as| didn’t, you don’t get a perspective you
might find worthwhile. Y ou can’'t act on opinions| don’t give you.”

Geary sat down, thinking. “That’ swhat my opponentsin thisfleet want, isv't it? To drive wedges
between me and the people whose support and advice | need. Y ou're aprime example. The prime
example.” Rione sketched amock bow from her seat. “ And those rumors are getting in the way of
Degani and me working together. How do | dedl with this?’

“With Captain Degani or with me?’ Rione asked in avoice gone cold again.

“Both of you! She'smy flagship captain, and you' remy adviser and my....uh...”
“Lover. Tha' sthe politeterm. If you call me your mistress, | promiseyou'll be sorry.”
“Warning noted. So what do you suggest?’

“Make sure your behavior around Captain Degani is so impeccable that it cannot be used to feed rumors
any reasonable person would accept. | assumethere' s at least afew reasonable officers among your
commanding officers? For me, continue to display your independence of mein public. | assureyou that |
was far from the only one to notice your command that | silence mysdif.”

“I didn't—"

“And I’'m sure most people who noticed will seeit as| described it.” Rione twisted one corner of her
mouth up. “Evidence that you' re dominating me will help cam the worries of thosewho think I'm
controlling you.”

“Dominating you?' Geary couldn’t help laughing. “ That’ s one concept that honestly never occurred to
rre”

Rione raised one eyebrow.
“Y ou're not the dominatable type,” Geary added.
“At least you' ve learned that much,” she noted dryly.

“I've had afew lessons.” Geary stood again. “1 think I’ll go to the bridge and go through some of the
fleet status information again and maybe run some smulations.”

“Why the bridge? Y ou can do dl of thosethingsin your stateroom.”

“That' strue.” He frowned dightly at her, wondering why she’ d made a point of that. “ Are you headed
that way?’

Rione shrugged. “Eventudly. I've afew thingsto ded with first.”

“If Captain Mideaisfound dead with aknifein her, I’ll probably have to have the knife checked for your
fingerprintsand DNA,” Geary remarked, trying to defuse arenewed sense of tension he couldn’t
understand.

She amiled inreply, her tone haf-mocking, half-serious. “ There wouldn’t be any fingerprintsor DNA on
the knife, John Geary. Not if | did it.”

NINE



MORE than three days gone, and the Syndics hadn’t moved. Asthefleet cut across Lakota Star

System, the distance to the hypernet gate off to one side had gradudly diminished. In another couple of
hours the Alliance fleet would be at its closest point of gpproach to the hypernet gate (though closewasa
relaive term when talking about a distance of three and a hdf light-hours), and then begin opening the
range again asit proceeded toward the jJump points.

Geary had kept his eye on both the Syndics and his own Formation Echo Five Five. But Snce arrivingin
the formation, Captain Midea and Pdadin had behaved themsdlves, holding station near Orion and
Magedtic.

The only excitement that had happened was watching the kinetic barrage launched by the Alliance
battleships dowly spread out across the vast distances of the Lakota Star System, scores of tracks
headed on intercepts with the orbits of certain moons and planets and ingtallations. As the barrage
reached each objective, the sensors on Dauntless provided sharp, clear pictures of the impacts, Syndic
defense ingtd|lations and fixed wegponry vanishing in fountaining bursts of plasmaand debris.

“At least we ve done something in this system,” Degani grumbled after they’ d watched one more Syndic
facility turned into craters rimmed with broken junk. Then she gave Geary an embarrassed look. “1 didn’'t
mean—"

“| understand. I' m frustrated, too.”

Off to one side, the captured Syndic ore carriers were dowly converging on the Alliance formation, the
two squadrons of Alliance destroyers escorting them like vigilant sheepdogs. In order to makethe
intercept, the lumbering Syndic merchant shipswere burning amost dl of their fue cdlsin sustained
acceeration, but since they wouldn’t be going anywhere once the Alliance was done with them, that
scarcely mattered.

“Saven hours until Echo Five Five meets up with those ore carriers,” Degani observed.

“Y eah. Why aren’t the Syndics doing anything? They’ ve never been this passve when we entered one of
thelr systems.”

Unfortunately, intelligence couldn’t provide any answers, ether, though Lieutenant Iger suggested that if
Geary swung close by the habitable world, it might provoke more Syndic message traffic that could be
exploited. Not wanting to burn more fuel cdlsby diverting the fleet from its path to go closer to that
world, and not wanting to put any shipsin danger from Syndic defenses mounted on the planet, Geary
declined to implement the suggestion.

The Alliance fleet was dmost an hour past its closest gpproach to the hypernet gate, with Geary serioudy
consdering additiona stepsto make his auxiliaries more attractive targetsfor the Syndic flotilla il
guarding the hypernet gate, when something finaly happened. Unfortunately, it wasn't agood thing.

“Captain Geary, there sa Syndic flotillaexiting the jump point from T' negu.”

By the time Geary reached the bridge of Dauntless, the fleet’ s sensors had finished anayzing the size of
the new force. Captain Degani pointed to the display. “We ran the numbers, and it lookslike thiswas
the blocking force a T’ negu, where they expected usto go. One of the HuKswatching us at Ixion surely
jumped for T'negu as soon as they saw we' d jumped for Lakota. If our information on jump trangit times
from Ixion to T negu, and then T’ negu to here, areright, there would have been just enough time for that
HuK to reach T negu, inform the Syndics there of where we were actually going, and for them to jump
here”



“We should have expected that,” Geary noted, angry with himsdf. During itsretreat so far through
Syndic space, the Alliance fleet hadn’t encountered many Situations where that sort of space geometry
applied, but that was no excuse for missing it here.

“Syndicsdon’t usualy react that quickly,” Degani pointed out. “It should have taken them awhile longer
to get approvd to leave T’ negu and come here.”

Geary didn’t debate the point, gazing glumly at the size of the new Syndic flatilla. “ Eighteen battleships,
fourteen battle cruisers, twenty-three heavy cruisers.” Plus plenty of light cruisers and HuKs. The Syndic
forces a the hypernet gate and this new flatillacombined now roughly equaled the size of the Alliance
flegt. “The oddsin this star system just evened up.”

“We il have an advantage over each of those forcesindividudly,” Degani argued.

“Y eah, if we can bring one of them to action without the other. But that new forceis heavy enough to be
abig problem.” He thought about what would have happened if the Alliance fleet had arrived a T’ negu
and run into amaze of minefields plusthat big Syndic flotilla. Things could definitely be worse. He took
another ook at the display. “ They must have seen usthe instant they entered the system. Why aren’t they
headed to intercept us?’

Degani shook her head. “1 don’t know, sir. Smaller Syndic forces have been more aggressive than that
when we' ve met them.” She turned to look at him. “Maybe they’ re frightened of you.”

He almost laughed, but Degani appeared absolutely serious. “ That' d be niceif true,” he finaly noted.
113 Bljt—”

“They'returning!” awatch-stander called out. “ Syndic FlotillaBravo is adjusting course and speed.”

Geary’ s eyes went back to the display. The Syndic force was agood three light-hours away. They'd
seen the Alliance force over three hours before the Alliance fleet had even been aware that the Syndics
had arrived. Plenty of timeto plan something or to send or receive orders from the Syndic authoritiesin
thissystem. Y et only now was the new flatillaapparently reacting to the presence of the Alliance fleet.

“They’ veturned past an intercept course,” Degani noted, surprised. “Where are they going?’
Unfortunatdly, the answer to that became gpparent al too soon. “ They’ re heading for the jump point for
Branwyn,” Degani noted sourly.

“Obvioudy not to jump that way,” Geary added. The Syndic forces he' d encountered before this had
tended to be aggressive, even when that didn’t make much sense. Thisflotillawas't acting like that.
“Arethey just going to St at that jump point like the other flatillais Stting at the hypernet gate? Isthisthe
new Syndic tactic, to wait us out until we do something dumb?’

Degani frowned. “They werelaying minesat T'negu, we think.”

“Yeah.” The meaning of that got through to him. “They’ re going to mine the jump point to Branwyn,
aen'tthey?

“I think so, gr. With ustrying to leave this star system, they can completely block the jump point so that
we can't reach it without going through part of the minefield.”

“Which we' d have to dow down to do to keep from losing too many ships, thus making us vulnerableto
high-speed attacks from that flotilla.”” The number of good options was shrinking rapidly now. “ Do you
think we can lure them away from the jump point for Branwyn by pointing thisfleet a the hypernet gate?”



Degani thought, biting her lower lip, then nodded. “ They can't afford to let us reach that gate with
superior numbers, and the commander of that new flotillawill catch hdll if he or sheforcesthefirst flatilla
to destroy the gate by not coming after us. But the gate flotilla can destroy it on their own if need be, and
threatening the gate now would mean turning our hedsto the new Syndic force. It won't look right.”

“| want to get this new Syndic flotillaout of position so we can attack it,” Geary pointed out.
“That' strue,” Degani noted doubtfully.

“They won't attack rashly,” Rione observed.

Geary turned to look, not having redlized that Rione had joined them. “Why not?’

“Because even Syndicslearn eventudly if hit hard enough.” Rionelooked at Geary. “How many Syndic
warships hasthisfleet destroyed under your command? How many battles have you won? Not only won
but done so in aone-sided manner not normally seen. Y ou’ ve donethisagain and again.” She waved
toward the depiction of newly designated Syndic Flotilla Bravo on the display. “ The Syndics have
learned. They doubtless have orders to engage you only under favorable circumstances, to force you into
abad postion. They can wait usout, but we don’t have the luxury of trying to wait them out.”

“They' refrightened of Captain Geary,” Degani repested triumphantly. “But the only way they can stop
thisfleet from using the jump point for Branwyn isby fullscae battle”

Geary studied the situation. Everything important was pretty much in the plane of the star system right
now, neither sgnificantly up nor down relative to each other. The Alliance fleet, taking an arcing path
through space, had traveled more than hafway to the new jump point and was now heading outward
through Lakota Star System, its ships' bows pointing toward deep space. The Syndic hypernet gate and
the enemy flotillastanding sentry near it were just over three light-hours away in adirection just aft of the
port beams of the Alliance ships. The inhabited world orbited partway on the other side of the star
Lakota, nearly alight-hour distant and totdly irrdlevant in terms of threetsto the Alliance shipsright now.
Thenew Syndic flatillahad entered through the jump exit from T’ negu about three light-hours off the
starboard bows of the Alliance fleet and had turned onto a course that would take it dowly acrossthose
bows. If neither fleet changed course or velocity again, the new Syndic flotillawould cross the bows of
the Alliance warship a adistance of about haf alight-hour, continuing on toward the Branwyn jump
point. But the Alliance fleet had to change itstrgectory. It couldn’t smply keep heading out into empty
space. The question was, how to change it and where or what to aim for?

Make a pass at the habitable world to seeif the Syndics would follow to try to keep the Alliance from
bombarding it? No, he' d dready seen enough in other star systemsto know that the Syndic leaders
wouldn’'t waste time worrying about the fate of civilians or even the industry on aworld. More than once
the Syndic leaders had actually tried to provoke such abombardment, probably in hopes of ensuring
their people remained fearful of the Alliance.

Dodge back toward the hypernet gate in hopes the new Syndic flotillawould follow? As Degani had
pointed out, there wasn’t any guarantee the Syndics would cooperate. Continue on toward the jump
point for Branwyn, knowing that the new flatillawould be laying mines and waiting to pounceif Geary’s
fleet actualy tried to jump out of Lakotathere? He didn’t need to look at Degani again to know she
expected Geary to charge the biggest enemy force, and most of his other commanders would have the
same attitude. If he turned away, some might continue on toward the jump exit, determined to force
battle.

Geary’ seyeswent to the fleet status readouts, and in particular thefuel cell levelson each ship. | don't
havethefue cell reservesto go charging back and forth acrossthis system. The Syndicsdon’t haveto



react unless | actualy close on the hypernet gate, and then they’ d destroy it and leave this fleet out of
position for reaching any of the jump pointsto leave Lakota. And if the gate collgpsed in such away that
it released one of the higher levels of potential energy discharge, thisentire star system and everything in it
might be destroyed. Everything—including thisfleet.

Keepit ample. Try to avoid using up thisfleet’sfuel cells, so I'll havethem when | redlly need them. |
don't redly have achoice. “Captain Degani, we' re going to intercept the Syndic flotilla heading for the
jump exit for Branwyn.” She grinned, and so did the watch-standers on the bridge. “Can you give me a
recommended intercept course?’

“One three degreesto starboard, up zero four degrees,” she answered immediatdly. “That’ sif we
increase speed to point zero seven light to intercept the Syndic flotillaasit reaches the jump point for
Branwyn. Timeto intercept will be forty-one hours, twelve minutes.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Degani must have dready run the intercept caculations, naturally. Even though
the Alliance shipswere currently al oriented so they would be turning to their l€ft, or to port, fleet
maneuvering commands used the externd star system astheir reference. Otherwise, in space where ships
might face in any and al directions, no two ships could be certain of what each other meant by left and
right, up or down. Therulein astar system was that port was away from the sun, and starboard was
toward it, while up and down referenced the plane of the star system. Since the intercept course required
the Alliance fleet to turn abit toward the sun of Lakota, that meant the turn was to starboard.

Rione had one hand pressed againgt her forehead, an expression of resignation on what of her face could
be seen. “ Off to battle, Captain Geary?’ she asked.

“WE |l see.” He sat down and activated the fleetwide circuit. “ All ships, turn starboard one three degrees,
up zero four degrees, and increase speed to point seven light at time three two. We intend intercepting
the new Syndic flotilla. Expect combat in about three days.” Hating to give the next order but unableto
see any dternative after the arriva of the new Syndic flotilla, Geary spoke again. “ Second and Seventh
Destroyer Squadrons, set the power cores on those Syndic ore carriers to self-destruct and then rgjoin
the fleet at best speed. Ensure any remaining Syndic prisoners from the ore carriers are put into escape
pods. | don’t want to have to worry about them on your ships during the battle.”

What ese? Oh, yes, the lure, which hadn’t attracted any Syndics. “ Captain Tyrosan, ensure dl resupply
activity iscompleted and al shuttles recovered as soon as possible but no later than twenty-four hours
from now. Captain Mosko, increase speed of Formation Echo Five Five as necessary to bring your
formation back into position relative to the rest of the flegt.”

“Three more daysto wait before we close on the Syndics.” Degani grimaced, plainly wishing the fleet
was aready approaching engagement range. “| hate this part.”

“ARE you planning on jumping the fleet out of this system or fighting those Syndic ships?’ Rione
demanded. She had kept quiet while they were walking back to his stateroom, but the moment the hatch
sedled, she hurled the question at him.

“That depends.” Geary flopped down on a seat and activated the display showing the situation in Lakota
Star System. “What do the Syndics do? How do they react? | can’t chase them with thisfleet. We don't
havethefud cdlsto waste on that.”

“Thereé smorefue celson theauxiliaries. If you—"



“Not enough!” He made aface. “Sorry. | didn’t mean to cut you off.” Rione, whose eyes had started to
blaze, relaxed dightly. “If | get every fud cdll the auxiliaries have managed to manufacture distributed
throughout the fleet, it’' Il bring the ships up to about sixty percent fuel cell reserves by the timewe reach
the jump exit for Branwyn if we don’t do any more maneuvering. That’ s not enough of asafety margin for
routine combat ops. For afleet trapped behind enemy lines, it' s scary as hell.”

“I thought you said the fleet would have to dow down to get through any minesthe new Syndic forcelays
at that jump point. That' |l require burning more fue cell reserves, won't it?’

“| did, and you'reright. So you seehow bad itis.”
Rione eyed Geary for amoment, then smiled. “| underestimated you again.”
“Youdid?

“Y es, Captain John Geary.” Rionelaughed. “Limited fuel cells so you can't race around this star system,
and subordinates who would cregte problemsif they thought you were running from the enemy. So you
pretend to head for battle on the straightest course to the jump point we need, knowing the Syndics are
likely to pull back and let you get thisfleet out of this star system. Well done! Y ou might make a politician
yet”

Hereturned acrooked smile. “I'm afraid I’ m not half that clever. | think the Syndicswill fight at the
Branwyn jump exit. They know we haveto useit. They don’t want to let usout of this system
unscathed.”

Rione, her smile gone, searched Geary’ seyes. “ Then what do you intend doing?’

“Likel said, it depends. Will the new Syndic force try amagor engagement, hitting usfull force? Or will
they try to avoid abig battle and instead hammer at any weak points? If they want to do that, they can
follow usthrough the jump point and beright on our tails a Branwyn.”

She consdered that, Sitting down and bending her head. After several minutes, Rione looked up at him
again. “ Areyou sure you want to go to Branwyn?’

“What other choicedo | have? It snot like T’ negu isagood option.”
“Y ou' re getting into a Stuation where you haveto fight this Syndic force.”

“I' know.” Geary sat up abit and called up something on the display above the table that he had only
rarely consulted. “ Recognizethis?’

Rione stared at the display grimly. “The Syndic home system. I'm not likely to ever forget it.”

“The Alliance flegt suffered awful losses when it got ambushed there.” Geary pointed to where along list
of ship names shonein red. “ The leading dements were annihilated and the rest mauled as they fought
their way through the ambush.”

“You don’t have to remind me of that!” Rione looked away, her face pae. “ Just the memories are bad
enough.”

Geary nodded. “Sorry. But as you pointed out on the bridge, we' ve been winning some one-sided
victories of our own. Not aone of them comes close to what the Syndics did to thisfleet in their home
system, but taken together, they’ ve inflicted very heavy cumulative losses.”



Her eyesintent, Rione studied the display again. “And if you destroy this Syndic forcein the same way,
you'll have come close to evening the score. Isthat what thisis about? Revenge? | thought better of you,
John Geary, though | admit the idea of getting even with the Syndicsis apleasant one.”

“It'snot just revenge. Hell, it'snot redlly revenge. We ve had to run like crazy because the ambush in the
Syndic home system I eft the Syndics with abig numerica advantage over the Alliance.”

Her expression shifted again. “ Y ou're erasing that advantage.”

“Right. We ve come quite away to doing that, which iswhy the Syndics had to employ barely trained
crews and brand-new shipsat Ixion. If | wipe out the new Syndic force that’ sarrived in this system, the
ability of the Syndicsto meet uswith equa force a any new star system will be severdly impaired. They'll
have to spread out their remaining forces, so we' Il have the numerica advantage in any particular star
system, which should give us the time we need to get the auxiliaries restocked again and dl our ships
loaded out with full inventories of fuel cells, specters, and grapeshot.”

Rione spent awhile thinking about that, too, then turned a questioning gaze on Geary. “And if you get
hurt as badly asthe Syndic force?

“Thenwereintrouble.”
“It'sabigrisk.”

“Y eah. But we re dready in trouble. WEe ve been in trouble since this fleet got mangled in the Syndic
home system and ended up stuck degp in enemy territory. The big risk here comes with apotentidly big
payoff. | can easily lose by trying to play it safe, but | can’t win unless| throw the dice.”

IN zero gravity dice never stop tumbling, and for the next day Geary fdlt like he was watching apair
endlesdy rolling and never coming up with aresult. Then another day dragging by. Nerves on edge, he
snapped at Rione, and she snapped back harder. They spent half an hour arguing so heatedly that Geary
wondered why the bulkheadsin his stateroom didn’t melt. He finally left and wandered the passageway's
of Dauntless, trying to maintain afacade of confidence as sailors and junior officers greeted him with
possessive pride. He might be the fleet commander, but thiswas Black Jack’ s flagship, and they believed
that made this ship and this crew specid.

He ended up in the conference room again and morosely ran through possible battleswith Syndic FHotilla
Bravo at the jump point for Branwyn. But there was too much he didn’t know, like what the Syndics
would do, to make the s mulations meaningful.

Eventudly he went back to his stateroom, determined not to be exiled from his own quarters even by
VictoriaRione. Shewaswaiting for him and pulled him to the bed without aword.

It helped the time pass but | eft him baffled again.

THE third day. Geary sat on the bridge of Dauntless and glared at the display. The Syndics were il
acting asif the Alliance fleet weren't even there. “ Any guessesfor how we can get any Syndicsin this
system to react to us?’ hefinaly asked Captain Degani.

She gave him an gpologetic look. “No, sr.” Degani gestured toward the habitable planet. “Every Syndic
military asset has surdly received orders from the senior Syndic leadership in this star system, and



Syndicsfollow ordersdavishly.” Shesaid it dismissvely, and certainly that was abig difference between
the current Alliance fleet and the current Syndic fleet. Geary had spent agood ded of histimein
command convincing his ship commanders, with varying degrees of success, that following orders could
be agood thing. Theirony wasthat by this stage of the war, therigid control of the Syndics and the
rush-to-battle mob approach of the Alliance had produced the same results, both sides adopting bloody
head-on clashes decided by attrition.

“I'm afraid Co-President Rionewasright,” Geary replied. “Thistime they’ re not going to engage this fleet
until they’ re good and ready.”

“Mogt likdly,” Degani agreed, her experience in the fleet generating alook of disdain at such an
intellectua approach to battle before she remembered that Geary was teaching the Alliance fleet to act
that way. “ They'relearning, or sarting to think, aren’t they?’

“Lookslikeit. Or maybe just losing adangerouslevel of sdf-confidence.” Whichever it was, it was bad
for the Alliance fleet.

“They'll havetofight usat the jump point for Branwyn.”

Timeto intercept with what had been labeled Syndic Flotilla Bravo now rested at twelve hours, if nobody
maneuvered before then. The Syndic flotillahad been in arectangular box-shaped formation since
arriving and showed no signs of wanting to change that. But twelve hours from contact was still too early
to art messing with the Alliance fleet’ sformation.

He reviewed the tatus of the fleet’ s supplies again. Ran out the projections for how many morefud cells
the auxiliaries could manufacture using the materidsthey had on hand. Smulated digtributing that among
the fleet. Not enough.

Stockpiles of mineswere low, specter missile inventories on the warships ranged from low to moderate,
but at least grapeshot |oad-outs were high. No surprise there, since meta ball bearings were pretty easy
to manufacture.

Food stocks were okay, but that would be a problem, too, if he didn’t find more. The food brought from
the Alliance was effectively gone, with the fleet subsisting mostly on Syndic rations looted from
mothballed facilities or storage locations in Sancere. The Sancere stuff wasn't too bad, for Syndic food,
but when that was gone, al that would be |eft would be food regarded by the Syndics as not worth
bringing with them when they abandoned facilities. He' d had some of that food, and even for someone
accustomed to the dubious nature of military rations, it had been hard to ssomach. It would keep a
person dive, but that wasits only virtue.

“Estimate twelve hours to combat. Please ensure your crews get plenty of rest,” Geary ordered hisship
captains, then went off to pretend to rest himsalf.

FIVE hoursto intercept.

“They're sprinting, Sir,” Degani reported unhappily. “To get to the jump point for Branwyn before us.
They started accelerating about an hour ago, but we just saw it. We can send some battle cruisers ahead
to try to still make the intercept before the Syndics get to the jump point, but the entire fleet can't
acceleratefast enoughto do it.”

Throw unsupported battle cruisers at that Syndic formation? He could add in some light cruisersand



destroyers aswell, but that would Hill leave the battle cruisers badly outgunned. “No. We can't risk the
battle cruisersthat way.”

Degani tiffened, her affronted pride clear. “ Sir, battle cruisers are proud of their role as the fast-moving
grike force of the fleet. We can hit the enemy fast and repestedly while the rest of the fleet catches up.”

We, of course. Dauntless being a battle cruiser, too. “| appreciate that, Captain Degani, but in this case
we d have to divert the Syndic flotillafrom their current course in order for it to make senseto separate
the battle cruisers from the rest of the fleet. Our battle cruisers Smply don’t have enough firepower to
achievethat againgt aforce the size of the Syndic flatilla” He leaned closer to spesk very quietly. “You
know | couldn’t send Dauntless with such astrike force anyway. She' sthefleet flagship, and she carries
something criticaly important.” He meant the Syndic hypernet key, something that could have adecisive
effect on the war if they could get it hometo Alliance space. Every ship in the fleet was important, but
some were more important than others. Because of that hypernet key, Dauntless was by far the most
important of the important.

Degani knew that and couldn’t argue with it, so even though she still looked unhappy, she nodded in
agreement.

Now Geary had to st and watch the Syndic flotilla get to the jump point first. They’ d timed their move
right, leaving the Alliance fleet without enough time to respond. But when the two fleets closed to battle,
he d teach the Syndics afew things about timing maneuversto discomfort the other side.

At point one light speed, the enemy flotilla covered thirty thousand kilometers per second. Onthe scde
of aplanetary surface, the speed was unfathomable. Againgt the Size of even an average solar system like
Lakota, where the orbita diameter of the farthest-out officially designated planet spanned about ten
light-hours or roughly eleven billion kilometers, ships seemed to crawl againg the star-filled darkness.
Geary had sometimes wondered how people had been able to stand it in the early days of human space
flight, when ships hadn’t been able to achieve vel ocities of anywhere near atenth of the speed of light and
been forced to take weeks, months, or even yearsto reach other planets and moonsin just asingle solar
system. But he supposed people living on planets then probably had trouble grasping that once it had
taken weeks, months, or yearsfor travelersto cross continental landmasses.

“No matter how fast we go, it' s never fast enough,” Geary muttered.
To hissurprise, Degani appeared taken aback by the comment. “ Sir, if the fleet could do more—"

“Sorry. That wasn't about the fleet. The fleet’ s doing wonders, asusua. No, | was just thinking about
people.”

“I see, Sir.” No, she obvioudy didn’t, but since the honor of her ship and the fleet wasn't at stake and
there were enemiesto watch, Degani waswilling to let it go.

Geary did, too, watching the Syndics reach for the jump point for Branwyn and hoping they wouldn’t do
what he fully expected them to do when they got there.

THEY did.

“They'refinaly turning toward us,” Degani announced. “ They braked heavily to crossthe jump point,
and now they’ re accelerating toward us.”

Geary exhded, wishing something would start going right, partly relieved that he no longer had to dread



what had finaly happened and partly tense because it had happened. “I need confirmation as soon as
possible. Did they lay mines when they went past the jump point?’ That seemed the only possible
explanation for the braking maneuver, to dow the ships down so the mines could belaid fairly close
together, but it could have been abluff aswell.

“Yes, gr,” awatch-stander reported. “ Our sensors are il trying to eval uate the minefield’ s density and
limits, but we' re picking up many visud anomadies. It looks like they dropped alot of minesright off the

jump point.”

Degani frowned. “ That close? Look at it, Sir. The mines are so close the presence of the jump point will
cause them to drift out of podtion fairly quickly.”

“Fairly quickly meaning what?’” Geary asked, fedling aleap of hope.

“A few weeks, maybe,” Degani offered. “ The physics of an areathat closeto ajump point are alittle
weird, but we can run an andysisfor abetter estimate.”

“Unlessthat estimateisalot lessthan afew weeks, it won't do us much good.” He took another look as
the fleet’ s sensors painstakingly searched out the tiny visual anomdiesthat even the best stedlth mines
revealed, drawing in adepiction of where the mineswere. Right on top of the jump point, just as Degani
had commented.

They would drift out of position in afew weeks, maybe, but until then couldn’t be bypassed unlessthe
Alliance fleet dowed to dmost adead stop to make avery tight turn. And if the Alliance warships did
that, they’ d be sitting ducks for Syndic FlotillaBravo making high-speed firing runs. “1 liked it better
when the Syndics were underestimating us,” Geary remarked to Degani in alow voice.

“Once we ve destroyed that Syndic flotilla, we can maneuver around those mines safely. Or maybe walt
inthis system until the mines move out of theway,” Degani suggested.

“Maybe.” Wait afew weeksin Lakota? It didn’t sound like agood idea. The longer they stayed here,
the worse things seemed to get.

“Syndic FlotillaBravo is steadying on an intercept coursewith us,” the maneuvering watch announced.
“Still accelerating, now back up to point zero fivelight.”

“They’ll come back up to point onelight for the engagement,” Degani predicted. “ That' s standard
practice for them.”

“And for the Alliance,” Geary reminded her. “But | won't bring our ships up to point onelight for awhile
yet”

“If the Syndics come up to point one light and hold it there,” Degani noted as she ran some calculations,
“and we maintain point zero seven light, then we now have about one and one haf hoursto contact.”

“Okay.” Geary thought for amoment, then caled dl of hisships. “All unitsin the Alliance fleet, we expect
combat in approximately one hour. Maintain your placesin formation, and | promise you we' |l teach
these Syndics the same things we taught the other Syndic flotillas we ve encountered.”

He didn't expect areply, but one came from back in the formation. “ Advise time we should accelerate to
engagement speed of point onelight.”

Geary checked the identification of the message and confirmed his suspicions. It had sounded like
Captain Mideaof Paadin, and it was. “We will accelerate prior to contact with the Syndics. | will order



that and any formation changes a the appropriate times.”
“She' sgoing to ask what the appropriate times are,” Degani murmured.

“ThisisPadadin,” another message camein on the heds of Degani’ s prediction. “ Clarify appropriate
times”

Geary fought down ablistering reply. “ The appropriate times will be when | issue the orders, Paladin.”
He shook his head, addressing Degani again. “Mided s not that stupid, is she?’

“I don't think so,” Degani temporized.

“Then surely she knows | have to base my actions on what the enemy isdoing. | won’t know when to do
what until we get closer to actua contact and see what formation they’ rein and how fast they’re coming
a usand any last-minute maneuversthey try.”

“That' strue, Sir, but | only know that because you' ve taught methat,” Degani replied. “ Our tactics were
much smpler before you assumed command.”

That was something of an understatement. With trained and experienced officer ranks repeatedly
decimated by battles that increasingly resembled bloodbaths, knowledge of how to maneuver effectively,
taking into account distances and time delays, had died dong with those officers. After ahundred years,
Geary had found tactics conssted of charging straight at the enemy again and again until one side or the
other had been bludgeoned into retreat or destruction. “I hope you’ re not the only one learning that,” he
commented to Degani.

“Of coursenot, Sr.”

Geary’ s eyeswent back to the display, where Syndic Flotilla Bravo kept accelerating toward the
Alliance flegt. Hopefully they hadn’t learned too much from watching Geary’ s own battles.

Astime passed it became gpparent that while the Syndics might have learned afew things, they hadn’t
learned enough. They were coming at the Alliance fleet in the same rectangular box formation they’d
beenin since arriving in Lakota, one broad side now facing toward the Alliance asif the box were diding
sideways and down at the opposing fleet.

Geary nodded, then spotted Degani and the watch-standers within his view smiling asthey watched him.
That was when he redlized he was amiling, too. “We Il hold thisformation. No, Il make one
modification.”

The Alliance fleet had remained in the five coin-shaped subformationsin which it had entered Lakota
Currently, thefive coinsall faced forward, amed just as surely for the Syndic formation asthe enemy
was amed at them, though Formation Echo Five Five with the damaged ships and auxiliaries was behind
the main body in Echo Five Four. Geary played with the maneuvering systems to come up with theright
orders, then transmitted them. “All unitsin Echo Five Five, increase speed to merge with Formation Echo
Five Four and take up positions asindicated.”

Degani looked intrigued, checking the orders hersdlf. “Y ou' re sort of tacking the old Five Five onto the
bottom edge of Five Four.”

“Right”

“With the Seventh Battleship Division sticking below the edge of the old Five Four?” She amiled again. “I
can't wait to see.”



With over an hour remaining until contact, the fleets now about ten light-minutes apart, Geary watched
the ships of Echo Five Five dowly overtake their comrades and assume their new positions. He knew the
Syndics would see the maneuver in about ten minutes and probably not worry about it sinceit il |eft the
main part of the Alliance fleet and the single Syndic box on collision courses.

With haf an hour until contact, Geary caled out orders again. “ Formations Echo Five Two and Echo
Five Threg’—the two coinsto elther Sde of the main body—" pivot formations on vertical axisat nine
zero degrees at time five zero. Smultaneoudy roll formations on horizonta axisfour five degrees so
leading edges of your formations dant toward Echo Five Four.” He couldn’t have given those ordersiif
human beings had been required to execute them. It would have smply been too complex to have that
many ships swinging to new positionsin both vertica and horizonta axes a the sametime, even though
the maneuvering systems were providing an exact picture of what Geary intended to every ship.

“Formations Echo Five One and Echo Five Four,” Geary continued, “ pivot formations nine zero degrees
forward on horizonta axis at timefive zero.”

The maneuvers unfolded like an insanely complicated dance number in three dimensions, the coins of the
Alliance formation shifting so that the leading thin edges of the vanguard and the main body were now
pointing a the oncoming Syndics, while the two flanking formations hung off to either Sde, their thin
edges aso forward but doping away from the main body. There was aweird beauty to watching
hundreds of ships engagein such anintricate balet.

The maneuvers were completed at fifteen minutes to contact. “ The Syndics will be seeing us changing
formation,” Degani noted.

“Right.” Geary sat watching the display, gauging the right moment for the next move. The Syndicswould
see whatever he did at increasingly smaller delays, so he had to time his moves to make the Syndics react
at theright times and in the wrong ways. They’ d watch hisfirst movements and not see any need to ater
their course or formation, but that was about to change.

The Syndics were now only two light-minutes away, alittle over twelve minutes to contact at a combined
closing speed of point one seven light speed. “All units, increase speed to point one light at time onefive.
All formations, dter base course up zero five degrees at time onefive.”

The Alliance fleet accelerated and pivoted, the coins angling upward. Degani grinned fiercely. “I get it!
But their commander will seeitintimeto react.”

“I"'m counting on that.” Geary pauised, counting the seconds, depending on ingtinct for the timing of the
next maneuver, watching the position of the Syndicsrelative to hisown ships. “ All formations, ater base
course up one zero degrees, starboard zero one degrees a time one nine.”

A minute later, Geary saw the Syndics reacting to his earlier maneuvers, pivoting their box upward so it
would meet the Alliance main body head-on again, the two groups of ships passing through each other at
adight angle and a combined closing speed now just under point two light. Any fagter, and reldivistic
distortion would serioudy complicate the task of seeing where the enemy ships actually were, but below
point two light, the combat systems should be able to compensate for velocities thet literally changed the
way the outsde universe looked.

Unfortunately for the Syndics, Geary’ s second turn upward changed the angle of the engagement again,
thistime so close to the time of contact that the Syndic commander didn’t have time to seeit and react.
“All units, engage by squadrons and divisonswith grapeshot and hdll lances as targets enter engagement
envelopes. Open firewhenin range.” The order would ensure each squadron or division of Alliance ships
targeted asingle enemy ship, increasing the chances of getting enough hits during the ingtant in which the



fleets would be close enough to fire on each other.

“Enemy missiles and grapeshot passing beneeth us,” the combat system watch reported glegfully asthe
Syndic barrage went where the Alliance fleet had been expected to be.

Then the moment of contact came and passed. If human eyes and nervous systems were able to react
quickly enough to perceiveit, they would have seen the flat surfaces of the Alliance vanguard and main
body coins diding across the upper leading edge of the Syndic box, concentrating their fire repeatedly on
the relatively few enemy shipsin and near the edge, while the Syndics could only fire back with those
samefew ships at Alliance warshipsflashing past one after another. The coins of the flanking Alliance
formations did past the upper corners of the Syndic box, their fire even more concentrated.

Geary blinked, wondering if he' d actualy seen the flashes of wegponsfire and hits during the fraction of a
second in which the automated combat systems aimed and fired far faster than humans could have
managed. Asthe Syndics and Alliance warships diverged now, watch-standers were calling out damage
assessments on the enemy and damage reports from Alliance ships.

“We hurt them,” Degani noted.

On the digplay, the remnants of two Syndic battle cruisers were faling away from the rest of the Syndic
fleet, joined by the tumbling wrecks of a battleship, five heavy cruisers, and numerous broken light
cruisers and HuKs. The escort forces on the upper edge of the Syndic formation had been virtudly
wiped out. Hits had been scored on other Syndic ships, but none critical.

On the Alliance sSide, shields had been stressed and afew lighter units had taken hits. Thankfully, al of
them could still keep up with the fleet.

Geary nodded, giving orders he' d already prepared. “ All formations, ater base course up one two zero
degrees at timetwo four.” Lessthan aminute later, the Alliance formations rose up and over, bending
into apartid C curve and inverting from their previous orientation.

As Geary had expected, the Syndics, making their own attempt to swing back into contact, had also
come up and over in amirror image of the Alliance maneuver. Since the two fleets were turning together,
the result was to once again bring the Alliance formations across a single edge of the Syndic box, this
time the bottom leading edge. Unfortunately for the Syndic warships that had been in the upper leading
edge of their box formation and taken the brunt of thefirst Alliance firing pass, they were now on the
bottom leading edge as the Syndic formation a so inverted when it came around.

Once again the Alliance formations tore across the single edge and its corners of the Syndic formation,
and once again the local superiority of firepower that created hurt the Syndics far more than they could
hit back at the Alliance ships.

“Two more Syndic battleships” Degani exulted. “And another of their battle cruisers dead!”

“Wetook more hitsthat time, too.” Two destroyers, Assegal and Rapier, had lost their wegpons but
remained able to maneuver. Severa light cruisers and a heavy cruiser had been battered, and afew shots
had gotten through to some of the Alliance battle cruisers. Even as Geary gave his next orders, hiseyes
were watching one of those battle cruisers. “ All formations turn down nine zero degrees a time three
five”” The Alliance fleet began bending into afull S curve asthe Syndicsturned into them again aswell.

But one of the Alliance battle cruisers didn’t follow the maneuver, diding out of the formation on adowly
twisting path that would take it across the path of the Syndic formation. “What happened to Renown?’
Geary demanded.



A watch-stander rapidly caled up are-creation of the last firing pass, playing it back dowly enough for
human senses to observe. The Syndics had known the Alliance fleet’ s path accurately thistime and
placed their grapeshot barrage in the right places. Renown, closest to the enemy on her side of one of the
flanking formations, had caught severd volleys, which had collgpsed her forward shields. As combat
sysems automatically shifted power from the stern and beam shields, Syndic missiles had veered inon
intercepts that came up Renown’ s stern. Thefirst three missiles had broken Renown’ s weskened stern
shields, then three more had totaly taken out her main propulsion systems.

Under theimpacts of the Syndic hits, Renown fdl back and off to the Side as shelost the ability to stay
with the Alliance formation.

A single battle cruiser, no longer able to use the speed that was supposed to compensate for her weaker
shields and armor, no longer surrounded by the protection of her comrades.

“Renown reports estimated time to regain limited main propulsion isthree zero minutes,” the combat
watch reported.

No one needed the maneuvering systems estimates to know that Renown wouldn't have thirty minutes.
The Syndic formation would sweep over her in only about ten more minutes.

Geary breathed a prayer. Get the fleet around, get his ships turned so he could get back to the battle
cruiser before the Syndics. He couldn’t possibly do it. Physicswouldn't dlow it.

“What' s Pdadin doing?’ Degani wondered aloud.

Geary’ seyesjerked that way. At the very rear of the main body now, Paladin had seen Renown take
hitsto her propulsion system and had time to react. Now the battleship was arcing around in aturn so
tight theinertid dampers on her must be screaming in protest.

He couldn’t take the entire fleet in that tight aturn. The units at the edges of hisformations had alot
farther to travel to make the turns than those near the center as the turns pivoted the ships around the
formations centrd axes. The only way to try to match what Paladin was doing wasto let hisformations
dissolve, which would be a prescription for disaster when the Syndics were still holding their formation.

“Pdadin,” Geary ordered in aharsh voice, “return to your position in the formation immediately.” He had
to adjust hisown fleet’ s course asit curved down to match adight dide to one side by the Syndics. “All
formations, come right zero two degrees, time four one.”

“What can we do?’ Rione asked from the rear of the bridge, her voice not demanding but pleading.

Geary didn’t have to ask to know the question was about Renown. “Nothing,” hereplied in avoice
barely louder than awhisper. “If | let thisformation fal gpart, we still probably won't get enough ships
therein time to save her, and we' d definitely end up losing alot more ships than Renown.”

“Renown reports she has ordered al nonessentia personnd to escape pods,” Dauntless's combat watch
reported.

Geary nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He' d given the same order, ahundred years ago, afew
months ago to him, at Grendd.

Degani gave him an anguished look but said nothing.

Pdadin kept coming around in aturn clearly aimed now at Renown as the rest of the Alliance fleet bent
into its own down and over maneuver, turning as one to reverse the course of al of its ships except



Renown and Paladin.

“Pdadin!” Geary ydled, not caring if he sounded unprofessionaly angry during the battle. “Return to the
formation immediately! Captain Mideaisrdieved of command. Executive officer, assume command and
return Paadin to formation!”

It was probably too late. It was certainly too late. At the velocities the ships were traveling, Paladin had
aready veered too far from the rest of the Alliance fleet, and the Syndics were coming around to cross
under the main body of the Alliance fleet but directly at Renown and Paadin.

Renown volleyed out waves of escape pods and al of her remaining specters as the leading edge of the
Syndic formation approached. Her last grapeshot followed, sparkling asit hit the shields of Syndic ships
and vaporized. One, then two, Syndic HuK sfell silent as Renown’ sweapons ripped into them. A light
cruiser redled away. The shieldson abattle cruiser flared and failed in spots, letting some of Renown’s
hell lances score hits on the enemy warship.

But an avdanche of fire was faling upon Renown. Her shidldsfailed, her weak armor was penetrated in a
hundred places, her hell-lance batteries fell silent as the stricken battle cruiser jerked and tumbled
helplesdy from theimpacts of Syndicfire.

“No systems detected till active on Renown,” awatch-stander reported in acalm but trembling voice.
“Renown’ s emergency beacon haslit off. Her surviving crew is abandoning ship.”

Geary had been there, too. Hoping afunctioning escape pod still existed, racing through once-familiar
passageways of his ship grown foreign from massive damage, the enemy wegpons il tearing into his
mortally wounded ship.

“Core overload set on Renown. Contact lost with Renown.”

On the digplay, the battered hulk, which minutes before had been an Alliance battle cruiser, rolled silently
away, her power core set to explode to deny her carcass to the enemy, the escape pods holding her
crew mingling with those from the dready destroyed Syndic warships.

Too late to save Renown, Paladin came tearing past and above the shattered battle cruiser. Hell lances
tore out from the battleship in volleysthat ripped into Syndic HuK s scrambling to escape. Two HUKs
exploded under the impacts, and one more disintegrated under the blows of Pdladin’shdl lances. Then
the lone Alliance battleship wasin among the Syndic light cruisers, its powerful hell-lance batteries
shattering the shields on two of thelight cruisers, destroying one and crippling the other.

A second later Paladin, her shields glowing now under an dmost constant barrage of enemy fire,
encountered Syndic heavy cruisers. Paladin’ s own wesgpons tore open asingle Syndic heavy cruiser as
the battleship staggered onward directly toward adivison of Syndic battleships.

“Captain Midealis crazy, but she' sdying well,” Degani remarked somberly.

“Did she have to take her ship and crew with her?” Geary whispered in reply. Too late. Too late to
relieve Midea Too late to figure out how to control areckless officer with aship’sfate in her hands.

“Paadin’slosing shidlds,” the watch reported.

Geary could seethat on hisown display. Pdadin’slonely battle was far enough from the rest of the fleet
by now that it took afew secondsfor light from the fight to reach Dauntless. A lot could happen in afew
seconds.



It took lesstimethan that for Paladin to charge straight into the Syndic battleship divison she'd been
aming for, shuddering as enemy weapons ripped into her from dl sides. But Paladin concentrated her
own fire on asingle battleship even as her hell-lance batteries started falling silent under the Syndic
barrage. As Paadin and that Syndic battleship flashed past each other, Paladin fired her null field at the
weakened bow shields of the enemy ship. Its dready-stressed shiddsfailed, and the null field penetrated
into the Syndic battleship’s bow, digging amassive crater there,

Asthe Syndic battleship redled out of formation, crippled, Paadin shot through the rest of the Syndic
formation, taking hit after hit, sysemsfaling dead and pieces of armor and hull being blown off under the
impact of Syndic hell lances, grapeshot, and missilefire.

As Geary’ sfleet came over the top of its turn and steadied on course for another pass at the Syndic
flotilla, Paladin’ s remains tumbled onward past the Syndics, the only sign of life on the wreck afew

escape pods popping free.

“We'll avengethem,” Geary stated asthe Alliance fleet steadied out to cross over the top of the Syndic
formation again. But he'd migudged dightly thistime, maybe rattled by what was happening to Renown
and Paladin, and the two groups of warshipstore past each other at extreme hell-lance range, neither the
Alliance nor the Syndics scoring any significant damage on the other.

“WE |l get the Syndics on the next pass,” Degani predicted, her face grim.

“Yeah.” Geary took adeep breath, then transmitted his next orders. “ All formations, turn up one one
zero degrees, port zero one degrees at time five seven.” Asthe fleet came back around, it would invert
again asthe two formations wove back and forth toward each other in interlinked S curves. The Syndic
commander should recognize that he couldn’t achieve a good firing pass unless he broke the pattern, but
the Syndics wouldn't break contact while they thought they had a chance to inflict damage back on the
Alliance. They never had, stubbornly sticking to fightsin misplaced displays of bravery and determination.
Inthisfight, the Syndics had aready been hurt alot more than the Alliance, even after counting Renown
and Paladin. By the time the Syndics decided to flee, they’ d be too badly hurt for any magjor warship to
Oet awvay.

“Sir, activity a the hypernet gate!”

Alerts pulsed on Geary’ sdisplay. His eyeswent to the area of the Syndic hypernet gate even asa
watch-stander began calling out the information in abresthless voice. “ Syndic forces have been spotted
emerging from the hypernet gate. Twenty Hunter-Killers. Update, twenty-eight Hunter-Killers. Twelve
light cruisers. Update, forty-two Hunter-Killers, twenty-six light cruisers, eight heavy cruisers. Update,
gxty-nine Hunter-Killers, thirty-one light cruisers, nineteen heavy cruisers.”

Geary watched the enemy symbols multiplying madly &t the hypernet gate, trying not to let hisdismay
show.

“They’ ve got asubstantia number of escorts,” Degani remarked with what Geary thought was
remarkable camness.

Whichimplied alot of capitd ships

The display and the watch-stander confirmed that moments later. “ Sixteen battle cruisers. Update, twenty
battle cruisers. Twelve battleships. Update, twenty-three battleships.”

Geary redlized he hadn’t been bresthing and inhaled. At least the threat symbols had stopped growingin
number. He took along moment to read the final assessment of the new Syndic force. Twenty-three



battleships, twenty battle cruisers, nineteen heavy cruisers, thirty-one light cruisers, one hundred twelve
Hunter-Killers.

The oddsin this star system had just gone from roughly even to very bad. In capital shipsadonethe
Alliance fleet now had only twenty-five surviving battleships and seventeen surviving baitle cruisers. The
battle so far had taken out three Syndic battleships and four battle cruisers, but even after those losses,
total Syndic capital ships at Lakota now added up to forty-four battleships and thirty-four battle cruisers,
most of those fresh and presumably with full load-outs of expendable munitions, whereasthe Alliance
ships had used up most of their missiles and grapeshot aready. Almost two-to-one odds, and no matter
what anyone esein the Alliance fleet believed, Geary didn’t think that superior fighting spirit could make
up for that kind of digparity in firepower.

TEN

“IT must be the main Syndic fleet,” Degani observed, her body tense. “ Their primary strike force. The
Syndicsin this system couldn’t have sent for reinforcements and had them show up this quickly, so they
must have been headed here for some other reason.”

“Lucky us,” Geary muttered. The hypernet gate was dmost five light-hours away now, so that Syndic
flotillathey were just now seeing had arrived five hours ago. But the Syndicsin that new strike force had
seen the Alliance fleet the moment they arrived, and had dready had five hoursto size up the Stuation
and make plans. “We need to wipe out this flotillawe re engaged with. Then we can—"

“Syndic shipsare turning away,” awatch-stander called in a disappointed voice.

“Son of abitch.” There wasn't any doubt. Instead of curving back in for another firing pass, the Syndics
they’ d been fighting were continuing outward, accelerating past point one light to open the distance from
the Alliance fleet even fagter. Instead of closing on the Alliance fleet, the Syndics were now heading in
another direction. “They’ re breaking contact.”

Along with light from the hypernet gate had come ordersfor the Syndic shipsthey were engaged with.
Geary was certain of it as he watched the Syndic flotillaaccel erating away.

“Cowards,” Degani ground out, then shook her head. “No. They’ ve been ordered to wait until that other
big force gets close enough to engage us.”

“Right.” Geary took alook at the geometry of the Alliance and the Syndic forces, then at hisfleet’ sfuel
datus. “We don't have enough fud cellsto catch them without going to criticaly low levels”

“Jump to Branwyn!” Rione suddenly cried, asif unable to understand why someone else hadn’t aready
said that. “ Proceed onward to the jJump point and jump to Branwyn! We veinflicted more losses on the
Syndicsthan they have on us, so there’ s no dishonor in leaving the battlefield now!”

Degani just shook her head again.

Geary looked back at Rione. “We can't. That Syndic force that is breaking contact with usisgoing to
stay close enough to come charging in if we head for that jump point. We have to dow down alot to get
past the minefield they laid and to the jump point. They’ Il wait until we' re nearly at adead stop to get
around those mines, and then they’ Il hit us”

“We d be easy targets,” Degani added in atight voice.

“We can't outmaneuver them?' Rione demanded.



Thistime Geary shook hishead. “They don't have auxiliaries with them dowing them down, and they can
leave their damaged ships behind when they come at us, knowing that we can't go after them. Even if we
didn’'t have the auxiliaries to worry about, we' d gtill have to keep our damaged shipswith us” He
pointed a the display. “ The Syndics we were fighting will keep us from using the jump point for Branwyn
or hurt usvery badly if wetry to useit. Meanwhile, the big new Syndic flotillawill head for us, knowing
we can't escape through the nearest jJump point without taking serious losses. When the newest force
gets close enough, it and the one we were just fighting will hit ustogether.”

Degani nodded, her face grim.
“And you're just going to wait around for this?’ Rione asked, incredul ous.

“Notif | can helpit.” He sat down, trying to think. One thing was obvious, and that was he had to settle
the fleet on anew course. “ All ships, steady course up two zero degrees, starboard one zero degrees
timefour three”

Now what? Badly outnumbered, and things wouldn’t be getting better. Maybe, maybe if he pulled off
something absolutely brilliant, he could win here. But there was no way of doing so without losing the vast
majority of hisown ships. Any Alliance ships surviving after that would have absolutely no chance of
reaching Alliance space and would be lost aswell. A victory herewould be purchased only with the
sacrifice of hisown fleet and wouldn't accomplish anything but stalemating the war again. The Syndics
and the Alliance would be forced to hold off attacking each other for awhile asthey rebuilt their fleets;
then they’ d both go at it once more, continuing the apparently endlesswar. Perhaps until both the
Syndicate Worlds government and the Alliance government collgpsed and human-occupied space
descended into heavily armed anarchy.

Evenif | managed atotd victory—and what are the odds of that when the enemy outnumbers usthis
badly?—againgt odds like that, my best efforts might just delay the inevitable and see the Syndics destroy
this fleet while retaining enough strength themsdvesto finally go againgt the wesk forces defending
Alliance home space.

Degani was chewing her lower lip, her expresson determined. She' d do whatever Geary ordered,
certain that whatever it was would produce avictory. Geary glanced around the bridge of Dauntless and
saw variations of the same fear on every watch-stander, along with the same courage that would alow
those officers and sailorsto charge into battle despite that fear. These sailorswould dieif Geary ordered
it, no doubt of that, fighting their hardest to achieve victory despite the odds.

But he' d dready seen what that kind of attitude could produce. Paladin had possessed the same
willingnessto fight and die, and the end result had been death. He couldn’t ask these sailorsto diejust
because they were willing to follow his ordersto do that. There had to be areasonable hope that those
deeths would accomplish something.

Okay. Options. Take out this Syndic formation before the newest one got here, then escape to Branwyn.
Couldn’'t work unless the commander of the Syndic force they’ d been fighting was an absoluteidiot, and
he or she didn’t seem to be one. Besides, they’ d clearly been ordered not to engage Geary unlessthe
Alliance fleet tried to escape before the newest force got here.

Take out the newest Syndic force? Charge it and hope clever tactics could compensate for enemy
superiority? That was adim reed to cling to, especidly since the Syndic force they’ d dready fought
would chargeright after them, and as he' d told Rione, could out-accelerate the Alliance fleet. He' d till
end up facing both Syndic forces a once, and with them operating in two big formationslike that, they’d
probably be able to wipe out hisauxiliaries, even if Geary managed to avoid the destruction of the rest of



theflest.

Just run like hell? Where? Asde from the fact that many of his captainswould balk at fleeing from an
enemy even under these circumstances, there were dso the problemsthat he couldn’t out-accel erate the
Syndic flatillas, and the jump point for T' negu would just take thisfleet into amaze of mines, with the
Syndic forces here coming right behind. Running toward open space might keep the Syndics from
catching them but would be dow suicide asthe shipsdl ran out of fud cdllsfar from any dar.

There was dways the jump point back to Ixion, but the Syndic force they’ d |eft there would surely be
coming out of that a any time and—

Okay. There' san option. Maybe not the sort of option that Black Jack would choose, but I'm not Black
Jack.

So, aplanto run for the only possible safe way out of this star system, without making it obviousthat he
was running. Fortunately, for once the expected arrival of more enemy reinforcements offered him away
to do that and conced hisintentions for aslong as possible from not only the enemy but also hisown
fleet.

“We need time, and we need to confront these Syndic forcesindividually,” Geary announced, suddenly
aware of how dlent it was on the bridge of Dauntless as everyone waited to hear him spesk. “ The only
way to do that with the oneswe were fighting isto trick them into going after us. We can do that and
engage the next wave of Syndic reinforcementsinto this system.”

He pointed at the display. “WEe re going back to—toward the jJump point for Ixion. At any timewe
expect the Syndic force we left at 1xion to come into this star system using that jump point. If we're close
enough when they do, we can overwhelm them.” Only four battleships and four battle cruisers had been
inthat force. “This Syndic flotillawe ve been fighting will have to cometo the rescue of that force, which
will give usachanceto bloody it again.”

“That till leavesthe biggest Syndicflatilla” Rione objected.

“Yes, it does. We Il haveto see how it reacts and hit it however we can.” Don't lieto them. Lay the
groundwork for escaping this star system. “We can't fight al of these Syndic formations at once. We
need to hit them individualy.”

Captain Degani studied the display hersdf for amoment, then smiled. “We re not retresting.”

“No, Captain,” Geary replied with al of the confidence he could fake. “We re changing the direction of
our attack.”

HE repested the phrase to a hastily gathered conference of fleet commanding officers about ten minutes
later asthe Alliancefleet lined up on a course back to the jump point for Ixion. “We re changing the
direction of our attack.”

A long silencefollowed, born partly of time needed for his commanding officers to absorb the new plan
and partly of thetime required for light itself to carry the information between the different formations of
the fleet. “We don’t know the other Syndic forceis going to exit that jump point,” Captain Cresida
argued. Loyd as she wasto him, she wanted to fight the Syndics.

“I'm hoping it will, and | think we have good reason to bdlieveit will.” Plausible reason, anyway. “We
need to force Syndic HotillaBravo to voluntarily reengage with us, because we can't run them down,



given the state of our fudl cdll reserves.” A number of officersturned and glared toward the commanders
of theauxiliaries, asif thiswere somehow their fault. “ If we force afight with the Syndic flotillacoming
from Ixion, we |l haveit badly outnumbered, and Syndic Flotilla Bravo will haveto cometo its assstance
or we'll be ableto wipeit out.”

Geary forced a confident smile. “ Of course, we do intend wiping out theflotillafrom Ixion, then turning
and hitting Syndic FlotillaBravo asit triesto save its comrades.”

Tulev nodded, even more stolid than usud. “We must defest these Syndic flotillasin detail, one by one,
separately. If they combine or get close enough to coordinate their attacks, we' |l bein avery difficult

postion.”

“Now isn't thetime for timidity,” Captain Casiaobjected. “If we turn and chase the Syndic flotillawe ve
aready fought, we can finish them off and then engage therest.”

“They’ll run usout of fud cedls, and then we can drift until blown gpart by the Syndics,” Duellos stated,
anger showing. “It'scaled physics. Run the datayoursdlf. Y ou' vejust lost a battleship from your divison
because an officer thought being bold was the same as being smart. Didn’t you learn anything from the
lossof Pdadin?’

“Thisflet fightd” another officer ingsted. “Wedon't run!”

“Tactica repogtioning isnot running!” Commander Gaesinsigted. “We rein Lakotal We attacked a
strong Syndic star system. How can you cdll that running?’

“We should rethink that attack,” Commander Yin argued abruptly.

Geary gave Yin aquestioning look, surprised that she' d drawn attention again after being relatively quiet
at recent conferences. But then Captain Midea had been dominating the bad officer Sde of discussionsin
the last few conferences as she spun increasingly out of control. If only he' d recognized what she was
doing, theincreasing lack of discretion, and found cause to relieve Midea of command before the last
battle. But he couldn’t have donethat if everyone else had seen it amply as Geary’ s attempt to Sllence
someone saying something he didn't want to hear. So now he spoke firmly but camly to Yin. “Explain
that, please.”

Yinflicked her eyes around nervoudy. “It’ s obvious that the fleet’ s movements are constrained by some
of the ships. Some can’'t move asfast asthe others, and that limits our ability to fight.” True enough, but
Geary waited, not trusting the amount of tension he saw in Commander Yin. “Some of the shipsare
dower by design, the auxiliaries. Others are temporarily dower due to battle damage, like my own
Orion.”

A lot of officersweregiving Yin narrow-eyed looks now, wondering where thiswas going. Yin gulped
but forged on, speaking quickly. “It' s obvious. Get the dower shipsto asafe place so therest of the fleet
can fight unencumbered.”

“A safe place?’ Dudlos asked.

“Ixion. W€ re going that way, anyway. Get closeto the jJump point, let aformation including the damaged
ships and the auxiliaries jump toward Ixion, and the rest of the fleet will be able to maneuver and fight
better.” Yin was bregthing rapidly, staring down at her hands as they clasped and unclasped on the table
before her.

It wasn't an entirely unreasonable proposd, if anyone had trusted Commander Yin. Her behavior madeit



clear that even Yin wasworried about how the other officerswould seeit. After along and hostile period
of quiet, Dudlos spoke again, hisvoice deceptivey light. “ Remarkable. It sounded just asif Captain
Numos were spesking just now. The voice was Commander Yin's, but the advice and the words seem
those of Captain Numos. Odd, isn'tit?’

Yin flushed. “ Captain Numosis an experienced officer and the veteran of many battles.”

“Which he survived by running from,” Captain Cresida snarled. “ That' s exactly what he wanted to do at
the Syndic home system, too! Every ship for itsdf!”

Voices erupted dl around the table, some shouting at Yin, some at Cresida. Geary searched his controls
and punched the command override, quieting al the noise ingtantly. The ability to shut everyone up at
timeslike thiswas about the only thing about being fleet commander that heliked. “ Everyonelisten. This
kind of debate isn’t doing us any good. Our enemies are the Syndics. Captain Cresida, it’ strue that
Captain Numos has been charged with abandoning his responsbilitiesin the face of the enemy, but he
has not yet been convicted of that.”

Cresidalooked unhappy but nodded. “1 apologize for my remark about afelow officer, Sr.”

“Thank you. Now, Commander Yin, Captain Numos is supposed to have only enough human contact to
meet the requirements for humane treatment. He is not supposed to be giving advice on the running of
your ship or of thisflegt. Areyou in fact consulting with him on those matters?’

Yin'seyeswere everywhere but on Geary’s. “No. No, sr.”

If he could only contrive away to get Commander Yin down to the interrogation room in theintelligence
section on Dauntless and see how the sensors there evaluated answers like that. But then Geary was
aready certain Yin waslying. Dudllos was right—the words and the proposed course of action sounded
very much like Captain Numaos. Numaos would have presented the words with a superior sneer rather
than obvious anxiety as Commander Yin had, but then Geary suspected that Numos had alot more
experience with lying to his own advantage.

If Geary had needed any confirmation that Numaos was still working against him despite being relieved of
command of Orion and arrested, he now had it.

Dudlos spoke in aprofessionally detached tone. “1’d recommend against doing as Commander Yin
proposed. How could we be certain we' d be able to rejoin with the damaged ships and auxiliaries? That
forcewould be well enough off, since they would have dl the supply capahility in the fleet to themselves
and would even be capable of reaching Alliance home space with those supplies, though | am of course
speaking purely theoreticdly, since | know Commander Yin would never consider abandoning the rest of
the fleet. Though of coursetherest of the fleet would be fighting to the deeth here, and there probably
wouldn’t be many Syndic forces able to mount arapid pursuit of the shipsthat had gone ahead to Ixion.
But that is, as| said, purely amatter of theory and not something | would think any fleet officer would
congder doing.”

Yinwas pae as death now, staring at Duellos. His emphasis on her name had clearly conveyed theidea
that another officer with that force might try to abandon the fleet. Numos remained under arrest on Orion,
but if Orion were detached from the rest of the fleet, how long would he remain confined?

And despite requiring Cresidato gpologize, Geary knew damned well that Numoswould run likea
rabbit if he had command of that formation and the auxiliaries and their supplieswith him.

Nobody was saying anything. Rione gave Geary an impatient ook and jerked her head asif to remind



him that there was afleet conference going on.

Geary studied the expressions around the table, relieved to be finding little apparent support for
Commander Yin'sproposa. “ Thank you, Commander,” he stated flatly. “1 don’t think it would be wise
to adopt your proposal. Thisfleet will remain together and return to Alliance space together.” He saw
ingtantly on the faces of the othersthat it had been the right thing to say. “I know you are dl inspired by
the sacrifices of Renown and Paladin. Let’ stake out plenty of more Syndic shipsin the names of those
brave warships.” Hefdt like ahypocrite praising Paladin, but her crew had died bravely enough. They
shouldn’t suffer in anyone' s estimation because their captain had failed them. “But let us dso learn from
the example of Paladin. Hold together, and we can destroy the Syndics. Fail to do that, and they can
destroy us”

No one seemed ready to debate that point with the images of the death of Paladin till vivid in their
minds, but Captain Armus of the battleship Colossus frowned at the display asif dill thinking. “ Captain
Geary, that new Syndic strike force, the one that outnumbers us, can intercept us prior to our reaching
the jump exit for Ixion.”

“That’ strue, if we hold the same course and speed. We re going to try to throw off any attempted
Syndic intercept.” Heindicated the display. “ They’ refive light-hours away from us, so they won't even
know we' re headed for that jump point for another five hours. We Il make some minor adjustments on
the way to the jump point, just enough to confuse a Syndic intercept that' s reacting hours later.”

Armus nodded reluctantly. “What do we do if that big new flotilla does manage to intercept us?
Especidly if Syndic HotillaBravo remainsintact and positioned to dso engage us?’

Everyone looked at Geary, waiting for his answer to aworst-case scenario. He couldn’t redlly present a
detailed answer, not knowing how the Syndics would be positioned, what their formationswould be, a
hundred big and little detail s that would make dl the differencein hisresponse. But it occurred to him that
there was one thing he could say. “What do we do? Wefight like hell, Captain, and make them sorry
they caught up with us.”

No one e se spoke, so Geary nodded politely. “ That' s all. Captain Casia, Captain Duellos, please remain
for amoment.” Theimages of the other officers disappeared quickly, leaving Casiaand Duelos giving
each other chalenging looks across the table. Degani aso remained, but retreated outside the range of
the conference software to give Geary privacy with the other two officers. Rione just sat and watched.
“Captain Casia,” Geary stated formaly, “my regretsfor the loss of Paladin from your divison.” Casia,
who looked asif he wanted to accuse Geary of being at fault in what happened to Paladin, nodded
aoruptly. “That'sal.”

Dudlos sghed after Casiahad gone. “He s probably trying to decideif getting rid of aloose cannon like
Mideawasworth losing Pdladin.”

“Probably. My regretsfor the loss of Renown.”

“Thank you.” Dudllos shook his head. “1t often comes down to luck, good or bad, doesn’t it?1 liked
Renown, liked her commanding officer, liked her crew. It' |l be along time before | stop expecting to see
them in my formation.” He sighed. “Most of the crew got off, though. That’s something.” Duellos saluted.
“Let’'shopeit doesn't get worse.”

“That' swhat I'm praying for.” Geary returned the salute, and Duellos | ft.

Degani came back up to Geary after Dudllos had vanished, giving Rione adightly apologetic look asthe
other woman remained seated, watching her. “Sir, | wanted to say...| could see how hard it must have



been watching Renown. After Grendd.”

Geary nodded. Of course Degani had understood. “Y eah. It brought back some bad memories.” He
paused, letting them come clearly again. The battle had been only afew months ago for him, a century
old for Degani and Rione and the othersin thisfleet. “1 had to give that same order. Nonessentia
personnel to the escape pods. It'sahard order to give. My executive officer wouldn’t go. She said she
was essentia”

He could see her 0 easily, the memories so recent in hismind. Lieutenant Commander Decala. A good
officer, refusing to leave her post, her eyes determined and tormented. “| told her to go. Ordered her
directly, persondly. She wouldn't go.” Hetook along, deep breeth, feding it dl again. “1 told her that
she' d be needed. That the Alliance would need good officersto defend itself from the Syndics, to strike
back in response to the surprise attack. | told her that her duty required her to leave. Shefinaly did.”

Degani nodded, her face solemn. “Do you know what became of her?’

“Yes. A month ago | findly got up the nerveto look her up in the Official Casudty Records.” Funny how
hard it had been to type in her name, wondering and dreading what had become of Lieutenant
Commander Decadlaand al the other members of hisold crew who had survived hislast stand. “ She died
five years after Grendd when her ship was destroyed during an Alliance assault on a Syndic star system.”
Ninety-five years ago, while Geary drifted in surviva deep.

Degani bowed her head. “My condolences, sir. She has surely rested with her ancestorsin honor since
thet time.”

“I'liketo think s0.” Geary composed himsdlf. “ Thanks for asking, Tanya It sone of thosethings | have
to face sooner or later.”

She nodded, saluted, and |€ft.

Rionefindly stood and walked over to Geary, seeming uncharacteristicaly subdued. “ There are things|
will never be able to adequately understand,” she Stated quietly.

“There are memories no one should have to have,” Geary replied. “But that' swar for you.”

She closed her eyesfor amoment. “I have afew more of those memories now, so | know exactly what
you mean.

Tl methetruth, John Geary. Do you think thisfleet can gill makeit out of this star system?”’

“I don’t know. On my honor, Victoria, | just don’t know. But we havetotry.”

I'T had been about seven days from the jJump point where they’ d arrived to the vicinity of the jump point
for Branwyn. Now they were heading back the other way, the Alliance fleet’ s path arcing through Lakota
again. Geary had ddliberatdly first lined the fleet up on acourse headed for the jump point for Seruta,
holding that coursefor an hour to hopefully get the newest and biggest Syndic flatillacharging in thet
direction. Then he brought the fleet around, aming for the vicinity of the jump point for Ixion.

As he had feared, Syndic Formation Bravo had taken up position about twenty light-minutes astern of the
Alliancefleet. Close enough to watch and pounceif necessary, far enough off that the Syndic flotillacould
accelerate away if the Alliance shipsturned to try to bring it to battle.



The only good thing about the current Situation wasthat at least he was regaining alittle combet strength
for onceingtead of just having it dowly whittled away. Warrior, Orion, and Mgjestic had finaly
completed enough repairsto regain alevel of combat capability that would let them serve as escorts for
the auxiliariesif necessary. Entrugting the fates of the invaluable auxiliaries to three shipswith the shaky
records of those battleships would be amgjor legp of faith, but the spirit of their crews needed to be
fixed as badly asthe ships themsalves had.

By the end of thefirst day it was clear enough that Syndic Flotilla Delta, the massive strike force that had
arrived through the hypernet gate, was indeed coming after the Alliance flet full-bore. “ Point one five
light,” Degani remarked. “Edging up toward point two light.”

Normally there would be abright sde to even that bad news. At that velocity, relaivigtic distortion easily
created minor errorsin how a ship’s sensors viewed the outside universe. Across the huge distances that
Syndic Flotilla Deltawas covering, even atiny error could produce abig difference. Unfortunately in this
case, HoatillaBravo hanging just astern of the Alliance fleet and matching itsvelocity of point onelight
could provide accurate information to Flotilla Delta.

“They’ll definitely get to us before we reach the jump point for Ixion,” Degani continued. “It'salong
haul, but they’ re coming on hard, and that Fotilla Bravo is|etting them know when we try to fool them at
long digtance.”

“They’ll intercept us only a couple of hours before the jump point,” Geary noted. He didn’t add what
they both knew, that those could be avery long couple of hours.

“And that’sif we and everyone else continues on our current tracks. When we engage the Syndics
coming out of the Ixion jump point, it will throw all of these projections off.” Degjani leaned back, closing
her eyesfor amoment. “ Sir, it may not be wise to engage Fotilla Delta, even though it does't look like
we' Il have an option.”

That was achange, Degani counsdling caution. “ Y ou think so?” Geary asked, wondering what her
reasoning was.

“WEe re not in the best pogition for afight with aforcethat big,” Degani explained. “1’m sure you' ve seen
that aready, but it took melonger. If we could eiminate Flotilla Bravo as athrest before FlotillaDelta
intercepts us, it will make abig difference, but unlessthat flotillafrom Ixion comesin just right, | don’t see

that happening.”
“I wasthinking the samething.”

“I knew it.” Degani nodded firmly and opened her eyesagain, gazing at him. “We need to fight these
Syndics on our terms. Y ou’ ve said that many times. Seeing Pdladin dieaday ago...wdl, suddenly it
seemed | was seeing fleets and fleets of Alliance warships doing the same thing for decade after decade,
throwing away themsalves and their crews. | mean, it'shonorable and it’ s brave, but it hasn't been
accomplishing much, hasit?’

“No.” Geary twisted his mouth. “ Sometimes the braver course of actionisto avoid afight.”

“Because others will accuse you of being scared?’ Degani’ sface hardened. “Y es. But then I've been
accused of other thingslately. We re going to jump for Ixion as soon aswe can, right, sir?’

“Yeah. If | can get there without fighting FlotillaDelta, I'm going to do it.”

“Good.” Having shocked Geary by endorsing discretion in battle, Degani now grinned. “We Il kill more



of them if wefight them when and where we want to.”

Asbottom lineswent, it had the virtues of smplicity and truth. “Right.”

“HOW about Seruta?’ Rione asked, her eyes on the star display in Geary’ s stateroom. “If we dodge that
way—"

Geary shook his head, and she stopped speaking. “ The biggest problem with that isthat the jJump point
for Serutais closer to Syndic FHotillaDeta They'd intercept us earlier, and we d have alonger fight to
get through to the jump point.” He gazed at the star. “ L esser but still sgnificant problems are that we
don't know what the Syndics have at Seruta, and the captured star system guides we have say Serutais
avery old and very poor system. No planets at al, just thin clouds of asteroids orbiting adying red S,
and not much in the way of good metalsin the asteroids. All the Syndics ever had therewas an

emergency dation that was shut down along time back. We might find some nasty Syndic surprises at
Seruta, and we know we wouldn't find any of the resources we need there.”

Rione dumped back, frowning. “We just keep heading for the jump point for Ixion? Even knowing that
the Syndicswill catch us before we reach it?’

“I'll try some maneuversto keep them from closing with us.”
“Try?" She shook her head. “ A very, very weak hope, John Geary. How did we end up stuck like this?’

“Exceptiondly bad luck, for onething. If Flatilla Delta hadn’t shown up, we could have finished
eliminating Flotilla Bravo as athreet, then left for Branwyn.” Geary stared into the depths of the star
display. “And bad judgment. My bad judgment. | made the decision to cometo Lakota, and it wasa
very bad decison.”

“Wasit? Because you didn’t know you’ d encounter exceptiondly bad luck?’ Rione moved over and sat
down beside him, leaning againg his shoulder. “Thisisn’t something you can blame yoursdf for. And |
should know, being an expert on blaming oneslf as| am.”

“It does’t fed right to not have you chewing me out for messing up by being too aggressive,” Geary
remarked.

“I’vetold you that | don’t want to be too predictable.” She sat up and made an exasperated sound.
“Maybe we' re not supposed to get home. Maybe what we' ve learned is too dangerous.”

“I won'’t accept that.”

“Good.” She stood up. “1 need to make peace with someone, if | can. | might not have too many more
daystotry.”

Degani?“Who?’

“My ancestors. I'll seeyouinawhile”

“Doyoumindif | wak with you?’

Rione frowned a him again. “Y ou're not my husband. Y ou don’'t belong in the room with me.”

“I' know. | wouldn't go that far. | want to talk to my ancestors, too.”



Rione sface cleared. “ Perhgpsthey’ Il have some good advice.”
“If they don't, I’ ve dways got you.”
Sherolled her eyes. “Advice | havein plenty. Good advice is another thing, it seems.”

“Youtold methat I’ d be stupid and insane to bring this fleet to Lakota,” Geary pointed out. “Y ou seem
to have been right about that.”

For some reason that seemed to amuse her dightly. “1 think | said you were stupid and Falco was insane.
Fine. Wak with me. Let the crew seetheir hero and hislover being pious and proper. Then, assuming |
haven’t been blasted into ashes by my shamed ancestors, we can come back here and compare notes on
whatever inspirations or warningswe felt.”

Geary stood up, laughing dightly. “That' sone hell of thing to base military planning on, isn't? Signsand
portents. Like we re ancients peering up at the stars and wondering what they are.”

Rione paused on her way to the hatch and gave Geary a serious|ook. “The ancients thought the stars
were gods, John Geary. So do we, though in avery different way. But we re not so different from the
ancients, who lived but the blink of an eye ago in the sight of this universe and spent their livestrying to
understand why they were here and what they were supposed to do with the gifts of their lives. | try
never to forget that.”

He nodded, wondering once again at the woman ingde Victoria Rione.

HALFWAY to thelxion jump point, Syndic HotillaBravo still hung behind them like an ancient sword
poised to fal on their necks, and Syndic Flatilla Delta, cutting a curving path through Lakota Star
System, would crossthetrack of the Alliance fleet a apoint just two hours shy of the jump point. Syndic
HoatillaAlphadtill cruised serenely back and forth near the hypernet gate, sanding sentry againgt a
desperate and increasingly impossible lunge for the gate by the Alliance fleet. No sign of the smaller
Syndic flotillaexpected to be coming from Ixion.

Lacking omens or inspirations from his ancestors, Geary sat and watched the dow track of the
formations across Lakota Star System. Every example he' d been able to find of aforce in the position of
the Alliance fleet ended the same way, and it wasn't agood way asfar asthe Alliance fleet was
concerned.

Hetried to ignore another stress headache building between hiseyes. Why had it cometo this? If only he
hadn’t been constantly thrown off balance and forced to change plans by the arrival of one Syndic force
after another. Instead of calling the shotsin this system, it seemed he' d just been reacting to a constant
series of moves by the enemy.

Reacting to moves by the enemy.

The enemy wasfaster. Both Syndic Flotilla’ s Bravo and Delta could out-accel erate Geary’ sfleet and
maintain higher velocities. That was a definite advantage, but d ower-moving ships could turn tighter,
though tighter didn’t exactly mean asmdl turn radius at even point zero fivelight. Still, he'd been kept of f
balance alot. Maybeif hefigured out how to keep the Syndic flatillas off balance. ..

It wasn't agresat plan, but it was a plan.



THE face of Commander Suram, acting commanding officer of Warrior, gazed back at Geary warily,
doubtless expecting bad news. Suram had been Captain Kerestes sformer executive officer, but what
was heredlly like? No one was sure. But Geary had to give the man a chance now. “Commander Suram,
Warrior's crew has done an amazing job of repairing battle damage. Y our shield capabiilities are fully
restored, and half of your hell-lance batteries are operationa again.”

Suram nodded. “Yes, sr. We haven't been ableto repair dl of the damaged armor, though, and
propulson istill a only saventy-five percent.”

“That' s good enough to keep up with the auxiliaries. I’ ve got aspecid assignment for Warrior,
Commander Suram. I’ m putting you in command of Orion and Mgestic aswdll.”

That got agtartled reaction. “Sir?’

“I need those auxiliaries protected, Commander Suram,” Geary stated with grim intengity. “1f welose
them, thisfleet isdead. Y ou know that. When we mix it up with the Syndics again, those two flatillas are
going to be coming at usfrom multiple directions. It'll be very difficult for me to make surethat Titan,
Witch, Jinn, and Goblin aren’t damaged or destroyed. | want Warrior, Orion, and Mgjestic to stick to
those auxiliaries like you were tied to them by ashort rope. | want you to physicaly block any Syndic fire
at the auxiliariesif necessary and destroy any Syndic warshipsthat try to get at the auxiliaries. Can you
do that, Commander Suram?’

Suram’'sjaw st “Yes, Sr.”

“Y ou understand I’ m giving you the most important job in thisfleet. | don't have asingle mgor warship
to spare. No minor warshipsto spare either, for that matter. | need to know that you'll do whatever it
takes and stick with those auxiliaries.”

“Warrior will be destroyed before those auxiliaries are harmed,” Suram stated. “We know we have
something to prove,” he added in arough voice. “Myself and the crew of Warrior. We left Polaris and
Vanguard a Vidha. We won't |eave these auxiliaries, not while we have any capability left. | swear it on
the honor of my ancestors.”

Geary knew that anyone he asked would tell him he wasinsaneto trust Warrior, let lone Orion and
Maedtic, but hisingtinctstold him that no other ships had as much to prove. That didn’'t mean hewould
have given this mission to Commander Yin on Orion, of course. That really would have beeninsane. “If |
didn’t believe you capable, | wouldn't have given you the mission, Commander Suram. Y ou tell your
crew that. | know that Warrior can carry it out or dietrying.”

Suram nodded again, then saluted. “ Thank you, sir. We will regain our honor or diein the attempt.”

Geary amiled. “ Do us both afavor and regain your honor without dying. | want Warrior back in the front
of battle. Are you comfortable with the commanders of Orion and Mg estic? Will they follow your
orders?’

“Every officer and every sailor on Orion and Mg estic will know their mission and the opportunity they’ve
been given, Sr,” Suram promised. “ Thank you again, sir. Our shipswill justify your trust in us”

ONE day out from the jump point. He spent hours just gazing at the smulator, where a depiction of the
current sSituation hung, the huge Syndic FHatilla Deltanow arranged in what seemed atraditiona Syndic
box formation, though in this case the box was very shalow. Thelid of the box pointed toward the



Alliancefleet likeathick wal that overlapped the Alliance formation on al sides.

Syndic Formation Bravo had atered its box formation aswell, making it shalow to match that of Delta
and tilting it up to mimic thewall of Delta, though Bravo' slesser numbers made for amuch smadler wall.
Even after getting pummeled by the Alliance fleet near the Branwyn jump point, Bravo still boasted fifteen
battleships and ten battle cruisers, though. Bravo had logt alot of smaler combatants, too, but it only
looked smaller compared to the twenty-three battleships and twenty battle cruisersin Delta

Geary was surprised that Bravo hadn’'t made any lunges toward the Alliance fleet just to shake up the
Alliance sailors and maybe cause the fleet to lose more ground asit dodged the feints. They’ re confident
again, aren't they? They think we' re trapped, and the outcome isinevitable.

We ll see.

ONE hour until Syndic Formation Deltaintercepted the track of the Alliance fleet. Geary sat down on the
bridge of Dauntless and nodded in acknowledgment of Degani’ s greeting. Rione sat at the back, only her
eyes betraying her tension.

“Syndic HotillaBravoisaccelerating,” the maneuvering watch reported.

“Planning to catch up with us a the same time Flotilla Delta gets here,” Degani remarked, sounding asif
she were commenting on asimulation rather than ared tactic by an overwhelming Syndic force.

“No doubt,” Geary agreed. “Let’ stry to mess up their plans.” He punched his communication controls.
“All unitsin the Alliance fleet, assume Formation Omicron; execute immediately upon receipt of this
message. Station assignments are being sent to you now.”

“Formation Omicron?’ Degani asked. Shefixed her eyes on her display, knowing that, as the flagship,
Dauntlesswould be the guide for the rest of the shipsto form on and wouldn’t be doing any maneuvering
hersdf right now. “Sir? A cylinder?’

“Yes, that'sredly it.” He could understand her surprise. “We ve got two advantages. Asasmdler force
we can makeit harder for the Syndicsto employ their full numbers againgt usal at once. Those box
formations of theirs can't adjust quickly enough to counter that.” | hope. “And since we re dower, we
can turn thisformation tighter.”

The ships of the Alliance fleet collgpsed into Formation Omicron. Instead of a number of separate
subformations, Omicron held every ship in the fleet in one grouping. And instead of dispersing the

warships with plenty of distance between them, Omicron used minimum safe distances. The cylinder was
only small by comparison to the big Syndic formations, but most of the Syndic wall formed by Flatilla
Deltawouldn't be able to engage hisfleet, even if the two forces swept through each other.

Geary had also abandoned the standard practice of having the lighter escorts between the magjor
warships and the enemy. That was what they werefor, normaly, but he didn’t intend to fight anormal
battle. The outside of Omicron’s cylinder was made up of battleships at the front and back, the battle
cruisersforming a belt in the middle between them. Inside the cylinder were the destroyers and light
cruisers. Heavy cruisers blocked both ends of the cylinder, one end stiffened by the two scout
battleships. Also insdeit, aswell protected as possble, were the damaged warships and the auxiliaries,
Warrior, Orion, and Mgegtic in close company.

“Thirty minutes to contact with Syndic FHotillaDeta,” the combat systems watch announced.



“Twenty-e ght minutes to contact with Syndic Flatilla Bravo.”

Thelast Alliance warship did into place in the formation, the cylinder of the fleet pointed down aong the
track toward the jump point for Ixion.

“The commander of Ddltais going to let Bravo soften us up and take the brunt of our first volleys and
then movein to finish us off and get the credit,” Degani observed. “I aways didiked commanders who
did that sort of thing.”

“Thisone sgoing to be disgppointed.” | hope. Geary sat and waited, trying to judge the right moment.
“All units, reduce speed to point zero seven light.”

The Syndic ships were close enough now to have seen the Alliance fleet changing formation only afew
minutes after it had begun, but they’ d been forced to wait until the shape of the new Alliance formation
could be made out before they could make any counterchangesto their own formation. Now Geary saw
the formation for Syndic FHotilla Deltacompressing, the wall getting shorter and thicker so that more
Syndic ships could engage the Alliance fleet a any point. But Geary’ s Speed reduction was causing the
Syndicsto rush to contact faster than they’ d anticipated.

“Ten minutes to contact with Bravo. Twelve minutesto contact with Ddta”

That was close enough. Bravo, conducting a stern chase, was gaining dowly, while Deltacametearing in
from the sde, dtill a point two light. HE sgoing to have to brake now. “ All unitsin the Alliance fle<t,
pivot formation down nine zero degrees and turn starboard seven zero degrees a time three one.”
Anather very complex maneuver, with ships smultaneoudy swinging the cylinder so it pointed down, and
bringing the cylinder around onto anew course.

“Déta shraking,” Degani noted on the heels of Geary’s order as Dauntless swung around to push
hersdlf onto the new heading.

At their velocity, Deltahad ahard time viewing the Alliance fleet well and, dready committed to ahard
braking maneuver, they couldn’t do much about it anyway.

Bravo, coming on behind the Alliance flest, tried to turn to match its maneuver but swung wider, losng
distance.

A blizzard of missiles and grapeshot fired by the Delta F otillatore through the empty space where their
combat systems had predicted the Alliance fleet would be.

Deta sthick box rushed past the place where the Alliance fleet would have been, while the vertical
Alliance cylinder swung by to one Sde at extreme hell-lance range.

“Nice,” Degani said approvingly, but she kept her eyes on the display, knowing that thiswasjust the first
move.

Geary had his eyesthere, too. The Syndics would follow. Bravo will continue around, ready to pounce
when we steady out. Deltawill go up or down, | think, to smplify coordinating another joint approach.
That means| need to take thisfleet. . .there. “ All units, turn starboard one nine zero degrees, time four
four.”

Detawasturning upward as Bravo once again failed to match the Alliance fleet’ sturn and lost yet more
ground. “All units, ater course down two zero degreestime four nine. Pivot formation up seven zero
degrees a timefivetwo.”



Thistimethe Alliance cylinder came back close to horizontd relative to the system plane and raced past
far beneath Deltaas Bravo began braking hard to bring its own velocity down far enough to match the
turn radius of the dower Alliance ships. Geary waited until he saw Delta start another strong braking
maneuver aswell. “ All units, turn starboard nine five degrees and accel erate to point one light at time zero
two.”

Asthe Syndic formations brought down their speed and turned inward toward each other again, Delta
from above and Bravo to one side, to try to grapple with the Alliance fleet, the Alliance shipstore avay
toward the Ixion jump point.

“That isthe strangest engagement | ever fought,” Degani remarked in awondering voice.
“It'snot over,” Geary replied. “They’ll sort themsalves out, accelerate again, and come after us.”

“They’ll both bein atail chase now.” Degani ran the maneuvering solution. “But they’ll still catch us
before the jump point.”

“Yeah”
“Do you think that will work again?’ Rione asked.

“Dodging?’ Geary shook hishead. “We did that sort of thing sometimes, in the old days, having fun and
judtifying it by claming it taught us how to anticipate the movements of other formations. Maybe it did.
But it won't work next time. The Syndicswill expect usto evade, and they’ ve got enough shipsto spread
their formations wide enough to keep us from avoiding contact next time.”

Rione looked unhappy, but Degani got it and smiled like acat. “ Spreading out formations will mean the
Syndics have less firepower at any point.”

“Right. And we re going through one of those points.” Geary gestured at the display, which the Syndics
showed accdlerating in pursuit again. “It lookslike they’ re merging Bravo and Ddlta. | need an estimate

for theflagship’ s postion.”
“He should be in the center,” Degani commented.

Geary nodded. The place of honor. The place most likely to catch the brunt of an enemy attack using the
head-on tactics that had been common practice. It wasn't the smartest way of doing business, but just
like the Syndics, he was dtill constrained by the practice, snce everyonein thisfleet would be horrified if
the flagship wasn't in the center of an attack.

In the wake of the Alliance fleet, the huge combined Syndic formation spread out, thinner in al places but
stretching so that the wall now reached far enough above, below, right, and left of the Alliance fleet’s
track that no feasible maneuver could evadeit. Y ou want to catch us? Fine. Prepare to learn what
happens when you try to close your hand on a hornet.

ELEVEN

TIMING was critica again. Geary waited, watching as the Syndics chased after the Alliance flet, their
velocity now up to point one four light, gradualy closing the distance. The jump point for Ixion was just
over an hour away now, but the Syndics would be within engagement range much sooner. When will they
firemisslesand grapeshot? Wait alittle longer. We re entering the outer edges of their missile
engagement envelope. They'll wait alittle to give amargin of error in case we try alast-minute burst of
Speed. Hold it...now. “ All units, change formation facing one eight zero degrees, turn up one four



degrees, brake speed to point zero five light at time four seven. All ships open fire asthe enemy enters
engagement range.”

Asthe Alliance ships swung their bowsto point toward the Syndics and cut in their main propulsion
systemsto kill velocity, the closing speed of the enemy force grew rapidly. The Alliance ships were now
moving backward at point zero five light, the Syndics tearing toward them far faster. Instead of
overtaking the Alliance ships at arelative velocity of point zero four light, the Syndic speed advantage
had increased to close to point one light and the two forces were now rushing together.

The Syndics, caught by surprise again and with only ashort timeto react, were spitting out missiles and
patterns of grapeshot, but only those fired by the ships closest to the point where the Alliance fleet was
aming had good hit probabilities. The leading edges of the Alliance cylinder lit up with flashes as
weapons impacted on shields.

Alliance warshipsfired aswdl, their wegpons aiming for ardatively smal point in the huge Syndic wall.
Shiddsflared on Syndic warshipsin aragged circle centered on the point where the Alliance cylinder
wasamed. Not far from the center of that circle wasthe Syndic flagship. At ardative closing velocity of
just under thirty thousand kilometers per second, one moment it seemed the enemy formation was far
away and the next it was behind them asthe Alliance cylinder went through the Syndic wall like abullet
through a board.

The moment of contact came and went. Geary let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding, fegling
Dauntless shuddering from hits the Syndics had scored in that fraction of asecond when the forceswere
within range of al wegpons. “ Shields down dightly, spot failures, minor hit aft, no system losses,” the
watch-standers on Dauntless reported rapidly.

“All unitsin the Alliance fleet, change formation facing one eight zero degrees, accelerate to point one
light at timefivenine”

“WEe re going back through them?’” Rione asked, sounding shocked.

“That' stheidea. If they brake to match our speed, we' Il bein big trouble, but hopefully they’ Il assume
we re going to keep heading away and accelerate toward us again.” Geary’ s eyeswere on the display,
watching the damage readouts for both fleets as sensors talied the results of the moment of contact.

“Two battleships,” Degani noted approvingly. “ Three battle cruisers knocked out, too. One of those was
probably the flagship.”

“Let’'shopeso.”

Only ten or twenty more passes just as successful, and they’ d have evened the oddsin this star system. It
wasn't exactly groundsfor getting cocky. “We didn’t take much damage, but it' Il be worse next time.”

The Alliance ships had siwung their bows completely around again, facing the jump point for Ixion and
toward the Syndic formation. Geary watched the Syndic movements, hoping they’ d do the naturd thing
and reverse course in place to pursue hisflest.

They did, but not quickly enough.

“They’ re coming back at us, but we' re going to pass through them at arelative speed of only point zero
two light,” Degani reported.

That would mean alonger time within enemy weapon range and essier targets for the missilesand
grapeshot that the enemy il had in far greater abundance than the Alliance fleet.



Hedidn't want to look at the state of the fleet’ sfuel cells after these maneuvers. It didn’t redly matter.
He had to burn off fud cells now or the fleet wouldn’t survive to worry about low fuel tates.

The Syndic formation wasfolding in on itsdlf, trying to thicken where the Alliance fleet would pass
through, but fortunately didn’t have much time to accomplish that.

Thewall of Syndics came and went, Dauntless s shields going incandescent from enemy hits.

“Spot failures on bow and flank shields, minor damage from grapeshot impacts, severa hell-lance hits
amidships, hdll-lance batteries 3A and 5B out of commission, estimated time of repair unknown,
casudlties unknown,” Dauntless swatch reported.

Geary’ seyesran over the state of hisfleet. Dauntless had come off easy compared to the other battle
cruisers. Dudlos' s Courageous had been raked badly, Daring had logt half its weapons, Leviathan and
Dragon had taken propulsion hits but were grimly keeping up with the formation, Formidable and
Incredible were torn up amidships. Even his battleships had taken hits, though none were hurt as badly as
the battle cruisers. Scout battleship Exemplar had been hit multiple times but by luck had lost nothing
serious. The heavy cruisers Basinet and Sdllet were gone, one exploded under ahail of Syndic fireand
the other drifting away from the formation, badly hurt and helpless, escape pods legping from the crippled
ghip.

Light cruisers Spur, Damascene, and Swept-Guard had been destroyed or wrecked, and destroyers
War-Hammer, Prasa, Tawar, and Xiphos shattered despite their protected positions within the cylinder.

Titan had been hit again. The auxiliary seemed to attract Syndic weapons like amagnet attracted iron.
But the hit wasn't critical. Despite his pain a the losses, Geary felt satisfaction as he saw the state of
Warrior, Orion, and Mgjestic. Their degraded shields and new damage told Geary that the three
battleships had indeed done their best to protect the auxiliaries.

The Syndics hadn’t come through the latest firing pass unscathed, thanksto the loca firepower
superiority of the Alliance fleet. Another of their battleships was a drifting wreck, and three more baitle
cruisers had been blown up or broken. At least a dozen heavy cruisers had been disabled or killed, and
the wreckage of numerous light cruisers and HuK s littered space now.

“Another pass?’ Degani asked, her voice subdued as she dedlt with the damage to her ship.

“No. We d have to go through them twice again, and they’ d blow usto hell on the fourth pass. We're
lessthan an hour from the jJump point. We head for it.”

The Syndic wall formation, distorted and bent from its maneuvers and the two times the Alliance fleet had
passed through it, was reversing its ships headings again and accelerating once more in the wake of the
Allianceflest.

Should hetry to hit the Syndics again anyway? Try to throw the Syndics off once more? Geary tallied up
the status of hisships shields, the few specters and smal amount of grapeshot remaining, and the
damage his ships had dready suffered and knew his quick assessment for Degani had been accurate;
another pair of passes through the Syndics would be suicidal. He didn’t have the speed advantage or the
distance needed to try to hit aflank of the Syndic formation, which was thicker now, not astal or wide,
but till covered space behind the Alliance fleet.

Forty-five minutes out from the jump point, and the Alliance fleet would have to brakeits vel ocity to get
around the minefield in front of the jump point.



The Syndics were too close, coming on too fast. It wasn't going to be enough. Everything he had tried
wasn't going to be enough.

Geary watched the maneuvering systems predict the outcome of current vel ocity and directions vectors,
and he could see the Syndics overtaking the rear of the Alliance fleet. He d have an ugly choice, then, to
either abandon the shipsin therear or else dow the rest of the fleet to join them and doom every shipin
thefleet in the process. Lose athird, at least, of hisfleet, or the whole thing? Knowing that evenif heran
and left so many shipsto their fateit still wouldn't mean safety when the survivors reached Ixion, because
the Syndics would be coming after them.

“Captain Geary.” A small window had popped into existence, showing Captain Mosko looking calmina
numb sort of way. “My divison isthe farthest back in the formation, closest to the Syndics.”

“Yes” The Seventh Battleship Divison had taken the brunt of Syndic missiles and grapeshot on thefirst
pass through the Syndic formation, avoided that on the second pass when warships on the front of the
Alliance cylinder led the way through the Syndics, but now they’ d catch hdll again asthe Syndics
overtook the Alliance fleet. There wasn't adamn thing Geary could do about that, though.

“We need to stop the Syndics from overtaking the rest of the fleet before it reaches the jump point,”
Mosko continued. “Uh, that is, we, my division. I'd like to commit only Defiant, but she can't do it dlone.
With Audacious and Indefatigable alongside, we' |l be able to hold them off.”

He suddenly redlized what Mosko was saying. “1 can't order you to do that.”

“Yes, you could,” Mosko replied. “But | know how hard that would be, and it’snot asif you haven't
done the same yoursdlf. We dl grew up hearing about Grendel and vowing to do the sameif we ever had
to. Thisisone of the things battleships are supposed to do, Captain Geary.” He sounded amost

apol ogetic now. “When needed, we use our firepower and shields and armor to protect other ships. You
understand. A forlorn hope. We re volunteering, my ships and my crews, because that’ s one of the
missions we' re supposed to carry out. When we haveto. Y ou don't haveto order it, Sir. We volunteer,
in the spirit and example of Black Jack Geary.”

Geary only knew the term forlorn hope because he' d read it being used to describe his own desperate
defense at Grendel acentury ago. A rear guard, one not expected to survive, one that knowsit will be
sacrificed to save the rest of theforce. And doing it now in the name of hisexample.

The damnable things were that he had done that once, had made the same decision that Mosko was
making now, and he couldn’t tell Mosko not to do it. He needed those three battleships to keep the
Syndicsfrom overhauling the rest of the Alliance fleet and destroying it here at Lakota.

Words cameto him, old words, ones he' d heard before but rarely. “ Captain Mosko, to you and your
shipsand their crews, may theliving stars welcome you and shine on your vaor, may your ancestors ook
upon you and stand ready to embrace you, may the memories of your names and your deeds shinein the
minds of al who come after. Y ou are not lost and not forgotten but forever remembered among the ranks
of honor and courage.”

Maosko sat straighter as Geary recited the ancient blessing before an apparently hopeless battle. “May
our deeds be worthy of our ancestors,” he replied. “ Captain Geary, when you’ ve beaten the last Syndic,
and by the living stars | now believe you will, make sure any survivors of these shipsare liberated and
taken care of asthey deserve. I'll see you on the other side someday. Any messages?’

“Yes. If you seethe spirit of Captain Michad Geary, let him know I’'m doing my best.” His
grandnephew, dmost certainly dead with his ship Repulse back in the Syndic home system.



“Of course. And please let my family know about me when you get the fleet home.” Maosko sduted. “To
the honor of our ancestors.”

The window vanished, taking Mosko' simage withiit.
“Captain?’ Degani was gazing at him, not knowing what had happened.

Geary shook his head, took a deep bresth, then pointed at the display, where Audacious, Defiant, and
I ndefatigable were pivoting around to use their main drivesto dow their velocity. “ The Seventh Battleship
Divison will be moving back to serve asarear guard,” he managed to say. “ They volunteered.”

She nodded, her face set. “Of course.” And in that moment Geary knew that were Dauntless required to
do such athing, then Degani would do it. Not gladly, not embracing death as some key to heroic
salvation, but because she knew others would be counting on her. In the end, that waswhat it was al
about. Do what was needed for those counting on you, or let them down. “I expect,” Degani continued,
“that Captain Masko will have his ships drop back to about three light-minutes behind the rest of the fleet
and then maintain position there.”

“Threelight-minutes,” Geary repesated.
Rione had come to stand beside him, bending down to speak very quietly. “Must thisbe?’
[1] YS.”

She gazed at him, and for once gpparently had no trouble seeing how much he regretted having to make
the decison. “Will it make adifference?’

“If anything savesthisfleet now, it’'Il bether sacrifice”

Taken aone, asingle battleship carried an awesome amount of firepower, matched by heavy shields and
heavy armor. Three battleships operating close together were aforce to be reckoned with even by the
numbers of Syndic warships hurling themsdaves toward the Alliance fledt.

Captain Mosko brought Indefatigable, Audacious, and Defiant back toward the onrushing Syndics, the
three battleships arranged in avertical triangle with Defiant at the top, close enough to one another to
provide mutua protection and combine their firepower. After he' d falen back far enough, he accelerated
again, trying to match the speed of the Syndics so they’ d have to go past at adow relative speed and be
much easier targets.

There was no way to avoid the fact that it made the three Alliance battleships much easier targets for the
Syndics, too.

The remaining specter missiles and grapeshot blasted out from the three battleships as the leading wave
of Syndic light cruisers and HuK s entered their engagement envelopes. A lot of the light enemy ships
evaded away, swinging far out to either side or up or down to avoid thefire of the Alliance battleships
and thereby losing so much ground that they wouldn't be able to catch the Alliance fleet now.

About twenty HuK s and ahalf dozen light cruiserstried to charge past and through the Seventh
Battleship Division. Asthe HuK s entered the engagement envel opes, the battleships hell-lance batteries
filled space with charged particle spearsthat tore into the light HUK s from multiple angles.

Space lit with impacts as shields flared and failed, then more hitstore holesin shipsand their crews.
HuKsand light cruisers exploded in balls of fragments and gas, brokeinto piecesthat tumbled wildly
through space, or smply went silent as their systems were knocked out, the dead hulks twisting away



under theforce of impacts.

None of the Syndic light units made it through, but right behind them were heavy cruisers and battle
cruisers, none of those shipsindividualy amatch for a battleship, but in overwheming numbers.

Clenching hisfigts, Geary gazed helplesdy at the main body of the Syndic flatillacharging down on
Mosko' s battleships.

“Specters,” Degani stated in aclear voice.

She wasright. There was one thing he could do. Combat systems confirmed that the rear guard was
within extreme range for the spectersremaining in the Alliance fleet. “ All ships, fire dl remaining specters
targeted at the Syndic warships around Audacious, Defiant, and Indefatigable. | repest, al remaining

Specters.”

The missiles began launching, flinging into space, choosng targets, then acce erating toward the embattled
Alliance battleships and the Syndics flaying them. Not nearly enough specters, just enough to distract the
Syndic pursuers somewhat and draw some fire away from the battleships, but something. They scored
enough hits on one Syndic heavy cruiser to knock it out and managed some blows againgt battle cruisers
whose screens had been knocked low by the hell-lance fire of Audacious, Indefatigable, and Defiant. But
there were so many more Syndic heavy cruisers and battle cruisers, with the Syndic battleships coming
into range now aswell.

Defiant was catching the worst of it, glowing with the force of repeated enemy hits. Audacious took out
another heavy cruiser, then turned its hell lances on a Syndic battle cruiser. Indefatigable reeled under the
fireof afull divison of enemy battle cruisers but punched back, getting inasolid hit withits null field when
one battle cruiser tried to pass by too close.

It physically hurt to watch the three battleships being pounded by increasingly overwhel ming numbers of
Syndic warships, but they were accomplishing their misson. The leading dements of the Syndicflatilla
were dowed, hurt, or evading, and the Alliance fleet was within reach of the jump point. They’ d bought
the time they needed at the price of three battleships and their crews.

The Alliance fleet came at the jump point from dightly above and to one side, about to clear the Syndic
minefield. “ All units, reduce speed to point four light and follow Dauntless s movements,” Geary ordered.
With every second critical, he didn’t want to order exact courses now or worry about every unit
maintaining its preciselocation in the formation.

Dauntless had pivoted around, her bow to the enemy now, and her main propulsion unitskicking in again
to force her velocity down. All around her, the other shipsin the fleet were doing the same with varying
degrees of quickness depending on the state of their propulsion units.

And the displays updated as the Syndics kept coming, getting past the regling ships of the Seventh
Battleship Divison, closing faster now that the Alliance warships had been forced to dow down.

Degani waswatching the display intently as Dauntless crested the estimated top of the Syndic minefield
to one side of the jump point. “ Alter course down one eight zero degrees, port zero five degrees, now,”
she ordered.

Dauntless swung over and down, asif diving toward the jump point, the rest of the Alliance warships
fallowing suitinawave.

The Syndic force that they had last seen at Ixion, built around four battleships and four battle cruisers,



chose that exact moment to flash into existence and make an automated turn up, the arriving Syndics and
the fleeing Alliance forcesright on top of each other in an ingtant’ stime.

The only thing that prevented last-minute disaster was that the Syndics hadn’t been expecting to
encounter an enemy force literally the moment they arrived a Lakota. In the few seconds required for the
Syndic crews to recognize what was happening, then activate and give firing approval to their wegpons,
the frantic Alliance warships surrounding them unleashed afirestorm of hell lancesthat wiped out the
lighter units and ripped open three of the four battle cruisers.

But the four battleships blundered onward, shields shredding under the Alliance fire but now shooting
back desperately asthe heavy enemy warships headed straight for the four auxiliaries. With only seconds
before contact, Titan, Witch, Jinn, and Goblin didn’t have timeto evade.

But Warrior, Orion, and Mg estic were ill there, till hanging as close to the auxiliaries asthey could.
Orion seemed to shy away in the moments before contact, and Mgjestic was dightly to one side, but
Warrior wasright between the auxiliaries and the Syndic battleships. She held her ground, pouring
hell-lance fire from her working betteriesinto the enemy warships while the four Syndic battleships
pounded back at the single Alliance battleship.

If the fight had lasted for more than seconds, Warrior would have been doomed, but the Syndic
battleships veered away in panicked flight, two of them riddled by Alliancefire and barely operational.
Warrior, torn up anew by Syndic fire, doggedly kept up asthe auxiliaries fled toward the jump point with
therest of the fleet.

In amatter of momentsthe Alliance fleet had met the arriving Syndic force, decimated it, then passed
onward, taking more damage itsalf and leaving the shocked Syndic survivorsin their wake.

There wasn't much left of the Seventh Battleship Divison. The Syndic battleships had caught up with it
and were now methodically smashing Audacious, Defiant, and Indefatigable. Indefatigable only had a
single hdll-lance battery ill firing. Audaciouswas silent, abal of wreckage faling off to one sde. Defiant
took severd broadsides dmost smultaneoudy and blew apart as two massive explosions erupted
amidships and near the stern.

“Captain Geary? Captain Geary! Thefleet isat the jump point!”

Hetore his eyes from the find moments of Defiant, trying not to notice the debris of battle that seemed to
fill the universe, the Syndic misslesreaching for thetrailing shipsin the Alliance flegt, the crippled Alliance
warships straining to keep up with their fellows, the broken wrecks of the Syndic warshipsthat had run
head-on into the Alliance fleet at the jump point tumbling away. “All units. Jump now.”

The stars vanished. The blackness between the stars disappeared. The last gasps of Defiant,
Indefatigable, and Audacious were gone. So were the distant, abandoned wreck of Paladin and the
equally far-off congtellation of debriswhich wasal that remained of Renown. The hypernet gate had
vanished, the Syndic flotillas gone with it. Where an instant before desperate battle had raged and the
wreckage of battles littered space, now there was only the endless gray nothingness, the silence and the
wandering lights of jump space.

He d never jumped straight out of battle, never imagined fighting literally on ajump point’s doorstep.
Geary fdlt his heart pounding, his bresth sounding loud in the sudden hush that filled Dauntless s bridge as
everyone sat stunned by the abrupt transition from combet to stillness. He closed his eyes, trying to dedl
with the redlity of what had happened. Three more battleships gone. Four battleships and one battle
cruiser lost al told. Two heavy cruisers. Light cruisers and destroyers. Dozens more warshipsin the fleet
with sgnificant damage. Mogt of the remaining Syndic fleet in hot pursuit and gill far outnumbering the



Allianceflegt’ ssurvivors. The Syndicswould take alittle while to get organized, to finish off Defiant,
Indefatigable, and Audacious; then they’ d come through that jump point. They couldn’t touch the
Alliancefleet in jJump space. They couldn’t even see the Alliance ships here, where every group of ships
seemed to occupy its own drab redlity.

But the Alliance fleet would come out of jump at Ixion, and the Syndics would come out behind them.

Geary stood up, feding asif he had spent severa days Straight in the command seat. He looked toward
Captain Degani, who gazed somberly back at him. He should say something. “Thank you, Captain.
Dauntless did well. Please see to your ship’s damage and your crew.”

Looking up, Geary saw the watch-standers gazing back at him asif they were about to drown and he
were alifdine. What to say to them?“Well done.”

He started to leave, but ayoung lieutenant spoke desperately. “What' Il we do, Sir? At Ixion?’

Damned if heknew. “I’ll consider my options.” He forced alook of reassurance. “We re not beaten.”
Technicdly, at least, that was correct.

They nodded and |ooked comforted as Geary |eft the bridge, Rione going along silently beside him.

THE grayness of jump space seemed to have invaded his soul. Geary sat in his stateroom, dumped ina
sedt, hismind running in endless circleswhile ships died over and over again in hismemory.

“It' sbeen afull day,” Rione said in ahard voice. She was sSitting nearby, her face looking like she'd aged
adecade or maybetwo in that day. “ Get over it. We have to prepare for Ixion.”

“Ixion?’ Geary didn’t bother laughing scornfully. “Just what am | supposed to do at Ixion?’

“I don't know. I’m not the commander of thisfleet. And if you don’t do something, you won't be the
commander much longer ether.”

“If that’ san oblique reference to the fact that thisfleet’s destruction at Ixion seemsinevitable—"

“No!” Rione made a choking motion with her hands. “It’snot. That'samagjor problem and onel can't
help you with, because | don’t know how to command afleet. But it's not just the Syndics you have
worry about,” Rione stated. “ Y our fate, your standing, is bound up in the fate and condition of thisfleet.
Right now thisfleet iswounded, and that means you are, too. What happens to awounded stag, John

Geary?’

Thevision that brought up wasn't comfortable, but he recognized the truth of her words. *1t becomesan
attractive target for wolves, who gather, attack, and pull it down.”

“Y ou know some of thewolvesin thisfleet but not al of them. They’ ve been testing you since you took
command, looking for wesknesses, trying to trip you up. But you kept winning, kept guessing right, so
they couldn’t attract enough support. Now there sblood in the water, and at the next opportunity, they’ll
go after you.”

“Y ou’re mixing your prey and predator metaphors,” Geary noted sourly.

“The results are the same for the prey regardless of the nature of the predator. The first opportunity your
opponentsin thisfleet get after we arrivein Ixion, they will move againgt you, and because of what



happened at Lakota, you will get little support from the disiliusioned and the frightened.”

Geary managed to work up enough fedingsto glare a her. “If thislittle speech of yoursis supposed to
beingpiring meto get going again, | haveto let you know that your motivationd skills could use some
work.”

She glared back. “ Do you think you' Il be the only target then? I’ m known as your aly and your lover. At
least some of your opponentsin thisfleet have learned that my husband was il dive when captured.
Yes, I'm certain of it. They’ ve been waiting to use that information for when it will do the most damage.
They will employ it at Ixion, where your lover will be exposed as an opportunistic whore lacking in honor
and you will either share that stain by defending me or look weak by letting me be shunned and isolated.
Not every weapon amed a you will strike you directly.”

Therewasn't anything he could think to say except the weakest possiblething. “1’'m sorry.”

“Should | be grateful for that?’ Rione shot at him, then stood up, turned, and paced angrily. “I don’t need
you to defend me. | choseto cometo you. Any shameismine.”

“I'll defend you.”

“Spare methe chivadry!” Shethrust an angry forefinger a him. “ Defend thisfleet! It needsyou! | can't
saveit. | cantell the men and women of thisfleet how much | admire and respect them, | can tell them
how the Alliance honorstheir service and sacrifice, but | cannot command them! | don’t know how. Nor
can any of your dliesin thisfleet. | know you expect Captain Dudllos to assume command, but he will be
inafar weaker position than you and likely fail.”

Now he was getting angry, too. “1’m indispensable? I sthat what you' re saying? I’ m the only one who
can command thisfleet? Ever since wefirst exchanged words, you' ve been telling methat | don't dare
ever actudly believethat! That if | do, I'll be dooming thisfleet and mysdf and the Alliance. And believe
it or not, VictoriaRione, | do listen to what you say and consider it very carefully. I'm not Black Jack.”

“Yes, youare.” Rione came close, held his head in both hands so she could gaze straight into his eyes.
“You'reBlack Jack. You redly are. Not amyth, but the only person who can save thisfleet and the
Alliance. | didn’'t believethat for along time. | didn’t believe the myth. Maybe you' re not that myth, but
the legend gives you the ability to inspire and lead. Y ou haven’t misused that. Just asimportant, you
brought knowledge with you of how to fight, which has saved this fleet severa timesaready and hurt the
Syndics badly. And you can do it again, because so many believe you are Black Jack and because

you' ve done the sorts of things only Black Jack was supposed to be capable of.”

“ I w"], t_n

“Youmust!” She stepped back again. “I’ m not saying the right things. We ve shared a bed and known
each other’ sbodies, but our soulsremain hidden from each other. Y ou need someone whose words
you' Il believe, someone who can spesk to you in the terms you know as afleet officer.”

The anger was gone, replaced by weariness again.

“Words aren’t going to make a difference, no matter who speaks them.” Words could not change the
sate of thisfleet, change the losses and damage suffered at L akota, change the size of the Syndic force
coming after thisfledt.

“Well see” Rioneleft, only the autometic closing mechanism on the hatch keeping it from damming
behind her.



Some indeterminate amount of time later, his hatch dert chimed, which at least meant it wasn't Rione
back to give him another pep talk since she could have walked in on her own. “Comein.”

“Captain Geary, 9r?’ Captain Degani stood in the entry, betraying uncertainty.

Geary struggled into amore upright Stting position and straightened his uniform abit. “ Sorry, Captain
Degani.” He ought to say something ese. “What brings you down here?’

“I...may | dtdown, Sr?’

She never asked that. Thiswasn't routine business. Well, he should have known that. “Certainly. Relax.”
Ask about her ship, you idiot. “How is Dauntless?’

Degani sat but of coursedidn’t relax. “We ve got dl of our hell lances back online. Only asingle partia
volley of grapeshot left in our ammo lockers, and no specters. Hull damage won't be totaly repaired by
the time we reach Ixion, but we' Il patch things up well enough to fight.” She paused. “Welost seventeen
personnd and had another twenty-six wounded badly enough to be out of service for awhile.”

Seventeen dead. He wondered how many of those seventeen he would have recognized. Probably most.
“I'll be at their services. Tell mewhen.” The funerals couldn’t be until they reached Ixion. No on€'s
remanswere ever consigned to jump space.

“Of course, sir.” Degani looked away from Geary for amoment, then spoke quickly. “ Sir, Co-President
Rione asked me to speak with you. She said you' d taken our losses at Lakotavery hard and that | might
be able to discuss that with you.”

Great. Asif he wanted Degani to see him depressed. Why couldn’'t Rione let deeping dogslie? Or in this
case let a depressed dog stay depressed?“ Thank you, but | don't think that’ s necessary.”

Degani’ s eyes came back to Geary, flicking over hisface and uniform, then lowered. “ Sir, with dl due
respect, it doesn't look that way.”

He could get mad at Degani, but that would be unfair and probably too much work. “Point taken.
Okay.”

She paused again asif waiting to be sure he' d agreed, then spoke with sudden intendity. “I knew you'd
fed thelosses, Sr. That’swho you are. It’s one of the things that makes you such a great commander.
But you' re also someone who understands the need to keep fighting. I’ ve seen that so many times. You
don’t redly need my words or anyone else’s. Y ou'll come around, and you' |l figure out what to do, and
then we' |l begt the Syndicsagain.”

Hehad to say it. “Wedidn't beat them thistime.”

Degani frowned and shook her head. “ That’ s not true, sir. They wanted us trapped and destroyed. They
didn’t achieve that. We wanted to get out of Lakota. We did.”

That made Geary frown, too, because Degani was right. Seen that way, the Syndics had lost, and the
Alliancefleet, by surviving and escaping, had won. Still...“ Thank you. But... Tanya, welogt alot of ships.
A battle cruiser. Four battleships—"

“I know, gir,” Degani interrupted. “1 wish thisvictory had been like your others, with our losses
negligible. But every baitle can't be like that, especidly when we' re facing those kinds of odds.”

He shouldn’t need her to tell him that. Geary let hisreal fedings show for amoment, his sorrow and



anguish, and saw Degani react. “ They trusted me to get them home. Now they won't get home.”

“Sr.” Degani leaned forward, her facelit with theintensity of her fedlings. “Not everyone returnsfrom
battle.

Weadl learn that early on, and we' ve dl lost many friends and comradesin action, as did our fathersand
mothers and their fathers and mothers before them. But you were sent to save us. | know that. So do
most of the officersand dmost every salor in thisfleet. Y ou are on amission from theliving starsto get
thisfleet home and save the Alliance, and that means you cannot fail. We all know that. Soon you'll
remember that, and you'll figure out what to do next.”

Her belief was dmost terrifying to him, because he knew how fdlible hereally was and couldn’t redlly
believe that someone like him could be on amission for any greater power. “I’ m as human asyou are,

Taya”
“Of courseyou are! Theliving stars and our ancestors work through the living! Everyone knows that!”
“Thisfleet doesn’'t need me. The Alliance doesn't need me. I'm not—"

“Sr, yeswedo!” Degani dmost pleaded thistime. “I don’t know what I—what thisfleet would do if
you weren't here, what would happen to the Alliance without you. Y ou came to uswhen you did for a
reason. Becauseif you hadn’t been there with usin the Syndic home system, then this fleet would have
been wiped out and the Alliance lost. We followed you because we trusted you, and you have shown us
again and again by your deeds and your words that you deserve that trust.”

Geary opened his mouth to protest again, then understood asif one of his ancestors had whispered it into
his ear. He had let down the crews of the shipslost a Lakota. That was an awful thing. But it would be
far more awful to let down the crews of dl the surviving ships gill in thefleet, to bresk faith with their
belief in him when that faith was what was keegping them going. They were counting on him, and he knew
it, just asthe crews of Audacious, Defiant, and Indefatigable had known the rest of the fleet was counting
on them. He had to come through, and Degani and Rione were both right that it had to be him.

Because that faith others had in him meant only he had ahafway decent chance of keegping this fleet
together, though keeping it from being destroyed would be just as hard atask. But he had to do it. And
that meant he had to figure out what to do next.

S0 he sat abit Sraighter, nodded, and spokein afirmer voice. “1 do have aresponsbility.” Likeit or not,
and | don't likeit one bit. “Thank you for helping me remember that.”

She sat back, smiling with relief. “Y ou didn’t need me.”

“Yes, asamatter of fact, | do.” He started to force asmile, then felt it becomered. “ Thank you. I'm
very glad I’'mon your ship.”

Degani smiled at him again, then swallowed and looked uncertain before standing abruptly. “ Thank you,
ar. | should get back to the bridge.”

“Sure. If you see Co-President Rione, tell her I'm okay.”
“I'will, sr.” Degani saluted quickly and then hastened out the hatch.

Geary sat for awhile, thinking, then reached dowly for the controls of the display. Theimage of Ixion
Star System gppeared, the Alliance fleet oniit in the tangled disposition it had been in when it entered
jump at Lakota, and in which it would be when it arrived at Ixion. | have to think of something. But what?



TWELVE

“SR, thisis Lieutenant Iger in intelligence. We have something important that we need to brief to you.”

Geary, feding depression cregping up again as good optionsin Ixion eluded him, took a moment to
congder whether he should answer, but duty sat on his chest and glared at him until he reached out to
acknowledge the message. “What does important mean?’ he asked.

“I...it shard to judge, Sr. It's something very unexpected, and we redlly don’t know what it means, but
it could be critically important.”

Intelligence loved modifierslike“could be” but it was unusud to have them frankly admit to not knowing
what something meant.

“We have everything ready to show you down here, or | can come up there and brief you, sir,” 1ger
continued, “whenever it's convenient.”

Geary looked around. Facing the crew of Dauntless again after the desperate retreat out of Lakota il
felt, well, daunting. But he'd increasingly felt asif this stateroom were a prison, one that he had locked
himsdf ingde

It was long past time he got out there and tried to be afleet commander again. “I’ll come down there. Is
right now okay?’

“Yes, gr. I'll bewaiting, sr.”

Standing up, Geary checked his gppearance, grimaced, then took awhile to clean up and put on afresh
uniform. No matter what had happened at Lakota, he couldn’t look defeated.

The members of Dauntless' s crew who he encountered wore expressions of worry, which lit with hope
when they saw him. Geary tried to project confidence despite the gloom filling him and apparently fooled
most or dl of them. He d learned as ajunior officer deding with superior officersthat if you acted like
you knew what you doing, everyone €l se assumed you really did know it.

“What will we do a Ixion?” an anxious sailor blurted a Geary. “ Sir?’

“I'm gtill consdering options,” Geary replied, asif there were alot to choose from and any of them were
good. But the sailor smiled, reassured, and saluted briskly.

As hereached the intelligence section, sedled behind multiple high-security hatches, Geary pondered the
fact that an intelligence officer had been able to motivate him out of his stateroom, something that neither
combat officer Degani nor palitician Rione had succeeded in doing. That had to rank high on theirony
scae.

Lieutenant Iger awaited Geary, looking nervous as Geary took a seat and waited. “ Sir, we' ve been
andyzing the messages passed among the ships of the Syndic flatillathat arrived viathe hypernet gate
while we were in the Lakota Star System.”

“How much of that can you intercept and break?’ Geary asked.

“Not alot, but some stray signals dwayslegk, and if we remain in the star system long enough for them
to reach us, we can record them and then try to break the encryption,” Iger explained. “It’' s not even
remotely asource of red-timeinteligence, though if we ever broke an enemy message in timeto influence
an ongoing engagement, we d certainly bring it to your attention.”



“| assume you' d let me decide if the message could influence the engagement?” Geary asked, knowing
that the intelligence types were probably making such calls themsdves.

“Uh, yes, dr,” Lieutenant Iger assured him, doubtless dready planning to make sure that was donein the
future

“| take it there was something important about the signals you picked up at Lakota?’

“Yes, gr,” lger repeated. “Unusud. Very unusud.” He paused, licked hislips, then spoke quickly. “Sir,
it'sour assessment that the Syndics were as surprised by their arrival in Lakotaaswe were.”

Geary wondered if he had heard right. “Y ou mean the Syndics dready in the star system were surprised
by the arriva of reinforcements?” Why would that conclusion bother the intelligence officer?

“No, gr. The only interpretation that matches the messages we' ve been able to bresk isthat the Syndic
shipsthat arrived viathe hypernet gate were totaly surprised to be at Lakota. They thought they’d be
arivingin Andvari Star System.”

It took amoment for Geary to redize he was staring a the lieutenant. “How often does that sort of thing
happen with hypernet travel?” No one had ever mentioned to him ships getting lost in the hypernet.

“It does't, Sir,” Lieutenant Iger indsted. “The use of akey isexceedingly smple. On the control pane
you choose the actua name of the star system you' re going to. Once you' re on your way between gates,
the key till displaysthe destination star. It would take multiple acts of extreme stupidity or denid to
avoid knowing which star you were going to. Asfar asour filesgo, and they’ re very detailed, no ship
using the hypernet has ever goneto any star system except the oneit intended going to. The processis
too smplefor even anidiot to messup.”

“Don’'t underestimateidiots, Lieutenant. Could something have been wrong with their hypernet key?’

|ger made afrudtrated gesture. “Again, Sir, asfar aswe know, any problem with the key serious enough
to cause that kind of error should haveled to it not operating at all.”

Geary sat back, thinking, while Lieutenant Iger waited, looking unhappy. He probably expects meto
dart tearing him and hisanadysis gpart. So why would he brief it to me unless he believesit must be true?
“Assume your andysisiscorrect,” Geary began, drawing aclear look of relief from Iger. “How could the
destination of those ships have been different from what they keyed in?’

Iger shook his head. “ According to our experts, thereisn't any way.”
“Did you talk to Captain Cresida?’

Thistime Iger looked surprised that Geary knew Cresidawas one of the fleet’ s experts on the hypernet
system. “No, sir, we couldn’t get that long and complex amessage to her ship while the fleet wasin jump
space. But we did cal up alearning smulation based on the teachings of severa of the Alliance sleading
experts on hypernet, presented it as atheoretical Stuation, and asked if it were possible. The avatars of
the expertsin the smulation were dl positive that it couldn’t happen.”

“There sno way to change adestination in midjourney on the hypernet? None a al?’

“No, gr,” Iger stated firmly. “But there' s only one aternative to that having happened. Thet'sif the
Syndicsweretrying to deceive us and ddliberately broadcast alot of mideading messages knowing we' d
pick up some of them and eventually break some of those we intercepted.”



“Why don't you think they did that?”’

Iger grimaced thistime. “Occam’ srazor mostly, sir. A deliberate deception in this case would be avery
complex and uncertain operation. The smplest explanation, that the messages areredl, isthe best. And
the messagesfed redl, sir. Nothing about them seems deceptive. Everything about them matches our
experience with vaid Syndic communications. And we can’t think of any explanation why the Syndics
would try to fool usthat way.”

“To keep usfrom using their own hypernet? Sow doubt that it was rliable?’

“But they couldn’t know we would pick those signds, Sir. Some of them were flying as soon asthe
Syndics arrived at Lakota, before they even could have absorbed the newsthat our fleet was there as
wdl.”

Geary nodded. “How confident are you of your assessment that the Syndic fleet that came out of the
hypernet gate a Lakotadidn’t intend going to Lakota?’

“It’' sthe only assessment that matches the message traffic, Sir,” Iger stated miserably. “We wanted to find
something eseto explain it. But nothing €l se matches”

“Fair enough.” Geary stood up. “ Good job on the analysis and good job on telling me the truth as you
think it is. But you did miss something.”

Iger looked even more worried. “What was that, sir?’

“Y ou told me that there s no way to change the destination of shipsin ahypernet in midjourney. If the
intelligence you collected isright, and | know of no reason to doubt it, then there must be such away.
Wejust don't know what it is.”

Iger looked startled, then nodded, then appeared puzzled. “Buit if the Syndics know away to do that,
why were they so surprised to arrive in adifferent star systlem?”

“Maybe the Syndics don’t know how to do it, either, Lieutenant.” Geary paused to give Iger timeto
absorb theimplications of that. “Isthere anything you havethat | don’t have accessto? Any information
deemed too sengtive for me to see?’

“No, gr,” Iger stated immediately. “ Asfleet commander you have accessto everything. | can’t speak for
filesoff of thisship, but anything on this ship isavailableto you, regardless of classfication and other
redrictions”

Therewas agar display floating near one bulkhead. Geary went over to it and gazed into its depths.
“Lieutenant, are you aware of any information that indicates or speculates that another intelligent species
exigson thefar side of Syndic space from the Alliance?’

Heturned back to see Iger staring at him. “No, sir,” Lieutenant Iger stated in asurprised voice. “I’'ve
never seen anything like that.”

Geary nodded again. “Do me afavor, Lieutenant. Pull up the data that we' ve captured that provides
information on the far sde of Syndic space. Plot in occupied star systems, abandoned star systems, and
hypernet gate placements. Then tdl mewhat you think.”

Iger was staring at the star display now. “Have you dready donethat, Sir?’

“I have. | want to seeif you reach the same conclusion | did.”



RIONE wasin his stateroom when Geary returned. She stood and gave him asearching look. “It didn’t
quite fed the samein here without you douched in achair radiating gloom. Areyou dl right?’

“Yeah. | think s0.”
“So Captain Degani was able to give you something | couldn’t.”
“That's...she helped. Y ou and she both helped.”

“Uh-huh.” Rione sat back down, looking tired. “ Good, anyway. Whatever did it. | was about to the point
of slanding over you and dgpping you until you moved.”

“I might have sarted to like it,” Geary replied.
“A joke?'Y ou' ve gone from immobility to jokes?’

“Not redly.” He sat down near her and made an uncertain gesture. “I don't really understand how it
worked, but responsbilities can weigh you down, or they can make you move. Sometimes both. Does
that make sense?’

“Yes, it does,” Rione agreed, her voice uncharacteristicaly gentle. “Where were you?’

“I just came from the intelligence offices.” Geary cdled up agtar display and explained what Lieutenant
Iger had told him, Rione listening but giving little clueto her reactions. “How do you think that large
formation of Syndic shipsarrived in Lakotaviahypernet in timeto nearly destroy us?’ he asked at the
end.

Rione sat slently for afew moments, her eyeson the star display. “ So it was't exceptionaly bad luck. It
seems our unknown diens have chosen to side with the Syndics. | warned you they wouldn’t let you
win.”

“I"m not getting any closer to winning! I'm il focused on surviva and not sure how long | can manage
that.”

“Have you consdered dl of theimplications of this?’
“Of course | have!” He glared a her, then paused to think. “Which implications?’

Rione gestured to the gtar display. “How did our increasingly less-hypothetica dien intelligences know
that thisfleet was headed for Lakota so that they could divert that Syndic fleet to there?’

Geary fdt hisgutstighten. “ Either they have some means of detecting the movements of fleetsin roughly
red time acrossintersdlar distances, or they have aspy inthisfleet. Do you think they look human

enough to pass?’

“If they aren’t indeed human. Or perhapsthey’ ve hired agentsto spy for them. Or maybe the spy isn't
even living but aworm inserted in flegt systemsto report on our activities.”

Geary nodded. “Those are possihilities, and frankly more believable for me than anything that can see
acrosslight-years of distance without any time delay. If those...whatever they are can do that, then the
human raceis very serioudy outclassed in technology. Unpleasant though the thought is, | prefer believing
that some kind of spy is providing that information.” He paused to think. “Obvioudy your spiesinthis
fleet have never found signs of alien spies, or I'm sure you would have told me.”



Rione uttered a heavily exasperated sgh. “My spies are aware of many different spiesworking for many
different people. But many informants remain unseen, I’ m sure, and the identities of most of the
employers of those spies we know of remain uncertain at best. Now, the next implication. How did this
oy get theinformation to the diensin time for them to act?”’

Geary dared at her. “1 should have thought of that. The only way they could veisif these beingshavea
means of faster-than-light communications that doesn’t involve using aship to physicdly transport the

message.
“WEe ve speculated the hypernet gates could alow that somehow.”

“Yeah...but there wasn't a hypernet gate in Ixion, which iswhere we decided to go to Lakota. We
haven't been in astar system containing a hypernet gate since Sancere, and that gate was destroyed
before we | eft.”

“True.” Rionemade aface. “A fagter-than-light transmitter small enough to remain undetected on one of
our ships. How much more technologicaly advanced than we are these dien intelligences?’

Geary was saring at the starscgpe when another redlization hit. “Damn.”
“What?’

“Theworst implication of al, maybe. We ve been hoping to find a Syndic hypernet gate poorly enough
defended to alow usto useit to get closeto Alliance space.”

She nodded.
“But now we can't, not even if oneisgitting totally undefended.”

Rionegot it then, digging her fingernailsinto her pams. “If we enter the Syndic hypernet system, and
these diens can redirect any shipswithin that system...”

“We could end up anywhere. Instead of arriving in our planned destination next to the border with
Alliance space, we might come out on the opposite side of Syndic space. Or in asystem where the entire
Syndic fleet is gathered waiting for usagain.”

“Or somewhere not even on the Syndic hypernet?’ Rione wondered. “ That' s not supposed to be
possible, but it ssems anumber of impossible things must aready be happening.”

Geary sat down, leaning back in his seat and trying to get hismind around dl of the thingsthat it seemed
must betrue. “I don't get it. Say they’ ve got those capabilities, and they must have some of that. Why
would they tip their hands thisway? L et us know they have those abilities?’

“ Perhaps because the highest level s of the Syndic leadership adready know about them and will know
who caused their fleet to arrive a Lakotainstead of Andvari.” Rione shook her head. “ Asfor us, the
aliensdon’t expect usto survive or perhaps even guess what redly happened. But I'm till surprised they
gave away knowledge of such cagpabilitiesto us”

“Maybe because it doesn’t do us any good? We're till trapped.” Geary felt anger growing. With al the
problems he faced aready, it wasn't fair to have diens jump in and make thingsworse. That was
ridiculous groundsfor being mad, but it just wasn't fair, and it made him mad as hdll. “ This fleet must get
home the hard way or not a al. And it isgoing to get home.”

Rione gave him adisbelieving ook, then smiled. “ From despairing to determined. This has been agood



day for mood changes asfar asyou ' re concerned.” The smile faded, and she frowned dightly. “Ther€ sa
possibility we haven't considered.”

“What' sthat?’

“Perhapsthe aliens deliberately let usknow of their capabilities with the hypernet system. Perhapsthey
expected you to somehow escape from that star system just as you have successfully escaped from
others. Perhaps they aren’t helping the Syndics but trying to tell us something.”

Geary sared at the star digplay, letting the ideafilter through hismind. “I have enough humans who think
| can do theimpossible. | don’'t need diens piling on, too. Why would they do that?’

“I don’'t know,” Rione stated with open frustration. “We don’t know what the goals of these mysterious
opponents are. We don’t know how they think, assuming they’ re not human. What do they want?
Humanity tricked into endlesswar? Are they waiting for some optimum number of hypernet gatesto be
built before they cause dl of them to collgpse and liberate enough energy to serilize every part of space
colonized by humanity? Or are the gates Smply insurance if we ever threaten them? Or isit something
totally different, agoa based on some dien concept we can't even put anameto?’

“Y ou' retdling me they may not be hostile? Even though they redirected that Syndic flatillato Lakotaso
we were amost trapped there?’

“That’ sexactly what I'm saying. If an dien fleet appeared before us tomorrow, what would you do?’

Geary paused to think. “1’m not sure. If they opened fire, my decison would be easy. Buit if they just
appeared. ..l guessthe smart thing to do would beto talk. Find out what they want.”

“And then,” Rione added, her eyeshard, “decideif what they want is something humanity can live with.”

“Whoever or whatever they are, they owe usfor theloss of Audacious, Indefatigable, and Defiant,”
Geary replied, hisown voice harsh. “ They better have aredly good judtification for that.”

THREE more days of thinking, three more days of not finding answers. Asthe fleet exited into norma
gpace back at Ixion, Geary fdlt abitter taste in his mouth. No minefield awaited them at thisjump exit
from Lakota, so Geary just watched as the Alliance warships flashed into existence around Dauntless. He
kept his eyes on the ship status readouts as reports came in, seeing updates on damage and repairs, fuel
cdl reserves, and expendable munitions remaining. Everything looked bad. Worse yet, anumber of ships
were dtill trying to get some of their main propulsion drivesrepaired. Until they did, the fleet couldn’t even
run at agood pace without leaving those ships behind.

Leaving them behind to the Syndic wolves that would be coming out of this same jump point in pursuit.
Geary had no trouble imagining the scene, because he’ d dready run some worst-case smulations. The
Alliancefleet fleeing for another jump point, the faster Syndics coming on after them, swarms of swift light
cruisers and Hunter-Killers picking off those Alliance shipstoo badly damaged to keep up, then
harassing the main body of the fleet itsdlf, hitting the shipsin the rear of the Alliance formation and one by
one causing them to lose ground and be caught by the main body of the Syndic pursuers.

He d tried smulations of what would happen if hetried to re-form hisfleet here and fight the superior
numbers of Syndicswho' d be coming through that jump exit in pursuit. With many damaged ships, low
fud reserves, and expendable ammunition stocks almost exhausted, the results were aways tota
destruction for the Alliance flet.



Assuming he retained command after the fleet conference that would have to be held. Now, when the
externd threats were so criticd, he knew that he had to deal with an even greater leve of internd threat.

They couldn’t linger in Ixion for even an extramoment, and they wouldn't get out of Ixion without losing
alot more ships. Beyond Ixion, if any Alliance ships made it out, there seemed no way to throw off the
Syndic pursuit thistime, no way to justify the sacrifice of al of the shipslogt at Lakota. All around him on
the bridge of Dauntless he could see the watch-standers gazing at each other with hel pless expressions,
looking scared and beaten as they absorbed the current condition of the fleet.

They couldn’t stand, and they couldn’t run.

And just like that, Geary redlized what the Alliance fleet had to do. To hell with the fleet conference. I’ ve
made up my mind, and everyone sgoing to follow orders.

He took a deep breath, took along look at the battered ships of the fleet fleeing the jump point, then
camly pressed his controls. “All shipsin the Alliancefleet, thisis Captain Geary. Reverse course,
immediate execute. | say again, dl shipsreverse course by turning up and over immediately.”

Captain Degani gave the ordersto her crew automaticaly, then turned to stare at Geary with abaffled
look. He didn’t have to see anyone el s&' sface to know they were reacting the sameway. “ Sir?” Degani
asked. “Reverse course? If we' re going to try to plant the mines|eft in the fleet—"

“WEe re not planting mines,” Geary dated. “There s not enough left in our inventoriesto make a
difference”

“Captain Geary,” amessage camein, “thisis Captain Duellos on Courageous. Please confirm your last
order.”

“Confirm. All ships, reverse course, immediate execute. Let’ smoveit.”

Geary wondered if any of his shipswould keep going, fleeing farther into Ixion Star System, but no place
offering refuge or hiding could be seen, only the vast emptiness around Ixion, and it seemed no one
wanted to risk being left donein that emptiness by ignoring the order. He saw his ships curving up and
around. They weren’t in much of a semblance to any formation now, but he didn’'t havetimeto try to
reorganize them. Even at the rdatively dow speed with which the fleet had exited the jump point, it took
far longer than Geary liked, but eventualy the fleet was pointed back toward the jump exit.

“Thisis Colossus. What are your intentions, Captain Geary? Shouldn’t there be afleet conference as
so0n as possible? There are critical command issues to address.”

“Thisis Conqueror. Concur with Colossus.”

“Thank you for your input,” Geary replied. “ There' sno timefor a conference. We re leaving this star
system.” He paused just long enough for everyone to hear that and wonder what he meant. “All shipsin
the Allianceflest, thisis Captain Geary. We re not going to retreat even one more kilometer. Thisfleet
has unfinished business at Lakota. WEe re going to jump back toward Lakota, and when we get there,
we're going to kick in the teeth of any Syndic flotilla present there and then see how many of the crew
members of Indefatigable, Audacious, Defiant, Paladin, Renown, and the other shipswe left back there
can be recovered, and then this fleet will continue on its way back to Alliance space no matter what the
Syndicsthrow at us.”

Hetook another deep bresth, wondering what everyone was thinking right now. “We' Il go through jump
right like this to save time and ensure we surprise the Syndics. On exit a Lakota, dl shipsareto turn



starboard immediately eight zero degrees and be ready for combat. Wewon't be leaving Lakotaagain
until we ve given the Syndics alesson they’ | never forget on how the Alliance fleet can fight.” And maybe
provide alesson about how hard humanity could be to defeeat for the unknown diensaswell. Evenif they
had spiesdl over thisfleet, those spieswouldn’'t have much chanceto tip off their bosses with the fleet
going right back into jJump. The battle would be alittle more even thistime without the adliens heping the
Syndics.

“Yes, sr!” Degani was grinning and thrugting onefist high in the air. The watch-standers Geary could see
on the bridge of Dauntless were ydling and punching each other’ sarms. He could hear alow roar that he
gradudly reslized was the sound of the crew of Dauntless cheering their lungs out.

Geary looked back and saw Victoria Rione staring around as if she had suddenly found hersdlf in an
insane asylum. “Captain Geary,” Rione protested in astrangled voice, “your fleet islow on ammunition,
low on fuel cdls, and has many damaged ships. And you' re taking it back to Lakota?’

“That'sright,” Geary stated. “We can't stand and fight here, we can’t run and get away, so we're
atacking.”

Rione looked from Geary to the celebrating crew members of Dauntless, her expression horrified. “ But
that’' smadnessl What if there' sa superior Syndic force still awaiting us at Lakota?”

“I guessthat’ll betoo bad for them,” Geary replied, knowing that whatever he said would somehow find
itsway around the fleet. It wasn't amoment for caution or reflection or doubt. | need to lead thisflet.
May theliving stars grant that I’'m not leading it to destruction, but if so, we' re going to diefighting, not
running. Degani was smiling proudly at him asthe ships of the Alliance fleet reached the jump point again.
Another fleet officer, and avery good one, she understood something that Rione probably never could.
“All ships” Geary transmitted, “I’ll seeyou in Lakota

“Jump now.”



