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Praisefor THE LOST FLEET: FEARLESS

“Straightforward, solidly written military space opera. . . It's

dl good fun and Campbel| has actudly given some thought to

the problems of combat in space.” —Don D’ Ammassa,

Critical Mass

“Another satidfying [Campbell] cocktail to dake the thirst of fans who like their space operas with a
refreshing mord and an intdlectud chaser . . . The Lost Fleet deserves to find a home on your
bookshdf.” — SF Reviews.net

“A great and gripping read. It's a fast-paced roller coaster of action and intrigue, with redigtic characters
and gtudtions”

—TCM Reviews

Praisefor
THE LOST FLEET: DAUNTLESS
“A rousing adventure.”

—W/illiam C. Dietz, author of When All Seems Lost



“Jack Campbd|’s dazzling new seriesis military science fiction at its best. Not only does he tdl a yarn of
great adventure and action, but he dso develops the characters with stisfying depth. | thoroughly
enjoyed thisrip-roaring read, and | can hardly wait for the next book.”

— Catherine Asaro, Nebula Award-winning author of The Ruby Dice

“Black Jack Geary is vary red, very human, and so compdling hell leave you wanting more. Jack
Campbdl knows fleet actions, and it shows. . . [The Lost Fleet: Dauntless ig the best novd of its type
thet I've read.”

—PDavid Sherman, coauthor of the Stafid series

“A dam-bang good read that kept me up at night . . . a solid, thoughtful, and exciting novel loaded with
edge-of-your-seat combat.”

—Elizabeth Moon, Nebula Award-winning author of Victory Conditions

“[Dauntless] should please many fans of old-fashioned hard SF.”
— i Fi Weekly

“Readers will admire and like [Geary], who bedievesin honor, teamwork, and civilized behavior . . . This
isa hard military science nove with space battles out of Star Wars. The battle scenes are so intricady
described that readers will be able to visudize them . . . A fast-paced but intricate story line and fully
developed characters turn this nove into a fun reading experience. Fans of David Weber, Elizabeth
Moon, and Peter F. Hamilton will find The Lost Fleet: Dauntless thoroughly enjoyable.”

—SFRevu

“Thisis an amazing piece of military science fiction writing, with a protagonist who is remarkable and
memorable . . . Campbell writes wdl. Period. The book flows well, with an excelent mix of action and
philosophica debate . . . Overdl, thisis just a plan good read with memorable characters and scenes,
and awriting tyle that isaimed at people who like to think and ponder while enjoying the action. Bravo.”

— Rambles. net

“The Lost Fleet: Dauntless iswdl written, with a hero who's dl too human and bettle weary. Ther€'s
much here that will remind readers of Battlestar Galactica . . . The battles are wel done, but it's the
characters who drive the story.”

—Fresh Fiction

“[Campbel’ 5| space operas [seek] to add new layers to the conventions of military SF.”
— S Reviews.net



“Lotsof funand | devoured itinaday. | can’t wait for the sequel.”
—The Weekly Press (Philadd phia)

“Campbdl’s book takes a sharp look at military discipline (and the lack thereof) in wartime . . . engaging
and interesting.”
—Romantic Times Book Reviews
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THE ALLIANCE FLEET

CAPTAIN JOHN GEARY ,
Commanding (acting)

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

Ship namesin bold are those lost in action, with the name of the star system of their loss given afterward.

SECOND BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Gallant
Indomitable
Glorious
Magnificent

THIRD BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Paladin (lost at Lakota)



Orion
Majestic
Conqueror

FOURTH BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Warrior
Triumph (lost & Vidha)
Vengeance
Revenge

FIFTH BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Fearless
Resolution
Redoubtable
War spite

SEVENTH BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Indefatigable (lost at Lakota)
Audacious (lost a Lakota)
Defiant (logt at Lakota)

EIGHTH BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Relentless
Reprisal
Quperb
Slendid

TENTH BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Colossus
Amazon
Soartan
Guardian

FIRST SCOUT BATTLESHIP
DIVISION
Arrogant (lost at Kaliban)
Exemplar
Braveheart

FIRST BATTLE CRUISER
DIVISION
Courageous
Formidable
Intrepid
Renown (lost at Lakota)

SECOND BATTLE CRUISER



DIVISION
Leviathan
Dragon
Seadfast
Valiant

FOURTH BATTLE CRUISER
DIVISION
Dauntless (flagship)
Daring
Terrible (lost at llion)
Victorious

HFTH BATTLE CRUISER
DIVISION
Invincible (logt & Ilion)
Repulse (lostin Syndic
home system)
Furious
Implacable

SIXTH BATTLE CRUISER
DIVISION
Polaris (lost a Vidha)
Vanguard (lost a Vidha)
[lustrious
Incredible

SEVENTH BATTLE CRUISER
DIVISION
Opportune

Brilliant
Inspire

THIRD FAST FLEET AUXILIARIESDIVISION
Titan
Witch
Jinn
Goblin
THIRTY-SEVEN SURVIVING HEAVY CRUISERS
IN SEVEN DIVISIONS
First Heavy Cruiser Division
Third Heavy Cruiser Division
Fourth Heavy Cruiser Division
Fifth Heavy Cruiser Divison
Seventh Heavy Cruiser Division
Eighth Heavy Cruiser Division
Tenth Heavy Cruiser Division
minus
Invidious (lost a Kaiban)
Cuirass (lost a Sutrah)
Crest , War-Coat , Ram , and Citadel (lost a Vidha)



Basinet and Sallet (lost at Lakota)
SIXTY-TWO SURVIVING LIGHT CRUISERS
IN TEN SQUADRONS
First 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)

Pommel , Sling , Bolo , and Staff (ot a Vidha)
Spur , Damascene , and Swept-Guard (lost at Lakota)
ONE HUNDRED EIGHTY-THREE SURVIVING DESTROY ERS
IN 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
Sxteenth 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 (logt a Kaliban)

Anelace , Basdlard , and Mace (lost at Sutrah)

Cdlt , Akhu , Sickle, Leaf , Bolt , Sabot , Flint , Needle
Dart , Sting , Limpet , and Cudgel (lost a Vidha)
Falcata (lost a llion)

War-Hammer , Prasa , Talwar , and Xiphos (lost at Lakota)
SECOND FLEET MARINE FORCE
Colond Carabali commanding (acting)

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



ONE

TWO of the armored bulkheads surrounding hell-lance battery three dpha on the Alliance battle cruiser
Dauntless shone like new. They were new, the broken fragments of the originds having been cut away
and new maerid fastened into postion. The other two sides of the compartment housing the hell-lance
battery were scarred by enemy fire but in good enough shape to have been Ieft in place. The hell-lance
projectors themsalves betrayed recent repairs, usng improvised fixes that would never pass muster with
aflegt ingoection team, but the nearest flet ingpection team was a great distance away back in Alliance
gpace. For now, with the Alliance fleet trapped deep ingde Syndicate Worlds space, dl that mattered
was that these hdl lances were ready once again to hurl their charged-particle spears at the enemy.

Captain John Geary ran his eyes down the rank of the hell-lance battery’s crew. Hdf of the sallors
here were new to this battery, having been cannibaized from other hell-lance crews on the ship to
replace losses suffered at Lakota Star System. Like their battery, two of the origind crew dill bore
marks of combat, one with a flex-cast covering his upper am and another with a hea-pad sedled over
the sde of her leg. Waking wounded, who should have been alowed to recuperate before returning to
their guns, but that was a luxury nether Dauntless nor any other ship in the Alliance fleet could afford
right now. Not with combat once again imminent and the fleet in danger of total destruction.

“They insgsted on returning to ther duty dation,” Captain Tanya Degjani murmured to Geary, her
expression proud. Her ship and her crew. They'd fought hard and well, they’d worked around the clock
to get this battery back online and ready to engage, and now they were ready to fight again.

He couldn’t forget that the damage that had been repaired, the sailors who weren't here because ther
bodies awaited burid, were the result of his decisons.

And yet now those sailors watched him with eyes reflecting confidence, pride, determination, and ther
unnaving faith in Black Jack Geary, legendary hero of the Alliance. They were dill ready to follow him.
They were following his orders, right back to the place where this fleet had left a lot of destroyed ships.
“Damn fine work,” Geary stated, trying to put the right amount of emotion into his voice and no more. He
knew he had to sound concerned and impressed but not overwrought. “I’ve never served with a better
crew or one that fought harder.” True enough. Before being rescued from a century of survivd deep and
brought aboard Dauntless , his combat experience had consisted of a Sngle, hopeless battle. Now he
had aflegt of ships and sallors depending on him, not to mention the fate of the Alliance itsdif.

And maybe the fate of humanity as well.

No pressure. No pressure at dl.

Geary 9miled at the crew of the hell-lance battery. “In Sx hours well be back in Lakota Star System,
and well give you something to shoot at.” The sailors grinned back fiercdly. “Get a little rest before then.
Captain Degani?”’

She nodded to him. “At ease,” she ordered the gun crew. “Y ou're off duty for the next four hours, and
authorized full rations.” The sailors smiled again. With food stocks running low, meds had been cut back
to stretch avallable supplies.

“The Syndicswill be sorry we came back to Lakota,” Geary promised.

“Dismissed,” Degani added, then followed Geary as he |€ft the battery. “I didn't think we could get
Three Alphafuly operationa intime” she confessed. “They redly did afantagtic job.”

“They’ve got a good captain,” Geary observed, and Degani |ooked abashed at the praise even though
dhe was a seasoned veteran of far more battles than Geary had fought. “How’s Dauntless doing
otherwise?’ he asked. He could have smply looked up the data in the flet readiness system, but
preferred being able to talk to an officer or asalor about things like that.

“All hdl lances operationd, null-fiedd projector operationd, dl combat systems optimd, dl hull damage
from Lakota elther repaired or sealed off until we can get to it,” Degani recited immediatdy. “We're at
ful maneuvering capability.”

“What about expendables?’

Degani grimaced. “No specter missles |eft, twenty-three canisters of grapeshot remaining, five mines,
fud-cdl reserves a fifty-one percent.”



Ships were never supposed to go below 70 percent fud-cdl reserves, to leave enough margin of
safety. Unfortunatdly, every other ship in the flest was a about the same leve of fud-cdl reserves as
Dauntless, and he didn’t know when he could get any of those ships back up to 70 percent even if they
managed to fight their way out of Lakota again.

Asif reading his mind, Dejani nodded confidently. “We've got the auxiliaries with us to manufacture
new expendables, sr.”

“The auxiliaries have been building new expendables and repair parts as fagt as they can. Thar
raw-materiad bunkers are dmost empty again,” Geary reminded her.

“Lakotawill have more”” Degani amiled at him. “You can’t fal.” She hdted for a moment and saluted
him. “I need to check on afew more things before we reach Lakota. By your leave, Sr.”

He couldn’t help amiling back even though Degani’s confidence in him, shared by many others in the
flet, was unnerving. They believed he'd been sent by the living stars themselves to save the Alliance,
miraculoudy found frozen in survivad deep but Hill dive, just in time to get stuck with command of a flest
trapped deep in enemy space. They’d grown up being told the legend of the great Black Jack Geary,
epitome of an Alliance officer and a hero out of myth. The fact that he wasn't that myth didn’'t seem to
have impressed them yet. But Degani had seen enough of him firsthand to know that he wasn't a myth,
and she il believed in him. Since Geary thought a greet dedl of Degani’s own judgment, that was very
resssuring.

Especidly in comparison to those officersin the fleet who ill thought he was a fraud or the mere shell
of a once-great hero. That group had been working to undermine his command since hed very
reluctantly taken over the fleet after Admird Bloch was murdered by the Syndics. He hadn’t wanted that
command, dill being dazed by the shock of learning that the people and places he had known were now
a century in the past. However, as far as Geary was concerned, he hadn’t had much choice but to
assume command since his date of commisson was aso about a hundred years ago, making him by far
the most senior captain in the fledt.

Geary returned Degani’s salute. “Sure. A ship captain’s work is never done. I'll see you on the bridge
inafew hours”

Thistime Degani’ s grin was fiercer as she anticipated bettle with the forces of the Syndicate Worlds.
“They won't know what hit them,” she vowed as she headed off down the passageway.

Either that or we won't, Geary couldn’t hep thinking. It had been an insane decision, to take a flest
fleaing a trap from which it had bardly escaped and turn it to charge right back into the enemy star system
inwhich it had narrowly avoided being destroyed. But the officers and sailors on Dauntless had cheered
it, and he had no doubt those on other ships had as well. There were many things he was 4ill trying to
figure out about these sallors of the Alliancein atime a century removed from his own, but he knew they
could and would fight like hel. If they were going to die, they wanted to do it facng the enemy, on the
attack, not running away.

Not that most of them expected to die, because mos of them trusted him to lead them home safdy

and save the Alliance in the bargain. May my ancestors help me.
VICTORIA Rione, Co-President of the Calas Republic and member of the Alliance Senate, was waiting
inhis stateroom. Geary paused as he saw her. She had access to his room at any time since she'd spent
quite afew nights here at sporadic intervals, but Rione had mogly avoided him since Geary had ordered
the fleet back to Lakota. “What's the occasion?” he asked.

Rione shrugged. “We | be back at Lakotain five and a half hours. This may be the last time we get a
chance to tak since the fleet could be destroyed soon afterward.”

“l don't think that's a good way to ingpire me before battle,” Geary observed, gtting down opposite
her.

She sghed and shook her head. “It’ s insane. When you turned this fleet around to go back to Lakota,
| couldn’t believe it, then everyone around me started cheering. | don’'t understand you or them. Why are
the officers and crew happy?’

He knew what she meant. The flest was low on fud cdlls, very low on expendable munitions, damaged
from the battle at Lakota and previous encounters with Syndic forces, the formation a tangle from the



frantic retreat out of Lakota and the hasty reversd to head back to the enemy star system. Looked at
rationdly, it seemed insane to attack agan, yet in one moment back at Ixion he had known it was the
right move to rdly hisfleet. The fact that ether trying to make a stand at Ixion or fleang through that star
system would have guaranteed destruction had made the decision easier. “It's hard to explain. They have
confidence in me, they have confidence in themsdlves”

“But they're rushing back to fight in a place they barely escaped from! Why should that please them?
It makes no sense”

Geary frowned, trying to put something he knew on a gut levd into words. “Everyone in the fleet
knows they’re going to face death. They know they’ll be ordered to charge straight & somebody ese
who will be doing their level best to kill them, and they’ll be trying to kill the other guy. Maybe being
happy to be going back to fight at Lakota doesn’'t make sense, but what ese about wheat they have to do
makes sense? It's about being willing to do that, to keep hitting longer and harder than the other guy and
bdieving that will make a difference. They bdieve defeeting the Syndics is criticd to defending their own
homes, they believe they have a duty to defend those homes, and they're willing to die fighting. Why?
Because”

Rione sghed more heavily. “I'm jugt a palitician. We order our warriors to fight. | understand why
they fight, but | can’t understand why they’ re cheering this move.”

“l can’'t dam to redly understand it mysdf. It just is”

“They cheered the orders, and obeyed them, because you gave them,” Rione added. “What are these
warriors fighting for, John Geary? The chance to get home? To protect the Alliance? Or for you?’

He couldn’'t hdp a amdl laugh. “The firg and the second, which are redly the same thing since the
Alliance needs this flegt to survive. Maybe alittle bit of the third.”

“A bit?” Rione snorted her derison. “This from the man who's been offered a dictatorship? If we
survive our return to Lakota, Captain Badaya and his like will make that offer again.”

“And I'll turn it down again. If you'll recdl, dl the way to Ixion we were worried that I'd be deposed
as commander of this fleet once we reached that star system. At least this is a better problem to worry
about.”

“Don’t think your opponents among the senior officers in this fleet will stop just because you did
something that has most of the fleet cheering!” Rione reached to tap some controls, and an image of
Lakota Star System sprang to life over the table his stateroom boasted. Frozen on the display were the
positions Syndic warships had occupied at the moment the Alliance fleet had jumped out of Lakota. A lot
of Syndic warships, subgantialy outnumbering the battered Alliance fleet. “You told me we couldn't
have survived if we tried to run through Ixion. All right. Why will things be different once we reach
Lakota agan?’

Geary pointed to the display. “Among other things, if we'd tried to run through Ixion Star System, the
Syndic pursuit probably would have appeared behind us within a matter of hours. We' d had five and hdf
daysin jump space to repair damage from the battles in Lakota, but that wasn't enough. By turning and
jumping back to Lakota, we gained another five and a hdf days for our damaged ships to repair
themsdves. There are limits to the repairs we can do in jump space, and | won't be able to get status
updates from other ships urtil we enter norma space again, but every ship has orders to put priority to
getting dl of their propulson units back online. At the very least, well be able to run faster once we
emerge into norma space again a Lakota. Tha's not to mention the other repairs that ships are getting
done, to weapons and armor and other damaged systems. By the time we emerge at Lakota, our ships
will have had eeven days to repair the damage they suffered in our last encounter. ”

“l undergtand that, but we'll dill be low on supplies and deep in enemy territory,” Rione said. She
shook her head. “Certainly we won't encounter the same Sze force of Syndic warships that we left a
Lakota. They mugt have sent a powerful force in pursuit of us. But theréll be some Syndic warships
there, and the ones that followed us surdy turned around the moment they redized we must have turned
and jumped back for Lakota. Those shipswill ill be only hours behind us”

“They had to assume we might wait in ambush outside the jump point a Ixion,” Geary pointed out.
“So they spent a least a few hours getting their own formation ready before they jumped after us. They



mugt have come out at Ixion going alot faster than we did, which means they’ll take longer to get turned
around, and dnce they have to assume we might ambush them at Lakota, too, they would' ve needed to
keep ther formation, which would aso have taken more time than what we did, turning every ship in
place. Give us three hours before the pursuit force arrives, and we might make it. Give me Sx hours, and
there's a decent chance we can get this fleet to another jump point and safely out of Lakota.”

“They Il ill be right behind us, and we ll Hill be low on supplies.”

“They’ve been running harder and maneuvering more than we have. If they don't stop to replenish
their own fud cells and weapons, they’ll be in trouble, too. And if we get a breather in normd space, our
auxiliaries can didribute to our warships the fud cdls and weapons they’ve manufectured in the last
eeven days. That'll hep. But you don’'t have to remind me that we're low on everything. Dauntless is
bardy above fifty percent on itsfud cdls”

“Isthat what you and your Captain Degani were doing? Checking fud-cell satus?’

Geary frowned. How had Rione known he was with Degani? “She's not ‘my’ Captain Degani. We
were ingpecting a hell-lance battery.”

“How romantic.”

“Knock it off, Victorial I1t's bad enough that my enemies in this fleet are spreading rumors that I'm
involved with Degani. | don't need you repeeting them!”

It was Rion€'s turn to frown. “I don’t repeat them. | don’'t want to undermine your commeand of this
fleet. But if you continue to be seen with another officer with whom rumor links you—"

“I'm supposed to avoid the captain of my flagship?’

“You don't want to avoid her, Captain John Geary.” Rione stood up. “But that’s your efair, if you'll
pardon the term.”

“Victoria, I've got a battle coming up, and | redly don’'t need digtractions like this”

“My gpologies.” He couldn't tdl if she was redly sorry or not. “I hope your strategy of desperation
works. You've been randomly dternating between cautious actions and wildly risky moves ever snce
you gained command of thisfleet, and it's kept the Syndics off balance. Maybe that will work again. I'll
See you on the bridge in five hours”

He watched her go, then leaned back, wondering what Rione was thinking now. Aside from being his
off-and-on lover, this period being one of those “off” times, she'd been an invauable adviser snce she
never hesitated to speak her mind. But she kept her secrets. The only thing he knew for certain was that
her loydty to the Alliance was unshakesble.

A century before, the Syndics had launched surprise attacks on the Alliance and begun a war they
couldn’'t win. The Alliance was too big, with too many resources. But so were the Syndicate Worlds. A
century of stalemate, of bitter war, of uncountable dead on both sides. A century of Alliance youth being
taught to revere the heroic figure of John “Black Jack” Geary and his last stand a Grendd Star System.
A century in which everyone he had once known had died, in which the places he had known had
changed. Even the flegt had changed. Not just better wegpons and such, but a hundred years of trading
atrocities with the Syndics had turned his own people into something he hadn't recognized.

He' d changed, too, snce being forced to take command of the fleet asit teetered on the brink of totd
dedtruction. But at lesst he'd reminded these descendants of the people he'd known what real honor
was, what the principles were that the Alliance was supposed to stand for. He hadn’'t been remotely
prepared to command a fleet of this Sze, let done one crewed by officers and salors who thought
differently from him, but together they’d made it this far toward home. Therr home, that is. His home
wouldn't be recognizable. But he'd promised to get them home, his duty demanded it, and he was
damned wel going to get the job done or die trying.

His gaze came to rest on the disdlay of Lakota Star System. So many Syndic warships. But the
Syndics had been hurt during the last engagement, too. It had been impossible to be sure how badly hurt
with the find hours aflurry of battles throwing out debris that blocked the views of sensors. He couldn't
even know what losses the Alliance battleships Defiant, Audacious, and Indefatigable had inflicted in
ther last moments of life as they held off the Syndics long enough for the rest of the fleet to escape.

How confident had the Syndic commander been that the Alliance fleet was truly beaten this time and



would only keep fleaing blindly? How many Syndic warships had pursued the Alliance fleet to Ixion, and
how many had been left behind to guard againg the unlikdy (or insane, depending on the viewpoint)
posshility that Alliance warships would quickly return to Lakota? The only way to answer those
questions would be to stick the fleet’s head in the lion's mouth and see what shape the lion's teeth were
in.

He checked the time again. In four and a half more hours, they’d know.

DAUNTLESS S bridge had grown comfortingly familiar since his firg time here in the wake of Admird
Bloch's death. Not the physcd layout, which now seemed naturd, but the equipment both more
advanced than he'd once known and cruder in its outward appearance, the triumph of necessity over
form. A century ago, on Geary's lagt ship, everything had been smooth, with clean lines and careful
atention to outward show. But that ship had been designed and built with the expectation that it would
serve for decades, one of comparatively few warships in a fleet not engaged in combat. Dauntless, on
the other hand, reflected generations of warships constructed hedtily to replace increesngly horrible
losses, with an expected life span measured in a couple of years a best. Rough edges, ragged welds,
uneven surfaces were good enough for a ship that might be destroyed in its fird engagement, to be
quickly replaced by another bearing the same name. Geary dill hadn't gotten used to the
expendable-ship philosophy born of ugly experience, which those rough edges broadcast.

Expendable ships and expendable crews. So much knowledge of tactics had been logt in a century of
trained personnd dying before they could pass on their learning and experience to new generations of
sdlors. Battles had degenerated into dugging matches, with head-on charges and hideous losses. It had
been far easier to accept the roughness of the edges on the ship than it had to been to accept the kind of
combat casudties this fleet had regarded as routine,

But he' d kept Dauntless and her crew dive dl the way from the Syndic home system to here, coming
to know them until they were a comfort indead of a jaring reminder of those long dead. The
watch-standers he had come to recognize and know by name, the amateurs he'd helped keep dive long
enough for them to gain experience. Most of Dauntless ’s crew had come from the planet Kosatka, a
place Geary had visted once, literdly more than a hundred years ago. Alone in this future, he'd come to
see them as afamily to partly replace what he had lost.

Captain Degani amiled a him in gregting as Geary strode onto the bridge and dropped into his flegt
command seat, positioned next to Degani’s own ship’'s captain command seat. She'd startled him at fird,
too, with her bloodthirgtiness toward the enemy and willingness to accept tactics that appaled Geary. But
he'd come to understand the reasons for her atitudes, and she'd listened to him and adopted beliefs
closer to those of her ancestors. Besides which, his ancestors knew what a capable captain she was and
how wel she could handle her ship in action. Now Degani’s presence was undenigbly the most
comforting thing on this bridge. “We're ready, Captain Geary,” she reported.

“l never doubted that.” He tried to breathe camly, look confident, speak with assurance. Even though
he dreaded what might be awaiting this fleet when it Ieft the jump point a Lakota, he knew he was
aways being watched by officers and sailors whose own confidence depended on what they saw in him.

“Hve minutes to exit,” the operations watch-stander announced.

Captain Degani not only appeared cdm and confident, she actudly seemed to fed that way. But then
Degani dways seemed to get more serene as combat and the chance to blow away Syndics drew
closer. Now she looked at Geary and smiled tightly. “We ve got some comrades to avenge in this star
sysem.”

“Yeah,” Geary agreed, wondering whether or not Cagptain Mosko had survived the deeth of his
baitleship Defiant. Not likdy. But Mosko was just one anong many Alliance sailors who might have
survived to be taken prisoner at Lakota. In addition to four battleships and a battle cruiser, the Alliance
fleet had logt two heavy cruisers, three light cruisers, and four destroyers fighting the Syndics at Lakota.
Maybe we'll get a chance to liberate some of them. The Syndics shouldn’t have been in any hurry
to move those prisoners anywhere, so maybe some are still where we can reach them.

The hatch to the bridge opened, and Geary looked back to see Rione taking the observer’s seet in the
back. Her eyes met his she nodded a him with a cool expression, then Rione sat back to gaze a her



own display. Degani, gpparently busy with her own work, didn’t turn to greet Rione, and for her part the
Alliance palitician didn’t seem to take notice.

“Two minutes to exit.”

Degani turned back to Geary. “Do you wish to address the crew, Sr?’

Did he? “Yes” Geary paused to gather his thoughts. He'd had far too much experience with giving
speeches before battles snce assuming command of the fleet. Triggering the interna comm circuit, he put
evay dfort into sounding upbeat. “Officers and crew of Dauntless, | an once more honored to be
leeding this fleet and this ship into combat. We expect to encounter Syndic defenders immediately upon
exiting jJump. | know we Il make them sorry they met us, and we won't leave Lakota without avenging
our comrades who were logt here. To the honor of our ancestors.”

Another announcement came on the hed's of his dosng sentence. “Thirty seconds to exit.”

Degani’ s voice rang through the bridge. “All combat systems active. Shieds a maximum. Prepare to
engage the enemy.”

"BExit”

The gray emptiness of jump space went away in an ingant’s time, replaced by the sar-filled darkness
of norma space. The Syndic minefidd was dill there, of course, but Dauntless and the other Alliance
ships were dready turning upward sharply as they exited the jump point, maneuvering to avoid the mines
Geary scanned his digolay anxioudy, praying that the Syndics hadn’t lad more mines outsde the jump
point.

The gtar-system display had been frozen, showing the Stuation as it had exigted in this star system
when the fleet jumped out less than two weeks ago, the enemy-ship postions shown dl tagged with
“last-known-position” markers, which redly meant “it could be anywhere except this exact location.”
Now the old ship symbols disappeared in a flury of updates as the flegt’s sensors scanned ther
surroundings and made identifications.

Geary squinted, trying to take it dl in. There weren't any defenders right at the jump exit, but there
were Syndic ships scattered dl over the sysem it seemed. Lots of them. He had a momentary snking
feding as he saw the numbers of enemy warships dill within Lakota. Had he truly jumped right back into
the teeth of superior enemy forces?

Then he focused on the identifying data and readiness assessments and saw a very different picture.
Thebig cluster of Syndic ships located ten light-minutes from the jump exit consisted in greet part of large
numbers of repair ships, and the warships in it were dl damaged sgnificantly, with many systems
evauated as off-line while they were being fixed. The entire formation, a flattened sphere, was limping
in-system at barely point zero two light speed.

The next largest formation, dmogt thirty light-minutes from the jump exit, had a mix of fully operationa
and dightly damaged warships, but only four battleships and two battle cruisers were among them.

All over the expanse of Lakota Star System between the jump exit and the inhabited world were other
Syndic ships. Less badly damaged but sill mauled Syndic warships crawling toward the orbital docks,
fraghters hauling supplies, avilian ships crossing between planets. Scores of Stting ducks, with too few
guards sanding sentry over them to stop the Alliance flegt from bagging every one within reach.

Degani let out agasp of pure pleasure. “ Captain Geary, we are going to hurt them.”

“Lookslikeit.” His own formation was a jumbled mess, but he couldn’t take time to sort it out now.
He had alead on the main Syndic pursuit force which had followed them to Ixion, but they’d come back
through this jump exit sooner or later, and he didn't want the damaged Syndic warships and dl of those
helpless repair shipsto get away.

As if reading his mind, Degjani pointed to the depictions of the enemy repair ships. “Prdiminary
asessments are they’re pretty heavily loaded. They won't be adle to run fast even if they can break
away from the ships they’ ve been fixing up.”

“Too bad our own auxiliaries can run faster because they're not heavily loaded,” Geary remarked,
then he and Degani exchanged a glance as the same idea gpparently hit them both. “Is there any chance
we can take those Syndic repair ships intact? We can't use any spares they’ve manufactured, but if
they’ ve got raw-materid stockpiles on board, we can transfer those to our auxiliaries”



Degani rubbed the back of her neck with one hand as she thought. “You'd think the Syndics would
st the power cores on them to overload when they abandon ship. Lieutenant Nicodeom,” she cdled to
one of the watch-standers. “You're an engineer. Will they blow up those repair ships when we close to
engage?’

The lieutenant frowned at his own display for a moment. “Blowing up a ship by core overload is done
when recovery is judged highly unlikdy, Captain. We don't blow up our own ships, no matter how badly
damaged, in a star system we control. Asfar as| know, the Syndics follow the same poalicy.”

“And thisis a Syndic star sysem!” Degani turned an enthusiagtic look on Geary. “They'll abandon
ship when we shoot them up, but leave the ships intact. They know we can’'t stay in this system, so they’ll
want the ships recoverable once we leave, and they don’'t know we want to loot them. We just have to
make sure they don't redize we' re sazing some of the repair ships intact urtil we' ve got as many as we
need.”

“Okay.” Geary tried to cdm himsdf. It seemed too good to be true, but it dill wouldn't be easy to
cary it out. “We can send most of the destroyers and light cruisers after the damaged Syndic warships
proceeding independently, and send our battleships and battle cruisers toward the repair ships and the
crippled warships with them. Some of those damaged Syndic warships could have subgantia firepower
avalableif they manage to get combat systems back online before we intercept. But we aso need to hit
the operationd Syndic flatilla thirty minutes awvay hard, so they—" Something findly registered on him.
“There’ s nothing at the hypernet gate. The Syndics pulled their guard flatilla out of there.”

Degani’s breeth caught. “Can we—? No, we can't reach the gate before that guard force does. They
haven't seen us yet"—and they wouldn’t until the light from the fleet’s arrivd reached them in about
twenty-sx more minutes—"but when they do, they’ll dill have too big alead.”

“I'm afraid s0,” Geary agreed. Normally, an enemy hypernet gate wouldn't be an option, impossible
to use, but Dauntless carried a Syndic hypernet key provided by the supposed Syndic traitor who had
helped Iure the Alliance fleet deep into Syndic space and the ambush awaiting it in the Syndic home star
sysem. The Syndics, knowing they couldn’t dlow the Alliance fleet to get home with that key, had
dready proven they would destroy their own hypernet gates before the Alliance fleet could use them.,

Which wasn't merdy disgppointing but aso very dangerous. “We could 4ill risk it,” Degani argued.
“If we do fal to stop them from destroying that gate, we could dedl with it. The energy discharge from
the collgpsing gate a Sancere wasn't too much for our shields to handle”

Geary shook his head. “Nova, Captain Degani,” he dated very softly for only her ears. Degani
grimaced and nodded. According to the best estimates they had, the energy output released by a
collgpsing hypernet gate could vary from effectively nothing to something equaling a nova, an exploding
sar. No ship could survive that, or outrun it. “No, the gate isn't aredistic god.”

He hadn't told her yet that the Alliance fleet might have its destination changed once within the Syndic
hypernet system, hadn’t told any of his ship captains. That would have to change. Some of his other
officers, induding Degani, needed to know that they had other enemies besides the Syndics activdy
working againg them. “We ve only got a short timeto do a lot before the Syndic pursuit force gets here
from Ixion. We need to overwhdm that big force of crippled ships and auxiliaries, take out as many other
Syndic ships as we can, get our own auxiliariesin to loot the Syndic repair ships, protect our auxiliaries
from any desperate Syndic counterstroke, and, uh . . .

“That sounds like enough to start,” Degani observed.

His flect, a disordered mass of ships, was “dimbing” up between the Syndic mingfidd and the jump
point behind them, dill moving at only point zero five light speed. There wasn't any actud up or down in
space, of course, but humans needed those concepts to orient themsaves. By long-standing convention,
the direction above the plane of the star systlem was up, the direction beneath it down, toward the sun
was starboard (or starward), and away from the sun was port. Those conventions were the only way he
could give an order to dl of his ships and have them understand what he meant.

By the time the fleet reached a place where it could accelerate back “down” and toward the enemy,
orders had to bein place for them, tdling each ship where to go. He had to set everything up on the fly,
with every moment criticdl. If only he didn’'t have to do so much himsdf . . . Why the hdl did he need to



do so much himsdf? Why not trust an officer he knew was good at her business and had been watching
him work for months now? “Captain Degani, would you set up the maneuvering plan for the destroyers
and light cruisers while | take care of the heavies? W€l need to have our boarding parties able to reach
asmany of the Syndic repair ships as possible a about the sametime”

Degani’s face lit up and she nodded without hestation. “I'm on it, Sr. I'll link our maneuvering
displays so we're coordingting movements as we lay them out.” She leaned forward and studied her
display, then her hands began flying across her controls.

Focusng on his own display, Geary tried to sort out where his heavy cruisers, battleships, and battle
cruisers were, where he needed them to go, and when he needed them to be there. His divisons were
scrambled, further complicating the Stuation, and many ships dill had limited combat capabilities from
damage sudtained the last time they were in Lakota. Practicdly dl of them were back at full propulsion
cgpability, but even with his experience with choreographing the movements of ships, he never could
have sorted out the messin the time avallableif not for the way the maneuvering systems provided smple
intercept solutions as fagt as he could designate a ship and an objective. While he did that, solutions
appeared for light cruisers and destroyers as wel, reflecting Degani’s work, and he found himsdf
adapting to her inputs even as she adapted to his

“Audacious is with that big group of Syndic repair ships and damaged warships” Degani noted
quickly. “What' s left of her, anyway.”

What was left of Audacious wasn't much, Geary saw as he focused on the derdlict. His fleet’s optic
sensors were sengtive enough to track smal objects across the length of a star system and could eeslly
provide a sharp image of something only ten light-minutes distant. With al of its command, control, and
combat sysems dead, and its hull shape distorted by massve damage, the hulk hadn’'t registered
immediatdy on the fleet’s sensors as a friendly warship. The Alliance battleship, one of the three that had
formed arear guard as the fleet escaped Lakota, had been pounded badly. Her heavily armored hull had
taken so many hitsthat it looked like sheet metd that had been pelted by acid rain and left to disintegrate.
Either during the battle or afterward, every weapon on Audacious seemed to have been destroyed, and
not a sngle propulsion unit was apparently capable of any thrugt. But the Syndics were towing the hulk
dong with them. “What are they doing? Why have they got Audacious with them?’

Degani frowned, then her expression cleared. “Prison barracks. See? There's heat and atmosphere
leeking out, which means the Syndics have patched some compartments and kept life support up. 1'd be
willing to bet that Audacious is ful of Alliance prisoners of war. They're probably usng them for the
heavy labor on those Syndic ships that need repair.”

“Damn.” Adjust the plan. They’d have to take what was left of the broken Alliance battleship, too,
before . . . “Tanya, would they blow the power core on Audacious?’

She nodded, her face grim. “We ve done it. They've done it. They're surdly dready preparing to do it
agan.”

Nothing to lose, then. One of his greatest shocks had been seeing Alliance flest personnel preparing to
cold-bloodedly murder prisoners of war by blowing up ther captured ship with them dill aboard. This
fledt, his fleet, would no longer do such athing, but the Syndics hadn’t had any such change of heart that
Geary knew of. He need have no fear of putting a thought into the Syndics heads that hadn’t dready
occurred to them. Geary paused in his work and tapped the communications controls. “All Syndicate
Worlds personnd in Lakota Star System, this is Captain John Geary, the Alliance flet commander. Be
advised that if the Alliance prisoners of war on the battleship Audacious or on any other ship or location
are murdered by core overload or other atrocity, | will ensure that every Syndicate Worlds' ship, shuitle,
and escape pod in this star system is destroyed. Leave our prisoners dive, and | swear on my ancestors
honor that you'll be alowed to escape. Kill our prisoners, and | promise just as srongly thet you will die
as panful a death as | can arrange.” It would take about ten minutes for that message to arive at the
Syndic formation containing Audacious, soon after the Syndics there saw the light announcing the arriva
of the Alliance fleet. Hopefully that would be soon enough.

“That should get thar atention,” Degani muttered, her eyes on her display again, her hands racing
over the controls.



Geary refocused on his own task, now ensuring he had the remains of Audacious covered as well.
The task seemed to take forever, great curves arching across the maneuvering digplay in an interleaving
and intricate dance, even though he knew it was taking only seconds to plan the movements of numerous
ships

“Got it,” Degani gasped.

Tagging a last heavy cruiser and reading the maneuvering solution the system generated, Geary
nodded. “Me, too. Double-check our work while | go over it, too, okay? Make sure we ve got the
heavies and the lighter ships coordinated enough to support each other where needed.”

“Hdfway done, gr.”

He ran his eyes across his and Degani’s work, seeing the graceful arcs of projected ship courses
sresking across space, the whole thing forming a picture of beauty that belied the deadly purpose behind
it. The movements of the destroyers and cruisers didn't match the courses with the heavier ships
perfectly, but everything worked and could be cleaned up in the time needed to close to contact with the
enamy. He'd wondered if Degani would just throw ships at the enemy, but she'd coordinated every
movement so warships were working together in improvised formations that tried to maximize the combat
cgpability of each ship. Clearly Degani had not just been watching Geary control this fleet, but aso
learning from watching. Taken together, their work made the most of the current State of the flegt by
dividing the bulk of it into about twelve subformations, each centered on a least one battle cruiser or
battleship divison. “Looks good. Looks very good.”

“Same here, gr.”

“Has that Syndic guard force reacted to us yet?’

“Not yet. They won't see us for another . . . nineteen minutes”

It was hard to believe that they had only been in Lakota Star System for deven minutes. There wasn't

any way to counter a reaction that hadn’'t happened yet, and walting to see wha the Syndics did would
catanly be a mistake when every minute counted. Geary punched his controls again.
“All units in the Alliance flegt, thisis Captain Geary. Maneuvering plan orders are being tranamitted to
you now. Execute immediatdy upon receipt. It is criticaly important thet we gain control of as many
Syndic repair ships as possible before they redize we're out to capture those ships ingead of just
shoating them up, so dl units engaged in taking down enemy repair ships must adhere as dosdy as
possible to the time line. 1t's dso critica that we not accidentdly trigger a core exploson on one of the
Syndic repair ships. We assume there are Alliance prisoners of war aboard the wreck of Audacious, so
ensure no fire hits the wreck. All other units try to inflicc maximum damage on Syndic units that come
within range. We want to leave as little as possible for them to sdvage. Use hdl lances as much as
possible and employ expendable munitions only when absolutely necessary.”

He switched to another circuit, to the commander of the Marines embarked on his mgor combatants.
“Colond Carabdi, work with the commanders of the warships going after the Syndic repair ships to
ensure ther boarding parties have Marine backup. Also prepare an assault force to retake the wreck of
Audacious and liberate any prisoners. Timeis criticd. I've sent you a copy of the fleet maneuvering plan,
50 you'll know which of our ships are going near Audacious. You have authority to use shuttle assets
from any of those ships except our own auxiliaries to get your Marines to Audacious and evacuate
prisoners. Any questions?’

“No, dr,” Carabdi answered crisaly. “I'll have my plan ready for your gpproval within hdf an hour.”

“Thank you, Colond. | may wel be distracted deding with Syndic warships and the overd| Stuation.
If you don’'t hear from me, assume the plan is approved and proceed with executing it.”

“Commeand by negation, Sr?’ the Marine colone asked in surprise.

“That’sright. Y ou're my landing force commander, and you' ve proven you're good & it. Get to work
and let me know if you need more flegt assets dedicated to the task.”

Carabali nodded, not quite suppressing a grin, then she sduted sharply. “Yes, ar!”

On to athird dircuit, cdling the commanding officer of Witch, who was aso commander of the Fast
Heet Auxiliaries divison comprised of Witch, Goblin, Jinn, and Titan. “Cagptain Tyrosan, we intend
teking control of as many Syndic repair ships as possible. We need to loot their raw-materias bunkers as



fast as we can. Is there some kind of conveyor we can run from our ships to the Syndic bunkers?’

Hve light-seconds away, Tyrosan seemed dazed, blinking at Geary, then abruptly jerked into speech.
“We have loading conveyors, but our syssems won't mate with their systems, Sr. Incompatible, by design
of course. Well have to use the Syndic conveyors to get the materids to a loading point, then transfer
them to our conveyors. The transfer will cause a Sgnificant delay.”

Geary gritted his teeth and turned to Degani again. “The conveyor sysems on our auxiliaries won't
meate with the Syndic conveyors ng their raw-materias bunkers. ”

“Blow the Syndic hulls open and run our conveyors right into the bunkers,” Degani suggested in a
“the-solution-is-obvious’ tone of voice.

“Excdlent idea” Geary repeated it to Tyrogan.

“Thet will inflict some Structurd damage, Sr—" Tyrosian began.

“We only need those Syndic repair ships to hold together until we get what we want off them! After
that | don't care if they break into a million pieces because of the structurd damage from the holes we
blew through them. Hel, I want them to do that so the Syndics can’'t salvage them. Get your engineers
ready to go. We need the raw materids onloaded fast. Will you need assistance from the Marines in
blowing access holes through the Syndic ships?’

Tyrodan managed to look offended. “Engineers are better at demoalishing things than Marines are,” she
declared.

“I'll arrange a contest sometime, Captain Tyrosan. Execute your orders and let me know immediately
if you run into any trouble.”

Geary dumped back, breathing heavily, amazed a how quickly they’d been able to put the plan
together. He glanced over a Degani again and saw her dso leaning back, grinning & him, her face
dightly reddened as if she'd just sprinted to finish a race. “Captain Degani, has anybody ever told you
that you' re a damned fine fleet officer?’

Degani’ s grin widened. “Thank you, Sr.”

As Geary caught his breath, he marveled at the experience. He and Degani had worked together
many times before, but never this well. Anticipating each other, supporting each other, setting up the
movements for the fleat together. The closest thing he could compare it to was having sex without having
$X.

He took another look at Degani’s flushed, happy face and wondered if that metaphor wasn't a bit too
close for comfort. Her eyes caught his, her amile faded into an anxious expression, and she looked away.
Great. Something in his own face had made her uncomfortable.

Now what? Find something ese to focus on. Like the developing battle. “How long left until that
Syndic guard force sees us?’

“Hve minutes,” Degani replied, composed and professond again.

“The big formation of crippled ships and repair ships should have reacted to us by now.”

“Some of them are. See this activity? Lines being severed between some of the warships and nearby
repair ships. It looks like the Syndic warships in the formation that can fight are getting ready to fight or
run.”

“l hope the repair ships don't try to run, too.” “Try” being the operative word. Even the so-called Fast
Flegt Auxiliaries in the Alliance flest were fagter in name then practice, and they were purportedly
designed to keep up with warships. Essantialy mobile factories, most auxiliaries or repair ships weren't
supposed to be able to maneuver anything like warships, with propulson capabilities that accel erated
them only duggishly and couldn’t come close to matching the velocities of combatants. Moreover, these
Syndic repair ships were heavily loaded with the raw materids needed to manufacture replacement items,
spare parts, wegpons, and fud cells, making them even more ponderous.

The leading eements of the Alliance flest were dearing the top of the mindfidd that had prevented a
direct run into or out of the jump point. As they did, each ship canted over and down and accelerated
draight toward the enemy, the fleet seeming to be bending over the top of the mines like a waterfdl in
reverse.

Dauntless cleared the top of the mines, too, pivoting downward, the force of her acceleration obvious



even though the inertid dampers were whining as they tried to block out the effects on the ship and crew.
When it came to dosing on the enemy, Degani didn't waste time. “The Syndic guard force mugt have
seen us by now,” Degani observed. “ Since we' re accelerating toward them, we ll see thelr reaction in . .
. twenty or twenty-five minutes, depending on what they do in the meantime.”

After the frantic activity they’d just gone through, those twenty minutes crawled by like a video playing
indow mation. At least the delay gave Geary time to go through the status reports sreaming in from his
ships, hisfirg chance for agood look at their supply states and repair progress since the fleet had hedtily
jumped back for Lakota.

Inthe ladt fight at Lakota, Warrior had taken the brunt of fire from four Syndic battleships blundering
past the Alliance auxiliaries that Warrior had been ordered to protect. Her crew had worked themsdves
to exhaustion patching up serious damage sustained at Vidha, so that the battleship could once again face
the enemy, but now Warrior was once again barely combat-capable. Geary couldn't hdp shaking his
head grimly as he viewed the latest Satus of the stricken battleship. She could keep up with the flegt, but
Warrior would be out of the line of battle again for along time.

The battleships Orion and Majestic, dso badly damaged at Vidha, hadn’t done nearly as inspired a
job of fixing themselves up since then and remained barely combat-capable even though they'd taken
little more injury the fird time the fleat had been a Lakota. Amazon, Indomitable, Vengeance , and
Reprisal were the next most badly damaged battleships, but dl had made heroic repair efforts in the time
alowed by the jumps away from and back to Lakota and werein good enough shape for combat.

The battle cruisers, which traded greater acceleration and maneuverability for the heavier armor and
shidds of the battleships, had paid the usud price for the bargain. Most of them had taken Sgnificant
damage as the fleet had fought its way out of Lakota, but like Dauntless, most had been able to get a
least the mgority of their hel lances back online and ther propulsion units functiond. Only Daring and
Formidable were dill in bad enough shape thet they needed to be kept back from any mgor fighting.
Geary hoped he could manage to keep the commianding officers of those ships from nonetheess charging
into the biggest fight they could find.

Therest of the flegt, the heavy and light cruisers and the many destroyers, were much the same though
there hadn’t been many badly damaged destroyers or light cruisers when they jumped out of Lakota with
the Syndics on their heds. If the smdler combatants took mgor hits, they didn’'t have the Sze or armor to
withstand the resultant damage and were usudly blown apart or knocked completely out of action. Only
Geary's atempts to protect his light combatants during the last battle had kept them from being
decimated. As it was, four destroyers and three light cruisers hadn't survived the fleet's last vigt to
Lakota.

Thefour auxiliaries, vitd to the fleet’s surviva, had emerged from the last encounter dmaost untouched,
thanksin great part to Warrior’s stout defense. The one hit that Titan had taken had been patched up in
the days since the battle.

As long as he didn't pay attention to the tota lack of specter missles among his ships, the amogt
exhausted supplies of grapeshot and the low fud-cdl dates, the surviving ships of the fleet actudly
appeared to be in decent shape.

“Why haven't the Syndics done more repairs?” Geary wondered out loud. “They’'ve had as long as
we have, but their ships are dill showing alot of unfixed damage.”

Degani gave him a surprised look. “From what | know, they don’'t maintain the same onboard repair
cgpability. It's more centralized with them. Supposed to be more efficient, | guess, and alows smdler
crews on therr warships. Odds are very little work was done before those repair ships showed up, and it
would have taken them awhile to be summoned after the battle even if they were in a nearby star system.
They’re close enough to where the last engagements were fought with us that | bet that formation has
only been under way for aday or s0.”

“The Syndics were more like us before the war,” Geary noted. “I guess they changed in response to
their own losses. But what you're describing is something designed for peacetime, when there's the
luxury of time and the ability to wait until you get to a repair fedility or it comes to you. That may save the
Syndics money in the short term, but it can't be heping their sustained combat capability in the long run.”



She grinned. “Not today, for sure” Degani paused as she noticed something. “We ve got light from
the Syndic guard force' s reaction.”

He hadtily switched displays, seeing the images of two battleships on vectors acceerating toward the
Alliance fleet. “ Just two battleships? What about the rest?”

“We don't have light on ther reactions, yet.” Degani checked something. “The two battleships are
only twenty-two light-minutes away now since they’re coming at us. When the rest of the force reacts,
we should seeit in the next few minutes. ”

It took a couple of minutes longer than expected, leading Degani to predict that the rest of the guard
force was accelerating away from the Alliance flegt. She turned out to be right. “They’ve plit up.”

“Solit up?’ As Geary watched the digplay, sensors throughout the fleet observed the time-delayed light
showing the actions of the Syndic ships and provided rapid updates and estimates. Two of the
battleships, both battle cruisers and the lighter Syndic warships, were acceerating like bats out of hel, on
vectors cdearly amed a the hypernet gate. They were 4ill twenty-eight light-minutes away and pushing
their vdocity up past point one light. Even though some of the lightly damaged warships in the guard
flatillawere lagging dightly, it wasn't by much. He didn’t need to run the figures to know the Alliance flegt
couldn’'t possibly catch them. “They're going to defend and if necessary collgpse that hypernet gate so
we can't use it. But why split up a force that’'s dready badly outnumbered? Why send those other two
battleships toward us? Is it some sort of diverson?’ He ran out the vectors for the two battleships, and
the answer became obvious. The two battleships were headed for the large formation of damaged Syndic
warships and repair ships.

“Going to defend ther comrades,” Degani replied matter-of-factly. “It's a hopeless gesture, but that
Syndic commander is making it.”

Two battleships. Even counting out the badly damaged Alliance battleships like Warrior, he dill had at
least Sxteen battleships to hurl againgt them, plus over a dozen battle cruisers. “It's what battleships do,”
Geary stated softly, remembering the words of Captain Mosko before he took Defiant, Audacious, and
Indefatigable to their deaths holding off the Syndics cdlosing on the rest of the Alliance flegt. “But this is
hopeless. The other ships can't get away no matter what those two battleships do. The battleships can't
even get to us until over four hours after we intercept that formation. They’re being thrown away for no
reason.”

“Maybe the Syndic commander has orders to defend those other ships and the hypernet gate, too, and
has to make the gesture.”

That sounded entirdy too likdly to be true. A misson too grest for the forces assgned, and so some of
those forces would be sacrificed to satisfy the unreasonable expectations of the high command. In
Geary’s time a century earlier those sorts of things had only happened in exercises, fake losses in fake
battles, but even then he'd wondered if things would truly be different in ared conflict as he was assured
by his seniors, or if the same patterns would play out even though the costs were far higher. From what
he'd learned of the war, and seen of it in person, too often the latter was true. “All right, Captain Degani,
let's make sure our fleet will be properly arrayed to take out those battleships without losng any of our
own ships”

“Captain Degani,” the engineering watch-stander caled. “Dauntless just went below fifty percent on
fud cdl reserves.”

Degani nodded, then glanced a Geary. “The old girl’s never been thislow before.”

The“old gifl” had left her commissoning dock less than two years ago, but it was ill a chilling thing to
hear. If they didn’'t manage to loot those Syndic repair ships, the Alliance fleet wouldn't get much farther
home. Warships couldn’t run on prayers.

Forty minutes since they’d arrived in Lakota again. So far things looked very good. But how much
longer would they have before the massve Syndic pursuit force came in behind them, determined to
ensure that the Alliance fleet didn’t escape again?

TWO
POURING over the top of the Syndic minefidd, the jumbled warships of the Alliance flest had



accelerated onto individud vectors. For a moment, the sight of it had brought to Geary’s mind the chaotic
arivd in Corvus right after he'd assumed command, the Alliance fleet bresking into a wild scramble to
attack afew weak Syndic warships. But thistime was far different. This time the Alliance warships were
folowing orders, tearing off on courses and speeds that would bring coordinated attacks to bear on
every Syndic warship the fleet could reach. Even those officers who didn't like the way Geary fought
shouldn’'t have any problems here, with so many targets available for the ships of the Alliance fleet.

With the orders given, the flegt reacting as it should, and no Syndic pursuit force yet showing up
agtern, Geary had one of those lulls created by the vast distances of a star system. Even with his ships
accelerating to point one light speed, it would take more than an hour and a hdf just to cover the ten
light-minutes separating the fleet from that big Syndic formation of damaged warships and repair ships.
But the Syndics were also moving away from the Alliance ships, though unable to do so nearly as fadt the
Alliance flegt was charging at them.

“Edimated time to intercept one point saven hours” Degani grumbled. “They're running, but we ll Hill
be on them wel before those two Syndic battleships can reach us”

“We Il have to make sure those bettleships are stopped dead before they can smash ther way through
to any of our auxiliaries” On Geary’ s display, paths arced through space as Alliance destroyers and light
cruisers pulled ahead of the heavier combatants, aming not only for the largest Syndic formation but so
amdler groups and individud ships. “Cal it two more hours before we take those Syndic ships. WeEl be
lucky if we achieve that before the Syndic pursuit comesin behind us”

“Do you suppose any more Syndic reinforcements showed up here after we left?” Degani wondered.

“Good question. We can't assume the totals we saw a Lakota last time we were here reflect what the
Syndics have available now and in the pursuit force. But it looks like what's hereis going to fight.” Geary
watched some of the damaged warships that had been proceeding independently toward the inner
planets dter their vectors to come around and head toward individud rendezvous with the two
battleships, trying to build a scratch task force. Counting up the ships involved, and ther states of repair,
Geary shook his head. He knew how they were feding, badly outnumbered and not prepared for this
kind of bettle. His own fleat had faced aSmilar Stuation when it had last been at Lakota

Out of the dmog eighty Syndic battleships and battle cruisers the Alliance fleet had once faced at
Lakota, a least 9x Syndic battleships and ten Syndic battle cruisers had been destroyed during those
battles. Alliance sensors had aso been able to confirm twenty Syndic heavy cruisers destroyed then, as
wdl as dozens of light cruisers and Hunter-Killers. But numerous Syndic warships had been badly
damaged as well, some of them by Audacious, Indefatigable, and Defiant as they fought to the last.
Those damaged Syndic ships had been Ieft behind here when the Syndic commander took a strike force
in pursuit of the fleang Alliance fleet.

The large formation of crippled Syndic ships included four battleships and no less than saven battle
cruisers as wel as thirteen heavy cruisers. Trying to close with that formation of badly hurt warships right
now in addition to the two combat-effective battleships from the guard force were one more battleship,
two battle cruisers, and another three heavy cruisers, dl of which had suffered sgnificant damage.
Scattered around them were about a dozen light cruisers and HuKs, which had been limping for repair
docks, and some of those were aso trying to join in the defense of ther helpless fellows

He ran out the course vectors and the times. If dl of those ships managed to join together, it would
create a weak but dangerous flatilla But with the distances involved and the propulson damage so many
hed suffered, the Syndic defenders could only arrive in staggered waves of a few ships a atime unless
they pulled back and tried to form up farther away from the Alliance flegt, a the cost of Idting the
Alliance ships tear gpart the big formation unhindered. That would buy the Syndics a little time, but not
enough to save them unless the pursuit force came through that jump point a lot sooner than Geary
hoped.

A pair of tugs had been dragging ariddlied Syndic heavy cruiser only three light-minutes from the jump
point. The unlucky heavy cruiser mugt have been forced to wait the longest for a tow to show up. Now,
with no hope of running away from the Alliance destroyers and light cruisers heaeding for them, the crews
of the tugs abandoned ship, escape pods spitting franticaly from the dow, dumsy vessds. Severd



escape pods erupted from the heavy cruiser itsdf as well, marking the flight of the sdlvage crew left
aboard the ship.

The Alliance destroyers Jinto and Herebra reached the tugs firgt and blew them into fragments with
cdosein hel-lance fire before dtering course to head for their next targets. Right behind them, Contus,
Savik, and the light cruisers Tierce, Ward, and Lunge rolled past above and to port of the abandoned
heavy cruiser, hdl lances damming repeatedly into the hulk until it shattered into multiple fragments.
“Let’s see them recover that,” Geary remarked.

“There goes another one” Degani noted glesfully, as a olitary Syndic light cruiser whose remaining
crew had dso abandoned ship came apart under the fire of a hdf dozen Alliance destroyers.

Struck by a sudden thought, Geary sent out orders. “Ocrea, pick up some of the escape pods from
that Syndic heavy cruiser. | want to know what the crew members from that ship can tdl us about how
long it took the pursuit force to jump after us and anything ese they can tdl us about the pursuit force.”
One of his own heavy cruisers, Ocrea wouldn't have interrogation fadlities anything like those on
Dauntless, but he didn't have the luxury of the time to get those prisoners to a cgpitd ship for
questioning. Hopefully some of the Syndic crew members would saill their guts after the shock of having
the Alliance fleet reappear and destroy ther ship.

It was dso time to update the maneuvering plan based on what the Syndics were doing. The Syndic
defensve moves had actudly smplified the Alliance requirements. As Syndic warships came together,
Alliance ships that had been dispersed to hit each one individudly could dso merge into larger
formations. Geary frowned at the display, where the enemy flatilla filled with damaged warships had been
tagged with the name Casudty Hatilla The tacticd systems autometicaly named enemy formations, so he
was surprised that one had a specific Satus designator rather than a generic name like “Hatilla Alpha” It
was dways a little unnerving to him when automated support systems acted a bit too humean.

He wasn't trying anything fancy that would require a lot of maneuvering. The subformations would be
concentrated into loose, larger formations, which would sweep directly over the largest Syndic formation,
the Casudty Hatilla, then onward to hit the less-badly damaged warships trying to form into their own
flatilla, then soon afterward the two battleships racing outward from the guard force. “How's this look to
you?' he asked Degani.

She studied it, face intent. “A series of fagt firing runs over the Casudty Hatilla to knock out the
weapons on the Syndic warships that have any working? Y ou don’t want to destroy them right away?’

“Not until our auxiliaries are done looting their repair ships. | don’'t want to risk debris from destroyed
warships messng up our pillaging operation. We can finish off everything when we pull away from the
Casudty Hotilla We I have four of our battleships with the auxiliaries then.”

Degani nodded. “Even the Third Battleship Divison should be able to handle destroying enemy ships
with dl of their sysems knocked out. But you need to leave a couple of more battleships or battle
cruisers with the formation containing the auxiliaries”

“Why? | know Warrior has been besat to hdl again, but Orion and Majestic can put up a fight and
Conqueror isin good shape. I'm gticking Congueror with them since she's part of the same battleship
divison. Those four battleships should be able to handle anything that manages to get through the rest of
the flegt.”

Degani kept her expresson controlled and her voice bland. “That’s true, if Orion, Majestic, and
Conqueror do not have difficulties engaging the enemy.”

Meaning that their commanding officers might find reasons to avoid baitle. He had to admit that
Degani’s diplomaticdly worded statement was judiified. Captain Casia of Conqueror hadn’t inspired
any confidence. Commander Yin, acting commander of Orion since Captain Numos had been relieved
of command and placed under arrest, made Casa look like a paragon of a combat officer by
comparison. And Majestic’s acting commander, who had adso gotten his job when his former captain
(Numos s dly Captain Faresa) had been rdieved for cause, was such a nonentity that Geary had trouble
remembering the man's face. In a perfect world he would have replaced dl of them by now, but a flest
fleang for itslife through enemy territory was far from a perfect world, especidly when the fleet’s palitics
left Geary’s hold on command tenuous enough that he couldn't afford to be seen acting too



high-handedly. Some officers might work againg him more vigoroudy as a result, and other officers
would believe such behavior meant Geary was on hisway to accepting the role of the dictator they ather
hoped or feared he would become.

His frown deepened. “I hae to waste a couple of more capitd ships just because those three
battleships might encounter problems.”

“If the wreck of Audacious does hold prisoners who need to be liberated,” Degani pointed out,
“they’Il need dl the shuttles they can get to transfer them off, and ships nearby big enough to hold the
liberated prisoners at least temporarily.”

“Good point.” But that dill left the problem of two capita-ship commanders who wouldn't be thrilled
to be told to stay back with the auxiliaries. Who might find ways to avoid following his orders, and if they
were doing that to race into battle, most of their felow commanders wouldn't condemn them for it or
approve of Geary rasing hdl with them for abandoning their escort duty. The doctrine of dl-out attack
was dill too thoroughly engrained in the fleet. He glanced back to where Co-President Rione was gtting,
watching events with an unreadable expresson. “Madam Co-President, I'd appreciate your advice on
how to phrase some orders—"

“l heard you.” Rione broke in. “Thank you for deigning to indude mein your discussons.” She paused
just long enough for that to sink in. “Y ou’ re sending these ships to ensure our own people, recently taken
prisoner, are liberated and brought to safety. If any Syndic warships get through to the space near what's
left of Audacious, they could disrupt that action, or even cause some of those prisoners to be killed.
What more judtification do you need to offer? What more honorable task can a ship be assgned then
ensuring our people are safdy recovered?’

Geary nodded. “Very wdl put, Madam Co-President.” That left the question of who to send. He ran
his eyes across the display, trying to decide who could be trusted and who wouldn't take exaggerated
offense a what Rione had pointed out was indeed a highly honorable assgnment even if it wasn't in the
front of the engagement. He'd dready heard indirectly that some officers were regarded as his favorites,
and it wouldn't do to reinforce that impresson even if it was in many ways true. He did like certan
commeanding officers because they were capable as wel as aggressve, smart as wdl as brave, loyd to
their duties to the Alliance rather than to politica games meant to advance their careers. Captain Cresida,
for example.. . .

Whose battle cruiser Furious dong with Implacable were the lagt surviving ships of the Ffth Baitle
Cruiser Divison. And he needed two ships. “I'll send Cresida. Her ship and Implacable.”

Degani’ s eyebrows shot up, then hedtily lowered again. “She's used to being in the thick of battle.”

“Exactly. She's proven her ahility to carry out this task.”

“I'mglad I’'m not the one who'll be tdling her that, Sr,” Degani responded dryly.

“We're dmog a light-minute away from Furious now. That ought to be outsde the blast radius
Geary noted. Degani grinned.

He changed the plan, let Degani see it again for a sanity check, then transmitted the changes. On the
heds of that, he cdled Furious. “Cgptain Cresida, I'm giving Furious and Implacable the most
important job in the flegt. | want you to make sure our imprisoned personnel, and our auxiliaries, are wdl
protected.”

Geary bardly heard Degani’s low murmur. “Tdl her that you're counting on her.” She saw his
reaction. “It'strue. Say it. Sr.”

The exchange had taken only a couple of seconds. Geary continued the same transmisson. “I'm
counting on you, Captain Cresida.” It fdt absolutely shameless to use that on Cresida. But it was true.
Degani was right about that.

Cresida s reply took alittle over two minutes, given the distance between her ship and Dauntless. To
Geary's surprise, Cresida sounded not angry but both pleased and determined. “Yes, sr. Furious and
Implacable won't let our imprisoned comrades down, and won't let you down.”

Geary dtole a glance at Degani, who was gpparently absorbed in sudying her display. Degani had
been giving advice that way dmost from the first time he'd met her, Geary redized. Maybe she believed
theliving stars themselves had sent him, but if she thought there was something Geary needed to know,



she'd tdl him and keep repesting it until he paid atention. Just as importantly, Degani wasn't blindly
accepting his plans, instead tdling him what she thought needed to be changed. He wondered now if she
ever had shown tota acceptance of his plans, or if her unquestioning faith in his misson had never gotten
in the way of tdling hm when she thought something should be done differently. “Thank you, Captain
Degani.”

She glanced his way and nodded with a dight amile. “Cgptain Cresida needs to be handled just <o,
ar”

“Judt keep giving me advice when | need it”

Thistime Degani looked surprised at the statement. “That's my job, sr. Though if | may say o, you
take it much better than Admird Bloch ever did.”

He checked the time. Siill no sgn of the Syndic pursuit force and 4ill over an hour Ieft before the
Syndic Casudty Hatillawas overhauled. Thiswas going to be along day no matter what happened.

“Captain!” awatch-stander cdled to Degani. “We ve spotted escape pods leaving the repair shipsin
the Casudty Hatilla”

“What?" Geary thought he and Degani had said it Smultaneoudy. But the display was indeed showing
aswarm of escape pods leaving the Syndic repair ships. “They’ re punching out of ther ships this early?’

Degani was frowning, gpparently trying to figure out what kind of Syndic trick this was. “Did they
figure out how badly we need what' sin the bunkers on those repair ships? Are they going to blow up dl
of them before we even get within a couple of light-minutes?” she wondered.

Before Geary could answer, hisinternad communications dircuit buzzed urgently. Lieutenant Iger in the
intdligence section. It was very unusud to hear from him during a battle snce his work dedt with
longer-term collection and andys's, everything of tactical importance being automaticaly shown on the
digolays before Geary and other commanders. “Yes, Lieutenant?’

Iger’s head within the smdl pop-up window indined diffidently. “ Sorry to bother you during an action,
gr, but—"

“Jud tdl me, Lieutenant. What isit?’

The intelligence officer looked dartled, then spoke quickly. “We ve confirmed these are standard
Syndic repair ships”

Geary waited, but like the engineers on hisown auxiliaries, the intdligence officer apparently expected
himto just know things sometimes. “Meaning what? Why are they abandoning ship so early?’

“Because they're not military, sr.”

“They're not military?’

Degani, overhearing, gave Geary a surprised look.

“Yes, dr,” Iger responded. “Syndic mgjor logistics support isn't handled by combat arms. It's handled
by a different directorate and contracted out to corporations. Our flegt never sees repair ships like these
because they’ re never supposed to go where they can encounter Alliance warships.”

“They're dvilian? Geary demanded.

“Yes, gr. Military-related avilian, of course. Totdly legitimate targets. But no military personnedl
aboard, no combat training, no defenses. That's why they're aandoning ship. They and their
corporations aren't paid to engage in combat. From what we know, the crews would get in trouble if
their actions somehow caused us to inflicc more damage on those repair ships. So they’re punching out
now.

“Wait a minute. They want to ensure as little damage as possible is done to those repair ships?’ Iger
nodded vigoroudy. “We know that?’

“Yes, dr. From captured records and prisoner interrogations. Most Syndic flegt personnd don't like
the avilian contract people because they don't think they get proper support from them. The dvilian
contractors are d o paid consderably more, which is probably the red man point of contention as far as
Syndic military personnel are concerned. ”

“I'll be damned.” Geary thought for a moment. “Then they won't have rigged any traps on those repair
ships?’

lger hesitated, clearly thinking, looked sdeways as someone dse in the intdligence section spoke to



him, then nodded again. “I’d regard that as very unlikely, sir. They'd lose their jobs if thelr corporations
thought they had caused more damage to those ships. It's safe to assume they’'ve shut down dl systems
and |eft the repair ships to coast in the hope that we Il ignore them or just toss a few shots a them as we
cruise past.”

“They're going to be disappointed. Thanks, Lieutenant. Excellent work by you and your people.”

As Lieutenant Iger’ simage vanished, Geary turned to speak to both Degani and Rione, then repeated
what the intdligence officer had said. “Y ou’ ve never seen these sorts of repair ships?’ he asked Degani.

She shook her head. “Only in brigfing documents on Syndic ship types. No, I’'ve never encountered
one and don't think | ever ran a smulation with oneiniit, ether.”

Turning back to Rione, Geary addressed her. “Does what Lieutenant Iger said make sense to you?’

“Asadvilian?’ she asked sardonicaly.

“Yes” More importantly, as a dvilian after a century of war. Geary’'s last experience with other
dvilians had been dmaost one hundred years ago, before the war with the Syndicate Worlds began. He'd
seen what a century of war had done to the officers and sallors of the fleet, and wondered how it had
changed dvilians

Rione gazed a him, seeming to guess the reasons for his question. “Certainly. As much as they'd like
their military forces to triumph, as much as they’ve grown to hate the enemy, dvilians are ill not
prepared to stand up to battle. Even if some individuds in those crews were ready to resst, they would
have been carried away by the mass of their fellows who only wanted to avoid dying.” Rione caught the
expression on Degani’s face. “They’re not cowards, ” she added in a very cold voice. “Someone who
't trained or mentdly toughened for combat isn't going to stand and fight the way military fighting
forces are. They're surdy smart enough to know they don’'t stand a chance againgt us”

Degani shrugged, her eyes on Geary. “Neither do those Syndic warships heading to intercept this
fleet.”

But Geary shook his head at her. “Staying with those ships when they lack any combat training or
cagpahility wouldn't accomplish anything. You or | would at least ensure they weren't captured intact if
we had any suspicion the enemy intended doing that, but dying to no purpose wouldn't serve our cause.”
He jerked his chin toward the display, which showed the two Syndic battleships charging toward them,
dill hours away from contact. “The Syndic commander is throwing away those ships and crews because
he or she can, because those crews will follow sensaless orders, even though it's a totd waste. May the
living stars hdp meif | ever decide to waste lives like that just because | can.”

Degani frowned dightly, her eyes averted as she thought. It had to be a difficult concept for someone
rased and trained to believe that honor demanded fighting to the death. For someone who dready knew
she would do that if necessary. But then she had made that commitment before joining the fleet and lived
with it Snce then. “Yes, gr,” she responded eventudly. “I see your point. We expect obedience from
those under us, and in return they deserve respect for their willingness to follow orders to the death.”

“Exactly.” She'd actudly said it better than he had. He remembered Degani once tdling im that she'd
been offered a job a her uncl€'s literary agency before she joined the flegt, and once again wondered
what Degani would have been likeif she hadn’t been born and brought up amidst a war aready ancient
to the Alliance.

Rione spoke again, her tone genuindy curious. “Thereé's something | don't understand here. You
watched the crews of the crippled Syndic warships we've dready overrun hedily abandoning their own
ships, yet didn't seem to find it dishonorable the way you did the avilians fleang their ships. Why?’

Degani grimaced but didn’t turn or answer, so Geary did. “Because the warship crews waited until the
last minute to abandon ship,” he explained.

Co-President Rione eyed him for amoment asiif judging his seriousness. “Even though the action was
inevitable, the fact that they waited made it better than if they’ d left as soon as it was certain they couldn’t
escape our pursuit. That makesit dl right?’

“Wdl . . . yesh” Geary looked toward Degani, but she didn't seem interested in heping explain
anything to Victoria Rione. “Something might happen. Something unexpected. Maybe well veer off.
Maybe some big Syndic force will appear behind us at the jump point or come in through the hypernet



gate again and cause us to run. Maybe the ships headed for them in particular will have something happen
and drop thar pursuit. Maybe they’ll get another weapon working and be able to put up a decent fight.
Maybe alot of things. So you wait aslong as possible, just in case”

“Jud in case amiracle happens?’ Rione asked.

“Pretty much. Yeah. Because they do. Sometimes. If you keep fighting or remain ready to fight even
after it seems hopeless”

She frowned at him, then lowered her eyes for a few moments in thought. “Yes” Rione findly said.
“Sometimes miracles happen. Aslong as you don't give up while any hope remains. | do understand. But
a what point does the hope for amiracle change from inspirationd motivation to suicidd insanity?’

How to answer that? “It depends,” Geary findly stated.

Co-President Rione's eyes rose and locked on his “And it's the job of the commander to judge the
Stuation and decide whether continuing to hope for a mirade is senshble or insane?’

He didn't like thinking of it in those terms, but . . . “Yeah. | guess s0.”

Rione s amile appeared to be haf-mocking. “Like coming back to Lakota instead of running through
Ixion or trying to stand and fight there? | hope your judgment remains as sound in the future, Captain
Geary. You seem to have ataent for sniffing out miracles”

He nodded back, unsure of how to respond to that, then faced forward again, noticing as he did so
that Degani seemed dightly baffled. “What' s the matter?’

Captain Degani shook her head. “Nothing, Sr.”

“Like hdl. Is there something | ought to know?’

“No, dr,” Degani repeated, then twisted her mouth in annoyance before answering in a low voice.
“I'mjud . . . surprised to find mysdf agreeing with Co-President Rione on anything, Sr.”

“You're both crazy.”

Degani grinned.

“Update on Syndic warshipsin the Casudty Hatilla” the operations watch-stander announced.

Geary checked his digolay. Of the four Syndic battleships undergoing extensve repairs, only one
showed sgns of powering up any of its weaponry. The others gpparently had their syssems so badly
damaged or extensvey dismantled for repairs that they couldn’t be activated on such short notice. Out of
the seven battle cruisers in the formation, only two reveded indicaions that some of thar hdl-lance
batteries were being charged. The twelve heavy cruisers seemed margindly better off, with five showing
weapons activity.

One of the Syndic battle cruisers, its propulson system less badly damaged than that of its fellows, had
begun accderating away a a panfully dow rate. “Running?’ Degani wondered, her fingers dancing
across controls as she checked something. “Not on that vector. HE's trying to join with the other
damaged ships forming up ahead of the Casudty Hatilla”

The Syndics were obvioudy dill hoping for their own miracle that would keep the Alliance fleat from
anihilating dl of the mgor Syndic combatants currently within reach.

An det pulsed on his display, drawing Geary’s attention. “The automated combat system is
recommending we volley rocks at the Casudty Hatilla”

“Kinetic projectiles a ships? Those ships are too badly damaged to maneuver much, but it wouldn't
take much to avoid rocks thrown at them from any sgnificant distance.” Degani made a face, checking
the recommendation hersdlf. “We d have to throw alat of our supply of rocks out there to form a pattern
that would have a decent probability of scoring any hits”

“Doesn't seem worth it to me” Geary agreed. “Hey, what about Audacious?’

“The recommended pattern would avoid hitting the hulk of Audacious, as long as Audacious didn't
maneuver. Which she could if her tugs yank her off her current course, and walk right into one of our
rocks.” Degani shook her head. “And what if the debris from some of the hits on the warships struck the
repair ships that we want to loot? Only an atifica inteligence would think this was a good option. I'd
give the combat sysem a ‘disregard option’ ingtead of just a ‘recommendation noted.” Otherwise, it'll
keep trying to refine the recommendation and annoying you with updated derts about it.”

“Good idea” He thumbed the right commands, hoping the disregard order would work since



automated systems sometimes seemed able to ignore such commands and kept indgently pushing
options they had dready been told to forget about. Another case of automated systems acting a little too
humen at times. “Any idea wha made that big holein Audacious? It looks like something blew ingde.”

Degani only glanced at her display. “That was her null-fidd projector sdf-destructing. The Syndics
don't have null-fidd weapons yet, so there's a multiple-redundant self-destruct capability. Just like for
Alliance hypernet keys. We don't want them to fdl into enemy hands, ether.”

“Have any of them ever sdlf-destructed when they weren't supposed to?’

“Not thet I've heard of. The wegpons-design bureau assured us that it can't possibly happen, so we
don't worry about it.” Degani spoke with gpparent tota seriousness, but couldn’t quite keep from
amiling a the actud absurdity of her statement. While declarations from the wegpons design bureau were
supposed to be nonfiction, salors soon learned from experience to treet them dl as fantasy until
confirmed by real-world events.

Geary bardly managed not to laugh. “Of course not.” His dert chimed to mark the arivd of Colond

Carabdi’s plan. He skimmed through it, Stedling occasiona looks at the display to make sure nothing
unexpected was happening.
The Marine plan was Smple enough, usng detachments from dl four of the battleships accompanying the
Alliance auxiliaries, which were heading sraight for the Syndic Casudty Hatilla of which Audacious was
a pat. Most of the Marines would assault Audacious, usng every shuttle avallable from the battleships
and Captain Cresida’s baitle cruisers. In addition, each boarding team from an Alliance auxiliary would
be accompanied by a sngle Marine fire team to check for booby traps on the repair ships or some
Syndic fandtic determined to die fighting.

He paused a the Studion assessment. “l hadn't noticed the Syndics evacuating Audacious,” he
remarked to Degani.

She checked her own display, tapping some recdl commands, then nodded. “They pulled out when
the other Syndics were bailing out of the repair ships. That's why we didn’'t notice it, but if you do a
gtuation replay, you can see it dearly enough. There€'s no change in the readings from Audacious, so
they didn’t vent atmosphere or anything like that.”

“Let’s hope it amplifies things” He marked the plan approved and sent it back. Even though the
Marines had been told they didn't need pogtive approva, a clean paper tral on orders usudly made
people happy.

Ten minutes later, as Geary watched for the arriva of the pursuit force and fdt pressure building in his
head from the growing tenson, he got ancther dert, thistime a high-priority communication. Geary barely
suppressed a groan when he saw the identification tag. Captain Casia of Conqueror, one of the biggest
openly pain-in-the-butt senior officers whom he had to ded with right now. But this might be legitimately
important. Not likdy coming from Casia, but he couldn’t risk blowing it off. He tapped the acknowledge
control and a window showing Casia's frowning face popped into exisence. “Captain Geary,” Casa
stated heavily, “I’ve been informed that Marines attached to my ship will be employed in an operation to
rescue presumed Alliance prisoners being held by the Syndics on the wreck of Audacious.”

Geary glanced a Congueror’s pogtion. Ten light-seconds away. Not too annoying a delay in
communications, even if the communication itsdf looked like it would be annoying. “That's correct,
Captain Casia,” Geary stated in formd tones, then waited to see what Casia s problem was thistime.

“I've a0 been informed that there is no fleet command oversght for the Marines involved,” Casa
ground ouit.

Geary gave Cada's image a perplexed look. “Tha's incorrect, Captain Casa. I'm exercisng
command over Colond Carabdli, who isin turn directing the Marines according to my orders.”

Twenty seconds later, Casia’s image frowned even deeper as his reply showed up. * Perhaps oversght
of Marines on flest missons was much laxer before the war. I’m talking about the routine practice of fleet
officers conducting direct supervison of Marine officers and senior enliged who are engaged in
ship-boarding operations.”

“What?" The command and control systems dlowed higher-ranking individuas to see and hear
whatever any particular Marine in battle armor was doing, something that Geary thought an occasiondly



ussful but usudly dangeroudy digtracting option. Geary muted his comm circuit and pivoted dightly to
dare a Degani. “Captain Degani, isit true that fleet officers routinely look over the shoulder of Marines
engaged in ship-boarding ops?’

Degani rolled her eyesin aggravation. “Who brought that up?’

“Captain Casia”

“Thet figures. Sir,” she added hedtily as if suddenly remembering she was discussing the issue with her
fleet commander. Degani Sighed, ran one hand through her hair, then spoke in a monotone. “Such
oversght for warship boarding has been routine as long as I’ ve been in the fleet.”

“Why?

“Because it's feared that Marines boarding a warship will punch the wrong buttons and wreck or blow
up important things, induding the ship.”

“Am | wrong in assuming that the Marines have orders not to punch buttons unless they know what
they're doing?’ Geary demanded.

Degani shrugged. “Of course they have orders not to punch srange buttons, dr. But they are
Marines”

That was a point, Geary had to admit. Thousands of years of human technologica advancement had
yet to produce a Sngle piece of equipment that was Marine-proof, or sailor-proof, for that matter. Thet
was one of the man reasons why chief petty officersin the fleat and sergeants in the Marines had no fear
of being rendered obsolete, sSnce one of their primary functions remained to yel, “Don’'t Touch Anything
Unless | Tdl You To,” a the morejunior enlisted whenever necessary. But because the Marines did
have sergeants, Geary didn't see what purpose was served by having fleat officers tag dong with the
Marines via the command and control system. “Whét leve of officers are we taking about? The ones
assigned to this oversight of Marines?’

“Ships commanding officers” Degani replied in the same monotone.

“You're kidding.”

“No, gr.”

“Who's supposed to be commanding their ships while they’ re supervising junior Marine officers?’

Degani’s mouth twisted into a bitter amile. “I asked that same question of Admird Bloch the lagt time |
was assgned to stay on the shoulder of a Marine second lieutenant as he led a platoon aboard a Syndic
warship. Admird Bloch informed me tha he had every confidence that an officer of my skills and
experience could easily do both things a once.”

Not for thefirg time, Geary fdt aguilty sense of rdief that Admird Bloch had died before Geary had
been required actudly to serve as Bloch's subordinate. “1 think 1 can dready tdl the answer to this, but
do you persondly see any good reason for doing that?’

Another shrug. “It's possible to find reasons, but there' s plenty of reasons not to do it, too. | wouldn't
ever do it by choice, gr.”

“That'swhat | thought. | wouldn't, either.” Turning back to front, Geary unmuted his drcuit and gave
Cagia a serious but noncommitta look. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention. I'll ensure the
Marines are aware of the need to consult fleet officers before taking any actions that might impact on the
safety or security of the ship they're boarding.”

Ancther twenty seconds or so, and Cadia's frown was just as deep, but now accompanied by a
dightly flushed face. “There are good reasons for current policies, Captain Geary. Falure to abide by
experience gained in wartime could have deadly results for those prisoners we hope to liberate.”

That was as pointed a barb as had been shot hisway in awhile, Geary reflected. It was true in a way,
because he did lack the length of wartime experience of the other officers in the fleet. But dso untrue,
because he hadn't learned any wrong lessons. If there was one thing he was certain of, it was that senior
officers had no business riding on the backs of junior officers trying to do ther jobs. HEd had entirdy
too much experience dedling with that as a junior officer himsdf. “Thank you for your input, Captain
Cada” Geary dated in a levd voice. “It will be given ful consderaion, and any actions deemed
appropriate will be taken.” Maybe peacetime experience wasn't the same as wartime experience, but it
hed taught Geary how to say “get off my back” intotaly professond and polite language.



From the look on Casia's face less than hdf a minute later, that officer hadn't had any trouble
deciphering the meaning behind Geary’s words. “After the disaster this fleet experienced during our last
period in Lakota—"

Geary used his authority as fleet commander and activated his override. If he listened, he'd get mad,
and he didn't want anger douding his judgment. Wishing for a moment that Captain Casia had his own
“disregard option” button, Geary spoke in a hard voice. “If you want to be relieved of command prior to
combat, Captain Casia, you can retranamit your last message. Or you can stop begting a dead horse and
get on with your job. If you wish to have a personal mesting after this engagement to discuss the
command structure of this flest and your place in it, I will be happy to oblige. Rest assured that the
Marines are being competently supervised and that your concerns have been noted for the record. End
of transmisson,” he added unnecessarily before bresking contact with Conqueror .

Captain Degani was doing a very good imitation of someone totaly unaware that her superior officer
was unhappy. Around the bridge of Dauntless, the watch-standers were doing the same imitation with
vaying degrees of success. They couldn't have heard anything Geary had sad within the
sound-deadening fidd that gave privacy to his conversations with other ships, but any junior officer soon
learned the essentid art of reading a superior’s mood by unspoken clues like body language.

Geary fumed a moment longer, then took a deep breath and cdled Colone Carabdi, who eyed him
warily. “Colond, I'm assuming that having fleet commanding officers directly supervisng your people
going aboard Audacious would be an unwe come distraction.”

“That's a safe assumption, Captain Geary,” the Marine colond agreed.

“I'm a0 assuming that your senior enlisted and junior officers are capable of preventing any Marines
from pushing buttons at random or accidentaly overloading Audacious’s power core.”

“Yes gr.”

“And I'm assuming that if any Marine needs guidance or ingructions from fleet personnd on how to
ded with anything aboard Audacious they will have both the knowledge and dbility to ask for those
things”

“Yes ar.”

“In short, Colonel, | am assuming that your Marines have the experience, training, and inteligence to
carry out their tasks without direct supervision from senior flegt officers. ”

“Yes ar.”

“Good.” Geary fdt himsdf rdaxing, while Carabai watched him as if she were trying to spot an
ambush. “I’d appreciate it if you were to help me demonstrate the truth of my assumptions. If your
Marines can take Audacious without blowing up anything or venting the ship’s atmosphere into space, |
will be able to provide a solid example of ther ahility to function effectively without fleet officers breathing
down their necks.”

Colond Carabdi nodded. “Of course, Sr. There won't be any screwups.”

“Hdl, Colond, there are dways screwups in any operation. Let’s just keep them within reason.”

Carabdi findly grinned, then saluted. “Yes, gr. I'll let my people know of your confidence in them and
reemphasize that they should ask for guidanceif in doubt.”

“And avoid pushing strange buttons” Geary couldn’t help adding.

“Absolutdy, Sr. Because well be assaulting a ship thet likdy holds many Alliance prisoners of war,
I’'ve had my platoon and squad leaders indruct ther Marines to exercise the highest levd of fire
discipline. They won't shoot at anyone or anything unless they know it's enemy.”

“Good idea”

“They're dl volunteers as well,” the colond added. “Since there's a chance the Syndics might have
rigged the ship’s power core to blow once our assault force is aboard.”

Geary fdt his teeth dench at the thought. “I can’t tdl you how much | appreciate ther willingness to
participate in the operation despite that chance, Colond. I've warned the Syndics not to try anything like
that, and warned what will happen to them if they do. Thelr escape pods can’t outrun our ships.”

The Marine colond bared her teeth. “Thank you, sr.”

“Thank you, Colond. Let me know if anything dgnificant about the plan changes” Carabdi’s image



vanished, and Geary leaned back with asigh.

“Ancther crigs averted?’ Rione asked.

“Dedt with, anyway,” Geary responded. “Have you heard anything | should know about now?’

She gave him an arch look, knowing he was referring to her spies within the fleet. “Nothing that can’t
wait.” Rione heditated, then stood up and walked close enough to speak softly. “Only afew of my agents
have been able to get quick reports to me. They dl say that those opposed to you were thrown off
completely by your decison to return immediatdy to Lakota. Your opponents are now apparently
waiting to see what happens before preparing ther next moves”

“Thank you. What do you think? How doesit dl fed to you?’

“You want my advice?’ Rione asked coldly. “Why not ask your flagship's captain again?’

Oh, for the love of my ancestors. “I ask her questions about fleet operations. Is there something
wrong with that?’

“Of course not,” Rione replied in tones that implied the opposite, then answered his firg question
without missing a beat. “Your enemies in the flegt are quiet and waiting. Until the Stuation in this star
sysem is resolved, they won't act for fear that they themsalves will be stuck trying to handle a dangerous
Syndic trap.”

Geary nodded, keeping his thoughts to himsdf. If | fail, they have what they need to push for my
replacement as fleet commander. Not that there's likely to be much of the fleet left to command if
| fail. And apparently none of them want to try overcoming the Syndic presence in this star
system.

His eyes went to the display, looking again for what ought to be there by now. Still no Syndic pursuit
force ariving via the jump point for Ixion. Geary's fingars drummed restlesdy on one am of his
command seat. Why hadn’t the pursuit shown up yet? They'd been in this star system for wel over two
hours now. Every additiond minute was a gift, but he distrusted gifts that came for reasons he didn't
understand. While he had told Rione of his hope for three hours grace time and had been praying for
that much, he'd actudly assumed it would be less than two hours before the leading dements of the
Syndic pursuit appeared. Even dlowing for time needed to reorganize the Syndic flatillas, then to turn
around at Ixion once they discovered the Alliance fleet had jumped back here, a decent pursuit should
dready have shown up in Lakota agan.

Another high-priority message, this one from Ocrea, thirty light-seconds distant, which would make
for adow but not intolerable conversation. Geary wondered why the heavy cruiser would be cdling him,
then remembered that he'd asked tha ship to pick up and interrogate some Syndics. “Geary here. Did
any of the Syndics tak?

Ocrea’s captain nodded. “One did. Most of them just parroted the usud Syndic nonsense about it
being a privilege to be a ditizen of the Syndicate Worlds. But we got one senior enlisted who's apparently
decided that this fleet can’'t be destroyed and that anyone trying is going againg the will of the living stars.
So he' s Failling his guts about whatever he knows, thinking that’s the only way to atone for heping to
attack us” He paused for Geary’s reaction.

“| like that attitude,” Geary noted.

One minute later, Ocrea’s captain nodded. “Me, too, Sr. This Syndic sailor doesn't know much, but
he did know that we took out the Syndic flagship during our fight before the jump for Ixion. The senior
Syndic CEO didn't make it off dive, and that left two CEOs of lower-but-equa rank arguing over who
would get to command the force pursuing us to Ixion. Our source can't remember exactly how long, but
he said it was a least four hours. Maybe even more than five, while the Syndic fldtilla here hung around
doing nothing.” The other officer paused for Geary’ s reply.

“At least four hours?” Geary questioned. He' d targeted the center of the Syndic formation hoping for
that, but hadn’t known if he’d succeeded. “That salor is certan?

“Yes, dr. Unfortunately, he can't tdl us anything more specific than *big’ about the sze of the force
that pursued us to Ixion. The only other thing he seems to know that's useful is that some of the badly
damaged Syndic ships left behind here were required to transfer some crew members to the ships
chadng after us. This guy thought they were to replace baitle casudties, but sad a lot of ships were



under-crewed these daysin terms of skilled personnd. The Syndics seem to have logt a larger than usud
number of better-trained people latdy, more than their traning pipeine can replace for awhile” This time
Ocrea’s cagptain amiled in avery satisfied way.

“That's greet work,” Geary stated with tota sincerity. “Do you think any of your prisoners are worth
hanging on to for transfer to a ship with more sophigticated interrogation facilities?’

“| redly doubt it, Sr. Even the one who gave away everything he could doesn't redly know anything
beyond what | told you. In my opinion, they’re not worth keeping.” The commeanding officer of Ocrea
seemed struck by an unexpected thought. “I guess we could just put them back in ther escape pods and
relaunch them. We ve done that with others latdly, haven't we?’

Geary nodded, trying not to show hisrdief. Not too long ago Ocrea’s captain, like every other officer
inthe fleet, might Imply have spaced the Syndic prisoners if deding with them seemed too difficult. Thet
he had on his own suggested a humane way of getting them off the fleet’s hands was a very good sgn
that the concept of honor was returning to its old meaning. “That sounds like an excdlent plan.”

The other officer smiled. “Any messages from the living stars that we should give this guy to spread
around?’

Geary dmogt jumped on that opportunity, then paused. It fdt wrong in some indefinable way, as if
someone was giving him a warning he couldn’t hear or see but only sense. “That might not be such a
good idea. His own ideas he can spread, but | wouldn't want to offend the living stars by presuming to
speak for them.”

The amile on the face of Ocrea’s captain disappeared. “1 wasn't suggesting sacrilege, Sir.”

“I know that. But what we think is okay might not be in their eyes. Right? Better safe than sorry.”

“True” Ocrea’s commanding officer nodded. “We seem to be in their favor right now, and | wouldn’t
want that to change. Thank you, sr. WE Il rdlaunch the Syndic escape pods within the next ten minutes or
0.

“Sounds good. Thanks again for outstanding work.”

Asthe window showing Ocrea’s captain vanished, Geary turned to speak to both Degani and Rione,
filling them in on the news before adding his interpretation. “The surviving Syndic CEOs each wanted to
be the one who could daim credit for destroying this flegt at Ixion, so they spent hours arguing over who
would be in charge. Co-President Rione, don't the Syndics have some sort of seniority system like our
date of rank?’

She shook her head. “ CEO postions straddle both avilian and military commands. A CEO’s sanding
ispartidly set by hisleve, but dso by palitica influence”

“You're ssying ther command dructure resembles . . .” He gave Degani an apologetic glance.
“Resembles what this fleet was like? | would have expected the Syndics to have a rigid command
sructure. Everything I’ ve seen reflects that.”

“Up to a certan point,” Rione explained patiently, though with an amused glance a Degani’s
discomfort. “Anyone below the rank of CEO had better do as they’re told and not make waves. But
once someone reaches CEO levd, the knives come out. Among Syndic CEOs, it's congtant politica
jockeying for podtion and higher-levdl assgnments, culminging in those who manage to scheme,
backdap, and backstab their way to the Executive Council.”

“It does’t sound dl that different from our paliticians” Degani murmured as if to hersdf, yet loudly
enough that Rione probably heard it.

But Rione just smiled coldly as she kept her eyes on Geary. “The CEO who can take credit for killing
you will be on a fast track for that Executive Council. Smal wonder the two surviving CEOs with the
Syndic flatilla wasted precious time fighting for the post of commander. Contrary to what that Syndic
slor thought, they most likdy weren't arguing with each other but each trying to convince the flatillas
commeanding officers that exiging orders and regulaions meant that he or she should assume command of
the flatilla Those commanding officers would have been terrified of agreeing to follow the orders of
someone without good bureaucratic judification that would dlow them to dam they’d had no
dternative”

“Not the same as this fleet at dl, then,” Geary observed. The Alliance fleet had looked for a leader



after Admira Bloch died, while the Syndic flatilla had tried to agree on what the regulations said. If the
fleet had amply bowed to regulaions, his own status as commander never would have been questioned
snce his seniority as a captain dated from a century ago when he received his “posthumous’ promotion,
consderably earlier by many decades than any other captain in the fleat could daim. But it was easy to
imagine that the other problems ship commanders frightened of bresking the rules would have created
would have more than balanced out the scales. “We lucked out, and it bought us at least four hours of
delay in the Syndic pursuit, maybe more.”

“Wedidn't ‘luck out, dr,” Degani objected. “You aimed our firg attack on the Syndic formetion at
the point where you thought their flagship would be.”

Rione spoke pointedly to Geary. “Don't forget that whoever is commanding the Syndic ships Ieft here
isthe CEO who log that dispute over who'd be in command of the pursuit force. That may influence
how they’re reacting to this flet now.”

“Good point,” Geary agreed. “But how will it influence that CEO?”

“Whatever happens here is the fault of the CEO who assumed overadl command and took off with the
pursuit force. They wanted the command so they could gain the credit, but now it will pogtion them to
receive the blame. When that force gets back to Lakota, their CEO is going to be frantic to ded us a
serious enough blow to make up for what you've done here.”

At least four hours. The tense musclesin Geary’s back relaxed a bit.

Hisfleat could do alot of damage with a four-hour head start.

THREE

THREE more Syndic light cruisers were torn apart, then the mgor dements of the Alliance flegt
converged on the Syndic Casudty Hatilla A new swarm of escape pods marked many of the remaining
crew members on the crippled Syndic warships without any combat capability abandoning their vessels.
With the Casudty Hatillainching away from its Alliance attackers, the engagement speed was a rdlatively
dow point one light speed, or a mere thirty thousand kilometers per second. Fleet engagements often
involved ships crossing paths a combined speeds of close to point two light speed, the limit beyond
which targeting systems could not effectivdy adjust for rdlaividic effects, which warped the outside view
of the universe.

Asit was, even a point one light speed a firing pass came down to a mere fraction of a second in
which wegpons were in range, automated systems aiming and firing snce humean senses couldn’t possibly
react quickly enough.

The Firg and Seventh Béttle Cruiser Divisons, totaing only three warships each, roared into range
fird. The Alliance ships were dl gpproaching from behind and dightly above the big, flaitened sphere of
the Syndic formation. The sphere was a lousy combat formation but had probably been chosen as the
mog eficent for repair work. With the remaining Syndic ships in the Casudty Hatilla unable to
maneuver, the Alliance warships could safely cut through the Syndic formation to attack any ship within it.
Captain Dudlos's Courageous led Formidable and Intrepid in a close pass over the sngle Syndic
baitleship in the formation that had been able to charge up some weapons. Normaly a bettleship could
have dugged it out with three battle cruisers for some time, but in this case the damaged battleship had
many systems only half-repaired. Its shidds were spotty, its armor dill had many penetrations unsealed,
and modt of its weapons were inoperable. The Alliance battle cruisers unleashed a devastating barrage as
they tore past, hdl lances amed to knock out anything il working on the battleship.

As Dudlos's battle cruisers raced onward, Opportune, Brilliant, and Inspire targeted one of the
Syndic bettle cruisers and a nearby heavy cruiser, which had managed to get some weapons working. A
flurry of hits left both Syndic warships totdly disabled as the Seventh Battle Cruiser Divison followed
Dudlos s ships toward the crippled battle cruiser that had earlier Ieft the Casudty Hoatilla and was trying
to join up with the two Syndic battleships charging on ther futile misson to protect the damaged ships.

Severd minutes later, Captain Tulev's Leviathan led his battle cruisers to knock out two more heavy
cruisers and finish off the surviving weapons on the battleship.

Captain Degani had dipped into her targeting mode, her eyes locked on her display as Dauntless,



Daring, and Victorious closed the distance to the remaining Syndic Casudty Hadtilla battle cruiser that
dill had working weapons. “Dauntless and Daring target weapons, Victorious target other working
systems” she ordered.

The big Syndic formation flashed past too quickly for Geary’s senses to register anything, but the
disdlay updated rapidly as the fleet’s sensors evauated the results of the firing pass. The Syndic battle
cruiser was tagged with a misson-kill marker, dl sysems taken out, as Dauntless’s watch-standers
cdled out the resllts of the enemy’s weak defendive fire. “One hdl-lance hit on forward shidds. No
damage. Daring reports two hits, no damage. Victorious reports no hits”

“It'stoo easy,” Degani grumbled.

“You'll get adecent fight out of those two battleships up ahead,” Geary assured her.

“That’sright.” Degani brightened up, focusng on her ship’s next targets.

About five minutes later, the Sixth Battle Cruiser Divison hit the Syndic Casudty Hatilla Captain
Badaya only had Illustrious and Incredible surviving in his divison, but that was more than enough to
handle the two injured Syndic heavy cruisers, which were the only warships in the Casudty Hatilla that
dill had any working weapons. As the lagt two Alliance bettle cruisers smashed the Syndic heavy
cruisers, a find burst of escape pods erupted from Syndic warships throughout the Casudty Hatilla,
marking the last crew members abandoning their ships now that dl hope of resistance was gone.

“They're not blowing up their ships, ether,” Rione observed.

“No,” Geary agreed. “Same logic as with the repair ships. The Syndics own this star system and know
well have to leave, s0 they're hoping to salvage those ships afterward if we don't have a chance to
destroy them. WE Il have to make sure they can't do that.”

Dudlos's battle cruisers overtook another Syndic heavy cruiser trying to join up with the surviving
Syndic battle cruiser, lashing it with a barrage that tore the heavy cruiser apart. Not much farther onward
lay the crippled Syndic battle cruiser limping franticdly toward the oncoming but far-distant pair of
Syndic battleships. Right behind Dudlos's warships came the beattle cruisers of the Seventh Division,
which dapped the remains of the heavy cruiser with afew more hell-lance hits as they tore past.

The Syndic battle cruiser seemed in a hopeless postion, but as Dudlos brought Courageous,
Formidable, and Intrepid in for a killing shot, the Syndic pivoted a just the right moment and
accelerated downward and to port. Duellos s battle cruisers were moving so much faster than the Syndic
thet they couldn’t react intime and could only hurl afew long-range hell lances at the enemy ship.

But Brilliant, Inspire, and Opportune were far enough behind the firg Alliance battle cruisers to be
able to react to the evasve maneuver, and close enough behind that the Syndic couldn’'t maneuver again
before they got within range.

Geary tried to pull up mentd images of the captains of Brilliant, Inspire, and Opportune and found
himsdf oddly unable. Why hadn’t those battle-cruiser commanders ever impressed themsdves on him?
The redization bothered him, and he tried to bookmark in his memory the need to look up dl three when
time permitted.

The Syndic battle cruiser rolled and pitched dightly under the push of its working maneuvering
thrusters. The change in aspect alowed the battle cruiser to bring its surviving hdl lances to bear, and the
charged-particle streams shot out, targeting Brilliant as she, Inspire, and Opportune dtered their own
vectors dightly to pass just to starboard and above the Syndic warship. Brilliant’s shidds flared from a
few hitswhile she and Inspire hurled volleys of hdl lances into the weak shidds of the Syndic ship. The
Syndic’'s shidds collapsed under the barrage, then the Alliance hdl lances lashed through the enemy
battle cruiser, didng apart hull, bulkheads, equipment, and any crew members unfortunate enough to be
inthe way.

By the time Leviathan, Dragon, Steadfast, and Valiant reached the Syndic battle cruiser, the enemy
couldn’'t maneuver and could only fire back with a sngle hdl lance. Tulev's battle cruisers battered the
Syndic and went onward toward the battleships and lighter units trying to join up, leaving a slent hulk in
thar wake.

“His weapons and propulson units are dl dead, but something's ill working on him, and his crew
hasn't abandoned ship,” Degani remarked, her voice dmog pleading for an order to swing Dauntless



over and get in the deathblow on the Syndic warship.

Geary nodded, his eyes on the display. “ Daring isin a better pogtion to findh him off. Let’s let her do
it.” Degani nodded, barely hiding her disappointment.

Daring angled dightly up and over, flashing by the crippled Syndic battle cruiser in another flurry of
hdl-lance fire. As Daring raced onward, the Syndic ship aoruptly exploded as its power core
overloaded. “Did any escape pods get avay?’ Geary wondered, suddenly redizing he hadn’t seen any.

A watch-stander shook her head. “A couple launched just before the core blew but got caught in the
exploson.”

“Bagtard,” Degani muttered, dearly referring to the commanding officer of the Syndic ship who'd
waited too late to dlow the crew to abandon ship.

“You're unhgppy about Syndics dying?’ Geary asked, surprised at Degani’s being concerned about
that. Tanya Degani not only considered it her duty to destroy enemy ships and kill enemy military forces,
but had usudly seemed to derive a vengeful pleasure from the act.

Now she frowned at his question. “It's just as wel those crew members won't be a thresat to our
people anymore,” Degani explained, “but their commanding officer dill had an obligetion to give them a
fighting chance. Y ou know what | mean.”

He did, having given just such orders to most of his own crew to abandon ship a hundred years ago,
as hisfight at Grendd went from desperate to hopeless. “Yeah. | know.”

The onrushing Alliance battle cruisers, totaly in their dement as their speed dlowed them to run down
lighter enemy combatants, glesfully shattered a succession of Syndic HuKs and light cruisers, dmogt as
an afterthought blowing apart the two remaining operationd Syndic heavy cruisers nearby. Waiching his
battle cruisers charging through space to smash enemy ships while the Alliance battleships were Hill just
short of reeching the Syndic Casudty Hoatilla, Geary findly understood why the best officers in the
Alliance aspired to command bettle cruisers. It was as glorious as a charge by ancient horse cavary on a
plangtary surface. But even now he couldn’t hep wondering how many times battle cruisers had been
ripped open in battle againg more heavily armored battleships, and whether the number of engagements
inwhich battle cruisers had been able to charge glorioudy across the fidd of battle came anywhere close
to the number times they had suffered from ther lack of armor.

Behind Dauntless and the other battle cruisers, the Alliance battleships had atered courses dightly,
aming farther above the Syndic Casudty Hatilla and a an intercept with the two Syndic battleships ill
seved light-minutes away. All around them, destroyers and light cruisers that had finished wiping out
nearby Syndic ships were joining up with the battleships. In the very rear of what could loosdy be cdled
the Alliance flegt formation came the four fast fleet auxiliaries with ther escorts of four battleships,
Captain Cresida' s two battle cruisers, and about twenty light cruisers and destroyers. Unlike the other
Alliance ships, the auxiliaries had kept their courses amed draight for an intercept with the Syndic repair
shipsin the center of the flattened bubble making up the Casudty Hatilla

“Our leading bettle cruisers are two light-minutes short of those two Syndic baitleships” Degani
remarked. “They've been designated Syndic Hatilla Bravo. | wonder why the sysem didn't just cdll
them the Syndic Suicide Hatilla”

She had a point, but Geary gestured to indicate the Alliance auxiliaries. “If they can somehow bull their
way through to our auxiliaries, they could hurt usin a critical way.”

Degani shook her head. “If they manage to get past everything we ve got headed for them, they’ll be
50 weakened that Cresida’ s ships can handle them.”

“I'm not happy with bettle cruisers duding with battleships, ” Geary noted, worried that his aggressve
commanders might get carried away in the thrill of the battle so far. But he couldn’t give orders tdling
them not to be too aggressive. None of them would lisen. He tapped his communications controls again.
“All Alliance battle-cruiser formations, upon completion of firing passes againg Syndic Hatilla Bravo,
brake your velocity to match that of the Syndic Casudty Hatilla and await orders. All Alliance battleship
formations are dso to brake veocity to match the Casudty Hotillas speed as soon as Syndic Hatilla
Bravo has been destroyed.”

As he was spesking, shuttles sprang away from the Alliance ships bearing down on the Casudty



Hoatilla, each shuttle bending its course toward specific targets. Most were amed a the wreck of
Audacious, but others headed for Syndic repair ships and nearby warships to ensure they were truly
abandoned and safe for the Alliance ships to approach.

The shuttles were dill headed for their objectives when Duellos's battle cruisers and Syndic Hatilla
Bravo tore past each other a a combined veocity just in excess of point two light speed. At that velocity,
redividic effects distorted the view of other objects enough to make targeting difficult, and the firing
window when weapons were in range of the enemy was the tiniest fraction of a second.

As the two formations of ships separated again, Geary could see that the shidds on the Syndic
battleships had been weakened, but no hits had been scored. The Syndics, though, had concentrated
ther massve firepower agang Formidable , doubtless having seen the damage that Alliance battle
cruiser dill carried from her last encounter with the enemy. Formidable had taken aflurry of hits, losng
much of her combat cgpability, but had avoided taking any more damage to her propulson units and kept
up with her Sgter ships.

Brilliant, Opportune, and Inspire hit the Syndic battleships next, weskening the enemy shidds a little
more, Opportune taking severd nagty hitsin the process.

Tulev'sfour battle cruisers concentrated therr fire on the Syndic baitleship closest to them as they shot
past just to port of the enemy, managing to cause some spot falures of the battleship’s shidds but taking
afew hitsto Dragon.

Degani brought her battle cruisersin while Geary hoped she wouldn't push her firing pass in too close
to the dill- extremely dangerous Syndic battleships. The Syndics tried to concentrate ther fire on
aready-damaged Daring, but Degani had arranged the intercept so that Daring was farthest from the
enemy, hdping Daring to avoid the damage that Formidable had suffered. Dauntless and Victorious
dammed shots a the Syndic battleship that ill had the strongest shidlds, weskening the enemy’s
protection further while managing to avoid taking more damage themselves.

Thet Ieft Hllustrious and Incredible to hammer the firsg Syndic battleship again. As the lagt two
Alliance battle cruisers finished thar firing passes, the enemy battleships kept onward, ther shidds
serioudy weakened but their armor and dl weapons and other systems intact, dill headed on a curving
intercept course amed a the Alliance auxiliaries.

But bearing down on the Syndic battleships were the Alliance battleships of the Second, Ffth, and
Eighth Divisons. Twelve to two would have been awful odds under any circumstances, but the Alliance
battleships aso had shidds at full srength while the Syndics shidds were dowly recovering.

Geary grinned as he saw that the three Alliance subformations had stuck to the maneuvering plan that
coordinated their movements. Gallant, Indomitable, Glorious, and Magnificent dashed by just above
the Syndic battleships, followed milliseconds later by Relentless, Reprisal, Superb, and Spolendid making
afiring pass just benesth the Syndics, a few seconds after that Fearless, Resolution, Redoubtable, and
Warspite pounding them from the starboard sde. That much firepower hitting that quickly left the
beleaguered Syndics without a chance. The Syndics fired back, scoring a couple of hits on Glorious and
Fearless, but as the twelve Alliance battleships pulled away, they left behind them an expanding bal of
debris that marked the destruction of one Syndic battleship and a tumbling mass of wreckage that had
once been the second enemy battleship. A few escape pods spat from the ruin of the second battleship
asit tumbled slently off to one Sde of its origind vector.

By the time Captain Armus s Tenth Battleship Divison reached engagement range thirty seconds later,
dl his four battleships could do was tear the remains of the second Syndic battleship into a lot of smdler
pieces of wreckage.

Geary sghed with relief, then broadcast commands again. “All Alliance ships with the exception of the
Auxiliaries formation are to assume dation on flagship Dauntless as indicated.” On his display, the
intended formation looked like a ragged bdl extending outward in front of and dightly above the Syndic
Casudty Hoatilla, the subformations built around Alliance battle cruisers and battleships arranged roughly
ina sphere. It wasn't pretty, but it would do.

Degani gave him a questioning look, knowing that Geary favored neat formations. “ Saving fud cdls?”’

“That's part of it. This keeps maneuvering by our ships to a minimum. | was aso thinking thet if the



fleet looks alittle doppy when the Syndic pursuit force arrives, they might think the Alliance fleat is ill on
the verge of fdling apart like it appeared when we Ieft Lakota the firg time”

“Will they believe that after seeing what we ve dready done to the Syndics in this star sysem?’ she
asked doubtfully.

“The odds were good enough that even a disorganized force could have mangled the Syndics here.
Maybe it won't fool the Syndics, but there's no sense in wasting fud cdls right now. Once the pursuit
force shows up, we'll get moving fast and get everything neatened up then.”

All the Alliance warships had pivoted to use their main propulsion units to dow down so they wouldn't
get too far from the criticdly important Alliance auxiliaries, assuming their positions in the formation that
Geary had mentdly labeled the Big Ugly Bal. With that Stuation wdl in hand, the Syndic purauit force
dill not having arrived, and the nearest operational Syndic combatants dmost a light-hour distant and
hauling ass away from the Alliance fleet, Geary gave in to temptation again and pulled up aview from one
of the Marine officers retaking the Audacious.

The shuttles had mated not only with the remains of Audacious ’s externd air locks and shuttle dock
but aso with afew spots where big holes had been blown in the battleship’s armor. Marine detachments
hed swvarmed into the slent ship, ready for anything. Now, Geary’s view from the combat armor of the
Marine he'd chosen showed the battleship’ s interior rendered strange by tremendous amounts of internd
damage and a lack of regular lighting. The Marine lieutenant and his squad reached an internd ar lock
that had been repaired just enough to function and passed through into areas where temporary patches
hed been dapped on holesin bulkheads to sedl in atmosphere.

The Alliance Marines moved swiftly, therr battle-armor sensors scanning for booby traps, thar
weapons seeking targets as they came around corners and pulled themsdves down passageways
cluttered with wreckage. No enemies revealed themsdves, and no traps materidized, which instead of
being reassuring just made everyone more nervous. Another hatch loomed, this one locked. The Marines
paused, most on guard, weapons ready, while one of their number gpplied a mini charge and blew the
lock apart. “No sun grenades!” someone barked over the Marine command circuit.

“But, Sarge, there might be—"

“There might be Alliance prisoners of war on the other Sde of that hatch, and we don’t know how bad
off our own people on this hulk might be. Even a sun charge might kill 'em. Aimed shots only, and
nobodly fire unless you have positive ID on enemy targets. I'll personaly shoot any bitch or son of a bitch
who puts a round into an Alliance prisoner of war. Understand?’ A chorus of assents sounded.

One Marine grabbed the hatch and tugged it open as his comrades wegpons leveled to am into the
large compartment beyond.

For amoment Geary feared that the compartment was suffed full of dead Alliance personnd, but then
he saw resigned, rebellious, and frightened expressions on the faces tumning to the hatch, each emation
changing to disbelief as the former prisoners recognized Alliance Marine combat armor. “The air in there
sucks” the Marine lieutenant reported to his superior. "CO?isway too high”

“Get them out as fast as you can,” the order came back. “Third Platoon is rigging an evac tube from
the last working air lock to the shuttles. Get them moving!”

The uniforms on the prisoners showed indgnia from a mix of ships. In the front ranks Geary saw
patches from Indefatigable, Audacious hersdlf, the heavy cruiser Bassinet, and the destroyer Talwar .
Some of the newly liberated Alliance personnd were grinning as the Marines hauled them out of the fetid
compartment, some just seemed stunned as the Marines shoved them in the direction of the ar lock.
“Hra Squad! Line the passageways to direct these guys and keep them moving!”

A chief petty officer with a patch from Defiant and one arm in an improvised ding paused as he came
out of the compartment. “Fird time | was ever happy to see a Maine” he gasped to one. “I could kiss
you.”

“l don’'t swing that way, Chief,” the Marine replied. “Try my friend over there. But keep moving.”

Ancther cdl on the Marine command circuit. “They found another compartment down this way,
Lieutenant! Looks likeit’sfull of space squids, too.”

“Get "em out here and on the way to the evac tube! Go, go, go!”



Geary broke the connection, wishing he could keep watching but knowing he had other
responshilities. Seeing Degani watching him, he gave a nod. “The Marines are getting our people off of
Audacious. It looks like alot were on there”

“Good.” Degani nodded as well, toward the display before her. “Our auxiliaries are dosing on the
Syndic repair shipsright now.”

The four Alliance auxiliaries had overhauled four big Syndic repair ships, and now were gliding into
postion directly over the Syndic vessdls, conveyor tubes extending outward and down from their
undersides asiif they were gigantic creatures intent on mating with even more enormous partners. Which,
in away, they were. It took a little playing with his menus, but Geary managed to bring up a diagram
showing the activity indde the Syndic ships. Symbols representing Alliance engineers were blowing out
bulkheed after bulkhead until clear paths existed into the raw-materids bunkers on the Syndic auxiliaries
then as each path was opened, more Alliance conveyor tubes extended down into the Syndic ships and
began draining out their materials.

“Oddly disquieting imagery, isn't it?” Rione murmured from over his shoulder. She'd gotten up and
come to stand just behind him. “Or isthat just a woman's perspective?’

Geary shook his head. “Not once the conveyor tubes started sucking suff out of those Syndic ships. |
guess We' re not used to seeing parasites on that scae.”

“Do they have what we need?’

“Some of it.” Geary scowled at the display. Multiple overlgpping windows showed exhaudtive detall
on flegt requirements and what had been discovered indgde the Syndic repair ships. The mass of ardl
type and unfamiliar terms made it impossible for him to figure out what was happening. “Why can't this
jugt tdl me how much we need of each materid and how much we're getting? Captain Degani, could
you ask your enginesring watch-stander to pop me up a disolay showing in Smple terms where we stand
on refilling our auxiliaries bunkers?’

Degani nodded and passed on the order, then smiled with satisfaction. “We ve received two heavy
resupply shuttles from Titan, dr. Dauntlesswill be back up to axty-five percent fud-cdl reserves when
the new ones are inddled. We've dso received sxty more canisers of grapeshot and seven new
specters as wel as some mgor spare parts we needed but weren't able to fabricate ourselves.”

“Excdlent. Isthat dl Titan is sending Dauntless?’

“Time permitting, we'll get athird shuttle, Sr.”

Even better. Geary fdt himsdf amiling. “Now if we can only get food.”

The enginesring watch-stander had come up and now cleared his throat to attract attention. “Excuse
me, gr. If | may . . .” His fingers tapped contrals rapidly, then Geary saw a window appear with bar
graphs showing totad capacity of the bunkers on his auxiliaries, totd materids found on the Syndic
auxiliaries, and how much had been transferred. “Thanks. What' s this column?’

“Food, gr,” the engineer replied in that sdlf-satisfied way of someone who'd dready answered a
question his superior hadn’'t yet asked him. “The Syndic ships we ve boarded have dl had food stocks
on them. From what I’ ve overheard, the stocks on the avilian ships are actudly redly decent food. It's
not nearly enough, but we are acquiring more food here as well.”

“Are samples baing screened for contamination?’ Rione demanded.

The engineer looked dtartled. “Yes, Madam Co-President. I'm sure they are, just like the raw
materids we' re pulling out of the bunkers. I'll double-check, though.”

“Full screening. Macro, micro, nano, organic, and inorganic, ” Rione added.

“Yes, Madam Co-President. I'll ensure they understand, uh . . .” The engineer paused, dealy
wondering if Rione was able to give orders to him and the four Alliance auxiliary ships.

“Make sureit'sdone,” Geary said.

Rdieved to have gotten an order from someone he knew could issue one, the engineer sduted and
hastened back to his watch gation to pass on the orders.

“My apologies for confusng your engineer,” Rione stated. “I should have asked you to tdl him to do
thet.”

“No harm done, and I’'m glad you brought it up. With everything ese going on, somebody might have



neglected to make every possible check of whether those Syndic food stocks were poisoned before ther
ships were abandoned.”

“Sometimes it's good to have a devious padlitician around, isn't it?” Rione turned to go back to her
seqt, then paused as another message came in for Geary.

Colond Carabdi looked contented in a Marine sort of way. “We believe we' ve found dl of the
prisoner compartments on the remains of Audacious,” she reported. “1t's awonder there weren't alot of
dead because of the crowded conditions and inadequate life support, but apparently the senior personne
in each compartment kept the prisoners rotating so none of them were overwhemed. My scouts
edimated that within another day or so the prisoners would ve started dying from the conditions. They dl
need food, and most have bardly treated injuries. Minor injuries were left untreated by the Syndics”

“How many?’ Geary asked, thinking of the Szes of the crews on the Alliance warships that had been
log inthis gtar system.

“We're dill getting a count. Roughly nine hundred flegt personnd and eghteen Marines. Captain
Cresda ingsed on most of them going to Furious, Implacable, and the heavy cruisers with the
formation even though the battleships wanted some. Captain Casia did intercept a few shuttle loads for
Conqueror.” Carabdi’s tone made it clear that she didn’'t consider it the Marines job to draighten out
disputes among fleat officers. “Apparently other Alliance prisoners were taken to other Syndic ships
while we were gone from Lakota, so there are more somewhere in this star sysem. Merchant ships
pressed into service as prisoner haulers, according to the ones we liberated. Any chance we can get
them?’

“Not much, and getting less by the second.” The Syndic pursuit force could appear a any moment,
and the more time that passed, the more likdy it would show up very soon. “We only overran two
Syndic merchant ships near us, and both were full of supplies. There are a couple dozen more merchant
ghips vigble in this star system, but they’re out of our reach, and we can't tdl what they're carrying.
Since we haven't spotted any labor camps in this sar sysem with Alliance personnd in them, our
personnd taken prisoner might have been on other ships that quickly left this star system.”

“l understand, Sr. We're preparing to pull out of Audacious ,” Colond Carabdi reported. “What do
we do with what's left of the ship?’

Geary grimaced. As much as he wanted to save that ship, wha remaned of Audacious couldn't
possibly defend itsdlf, couldn’t possibly keep up with the flegt, couldn’'t be towed without hazarding the
rest of the flegt, and probably couldn’'t be repaired at dl even in the best shipyard imaginable. A brave
warship now faced only one possble fate, the scrap-yard. And there wasn't any sense in ldting the
Syndics have that metd. “Can we blow her power core?’

“Yes, gr. It's plenty strong enough to do the job.”

“Then et it for overload in 9x hours and get out of there”

Six hours should be plenty of time. He couldn’t imagine any circumstances under which the Alliance flegt
would have more time than that to hang around the Casudty Hatilla

“Wait!” That was Rione, leaning in to speak to Geary, her face intent. “Hold off on deciding to destroy
Audacious that way.”

Geary sghed and spoke to the Marine again. “Beday that. Don't set her for overload yet. Hold on a
moment.” Then he turned to face Rione. “Why not blow up Audacious? Why let the Syndics have her
back?’

“I'm not suggesting giving that ship back to the Syndics” Rione replied coldly. “There are a gresat
meany Syndic warships in pursuit of us, and we could use any available wegpon to balance the odds. Rig
the ship so it will explode not at a set time but when the Syndics reoccupy it.”

He couldn't avoid a grimace at the thought. Still, as didasteful as booby traps were, they were
acceptable weapons in cases like this. Then another thought came on the heds of that. “Maybe we
should rig dl of the ships to explode their power cores when the Syndics reoccupy them.”

Degani, overhearing, twisted her mouth in an annoyed expression. “Too bad that won't hurt them until
our battlein this sysemis over.”

“Well, yeah,” Geary agreed, “but it'snot likewe can . . .” His voice trailed off, and he gave Degani a



dartled look.

Her eyes widened. “All of those abandoned Syndic warships with functioning power cores. If we can
rig the Syndic ships to explode when we want them to—"

“Like mines?’

“Exadtly like mined Huge mines set for proximity detonations! We'd jugt have to lure the Syndic
pursuit force close enough to the Casudty Hatilla”

“That'd be one hdl of aminefidd. Can we make it work?’ he asked Degani.

She spun to face her enginearing watch-stander. “Lieutenant Nicodeom, give me an assessment of
whether or not we can rig an abandoned Syndic warship to function like a mine, exploding its power core
when atarget enters an engagement envelope.”

The engineering lieutenant looked surprised, then thoughtful. “The easiest way to do it would probably
be to use amine fuse rigged to the power-core control systems. It'd take some work, Captain, because
they’ d have to adjust the smart fuse's programming to reflect the estimated kill radius of the power core,
factor in the time delay for bringing each ship's core to overload, run some control cables, and work out
the interfaces with Syndic core control systems. ”

“Where are the resources in the fleet to do that?” Degani demanded.

“The best weapons engineers in the fleet are on the auxiliaries, Captain. That's dso where we'd get
the mine fuses. You'd have to get the auxiliaries to the Syndic ship you wanted rigged with the fuse or
ese use shuittles to ferry personnel and gear from the auxiliaries to the Syndic ship.”

Degani’ s amile grew 0 broad it threatened to split her face. “Did you hear dl of that, Sr?’

Geary nodded, knowing that he was amiling, too. All four auxiliaries were with the Syndic warships of
the Casudty Hatilla, right where they needed to be. “1 think it's time to cal Captain Tyrosan. Hopefully
her engineers won't need specs for this rush job.”

Lieutenant Nicodeom spoke up again. “Captain Geary, gr, it's a chdlenge. If they have to configure
those fuses to individud Syndic ships and get them dl rigged in a red short time, that's the sort of
chdlenge any good wegpons engineer would do just for the love of it. Making something redly big blow
upinanew way? It doesn't get any better than that.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant.” Geary punched the circuit to cdl Captain Tyrosian, then quickly explained what
was needed. “Can you and your people do it, Captain Tyrosan?’ he asked a the end. “I know thisis a
very difficult enginearing chdlenge with a very short time ling, and I'm told it's the sort of thing only the
best weapons engineers can handle” He could scarcely be more blatant, but it didn't seem to be a good
time for subtlety. Besides, he was dedling with an engineer, so subtlety might well be wasted anyway.

Captain Tyrosan's eyes, which sometimes seemed to glaze over when faced with operational matters,
lit with enthusiasm. “Wegponize the abandoned Syndic ships? Proximity fuses? Do you want them linked
and timed to create a mass detonation?’

“Yegh, that'd be great.”

“Congdder it done, sr,” Tyrosan announced confidently. “When does it need to be in place?’

“About two hours”

The engineer jerked vishbly &t that, then nodded. “They'll be ready, Sr.”

Astheimage of Tyrosan vanished, Geary glanced over a Rione. “Thanks for the idea.”

Rione raised both eyebrows. “Your idea seems to have consderably outstripped my modest
proposa.”

“We wouldn't have thought of it without your suggestion, ” Geary noted.

Degani looked toward Rione and indined her head dightly in slent agreement. Rione amiled diffly
back at her.

Pretending he hadn’t noticed the byplay, Geary studied his star-system display, rubbing his chin with
one hand. “The problem will be getting the Syndics to enter the danger area when it counts. We Il have to
fool them without their knowing they’re being led that way. It won't be essy.”

“I’'m sure you can manage it,” Rione remarked.

“We dready have decoysin place to lure them toward the Casudty Hatilla” Degani pointed ot.

He frowned at the diplay, knowing that she meant the auxiliaries. Without its auxiliaries, the Alliance



fleet would be doomed, certain to run out of fud cels as wdl as expendable munitions long before it
could reach Alliance space again. It made them criticaly important to protect, and the best possible lures
for an enemy attack. “We dready did that once & Sancere. Will they be fooled agan?’

“Wejud have to do it differently,” Degani argued.

“Got any ideas?”’ Geary asked.

Asit turned out, she did. Not ideas that he completdly liked, but enough to toss back and forth as they
came up with a plan. Every once in a while he glanced a Rione to see if she had anything to add, but
Rione was just gazing stony-faced at her own display.

“CAPTAIN Tyrodan, get any shuttles and personnd not engaged in loating Syndic repair ships or rigging
up the hulks to explode to work doing highly visble plundering of materids off other Syndic shipping in
the Casudty Hatilla”

The engineer, doubtless ready to announce proudly the progress of the pillaging so far, froze in
midword and looked confused. “Sir?’

“l want the Syndics to see us desperately grabbing everything we can,” Geary repeated. “Food and
anything else. They need to think that you need to stay with the Casudty Hatilla as long as possible to
grab as much as you can. We need to look desperate for supplies, Captain Tyrosan.”

“We. .. are desperate for supplies, Sr,” Tyrodan protested.

Degani bardly avoided laughing, instead meking a choking sound to one sde that Geary ignored.
“Captain Tyrodan, ” he explained patiently, “we're going to keep your auxiliaries with the Casudty
Hatilla long past the point of safety once the Syndic Pursuit Hatilla shows up. They're going to be
focused on you anyway, since your four auxiliaries are the mogt critical parts of our fleet. The Syndics
need a plausible reason for your ships saying with the Casudty Hatilla while the Syndics come right for
you. If they think you need to keep grabbing suff off the Syndic hulks; it will provide thet reason.”

Tyrodan took a moment to reply. “We're bait agan?’

“Yes, Captain, you're bait again.”

The engineering officer looked depressed, but nodded. “Yes, ar.”

“Needless to say,” Geary fdt compelled to add, “well do everything we can to keep your ships from
actudly being destroyed.”

“Thank you, Sr. We appreciate that.”

“I will provide detailed maneuvering ingructions for your ships once the Syndic pursuit force arives
and we know their movement vectors. Thank you, Captain Tyrosan.”

Twenty minutes later, with afew more Alliance shuttles out among the Syndic hulks and surviva-suited
sdlors meking a show of tossing looted supplies from Syndic ships into the open cargo bays of the
dhuttles, the darms that Geary had been dreading findly sounded.

“The Syndic pursuit force has arived a the jump point from Ixion,” the operations watch-stander
announced.

Geary hdd his breath as the Alliance fleet’s sensors evaluated the enemy force gppearing a the jump
point, which was now fifteen light-minutes away, meaning the Syndics had dready had fifteen minutes to
decide what to do and to start doing it before the Alliance flet had even seen their ariva in this star
sysem.

The number of HUK's and light cruisersin the pursuit force was dill impressive despite dl of the losses
that the Alliance fleat had managed to inflict. The ranks of the Syndic heavy cruisers, on the other hand,
hed been decimated during the engagements at Lakota the lagt time the Alliance fleet was here, with
meany destroyed and twenty-two heavy cruisers among the badly damaged ships that had remained in the
dar system. Nine of those twenty-two had dready been destroyed, and the remainder were abandoned
and part of the Casudty Hatilla Only sixteen heavy cruisers remained with the Syndic pursuit force.

The Syndic capitd warships flashed into existence, their numbers multiplying. Ten battleships. Fifteen.
Thirty-one. Sx baitle cruisers. Thirteen battle cruisers.

“Thirty-one battleships and thirteen battle cruisers,” Degani murmured. “Not too bad.”

“They're in better shape than ours are,” Geary noted. He checked the numbers he dready knew by
heart. The Alliance fleet ill had twenty-two battleships, the two scout battleships, and seventeen battle



cruisers. Plus twenty-nine heavy cruisers. But a number of those Alliance warships had sgnificant battle
damage, and even though the Alliance ships had been resupplied with some new expendable munitions
the Syndics probably had much better inventories of missles and grapeshot on hand.

Thirty-one enemy battleships. Geary took a moment to reax himsdf, knowing he had to respect that
much combat capability and yet not get unnerved by it. “Our only advantage isin the number of heavy
cruisers” he said out loud.

Degani shook her head, “We ve got another very big advantage, ” she corrected. “That Syndic
commander last saw us running for safety and has had deven days to fix that image in ther mind. Now
that commander is going to see how much damage we ve done to the Syndic warships left behind here,
which isgoing to create alot of anger. Overconfidence and anger add up to recklessness, gr.”

“l can't disagree with your math,” Geary said. He couldn't help thinking that overconfidence on his
part and his own anger at the more recdcitrant among his ship captains might have led him to make a
reckless decison to come to Lakota the firg time. That scarcely mattered now, though. What counted
would be taking advantage of an enemy commander’s own probable state of mind. “Let’s see if he does
what we expect.”

As the minutes went past, it became increesngly obvious that the Syndic commander, whether
reckless or not, was doing as they hoped. The Syndic formation dtered dightly as it accelerated toward
an intercept with the Alliance ships, the standard Syndic box formation adjusting into a deep rectangular
shape with one broad side facing the Alliance fleet. The box was a decent multipurpose formation whose
length, width, and depth could be adjusted for different tacticad Stuations, but it had its limitations in terms
of bringing firepower to bear on any point in any enemy formation and in adjugting its fadng quickly. It
seemed to be the only formation the Syndic commanders had been trained (or dlowed) to use, though.

“Heading to intercept the Alliance ships with the Casudty Hatilla” Degani noted with a smile.

Geary checked the estimated time to intercept. With the Alliance fleet dowed to match the Casudty
Hoatilla's velocity, dl of the Alliance warships were headed away from the Syndic pursuit force at less
than point zero two light speed. Coming on fast behind them and increasing ve ocity, the pursuit force had
reached point zero seven nine light speed. Geary told Dauntless’'s maneuvering systems to assume the
Syndics would continue accelerating to point one light speed and came up with atime to contact of two
hours and fifty-one minutes.

Assuming the Alliance ships didn’t themsdlves maneuver. For along time Geary’s plan had been to run
when the Syndic pursuit force showed up, because given the probable sze of the Syndic force and his
fleet's status, he didn't see any dternative. The plan for usng the Casudty Hatilla as a weapon had
changed that. Unless the Syndics inexplicably gave up the pursuit, he would have had to fight this force
eventudly anyway. Now he might be able to best it.

“Will they believe that we're just waiting around here for them?” Rione asked.

“Hopefully they'Il think we're trying to decide what to do,” Geary explained. Just as at the Syndicate
Worlds home star system, when the Alliance fleet had wasted precious time debating who was in
command and what they should do. “The Big Ugly Bdl formation will make them think 1 may not be in
command anymore.”

“Big Udly Bdl?1 see. You're going to Smulate indecison and frozen panic.”

“That'sthe idea,” Geary agreed, hoping that both indecison and panic would remain smulated.

Rione came close again and ensured that the sound-deadening fidd around Geary’s command seat
was activated. “Even | can tdl that thisis a very risky baitle. What are our odds of winning?”

“That depends,” Geary said. He saw her aggravated reaction. “Honedtly. If certain things happen as
I’ve planned, we ve got a good chance.”

“And if they don't?’

“It'sgoing to be bad. We d have to fight them sooner or later.”

She eyed him a moment longer. “I don't have to tdl you how important it is that Dauntless get back to
Alliance space. Not the fleet as awhole. Dauntless. The Syndic hypernet key on her can tip the balance
of thiswar even if every other shipinthisflegtislogt.”

He glared at the deck. “1 know. Why’d you tdl me that when you knew you didn’'t have to tdl me



that?’

“Because you're dill focused on saving as much of this fleet as possible. You can't forget the bigger
picture. If it becomes a matter of losng Dauntless while trying to save as much of this fleet as you can, or
getting Dauntless home no matter how many other Alliance ships are logt, your duty demands that you
focus on Dauntless.”

“l don’t need lectures on duty,” Geary muttered. Rione was right in abig way, he knew she was right,
but it wasn't akind of right he could live with.

“The other ships could hold off the Syndic pursuit force while a fast task force built around Dauntless
was loaded with as many fud cdls as they could carry and headed for Alliance space,” Rione indsted,
her voice unemotiond.

“Run away, you mean. Y ou' re suggesting that Dauntless and a few other ships run and leave the rest
of the fleet to itsfate.”

“Yed” He looked a her agan and saw in Rion€'s eyes tha she waan't liking wha she suggested,
ather, but that she felt obligated to push for it. Duty. Her duty to the Alliance. “You have to remember
the big picture, Captain John Geary! We dl do! It's not about what we want, it's about what we have to
do!”

He dropped his gaze to the deck once more. “Whatever we have to do to win. We're back to that,
huh?" She didn’t answer. “I’'m sorry, but I'm the wrong hero for that. | can’'t do what you' re suggesting.”

“There' s dill time—"

“l didn't say it couldn’t be done, | said | can’t do it. | won't abandon these other ships to their fates. |
won't dlow the big picture to judtify betraying the trust of the men and women who've placed their fates
inmy hands”

Rione sounded both pleading and angry. “They dl took an oath to sacrifice for the Alliance”

“Yes, they did. So did I.” He findly looked at her again. “But | can’'t do that, even if it costs the
Alliance the war. The price would be too greet.”

Her anger grew. “We can pay any price that is necessary, Ceptain Geary. For our homes. For our
families”

“I'm supposed to tdl ther families that? ‘People of the Alliance, | sacrificed your parents, your
partners, your children, for you.” How many people would redly make that kind of bargain? Would
anyonewilling to make that bargain deserve to win?’

“We dl make it, every day! You know that! Every avilian makes that bargain when they send their
military off to war! We know they’re risking their lives for ug”

She was right about that, too. But not entirdly. “They trust us not to waste those lives” Geary stated
heavily. “I will not trade the lives of the people of this fleet for a Syndic hypernet key. | will lead them and
fight like hdll to get that key home to Alliance space, but | will not write off the lives of my people as a
necessary price for that. The moment | decide that any price is judified is the moment | betray my trust
and what | see asmy duty. We Il win or we'll die together, with honor.”

Rione gazed back at him for a while, then shook her head. “Part of meisvery angry with you, and part
of meisvery grateful that | couldn’t convince you. I’'m not a mongter, John Geary.”

“l didn't say you were.” He jerked his head toward his display, where the movements of the warships
in this star system were clearly shown. “But a lot of people are going to die today because of my
decisons now and in the past. Sometimes | wonder what that makes me.”

“Look in the eyes of your comrades, Captain Geary,” Rione replied in a quiet voice. “The ones you
wouldn't leave. Reflected in those eyes you'll see what you are.”

Rione returned to her seat. Geary took a few deep breaths, naticing that Captain Degjani was acting
totally absorbed in her own work. He wondered what she might have guessed about his and Rione's
conversation.

As much to distract himsdf as because he needed to, Geary cdled Captain Cresida. “I’'m going to
order the auxiliaries to break away from the Syndic Casudty Hatilla in two hours. Until then they're
going to keep putting on a public display of franticaly pulling everything they can off the Syndic ships”

Cresida nodded, only the rapidity of the gesture reveding her prebaitle nerves. Those thirty-one



Syndic battleships and thirteen battle cruisers were amed draight at her force, and for protection of the
auxiliaries she had only two battle cruisers, four battleships, of which three were in various states of
disrepair, and a gaggle of escorts with varying degrees of damage. “WE |l cover the auxiliaries, but we're
going to need backup.”

“It'll be coming,” Geary promised. “Don't let Furious and Implacable get into a dugging match with
those Syndic battleships. Try to disrupt ther attacks instead of meeting them head-on.” He was reciting
advice from peacetime tactica workshops a century ago to someone who' d fought dozens of battles.

But Cresida nodded again as if Geary had imparted some piece of hidden wisdom. “Warrior can't
maneuver well enough to dodge. She'll have to meet the attack. | don’t know about Majestic and Orion

Geary's ship datus disolay showed that both Majestic and Orion had reganed most of their
maneuvering capakility, so he guessed that Cresida was actudly expressing doubt about what they’d do
when confronted by the mass of Syndic battleships. He wasn't sure of that himsdf. “1 understand.
Conqueror shouldn’'t give you any trouble.” Captain Casia was technicaly senior to Cresida, but Geary
hed paingtakingly crafted orders which so limited Casia s role to close defense of the auxiliaries that he
shouldn’t be adle to interfere with the actions of the much-more-capable Cresida.

“l hope Conqueror manages to give the enemy some trouble, ” Cresida observed.

“Me, too. WEe're going to disrupt the attack before it reaches you. Hopefully thet’ll do enough damage
to make the plan work.”

Cresida amiled, gartling Geary. “If it doesn't, there' s worse fates. I’ ve got someone waiting for me.”

It took him a moment to redize that she wasn't taking about someone waiting a home, but rather
about what would happen if Furious was destroyed in the engagement. “We need you, Captain Cresida.
Do your duty, but the Alliance dready has too many dead heroes.”

“Yes, it does.” Cresida nodded again.

Geary ended the transmisson and stared at his diplay, where the mighty Syndic pursuit force was 4ill
accderating into its attack. He wondered how many more dead heroes the Alliance would have before

this day ended.
FOUR
“YOU’RE not going to change the formation?’ Captain Degani asked again.

“No, I’'m not going to change the formation!” Geary gave her an annoyed glance. How many times
had she asked the question over the last hour? “We need to look like an easy, disorganized target.”

“Sir, with dl due respect, we are an easy, disorganized target in this formetion.” Degani saw Geary’'s
scowl deepen but kept speaking. “Our firepower is spread throughout a wide region. The Syndicswill be
able to overwhem each of those subformations one after another, just like we overcame each weak
Syndic formation we encountered.”

She was stubborn, but she was smart, and under other circumstances she'd probably be right. Geary
forced down his temper. “We can't engage them as a flest. They have too grest an advantage in
firepower when you take into account that they probably have much bigger stocks of missles and
grapeshot on hand than we do.”

“If we concentrate on one part of the formation like you did last time we were in Lakota—"

“Tanya, look.” He gestured a the diplay. “Ladt time the Syndics let themsdves get suckered into
goreading out to catch us, which dlowed us to concentrate and punch through. The CEO in command
now was smart enough to learn from that. The Syndic formation is aready concentrated into a fairly tight
box.”

“Then we can maneuver around it.”

“Not with our fud cdl reserves in the state they are and not with the auxiliaries to worry about!
They've taken on alot of materids, and they' re duggish as hdl again with dl of that extra mass.” Degani
gaed a the disdlay, dearly wanting to argue some more. Geary kept his voice reasonable with some
effort. “The disadvantage of the Syndic formation is that it's so deep and dense that ther CEO can't
maneuver it eadly. If our trap fals, well have to take what advantage we can of that by hitting it agan



and again on the edges.”

“It would take forever to wear down that force that way,” Degani pointed out. “We don't have
enough fud cdls to do that, ether.”

He took a moment to reply, looking at the disolay again, where the Syndic pursuit force was eght
light-minutes digtant. It had reached point one light speed and was 4ill coming right for them, its box
formation looking like a huge brick amed at the Alliance fleet’s bubble. Degani was right, of course. He
knew that. Sure, a head-on clash of concentrated formations would amost certainly result in the Alliance
fleat being shattered againgt the much stronger Syndic force. But & least the end would happen quickly.
What would be the purpose of drawing it out, losng ships one by one over a much longer period, with
the same defeat awaiting them in the end?

The dternative would be to run, now, as fast as the fleat could go, jump to another star system ahead
of the Syndics, knowing they’d be right behind thistime, the Alliance fleet unable to stop to replenish the
auxiliaries again. Sooner or later he/'d have to turn and fight, and probably under worse conditions than
this He'd been forced to linger here to restock his auxiliaries, but the flest would eventudly run out of
fud cdls if he couldn't replenish those stocks again, and he didn’'t know how that would be possible
without first engaging the Syndic pursuit force.

“How do we want to die?’ he findly whispered.

Degani stared a him. “We're tdking about how to win, ar.”

“Then we fight here and try to minimize the Syndic advantages. If our plan works, our chances will get
alot better. If it doesn’t work, we have to try to make the Syndics pay as much as possble for their
victory. A head-on clash will too likely destroy us before we can wear them down at dl.”

She watched him, then nodded dowly. “Hit them again and again, knowing our time is limited, holding
nothing back, because theré Il be no reason to hold anything back. Thiswill be as far as we get toward
home.”

“It might come to that, yeah.” He took a long, dow breath, grateful that he'd been able to share that
thought with someone.

Degani flicked her eyes toward the back of the bridge for the barest moment. “Are you going to tdl
her?

Her? Rione. “ She's brave enough, but | think she' d have alittle trouble understanding.”

“I think you're right. Captain Geary, if we don’'t win, we're going to make sure this Syndic victory is
one they wish they’d never achieved because it's going to cost them more than they ever imagined
possble”

He fdt a amile on hislips and nodded to Degani. “Damn right we will.”

“Edimated time to engagement range with Syndic Pursuit Hatilla one and one hdf hours” the

operations watch-stander announced.
IT dl came down to timing again. His now-long-dead teachers, officers experienced in decades of flegt
maneuvers, had drilled into Geary that the worst temptation a commander faced was to act too soon.
Watching the enemy approach for hours or days, it was far too easy to jump the gun, make changes too
early that should occur at the last moment before the enemy could see them and react. Make the changes
too early, and the enemy would react, then you'd have to change things again, and they’d react agan.
He'd seen it happen in flegt exercises, as commanders drove ships and crews to exhaugtion before the
firgt shots could be exchanged.

Smulate indecison, smulate panic, while dl the time redl indecison and panic lurked ready to pounce.
His fleet was waiting for orders. They trusted him, even though variations on his debate with Degani
were surdy happening on a lot of ships. But they’d seen him snaich victory from the jaws of defeat
before this, so they waited.

Most of them waited. Captain Casiawasn't happy. “The Syndic attack is less than fifty minutes away
from contact! Why are my ships dill at point zero two light speed and accompanying these Syndic
wrecks?’

“Your ships are accompanying the Alliance auxiliaries,” Geary pointed out.

“We are the closest to the enemy, and the nearest supporting formation is at least hdf an hour travel



time digtant! ~

“That’s correct, Captain Casa”

Cagds face reddened. “I will contact the other officers in this fleet and demand an immediate
conference to decide on your competence to command. We need a fleet commander who will act, not
onewho lets this fleet St idly while an overwheming Syndic force approaches!”

It would be much easier to lose his temper with Casig, but he couldn’t redlly afford to do that. Nor did
he need the digtraction of dedling with a cal for a fleet conference right now. Fortunately, he'd learned
enough about the way this fleet thought to know how to counter Casa “Am | correct that you are
dedlining the honor of being in the fore of the battle?” Geary asked, adding ahint of surprise to hisvoice.

“De—7?" Cadsa broke off his words and swallowed, then spoke with a little less blugster. “That’s not
what’ s involved.”

“| have arranged the flest so that your battleship divison will meet the enemy firgt. Do you wish me to
inform the fleet that you dedline thet role?’

“l ... my ship and my crew deserve afighting chance!”

“They will have it, Captain Casia. I'm sure Conqueror and her crew will acquit themselves wel.”

Unable to contradict Geary without condemning himsdf in the eyes of his fdlow officers, Casa
abruptly broke off the transmission.

Sumping back, Geary rubbed his forehead, wishing the Syndics would hurry up and get here. He fdt
worn-out aready, and the day had alot Ieft iniit.

“Ration bar?’ Degani asked, offering one.

“Tel meit'snot a Danaka Y oruk bar.”

“It' snot a Danaka Y oruk bar.”

“Thanks” Geary took the offered bar, then read the labdl. “It is a Danaka Yoruk bar. Why'd you tdl
meit wasn't?’

“Because you told me to tdl you that,” Degani explained, unable totaly to suppress a grin. Her spirits
adways rose as action drew closer. “They're dl we have left. They taste the worst, s everybody ate the
others fird. We ve got some Syndic ration bars from Sancere that we' re about to break out.”

“What are those like?”

“The chief who volunteered to taste test them informed me that they have one great virtue” She
indicated the bar Geary was holding. “They make Danaka Y oruk bars taste good by comparison.”

“If | have to face death today, why does my possbly last med have to be a Danaka Yoruk bar?’
Geary complained. He ripped the sedl, then hit off a chunk and tried to swalow without actudly tasting
the bar. 1t was only partialy successful.

The ration bar did accomplish one thing, distracting Geary from the gpproach of the Syndic pursuit
force while he choked it down. When he focused back on the display, it showed forty minutes until the
Syndics closed to engagement range. Five more minutes. Then it's showtime. Ancestors, | need
everything you can give me today. Please guide me.

He cdled Captain Tyrosan, Captain Cresida, and Captain Cadain a linked trangmisson. “Get your
last shuttles recovered now. Captain Tyrodan, break contact with the Syndic repair ships. In four minutes
I'll provide maneuvering orders for your ships. Captain Cresida, Captain Casia, follow your orders but
remember that your overriding priority is to maneuver the ships under your command in order to defend
the fast fleet auxiliaries to the best of your ability.”

He watched the find two shuttles dill out dodge indde their docks on Titan and Witch as the grapples
and conveyors ill holding dl four auxiliaries to the Syndic repair ships withdrew. Geary checked the
laest vector for the Syndic pursuit force and ran out the maneuvering solution, meking a smdl
last-moment adjustment. The last minute ticked down, and Geary contacted the auxiliaries agan.
“Captain Tyrosan, accelerate your ships at their maximum capability. As soon as you clear the Casudty
Hoatilla, come port zero three degrees, down zero one degrees. Inform the commanders of Titan, Jinn,
and Goblin that they are to maneuver as necessary to ensure the vector for the fastest intercept of them
by the Syndic pursuit force passes directly through the center of the Casudty Hatilla”

“Yes, dr,” Captain Tyrosan acknowledged.



“The success of this battle plan depends upon you and the other auxiliaries, Captain. | assure you that
the rest of the fleet will be coming to assst in your defense.”

Tyrodan managed a tense smile “I know you have to make it a good show for the Syndics, sr. We
won't let you down.”

Geary checked his display agan. The Syndics were three light-minutes avay now, the time lag
between what he saw of them and what they were actudly doing at that moment growing steedily shorter.
Was it time to move some more of hisown ships? Not yet. He had to time it right, make it look like the
Alliance flest was reacting in piecemed, disorganized fashion while actudly bringing his shipsin to hit the
Syndics a close to the same time.

Titan, Witch, Goblin, and Jinn accelerated with panful downess, ther usud duggishness now
amplified by dl the extra mass they'd taken on from the Syndic repair ships. He had factored that in and
hoped the maneuvering systems and his own experience with the auxiliaries had been accurate enough to
keep them from being overrun by the Syndic pursuit force too soon.

Between the four auxiliaries and the Syndic pursuit force, the four bettleships and Cresida's two bettle
cruisers accelerated as wdl, maintaining their relaive postions for now. Around them, the two heavy
cruisers, twenty light cruisers, and destroyers adso sarving as escorts kept their speed down and held their
pasition on the Alliance auxiliaries, too.

Geary fdt an odd pang of regret as he watched the Alliance ships leaving the deserted ships of the
Casudty Hatilla behind, the wreck of Audacious near the center of the formation seeming to protest this
latest dbandonment. Don’'t worry, lady. We' re not giving you back to the Syndics. They'll discover
that you’ ve got one punch left in you.

As the auxiliaries cleared the Syndic ships meking up the Casudty Hatilla and altered course, Titan
began lagging and Goblin fdl back to stay with her. “Titan’s acting as if she's lost a main propulsion
unit,” Degani reported.

Given Titan’s record for suffering damage, Geary dill fdt a worry that the loss of a propulson unit
was red and not Smulated, even though he dready knew what the two auxiliaries were doing. “Nice job.
It looks judt like ared loss of propulsion capaility, and dong with Goblin, she's making sure the Syndic
intercept path remains centered through the Casudty Hatilla”

“Warrior isfdling back to stay with Titan and Goblin.” Degani didn't point out the obvious, that
Conqueror, Majestic , and Orion had kept accderating aong with Witch and Jinn, putting them in a
margindly safer postion.

Geary thought through a number of comments or orders he could direct a the commanding officers of
Conqueror, Majestic, and Orion, rgecting dmog dl of them as unprofessona even though venting
them would have made him fed better. Tgpping his controls, he cdled the battleships on a frequency the
entire fleet could hear. “Conqueror, Majestic , and Orion, the fast fleet auxiliaries Titan and Goblin are
deliberately putting themsdves into greater danger and can use dl of the close support avalable. Close
on Warrior and assist her in defending Titan and Goblin.” If that didn't shame the three battleships into
doing their duty, at least he' d findly have unquestionable grounds for rdieving ther commanding officers.
But he had afeding that even such difficult subordinates as Captain Casia and Commander Yin would be
more afraid of the contempt of ther fdlow officers than they would be of the Syndics, and so would fed
forced to fdl back to help cover Titan and Goblin.

“Where are those heavy cruisers going?’ Rione asked.

Geary knew she had to mean Ichcahuipilli and Rondelle, which were now accderating away from
Cresidd s battle cruisers Implacable and Furious as wdl as the Syndics. “They've been ordered to get
clear because they’re packed with as many of the wounded prisoners liberated from Audacious as they
can carry,” hetold her.

“Geting them to obey that order mugt have taken some work.”

“Yeah. They didn’'t want to avoid the fight, and neither did the wounded aboard them.”

“We're seeing some vector changes on Conqgueror, Orion, and Majestic,” Degani remarked.
“Looks like they are findly dropping back toward Titan and Goblin.”

Rione came close to Geary and spoke again, her voice low. “Can this flest make it back if we save



Witch and Jinn but lose Titan and Goblin?

“If it comes to that, it'll have to,” Geary replied with an outward confidence he didn’t fed. All of the
tactica success in the gaaxy wouldn't save this flest if it ran out of fud cdls. At best, he might end up
having to decide which warships to abandon in the hope that the remainder could make it through to
Alliance space.

Rione gazed back at him asif she had read his thoughts, then nodded and returned to her sest.

After afew moments, Captain Degani spoke, her eyes on her display. “1 wonder what it would be like
on one of those auxiliaries, seeing that big Syndic flatilla heading for you, knowing that you had limited
propulson and maneuvering ability, limited defensve capability, and no red means of attack.” She
glanced over a Geary. “We look down on the auxiliaries and their crews, those of usin the warships, but
it must take a great dedl of courage to go to battle in shipslike that.” He nodded in agreement. “I'll take a
battle cruiser any day,” Degani concluded, “but | owe those auxiliaries sallors some drinks when we get
back.”

“We can send over some cases pad for by the wardroom on Dauntless, Ceptain,” Lieutenant
Nicodeom suggested. “WEe I dl be happy to pitch in.”

“Yes” Degani agreed. “Remind me to do that, Lieutenant.”

After the long, apparently dow approach of the Syndic pursuit force, the battle was reaching the point
where events would begin happening with sunning speed. Even a point one light speed, the vast
distances ingde a typicd star system took time to cover. But once ships traveling those velocities got
close enough to their objectives, the remaining intervals seemed to vanish in the blink of an eye, which in
fact they did. Human senses and reactions were made to ded with things moving at tens of kilometers per
hour, not intercepts occurring at thousands of kilometers per second.

Geary took long, dow breaths, his own gaze fixed on the display. The Alliance fleet subformations,
each built around one or two divisons of baitleships or battle cruisers, remained scattered in the Big Ugly
Bdl formation. Captain Cresida’s escort force, the four battleships, the other escorts, and the auxiliaries
were a the back and bottom of the bubble. The flattened sphere of the Syndic Casudty Hatilla hung
behind the fleaing auxiliaries, its aspect gradudly tilting upward reative to the Alliance ships as they
headed dightly downward in rdaion to it.

The surprise they had rigged in the Casudty Hatillawould hopefully substantidly even the odds, but to
enaure the success of that it was necessary to keep the Syndic attack focused on a line running through
that flatilla The scattered, irregular formation of the Alliance fleet made it hard for the enemy to identify a
main axis of driking power to counter, which would have dso offered an dternate target for the enemy
attack. The Big Ugly Bdl aso had the virtue of gppearing to show a fleet barely held together and ready
to fdl apart. To the Syndics, who as far as Geary could tdl 4ill judged military effectiveness by how
precisgly everyone maintained position and kept their ranks and files lined up perfectly, the Alliance flest
would look doppy and therefore less of a threet than it redly was.

Asthe Syndics drew closer, he'd concentrate his forces toward the auxiliaries, iming the movements
of each formation to arrive close together. His battle cruiser subformations were farthest forward on the
Big Ugly Bdl, and therefore farthest from the enemy, so he'd have to turn them fird and am them to
intercept the Syndic purauit force. Fortunately, the sort of aggressve move being initiated by the battle
cruisers was exactly what the Syndics would expect to see.

If the surprise worked, his concentrated forces would be able to hit the Syndics hard and at roughly
the same time from multiple angles. If the surprise didn't work . . . then his subformations would have to
make repeated fadt firing runs on the edges of the Syndic box, avoiding offering a sngle strong formation
for the Syndics to focus an attack on and hopefully wearing down the enemy before the Alliance ships
took too much damage themselves and exhausted their fud cdllson dl of those fagt attacks. The chances
of that working were dim to none, but it beat any adternatives that Geary had been able to come up with.

Geary knew that everyone on the bridge was watching him now, but no one spoke to him. They knew
he needed to screen out digtractions, fed the right moments to order each subformation onto its new
vectors, teking into account the time-delayed picture he had of the enemy movements, the time needed to
turn and accelerate for his different ship types, and the time delays in communicating with his own ships.



“Alliance Formation Bravo Five” That was the one built around Captain Dudlos's four bettle cruisers.
“Accderate to point zero eght light speed and maneuver to intercept the Syndic pursuit force” He
wouldn't have time to fine-tune each subformation’s approach, but he could set ther velocities to bring
them into contact with the enemy at the right time and count on most of his commanders a least being
able to follow maneuvering system recommendations for an intercept.

A few minutes later he cdled the subformation built around the Seventh Battle Cruiser Divison.
“Accderate to point zero ninelight speed and maneuver to intercept the Syndic pursuit force” Over the
next several minutes he ordered the rest of his bettle cruisers to turn toward the enemy and accelerate,
then waited a short time before beginning to cal out smilar commands to his battleships in ther
subformations. The battleships were closer to the auxiliaries, but would accelerate at a dower pace.

On Geary's display, he could see the Big Ugly Bdl formation collgpsing in lopsided fashion like an
irregular balloon deflating as subformation after subformation of the Alliance fleet moved inward toward
points dong the path the Alliance auxiliaries were taking. It didn't look like a fleet turning to fight, but
rather like each individua subformation had independently decided to act.

“Vey nice” Degani said admiringly. “It looks terrible, but it's very nice. If | was outsde this flegt, I'd
think every subformation was calling its own shots.”

“Let'sjust hopeit dl works,” Geary muttered under his breath.

The action was playing out dong a Sngle path leading back to the jump point from Ixion, with the
Alliance subformation containing the auxiliaries a moving target whose path was the am point for the
Syndic pursuit force' s box formation coming from behind and dightly above, while the Alliance Big Ugly
Bdl formation was collapsng from dightly above and ahead toward roughly the same spot dong the
projected track of the Alliance auxiliaries Between the Alliance forces and the Syndic pursuit force was
the flattened sphere of the Casudty Flatilla As the Syndic pursuit force's intercept of the Alliance
auxiliaries drew near, Captain Cresida accelerated Furious and Implacable toward the enemy, knowing
her battle cruisers would never survive a direct dash with the Syndic battleships but aming to disrupt the
enamy assaullt.

The Syndic path had been dictated by the paths of ther targets, the lagging Alliance auxiliaries
formation. The Alliance auxiliaries had kept to courses and speeds calculated so that the shortest, fastest
path between them and the Syndics stayed draight through the drifting and now-totally abandoned
Casudty Hatilla of badly damaged Syndic warships. Human ingtincts sought things to hide behind even in
gpace and even when the objects screening them were woefully inadequate, so the auxiliaries
movements would seem pefectly naurd, a desperate attempt to shidd themsalves usng the only
possible obstacle between them and the enemy.

An enemy commander less certain that Alliance forces were disorganized, running, and close to
besten, less focused on the glory and advancement that would come with findly defesting the Alliance
fleet and less angered by the renewed losses inflicted on damaged Syndic warships in Lakota Star
Sysem might have wondered why the auxiliaries had ssemingly been left lightly supported. But the
obvious and frantic looting of abandoned Syndic ships in the Casudty Hatilla up urtil the last possible
moment would match Syndic expectations of an Alliance flegt desperate for supplies.

Now the entire dtuation appeared quite natura to someone not looking benegeth the surface
appearance of fleang Alliance warships trying to keep the fdse cover offered by the hulks of the
Caaudty Hatilla between them and the threat of the onrushing Syndic pursuit force. The Alliance bettle
cruisers turning to rush pal-mdl into battle also matched expectations, as did the belated maneuvers of
the Alliance battleships aso to come to the ad of the auxiliaries. It was dl no doubt exactly what the
Syndic commander expected.

If everything looks like it's going according to plan, Geary’s second commanding officer had liked
to say, try to spot whatever you missed that’s about to bite you in the buit.

Apparently not having had the benefit of such advice, the Syndic CEO was confidently charging dong
the sraightedt, tightest intercept his flatilla could manage, doubtless dready imegining the sweet taste of
victory. The abandoned ships in the Casudty Hatilla couldn't maneuver and had no weapons
operational, and so posed no threet to warships that could ssfely cut very close to the predictable paths



of the drifting wrecks.

If not for the ingpiration provided by Victoria Rione' s suggestion, the Syndic CEO might have been
safein assuming that was true. Minefields, after al, were supposed to be as wel concedled as possble,
not gtting out in plain Sght. Mines were adso supposed to be smdl enough to be hidden by edth
features, not as huge as the power cores of warships.

Geary watched the path of the Syndic pursuit force, the big box sweeping with its broad side forward
on a vector that would cause the flattened sphere of the Casudty Hatilla to pass dmost right through the
center of the Syndic formation. Because the Alliance auxiliaries had headed dightly down, and the Syndic
pursit force was coming from above, the flattened sphere of the Casudty Hatilla was cocked dightly
upward reldive to the pursuit force' s box, reducing the angle at which they’d meet. That box had greater
length and width than the crushed sphere of the Casudty Hatilla, but dightly less depth. As the pursuit
force raced toward its intercept of the Alliance auxiliaries, numerous Syndic warships indde the box
formation made minor adjustments to ther courses, in many cases aming to skim just above or below the
ships of the Casudty Hatilla, to let the Casuaty Hatilla pass through the pursuit force' s box.

The smart proximity fuses, which had been cannibdized from Alliance mines and mounted on the
outsde of the huls of the hulks ther parameters adjusted to reflect the destructive effect of the
improvised wegpons they were now linked to, watched the oncoming enemy ships, caculaiing when to
detonate their charges in order to catch targets moving toward them a dmog a tenth of the speed of
light. As the Syndic formation reached the right point, the fuses triggered overloads in the Hill-active
power cores of the abandoned ships in a rippling mass of destruction into which the Syndics raced with
no time to react.

An entire region of space lit up as so many power cores blew, induding thet of Audacious, the broken
battleship griking one last deathblow againgt the enemy. A dense fidd of high-velocity debris, particles,
and energy burst outward in dl directions, reaching maximum intensty and Sze in the fraction of a second
inwhich the Syndic formation sped through that area of space.

Geay watched, tense, as the center of the Syndic formation disgppeared indde the massve
explosons. The edges of the Syndic box were outside the zone of destruction, but its center had been
caught dmost perfectly.

Moments later the display updated, evauaing the Syndic pursuit force's status as it shot out of the
dtill-expanding desth throes of the Casudty Hatilla

Muffled cheers erupted around Geary. Captain Degani gasped a brief sound of glee. He smply
stared, shocked a how much damage had been inflicted on the enemy.

Every ship in the Casudty Hatilla had disappeared, of course, totdly destroyed by the explosons of
thelr power cores. Most of the Syndic HUKs in the blast area had aso vanished, those caught in the
densest portions of the explosons blown into pieces too smdl to be worth tracking. Larger chunks of
debris marked the remains of light cruisers and those heavy cruisers which had been caught dead on by
the blasts. Two heavy cruisers emerged from the edges of the detonation fidd intact, but with ther
systems blown, faling off helplesdy down and to port. Only five heavy cruisers survived in the outer parts
of the Syndic formation.

Every Syndic battle cruiser in the zone of destruction had been knocked out, some literdly broken into
pieces and others ill in one piece but with no operating systems. Of the thirteen battle cruisers the
Syndic pursuit force had boasted, nine were either destroyed or out of commission.

Out of the purauit force's thirty-one battleships, twenty had been caught in the blast zone. Eight of
those were 4ill intact but knocked out. Another nine were badly hurt, saggering onward with shields
blown and many systems out. The other three were damaged but appeared Hill combat-capable.

“| think the odds jugt shifted in our favor,” Degani announced, her eyes bright with battle lust as the
opposing forces began to come together.

Chances were the Syndic CEO in charge of the pursuit force had ether died in the destruction of the
Casudty Hatilla or was on a ship with dl systems blown and unable to communicate with his own ships.
Lacking new orders, the surviving Syndic warships stuck to ther last commands, bearing down on the
fleang Alliance auxiliaries. Their formation now resembled the outline of a box, with the center torn out



and trailing behind as crippled shipsfdl away.

Furious and Implacable, thar hopdess charge now facing a much-diminished enemy, tore across one
gde of the now-empty Syndic box, concentrating ther fire on the leading Syndic battleship as the
moment of firing opportunity came and went in a flash. The Alliance battle cruisers escorts focused ther
own fire on the lighter units with the Syndics, taking out a few HuKs and two light cruisers.

As Captain Cresida' s warships rocketed away and began the vast turn required to make another firing
pass a the Syndics, the enemy battleship, which had caught successive volleys of specter missiles,
grapeshot, and hdll lances, began diding out of pogtion, its aft propulson systems dill at full strength, but
its forward sections torn and battered.

“Furious took severd hits, one hel-lance battery and null-fidd projector out of commisson,” the
combat watch-stander reported in a precise voice. “Implacable has logt two hdl-lance batteries and
suffered minor damage to one propulsion system. Both battle cruisers expended dl of their missles and
grapeshot on that pass. Utap has logt dl combat systems but remains able to maneuver. Arbalest and
Raven’s Beak have taken serious damage but can remain with their formation.”

Less than two minutes later the Alliance subformations began arriving at ther intercept points. Captain
Tulev led Leviathan, Steadfast, Dragon, and Valiant againgt another edge of the Syndic formation.
The Alliance battle cruisers once again concentrated their fire, and this time as they pulled away one
Syndic battleship had taken severe damage and one of the remaining Syndic battle cruisers drifted with dl
systems dead.

Captain Dudlos brought Courageous, Formidable, and Intrepid in next, badly dameging another
Syndic battleship, then the five surviving battle cruisers of the Sixth and Seventh Divisons ripped past and
took out two of the last three Syndic bettle cruisers.

Then it was the Fourth Battle Cruiser Divison's turn. As important as it was for Dauntless to reach
Alliance space intact, Geary hadn’t been able to think of any way to keep her out of the battle. Even if he
hed told everyone that Dauntless hed the enemy hypernet key, her crew would Hill have clamored to
have ther proper place in battle and been deeply ashamed if kept away from the engagement.

Not to mention the shame that Tanya Degani would fed. Knowing her, she'd probably resign her
command rather than endure such a disgrace.

They'd ligen to him, they’d learn, but if he pushed too far, they’d rebe againg what they saw as
humiligtion. Geary had to accept that.

Dauntless, Daring, and Victorious bore down on a portion of the Syndic formation holding an
aready-damaged battleship and the sole surviving Syndic battle cruiser. With the Alliance warships
traveling at close to point zero eght light speed and the Syndics il just above point one light speed, the
moment of actud battle was far too brief for human senses to register. The Syndics were ahead, then
they were behind, Dauntless 4ill shuddering from the hits on her during the millisecond in which she'd
been within range of the enemy weapons.

“Spot falures on forward and port shields,” the damage-control watch reported. “Hdl lance battery
one dpha has logt one weapon. Structurd damage a frames forty-five and one twenty-seven.”

“Very wel.” Degani nodded, her eyes on the display where the results of the Alliance bettle cruisers
finng pass were gppearing. She grinned fiercdy. “Got him!”

Geary fdt himsdf amiling grimly as well. The last Syndic battle cruiser was spitting out escape pods,
then blew up asits power core overloaded. The dready-damaged Syndic battleship had taken more hits
and was dowly loang speed.

Then his amile vanished. The Alliance battle cruisers were dl turning to make more firing passes, the
battleships and the rest of the flegt were dill coming on, and even though the Alliance auxiliaries and thar
escorts had put on a burst of speed and curved their courses up and to the sde, the remaining Syndics
were dosing to firing range. With the fleaing auxiliaries and their close escorts going in the same direction
as the oncoming Syndics, the relative speed of the warships was much dower. This encounter would play
out dowly enough for human senses to observe.

Geary saw Degani watching him and indicated the auxiliaries. “If we lose them, then it doesn’'t matter
how many Syndic warships wekill today. We | dill have logt this battle.”



“You had to risk it,” she said in alow voice,

“I know.”

Warrior, battered at Vidha and again at Lakota the first time the Alliance flest was here, swung out to
block the Syndics aming at Titan and Goblin. A par of Syndic HuKs apparently thought they could
dat past the badly hurt Alliance battleship, but learned that Warrior could dill punch as her few
dill-working hdll lances ripped into the lightly protected HuKs. A Syndic light cruiser right behind the
HuKs tried to trade fire with Warrior, only to be knocked out as well.

But behind the light cruiser came two amost untouched Syndic baitleships. Missiles legped from them,
aming for Titan and Goblin. Warrior and the Alliance destroyers with her targeted the Syndic missles
taking out mogt of the missiles but leaving them unable to engage the battleships directly.

Moving dmog panfully, Warrior swung again, diding right across the path of the two Syndic
battleships, which concentrated their fire on the Alliance battleship and in moments mangled the warship,
knocking out every system on Warrior. Geary muttered a brief prayer as he imagined the havoc tha
barrage had inflicted on Warrior’s crew.

That left Conqueror, Orion, and Majestic dong with the few heavy cruisers, light cruisers, and
destroyers accompanying them. Having watched Warrior die, Conqueror seemed frozen, aying on the
same course and speed as the two Syndic battleships closed. Orion began diding upward, then headed
back for a pot close to Conqueror asif seeking the safety of a position near the undamaged battleship.

Geary would never know what Majestic started to do, whether the rearmost surviving battleship was
trying to turn to engage the enemy or to flee. In charitable moments, he imagined that Majestic’s crew
and commanding officer had been ingpired by Warrior’s sacrifice, had findly found their spirit and tried
to make up for past fallures Whatever Majestic ’s intent, her crew findly paid the price for the dow
pace of repairs they had made to her weapons and defenses.

The Syndic battleships volleyed their remaining missles a2 Majestic, aming to overwhem her
defenses. Three missiles got through and hit aft, wiping out the battleship’s propulson units. Then as
Majestic spun out of control up and over, the Syndic battleships dtered course to get within hell-lance
range of the hdpless target. Grapeshot from the Syndics collapsed Majestic’s remaining shidds, then the
enemy hdl lances tore into inadequately repaired armor with too many weak spots.

Geary watched hits flaring repeatedly on Majestic, the image of the battleship momentarily vanishing
under the flurry of impacts as more Syndic missles, grapeshot, and an unrdenting stcorm of hell-lance fire
tore the ship apart. Then a much bigger explosion lit space for afew moments as Majestic’s power core
blew under the stress.

Thelight faded, leaving a growing fidd of debris through which a few surviving Syndic missiles quested
vanly for atarget.

“Damn them,” Degani muttered. Geary didn’'t know if she was referring to the Syndics who had just
destroyed Majestic or the crew and officers of the Alliance battleship who had doomed themselves.

Conqueror, dill fixed on the same trgectory, was lashing out a any lighter Syndic unit that came
within range. Orion had drifted upward again while remaining as far forward as Conqueror, placing
hersdf in an dmogt totaly usdess pogtion as far as defending the auxiliaries went. The Alliance heavy
cruisers, light cruisers, and destroyers had broken away from Conqueror, though, and were dashing
through Syndic escorts trying to reach Titan and Goblin. The two auxiliaries were throwing out as much
defendve fire as they could, which unfortunatdly was very little. A Syndic missle dammed into Goblin
amidships, saggering the auxiliary. A HUK managed to get close enough to score two hell-lance hits on
Titan before the Alliance destroyer Reprise rolled in from below and took out the HUK with severa
well-aimed shots.

It took Geary a moment to redize that Majestic’s death might not have been in vain. “When those
Syndic battleships went for the kill on Majestic, it took them off ther trgectory and dowed their
intercept of Titan and Goblin.”

Degani took a moment from maneuvering Dauntless to scan her display. “The Ffth Battleship
Divison might make itintime” she agreed.

Might make it. He certainly couldn’t count on Conqueror or Orion being of any use. Geary svung his



own gaze to the other side of the Syndic formation. The remaining Syndics were dtering course to come
around a Titan, Goblin, and beyond them Witch and Jinn. As a result, the edges of the box formation
whose center had been blown away were folding inward, the four sides of the box collgpsing in toward
vectors amed at the four Alliance auxiliaries

But coming down on the same edges were the Alliance subformations centered on battleships. Captain
Armus in Colossus led Amazon, Spartan, and Guardian draight toward one edge of the Syndic
formation anchored on three Syndic battleships that had been mogtly untouched up to this point. As the
huge ships lumbered into contact, the four Alliance battleships volleyed everything they had at the leading
Syndic battleship, then hit the second as they flashed past. In ther wake, the Alliance beattleships left the
leading Syndic battleship a pile of junk and the second with ggnificant damage. In exchange Colossus
and Spartan had taken severad hits, but none critical.

At the same time, the lighter units on both sides clashed, the now-superior numbers of the Alliance
shipstdling as Syndic light cruisers and HuK's reeled from repeated blows.

Soon afterward, Relentless, Reprisal, Superb, and Spolendid wiped out the two Syndic battleships
and their escorts holding another edge of the increesingly chaotic Syndic formation, battering the enemy
but logng the heavy cruiser Vambrace in the exchange.

Titan took another hit, then a Syndic light cruiser made a firing run on Goblin while Alliance
destroyers flashed pagt, trying to knock out the attacker.

A surviving Syndic heavy cruiser led two light cruisers and severa HuKs graight for Titan. “Damn,”
Geary whispered.

He hadn’t been watching Furious and Implacable, which had findly completed ther long, wide swing
through space and ingtead of aming for more Syndic capita ships had focused on the closest threet to the
auxiliaries Now the two Alliance battle cruisers tore past, riddling the Syndic heavy cruiser, blowing up
one light cruiser and shattering the second, while the battle cruisers escorts wiped out the HuKs.

“Not bad,” Degani praised, her own battle cruiser divison ill curving up and around. “I told you
Cresida would stick with the auxiliariesif she knew you were counting on her.”

Intrying to avoid the other attacks, Orion found itself directly between Titan and Goblin and the two
Syndic battleships that had annihilated Majestic. Having expended dl of their remaining missles on
Majestic, the Syndic battleships were trying to close within hdl-lance reach while Titan and Goblin
poured on dl of the acceleration the damaged auxiliaries could manage in an attempt to stay out of range.

Orion started dropping back out of the line of fire between the Syndic battleships and the auxiliaries as
if she had logt propulsion, even though Geary couldn’'t see any damage reported to Orion’s propulsion
units. “That does it. If Commander Yin survives this battle, she's out as commander of that ship.” His
eyes focused on Conqueror, dill far enough ahead of Titan and Goblin to be undble to defend them
from the two Syndic battleships. “Captain Casia, too. I'll court-martid both of their worthless asses.”

Degani gtretched her mouth in a humorless amile. “ Cowardice before the enemy. You can just have
them shot by order of summary execution. No one could complain with the records of this engagement as
the offiad proof.”

At the moment, with the fate of Titan and Goblin teetering in the balance, that option sounded entirdly
too good to Geary. If he lost those two ships because of Casia's and Yin's avoidance of battle, he knew
he might not be able to resist the temptation to follow Degani’s advice.

Hdl lances from the Syndic battleships began reaching out at extreme range, licking at the shidds of
Titan and Goblin. Geary knew the shields on the auxiliaries couldn’t long withstand the punishment that
apair of battleships could inflict even a maximum range.

Flanconade weaved between the Syndic battleships and the Alliance auxiliaries, drawing Syndic fire
for the few moments needed to tear apart the Alliance destroyer.

The sacrifices and the maneuvers findly added up to a decisve number as Fearless, Resolution,
Redoubtable, and War spite came within wegpons range of the two Syndic battleships. The four Alliance
battleships solit ther fire, two hammering one Syndic battleship and the other two hitting the remaining
one as the Ffth Battleship Divison findly engaged the enemy.

As the Alliance battleships drew away, both Syndic battleships staggered and dowed dramaticaly



because of blows amed at their propulson sysems. Titan and Goblin dowly pulled out of range as the
hobbled Syndics tried to keep targeting them, then Tulev’ s four battle cruisers camein from another angle
on their second firing run and smashed the tralling Syndic battleship.

Geary blinked, trying to take in events dl through the region of battle. Degani was leading Dauntless,
Daring, and Victorious agang a hurt Syndic battleship. Elsewhere, Vengeance and Revenge were
bearing down on the remaining Syndic battleship that had nearly destroyed Titan and Goblin. The other
Syndic battleships dill capable of fighting had been stripped of their escorts and were being dammed by
repeated firing passes from Geary’s subformations. The Syndic formation had completely falen apart,
replaced by atral of damaged ships and debris leading back to where the Casudty Hatilla had once
exiged. The only remaining organized Syndic navd force in Lakota Star System was the guard force, a
mere two battleships and two battle cruisers with ther escorts, far avay and heading for the hypernet
gate a afast dip. “We won.”

Dauntless’s hdl lances tore into the targeted Syndic battleship, then null fidds from Dauntless,
Daring, and Victorious dug huge holes in the enemy vessdl. Degani let out along bregsth as Dauntless
left her broken enemy behind, then nodded to Geary. “Yes, Sr. You did.”

“Wewon,” Geary repeated. “This fleet won this victory, not me”

“You did help,” Rione pointed out dryly.

Teking a deep breath, Geary cdled his flegt. “All ships in the Alliance fleet, generad pursuit. Break
formation and ensure no Syndic warships escape. Destroyers and light cruisers not engaged with the
enemy are to recover escape pods from Alliance ships”

Space in Lakota Star System was now filled with wreckage and hundreds of Syndic escape pods.
Geary’s warships were pouncing on surviving but damaged Syndic warships, ovewhdming them and
adding to the quantity of both debris and escape pods as the remnants of the Syndic force were wiped
out.

But the victory hadn’'t been panless. Majestic was gone, dong with the heavy cruisers Utap,
Vambrace, and Fascine. The defenders of the auxiliaries had taken heavy losses. In addition to
Flanconade, the light cruisers Brigandine, Carte, and Ote had been destroyed, as wdl as the
destroyers Armlet, Kukri, Hastarii, Petard, and Spiculum. Mogt of the other ships in the fleet had
taken various degrees of damage and lost crew members. Measured againg the Syndic losses the price
was inggnificant, but Geary had to fight off depression as he thought of his own fleet’s dead.

“Sr, Warrior can't be saved,” Degani stated somberly.

He couldn’'t argue that even though he wanted to debate it. Warrior had fought so well, her crew
going beyond the cdl of duty to protect the auxiliaries. Warrior deserved to survive, to return proudly to
Alliance space. But the already-damaged battleship had been riddled, its propulson systems destroyed,
every wegpon knocked out, and life support left spotty throughout the hull. Looking & the readouts and
images of Warrior, Geary was forcefully reminded of how the wreck of Audacious had looked.
“Commander Suram,” he ordered, “you and your crew have performed in a manner that brings dl
possible honor to your ancestors, but Warrior is now beyond repair. Abandon ship.”

Long before a reply could have come, the communications watch cdled out. “We're receiving a
voice-only emergency circuit cal from Warrior. It's very weak, but we' ve enhanced it.”

Geary punched accept and listened to the message, the voice of Commander Suram oddly distorted
by the dectronic enhancements required to make the message understandable. “All sysems are out
except for emergency controls on the power core. We're atempting a safe core shutdown. Warrior
cannot continue the fight. Many escape pods damaged or destroyed in the last engagement. Those
members of the crew who can be held in the surviving pods are abandoning ship. To the honor of our
ancestors.”

“Continue the fight?” Geary wondered.

“With dl systems out they're blind,” Degani answered. “They can see some explosons and sgns of
battle with the naked eye and the minor enhancement gear on their survivad uits, but have no idea that's
just us mopping up the Syndics. We need to get some ships there to pull off the rest of Warrior ’s crew,”
she added quickly, “I'd recommend—"



“Sir,” another watch-stander called in an darmed voice. “We're picking up indications that Warrior’s
power core is fluctuaing. The emergency control systems mugt have been damaged, too, and are faling.”

“How long urttil it blows?” Degani snapped.

“Impossible to predict, Captain. It could hold until they manage a shutdown, or it could have aready
blown, and we haven't seen the light from it.”

Degani gave Geary a somber look. He nodded, knowing this was his cdl. Any ship trying to close on
Warrior to rescue her trapped crew members would risk being caught in a core exploson. “Who were
you going to recommend for crew recovery?’ he asked Degani.

“Ships from the Twentieth Destroyer Squadron,” she responded immediately. “They're dill close
together and well positioned, but Warrior drifted awvay from the battle after she got knocked out, or
rather the battle kept going and Warrior stayed about where she was. Our destroyers will require close
to hdf an hour to get there and match speed to the wreck.”

“Okay.” Geary tapped his controls, thinking through his words. “Twentieth Destroyer Squadron,
members of Warrior ’'s crew are trapped on board. Warrior’s power core is fluctuaing uncontrollably
and may blow a any time. Request to know which destroyers in your squadron will volunteer to close
Warrior and attempt to take off her remaining crew.”

The reply took only a litle while, though it seemed agonizingly long. “Sir, this is Lieutenant
Commander Pastak on Gavelock. Arabas, Balta, Dao, Gavelock, Kururi, Sabar, and Wairbi
volunteer to assst Warrior’s crew. All ships proceeding to intercept Warrior at maximum acceleration.”

Geary checked his display. Every surviving destroyer in the squadron. “Don't let me forget this” he
murmured to Degani.

“l won't,” she replied. “Did you expect anything else?’

“l don’t know. | do know | am proud as hdl to command this flegt.”

“Edimated time for destroyers to reach Warrior is twenty-three minutes” the maneuvering watch
announced.

“Try to get a message through to Warrior’s survivors tha the destroyers are on the way.”

“Yes, gr. We are now in communication with the escape pods launched from Warrior and will try to
relay through them.”

Geary nodded dmost absently, his mind's eye too essly imegining the scene on Warrior right now,
the few sailors who could work on the power core trying to keep it under control, the rest waiting in the
ruin of their ship for rescue or death. “Is Commander Suram on one of the escape pods?’ he asked,
dready guessing the answer.

“No, sr. The highest-ranking officer on one of the pods is a Lieutenant Rana, who is badly wounded.”

Hefdt curioudy detached as he saw the symboals of the escape pods racing away from Warrior, his
mind numb &fter dl of the other losses this day. Escape pods were designed to boost rapidly away from
their ship on the assumption that distance would be criticd, and in this case that was certainly true. “How
much longer until the escape pods are outsde the estimated danger zone for Warrior’s power-core blast
radius?”

“Hve minutes, Sr. That's the estimate based on the known state of Warrior’s power core and the
readings we' re picking up on it.”

Seven minutes later, with the destroyers of the Twentieth Squadron ill sixteen minutes away, Geary
watched the image of Warrior blossom into an irregular sphere of light and debris. He confirmed that the
escape pods were far enough outside the blast area to be able to ride out the shock wave, then closed
his eyes, took a long, dow breath, and caled Gavelock. “Lieutenant Commander Pastak, please dter
your misson to recovery of the escape pods from Warrior. They were close enough to the core
overload that many probably recelved some damage. Thank you, thank dl of your ships, for your
efforts”

Pastak’ s somber acknowledgment came a few minutes later, then Geary leaned back and closed his
eyesagan. “Sr?’ Degani whispered. He shook his head, denying any conversation. After a moment, her
hand closed over his wrig and sgueezed tightly for a second in wordless comfort before beng
withdrawn. She knew how he fdt, and somehow that made it alittie easer to bear.



HVE

GEARY dghed as the tensons of worrying about the upcoming beattle were replaced by the pains of
dedling with the aftermath of that engagement. He fdt incredibly weary, as though he had been on the
bridge of Dauntless for mogt of a week instead of most of a day.

“The Syndic guard force is ill about thirty light-minutes from the hypernet gate,” Degani reported, her
own voicetired. “If they keep up ther speed, they'll reach it in about four and a haf hours.”

“FHne” Geary rubbed his eyes, then looked back at his display. That Syndic guard force was now
amaog two light-hours away from the Alliance flegt. If it had been alot, lot closer, he might have had to
worry about a suicide charge againgt Dauntless or the auxiliaries, but at this distance the Syndics would
take dmogt aday to get here after they started such a charge. “1 guess we can decide what to do about
them later.”

There didn’'t seem to be much to worry about for the moment. The guard force was dearly going to
dick close to the hypernet gate, just asit had last time the Alliance flet was here, and that gate lay about
two and a hdf light-hours off to port of the Alliance fleet. The habitable world that Lakota boasted was
orbiting on the opposite side of its star from the Alliance flet, dmost two and a quarter light-hours to
starboard. The Syndic military assets there wouldn't be any threat unless the Alliance fleet came close to
that world, and Geary had no intention of doing that.

Otherwise, the Syndic presence here seemed rapidly to be going to ground as the light from the latest
engagement reached different parts of Lakota Star System. Merchant ships were fleaing for whatever
sanctuary they could find, and colonies and mining operations on outer planets were shutting down
equipment as they sent their populace to whatever shelters existed. Accustomed to having Alliance forces
bombard Syndic worlds, the people in the syssem expected the worst from the victorious fleet. 1t wasn't
going to happen, but Geary didn’t fed like explaining that to them at the moment.

All around Dauntless, the now-widely dispersed ships of the Alliance fleet were making emergency
battle repairs and running down Syndic warships knocked out but not destroyed in the battle, to ensure
that their power cores were overloaded. Nothing was to be left for the Syndics to sdvage. Shuttles flew
between Alliance ships, carrying criticaly needed replacement parts for those warships requiring them.
Destroyers and light cruisers darted around, finding and picking up every Alliance escape pod gjected by
ships logt during the battle. Geary had dready heard of one such pod, containing salors who had
abandoned the battleship Indefatigable during the first engagement in Lakota Star System weeks ago,
been captured by the Syndics and taken to the wreck of Audacious, been liberated by Alliance Marines
ealier today and taken to the heavy cruiser Fascine, then had to abandon Fascine when the heavy
cruiser was shot up, and findly been rescued again by the light cruiser Tsuba. He wondered if those
salors regarded themsdves as lucky or unlucky, and whether or not they were worried by the fact that
they’d kept ending up on progressvely smdler warships.

Rione stood up with her own heavy sgh. “I need to check on a few things. Let me know if you need
me” shetold Geary.

Needing her could mean a number of different things. The ambiguity of the phrase made him wonder if
Rione had decided it was time for them to share a physicd rdationship again. Then Geary spotted
Degani’ s teeth denching for a moment, her eyes rigidly fixed on her display before she rdaxed hersdf.
Apparently Degani had interpreted the phrase the same way and hadn't liked it. He hadn’t noticed that
kind of reaction from her before and wondered if Degani was more worried about Rione' s influence on
him than he had redlized.

He could scarcely discuss that now, though, so Geary turned toward Rione and shook his head. “I'll
be fine. Get some rest.”

“That’s not too likdy, but I'll try.”

Degani visbly relaxed after Rione had l€ft. “Y ou should get some rest, too, sir.”

“Therésalot of after-battle messto clean up,” Geary replied.

“We can handle that. You've dready ordered our ships to return to their places in Fleet Formation
Ddta Two once they finish their postbattle operations. They can do that without you watching them. Even



Orion and Conqueror can carry out tasks rdigbly if they’re not being shot at.”

“Yeah, | guessthey can.” Geary stood, surprised by how unsteady on his feet he fdt. “Are you going
to get any rext?’

Degani shrugged gpologeticdly. “I’'m the cgptain of Dauntless , Sr.”

“And captains of warships never get to rest.” He heditated, then asked the question he had wanted to
avoid. “How many did Dauntless lose?’

She took a deep breath, then answered in a steady voice. “Twelve. We were lucky. Another ningteen
wounded, two criticaly.”

“I'm sorry.” Geary rubbed his forehead, meaningless phrases about honoring their sacrifices ralling
through his brain. Twelve more sailors who would never again see Alliance space, never again see thar
homes, families and loved ones. Twelve more just on this lightly damaged ship. Multiply thet across the
fleet, and the great victory suddenly felt even less worthy of celebration.

Maybe Degani fdt the same. Asif reading his mind, she shook her head. “I guess we're dl a little
shell-shocked, sr. Tomorrow I'll be able to appreciate what we did here. Right now I'm just trying to
keep going”

“You and me both.” He frowned down at the deck. “What was | doing?’

“Reg, gr,” Degani prodded.

“If you can remember that, you'rein better shape than | am. I'll be back up herein alittie while”

“Yes ar.”

“Cdl mein an hour or s0.”

“Yes, ar.”

“I mean it, Captain Degani.”

“Yes gr.”

He le&ft the bridge, somehow certain that Degani had decided that she wouldn't actudly cal him unless
another emergency erupted but too tired to debate the issue any longer.

HIS stateroom comm dert buzzed angrily, jerking Geary awake. He' d fdlen adeep in a char and took a
moment to orient himsdf before acknowledging the call.

“Captain Geary,” Degani reported, “there' s a problem at the Syndic hypernet gate.”

His somach turned to lead. “Reinforcements for the Syndics? ” His fleat wasn't in any shape to fight
another mgor engagement. The diens on the other side of Syndic space had diverted a big Syndic force
to Lakota the lagt time the Alliance flest was in the star system, beffling the Syndics but giving them an
opportunity to destroy the Alliance fleet. They’'d come far too close to succeeding. Somehow the diens
hed known the Alliance fleet would be at Lakota the first time, but his immediate jump back should have
thrown off even whatever means of tracking the diens were usng.

“No, dr.” Geary'sinitid rdief a Degani’s words vanished as she continued spesking. “The Syndic
guard force is destroying the gate.”

Geary took the distance to the bridge in record time, coming to a hdt beside his command seat and
daring at the images on his digplay. It took him a moment to accept what he was seeing. As Degani had
reported, the Syndic guard force at the hypernet gate had opened fire on the gate. “They're taking down
the gate. While we're il light-hours away.” His disbdief must have been obvious.

Degani was checking her own display and made a gesture of contempt. “The Syndic commanding that
guard force has panicked. He or she has orders to ensure you don't use that gate, so they’re acting long
before they have to act.”

“But thisfleet is so far away, we' re much lesslikdy to be damaged by the resulting energy discharge!”
Geary stared at the representations of the Syndic guard force. “And his or her own ships are right there.
Why commit probable suicideif you don't have to?’

Rione answered, her voice sharp. He hadn’t noticed her coming onto the bridge, but she mugt have
been right behind him. “Obvioudy because the Syndic commander doesn’t know what’s going to happen
when that hypernet gate collapses. The commander wasn't informed, either because of a misplaced
emphads on secrecy or because no one thought to do so in the wake of this fleet’s gpparent defeet in this
same star sysem dmost two weeks ago.”



Degani spoke as if to hersdf. “Or because the Syndic Executive Coundil didn't want their on-scene
commander knowing what would happen and deliberately kept that commander in the dark to ensure
thar orders would be followed. ”

Geary had a sck feding that Degani’s guess was the right one. The Syndic leadership would have
wanted to ensure tha the Alliance fleet couldn’t use the hypernet gate, and would have decided to
withhold any information that might have caused their own commander to hestate in carrying out orders
to destroy it.

“Therefore” Rione continued asif Degani hadn't spoken, “that commander is playing it safe, terrified
that this fleet will once again do something that is supposed to be impossible, not redizing that playing it
sdfeisactudly dooming them.”

Geary turned on her. “The Syndics are playing it safe because they think this fleet can do the
impossible?” he demanded.

She met his gaze codlly. “Don’'t blame me. You' re the one who keeps achieving the impossible”

Arguing with Rione would obvioudy be as futile as usud. He took a moment to think, then caled
Furious. “Captain Cresida, can you give me an esimate of how long it would take the Syndic guard
force to cause that hypernet gate to collgpse?”’

Severd seconds later, Cresida's image appeared and nodded. “Just a moment, Sr.” She looked to
one dde, her eyes examining something, then back a Geary. “Assuming they continue firing and
degtroying gate tethers at their current observed rate, my caculations indicate thet it would take between
twenty and thirty minutes more for the gate to begin uncontrollable collapse. I'm sorry | can’t be more
precise, but it's modly theory snce we just don't have enough actud gate-collapse data to reference.”

Twenty or thirty minutes. And the gate was two and a hdf light-hours away. “So it probably collapsed
alittle over two hours ago.”

A few more seconds, then Cresida nodded again. “Yes, ar.”

“Is there any way to estimate the levd of the energy discharge before it gets to us?’

“The energy pulse is going to propagate outward a the speed of light, Captain Geary.” Cresida shook
her head. “WE I find out when it hits us. Which could happen in about twenty minutes”

There was very little time left to react. Geary soun to Degani. “Get me a course directly away from the
hypernet gate's location.” While she was coming up with that, he studied his display, looking at the
dispogition of his ships and redlizing he had no time to rearrange them.

“Port one four zero degrees, down one two degrees,” Degani announced.

Geary dapped the flestwide command circuit. “All unitsin the Alliance fleet. Immediate course change.
All ships come port one four zero degrees, down one two degrees, and accelerate to point one light. |
say agan, immediate execute turn port one four zero degrees, down one two degrees, and accelerate to
point one light. The Syndic guard force has caused the hypernet gate in this system to collapse, generating
an energy discharge of unknown scale. The energy discharge is theoreticaly capable of a nova-scae
levd. In one five minutes dl ships are to cease acceleration, pivot to place themseves bow-on to the
Syndic hypernet gai€'s location, reinforce bow shidds to the maximum drength possble, and set
meximum preparation levels for damage control and repair.”

He dumped backward as Degani rapped out orders and Dauntless swung onto the new course, her
propulson units kicking in hard enough once again to make the inettid dampers whine in protest.
“Captain Degani,” Geary asked, “can this ship survive a nova-scale burst of energy at this distance from
the source?’ He was pretty sure he dready knew the answer and pretty sure it wasn't a happy one, but
he wanted to be certain.

“| serioudy doubt it” Degani frowned, then glanced around the bridge, focusng on one
watch-stander. “Assessment?” she demanded.

The watch-stander tapped a data pad fraticdly, then shook his head. “No, maam. As the burst
expands away from the source, its Sngle-point intengty is going to be dropping rapidly, but not nearly
fast enough. A battle cruiser’s shidds and armor, even at full strength, couldn’'t withstand it even with
maximum preparations. Destroyers, cruisers, they’d be totdly overwhemed. Battleships might have a
chance at this distance. Not a big one, but some might make it through, though they’d be completdy



crippled.” He paused and tapped a couple of more times. “The battleships crews would dl be killed by
the radiation, though, after it collgpsed tharr shidds, so | guessit wouldn't matter.”

Degani blew out along breath, then looked to Geary. “We d better hope it's not nova-scale.”

“l was thinking the same thing,” he agreed.

Degani seemed to hestate, then turned back to the same watch-stander. “What about the inhabited
world inthis star sysem?’

Geary stared a her. In his concern for the fleet, he hadn’'t yet considered what would happen to that
world. Yet Degani had, or at least had redlized that he would care.

The watch-stander rubbed his brow with one hand and tapped his data pad again. “Ther€'s a lot of
uncertainties. If the energy wave is novascale or anywhere near that, the planet will be turned into a
cinder. If it's something a great dedl lower than that, the sde facing the hypernet gate's former location
when the shock wave hits will be fried, but the sheltered sde might be able to ride it out though they’ll
face horrific storms. Whether the planet will be habitable after that is hard to say.”

“What about the gtar itsdf?” Geary asked. “What'll be the effect on Lakota?’

“That's impossible to determine without knowing how much energy will hit it, Sr.” The watch-stander
shook his head. “If it's nova-scae, the star will be redly messed up, but then no one will be left around
here to care. Anything less than that, it'sjust too hard to estimate. Stars have incredibly complex internd
reactions going on congtantly. They're remarkably sdlf-regulaing, but even the most stable star has some
varigbility in output. If | had to guess, I'd say that if this energy burst we're expecting is at dl sSgnificart, it
will cause enough problems indde the star Lakota's photosphere to make it experience more variability
a shorter intervas”

“So even if the habitable world remains able to support life, the star Lakota may render it uninhabitable
inthe near future”

“Yes, gr. | can't say that will happen, but I'd regard it as a probable outcome.”

Degani frowned and checked her display. “That world is dmog five light-hours from the hypernet
gate and two and a quarter light-hours from this fleet. If we sent a warning message, they would get it in
timeto at least order people into shdlter, though that’s unlikdy to matter to those on the sde of the planet
that gets hit.”

The woman warrior who had once expressed regret that null-fidd weagpons couldn’'t be used againg
enemy planets was now willing to warn enemy cvilians. “Thank you for thinking of thet,” Geary told her.

“We need survivors, sir. People who can tdl other Syndics that the Alliance flegt didn’t do this”

Degani was just being pragmétic, then. Or judtifying her actions on pragmétic grounds. He wondered
which it was. Geary’s eyes strayed back to the display of Lakota Star System. He looked at the data for
the man inhabited world, a the representations of colonies on other worlds or moons, a the orbitd
fadlities and the dvilian space traffic that hadn't yet reached a place where the crews could take refuge if
the Alliance flegt sent warships after them. And at the clusters of amdl symbols that marked escape pods
from Syndic warships and repair ships fleang for safety. Hundreds, probably thousands of Syndic
personnel in those escape pods, but Geary didn’'t want an estimate of their numbers. They wouldn't stand
achanceif the energy discharge from the collapsing gate had any power at dl, and there was nothing he
could do about it. “I need a broadcast to the entire star system.”

How do you tdl so many people that death may adready be on its way? Geary tried to speak camly,
but knew his voice sounded bleak. “People of Lakota Star System, the Syndicate Worlds warships a
your hypernet gate have opened fire on it to prevent its use by the Alliance flegt. By the time you receive
this message, the hypernet gate will certainly have collapsed. When it does so, a burst of energy will be
released, a burst which could be powerful enough to wipe out dl life in this star system. If we're
fortunate, the energy burst will be much weaker than that, but it could eesly be extremdy dangerous to
dl human lives, ships, and inddlations in this star system. | urge you to take dl possible measures in the
very short time available to protect yoursalves.”

Geary paused, then spoke dowly. “I don't know how many of the humans in this star system will
aurvive this May the living stars watch over dl here, and may tharr ancestors welcome dl who die this
day. To the honor of our ancestors, thisis Captain John Geary, commander of the Alliance fleet.”



The slence afterward was broken by Victoria Rione. “They were aready anticipating bombardment
by us and taking shdlter. Maybe that will help.”

“Maybe. It's not going to help dl of those Syndics in escape pods.” It only took the briefest look at
the digplay to confirm that the Syndic escape pods were dl too far digtant for any Alliance ships to reach
intime. “Unless the energy discharge is dmogt nothing, they won't stand a chance.”

“Thank the living stars we dready got dl of ours recovered, ” Degjani murmured.

“Two minutes to turn, Captain,” the maneuvering watch advised.

Theinitid movesto speed away from the Syndic hypernet gate's location had taken place ship by ship
as Geary’s order reached them, the farthest ships turning last. But the next maneuver was based on the
time Geary had sent the fird order, and so exactly fifteen minutes after Geary’s message, the Alliance
fleet turned as one, ship after ship swinging its bows to face the place where the Syndic hypernet gate ill
appeared intact but wavering as its tethers were blown away by the Syndic guard force. But the light
showing that was over two and a hdf hours old, an image from the past. For wdl over two hours that
gate had been gone, replaced by a discharge of energy of unknown intensity. The Alliance ships were
fadng the source of the energy burst with their heaviest shidds and armor, and dill heading away from it
dern-first a close to point one light speed, which would reduce the force of the impact. “Forward shields
a maximum drength,” the combat-systems watch reported to Captain Degani. “All compartments
seded, crew braced for damage, repair capabilities a highest readiness levels”

“Very wel.” Degani bent her head for a moment, her eyes closed, her lips moving slently.

A prayer right now was a good idea, Geary reflected. He aso took a moment to say a few words
noisdedy, pleading with the living stars to preserve this fleet and its crews, and with his ancestors for
whatever aid they could provide.

“Standing by for earliest assessed possible impact time” another watch-stander announced. “Three . .
.two...one...mak”

The moment passed without any change, the image of the disant hypernet gate dill there, ill
fluctuating as the tethers holding the energy matrix in place were destroyed one by one. It had been
absurd to think that Cresida s earliest estimate would be accurate to the second, but it was human nature
to lock on to thet time as criticdl.

Another minute went by, everyone on the bridge of Dauntless saring at ther displays as if they would
somehow provide advance warning, when in fact the wave front would hit &t the speed of light, providing
no notice before it struck.

Geary stared a the distant image of the hypernet gate, the fluctuationsin energy levels indde it obvious
to the fleet’s sensors even from this far away. He would never forget how it had fdt close to a collgosing
gae, as Dauntless, Daring , and Diamond had fought to keep the gate a Sancere from frying the star
sysem it had served. Space itsdf had been warping ingde the gate as the forces within it were unleashed,
causng effects echoed within nearby human bodies even through the shidlds and armor of the warships.
Only Captain Cresida’s theoretical firing plan for causng the gate to collapse in a way that minimized the
resultant energy discharge had saved the three Alliance warships and who knew how many other ships
and inhabitants in the Sancere Star System.

He wondered how the crews of those Syndic ships destroying the gate in this star system had fdlt,
whether they’ d experienced those forces and questioned their orders, whether they’d had time to redize
that their obedience to commands was dooming not only them but also a great many other inhabitants of
Lakota. He' d never know. Unaware of what they were unlesshing, those ships had amost certainly been
destroyed more than two hours ago, their crews forever silenced.

One more minute. Two more. Geary heard others muttering to themsalves, the words inaudible but the
tones dearly pleading. The words of the prayers change, but they always mean the same thing.
Have mercy please, because there’' s nothing else that human skill or device can do now.

The shock wave dammed into Dauntless. Geary fought down a surge of fear as the ship jerked and
lights dimmed, his mind knowing thet if the energy burst had been great enough to destroy Dauntless,
then the battle cruiser would have been shattered before he had time to be afraid.

“Forward shields down thirty percent, no hull damage, minor energy lesk-through affecting ship



systems” The reports rolled in while Geary waited for the display to clear and reved the state of his fledt,
whether hislighter ships had been able to survive the blow.

“Prdiminary estimate places the energy output at the source a point one three on the Yama-Patillion
Nova Scade”

“Point one three,” Degani murmured, then she ducked her head again and her lips moved without a
sound for a momen.

Geary did the same, breathing his own quick thanks that the energy output had been so much lower
then it could have been.

The display cleared, symbols updeting rapidly. Geary ran his eyes across his ship-datus reports,
searching for red-lined systems. The hardest hit had been the destroyers since their shidds were weakest,
but none seemed to have suffered mgor damage. A lot of subsystems blown and a few cases of hull
damage, but otherwise even the fleet’s amdlest ships had come through intact.

Where the image of the Syndic hypernet gate and the nearby Syndic warships had been, there was
now nothing. It took the fleet’s sensors a few moments to find what was left of the Syndic guard force.
Whatever remained of the amdler warships was in pieces too amdl for the system to find immediately.
Large pieces of debris tumbling away from the former dte of the hypernet gate were assessed as the
remains of the two Syndic battle cruisers. One of the two battleships had dso been shattered into severd
large fragments, while the other had broken into two segments that seemed very badly torn up. As Geary
watched, one of the big segments blew up. Or rather, he findly saw the light from two and a haf hours
ago showing the segment explode back then. “They never knew what hit them. That close to the energy
discharge, even reinforced shieds wouldn't have been enough.”

Degani nodded. “That's what would' ve happened to us a Sancere if Captain Cresida's caculations
hedn’'t worked, isn't it?’

“Yegh”

“l owe that woman a drink when we get home.”

Geary couldn’t help a short laugh born of rdi€f. “I think we owe her more than that. A bottle of the
fines booze we can find. I'll go halves with you on it.”

Degani’s mouth widened in a brief, tight smile. “Dedl.” The amile vanished. “Where now?’

“Let’s head toward the jump point for Branwyn. What should our course be if we hold this speed?’
He could have worked it out himsdf easly but didn’t trust histhinking at the moment.

Degani glanced toward her maneuvering watch, who hastily worked out the solution.

Geary paused a moment longer to ensure that his voice would be steady, then punched his command
arcuit again. “All units in the Alliance fleet, return to postions in Heet Formation Ddta Two. At time
three five dl units turn together starboard one zero 9x degrees, up zero four degrees.”

Now that they were behind the shock wave, they could watch it sweep over those parts of the star
sysdem that hadn't yet been hit. It was like watching a terrible before-and-after presentation. Ahead of
the shock wave, before it struck each region, Lakota brimmed with life and activity. As the shock wave
expanded across the star syssem and swept over human habitations and ships, it left behind a fidd of
broken debris and desth.

The Syndic escape pods had been amply annihilated by the shock wave, wiped out like a swarm of
gnas in the path of a heavy, fag-moving vehide, the salors ingde them dying ingantly. A couple of
freighters, too far from anywhere to reach safety, had been torn gpart. One colony on the moon of a gas
gant had been sheltered by the gas giant itsdlf, though the giant had shed a far amount of upper
atmosphere as the shock wave passed by. That colony was an exception though. Two other colonies, on
the fifth planet, were badly damaged, and a third on another moon was possibly wiped out.

Hardest to watch had been the impact of the energy discharge on the habitable world. On the sde of
the planet facing the shock wave when it hit, huge amounts of atmosphere had been scattered and blown
off, the surfaces of oceans, sess, rivers, and lakes flashing to vapor. Forests and fidds burgt into
momentary flame, the heat s0 intense that they were dmogt indantly reduced to charred remnants. Cities
became mdted, flattened fidds of wreckage. Towns were so badly crushed by the wave of energy tha
many to dl intents and purposes vanished.



Hdf aworld died in the space of seconds.

“It's possible that people in degp enough shdter on the exposed sde might have survived the shock
wave' s hitting,” a watch-stander reported.

“What about the aftermath?’ Rione demanded.

The watch-stander grimaced. “A lot of themwill be trapped. Food supplies are gone, the atmosphere
gppreciably thinned worldwide, dl that water vapor and ash blown into the air. There are going to be
some horrendous storms. | don’t know, Madam Co-President. The people on the sheltered sde might
gtand a chance even though lifewill get awfully rough. The oneswho got hit . . . W, | wouldn't want to
have been there when it hit, and | wouldn't want to be there trying to survive”

Geary nodded. “And that was only a point one three nova-scae output of energy. Way toward the
low end of the possible output.”

Degani had her eyes on the display, her facerigid, but she said nothing as she gazed a the image of a
ruined world.

“Seaing this” Rione observed in a quiet voice, “it's hard to see them as enemies. They judt look like
people who need help.”

Geary nodded again, Slently.

“Can we render any assistance?’ Rione asked.

Thistime he shook his head. “Unfortunately, | have experience with this. When | was a junior officer,
the gtar in the Cirina system spat out a big flare that fried most of the facing parts of the primary inhabited
planet in that star system. ” No one on Dauntless’s bridge seemed to recognize the event, a
more-than-a-century-old tragedy lost to popularly remembered higtory in the wake of the many disasters
that had followed as war raged for decade after decade.

Fghting off the old feding of being lost among strangers, his own life vanished in time, Geary used one
hend to indicate the display. “Cirind wasn't this bad, from what | can see, but we had to run out the
disaster-relief requirements to see what the fleet could do, and the answer kept coming up not very damn
much. The Alliance government had to requidtion lots of dvilian freghters to cary the
relief-and-rebuilding supplies, and even then it dl took too long. | think the only military assets that ended
up being used were some of the big troop transports to bring in rdief workers and haul out evacuees.
Evenif thisfleet wasfully stocked, and it's far from that, everything we could do would be a drop in the
bucket compared to what the surviving people inthis star syssem need. And we couldn’t expect much in
the way of gratitude from the Syndic leaders. They'd dill do ther leve best to destroy us if we lingered
here”

Rione sghed. “There s nothing that can be done?’

“Well tdl every Syndic sysem we pass through that they need hdp here” Geary pointed to his
diolay. “ Some Syndic merchant ships survived the shock wave. They sheltered behind available worlds,
ether by luck or because they got our warning in time. Those ships can go for hdp.”

“Yes They'll tdl everyone what happened here” Rione' s eyes met his, and Geary nodded once more.

It was no longer a matter of trying to keep secret the destructive potentia of collgpsing hypernet gates,
but rather a matter of deding with the results of the knowledge of that spreading as fast as humans could
pass on reports of disaster.

Degani findly spoke again. “The Syndic leaders.” She turned a hard gaze on Geary. “After Sancere,
some of them surdy suspected what destroying this gate could do to this star system. But they ordered it
here anyway, and gpparently told no one what to expect. If the energy burst had been strong enough,
everyone in this star sysem would have died and no one could have reported what redly happened.”
Her eyes returned to the display of the devastated world. “Thisisn't war. It's an atrocity, committed on
these people by their own leadersin an attempt to destroy this flegt.”

There wasn't much he could say to that except to nod once more in Slent agreement.

Degani spoke again, her tone abrupt. “There could be Alliance prisoners of war on that world. Some
of them could’ ve been brought there after our battles here nearly two weeks ago.”

Geary’s eyes went back to theimage of the ruined world. He forced out an answer. “If they were on
the sde of the planet that got hit, they’ re beyond finding and beyond help.”



“What if they’re on the other Sde?” Degani swung on her watch-standers, barking out orders. “I want
a fine-gran andyss of that world prior to the shock wave hitting for any sgns of a prisoner-of-war
encampment or indications of Alliance personne being held anywhere. Optics, communications,
eveything!”

“Captain, andyss of the planet prior to the shock wave's hitting it didn't reved aty such
indications—"

“Doit again! If there€' s an Alliance flea dive on that world, | want to know it!”

Degani’ s voice echoed on the suddenly dlent bridge, then her watch-standers hadtily acknowledged
the orders and jumped to ther tasks. As Degani dumped in her captain’s chair, glaing a her disolay,
Rione eyed her somberly, then left the bridge without another word. Geary hesitated, reading Degani’s
mood of frudration and outrage a what had happened in this star system, then left dlently as well.
Sometimes even the closest friends needed distance.

Geary wandered through the passageways of Dauntless for a while, feding depressed and restless.
He'd just been coming out of his postvictory low caused by the inevitable cost of any victory when the
Sght of the destruction wreaked by the hypernet gate' s collapse had made him degjected again.

The crew members he met were subdued as well, but so giddy with the rdlief of survivd and victory.
In days to come, the extent of the victory would snk in and eation would follow, but for now everyone
was modly just glad to be dive and dill have a chance of getting home. They seemed to regard Geary
with even more awe than he'd encountered on any previous occasion. Not able to stand much of that,
Geary retreated to the only sure shelter available.

When hefindly reached his stateroom, craving some time alone, Rione was aready there and garing
a the gar display, her attitude distant. “My condolences on the losses to the flegt,” she stated in a low
voice.

“Thanks” Geary sat down, keeping his own eyes fixed on the display, not wanting to be around
anyone ese at the moment or to talk about hisfleet’s latest losses. Not when memories of the destruction
caused by the hypernet gate's collgpse were dill fresh in hismind as well.

“Asfar as| can tdl,” Rione continued, “Captain Faresa died on Majestic.”

“Nobody got off that ship,” Geary responded shortly.

“And Captain Kerestes died on Warrior dong with Commander Suram.”

That sung. Kerestes had been aggressvely passive, something Geary had once thought impossible, so
afraid of making a mistake that he took every effort to avoid doing anything. By contrast, in his short time
as captain of Warrior , Commander Suram had motivated her dispirited crew and fought well. “I intend
doing everything | can to ensure that Commander Suram receives the credit he deserves as commanding
officer of that ship. Captain Kerestes had no rolein the matter.” Geary wondered briefly if Kerestes had
even survived long enough to be among those trying to abandon ship. It was just as likdy that he'd died
in his stateroom as Syndic hdl lances ravaged Warrior, a career dedicated to avoiding any action that
might look bad ending at the hands of enemy warships that didn’'t care whether or not Captain Kerestes
hed a service record unblemished by any obvious blunders.

“And Captain Falco?’ Rione asked.

Geary dmogt winced, thinking of the insane Captain Falco, confined to his quarters as Warrior fought
her find battle. He hadn’t yet discovered what Faco's las moments had been like, or even if anyone
knew. “I hated what that man did, but that’s no way for anyone to die”

“Most likdy he was safdy wrapped in his ddusons” Rione suggested. “Bdlieving he was commanding
the battle, going down to heroic defeat, fighting to the last. Not redizing how little he redly controlled his
fete”

Geary didn't look at her. “Are you mocking him?’

“No. | sometimes wonder how different Falco’'s delusions would be from what you and | are doing.”
She paused. “Faresa, Kerestes, and Falco have died in battle. At least that spares you the worry of three
court-martidsif we make it back to Alliance space.”

His temper boiled over. “Dammit, Victoria, if you're trying to find a dlver lining in this, you're not
doing a very good job! | didn't want two ships to die so those three could find some measure of judtice! |



don’'t even know what the hdl justice would be for Falco!”

She stayed dlent for a moment after his outburst. “I know you looked & records from Falco's past,
before he was captured by the Syndics. You saw his speeches. Triumphantly celebrating so-called
victories in which dozens of mgor Alliance warships were destroyed in exchange for a best equd
numbers of Syndics. Do you think he would spend a sngle moment worrying about the loss of a few
battleships?’

“That’s not the point,” Geary objected bitterly.

“No, of course not. You don't judge yoursdf in relation to people like Faco.” Rione exhded dowly.
“Asfar as| can tdl, dl three of those officers did indeed die on their ships”

Theideathat they might not have hadn’'t even occurred to Geary. “Is there some reason to think they
didn't?’

Her amile hddd no humor. “A suspicious mind. Had Captain Faresa had time, | think her sympathizers
among the crew would ve helped her get off Majestic. But no one had such an opportunity. Those
seeking to use Falco might have tried to get him off of Warrior, but . . .” She paused. “A fool and insane,
but his last act was to refuse the chance to be evacuated from Warrior. You hadn't heard? A few
witnesses survived. Falco declared it his duty to remain with Warrior, though it's hard to say if he truly
realized what was happening. | suppose we can be charitable to the dead and assume he did.”

Geary had no trouble bdieving it. He could see in his imagination Captain Falco moving dramdicdly
through the shattered passageways of Warrior, Falco's practiced expresson of confident camaraderie
being turned to the officers and sailors with him awaiting their doom. The perfect theatrica role, and if
Faco had recovered any of his sanity long enough to redize the fate that awaited him in Alliance space,
perhaps a welcome chance to find hisend as a dead hero rather than in disgrace a a court-martia. B,
knowingly or not, he had chosen to die wel and given his space in an escape pod to someone else who
hed lived as a result. “No one living knows whet his last thoughts were like, so | don't see any reason not
to grant him that.” Geary frowned dightly as a thought occurred to him. “Is that right? Ther€'s no one
dive who saw enough of him to tel?’

Rione frowned back. “How would | know?’

“You've obvioudy heard from eyewitnesses. You must have had some of your spies on those ships,
too.”

Her expression twitched, then settled back in emotionless lines. “Had. Past tense. One got off Warrior
. Nobody got off Majestic, as you dready noted.”

Hdl. “1 should have redized that your spies on those ships died dong with everyone ese that didn't
get off. I'm sorry.”

She nodded once, 4ill reveding no fedings. “They ran the same risks as everyone dsein thisflegt.”

Geary glared a her, his nerves stretched to their limit. “ Sometimes you act like a cold-blooded bitch.”

Rione returned an impassve glance. “And you prefer your bitches warm-blooded?’

“Dammit, Victoria—"

She hdd up one hand. “We dl deal with our painin our own ways, John Geary. You and | handle that
very differently. ”

“Yeah, we do.” He looked down at the deck, knowing he was ill frowning. Something ese was
bothering him, something he hadn’t connected yet. Something about the Alliance fleet’s losses. Majestic,
Warrior, Utap, Vambrace . . . Vambrace?

He mug have reacted as redizaion hit, because Rione spoke in a gentler tone. “What's the matter
now?’

“l just remembered something.” The heavy cruiser Vambrace , the ship to which Lieutenant Casdll
Riva had been transferred from Furious. A Syndic prisoner for dmost ten years, liberated from a Syndic
labor camp by this flest and brought to Lakota, perhaps dead now. He tried to recadl how many crew
hed gotten off Vambrace before she blew up. Had Riva been among them? Degani hadn't said anything,
even though she' d surdly redlized much sooner than he had.

“Something?’ Rione pressed.

“It'sapersona personnd issue” He had to pronounce the words carefully so they made sense to her.



“I'm sorry for blowing up at you.” Rione stayed quiet for so long that Geary looked up findly, seeing her
watching him. “Wha?’

“Can you keep going? she asked.

“Of course | can.”

“Of course?” Rione shook her head. “We took sgnificant losses again, and | know the havoc created
on the inhabited world in this star syslem by the destruction of the hypernet gate weighs heavily on you.
For along time after assuming command of this flegt, you were balanced on a knife-edge, ready to fdl off
if the pressure grew too gresat. You weren't used to the sort of combat 1osses the Alliance has become
accustomed to, so each ship lost weighed very heavily on you. You needed someone to prop you up, to
keep you going, and for a while | filled thet role, both as an dly to turn to and as an adversary to be
bested. | don’'t anymore.”

“Excuse me?’ He studied her, trying to figure out what Rione was saying.

“Why are you fighting?’ Rione asked, turning to face the star display again.

“For the peoplein this fleet. For the Alliance. Y ou know that.”

“l know that those things are abgtractions. You don't know a fraction of the people in this flegt. The
Alliance you knew is changed, your own home atered in ways | know have worried you.” Rione glanced
hisway again. “Y ou're not fighting for abstractions. No one does. Humans pay lip service to that, to big
causes and greet purposes, but any palitician of any skill soon learns that what redly motivates people is
the amdl, persona things. Close friends, family, the amdl area they cal home They wrap those things
around ideds and cdl them precious, but they’'re precious for the smdlest and closest of reasons.
Soldiers may swear to fight for thar flag, but they redly fight because of the soldiers next to them.
Y ou've found something like that, John Geary. Here in this fleet, some persona connection that gives you
the strength and resolve to continue.”

Geary eyed her. “And just what is that connection?’

“Not what. Who. Someone besides me.” Rione was back to sudying the stars. “I know who. | don't
think you know yet. Or you haven't admitted it to yoursdf yet.”

“Thentdl me”

“No. You'll figureit out eventudly. Then you'll have to ded with it. For now, | and this fleet need you
a your best, so | just accept what is” She took a deep breeth, then turned to face him. “Where are you
teking the fleet next?’

The sudden ghift in topic startled him, but Geary wasn't interested in pursLing whatever Rion€' s idea of
his persona connection could be, so he just pointed to the display. “You heard. We're heading for the
jump point for Branwyn.”

She raised one eyebrow. “That didn’t mean you were going to use that jump point. Your old objective
from the firg time we were in this star system. As close to a draight shot for Alliance space as you can
manege.”

“That’ s right. The Syndics should have enough mgor combatants |eft to bring us battle, and we know
they’ re building replacements for their losses despite what we did to the shipyards a Sancere because
they have alot of other shipyardsin other star systems. But after what we did here, they’ll have to gather
those ships. We should be able to trangt Branwyn without much trouble, then go from there to Wendig.
Branwyn is supposed to have a minimd Syndic presence left, and the records we ve captured from the
Syndics say that Wendig was completdy abandoned dmog thirty years ago. From there well have a
couple of options, but I'm leening toward Cavaos. There's a strong Syndic presence there, so they'll
probably expect usto avoid it.”

Rione nodded dowly. “I see. Will the minesthe Syndics laid across the jump point to Branwyn during
our fird timein this star sysem be an obstacle?

“No.” Geary pointed to the display. “They laid those mines so close to the jump point they couldn’t
mantain a stable postion. We knew that then, but dso that it would take a few weeks for the mines to
arift away from the jump point, so it didn't do us any good at that time” He paused and gave a pained
amile “Hdl, ’'m anidiot. That energy discharge will have fried dl the mines a dl of the jump pointsin this
dar system. It wouldn't meatter if they were dill in pogition or not.”



“Sadly, you're surdy right. If only that had been dl the shock wave destroyed. Do you believe well
face many minesin the systems where you want to go?’

“Probably not. According to our intelligence people, if our estimates of the Syndic mine inventories are
anywhere near accurate, they used up everything in ther attempt to trap usin or near Lakota. They'll
have to manufacture a lot more and get them to where they think we'll be before they can try that again.”

“Good.” She turned a demanding look on Geary. “That takes care of the Syndic threat. What about
the diens?’

“l don't know.” Geary scowled at the virtud stars. “The diens have actively intervened againg us, and
somehow they’re tracking this fleet’s movements, but I’'m out of ideas a the moment.”

“Asam |. You need to make more people aware of them and see what ideas they can contribute.”
She obvioudy saw Geary's surprise at the suggestion. “There are officers you can trugt in this fleet. We
can't try to solve a problem like this done.”

“That makes sense. A few have dready been made aware of it, but | haven't redly had any chance to
tak it over with that group.”

Rione nodded, obvioudy unsurprised by the news. Geary shook his head as he considered the
implications of the dien attempt to destroy his fleet. Whatever they were, they cearly had technology
superior to humanity’s. “I’'m not sure whether to be glad that we haven't detected any more moves
agang us by them or worried that we haven't spotted anything those diens are up to.”

“I"d suggest worried,” Rione stated.

“| thought you might. Is there anything else?’

“Yes” Rione briefly amiled sardonicdly at Geary’s aggravated expression. “Your internd foes, the
senior officersin this flest who' ve been plotting againgt you since you assumed command.”

If he redlly hated any part of his current Situation, having to dedl with didoyd officers who remained in
the shadows had to be it. “1s there something specific you know? Something they’ re planning?”

“No. But | know they mugt be planning something, and they must be intending to act before much
longer.”

“Why?" Geary leaned forward. “Y our spies must have told you something concrete to have you reach
thet concluson.”

“I've heard nothing!” Rione stepped closer, her face angry now. “Don’t you understand? With every
victory, with every star system you get this fleet closer to Alliance space, your legend grows and your
ganding in the fleet becomes stronger. Defedting the Syndicsin this system was an amazing achievement,
and if you want to partidly credit my minor suggestion for that victory, then fed free, but even ligening to
such suggedtionsis a worthy accomplishment. Thisfleet believesin you. Sailors on every ship in this fleet
are whispering that the living stars themsalves intervened to prevent that energy discharge from destroying
us, intervened because you arein command of the flegt.”

He stared at her, aghast. Did that explain the looks he' d gotten from Dauntless’s crew recently? “You
can't be serious.”

“I can show you the reports I"ve received, or you can wak around this ship some more and ligen to
the crew talk. Even the ones who don't credit divine intervention with saving us believe with plenty of
judtification that your recognition of the danger and quick reaction saved many ships and personnd.
Thoseinthisflest who didn't believe in Black Jack Geary the myth are coming to believe in Black Jack
Geary the man, and those who aways bdieved in you now have unshakeable fath. Your enemiesin this
fleat can see that aswdl as | can. After what you' ve done here, returning to annihilate a Syndic force that
outnumbered you and had this fleet on the run, your enemies will be growing desperate. Despite their
own dishdief in you, they have to be coming to the concluson that you might actudly get this fleet home.
They know they must discredit or stop you soon, or their chance will be logt.”

Geary nodded, his eyes narrowed in thought. “What do you think they’ll do?’

“l don't know. I'm trying to find out. They can nibble avay a your standing with accusations of
persona scanda, but that done can't didodge you from command of this fleet. Not anymore. Their
chosen figureheads like Casia are thoroughly discredited, not only because of your latest victory but dso
by ther own recent actions. You have to assume that your red opponents among this fleet’s senior



officers will findly have to make themsdves more publidy known. Because your opponents have to
drike, and they have to do it before much longer. Somehow.”

“You make it sound like they may actudly attack me.”

“They might. Fortunately, on this ship you're surrounded by the fathful, most notably your specid
captain, who would gladly sacrifice hersdlf for Black Jack.” Rione saw his angry reaction. “Don’t try to
dam otherwise. Just be grateful. She and | have our differences, but right now we are fully committed to
enauring that nothing happens to you.”

Of dl the strange things that had happened snce he was woken from survivd deep, the idea of
Victoria Rione and Tanya Degani sanding on either Sde of him as bodyguards was perhaps the
srangest. “I need to hold a conference with the ship commanders. Will you attend?’

“Not thistime” Rione answered. “1 will monitor events remotely, but I'd like to see what people say
without me there.”

Geary gave her alook. “The fleet conferences are conducted under a tight security seal. No one not
present is supposed to be able to observe events.”

“Ah, wel, another illuson shattered. Any security lock a human can make can be broken by another
human, John Geary.” She went to the door. “I'll be weatching. What will you do with Cgptain Casia and
Commander Yin?’

“I'm dill trying to decide,” he replied truthfully.

“You don't have to be Black Jack to have them shot, you know. Even Admira Bloch could have
doneit with asmple order.”

“I know. | just don't know if | want to do that. Do you think they should be shot?’

“Yes, and as soon as possible, Captain Geary,” Rione stated with total seriousness as she |éft.

X
GEARY waked dgeedily into the conference room. Although it was actudly an average-sized
compartment indde Dauntless with an unimpressve table anchored on one sde, the conferencing
software created the illuson of a room big enough to hold the commanding officer of every ship in the
fleet, arrayed down the length of atable virtudly expanded to accommodate them dl.

Even though that table was now crowded with hundreds of officers, the only other person physcaly
present in the room was Captain Degani. The others were images, dlowing officers to reman on their
own ships and attend the mesting at the same time. Aside from the seconds-long delays in reacting that
aflicted those officers on the ships farthest away, the images otherwise acted just as if every officer were
actudly here.

He'd never liked these conferences, and part of the business he had to do today was distagteful
enough to make him look forward to this one even less than usud. Deciding to start on ahigh note, Geary
nodded to the assembled officers. “May | open this meeting by congratulating the officers and enlisted
personnd of this fleet on a great victory. We ve not only more than avenged our losses from the lagt time
the fleet was in Lakota Star System, we have in battles from Kdiban to here evened the score for dl of
the ships logt by thisfleet Snce arriving in the Syndic home system. Y ou have every right to fed proud of
these great achievements, purchased by the courage and fighting spirit of everyonein the fleet.”

Smiles appeared nearly everywhere. Geary noticed Captain Casia frowning into the distance and
Commander Yin daing nervoudy a the table's surface. “Unfortunatdy,” Geary continued, “not
everyoneinthisfleet can honestly share in that praise. In our last engagement, two ships avoided battle.
Or rather, two commanding officers avoided battle.”” The atmosphere in the room had suddenly grown
extremdy tense, the dlence so profound it seemed the dightest noise would deafen everyone. Captain
Casa' s face had reddened, while that of Commander Yin had paled. No one else was looking at them.
Whatever support they had once had was gone.

Geary faced Casa “Captain Casia, you are hereby relieved of command of Conqueror. Your current
executive officer will serve as acting commander. Commander Yin, you are relieved as acting
commanding officer of Orion. Orion’s operations officer is gppointed acting commanding officer,
effective immediatdy. Both of you are to transfer to Illustrious, where you will be assigned to whichever



tasks Captain Badaya finds appropriate.” He' d wondered what best to do with Casia and Yin, who had
openly opposed him in meetings like this, and the idea of sticking them on the same ship with Badaya,
who was supporting Geary for the wrong reasons had a certain Smplidty to it.

Commander Yin's mouth worked, but no sound came out. Captain Casia, though, stood up and
spoke loudly. “Y ou cannot relieve a senior officer without good cause!”

Geary somehow kept his voice levd. “Your ship avoided combat. You had orders to protect this
fleet’ s auxiliaries, and instead you remained too far from them to defend those ships, engaging only those
enemy warships that came close enough to you to condtitute a threet to your ship. You refused to engage
enemy ships when both duty and honor required it.”

“Areyou accusng me of cowardice?’ Casa amog shouted.

“Ves”

The dngle word rang through the room. In a fleet so obsessed with honor, to state such a charge
openly was dmost unthinkable.

Captain Tulev spoke into the dlence that followed Geary’s answer. “I am unhappy to be forced to
agree that the records of the engagement fully support Captain Geary’s charge.”

“If s0,” Captain Armus noted, leaning forward, his face and voice hard, “and | agree with Captain
Tulev that it is so, then Imply rdieving Captain Casia and Commander Yin of command fdls far short of
the punishment expected for such acts.”

“Shoot the cowards,” someone muitered.

Noise erupted as everyone began shouting, many seconding the suggestion, others protesting. Geary
tapped the control that let him slence everyone, one of the best features of the conferencing software in
his opinion, then waited a few moments for attention to return to him. “I am aware that flest regulaions
permit me to order death by firing squad on the battlefield for any officer who dearly displays cowardice
before the enemy.” He looked to Casia again and was surprised that Casia met his eyes even though fear
was gpparent on the other officer’s face. He fdt a grudging measure of respect for Casia that the man
hadn’t collapsed.

“Heet regulations require afiring squad,” said Captain Kila, the commanding officer of Inspire. Why
hed she chosen now findly to speak up a a fleet conference?

Whatever the reason, she had chdlenged him, trying to force Geary to take an action he didn’'t want to
take. So he shook his head. “That's incorrect.”

Kila seemed not hodtile but puzzled. “The regulaion in question is clear and does not dlow exception.”
Heads nodded around the table. Commander Yin appeared ready to pass out.

Geary shook his head again. “Surdy every fleat officer is dill familiar with standing flest regulation
thirty-two? ‘In any Stuation, a fleet commander is expected to exercise independent judgment and take
necessary and appropriate action regardiess of the letter of preceding regulations, as long as such action
does nat violate Alliance law or the fleet commander’s oath to defend the Alliance againg dl enemies
foragn and internd.” ”

“But was that intended to apply in cases like this?” Captain Armus asked.

“| assure you it was.” Geary looked around the table again. “That flegt regulaion was adopted about
one hundred and ten years ago. | was a lieutenant, and required to attend briefings by the officers who
hed drawn up the new regulations. ”

Captain Kila had been about to speak again but hadtily subsided.

To Geary's surprise, Cresida spoke up. “Sir, | accept that you have the right to deviate from
regulations in this case, but 1 don't undersand why. Why show mercy to officers whose falures
contributed to the loss of other ships? If they’d supported Warrior and Majestic, both of those ships
might have survived this battle, to say nothing of the cruisers and destroyers lost defending the
auxiliaries”

It was afar enough question. “To put it bluntly, Captain Cresida, | chose not to order afidd execution
of those two officers because | wasn't feding meraiful.”

That brought looks of surprise and bafflement, induding from Cresida. “You were not feding
meraful?’



“No.” Geary looked toward Casia and Yin. “ Sending these two officers to the arms of their ancestors
would end thar auffering in thisworld. As long as they live, they'll have to face some of the officers and
salorsthey faled. Officers and sailors who know what they did. Every living moment they’'ll have to face
those who know they chose cowardice.”

A long slence followed before Tulev spoke again. “Are you certain, Captain Geary, that these two
officers will fed that scorn and contempt as harshly as you and I? Will they not smply be graieful that
their lives have not been given ether in the line of duty or as punishment for their failures?”

Ancther fair question. Geary looked again to where Casia was gaing at him, his eyes haunted, and
Yin was dmogt sheking as she avoided everyone ese's eyes. “Do they look grateful, Captain Tulev?’

Armus frowned at the two. “I suggest they be given the right to appeal, Captain Geary. I'd like to hear
what they want.”

“That's a reasonable request, Captain Armus, and in light of your service, | have no trouble granting
it.” Armus had been a pan in the butt for Geary more than once, but in battle he’d fought wel and with
honor. Now Armus responded to Geary’s words with ill-conceded satisfaction as Geary turned to
Cada “Wdl?" he asked. “What do you fed is an gppropriate punishment?’

Casia looked around the table, sraightening himsdf, then back at Geary. “1 demand a flegt officer's
death. You cdl me coward. | see agreement in many of my comrades eyes. I'll prove you dl wrong
when | face thefiring squad.”

Another surprise. Geary examined the other officers, seeing approval on their faces. They wanted this.

He looked down for a moment, wondering why it was so hard to make a decison that regulations,
honor, and the fleet’s officers dl agreed was right. He had ordered this flegt into action numerous times,
sending ships into combat where desth was a congtant possbility. Twelve salors had died aboard
Dauntless donein the lagt battle. By his orders. Y et that was afar different thing than this, deliberatdly to
order an officer to die.

Geary looked up again. Casia was waiting, his eyes pleading now. Let me die with honor.

“Very wdl.” Geary nodded dowly. “Your request is granted, Captain Casia. | will approve execution
by firing squad.”

Cadga’ s mouth twitched into a ghestly amile. “In Lakota. | want it done before the fleet leaves Lakota.”

“Vey wdl,” Geary repeated. “Colond Carabdi, please canvass your Marines for volunteers for the
firng squad.” He took a deep breath, then fixed his gaze on Commander Yin. “Commander, do you aso
wigh to gpped 7’

He thought she might break down completely, but Yin suddenly legped to her feet. “1 was following
orders!” she shouted.

A moment of baffled slence followed. “Not my orders,” Geary findly stated.

“You are not competent to command this fleet!” Yin answered, her eyes wide. “You're only a
figurehead for those usng you againg the Alliancel They want to bring you home with dl of these
victories to your ‘credit’ and inddl you as a dictator! You and your . . . your femae companion! ”

It had been a little while since the lagt attack on Co-President Rione, so Geary wasn't surprised that
Yin was dragging her into this. But then he redlized that everyone in the conference was ether looking a
or obvioudy not looking a Captain Degani. In turn, Degani had her eyes fixed on Yin. If Degani’s eyes
hed been hdll-lance batteries, there would have been nothing left of Commander Yin but drifting ash.

The rumors of his being involved with Degani dearly hadn't died. There wasn't any good way to
address those now, however. Geary focused ingtead on the rest of Yin's accusation. He'd been assuming
that those opposed to his command of the fleet had been motivated primarily by persond ambition or
persond didike or distrugt. Ingtead, if Yin's words were to be trusted, a least some of them were
moativated by fear that Geary or those backing him intended to overthrow the government of the Alliance.
Those enemies might be working againgt him for reasons he could respect.

He was dill thinking that through when Captain Dudlos spoke sharply. “Commander Yin, whose
orders were you fallowing if not Captain Geary’s?’

She wavered, gulped once, then answered ungteedily. “ Captain Numos.”

“Captain Numos is under arrest,” Duellos observed. “Heis not able to issue orders. You know that.”



“l know that the arrest and dl orders pertaining to it were themselves unlanful!”

Commander Neeson of Implacable spoke in a puzzled voice. “Does the charge of cowardice before
the enemy stand if Commander Yin dams to have been fallowing orders she believed to be legitimate?’

“She knew they weren't legitimate,” Captain Badaya of Illustrious argued. “Commander Yin had to
know that.”

“But if she's saying she avoided action for that reason, it's not the same as cowardice. Or is it?
Neeson appeared frustrated now.

Geary rapped one fig on the table to draw Commander Yin's dtention again. “Commander, |
understand you to be daming that you avoided engaging the enemy in accordance with orders from
Captain Numos. Are you denying the charge of cowardice?’

Yinvisbly quivered, but choked out one word. “Yes”

Tulev shook his head. “Thet dill amounts to disobedience of orders in the face of the enemy, which is
a0 a batlefidd execution offense”

Low conversations broke out dl dong the table, officers debating the issue. Geary thought about it
himsdf for a moment. “Commander Yin, there are issues here that don’t have smple answers. | am
hestant to order the execution of an officer in circumstances under which she may have thought her
actions judified.” Everyone was ligening intently. “Nonetheless, by your own admisson you have
violated orders from me, not only on the battlefield but also in conferring with Captain Numos. That done
is more than adequate grounds for rdieving you of command. However, | will not unilaerdly order the
execution of an officer who daims to have believed her behavior was required by duty. You will be hed
under arrest, Commander Yin, until such time asthisfleet returns to Alliance space, there to have proper
charges lodged againg you in a court-martia in which you can defend your actions and receive such
judtice as is considered appropriate by the judgment of your peers.”

No one caled out objections. Captain Armus frowned, then nodded unenthusadtically. Commander
Yin made to St down again, but it looked more like she fdl into her seet as her legs gave way.

Geary turned back to Captain Casia. “Captain, were your actions in command of Conqueror in the
last battle also the result of following orders from someone other than the acting fleet commander?”

Cada heditated, then shook his head roughly. “No one is responsible for my actions but me”

Why did Casa have to digplay admirable behavior now? “All right, then. Colond Carabali, please
indruct your Marines on Conqueror and Orion to take Captain Casia and Commander Yin into custody
and prepare them for transfer to lllustrious. Ceptain Casia, Commander Yin, please leave this
conference.”

Casia took a moment to glare around in defiance, then reached for the controls at his location and
disappeared. Commander Yin, her hand visbly shaking, followed suit quickly.

After that, discussng movements of the fleet seemed anticlimactic. Geary brought up the star display, a
three-dimensiond image of nearby space hovering over the table. “We' re going to take advantage of our
victory here to continue toward Alliance space. Our next objective will be Branwyn. | don't expect to
encounter any resistance there, but well be prepared for mines at the jump exit and a possible Syndic
ddaying force” He pointed onward, to a dim red gar a few light-years from Branwyn. “After that, we
head for Wendig. That star system is supposed to be totdly abandoned. Unless something unexpected
happensin Wendig, we'll then continue on to Cavaos.”

“Why not Sortes?” Captain Armus asked.

Geary indicated the star system in question. “Because it has a Syndic hypernet gate. We've inflicted
serious losses on the Syndics a Kdiban and since, but we're low on alot of supplies and many of our
ships have sustained damage. I'd prefer to avoid another mgor battle until our auxiliaries have had time
to manufacture dl of the fud cells, expendable weapons, and replacement parts they can usng the raw
materids we' ve acquired here, and until our warships have had time to repair as much damage as
possble”

“But we can dill try to use that hypernet gate to get home,” Armus argued. Apparently Geary’s earlier
praise was't going to indine Armus to accept Geary’s plans quietly.

“l believe, Captain Armus,” Geary stated patiently, “that the Syndics will ensure that they have



auffident means on hand at that hypernet gate to destroy it before we could reach it.”

“It's worth a try, ign't it?” No one answered him, causng Armus to frovn and look around
impatiently. “We eadlly survived the collapse of the hypernet gate in this star system.”

“We were very, very lucky,” Captain Cresida replied. “Next time, every ship in this fleet might be
destroyed.”

Dudlos nodded. “Not to mention what the gate collgpse did to this star system. | won't speak for
anyone ese, but | have enough on my conscience asit is”

“Will the Syndics follow orders to destroy another gate after what happened here?” Commander
Neeson asked.

“I would think that would depend on whether they hear what happened a Lakota” Dudlos
gpeculated. “And whether they bdieve it. Some surviving Syndic avilian ships are dready headed for
jump points to spread the news and ask for help, but we have to assume that the Syndic leadership will
atempt to downplay the disaster here, censor the news to the maximum extent possible, and to the
degree it admits something happened, blame it on our actions.”

“They’ve shown us a weapon,” Captain Kila spoke agan. “We can 4ill use it. If we send out
detachments to destroy hypernet gates in every Syndic star sysem with them that we pass near, we
can—"

“We can die,” Captain Tulev interrupted. “You saw what happened to the Syndic warships tha
destroyed the hypernet gate in this star system. How many suicide missons do we launch until we run out
of ships?

“We ask for volunteers” Kila noted cdmly. “This is an unprecedented opportunity to inflict
inca culable damage on the Syndicate Worlds.”

“Damage?’ Commander Landis of Valiant shook his head. “1 want those Syndic bastards to suffer as
much as anyone, but wiping out star systems at one blow?’

“Y ou’'ve bombarded Syndic worlds,” Captain Armus pointed ouit.

“Yes | have” Landis agreed. “But this was different. | fdt sck watching it, and I’'m not ashamed to
admit it. I’ ve fought damned hard for the Alliance. I'll keep fighting for it aslong and as hard as | have to.
But | don’'t want to see that happen to any more habitable worlds, theirs or ours.”

Kila s lips bent upward in a brief amile. “That'sdl right, Commander. I'm sure we won't have trouble
finding enough volunteers”

“BEven assuming we could find such volunteers,” Geary cut in, “I will not approve or dlow suicide
missons as long as | command this flest.”

Commander Vendig of Exemplar spoke quickly. “We could use robotic ships, crewed by atificid
inteligence. Pull off the crews, and—"

A chorus of ydls drowned out Vendig, one voice rigng above the others. “Unleash armed Als with
indructions to wipe out human-occupied star systems? Are you insane?’

Captain Badaya was shaking his head and spoke into the renewed quiet that followed the outburst.
“Commander Landis brought up an ugly truth. What happened a Lakota could happen a any Alliance
dar sysem with a hypernet gate. If the people of the Alliance see our records of what happened in this
dar system, they’'ll demand that our own hypernet sysem be shut down. Who wants a bomb that big
gtting in their backyard?’

“We can't jugt shut the hypernet down,” Captain Cresida interjected. “It's a findy baanced net of
energy. Thereé s no way judt to turn it off.”

“Why the hdl did we build it?” someone demanded.

For some reason everyone looked at Geary. He gazed back at them. “Don’'t ask me. | wondered the
same thing, and | wasn't around when it was built. But we're stuck with it, and so are the Syndics”

“There has to be a solution,” Commander Neeson inggted. “As long as those gates are up, they're
potentid weapons. If we could figure out a way to employ them as weapons and hold that threat over
them, the Syndics wouldn’'t dare—" He paused, looking stricken, and stared around. “They could figure
it out, too. The destructive potentid of the hypernet gates is vaslly greater than any weapons we or the
Syndics have been able to employ before. We and the Syndics could literdly wipe each other out.”



Thet cat was now completey out of the bag. Geary nodded. “That had occurred to me. Who warnts to
dart awar of species extinction? Captain Kila?’

Kilalooked steadily back at Geary but said nothing. Captain Tulev pointed one finger toward the star
disolay. “Show us, please, Captain Geary. Play back the recording of what happened after the hypernet
gate collapsed.”

He didn’'t want to view that again, even in miniaure, but Geary brought up the records, setting them to
play a avadly accelerated speed so that the shock wave rolled across the image of Lakota Star System
in about thirty seconds.

It was quiet after the recording finished, then Tulev indicated where the images of the ruined star
system had played out. “We should send this to the Syndics. They don’'t have anything like it because so
many of their sensors were destroyed by the energy wave. Send it to the ships leaving this Star system for
help, and to as many others as we can, and make sure they can send it onward.”

“So they can figure out whét the gates can do sooner?” Armus asked sarcadtically.

“They don't need our hep to do that,” Cresda answered. “They've dready got records of what
happened a Sancere, and even the dimmest mind can look at the damage to Lakota Three, cdculate the
amount of energy it took to do that, and work back the planet’s orbit and rotation to confirm that what
hit it came from the hypernet gate location. But if we send what we have out now, which we can sanitize
of any data about the collapse of the hypernet gate that we want to try to keep from the Syndics, it will
prove that we didn't cause dl of that destruction.” She glared around the table. “My reputation, like
Commander Landis's, speaks for itsdf.

| don't want to be blamed for what happened here. It's over the line. I'll kill as many Syndics as |
have to kill to winthiswar. | don’t want to kill any star systems.”

“Yes,” Tulev agreed. “It's important the Syndics know we didn’'t do this, so there will be no popular
demand for retdiation in kind. Also important is the impact it will have on the Syndic population.” He
gestured at the star diplay again. “They’ll see it, dl over, no matter how much the Syndic leaders try to
suppressit. They'll see what can happen to a planet with a hypernet gate in the same star system. What
do the Syndic leaders say then? If they try to blame us, thar people in star systems with hypernet gates
will fear we could do the same to their worlds. If those leaders try to dam they can stop us, their people
will want to know why they didn't stop us in Lakota. If they say ther people need not fear Alliance
attacks of this nature because it was not an Alliance attack that caused it, then their people will demand
to know what did causeit.”

Everyone thought about that, and grim smiles started appearing on alot of faces.

“They’ll be in an impossble postion,” Badaya noted gpprovingly. “That's a brilliant suggestion,
Captain Tulev. It will generate intense public worry dl through Syndic space and confront the Syndic
leaders with serious problems in how to handle mass fear of the hypernet gates.”

Commander Neeson, looking concerned, shook his head. “But what happens when our people hear
about it? We can't keep that news from crossing the border into Alliance space. Well face the same
problem.”

“Our leaders need to know this problem exidts” Captain Badaya stated. He gave Geary a meaningful
look. As far as Badaya was concerned, Geary should be the only leader of the Alliance, a dictator
backed by mogt of this fleet. Commander Yin hadn’'t been totdly paranoid in her worries, though Geary
himsdf wanted nothing to do with the idea.

“We need to figure out what to do, too,” Badaya continued, “before the Syndics decide to attack our
getes”

Geary frowned, worried again about what the Alliance's dected leaders might decide, then saw
Captain Cresida nodding.

“| think we can counter this threat,” she stated. “I’ve been thinking. We have two experimentd results
to draw on now, the only two known cases of collgpsing hypernet gates. Thisflegt has the only full sets of
observations from both incidents. With thet data, | can refine the targeting dgorithm we used at Sancere,
make it more reliable and more certain to minimize energy output from a collgosing gate.”

“What good does that do?’ Badaya demanded. “We can't get close enough to a Syndic gate to stop



themin time, and we don’t want to destroy our own gates.”

“But if the Syndics tried to destroy one of our gates” Cresda replied, “and we had attached
sef-degtruct charges to dl of the gate tethers, tied into an automated safe-collapse program that would
trigger if the gate suffered enough damage—"

The wave of rdief was dmogt pa pable. “We could make sure none of our gates destroyed their own
dar sysemd!”

“Maybe,” Geary cautioned. “We have no way of knowing how rdiable the agorithm is because we
only have two gate collapses to draw on for data. If it wasn't as reliable as we think, we wouldn't want
to find that out the hard way. It's dso going to take time to get such a design findized, approved, and
inddled on every hypernet gate within reach of the Syndics”

Captain Cresida grimaced but nodded. “That' s true, gr.”

“But it’'s better than nothing,” Tulev added.

“Much better,” Geary agreed. “Captain Cresida, please continue work on that concept. If we can
offer that when we return to Alliance space, it will protect our homes from what happened here” His
eyes went back to the star display, redizing how far they had yet to go. A flet ill low on supplies, dill
pursued by Syndic forces able to destroy it if the fleet was caught in a bad postion, ill too deep in
enamy territory.

No one ese seemed worried about that. No one questioned Geary’s use of “when” they got back
indead of “if” they got back. He found himsdf unnerved by the fear that this fleet (or mogt of it, at least)
would do whatever he asked now, dl of them certain that whatever Geary ordered would succeed. That
would have been fine if he were some sort of genius, but hed dready made plenty of mistakes.
Ancestors, | want their confidence, but | don’t want their faith. Unfortunately, it seemed he would
get both whether he liked it or not, and this was coming on top of his distress over ordering Casid's
execution.

“Thank you,” Geary stated. “Thank you and dl of your crews again for achieving the sort of victory
that will be remembered as long as the Alliance endures” He caught Dudlos's eye, then Badaya's,
sendng that both intended taying after the conference for private talks. Right now he couldn’t handle that
and shook his head subtly to each to indicate they’d speak later. “I'll see you dl in Brawyn Star
Sysem.”

The images of officers vanished, and the room seemed to dhrink with incredible speed. Geary sat
down heavily as the last image disappeared, his eyes on the star display, wondering how long he could
keep from making a mistake fata to the entire fleet, wondering if he could redly help defuse the hypernet
gate bombs that the unknown diens had succeeded in tricking humans into seeding throughout the regions
of space they occupied.

“WeIl makeit.”

Geary hadn’'t remembered that Degani was phydcaly present, or redized that she had stayed in the
room and was now wetching him.

“l know it's hard, Sr. But you' ve brought usthisfar.” She indicated the display.

“l can't do mirades” he noted in a blesk voice.

“If you provide the right leadership, then this fleet will perform the miracles. You saw that here at
Lakota”

He laughed shortly. “I wish | could bdieve that! But the fleet has certainly done an amazing job. |
won't argue with you there.” The laugh died, and he nodded toward the stars.

“l dmogt made some lethad mistakes at Lakota the fird time around. | can't afford to make any more,
and that's scary, Tanya”

“You don't have to be perfect.”

“Don't the living stars expect that of me?’ Geary asked, hearing his voice get tense.

She frowned. “I'm not wise enough to know what they expect, but I'm smart enough to see that they
wouldn’'t have chosen a human agent if they wanted perfection. Sir, winning is usudly a matter of making
one less migtake than the enemy or just getting up one more time than you get knocked down. You're
doing both.”



He gave her an gppraising look. “Thank you. | know you've told me on a few occasions that you
know I’'m human, but sometimes | ill think you expect me to be some perfect, godlike being.”

Degani’ s frown deepened. “That would be blasphemy, sr. And unfair to you.”

“But you 4ill think | can do it?’ 1t was one thing for Degani to say that if she believed him perfect, but
if she knew he wasn't perfect and il believed in him, it would mean much more.

“Yes, gr.” She looked down for amoment. “My ancestors tdl me to trust you, that we were meant to
.. . to serve together. ”

He took a moment to answer, trying to make sure he didn’'t say the wrong thing. “I'm glad we're
saving together. Y ou've been invauable”

“Thank you, Sr.”

He didn’'t know why, but he suddenly felt the need to bring up something. “Vambrace was destroyed
inthe battle. | saw Lieutenant Riva made it off. HE's on Inspire right now.”

“I'm sure hell be happy there,” Degani responded, her tone notably cooler. “There are any number of
atractive femae officers on Inspire, assuming he doesn't try for an attractive enlisted thistime” She saw
his reaction and shrugged with every appearance of uncaring. “Lieutenant Riva burned his bridges with
me a decade ago, gr, though | didn't fully appreciate that until recently. 1’d regret the loss of any member
of the Alliance flegt, but on a persond leve, | redly don't careif | never hear hisname again.”

“Sorry,” Geary offered, “for bringing it up, | mean.”

“That's dl right. I’ve learned a lot aout men since | was involved with him, a lot about what a men
should be.” She looked down and hit her lip. “But we were taking about getting home, about you being
able to do that.”

“Yegh”

She mug have heard the lack of enthusasm in Geary’ s voice, and somehow knew what it meant. “It's
dill your home, too, sir.”

“Isit?” Geary fdl dlent again but knew Degani was waiting for him to say more, asif she knew he had
more he should say. “How much has changed in a century? The people | knew are gone. I'll be gredting
their now-elderly children and grandchildren. The buildings | last saw new will be old. Old ones will be
torn down, with something ese in ther place. On this ship | can pretend not much time has passed, but
once we get back to Alliance space, then everywhere | look therell be reminders that my home is dead
and gone”

Degani sghed. “You won't lack for friends”

“Yes, | will. What | won't lack for is people wanting to be near Black Jack Geary,” he answered,
letting the hitterness he fdt a the thought enter his voice. “They won't be interested in me, just in the
great hero they think | am. How can | avoid that? How can | get to know anyone when that will be
falowing me everywhere?’

“It won't be easy,” Degani admitted. “But people will get to know you. Just like people in this fleet
did. Who you redly are besides being a hero, and | see how you react when | sy that, but I'm sorry,
you are a hero. Everyonein this fleet would be dead or in Syndic labor camps long ago but for you. You
have to accept that.”

“| could dill screw up so badly that well end up that way anyhow,” Geary noted. “Look, | wish you
wouldn't cal me a hero.”

“The fleet knows—"

“Not the flegt. You.”

She stayed glent for a moment, then nodded. “You need to be able to escape that at times |
understand. But | do believe you'll be happy once we get home. You'll get to know people. People will
get to know you,” Degani repeated. “Just as some of them know you now.”

“Sure. People in the fleet know me. People I'll have to leave.” She didn’'t answer this time, and Geary
looked over to see Degani daing at the deck, her face rigid with suppressed emotions. For the firg time
he redly thought of leaving her, of not seeing her every day, and fdt asif he'd been punched in the gut.
Geary wondered how his own expresson looked as he redized that. “ Tanya—"

“Pease don't. It'll just makeit harder.”



He wasn't sure what she meant, but in some way knew that she was right. “Okay.”

“You'll have Co-President Rione,” Degani added in arush.

“No. | don't have her now. Not like that.” He shrugged, hoping he wasn't sounding cdlous. “We're
usng each other. | need someone who is skeptical of me and willing to speak openly her every doubt to
me, and she needs.. . . I’'m not sure what she needs.”

Degani spokein avery low voice. “It seems that you' re giving her what she wants.”

Geary bardly managed not to flinch. Degani had a point. A very good point. Why was he having sex
with a woman when he wasn't even remotdly sure of his fedings about her? “Not latdly. But maybe that
should stop completdy.”

“If the fleet needs it—"

“That's afine judtification for me to use, ign't it? Just the sort of abuse of power I'm supposed to be
avoiding.”

She smiled dightly. “Yes”

“It'snot like Rione and | get dong that well. Especidly when—" He broke off, suddenly redizing that
he' d been about to say “when she acts jedlous of you.”

But Degani looked even father away for a moment, as if she'd actudly heard those words. “I've
given her no grounds for that. Nor have you.”

“She seems to think so,” he noted in frudration. “So does most of the flegt, apparently. What the hel
are we going to do, Tanya?”

She knew that he wasn't referring to the Syndics or the flegt this time. Degani gazed toward a corner
of the room for awhile before answering in a cam and controlled voice. “We can't do anything. Sr.”

“No. We can't.” The carefully emphasized “Sr” was meant to remind him of ther relaive postions.
She was his subordinate, he was her commander, and nothing could be done about ether of those things.
He looked down, trying to understand the fedings indde himsdf and wishing Degani hadn't gotten
dragged into the palitics surrounding him. “I'm sorry.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “I’'m sorry, too.”

It was only after she left that it occurred to him to wonder exactly what she fet sorry for, and only then

because he wasn't entirely sure that he' d meant it the way he' d thought he had.
“CAPTAIN Geary, thisis Captain Degani. The accounting of prisoners liberated from Audacious was
scrambled by the subsequent engagement and the losses of some of the ships involved in the recovery,
but a prdiminary lig is now available. They're working on veifying it and hope to have a findized lig
before we reach the jump point for Branwyn.”

Geary fdt a sense of satidfaction at the news, a reminder that he had succeeded in liberating some of
the Alliance sallors captured during the fird battles in Lakota Star System, as he reached out and tapped
the comm unit in his stateroom. “Thank you, Captain Degani. You didn't need to track that for me.
You're not my chief of gaff.” He didn't have a chief of gaff, of course. Admird Bloch's had died dong
with Admird Bloch in the Syndic home system, and Geary hadn’'t wanted to pull any officers out of badly
needed primary duties on any of his ships. The automated systems available could do most of the work
daffs used to do, anyway.

“I'm happy to hdp however | can, dr.”

Geary smiled and broke the connection, then turned to see Victoria Rione glowering a him. She'd
come here to discuss the fleet conference she had observed but not attended, but had been interrupted
by Degani’s cdl. “Now what?’ he asked. “Tha was good news.”

“Yes,” Rione agreed in anicy voice, “eagerly ddivered by your happy little helper.”

He fdt heat rigng to maich her coldness. “ Are you talking about Captain Degani?’

“Who ds=? Everyonein this fleet knows how she feds about you. You don't have to flaunt it in front
of me”

“Those are rumors, and you know it! I've never seen her act that way, and | don't act that way with
her,” Geary objected. “No one | meet in the passageways of Dauntless gives me looks of disapprovad. If
the crew of this ship thought Captain Degani and | were even thinking of that, they’d—"

“No, they wouldn't!” Rione gave him a look mixing anger and exasperation. “If you and that woman



were screwing on the bridge of this ship, the watch-standers would politdy look away and joyfully
approve that ther respected captain and ther legendary hero had found happiness together! How can
you not know that?’

“That’sridiculous. They know you and | are together.”

“We may wak together a times, but anyone can see that we're no more emotiondly tied to each
other than we were the day you were defrosted from survival deep!”

He started to object, then thought better of it. Rione was right about that. Even when ther bodies were
joined, their spirits were separate. Lust and love were two different things He knew which of those
motivated him to desire Victoria Rione, and he couldn’'t pretend otherwise. “We ve dill publidy been
companions. If | left you for Degani—"

“They'd gpplaud! I'm aavilian and a palitician! They don't trust me, they don’t think I'm one of them,
and I'm not!”

“Thet doesn’'t mean—"

“Yes, it does! If an dection on the maiter were held tomorrow in this flegt, the officers and salors
would ovewhdmingly vote to shove me into an escape pod and gect it in the direction of the nearest
Syndic labor camp, and for her to move into this stateroom to warm your bed and body for the
foreseeable future and flegt regulatiions be damned! She knows that! Why do you think she's so
uncomfortable when the subject is raised?’

“She has every right to fed uncomfortable!” Geary shot back heatedly. “ She's never done anything to
judtify the impression that she'd want that.”

Rione stared a him for along moment. “Of course she haan't done anything. Neither have you.”

“What? Are you implying something about my fedings for her?”

“No, I’'m not implying anything, I'm gating it! It's clear you prefer her company to mine or anyone
eseg's Moreover, she returns the feding, and you know it!”

“l know nothing of the kind!” Geary roared. “We have to work together! She has a good military mind
and good indincts, so of course | want to consult with her! Why the hdl are you so jedous of Degani
anyway?’

“Because you like her better than me, you idiot! If not for your honor and her honor, which | will fredy
admit are impeccable, and both of your refusds to violate regulations because you're both so damned
dedicated to your duties and responghilities as officers, you and she would be spending every waking
moment together! And every degping moment, too! And if it came to that, she would fed the kind of
bliss she's previoudy only gained from destroying Syndic warshipsl And if you don't know dl of that,
then you' re even more oblivious than | thought any human mde could ever possibly bel” Rione glared at
him as if trying to decide whether to say anything dse, then threw up her hands in gpparently tota
frudtration and stormed out.

The obvious reply came to Geary right after the hatch shut. Maybe | like her better because she
doesn’t yell at me as much as you do! But there was't much sense in wasting the comeback by saying
it to an empty room, and there was no way he was going to chase her down the passageway to ddiver it,
and in any event he didn’t think he’ d believe the retort nearly so wise once his own anger had cooled.

Besides, he knew atotaly honest answer would be different. | like Degani because she understands
me. Even though she thinks I’'m some great hero on a great mission, she seems to know who |
really am, too. And because we work so well together, like we just instinctively know what the
other needs. We like the same things, we can talk, | can rdax with her in ways | can’'t with anyone
else. Which made Degani a great captain for his flagship, a great companion to discuss things with, a
great person to be around, a great—

Damn.

Rione' s right.

He sat there a while, trying to figure out what to do. In a way, though, he and Degani had dready
discussed it. They couldn’t, and wouldn't, do anything that wasn't appropriate for a commander and one
of his subordinate officers. That didn’'t mean they couldn’t have a close working relaionship, and indeed,
recent events had emphasized how important her assistance was to him during critical Stuations. But he'd



have to make sure not to push beyond that, not to seem to pressure her in any way tha wasn't
professond. She hadn’t invited hisfedings for her, and he had no right to even state them to her.

Never mind Rione's angry accusation that Degani had fedings for him. He couldn’t assume that was
true and certainly couldn't act asif it was true. It would be better for al concerned if it wasn't true.

Geary findly recdled what had started his (latest) argument with Rione, and cdled up the prdiminary
liging of Alliance personnel who had been liberated from Audacious. The lig was graifyingly long,
though he didn’'t want to compare it to a lig of the tota crews of dl of the Alliance ships that had been
log in this star system. For that matter, he didn't want to linger on the knowledge that those liberated
prisoners would be needed to make up combat losses on his surviving ships. Most of the former
prisoners were enliged personnd, of course, with a decent number of junior officers among them. Only
one officer above the rank of lieutenant was listed. Geary’s gaze lingered on Commander Savos's name
for a few moments, then he noted that Savos was currently aboard the battle cruiser Implacable and
cdled that ship. “If Commander Savosisup for it, I'd like to speak with him.”

Ten minutes later, Implacable reported that Savos was standing by for his interview. Geary stood up,
made sure his uniform looked decent, then told Implacable to activete the link.

Theimage of Commander Savos, former commeanding officer of the light cruiser Spur, which had been
destroyed during the Alliance fleet’s fird vigt to Lakota Star System, looked like hel. His uniform
appeared new, obvioudy provided by someone on Implacable to replace the one Savos had worn while
abandoning his ship, then being captured and imprisoned, but the rest of the man reflected what he'd
been through in recent weeks. Commander Savos appeared dightly gaunt, his face lined with the rain of
histime as a prisoner. One sde of his head was covered by a flex-patch, and his eye on that Sde bore
the remnants of a nasty bruise. Commander Savos nonetheless tried to stand at attention and saute.
Geary returned the saute quickly, feding guilty for having summoned the man and wondering why no one
hed bothered tdling im that Commander Savos wasn't in good shape. “At ease, Commander. Sit down.
Are they taking good care of you on Implacable?’

Savos sat down carefully, keeping himsdf dightly Siff asif trying to St at attention, then nodded. “Yes,
gr. Implacable 's been wonderful for dl of us, sr. Excdlent trestment, though the captured Syndic food
leaves a bit to be desired.”

“You don't have to tdl methat. I'm dready darting to miss Danaka Yoruk bars, and | never thought
that would be possible” Geary paused. “How are you doing?’

“Happier than | imagined | could be a couple of days ago, sr,” Savos stated with a grin that quickly
faded. “The Syndics didn't feed us enough and worked us hard at times. We Il be okay now, though.”

“Y ou're the senior surviving officer among the liberated prisoners.”

“Among those on Audacious, yes, dr,” Savos confirmed. “1 heard some things that make me think
one or more captains may have been captured but taken to Syndic warships for interrogation.” The
commander paused, looking distressed. Geary knew what he was thinking, the same pain that troubled
Geary a the very red posshility that some of the Syndic warships they’d destroyed had held Alliance
prisoners of war. There had been no way to know and no way to save them, but the thought would ill
disturb Geary whenever he thought about the battles here.

Savos began spesking again. “After | had to order Spur abandoned, I'm afraid | was knocked out for
awhile when the ship suffered some more hits. My crew helped get me off in one of the escape pods, but
it took me a few days to get thinking again. That may be why | was left on Audacious instead of being
taken for interrogation like other senior officers. ”

“What do our medics say about your concusson?’

“Nothing they can’t fix, Sr.” Savos gave a 9mile that was dmost a grimace and raised one hand
toward the bandage on the sde of his head. “If it hadn't been treated, I'd have developed serious
problems down the road, but I'm told everything should be fine now.”

“Good. I'm sorry about Spur .

Savos looked distressed again before answering. “ She wasn't the only ship lost, Sr.”

“No. But she dso didn’t go without making the enemy pay. Y our ship fought wel.” He knew that was
what any good commanding officer would want to hear. “The battle with the Syndic pursuit force



scrambled up the released prisoners with crew members from other ships we just logt. We're getting the
liberated prisoners sorted out, and once we have a lig of those from Sour, I'll make sure you get a
copy.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

“We Il probably distribute them around the fleet on ships that need replacements for battle casuaties”
Geary told him. “Let me know if there are any you'd like to be on the same ship with.”

Commander Savos nodded. “Thank you, Sr.”

Geay regarded the officer for a moment. Savos had impressed him, and he needed a new
commeanding officer for Orion. Could Savos handle it? Going from alight cruiser to a battleship might be
too big a step, especidly if Savos was suffering aftereffects from combat injuries. It would be best not to
push him. He' d see what shape Savos was in when the fleet reached Branwyn and make a decison then.
“I know intdligence is debriefing dl of the liberated prisoners, but is there anything you think | ought to
know right away?’

Savos pondered that for a moment. “We heard very little. They’d haul us out in amdl bunches and put
us into working parties, but otherwise we were kept in our compartments. There is one thing you
probably ought to know.”

“What's that?”’

“We didn’'t know what was going on yesterday, but the Syndics knew | was the senior officer anong
the prisoners on Audacious. A bunch of ther Mobile Assault Forces guys hauled me outsde the
compartment, stuck their weapons in my face, and asked meif you were redly in command of the fleet
and whether it was true that you'd forbidden the killing of Syndic prisoners.” Savos shrugged. “I didn't
know why they were asking, but | told them the truth, yes and yes. | told them that you'd ingsted on
fallowing the old rules of war and that dl of us were fallowing those orders. | said you dways did what
you promised. Then one of them said something like ‘screw our orders,” they shoved me back into the
compartment, and that’s dl | knew until the Marines broke the hatch open. Our Syndic guards must have
bolted for their escape pods right after they talked to me”

Geary wondered what the “orders’ had been. Shut off life support to the prisoner compartments? Set
Audacious’s power core to overload? Apparently his threat, backed by his record, had worked in this
case. “Thank you, Commander. Get yoursdf some rest. You've earned it. I'll tak to you agan a
Branwyn.”

“Yes, dr.” Savos made a gesture toward the controls at his location, then paused. “They’re scared,
gr. They're scared of thisfleet. They're scared of you. | could fed it.”

“Huh.” How did he respond properly to that? He'd never led by fear, though it was one thing for your
own personnel to be afraid of you and another for the enemy to fear you. Stll, it wasn't how he saw
himsdf. “Well, they ought to be scared of everyone in this fleet, Commander Savos, because | couldn't
have done a sngle blessed thing without every man and woman on every ship in this fleet.” Savos looked
grateful, as if, Geary thought, he couldn't have been expected to state the obvious. Then Commander
Savos s image disappeared, leaving Geary aone once more.

“THE shuttle carrying Captain Casia and Commander Yin to Illustriousisonitsway,” Degani reported,
asif trangporting one senior officer to meet a firing squad and a second to be imprisoned were the most
routine event in the fleet.

“They're both on one shuttle?’

Degani’s image on his stateroom communications display nodded. “Conqueror and Orion are 4ill
close to each other, so there wasn't any sense wadting fud with two shuttle flights. The bird should be a
[lustrious in twenty-five minutes”

Which would leave about four and a hdf days before the fleet jumped to Branwyn. Plenty of time for
the firing squad to do its work at Lakota just as Geary had promised Casia, but somehow the time
available dill fdt rushed.

It felt wrong to St in his stateroom, working or not, while that shuttle was en route to Illustrious with
itsamdl cargo of prisoners and Marine guards. Geary made his way up to the bridge and sat down near
Degani, noting that the shuttle was now twenty minutes from Illustrious. He wondered if Colond



Carabai had managed to find enough volunteers for Captain Cagid's firing squad yet but decided he
wasn't ready to ask. He didn't want to think about it at dl, but couldn’t stop thinking abot it.

Ten minutes later an dert pulsed.

“Accident on shuttle flight Omicron Five One,” a watch-stander cdled out.

Geary was dill focusng on his display when Degani gasped in recognition. “That’s the bird with Casia
adYinonit”

He stared at the display with a sick feding. “The bird that had them on it.” Images and text presented
the same picture, that the shuttle had blown up. “It's gone?’

Degani was scowling now, tapping controls. “ Shuttle accidents are uncommon but not impossible. But
that levd of falure—our sysems say it must have been the shuttle's fud cdl suffering a catastrophic
containment fallure. What the hdll could' ve caused that?

“Dedroyer Rapier is closest to the accident Ste” the operations wetch caled out. “She's requesting
permisson to proceed to the areaiin search of survivors and to collect physicd evidence.”

He should have aready thought of the need to send a ship to do that. “Tdl Rapier that permisson is
granted,” Geary stated, il trying to grasp what had happened.

Degani shook her head, looking angry. “Chances of survivors are nil, but maybe Rapier can find
something in the wreckage that will help explain what happened.”

Rapier was dill on her way to the fidd of debris that had been shuttle flight Omicron Five One when
Rione came quickly onto the bridge, then bent down close to Geary to speak in the barest whisper. “A
very unusud accident, and two officers who might have named names are now dead.”

He stared & her. “You think—?’

“Cadamight have made afind statement when he faced the firing squad. Yin might have crumbled or
revealed something if we decided to interrogate her. What do you think?’

He didn't want to accept the idea, but the coincidence of a deadly accident on that particular shuitle
flight made Rion€e's suggestion too convindng to ignore. Someone had escadated their efforts agangt
Geary into the redm of deadly force. He hadn't redly believed Rione's waning before. Now there
seemed little doubt. Whoever they were, they were willing to kill Alliance personnd in the name of
contesting Geary’s command of the flet. Though if what had turned out to be Commander Yin's find
gatement was to be believed, they aso wanted to prevent him from becoming a dictator if the flest made
it home, and, like Rione, were willing to kill to keep that from happening. Unlike Rione, they had not
merdy threatened such actions but carried them out, and, unlike her, they had struck not directly a
Geary but at other officersin the fleet.

Which meant they were doubtless willing and able to commit more such attacks. The only questions
were where, when, and how.

SEVEN

HE hadn’t seen Cgptain Numas since after the battle a llion. Numos didn't get up when Geary’s imege
appeared in his stateroom/cell, instead eyeing Geary with the same mixture of contempt and didike that
he' d shown from thelr firs meeting. “What do you want?’

Refusing to let Numos get to him, Geary shook his head. “As’'m sure you've dready heard, the crew
of a shuttle, four Marines, and two fleat officers are dead. Do you think | care right now how you act?’

“Are you accusing me of being involved?’

“No.” The direct answer seemed to gartle Numos. “I just want you to consder the implications
Captain Casia and Commander Yin were slenced to prevent them from saying things. If you could say
anything, you should be worried about what your dleged friends were planning.”

Numos snorted derisvely. “I’'m supposed to trust you instead? How do | know you didn't arrange
thet little accident to get rid of two officers who had chalenged your authority?”

“If | had wanted ether of them dead,” Geary pointed out, “1 had full judtification to order it openly
under fleat regulations. Captain Casa was on his way to face a firing squad. Why would | have
destroyed a shuttle to kill a condemned man?’

“You've dready diminated Captain Franco, Captain Faresa, Captain Midea, Captain Kerestes . . .



Have | missed anyone?’

Geary sat down, gazing intently at Numoas. “You aren't that supid. You know those deaths happened
in action. You know that Midea caused her own death. I've been wondering how you kept her under
control.”

Numos shrugged. “ She respected legitimate authority.”

He d wondered if his didike of Numos had tinged his memories, making them worse. Apparently not.
“Maybe you are that stupid. Y our friends have cold-bloodedly murdered members of the Alliance flegt.”

“| thought you said it was an accident.”

“Actudly, no, I never said that. You've used the word repeatedly. Funny that you should be so
certain.” Geary's thrust went home as Numos's eyes glittered with anger. “I don't know whether you
think there’'s some tiny chance that you would be accepted as fleest commander if | were gone. There
ign't. | don’'t know whether you think 1 plan on making mysdf dictator when we return to the Alliance.
That isn't going to happen.”

“I'm supposed to believe you?’

Geary studied Numos for afew seconds. “I did think you'd show alittle more emation over the deaths
of fdlow officers” Numos gazed back impassvely. “If any more accidents happen, you're going to be in
an interrogation facility, Captain Numoas. | know you' ve received training on wording your replies to fool
even brain scans, but we' ve got some very good interrogators in this fleet. | aso know that while | can't
judtify subjecting a fleet captain to interrogation without some grounds right now, another accident will
arouse enough concern for me to do s0.” Numos reddened but remained silent. “Tdl your friends”

Geary stood up, triggered his controls, and vanished from Numos's stateroom.

“| told you that it would be a waste of time,” Rione remarked, lounging back in her seat. She hadn’t
been part of the virtud meting, but she’ d been able to observe the entire thing.

“l had to try.” Geary shook his head. “1 don’'t know how I’ ve managed to avoid ordering Numos shot
and dumped out of the nearest ar lock.”

“Black Jack could do it.” Rione seemed thoughtful. “Black Jack gets to make his own rules. | think
Black Jack should order Numos into interrogation now.”

“So you told me” Geary sat down, rubbing his forehead. “I’ve sounded out some other officers. They
dl agree that | could get away with it, but it would both frighten those who think | want to be a dictator
and encourage everyone who wants me to be a dictator. Both things could trigger more events that |
redly don’t want. | need more judtification.”

“Thet judtification may involve more deaths,” Rione emphasized.

“l know tha. Acting prematurely might cause even more. | take it your spies dill have nothing to
report?’

“No.” She frowned. “Theflegt is buzzing over the shuttle accident, but it al seems to be surprise and
conjecture over how the fud-cdl falure could have happened. No one seems to be openly implying that
you might have had a role in it, Snce everyone dse seems smarter than Numos and knows you didn’t
need to blow up a shuttle if you wanted Casia and Yin both dead. The Slence is deafening among your
opponentsin thisfleat. | wish | knew what that meant.”

He studied her for dmost aminute before asking a question that had been bothering him. “Why didn’t
you ever tdl me that some of those opposed to my commanding this fleet were motivated by fear of my
becoming a dictator?’

Rione made a dismissve gesture. “Because thelr exact motives didn't make any practica difference”

“You were willing to kill me to prevent me from becoming a dictator.” She didn’t answer, and Geary
fdt the need to amend his statement. “I suppose you ill are willing to do that if you think it becomes
necessary. But | think their exact motive did matter if it was the same as yours. Why didn’t they contact
you snce your loydty to the Alliance is so well-known? Or did they contact you?’

She laughed. “Getting paranoid? I'll make a palitician of you yet. No, John Geary, they didn’'t. I'm
convinced that our motives only partly coincided at any point. That is, both they and | don’t want you to
be a dictator. But | dso want the elected government of the Alliance to remain in power. | suspect that
your foes such as the late Commander Yin and her friends believe in the need for amilitary dictator. They



just don’t want you to be that dictator.”

That made sense. “Like Faco. Some other senior officer who thinks the way to save the Alliance is to
overthrow its government.” Rione nodded. “I have increasng trouble believing that they are backing
Numos though. That interview just confirmed for me that he's too arrogant to make a decent pawn, and
too dumb to function on his own. But he makes trouble for me, and that probably makes him ussful to
them.”

“Thet could well be true,” she said. “I think your assessment isright, that the conspirators are happy to
take advantage of Numos's hodlility to you but that Numos is too prideful and unimagindive ever to
work as a puppet for them. | suppose in that light there's not much sense in pushing to have him
interrogated quickly.”

“Yeah. I'll bet he doesn’'t know athing thet'll hep us” Geary stared at the star display, feding a need
to bring something ese up. “How many officers in this fleet are willing to back a dictatorship? I've been
told it's a strong mgority, so maybe | should ask how many aren’'t willing to do that, Snce that seems to
be a much amdler number. Dudlos wouldn't, | don't think Tulev would, or Cresda—"

“Don’t be so sure about Cresida,” Rione objected. “And I'm a little uncertain about Tulev now. Even
before you miraculoudy returned from the dead, the dvilian government was increesingly worried about
the loydlty of its officer corps. It's our own fault. We know that. They’re on the front lines, watching their
friends and comrades die, and we can't tdl them that it's bringing us any closer to victory. It's been that
way for a century. Ther grandfathers and grandmothers, ther fathers and mothers, watched comrades
die or died themsdves in the same war. I'm sometimes surprised that our elected government has
managed to survive awar thislong.”

“Has our government made that many mistakes?’

She waved an angry hand. “1t's made its share of mistakes. So has the military. But it's not about that.
It's about frugtration. A century of war and no end in Sght. People want something, anything, that would
hold out hope for an end to it.” Rione shook her head a Geary. “And then you show up. The hero who
legend decreed would return to save the Alliance in its hour of greatest need. Do you wonder that so
many are looking to you?’

“That hero isamyth,” Geary ingsted.

“Not entirdly, no, and in any event, what you think scarcely matters. It's what everyone dse thinks.
You can save the Alliance. Or you can destroy it. It took me a while to put that together. Y ou embody
the ancient dudlity, the preserver on one side and the destroyer on the other. | saw the destroyer at firg,
then | saw the preserver, and now | see both.” She shook her head again. “I don't envy you having to
personify those two contrary roles, but that’s what comes with being the legendary hero.”

“I never volunteered to be a legendary hero!” Geary stood up and began pacing angrily again. “You
did thisto me, the government, while | drifted around Grendd Star System in survival deep, meking me
into every schoolkid' s greatest idol so you' d have something to keep ingpiring people to fight.”

“The Alliance government created a myth, John Geary. You're red, and you have the red power to
preserve or destroy the Alliance. If you haven't fully accepted thet yet, do it now.”

He stopped pacing and gave her a sour look. “I’ve never been the type to bdieve | was sent by the
living stars to save the universe, or even just the Alliance”

Rione raised an eyebrow a him. “That may be the only thing that keeps you from destroying the
Alliance. Maybe that’ s why you were chosen.”

“Don't tdl me that you're garting to believe that, too!” Geary made a frudtrated gesture. “I get too
much of thet asitis”

“l thought you liked it when your specia captain gazed at you with those worshipful eyes” Rione
observed.

“No, | don't, and no, she doesn’'t. And why the hdl are we taking about Captain Degani dl of a
sudden?’

Instead of answering, Rione smply stood up. “I have some other business to attend to. You're dill
going to jump the fleet to Branwyn as scheduled?’

“Yes” Geary snapped, dill aggravated with her. “We |l be at the jump point in four days, barring any



more ‘accidents. * ”

She was heading for the hatch but paused to look back a him. “I would have tried to stop it if I'd
known someone was going to sabotage that shuttle. Yes, | thought Casia and Yin should die because of
thar actions and because | saw them as a threet to the Alliance, but | wouldn't have let a number of
innocent people be killed.”

He stared at her. “I1t never occurred to me to think you would have.”

“Sooner or later, it would' ve occurred to you.”

Geary kept looking at the haich after she had left, redizing that she was right, and wondering why

sometimes his dlies scared him as much as his enemies.
THE transmission from what had once been the habitable world in Lakota Star System was streaked
with interference, the sound portion garbled by satic. Geary tapped the control to gpply enhancement
filters, and the image cleared, the sound now audible, though with occasiona odd gaps as attempts by the
software to guess which word to use came up blank.

A man stood in the front of the image, behind him a table at which a haf dozen other men and women
sat. All of them looked as if they’d been wearing the same dothing for days, and as if those days had
been arduous ones. They were in some room without vishle windows, whose congtruction and fittings
conveyed afeding of being an underground shelter.

The man spoke with weary desperation, blinking with fatigue. “We are gppeding to any ships in this
dar sysem to carry news of our disaster to authorities who can provide aid. Lakota Three is undergoing
intense gorm activity. Edimates are that between ten and twenty percent of the atmosphere is gone.
Lakota star’s output may be fluctuating, causng more havoc on this world. Most dectricd sysems on
the planet were destroyed by the energy pulse that struck us. We're incgpable of esimating the number
of dead but it surdy runs into many millions We ve been unable to establish contact with anyone in the
hemigphere that faced the energy pulse. The survivors in this hemisphere are in desperate need of food,
shelter, and other necessities. Please natify anyone who can hep.”

Theimage stuttered, then the message began repesting.

Geary shut it off, letting out along, despairing breath. “There s nothing we can do.”

Degani nodded gloomily. “We can’'t even run shuttles down into that atmosphere right now without
risking their loss”

“Did you find any sgns of Alliance prisoners of war on the planet?’

She shook her head, looking depressed now. “A few margind indications. But even if they were there,
we couldn’t get to them. The planet is going to be a hdlhdle until the atmosphere sahilizes again.”

Geary tapped his communications controls. “ Authorities on Lakota Three, this is Captain John Geary,
commanding officer of the Alliance fleet. We deeply regret our ingaility to offer immediate assstance, but
have no cagpability for disaster relief. We will natify any and dl Syndicate Worlds' entities encountered of
your need.” It occurred to him that with so many eectronic systems destroyed, the authorities on Lakota
Three might have no idea what was going on above the world's atmosphere. “Be advised that a few
Syndicate Worlds' avilian ships survived the energy pulse and are heading for jump points out of this star
system. | have given orders that they not be engaged by my units and have provided them with clear
records of the disaster here to assist authoritiesin other Syndicate Worlds star systems in responding to
your need. May the living stars provide for you and may your ancestors offer you what comfort they

He ended the transmisson, then looked to the communications watch. “Try to punch that through to
the origin of the distress message, and st it to repeat until we leave this star system. Also forward that
distress message to the Syndic merchant ships heading out of the star system.” With a fleet configured for
war, there wasn't much ese he could do. “Captain Degani, I'm going to hold a smdl mesting in one
hour. 1’d like you to be there”

“Of course, gr,” Degani acknowledged. “Is there anything | should do to prepare for the meeting?’

“Judt bring your brains and your common sense.”

ONE hour later, Geary looked around the conference room, where he, Captan Degani, and
Co-President Rione were physcaly present and Captains Dudlos, Cresida, and Tulev were virtudly



present. To the naked eye, dl Sx figures appeared identicd, but the occasiona extra couple of seconds
dday in reactions from the three who were atending via conferencing software betrayed ther virtud
nature. “1 wanted to talk to you because you've dl been told about our belief that there's a nonhuman
sentient species on the other sde of Syndic space.”

“Bdigf? Captain Cresida questioned. “From the evidence I’ ve seen, it salat stronger than a belief.”

“And there’ s more evidence that | haven't had a chance to share before this” Geary paused, uncertain
how to say it. “You know we were on our way to defeating one of the Syndic flatillas in Lakota when a
much larger Syndic force arrived via the hypernet gate. Thisfleet was dmogt trapped and destroyed as a
result.” Rione knew what he was taking about, but none of the other officers did, and they were dl
watching him, planly trying to figure out the connection to the diens. “Inteligence on Dauntless
intercepted a number of sgnds from the Syndic ships that had arrived via the hypernet gate, messages
that clearly revedled that the Syndics were shocked to be in Lakota. They'd entered their hypernet
system with a dedtination of Andvari Star System.”

He let them absorb that for a moment. Cresida, perhaps the fleet's best expert on the hyperndt,
responded firs. “They made that big a mistake? No, it's impossble to make that kind of mistake.
There's no way to set one dedtination on the hypernet and end up in another.”

Geary nodded. “So | wastold. No way that we know of.”

Degani got it fird, her face reddening with rage. “They did it. Whatever they are. They changed the
dedtination of those Syndic ships so we' d be confronted by an overwheming force.”

“That's the only conduson that makes sense” Geary agreed. “They intervened in an attempt to
destroy thisflest.”

“Why?" Tulev, not surprisngly, had been the fird to look past the outrage of the diens actions and
search for areason.

“Damned if | know. They don't want us to get home. Is it because they want the Alliance to lose? |
don't think so. If they wanted to help the Syndics defeat us, they could provide the Syndics with more of
their technology, but as best we can tel, they secretly gave the hypernet technology to both the Alliance
and Syndicate Worlds at about the same time severd decades ago.”

“What are they?” Degani demanded. “What do we know of them?’

Thistime Geary shrugged. “ Shadows and scientific wild-ass guesses. We see 9gns of them, apparent
proof they're out there and intervening in this war, but nothing about them directly. If they did redirect
that Syndic flatilla, it not only means they can mess with a hypernet in ways we don’'t understand, it aso
means they can covertly monitor where this fleet is and where it's going, and get that information
somewhere a something close to red time over interstelar distances.” The others stared at him as the
implications of that struck home, but none of them denied hislogic.

“The Syndics certainly know more about the diens” Rione added to the group. “But that knowledge
has apparently been kept very close, and even the existence of the diens kept secret from most Syndic
cdtizens. Only the Syndicate Worlds highest leaders may know everything there is to be known. We' ve
found nothing in captured records.”

“Are they human?’ Tulev wondered.

“l don't think s0,” Geary answered. “If they were human, why would the Syndics have kept them
secret? And how could another human power strong enough to hold the Syndics on a border exist
without us knowing something? They would have had to come from somewhere.”

“Not human.” Tulev shook his head. “How do they think? Not like us”

“Surdy we can dill figure out their intent,” Degani inssted.

Dudlos was frowning in thought. “My grandmother taught me an ancient riddle when | was quite
young. Thet riddle might hep us understand what we' re deding with.”

“Redly? What isit?’

Dudlos paused draméticaly. “Feathers or lead?’

Geary waited, but nothing else came. “That's it?’

“That'sit. Feathers or lead?”’

“What kind of riddle just asks you to chose between two things?’ Cresida asked, then shrugged. “I



give What's the answer?’

“It depends.” Dudlos amiled as everyone looked aggravated. “The one asking the riddle is a demon,
you see. The demon chooses which answer isright. In order to guess the right answer, you have to know
what the demon thinksit should be that particular time.”

“How are you supposed to know what a demon thinks?’ As soon as Geary sad the words, he got
Dudlos s point. “Like the diens”

“Exactly. How do we answer a question posed by something that isn’'t human, when we have no idea
what the question means or what the ones asking it want the answer to be?’

“And what do they expect from us? Honor or lies?” Captain Cresida asked. Everyone turned to look
a her. “Who have these diens been in contact with? The Syndics.”

Rione nodded. “Whose leaders have broken every agreement made with us, even when abiding by
those agreements would have been in the long-term interests of the Syndicate Worlds.”

“The Syndic leaders don't think long-term,” Dudllos pointed out. “ Short-term gainis dl that matters to
them.”

Geary shook his head. “Would they have been stupid enough to use those kinds of tactics againg an
dien species that dearly has technologicd superiority over the human race?” He saw the answer on every
other face in the room. “Y egh. Maybe they would have” After dl, those same leaders had repeatedly
broken agreements with this flegt, even knowing that the fleet could eesly retdiate by wiping out entire
worlds.

“The superior technology would have been irresdtible bait for them,” Rione observed hitterly. “They
would have been willing to try to acquire it by any possible means, leaving the diens to conclude that the
humen race could not be trusted. Anything the diens have done could have been seen by them as
defengve, a means to neutraize humanity.”

“But if the Syndics were deding with diens” Cresida argued, “and unsuccessfully dedling with them
goparently because they’ ve never surfaced with any technology far in advance of the Alliance except the
same hypernet we got, why would they turn around and attack us? We know from the dispostion of
Syndic hypernet gates on the far border that the Syndics fear the diens. Why start a war with us?’

“Because they were surrounded?’ Dudlos offered. “The Alliance on one side and these diens on the
other sde. That leaves the Syndicate Worlds pinned between two powers. They must have feared being
crushed between us once we learned of the existence of the creatures.”

“Then why start a war with us?’ Cresida demanded. “Why make their nightmare come true?’

Geary shook his head. “During peacetime, Alliance ships traveled through Syndicate Worlds space.
Only occasiond warships carrying out diplomatic missions, but more frequent freighters. Alliance citizens
aso traveled through the Syndicate Worlds on business or pleasure. Any of those might have found clues
to the existence of the diens or been contacted by them directly.”

“Wdl enough, gr, but starting a war to prevent occasiond Alliance treffic through their territory seems
like massve overkill. It's not like the Syndics ever invited much Alliance shipping into thelr areas of
control. They could have choked it off completely usng any number of excuses, and what could the
Alliance have done? Besides, how could they know the diens wouldn't attack them while they were
involved in fighting the Alliance?’

Dudlos shrugged. “Maybe the Syndic leaders thought they could defeat us quickly.”

“That's irrtiond!” Cresida objected. “Even the Syndic leaders couldn't have been so supid as to
believe they could do that!”

“They thought the Alliance would crack under the first blows,” Degani cut in. “That we wouldn't have
the spirit to rebound from the initid losses and hit back.”

“We don't know that,” Rione replied with a dightly but unmistakably dismissve tone. “That was the
argument used to rdly the Alliance after the firg attacks. That was why the Alliance made the mogt of
whatever heroic examples existed, as proof that any such Syndic belief was wrong.”

Which was where the legend of Black Jack Geary began. Fghting to the last againgt overwheming
odds. A heroic example to ingpire everyone dse. Geary tried not to notice everyone not looking at him.

Tulev shrugged. “It may have been a ussful rdlying argument for the Alliance, but that doesn’t meen it



wasn't trug,” he suggested with a glance a Degani, whose eyes had narrowed in response to Rione's
tone. “What other explanation exists?’

“Perhaps they reached some sort of agreement with the diens” Rione suggested. “Doubtless planning
to go back on it as soon as they’ d dedlt with us”

“What kind of agreement?’ Geary wondered, his mind going back to a time that was the recent past
for him but a century old for the others here. “A nonaggression pact might temporarily secure their border
with the diens, but the Syndics couldn’'t have decisvey beaten the Alliance. They didn't have military
forces large enough to overcome the sheer Sze of the Alliance, any more than the Alliance could muster
enough force to defeat the expanse of the Syndicate Worlds. We knew tha as wdl as they did. That's
why the surprise attacks, induding the one in Grendd, came as such a shock.”

“Maybe there's the answer,” Degani declared, her expresson shadowed with an emerging idea
“What everyone' s been saying made me think of something.” She tapped some controls and an area of
space that Geary found heartbreskingly familiar was displayed above the table. “Alliance space dong the
frontier with the Syndicate Worlds” Degani explained to Rione as if she couldn't be expected to
recognize a digplay of the area, causng Rione's expression to harden dightly this time. “1’ve spent some
time recently sudying the start of the war. This shows the initid Syndic attacks a century ago. Shukra,
Thabas, Diomede, Badur, Grendd. Why did they hit Diomede instead of Varanda? Why Shukra instead
of Ulani?’

Geary frowned. He didn’t know this, hadn't ever known it, because he had been logt in survival deep
snce tha fird Syndic surprise attack at Grendd. In the months after his awakening, hed avoided
sudying the early Syndic attacks dosdy snce he dill fdt the pain of knowing his crew from those days
hed dl died in ether that battle or later battles or, if lucky, from old age, while Geary’s survivd pod
drifted among the other debris of battle at Grendd. “Good quedtion. | just skimmed those events and
assumed they mugt have hit the Alliance base a Varanda.”

“They didn't,” Dudlos confirmed, sudying the display. “Varandd was a mgor base back then as
wdl?’

Degani nodded. “The primary command, repair, supply, and docking fadlity for the Alliance flegt in
thet entire sector of space.”

“That seems a far-more-criticd target than some of those that were hit. Does anyone know why they
didn't strike Varandal?”

Once again Degani answered. “Our higtories dl say that it was assumed Varanda, Ulani, and other
high-vdue star systems were intended for a follow-up wave of attacks that didn't happen because of
Syndic losses suffered in the fird wave. Assumed,” Degani emphasized. “It's obvious they made that
assumption because everyone on the Alliance sde agreed the Syndics shouldn't have had any
expectation that ther fird wave of surprise attacks to start this war could have inflicted enough damage
on the Alliance to be decisve. The Syndics didn’'t have enough forces on hand, as Captain Geary says,
to hit everything they needed to hit dl a once.”

“What's your point?’ Rione demanded.

Degani gave her a cold look in return, but her voice stayed professondly cam. “Perhaps the Syndics
expected to have more forces than we knew of. Suppose the Syndics had reached an agreement and
expected to have hep? Suppose they expected an dly, a very powerful dly, to hit places like Varandd
while they hit Diomede?’

Thistime the slence was longer. Rione' s face hardened again, but now her fedings weren't directed at
Degani. “The diens double-crossed the Syndics”

“By promigng to help attack the Alliance”

“And then didn’t show up, leaving the Syndics to fight alone. They suckered the Syndic leaders, who
thought themsdlves the magters of cunning behavior, into an unwinnable war with the Alliance. But the
Syndic leaders couldn’t admit they’d been fooled on such a huge issue, and they'd enraged the Alliance,
and S0 couldn’t get out of the war they’ d Started.”

Cresida was nodding now. “The diens don’t want ether Sde winning. That's why they intervened at
Lakota. Captain Geary was doing too well, inflicing enough losses to, perhaps, eventudly decisvely tip



the balance againg the Syndics, and getting closer and closer to getting the Syndic hypernet key back to
Alliance space. The diens want humanity at war, and they want us to remain totdly absorbed in this war.
But isthat purely defensve? Or are they waiting to see how much we can weaken oursalves before they
movein?’

“We think that they can wipe us out a any time usng the hypernet gates,” Geary noted.

“But they haven't yet,” Cresida argued. “If they’re waiching us as the events here at Lakota seem to
prove, they mugt know from the collgpse of the Syndic hypernet gate a Sancere that we're a least
learning about the destructive potentid of the gates. If they want to use the gates to wipe us out, why
haven't they triggered them aready?’

“Feathers or lead?’ Dudlos asked, sudying his fingernalls

Frudrating as it was, Geary had to admit Duellos had a point. “We can speculate endlessy and not
reach conclusions because we don't know anything about what we' re deding with.”

“We know they've figured out how to trick us” Degani inggted. “Sir, look at the pattern. They
intervene in hidden ways, and they know how to get us to do things that either hurt or have the potentid
to hurt oursaves”

“Good point,” Dudlos conceded. “Which means they very likdy adopt such tactics among themselves.
They seem to favor causng an enemy to make mistakes that result in sdf-inflicted injury.”

Rione nodded. “By figuring out what that enemy wants, then offering it to them. They mus have
formidable palitica ills”

“And the Syndics tried to mess with them,” Geary noted angrily. “They poked a hornet’s nest with a
gick, and dl of humanity got sung.”

“Why haven't the Syndics come clean?’ Cresida wondered. “They don’'t have any hope of winning
this war and haven't for a long time. Why not say they were tricked by the diens, daim the diens told
them we were going to attack, whatever. Get us on tharr Sde againgt whatever these things are.”

Rione shook her head. “The Syndicate Worlds' leaders can't afford to admit they made that kind of
mistake. Heads would rall, possbly in a very literd way. Even though the predecessors of the current
Syndic leaders actudly made the errors, the current leaders derive ther legitimecy by daming to be the
chosen successors of past leaders. And dl Syndic leaders are supposedly chosen for their competence
and abilities Admit to horrible errors by one generation of leaders and it calls into question the legitimacy
of their chosen successors and the entire system. It is much easer and safer for them to continue on a
ruinous course of action than it would be to admit to serious errors and try to change the Situation.”

“They're that supid?’ Cresida asked.

“No. It's not stupid. If they admit to mistakes made by leaders of the Syndicate Worlds, mistakes so
serious they have trapped the Syndicate Worlds in an apparently endless war, then it is certain they will
lose power, and if they lose power, they will at worst die ether quickly or dowly, and at best lose every
bit of their status and wedth. But as long as they continue the current policies, they can hope something
will change. It's not about what's best for the Syndicate Worlds or the Alliance or humanity as a whole,
It's about what's best for them as individuds. They'll fight to the last warship and ground soldier,
because that’s someone dse paying the price for their mistakes and putting off the day when they'll
persondly be called to account.”

Geary noticed the other officers were trying not to stare & Rione. He knew what was bothering them.
Not just the rationde the Syndic leaders were probably usng, but aso that Rione understood it and
could explain it, which meant she could think the same way.

Clearly seeing the same thing, Rione glared around &t the others. “I forgot. You're dl so noble and
honorable. No senior military officer would ever alow people to die rather than admit a misteke, or ding
to afoolish course of action in order to maintain their position.”

Thistime a lot of faces reddened. Geary spoke before anyone ese could. “Point taken. But no one
here engagesiin that kind of thing. And, yes, | include Co-President Rionein that. She came dong on this
misson, risking her own life dong with the sailors of this fleet. Now, let's redirect our anger a our
enemies, not each other.”

“Which enemies?’ Duellos wondered. “We ve spent dl of our lives knowing that ‘enemy’ meant the



Syndics. They were the ones attacking us, bombarding our worlds, killing our friends and family
members. And dl that time we had another enemy, one none of us knew about.”

“Isthat true, though? Do our |leaders know about them?’ Degani asked.

Eveay eye turned again to Rione, who flushed dightly but gazed back defiantly. “I don’t. As far as |
know, no senator knows of the diens”

“What about the Governing Council?” Dudllos questioned.

“l don’t know.” Rione looked at the others and obvioudy saw doubt there. “I don’t have any reason
to lie” she snapped. “I know there are extremdy sendtive maiters of which only members of the
Governing Council are apprised. Supposedly some of those matters are passed verbaly to new members
and never written down, but | don’t know that’s true. Only the members of the Governing Council know,
and they don’t discuss their secrets.”

Geary nodded. “I can eesly believe that. What would be your guess, though, Madam Senator?’ He
used the title ddliberately, wanting to emphasize for the others the palitica rank that Rione held. “If you
hed to make a guess, is there anything you know or have heard about the Governing Council that would
lead you to think they might know?’

She frowned, bending her head in thought. “Maybe. It would depend upon how you interpreted
things”

“Things?’

Rione' s frown deepened. “Questions that you're told to stop asking for Alliance security reasons,
private statements regarding plans or budgets, that sort of thing. But there are plenty of other explanations
for any of that. Ligen, I'm as suspicious as ay politicdan. | parse everything | hear for possble
interpretations. If the Governing Council has any due as to the existence of these diens, they’ve done a
very good job of keeping it quiet. | certainly never suspected it until Captain Geary showed me what
he d figured out.”

“But then we'd dl stopped asking that question,” Cresida observed. “Hadn't we? No nonhumen
intdligent species had ever been discovered or contacted us, that we knew of, and the war had us dl
focused on other matters. Captain Geary had a fresh perspective.”

“More like a fresh-frozen perspective,” Geary replied, and everyone smiled at the reference to his long
period in survival deep. He hadn't thought that he'd ever be able to joke about that. “Here's the
question: Do we keep them secret? Or do we start tdling lots of other people?’

Thistime the slence stretched, then Rione spoke in a world-weary voice. “We fear that humanity will
use the power in the hypernet gates to wipe itsdf out because of the hatreds generated by this war. If
humanity learned that the war had been caused by a trick from another intdligent species, and that the
same species had fooled usinto planting the means for humanity’s extinction throughout the star systems
we control, what would the mass of people do? What would they demand?’

“Revenge,” Tulev answered.

“Yes. War on an even greater scale, agang an enemy of unknown strength, unknown sze, and with
unquestionably superior technology.”

Cresida clenched her fids. “I don't particularly care how many of those things died. They’ve earned it.
But the thought of how many more humans would perish . . "

“I think my question has been answered,” Geary stated heavily. “We have to keep the secret, too, yet
aso figure out how to counter these diens without garting an even bigger war.”

Dudlos pursed hislips as he frowned in thought, the fingers of one hand drumming Slently on the table
near him. “One enemy a atime That's what I’d recommend. We have to ded with the Syndics before
we can have a hope of deding with the diens”

“But how can we best the Syndicsif the diens are actively helping them?” Cresida demanded.

Duelos s frown deepened. “I'll be damned if | know the answer to that.”

For some reason everyone ese turned to look at Geary.

He stared back a them. “What? Do you think | know how to do that?’

To hissurprise, Cresida answered. “Sir, you have shown an ability to see things the rest of us take for

granted or just haven't thought about. Perhaps it's because you've got an outside viewpoint in many



ways, or perhaps you're, um, being inspired to see things the rest of us cannot.”

Bang inspired? What could that mean? Geary looked around at Cresida and the others, and saw the
meaning, from Cresida's dightly embarrassed expresson to Degani’s cadm bdief to Rione's measuring
glance. “You bdieve theliving stars are tdling me things? I’ d think I’ d know if that was happening.”

Dudlos frowned dightly again. “No, you wouldn't,” he corrected. “That’s not how they work. Or not
how they’ re supposed to work.”

“No one knows how they work! Why after dl we ve been through would you think I'm getting divine
ingoirtion?’

Degani answered. “You keep tdling us in private deliberations that you're just a norma man, not
exceptiond. But you keep doing exceptiond things. Either you are an extraordinary man, or you're
recaiving extraordinary assistance, and I’m not vain enough to believe any aid | provideisthat specid.”

That was a net little logic trap. “Captain Degani, dl of you, any extraordinary assstance I'm getting is
from you.” Every face somehow conveyed disagreement. “You can't risk the fate of this flegt, of the
Alliance, on some vague belief that I’ll receive divine ingpiration whenever | need it”

“We're nat,” Tulev stated. “We're basing it on what you've done so far. Just keep doing it.” A rare
amile showed on his face as Tulev Sgnded that he understood the haf-joking/ haf-unreasonable nature
of his statement.

Jugt keep doing it. Save the fleet. Win the war. Confront and ded with a nonhumean foe of unknown
characteristics and power. Geary couldn’t help laughing. “I'll try. But no ingpiraion is coming to me right
now. | need dl of you to keep doing what you've been doing, providing invaugble support, advice, and
assistance.”

Cresida shook her head. “I wish | could think of some advice for deding with the diens. At lesst
thinking about that will give us something to do while the fleet isin jump space en route to Branwyn.”

Three days later, Geary gave the order to jump, and the Alliance fleet Ieft Lakota Star System for the

second and, hopefully, last time.
AFTER the many stresses of recent weeks and the struggles within Lakota Star System, the days spent
injump space on the way to Branwyn proved a welcome though brief period of recovery. Everyone kept
working hard to repair battle damage, but they were able to relax a bit emotionaly and mentdly. Despite
the eeriness of jump space, Geary found himsdlf regretting the return to norma space when they reached
their degtination.

The dar-system-gtatus display, |oaded with information from captured Syndic star-system directories,
updated itsdf with actual observations as the Alliance fleet's sensors evauated the human presence a
Branwyn. Surprisingly, the star had more Syndic presence than expected. Most star systems bypassed
by the hypernet had declined either dowly or quickly as the space traffic that had once been required to
pass through them using the jump drives had instead used the hypernet gates to go directly between any
two points on the hypernet.

But here in Branwyn the mining fadlities that made up mogt of the human presence were sgnificantly
larger then in the decades-old Syndicate Worlds star-system guides the Alliance fleet had captured a
Sancere. “Why?" Geary wondered out loud.

Degani shook her head, apparently baffled as wdl. “There's no Syndic military presence here. No
picket ships, no force guarding againg us. I’ ve never seen an occupied Syndic system without & least an
interna-security-forces faality.”

Information kept updating on the display, reveding a few cargo ships running to and from one of the
other jump pointsin Branwyn Star System. “Where does the jump point lead?’

He saw the answer even as a watch-stander called it out. “ Sortes Star System, Sr.”

A robust Syndic presence in a hypernet-bypassed star system, with apparently regular traffic to
another nearby star systemn with a hypernet gate. But there didn’'t appear to be anything being mined here
thet wouldn't also be present at Sortes. “What the hdl?” Geary muttered.

Victoria Rione laughed, drawing his attention. “None of you understand this? Don't you redize what
you're seeing? Thisisdl unauthorized, a pirate fadlity if you will, set up by Syndic corporations seeking
to bypass centrd controls and taxation. Everything they pull out of here hasn't been regulated or taxed,



which more than makes up for the extra costs of amuggling the materid into hypernet-linked star systems
and covering up its origin.”

“How would you know that?" Geary asked.

“Because smilar operations spring up in Alliance space from time to time. It' s illiat, but it's profitable.
One of the hobbies of the Alliance Senate is passing laws trying to ensure that no one can get away with
it, but people are dways looking for and finding loopholes.”

Anilliat operation. Geary wondered whether the people of Branwyn would provide ad to the stricken
Lakota Star System or smply hunker down to avoid being caught. “Let's send them the recording of
what happened at Lakota and the plea from the habitable planet there. What will happen if the Syndic
authorities or tharr military find out about this place?’

Rione shrugged. “Some of them surdly dready know. | imagine bribes to the right people keep that
knowledge secure. Having us pass through here might draw too much atention to cover up, though.”

He checked the maneuvering display. “It'll only take four days for us to reach the jump point for
Wendig. The auxiliaries are dready drawing down the raw materids we looted a Lakota. Do you think
we can trust the Syndics here to provide unsabotaged raw materidsif we demand them?’

“Trud a pirate operation? How much profit could you offer them?’

“None,” Geary replied.

“Then that’s how much trust you could have in them.”

WITH the Syndic presence in Brawyn showing every Sgn of hasty emergency evacuation and no threats
toward the Alliance fleet, Geary found himsdf restless. Unable to st ill and think, he started taking more
long walks through the passageways of Dauntless. Battle cruisers were large ships, but not so large that
such walks didn’'t often encounter Captain Degani doing her own thinking and mantaining a constant
presence among her crew. Ironicaly, being openly seen with Degani was a far better defense againgt
rumors of unprofessona conduct than avoiding her would be, because if they weren't seen walking and
taking together, then gossp would assume they were together in places where they couldn’'t be seen
doing things they didn’t want seen.

Most of the conversation kept to professona topics. The war, ship-handling, the merits of different
classes of ships, tactics, logidics, personnd matters, and where the fleet should go next. Not the sort of
thing anyone overhearing could possbly construe as socid conversations, though Degani did have a
passion for those topics. She truly did love being a flegt officer.

But as time went by Degani spoke more of her home planet K osatka and Alliance space in generd, of
her family, and gradualy drew Geary out on the same topics. He found himsdf bringing up memories that
hed been too panful to consider, thoughts of people and places now vanished, surprised that he could
speak of them with her and fed a sense not only of mdancholy but dso of release.

“You told me awhile ago that you knew someone on Dreadnaught,” Degani brought up once, as
they walked through along passageway running toward the propulson spaces. It was wdl into the ship’'s
night, and only an occasiond sailor or officer went past on an errand through the darkened passage.

That brought up a whirl of more recent painfu memories, centered on the Syndic home system.
“Yeah,” Geary agreed softly. “My grandniece. Captain Michael Geary’s sgter. He gave me a message
for her.”

Degani was looking a her data pad. “Commander Jane Geary? She's not just on Dreadnaught.
She' s the commanding officer.” Then Degani frowned. “A battleship commanded by a Geary. There's
something odd there, but | never heard any negative stories about her.”

Geary tried not to snort. The modern fleet assigned its best officers to battle cruisers, where they could
charge into battle fird, and die first. “Maybe she’s being judged by an impossible standard.”

“Thet of her legendary great-uncle?” Degani asked, then amiled. “1t's possible” The amile went away.
“And when we get back, you'll have to tdl her that her brother is probably dead. I'm sorry.”

“It won't be easy.”

“But you have a message for her from him?’

“Yeah. Jugt about the last thing he said before Repulse was destroyed.” He thought about it, then
decided if there was anyone who would comprehend that message who wasn't a Geary, it might be



Degani. “He told meto tdl her that he didn’t hate me anymore.”

She looked briefly shocked, then the expresson faded into thoughtfulness. “The impossble standard.
Miched Geary hated you for what he' d been forced to live with?’

“Tha's what he sad.” In the very brief time that Geary had been granted to speak with his
grandnephew, there hadn’'t been much opportunity to say more.

“But he changed his mind.” Degani gave Geary along look. “Because he was usng Repulse to hold
off the enemy. A lagt-ditch rearguard action to dlow the rest of the flegt to escape, the same sort of
action that you became legendary for. He understood then, didn’t he?’

“Yes” Hefdt agreat sense of rdief a being able to share the story. Tanya Degani got it. Of course
shedid. “Heredized | hadn't done it because | thought | was a hero or because | wanted glory. | did it
because so many others were counting on me. That'sdl.”

“And he had to do the same.” She nodded. “It does take a hero, Sr.”

“No, it doesn't.” Geary shrugged, feding old pain riang to the surface as he thought of the death of his
old ship a century ago and more recent sorrow from shipsin this fleet that had been logt fighting the same
sort of hopeless rearguard actions. “It’s pure chance who ends up in a Studtion like that.”

“Maybe” Degani gave Geary a serious look. “But what someone does when faced with that Stuation
in't pure chance, Sr. They make choices, as we dl do. Those choices define us. | know you don't like
meto say it, but you are a hero, gr. If you were a fraud, people would have seen that by now.”

“I'm human, Tanya”

“Of course you are. That what makes it heroic. Humans fear death and pain, and when we reach
beyond that fear to protect others, we have done something to be proud of.”

Startled, Geary waked dlently for amoment before replying. “I’d never thought of it that way. You're
pretty good with words, you know. No wonder your uncle wanted you to be part of hisliterary agency.”

She looked down a the deck and smiled in a dightly wisful way. “My fate lay among the stars,
Captain Geary. | think I’'ve dways fdt that way.”

“Any ideawhy?’

“No. They just dways called to me. Strange that | should gaze up & the vast emptiness of space since
| was little and believe that the emptiness would hold what redlly mattered to me, but that’s how it dways
fdt.”

“Dauntless?” Geary teased. “I can tdl you love being on the bridge of a battle cruiser.”

Degani laughed, something so rare that Geary wasn't certain if he'd heard it before. “I hope not! |
adore Dauntless , but battle cruisers are very demanding queens to their captains. It's an extremdy
one-sided rdationship, as you know. | was hoping for something a little more balanced.” She was
amiling, dill, and despite himsdf, he wondered what such a rdaionship with Degani would be like. But
he couldn’t, of course, and she couldn’'t, of course, so they walked on down the passageway, the
conversation safdly turning to the latest modifications in hell-lance targeting systems.

When he reached his stateroom he was surprised to find Rione there despite the late hour, sanding
before the star display asif she'd been dudying it for along time. “Is something wrong?’

“I wouldn’'t know,” Rione said. “I’'m just your former lover. Y ou’ ve been taking to her.”

Geary frowned a Rione. “ Captain Degani, you mean. She's my flagship captain—"

“And you weren't just talking about your beloved fleet,” Rione finished, but she didn’'t sound angry this
time, just defeated.

“There won't be anything between us, Victoria You know why there can't be anything between
TanyaDegani and me”

Rione kept her face averted for a while, then looked back a Geary, her expresson unreadable.
“There's dready something between you. Nothing physica. No. No improper actions of any kind. |
fredy admit that. Neither of you would do that. But there's an emationd bond, fedings that go far
beyond professondl, and you know that’s true, John Geary.” She exhaled dowly, looking away again. “I
won't be any man’'s second choice.”

He wondered what to say. “I didn’t think—"

“No. You didn't. Not that | ever encouraged you to think I'd be interested in anything more than the



physca relationship we ve sometimes enjoyed. But a strong woman needs a strong man, and I’ ve found
mysdf wanting more from you than sex. But | can't have that. Admit it. You don’t love me. You lug for
my body, but you do not and cannot love me”

“l can't honestly say | love you,” Geary admitted. “But | wouldn't lugt after you if | didn’t admire who
you were.”

Rione directed a pained amile to a corner of the stateroom. “That’s just what every woman wants. To
be lugted after and admired.”

“I'm sorry. You aways said we were promising each other nothing.”

“True. | broke the bargain. In part. Don't flatter yoursdf that I’'m medly in love with you. But | will not
be your second choice” she repeated. “1 have my pride” Waking to the hatch, Rione paused before
opening it and looked back at him. “Once | leave here, change your security settings so thet | no longer
have free access.”

Geary nodded. “If that's what you want.”

“What | want scarcely matters anymore. But you mugt know that | mean what | say. | will not be back
here except as an adviser.”

“Thank you. Your advice has been more vauable then | think you ever redize”

She twisted her mouth, then shook her head. “The Alliance needs this flegt, and it needs you. | will
reman your dly and confidant as long as you reman true to your beliefs and the Alliance. But | will not
come to your bed again, and | ask you not to come to mine, because | know that while you were making
love to my body you'd be thinking of her, and that | will not endure.”

He sat for along time after the hatch closed, redizing the truth of Victoria Rione's words. The one
woman he could have in this fleet was't the woman he wanted, and Rione had every right to refuse to
accept any lesser place with him.

Getting up, he went to the haich controls and reset them to diminate Rion€'s free access to his
stateroom. Somehow the findity of that gesture served to make it certain that this time Rione would not
be returning except for talks about the fleet’s situation. He couldn’t help feding both guilty and relieved.

EIGHT

TWO days in Branwyn, two days left until they reached the jump point. The Syndics here continued
puling up stakes as fagt as they could. There hadn't been any acknowledgment of the messages the
Alliance fleet had sent about the Stuation at Lakota, so Geary could only hope that the people in the
system would react somehow to help provide rdief. “And what do your spies tdl you these days?’
Geary asked, dumping into his sedt.

The virtud image of Captain Dudlos looked offended as it lounged in a seat. “Paliticians have spies,
but | have sources, my good Captain Geary.”

“My gpologies.”

“Accepted. | don't honestly have that much, but | thought you could use atalk.”

“Y ou thought right. Thanks. So what do we tak about?’

“Pressure.” Dudlos waved toward the star display. “If we make it through Cavaos, this fleet will be
within five or six jumps of a Syndic border star system from which we can jump into Alliance space. The
casud thinker might assume you're feding relieved at how close we are to home. I'm indined to think
you're increesingly waiting for the sword to fal.”

Geary nodded. “Good guess. Every step closer to home makes me wonder if I'm being set up for a
disaster at the last moment. | make it Sx jumps past Cavalos, by the way, Snce we have to avoid Syndic
dar sysems with hypernet gates.”

“True” Dudlos eyed the depiction of the stars. “The Syndics have to be increesngly desperate.
They'll be pulling in everything they’ ve got |eft to stop you.”

“To stop us.”

“Correct, dthough it's natura to persondize something as impersond as a flest.”

“l suppose that's true” Geary made a face as he looked a the display. “Having the Syndics
concentrating their remaining warships againg us should create some red opportunities for the Alliance



warships that were left behind when this fleet headed for the Syndic home system. At the very lesst
they’d be able to send reinforcements to meet us in whatever Syndic border syssem we am for. But
there’s no way to tdl our people back in Alliance space what's happening or where we are.”

“Too bad the diens won't tdl them, but | suppose well have to be graeful if they don't tdl the
Syndics where we are.”

“Yeah.” Geary pressed his pams againd his eyes, feding a headache threatening. “Let’s tak about
something dse”

Dudlos seemed to be thinking. “Do we want to discuss persona metters?’

“Yours or mine?’ Geary asked dryly.

“Yours”

“l was &rad of that. What now?’

Dudlos frowned dightly, looking downward. “You and Tanya Degani.”

“No. We're dill not involved with each other, and we won't be.”

“The fleet is increasingly certain that you are. Everyone knows that Co-President Rione has ceased
spending nightsin your stateroom and that she and Captain Degani remain on barely avil terms with each
other.” Dudlos shrugged.

“The assumption is that the better woman won, the flegt naturaly accepting that Tanya Degani is better
than any palitician.”

Geary gave an exasperated 9gh. “She's a wonderful woman. But she's dso my subordinate. You
know the regulations aswdl as | do, and aswdl as she does.”

“You could get away with it, you know,” Duelos suggested. “You're a specid case. You're Black
Jack Geary.”

“The dmogt mythicd hero who can do anything he wants. Right. | can’t afford to believe that about
mysf.” Geary stood up and began pacing restlessly despite his sense of weariness. “If | break tha
regulation, why not others? Where dong that path do | find mysdf accepting the offer of Captain Badaya
to become dictator because | can? Besdes,” he added, “Tanya wouldn’t do it. She won't do it hersdf,
and she wouldn't let me do it

“You're probably right,” Duelos agreed. “But you'll have to work at not getting that longing look in
your eyes when you say her name.”

Geary pivoted to stare a Dudlos. “1 hope you'rejoking. Do | redly?’

“Enough for me to notice, but don’t worry. It only seems to happen when you say ‘Tanya” Just saying
‘Captain Degani’ you appear thoroughly professiona.” Dudlos grimaced. “And it's not as if she doesn’'t
et the same look sometimes when watching you.”

She did?“l swear we ve done nothing—"

Dudlos held up one hand in a foreddling gesture. “You don’t need to. | never doubted it. Jaylen
Cresda and | know Degani wel enough to tdl that she feds not only anguished but dso guilt-stricken
over her fedings for you. To become emationdly involved with her commanding officer goes againg dl
she once bdieved in.” Duelos shrugged. “Now, of course, she believesin you.”

Feding his own share of anguish and quilt, Geary rubbed his face with both hands. “I should leave
Dauntless. | don't have any right to put her through that.”

“Leaving Dauntless wouldn't accomplish anything. As Captain Cresida remarked to me, *Once Tanya
locks on to atarget, she doesn't let it go. She can't.” And Jaylen isright. You can't leave Tanya's focus
just by leaving this ship, and not being able to Sght her target might just increase her distress. Besides
which, frankly, the crew of Dauntless has taken quite a pride in having you aboard. I'd advise againgt
leaving her.”

Geary nodded in response, then wondered whether Dudlos's lagt “her” referred to Tanya Degani or
Dauntless. “But if the flegt thinks there' s something going on between us—"

“They don't. Not that way. Despite a sustained whispering campaign daming otherwise, most of the
fleet believes you two are thoroughly involved yet remaining professond with each other and a properly
chagte arm’s length.”

“Even that iswrong,” Geary indsted, dropping back into his chair.



“True, by a drict reading of the regulaion, but there's a certain romantic aura to the love that cannot
be fulfilled, and | bdieve the fact that you two are abiding by the rules despite your fedings is actudly
enhancing your standing. It’s like one of those ancient sagas.” Dudlos amiled as Geary gave him a sour
look. “You asked, and I'm tdling you.”

“Don't alot of those ancient sagas end tragicdly?’

Another dhrug from Dudlos. “Mogt of them, anyway. But thisis your saga. Y ou're dill writing it.”

For some reason that made Geary laugh briefly. “1 need to have along talk with mysdf about the plot,
then.”

“Sagas wouldn't be interedting if terrible things didn’t happen to the people in them,” Dudlos pointed
out.

“I never wanted my life to be interesting, and | sure as hdl don't have any right to make Degani’s life
interedting that way.”

“Shel swriting her own story. You can command Tanya Degani on the bridge, but she doesn’t strike
me as the sort to let someone ese, anyone dse, dictate how her personal saga goes.”

He couldn’'t argue that point. “It's dl speculation, anyway. Let's get back to nonpersond matters”
Geary grumbled. “1 hope people aren't giving Tan—Captain Degani a hard time about this”

“She's fully capable of returning fire if they do. | have to admit to being surprised a your apparent
preference for dangerous women, but then they seem to prefer you as well.”

Unable to come up with a decent response to that observation, Geary changed the subject. “1 didn't
know that you and Cresida were friends”

Dudlos shrugged. “We weren't. We bardy knew each other. But since you've assumed command,
we ve had reason for many talks. She's quite impressive. I'm not sure if she has the temperament for a
larger, independent command, but Jaylen Cresida is a brilliant scientist. One wonders what she might
have done in peaceful pursuits if not for this war.” He looked thoughtful. “My wife and | have some
friends back home well have to contrive to introduce her to. They and she could do much worse.”

“That's easy to believe” He' d avoided looking into his ship captains persona-data files, but it was
long past time he learned more about them as individuds. “So, getting away from my non-love life and
your desire to fix up Ceptain Cresida. . "

Dudlos grinned momentarily and leaned back himsdlf, thinking again and quickly looking unhappy. “I
can't find out what Captain Numos is up to. Surely he haan't findly accepted being under arrest. But any
messages he' s sending out to supporters are now being kept so dosdly that not even the rumor of them is
reaching anyone willing to pass that on to me.”

“What about Captain Faresa? Did anything trace back to her before Majestic was destroyed?’

“Nothing that | could find. Faresa dways followed Numos's lead in any case. Captain Falco made
occasond dumsy attempts to send out orders, but even if he were 4ill dive, he couldn’'t serve as a
figurehead now.” Dudlos frowned deeply this time. “Your enemies need someone to rdly around, some
officer respected enough to appear an dternative to you. | haven't been able to find out who that is, and
it worries me”

“Surdy we can make guesses,” Geary noted, glad that the tak had veered firmly away from his
persond life

“I'm not so sure. The figurehead who replaces you has to apped at least alittle to those who bdievein
you. That means someone who isn't known as an opponent of yours and someone who's a leest a
decent commeanding officer.”

Geary mentdly ran through the officers he knew. “ Some-one we likdy trugt, then?’

“Not Tulev or Cresida, certainly. Not Armus, though we don't trust him. But he's a blunt instrument,
spesking and doing things forthrightly. He couldn’t carry off the deception. Badaya has been increesingly
vocd, but his loydties are locked on you as long as he bdieves you will seize power when this flegt
returns to Alliance space.”

“Thet leaves alot of possible candidates.”

“It does,” Dudlos agreed. “I’'m working it. Hopefully we ll learn something that will hdp.”

“Thanks. I'll ask Co-President Rione to see what her spies can find out.” Dudlos made another face.



“You don't trust her?” Geary asked.

“That's not it. | trust her to do what's best for the Alliance. But I'm worried about what she might
decide is best for the Alliance”

It was a legitimate concern. Geary nodded, then a memory struck him. “What about Cdigo on
Brilliant and Kilaon Inspire?

Dudlos pondered the question for a moment. “What brought them to your mind, if | might ask?’

“The recent redlization that I'd hardly noticed either of them even though they're both battle-cruiser
captains. Kilafindly spoke up at the last conference.”

“That'sthe way Cdigo is” Dudlos explained. “He and | have never talked much. He modly sts and
watches. He likes to dtay in the background.” Duelos's thoughtful expresson shaded into a frown.
“Interesting, given the sort of officer we think isworking againg you.”

Geary couldn’t help thinking the same thing. “But what's he like?’

“I haven't heard bad things about him, or dl that many good things for that matter,” Duelos observed.
“He does his job and doesn't make waves, yet he's impressed people enough to earn command of a
battle cruiser.”

Under other circumstances, that would have sounded like the sort of officer Geary liked to have
working for him. Now it left him wondering, and feding angry with himsdf for worrying about the loyaty
and intent of afdlow officer based on such nebulous information. “What about Kila?’

“Kila She's been unusudly quiet, now that you mention it.” Duelos looked dightly embarrassed. “I'm
abit biased. She and | were involved as endgns. It didn’t redly last past our training. Once we went our
separate ways, she made it clear that we had separated in more ways than one.”

“Ouch,” Geary sad sympatheticaly.

“l was eventudly very grateful,” Dudlos responded. “Sandra Kila is ambitious and aggressve. Smart,
too.”

“She sounds a bit like Cresida.”

“Ummmm, more like Cresida’s evil twin. Kila tends to impress superiors but ist wel liked by her
peers or subordinates because her aggressveness shades too easlly into ruthlessness, even in matters of
competition for assgnments or ranking in evauations.”

It didn't fit. Geary shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like someone who'd just St quiet and remain
essentialy unknown to her fleet commander. She won't earn good marks that way. Why isn't she in the
forefront of argument and debate? Why hasn't she tried to suck up to me? The points she brought up at
the lagt conference weren't pressed hard and seemed amed at pressuring me, not supporting me in a
way that would impress me”

“Perhaps she has alarger god in mind.” Duellos let that ank in, then spoke pendvey. “But too many
officers don't like her because of persona experience or her reputation. If she were an animd, Kila
would be known as one of those which eats its young.”

Geary raised an eyebrow a Duelos. “Did you say you were a bit biased?’

“Jud abit,” Dudlos admitted. “But my opinions are far from unique. Kila would never be accepted as
acting flet commander, and she's smart enough to know that.”

“Why would an officer that ambitious suddenly recognize a caling above her? I’ ve known officers like
that. They want to reach the top. They don’'t am to get so high and no higher, but don’t redize that their
tactics often eventudly get them tarred o that they can't rise any further in the ranks.”

“Yes but . . .” Dudlos made an annoyed gesture. “Thisign't the fleet you knew. If Kila could continue
impressing superiors, she could hope to be promoted to command despite the wishes of those serving
under her. Diplomatic kills are far more important for anyone aspiring to the highest levels of command.”

“Don’'t you mean politica kills?” Geary asked sarcadticaly.

“There's no need to be inalting” Dudlos sat dlent for a moment, then nodded. “As much as we
refuse to confront the issue, you're right. Admird Bloch was a much better politican than he was an
officer, and that served him well enough for promotion and eventud command of the flegt. It didn't serve
the fleet or the Alliance nearly so well, of course. Maybe we ve been increesingly hodtile to people like
Co-President Rione because we look a them and see amirror of what we' ve become.”



“Rione s not that bad,” Geary objected amogt automaticaly. Dudlos just gazed back a him. After a
long pause, Geary nodded in turn. “Maybe she is sometimes. But she's on our sde.”

“Let’s hope she stays there.”

Time to change the subject again. “Do you have any idea whether or not Cdigo or Kilais among those
supporting Badaya s bid to make me a dictator?’

Dudlos thought for a while. “I would have said Cdigo was, but can't recdl a angle thing that makes
methink so. Kila. . . wel, I don’t think Kilawould be happy at accepting any other officer as a dictator.
It's less a matter of her support for the elected government and more a question of her own ego. I'll see
what | can find out. Y ou sound worried, if | may say s0.”

Geary blew out along breath. 1 suspect the accident that killed Casia and Yin wasn't an accident.
Either one might have chosen to name other officers, but the shuttle explosion diminated that possbility.”
Duellos s face froze for a moment, then he dowly nodded. “And if the people who oppose me, who
want someone dse in command of this fleet or someone ese as dictator, were willing to do that, then
they might do worse next time”

“I'll see what | can find out. Y ou have more friends and supportersin this fleet than ever. Perhaps one
of them can tell us something.”

“Something tdls me that it's my enemies we need to sart tdling usthings” Geary replied.

THEY were nine hours from the jump for Wendig and in the middle of Dauntless’s night cycle when the
pinging of a message dert woke Geary. He hit the acknowledgment button, then frowned as he saw that
the message was from Commander Gaes on the heavy cruiser Lorica. Why would she be sending him a
high-priority message under maximum security lock?

There wasn't any video, just Commander Gaes's voice, sounding strained. “Drive fleet jump in worms
systems” The message cut off, leaving Geary frowning alot more heavily. Whet the hdl had that meant?
The sentence sounded scrambled, asif the words had been mixed up.

Which they would be if someone was trying to confuse software monitoring fleet transmissons and
scanning for word combinations. Nothing should be able to spy on messages under high-security lock,
but Geary now had a lot less faith in the protection rendered by security systems than he'd had a few
months before.

Which words obvioudy went together? Jump and drive. Jump-drive systems. Feet jump-drive
sysems. In. Worms.

The phrases suddenly strung together properly. “Wormsin fleet jump-drive sysems.”

He rolled out of bed, pulled on his uniform, and cdled Degani. “Captain, | need to see you and your
systems-security officer as soon as possible.”

Less than ten minutes later, Degani was a the hatch to his stateroom, accompanied by a tdl, leen
lieutenant commander whose eyes seemed permanently focused in front of his face rather than on the
outsde world.

Geary ensured the hatch was seded and his stateroom’s security systems were active, then repeated
the message he' d received.

Degani sucked in her breath. “Who sent you this, Sr?’

“I"d rather not say. Can you confirm whether or not it's true?

“On Dauntless? Yes, Sr,” Degani promised, turning to her systems-security officer. “How long?’

The lieutenant commander’s mouth twisted as his eyes sudied a virtud disolay only he could see.
“Give me hdf an hour, Captain. We' re assuming the worm is malware?’

“Until we learn otherwise, yes”

Twenty minutes later, Degani was back in Geary's stateroom adong with the lieutenant commander,
who now looked very upset. “Yes, gr. It was there. Very wel hidden.”

“What would it have done?’ Geary asked.

“When we jumped, it would have initisted a series of dedtructive system falures” The lieutenant
commander’s face seemed paer than before in the low nighttime lighting of Geary’'s stateroom.
Dauntless never would have come out of jump.”

Geary wondered how pae he himsaf looked. “How did someone manage to plant something like



that?’

“They had to know our security systems backward and forward, Sr. Whoever they are, they're very
good, too. It's a sweet desgn for something created to cause that much damage. ”

Geary glanced a Degani, who looked ready to break out enough rope to hang every person she even
suspected of imperiling her ship that way. But the message had said the fleet’s systems were infected.
Had every ship been sabotaged for destruction, or was this amed at him done? He could get a better
idea of the threat by checking on the ships of officers known as his closest dlies. “Captain Degani, |
want you and your systems-security officer to notify the commanding officers of Courageous, Leviathan
, and Furious under maximum-security sedl. Tdl them what was hidden indde Dauntless’s jump-drive
system and ask them to examine ther own jump systems immediatdly and tdl me whatever they find as
soon as they find it.”

“Yes, dr.” Degani’s sdlute was as rapid and sharp as the swing of a sword blade, then she left quickly
with the lieutenant commander.

Hdf an hour later, Geary was in the fleat briefing room, looking at the angry and determined faces of
not just Captain Degani, but aso Captains Dudlos, Tulev, and Cresida, who were there in the virtud
conference mode. Tulev, seeming unusudly rattled, spoke first. “A worm. Yes. When Leviathan tried to
make our next jump, the worm would have instead taken the jump system off-line”

Dudlos nodded in confirmation. “Courageous as wel. We couldn't find any destructive component,
just aworm designed to disable the jump drives for awhile”

Cresida spoke uncommonly quigtly, as if trying to mantain extra control. “Furious had maware
gmilar to that on Dauntless. We would have jumped and never come out.”

Degani’s face reddened. “Then whoever was behind this wanted a least Dauntless and Furious
destroyed, and at least some of the rest of the flegt Ieft behind.”

“Those seeking to end Captain Geary’s command have decided to declare war on their comrades in
the Alliance fleet,” Dudlos observed, his harsh tone a odds with the measured words. “This isn't just
palitics. It's sabotage. It's treason. Furious mugt have been targeted because Captain Cresida is known
as a strong supporter of Captain Geary.”

“Then why not you and Tulev aswel?’ Degani asked.

“An interesting question, and one to which | have no certain answer. | can guess that Captain Cresida
ismore impulsve than | and Tulev, and those responsible for this might have feared that she would take
aggressive action againg anyone trying to assume command if she even suspected they had been
responsible for the loss of Dauntless.”

“And they would have been right! We need to make an example of them!” Cresida added, one hand
flexing as she dready had apigdl iniit.

“We will when we find them,” Geary promised.

“Arrest done won't be suffident,” Cresida inggted. “This is far worse than what Casia and Yin did.
It's possible to argue that the actions of Falco or Numos were meant in good faith, but there can't be
more than a handful of people in this entire flest who would accept the idea of ddiberately trying to
destroy at least two of our own battle cruisers. Epecidly that way, trapped in jump space forever.”

Geary nodded, feding his own guts tighten agan a the idea. “If we pogtively identify those
responsible, | will have them shot.” That was abig if, yet Geary found himsdf surprised by how cdm he
fdt this time while promisng summary executions of fdlow members of the fleet. But as Cresida said, this
was the sort of stab in the back that would horrify most of the personnd in the fleet. Captain Casia had
let down his comrades, but he hadn't tried to kill them. “How do we find the ones responsible?”

Everyone sat dlent, looking angry or distressed.

The room security syssem chimed, announcing someone who wanted to enter. Geary checked.
“Co-President Rione is here. Did anyone tdl her?” The other officers dl shook their heads. Degani
seemed ready to say something, then subsided. “Are there any objections to letting her in here and tdling
her a@bout this? If none of us have good ideas for naling our saboteurs, maybe she will.” Once again
Degani appeared on the verge of speaking, but findly shook her head again dong with the others.

Geary told the hatch to dlow Rione's entrance, then watched as she came in, swept the amdl group



with her eyes, and sat down in an empty seat. “What's happened?’ Rione asked quietly, even as her
eyes focused on Geary with another ungtated question—and why wasn't | told and made part of this
group?

No one dse spoke, s0 Geary filled Rione in, watching as the news hit her. Rione's eyes widened only
dightly, but her skin dso flushed a hit. Geary wondered if the others, not nearly as used to judging
Rione s reactions, would even notice those things or if they would believe that Rione hadn’'t responded at
dl to the information.

When he was done, Rione inhded deeply and closed her eyes. “Tdl everyone”

“What?" The incredulous question popped out of Cresida but could have come from any of the
officers present.

Rione s eyes flew open, and she looked a each captain in turn. “1 know the military mind-set. Thisis a
secret S0 far, you think secrets mugt be kept secret, and you believe the best way to keep a secret, to
keep people from trying to find out more, is for no one to know the secret exists. That's not what you
want here”

“You want us to tip off the people who did this that we know they did it?” Cresida demanded.

“They're going to find out anyway in eight hours when this fleet’s next jump is scheduled! Either you
delay the jump without explanation, which will tip them off and create problems with everyone else, or
you ded with that maware in every ship so you can make the jump safely.” Rione looked around at the
others. “Tdl everyone what was done. In palitics and in the military we keep secrets because we don't
want people digging for more informetion. In this case we need more information. Once people know or
suspect wrongdoing, many eyes and minds focus on the issue of learning more, of finding out who's
involved.”

Her expresson hardened. “Tdl everyone. You'll have thousands of sailors and officers trying to find
out anything they can, and racking their memories for anything they might have seen or heard that could
have been related to this. They’ll be searching for more sabotage, and for dl we know, there's more out
there. Our enemiesin this fleet have made a serious error by doing something that will arouse outrage in
nearly everyone and dert everyone to the threat they pose.”

Dudlos frowned. “What if our enemies in this fleet dam that what we're saying isn't red, that we
somehow et this up ourselves?’

“The longer you try to hide it, the more people might suspect that.” Rione dammed a pdm onto the
surface of the table. “Tdl them now! Let your initid reactions show, your own shock and horror and
outrage. Do exactly what you'd do if the Syndics had planted these worms”

Tulev nodded. “Send out a high-priority dert to dl ships. Order a ful sysem scrub to ensure that
there' s nathing ese lurking indde any of our automated systems.”

“And,” Rione added, “bring up the loss of the shuttle in Lakota. The rare accident which killed two
officers who might have named coconspirators. Few now will question that the fate of the shuttle wasn't
the work of the same ones who tried to destroy entire warships.”

One by one, Duelos, Cresida, and Degani nodded in agreement as well. Geary turned to Degani.
“Pease have your sysems-security officer draft an dert, dong with what we know of the worms.
Dauntless and Furious may not be the only ships in the fleet with a worm designed to cause the loss of
the ship. Run it by me when it's ready, and we'll get it out at highest priority.”

“Yes, ar.”

“The rest of you, thank you for your inputs and for keeping this quiet urtil we decided whet to do. See
if you can discover any leads on your ships to who did this and how they did it.”

The shapes of the other officers winked out as they broke the software connection, leaving only Rione,
Degani, and Geary present. Rione stood up, her eyes focused only on Geary, as if no one dse were
there. “1 can help you if you let me” Then she left dmost as quickly as those whose virtud presences had
amply vanished.

Geary frowned a Degani, who very uncharacteridticaly hadn’t legped up to carry out her orders as
fadt as possble. “Wha?’

Degani hedtated, then spoke in low tones, looking toward another part of the room. “My



systems-security officer found something ese”

“Another worm?’ Geary asked, wondering why Degani hadn’t brought this up earlier.

“No. Unauthorized modifications to security settings.” Degani took a deep breath. “The hatch to my
sateroom. The security settings had been recently modified to dlow free access for Co-President
Victoria Rione”

Geary jugt stared for a moment, trying to grasp the implications. “Why would she do that? She can’t
get inmy stateroom anymore—"

“Can't he?

He hesitated, then called up a remote readout. “My settings have been recently changed, too. To dlow
Victoria Rione free access agan.” He remembered Rione's comments, admissons that she would kill
Geary if necessary to protect the Alliance. But why now? “ She did it? She caused those modifications?’

“We can't prove that,” Degani admitted rductantly. “But why would anyone dse do it?’

“Why would she want to get access to your stateroom?”’

Degani bit her lip, her face reddening with what might be anger or embarrassment, or maybe a mix of
those, then spoke with forced cam. “We both know that she seesme as arivd.”

“Surdy you don't believe that she' d—"

“l have no idea what actions Co-President Rioneis capable of, sr.”

Wha could he say to that? When Rione had frankly told him that she was willing to kill for the right
reasons? But those had been very big reasons, having to do with the fate of the Alliance, and if she 4ill
intended such a thing, why had she demanded he change his security settings to deny her access? Geary
thought hard, trying to separate out his fedings from everything he had seen of Rione, everything he had
learned about her in both public and private. “1 know she suffered that meltdown at one point, but | find it
very hard to beieve tha Co-President Rione would plot your murder as a romantic rival. She was willing
to wak away from me, Tanya”

“How kind of her,” Degani muttered, her face definitdly showing anger now.

If only there was away to know for certain. And Geary redized there was such a way. “I’'m going to
seeif she' swilling to be asked about this matter whilein one of the interrogation rooms.”

Degani looked startled. “You intend ordering a senior dvilian ected officd of the Alliance to submit
to interrogation by military-inteligence personnd ?’

“No, | intend asking her to do s0.” He stood up, feding something sour in the back of his throat. “If
she's truly crazy enough to plot murder, that request should send her dawing for my throat. But if she
agrees, it can clear her.” Degani looked troubled and disgpproving as she stood as well. “I don’t believe
that she's adanger to me” Not right now, anyway. “Or to this fleet.”

“With dl due respect, sr, you can't afford to let migplaced loydty or lingering persond fedings get in
the way of a detached assessment of the danger any individual might pose to you or this flest.”

He fdt alittle angry himsdf now, but then he didn’t redlly have any right to since he had let himsdf get
involved with Rione. “My loydty to Rione as an individud doesn’'t come close to being as strong as my
duty to this flet and the Alliance. And there are no lingering persona fedings” Degani somehow
conveyed disagreement without saying or doing anything. “Give me some credit for being able to make
that kind of judgment.”

“Yes gr.”

“I'm going to fallow up on this. I’'m not discounting your information or your assessment.”

“Yes, ar.”

“Dammit, Tanya—"

“Yes, gr. It's your decison.”

He considered possible responses, most of which would be unfar or unprofessond or Smply unwise,
“Thank you.”

“Then | will carry out my own orders, dr. I'll have the message you requested ready as soon as
possible, sr.”

He wanted to ydl at her, but she was being perfectly professona and proper. “Thank you,” Geary
repeated, letting his aggravation show. As Degani left, her back dther at atention or just Hiff, Geary



spent a moment contemplating the unfairness of having to ded with relationship problems with a woman
he couldn’t have a rdationship with.

VICTORIA Rione didn't go for his throat, but she did seem to be thinking about doing that. “Do you
have any idea what you're asking?’ He hadn’'t heard her voice that icy for along time. “Do you actudly
believe that | would imperil this fleet by having anything to do with the worms you found?’

“Why do you have unrestricted access to Captain Degani’s stateroom?’ Geary asked bluntly. “The
settings were dtered recently, without Captain Degani’ s knowledge.”

“l have no ideal” Rione seemed on the verge of shouting with anger. “ Perhaps she—"

“My stateroom security settings were aso dtered to alow you free access again.”

Rione choked off her next words and stared a him. “Damning. Definitdy damning. Do you think 1'd
be stupid enough to do something that so obvioudy pointed to me, Captain Geary?’

“No,” he replied. “I've been thinking about it, and if you could’ve changed those settings, you could
have dso made up some fdse identity and dlowed it access. You're too smart to have generated such
clear evidence of guilt againg yoursdf. But | want it undeniably known that you' re not involved.”

She gazed back at him for a while before answering. “Because the other flegt officers would be willing
to believe the worst of me. A palitician.”

“| fear s0. That's why this was done, I'm sure. To discredit you, as a politica representative of the
Alliance, and to deny me your counsd.”

Rione findly relaxed dightly, running her hands through her hair. “Very good. | have taught you a few
things Do you redly want the intdligence personnd involved in this, though?’

“Yes. | need them to certify to others that you told the truth, and | need them to help us ded with these
problems. Traitors and diens. Both groups have stepped up ther attacks on this fleet, and that means we
need to ensure that some other people know what we re deding with.”

Rione spent a moment thinking, then nodded and began walking toward the inteligence area as Geary
cdled ahead to dert the personndl.

When they reached the high-security hatch a the entry to the intdligence area, Lieutenant Iger was
waiting, his uniform showing sgns of hasty dressing and his expresson worried & this very-early-morning
summoning. As Geary and Rione walked up to him, Captain Degani and the systems-security lieutenant
commander came hagtening from the other direction, Degani offering Geary a data pad, her face as
emotionless as Rione's.

He read the dert quickly, then added a further order: All indications are that this sabotage was
carried out by someone within this fleet. All personnel with any knowledge of the matter should
contact the flagship as soon as possible. It is critical that those responsible for attempting the
destruction of at least two of our own ships and the deaths of their crews be found before they try
to commit further treason against the Alliance and their comrades in this fleet.

Degani read the addition and nodded her approva wordlessy. Geary hesitated, then offered it to
Lieutenant Iger to read. Theintdligence officer skimmed the message quickly, his face reflecting shock as
he took it in. Then Geary tapped the approve button and the message went out. Within moments, the
commanding officers of every other ship in the fleet would be geting roused from deep with very
unwelcome news. Geary couldn’'t help wondering how many of them would secretly be distressed not by
the sabotage but by its discovery. “Thank you, Captain Degani.”

“Yes, dr.” Degani’s eyes swept over Rione, then settled back on Geary. “Is there anything else, Sr?’

Yes. Siop being so damned cold and formal. “We |l have a fleet conferencein afew hours”

“Yes, ar.” She sduted rigidly and left with her systems-security officer.

Geary turned back to Rione and gave her a momentary glare, seeing the amusement Rione couldn’t
quite hide as she watched Degani's dill-stiff-backed departure. “Lieutenant Iger, we need an
interrogation room.”

Iger’ s lingering shock changed to surprise. “You dready have a suspect, Sr?’

“We have someone who will likey be identified as a suspect, Lieutenant. | don’t think she's actudly
involved, but evidence was planted implicating her so she's agreed to answer any questions in a
controlled interrogation environment. ”



Lieutenant Iger nodded, his puzzlement ill there, then his eyes shifted to Rione and widened in
renewed shock. “M-madam Co-President?’

“Let’'s get it over with,” Rione ordered.

Looking very much out of his depth, Iger led them into the intdligence spaces, past more high-security
hatches and the enlisted intdligence personne sanding watch a this hour, who eyed the unusud
procession with ill-concealed concern. A chief petty officer came up to Iger to see if he needed hep and
was waved off.

Iger seded the haich leading to the interrogation room behind them, then looked nervoudy at Rione.
“Madam Co-President, if you would please enter that hatch and seat yoursdf in the red chair.”

Rione nodded haughtily and stalked off, while Iger directed Geary into the neighboring observation
room. One wall acted like a one-way mirror, giving them an unobstructed view of Rione as she sat down
and stared ahead rigidly at what to her was a blank wall. Iger tapped controls, activating the devices that
would not only monitor Rione's externd physcd sgns but dso conduct remote brain scans and other
measures to provide clear evidence if the person in the interrogation room was lying or tdling the truth.

Iger turned to Geary. “Sir, uh, who . . . 7’

“I'll ask.”

The lieutenant tapped another control and nodded to Geary.

Geary composed himsdf, then spoke dearly, knowing his words were being repeated indde the
interrogation room.

“Co-President Victoria Rione, did you have any prior knowledge of the worms found within the jump
systems of Dauntless and other Alliance fleet ships?’

“No.” The sngle word was as hard and direct as a grapeshot valley.

Readouts before Geary glowed green.

“Do you have any knowledge of any maware on Alliance flegt ships?’

“Now | do,” Rione replied coldly.

Geary winced. He' d have to phrase his questions better. “Did you have any knowledge of any kind
regarding the modifications to the security settings on ether my or Captain Degani’s staterooms prior to
my tdling you?’

“No.”

“Did you have anything at dl to do with those modifications?”

“No.”

“Have you taken any actions which might harm any ship in the Alliance flet”

“No.”

“Do you know of anyone else who istaking or planning such actions?’

“Not for certain. | only suspect certain individuds of being involved.”

Geary paused, trying to think of other questions, then glanced at Lieutenant Iger. Iger nodded, licked
his lips nervoudy, then spoke with the emotionless calm of a traned interrogator. “ Co-President Rione,
would you notify proper authorities if you had any suspicion of any harmful actions directed toward the
Alliance or any ship or person in this fleet who is carrying out their duties toward the Alliance?’

“Yes, | would.”

“Would you harm or dlow to come to harm this ship?’

“No.”

“Would you harm or dlow to come to harm anyone on this ship?’

“That would depend upon whether or not | had good reason to believe they were acting againg the
Alliance”

Eveay indicator dill glowed green. Iger tapped a control again, then spoke to Geary. “Sir, dl
indications show truthfulness in every answer. She's, uh, not happy, but in her own mind she's being
truthful, and her answers are short and direct.”

Geary took along look at the readouts. All confirmed Iger’s words, though “not happy” was a nice
way of saying that the readouts indicated high levels of anger. He wondered how much of that anger was
directed a him, how much a Degani, and how much a the enemy. I’ve got Rione in the one place



where | could know what her every answer meant. Just how much did you get emotionally
involved with me? How do you fed now? Would you justify trying to harm Tanya Degani by
thinking of her as a danger? But he couldn’'t ask those questions. Even if Lieutenant Iger weren't here,
asking them would break the implidt bargain under which Rione had agreed to enter an interrogation
room. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Let's gat Madam Co-Presdent out of there. Thea€ll be a flegt
commanding officers conference in afew hours. | want you present.”

“Yes, gr.” Lieutenant Iger seemed baffled this time. Such conferences had become political meetings
over the course of the lagt century, backroom gatherings where dedls could be cut and senior officers
jockey for support from more junior commeanding officers. Lesser beings were excluded so they couldn’t
be aware of the paliticdl maneuverings their seniors were debating.

“You looked at the things | asked you to examine? On the far Sde of Syndic space?”’

“Yes, gr.” Iger's expression shifted to worry again. “Who are they? Who's on the other sde of
Syndic space, 9r?’

“No idea, Lieutenant. The most-senior Syndic leaders know. Do you agree with me that whoever or
whatever they are, they’ ve intervened activdy againd this flest?’

“Yes, gr,” Iger repeated. “They mugt have been responsible for diverting that big Syndic flatilla to
Lakota. But why?’

“We don't know, can’t know, for certain. The best guess is that they want humanity tied down in this
war, and they were afraid we' d get the Syndic hypernet key home and gain a decisve advantage. But
that's dill just a guess” Iger nodded unhappily. “We won't discuss that at the conference, and | don't
want you informing anyone ese. But | need you thinking about it, and about anything you might see or
have seen within intdligence channds that might provide more information about the threet.”

“l understand, gr.”

After Rione joined them, Lieutenant Iger led her and Geary back out into the passageway, where the
dm night-cycle illumination and lack of other traffic came as adightly jarring reminder that the officid day
was dill afew hours away from sarting.

Rione waited until they were done, then spoke in a voice so soft Geary could bardy hear. “Who
framed me?’

“If we knew that, we' d know who planted those worms.”

“Not necessaxily. It could be atotaly separate action. | know what you were thinking. I’'m not the only
woman on this ship capable of acting out of jealousy.”

It took him a moment to redlize what Rione meant. “ Captain Degani would not act thet way.”

“I'm glad you' re so confident of that.”

Geary glared a Rione. “Tanya Degani is a very direct person. If she wanted to hurt you, she'd hunt
you down and beat you up. She'd confront you face-to-face. You've been on this ship long enough to
know that.”

Rione glared back for a moment, then dropped her gaze. “Yes. She's not the sort to stab someone in
the back.”

“I've redly got enough problems right now without you two sniping at each other.”

“Are you going to tdl her that?

Geary redized for the firg time that Rione had long since stopped referring to Tanya Degani by her
name. “I did, and | will. | need both of you.”

Rione raised her eyes to Geary’s, her expression sardonic. “You need both of us? Tonight, perhaps?
I’'m shocked.”

“You know what | mean.”

“I know what you think you mean.” Rione shrugged. “My loydty isto the Alliance, Captain Geary. I'll
do what's necessary to support that. Right now, that means supporting you to the best of my ahility.
Neither you nor she need fear me unless you start acting againg the Alliance. You know I'm tdling the
truth.”

He did, Geary redized, dnce a dight vaiation on that dtatement had registered as true in the
interrogation room. “Thank you. | know thisisn't easy.”



“You'd better be referring to the fleet’ s Stuation.”

He eyed her, wondering if he should admit he was dso talking about persona issues.

Her eyes blazed as she stared back. “Don't you dare pity me. | left you.” Rione spun on one hed and

walked quickly away.
THE atmosphere indde the conference room was different this time. The tenson wasn't from palitics or
worry about the Syndics. It was focused inward, with every virtua commanding officer’s presence eyeing
those around it asif hoping to see clear Sgns of who had tried to sabotage the flegt. But eyes dso kept
going to Lieutenant Iger, who was looking uncomfortably out of place, and to Victoria Rione, who sat s0
slent and expressionless that she might have been carved from stone.

Geary stood up, and dl eyes went to him. “You dl know the reason for this conference. I ve received
reports from dl of your ships and confirmed that every sngle one had been sabotaged by the placing of a
maware worm in the jump-drive systems. The great mgority of those worms would have Smply kept
your ships from jumping the next time it was ordered and kept your systems off-line for some time while
it was neutraized. Three ships, the battle cruisers Dauntless, Furious, and Illustrious, had worms which
would have dlowed the ships to jump but then stranded them in jump space forever.” He paused to let
that Snk in.

“Someone intended removing me from commeand of this fleet by destroying a warship of the Alliance
and her crew. Someone attempted dso to destroy Furious and Illustrious.” Geary glanced a Captain
Badaya, whose face was rigid with anger. “Whoever did it knew the daily changing security access codes
for the system filters and had access to the means to transfer the maware to every ship in the fleet. That
meansit had to be the work of individuas wearing the uniform of the Alliance. This is not dissent, this is
not debate or professona differences or the act of someone loyd to the Alliance. It's the act of traitors.
The act of cowards. Has anyone found any information that might help identify them?’

He ran his eyes over the long, long virtud table, meeting the gaze of each commanding officer in turn.
He dmog lingered on Commander Gaes but remembered in time not to. She'd been a criticaly
important informant this time, and he couldn’t afford to risk compromising her. Lorica had been one of
the ships that followed Captain Falco, and gpparently whoever was continuing to conspire aganst Geary
thought Gaes was dill mutinous enough to be part of the plot. Either that or Gaes had managed to
mantan enough contacts among the plotters to discover what they were doing.

Captain Cdigo and Captain Kiladidn't betray anything other than the same fedings shown by others.

It was impossible to tdl if any of the faces reflected quilt rather than anger or fear. Geary gestured
toward Iger. “Lieutenant Iger is the senior intdligence officer on Dauntless. He has some information
regarding Co-President Rione”

The commanding officers of the ships of the Cdlas Republic and the Rift Federation gaped a Rione,
thar expressons shocked, but she unbent enough to give them a reassuring ook.

Lieutenant Iger spoke in his briefing voice. “1 was made aware of unauthorized security software
modifications aboard Dauntless that implicated Co-President Rione.”

“Why is she gtting here?” Captain Armus of Colossus demanded. “ She should be—"

“Le Lieutenant Iger finish,” Geary broke in, hisvoice like ice.

lger continued as if totaly unaware of any interruption. “Co-President Rione volunteered to be
questioned ingde a Class Sx interrogation cdl. She was asked a series of questions to determine if she
had actudly been involved in those or any other software modifications, and registered as absolutely
truthful in her denias of any knowledge or involvement. ”

Silence reigned for a moment, then War spite’s commander spoke up. “Class Sx? Is there any way to
deceive or midead a Class Sx7’

“Specidized training can suggest ways to avoid answering questions in deceptive ways, Sr, but | and
my personnel have been trained to identify when someone is usng those techniques” Lieutenant Iger
replied. “We might not be able to pin someone down into saying what we want, but we can tdl if they're
evading the red question so they don't register as deceptive. Co-President Rione did not employ such
methods. Her answers were direct and unambiguous.”

“So, what does that mean? Someone tried to frame Senator Rione?”



“Thet would be my concluson, yes, sr.”

“That’s treason, too.” War spite’s commanding officer leaned back, sheking his head in disbeli€f.

Geary leaned forward dightly and spoke louder than he usudly did. “I’ve known ever snce assuming
command of this fleet that some officers did not approve of my command, that some have spread rumors
about me, that some have tried to generate oppodtion to me But this is not just palitics over who
commands this fleet. Someone tried to destroy three mgor warships. The ships your friends and
comrades are serving on, the ships that have fought beside you. | don't care how much any of you might
have been involved in spesking againg mein the past, nor at this point do | care about past actions. This
it about me. Whoever did this was driking at the fleet aswdl, and at ships | wasn't present on. If any
of you have been rendering support in ether passve or active form to the people behind this, please
rethink your dlegiances. | promise in front of dl of you that anyone who comes forth with information
regarding this treasonous sabotage will not be subjected to disciplinary action as long as they were not
actively part of the creation and planting of these worms or were not aware of their content and intended
Use”

Silence again, but then he hadn’t redlly expected anyone to legp up, point a dramatic accusing finger,
and cry, “Captain X did it!” That would have been a nice outcome in a work of fiction, but things just
didn’t resolve themsalves so0 negtly in the red world.

Captain Badaya spoke for the firg time. “Someone willing to kill Alliance personnd and destroy
Alliance ships. We logt a shuttle before we left Lakota to a supposed accident. ” He glared around the
table. “A very rare sort of accident, but believable in the absence of evidence of wrongdoing. Captain
Casia and Commander Yin died on that shuttle, and | now suspect they died because of fear that they
would identify some of those with whom they were working againgt Captain Geary. Anyone involved in
this should consider that whoever is leading the effort is willing permanently to slence possible weak
links. If you have to be caught, I'm certain that the flest commander will have you shot. If you reman
slent, you run the risk of being slenced forever by your coconspirators. The only chance you have is to
reved yourselves” Badaya subsided, his angry gaze traveing around the table.

“Why would anyone do this?" Intrepid’s commanding officer asked. “Everyone knows some people
have been unhgppy with Captain Geary being in command. | had my own doubts. But he's proven
himsdf. Most of the doubters, mysdf included, are now very pleased to be led by him”

Captain Dudlos answered. “You may have stated the reason for this. Those responsible can no longer
hope to convince this fleet’s ship captains to oust Captain Geary from command. Ther only chance of
success isto diminate Captain Geary.”

“But anyone even suspected of murdering him and the crews of three other warships—!”

“Congder what would have happened if these worms hadn’t been found. Dauntless, Furious, and
[llustrious would have disappeared into jump as if their drives had worked normaly. The rest of us
would have found the worms preventing our jump drives from working, and jumped as wel once our
systems were back online. Thiswould have taken afew hours a least. We would have assumed that for
some reason the worms found in our systems didn’'t work on the three ships that jumped as scheduled.
When we arrived a Wendig, the other three ships wouldn't be there awaiting us as we'd expected. No
trace of them would ever be found, no evidence that their jump drives had been infected with a very
different worm from that in the rest of the ships”

Commander Neeson nodded, hisface like granite. “No evidence of the ddliberate destruction of three
warships. Very neat. Most of us would be grief-gtricken by the disappearance of the three ships and
Captain Geary, but we' d have to choose a new flest commander. | wonder who would have stepped up
tofill thet job?’

“What about Numos?’ Captain Armus asked.

Geary shook his head. “In light of the seriousness of the attempted sabotage againg this flegt, I've
ordered that Captain Numos be interrogated for any knowledge of whoever is behind this. | suspect,
however, that he won't be able to tdl us anything.”

“Why not?’ Badaya asked.

“Because Orion didn't have the same worm as Dauntless , Furious, and Illustrious. Numos



wouldn't have a prayer of being accepted as fleest commander, but if Numos did know who was behind
the loss of those three ships, he'd be able to blackmail those individuds They would' ve tried to get rid of
him.”

Rione gave Geary a surprised ook, then nodded to him with a trace of a satisfied amile, like a teacher
whose pupil has reveadled unexpected attention to lessons.

“Numos tried to leave Captain Falco to swing,” Warspite 's captain agreed. “You think he's not
actudly connected to whoever planted the worms?’

“l think those people might have been willing to use Numos, ” Geary explained, “but that they
wouldn't have trusted him.” He gave another look down the virtud length of the table. “Every ship is
meking additiona scrubs of its systems to ensure that there' s nothing else dangerous hidden among them.
When we have a clean hill of hedth reported for dl ships, wéll jump to Wendig. Before we jump, |
grongly urge anyone who knows anything to inform me or someone ese in authority whom they trust.
Our enemies are the Syndics. Not each other. Some individuds in this fleet have forgotten that, and now
they’ re on the side of the Syndics.”

Captain Badaya nodded firmly. “ Anything Captain Geary chooses to do will have the backing of this
fleet.”

A flicker of unhappiness crossed Dudlos s face, but he said nothing.

For his part, Geary knew he couldn’t afford to offend Badaya's powerful faction right now, not when
he had another internd danger to this fleet to worry about. “May our actions reman those which our
ancestors will look upon with favor,” Geary stated carefully. “As we approach the time for jump to
Wendig, I'll inform dl ships whether the jump will take place as scheduled.”

Images of commanding officers vanished in a flurry, Lieutenant Iger gratefully hestening out of the
room, with Co-President Rione fallowing haughtily. Captain Degani, her eyes on Rione€'s back, went out
aswdl.

One unexpected figure remained. Geary checked the identification. Lieutenant Commander Maltri,
commeanding officer of the destroyer Taru. “Yes, Commander?’ Geary asked.

Moaltri swallowed, then averted his eyes as he spoke. “Sr, | think | know how the worms were
propagated through the fleat and were able to bypass security.”

“Were you involved in that?” Geary kept his voice cam with some effort. Moltri seemed not only
frightened but also extremey embarrassed, which didn't make sense.

Lieutenant Commander Moltri shook his head very quickly. “No, gr. Not . . . not knowingly.” He
closed his eyes, vishly nerved himsdlf, then focused on Geary and spoke steedily. “There are . . . certain
programs that get passed around to those . . . interested in them. Because of ther nature, they have to be
passed through means that avoid fleet security checks. Thereé's a whole subnet within the fleet that
handles those programs covertly.”

Pulling out his data pad, Maltri tapped afew commands, his face grim and his hand shaking. “I’ve sent
asample to you, Sr. Your security personnd will be able to use it to identify the means by which it was
being passed. | swear, gr, that | had no idea tha someone might use the same means to propagate a
dangerous worm, but | think that’s what must have happened.”

“Thank you, Commander Moltri,” Geary stated. “I'll take alook at it. You may have done this fleet a
great service”

Moltri gritted his teeth in what seemed to be pain. “Please don't reved my connection to the content of
whet | sent you, Sr. I'm not proud of it. Not &t al. I’ ve never redly hurt anyone. | swear.”

“l understand.”

“I know theré Il be some disciplinary action, Sr. Please, don't |et the full reason be part of the record.”

Geary, increasngly disturbed by Moltri’ s distress and statements, spoke evenly. “If it's not germane, it
won't be. Thank you, Commander.”

Moltri’ simage vanished asif the man were fleaing. Geary checked his message queue and found what
Moltri had just sent him. He called up the program in it, then stared, his somach railing, a the images
displayed. No wonder Maltri and the others interested in this kind of thing had digtributed it by
undercover means. Hadily shutting off the program, Geary cdled Captan Dejani and her



systems-security officer.

Degani hadn't gotten far and was back quickly, but it took the security officer a few minutes to get
there. Geary offered his data unit. “ Take alook.”

The security officer seemed firg outraged, then both sickened and resigned. “They keep finding new
ways to spread this duff, Sr. May | forward it to my address?” Geary nodded. “I'll be able to use this
message to locate and monitor the subnet it was origindly sent on,” the security officer advised.

“Will you be able to tdl if that’s how the worms were spread?’

“We're unlikdy to be able to proveit, g, if this subnet is typicd of what I've seen before, but I'd lay
bets that thisis what was used. This subnet would have been set up to access every ship in the fleet.”

Geary’s reaction surdly showed. “There' s someone on every ship in the flest who likes this kind of
thing?’

“No, gr,” the security officer corrected hedlily. “ Subnets that handle this sort of materid are desgned
not to leave fingerprints when duff is uploaded or downloaded. It auttomaticaly spreads to every
communication node on the net, meaning every ship. Anyone on any ship who knew about it could get to
it, but it'd be dmogt impossible to identify anyone who actudly had done it or even what ship they were
on.”

Theimplications of that were clear enough. “So the odds that well be able to figure out who put the
worm into this subnet are pretty dismd.”

The security officer made a helpless gesture. * ‘Dismd’ is probably an optimistic term in a case like
this Sr. We can monitor this subnet now that we have its characterigtics identified, and that meansit can't
be used for that again.”

“Monitor it? Shut it down. Are we sure there aren’'t other covert subnets active?’” Degjani demanded.

This time the security officer appeared surprised by the question. “We know there are, Captain. The
net linking the fleet is riddled with unoffica subnets, handling anything that’s not authorized officdly, like
gambling.”

“Why haven't they been shut down?’ Degani pressed.

“Because my people are responsible for security, not law enforcement, Captain. As long as we know
where the subnets are, we can monitor them and know what people are doing on them. If we shut one
down, it'll eventudly reappear and have to be found again, and until we find it, we can't know what's
going on in it. Like this one. If we'd known about it, we'd have picked up the worm when it was
introduced into the subnet, so whoever used this particular subnet probably did it for thet reason.” The
lieutenant commander held up Geary’s data unit. “But you told me to shut this one down, so | will. The
people who like thiswill have to set up a replacement, and that takes time”

Geary pondered the mord difference between dlowing materid like that to be spread through the flest
30 worse misuse could be tracked and shutting it down at the risk that the replacement would be used for
sabotage as well. “How much time?’

“For a replacement subnet, 9r? Under current conditions?’” The security officer’s eyes went distant.
“Hdf aday.”

“Half a day?” Geary exchanged an aggravated look with Degani. The choice didn't redly exig,
given the nature of the threet to the fleet posed by another worm like that. “Keep it up and make sure it's
monitored.”

Captain Degani gestured to her security officer. “Get on it. But give me that fird.” The security officer
hesitated, looking to Geary, who dso hesitated, then waved a quick, reluctant assent.

“This one?’ Degani opened the file on Geary’s data unit, Saring dispassonatdly for a few seconds,
then clicked it off. “Is whet it shows red ?’

The security officer shook his head. “Usudly not. Producing this suff is bad enough, but if they used
red people, the producers would find themsdves facing eternity in prison. They use very redidic
computer-generated images”

“Butit looks red,” Geary stated, feding unclean for having viewed it.

“Yes, gr. That's, uh, the point.”

“Thanks. Take care of it.” He shivered when the security officer had left.



Degani looked asif she'd swalowed something vile “I know why you agreed to leave the subnet up,
but | dso know how you must fed about that. Where' d you get that download?”

“From someone | never would have guessed would like that kind of thing, judging by appearances.”

“Whoever it is needs afull psych workup.”

“Yeah.” Geary drummed hisfingers on the table surface. “Can | order a psych workup confidentidly?’

She nodded. “Yes, though | don't know why you'd want to protect whoever thisis Just possessing
thet is a serious violation of regulations”

“Because that person waswilling to let me know this about himsalf so | could protect the fleet,” Geary
explaned.

Degani made aface. “That can't have been easy. | won't ask who it was.”

“Had you ever seen something like that before?’

She shook her head thistime. “1’d heard about it, but never seen it.”

“Me, nather.” Geary rubbed his face with both hands. “Excuse me, Tanya | need to cdl the fleet
psychs and a flegt officer, then | need to take a shower. Let me know what your security officer finds

“Yes, gr.” Degani paused a the door and turned back to face him. “I wish to apologize for not
trusting your assessment of Co-President Rione, Sr.”

“That's dl right, Captain Degani. It never hurts to have someone kegping me honest. And a least
you'll say her name”

“Excuse me, Sr?’

“Nothing. Please let me know when the rescrub of Dauntless’s systems is completed.”

Three hours later, every sysem in the fleet triple-scanned and certified as malware-free by security
officers who knew their lives might well depend on not missing anything, Geary ordered the flegt to jump
for Wendig. Despite atight feding in his gut as Dauntless entered jump space, nothing went wrong.

NINE

IT wasn't hard a dl to figure out why Wendig hadn’t gotten a Syndic hypernet gate, nor why Syndic
records indicated the star system had been abandoned once the Syndic hypernet had been constructed.
The only puzzle was why anyone had actudly remained in the system. Only three worlds orbited the dar,
adong with a mess of asteroids. Two of the planets were in digtant orbit, frozen bals of rock orbiting more
then five light-hours from the feeble warmth of the dim red star. The world nine light-minutes from the
weak dtar had too little atmosphere, and what it did have was poisonous to humans, but it had once
boasted at least two covered cities. Taking another look at the data, Geary decided that even a their
bigged, “town” had been a better description than “city” for both of them.

Absolutdly no other trace of humanity remained in the Wendig Star System. Now one of those towns
was dark and cold, but the other was dill inhabited even though many portions of it seemed inactive.
“They, or their parents, might have been abandoned here when the Syndic corporations employing them
pulled out of the system,” Degani remarked.

“Yeah. | can't see any other reason they might have stayed.”

“Cgptain?’ The communications watch-stander gestured toward his display. “Ther€' s a distress sgnd
being broadcast. It's from the inhabited world.”

That brought up unpleasant memories of Lakota. Degani frowned as she and Geary both punched
their own displays to bring up the sgnd.

It was audio only, a voice speaking with labored cam. “Anyone passng through or near Wendig Star
System, thisis the town of Alpha on the world Wendig One.” The corporate minds of the Syndic leaders
headn't tended to grant poetic names to worlds or towns, Geary reflected for maybe the hundredth time,
unless the names had been created for advertisng purposes. “Our remaining life-support sysems are a
risk of imminent falure” the message continued. “We ve cannibdized everything left on this world to
keep them working, but dl resources are now exhausted. There are over five hundred and sSxty
remaining inhabitants who require emergency assstance and evacuation. Please respond. ” A pause, then
auniversa time and date regigter, then the message began repesating.



Geary checked the date on the message again. “They’ ve been sending this for a month.”

“Anyone near Wendig?' Degani asked. “They mugt know that no one would be closer than the
nearest inhabited star systems, and this message will take years to get to those. Even then, it's too weak
to be heard across intersdlar distances. Unless an astronomica researcher scanning that frequency band
picks it up, itll go unheard, and researchers avoid bands used for human communication systems
because they’re so full of noise”

“Maybe these people have been sending rescue requests for years, then, which have gone unheard.
Are they 4ill dive?” Geary wondered.

Ancther watch-stander answered. “That dity it a a comfortable temperature for humans, but it's
dill got some heat, and the atmosphere ingde reads out as breathable. Thar air-generation and recirc
systems mugt be in bad shape, though, from the amount of contaminants we're seeing on spectral
andyss”

Geay looked over a Degani, who was grimacing. She noticed his regard and shrugged
uncomfortably. “1t's not anice way to die, Sr. Even for Syndics”

“Hve hundred and sixty. Families, surdly. Adults and kids.” Geary had the automated billeling assistant
on hisfleet database run the figures. “We could hold them.”

“Hold them?’ Degani stared at him.

“Yeeh. Like you sad, it'san ugly way to die, dowly freezing and feding the air get worse and worse.
We could take them somewhere e

“But—" Degani stopped and spoke dowly. “Sir, it's the smdlest drop in the bucket. Yes, it's . . .
tragic. Even though they're Syndics. But that many people die in this war every second. At this very
moment there's a good chance that an Alliance world is being bombarded by Syndic warships, and
thousands of our dvilians are dying.”

Geary nodded to show he knew the truth of her words. And yet . . . “What was the Third Truth?”

She looked back a him for a long moment before answering. “Only those who show mercy can
expect to recaveit. It's been avery long time since | heard the Truths recited. ”

“l guess we used to do that more often a century ago.” Geary looked down, gathering his arguments.
“l know what's been done. | know what Syndic ships may be doing at this moment. But how can we just
<l by and let those people die? Anything we could have done at Lakota would have been inggnificant
agand the scale of the tragedy. Here we can make a difference.”

“Sir, any delay could be fatd. We don’'t know what kind of Syndic force might be in pursuit of us, or
what forces are moving to block usin other star syslems. Going to that world will cost & least an extra
day inthis star sysem. Maneuvering to pick them up will cost fud-cell reserves we can't afford to burn.
Not alot, but some. They'll eat our rations while aboard our ships, and we're dready short on food, too.
On board they'll have to be guarded congtantly to ensure that they don’t commit sabotage. And then
well have to find a way to drop them off in the next star system without costing too much time and
fud-cdl reserves, possbly while dodging an enemy flatilla” Degani lad out each point in turn, then
spoke firmly. “Sir, the cost of this gesture could well be more than we can afford.”

“l undergand.” And he truly did. What would be the mordity of hazarding the many thousands of
personnd in this fleet, and the fate of the Alliance itsdf, in the name of saving a few hundred enemy
avilians? It waan't like he didn’t have other things to worry about, like whoever had placed the worm in
the fleet’s jump drives, and might take advantage of any focus on these Syndics to commit more
sabotage. He'd hoped that once the fleet returned to norma space someone who had searched their
conscience during the trangt to Wendig would have contacted him with important information, but no
such informant had appeared. Nor had Rione's or Dudlos's sources within the fleet discovered anything
new. But was that a criticd factor in deciding whether or not to help these people? “ Co-President Rione,
what is your opinion?’

Rione took awnhile to answer. “I can't disoute the arguments laid out againgt offering assistance,” she
findly replied in an unemotiond voice. “But you want to do it anyway, don't you, Captain Geary?’ Geary
nodded. “Then my advice would be to fallow your ingincts. Every time you've done so, you've been
right.”



Degani turned enough to glare at Rione, then her expression changed as she thought. “ Co-President
Rioneisright, gr. About your ingtincts. Y ou are guided in ways we are not.”

Geary managed not to groan. Guided. By the living stars themselves. Or so Degani and a large portion
of the fleet believed.

“But, dr,” Degani continued, “it' sgill avery large risk. My advice has not changed. Besides, it's very
likdy that another Syndic pursuit force will come through this syslem &fter us. They'll hear the distress
message, t0o.”

He nodded, grateful a the redization that a humane dternative existed. Then another ingght hit.
“Would a Syndic force in pursuit of us divert to asss those dvilians?’

Degani’s lips compressed into a thin ling, then she shook her head. “Probably not, dr. Almost
catanly not. Their commander would be sent to the labor camps for wadting time.”

Give Degani full credit. She didn’t want to divert to help those people, for along lig of good reasons,
but she'd given him an honest assessment even though it hurt her case. He thought about the people on
Wendig One. It was entirdly possible that some of them, even adults, had never seen any shipin their star
system. Why would any ship come here once the hypernet had been constructed? Now, with their means
of life failing, they would look up and see this fleat and watch it pass by and leave. Then they’d maybe
see a Syndic flatilla and watch it pass by and leave. Then theré' d be no more ships. While the air got
colder and harder to breathe. While the ederly and the youngest children died one by one, the strongest
atizens dinging despairingly to each other as desth came dowly for them each in turn, until Wendig Star
System was as devoid of human life as it had been for uncounted millennia before the firg starships came
here.

Geary drew in a deep breath. The vison he'd seen of the dying colony had been so red, asif he were
there. Where had it come from?

Maybe he was being guided. He knew what his heart said, and he knew what everything he'd been
taught said. Measured againg that was the crud redity of war and the necessities of command. But there
was't a Syndic fldtillaright on this fleet’ s tail, no imminent threat to measure againg those innocent lives

Everyone was watching him, waiting. Only he could decide. And that knowledge tipped the baance,
because he had a respongibility to make hard decisions, and going onward and leaving the colony to its
fae didn't require a decison, just the absence of one until the option became too hard to carry out. “I
fed,” Geary began, “that we have a duty to help those people. Thet thisisatest of us, one we mug pass
to prove we dill believe in the things that made the Alliance great. We will pass that test.”

It fdt like dl those on Dauntless’s bridge had been holding ther breath and now let them out dl at
once. Geary looked to Degani, dreading to see a look of disapprova there. He knew how Degani fdt
about Syndics. And now Geary wanted to risk her ship to rescue some of them.

But Degani didn’t seem angry. She was watching him asif trying to see something not apparent to the
naked eye. “Yes, dr,” she said. “Wewill pass that test.”

THE video message feed from Wendig One was broken by datic, another ugly reminder of what they
hed left behind at Lakota “l can't trace it to interference. 1t's probably because their equipment is
patched together,” the communications watch explained.

A man looked out, his expression baffled. “Alliance warships, we are in receipt of your message.
We're incredibly grateful for your assstance. Is the war over? How do you come to be this deep in
Syndicate Worlds space?’

Geary checked and saw that the fleet was ill dmost two light-hours from Wendig One. Not the best
circumstances for a conversation. Extremely annoying circumstances for a conversation, redly, when his
reply would take two hours to reach the Syndic and the Syndic's next answer another two hours to reach
Geary. “Thisis the Alliance fleet commander. We won't decelve you. The war isnot over. Thisflestison
acombat misson, on itsway back to Alliance space. But we do not war on avilians or children. We will
divert from our course through this systlem far enough to be able to send shuttles down to evacuate your
people. There mugst be no ddlays. You have my word on the honor of my ancestors that you will be
treated properly while aboard Alliance ships and dropped off safdly in the next inhabited Syndicate
Worlds star sysem we reach. Provide an accurate count of people involved, broken down by families



S0 we can ensure that no families are separated during the trangit. We' ve identified the landing pad on the
northwest sde of your town as the best location for our shuttles to land. Thereé's some drifting sand
covering part of it that needs to be swept clear by your peopleif possible. Everyone must be standing by
a the nearest access to that landing pad when our shuttles arrive. No wespons of any kind are to be
brought, nor anything that could be used as a weapon. Personal luggage must be limited to ten kilos per
person. Are there any questions?’

Geary leaned back and closed his eyes. If there were any questions, he wouldn't hear them for at least
four hours.

Less than two hours later Captain Degani took a message, then got up from her command seat and
stepped close to speak to Geary, activating his sound-deadening fidd. “My systems-security officer
reports that the subnet we were told about before leaving Brawyn was used again to try to plant a
worm. The worm was identified and blocked, but dl attempts to ID the originator have failed.”

“Messng with our system jump drives again?’

“No, gr.” Degani tilted her head toward the star-system display. “It would have infiltrated the combat
systems of two warships and caused the targeting and launch of kinetic bombardment munitions amed a
the town occupied by the Syndic dvilians A systems-security dert has been sent to dl warships in the
fleet to scrub ther combat systems for any worm that might have gotten through by other means.”

That took his breath away for a moment. “So our saboteurs are willing to kill helpless Syndics as wdl
as unsuspecting Alliance comrades. Which ships?’

“The munitions would have been launched from Courageous and Furious, Sr.”

“Ships commanded by two of my strongest supporters in the fleet.” Geary fdt a dow burn of anger.
His fleet and shuttles never could have reached the Syndic survivors before those munitions struck.
“Someone has a sick sense of vengeance and a very ugly willingness to do anything.”

Degani’s expresson showed she agreed with him. “In haf an hour they’'ll know the worm was
blocked. That’s when the munitions were supposed to launch.”

“Thank you, Captain. | have a couple of people to tak to.” Geary Ieft the bridge and waited until he
wasin his stateroom, with al security features active, before cdling Rione and filling her in. “I don’t know
if anyone will react when the worm doesn’t work, but you might have your sources watching.”

Rione, her face pae, nodded.

Geary passed the same information to Captain Dudlos, then waited, wondering what he'd do if
somehow another worm hadn’t been blocked or detected, if some of his ships did launch bombardment
munitions againg that dying Syndic colony. Nothing happened, though, and no one caled. He hadn't
redly expected anyone suddenly to rage in disgppointment when the set time passed, but gpparently not
even subtle sgns of frugtration had been spotted in anyone. The only thing he could be certain of was that
whoever had planted the worms would now be aware that their chosen subnet path had been
compromised.

That and whoever had tried to destroy three Alliance warships earlier was now aso opposed to
Geary’s ading these Syndics. At least that helped reassure him that he was indeed doing the right thing.

After dl of that areply findly came from the Syndic colony.

The Syndic he' d seen before was now anxious. Geary couldn’t help thinking how much more nervous
the Syndic would be if he'd known how close histown had come to being turned into a large crater. “Sir,
my people are very worried. Please don't take this wrong, but many don't trust the Alliance. Unless
things have changed a great deal since our last news from outside, and it has been decades, there has
been very little consideration for dvilians in this war. I’'m trying to convince them to trust you, because |
can't think of any reason why you’ d bother to kill us aboard your ships rather than just Ietting us die here.
No reason except . . . thewomen . . . thegirls.. . . dl the children. I'm sorry, but you must understand
what we fear. What can | tdl them, Sr?’

Geary pondered his reply. This man dearly wanted and needed to be convinced himsdf if he was to
argue effectivdy with his own people. “Tdl your people that Captain John Geary commands this flegt by
the grace of his ancestors, and that he will never dishonor those ancestors by harming the helpless or
bresking hisword. | tdl you again thet | give you my persona word of honor that you will not be harmed



aslong as you do not attempt to harm these ships. Any person in this fleet who tries to assault any one of
you will be dedlt with under the wartime provisons of the fleet code of justice. | could have lied to you
about the war, about this fleet’'s misson. | didn't. Your people have no military value whatsoever. But
they are people. We won't let them die if we can save them. Please provide the information we need as
soon as possible”

The next hdf day passed with a normalcy that fdt amogt surred. Geary authorized the release of
information about the latest worm despite fears that it might garner support for the saboteurs from officers
who opposed his decison to ad the Syndics, but instead there was another wave of revulson at the idea
of hijacking ships combat systems. Humans had never fully logt ther misrust of automated combat
systems, so anyone messing with ther software to cause wegpons systems to act on ther own ended up
on the wrong sSide of the fence as far as just about everyone was concerned.

Shuttles soared between warships, bringing new fud cdls and expendable munitions, replacement
parts and anything ese the auxiliaries had manufactured to meet the needs of the fleet during the period
snce leaving Lakota. Geary was pleased to see hisfleet’s average fud-cdl reserves dimb back up to 65
percent. Not great by along shot, but better than it had been. Commander Savos was brought to Orion
as her new commanding officer, fully aware of the chdlenge he faced there. Maybe he could turn Orion
around as Commander Suram had done with Warrior .

The next reply from the Syndics didn't come until the Alliance flegt was less than a sngle light-hour
from Wendig One and about ten hours &t its current velocity from reaching the planet. “We will trust you
because we have no choice. Some of our people are usng the few working surviva suits we have left to
try to sweep clear the landing pad you indicated. All of uswill be standing by when your shuttles arrive.”

Degani listened to the message with a resigned |ook.

Rione s expression masked her thoughts. Everyone ese Geary could see seemed puzzled, trying to figure
out why he was doing this In a way, that was very depressing. But none of them were objecting
anymore, and that was at least hopeful.

The shuttles launched as the fleet gpproached Wendig, the Alliance warships braking ther veocity to
dlow time for the shuttles to reach the surface, load, and rgoin. Geary monitored the action from the
bridge of Dauntless. Every shuttle had a detachment of Marines in full battle armor aboard just in case.
He hadn’t been thrilled by that Snce it meant reducing the passenger capacity of the shuttles and requiring
usng more of them, but Colond Carabai had been ingstent, and he'd recognized the wisdom of her
strongly worded suggestions.

“All birds down,” the operations watch-stander reported.

On hisdisplay, Geary could see an overhead image of the grounded shuttles, the Marines spilling out
to stand sentry and screen the passengers, evacuation tubes being run to the ar lock on the dvilian town.
He toggled briefly to the video feed from one of the Marines. The outside of the Syndic town aready
looked long abandoned, drifts of toxic snow and sand piled up againg its walls, broken and cannibaized
equipment littering the lifdess landscape. Geary couldn’t hdp shivering at the cold, empty image of
desolation. “Can you imagine being trapped in a place like that?” he asked Degani.

She viewed the feed, frowning, but said nothing.

“Loading complete,” Colond Carabdi reported. This was alanding expedition and therefore a Marine
operation, she had indgsted. “Evac tubes being withdrawn into shuttles. Shuittle liftoff estimated in zero
three minutes”

“Any problems, Colond?’ Geary asked.

“Not yet, gr.” Confronted with wel over five hundred Syndics, Carabai obvioudy beieved it was
only a matter of time before problems arose.

“Birds in the ar on schedule” the operations watch-stander reported. “Rendezvous with warships
projected on timein twenty-five minutes.”

Degani tapped her own controls. “Colond Carabdi, please confirm al Syndics were searched for
weapons and destructive materids”

Carabdi sounded dightly insulted a having a flegt officer ask if Marines had done ther jobs.
“Absolutdy. Full scans. They're clean. They don’t have much.”



Geary and Degani went down to the shuttle dock to see the Syndic dvilians destined for Dauntless
arive. The Syndics filed off the shuttle between ranks of Marines in full battle armor with wegpons a
guard position. Some of the dvilians were trying to look brave, but dl appeared frightened. Fifty-one of
them, their dvilian clothes amix of styles and types that Geary redized mudt reflect rading old stockpiles
and closets as ther supplies of dothing wore out. All of them seemed dightly gaunt, reflecting what must
have been short rations in recent years as the amount of food available aso ran low.

They were dso trying not to stare around at the ship and at the Alliance personnd in the hangar deck.
It struck Geary as he watched them tha these people had never encountered sirangers before, never
actudly been anyplace unfamiliar. Far in time and space as they were from mankind's origins, these
Syndics were like the ancient inhabitants of a smdl idand encountering ther firg ships from the outside.
Not just ships, but warships carrying people who were supposed to be ther sworn enemies.

Degani stood beside him, her posture rigid, her face reveding nothing as she watched the enemy
dvilianswak onto the deck of her ship.

Geary recognized the man he'd spoken with and stepped forward. “Welcome to the Alliance fleet
flagship. WE Il have to keep you dl under guard, and awarship ian't designed for a lot of passengers, o
your accommodations will be pretty cramped.”

The man nodded. “I'm the mayor of . . . Wéll, | used to be the mayor of Alpha. We can't very wel
complain about conditions here. It's warm, and we can breathe. We honestly didn't know if our
life-support systems would hold out until your shuttles reached us” The man's eyes were ill troubled by
the memories of what must have been an agonizing wait. “But a least we knew you were coming. There
haven't been any ships here since the corporations pulled out. Before we got your cal, we were getting
ready to draw lots, though some argued the oldest shouldn't even draw since we wouldn't last long
ayway.”

It was dl too easy to imagine how these people had felt. “Why weren't you evacuated from this star
system dong with everyone els?’

This time the mayor made a baffled gesture. “We have no idea. All of us who were left worked for
subsdiaries of the same corporation, and our senior gaff 1eft on the last ship sent by another company.
We were told the ships for us would arrive soon. They never did.”

“We're teking you to Cavalos, so | guess your shipsfindly did arrive”

The mayor grinned nervoudy. “Better late than never, right? Y ou said you' re Captain John Geary? We
know the name. It's in our higories, though | expect they say different things than yours do. You're his
grandson?’

Geary shook his head. “No. I'm him. It's a long gory,” he added, as the mayor stared a him in
dishdief, “but auffice it to say | fought at Grende in the firgt battle of this war, and the living stars willing,
I'll see the ladt battle of it aswdl.”

The man leaned back involuntarily, his eyes wide.

A woman stood beside the mayor, her eyes congantly hifting from him to Geary, then to three
children hanging on to her. The oldest of those, a young boy, saw his father recoil dightly and eyed Geary
defiantly. “Don’'t you dare hurt my father!”

Before Geary could answer he became aware that Degani was beside him again, gazing down &t the
boy, her face dill expressonless but her eyes showing inexplicable sadness. “Your father will not be
harmed on my ship as long he does not attempt to cause any damage to my ship.”

The boy moved dightly, putting himsdf between Degani and his mother. “We can't believe you. We
know what you’ ve done.”

To Geary’s surprise, Degani went to one knee so her head was on aleve with the boy’s. “Man of the
Syndicate Worlds,” she addressed the boy asif he were hisfather’s age, “under the command of Captain
John Geary, the Alliance fleat no longer wars on the innocent or the helpless. Even should he leave his
command, we would not do so again because he has reminded us of that which honor demands of
warriors. You need not protect your family from us”

The boy, wordless with surprise at being spoken to that way, nodded.

Degani rose and looked down at the boy, then at his mother, exchanging some wordless message.



The mother nodded, seeming reassured. Then Degani gazed around and spoke in her command voice,
her words ringing through the shuttle dock. “Citizens of the Syndicate Worlds, I'm Captain Degani,
commanding officer of the Alliance battle cruiser Dauntless. You are not combatants and will be treated
as dvilians in need of humanitarian assistance unless you try to harm my ship or members of my crew.
Follow dl ingructions and orders given you. Anyone who violates orders or attempts to damage this ship
or harm any Alliance personnel will be regarded as an enemy combatant and treated accordingly. We will
require about three more days to reach the jump point to Cavalos, then just under nine days in jump
space before ariving & Cavalos. According to the latest Syndicate Worlds star-system guides in our
possession, that star retains a robust humean presence. Once there, we ll identify a safe place to ddiver
you.”

Degani frowned as she sudied the Syndic avilians. “I'll have my medicad personnd check you for
serious problems. You'd be wise to cooperate with them to the best of your ahility. Your rations will be
equivdent to what my own crew is egting. At this point that's mogly expired Syndic rations, so don't
expect any fine medls. Are there any questions?’

One woman, late middle-aged, cdled out. “Why?’

Degani flicked aglance at Geary, but he indicated she could answer if she wanted. Facing the woman,
Degani spoke crisply. “Because only those who show mercy can expect to receive it. And because the
honor of our ancestors demands it. Marines, escort the dvilians to their accommodations. ”

Despite Geary’s fears, no more sabotage attempts occurred over the next two days as the flegt
covered the distance to the jump point for Cavalos. The Syndic dvilians were so terrified, none of them
had caused any problems. As he sat on the bridge of Dauntless waiting to give the jump command,
Geary noticed Degani gazing morosdy a her display, where an image of Wendig One floated.
“Something wrong?’ he asked.

Degani shook her head. “I was jugt thinking about how 1'd fed if we were about to jump, and they
were dill there. I've had to think alot about it, but you did the right thing, Sr.”

“We did the right thing, Captain Degani.” She glanced at him and nodded. Geary took one last ook at

Wendig One, lifdess again as it had been for uncounted years before humans came, and gave the order.
“All ships, jump for Cavalos”
NINE days, afarly long stretch in jump space that couldn’'t help but evoke thoughts about what would
have happened if the worm in the jump drives hadn’t been discovered. Geary found himsdf saring a the
drab grayness of jump space and the mygterious lights blooming and fading there, feding the familiar
sense of discomfort asif his skin didn't fit right, growing each day, and wondered how long humans could
remain saneif stuck there.

The Syndic avilians remained quiet and scared, crews worked continuing to repair internd battle
damage to ther warships, the auxiliaries manufactured more necessities for the fleet, and Geary found
himsdf worrying more about hisinternd foesin the fleet than he did about the Syndic military. That was a
fird, but then hisinternd enemies had never before posed deadly threats to him and the ships of the fleet.

Five days dong in jump space, he got the sort of brief message that was dl that could be transmitted
there. Making progress, from Captain Cresida. If she could figure out how to defuse even patidly the
threat of human-species extinction via hypernet gate collapses, it would remove a great weight from his
shoulders.

Nine days, one hour, and 9x minutes from the time they jumped from Wendig, the Alliance flet
flashed into normd space a the Syndic star syslem Cavalos, its weapons ready for action and its sensors
scanning for targets. But no mines awaited here, nor a Syndic flatilla or picket ships at the jump points.
Apparently the unexpected Alliance victory a Lakota had badly thrown off the Syndics.

Cavdos did indeed have a decent human presence remaning. A hafway-comfortable world orbited
about eght light-minutes from the star, and an even hdf dozen other sgnificant planets svung around the
dar farther out, induding a typica number of three gas giants, one with a far amount of activity ill
apparent at mines and an orhiting faclity. Near the inhabited world an obsolete Syndic light cruiser and a
couple of even-more-obsolete “nickd” corvettes orbited.

Geary studied the stuation, then looked to Degani. “Just a standard self-defense force for a system



deep in Syndic space. No threat to us”

She shrugged. “We should take them out if the chance arises. They are legitimate targets.”

“l know. But | don't expect them to be dumb enough to charge us, and they’re not worth the time or
fud cdlsit’'d take to try to chase them down.”

Degani nodded this time “They're junk anyway. As far as intend threats go, dl of the
systems-security officersin the fleet are on full dert, but nothing has popped up yet.”

No apparent threat to the fleet. That left room to worry about the Syndics from Wendig again. “This
dar sysem doesn't seem to have suffered much deterioration since the hypernet was built. Should we
drop our passengers off at that orbita fadility? It's not too far out of the way and won't take us far into
the star system.” The Syndic fadility orbiting the gas giant was one and a quarter light-hours digtant from
the Alliance flet, a bit off the track the fleet would have followed if going directly to the jump points for
the next two stars Geary had to chose from, Anahdt or Dilawa Not too far off, though. The man cost of
dropping off the Syndic dvilians would be the need to dow the flest down again while the shuttles made
thar diveries, agmdl lossintime and aamdl but red priceinfud cdls

Degani pursed her lips as she checked the reports from the fleet’s sensors. “It's got a fair amount of
cold areas, which means they’ ve got the dbility to expand back into those if they need to. Either that, or
they’ ve got excess life support in the still-occupied areas. They should eesily be able to absorb dl of the
dviliansfrom Wendig.”

“Co-President Rione?’ Geary asked.

“| defer to your professond judgments on the matter,” Rione replied.

“All right then.” Geary organized his thoughts for a moment, then activated his comm circuit. “This is
Captain John Geary, commanding officer of the Alliance fleet, making an open broadcast to the
inhabitants and authorities of the Syndicate Worlds star sysem Cavaos. We do not intend engaging in
any military actionsin this star sysem unless attacked. If we are attacked, we will reply with dl necessary
force”

He paused. “Thisflet carries five hundred sixty-three avilian dtizens of the Syndicate Worlds whom
we evacuated from Wendig Star System in response to their plea for rescue as ther life-support systems
faled. We will ddiver those dvilians to the main fadility orbiting the gas giant five point three light-hours
out from your star. Any attack on thisfleet during our trangt may result in injury to your own citizens, 0
you would be wise to exercise restraint.”

He took a deep breath before continuing. “This fleet was present in Lakota Star System when
Syndicate Worlds warships destroyed that star system’'s hypernet gate and unleashed a destructive
wave of energy that inflicted serious damage on the habitable world and dl other human presence in the
dar system. We will tranamit to dl ships and occupied planetsin this star system copies of our records of
that event and of the pleas for assistance from the survivors on Lakota Three. The survivors a Lakota
are in desperate need of aid, so we request that you forward this information as fast as possble.”

“| repeat, any attack on this fleet will be met with overwheming force. To the honor of our ancestors.”
He leaned back and glanced a Degani. “Threstening enough?’

“If they’re smart.”

To no one's surprise, the Syndics didn't directly respond to Geary’s message or to the information
from Lakota. Syndic shipping in the star system followed the usud pattern of fleeing for jump points or
fadilities, but otherwise no response to the Alliance fleet’s presence could be spotted aside from obvious
civil-defense activity on the habitable world. Smilaly, nothing happened from the fleet's interna
saboteurs, which didn’'t so much cause rdief as fear that Something had been missed.

As the Alliance flet bore down on the Syndic orbiting fadility, less than two hours trave time
remaning, someone findly reacted. “We have a tranamisson from the Syndic fadlity, ” Dauntless’s
communications watch-stander reported.

Geary cdled it up, seeing the image of a woman with gray hair and nervous eyes. “Do not approach
thisfadlity. You cannot land shuttles here,” she declared.

“We're going to,” Geary assured her. “We're going to drop off Syndicate Worlds' citizens, then we're
leaving.”



“Well defend ourselvesiif you attempt to invade this facility.”

“We have no intent to invade any fadlity in this star system. Our shuttles will be accompanied by
Marine security personnel. You are to ensure that no armed presence is nearby when our shuttles drop
off your citizens. Once your citizens have been delivered, our shuttles and Marineswill depart.”

The woman shook her head, fear coloring her expression. “I cannot authorize or dlow an Alliance
presence on my fadlity. We will defend ourselves”

Geary had never liked bureaucrats, especidly bureaucrats who seemed ungble to adjust when redity
collided with the rules they lived by. “Ligen. If any attempt is made to attack my ships, my shuttles, or my
personnd when we're dropping off your cvilians, | will hit that station of yours so hard that the quarks
making up its component atomic particles will never find their way back together. Is that clear? If anyone
fires on the dvilians we drop off, I'll do the same thing. They're your people. We rescued them at risk to
oursalves, we're taking time we don’t have to spare to drop them off here, and you' d damn wdl better
take good care of them after we do!” Geary’s voice rose as he taked, ending in a roar that seemed to
terrify the Syndic station adminigtrator.

"Y-yes | ... | understand,” she stuttered. “WE |l prepare to receive them. Under duress. Please, we
have families aboard this gation . . .”

“Then let’s not have any trouble” Geary replied, trying to get his voice's volume back to normd.
“Some of the people we rescued from Wendig have long-term hedth problems they couldn't treat there.
WEe ve done what we could, but they’ll need more assstance from you. I'm going to be blunt that | find it
gopdling that your leaders would abandon human beings to eventud deaths when ther life-support
sysgemsfaled.”

“You're not going to kill us? Or destroy this station?” The adminigtraior seemed to be having a lot of
trouble grasping the idea.

“No. Any military vaue it has doesn't outweigh the suffering such actions would cause dvilian
inhabitants of this star system.”

“And you truly saved people from Wendig? We thought no one was Iéft there.” The woman seemed
about ready to break down. “Everyone was supposed to have been removed when the sysem was
abandoned.”

“The people we evacuated told us thet the corporation they or thar parents were employed by never
sent ships. They had no way of finding out why, of course. Perhaps you can help them with that,” Geary
added pointedly.

“H-how many?’

“Hve hundred sixty-three” He could see the question on her face, the same question dl of the
Syndics, and many of the Alliance personnel, kept asking. Why? Irritated a again having to be faced with
aquestion whose answer he thought obvious, Geary spoke roughly. “That's dl.”

Degani was once again pretending to be absorbed in something on her own display.

“When are we |loading the Syndics into the shuttles?” Geary asked, his voice angry 4ill.

“They should be on ther way to the shuttle dock now,” Degani replied in a tone that sounded
suspicioudy soothing to Geary. He was trying to decide whether to get irritated by that, too, when she
stood up. “I was about to go down to see them off.”

Cdming himsdf, Geary stood as wdl. “May | come dong?’

“Of course, ar.”

The same scene as from deven days ago was playing out on the shuttle dock, though in reverse as the
column of Syndic dvilians shuffled onto the shuttle, some pausing to wave quickly to individua members
of Dauntless’s crew who had come to the shuttle dock and stood to one side, watching Slently. The
Marines seemed as menacing as ever in their battle armor, but the Syndics appeared to be less terrified
of them.

The former mayor of Alpha turned to Geary and Degani as they waked up. “Thank you. | wish |
knew what ese to say. None of uswill forget this”

To Geary's surprise, Degani answered. “If given the chance in the future, offer the same mercy to
Alliance citizens”



“| promise you that we shdl, and well tdl others to do the same.”

The mayor’s wife moved forward to gaze intently at Degani. “Thank you, lady, for my children's
lives”

“Captain,” Degani corrected, but bent one corner of her mouth in a crooked smile. She looked dightly
down and nodded to the boy, who gazed back a her solemnly, then sduted in the Syndic fashion.
Degani returned the sdlute, then looked back to the mother.

“Thank you, Captain,” that woman stated. “May this war end before my children have to face your
fleet in bettle.”

Degani nodded wordlesdy again, then watched with Geary as the lagt of the Syndic dvilians walked
quickly into the shuttles. As the last hatch sealed, she spoke so quigtly only Geary could hear. “It's easier
when they don’t have faces.”

It took him a moment to redize what she meant. “Y ou mean the enemy.”

“Ves”

“Have you ever met a Syndic before?’

“Only prisoners of war,” Degani replied in a digmissve tone. “Syndics who'd been trying to kill me
and other Alliance dtizens a short time before” Her eyes closed for a moment. “I don’'t know what
happened to most of them. | do know what happened to some of them.”

Geary hestated to ask the obvious question. A short time after assuming command of the fleet, he'd
learned to his horror that enemy prisoners of war were sometimes casudly killed, the outgrowth of a
hundred years of war in which atrocity had fuded atrocity. He'd never asked Degani if she had
participated in such a crime.

But she opened her eyes and looked steadily at him. “I watched it happen. | didn't pull any triggers, |
didn't issue any orders, but | watched it, and | didn’t stop it.”

He nodded, keegping his own eyes on hers. “Y ou' d been taught thet it was acceptable.”

“That’s no excuse.”

“Your ancestors—"

“Told meit was wrong,” Degani interrupted, something she rardy did with Geary. “1 knew it, | fdtit, |
didn't listen. | take responghility for my actions. | know I'll pay the price for that. Perhaps that's why we
log so many ships in the Syndic home system. Perhaps that's why the war has kept going dl of these
years. We're being punished, for draying from what was right because we believed wrong to be
necessary. ”

He wasn't about to reject her, or condemn someone who'd aready accepted a full measure of blame.
But he could stand aongside her. *Y eah, maybe we are being punished.”

Degani frowned. “ Sr? Why would you be punished for things done while you weren't with us?’

“I'mwith you now, aren't 1? I'm part of this fleet and loyd to the Alliance. If you're being punished,
then so am |. | didn't suffer through dl the years of war that you have, but dl | knew was taken from
me”

She shook her head, frowning deeper. “You just said this is your flegt, and the Alliance has your
loydty. Those things weren't taken from you.”

Geary frowned back at her, surprised to redlize he'd never thought of it thet way.

Degani gave him an intent look. “They sent you when we needed you. They gave us a second chance.
They gave you a second chance, ingtead of Ietting you die in the battle & Grende or afterward, when
your escape pod’ s systems would have eventudly given out. We're being offered mercy if we can prove
oursdlves worthy of it.”

She had gtartled him again, with a point of view he'd never considered, and by induding him as part of
them dl. Not a separate hero out of myth but one of them. “Maybe you're right,” Geary stated. “We
can’'t win thiswar by destruction unless we go dl out with the hypernet gates and commit species suicide.
If this war is ever to end, well not only have to beat them on the battlefidd but dso be willing to forgive
the Syndicsif they’ re willing to express red remorse. Maybe we' re being given an example to follow.”

She was dlent for afew moments, and he stayed quiet as wel. The shuttle dock internd doors seded
between them and the dhuttle, then the externd ones opened, and the bird lifted off, carrying its



passengers to the Syndic fadility. Findly, Degani looked back at him. “I’'ve spent a long time wanting to
punish the Syndics, to hurt them as they’ve hurt us”

“l can understand why,” Geary said. “Thanks for going dong with me on hedping those avilians |
know it went againgt alot of what you believe”

“What | beieved,” Degani amended. She was quiet for a moment longer, but Geary waited, sendng
that she had something ese to say. “But that cycle of vengeance never ends. | redlized something. | don't
want to have to kill that boy someday, when he's old enough to fight.”

“Me, nather. Or his father or his mother. And | don’t want that boy trying to kill Alliance citizens.
How can we end this, Tanya?’

“You'll think of away, sr.”

“Thanks”

He meant it sarcadticdly, and was sure it sounded sarcagtic, but Degani amiled dightly at him. “Did
you see how they looked at us? They were afrad, then they were disbdieving, and findly they were
grateful.” She stopped amiling and looked outward. “I like fighting. | like going head-to-head with the
best the Syndics have. But I’ ve had enough of killing people like those. Can we convince the Syndics to
stop bombarding avilian targets?’

“We can try. Our bombardment weapons are accurate enough that we can certainly continue to keep
taking out indudrid targets while minimizing dvilian losses.”

Her face was grim now. “They kill ours, and we don't kill theirs?’

“ItIl have to be a mutud dedl. When we get back, well tdl them, stop bombarding our people, and
well continue not bombarding yours.”

“Why would they—7?" Degani stopped taking in mid-question, then gave Geary a long look. “And
they might believe we' d abide by that since you' ve been demongrating the willingness to do so.”

“Maybe”

“And if they don’'t stop?’

“We keep taking out their industry and military targets” Degani grimaced. “Ligen, Tanya, if there's
nathing for those people to build or fight with, they’re a burden to the Syndics who have to worry about
feeding them and taking care of them.”

“They’ll build new indudtrid sites. New defenses.”

“And wéll blow those away, t00.” Geary jerked his head to indicate roughly the space outside of
Dauntless’s hull. “Ever snce humanity achieved routine space travel, we've had the ability to destroy
things with rocks tossed from space far faster and easier than humans on planets can build things The
Syndics can snk endless effort and resources into rebuilding and never catch up.”

She thought about that, then nodded. “Y ou're right. But that same logic applied a long time ago when
we started bombarding dvilian populations as well as military and indudrid targets. Why did we start, dl
those decades ago?”’

“l don't know.” Geary cast his mind back, trying to imegine the point a which the people he had
known a century earlier had changed to become people like those now. But there hadn’t been any point,
ay snge event, rather what Victoria Rione had cdled a dippery dope in which one seemingly
reasonable decison to escalate led to another. “Maybe revenge for Syndic bombardments of Alliance
worlds. Maybe a tactic of desperation when the war kept going on and on. An attempt to break the
enamy morde. We studied that when | was ajunior officer, but as a lesson in what hadn’t worked. Time
and againin higory people tried bombarding enemies enough to make them quit. But when the enemies
thought their own homes or bdiefs were in danger, they never quit. Totdly irrationd, but then we're
humen. ”

“Syndic bombardments never made us want to give up,” Degani agreed. “We're very frudirated with
our leaders, but we want them to win. We don’'t want them to surrender. But not many people, epecidly
inthe flet, dill believe our leaders can win thiswar. That's why—"

He glanced at her as she stopped spesking again. “Why | got a certain offer from Cgptain Badaya?
Y ou know about it, too?’

“Yes, gr. Of course, gr. 1t's being widdy talked about.”



“l won't, Tanya. | won't betray the Alliance that way, by accepting the offer to become a dictator. |
told Badaya that.” She looked at the deck, her face expressonless. “It wouldn't work, and it'd be
wrong.”

Degani spoke very, very quidly. “1 have to ask you, have you been offered something else? If you
agreed?’

He tried to remember, because whatever it was seemed to bother her a great dedl, but couldn’t come
up with anything.

“No. Nothing specific. It's dl been couched in very generd terms”

“You're certan? Her voice was angry now though dill very quiet. “You haven't been promised
anything dse, Captain Geary?’ He shook his head, letting his puzzlement show. “Anyone dse, Captain
Geary?’

Anyone ese? What could—? He was certain his shock showed. “You mean you?’ he whispered, too
sunned to speak in euphemisms.

She looked at him again, sudying his face, and seemed to rdax. “Yes. I've been urged by some
individudsto . . . offer mysdf. I’ve wondered if they had offered me on their own.”

Geary fdt heat in his face, embarrassment and anger rigng in tandem. He couldn’'t remember the last
time he' d been so filled with rage. “Who?’ he whispered savagdly. “Who the hdl had the bloody nerve to
dare suggest such a thing to you? You're not some prize or playing piece. Tdl me who they are, and
I'll—" Thistime he had to choke off his words, aware that even a flest commander couldn’t thresten to
rip subordinates into tiny pieces and vent them out the air lock.

Degani gave hm a thin-lipped amile. “I can defend my own honor, gr. But thank you. Thank you very

“Tanya, | swear, if | find out—"

“Let me ded with it, dr. Please” He nodded rdluctantly. “We should get back to the bridge, gr, to
monitor what's going on.” Another nod. One corner of Degani’s mouth bent farther upward. “You
wouldn’'t make a good dictator, would you?’

“Probably not.”

“Perhaps there' s a reason for that, t0o.”

He kept waiting for something to go wrong, but the Alliance shuttles dropped off every Syndic dvilian
and lifted off again, then returned to ther ships without any Syndic attempts to interfere with the
operation. “Did we actudly carry out an operation without the Syndics trying to double-cross us and
booby-trap everything in Sght?’ Degani asked.

“Looks like it. And so far our own double-crossers haven't sprung any more traps on us, ether.”
Geary sudied the display, as unwilling to bdieve it as Degani. The shuttles dl recovered, the Alliance
fleet was cutting across one arc of Cavaos Star System toward the jump point that could access ather
Anahdt or Dilawa. “Three more days to the jump point?’

“Yes, dr. Unless something dse happens” Degani clenched her jaw as derts sounded. “And
something just did.”

Syndic warships were becoming visble a the jump point they were heading toward.

TEN
“TEN Syndic battleships, twelve battle cruisers, seventeen heavy cruisers, twenty-five light cruisers,
forty-two Hunter-Killers, ” the operations watch-stander announced.

“Roughly haf our strength,” Degani observed, “though we ve got a much bigger advantage in lighter
units. Will they avoid action or fight?’

“They’ve got to have orders to stop us or dday us” Geary pointed out. “To do ether of those things
they have to fight.”

“They might be too frightened to fight after what this fleet did a Lakota” Then Degani paused as
something occurred to her. “They may not know what happened a Lakota. They may assume the pursuit
force we destroyed a L akota is dill after us and may appear at any moment.”

“You're probably right, snce they came from ether Anahdt or Dilawa” Geary watched as the



eght-light-hours-distant images of the Syndic formation could be seen coming around onto a new vector.
The Syndics had dready had eight hours to decide what to do and get started doing it. “It's a standard
Syndic box formation so far.”

“Maybe this CEO will be as supid as the one a Kdiban,” Degani suggested. That enemy commander
had smply charged head-on at the superior numbers of the Alliance fleet, dlowing Geary to annihilate the
enemy forces by bringing dl of his firepower to bear.

“That'd be nice)” Geary agreed, “but we can’'t count on it. I’ ve got a suspicion that we're killing stupid
CEOQs fagter than the Syndics are promoting them.”

“I've found it hard to overestimate the ability of any system to promote stupid people.”

With the promise of combat looming, Degani was in a good enough mood to crack jokes, dthough
Geary had to admit she had a point. “Let’s assume he or she isT't stupid. Do you think they’ll try hitting
our flanks with fagt runs, or if | have the formation divided, will they try to hit one of the subformations
head-on?’

Degani consdered that. “They've been taught to fight like we used to fight, with head-on charges.
Even if they try something fancy, it's more likdy to be a charge againg one portion of our formation
rather than afiring pass againg aflank or corner like you taught us. That's what I'd expect.”

Idedly, he' d just concentrate his own flegt into one big formation for the Syndic to charge toward. But
such abig formation wouldn't dlow dl of his ships to engage the andler enemy formation, negating a lot
of his superiority. On the other hand, if the Syndic was going to am for a subformation rather than going
draight for the main body of the fledt, tactics like those at Kaiban wouldn't work ether. He'd have to
use something different.

Rione reached the bridge then, pausing to look at the display before her seat before addressng Geary.
“What do you plan on doing?’

Geary indicated his own display, where the siweeping arc of the Syndic formation’s projected course
and speed was coming around and steadying on a vector tha intercepted the arc of the Alliance fleet's
own path, the two curved lines bending across light-hours of distance to join like twin sabers dashing. “I
plan on meeting the enemy, Madam Co-President, in alittle less than a day and a hdf.”

Rione looked from her display with its readout of the enemy’s numbers, then to Geary, and shook her
head. “It’s like fignting a hydra. No matter how many Syndic warships we destroy, there are dways
more.”

“They keep building them, and unlike us, they can get reinforcements,” Geary pointed ouit.

“I"d recommend trying to capture this CEO dive, Captain Geary. He or she may be able to answer
some questions for us”

“I'll do my best, Madam Co-President.”

“CAPTAIN, we're recaving a very tightly focused transmisson from the direction of the primary
inhabited world. It's addressed to Captain Geary.”

Degani gave hm awary look. They were dill amost eight hours from contact with the Syndic flatilla,
not having assumed their combat formation yet. “I'll take it,” Geary advised. “Let Captain Degani see i,
too.

The window that popped up before him showed an older woman seated at a desk, wearing a midrank
Syndic CEO uniform. “1 suppose you' re wondering why the senior Syndicate Worlds' officer in this star
system is communicaing with you, Captain Geary, and doing it in a manner that minimizes any chance
anyone ese will discover that she did s0.”

She gestured to a picture on the desk, of a young man Geary vagudy recognized. “I had a brother,
long dead in an accident, | thought. Now | have a brother, and the knowledge that a corporation tied to
avery senior Syndicate Worlds' leader wrote off actudly removing him and hundreds of his coworkers
from Wendig because it shaved a smdl amount off the expenses column in that corporation’s annud
report. | dso have a sster-in-law and some nieces and a nephew 1'd never known of, dl of whom owe
their livesto you.”

The face in the picture suddenly cdlicked in Geary’s mind. It was the mayor of Alpha, though decades

younge.



The Syndic planetary CEO shook her head. “Not to mention dl of the lives that would have been lost
inthis star system if you had chosen to bombard this planet. But I've heard from people in places like
Corvus and Sutrah and even Sancere, s0 | know you've been behaving the same way everywhere,
griking only at military targets or indudrid sStesin retdiation for our own attacks on you. | don't know
how many millions or hillions of Syndicate Worlds ditizens you might have eeslly killed, but | do know
you didn’t do it.”

Now the Syndic planetary CEO amiled grimly. “Now | find mysdf thanking the Alliance fleat for dl of
those lives even though my orders are to take any actions that might cost you any ships or dday you in
any way, regardiess of the potentid loss to the inhabitants of this star sysem. I'm wdl aware of the
gtuation you find yoursdf in. We ve been told a hdf dozen times that your fleet was trapped and soon to
be destroyed. How you' ve made it thisfar the living stars aone know. That you came to be in command,
Captain Geary, and the identification the Syndicate Worlds have been able to do on you seems postive,
leads me to wonder if the living stars have actudly intervened in this war. That you took a force built for
war and used it to save the lives of your enemies causes me to be grateful that they have.

“l owe you, Captain Geary, and | beieve in repaying debts. Your flegt is headed for an engagement
with a substantial Syndicate Worlds force, but one you outnumber Sgnificantly. Even though our leaders
are trying to keep everything about you and your fleet highly classfied, there are plenty of credible
unoffidd reports drculaing. Based on those, | don't expect the Syndic force to preval here, but based
on your actions to date, that expectation does not fill me with fear. Your fleet will be less a threat to the
people here than one answering to the Syndicate Worlds Executive Council.”

The Syndic CEO shook her head again. “I won't forget what you did, Captain Geary. A lot of us have
come to the understanding that this war stopped meking sense the day it began. We're tired of trying to
hold things together in our star systemns while our leaders squander the wedlth of the Syndicate Worlds in
awar that can’t be won. When you get home, tdl your leaders that there are people here who are weary
of fighting and want to tak.”

The Syndic CEO paused. “When our fadilities a Dilava were mothbaled about twenty years ago, it
was judged uneconomicd to remove the stockpiled materids at the mining fadilities there. A lot of things
were left in place. Just in case you have need of supplies after you leave here”

The window blanked, and Geary leaned back, thinking.

“Can we trust her?” Degani wondered.

“l don’'t know. Where' s Co-President Rione?’

“In her stateroom, | think.”

“Shoot her a copy of that and ask for her assessment.” Degani’s mouth twitched, and she hestated
just enough for Geary to see. “Never mind. I'll do it.”

Five minutes later Rione was on the bridge. “I think she's being honest.”

“She wants to talk peace, and expects us to defeat this Syndic flatilla, and told us where we can find
raw materids to resupply the auxiliaries” Geary pointed out. “If the Syndic authorities find out any of
that, they’ Il have her head off in a heartbegt.”

Rione nodded to Geary, her face thoughtful. “This implies a higher degree of rot within the Syndic
hierarchy than we expected. A star-system CEO tdling us directly that she no longer supports the war.”

“She's dso sympathizing with us againg her own forces,” Degani pointed out to Geary, seeming to be
torn between gratitude and revulson.

Instead of replying to her, Rione spoke to Geary. “The Syndic fleet has been a critica part of the
mechanism by which the leaders of the Syndicate Worlds have maintained control over their territory.
Anyone trying to disolay any independence would find warships ariving to enforce the will of thar
Executive Council. The more damage you do to that fleet, the greater the opportunity for locd leaders
such as this one to act on their own.”

“Thet flegt is nonetheless made up of thar own people,” Degani told Geary. “The fact that she's
goparently willing to cheer us on againg them should play arole in our assessment of her.”

Rione shook her head as she addressed Geary again. “A hypernet-bypassed star sysem probably has
proportionaly fewer dtizensin the fleet and feds far less a part of the Syndicate Worlds as time has gone



by.”
Geary looked back a Degani, only then redizing that both women were taking just to hm and
ignaring each other, asif they were in separate rooms and could only communicate directly with him.

Degani shrugged dightly. “The Syndic CEO we saw is a palitician, and | suppose a politician might
fed less compunction about the sacrifices of military personnel.”

That made Rione' s jaw vighly tighten, but she dill didn't look at Degani. “You have my assessment,
Captain Geary. Now if you will excuse me, | have other matters to attend to.” She swung around and left
the bridge.

Geary pressed the fingertips of one hand againg his forehead for a moment in an attempt to push away
an impending headache. “ Captain Degani,” he murmured so only she could hear, “I would appreciate it if
you refrained from engaging in open combat with Co-President Rione”

“Open combat?’ Degani replied in Smilar low tones. “I don’t understand, Sir.”

He gave her a sharp look, but Degani was eyeing him with what was surdly pretended innocent
puzzlement. “1 redlly don’'t want to go into details”

“I'm afraid you'll haveto, gr.”

Degani might consider him guided by the living stars when it came to command of the fleet, but when it
came to dedling with Rione, she obvioudy had a different opinion. “Jugt try to act like she'sin the same
room with you.”

“Shé' s nat, gr. She It the bridge.”

“Are you mocking me, Captain Degani?’

“No, dr. | would never do that, Sr.” Perfectly serious, as far as he could tdl.

It was dearly time to withdraw from the engagement. He couldn’t go into more detail or get angry
without drawing attention from the watch-standers on the bridge, and he didn’t need that. “Thank you,
Captain Degani. I'm very happy to hear that. | have enough other things to worry about.”

Degani at least looked a little regretful as Geary Ieft, trying to catch up with Rione. He suspected
she'd had some other important indghts to share, and he wanted to ask Rione something.

She wasn't moving fast, so he caught up with her hafway down the passageway. “Tdl me the truth,”
Geary requested. “Is the Alliance that badly off as wel? Is the Alliance ready to crack?’

“Why do you ask?’ Rione s tone was as unemotiond as ever.

“Because you didn't seem happy at the evidence of how bad things are for the Syndics. You've told
me the Alliance military is unhappy with the Alliance government, you' ve told me that everyone is tired of
war, but isit as bad as here in Syndic space? Is the Alliance threatening to fal apart?’

Rione stopped waking, her gaze directed at the deck, then dowly nodded without looking a him. “A
century of war, John Geary. We can't be beaten, nether can they, but both sdes can push until they
fracture”

“That’s why you came dong on this expedition? Not just because you were afraid that Bloch might try
to become a dictator, but because you were sure that he' d succeed, that the war-weary dtizens of the
Alliance would follow him because they'd lost belief in the Alliance”

“Bloch would not have succeeded,” Rione stated camly. “He would have died.”

“Y ou would have killed him.” She nodded. “Bloch must have known what you intended. He must have
hed precautions in place againg you.”

“Hedid.” A very amdl amileflicked on and off Rione's face. “They wouldn’t have been enough.”

Geary stared & her. “And what would have happened to you?’

“I'm not certain. It wouldn't have mattered. What counted was stopping a dictator in his tracks.”

He couldn’t spot any trace of mockery or dishonesty in her. Rione meant it. “Y ou were willing to diein
order to make sure he was dead. Victoria, sometimes you scare the hdl out of me”

“Sometimes | scare the hdl out of me” She dill seemed absolutely serious. “I told you, John Geary. |
believed the man | loved had died inthiswar. I’ ve had nothing ese to live for since then but my devotion
to the Alliance. If the Alliance itsdf was about to crumble, then I'd have nothing left a al. My husband
died for the Alliance, and if necessary, | could aswdl.”

“Why didn’'t you tdl me this right from the start?’



Rione watched him for a moment before answering. “Because if you were someone in the mold of
Admird Bloch, you didn’'t need encouraging. But if you were truly like Black Jack, you wouldn’t believe
me, because the idea of the Alliance faling apart would have been too hard for you to accept. You
needed to see enough for yoursdf to understand how bad things are. And | did tdl you things, though
you may not always have recognized it.” Rione shook her head. “I sounded you out, | watched you, | did
whet | had to do in order to influence your attitudes toward the way things are now.”

“What you had to do?’ The phrase sounded cold even for Rione. “You told me once that you didn’t
degp with me judt to influence me”

Her eyes stayed on his. “That wasn't the only reason, no. But it was part of it. Satisfied? You got my
body, | got yours, and in the dark watches of the night | whispered to you about the need to protect the
Alliance from those who would destroy it in the name of saving it. Oh, | enjoyed the sex. | admit that
fredy. But the day came when | knew that | no longer need fear you, and when | knew that my fedings
were beginning to betray the husband | ill love and who may 4ill live. | didn’t give you to her because
I’'m noble, John Geary. | did it for mysdf, and because I'd done what | needed to do.”

Hedidn't beieve dl of that. Rione€'s posture and expresson hadn’'t changed, but he remembered the
drunken words she'd once spoken, and he noticed that even while dispassonately judifying dl she had
done, Rione dill didn't say Tanya Degani’s name. “Y ou haven't given me to anybody, let done Captain
Degani.”

“You may haveto lie to yoursdf, John Geary, but give me some credit.”

“Why are you gaying on Dauntless, then? There are plenty of surviving ships from the Callas Republic
to which you could trandfer.”

“Because you'll need me close when we get home. Not as a thregt, as an dly. | know how the political
leaders of the Alliance will react to you. Black Jack has returned, the savior of the fleat and the Alliance.
You won't take what some of them will offer in exchange for more power for themsdlves. You won't do
what others of them will fear, taking al power for yoursdf. No, John Geary,” Rione indsted, “you will
gand atop the bulwarks of the Alliance and defend it againgt dl enemies, both those insde and those
outside, because that's who you are, someone out of a Smpler past. And | will hdp you againg those
ingde who seek to use you or act againg you out of fear.”

“Agang me? Do you think I’'ll be in danger from the palitica |eadership of the Alliance?’

“If I had been on the Governing Council when you returned, | would have argued for your immediate
arrest and isolaion under the public deception of your being on some secret misson. Because | would
have thought you were someone in the mold of Admird Bloch or Captain Falco. I've learned different,
and | will tdl the other senators what | know. Beieve me, you will need me” Rione declared. “Even
those politicians who didike me, and there are plenty of those, know that | will not betray the Alliance.
My words will matter to dl of them.”

Geary looked away, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand and trying to think. No matter how
complex getting this flest home in one piece had dways been, life once the fleet got home had seemed so
gmple. Resign his commission, go somewhere he wouldn't be recognized, try to hide from the legend of
Black Jack and the unredlidtic, devout expectations of those who believed he had been sent by the living
dars themsdves to this flest to save it and the Alliance. He'd kept focused on that to keep everything
from overwheming him, even as the idea of waking away from this fleet and its people fdt less and less
right. Now he had to admit that a the very least he'd have more problems to ded with before he could
leave these respongihilities behind. “Thank you, Victoria. I'm sure your help will be critica.”

She shook her head. “Don’t thank me. I’'m not doing it for you.”

“Thanks, anyway. Do you want to discuss the upcoming battle?’

“Youll befine You dways are”

His temper threatened to explode. “Dammit, the last thing | or anyone ese in this flegt needs is for me
to become overconfident! I'm going to try to minimize our losses, but this battle will not be Imple or easy
or panless”

Rione amiled in an infuriaing manner. “See? You dready know that. You don't need me to tdl you.
Anything else?’



“Yes” Geary stated between gritted teeth. “How about whether we should go to Anahdt or Dilawva
afterward?’

Rione spread her hands in a dismissve gesture. “Follow your ingincts, Captain Geary. They're much
better than mine, a least while we're il in Syndic space.”

“I"d dill like your opinion on whether or not we can trust that Syndic CEO.”

“Of course you can’'t. But that doesn't mean she isn't being truthful this time. See if what she sad
about Dilawa matches the Syndic star-system records we ve captured.” Rione turned to go, then spoke
over her shoulder. “That's my palitical advice. If you want military advice, go ask your captain for her
opinion. It'll give you two another professona opportunity to huddle close together.”

He watched Rione wak away, without saying anything € se that might have just invited another parting

shot.
FOUR hours urtil contact with the Syndics. The Alliance fleet and the Syndic flatilla were less than fifty
light-minutes apart, each force moving at point one light speed, their combined rate of closure at the point
two light speed maximum for effective targeting. He could now see what the Syndic ships had been doing
just less than an hour earlier, just as they could see the status of the Alliance flegt that long ago. 1t was 4ill
too early to set his combat formation, too early to let the Syndic commander know how Geary planned
to meet the enemy.

“Captain Geary? There' s something we need to show you.”

He acknowledged the message from Captain Degani and headed for the compartment she'd caled
from, trying not to look apprehengive as he passed members of Dauntless’s crew. Despite the need to
concentrate on the upcoming battle, Geary had been congantly distracted by worries about what his
interndl enemies might do. 1t sounded like they mugt have tried driking again.

The compartment proved to be one of the primary-systems control stations, gpparently confirming his
fears. As the hatch sedled behind him, Geary saw Degani, the lieutenant commander who was Dauntless
's systems-security officer, and the virtud presence of Captain Cresida. “What isit thistime?’

Degani and the lieutenant commander both looked a Cresida, who gestured toward some of the
system modules behind her. “I'd been thinking, sir,” Cresida began. “Trying to figure out how the diens
could be tracking us. The business with the worms got me wondering about our systems, about whether
anything dse could be hidden in them.”

Geary frowned. “The diens? This ign't aout a new worm generated from somewhere within the
fleet?’

“No, sr. We found something that couldn’t have come from internd sources. We had to get Captain
Degani’ s systems-security officer involved.”

“It couldn’t have come from the ingde?’ Geary gave Degani and her sysems-security officer a
puzzled look. “But you found something € se?’

Cresida nodded. “Yes, gr. What | was wondering was, if something €lse was there, something that let
the diens track our movements, how could it gill be hidden? It would have to be something unlike
anything we've used or tried to use if our security scans missed it. So I've been looking at different
things just off-the-wal guff, seeing if anything unusud or unexpected showed up anywhere indde our
sysems”

Degani’s sysems-security officer tapped a control, and a virtud display popped up beside him,
showing aweird image of what looked vagudy like overlgpping waves with fluctuating boundaries. “This
shows commands being sent through the navigational system, sr,” he explained. “Not the code, but the
actud eectron Sgnd propagation. It's a representation, of course, rendered in terms understandable to
us What Captain Cresida found was that the commands had something else piggybacking on them.” He
indicated the fluctuaing tops and sides.

Cresida pointed to them as wdl. “I don't know how they do it, but somehow they're encoding a
worm using saf-sustaining probability modulation on a quantum scale. Every particle making up thissgnd
has quantum characterigtics, of course. Well, the diens have imprinted some kind of program on those
characterigtics. | know it's not naturd because there should be probabilistic variation in how these actions
are occurring on the quantum boundaries of the particles meking up the sgnd. There in't. It's fallowing



patterns. We can't tdl what those patterns do, or how they do it, but it's definitdy something that
shouldn’t be there”

Degani nodded toward the display. “We think we' ve found our dien spy, Captain Geary.”

“I'll be damned. Thisisin the navigationd systems?’

“And the communications systems. We're dill screening the other systems but haven't found anything
likeit, yet.”

Geary stared at the diplay, amazed. “It's set up to know where we're going and tdl someone dse.
Can thisthing send messages at faster-than-light speeds?”

Cresida made a frustrated gesture. “I don’t know! | don’'t know how it works at dl, let done what it
can do. | just know it's not supposed to be there”

The lieutenant commander spoke up. “Naturaly, none of our security programs or firewals could spot
this It's, uh, dien to them, if you'll pardon the term.”

“There' s nothing we can do about it?” Geary demanded. “We just have to leave this thing infesting our
sysgems?’

That drew afierce amile from Cresida. “No, sir. | may not know how it works, but | know how to kill
it”

“That'sthefird time | ever heard you tak like a Marine, Captain Cresida. How do wekill it?’

Cresda indicated the wavery boundaries agan. “I'm sure we can generate quantum wave patterns that
have opposite characterigtics to these waves. In effect, usng destructive interference to cancd out the
modulated overlays. We don't have to know what the pattern does or how it's sustained to create a very
short-lived negative image of it. Once the overlays go to a zero probability state, none of them should
regppear except in rare random pieces that couldn’t possibly function.”

Geary frowned in puzzlement. “How could even random pieces reappear if they’ve been reduced to
zero probability?

“It's. .. aquantum thing, Sir. It doesn’'t make sense to us, but that’s how things work on thet leve.”

The systems-security officer nodded. “In effect, Sr, Captain Cresida has suggested creeting an antivird
program usng quantum-probability-pattern detection and cancdlation. 1t's a totaly new concept, but the
actud creation of the program iswel within our capabilities.”

“Thank you, Captain Cresida. | don't think I'm exaggerating when | say that dl humenity is in your
debt. | want Lieutenant Iger in intelligence briefed on this, too. Any ideas how it got into our systems?’

The others exchanged glances, then Degani answered. “I've been thinking about it snce Captain
Cresida showed me this. You suspect the hypernet gates were the products of diens technology, Sr.
Dauntless, like every other ship in the flegt, has an Alliance hypernet key on board that carries its own
operating sysem.”

Cresida’s eyes widened. “Which interfaces with the ship's navigationd system. You could be right.
WE Il get into the keys and see what we can find.”

The systems-security officer frowned thistime. “But if it is coming from the hypernet key, do we dare
sanitize the key? 1t could somehow bear on the proper functioning of the key.”

“Very good point,” Cresida agreed. “We d have to tread very carefully there. But we can set up an
antivird screen between the key and the rest of the ship’s systems once we get the program working.”

“Do it now,” Geary commanded. “If you need anything, and you're not getting it, make sure | know.”

“Yes, gr, but I'd like to wait until after the battle to tart.”

“The baitle?” Geary dmost dapped his own forehead. Between concerns about internd enemies and
hodtile diens, the actud looming battle had dipped his mind for a moment. “Yes, of course, after the
battle. And if anything else about this comes up that doesn’'t have to be dedlt with until after that, wait to
tdl me” | can’'t risk being that badly distracted again. A lot of ships in this fleet could die if I'm
not focused on the most imminent threat. What Cresida had found wouldn't have any effect on the
outcome of this engagement, but it would make a very big long-term difference in the diens dbility to
intervene again on the sde of the Syndics. We're figuring out your tricks, you bastards. And when
we' ve figured out enough of them, we're going to discuss this war with you and what humans do
to nonhumans who try to manipulate them.



ONE hour to engagement range if both forces continued on their current course and speed vectors. Now
Geary could see the Syndic formation as of twelve minutes ago, dill in its rectangular box shape, one of
the short sides facing the Alliance fleet like a hammerhead rushing to strike. “Ready?’ he asked Degani.

“Now?" Her eyes were dready locked on the enemy formetion.

“Yeeh, | couldn’'t do it earlier without acting uncharacterigticdly, but 1 need to give the Syndic CEO
commanding that flatilla time to see what I'm doing so I'll have time to see how they react.” Geary
tapped his contrals. “All unitsin the Alliance flegt, assume gations in Formation Echo Four a time three
zero, formation stations to form relative to flagship Dauntless.”

At time three zero, the big Formation Delta the fleet had been in broke apart, warships weaving
everywhere in a complex dance as they proceeded to dations in five subformations. “This is like the
formation you used in Lakota the firg time” Rione noted, as the shapes became apparent.

“Sort of,” Geary confirmed. “The coin-shaped subformations are very flexible | can pivot each of
them easlly because of the shape and the smdler Sze. But they’ll be arrayed differently than in the Echo
FHve we used at Lakota” Four coins were forming up in a diamond shape, ther broad sides facing the
enamy. In the open center of the diamond but farther back, a larger coin centered on Dauntless dso
faced the enemy.

“Are the auxiliaries bait agan?

“No. I’'mtrying to protect them. I’ ve got them in the back of my part of the formation because | have
to do something with them, and if the Syndics try to go after our auxiliaries there, they’ll have to run a
very nasty gauntlet to get near them.”

He waited, everyone waited, as the minutes crawled by and the Syndics raced closer. Surdy the
Syndic commander wouldn't smply charge up the middle. But the Syndic wasn't maneuvering, wasn't
aming for one part of the Alliance flet. Twenty minutes to contact. Fifteen minutes to contact. Was the
Syndic pardyzed with indecison, stupid, or carefully waiting until the last possible moment to dhift his
formation’s course?

It was getting too close, and the Syndic box could Hill veer up, down, or to the Sde agangt any angle
Alliance subformation. Geary knew he couldn’'t wait any longer. He mentdly plit the difference between
possible Syndic actions, figuring out Alliance maneuvers that were particularly tricky because of the way
momentum would affect course vectors after changes in heading. Hoping he'd gotten it right, he called
out orders. “Formation Echo Four Two, turn together and dter course to port zero eight five degrees up
one zero degrees a time one five” Tha would cause Echo Four Two to change from afla formetion like
an onrushing wal with al ships facing forward, into a knife-edge with the ships facing the thin edge, diang
left and up across the space the Syndic flatilla should cross about the same time. “Formation Echo Four
Three, turn together and dter course to starboard zero eight one degrees, down one zero degrees a time
one Sx.” The same thing, only with the subformation on the left Sde of the diamond dicng to the right and
down.

He had to take a breath before cdling the next two orders. “Formation Echo Four Four, turn together
and ater course up zero nine zero degrees at time one seven. Formation Echo Four Five, turn together
and dter course down zero ninefive degrees at time one eght.” That would bring the top and bottom of
the diamond dashing across the center as well.

Now for the biggest Sngle portion of the flet, the large trailing formation containing Dauntless and the
auxiliaries. “Formation Echo Four One, pivot down zero nine zero degrees around flagship Dauntless as
guide and dter course up zero one zero degrees & time two zero. All units in the Alliance fleet fire
missles and hdl lances as the enemy enters engagement envelopes.”

Degani raised both eyebrows as she absorbed the orders. “If he keeps coming up the middle, well
nal him.”

“Let's hope he does.” Geary stared at his display, where the Syndics were charging closer at tens of
thousands of kilometers per second. His image of the enemy was now dmost red-time, only a few
seconds delayed by the time required for light to cross the distance between opposing forces. “Damn.
There he goes” The ships in the Syndic box had dl angled upward dightly at the last possible moment,
aming to hit the Alliance subformation at the top of the diamond.



But that formation was't there anymore, dready turning, momentum carrying it in a wide curve down
and toward the Syndics. A Syndic barrage of missles followed by grapeshot tore toward the expected
location of the Alliance subformation, but instead of meeting the Alliance ships the grapeshot met empty
space. The Syndic missiles curved into stern chases, trying to catch up with targets that had dodged to
one Sde.

But the Syndic flatilla had made a much smdler course change, 0 that successve Alliance
subformations had crossed near the path of the Syndics moments before the enemy, valleying out missiles
of their own. Most of the Alliance specters smashed into the leading edges of the Syndic formetion,
wreeking havoc with the lighter warships and pummding the battleships and battle cruisers in that part of
the Syndic box.

“Damn,” Geary repeated under his breath. The change in the Syndic course hadn’t been very big, but
it had been enough. The Alliance subformations had avoided getting hit by the Syndics, but were aso out
of hdll-lance range as the Syndics cleared the missle barrage. At least he hadn’t wasted any of his fleet's
limited supply of grapeshot.

The same wouldn't be true as the Syndic box encountered the hig traling Alliance formation. The
Alliance auxiliaries, which had been at the back of the formation, had pivoted to the top as the Alliance
wal rotated flat and angled upward, protecting them from the fire of the Syndic warships that would pass
just under the Alliance ships. “You cdled this one dead-on,” Degani murmured, her eyes dill fixed on her
diglay.

“Maybe too close” Geary replied, hadlily triggering his command circuit. “Alliance ships in formation
Echo Four One, employ dl weapons, induding grapeshot.”

Dauntless and the other Alliance warships with her hurled out their missles, followed by tightly
packed fidds of bdl bearings. The Syndic box actudly had more warships in it than the Alliance
formation with Dauntless, but dmost every Alliance ship in the flat-coin formation could engage the
Syndics, whereas only the upper layers of the Syndic box could fire on the enemy.

The warships in the upper part of the Syndic box staggered as they hit wave after wave of Alliance
missiles followed by wave after wave of grapeshot as the length of the enemy formation shot past under
the length of the Alliance dmog horizontd plane, the formaions dmogt touching as the rear of the
Alliance warships passed the enemy. The Syndics hadn’t had time to reload the missle launchers they'd
used againg the firgt Alliance subformation, but pumped out their own barrage of grapeshot.

In the tiny fraction of a second in which this was happening, hdl lances dso flashed out, hitting shieds
weskened by earlier hits and warships whose shids had suffered failures under the blows.

Geary knew he couldn’t take time to evaduate the results of the clash, so even as Dauntless was 4ill
shuddering from hits and her watch-standers were cdling out damage reports, he sent out more orders.
“Formation Echo Four Two, turn starboard one one zero degrees up zero two degrees & time two four.
Formation Echo Four Three turn port one one eight degrees up one Sx degrees a time two four.
Formation Echo Four Four turn starboard zero five degrees down one three one degrees at time two
five Formation Echo Four Fve turn starboard zero eight degrees up one five two degrees a time two
five” He gasped a breath and kept going. “Formation Echo Four One, turn starboard zero three degrees
up one Sx zero degrees at time two five”

The combined maneuvers should dl bring the five pieces of the Alliance flegt up, down, over, and
around and back toward the Syndic box. As he saw what the Syndics were doing, he'd have to adjust
his orders, but for now it was enough to order his ships onto the right genera headings.

Fndly, with a moment to check the results of the encounter, Geary steadied himsdf as he checked the
ship dtatus reports. Most of the Syndic missles that had chased Formation Echo Four Five had been
destroyed by Alliance defenses as they tried to catch up with ther targets, but a number had made it
through. The heavy cruiser Gusset had logt propulsion, the light cruisers Kote and Caltrop had been
knocked out, the destroyer Flail blown apart by severa hits, and the battle cruisers Intrepid and
Courageous had suffered damage but were staying with the formation.

The brutd exchange of fire between Echo Four One and the Syndic box had cost the Syndics more
then it had the Alliance, but the destroyers Ndziga and Tabar had been destroyed, the light cruiser



Cercle riddled into wreckage, and the heavy cruisers Armet and Schischak both put out of commisson.
The scout battleship Braveheart had logt dl of its propulson and weapons and fdlen awvay from the
formation as well. Many other Alliance ships had taken damage, though the baitleships had naturdly
suffered the lesdt.

The front edges of the Syndic formation had taken the brunt of missle volleys, then the top had fought
the close engagement with Echo Four One. The Alliance advantage in numbers had told, particularly
agang the mogt heavily outnumbered Syndic light cruisers and HuKs. Of the twenty-five light cruisers the
Syndic force had entered the battle with, twelve were destroyed or too badly damaged to fight, while the
Syndic’s forty-two HuKs had lost dmost twenty of their number. Five Syndic heavy cruisers were out of
the battle. Best of dl, four Syndic battle cruisers were out of action, one destroyed and three badly torn
up. In addition, one Syndic beattleship had lost most of its propulson and was fdling back as the Syndic
formation began curving to one side for another strike at the Alliance ships.

| bungled that, Geary thought bitterly. The Syndic commander reacted so late | couldn’'t
concentrate my attack properly.

Degani seemed chearful, though. “Look a the damage on them! They won't be able to survive
another run like that.”

Geary didn’'t answer, focusng on the movement of the Syndics. They were dill coming around in the
huge turn necessary when ships were moving at point one light speed, but he fdt certain they were aming
to hit Echo Four One again, perhaps hoping to get some shots at the Alliance auxiliaries this time. He
snapped out orders to the other four formations, bringing them in to cross the track the Syndics would
fallow to intercept Echo Four One once more, his tone drawing a wary ook from Degani.

Thistime he' d guessed right. As the tattered Syndic box came toward Echo Four One from port and
dightly below, the other four Alliance subformations ripped past close ahead of it in quick succession,
each pass inflicing more damage on the leading Syndic units so that the front of the Syndic box kept
getting shredded and replaced by the warships behind it. More enemy heavy cruisers, light cruisers, and
HuKs exploded, broke apart, or smply fdl away with criticd sysems destroyed. Two more Syndic
battle cruisers reded out of the formation, followed by a third, while the forwardmost Syndic baitleships
took more and more hits.

The Syndics could only hit back a each Alliance formation once, and while they scored some hits,
they falled to inflict serious damage on any ships.

“Echo Four One,” Geary ordered harshly, “turn port zero eight degrees up one four degrees a time
four three.”

The Syndic box kept on course. Either the Syndic commander hadn’t spotted the Alliance maneuver in
time or his flagship had been damaged and couldn't communicate orders quickly enough. The Alliance
formation centered on Dauntless swept over the top edge of the frayed front of the Syndic box, this time
able to repeatedly hit the Syndic ships there while taking much lessfirein return.

Degani uttered a amdl whoop of pleasure as a Syndic battleship exploded in the wake of Echo Four
Oné€'s firing pass, followed by the core overloads of another battleship and one of the surviving battle
cruisers.

But Geary just stared a his display, trying to rebuild his picture of events and how to bring the different
pieces of everything together again. The Syndics were coming around to starboard now, angling dightly
down. Alliance flest subformations were swvinging outward on four widdy different vectors, thar
distances from the flagship varying. Geary tried to keep it dl straight, tried to coordinate the actions of his
subformations, and found it dipping away. He d been rattled by his falure to cdl the maneuvers right on
the firg pass, and now the movements and the necessary maneuvers through different leves of time delay
hed grown too hard to grasp. But he couldn’t just release the fleet for generd pursuit. Not yet. All of his
ships would swarm toward the Syndic flatillain a wild meee that would dradticdly increase the risk of
colligon and negate alot of his advantages in numbers and firepower. Nor could he count on handing the
movements of the subformations over to the atificid intelligence in the maneuvering system, because that
would focus on predictable highest-probability moves and therefore be predictable itsdf as wel as
probably in error.



He didn't redize he was saring wordlesdy at his display, trying to get his mind around the complexity
of the gtuation, as precious seconds ticked by. But then Rione was hissng a question in his ear. “What's
wrong? Our losses aren't that bad.”

“Too complicated,” Geary whispered. “Can’t coordinate . . .”

“Then trugt your subordinates, Captain Geary!” Rione whispered back angrily. “Let the commanders
of your subformations maneuver their own forces while you handle this one!”

Damn. She's right. Why do | think | have to do this myself? | chose subformation commanders |
could trust to do a good job, and now I'm not trusting them. “Captain Duelos Captain Tulev,
Captain Badaya, Captain Cresida, maneuver your subformations independently to engage the enemy.”

The complexity overwheming him shrank to manageable levels as Geary’ s problem narrowed down to
maneuvering his own piece of the fleet and keeping an eye on what the other subformations were doing.
He swdlowed, feding in control of the Stuation again, then redlized he'd regained control of everything
by not trying to control everything persondly. Remember that. Thisisn't a one-person show. You were
starting to think you were Black Jack, weren't you? he chided himsdf. “Echo Four One, turn port
one seven five degrees, down two one degrees at time five seven.”

Absurdly, even though the battle was continuing, everyone on Dauntless’s bridge seemed to relax. It
took Geary a moment to redize that his own anger and distress had been throwing off the others. He
forced himsdf to look around with a amile. “Wel done so far. Let’sfinish the job.”

Captain Degani completed ordering some priorities for repairing the damage Dauntless had taken in
the firg encounters with the enemy, then amiled a him like a lioness who was anticipating kills. “They
should have run after the firg pass. If we can get their formation to break now, their remaning units won't
lest long.”

“Maybe we can hdp that dong.” Geary gestured to Degani. “Can | get a drauit up to contact the
Syndic flatilla?”

Degani raised one eyebrow, then pointed a finger a her communications watch-stander, who tapped
rgpidly for a moment and nodded in confirmation, holding up four fingers. “You have it, sr. Channd
four.”

Letting out acdming breath, Geary activated the circuit, trying to speak with casud confidence. “To dl
warships in the Syndicate Worlds' flatilla engaged with the Alliance fleet, this is Captain John Geary,
acting commander of the Alliance fleet. You are doubtless expecting reinforcements in the form of the
large Syndicate Worlds' force this fleet encountered at Lakota about two weeks ago. Be advised that we
destroyed that forcein its entirety. It won't be showing up here or anywhere ese. | urge you to surrender
now and avoid further sensdess loss of life”

That brought another amile from Degani. “Y ou're probably going to hurt their morde.”

“That'sthe idea”

“I'll see what more Dauntless can do to hurt them physicdly. ” Echo Four One had come around
agan, gpproaching the frayed Syndic formation a a high angle thistime.

Before Echo Four One could reach the Syndics, Echo Four Three and Echo Four Five hit the front of
the battered box again, leaving another enemy battleship drifting in their wake.

“Use the rest of the grapeshot,” Degani ordered her combat-systems officer as Echo Four One and
the Syndic formation raced toward each other again.

Another flash of contact, then Geary watched the fleet’s sensors evauatiing damage to the Syndics as
Echo Four Two and Echo Four Four came in from above and below the Syndic box. The three
remaining Syndic battle cruisers had logt dl shidds and were lashing out franticaly at extreme range as
the next two Alliance subformations approached. Only 9x heavy cruisers remained with the box, the rest
of their number scattered in various states of destruction dong the path the Syndic formation had taken
through space. Five light cruisers and a dozen HuK's aso had survived. The core of the Syndic formation
remained its battleships, five of which were gill in good shape.

Geary bardly had time to hope that the commanders of Echo Four Two and Echo Four Four didn't
push ther luck too far agang the five battleships when his subformations made their latest firing runs,
tearing past s0 close to the Syndics that Geary fet a momentary spurt of fear.



In the wake of the latest Alliance assault, one more Syndic battleship staggered away from the box
formation and two of the three battle cruisers were gone. But Courageous, Incredible, and Illustrious
hed taken serious damage, the heavy cruiser Gusoku had blown up, and the destroyers Cestus and
Balta were dso gone. “This battle is not going well,” Geary muttered to himsdf.

But Degani heard. “The Syndics aren’'t meking mistakes, ” she agreed. “But it won't save them. One
more firing run—"

“They're bresking!” the operations watch-stander shouted exuberantly.

“Thank you, Mr. Gaciones,” Degani replied. “I can hear without you yeling.”

As the embarrassed watch-stander turned back to his duties, Geary watched on his display as what
was left of the Syndic box findly disntegrated. Two of the battleships stayed together, and three HUKs
dung to their protection, but every other Syndic ship bolted in different directions, seeking to outrun any
Alliance pursuit.

That dmplified things “All ships in Echo Four Two, Echo Four Three, Echo Four Four, and Echo
Four Five, generd pursuit. Break formation and engage any enemy targets of opportunity. Echo Four
One will engage the two bettleships that have remained in company.”

Which was easer said than done given the time and space needed to turn the warships of Echo Four
One, but the Syndic battleships were too close and too cumbersome to be able to outrun pursuit. As
Echo Four One swung around, Geary watched the rest of his subformations fragment so fast it looked
like they’d been blown apart by some huge blast. Individud Alliance warships locked on to Syndic
warships and leaped onto firing runs, each surviving Syndic ship becoming the target of many Alliance
grikes. On the display, the projected paths of the Alliance warships formed a tangled web from which
the Syndics were franticaly trying to escape.

“What the hdl are Brilliant and Inspire doing?’ Degjani demanded of no one in particular.

Geary looked. The two battle cruisers had broken away from ther formation and from Opportune,
the other battle cruiser in their divison, and were accderaing toward intercepts with the two Syndic
battleships. His anger at the costs of this engagement flared up again. We' ve already lost enough ships
today, but those idiots are ignoring my orders and going one-on-one with battleships.

“They’ll get there wdl ahead of us” Degani protested, her disgppointment clear. “But why? They
can't take down even one of those battleships on therr own.”

“No,” Geary agreed. He tapped his controls harder than usud. “Brilliant, Inspire, this is Captain
Geary. Break off your firing run on the pair of Syndic battleships.”

He waited. He checked the distance and how much time it would take his message to reach those two
battle cruisers and for an answer to come. But no reply came, and both battle cruisers continued on their
charge. Then he redized that Opportune had come around and was trying to catch up with Brilliant and
Inspire as she dso headed for an intercept of the Syndic battleships. This time he needed severd dow
breaths to cdm himsdf before cdling the ships again. “Brilliant, Inspire, and Opportune, you are
ordered to immediatdly break off your firing pass on the two Syndic battleships.”

More time passed as Echo Four One lined up for its own run on the Syndic battleships. “There's not
enough time to get another message to them,” Degani noted.

Geary fdt his jaw hurting and tried to relax it as he watched three battle cruisers conducting a
sensdless charge againg superior forces.

Brilliant and Inspire shot past the two Syndic battleships, concentrating ther fire on one of the
battleships and passing close enough to unleash their null fidds as well as hdl lances and what must be
their last grapeshot. The shields on the targeted battleship flared repeatedly but held until the second nul
fidd penetrated enough to take a chunk out of one propulsion unit and dow the battleship.

But the Syndics had aso concentrated ther heavier fire, and Brilliant staggered away with very
serious damage, its own propulson systems shot up and most wegpons out of commisson.

Then Opportune came in done, one battle cruiser facing the fire of two battleships. Syndic hdl lances
crashed the Alliance battle cruiser’s shidds, then ripped into Opportune . Only momentum saved the
dhip as she tumbled away from the Syndic warships, horribly damaged.

“If Opportune’s commanding officer isdill dive, I'm going to kill him,” Geary vowed, thinking of how



meany Alliance sailors must have just died on that ship for no reason.

“Sx months ago | might have applauded him,” Degani remarked in wondering tones. “Now | see how
sensdess it was. What's the point of bravery that only aids the enemy in destroying you?' Her voice
changed, hardening. “All right, Dauntless,” she called out to her bridge, “let’'s make those Syndics sorry
for what they did to Opportune.”

The three battle cruisers had weakened the shields on the Syndic battleships, though taking much
worse harm in exchange. The warships of Echo Four One now hit the Syndics over and over again as the
formation raced past, knocking the battleships shidds out completely, the four Alliance battleships with
Echo Four One adminigering the death-blows that turned one of the Syndic battleships into drifting
wreckage and knocked out most of the systems on the other. “All warships in Echo Four One, generd
pursuit. Bresk formation and engage targets of opportunity.” Geary switched to an internd circuit.
“Lieutenant Iger, | want to know if any of the escape pods out there hold any Syndic CEOs. See what
you can find out.”

It had been a messy, painful battle. But the Alliance fleet had Hill paid far less than the Syndics. As he
watched the wreck of Opportune tumble through space, Geary couldn’t find much comfort in thet.

ELEVEN

“WE can't save Opportune.” Captain Tyrosan shook her head unhappily. “Too much damage, too
many sysems out. Even if you wanted to tow her, we'd have to linger here for severd days reinforcing
damaged parts of the hull, or the ship would break apart.”

Geary checked a report that hed dready brought up, liding casudties in the fleet. Opportune’s
commanding officer and executive officer were dead, dong with close to 40 percent of the rest of her
crew. He looked at the deck for a moment, not having to fight down anger now because he was filled
with despair at the waste. Then he nodded. “We Il scuttle her. Get anything off her that we can pull off
eadly and that we'll need for the other battle cruisers. You've got four hours while the rest of the crew is
evacuated.”

“Yes, d9r. What about Braveheart?’ Tyrogan asked. “We're not sure why she's il in one piece and
expect what' s left to come gpart at the fird stress, but | have to ask.”

“Yeah. WE Il blow up Braveheart, too.” The scout battleship divison was now down to a Sngle ship,
Exemplar. “How about the other badly damaged ships?’

Tyrosan frowned as she looked to one side, checking reports on her own display. “Heavy cruisers
Gusset and Schischak are dready under way again though they won't be combat-capable for a while,
and Gusset redly needs amgor yard period to repair her damage. Light cruiser Caltrop haslost a lot of
systems but can keep up with the fleet. Four of the battle cruisers, Courageous, Illustrious, Brilliant,
and Intrepid, have alot of damage. Courageous and Brilliant in particular are barely combat-capable,
but we' ve repaired enough propulsion units on them.”

“Thank you, Captain Tyrosan.” Geary dumped backward as Tyrosan's image vanished, thinking
about the fact that of the four battle cruisers Tyrosan had just mentioned, three were commanded by
senior cgptains who were aso in charge of battle-cruiser divisons. Clearly the old spirit of damn the
grapeshot, full speed ahead was 4ill dive and well even among people he thought knew better by now.
At lesst the fact that the Alliance fleet had retained possession of the fidd of battle dlowed those ships to
be recovered. If the fleet had been forced to retreet, dl four of those battle cruisers would have been
log, too.

His stateroom hatch dert chimed, and Captain Degani entered, looking worn but triumphant. Geary
hed to remember that by the standards of battles in the last severd decades even this victory he thought
of as costly was actudly quite cheap. “We ve got a Syndic CEO, Captain Geary,” Degani reported.
“Not the one in overdl command, who died on one of the battle cruisers that blew up, but her second in
commeand.”

“I guess we should be grateful that a Syndic commander who made so few mistakes won't be around
to fight anymore, ” Geary noted. “How badly was Dauntless hurt?’

Degani’s triumph faded into pain. “Twenty-five dead, three others criticaly injured, but we hope we



can save them. We logt an entire hell-lance battery, and I'm not sure we can get it working again no
meatter how much duct tape and prayer we use”

Geary nodded, feding a little numb. “If you want anyone off Opportune to make up for Dauntless’s
losses, let me know.”

Thistime Degani grimaced. “ Opportune is a write-off? Damn. | saw that her captain is dead.”

“Thanks to following the example of Captains Cdigo and Kilaon Brilliant and Inspire,” Geary added
bitterly.

“If | may ask, dr, what are you thinking of doing about that?’

He gave her a searching look. It sounded like Degani had carefully phrased her question. 1 have a
nesty suspicion that you're going to tel me that the fleet thinks they did something admirable.”

Degani hestated, then nodded. “Yes, sr. Closing on the enemy with no regard for the odds, that sort
aof thing. In the eyes of the fledt, they were judtified in disregarding your orders.”

“Meaning the fleet would be appalled if | disciplined them.” Geary shook his head. “I thought . . .

“That we'd learned?’ Degani asked. “We are learning, Sr. But we need to keep that spirit of being
willing to fight no matter what, too. And you know how hard it can be to change wha you believe in.
This is the opposite of what Casia and Yin did. They disobeyed orders so they could avoid battle.
Cdigo and Kila disobeyed orders so they could fight. Everyone condemned Casiaand Yin, but if you try
to treat Cdigo and Kila as if they did the same, very few will agree with you. | respectfully suggest you
tread carefully in deding with them, Sr.”

“Yeah. Thanks for the good advice” A very-high-profile action during a battle, one designed to draw
admiraion from the fleet as a whole, and one which lured a fdlow ship to its destruction as the price of
thet admiration. He didn’t like where thet line of thought led, that Caligo's and Kila's behavior bore some
digurbing resemblances to the thinking of whoever had planted worms in the flegt. But that wasn't even
close to being evidence of their involvement in that sabotage. He needed to think this through, discuss it
with Rione. “It's not like | didn’t make plenty of mistakes mysdf thistime”

Degani frowned a him. “The firg pass didn’t work out perfectly, but everything else went right.” He
didn't answer, and she frowned deeper. “Sir, you keep tdling me that you're not perfect, but right now |
can tdl that you're condemning yoursdf for not being perfect. With dl due respect, you're being
incongstent and overly hard on yoursdf.”

For some reason Geary found himsdf amiling crookedly &t her. “With dl due respect? How would you
sy that if you weren't being respectful ?”

“I"d tdl you that you were being an idiot and that you can't afford to let a misstep destroy your
confidence. Sir. Which of course I’'m not saying.”

“Because that wouldn't be respectful?” Geary asked. “It sounds like something | should ligen to,
though. Thanks. Where' s this Syndic CEO?’

“His escape pod was picked up by Kururi, which is bringing im to Dauntless.”

“Good. Please ask Lieutenant Iger to let me know when our vigtor is ready for a chat with me. I'd like
you there, t00.” Degani nodded. “And Co-President Rione”

Degani’ s expresson closed down completely. “Yes, sr.”

He' d figured out that when Degani said “yes, Sr” to him, it could mean a lot of different things, but
agreement wasn't one of them. “Tanya, she's an important dly. She understands things we don’t. She's a
palitican. This Syndic we' re going to be deding with is dso a politician.”

“So they speak the same language” Degani stated in a way that made it clear that she thought Rione
and the Syndic CEO shared many other qudities. “I understand why she might be useful, then. | will
inform Lieutenant Iger of your wishes, Sr.”
THE Syndic CEO in the interrogation room was doing his best to put up a good front, doubtless worried
that video of him might be broadcast to the Syndicate Worlds for propaganda purposes. His impeccably
tallored uniform bore sgns of the CEO’ s escape from his last ship, and his appearance was rumpled even
though his haircut dill looked like it had cost as much as a destroyer. Geary glanced a Lieutenant Iger.
“Hnd out anything?’

lger nodded, a amdl amile showing. “Yes, gr. He didn't say anything, of course, but | tracked his



reactions, induding his brain scans as he ligened to my questions. He denied knowing anything about an
dienintdligence, but | saw fear spikes when | asked.”

“Fear?’

“Yes, dr,” Iger repeated firmly. “No doubt at dl. This CEO, at lead, isfrightened of those things”

“Are we sure it's not the question that frightened him?” Rione asked. “The posshbility that he might give
away avery important secret?’

“Or jugt that we know enough to ask the question,” Degani added.

Iger nodded respectfully to both women. 1 asked the question different ways, Madam Co-President,
and watched exactly what parts of his brain lit up. Captain Degani, his nervousness did increase a great
ded when | dtarted asking those questions, but that registered differently than just concern over us
knowing. See these records?’” The lieutenant tapped controls and brought up imeges of the Syndic
CEO'’s brain, images that hovered in the ar before them. “See here? That's the area concerned with
persona safety. This area reacts to deception planning, which is when he's working out a lie You can
see how as | asked variations on the questions, his reections differed.” The images flared and dimmed in
different areas. “He' s got a very deep-seated fear when the topic is raised, something that triggers some
of the most ancient portions of the human mind.”

“Fear of the unknown, fear of the stranger?” Geary asked.

“Thet sort of thing, yes, sir,” Iger agreed.

“But outwardly he's daming to know nothing.”

“Yes gr.”

Geary looked over a Rione and Degani. “I think | should go in there and talk to him. Lieutenant Iger
can monitor his reactions. Should one or both of you go with me?’

Degani shook her head. “I'd rather watch from here, gr. It's hard enough to keep from busting
through that wall and locking my hands around the neck of that Syndic bastard asit is”

Rione frowned, though in thought rather than directing the expression at Degani. “I think you should
try just you fird, Captain Geary. One-on-one, he may be alittle more prone to speak. If it seems right, |
can dways come in and apply whatever pressure or encouragement an Alliance politician can add.”

“All right.” Iger came close to him and, with a mumbled gpology, carefully attached something tiny
behind one of Geary’s ears. “What's that?’

“A short-range comm link operating on a frequency that won't interfere with the interrogation
equipment,” Iger explained. “WeIl provide you with whatever the eguipment shows of the Syndic’'s
resctions as you speak to him. It’'s effectively invisble, though if the CEO knows anything at dl about
interrogations, he Il assume you' ve got a link to whoever is monitoring him.”

A few seconds later, Geary stepped into the interrogation room, seding the hatch behind him. The
CEO s in one of the two chairs the room boasted, both fastened securely to the deck. As Geary
waked toward him, the CEO stood up, his movements abrupt with fear. “I am an officer of the
Syndicate Worlds, and—"

Geary hdd up one hand pdm out in a forestdling gesture, and the CEO broke off his speech but
remained sanding. “I've heard variaions on that plenty of times” Geary informed the CEO. “It doesn't
seem to have changed much in the last century.”

That made the CEO twitch dightly in spite of himsdf. “I’'m aware that you have identified yoursdf as
Captain John Geary, but—"

“But, nothing,” Geary broke in. “I know your superiors have aready done a postive ID on me and
confirmed who | am.” He sat down, trying to look totaly confident, and gestured the CEO to St again.
After a moment, the CEO did, his body dtaying Hiff. “It's past time we stopped playing games, CEO
Cafiro. These particular games have cost both the Alliance and the Syndicate Worlds terribly in terms of
lives logt and resources wasted in awar you can’t hope to win.”

“The Syndicate Worlds will not yield,” the CEO ingsted.

“And nether will the Alliance. After dmost a century, | assume everybody has figured that one out. So
what's the point? What are you fighting for, CEO Cafiro?’

Cdfiro gave Geary aworried look. “For the Syndicate Worlds”



“Redly?’ Geary leaned forward dightly. “Then why are you doing what the dien intdligence on the
other 9de of Syndicate Worlds space wants you to do?’

The CEO stared a Geary. “Thereign't any such thing.”

Lie, Lieutenant Iger’s voice came to Geary like a whisper in his ear.

He hadn't redly needed that to know it was alie. “I won't bother going through dl of the evidence
we ve acquired. Some of it the Syndicate Worlds probably aren’t aware of.” Let the Syndic CEO worry
about that. “But we know they’re there, and we know the Executive Council of the Syndicate Worlds
mede a dedl with them to attack the Alliance, and we know the diens double-crossed your Executive
Coundl and instead left you to fight usdone” That dl added up to a lot of educated guesses rather than
known facts, but Geary wasn't going to admit uncertainty at this point.

The Syndic stared back at him, and even Geary could spot the outward sgns of his distress without
the help of Iger’s equipment. “1 don’t know what you're taking about.”

Partial lie, but he also seemed shocked when you mentioned the double cross. He may not have
been aware of that.

Geary gave the Syndic CEO a doubtful ook and shook his head. “I understand your name is Niko
Cafiro. Second Level Executive Grade. That's farly high-ranking.” CEO Cafiro watched Geary with
obvious wariness but stayed slent. “High-ranking enough to be second in command of the fldtilla we
destroyed in this star system.” Thistime the Syndic’s eyes reflected anger and fear. “We ve pretty much
evened the odds, CEO Cdfiro,” Geary stated. “The Syndicate Worlds can't confront us with
overwhdming superiority right now. We ve destroyed too many of your shipsin the last few months”

He's hiding something, Iger’s voice whispered. When you spoke of how many ships the Syndics
had, it triggered a cascade of mental reactions.

Meaning what? That more Syndic ships than expected were actudly out there, or that this CEO was
just thinking about the battles in which the Syndics had lost so many ships and not wanting to show any
reection that might confirm Geary’'s statement? “We're close to the border with the Alliance” Geary
continued. “A few more jumps, and well bein a Syndicate Worlds border sysem. From there we'll get
home.”

Thet findly drew an overt reaction. “Y our fleet will be destroyed.”

“I’'m going to get thisfleet home,” Geary repeated evenly.

“Everything the Syndicate Worlds has left will meet you in one of the border star systlems and stop
you,” Cafiro indgted, though his voice lacked conviction. “This fleet won't make it back to Alliance
“Maybe they’ll meet me” Geary agreed. “But the Syndicate Worlds haven't had a lot of luck with
sopping thisfleet so far. Besides, you know aswdl as| do that | don’t need to get the entire fleet home
to tip the balance in this war. | only need to get one ship back to Alliance space. The ship carrying the
key to the Syndicate Worlds hypernet.” CEO Cafiro couldn’t stop aflinch. “You don’t know which ship
that is. How are the Syndicate Worlds going to stop that one ship from jumping for Alliance space? And
once that one ship gets home” Geary emphasized, leening a bit closer, “the Alliance will be adle to
duplicate that key, and the Syndicate Worlds will have to destroy their gates one by one to keep the
Alliance from using them. It grants the Alliance a huge advantage, and you know what can happen when
ahypernet gate is destroyed, don’t you?’

It had been a shot in the dark, but Cafiro looked away, visbly upset. “I thought Effroen should have
been told.”

“Effroen?”

“The CEO directing the forces left to defend Lakota. She had orders to keep you from usng the
hypernet gate at dl costs, but even though those of us with some insde knowledge of what had happened
a Sancere were worried about what would happen if Lakota's hypernet gate was destroyed, we were
overruled.”

He seems to be sincere, Iger advised Geary. There's some anger spikes as memory areas light up,
consistent with recalling events that upset him.

Geary nodded at the Syndic. “Your superiors seem to be willing to run alot of risks. Very hig risks,



like the one that got this fleet trapped deep in Syndic territory.”

It...itwasn't my plan.”

“The ambush in the Syndicate Worlds home system? The double traitor who offered the Alliance fleet
that hypernet key o it would rush into the ambush?’

“Yed | never would have taken such arisk.”

Geary shook his head. “It looked like a sure thing. You' d have taken it. But it backfired.”

“Because of you!” Cefiro ydled, suddenly red-faced and openly furious. “If you hadn’'t shown up—"
He stopped speaking, hisflush fading rapidly as his face paled with fear.

“Yeah,” Geary agreed. “I showed up.” The Syndic CEO swdlowed and stared at him. “Let’s think
about it. Someone, if that's the right word for members of an intdligent nonhuman species, tricked the
Syndicate Worlds into garting this war. Y our Executive Council screwed up roydly and has refused to
admit it. Now, the Alliance will soon have the means to nullify the Syndicate Worlds hypernet system
because your Executive Council screwed up royaly again. They started the war, and now they’re about
to lose it. And you're remaning loyd to them when you could be taking about ways to minimize the
damage.”

Cdfiro planly did think about it, his eyes shifting before he findly spoke. “Areyou . . . negotiaing?’

“I'm just asking you to consider dternatives.”

“For the good of the Syndicate Worlds”

“Right.” Geary nodded, keeping his face cam.

“You want the war to end?’ Cafiro chalenged.

“You and | both know that humanity faces another enemy. Maybe it's about time we stopped killing
each other the way that enemy has tricked usinto doing.”

More thinking, Cafiro avoiding Geary's eyes again for severd seconds. “How can we know you'll
keep your word?’

“There's proof of that in every star system this flegt has traversed since we left the Syndic home
sysem. Don't try to pretend you haven't heard.”

CEO Cdfiro pushed his pams tightly together, pressing the tips of hisfingers to his mouth as he thought
agan. “It's not enough. Not now. | tdl you honestly, as long as there€'s any chance that you can be
stopped, no one will move againg the current membership of the Executive Council.”

He s telling the truth, Lieutenant Iger reported in an astonished voice.

“And when this fleet does make it home?’

The Syndic CEO eyed Geary. “Then the falure will be huge, the costs incaculable, the consequences
too serious to contemplate. Even then, the current membership of the Executive Council won't negotiate.
They can't afford to because that would assgn the fallure to them.”

Geary nodded, remembering how Rione had stated the same thing.

“But,” Cafiro added, his face hard, “after something like that, the rest of the Syndicate Worlds would
not be willing to sacrifice themselves to protect the Executive Council from its fallures”

Ask him if that means revolt, or new members of the Council, Rione urged.

Geary nodded asif to Cafiro, but aso to Rione's words. “Are you saying there d be a revalt, or that
we' d be deding with new members of the Council?

Cafiro's eyes shifted. “1 don’t know.”

Lie, Iger advised.

“Let’'ssay it's new members,” Geary pressed. “Will they be willing to negotiate an end to thiswar?”’

“Under those conditions? | think so. Depending on the terms.”

Truth, Iger stated.

“Would they work with us to dedl with the diens and stop pretending they don’t exig?’

“Yes, |—" Cdfiro flushed red again, this time with apparent sdf-anger at having findly blurted out an
admisson that he knew of the diens.

“We both dready knew the truth,” Geary said. “We want the same thing. An end to a sensdless war
and a united front againg something that threstens humanity. That should be grounds for working
together.”



The CEO nodded once,

Appeal to his sdlf-interest! Rione demanded. Not the best interests of humanity or the Syndicate
Worlds! His sef-interest! He didn’t become a Syndic CEO by being self-sacrificing!

She had a point. Geary forced a amdl amile “Of course, when | speak of working together, I'm
taking about with someone we know. Someone who understands the issues”

His brain’s reward centers are lighting up, Iger observed.

Cafiro nodded again, this time much more firmly. “As you say, we need to think in terms of mutud
benefit.”

“Naturdly,” Geary replied in an even voice, though he wanted to spit. Why couldn’'t Rione have done
this directly? But she would have been tarred like any other current Alliance leader with dl the hatred and
disrust engendered by decade after decade of war. He, the outsider even now, had a different status.
But he didn't know the right words, and Rione wasn't feeding them to him, maybe assuming he'd
somehow know them. Maybe he did. Geary dredged up memories of a superior officer he'd suffered
under for afew years, aman who had nearly driven him from the fleet with his paliticking and attempts to
manipulate those around him. He just had to remember the sort of things that he had said. “The Alliance
needs the right people to work with,” Geary stated, emphagzing the word “right” just enough.

Cafiro dmogt amiled, but his eyes lit with eagerness. “Yes. | know others who could work with me.
With us”

Cdfiro favored Geary with a tense amile “Of course, there’s not much | can do as a prisoner.”

“It seems we understand each other.” More than Geary wanted to. But then this particular Syndic
CEO had been ambitious and power-driven, or he wouldn't have been second in command of tha
flatilla 1t followed that he' d react thisway when offered the sort of ded Geary had implied. Other Syndic
CEOQs, perhaps less self-centered and more loyd to things other than their persond bottom line (like the
CEOQO in charge of Cavalos Star System), would be far better leaders to ded with. But Geary had to use
the weapons he had available.

Even very digasteful weapons. Wegpons that were negotiating for their own freedom but hadn't
bothered yet to ask about the fates of other Syndic survivors from the flatilla that had been destroyed.
Geary tried to keep his face cdm even as he sympathized with Degani’s desire to choke this Syndic
CEO until his eyes popped. “I think it will benefit dl concerned if you are released.” Before | decide to
let Degani in here so we can strangle you together. He couldn’'t resst mentioning the other Syndic
aurvivors in a pointed reminder. “We ve taken no other prisoners here. Some of the escape pods from
destroyed Syndicate Worlds warships are damaged but appear able to reach safety.”

“Ah ... of course” Cafiro agreed after a brief hesitation.

“The Syndicate Worlds will be hearing from us, CEO Cdfiro. After this fleet gets home” Geary stood
up to end the conversation and left the room.

“He's nervous” Lieutenant Iger remarked when Geary rgjoined the others. “Doubtless wondering
whether he' s redly going to be released.”

“Will heredlly giir up trouble for the Syndics if we let hm go?’ Geary asked Iger and Rione. Both of
them nodded. “Then get him off this ship, please, Lieutenant Iger.”

“Yes, ar. HEIl be back in his escape pod and relaunched within haf an hour.”

Geary led Degani and Rione out of the intdligence spaces. “1 think 1’d rather ded with the diens,” he
remarked, not sure how much he was joking.

“You might,” Rione replied with absolute seriousness. “If our speculions are right, these diens acted
agang us and the Syndics because of their experiences with the Syndic leadership. They might Smply
want to be left done or to fed secure agang us. Remove the threat of human aggresson, and those
dienswould have an immense amount of space available to them on their other borders.”

Degani, taking asiif spesking to hersdf, gazed down the passageway. “Unless there€' s something else
on their other borders.”

Geary frowned, then fdt a sudden pang of worry. “If there’ s one nonhuman intelligence out there . . .”

“There could be more. Almogt cartainly are more” Degani murmured. She looked at Geary. “We
have to understand this enemy, and that’s a very important posshility. They might fed penned between



potentid foes. They might even be fighting a war or wars unimaginably far away from our own battles
with the Syndics. Maybe they need to keep us tied down because of that, because they need to protect
their flanks. Maybe that means we' ve got potentia alies againg these creatures. Or even worse potentia
enemies”

Rione looked like she'd swalowed something unpleasant. “That's a red posshbility. We have no way
of knowing if it's true. Ther€ s too damned much we don’t know.”

“We ve learned alot. WE Il learn more.” He hoped that was true, anyway.

THE expanding bdls of debris that had been the wrecks of Opportune, Braveheart, the heavy cruiser
Armet, and the light cruiser Cercle were wel behind the Alliance fleet now as it proceeded toward the
jump point for Anahdt and Dilawa. Geary had kept the fleet's speed down to point zero four light to
meke it easier for badly damaged ships like Courageous and Brilliant to keep up, hoping they’d soon
get more propulsion units repaired. No more attempts to plant worms in flest sysems had occurred.
Geary wondered if that was because those responsible for the earlier attempts were busy deding with
damage to their ships, or were trying to find new ways to plant the worms, or were rethinking that tactic
after the previous atempts had backfired by dienating most of the fleet. It seemed very unlikdy that
they'd given up.

He gill wasn't certain which star to jump to next. Nor did he fed like thinking of that a the moment.
Thefleet had logt alot of personnel aswel as severd shipsin the latest battle. He'd spent along timein
thefleet & peace, a hundred years ago, and fought one hopeless battle before going into survivd deep.
Others had fought countless battles during the next century, growing accustomed to losing ships and men
and women in large numbers. Geary had kept trying to avoid deding with that but redized he couldn’t
keep it up. He had to accept the cost that even victories required, and he needed to cdl up the personnel
records, which would tdl him the private prices the people he knew now had paid before he had known
them. He owed that to them.

Geary cdled up the personnd files and read through them. Captain Jaylen Cresida. Home world
Madira. Her fird flet assgnment had been as gunnery officer on the destroyer Shakujo. Married five
years ago to another fleet officer. Widowed three years ago when her husband had died aboard the
battle cruiser Invincible when the ship was destroyed while defending the Alliance star system of Kana
agang a Syndic attack. Not the same Invincible that this fleet had logt at Ilion, but the previous ship to
bear that same name.

Cresida had told him that if she died, she had someone waiting for her.

Geary closed his eyes for a moment, trying to dull the pain ingde as he read the dry report. Then he
read more, forcing himsdf to confront the costs of this war that had changed the Alliance he knew and
helped forge the persondities of the people around him.

Cresida s mother and brother were dso casudties of the war, the mother dead when Jaylen had been
only twelve. The older brother had died a year before Cresida joined the fleet. Not wanting to taly the
losses through the generation before that, Geary stopped looking back through thefile.

Seding himsdf, Geary pulled up Captain Dudlos's file His wife was a research scientist in a Star
sysem safdy back from the front ling, but Dudlos's father and an unde had died in the war. His oldest
daughter would be digible for call-up by the draft next year.

Captain Tulev had logt hiswife and three children to a Syndic bombardment of their home world.

And Captain Degani. She'd told him that her parents were ill both dive, and that was so0. Degani
did dso have the uncle she'd spoken of a few times. But she'd never mentioned the aunt who'd died in
ground fighting on a Syndic world. Nor the younger brother dead sx years ago in his fird combat
engagement.

He remembered the young Syndic boy with whom Degani had spoken when the refugees from
Wendig were brought aboard, the way Degani had treated the boy and the way she'd looked at him as
he moved to defend hisfamily. Had she seen her little brother in that boy?

Geary spent along time saring a the display, then punched in the other commands he' d never had the
nerve to face. The records of what had happened to hisfamily.

Gearys popped up. A lot of them. He' d Ieft no wife or children behind, something for which he'd often



given thanks. But he' d had a brother and a sster, cousins, an aunt. Most of them had children. Many of
those had ended up in the fleet. Geary remembered his grandnephew’ s bitter words, thet it was expected
that Gearys would join the fleet. A lot of them had done that, and alot had died.

He was dill Stting there, trying to take it in, when his hatch darm sounded. “Comein.”

Captain Degani entered, then hated, watching him. “What's wrong?’

“Jud . . . reviewing somefiles”

She hesitated for only a moment, then came around behind him to read over his shoulder. Degani was
glent for so long that Geary began wondering what to do, then he heard her speak oftly. “Haven't you
seen these before?’

“No. | didn't want to.”

“Wevedl paid apriceinthiswar. Your family has paid more then its share.”

“Because of me” Geary ground out. Degani didn't answer, apparently unwilling to deny something
ghe had to know was true. “Why didn’t you ever tdl me about your brother?’

She was quiet again for awhile. “1t's not something | talk about.”

“I'm very, very sorry. You know | would've ligened.”

The reply took a moment to come. “Yes, and | know you would ve understood. But | thought you
hed enough things to worry about. My family's losses aren’t specid.”

“Yes, they are” Geary objected. “Every angle person is specid. A hundred years of this, a century of
life after life cut short in awar that’'s gone nowhere. What a damned waste.”

“Yes” He fdt Degani’s hand rest on his shoulder and squeeze lightly, the gesture of a comrade
shaing pan, and maybe something more.

Geary brought his own hand up to cover hers and grip it. “Thanks”

“Y ou need everything we can give you.”

Suddenly it dl fdt like too much. His responghilities, the pain the war had brought to so many, the
fedings for Degani that he had to keep as hidden as possible. He had to get Dauntless home, he had to
get that Syndic hypernet key back to the Alliance, but he had to do so much more as wdl. People
expected him to do so much more. Geary fdt as if he would drown under the pressure, his only lifdine
the hand resting on his shoulder. He dropped his grasp and stood up, facing her. “Tanya. . "

“Yes” she repeated, though he wasn't sure if she knew what it was he couldn’'t say, or if she knew
and was trying to deflect it. “It's so much for one man to carry. You will end it, though,” Degani Stated
firmly. “You'll end this war, you'll save this fleet and the Alliance”

Every word fdt like a nal in his coffin. “For the love of my ancestors, please don't give me that
Speech!”

“It' snot a gpeech,” Degani ingsted.

“Yes, itid It'safantasy about who | am and what | can do!”

“No. It'strue. Look what you've done dready!” Degani gestured to the display. “You can stop this. |
know it must be hard to be chosen by the living stars for such a mission, but you can do it!”

“You have no idea how it feds to have thet kind of demand placed on you!*

“l see the effect it has on you, but 1 know you can handle it. You wouldn't have been chosen
otherwise”

“Maybe somebody made a mistakel” Geary dmost ydled. “Maybe I'm not able to save the entire
damned universe by mysdf!”

“You're not done!” Degani was dearly upset now, her face as she gazed at him twisted with hope,
fear, and something deeper, dl jumbled together.

“It sure feds like it!” Geary swung his own angry hand toward the display now behind him. “All of
those dead, and people expecting me to end that. How can anyone accomplish that? | can't do thid”
Had he ever actudly said those last four words to anyone, or had the thought only echoed insgde him
ance he'd been forced to assume command of this flegt?

“What else do you need from me?’ she asked desperately. “Of course you need help. Tdl me, andit's
yours. I'll do anything.” Degani looked gppalled as the last words dipped out, and she stared at Geary.

His despair drained away as Geary stared back at her. Something that had been at least partly hidden



now lay in the open between them. “Anything?’
“I didn't—" She swalowed and spoke with obvioudy forced cadm. “I’'m without honor now. | know
thet.”

“Stop it, Tanya. Y ou've got honor to spare.”

“An honorable woman would not fed this way about her commanding officer! She wouldn't speak of
it. She would not be willing to—" Degani bit off her words and stared frantically &t Geary again.

He could reach out and have her. Right this very moment. Geary looked down at his hands, thinking of
the price so many others had aready paid. He' d been willing to use Victoria Rione when she'd offered
hersdf to him, just as Rione had used him. But he couldn’t do that to Tanya Degani. Even though Degani
and dmost everyone dse would excuse him for it, judifying to themsdves whatever was done by the
hero sent from the past. But he couldn’'t do that to her. The very thought of it revolted him. That, more
then anything, told him that his fedings for her were red, that he wasn't just reaching out again for any
sdfe port when the storms of his respongbilities grew too rough. “I won't take your honor,” he
whispered.

“You dready haveit,” Degani replied in agonized tones.

“No. I'll take nothing from you that you don’t fredy choose to give”

“Itsgiven. | swear | didn't seek thet, | swear | tried to fight it, but it has happened.”

Geary looked up again and saw her despair. “Either wélll live to reach Alliance space, or well die on
theway. If welive. . .”

Degani nodded. “1 can resgn my commission. It won't be enough to return my honor or erase the
burden I’ ve put on your own, but—"

“Resgn your commisson? Tanya, you live to be a flegt officer! You loveit! | can't dlow you to give
that up on my account!”

“An officer who cannot carry out her duties according to regulations is required to—" Degani began,
her face now Hiff.

“I'll resgn,” Geary broke in. “As soon as we get home. | never wanted this responghility, and once |
et this fleet home, no one can demand more of me. Once I'm no longer a fleet officer, your honor can't
be questioned, and—’

“No!” Degani now appeared horrified as she gazed a him. “You can't! Y ou have amisson!”

“l never asked or wanted—"

“It was given to you! Because the living stars knew you could do it!” Degani backed away, shaking
her head. “I can't dlow my fedings to influence you this way. Too many people are depending upon you.
If I caused you to shirk that misson, | would surely be damned by them and deserving of it. Say you
won't do that. Say you didn’'t mean it.” He looked back at her dlently. “Say it! If you do not, | swear |
ghdl get this ship home to Alliance space, then go as far from you as human space dlows” Geary
gruggled for words, and Degani took another step backward. “If the temptation | offer you has to be
removed from this ship now, I'll do that. I'll do whatever | must.”

Hefindly found his voice again. “No. Please. Y ou're Dauntless’s commanding officer. You belong on
her. I .. .1 promiseyou | won't resgn until thiswar is over.” The words fdt acidic in his mouth, the thing
he had never wanted to accept even though he knew so many expected it of him.

“Your promise should not be to me” Degani replied, her face and voice camer now.

“Itis” heindgted. “I've avoided making it because it scared the hdl out of me. But the thought of not
seaing you scared me more. Congratulations.”

“I ... didn't—"

“No, you didn’t. You never would have tried to manipulate me on purpose.” Unlike Victoria Rione, he
redized. “I made the choice. I'll carry out the misson. As long as you don't resgn your commission. |
need you with meif I’'m going to have any chance of succeeding. And when my mission is done, and I'm
no longer in command of thisflegt, I'll findly say the words that | wish | could say to you now.”

Degani nodded to him. “Thank you, Captain Geary. | knew you'd do what you had to do.”

“As opposed to what | want to do right now.” Amazingly, she laughed. “If you and | did what we
wanted to do at this very moment, we' d be different people. But hard asit is, | must stand here insteed of



sepping closer to you. Much closer. No. You have my honor, | have your promise. If the gift of my
honor gives you the strength to do what you mug, it'sa amdl price for meto pay.”

“You think of it as a price, then?’ Geary asked.

Degani nodded as her laughter faded. “My honor is the thing of greatest vaue that | possess. Thet |
used to possess. | know you will not useit against me, and | know it is safein your hands. But there have
been times when it fdt like my honor was dl | had left. | regret loang it.”

“Then | promise you that 1 will keep your honor safe until | can return it.”

“But . . . it was given. To my shame . . . but it was given.” Geary shook his head. “I want to return
your honor, and you want me to keep it. There's away to do both if that’s what you want.”

“How could | have both—?" She seemed shocked, looking away for a moment before focusing back
on him. *Y ou mean that?’

“l can't come out and say how | fed, just like you can't, not until this war is over and I'm no longer
your commeanding officer, but | swear on the honor of my ancestors that | meant it.”

Degani blinked, swallowed again, then gave Geary a stern look. “You must know something, Captain
John Geary. Right now you are my fleet commander, and | do as you say and defer to you. You are on a
divine misson, and while that lasts, | will follow you to hdl itsdf on your command. But when dl is done
and the war is over, a man would come to me with my honor and himsdf. Not like any other man, not
even then, but a man, and | will not be subordinate to any man in my own life or my own home. | will
only have a men as a partner, an equd, to be beside mein dl things. Any man must agree to thet if he
someday wishes to share alifewith Tanya Degani.”

Geary nodded. “Any man who redly knew Tanya Degani would gladly commit to those conditions
and promise to honor them.”

She gazed back at him, then smiled. “It is very hard, and | fear that it'll be harder dill before dl is
done. But when the day comes that your misson is fulfilled, | will accept my honor back and dl that
comes with it.”

All he had to do was get the flegt the rest of the way home and win the war that had been raging for a
century. But he'd never thought he could get this far, do what he' d been able to do. If he could somehow
end the war, end the deaths. . .

And, for the firg time since he' d been awakened from surviva deep, he knew without any doubt that
he had something other than duty to live for. They'd talked around it, they might never again discuss it
even indirectly while the war lasted, but they each knew how the other fdt and what they’d promised
eech other. “In that case, Captain Degani, let’s take a look at the star display and figure out our next
move on the way home. We ve got afleet to save and awar to end.”
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