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CHAPTER
ONE

Ky Vattaglanced around the table at the captains crowded into her office. It till fet alittle unred, but
here they were, dl waiting for her to say something: Argelos and Pettygrew, there from the beginning;;

Y amini, who had been Argelos military adviser and who now captained the stedlth observer they’'d
captured from the pirates, Ransome and Baskerville, the two surviving captains of Ransome' s Rangers,
Magjor Douglas of Mackensee Military Assistance Corporation, assigned as MMAC'sliaison to her. His
assistant, Master Sergeant Cdly Pitt, seemed quite at ease standing in acorner.

“Our main problem, as| seeit, isthat we' re dwaysreacting to Turek,” Ky said. “We don’'t know much
about him, what his goals are—besides killing people and getting power—and we can’t understand any
of the transmissons we' ve overheard. We ve got to find away to get better intel.”

“Mackensee might share datawith you,” Mgor Douglas said. “If you don't mind me butting in.” He
smiled a Ky.

“I don't mind,” Ky said. “Before we go into jump, would you like to ask them about that?’
“Y ou particularly want information about their language, any history anyone can dig up, isthat right?’

“Oh, | wouldn’t mind knowing where they are right now, where they’ re going next, and in what force,”
Ky sad, grinning.

“If we knew that, we' d be hauling mass,” Douglas said. “All of us. But | can ask if any of our linguists
know the language. Y ou gave them copies of the transmissions, right?’

“1did, yes,” Ky said. “And another thing...I know | need a aff structure. We talked about that before,
but with over forty shipsto command, | need something now, before we get to Cascadia.”

“Think any of those privateerswill give you trouble?’ Argelos asked. Ky was mildly amused to find that
the former privateer no longer considered himsdlf one of them.

“I doubt it,” Ky said. “ Aunt Grace sent them; she' d have checked them out.”

“Youdon't just need a staff,” Douglas said. “Y ou need acombat control center. Y ou can’'t command
forty shipsfrom the bridge on this one—it’ stoo crowded, and it doesn’t have the right communications
setup. Y our shipboard ansibles are an incredible advance, but they can’'t do everything and they are

bulky.”
“My office—"

“Isan't adequate,” Captain Yamini said. “1 agree with Mgor Douglas. Running the additional



communications cablesin here would be next to impossible, and they must be shielded cables. You're
talking over forty ships now, and maybe moreif the M oscoe Confederation sends ships from Cascadia.
That'salot of equipment, not just for communications but aso for scan, if you' reto have the data you
need during abattle. | don’t know how you' d get onein this ship—you’ d have to practicdly rebuild it,
I’ d think—but then you' ve told us it needs serious work anyway.”

“On our ships, the CCC isbuilt inwhen the hullsarelaid,” Douglas put in. “But | understand that some
systems have modular CCCsthat can be retrofitted to vessals. We don’t, but maybe they can do that at
Cascadia”

“Beforewego FTL, we should ask Stellathat,” Ky said, adding another lineto thelist in her implant. A
long list, now, since she had heard about the Slotter Key privateers on their way to Cascadia, turned
down Mackensee' s offer of acommission, and accepted the suggestion of aliaison to travel with her. In
afew short hours, her little group would leave the Mackensee headquarters world and head for Cascadia
Station. ..and she would have to be ready, when they arrived, to take charge in reality asthe commander
she had hoped to become.

“WEe Il have two jump transtions on theway,” Argelos said. “ Do you want communiceation there, or
not?’

“They’re both just waypoints, aren't they? Uninhabited sysems?”
“Yes. But the angbles are up in both right now. We might find out what' s going on—"

“Good idea,” Ky said. “We don’'t want to delay more than we have to, but stripping bulletinsfrom
ansibles doesn’t take long. Everyone should do it, S0 you can each run your own analysis and we can
share. Intership communication only by onboard ansibles, no matter how closewe are.”

Her deskcom chimed; Hugh Pritang’ s code. “ Y es, Hugh?” Ky said.

“Last load’s coming aboard here, Captain. Last for Sharra’ s Gift isahdf hour out. Bassoon’s
complete. Mackensee' s Traffic Control officer has given usa priority departure dot in two point five
hours. Next after that’ s at three point five. Thought you' d want to know.”

“Thanks, Hugh,” Ky said. To the others, she said, “We d better get with it, hadn’t we? I’ d like to take
that early dot, S0 this meeting will haveto be short.”

For another hour, they hammered out the organization of skeleton staff, to befilled out oncethey arrived
at Cascadia, then dispersed to their various ships. Ky made the calls courtesy required to the Mackensee
officers who had assisted them, sent databurst messagesto Stella, Grace, and Rafe, and then went to the
bridge as they undocked and headed out toward the jJump point.

Nexus |1, Headquarters of I nterStellar Communications

Rafe Dunbarger, acting CEO of InterStellar Communications, looked at the monitor in the centra control
room of 1SC’ s detention center. The man in the security cell looked older than his officid yearsand very
tired. All the gloss of wedlth and power had |eached away, leaving hisface exposed, the dissatisfaction
and ambition clear to see.

“Y ou sure you' ve got everything?’ Rafe asked hisnew interna security chief.

“Assure aswe can be. Hisimplant was coded to salf-destruct if removed, of course, but we were able
to block that and examine it. Downloaded everything we could. And before we took hisimplant, we' d
done afull pand, ' cept what you' d told us not to.” Faint regret colored histone.



“I have my reasons,” Rafe said.
“I’'m sure, Ser Dunbarger. Not arguing, just saying.”

Rafe watched the man on the monitor shift hisweight on the narrow bed. Now came the question, the
find question at the end of al the data collection. What to do with the man who had destroyed his
childhood and much of his adulthood, who had separated him from hisfather, who had schemed and
plotted and findly attacked his own mentor, Rafe’ sfather? Who had contrived the killing of Rafe's
ggters, the degth of hissurviving sister’ s husband and child? He surely deserved desth, but...what desth
could encompass his crimes? And what about lega procedures?

He' d made discreet inquiries, and the answer came back that it was 1SC’ s problem. The government
didn’'t want anoisy, embarrassing, expensivetrial any more than he did. They wanted the problem
removed.

“He' sahundred percent liability,” he'd been told. But he d been told that about himsdlf, when it wasn't
true. Wasiit ever true? The man had intelligence, talents, charisma. ..he had earned the trust of the Board,
of Rafe' sfather...could he have been, in some way, as misunderstood, or at least as complex, as Rafe?

“Would' ve been easer to kill him that first day,” Gary said.

“True.” Rafe Sghed. No matter what he did, leaving Lewis Parminaaive would be too dangerous. The
man was athreet, not only to him and hisfamily but aso to I1SC, Nexus, and the new aliance. In the heat
of hisearly rage, he could have enjoyed killing the man himsdlf...but now his ssomach churned at the

thought.

“Yougoing totdl him?’

“Heexpectsit,” Rafesad. “He snot stupid.”
“They dwayshope,” Gary sad.

“I'll speak to him,” Rafe said. Hewasn't surewhy he fdlt that he mugt, but he knew if he didn’t hewould
regret it forever.

“Not without aguard,” Gary said.

“No,” Rafesaid. “I’m not supid, either.” Gary grunted, and Rafe grinned at him. “ And not you—I'1l take
whoever’son duty in the section.”

It was only ashort walk to the guard station at the entrance to the block of cells. He let the guard open
the cell, and then followed him in. The guard stepped to one Side, stun-rod ready.

“Enjoying yoursdlf, aren’'t you?’ Lew Parminasaid. His gaze flicked to the guard and back to Rafe's
face. Hissmilewidened. “ Still the scared little boy, are we?’

“Cautious,” Rafe said, keeping the edge out of hisvoice. Mild interest, no more. “Y ou might takeit asa
sgn of respect.”

“Not fromme,” Lew said. He put his hands behind his head; the guard shifted dightly, watchful. “Having
fun with the company?1 left you afew surprises...”

“Asmuch aspossible” Rafe said.
“My family?’ Judging by the sneer on hisface, hedidn’t realy care about them.



“Arefine” Rafe said. Hewaited a predictable two bests.
“No conjugd vist before the end?’

“Sherefused,” Rafe said. Parmina s wife had done more than refuse; she had gone into hysterics at the
mention of that possibility.

“Ah. Well, then, | presumethisisthe obligatory so long, farewell, see-you-in-hell sesson? Or areyou
going to go al mushy and ask why | betrayed your father’ strust?’
“I have nointerest inwhy you did it,” Rafe said.

Lew shrugged. “Well, then. Get it over with. Unlessyou' re planning to drag it out with torture or
something. | know you—you can't pretend you don't enjoy killing.”

Rafe smiled down at him, holding Parmina s gaze until the man had to look down. “I ration mysdlf,” he
said then. He nodded to the guard, who opened the door and turned to leave.

“You coward!” Lew screamed, and lurched forward. Even as Rafe spun, drawing his own weapon, the
guard’ s stunner struck Lew; he collapsed, clawing &t his neck.

“Goon, s; I'll take care of this,” the guard said.
“Quickly,” Rafe said. He holstered his pistal. “No playtime.”
“Absolutdly,” the guard said.

Rafewaited in the corridor outside. After amoment the guard emerged.

HAth(m?l

“No,” Rafesad. “The family has requested no autopsy and no funerd. I’ d say dispose of the body to
medical research, except that he might have hidden something else nasty interndly. If you can removethe
implant in asecurefacility, do that. Direct cremation’s safest. Be sureto fill out the paperwork.”

Back in his office, Rafe made the necessary calls. Lew’ swife cried, more with relief than sorrow, but he
gtill felt compelled to comfort her. The daughter Lew had abused listened stony-faced, and said only
“Good.” Rafe s sster Penny nodded once, then burst into tears—clearly relief, thistime—and his
mother, on the com, did the same. Officid reaction was subdued but clearly glad that | SC had handled
ISC’s problem.

Hefelt none of the exultation he had felt before. ..only apeculiar sense of lossthat he findly identified as
grief. Lew Parminawas dead, and deservedly 0, but he had been as human as Rafe himsalf. He thought
suddenly of Ky, and her moment of compassion for the spy they had caught on her ship...shewould
have understood this. How could someone have gone so wrong?

Heinformed the Board that afternoon, at their regular meeting. “Lew Parminaisdead,” he said. “Hetried
to attack me, in the cell; aguard killed him. The death was reported to al the proper authorities; the
family declined to receive the remains or hold afunera; they asked that 1SC dispose of them. Hewas
cremated immediately.”

“About time,” Vaclav Box said. He had urged the need for Parmina’ s death more than once. “ Poisonous
cresture.” Others murmured agreement. No one wanted to be seen as defending Parmina

“Next,” Rafe said, “the latest medica report on my father.” At first they had demanded such reports



amost daily, but lately he had noticed more time between questions, and |ess gpparent interest. “His
gpeech hasimproved, though dowly. His doctors, however, hold out no hope that he will be able to teke
up hisduties as CEO even part-time within the next four months....and they do not think he will ever be
ableto useaninterna implant.”

“Not even on the other Side?’ Vaclav Box asked.

“Apparently not,” Rafe said. “Because of the existing damage, they’ re concerned that any manipulation to
creste the pocket could cause seizures—or worse. An external device might be possible, but. ..he had
had aright-sded implant hiswholelife.” Helooked down for amoment, imagining what it must be like
without an implant, without that reassuring presence. “We had dl hoped, of course, that the neura
regeneration would proceed more swiftly.” Then he could have gotten back to his own life, though he had
no ideawhat that life might be.

Glances passed back and forth across the table; for along moment no one said anything.
Findly, Box cleared histhroat. “ About your father...”
13 YS?’

“You know I’ ve talked to him. So have some of the others. I’ m certainly aware he' s not what he was.
And—for the most part—we don’t want him back.” Box paused amoment, clearly trying to gauge
Rafe sreaction. Rafefdt asif aload of rock had dropped on his head; he couldn’t think of anything to
say. “I’'moneof hisoldest friends; | till consder him afriend. But he got usinto thiswhole mess; his
judgment was faulty long before hisinjury. Or perhapsit had been tampered with, but that doesn’t redlly
metter.”

“Y ou' ve canvassed the Board?’ Rafe found hisvoice at last, looking around at them al.
“Informally, yes”
“Y ou can't blame everything on him. It was Lew—"

“Hewasfooled by Parmina, to the point of repudiating his own son.” Box went on, enumerating the same
things Rafe had struggled not to see. “ The policies he gpproved led directly to the messwe'rein
now—the erasion of our ability to protect our monopoly, thefalureto gain control of new technology,
the theft of our intellectual property...Parminamay have been the mastermind, but your father did not see
the dangers”

Neither had the Board, Rafe thought. They had al been fooled just as much as hisfather. Had they ever
done anything more than nod yes and take their compensation?*“ Then...if you don’'t want my father, you
won't want me,” he said. He fdlt letdown and relief at the same moment.

“Not at dl, Rafe. Y ou did see the problems; you' ve clarified them for dl of us; you' ve sarted turning the
corporation around. We need you and we want you. Now and for the foreseeable future. | don't
believe—and | am sure the Board concurs—that there is anyone else who could possibly save as much
of what we had.”

The others nodded. The weight fell back on his shoulders. He wanted to yell at them, ingst he was not
the one for thejob, but he knew...he knew hewas.

“The only problem,” Box said dowly, “isthisthing with the Vattafamily and your relationship with them.
On this| stand with your father, and | think | spesk for most of the Board. There are reasonsto be
concerned; they areinvolved in too many of the things that have gone wrong, that have cost us.”



“You can't serioudy believe...” Rafe stopped, faced with that double row of stony faces. They did
believeit. He would have to change that—they would have to understand that their future lay with a
Vatadliance

M oscoe Confederation, Cascadia Station

Stella Vatta, acting CEO of Vatta Transport, watched a crawler line move across the screen of her
deskcomp—silenced, as sheliked it—and flicked for full download. The columns of figures she'd been
working on faded; the screen showed a newsman from Central Cascadian News Service standing in
front of another screen, which showed an explosion repeating, over and over.

“—just in, avid apparently sent by ansibleto at least a dozen system governments. We re not sure of the
source, but andlysissuggeststhat it is, asit clams, an actua unedited vid. The person you will see
identifies himself as Gammis Turek and clamsto represent alarge force—I must warn you, thisvid
contains disturbing images and language, unsuitable for children. But wefed it isurgent—"

Stelafdt cold to her bones. Gammis Turek. The man Ky inssted had been connected to Osman Vatta
and the attack on their family...and behind the disruption of the ansible network, and the conquest of
systems like Bissonet and Polson.

The screen changed, so the explosion filled it. Thistime, it did not repeat, but changedtoamanina
dark-red-and-black uniform, standing against a background of anight sky, armsfolded across his chest.
He seemed tall, though without any background cluesit wasimpossible to say how tall: dark-haired,
dark-eyed, a strong-boned face that might have been attractiveif not for the expression.

“Youwill dl know my name,” he said. He had a strong accent, but Stellahad no difficulty understanding
hiswords. “Youwill al fear my name.” He seemed to be looking through the camera, right into Stdlla’'s
eyes, she felt exposed for amoment, even though she knew he could not possibly see her. He had to
have persondity mods, to convey that much command presencein arecording. “1 am Gammis Turek,”
he said. He paused. Hismellow voice, perfectly modulated to convey strength, determination, menace,
was far more frightening than the harsh bellow of athriller actor.

“You must understand this,” he said. “1 canisolate your world at any moment. My fleets control the
paceways, my forces can disrupt ansible communicationswhenever | wish. | have many dlies; their
forces, too, are at my command. | have more ships than any system militiaand wegponsthat can turn
your home worldsinto cinders” A carefully measured pause. “If you force meto use them against you, |
will have no mercy. Y ou and those you love, everything you have worked for, will diein an instant. Here
isone proof of it.”

Now the scene showed an expansve office, where well-dressed civilians, dl clearly humods, backed
away from armed men wearing Turek’ s maroon and black colors.

“They argued with my commands,” Turek said. Thetroopsfired, in short bursts, and people fell, some
screaming a fird, until at last theroom fell sllent. “They did not obey,” Turek said in avoice-over, asthe
scene shifted to abrief battle between arock-throwing mob and the soldiers. “ That was Polson,” Turek
sad. “1 ownit now. | ownitsjump points. | own itsangibles. Only my people live on the world once
cdled Polson. And it isnot the only one.” The scene changed to aruined city, smoke rising from
shattered buildings. “Here someone killed one of my men. Just one. Hundreds died here, maybe
thousands. It doesn’t matter to me. | do not tolerate disobedience.” He did not sound angry, but like
someone stating an undeniable fact.

The scene shifted again, thistime to an image of an ansible platform exploding, then again to Turek
standing as before.



“Do not make the mistake of thinking this an idle boast. Or that you can save yoursaves by banding
together. It istoo late for that. My agents are everywhere: those of you who conspire against me will
regret it.” He smiled, achilling smilethat was a the sametime aluring. Stellaremembered from her brief
bad affair what strings were being pulled here. “ Remember my name. Expect me. | am coming.”

The announcer regppeared. “We have no way of knowing whether thisis some kind of scam, or whether
this person redlly exists and actudly is behind the recent disturbing events we reported sometime
ago—the apparent overthrow of the governments of Bissonet and Polson by aforeign force. But we felt
this was important enough to bring to the public. We have dready sent this vid to the Moscoe
Confederation Defense Department, who are now andyzing it further. We will keep you informed.”

Stellatabbed back to the spreadsheet she’ d been working on. Cascadiafelt alot less safethan it had a
few minutes ago; she had been so sure that nothing would happen here until Ky regppeared, and then Ky
would take care of it—or someone would—and she could go on leading Vatta Enterprises and Vatta
Transport. And there was nothing she could do, really, except make sure that new onboard ansibles
came off the production line as fast as possible. One production line might not be enough; she might as
well work on costing a proposdl.

Ten minutes later, her implant scheduler reminded her that her ward Toby would be back soon from
school; foreign crisisor no foreign crisis, she could not put off any longer aserioustalk about a purely
persond metter.

Shewaited until Toby had engulfed his usual after-school snack before broaching the topic she knew
would upset him.

“Toby, | need to speak to you about your friendship with Zori.”
“Why?" From his expression he suspected the reason.

“Her family isn't happy with it, for onething. If you were both older, that wouldn't matter...wdll, it
wouldn’t matter on Sotter Key; I'm not sure what the courtship rituals are on such a courteous place as
this. But you' re not older, and her family hasaright to influence her choices.”

“Shelikesme.” Toby’'sface settled into astubborn expression. Zori was hisfirs girlfriend, and he had
fallen ashard asaboy hisage could fall.

“Yes, 30| gather from her mother. But their concern istwofold: we are not an old Cascadian famly, and
we arethewrong religion.”

“Wecan't hdpit that we just got here,” Toby said. “It’snot like we re criminas or anything.”

“No. But—" Stellasghed. Thiswasapart of the caution common to prominent families that she had not
understood hersdlf, at Toby’s age, and her own stubbornness had caused no end of trouble. “They're
just being careful of her, Toby. They think—right or wrong doesn’t matter—that she will be happier with
someone of her own kind—someone whose family they know.”

“She doesn't care about those boys,” Toby said.  She cares about me.”

“That may be, but it doesn’'t change the fact that her family would prefer she not care about you that

“WEe re not doing anything,” Toby said, flushing in away that suggested they probably were, though
Stellahoped not as much as she hersdlf had. “All we did was—kind of—you know—I mean, | touched
her hair.”



Stellaknew, to the marrow of her bones, what Toby was fegling, and aso what magnitude of trouble that
could cause.

“They’ re her parents. Y ou don’t want to get her in trouble—"
“No, of course not. But they—"

“Are her parents,” Stellarepeated. “ L ook, I" ve had two long talks with her mother. Explained—" Stella
caught hersdf. Telling Toby she' d told Zori’ s mother that the two werein no danger, that it wastheir first
atraction, that they’ d get out of it faster if the parents stayed cam, would only make Toby determined to
prove how serious they were and how permanent their affection. “I explained that wewere a
respectable, even prominent family on Sotter Key, that you were arespons ble young man. They’re not
accusing you or her of anything...wrong. They agreethat you' reintelligent and well mannered. But

they’ re adamant that she quit visiting here unless | guarantee adult supervison. And even then, not more
than twice aweek.”

“Here?But it’sour office! It's—it’sapublic place. It doesn’t even have abed!” Though not because he
hadn't asked for one, so he could stay overnight working on his projects. Stellaforbore to remind him of
that.

“Toby, thisisn't about you, specificaly. It sther culture, their family, their daughter.”

He had hardened hisjaw, but now he nodded dowly. “1 suppose...I should be glad that they didn’t
forbid her tovigta dl.”

“You'reright. And they want to meet both of us. Two meetings: one with me alone, and onejust you and
her parents.”

“Zori didn't say anything—"’

“She may not know yet, and for this meeting she won't be coming. Her mother suggested lunch at anice
restaurant, and | agreed. Her father may or may not makeit.”

“Sowhen—"
“Tomorrow.”
“Canl tdl—7?

“I see no reason why you can't tell Zori today that I’ m meeting her mother for lunch tomorrow. But if |
were you, | would not be too specific about why. Her parents have aright to tell her what they want her
to know.”

“It'snot fair to keep things from people—" Toby began.
“It'sdso not fair to Sart trouble between members of another family,” Stellasaid.
“Liking someoneis't sarting trouble,” Toby said.

“It can be” Stdllasaid, with arush of dl-too-vivid memories.

Stdlaarrived at The Glade, the restaurant Zori’ s mother had suggested, afew minutes early; her security
team ran its usud check, and she signed them in with the maitred'. “ Ser and Sera L ouarri aren’t here



yet,” he said. “If the serawould liketo wait in the lounge?

“Thank you,” Stdllasaid, glad of afew quiet moments aoneto collect hersalf. The morning had been a
chaotic scramble asworried officials demanded to know when ansibles on order could be delivered and
where Ky was and when the promised Slotter Key shipswould arrive. News outlets had played Turek’s
gpeech over and over; normally courteous Cascadians were even snapping a one another and at Stella.
The familiar dance of family relationships could not be as stressful as her morning, evenif it turned out
badly for Toby.

The lounge extended the Cascadian theme of forest design to include afloor covering that looked, felt,
and smelled like a carpet of real moss, asound system projecting the rustle of leavesin the breeze and
birdsong, and visuals that produced moving shadows and lights on the surfaces, asif sun glimmered
through leaves. Stella appreciated the artistry, but wished some decorator would choose another
theme...abeach, perhaps, or amountain lake, or ameadow full of bright flowers. Surely the planet
wasn't dl forested.

“Ah, SeraVattal” The woman who came into the lounge was older and had once been in Stella’s class
of beauty, but dark-haired, like Zori. Now she had the thin, brittle look of someonefighting along illness
or under greet stress. Her ice-green suit fit perfectly; her jewelry was obvioudy expensive but not flashy.

“SeraLouarri, what apleasure!” Stella said. She knew she was being examined and eva uated in the
same way shelooked at Zori’ s mother. Hair, manicure, makeup, clothes, jewdry, shoes...she had
correctly guessed the right level, and Sera Louarri acknowledged that with the briefest changein
expression. Asfar asfashion went, they were equas.

“I'm not sureif my husband will makeit,” SeraLouarri said; her voice wastense, asif expecting Stellato
complan. “He sent me amessage; something at work had come up—"

“I quite understand,” Stellasaid. “ Should we wait, in case—?’

“A few minutesonly, if you don't mind,” SeraLouarri said. She sat upright on the edge of her chair. “He
sad if hewas not herein ten minutes he would not be coming, but—"

“Y ou have acharming daughter,” Stellasaid, hoping to put her more at ease.

“1 hope she has't been too forward,” Sera Louarri said. “She's...she' s vivacious sometimes, she speaks
out. Her father—" She gulped. “Her father indulges her.”

Stellawondered if thewoman wasill, or if meeting her daughter’ s boyfriend’ s guardian wasredly such a
grain. “Not at dl forward,” she said. “Very palite, | would think by the standards of your world aswell
asmine”

“Would you tel me something of your—and | assume Toby’ s—world?’

“I grew up onplanet,” Stellasaid. “The main family house wasin the country, though my father’ s business
took him to the city much of thetime—" She noticed that Sera L ouarri’ sface rlaxed. Wasit the
country, or the city?* Sotter Key hasfour main continents and alot of good-sized idands. Thefamily as
awhole hastik plantations on severa subtropical idands, but we lived in atemperate zone—stone fruits
in our orchards, lovely in the spring. My cousin Ky—you have heard of her, | know—Ilived on one of the
tropical idands, with reefsjust offshore on the east Sde. We visited each other often.”

“Y ou could grow Old Earth sonefruitsin quantity?’

“Oh, yes. Exported the fruit and nursery stock offworld—for some reason, the result of terraforming



there worked for dl the rose-family plants, and our family lands had varied terrain so we could grow just
about al of them. Thefirgt time | went outsystemn, | was amazed to find that not al planets could grow
them, even after terraforming.”

“You must havetraveled alot,” SeraLouarri said, sounding wistful. “And so young. Did your family
approve?’

Surely she had heard. .. Stella explained, asif no one could be expected to have done research. The
family business, the habit of sending young people out to sample the universe.

“I also grew up onplanet,” SeraLouarri said. “My family has—had—timberland. We export hardwoods,
you know. The native vegetation, not Terran.”

“But for food?’

“Oh, farmland’ sterraformed, of course. But not the forests; the native trees have incredible wood. My
family were Firsters.” She seemed more relaxed now, more confident. “We had agrant that covered all
the ground from the coast to the inland range, for athousand kilometers.”

“We called them Chartered,” Stellasaid, smiling. “Thefirst colonists on Sotter Key. Vatta's Chartered.”
“You ae? Seralouari peered a her amoment. “But that’ s the same—?"’
“If 1 understand Firgters. Y our family goes back to the colony foundation, and you were investors, right?’

“Right.” Now SeraLouarri sat back alittle, and her smile widened. “ And your nephew, he grew up the
same?’

“Not exactly. His parents live in another system, running abranch operation. I’'m not redly familiar with
hishomeworld.”

“My husband’ s business also operatesin multiple systems,” Sera Louarri said. “But you—you' re not
married?’

“No,” Stellasaid.
“And your family does not mind? They do not pressyou for an aliance with another?’

“My family,” Stdlasaid, carefully controlling her tone, “is mostly dead. But my father wanted meto have
experience, he said, before | married. If | married.”

“Zori istoo young to marry.”
Stellajust managed not to laugh. “ So is Toby, of course. But young people—they will form attachments.”

SeraLouarri’ s gaze wandered away and back. “1 think my husband is not coming, and we should goin
tolunch.”

Cascadian custom prohibited business discussion at most medls—certainly in aplace like The
Glade—and Stellawondered if the follies of youth were considered business. Through the gppetizer,
SeraLouarri said nothing of the youngsters, commenting only on the food.

With the next course, she made afew comments about Zori’ s upbringing, the importance of their
traditiond rdigiousrites. “ And your family?’ shesad.



“Weare not of the samefaith asyou,” Stellasaid. “But if | understand correctly, yours originated from
the Modulan, did it not?’

SeraLouarri nodded. “Our beliefs are also descended from Modulans. So...you are opposed to
unnecessary conflict? Our emphasis on courtesy and serenity does not seem excessiveto you?’

“Nota dl,” Stellasaid.

Not until dessert came did SeraLouarri bring up the matter at hand. “1 shouldn’t be egting this,” she said
firgt, taking asmall mouthful of berry pie. “My husband—and | do not wish to become plump, you
understand.”

Stela, dready hafway through her own pie, thought Sera L ouarri was dready overthin. Did her husband
like her that way? And what, in Cascadian custom, was the polite response?

Seralouarri did not wait for aresponse. “I am reassured by what you tell me of your family, and having
met you, by you yoursdlf. It did bother usthat you were only Toby’ s guardian, not his mother. |
understand the events that made that necessary. And | gpologize for being influenced by the unfortunate
revelaionsin that legd matter.”

A tactful way of saying that Stellawas anotorious crimina’ s bastard. Stella admired the woman's
euphemidtic skirting of bruta fact. 1t certainly came asasurpriseto me,” shesad.

“Of course. And your adoptive family was, both from what you say and by the evidence of your own
behavior, what we could hope for in one of Zori’s companions. | hope you do not find our concern too
offensve”

“Not at dl,” Stellasaid. “Y our daughter isalovely girl, and any responsible parent would be concerned.”
Should she add that she was equally concerned that Zori be suitable for Toby? Probably not; it might be
congrued asan insufficiently veiled insult.

“Wewould very much liketo have Toby visit usat home,” SeraLouarri said. “When my husband is
there, perhaps for lunch? Not a school day, of course.”

“I’'m sure hewould be delighted,” Stellasaid. Sera Louarri suggested the next nonschool day, and Stdlla
accepted on Toby’ sbehalf. She returned to the office refreshed; though there were monstersloose in the
universe, boysand girls il fell in love, and parents and guardians till schemed to keep them safe.

CHAPTER
TWO

T oby picked up dang as easily as any other information, and Zori Louarri, out of class, had a colorful
collection of words that sounded like nothing se. “Bigtim gai,” she said, nudging him with an elbow and
glancing a a schoolmate neither of them much liked. Bortan asked questions just to delay the class.

“Prot,” Toby said. It was like a secret language, Zori’ s dang, away around Cascadid sfussy formality.
And so far no one had complained about it. Everyone had been on edge anyway, with more to worry
about than adolescents using dang that might—if understood—be rude.



“E-prot,” she said, grinning. It wasrude, very rude indeed, but it was also funny. Toby grinned back. She
switched to normal language. “My parentswill be pleased to meet you, I'm sure. | know Mother has
been—" She paused, clearly thinking how to say it; they both knew that her mother and Toby’ s aunt had
locked horns with the utmost courtesy and determination. “—less than understanding of your family’s
position back home. Now that the Sotter Key ansibleisback up—"

“They’ll find out the family was nearly destroyed. That should definitely help.” Toby felt worse the closer
they got to Zori’ s parents. They lived in Cascadia Station’ s most exclusive neighborhood, The Cone,
with live trees along both sides of the pedestrian-only street. Cone Park, outside the gates, was the
gation’slargest, and held asmall grove of pines. If Zori’ s parentswouldn't listen to Stella, why would
they listen to aboy under legal age? He felt much older than his officid age, but he knew that did not
matter. He was Stella’ s ward, and too young to plead his own case.

“Something helped, or they wouldn’t have invited you to meet them,” Zori said. She glanced back over
her shoulder. “Y our cousinis gill mistrustful, | see”

Toby could think of nothing polite to say. Stellahad told him, over and over, why he must have security
along on thissocia occasion. Clearly she did not trust either Station Security or Zori’ s parents, and that
was aform of insult. But he was her ward; he had to do what she said.

Zori patted hisarm. “ Don’t worry—I”m not upset with you. After what happened with your family, | can
understand her fedings. But really—we rein the safest area of the sation. Y ou don’'t need your guards
there, | promise”

“I know,” Toby said. “1 know that, but—she didn’t just tell me; shetold them. And they listen to her.”
He cleared histhroat. “How angry will your parents be?’

“Kafadit,” Zori said. “Tiagri bantazo. But she'll havetold them, I’'m sure, and they’ Il be upset with her,
not you.”

They were near the security gate now. Toby fdlt the prickle of sweat under hisarms. “Kzuret,” he said
softly. “ Zurinfar kzuret tam.”

She blushed. “Kzuret adin,” she said. “But we had better not say that around my parents.”
“I wish you knew what language it was,” Toby said, as she punched in the code. “Wheat root, anyway...”

“Commercia code, my father says,” Zori said, asthe gate did asde and she led him through. “Don’t you
Vdtas have something smilar?’

“Yes, but it’ s based on one of the Slotter Key languages, extinct now. Tam-something.”
A ydl from behind made him turn around. The gate had shut before his security could get through.
“What happened?’ Toby said.

Zori scowled. “Your cousn must not have told my father that you were bringing them. The gate was set
for only the two of us. Well, that' s one way of getting rid of them—"

“I can’t,” Toby said. The two men were glaring a him through the gate. “ Stellawould—" He moderated
hisfirst thought, shaping it to Cascadian terms. “—be most upset.”

Zori gave him achalenging look. “My parents were most upset about you, remember? And | faced them
down. Areyou that—" He could see the effort she made to frame it in courteous terms and then she



shifted to their dang. “—that protvin?’

That stung. “It’snot amatter of courage,” he started; her brows went up, the expression on her facedl
scorn and utterly beautiful at once. Toby fdt hisheart turn over. Kzuret adin, she'd said. Sheloved him.
He il didn’t know why sheloved him, but cowardice certainly wasn't the reason. He could till fedl her
warm breeth on his ear when she' d said it; he could till smdll her fragrance. “I haveto explain to them,”
hesad. “That'sonly polite.” She nodded, her face relaxing now.

Toby walked the few steps back to the gate. “I' m sorry,” he said. “But apparently Stelladidn’t tell Zori’s
father that | would have an escort. The gate’ s set for only two, and Zori doesn’'t have the right to let
anyoneelsein. When | get to her place, I'll ask her parentsto let you in, but really—you can see, you
know, it's The Cone. Nothing bad happens here. I'll befine.”

“Y ou should come out. Y ou know that. Y our cousin told you—"

Toby shrugged. “ She wants me safe; | understand that. But I’ m perfectly safe here. It's The Cone, after
al”

“It'sour job; we' re supposed to be with you at al times—" And they had been, and he and Zori had not
been able to do anything without those watchful and—he feared—amused adult gazes on them.

“I’m not coming out,” Toby said. “I’m just going to meet Zori’ s parents, and it would be rude to be late.
You canexplanto Stella”

“We certainly will,” sad thedder.

A few minuteslater, in the elegant salon of Zori’ s place, Toby returned the polite bow of the older
man—Zori’ s father—whose perfectly tailored suit and polished shoes seemed impregnable as asuit of
armor.

“Andthisismy wife, Zori’smother,” he said, gesturing to adark-haired woman in agown of pale green.
She had not risen from her chair. Like al the othersin the room, it had thin curved legs and a narrow seat
upholstered in stripes of green and cream.

Toby bowed again, thistime more deeply as appropriate for ayoung man to an older woman. Hisvoice
broke on the formal phrase of greeting; he could fed the blood rushing to hisface.

“It isour pleasure to welcome our daughter’ s school friend,” Zori’s mother said. Something in her voice
reduced him to the level of grubby schoolboy, the age to have sweets stuck to his pocket linings. He was
more than a school friend, he wanted to say, but he knew he could not.

“Toby’ svery bright, Mother,” Zori said, breaking the awkward silence.

“So you havetold us, Zori,” her father said. He glanced briefly a Toby, aglancelikeaknife blade. “Itis
thefirgt time you have not headed the class, so he must be...remarkable.”

“Do gt down,” her mother said. “We have alittletime until themedl is served.”

Zori perched on the chair nearest her mother; Toby, following her glance, took one two seats away,
across from her father, who now sat next to hiswife.

“I understand,” her mother said now, “that your family has had a grest tragedy.”

“Yes, sera,” Toby said. Heforced himsdf to speak calmly. “We were attacked, across many systems. |



am fortunateto bedive.”

“Y ou yourself were attacked? A boy so young?’

“Yes, sera. If not for my cousin Stella, whom you' ve met—"

“I have not met her,” Zori’ sfather put in. “1 have spoken with her, only.”

“Spoken with,” Toby said, wondering at the vehemence of that correction. “If not for her, | would be
dead. She saved my life”

“And now you honor her,” Zori’s mother said. “How very appropriate.” Her fingerstwitched, pleating
thefabric of her skirt. “1 understand your family had extensive holdings on severa planets—especialy on
Sotter Key. That you werein fact among the founding familiesthere.”

“Yes, sera” Toby said. He knew Stellamust have told them this; why were they asking him?

“Wevaueland, you see, not just wedth, asasign of afamily’s...stability. Land stays; people wander.
Those who have no rootsin theland are. ..rootless. Do you not think that is s0?’

“I suppose...” He had never thought of it that way; the Vattafamily owned land, yes, and some of the
family farmed or ranched, but the point was aways trade and profit—selling the produce of the land,
trangporting it to market.

“Tell me, Toby,” her father said. “Did you grow up on aplanet or in space?’

“Onaplanet,” Toby said. “My grandmother dways said children need to get mud between their toes...”
A quick glance passed between Zori’ s parents.

“How...quaint,” Zori’smother said. “Y ou did not wear shoes, then?’

“Not at the beach,” Toby said. “Or at thelake.” He had forgotten that Cascadians did not approve of
barefest...of course not, ongtation, but what about onplanet? Did they not swim in their lakes and rivers
and oceans?

“Ah.” Shesamiled a him, and for amoment he saw in her face the smilarity to Zori, until now concedled
by age and dress and formality. Zori had her eyes, her cheekbones, but her father’ s chin. “Y our culture' s
cusoms are lessformd than ours, | believe?’

“Yes, sera,” Toby said. He dared not say more; he' d put hisfoot in it already.

“Stll, lands...” She glanced at her husband. “ Formd or informal, there is more difference between
landed families and those rootl ess, than between forma and informal.”

Zori’ sfather gtirred, on hischair; it squeaked alittle. Then he stood. “Thereis till time before our med,
Zoras,” hesaid. “1 will show your friend my collection of Cascadian curiosities. Come, Toby.”

Zori flashed him agrin as he stood and followed her father out of the salon. Her father’ s office was
amog aslarge, panded in dark wood carved to represent vines with leaves and fruit, tree branches,
even animasand birds. Tranducent panels gave light that varied from green to gold, creating a
forest-floor ambience. Pin-lights picked out some of the carvings, intensifying theillusion.

Two big display cases flanked the room, their contents carefully illuminated: shells, feethers, minera
Specimens, tree cones.



“These are dl from our estates downplanet,” Zori’ sfather said. “ Asyou are planet-born, | thought you
might like to see—I understand you have not been downplanet here yet?’

“No, ser,” Toby said. “Not here.”

“Y ou know that we Cascadians revere trees—our family has over ten thousand hectares of primary
forest, never terraformed, and five thousand terraformed, at Riverrunning, our primary home. Theriver
providesfish, shdlfish...see here...” He put an arm around Toby’ s shoulder and urged him toward one
of the displays. Toby fdt the strength in the man’ sarm, but it was not hodtile. . .just vaguely
uncomfortable.

The shellslooked like shellsfrom the lake at home; Toby said so.

“Yes. To our surprise—but | am not an ecologist, you understand—the native aguatic species build shells
of calcium carbonate, and those shells are smilar in shape to those of Old Earth organisms, I’ ve been
told. Here s something different.”

Something different had had an exoske eton with long, intricately branched spines. It was alittle longer
than Toby’s hand.

“That was from your river?’

“No—that was agift that's come down through the family. | don’t know whereit' sfrom, but | find it
beautiful. The spines are il toxic, however long ago the creature died.”

Zori’sfather had moved hisarm to gesture; Toby eased away to look more closdy at the display.

“I’'m sureyou' rewondering,” the man said, “when | will remind you that Zori ismy beloved daughter,
and demand that your attentions be honorable. And in fact, | had planned to have that conversation. But |
can see, from your demeanor, that you are an honorable young man, and that you care for her very
much. | see no need to threaten you—"

“No, ser...” Toby began, but her father raised afinger for silence.

“I would merely remind you that you are both young, and it istoo soon to make binding agreements. You
love her, you think—and perhaps you do. She loves you, she thinks—and perhaps she does. But many
young people arein love with the idea of love, and cannot yet distinguish that from the true and lasting
affection that leads to a secure relationship. | believe | can trust you—" His gaze sharpened. “—mnot to do
anything foolish. Can | not?’

“Yes, sar,” Toby sad, hating the blush that he could fed hegting hisface. “I will not do anything...like
thet.”

“Zori has dways been headstrong,” her father said, looking away. “ Like me, perhaps. Her mother
is...morebiddable.” In that was something that chilled, though Toby did not know what. “Y ou will need
to be the man, Toby. Do not let her have her way, when it comes to. . .foolishness. Do you understand
me?’

That much he understood. “I won't, Ser Louarri,” he said formaly.

“Excdlent. Now tell me—I hear from Zori that you have not only good generd intelligence, but
outstanding ability in certain technical fidlds. | am aware of your cousin’s patent gpplication, and the
contracts to manufacture this miraculous new device that will free shipsfrom rdliance onthe ISC...it has
dready had an influence on the market. Isit true that thiswas your invention?’



Something—he would never be quite sure what—tied Toby’ s tongue for the merest instant, and Stella’s
adviceflashed into hismind. “Not redly, Ser Louarri. | just noodled around a bit—it was more
accidental than anything else, and othersrefined it.” At that moment, Toby remembered his security. But
how—uwithout extreme discourtesy—could he ask about that now?

“It would have been truly remarkable if aboy your age had invented it,” her father said, smiling. “Wadll...1
think perhaps we should join the ladies now. Lunch should be on the point of service” He reached out
and ruffled Toby’ shair, asif Toby were il achild.

Then he gave a sudden quick nod, like someone who had just taken a skullphone call. “ Toby, your
cousin ismost insistent that your escort attend you at once—I am sorry she did not let me know they
were coming; we would have prepared food for them, of course. They are on their way now. But have
you fdt at al anxious here? Other than the natura anxiety of aboy meeting agirl’s parentsfor the first
time?’ His smile now as open and warm.

Toby smiled back. “No, ser, of course not. | thought Stella’ s precautions were excessve, and I'm sure
they were not from distrust of you, but to teach me more caution.”

“Your cousiniswise, Toby, and | have taken no offense. The young are often incautious. Had | known
about your escort, | would have arranged for their entry, of course.”

Lunch, after that, was marred only by the presence of his security, two stolid men standing against the
wall, refusing to eat while Zori and her parents and Toby consumed four delicious courses and made
smal talk. Zori’s mother had stories of her childhood on the planet—excursionsinto the country to boat
or ride, parties and dances. Her face came aive as she told them. Zori’ sfather said little, but smiled
fondly a Zori even when shetried to tease him into response.

After lunch, Toby hoped Zori would walk back with him, but she came only asfar asthe gateto The
Cone. “I havetotak to them,” shesaid. “But you did very well, Toby. | know they liked you.”

“I wasscared,” Toby said. “Until I thought of you. But | can’t—" He glanced around; the security men
werethere, asdways. “Kzuret,” he said. “Kzuret adin.”

“Kzuret adin,” she said. “ See you tomorrow in class.” Then she was gone, walking briskly back up the
passage to her home, and he led his security back out into the public areas of the station.

When Toby got back to the Vatta offices, Stellacalled himin at once. “What did you mean, leaving your
security behind?’

“I had to,” he said. “It would have been rudeto belate; | was going to ask Zori’ s father when | got
there—"

“Butyou didn't,” shesad. “Did you?’

“I couldn’t figure out how to do it without being rude,” Toby said. “Besdes, it was safe. | wasina
private home, with friends—"

“Acquaintances,” Stellasaid. “ Just because they’ re respectable and rich doesn’t make them friends.”
Toby fdt hot. “ Zori—!" he said.

“Zori isyour friend. Don't bristle at me; | like her, too. But she'snot her parents. And it took her father a
long time to unlock that gate for your security.”



“Hesadif you' d only told him beforehand...” Toby'svoicetrailed away at Stella s expresson.

“I did,” shesad. “Of coursel did. He said it wasn't necessary; | said it was our policy. Think about that,
Toby. Would people we want asfriendslie to you?’

Toby wanted to argue with her—it couldn’t be true, these were Zori’ s parents—but Stellawould not lie
to him. That much he knew.

“He must’ve had agood reason,” he said, knowing it was aweak argument.
“I'msurehedid,” Stellasaid. “Did hetry to talk to you about your research?’

The uneasy feding he' d had in the study with Zori’ sfather returned. He couldn’t defineit; he didn’t want
it. “I need to work on my paper,” Toby said without answering directly.

“Dothat,” Stellasaid. He could feel her gaze on hisback as he went into the lab where he had Ieft his
schoolwork.

A couple of hourslater, Stelacaled him. “Toby, do you have any linguigtic analysis software that can
make sense of this?’ She held out an audio cube and a printout.

“What isit?" he asked.

“Ky sent it; it'sarecording and phonetic transcript of transmission by pirate ships. Nobody in her group
can understand it, and she sent it to me. Nobody I’ ve talked to so far hasaclue; I'll send a copy to some
university language departments onplanet, but | don’t expect much. Cascadians are pretty much
monolingua, and even on the other worlds of the Confederation, they don’t have much linguistic
diverdty.”

Toby took the cube and printout and glanced at the latter. “ That’sodd,” he said.
“What?" Stellawas dready back at her own desk.
“Thisword—prot—it'skind of dang.”

“Kid dang?’ Stellasaid. “I don’t think the pirateswould be using ordinary kid dang, and anyway others
would recognizeit.”

“Zori said it meant—something rude.” He was not about to tel Stella exactly what. She had laid down
her rules about anatomical humor long before.

“Zori?' Sheturned to face him. “Y ou learned that word from Zori ?’

“I don’'t know if it' sthe same word, exactly. It soundslikeit, but there could be wordsin different
languages that sound the same and mean something different. V atta code uses some that Standard—"

“I know that,” Stellasaid. “But do you see anything el se you recognize?’

Heand Zori just talked dang; they never wrote it down. Toby worked hisway aong the page, sounding
out the words; the transcriber had used phonetic symbols hewas't entirely familiar with. “What’ sthis
thing with ahook under it?’

“That'sa sk sound,” Stdlasaid. “I think Ky’ s com officer just ran this through a computer
tranditeration—it’sdl in formd linguistic symbols. Let’s see—that one there, that’ s another consonant
clugter, kz.” Shelooked up at him. “Do you recognize any of this?’



“I'm trying—wait—thisoneisliketheword for ‘far’ or ‘farther. Thisoneislikeprofit,” with the suffix
for ‘no.” Andthisislike‘out of here’ andtheré sa‘now’...” Suddenly hefdt chilled. “It’s...it can’t
be...just coincidence. Not this many words. Can it?’

Hope died with Stella’ s expression. “ Y ou learned al these from Zori?’
“It's...it'sher family’ s private dang. Like our Vattatrade-talk. That’show | know the word for * profit.””
“That'swhat shetold you.”

“Yes. Shesaid shelearned it from her father, her mother doesn't use it so much. Hetold her not to useiit
in public, that it was rude to talk in alanguage others didn’t understand, but sometimesin trade, in
business, it was necessary. She wasn't supposed to teach me, but—" He looked at the page again. More
words made sense now. “ Ship” and “ships,” afew numbers—he had learned the numbers up to twenty.
“I'll have to ask Zori—"

“No.” Stella stone brooked no argument. “Y ou will not ask Zori. Y ou will not tell Zori about this
message. And you will find away to separate yoursdf from Zori and her family, without fuss—’

“I| can’t do that!” Hefelt panic and outrage together. “We just—nher family gave permission; you said—"
“Y ou must. Come on, Toby, you know what this means.”
“I don’'t.” But hedid, and did not want to.

“ She spesks—her family speak—alanguage unknown to anyone else I’ ve asked, which just happensto
be the same language the pirates speak. That Gammis Turek speaks. What doesthat tell you?’

“It doesn't tell me Zori’sapirate,” Toby said, past the lump in histhroat. Not Zori. Never Zori. “Maybe
they—maybe somewhere back, somewhere along the way, like Osman, maybe one of their relatives
went bad. Any family can have bad peoplein it—"

“Toby, | undersand—"

“You don’t understand!” Anger drove out grief; he pinned hismind firmly on Zori, unfairly accused. “ Zori
isnot bad! Shelovesme, and | love her, and nothing you can say will changethat.” He could fed the
heat in hisface, hear the tremor in hisvoice. He could not stand it; he flung himsdlf out of her office,
grabbed his books from the lab, and bolted for the door, his security clumping along &fter.

Stellalooked at the door Toby had tried to dam. There was something funny—or would be
someday—about her, of al people, having this conversation with Toby. Did dl young people usethe
exact same wordsto their parents and guardians when they were frantic about their first love? Nothing
you can say will stop me...she remembered throwing that in her mother’ sface, then her father’s...the
father who was dead now, only he was't her real father, the mother who hadn’t told her the truth. She
pinched the bridge of her nose, hard, and called Toby’ s escort on her skullphone.

“Don’'t let him be done with the Louarri girl,” she said. “No matter what. Tackle him, if you haveto.”

“He supset,” one of them said.



“He sangry and hurt and scared and convinced she' sthelove of hislifeand I'm to blamefor trying to
separate them,” Stellasaid. “Y ou were young once, | assume.”

“Yes,” the man answered. “| was. We' |l take care of him.”

Toby had dropped the cube and printout from Ky; Stella picked them up. Pirate jargon? She found the
words Toby had mentioned. Was that enough to go on? She wrote those out, in standard script, not
trusting the computer at this point, security or no. Ky had recorded transmissionsin acombat

gtuation. ..surdly from even afew words, someone could deviseatrandation...“ship” or “ships” “far” or
“farther,” “now,” “profit,” “out of here.” No, “out of here now.”

Stellalooked at the rest of the page. What was that rude word Toby had mentioned? Prot? She looked
through the rest of the printout. Prot appeared often...it was probably a cussword. Probably, from
Toby’ sreection, anatomical. That was't going to be very helpful.

When she got back to the apartment, Toby’ s security was outside. “ He' s studying, he says. He hasn't | eft
the gpartment; he hasn’t made any cdls.”

“Thank you,” Stellasaid. She dreaded going in, starting the confrontation again, yet more than her
comfort or Toby’ srested on his ability to trandate the pirate jargon. Had her parents ever dreaded
talking to her? She’ d never considered that possibility then. For thefirst time, it sank in that if she'd had
that child, she would be amother in fact, and the mother of ayoungster not that much younger than
Toby. At least she' d have more experience...

The gpartment was silent; Toby’ s door was closed.

Stellamoved into the kitchen and dialed a prepackaged meal. She had no doubt he would hear her
moving around. Asit heated, she tapped on his door. “ Supper’ salmost ready.”

“I'mnot hungry.”

She knew better than that; Toby was dways hungry. “Toby, | expect you to come to supper whether
you egt it or not.”

A long moment, then he yanked the door open. Hiseyeswerered, his hair disheveled. He looked down.
“lwon't egt.”

“That'sfine. I know you' re working on a paper, Toby, but thistrandation thing is urgent. Ky needsit.
Everyone needsit. Right now, no one can tell what the pirates are planning, even if they overhear them.”

“She’ snot apirate” Only one possible she.

“I didn’t say shewas...but we need to know what they’ re saying here, if you can figureit out.”
“Ky’ssure thiswas from pirates?’

“yYes”

“All right.” Hetook the paper and cube. “Y ou still want me at supper?”’

“yYes”

As Stella expected, Toby started eating when she served his plate, his eyes darting now and then to the
paper beside him. “Do we have any way to get thisinto standard script? | don't know al these symbols.”



“Yes” Sdlasad. “I’ve got that in my implant, and it's on most computers, in the word processing
section. Y ou could upload it into yours, now that you'’ ve got the adult model. But don't use an outside
source.” She had givenin to hisrequest for the most advanced implant on the grounds that he redlly did
need it to do the research he was doing, and she needed someone as backup for the V atta command set.

“I don't know nearly asmuch as Zori,” Toby said, shoveling in thelast of aserving of ricewith
vegetables. Hislack of appetite had dready dedt with adouble serving of cultured turkey with gravy. “I
don’'t know al of thewords| can evenread.”

“Wecan't ak Zori,” Stellareminded him.
“Not even when it’ sthisimportant?’

That was the sticking point. It was that important. If it cametoit, if it meant life or death for Ky, or for
planets, they would have to ask Zori—force Zori, if it cameto it—to do the trandation. Or her father.

“Any such request should come through officid channds” Stellasaid. “I’ ve dready given acopy of this
to the Cascadian government; it’ s their job to decide what to do with it. Though now that | know
someone knows the language, or some of it, they need to know that.”

“It'll get Zori introuble,” Toby said. “Maybe | can figure out more of it.”

“I hope so,” Stellasaid.

Toby tapped astylus on hisdesk. Zori could not be atraitor: that was agiven. Zori had, however, taught
him some words that gppeared in apirate transmisson. That was afact. Now that Stellaknew that Zori
knew some words, Stellawas half convinced of her guilt. Zori’ sfather had taught Zori those words, and
Zori’sfather gave him asick feding in his somach. He d assumed it was what any boy felt around the
father of the girl he loved, but maybe not. Maybe the man was atraitor. That didn’t mean Zori was.

Zori’ sfather could be atraitor—both her parents could be traitors—and Zori could still be innocent.
Zori’sfather could have learned afew words—the ones he' d taught Zori—from someone else. Maybe
hewasn't atraitor. But if Stellatold the government about Zori, then nobody would believe her
innocence. He had to find away to save her from that.

Thefirst step wasto find out if she knew al the wordsin the transmi ssion—because that would mean she
could trandate the transmissons. If they went to the government themselves, then she could be ahero
who trandated pirate lingo, not a suspect.

But Stella had forbidden him to show Zori the transcripts or tell her what was going on. And if—he didn’t
want to think this, but he could not help it—if she was guilty, if her father was atraitor and had raised her
to be one, too, then showing her the transcripts would be as dangerous as Stella said. How could he find
out if she knew more than the little she’ d taught him, without bresking Stella srule?

A flash of worry that Zori might not like what he was thinking of doing was easy to banish. He was doing
it for her, to protect her, and unless shewas atraitor (and she could not be atraitor; that was agiven)
she would understand and agree, if—when—she found oui.

“My parentslikeyou,” Zori said before math the next day.

Toby couldn’t answer; he just nodded.



“Isyour cousin causing problems?’

“Not...exactly. She says she thought she told your father about my escort.”

Zori gave himalook. “ Shethinks my father islying? That' san insult—"

“Shedidn’t say that.” Actudly she had said that, but Toby was not going to admit it.
Zori settled back, lipstight. Then shelooked at Toby again. “I...need to talk to you.”

“We can gtart thislesson when everyoneis attentive.” That was Ser Galvan. Toby looked up just intime
to avoid amark for discourtesy.

During break, Zori and Toby ignored the nudges and winks of the rest of their class and backed into a
corner with their snacks. Toby’ s security were nearby, but in the noise of the break room, they could not
be overheard. Probably.

“What?" Toby asked.
“My father says helikes you but sometimes...sometimes he' sjust alittle snesky.”
“ Snesky?’

“I mean...yesit would be aninsult if your cousin said he was lying about her having told him about your
escort. And if sheinsultshim, then he hasalegd claim againgt her, and if he hasalegd claim againgt her,
then obvioudy hewon't let me see you. He might even take me out of school.”

“S0...you think he li—he said that in order to find away to break usup?’

“Maybe. It'snot aways discourteousto lie...it' swrong, but it' s not against the courtesy code. Not if
you're not under oath.”

“Wait aminute...you mean, it' sfineto lie, but wrong to complain that you’ ve been lied to?’
“I wouldn't say fine...it' sjust not a discourtesy, whereas calling someone aliar is”
“But if they arelying, and you know it, how are you supposed to handleit?’

“You canignoreit, if it’'snot important, or you can report it, if it sacrimind matter, or you can ask for a
forma statement before alegd representative. That can be phrased without discourtesy.”

“I’d think that would makeit worse,” Toby said. “If you ask for that, aren’t you in effect calling someone
aliar infront of others?’

“No...not in our society. But anyway, if your cousin ever needsto challenge my father she needsto do it
properly. Get legd counsd.”

“Mmm. And what do you think?’

“Y ou'reasking meto indict my own father?”’

“No, I'm asking what you think.”

“You don't understand. | can’'t answer that. It would be.....it would be wrong. Worse than prot.”

Toby sheared away from that. “Look...can we meet after school? Y ou have a free period last, don't



you?’

“Yes, but | can’t meet you then. | promised my mother I’ d go to some boring women’s meeting with her.
| can get out after dinner, though, aslong asI’m home by nine. We could meet for ice cream or
something.”

Toby looked into her eyes. Zori was trustworthy; she had to be. Sheloved him. And it was important to
get thistrandated. “1’m trying to write an adventure story in...whatever it isyou’ ve been teaching me.”

“My family’ s secret language. . .why?’

“Someday it will be our language. The way we' ve been saying things, you know. Y ou’ ve been spesking
it for years...I’'mtrying to learnit. Y ou know I’m morevisud than you are; it'll be easier for meif | write
it down. And you said you didn’t have any texts.”

“I don't think anyone writesinit,” Zori said. “It'sjust for chat.”
“If your father usesit for business, maybe he writesmemosinit.”
“I suppose.” Shelooked thoughtful. “But you' rewriting in it?’

“Tryingto,” Toby said. “I’m not very good at it. | thought it would be easier if | did it asastory. The
dialogue so far sounds more like one of those adventure seriesfor children. Well, except for the rude
words. And | made up abunch of words, too, because | don’t know enough.”

“Canl seeit?

“I guess.” Toby had put together amishmash of the words he knew, afew he remembered, afew that he
had guessed, and some he made up. “1t’ sa space battle: al this part isthe bad guys. With the rude
words you taught me, it' seasier to do their sde. And I'm not sure of the spellinginalot of places...”

“You' remaking excuses. Let'ssee...” Shelooked at hishandcomp. “Wow. You'velearned alot... 1
don’t remember teaching you some of this—"

“It'smostly made up, where | didn’t know the words,” Toby said. He had inserted afew made-up
wordsinto the text Ky had sent; thiswas only about a page of atransmission, with interpolated plot.

“But this—" Zori pointed. “—thisredly istheword for ‘ammunition.” Lucky guess, Toby!” She grinned,
then went back to reading, while Toby’ s heart seemed to sink through his shoes. She knew more words.
Why would her father teach her the word for *ammunition,” anyway?“‘No profit in this, get out of here
now’ ...l likethat. So the pirates are running away from—who are the good guys?’

“ Space rangers, of course. Who else?’
“Thisiswrong, thisbit here. Y ou made up blaggorn, didn't you?’
“Yes. It's supposed to mean ‘ defeat’ —”

“No, that’s randik. Randik msendim would be losing abid to another bidder. This bit here means ‘lost
too many shipstothat...’ | didn’t teach you that word!” Zori’ s cheeks reddened.

“Doesit redly mean anything?’ Toby asked.
“A very bad word for awoman. Who is she supposed to be?’



“One of the good-guy captains,” Toby said.
“Oh, then that’ s kobi-parash. Means*one of our captains.” The other isjust nasty.”

The buzzer went off. Zori handed the handcomp back. “1 hope my father doesn’t find out you' re writing
gtoriesin our trade tongue, Toby. Don't publishit. ' Specialy not with al those redly rude words.”

“I wouldn't,” Toby said. No doubt now that Zori’ sfather’ s trade tongue was that used by the pirates. He
could not doubt Zori...but her father? If Stella s father could turn out to be Osman Vatta...anyone's
father might be an enemy.

CHAPTER
THREE

Aboard Vanguard, in FTL Flight

Ky Vattareset the controlsin Vanguard’ sfully programmable small-arms range and dipped another
magazine into her Ross-Smith. Shefired at the lowest of the five targets, something with tentacles. A
green light blinked. “Mogt of the pure target shooting | did was learning to shoot, from my parents.”
Another shat, at the next higher, something with teeth; another green light. “Then | did some hunting. Not
alot—and some of it was archery—" Another shat, thistime an armored space suit. Another green light.
Ky took out the last two targets. “ Y our turn, Mgor.”

Major Douglas shook his head. “No thanks,” he said. “I’'m past my peak—another time.”
Ky nodded, shut down the system, and reset the ventilation.

“But back to Turek,” Douglas continued. “My guessisthat he' | start going directly for ship
manufacturers. He' s got Bissonet; they made their own warships, but not very big ones, and their
capacity for their largest shipswas limited to only about five ayear. Y ou blew ayear’ s production in one
battle”

“So he'd belooking for facilities that manufacture large shipsin quantity?”

“Y es. Not many planetary space forces need those. Smaller ships are sufficient for most insystem jobs,
handling the kind of pirate incursions most of us saw before Turek. So there hasn't been alarge market
for them, and it’ s been saturated by just afew manufacturers. | strongly recommend contacting those
entities when we come back out of FTL and seeing if they’ ve had any thefts, attacks, or even large
orders recently.”

“And recently would be—"
“Within the past two to three standard years. The big shipstake that long to complete.”

“Some systems might order larger ships now that they’ ve seen the menace,” Ky said. “We need a better
way of detecting the wrong kind of order, don’'t we?’

“My recommendation would be to see what orders have been made—quantities, payment sources, and
s0 on—and then look for anomalies. The Mascoe Confederation may have useful data”



“At some point Turek isgoing to run out of his own resources. There can't be enough piratesin the
universeto crew hundreds of ships, govern dl the territory he' s conquered, do al the mundane chores
that afleet needs done. Who would join forces with someone like that, if they weren't under direct
threst?

“A good question,” Douglas said. “1 would say crimina organizations, but they’ re aminority of the
population. They are good at intimidating more people, though. Mgor politica or reigious movements?’

“There sthe anti-humods,” Fitt said.

“Likethe peopleon Gretna,” Ky said. “But | don’t know how prevaent that view is—the militant sde of
it, I mean. The anti-humods | grew up with were harmless, just very earnest and ready to explain how the
rea human race was disgppearing.”

“We have some concerns,” Douglas said, meaning Mackensee Military Assistance Corporation. “ Our
intel has been watching a couple of serioudy anti-humod governments over the past ten years or 0. They
could be asource of funding, if Turek convincesthem he's anti-humod and out to restore the position
so-caled real humans deserve. If any of the governments on our list are the ones ordering warships, I'd
be concerned.”

“Wadll, until we come out of FTL, we can’t even ask the questions,” Ky said. “Nor can | pick Captain
Yamini’ sbrains, snce he’ s on another ship. So let me bounce another set of ideas off you, if you don't
mind—and that’ s how best to use the dender tactical advantage we have of being ableto tap Turek’s
transmissions and operate in channels he doesn’t have. We hope.”

“Downjump fifteen minutes....secure for downjump...”

“Timeflies” Ky said. “| cut it too close. I’ [l see you on the bridge.” She was there with five minutesto
gpare. Nothing should be here; thiswas just aconvenient mapped jump point far from anything habitable
or worth mining; there should be an ansible, though, for the convenience of passing ships, liketheirs.

Or theenemy’s. As she'd ordered at the start of the voyage, weaponswent live at T minus two.
Ransome should be out now, advance scout for them. A minute crawled by, then another, then
Vanguard lurched out of FTL into normal space, scan blurred by downjump turbulence.

“Nothing so far,” came the cheerful hail from Teddy Ransome. “ Empty as abeer bottle in the morning,
and theansble slive”

“That'sgood,” Ky said.

Argdos, Yamini, Pettygrew, and Baskerville al reported in within fifteen seconds of their expected time.
Thethree lighter ships microjumped out to keep watch. Ky had dlotted two hours here, timeto strip the
news from the ansble, shareit, even discussit, but she didn’t plan to have everyone clustered and
vulnerable. The automated ansible had aminimal number of system boosters, but Ransome, reckless as
aways, microjumped within aquarter second of the ansibleitsdlf, stripped out the news bulletins, and
shared them with the othersimmediately.

“That's Turek,” Ky said, when theimage of aman in crimson and black followed one of an explosion.
“WEe ve seen apicture of him before.”

“Interesting choice of postures,” Douglas said. “Notice—no podium, no column, the only scaleto
messure him isthe sky and stars. The way he' sfolded hisarms—it’ s like something off apogter, or a
book cover. He's claiming authority—"



You will all know my name...You will all fear my name...I am Gammis Turek...
“Insanity,” Hugh said. “Why would he send out something like thisnow?’

“To scare people,” Douglas said. “Interesting voice, too. Either he shad voicetraining or he' susing a
modification.”

“Let’sligen,” Ky said; they fell slent, and listened to the rest of it, watched the massacre of civilians, the
town burning. Next came bulletins from different news services, commenting on Turek’ s speech.

“Savethose” Ky said. “We don't have much time; let’s consider Turek’ s own statement first. Why
would he give his name now? Remember that spy with the suicide trigger, who died saying his name?’

“He' sworried,” Douglas said. “ Something has shaken his confidencein hisplan.”

“I don’t know why,” Gordon Martin said. “We' ve bloodied his nose acouple of times, but no worse
than that. So far he’' swon every system he' s attacked.”

“That we know of,” Argelossaid. “He might’ ve been unsuccessful somewhere.”

“I agree,” Yamini sad. “But even if he hasn't had amgor loss, he would be running into some problems
of scaeby now. | don't care how many ships he' sgot, he' sgot to have crew for them—reliable crew,
lots more than he started with—and he' s got to have suppliesfor them, and munitions, or the shipsare
uselessfor war. That'salot of resources. It isn't just the money; it's d so the market—where’ she have
to go for resupply?’

“If he/ sgot dliesamong the anti-humod systems,” Douglas said, “that may be hisfunding source. They
could aso be hauling his suppliesin commercid vessds”

“Geoffrey Banes Practical Tactics for Regional Conflicts,” Yamini said. Ky stared at the screen,
confused.

Douglas smacked hisforehead. “ Y es! That’swhat | wasthinking of. That’ s his playbook; that’ s what
he’ sbeen using. And that picture of Baines, the frontispiece, al dressed up in somekind of costume—"

“TheRoyd Irregulars” Yamini said. “Blue and yellow, instead of maroon and black.”
“Explain, please” Ky said. “1 don’t remember that sourcein our tactical studies.”

“Youwouldn't,” Yamini said, “becausewe didn’t useit. Baineswasn't actudly military; hewasan
enthusiagt, an amateur historian. Histactical ingtincts were good but he didn’t redlly understand modern
space warfare.”

“It'sbeen effective for Turek sofar,” Ky pointed out.

“Y es, but Baines doesn’'t go beyond the elementary. Look, you' ve been able to defeat his people even
when you were outnumbered,” Yamini said. “Y ou picked up histactica approach right away; you were
ableto improvise something effective againg him.”

“Why didn't he use something else?’

“Maybe he doesn’t know which to use. Most texts now assume aforce with certain proportions of ship
types he may not have. Or maybe he can't get his people to understand them—"

“Or he doesn't trust them,” Douglas said. “He started with criminds, pirates and stationside both. People



50 unreliable he had to implant them with suicide triggers to be sure they wouldn’t blab his name.”

“He sgot ingant communication,” Ky said. “ And people he doesn’t completely trudt. . .that’ s going to
congrain histactics, isn't it?’

“Absolutdy,” Yamini said. “ And inhibit his subordinates, and annoy them, too.”
“Downjump turbulence!” Lee said from the pilot’ s seet.
Hugh turned to look at the screen himself as other ships reported the same. “ Estimates?”

“By theturbulence, big and fast.” He looked at Ky. Douglas, to one side, looked as though he wanted to
speak but didn't.

“Werun,” Ky said. Hugh looked surprised, but Douglas gave atiny nod. “Priority’ s getting to Cascadia.”
She spoketo dl the ships. * Close formation, jump on my mark. Come out at the next jump point in the
same formation as here, weapons hot, and immediately go into Yellow Three” Shewaited asthey
acknowledged and Teddy Ransome microjumped back to his place, then gave them the Signd. The safe
haven of FTL closed around Vanguard once again.

“What do you think that was?’ Hugh asked.

“Worst case, pursuit,” Ky said. “ And maybe we just missed our chance to take out Turek...but | don’t
think so. I’m wondering if somebody found out where we were going, and that was a tight formation of
hisships”

“Y ou mean aleak from Mackensee?’ Douglas asked, frowning.

“Not necessarily.” Ky felt stupid for not having thought this through before. “ Turek knew we left Boxtop
with you—the logical destination was your home planet. He must know Stellal sin Cascadia, and that I'd
go there; thisison thelogica route. All it would take is one person on your homeworld telling him when
we left. Would you vouch for everyonein your sysem?’ Ky asked.

“No,” Douglassaid. “But | don't like the ideathat we might have aleak somewhere. Or that there was
someone to intercept and act on it so quickly. If that was pursuit, they were within an hour of us. And
they probably know where we' re headed next.”

“Or it could' ve been someone making afast trandgt through because they were worried, having run into
that broadcast somewhere dse” Hugh said. “Haveto say, I’'m glad you decided to leave, though. Just in

“Let’slook at therest of what we pulled off theansible” Ky said. “I’m surethe others are.”

Thefirgt, time-stamped only shortly after Turek’ s broadcast, were smply comments on it, but down the
stack came more disturbing reports. One of Sdllyon’ s two manned ansible stations had been
blown—apparently by loca terrorists—with the loss of dl its personnel. A second message from Turek
made it clear that thiswas because they had “ harbored” ships from Bissonet’ s militia, and that he would
do worse to anyone who supported an dlied force opposing him.

“They deserveit,” Martin said. “ After theway hetreated you.”
“Nobody deservesit,” Ky said, “even when it makes atidy picture.”

“Noticethisisthe second time he' s mentioned an dlied force,” Douglas said. “1 think he' sredlized that



potentia because you' ve bested his people twice now. If he has agents on Slotter Key—and it would be
smart to assume he does—he may know Slotter Key privateers have been ordered to Cascadia. Or
agents at intermediate stops or on Cascadiamay see abuildup.”

Cascadia Station

Despite his conviction that Cascadia Station was safe, Toby had no intention of making Stellaangry
enough to forbid hisgoing out at al. Hetold his escort where he was going, and did not object when they
fell in behind him. Everyone knew the O’ Keefe I ce Cream Pdace. Everyone knew it wasthe placelots
of students met in the evenings, just asthey knew that ice cream had multiple meanings, not al related to
frozen treats. He had been there before, many times.

Zori would be there at 1945, she'd said. He did into abooth and ordered hisusud, five variations on the
theme of chocolate. She didn’t expect him to wait for her; she'd order her own when she arrived. His
two escorts watched the chaos with obvious disdain as he ate. He could imagine what they were thinking:
kids, noise, slliness, stupidity, possibleinfractions of the code of courtesy. Gales of laughter from the
other side of the room underlined that. Toby craned his neck, trying to see what it was.

“Not your crowd,” one of hisescort said. “Older kids.” His voice carried the same message: Stupid
idiots making a disturbance.

“Zori won't want to stay hereif it sthisnoisy,” Toby said. “Her security—" Her parentsinssted she have
an escort in the evenings, though by day they let her travel done.

Something crashed to thefloor, just out of sight, sounds of metallic and glass breakage mingling with
hoots of laughter and squeals of darm. One of Toby’ s escorts stepped nearer to him; the other looked
toward the entrance. One of the employees, an older man, bustled toward Toby.

“Excuse me—can you hdlp, please? I’ ve put in acal for help, but these ruffians—" Another crash, this
time with lesslaughter and more sounds of darm.

“We' reon duty,” one of the escorts said. They glanced at each other, then at Toby.
“I'll tay here,” Toby said. “Promise.”

“Dothat,” one escort said. “Do not leave thisbooth...” And they were off, wading into the thickening
crowd. Thenoiselevel rose.

“A complimentary drink,” avoice said. “With our thanks—"

Toby glanced up, started to say “ Thanks, but—" and afine spray tingled on hisface. Down alengthening
dark tunnel he saw, very clearly, thetiny face of the man who had sprayed him.

Zori and her escort got to the O’ Keefe | ce Cream Palace afew minutes late, thanks to the squad of
station peacekeepers blocking the short route there. Zori led the way around, through a narrow passage,
and emerged in the wider service passage as the back door opened and three men in white carried
someone out on alitter.

Someone with Toby’shair, Toby’ s face—pale, but—

“Toby!” Zori said. The men glanced at her, put on speed, and hustled their burden into a utility vehicle
with SANITATION DEPT stenciled on the sde. “Wait!” Zori tried to run toward the vehicle asthe men



piled in, but her escort grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “Let me go!” Zori struggled, but could not
get free before the vehicle hummed off down the service passage. “ That was Toby, youidiot!” Zori said,
putting enough distance between them that she could see her escort’ sface clearly. “1 was meeting him
here; you know that. Something happened—I haveto find him—follow them—"

“You can't do that,” her escort said. “1 have my ordersfrom your father. To O’ Keefe' sand back from
O'Keefe' sand nowhere else.”

“But it was Toby! Someone took him! He was hurt, or dead, or—" She took a deep shaky breath. “I
have to go see his cousin; she hasto know.”

“I'm sureif he has been injured, the receiving clinic will notify her. Do you want to goin, or shal we
return home?’

“That wasn’t an ambulance. ..you know that. Someone' s snatched him. I’'m going to call her—" Not for
thefirst time, she wished her father had let her have a skullphone modulein her implant. He d dways said
there were enough phones around that she didn’t need one.

“No.” Theman'sexpression hardened. “Y ou're going home. Now.”

Zori stared at him. Not since she' d been asmal child had any of her escorts used that tone. Shefelt a
shiver pass down her back, anicy current. The man' sfingers twitched, moving toward a pocket in his
jacket. Thoughts raced through her head, dmost too fast to pick up, far too fast to analyze. Without
letting her gaze waver from his face, she thought about options. The back door to O’ Keefe' swasonly a
few dtrides away and she was fast—but she' d have to turn. He was too big; she could not push past him
to follow Toby. Sideways—a ong the passage they’ d come.....but it was narrow and had that sharp jink
and if he caught her from behind...

“Pardon, please!” The breathless male voice from insde O’ Keefe stook the escort’ sintent look off her
for aningant. Zori did onefoot back, then the other. “Have you seen anything of a boy—about
Sixteen—coming thisway?’

“No,” her escort said, as Zori glanced, recognized Toby’ sescort, and said “ Yes,” in dmost the same
instant. From the corner of her eye, she saw her escort lunge toward her; she jumped back, whirled, and
ran. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t scream and run. Toby’ s escort, startled, stepped out of her
way and she plunged into the staff areaof O’ Keefe's, shoving her way through acrowd of people, some
inwaiters gprons, some clearly curious and frightened customers. Someone had spilled pink ice cream
on thefloor; shedipped init, fell against aworktable, and tripped over someone crouched there. She
landed hard on one hip just as more noise broke out behind her. “Excuse me,” she said to the person
she' d falen over—ayounger girl, white-faced, her clothes smeared with pink and brown and yellow.
“I'msosorry..."

“No offense,” the girl said; she was trembling. People near the door were yelling, anger and fear mingling;
Zori couldn’'t make out al the words, but then came aseries of dull thumps and screams. Thelittle girl
leaned into Zori and grabbed for her hand.

Zori looked around—nothing but legsin that direction. Under the worktable was ashdlf partly filled with
al-metal bowlsand pots. Zori pushed some aside, making a space. A childhood memory nagged at her.
“There. Get in there and stay there until you hear the station peacekeepers.”

“Don’'t leaveme,” the girl whispered. “Please...”

Zori had never seen hersdlf asthe nurturing type, but she could not unclench the child’ sfingers without



hurting her. “We need to be careful, then,” shesaid. “Let’sjust crawl.”
“Thefloor sdirty,” thegirl said.
“We redready dirty,” Zori said. “Comeon...hold onto my deeve, so | can crawl.”

A short crawl brought them to adoor at the far end of the kitchen. Zori put her shoulder to it; it didn’t
budge. When she looked up, she saw the touchpad of a security lock and thewords PANTRY :
EMPLOYEESONLY . Back the way they’d come, the crowd heaved and struggled, the back of it
retreating toward them. Thisend of the work space had no convenient gapsto hidein.

Memory burst on her. She had been in akitchen, the kitchen of her childhood home, looking up from this
angle. Shewas't supposed to be in there, but Estelle had been cross, pulling her hair as she combed it,
and Cook, who didn’t like Estelle, would probably let her sit on her 1ap, might even give her acookie or
jamroll. But Cook wasn't there. The child-Zori had theideaof hiding in the pantry, waiting for Cook to
come back.

When footsteps came into the kitchen, she shrank back, leaving the pantry door open just acrack, in
case it was Estelle and not Cook.

“You can’'t—!” Mama svoice, high and tense. “Y ou can't stop me! I'll tell—!" Something that sounded
like abook dammed onto adesk. A cry of pain.

“You!” Daddy’ svoice, menacing. “You'll tel no one”

“You hit me!”

A laugh, ugly and not funny at dl. “ That wasn't ahit. That was a promise. Remember what | told you.”
“My family—" Mama s voice now was shaky, barely heard through sobs.

Another laugh. “Y our family’ salong way away. I'm here. And if you leave—what do you think will
happen to the child?’

Mamacrying. Daddy angry. Child-Zori couldn’t stand it. She' d opened the door; she' d saild—something
she couldn’t remember. She' d seen her mother, hand pressed to her face, crying. Her father whirling
around, hisface shifting in an ingant from aterrifying mask of rageto the familiar smile; hishand opening
to lay something—she had not seen what—on the counter.

“Zori, youlittle minx! What are you doing in the kitchen at thishour?’ Hisvoice, warm and welcoming.
He'd held out hisarms; she' d run to him, already sobbing in fright and confusion. “What—did you want a
cookie? Did Estelle scold you?’

She tucked her head into his shoulder. “ Daddy—"

“Hush, child.” He fdt the same as dways, the big warm shoulder, the broad strong hands gentle,
comforting, asthey supported her. Shelifted her head, seeing through ablur of tears her mother’ swhite
face, ashaking hand pressed against one cheek. “Don’t be scared, little bird. Y ou’ re safe with me. Y our
mother’ sjust upset.” Heturned to look at her, facing Zori away from her mother. “Now, my dear, don't
you see you' ve scared the child?’

Sherelaxed into hisarms. From behind her, her mother’ svoice, no longer high and tense, but once more
the cool voice she expected, said, “Zori, I’'m sorry if | scared you. Y our father is quite right. But you
should not be running to the kitchen for treats between medls. I'll spesk to Estelle”



“Oh, let the child have acookie,” her father said. With histhumb, he gently lifted her chin, wiped away
thelast tears. “Cheer up, little bird. If | say you can have a cookie, even your mother hasto agree.”

“Of course” her mother said. “One of the plain—"
“Chocolate,” her father said. “One of the specia ones. Thistime.”

The chocolate cookie had melted in her mouth, the flavor so rare and tantalizing that she had not noticed
anything odd in the deepy feding, the softening of memory’ s sharp edges. Until now.

She could hardly breathe, asthat and other memories|ong buried unfolded and changed her known past.
“I'm scared,” the girl said.

“I'm Zori,” Zori sad. “Hi, Scared.” 1t wasdl she could think of, in the turmoail, but the girl’ sface relaxed
for aningant and she giggled.

“That'sdlly...my name sHordin. But | am scared. Why aren’t the peacekeepers here?’
“I don’'t know,” Zori said. “Maybe—"

At that moment, the loudhorns the peacekeepers used blared from near the back door. “Everyone: hands
on your heads. Stand where you are. Do not attempt to run.”

“Wearen't ganding,” Hordin whispered. “Can | just hold your hand?’

Zori didn’t want to be seen any sooner than necessary; thiswas as good an excuse as any. “Lie down,”
Zori sad. “I'll liedown with you.” With any luck, they’ d think she was protecting the child, that both
were hurt. Just how did someone feign unconsciousness, anyway? Her eyes kept opening as she heard
the shuffle of fet, the voices demanding 1D, the other voicestrying to explain and being told to saveit for
the court. Customers and staff were being moved toward the front of the place, away from the back
door.

Very shortly, she waslooking up at three peacekeepersin full riot gear, their face shields pushed back.
“Areyou hurt?’ one of them asked her.

“I—I fel,” Zori sad. Always tell the truth when you can, her father had said. 1 think I'mjust...just
bumped around...” She pushed herself up to sitting, and shook her head when he offered her ahand up,
turning instead to Hordin. “Can you stand up now, Hordin?’

“Thisyour child?’

“No, ser. | fell over her; | wasworried about her. | don’t think she's badly hurt, though. Wetried to
crawl into asafe place, but there wasn't one...”

The one with more marks on hisriot vest sghed. “ Thesetwo aren’t part of it, but we'll still have to take
ID."

“My nameisHordin Amanuse, and we live at 342-A, branch 3, twig 27,” thelittle girl said. Shetoo was
gtting up, her lower lip trembling. “1...1 don’t mean to beimpolite...” Tearstracked down her face,
through the dust and streaks of food from the floor.

Zori put an a'm around her shoulders. “It’ sdl right, Hordin. No on€e s blaming you.”

“Y ou know her, then?”’



“No, ser. | fell over her, when | wastrying to get away, and then | thought she might be hurt, so...we
introduced ourselves.”

“l said | was scared, and shesaid I’'m Zori, hello Scared, and then | said that’ s sllly and told her my
name,” Hordin said. Her hand in Zori’ s no longer trembled; her tears were drying. “ She was niceto me. |
didn’t want her to leave and she held my hand.”

“That' s very good, serita. Can you stand if we help you?’
“I think s0.” With the peacekeepers help, both of them stood.

Zori looked down at her clothes and shook her head. “What a mess. Hordin, we both need a change of
clothes”

“And your name, sera?’ The peacekeeper’ stone was perfectly polite, but implacable.

“I’'m Zori Louarri,” Zori said. “And when you' ve found Hordin’ s parents or guardian, | need to talk to
you.”

He smiled down at her. “ Surely you aren't going to tell me you started thisrict...”
“No, ser. But | do know something which you should know, not for achild’sears.”
“I'm not just achild,” Hordin said, pulling her hand out of Zori’s.

“Of coursenot,” Zori said, in concert with the peacekeeper. She went on, looking directly at Hordin.
“But you know there are things that must be confidentid. It isthat kind of thing. It would be rudeto

speak it here.”
“Oh.” Hordin looked thoughtful amoment, then nodded.

“Were you here done, serita?’ asked the peacekeeper.

“Yes, ser,” Hordin said. “Mamalet me cometo get asoda but | was supposed to come home right
away. Only there were grown-ups who got angry and started afight, and the lady who brought my soda
said come with her, and she brought me here and was going to call my family, only then al these people
cameinthekitchen...”

“WEe ve contacted your family,” the peacekeeper said, tapping his head to indicate a skullphone. “Y our
mother ison her way. If you'll just go out front with Willem...do you need Sera L ouarri to come with
you?’

“No, ser,” Hordin said. “ Peacekeepers are our friends.” She smiled at Zori. “Thank you, sera, for letting
me hold your hand when | got scared. My mamawill want to thank you, too.”

“It wasmy plessure,” Zori said. “Bewell, Hordin.”
The other peacekeeper took Hordin's hand and led her out of the kitchen.
“Well, sera?

“| came here—with my family’ s permission and an escort—to have an ice cream with ayoung man in my
classat school,” Zori said. “We wereto meet at 1945. | was afew minutes |ate—there was congestion
out front—so | came through the back way. Just as we came in sight of the back entrance, | saw three
men carry out someone strapped to alitter. Unconscious. It was my friend. | tried to stop them but my



escort pulled me back—for my safety, | thought, but then when | wanted to cal my friend’ sguardian, he
told menot to.”

“I"'m not sure what—"

“Ser, please. My friend should have had two escorts with him—his guardian ins sts, because they were
attacked elsewhere. | saw his escorts come out, after the men who took him were out of sight—"

“Carrying him?’

“No. InavehiclewithaSANITATION logo ontheside.”

“You'resureit wasyour friend?’

“Of courseI’m aure....ask his—where are his escorts? Didn't they speak to you?’

“What's his name, sera?’

“Toby Vatta Hisguardian's Stella Vtta, of Vatta—"

“Yes, | know who StellaVattais. Sera, | think we' d better get you home; we can interview you later—"

“No.” That came out louder than Zori intended; from his expression hefound it rude. “Excuse me,” she
said. “1 intend no discourtesy, but please, listen to me.” He nodded. “My escort—my father insistson an
escort in the evenings—there was something wrong about him. He didn't just scop me from intervening
when those men took Toby. Hetold me | could not call Toby’ s cousin—SeraVatta—and he reached
for hiswespon—"

“Your escort isdead,” the man said. “He appears to have shot one of the boy’ s escorts, and then the
other shot him. | cannot speak more about that; the survivor is being interrogated. | would have thought,
though, that your escort thought he was protecting you—and even if hewasn't, your parents are still—"

“Please,” Zori said. “Please forgive my interruption; no discourtesy wasintended. | think—I think my
father did it—had it done—"

“What did your father do?’

“Took Toby.”

“Y ou think your father had the boy kidnapped just because you and he are friends?’

“No. Because he invented the shipboard ansible that can communicate with system ansibles.”
The man’s expression hardened. “I think you had better speak to my supervisor.”

“I'll beglad to,” Zori said, though she was beginning to fed very shaky indeed.

He escorted her to the front door, provided a privacy hood, and handed her to another peacekeeper
who opened the door of asquat vehicle. Inside, shejoined four others, al shrouded in privacy hoodslike
hers, and in moments they were moving. No one spoke; Zori tried to use the time to sort her thoughts.
What had redlly happened? What did she think it meant?

Did sheredly think her father was guilty of ...whatever had happened to Toby? Just because the escort
had made that move? Just because of that flash of memory in the kitchen?



And where was Toby? And what was happening to him? Shefelt her shouldersjerk and tried to il
them. She couldn’t help Toby directly...she had to wait, had to talk to the right person, say theright

things

Toby never quitelost consciousness and the long dark tunnel that engulfed him at O’ Keefe' s shortened
and spat him out into awareness that he was swaddled in awrap held tight by restraints. Hetried to
speak, but he could not move hisjaw or histongue. He could not even move his eyes; he stared dmost
graight up at theingde of avehicle of somekind.

A face moved into hisline of vision, aface he did not recognize. “Comin’ to, areyou? You'll find you
can't move.”

If he couldn’t move, if they had pardyzed him, how was he breathing? All at once he was conscious of
something in histhroat, of pressure on his chest.

“You can't seeit, but you're on arespirator,” the man said. “ Just keep that in mind, boy: if weturn it off,
youdie”

He wanted to say something, explain to someonethat it wasn't hisfault, that he had done everything he
was supposed to. .. but he couldn’t. Stellawould be frantic. Did she even know? Where were his
escorts? Where was Zori? Was Zori also a captive? Hurt? Would Stella blame Zori when she found out
he was missing? He had to do something—he had to—

The vehicle he was in stopped with ajerk. The men—he could now see their bodies when they |eaned
over to unhook his gtretcher from the vehicle—worked in silence, swiftly. One of them laid ajacket over
hisface, blinding him; he could just see light through the weave of the cloth. Hetold himsdlf to think, to
observe, but he heard nothing identifiable: the men'’ s breathing, the steady rasp of his own breath forced
in and out by the respirator, the softer friction of their clothing asthey lifted him out of the vehicle. They
carried him through a door—he heard it open and shut—and aong what he thought was a narrow
corridor, from the sound of their feet.

When the man pulled the jacket off hisface, Toby saw abright light directly overhead, painfully bright.
The man leaned over him again and sprayed something on hiseyes; hisvision blurred, but that did not
dim thelight enough for comfort. “That gel protects your eyesfrom drying, if you' reinterested. The
paraysswon't wear off for hours, you' re safe enough here. When you move, theinsrumentswill tell us,
andwe ll havealittle chat...have a pleasant evening.” Hislaugh was anything but pleasant; he moved out
of Toby’sview, and from the scuff of feet and the sound of the door closing, Toby assumed they’ d left
and locked himin.

He had afew moments of panic—what was going to happen to him? To Zori >—but with the suddenness
of aswitch being thrown, it vanished, replaced by the familiar dert concentration he felt when working on
anew technicad problem. Wasit something in the drug they’ d given him? Shouldn’t he ill be too scared
to think? Rafe had said something about that, about the ability to wall off the fear and think through
problems. Toby tested that with a math problem from that morning’ s class. Whatever this detachment
was, it wasn't amply inability to think.

If he could think, he should be ableto get himself out of this somehow. Would his skullphone work? Not
without being ableto usethetiny musclesin histhroat. Could he detect surveillance in the room with his
implant? He started testing that. Obligingly, hisimplant produced awireframe display of the room, with
little red dots where instruments were located. That included the surface on which helay, amedica
sensor pad measuring vita functions.



What wasit tdling them? Hisimplant also monitored hisvital functions. Respirations controlled at twelve
per minute, heart rate eighty. . .faster than his own norma. Normal temperature, blood chemistry... Toby
would have frowned in concentration if he’ d been ableto. Last semester’ s chemica database was dtill in
hisimplant. It displayed the structure of the moleculesthat held him captive.

And how to break them apart, aswell, in the implant’ s biochemical hierarchy. But the room’ s sensors
would tell his captorsif he moved. They would come back...that could be worse. Maybe patience
would be the best tactic here. Stellawould find him. ..someone had to know by now hewas missing. He
refused to think about the dternative, but he could not help thinking of Zori. Of course she wasn't—she
hadn’ t—but the same men who had captured him might have captured her, and Stellawouldn’t be as
concerned about Zori. He had to get free and make sure Zori was safe.

Meanwhilethe light boring into his helpless eyes hurt, hurt more and more with every boring minute. So
did thetubein histhroat.

Maybe hisimplant could at least fox the medicd pad? Hisimplant told him that the medpad’ s data report
function was hard-cabled to some externa location, with safeguard functionsto detect RF interferencein
the usud ranges. Y et the data collection function needed RF sengitivity to the dectricd emissonsof his
own body. He could interfere there, at the source, at least aslong as hisimplant’ s transmissions matched
the parameters the medpad had been programmed to pick up. He queried. . .feeding the merest trickle of
power to the external channel...and the pad responded, reporting afictiona heartbeat. That worked;
excitement made his heart speed up. He hoped his captors would think it was from fear and pain.

The light boring into his eyes, the choking fed of the tubein histhroat, had to be fixed next. He had
access to hisimplant’ s biocontrols. That meant access to conditioned deep, pain management for both
acute and chronic pain, even complete sensory decoupling. That came with magor warning flags: not a
good idea.

But interfering with pain signasfrom his eyes and throat seemed safe enough. Immediate relief. Toby felt
aburst of confidence. Now what? Control the entire medpad output. If he could do that, then he could
decongtruct the paralyzing drug most of the way without revealing changesin metabolism.

Toby defined the parameters and ingtructed hisimplant to insert them into the datastream. Then he
damped histhroat’ s sengtivity to the tube even further. If he could bresk down the paralyzing chemicdl,
the first naturd movement would be agag reflex and ablink, something the video surveillance would pick
up. He had to appear to be paralyzed right up to the moment he was ready to take on whatever came
next.

Then he sat to work on the chemical problem. Could the reaction products from bresking down the
parayzing drug counteract the effects of hours of immobilization? Strength, agility, what ese? Zori, his
emotionssaid.

“Youwhat!” Stellafelt awash of icy terror and white-hot rage meet in the middle of her head; she
wanted to fly into pieces. And she must not.

“Hewas abducted,” the escort said. His voice was strained; he was amass of bruises, scrapes, cuts.
“And yes, sera, | know we have given you ample cause for anger; Duirman isdead, died in his defense, |
hope you will remember—"

“When | havetimeto remember,” Stdllasaid, “I will honor his sacrifice. Right now Toby isin danger—"



“We are searching for him,” the Station Security officer said. “We have agood description of the
abductors and the vehicle from Zori Louarri—"

“Her!” Stdlasad. “I knew there was something—"

“Sera, she has been most helpful. Shetold usto contact you at once; she has refused to return to her
parents home and wishesto seeyou.”

Thelast thing Stellawanted to see was a hysterica teenage girl in love, whether she was guilty of anything
elseor not. “1 don't havetime—" she said, but the man was already nodding at the door.

Zori rushed in. “1 haveto seeyou,” she said to Stella. “Y ou have hisdog. Y ou have to get hisdog.”
“Rascd ? Why?’

Zori nodded. “He told me about it, about his dog a home, where he came from. It could follow scent; it
could find anyoneit knew. Rasca can follow histrail and find him. They won't think of that; we don’t
have any other dogs on the tation.”

Stellawondered for amoment if it could work, and then shook her head. “Zori, not al dogs can track. |
don’t think Rascal’ s that kind of dog—dogs bred to follow scent are a different breed.”

“But Rasca loveshim!” Tearsglittered in Zori’ seyes, and Stellaheard the barely voiced “ Just like me”’
asthegirl burst into tears. “We haveto try,” she sobbed. “We can't just let him disappear—what if they
put himin aship, take him avay—"

“Itisadog, sera,” the Security officer said. “l1an’t it true that dogs can track individuasthrough cities,
even?’

“Somedogs,” Stellasaid. It was at least an idea, better than some. She patted Zori’ s shoulder, feding at
least sixty. “Zori, you redly should go home—"

“I—I can't,” Zori said. “1 think my father—I told them—"

“Sera Louarri has made accusations againgt her father,” the officer said. “Until those dlegations are
resolved, it would be better for her to have no contact with her parents.” He gave Stellaameaningful
look; it took her along pause to catch on.

“Oh, no. You want me to take her in? In the middle of dl this?’

“It would be agreat kindness,” the officer said. “ And in accordance with our customs.” That sounded
more like aforced exchange of hostages than akindness. “1t might be helpful in our investigation of your
cousin’ sdisappearance,” he continued. “ Sera Louarri seemsto be linked to more than one problem.
Otherwise, I'm afraid she' |l haveto Say in protective custody in jail, and we have no facilities for that,
redly.”

“I do not think | can take the respongbility for another juvenile,” Stellasaid. “Not when I’ ve dready lost
one”

“Y ou will have our assstance,” hesaid. “Please, sera...”

Zori looked at her, tears obvious. Stella could not ignore that, any more than she could have ignored
Toby. “Butisitlegd? she asked.

“Y ou will become her warden under our regulations governing protective custody.”



“The problem | seeisthat my ward was abducted and his escorts attacked—one of them killed. I'm not
sure | can keep Zori safe, if someone comes after her—and her family certainly may.”

“Wewill notify her family that sheisin protective custody. They will understand what that means under
our laws and customs. We will provide additiona security for you—quite reasonable, as your cousn was
abducted—and this should deter potentia attackers. Y ou are free to use your own security service, as
well, and make such additiona arrangements as seem best. We would recommend that she not attend
school tomorrow.”

“Very wdl.” Stelathought amoment. “I would like an officid vehicle, with shielding, for our returnto my
apartment; whoever went after Toby may have intended to go after Zori aswell. And she needs a chance
to clean up and get somerest.”

“I don't need res—!" Zori burst out.
“Areyou surethe dog can't help usfind him?’ the officer said.

“Not absolutdly certain,” Stellasaid. Anideaglimmered in the back of her mind; she needed time aone
tofigureit out. “And it isan ideato betried, perhaps.”

CHAPTER
FOUR

B ack in the apartment, Stella prepared for whatever might come next, opening the first drawer of a
locked cabinet to look at the array of knivesthere.

“I didn’t know you had wegpons,” Zori said, eyeswide. * Y ou' re a businessvoman.”
Stedlagmiled. “That' strue, but even businessvomen may have weapons.”

“Toby said youweren't just a...” Zori’svoicetraled awvay as Stellaconsidered the row of wegponsin
the next drawer and chose two.

“Just apretty face?” Stellasaid. In the same drawer was a complicated web harness;, Stellaeded intoit,
attached holsters, and dlid the weapons home, then removed them and laid them out on the desk. “ That's
been useful, Zori, afew timesin my life. People see the pretty face, the yelow hair, and they think that's
dllam.”

“I didn't mean to insult you,” Zori said, flushing.

“I’'mnot insulted,” Stellasaid. She locked that drawer and opened the next, each compartment stocked
with adifferent ammunition. “I’m flattered that agirl your age would think me pretty. Y ou’ re beautiful
yoursdlf, and you know it. Often that createsarivary.”

“I'm not—" Zori started to say, then stopped. “Y ou think I’ m beautiful ?’

“Don't bedlly.” Stellaloaded the propellant canister in one wegpon, then the flechettes, their tips
trand ucent; in the other, aroll of thin wire. “Do you know what these are?’ She tapped the containers of
wirerolls.



“No,” Zori said. She sounded more interested than frightened.

“The flechettes are high-vel ocity chemstun rounds. The highest concentration alowed to
non-law-enforcement personnd. Therollsare tangle-tie. Expand on impact, stick to anything until they
harden, which takesfive seconds. None of thisislethd, thusnone of it isillegal. Never beillegd if you
don’t haveto, that’swhat my Aunt Grace dways said.”

“Your Aunt Grace... Toby said she' snow the Rector of Defense of Sotter Key?’

“The same Aunt Grace.”

“Andthe...er...blades?’ Zori looked at Stella' s deeve, which showed no bulge benesth it.
“Insurance,” Stellasaid.

“What am | supposed to have?’ Zori eyed the drawers with more eagerness than Stella had expected.
“A good night' sdeep, Zori. You will be quite safe here, with al the security around the place.”

“Y ou can't expect meto stay here while Toby’ sin danger—!”

“| expect you to do exactly that,” Stellasaid. “1’m not risking your life, too, and | don’t need to worry
about you in atight Stuation.”

“But—but I'm the one who thought of using Rascd!”
“And I'm grateful for theidea. But Zori, you have no traning—"
“I can handle aweapon—I have my own pistol at home!”

“Zori.” Stellatook the girl by both shoulders—stiff, resistant shoulders. “I don’t doubt your courage,
your intelligence, or your willingnessto help. But | have done this sort of thing before—I got Toby away
dive from people who wanted to kill him at Allray—and | will have trained, experienced personne with
me. | need to know you're safe. Toby needsto know you're safe. Y es, thisis the boring part—but the
boring part isuseful, too.” Zori’ s stubborn expression didn’t change. Stellathought of something. “ There
issomething you can do, something very important.”

“What' sthet?’

“I have the transcript of a message sent by pirates—intercepted by my cousin Ky during a battle. Toby
recognized some of the words as those you' d taught him, but he can’t read the whole thing. Would you
giveitatry?’

“It' sredly important?’
“So far, only the pirates understand pirate jargon. If we had atrandation...”

Zori’sfacerdaxed alittle. “Yes...| can seethat might help, and it's something to do while...whileyou
find Toby. | know | couldn’t deep.”

“And Zori...whatever you do...do not contact anyone outside. Not your family, not friends, no one.”
“But if | want to tell you something—"

“I can't risk it breaking my concentration. Believe me, | want Toby back safe as much asyou do. Do the



trandation, if you can, Zori.”

Stelafinished her preparations, put alead on Rasca’s collar, and picked him up. He squirmed a bit, then
settled into the crook of her arm. In the next room, she briefed the two men she had chosen from her
private security to come aong.

The corridor outside was quiet; the single apparent guard was, Stellaknew, only one of many in the area.
She made her way to O’ Keefe's, where she was allowed in after a brief check with police headquarters.

“According to hisescort, he was Sitting here, sera,” apoliceman said, leading her to the booth. She put
Rasca down next to it; he scampered over to a puddle of melted ice cream on the floor and started

lapping at it.
“Rascd, no—find Toby—"

Rascal glanced up, rolling his eyes and flattening his ears, took alast swipe at the puddle, and lunged for
alump on thefloor that might have been part of asandwich, dragging at the leash.

“Rescd!”

He had the lump, whatever it was, and gulped it down, then dashed in another direction winding the leash
around Stella slegs, scrabbling at the floor, and giving short yaps.

Stellafollowed him, unwinding the leash, with the sense of time passing...she knew, she’' d beentold,
where Toby was sitting—over there, on the left—and that Toby was taken out the back of the place,
through the service area and kitchen. Rasca showed no interest in either the booth or the most likely path
to the service area. Thiswas't going to work. She hersalf had no experience with dogs that followed
scent trails, but the ones she' d read about kept their noses to the ground and the trail made sense. Rascal
looked eager and excited, head up, pulling hard toward the far Sde of the room at first, but then veering
asdeto grab another lump off thefloor. Thistime Stella could seethe bit of mest in it.

“It'snot working,” she said to her escort. “He sjust fooling around. | warned them he might not be able
to do this”

“Thegirl said it was a sanitation van...but there are hundreds on the gation....”
“SeraVattal” Stellaturned to see a policeman waving at her from near the entrance. Her heart clenched.

When she came nearer, she saw that he had a datapad with avisua display up. “ Sera, we have alittle
information, not much. Thisis combined from the station gravity report and two surveillancevids...a
vehicle massing gpproximeately the same as a sanitation hauler and four adults, but not on the normd route
of asanitation vehiclein this branch, moved on thisroute—" It was highlighted in yellow, Stella saw:
inward to the trunk and up two branches, out dmost to the tip, spinward. “—and it passed these eight
vids on that route, but only two were functioning. We are attempting to ascertain the cause of the
mafunction.”

Enemy action, of course, but they were being correct and polite. Stellasaid, “ Thank you for sharing this
information. If you'll excuseme...”

“Sera, you should go home and wait—we' |l keep you informed.”

Stellasmiled, nodded, and | eft the mess behind. “ Get us backup,” she said to her escort once they had
cleared theline outside.



“Sera? You aren’'t going—"
“I want medical, some heavy—"
113 %.a! ”

“I am not going to go home and wait. That child will not die or be taken off this sation because | did
nothing.”

The escort opened his mouth, then shut it, and instead punched at his datapad. Stellaled the way through
the till-crowded corridors toward the trunk. The quickest way upstation was the airlifts, which she
normally avoided because the pressure changes made her snuses ache, but thistime. ..

“Sera, for your safety—"
“Ganz, I'mwearing amor. And I’'m armed. And I’'m going.”

The airlift tube made conversation impaossible except by skullphone. It spat them out on the correct
branch, and Stella quickly reoriented to the branch layout. Ahead, she saw a meaningful bustle—vehicles,
pedestrians, somein uniform. Had they found him?

Toby felt he was making progress. With the medpad lying to his captors, and the pardyzing drug leaving
his system, he’ d soon be able to do—whatever he was going to do. But how could he get up—when he
could get up—without reveding to the room’ saudiovisua surveillance that he was mobile? If his
abductors were close enough, they could rush in and dose him again before he could get away.

He accessed the implant’ s security cluster—Stellahad inssted on it over his protests. He hadn't believed
he needed that stuff. He had bodyguards.

Now he extended the sonic and infrared probes. The next room to hisright had neither sound nor hest
signals. Nor did theroom to hisleft. Beyond that, he could not be sure.

He eyes till stared straight up; he could not see the door or itslock. He had to know if he could get out
that way.

Wait...if he could access the hardwired connections of the medpad, could hethen infiltrate al the wiring,
viathe monitors the medpad reported to? Was there any way—? What had Rafe taught him about the
smpleway some ansibles had been disabled?

Simplein concept, difficult in execution. Hisimplant could trace and identify circuits. Sure enough, a
standard magnetic lock. Hisimplant could not create, on its own, the kind of electromagnetic pulse that
would disable thelock. But medical monitors had devicesto multiply the signa, and these devices were
software-controlled.

With thelocd circuitry in hisimplant, Toby knew exactly what to twesk and how, using the medpad's
access viathe medica monitors. Could he now cdl for help past the shields? Not without detection.
Would there be backsplash into hisimplant? Not if he disengaged in time. The redlly tricky thing would
be getting his door’ s magnetic lock open after he' d fried the circuits.

He set up the commands, put them on atimer, checked hisbiologica status—drug amost completely
metabolized, only alight dose ill helping him lie till asif pardyzed. It would clear in seconds...and then
hewould blink.



Hefdt the growing excitement, amix of nausea—quickly suppressed by hisimplant—and glee. Then he
blinked, and the lights went out. He blinked again. Still dark. Utterly dark. Not even agleam of light...he
sat up, blinking. He had imagined everything except how dark it would be.

Hisimplant threw up aghostly visua of the room. Toby stood, amazed at the quick response of his body,
the steadiness of his stance. But thiswas not the time to stand still. He took the two quick stridesto the
door. Locked, of course. Without hisusud tool kit, he had no way to open it easily, not with the whole
system down.

Ky wouldn't stand herelike an idiot. She would do something. ..and he' d heard about crawl spaces and
ventilation spaces dl hislife. Toby stood on the bed and reached up. He could touch the celling...and the
ceiling pands shifted as he pushed. It was harder than he' d expected to move one aside....and then he
had to jump, with only the virtud light of the implant’ sview of the room. Hisfingers scrabbled on the
frame that held the pands. What if it wasn't strong enough? What if it gave way and he fell back and
broke something?

Voicesin the corridor outside...angry voices. “1 don't care—we have to be sure—blow the damned
door!”

He had to try. He legpt up, flailing for the framework, caught hold, and hung amoment, legskicking
wildly, before helevered himself up into the cold, machine-smelling space above. Hefelt around in the
dark, and pushed the pandl he' d didodged back into place. It probably wouldn’t confuse them, but it
might dow them down....though that was the only logica way he could' ve gotten out.

Even as hethought this, he was crawling along the framework, careful to put weight only on the frame
itsdlf. Theimplant gave him apeculiar fuzzy view ashort distance ahead; it was detecting different
materials with one scan method and distances with another, and he had to keep looking down so it could
define the framework well enough for him to stay onit. How far did he have to go? How far had he
come?

Behind him, he heard acrash, and abrief spurt of light reveded ahead of him aline of gleaming materid
that looked like asolid barrier. The light went out; he smelled acrid burning....if they did that to the
framework, he'd fal through.

“He sgot to be up here,” avoice said. It sounded faint, though, not like someone in the same space. “|
can'ttel whichway...”

Toby flattened himsealf as much as he could, holding his bregth.
“WE Il need alight,” said another voice. “But he can't get far. Thefirewal’ s only twenty metersinboard.”

Firewal. Of course. Toby’s heart sank. He had moved in the right direction, inboard, but now he was
stuck. Firewalls had no openings at al between decks. .. but there were maintenance access ports on
either side, running up and down between decks. The men could Start their search at either end and trap
him againgt thetip of that section or the firewall. And if he dropped out into aroom or corridor...they
might be there. They must be part of alarger plot; there must be other enemiesto fear and evade.

Even as he thought this, he put more distance between himsalf and the room where he' d been held. The
men were going for lights, or at least IF detectors...he had alittle time to get away from them.

He angled across the framework now, heading for the far corner of the space hisimplant told him—when
he lifted his head and let the implant scan it—was out at the tip of one of Cascadia Station’ s branches.
Inboard was definitely the way he wanted to go. If he could move fast enough, get to one of the corridors



wherethe firewall had an opening...they’ d be waiting, if they were waiting, where the access passage
came down through the decks. . .so he needed aroom nearby.

Hewas dmost to the far Sde of the space when hisimplant picked up the noise and light of pursuit. What
would Ky do? Toby set hisimplant to scan the space below. ..unoccupied, and open to another space or
corridor. He scrabbled at acelling pand, but this one was solidly fixed...hefdt wiresand
connections...alight fixture. The next, though, came loose. He peered down; hisimplant showed him a
ghostly image that could have been an office—aroom with furniture anyway. Herolled over the edge,
holding the frame for amoment to dow hisdrop, and landed on the floor. He thought of pushing one of
the furniture pieces over and trying to replace the pand to hide where he' d gone down....but he was
afraid that might be seen. Instead, he moved quickly to the opening the implant showed him. Outsde was
acorridor, as he' d hoped, and now he had no doubt which way was inboard.

Heran hishand dong the wall as he went, deliberately leaving traces. If things went badly, someone
should know he' d been here. Ahead he saw asmal bright blue glow....one of the Cascadia Station
emergency comunits. They had their own power source. . . his ssomach lurched. He could call for help. If
it worked; if it wasn't blocked in some way.

He picked it up, punched in the codes for everything he could remember: fire, pressure lesk, persona
injury, crime-in-progress. He heard voices down the passage outboard, pushed TRANSMIT, and put
the comunit back in its holder before moving on as quietly and quickly as he could. A faint glow showed
ahead of him...he could be seen againgt it...he moved to the darker side of the corridor asthe light grew
brighter. The corridor curved sharply, as dways near afirewall opening; now the light camein brightly
from a section where he hadn’t blown the power. People were standing around waving their hands,
talking loudly. ..nobody coming in. Someonein a Station Security uniform stood in front of the gep, facing
the crowd, where two people were dready pointing past him at Toby.

Toby straightened up and walked forward, as casudly as he could, with what he hoped was afriendly
and innocent amile.

“Excuseme,” hesad. “I need help—"

Then the uniformed man turned to him, and he recognized aface with no amileat dl.

Stella, doing her best to see past the people ahead of her, spoke to the Security headquarters. “What's
goingon?’

“ Someone entered a multi-emergency cal right where we were going. We ve got units of fire, medical,
and pressure on the way out there...”
“You seethiscrowd...why aren't they moving?’

“There' s someone from Security at—oh. He' s not Secur—"

“Toby!” Stellayelled asloud as she could. He might be where he could hear her...shefelt Rascal squirm
inher ams.

“Aunt Stellal” At Toby’svoice, Rasca scratched and squirmed free of Stella’sarms, yanked the leash
out of her hand, then disappeared into the back of the crowd, where excited exclamations of
Dog—there sthe dog! marked his progress. Stella elbowed her way forward, ignoring Cascadia’s
standards of courtesy.



An amplified voice from ahead spoke then. “ Don’'t anyone move—I’ ve got him and if you move he's
dead.”

Stelacould just see, between the people ill in front of her, Toby held with an arm around his neck, a
wespon pointed at hisear. It would be atricky shot—her hand did into her clothes...but a
black-and-white flash dashed across the scant open space. Toby said “Rasca” in astrangled voice just
as Rascal jumped up in hisusua way . ..but the man struck at Rascal with the weapon. Toby twisted out
of the choke hold, kicked him in the knee, and Rascal |atched onto the man’swrist, snarling.

Stdlasad, “Excuseme,” in her politest voice. The front row parted and gave her aperfect shot.
Chemstun and tangle-tie both, and without a touch on either Toby or Rascal.

“There smore of them,” Toby said. Stellalooked at him. Not much of the gangly schoolboy at that
moment; he looked as dangerous as she felt.

“Then we d best get away and let Station Security—the real ones—take care of them,” shesaid. “I've
got our team, somewhat augmented.” He might not know that one of his detail had been killed; thiswas
not the time to land that on him. “We' ve got a safe conveyance.”

“I knew you'd be coming,” Toby said, once they wereinsdeit, Rasca now in hisarms. Heignored the
others, taking only to Stella. “But | didn’t know how long it would take and | thought | should do
something, in case—"

“You werebrilliant,” Stellasaid. “I'm so rdieved—the last | heard you were being carried out asif
pardyzed.”

“I was,” Toby said. “It wasthe implant that saved me—if I’ d had the student-level I’ d have been sunk.
Did...did Zori ever show up?’ All too obviousin that was hisfear that Zori had been part of the plot.

“Not only showed up, but was crucia to our finding you,” Stellasaid. “ She' s quite ayoung woman,
Toby. | knew that before, but | didn’t know...well. We'll talk more about this when we get home. |
know Station Security will want to talk with you, but they’ ve agreed that you need to have medical
evauation and some rest beforehand.”

“IsZori safe?1f her family findsout...”

“She s as safe as we can make her. She thinks her father wasimplicated in your abduction, and possibly
more...”

“She'sright,” Toby said. “That trade tongue isthe pirates language, and her father gave the ordersfor
my abduction. | overheard things...”

“Medicd firg, then home,” Stdlasad. “Then we'll tak.” Toby was entirely too bright-eyed; something
besdes naturd excitement wasworking in hissystem. “1I'll call and et Zori know you're dive and well,”
shesaid.

“Canl| tdk to—"
“Not now. You'll seeher later.”

They werein the medica center—the staff had drawn blood to andyze for any dangerous residuas from
hisimplant’ s deconstruction of the paralytic drug, and they were awaiting the results of thetestsina
guarded room—when Stellagot acall from someone who introduced himsdlf asthe Moscoe
Confederation Assstant Minister of Defense.



“Excuseme?’ Stella checked the origination codes; the call had originated onplanet, near if not in
Cascadia s capita city of Holme.

“1 know it is after business hours, but | felt this matter could not wait,” he said. “It’ s about the accusations
that somein the Nexus government have made—"

“Unlesswe re under imminent attack,” Stella said, risking an accusation of rudeness, “I'm afraid it will
have to wait until morning. I’'m at the medical center here on Cascadia Station with my ward Toby, after
his rescue from an abduction attempt; | have another child at home; | need deep to think clearly.”

“Oh.” A long pause. “Oh. I'm sorry. | didn’t know—"
“So | will contact you in the morning, shal 17" Stellasaid. “I have your contact numbers.”

“Wall...yes. That will be soon enough...” The voicetrailed off; Stellashook her head. When Toby's
tests came back indicating it was safe for him to leave, she ordered a secure conveyance and took him
back to the apartment.

Zori met them at the door and flung her arms around Toby, burying her facein his shoulder for an indant,
then pushing away. “Forgive me—that was very rude.”

“I didn't mind,” Toby said, red to thetips of his ears. He reached up to pat her back but she had aready
backed out of reach.

“l am sorry,” Zori said, looking at Stella. “ It is very bad—not just hugging Toby without permission, but
what | have trandated.”

“I thought it might be,” Stdllasaid.

“My father taught me somewords...he said it was our secret trade tongue. | told you that, but now |
know it was not true. Not our secret family trade tongue, but the secret language of ... of pirates. | didn’t
know—"

“Do you think he knew?’ Stella asked, in as neutra atone as she could manage.

“Yes” Zori’svoice wavered. “He...hiscompany...ismentioned. And his private com code.”
“Areyou sure?’ Toby asked.

“Entirely.” Zori looked away. “I'm sorry, Toby. | have become an embarrassment...”
“You're not—!"

“Yes. My father is...must be...involved in acrimind enterprise. He will be adjudged acrimina. We do
not have attainder here, legally—at least, I’ m underage—but it isadisgrace and | will no longer bea
suitable acquaintance for you—"

“I don't care,” Toby said. Patches of color stood out on his cheeks, and his hands trembled.

“Y ou’re under my protection,” Stellaput in before Toby lost it completely. “ Toby, you may need to ask
your implant to normdize your chemistry—you' re sill hyper from your ordedl. | suggest ahot drink and a



snack. Zori, you and | do need to talk. Y our room?’

Zori nodded; Stellagave Toby aquelling look and he glared before turning abruptly toward the kitchen.
Stdlaushered Zori into the spare room, which she redized would be Zori’ suntil .. .whatever happened,
happened. When Stella shut the door and engaged the privacy shield, Zori pulled adata cube from her
pocket and held it out to Stella.

“Here. Thisisascomplete as| could makeit. | don’t understand everything; there were words | didn't
know. I...1 sent a copy to Station Security. | hope that doesn't offend you.”

“Zori, why would it offend me?’ Stella could wish Zori had waited, so Stella could have sent it to the
person she’ d contacted before, but it did show Zori’ s essential innocence.

“I don’'t know, | just...” Tearswelled in her eyes. “| am s0 ashamed. | wanted to do theright thing—"

Stdlasghed. Adolescent guilt...just asdifficult to handle as adolescent lust. And if Zori was anything like
her own adolescent salf, she could never bdlieve that Stellaredly knew what she wasfeding. She had
thrown hersdf on the floor of her closeat, wishing to die, when...for amoment she could not even
remember his name...had made off with the contents of the house safe, and she had redlized how stupid
she'd been.

“It'snot your fault, Zori,” Stellasaid. Should she offer ahug? But local customs required asking
permission, and that seemed ridiculous at such atime. “ Y ou didn’t pick your parents.” She did not fully
understand the belief system Zori’ sfamily followed. There were belief sysemsin which achild was
presumed to have chosen its parents. . . she was damn sure she hadn’t chosen hers.

“No, but—" Zori looked away. “| know you probably think I’ ve dways been too rebdlious, theway |
schemed to spend time with Toby even though you knew my mother didn’t approve, but redlly...1 was
brought up to be agood girl, and I’ ve never been in any red trouble before. Now—the station police
know that | refused to do what my parentstold me—"

“And the police agreed you shouldn’t go hometo them,” Stellasaid, trying to interrupt what looked like a
diveoff theguilt dliff.

“But they’ll il think I’'m arude, disobedient child,” Zori said. “1 didn’t ask them permisson firs.”

“Zori, you may have saved millions of people—hillions—from deeth and brutdity. | think your not asking
permission doesn't loom very large againgt that.”

“My grandmamawon't think so,” Zori said. “Or my uncles...” Her voicetrailed off.
Families. There was aways someone ready to dump on the young one who made a mistake.
“You don't suppose,” Zori sad, “that they'redl init?’

“All? Sdlasad.

“My uncles. His brothers. Hismother. | can’t believe my mother’ s family...they never redly liked
him...” For amoment in those dark eyes, Stella saw knowledge of family pain no young person should
have.

“I think you'll have to leave that up to the authorities,” Stellasaid. “ The important thing for you isto know
that you' re safe here, and you have people who care about you.”



“They shouldn’t care about me,” Zori said. “ My father isamonster—atraitor.”
“Your father isnot you,” Stellasaid.
“My mother...they say she’ san accessory...but | don't think sheis...l don’t think she knew.”

“Y ou can’t know what she knew,” Stella said. She had both liked and pitied Zori’ s mother, and hoped
for the best, but she could not promise anything. Cascadian authorities would do whatever they would.

“I can't... Toby...it would be bad for him. | should go somewhere. Somewhere far away.” She burst into
tearsagain.

Stdlasighed. In afit of frustration she now recognized asjustified, her own mother had oncetold her that
if she ever had children of her own, she would deserve whatever trouble they brought her. Apparently
that bit of universal balance was going to land on her even though the child wasn’t actudly hers.

“Zori, you know Toby lovesyou.”

An agitated jerk of ashoulder; Zori was curled into aball now, face buried in apillow. “He shouldn’t,”
she sad, her voice muffled by tears and the pillow both. “I loved him—"

Stella parsed thisasreferring to Ser Louarri, not Toby. “Y ou were achild; children love their parents
unlessthe parentsare bruta.”

At that Zori shivered. “I thought he loved me. He said—"
“He probably did...whichismore than my father did.”
“Y ou—I thought you had agood family! Toby said—" Zori’ stear-stained face came out of the pillow.

“I meant my birth-father, Zori. Didn't you hear about that, shortly after | first arrived? My connection to
the piratesis even closer than yours. My birth-father was one.”

“Redly?’ That had her atention. “Toby didn’t tell methat.”

“Yes. The people | thought were my parents adopted me. And they were good parents...” Eveniif she
was il angry with them for not telling her the truth. “Now,” she said, pushing that memory away. “Y ou
need to wash your face and go have ahot mug of something so you can deep.” Could she dip something
into Zori’s mug? Probably not. “Y ou and Toby both need rest.”

“I can’'t possibly deep,” Zori said, then yawvned widdly.

“I think perhapsyou will,” Stellasaid. “Let me get you something to degpin...” Zori had come with only
the clothes on her back. Stellawent to fetch one of her own night shifts, and when she came back, Zori
was dready adeep. One down, she thought, and pulled the cover up over the girl, who bardly sirred.

Toby, intheliving room, wasn't tired at dl. “Isshedl right? Can | hep?’

“She sfinally goneto deep, Toby. The most help you can beisto be quiet.” Stellayawned. “I don't
suppose you fed like going to bed.”

“No...when | metabolized the drug—"

“Can you explain how you did that?” Stellahad heard Toby’ sfirst version, given to the medicswho'd
examined him, but it didn’t make senseto her.



“Not...redly. | mean, | can recite the chemistry for you, but you said you didn’t know much chemidtry.
But what it amounted to was | found away to convert the drug to increased dertness and strength.”

“I had no ideathat implant had so much functiondity,” Stellasaid.

“It kind of surprised me,” Toby said. His face shifted into the concentrated, thoughtful look Stellahad
cometo recognize. “Y ou know .. .there ought to be away to miniaturize ansible function enough to link it
to the skullphone. ...the problem would be the power draw, but if you could hook it into a power
source...”

Stellaopened her mouth and shut it again. It had to be a hedthy sign that he was having idess, but she
was not ready to deal with yet another technological outburst. “ That’ snice,” she said finaly. “Y ou can
work on that after you deal with your schoolwork.”

“Schoolwork? I’ m just missng tomorrow...”

“No. You and Zori both, by order of Station Security, are not returning to class until they’ re certain you'll
be safe. I'll contact the school, have them send over your assgnments.”

“At least we' ll betogether,” Toby said, brightening.
“Toby, | need to talk to you about her—"
Hisjaw hardened. “I’m not going to stay away—"

“Don't bedlly,” Stellasaid. “No one s asking you to stay away from your own home. If she' sstaying
here, of courseyou'll see her dl thetime. No, thisisto help her.” Stella outlined the problem as she saw
it, ending with, “ She' s a Cascadian; she can’t blow up about it. She can't ydl or use bad language
without violating her sense of morality. And that very sense of being agood person isunder attack
because of her father.”

“S0...what should | do?’
“Y ou said she was more relaxed around you—that she dared to use afew bad words—"
“Yes...”

“Just be the young man she loves and trusts—keep letting her know you respect her. And if she blows
up, try not to be too shocked at what comes out.”

“Oh. All right, | can do that.”

“I know, Toby. You put up with me when | was so upset after finding out about Osman—so | know you
will be what she needs right now.”

“You'retired,” Toby said, looking &t her.
“Yes | am.”

“| should go to bed. | should at least go in my room and be quiet.” That courtesy, after what he had been
through, almost brought tearsto her eyes. He was so damned decent, and she had admost lost him.

“If you can,” Stellasad, fighting for calmness. “But if you want to stay up—you' reright, | must go,
because there' s agovernment agency that wants my brain avake in the morning.”



“C’'mon, Rascal,” Toby said; the dog butted its head into his chest. “ See you in the morning, Stella.”

Hehadn't called her cousin, or aunt...wdl, it wasn't the right time to call him on manners. “ Sleep well,”
shesaid.

The cdl came hafway through bregkfast the next morning; Toby had wakened early and hungry, and
Stellahad set him to cooking eggs. Anyone, she'd told him, could cook eggs. Stellaanswered, one hand
full of plates.

“I'mso sorry,” thesameman said. “| didn’t know, last night—I’ ve been given dl the details now—"

“I quite understand,” Stellasaid. To Toby she said, “ They’ re done when the whites go opaque, Toby.”
“Y ou're cooking breskfast?”’

“My ward is cooking breskfast. I’ m setting the table. Don't let it bother you.”

“Er...right. The Minister wanted meto set up acal today, if possible at 1400, and give you a briefing
databurs first. Can you answer now on that, or should | call later, at your office?’

“No, thisisfine” Stdlafet acertain wicked glee at hisdiscomfort. She let the forks clatter to the table
while querying her implant for today’ s schedule. “Shdl | initiate the call at 1400, or will the Minister?”

“The Minigter will. Thank you.”
“And can you give meaclue?’
“Isthisasecureline?

“| certainly hope so,” Stellasaid. “But for absolute security, | should use the office equipment. I'll call you
in one—no, I'm sorry, two hours, will that be convenient?’

“Er...yes, SeraVata, that will be quite sufficient, and | will have transmitted the supporting data. Y ou
might wishtolook at it...”

Stella called the school while Toby devoured four eggs and a stack of toast, and explained what she
needed, then put in acal to Station Security. As she' d expected, Zori’ s parents were both in custody,
and the house was under guard, Security personnel plowing through it looking for evidence.

“I need some clothesfor the girl,” Stella said when she was transferred to the officer in charge. “I'll be
sending someone over to pick them up—"

“I can't let anyone comein,” the woman said.

“Wdll, pack her abag then. It ought to be obviouswhich is her room. At least aweek’ sworth of
underwear and outerwear.”

“| can’'t do that. That room’s not cleared yet. It’'s against protocol—"

“Thegirl dept in her clotheslast night. | don’t have anything her size, and if you check with your superior,
you'll find she' s not supposed to leave my gpartment. She needs clothes. She needs things for school,
too.”

“Why didn’t she pick them up last night?’



Stellarolled her eyes. “ Perhaps you don’t know the whole story. She did not intend to come here when
sheleft home. She was going to meet afriend for ice cream, and then go home. Then things happened,
and your people—Security—asked meto take her in temporarily. And before you ask, | had no
opportunity to send for her things.”

“She'll just have to buy something, then. Thisfamily isrich enough.”

“| expect the accounts are frozen,” Stdlla said. “But thank you so much for your cooperation.” She ended
the call, shaking her head. “Idiots.” With another call, she learned that her suspicion had been correct: dl
Louarri accounts were frozen, and it would take a court order to give Zori accessto her own
possessions. “Toby, go seeif Zori’sawake; | need to talk to both of you.”

Zori looked asif she’ d been crying again, and her clothes were rumpled, but she had herself under
control when she came into the kitchen.

“I can fix you eggs,” Toby said, clearly eager to show off hisnew skill. Zori shuddered and refused, but
accepted toast.

“Y our school assignmentswill be delivered here by midmorning,” Stdlasaid. “But Zori, your computers
and your clothesare dl captive to avery zed ous security officer. All your family accounts are frozen, so
your current credit cubeis useless for the time being. I'm sure the court will make one account available
inaday or so, but in the meantime you need things. Where do you usually shop?’

“Gibata's” Zori sad. “But—you mean there are people in our house?’

Was sheredly that naive?“Yes” Stelasaid, asgently as she could. “Y ou know your parentsarein
custody—"

“Yes...”

“Well, the authorities arelooking for evidence. Y ou weren't involved in whatever your father was doing,
but they can't be sure.”

“They won't look in my journa, will they?” Zori’s glance did over to Toby, and she blushed, then looked
down.

Y oung love, again. Stellafdt like laughing and banging her head on the wdll both, and neither would help.
Her own mother had found her journd, dl those years ago, with al the damning things she d written
about that boy. “I'm afraid they will,” she said, as gently as possible. “But Zori, they are looking for
evidence...not...whatever you put in your journd.”

“They’ll read it, though, won't they?’ Red to the ear-tips, Zori stared fixedly at toast on the plate.

“Probably. But—" How to say tactfully that law enforcement had no doubt seen the same, and worse,
and wouldn't think worse of ateenage girl in love. Nothing would have salved her own adolescent pride;
nothing, at this moment, would help Zori, except perhaps getting her mind on something else. “But the
immediate problem is getting you some clean clothes, and for that we' |l use my credit cube—"

“I couldn’'t possibly,” Zori said. “Y ou' re doing too much—" Tearstrickled down her face.

“Y ou need clean clothes,” Stellasaid. And she hersalf needed to get to the office, and the greater
universe had worse problemsto ded with than thisgirl...she pushed her irritation down. “Here swhat
I’m going to do. | haveto get to work, but I’ [l send my assistant, Gillian Agtin, and she'll help you order
inwhat you need. There' s our security and Station Security outside; you are not to leave, either of you,



for any reason. Contact meif anyone claiming to be officia triesto get you to leave.” Toby opened his
mouth. “No, Toby, don’t even ask. Y ou are not coming to the lab today. Not until the authorities have
some answersthey don't have yet.” They nodded, finally, and sheleft, dl too aware that she was leaving
two lovesick youngsters done. .. but not for long.

CHAPTER
FIVE

O nce at the office, Stella opened the databurst from the Ministry of Defense and started reading. Slotter
Key’sgovernment, in sending the privateers to Cascadia, had made a powerful argument that systems
needed to cooperate to protect themselves—no one system had sufficient resources. Stella had not been
privy to any of those negotiations, or the treaty that resulted. Now she read the dense paragraphs at
skimming pace, wondering why she needed any of thisinformetion.

Everything had gone smoothly, the briefing went on, until the M oscoe Confederation government had
consulted with itsold dly Nexus, inviting them to join this new dliance against acommon enemy. Then
InterStellar Communi cations raised a strong objection againgt Ky Vatta. Not that she was too young, or
too inexperienced—something that would have been reasonable, Stellathought—but because shewasa
Vatta

Stellagtared at that paragraph, read it twice. Her first impulse was to place an immediate ansible call to
Rafe, and damn any concerns about the time of day where he was. Why would Rafe object to Ky Vatta
commanding ships? But she had promised to call the Assistant Minigter.

Nexus||

Rafe Dunbarger stared down the boardroom table, meeting each pair of eyes. Mostly hostile eyes, now,
faces scowling back at him. He had only four solid dlies on the Board, and even those were not entirely
happy with him. They understood the reasons for hisinsstence that Nexus' aliance with the Moscoe
Confederation should be expanded to include Sotter Key—or said they did—but they had afixed
aversion to anyone named Vatta that he had not been able to budge.

“You haveto see” PerrisVanthasaid, “that since the government agreeswith us, the evidenceisdl on
our Sde”

“Itisn’'t evidence,” Rafe said, trying to keep histone even. “It's coincidence. Post hoc isnot propter
hoc, notinlogic nor inlaw.”

“Everything that’ s gone wrong started with aVatta,” Vanthasaid, asif she had not heard. Shewasa
replacement for Termanian, awoman whose prior experience had been on the board of alarge nonprofit.
So many people had been eliminated because of possible connectionsto Lew Parmina, and at least she
hadn't had that. But she dso didn’t have, he had discovered, the keen intelligence he would have
expected. She was connected socidly to hisfamily. That turned out to be dmost as big a problem as
Parmina

“That'snot entirely true,” Vaclav Box said. But hisquick glance at Rafe wasworried.

“Itis” shesad. “And it’s not recent—it started years ago, with Parminalinking up with V atta executives
on Sotter Key. The same branch of the family who sent their daughter off to amilitary academy—"



Scorn edged her voice. Vantha s own daughters were active in charity work, when they weren't
parading around in fashionable clothes posing for the media.

“And how doesthat figure into this?’ Rafe asked.

“Clearly they were planning amilitary takeover,” she said. That got some puzzled looks even from those
on her sde. She sighed dramaticaly. “ L ook—they aready have a pirate captain, Osman Vatta. Now
they train up amilitary leader, supposedly legitimate. They fake an atack on the family, an excusefor this
person to act out her training, and the next thing anyone hears she's commanding an armed ship and
gathering dlies. And—worst of al—she' s got some rogue technician with her who' srepairing ansibles
without authorization.”

“Shedidn’'t have aroguetechnician,” Rafe said. “She had me. | repaired them.”

Perris mouth opened and closed before finally snapping shut, but the argument wasn't over. Anton
Bolton took it up.

“Osgman Vatta somehow stole the prototype for the shipboard angible,” he said. “ That’ s established,
right?’

“Right,” Rafe said. He had conceded that before. Osman was athief; he stole things. Every family
probably had one.

“ And he manufactured more or had them made, and supplied them to Turek.”
“YS but_u

“Lew Parminawasin league with Turek, which means he wasin league with Osman Vétta, redly—"
Bolton had spread out one pudgy hand to tick off his points on hisfingers. Rafe suppressed the desireto
break the fingers.

“Only if you think the leak of technology from here went from Parminato Vattato Turek, rather than
directly,” Rafe said. They had not been able to determine, from the datalin Parmina simplant, exactly
what Parmina had done with the units, whether he had aready been in contact with Turek or Osman

Vattathen, or only later.

Bolton ignored that and plunged on. “ And then this daughter of Lew Parmina sfriend, Stella Vatta, stedls
our technology and starts manufacturing and selling these things on the open market—"

“Shedidn’'t steal it,” Rafe said. “We never patented it. Parmina stole the actual machines and abducted
some technicians, after the decison was made—" By the Board of Directors, someinvolved in that
decison il Stting hereglaring a him.

“Probably because Parmina, on Vatta s advice, told your father it wasn't necessary. That’ swhat a
merchant spacer would want, isn’t it? Shipboard ansibles? To be free of angble charges?’

“And besides,” Perris added. “For dl weknow, thisGammis Turek isredly aVattaand hiding it to
protect the family. We don't have any proof he' s not.”

They had mush for brains. They were so determined to damn the entire Vattafamily...“Every shipin
spacewould likethat,” Rafe said. “ The decision not to patent or market them came, as you know, from
the Board of Directors, on advice from my father—"

“Who was being pressured by Lew Parmina, who had Vattafriends,” Bolton said, ignoring Rafe' sfacts



infavor of hisown prgudice. He threw himsdlf back in hischair asif he'd proved something.

“And now,” Rafe said, “you' re going to point out that it was a Vattaon Sotter Key who turned that
ansible back on, right? And that Ky Vatta was present when our ships were chewed up a Boxtop?’

“Y our father says—" Bolton stopped, glanced sdeways. Rafe said nothing. It was no more than he'd
expected; many of these people had known hisfather for years, and they would pay attention to his
opinions even now. They'd said they didn’t want him back as CEO; they’ d said they wanted Rafe
instead, but old habits died hard. “Y our father saysit hasto be Vattas. They'retrouble, that' s all they
are. Hiding it for years, appearing respectable, just like Parmina, but actudly plotting to destroy our
monopoly, ruinus...”

“We vedready log billionsinincome,” Vanthasad. “Billions. Our fleet’ susdess, you say. Wdll, itis
now, after that Vattawoman ruined it a Boxtop—"

“Shedidn’'t ruinit. Shedidn’t fireashot at it. Did you even look a our own commander’ s post-battle
andyds?

“It wouldn't have been thereif she hadn’t made an unauthorized ansible repair,” Elise Dameron said.
“Y ou haveto admit that.”

He had to get new Board members, people with more brains and fewer socid connections. He had no
idea how to do that.

“It comes down to this,” Bolton said. “Y ou don't have the votes, if you push ustoit. Y ou haven't done
that badly as CEO; you' ve rooted out alot of the bad here, in our own ranks. | understand, if the others
don’t, that the origins of thisare not your fault. But now you haveto choose: follow that Vattagirl likea
besotted adolescent and lose your position, or stay and understand that there can be no dliance with a
roguefamily, notinacrigslikethis”

Rafe opened his mouth to tell them what they could do with their antiquated, outmoded, obsolete,
cresking-at-all-joints corporation. . .the very thought of getting back out into what he now thought of as
the real world, the place he belonged, waslike agust of clean mountain air in astae, overheated room.
But. But there were his parents. What would they do, without him to run interference? And Penny. She
was better, but not yet ready for total independence. And he knew, just asthey knew, that he was better
at hisjob than any of them, or anyonethey could find.

He had duties. Responsihilities. Things he could accomplish that no one el se could, because no one else
would understand how important they were and have the determination to carry them through. Nexus
had to stay in the dliance or—if the pirates came—the whole planet could be taken over and the pirates
could end up in control of everything—all the systems, dl the worlds, dl the people | SC had once
served.

Aboard Vanguard, in FTL Flight

“One minuteto trangtion.” Ky could fed the tenson on Vanguard'’ s bridge as they neared their second
jump-point trangition. As the chronometer ticked down, she watched the screens. Weapons hot. Shields
full on. Insystem drive on and synched to the microjump controller, dready programmed for thefirst
jump.

Scan flickered then came dlive, roiled with downjump turbulence; beforeit cleared, they had
microjumped a haf second. Scan blanked, came dive again, steadied.



“Hogtiles—" That was Teddy Ransome, first out, reporting; he gave the coordinates.

She had changed the pattern of the post-downjump dispersion jump...and now saw that indeed the
hostiles were positioned to attack theinitial emergence pattern or the dispersal she'd used at thefirst
jump point. Her skin fdt tight. If they hadn’t spotted that pursuer—if she hadn’t changed the
pattern—they’ d be caught in the maglstrom that now filled space where they weren't. Twenty enemy
shipswereinsystem, at least.

“Jump now!” she said. No timeto strip the local ansible of any further news. So they might come out at
Cascadiaabit ragged; better that than not at all.

“That wasinteresting,” Mg or Douglas commented when they were safely back in FTL. “ They certainly
knew where we were going and what route. | think my organization will be very interested in the speed
and accuracy with which Turek learned dl that.”

“I hope they haven't hit Cascadia by the time we get there,” Ky said. “And using twenty of hisshipsjust
to block ajump point—"

“He sgetting frantic,” Hugh said.
“Do you think he' s heard about the Sotter Key privateers coming to Cascadia?’ Douglas said.

“He'd haveto,” Martin said. “Y our Aunt Grace may have sent the orders as secretly as she could, but
there’ sno way the crews of thirty-odd privateers would al keep their mouths shut about sudden orders
from home. It'snot like they’ re regular military.”

“He knows more about us than we know about him,” Ky said. “Our dlies arelesking information like
seves.” Shesghed. “At least thisisthe short end of thetrip.”

Vanguard, Moscoe Confederation Space

“That' sdifferent,” Hugh Pritang said as scan cleared from adow insertion into Moscoe Confederation
gpace. “They’ veramped up their defenses.” He had already signaled their communications board to reply
to the system’ sautomated arrival chalenge.

“Asthey should,” Ky said. Her ssomach knotted; now that she was here, face-to-face with the moment
she both wanted and feared, it was hard to stay calm. “ There they are—!" Sotter Key ship IDs, closeto
Cascadia Station. . .they must have arrived days ago, for scan to show them on downjump.

“Those your command, Admiral?” Mgor Douglas had come up beside her.

“Some of them, anyway,” Ky said, counting them up. Thirty-five. And she had seven dready, if she
counted Dryas the supply ship. Forty-two...that certainly sounded fleet-like. She took a deep breeth.
Timeto go to work in earnest.

“Incoming calsviainternd ansblefrom StellaVattaand externd from Traffic Control with an overlay
from Maoscoe Confederation Defense Department,” the communicationstech said.

“Hugh, you handle the externd; I’ ll take Stella’s.”
Stella, on screen, looked tired. “Ky, we' ve got trandations of pirate transmissions for you—"
“That’ swonderful!”

“Yes, except it turns out Toby’ s girlfriend’ sfather was one of Turek’s men. Toby’ sfine now, but he was



abducted briefly; the girl’ s parents were taken into custody, and | have Zori at the gpartment with me.”
“You?

“It was ashock to me, too,” Stellasaid. “Y ou recall the speed of legd action here? Well, Zori’ sfather’s
been executed dready, and her mother istill in custody. Protective, thistime. There ve been
assassination attempts againgt her.”

“And you?’

Stdlalaughed, with an edgetoit. “I’'m hard to kill,” she said. “ So, it turns out, is Toby. Now: you need to
know that Vatta products are in high demand—you did bring dl of them with you, didn't you?’

“All but one,” Ky said. “1 left one with Mackensee, so we can have direct contact with them.”

“And I’'m sure you know the Slotter Key privateers are here, being outfitted with theirs, and eager to
meet you. They brought along some persona messages from Aunt Grace for both of us—"

“No fruitcakes?’ Ky asked, grinning.
“Not fruitcakes,” Stdlasaid. Shewasn't smiling. “But you will need to pick them up in person.”
“I won't have much time,” she said, hoping Stellawould understand.

“Of course,” Stellasaid. *Y ou have important meetings—and so do |. There'sa sort of summit going on
here—Nexus, 1SC, Moscoe Confederation, Slotter Key. Vatta Enterprisesisin it because of our
product. And because of you. There' s a problem—"

“Excuseme,” Hugh sad. “ Captain, Traffic Control has given usapriority routein and we have our
docking assgnment. And the Defense Minister needs to spesk with you urgently.”

“Stella, the Defense Minister’ s calling me on standard ansible—I should go.”
“Cdl melater,” Stdlasad. “I’ll send you the transcript of those pirate transmissionsin the meantime.”

Ky moved over to take the call from the Defense Minigter, athin dark man who didn’'t seem to fit what
she thought of as the Cascadian type. He wore an immaculately tailored dark suit with abroad green
ribbon across his chest. “ Polmar Gorikan, Minister of Defense,” he said. “As soon asyou' ve got a
docking schedule, Admiral, we' d like to set up a mesting to discuss our strategy; we have representatives
here from the governments of Nexus and Sotter Key aswell as our own, and Mackensee Military
Assstance Corporation tells me that you have aboard aliaison officer from them—he will represent them
a thismeeting—"

“We have adocking assignment, but no ETA yet,” Ky said. A representative from Slotter Key? Surely
Stellawould’ ve mentioned if Aunt Grace herself had come.

“As soon as possible after your arrival,” Gorikan said. His gaze moved across her. “And...er...perhaps
adressuniform?’

More braid, that must mean. Something that looked admiralish. She had nothing like that; she had a Vatta
captain’ s uniform with some additiona patches sewn on. “Of course,” she said.

“If it’ snot too flamboyant,” Gorikan went on, asif doubtful of her fashion sense. Ky felt amomentary
urgeto do a Teddy Ransome on him, ruffles, silk cape, and dl, but she knew better.



“I'll let you know our ETA when we have it firmed up,” she said. He nodded, tight-lipped, and closed
the connection.

““Not too flamboyant’?” Hugh said, eyebrow raised. “What kind of idiot wears a shiny green ribbon
across his chest and accuses someone e se of intent to be flamboyant?”

“I don’'t have adressuniform,” Ky said. “And | don’t think I’ d better borrow one from Ransome.”

“If I may make asuggestion,” Douglas said. Ky nodded, and he went on. “Military outfitters are good at
putting things together fast, for just such emergencies. Y our cousin isthere; she could arrangeit.”

“Stellawould love to get me properly dressed,” Ky said with atouch of bitterness, and then redlized how
glly that was. It had been her mother and her aunt, not Stella hersdlf, who had extolled Stella sfashion
sense and urged Ky to copy her. “But you'reright,” shesaid. “I’ll cal her.”

Stellareadily agreed to find an outfitter and take care of ordering adress uniform; she was more
interested in explaining to Ky the unexpected complications arising from the resstance to Vattainfluence
from the Nexus government and I1SC.

“It'snot Rafe himsdlf,” she said. “He says hethinksit started with Parmina—"
“I ill havetrouble bdieving Parminawasthevillain,” Ky sad. “1 met him; hewasnice.”

“I met him, too,” Stellasaid. “But clearly he was bent, and for whatever reason he poisoned alot of
minds about Vattas, in different levels of 1SC and, through Rafe sfather, in the Nexus government.
Everything we ve done to recover our position, they see as sinister plotting.”

“I can't change now,” Ky said.

“Nor |,” Stellasaid. “ Just letting you know—this conferenceisn’t likely to be smooth sailing. A sharp
new uniformisavery good idea.”

When Vanguard docked at Cascadia Station, the first delivery was not the manual on manners that had
marked their first vigt, but Ky's new uniforms, complete with ateam of three from the outfitter’ sto check
and adjust thefit if needed. Not just one uniform—aset of them, for shipboard and stationside use, a
range from everyday working to full formal. Stella had even researched insigniafrom al four
sources—three governments and Mackensee—and from that the outfitter had designed and cast rank
insgniafor the entire officer corps of the Space Defense Force, aswell as buttons with the SDF logo.

Maybe she should have paid more attention to Stella s fashion sense, Ky thought as she fastened the last
button and glanced at the mirror the outfitter’ s staff had set up in her office. It fit, and more than that, it
was comfortable. Nothing pinched; nothing felt awkward. And yet, in the mirror, it looked—it made her
look—totally professiond and competent. Older, more formidable.

“Thisisthe semi-formd,” the outfitter’ s senior representative said. “Full formd, evening formd, hasa
white tunic. But we consider thisoneided for the kind of conference you' re attending today.” She pulled
open acarrier bag. “ And here—I believe these boots should fit you.”

Ky had completely forgotten about shoes or boots—hers were, when she looked at them, decidedly
worn, though clean and polished as dways. The new ones, styled with a subtle difference, dipped onto
her feet as eadly asthe uniform had dipped onto her body, and felt as comfortable. And looked as good.



“Y our cousin didn’t know your preferencein head coverings, if any; we prepared avariety.” The other
outfitter’ s rep opened ancther carrier bag. “ The M oscoe Confederation uses a soft cap, like this. Sotter
Key, we understand, uses a cap with ahard, polished bill. Mackensee tells us they use both that kind of
cap and onethat foldsflat, like achild’ s paper party hat.”

Ky had no opinion at al except that head coverings you had to yank off to stick your head in a pressure
helmet were slly. “What do you think looks best with thisuniform?’ she asked. It would be her policy,
she decided in that instant, that crews on ships would go bareheaded except for protective gear.

“The soft cap, don’t you think?” asked the older one.
“Oh, yes” the young one said. “ The soft cap with thisuniform.”

“Fine, then,” Ky said, putting it on her head. “ And thank you.” And she would have to thank Stdlla. In
person.

Major Douglas and Master Sergeant Pitt waited near the hatch, in their own impeccable Mackensee
semi-dress uniforms. None of the other Slotter Key captains had been invited, but Captain Pettygrew, as
arepresentative of Bissonet’s military, was on the list. Captain Ransome had declined to attend; he' d told
Ky hewasn't representing his government and didn’t think along boring conference would suit him. She
hoped he wouldn’t get in trouble with local customs.

At dockside, they met a Station Security escort and, after an exchange of identification, headed to a part
of Cascadia Station she had never seen.

Instead of the annoying little map tagger she' d used last time, she found hersalf in aclosed vehicle that
did up onewall of the passage, locked into atrack on the overhead, and did smoothly past afew
pedestrians before rotating on its axis, passing through adouble air lock, and then—till on atrack of
some kind—rising on an arc to aim for the far end of the tree-shaped station.

“I didn’t seethislast time” Ky said.

“Reserved for official business,” one of the escort said. “We didn’t want any delays getting from the root
tothetip.” He handed her adata cube and indicated the cube reader in the seat armrest. “A briefing,
mostly names and faces.” Ky settled in to watch, shunting data to her implant faster than she could redlly
absorb it hersdif.

Thetip, when they arrived, was a series of meeting rooms and offices, al with spectacular views of
gpace. Intheroom set up for thefirst of the day’s meetings, Ky found the usua long table flanked by
heavy chairs—and to one side alarge viewscreen, with the blinking lights of ready-ansble sgnds.
Waiting for her was a group of men and women in Cascadian business dress, including—to her complete
urprise—Stella.

“Captain—or should | say Admird?—Vatta,” said atal man, stepping forward with outstretched hand.

“Council Chair Petros Moscoe-Silva,” murmured one of her escort. She knew aready, her implant
cueing her with the few facts she had about him.

“Captain will do,” Ky said, shaking hands. * Chairman Moscoe-Silva—"

“Silva, please. Or just Chairman. It’ strue I’ m descended from the colony founder, but the tree needs dll
its leaves. We welcome you, Captain, despite the grave news you bring, news which—I must ssy—we
find moretruth in every day. Let’sst down, shal we?’



He ushered her to achair a one end of the long table, and took the other end himself. Along the sides,
others sat. On thetablein front of her, Ky saw an agenda; beside it was aneat stack of data cubes.

When dl were seated, Silvanodded. “Let’sbeat it. | will outlinewhat | know—some of which, since
she hasbeen traveling in FTL, Captain Vattamay not yet have learned.” His summary began with the
familiar: theincreasing interruptionsin ansible communications severa years before and increased piracy
that damaged trade and travel. “ The attacks on the Vatta family and their home world—and on some
other home worlds we have learned about only recently—signaled amore dangerous turn of events.
What we did not know &t the time was that the same conspiracy putting ansibles out of service and
attacking planets had connectionsinsde InterStellar Communications. A mole high up in that
company...we gill don’t know how or why that connection was made, but we do know it existed.”

Someone stirred adong the inboard side of the table. Silva paused and glanced at the woman, who wore a
sash of office over her suit. Subregent of Enforcement Katerina Fois, Ky’ simplant informed her. “With
permission, Chairman, may | ask if the recent arrests here of aprominent trader had anything to do with
the conspiracy at ISC?’

“That will be part of the briefing, Katerina. If | may—"
“My pardon, Chairman; no disrespect or insult intended.”
“And none assumed. | am aware of your specia interest.”

That sounded...ominous. Ky smiled when Silvalooked at her again. “Excuse, please” hesaid. “Itisonly
the pressure of the moment.”

“Of course,” Ky said.

“Well, then. Recently—it was after you had left the M ackensee home world—athreat was broadcast by
ansble from someone cdling himsaf Gammis Turek. Y ou would not have heard—"

“Excuseme,” Ky said. “Wedid pick up such abroadcast from ajump-point ansible on theway.”

“Ah. Then you're aware of the nature of the threat. We have had queries from other governments,
including that of Nexus. Y ou should know that the M oscoe Confederation and Nexus System
government have been dliesalong time, cooperating on regiona defense, regiond control of piracy, and
sharing many of the same standards in commercia dealings. We have long had good relaions with ISC
aswell. Vatta Transport—" He now glanced at Stella, who nodded. “—has had atrading route here for
along time aswell. We knew we were only on the fringes of your company’ s routes, but we had no
reason to surmise that you were other than honorable.”

Ky fdt her somach clench. That did not sound good, and from the expresson on Stella’ sface, quickly
masked to aneutral mild curiosity, Stellafdt the same.

“StellaVatta s business dedlings here have dl been lawful and correct; we have no complaints. Her new
venture, into the manufacture of small ship-mounted ansibles, has dready shown enormous potentia for
profit and has been formaly validated by 1SC.”

Another pause; Silvalooked like someone trying to find a polite way to say that there was arotten egg
ontheplatter. “The problemis” he sad findly, “that although the CEO of 1SC has nothing against

you—or StellaVatta—or the Vatta family—others do. He feels—Ser Dunbarger, whom | believe you
know—" Another pause; Ky nodded, and Silvawent on. “He hasfound resstance,” Silvasaid finaly.
“Hisfather, who was CEO before him, and who recently suffered agrave injury, is convinced that the



Vattafamily isto blame for the mole in I1SC. Heistotaly opposed to any dedlingswith Vattas, and the

current CEO fed sthat he has pushed his Board as far as he can. The government of Nexus, aswell, is

concerned at the predominance of Vattainfluence here, asthey seeit.” He glanced down thetable at a
man who also wore asash of office. Abram Veniers, Ky'simplant told her, ahigh-ranking officer inthe
Diplomatic Corps.

“We don't want abreak with Nexus,” Veniers said. “We don’t want to offend their government. Their
government has begun distancing itsalf from the views of the current 1SC head. Hisfather had friends,
you see, old friends. Hisfather, though apparently still impaired by theinjuries he received, il
communicates with them. His father thinks the boy—he calls his son the boy—is besotted with you.”

“What!” That got out before Ky could stop it. “I’'m sorry,” she said at once. “1 did not mean to
interrupt.”

“No offensetaken,” Veniers said. “ The father thinks the young man’ sjudgment is clouded by an
infatuation, and this has blinded him to the evils committed by your family. We—our government, that
is—do not see it the same way, and yet we would not force a breach. The current CEO himsdlf denies
the charge publicly, clamsto have respect for you but nothing more. But before we go further in any kind
of...undergtanding. ..with you, we do fed it important to clarify the reationship you have with Rafael
Dunbarger.”

Ky managed to hold her temper in check, partly because it was o ridiculous. They were threatened with
annihilation or invasion; they needed to be focused on that very red threat and waysto prevent it. Y et
they were fixated on the notion that young people must dways bein aferment of lust or something? But
shecouldn’t put it that way. “Y ou dl know that Rafe was on aship with mefor sometime, from Lastway
to here. So yes, | know him. But the fact that we were on the same ship does not mean we had a
relationship.” Just ashared cranid angble, but that was ill asecret.

“ S0 you have no emotiond atachment?’

“If you mean, am | in aromantic entanglement with him, the answer isno,” Ky sad. “As Ser Dunbarger
told you. As hetold aMackensee officer in my presence.” Shefelt her face warming at that memory.
“Wewerein acrigs Stuation together, more than once. That creates avery different kind of ...” She
stumbled over the word. “ Relationship.”

“Ah.” A glance passed from person to person, notably skipping past Stella, who stared at the table. “But
it isnot uncommon. ..l do not mean to be discourteous, sera—Captain—nbut in this case your private
fedings, should you have any, have palitica implications”

“I don't have any,” Ky said quickly. Firmly. Ignoring the treacherouslittle voice insde that told her she
certainly did, that she had spent more timeimagining what it would be like to see Rafe again than
someone with no fedingswould.

“If I might,” Mgor Douglas said.
“Y ou are the Mackensee liaison, are you not? Go ahead, please.”

“Brilliant young officers, such as Captain Vatta, are often expected to have corresponding emotional
weaknesses. For what it’ sworth, our professiona assessment—made prior to an attempt to recruit her
to MMAC—isthat thisis not the case with Captain Vatta.”

“Thank you,” Ky said, with an edge to her voice that she could not suppress.



“You rewelcome,” hesaid blandly. “I1t seemed relevant.”

“Itis” the Chairman said. “ Anindependent, professiona assessment likethat iscompletely relevant.” He
sghed. “To be honet, if somewhat less than flattering, | was amaost hoping you did have such an
infatuation, Captain Vatta. It would then have been easy to ingst that however vaid your thinking about
the military situation, you persondly must be distanced from any response we make. We have been close
aliesto Nexusfor...wel, amost sncethefirst Moscoe and other shareholders set up acolony that later
becamethis...” Hewaved to indicate the entire system. “They will beangry with us, | fear.”

No one spoke for along moment. The Chairman shook his head sharply. “ Facts are facts, whatever we
might wish. The materia you shared with us, on the weakness of 1SC’ sfleet, is...shocking. | won't insult
you by asking if you' re sure, and anyway, Mackensee corroborates your account of the battle. | have
spoken personaly to the current CEO of I1SC, Ser Dunbarger, and he tells me that we cannot expect
much aid from Nexus, as | SC has always served astheir externa force, and |SC’ s resources are no
longer sufficient. That being so, we must consider our own welfare, and choose the stronger aly. We
must consider how you and we can work together, seeking for some way that will allow Nexus to accept
the Stuation.”

“I understand that you have tried to hire some of our resources,” Mgor Douglas said.

“Y es, we have, and so has Nexus. Ordinarily, we would coordinate those requests, giving you, the
professionals, the choice of assigning assets as a unified command saw fit. Unfortunately, if Nexus
remains obdurate about the V atta connection, we will have no access to whatever force they hire, and |
imaginewewill retain ours nearby.”

CHAPTER
SIX

Slotter Key

Grace Vatta, now Rector of Defense for Sotter Key but always a Vattaat heart, looked at the
background report on Vatta s new senior staff. All of the most promising successors to Stavros and
Gerard had been killed in theinitid attack on Vatta, and two in the next tier had been assassinated while
she hersalf had been busy protecting Helen and the children, setting up the demise of those who had been
in on the attack, and managing the day-to-day affairs of Vatta. But she had spotted the few likely
candidates early on. With the change in government, with no new nation attemptsin the past half
year, they were now running Vatta' s much-reduced business. the tik orchards and the onplanet transport
services—surface, sea, and air—that moved the tik harvest to market.

For some reason—Grace could not be sure because the ones who knew or might have known were now
dead—the attackers had missed Vatta s newer installations at the air-and spaceports, aswell asthe two
Vatta Transport ships docked at the planet’s commercia orbital station when the attack occurred. One
of those had been lost |ater, onitsarrival in another port. Only one Vatta Transport ship remained in
contact with Slotter Key, traveling arestricted circuit.

Now anew problem had arisen. Vatta Transport had one corporate headquarters here, on Sotter Key,
whereitsregistered lega presence had been for the past severa hundred years. And it had another
corporate headquarters on the M oscoe Confederation, on Cascadia Station, where Stella had set up her



offices. With the system ansibles out, that had made sense—had been, in fact, the only way to keep
going. But now, with angble service restored—at least temporarily—it meant that two head offices were
aconfusion instead of a godsend.

Maxim Vatta-Termanian, running theloca office, seemed to be honest, hardworking, and just barely
capable of handling hisnew job. He was V atta by marriage, had taken the Vatta name only after the
disaster in which his wife—an accountant at corporate headquarters—waskilled. Maxim, abotani<t, had
been halfway through aninety-day internship at aremote research lab on the far Sde of the planet that
day, working on aproject to make tik trees more resistant to follicle rust. When first gppointed, he'd
expressed doubt that he could do the job, citing hislack of training and hislove of research. So Grace
would have expected Maxim to be happy for achance to get back to alab somewhere, and turn over
leadership of the company to Stella. .. but that wasn't proving the case.

“I’'m not doing that badly and I'm learning every day,” Maxim said. “I’'m aquick learner.” Hewasthin,
intense, leaning forward into the video pickup, hisfingers drumming on the arms of the chair.

Grace looked at the pulsein histhroat. Was he on something?

“Just because Stelld s his daughter doesn’t mean she should inherit hisjob,” Maxim went on. “1 mean,
look at her past. And Stavros made mistakes.....if he hadn’t, none of thiswould’ ve happened.”

And Maxim would have been just another married-in scientist. “Do you redlly blame Stavros for what
happened?’ Grace asked. “What mistake do you think he made?’

“Hedidn’t see the threat coming. He didn’t know about the charges—"
“That waan't hisjob, Maxim.”

“Well, putting someone in charge of company security was his job, and he didn’t do avery good job of
picking whoever it was—"

“That would beme,” Grace said.
Maxim paed. “You!”

“Yes. And before you try to get your foot out of your mouth by saying something else, let me giveyou a
few redlity checks. | was not tasked to infiltrate the Sotter Key government and find out if eementsiniit
were cooperating with offplanet criminals determined to attack V atta headquarters and personnd. If you
want to blame me for not knowing that the President, senior officersin Spaceforce, and othersin the
adminigration wereinvolved...fine. Blame me. But that—the collusion of Sotter Key's government—is
what made the attack possible and continued to make attacks on our people possible until | brought
down the government.”

“Y ou...brought down the government?’ Now he was even paer, sitting back away from the pickup asif
to put as much distance between himself and Grace as possible.

“With some help from others, of course. But yes, the reason you are dill divetoday isthat | acted in
Vatta s best interest.” Maxim said nothing; Grace waited along moment, then went on. “Thejob of a
corporate security chief iscomplex enough without considering that a government that has aways been
friendly and cooperative may be yielding to blackmail or other pressure, and becoming hodtile. | dedlt
with internd matters specific to Vatta and with longstanding threats from without, such as piracy. The day
of the attack, | had anew report to show Stavros...but never had the chanceto deliver it.”

“Wadll...al right...but that till doesn’'t mean Stellashould be CEO. She' snot even here—"



“No, she's established a successful branch of Vattawhere she is—where she started done, with minimal
resources, and now has sixteen tradeships up and running and a very successful manufacturing program
for aunique and highly desirable product. Her profit ratio’ s climbing fast; yoursisn't.”

“But she s—she's—"

Grace broke in on whatever unforgivable thing he was about to say. “Maxim, you don’'t have the votes.
Y ou can either fight and lose what you have, or leave gracefully.”

“I have more votes than you think. Lots of people don’t think Stellawould be that good. They remember
what anidiot shewas.” He gtill sat back, but with the kind of mulish expression Grace knew meant a
mind made up in spite of evidence. It was a shame. He wasn't a bad man, but he would haveto learn
that in some things, Grace had far more power than showed on the surface.

Within afew hours she had arranged for Stellato vote her shares viaHelen, for Helen to be fully briefed
on what to do, and had checked up on her other family allies and enemies. On awhim, shelooked up
Maxim's genetic profile, and stared at a sequence now too familiar.

Maxim, like Stella, was another of Osman’s bastards. He' d been placed with anon-Vattafamily, so he
hadn’t made it onto her private list. And how had he come to marry aVatta? She checked further. He
had gone to the same university, having grown up in arespectable family—Grace could find nothing
wrong with the Termanians on Sotter Key. Why hadn’t someone at noticed his gene scan before they
married? Everyone had gene scans before marriage, to find out if they carried a genetic disease and thus
their DNA would need some cleanup surgery. But of course, that was the only purpose of such
screening, to find genetic problems. Habit alone made her dig degper. Where had the Termanians come
from?

Termanian had first shown up in Sotter Key census records eighty or ninety years before, listing Nexus,
of dl places, astheir systlem-of-origin. Medary Termanian, specidist inindustria colorants and dyes,

he' d been recruited by Cosax Chemicasright out of university. A brother, Esarn, had followed four
years later, to work for the same company. The next generation, born on Sotter Key, were dl involved
in science or technology—men and women both. Nothing that looked like an attempt to move into
power positions—they had been both lab bench and field scientists, plant managers, that sort of thing.
Grace did notice that there was a pattern of adoption, including adoption from relatives back on Nexus,
and even then familieswere smdl. In that family, Maxim had seemed to fit—botany for an agribusiness
job.

S0...had he been adopted from Nexus, like others? And how had Nexus come by one of Osman
Vatta's by-blows?

Now that the Slotter Key ansible was back up, she could query Nexus own database for information on
the Termanians. There, they were a prominent, wedthy family with strong influence in government and
ISC both. A Termanian had been on the Board of 1SC until very recently...until, in fact, he' d been shot
dead by Rafe Dunbarger for being alied with Lewis Parmina

It was beyond belief that an Osman bastard, adopted into same family that had produced atraitor in
ISC, married aVattagirl and ended up safe during the catastrophe, rising to become—even
temporarily—CEOQO of Vatta, by accident.

The only question now was whether Maxim Vatta-Termanian knew he was amole. He could have had
hisimplant programmed to hide that from him, when hewas achild. Still, theimportant thing wasto get
him out of his present position, and under surveillance. And to comb the databases for any more of
Osman’ s surprises.



“Mac.” She cdled MacRobert on their very private and very secure com.
“Problem?’

“Yes” Grace explained dl the connections. “I’m thinking total survelllance until 1 can get aquorum
together and get him voted out.”

“Y ou're sure you have the votes and he' s sure he has the votes?’
“Stella sand Ky'ssharestip it easly.”
“But they aren’'t here.”

“But Helen is Stdla s proxy, and Ky gave permission for Stellato vote herswhen sheleft Stellaat
Cascadia. Just took care of that.”

“We put aguard on Helen,” MacRobert said. “1’ll do that first. What about your other votes?’
Grace sent adatafeed of thelist. “You don't think I'm being paranoid?’

“Only as much as you should be. Make sure they al have protection. And | want you to take
precautions, too.”

“Morethan | am?’

“Yes. I'll be at the office before you leave.”

Days earlier, she had invited Helen to bring the twins over for avist. Now she could have used more
timefor research.

“Don't fret,” MacRobert said. He walked on her left, and the rest of her security team, before and
behind, knew which way to jump if she needed to use her own weapon. “Thevist won't take that long.
You'll figureit out.”

“Y ou’ re becoming amind reader,” Grace said.
“Practice,” MacRobert said. “ And innate talent.”
She chuckled. “1 may need to talk to Helen privately. Can you handle the twins?’

“I would like to think that having herded al those cadets, | can handle two young children. On the other
hand, they are Vattas. | promise nothing.”

Helen tried not to look a Grace' sarm; the twins stared. Jo' s children, now centimeterstaler than they
had been the summer before. They would have inherited her intellectua curiosity, Grace thought.

“It' sgrown quite abit,” she said. “Come on over and take alook.”
“Grammasaid we shouldn’t stare,” said Shar, who had been.

“It'snot staring if | say you can look,” Grace said. They both came over, wide-eyed; Helen grimaced
behind them. “They saw theworgst,” Grace said to her. “ They might aswell seethe hedling.”



“What' sthe green stuff?” Justin asked. “ Shouldn't it be pink, like our inddes?”’
“Or clear?’ Shar asked. “ So you can see better?’
“Children—" Helen began. Grace waved her hand: Hush.

“It was dmost clear pinkish until two tendays ago,” Grace said. “It’s grown enough that they switched to
the green—I don’'t completely understand it mysdlf, but it has something to do with enhancing skin
formation. Because the bones and muscles are growing faster than normal, the skin must grow faster, too,
and it can dry out and split more easly at thisstage.”

“Oh.” Judtin frowned. “Isthe skin going to look like ayoung woman' s skin, when it comes out? Or
wrinkly like the rest of yours?” Grace didn’'t have to look to know that Helen wasralling her eyesat this
breach of manners.

“It will look smooth,” Grace said. “And yes, it won't match. | don’t care.”

“I thought it would be baby-szed,” Shar said. “And it’ sasbig as our arms now. Can you wiggle the
fingers?’

Grace wiggled her fingers; both children drew in abreath. “1 have to wiggle my fingers; | haveto bend
the elbow and everything, or it would come out too weak to be useful,” shesaid. “1t'll be in the sheeth
only another four tendays, and then I’ll start seriouswork withit.” She didn’t mention the painful therapy
she was dready getting three times aweek. Some things children didn’t need to know.

“It has fingernails,” Shar said.

Grace dmost laughed. The twinslooked so interested, and so like Jo at that age, and Helen looked just
as horrified as she had when she' d found Grace showing Jo how to field-strip a pistol. “How would you
like some cake?” she said instead. Two little noses wrinkled.

“Fruitcake?’ Judtin asked warily. He had been offered fruitcake last holidays and after one large bite
refused more.

“No. Pound cake with ice cream on top.”
“Yes, please!” they sad.

“Go oninto thekitchen,” Grace said. “ Through there.” The twins darted off. To Helen, shesaid, “It’ sl
right, Helen. They’ re looking good—happy, curious, normd children.”

“It' salot harder without Stavros,” Helen said. *| thought | did most of the parenting before, but | redize
now what a balance he gave.”

Grace led the way to the kitchen. “None of the others have stepped in?’

“We redl overloaded, trying to keep things going, deal with thelegd tangles. | have help, of course, but
it'snot the same.”

In the kitchen, MacRobert was scooping out ice cream, and the twins were up on stoals, leaning over the
counter, watching him.

“You' dthink | never fed them,” Helen said. “ Once their appetite came back—"

“It'sthe age,” MacRobert said. “In agrowth spurt, aren’t they?’



“Do you have children?” Helen asked him.

MacRobert pushed the filled bowls over to the children and handed them spoons. “Not of the body, no,
sera” Histoneleft no room for questions about that, but Grace could fed the pressure of Helen's
curiosity. She had not expected to find aman in Grace' s kitchen....though she should have. They hadn’t
hidden anything. MacRobert had been around ever since the shooting.

“Have you heard from Stella?” Helen asked now.

“She’sin Cascadia—"

“I' know that,” Helen said. Her mouth tightened.

“And she sdoing afinejob of running Vatta Enterprisesthere.”
“I know that, too. But she hasn't contacted me yet, not once.”

MacRobert raised one eyebrow and went out the kitchen door to the back of the house where his office
was.

“Isthisthetimeto get into it?” Grace asked, glancing at the twins.
“I just want to know. Isshedl right? |s something wrong? Is she upset abouit. . .something?’

Thetwo little pitchers a the counter paused, spoons partway to their mouths; their eyes did sidewaysto
watch the grown-ups. Grace could practically seetheir ears stretching out sideways.

“She' supset about finding out at thetrid,” Grace said, trying for something the twinswouldn’t
understand. “ She blames both of us.” Helen mogt, of course.

“Shethinks| should havetold her...but you know why | didn't—"

“I' know,” Grace said. She knew the reasons; she had argued, years before, against those reasons and
had logt. “And she Il get over it.”

“Youthink?’'

“Shewill,” Grace said. “Because she' s your daughter. And because...” Sheredized she could not
explain thewhole reason: that Stellawas now in loco parentis for Toby and Zori, and discovering for
hersdf the difficulties of parenting.

“I judt...l love her,” Helen said. Shedidn’t say And she'sall | have left, which they both understood.
“If shedoesn't—"

Grace sighed. Except for that one brief period, she had never considered becoming a parent, and Jod,
bless him, had understood that when they married. “ Shewill,” she said, and made amenta noteto tell
Stdlato call her mother. Fight with her, yell a her if necessary, but at least cal her.

“What about Ky?' Helen asked next. “Do you think she' Il get over this military thing and come back to
the family and help Stellarun the business?’

“Probably not,” Grace said, as mildly as she could manage. Helen was a nice woman, and afinemind in
her own field, but redly...how could anyone not see what Ky was, what Ky had dways been?

“We need her. She should marry and settle down,” Helen said. 1t would be good for Ky, give her a



MacRobert came back into the kitchen, asif Grace' swish for an interruption had summoned him. “Ky
marry?’ hesad. “I doubt that. Now she' s not besotted over that good-looking boy—"

“She has a boyfriend?’

“Had. Not anymore.” MacRobert looked grim for amoment, then smiled. “1 don't think she’ sthe
marrying kind, Ky.”

“Wadl, something hasto bring her back. She can’t spend her whole life running around the galaxy having
adventures. She' s Gerard’ s daughter; she'shisheir; we need her here.”

MacRobert cleared histhroat; when Grace glanced at him, he flicked afinger sgna that meant Calm
down. Sheredlized then the back of her neck was hot. “If she livesthrough this,” he said, politely
enough, “she may come back—~but | suspect they’ll tap her for work in the new combined fleet. Perhaps
the family can buy out her interest.”

“But she' s Vaita,” Helen said. Then she noticed the twins, smeary facesintently watching the grown-ups.
“Jugtin, Shar, go wash those faces.” Thetwins did off their stools and headed dowly for the kitchen sink.
“In the bathroom,” Helen said. “Down the hdl on the right. And your hands. With sogp.” When they’d
gone she shook her head. “They have so much energy.”

“It’snot going to be the same, Helen,” Grace said. “Ky and Stellawon't be like Stavros and Gerard.”
“I know that,” Helen said. “But—"

“Stdlawill run Vatta...she' sdoing it, she'sgood at it, and Ky will give her thevotes. You'll get Stella
back, Helen. But Ky isnot just aVattaanymore.”

“Theré sno just about Vatta,” Helen said.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” Grace said. “Mac, if the children want to play outside, would you take them
into the yard?’ Water had stopped running in the hal bathroom, and one of the floor-boards had
cresked. Not only little pitchers, those two, but sneeky little pitchers.

“I’'m surethey’ll want to,” he said with agrin and headed back toward the hdl. “Hey, you two,” he said.
“Come on outside; your Aunt Grace has put in awhole playspacefor you...” It was her own exercise
space, but they didn’t have to know that.

When the back-door chime binged, Helen looked at Grace. “1s he yours? Who ishe?’

“Master Sergeant MacRobert, retired from Spaceforce. He was at the Academy when Ky was there;
he' s been working with me at Defense.”

“That’ s not exactly what | meant,” Helen said. “ Are you going to marry again? It'sbeen solong...” Jod
had died over twenty years before.

“No,” Grace said. “But | am sometimes going to have friends you don’t know about, Helen, just as|
awaysdid.” Shetook asip of her coffee. “And it’sredly none of your business.”

Hden flushed. “1 asked because | care, Grace.”

“Well, then, if you care—Mac and | are very good friends, these days. We don't intend to marry, and |
doubt we' Il movein together. We like our independence. But | don't necessarily kick him out of the



house before bedtime. And yes, we' ve shared a bed.”
Helen' sflush degpened. “ Y ou didn’t have to—"

“Tell you everything? | haven't. But remember, Helen, what | told you last summer. | won't ever tell you
everything, and usudly | won't tell you what | don't think you need to know. That' stherule lived by for
decades, working for Vatta, reporting to your—to Stavros. He understood; | hope you will.”

“Isthat the reason Stellaisn’t calling me? She doesn't think | need to know something?”

“It may be,” Grace said. “But she was angry with both of us. She has to communicate with me—pure
business, relating to dedls between the Sotter Key Defense Department and V atta Enterprises. We don't
chat; sometimesit’s her people talking to my people. She does't have to communicate with you...so
any reason not to may seem sufficient to her.”

“Iwish | hadtold her,” Helen said. “Y ou wereright, | was wrong—~but you know, Grace, people can get
very tired of one person aways being right. Y ou demand that people trust you; you keep secrets; you
taught Stellato be sneaky—"

“Now, that | didn’t do,” Grace said. “I taught her to be skillfully sneaky, but the girl was sneaky before,
or she wouldn't have gotten past you, with those rel ationships—’

“And there you are, being right again.” Helen' sface twisted. “ Dammit, Grace, would you plesse be
wrong oncein awhile? Just to give me alittle comfort?’

Grace shivered; she couldn’'t help it. “Helen...| have been wrong moretimesthan | can count. Maxim
pointed out that | missed the conspiracy againgt Vaita. .| told him it wasn't in my brief, and it wasn't, but
it wasthe biggest mistake | ever made. Y ou can blame mefor that, as he does, if you want—your
husband dead, al your children but Stella. Don't think | don’t blame myself—I do. And last summer,
this—" Shelifted the developing arm. “ Thisis another mistake.”

“Y ou saved the children!”

“Yes. But | didn’t prevent the attack. And that was my job, and | knew it. | stayed up too late; |
overdept; | should have been up to notice the perimeter darms—"

“Or you should have told me how to read them,” Helen said. “Y ou can’t do everything yoursdlf, Grace.”

“For years| had to.” She had learned, was learning, in this past year, how to delegate, how to depend on
others more, but it was not easy.

“Wadll...if you admit you aren’t dwaysright, | guess| can learn to stand it when you are,” Helen said.
She shook her head. “Two poor old ladies, youand |...”

“You'renct old!” Helen was till beautiful, now that her grief wasdowly hedling.

“| fed old sometimes. Especidly when thetwins are at their most energetic.” Helen shook her head again.
“Wall, we ve got that settled, | guess. What' s dl this about needing extra security coverage and Maxim?
He seemed harmless enough, if not very taented...”

Grace explained in more detail than she had in the earlier contact. “ So,” she said, “that’ swhy Mac
wanted more security on you and the children until thisis over with. Maybe Maxim’sjust putting the
same determination into staying on here as he put into his research—maybe the connection with
Termanians on Nexusisjust coincidence—but there are afew too many coincidencesin the Situation for



me to be complacent. Better safe, and so on.”

“His performance, compared with Stella’s, certainly justifies removing him from consideration asa
permanent CEO. But we do need someone in charge of operations here, and Stellacan’t do it from
there”

“I don't suppose, since you're feding better, you' d consider hiring more help and doing it yourself?”
“Or Stellacould come home,” Helen said.
“Not at present,” Grace said. “ There are....things...going on there, and she needs to be where sheis.”

“I don't think I’'m suited,” Helen said. “| redlly don’t know that much about the business, though yes, | do
understand the agricultural end. And | don’t want to turn the twins over to staff only at this point.”

“Wadl, we have to find someone, and I’ d hate to go outside the family. Think about it.”

CHAPTER
SEVEN

Cascadia

Immediately after the close of that first meeting, Ky was ushered into another, with the M oscoe
Confederation’s Assstant Minister for Military Deployment, Omar Edgerton, and severd high-ranking
members of their military establishment. Edgerton introduced her to Admird Fossey, in charge of System
Defense, Admira Handlin, in charge of defense forces near Cascadia, and Admira Trey, in charge of
grategic planning. All were ahead taller than Ky, and decades older; she registered the moment of
dishdief and then the courteous recovery. She dso met Commander Dowitch, head of the military
construction and repair yard in orbit around Cascadia, Commander Beliss of Oak Squadron,
Commander Corleone of Pine Squadron—KYy wondered how the spacefaring culture that had settled
Moscoe System had ever become so fixated on trees. Not that there was anything wrong with trees.

“Admird Vatta, ddighted to meet you!” Commander Dowitch didn’t wait for the meeting to convene.
“Y ou' ve been in touch with us about the availability of modular combat command centers—"

“Y es, we have. And received the detail s shortly before docking here. | have afew questions, but this
may not bethetime.” Ky glanced up the table at Fossey and Edgerton, who looked alittle annoyed.

“Now that the government’ s decided to commiit to alliance with Slotter Key, and you' re designated to
command the Sotter Key ships,” Edgerton began—a subtle hint that she might command nothing more;
that decison hadn’t been made—"we must figure out how to work with you.”

“Though our agenda sfairly fluid and dependent on you,” Fossey added, with aquick glance at
Edgerton.

Ky wondered if it would be discourteousto ask if this meant the government was committing actua ships
to the cause, and decided it probably would be. After along moment of silence, she redized they were
waiting for her to make astart.

“Asyou know, | just arrived today,” Ky said. “And just got out of ameeting with your government. So



I’d like to hear what ideas and questions you have for me, before we start on minefor you.”

“Do you have any ideawhere Turek will strike next, or what kinds of targets he' s after?” Commander
Beliss asked.

“Our group thinks he [l go after shipyards manufacturing large warships,” Ky sad. “The Bissonet yards,
which he captured aong with much of their fleet, are tooled for smaler ships—they can build only afew
large ones at atime. In severa encounters, we' ve seen nothing larger than a Bissonet cruiser—in fact,
they were Bissonet cruisers. We' re dso concerned that Turek may now have accumul ated enough
capita to smply order shipsbuilt for hisforce.”

“Surely no onewould build shipsfor apiratel”

For money, Ky knew, some people would braid anoose for their own necks, but before she could think
of apoliteway to say that, Commander Dowitch spoke up. “Moally, you should seethethings| get in
from contractors. Some people have never grasped that if you cheat your protection, you don’t have
protection. I’ m sure that somewhere in the universe, some profit-mad shipbuilder is quite willing to supply
the means of hisown destruction.”

“Turek could be ordering ships through governments sympathetic to himin someway,” Ky said.
“Why would anyone be sympethetic to him?’

“Mackensee—the mercenary company—ypointed out that there' s been aresurgence of anti-humod
sentiment and violence in anumber of systems. It'saminority, but afervent and sometimes militant
minority. Theintel you shared with mein the briefings you sent before we landed showed that the man
you believe was Turek’ sloca agent held membershipsin severd anti-humod organizations.
Gretna—where we' re sure Turek had dealings—is a vehemently anti-humod society, to the point that
they refused basic assstance to a ship full of refugees—all humods—from one of Turek’ s attacks. And
though we think he attacked Polson because of its Six-vector jump point, he was particularly brutd to the
population, killing everyone who could not cram into one of the few shipsto escape; Polson’sentire
population were high-mod.”

“What does he have againgt humods?’ Admiral Trey asked.

“I havenoidea,” Ky said. “I’m not even sure that he personaly does—but anti-humods are aminority
group that he might have targeted as potentid allies. We expect he' s also made contact with, or taken
over, sometraditiona crimind organizations.” She waited for comments; none came. “We started
compiling alist of congtruction yardsthat build large warships—I’ m sure you know there aren't very
many—and the next step, now that we' re here, isto contact those whose ansibles are still working and
find out if they’ ve had ordersfor new ships, or have shipsin storage.”

Admira Handlin looked at Commander Dowitch. “Ben, what' s your take on this?’

“Moray’ sthe nearest big yard to us,” Dowitch said. “ Their ansble' still up, and | have a contact there,
What specificaly do you want to know?’

“Have they had ordersfor large warshipsin the past—oh, say three—years, or orders from governments
of systemsthey know are anti-humod—rdigious or secular, doesn't matter.”

“Reigiouswould be like the Miznarii, right? Think even implants are modifications some deity wouldn’t
like?’

“That'sone,” Ky said. “My understanding isthere’ sarange of strictness about it, and different groups



have different names. They're dl concerned with the purity of the human race, though. Whatever they
mean by that.”

“I'll call them as soon aswe' re done here” Dowitch said.

“Onething wewould like from you isyour analyss of thetactica and strategic implications of these new
ansbles” said Admird Trey. “My staff have worked on that, but we have no experience, and yours
would be mogt helpful.”

Ky handed around the data cubes she' d brought. “We have experience only with the older type, the ones
the pirates are usng. Those communicate only from unit to unit. The ones my cousin Toby invented also
communicate with system ansibles. Here are some podt-battle analyses of our two most recent actions.”

“Isthere any communicaion whilein FTL flight?’

“No,” Ky sad. “But you can communicate immediatdly after downjump—there’ sno waiting, asthereis
with scan, for the signd to clear.” She paused, but they were waiting for her to say more. “Asyou've
probably realized, instantaneous communi cation ship-to-ship greetly improves command and control
before and during combat. Y our ships can be more dispersed, and yet fully aware of one another’s
position and movement—"

“Isthe discrepancy between communication and scan distracting?” Admira Handlin asked.

“It was until we figured out how to display the scan data from one ship on another.” Ky saw confusion on
al their faces. “Wedon't have theright setup,” she said. “But it workslike this aship two light-hours
there—" She pointed down the table. “—can load its current scan datafor transmission by onboard
ansibleto aship here.” She pointed to hersedlf. “ So—if | have a spare screen hooked up—I can see that
ship’'sscan data, in red time, on my ship.”

Astonishment replaced confusion. “ So—in effect—you can make scan ingtantaneous aswel 1?7’

“Only if you have asource with minimd lightlag near what you want to scan,” Ky said. “1 imaginewith a
aufficiently large Al and the right software, with enough data sources, you could form anear-red-time
integrated modd of abatitle area.”

“I till seethe potentia for alot of confusion,” Admiral Handlin said.

“Turek isusing stedlthed observer ships” Ky said. “We captured one with most of its electronicsintact.
Apparently he' susing something like this, but with only afew data sources—the observer ship itsdf and
oneor two of hiswarships. I'm not sureif the Al is capable of redly complex modeing, but it can
receive and send scan data from multiple sources, and make at least a crude model. You'll see the effect
of that in the Boxtop battle on those cubes.”

“We had not thought of that approach,” Admira Fossey said. “I’ll need to spesk to R and D right away.”
He glanced at Edgerton, who hadn’t said much yet. “1 think we could bresk for an hour—give me a
chanceto ping R and D, and Ben to send amessage to Moray.”

“Fine)” Edgerton said. “ And we might so let Admird Vatta arrange what she needs with Commander
Dowitch.”

Ky sensed that some resistance had given way, though she could not tell what had doneit.



“I’velooked at the design datayou sent me,” Commander Dowitch said. Helit adisplay, and Vanguard
’s schematics came up. “ The only place we can put the CCC module—our smallest—is here.” Hisfinger
pointed to the aft starboard cargo bay in the original plan, now occupied by the starboard weapons bay
and munitions storage and thefiring range.

“All that?” Ky said. “It must have room for twenty people—"

“No, Admira, only ahalf dozen, and it's cramped insde. Some of the gear you need in thereis bulky,
and it sbuilt with hull-grade bulkheeds. It's completely self-contained, with itsown limited life support,
s0if the ship’sdamaged, you'll till have functiondity. Origindly, these were designed as command
centers for automated insystem supply convoys...one ship would run up to three others, so it was
essentia that if the ship it was on took damage, the Al could till control the others.”

“But that takes out my aft battery on that side. ..l was hoping you could fit it into my office and stateroom

aea—"
“Not ahope, I'm sorry. Even for the forty or so shipsyou’ll have on your first cruise, you'll need alot of
gear. You'll have not only amirror of the sensor suite on Vanguard, but ansible-boosted mirrors of
others—direct to you, no waiting. Well, direct to your scan crew: three of them. The command
unit—your command seat—is again self-contained. Should something breach the CCC, you' |l have a
least twenty-four hours of life support. Full displays mirrored there as HUDSs, tunable with your implant
onceweingal the software.”

“I s Ky said.

“We can make larger ones, but ideally a CCC for alarge fleet would be built in from the beginning,
designed in. That may be what Turek would find most useful in a purpose-built warship.”

“How soon can you start, and how long doesiit take?” Ky asked.

“As soon as you clear whatever you need and find quarters here, we can move her over and get to work.
Maybe twenty days, if we' relucky. Thirty otherwise.”

“Turek’ snot going to Sit still and do nothing for thirty days,” Ky said. Dowitch started to speak, but
stopped himsdf. “I know,” she said. “It’ s not your fault—that isfast. We just have to hope that he
doesn't hit here. I'll tell my people to pack up—do you need them al off?’

“No, only anyone who bunksin that area and anyone you want here. The yard has basic support, and we
can usethe extrahelp aswel.”

“Thanks, Commander. I'll send for my thingsright away, and I’ [l have Hugh Pritang contact you when
theship’'sclear.”

Finally Ky was free to meet with the other Sotter Key captains, she had talked to severd of them before
arriving, but thiswould be the first time face-to-face. She had their dossiers—though privateers, they had
al trained primarily as merchanters, and represented a dozen of Sotter Key’sminor shippers. She'd
asked Argelosto meet with them firgt, along with Hugh Pritang, who would be her flag captain on
Vanguard, in case she was late—and she was, because she was buttonholed in the corridor by the
Slotter Key ambassador, who needed fifteen minutes of her time right that moment.

For this meeting, she had chosen a site closer to the branches where most were docked. The room
wasn't as luxurious as the offices upstation, but the Cascadians had moved in the necessary table and



chairs, and ingtalled agood display system.

All were older, and most looked other than delighted to be where they were. Their military advisers had
much the same expressions, ranging from politely noncommitta to frankly negative.

From the dossiers Sotter Key Defense had forwarded, Ky had identified five who might cause serious
trouble; one had not shown up at al—perhaps ddayed in transit, perhaps smply refusing to come.

The military advisers had al stood up quickly, acknowledging her rank, but most of the captains stayed
seated. That was not apromising start, Ky thought, but she said nothing, waking instead to the head of
the long table where a place had been | eft for her. Argelos moved to the empty seat on her right, and

Y amini, after aquick smile and nod to hisfellow military advisers, sat a her |€ft.

Ky sat down; the military advisersdso sat. “I'm Admird Vatta,” shesaid. “I' m presuming you all
recelved information on me from Sotter Key Defense—isthat correct?”

A mumble—some yes, some no. One captain—Cannel os, her implant informed her, one of those she
thought might be a problem—said, “ Grace Vatta syour relative, right? How’ sthat qualify you for
admird, a your age?’

Ky grinned. “ Graceisardative, yes. That'snot why I'm an admira. I’'m an admiral because I'm the only
person who's commanded aforce against our enemy, and the only person besides Turek who has fought
gpace battles, plurd, under the conditions now operating—uwith instantaneous communication between
shipsduring the battle.”

“Oh, right—I"m sure you have so much combat experience,” said alean gray-haired woman next to
Cannelos. Captain Gillian Merced; someone had noted on her dossier that her ship Termagant was
aptly named. Complaints had been lodged against her for attacking tradeships, but she had five confirmed
pirate capturesto her credit, second only to Captain Coufd.

Ky looked at her; the woman shifted in her chair, but did not look away. “ Since thet little affair at Sabine
[1, which | believe was covered in the news awhile back—" The woman gave atight nod. “—during
which my ship was captured by mercs, assgned to hold officers of other captured ships, and we had a
mutiny which | persondly ended by shooting the ringleaders—" Therewas agtir dong thetable, asubtle
withdrawd. “—Since then | have fought multiple engagements, including capturing alarger, armed pirate
vessd with my unarmed trader. Some of you might remember an old, smdl Vatta ship caled Glynnis
Jones.”

“Y ou captured something with old Glynnis?’ someone asked. Tardin, not expected to be a problem.
“How’ d you do that, play possum?’

“Something like that, yes,” Ky said. “And they didn’t know | had EMP mines aboard.” Silence; they
weredl attentive now. Just aswell; she didn’t want to answer the question of where she' d gotten the
mines and why. “Y ou're aware of the attacks on Vatta, I'm sure,” she said. “1 was on Belinta, ddlivering
cargo, when that started; after that, | was the target of multiple nation attempts aswell as ship
attacks. Later, redlizing the need for amultisystem force, | started trying to organize one. That’swhen
Captain Argelos, another Sotter Key privateer, joined me.” She nodded at Argelos. “ Tell them about
that, if youwould.”

Argelos pulled out a control for the room’ sdigplay functions. “We had seven ships, to gart with. The
admira wasn't commanding; she' d chosen to let an older, supposedly more experienced officer from
Bissonet command—three Bissonet ships were with us, plus the two of us, a ship from Ciudad, and
someone who turned out to be a plant, one of Turek’s people. No way to know that at thetime.” He put



up agraphic of the syssem where they’ d goneto train.

“Thing is, that commander hadn’t had experience with the onboard ansibles, the way the admira had,
and she couldn’t adjust her battle plans. The Ciudad ship left the group—" He glanced at Ky, but she
didn’'t yield; she had ingsted that they not complicate the explanation with a persondity and cultura
conflict. “—and then returned to warn us that the other captain had been atraitor and that enemy ships
werein the system, about to attack. He tried to intervene, delay them, and his ship was blown. The
admird and | had been arguing for amore open formation, but the Bissonet commander just didn’t trust
the ansibles. So we were in tight when the enemy attacked, and only three ships made it out—one of the
Bissonet ships chose to follow the admird’ s orders.”

“Wewerelucky,” Ky said. “ Got off with minor damage. We had afull load-out of munitions, but that
wasn't the deciding factor. They expected usto do what their spy had watched ustrain for, only—I
changed things.” She skipped over the fight a Gretna—not redlly a space battle—and the interval at
Addaide. “We picked up some more dlies, Ransome s Rangers—"

“Isthat those fancy boysin dl that gold and glitter?” Merced interrupted.

“Very competent ship handlers,” Ky said, ignoring the rudeness. “Invauable in what came next. We
came into astuation a an empty system, where amerc company—you' ve dl heard of Mackensee, |
assume—was holding atraining exercise, and had been attacked by Turek’ sforce, which outhumbered
them. We were able to break up their attack and then assist in the recovery of wounded. But a second
battle occurred some days | ater, when an 1SC fleet had arrived to deal with usfor repairing the relay
ansblein that sysem.”

“Y ou fought an I SC fleet?” That with atone of disbelief from Coufa’ s military adviser, Mgor Steen.

“No,” Ky said. “Turek had come back with what he thought was enough ships to take our small force
and the rest of the mercs. What he didn’t know was that the | SC force was due to arrive—"

“How’d you know that?’

“Later,” Ky said. “Sufficethat | did. | also knew that amerc convoy was on its way to trade out training
cadres. There was congderable confusion—the | SC commanders thought | was the enemy; the merc
convoy knew better; Turek returned in force, usng shipsthey’ d gotten from Bissonet when they overran
that system and they claimed to be something called Blueridge Defense. Luckily I’d been able to establish
good communications with the mercs by placing one of my smaller ships—one of the Ransome's
Rangers—close to the merc ship and another as an observer and relay.” She had their full attention now,
even troublemakers. “It was....interesting there for a bit.”

“WEe ve been briefed on this onboard ansible thing,” Bocanegro’ s adviser, Griffith, said. “I don’t
understand how Turek ended up with some and we have some—and they aren’t what V atta Enterprises
isnow sling, arethey?’

“Wedtill don’'t know how Turek found out such things existed, though | believe there are peoplein ISC
looking into that,” Ky said. “How we got them—found out about them at all—isthat first ship | captured.
Therewerealot of them onit, dong with other illicit cargo. | didn’t know what they were at firgt, and |
certainly didn’'t grasp their military significance until later. | didn’t know Turek had them—I didn’t even
know who Turek was, or have any idea of the scope of the attacks he had made and was making.”

Griffith nodded. | see that—s0 you think this ship was trangporting them to Turek?’

“Ther€ sevidence that Turek and this ship were working together, yes,” Ky said. She did not want to get



into the tangled family messthat Osman V atta represented. “Whether it was trangporting them to Turek’s
fleet from some manufacturing facility, or to Turek’ s agentsin various systems, we don’t know. | expect
otherswere aso involved. But the existence of onboard ansibles explains how Turek and the other pirate
groups were able to coordinate their attacks and overcome planetary defense forces. We ve always
depended on lightspeed communi cations—and tactics in space required consderation of lightlag.”

“Doesthis mean we re going to see instantaneous scan, redl-time data, anytime soon?”’

“I’'m the wrong person to ask,” Ky said. “My concern is how to use the technology to advantagein
combat.”

“Which brings up the point—just how different isit to fight with angble communications among ships?
That ought to improve control—" Mgor Steen again.

“It does,” Ky said. “I"ve been working on new tactical formations and moves, as has Turek’ sforce.
What we ve discovered isthat he usualy sends in more than one stedlthed observer—small ships packed
with scan and communications gear—positioned in different parts of the system he plansto attack. We
have no post-battle analyses of his successful attacks, other than from Bissonet. There, he used his
aurveillance of System Defense training to determine when they would be lowest on munitionsand fud,
least ableto fight. He probably did the samein other systems, but we have no proof. Captain Ransome
captured one of his observersin the Boxtop battle; it'snow part of thisfleet.”

“What about security?’

“We ve modified the angbleswefirgt captured. Asit isnow, we can listen in on Turek’ sforce—though
we don’t know the language, or code, or whatever it is—and so far they’ ve shown no indication they can
listen in on our transmissions. But aswith any angble, these have both genera and directed capability.
When they’ re talking with directed ship-to-ship, we can’t hear them. All we get are the genera
announcements, and possibly not al of those.”

Only three faceswere il closed, showing resistance. Ky picked up the display controller and switched
iton.

“Here sasmulation of Boxtop, phase one,” she said. “ Thisistaken from a combination of scan data
from our ships, with some additiona data Mackensee gave us, rendered in Poro-space, with Time Zero
as our downjump. The blueicons are the Mackensee ships, red are Turek’s; green are ours. Notice
thesetwo in particular—" She made their icons blink. “ These are the stealthed observers. Now, thisis
what we saw on scan at downjump—" On another display, she put that up. “If | hadn’t seen their attack
formation before, | would not have expected it, because without real-time communi cation, those ships
would shoot each other, not just the enemy.”

“So what did you do?” Captain Coufal asked.

“This.” Ky changed displays on the second area. “Because we had onboard ansibles, we could spread
out, comein on different vectors.” She ran through the rest of the sequence, using the smulation to
indicate weapons vectors, integrating scan data from al the ships. “Now, thisiswhat we al need to be
ableto do. | know that some of your ships have only limited microjump capability and that dl of them
may have problems resulting from conversion to armed traders.”

“What kind of problems?’ Captain Popelka asked.

“Structurd. Those of you with beam weapons may have fatigue in the support members resulting from
excess heat dissipation and inadequate coolant capacity. I’ Il need a complete combat history for each



ship—how many engagements, wheat load of wegpons. For missile attacks, theratio of firing between
missile batteries. For beam weapons, total time of fire.”

“I never heard of that before—" Captain Merced said, scowling.

“I hadn’t, either. But Mackensee Military Assistance Corporation, which started its existence with
conversions smilar to ours, discovered the problem with itsfirst ships, and warned me about mine.
Tradeshipsjust aren't built to handle the additiond stresses of sustained or repeated combat. When they
did the engineering andlysis, sure enough there were signs of stressin the mounts for the beam. Cascadia
doesn’'t have the capacity to check al your ships at once, and we dare not have so many out of
commission, 0 you'll need to help with acomplete review of maintenance and repair, plusthose details|
just asked for, on your ship’s combat exposure. If you did live-fire exercises, include those as combat.
Also any damage taken, with details on repair history. From that we' Il prioritize use of thefacilities here
for evduation and—if time dlows—repair.”

“Can gtructural strain be repaired?” Coufal asked.

“It’' s possible to make temporary repairs,” Ky said. “But bringing these ships up to full equivaency with
purpose-built military vesselswould require complete rebuilding and would take aminimum of ayear.”

“And we can't wait that long,” Coufa said. “ That’s obvious. So you want usto go into battle with ships
that might fall apart, against military-grade ships?Is't that—" He paused.

Merced jumped in. “ Stupid,” shesaid. “That’ swhat it is, stupid. Why didn’t the Rector send redl
warships, if that’ swhat’ s needed?”’

“Thetwo of you,” Ky said, “with your rate of pirate capture, have probably got the most hours of
weapons-use on your ships. | will certainly understand if you fedl it’ stoo risky to take part in this
venture.” Merced smiled and sat back, armed folded. Coufa looked watchful. “ However, if you choose
not to join, then your letters of marque will be rescinded, and your ships and yoursalveswill be held here
until | deemiit safeto let you trave again.”

Merced came upright, fists clenched. “Y ou can’t do that! Y ou've noright!”

“On the contrary, | have authorization from the Sotter Key Defense Department, from which your |etters
of marque wereissued. The Moscoe Confederation government is unwilling to alow armed but unadigned
vesselsto operateinits pacein atime of war.”

“Those—" Merced began.
Ky made a sharp gesture. “Silence!” Merced stopped, mouth open.

“ThisisCascadia,” Ky said, glancing around the table. “ Some of you, as new visitors here, may wonder
if the Cascadiansredly enforcetheir strict laws of courtesy. | can assure you they do. A former Vatta
Transport captain was executed herefor culpable rudenessto an officid. While have no intention of
enforcing the lawsto their fullest when we are not in public, you should know that Cascadia has superb
surveillance, and this compartment was supplied by the Cascadian government. Open contempt for the
government will not betolerated. It might get you killed, but—worse than that—it will imperil our
misson.”

“But you' re saying we have to join you or be stuck here, with no ship and no income,” Cannelos said.

“That isunfortunately the Situation,” Ky said. “1t'snot aStuation | manufactured. | didn’t ask the Rector
to reassign you; we weren't in contact when she did it. Like you, | think Sotter Key Spaceforce would



have been the more appropriate choice.” The military adviserslooked thoughtful; none of them spoke.
The captains, their expressions ranging from barely suppressed fury to apparent resignation, also said
nothing. Ky went on. “In order to brief you at al, | had to reveal the existence of not only onboard
ansibles, but aso the modification that made our communications secure. So far as we know, the pirates
gtill don’t know about that—and thus those of you who do, and are not bound by the oath the rest of you
will be asked to take, must not be free to chatter about it.”

“I don't chatter!” Merced said.
“Captain, tell mewhy | should believe you. Or trust you.”

Merced glowered amoment, glanced from sideto side at her fellow privateers, and—getting no
encouragement—finally shook her head. “1 suppose...| suppose you have no reason to, other than

my...my record.”

“Your record,” Ky said, “emphasized that | would find you troublesome. | won't quote it—"

To her surprise, Merced laughed. “ Oh, go ahead. | wager everyone who knows me could come close
without even looking at it. Stubborn?’ Ky nodded. “ Thought so. Defiant, resists advice, reckless,
combeative?’

Ky could not resist her own chuckle. “ Pretty much. * Quarrel some, disrespectful, hypersensitive,
argumentative, reckless’”

“You know | was kicked out of Spaceforce Academy in my second year thirty-one years ago,” Merced
said. “Unableto maintain military courtesy under pressure, they said. | decked a senior cadet.”

“And you surely know | waskicked out,” Ky said.

“But you were in the Honor Squad. Y ou were the goody-two-shoes kind; | heard about you. Vatta's
daughter, straight arrowv—"

Ky leaned forward. “ Y ou can dways spend the rest of thiswar in custody here, which will be no fun a
dl—’

Merced did not flinch. “I can’t be astraight arrow. | can’t be abutt-kisser. | canfight like
blazes—anyone, anywhere, anytime—>but | can't just st back and be given stupid ordersby a—" She
stopped again.

Ky pulled out her Rossi-Smith and laid it on the table in front of her. Utter stillnessin the room; eyes
shifted from her to Merced and back. She pushed up one deeve, showing the sheath of one of her
knives. “If you fed it necessary, Captain Merced,” she said, “we can adjourn for an hour to the gym
assigned to our crews, and you can find out just how straight-arrow | am these days. This—" She
touched the Ross-Smith with her index finger. “—is my persond fireearm. | won't notch a
bloodbeast-tusk grip, but | assure you it’s been blooded more than once. And this—" She touched the
sheath. “—isjust one of my persond knives. | gutted a man twice my weight with the big one, fighting
hand-to-hand in zero gravity, to save my ship. So if my being too innocent worriesyou, get over it. One
on one—" Ky looked Merced up and down. “—you wouldn't stand a chance.” She had no doubt of
that. The older woman wasfit, and no doubt had won her share of brawls, but Ky had seen enough to
know Merced lacked the training she hersdlf had.

Ky—and she was sure everyone else—saw the redlization come dowly to Merced' s expression that Ky
was as formidable as she clamed. “1t might be...fun...to find out,” Merced said. “But you said we had a



war tofight.”
“Wedo,” Ky sad. “Do you want in on thefight?’

“I suppose—" And then, as Ky continued to stare her down, Merced nodded. “All right, yes. | do. And
I'll try to be good—"

“No,” Ky said, correcting her. “1 need your best performance, and your record says that comes not from
being good in the traditiona sense, but from being the wild card.”

Merced sfacelit up again. “1 don’t haveto stay in pokey formations?’

“ Sometimes, but not always. When we get to specific battle plans, I'll tell you about it. But now—" Ky
looked around the table again, collecting everyone' s attention. Thistime it wasn't hard. “—I need to
know, from dl of you, whether you can commit fully to this. It’ snot like privateering. Weintend to fight,
and we must fight as a coordinated force.”

“I’'min,” Merced said before anyone else could. The others al nodded, with varying degrees of
enthusiasm and not afew glances at the pistol asKy picked it up, spun it for emphasis, and reholstered it.

After that long day, Ky headed back to Vanguard to see how Hugh was coming along in preparing the
ship to go to refitting and acquire its modular CCC. She knew she would have to move to quarterson
Cascadia Station—and Stella s guest room was aready full—but not tonight. She wastired but excited
at the sametime. At last there would be ajoint force, and—she grinned to hersdf at the thought—she
had handled the Slotter Key privateers, even Merced.

“lsn’'t that Rafe Dunbarger?’ Hera Gannett, Ky’ s escort, spoke suddenly.

CHAPTER
EIGHT

R afein aperfectly tailored business suit il looked like Rafe, but without the familiar edge. Wasit just
his clothes? He also looked older, and tired, and in some subtle way defeated. His smile, though, when
he met her eyes, was much the same. Her heart raced.

Ky nodded to him, trying to damp the excitement she fdlt. “Rafe,” she said. She choked back the At last
that would have been naturd, ong with the very unmilitary desireto grin like afool. After dl, she'd told
aroomful of dignitariesthat she had no fedingsfor him. She must not be seen by anyone, even her
bodyguard and his, making the opposite obvious.

“Ky. I'mglad to seeyou,” he said. No mockery in thetone at dl; he might have spoken to acasua
acquaintance as calmly. Shefdt her heart lurch in her chest. Did hefed nothing? Was she being asilly
schoolgirl?

“You are—?" Changed? No longer interested? Someone else entirdly wearing Rafe sface?
“Wel,” hesad. “Quitewd|. And you?" Still thet tentative, gentletone, asif she might shatter.

“I'mfine” Ky said, dightly annoyed. He should know her better than that. What kind of game was he
playing?*“And your family?’



His eyes sagged shut briefly; his smile now seemed forced. “ They’ re much better. My father’ srecovery is
gtill progressing, dbeit dowly. Penny—my sister—isworking for the company now.”

They might have been distant acquaintances, politely reintroducing themsdves. Ky felt asurge of
impatience. Couldn’t they get beyond that?* So...you re here for the conference?’

“Yes. 1SC and the Nexus government are, asI’m sure you' ve been told, closely related. Nexus has
depended on our—the | SC' s—fleet for along time, and they are not pleased to find out it’s not very
good. And as Stellamay have told you, one of our subsidiaries here holds a license to manufacture the
new ansibles on Cascadia. So my presence was considered necessary.” He said nothing more. The
awkward moment lengthened; the obvious bodyguard at hisside stared at Ky and then murmured
something to Rafe, who startled. “ Oh—sorry—KYy, | want you to meet Gary. He was instrumental in
rescuing my family.”

Gary looked like avery hard caseindeed. Ky could fed Hera Gannett’ s dertness like aradiant heater.
The man smiled suddenly, aremarkably open smile for someone so obvioudy dangerous. “ Gary Marrin,”
he said. “Rafe knew me along time back. | have—had—a private security company; now I’ m working
mostly for him, something | would never have expected.”

“Rafe can be quite unexpected,” Ky said. Shefelt Hera sdight relaxation.

“That he can,” Gary said. He glanced at Rafe, alook somewhere between fatherly and mischievous. “But
| understand you, too, can be unexpected.”

“It's considered appropriate in commanders,” Ky said, rocking back on her heels for amoment.
“Surprise being one of the principles of successful warfare.”

Rafe snorted; thistime his grin looked natural. Gary shook his heed. “Y ou told me, Rafe, but | didn’t
bdieveit. And thisisthe woman—"

“Enough,” Rafesaid. “Or I'll belate for the meeting. Ky, you' |l excuse me. If the dliance holds, we may
meet again to discuss the status of the | SC fleet.” He nodded, turned away; Gary shrugged and followed.

“The woman—?" Herasaid. “Ishetalking about you, Admiral?’

“Rafe has probably told him that I’ m an innocent child-warrior with aramrod up her rear,” Ky said, more
annoyed than she wanted to admit. “ And he' s surprised to find that I’ m not sixteen or something.”

“I'mnot surel likethisplace,” Herasaid, leaving that topic firmly behind. “1t' s so polite, | keep thinking
something eseisgoing on.”

“Trade and profit,” Ky said. “1 know that much.”

“Where there smoney, there’ strouble,” Herasaid. “ Spies, thieves, crooks of al kinds...if Turek doesn't
have agents here, I'll be very surprised.”

“Hecertanly did,” Ky sad. “Toby fdl inlove with the daughter of one, and there' sno knowing if the
localsferreted out al of them. But | don't think they’ |l do anything on the station, do you? Not after they
caught Zori’sfather.”

“If they can. Get rid of you, they’ ve gotten rid of someone they aready know isadangeroudy efficient
commander.” Herapaused. “Ma am, if you don’t mind...what do you redlly think of that man?’

“Rafe’ sbodyguard?’



“No...Ser Dunbarger. He's...he sdifferent than | remember him. What do you think?”

“I think he’ s gotten stuffy and boring,” Ky said. She was gppalled at her own honesty, but she went on.
“Hewas arogue, that much was obvious before, but at least he was entertaining, and he' d quit treating
me like an imbecile. And he gave me good advice. But now—I guess he' sdistancing himsdlf from all
that—from everything in hislife asit used to be, and I'm—I was—part of thet life. | don’t think it'sjust
the present diplomatic problem.” She felt sad, even hollow. It wasn't as bad aswhat Hal had done, but it
hurt in the same places.

Hera started to say something, then very obvioudy stopped herself. Ky didn’'t want to think more about
Rafe, about the bond she had been sure they had, but she could not quite push him out of mind.

“Quiteawoman,” Gary said, when they were out of earshot. “ So that’ stheinfamousKy Vatta...”

“Y ou don't know the haf of it,” Rafe said. Seeing Stellaagain had been difficult enough, but for both of
them their official positions as heads of their respective enterprises had enforced abusiness attitude. No
doubt &t al that Stellawas well over him, that he could not shake her sense of self—not that he wanted
to, these days—and he had never been that connected to her. But seeing Ky—redlizing that he had not
forgotten the least detail of her face, her expressions, even her smell—that shook him. It wasimpossible.

“She’snot what | expected,” Gary said.
“And what did you expect?’ Rafe asked.

“From your family and the gossips at 1 SC, some hard-faced, overmuscled crimind type. From her
cousin, ajuvenile military martinet.”

“How did you read her, then?’

“I'm not sure. The military part shows, and clearly she' syoung—in years anyway—~but there’ s something
ese I'd say she'sanaura killer—’

“Sheis” Rafesad.

“And you would know. Y es, well, she’ snot as one-dimensiona as your family and her cousin seemto
see her....she expected more from you, you know.”

“I know.” Rafewalked on. “| expected...| don't know...that it would be different.”
“What?Y ou, her, the meeting?’

“All of those” Once, he had imagined ameeting that ended with alife together, alife that suited both of
them.

Gary gave asharp nod. “Y ou want her.”
“l...did”

“Do. Comeon, Refe, I've known you for years. Even the years you weren't there, I [l bet | could name
the scams you pulled, the messesyou got into...”

“You dwaysdid have good intdl,” Rafe said. He could fed the back of his neck heating up.



“Did you ever try with her?’
“Once. She dumped me on my back.”

“You are doomed,” Gary said. Rafe glanced at him; he was grinning, without losing any of his
concentration on their surroundings. “Man like you, woman who can meet him head-on...you are
doomed. She might be the making of you, though.”

“I can't,” Refe said.
“Why?Y ou' re not that much older; it wouldn’t be cradle-robbing.”

“She has her life; she needsto concentrate onit...and politicaly, right now—you know how the Vattas
are regarded on Nexus.”

“ And maybe she wouldn't want you? Or maybe at some level you wonder if your family’ sright about the
Vatas?

“Not that. Never that. Not about the Vattas as awhole, and absolutely not Ky. But | can’t subject her to
that kind of situation, where others are suspicious of her.” He took a bregth. “And anyway, she' sbusy.”

“And you're busy, and the beauteous Stellaiis busy, and everyone sbusy...right, there sawar on, I'm
not forgetting that.” Gary’ s opinion of that excuse stung.

“| thought at first...she wastoo young, too sraitlaced.. .| redly didn’t have any interest in her beyond
teasing her, trying to get her off baance—"

“I tell you again, Rafe, you' re doomed.”
“It'snot me. | haven't been...that way...”
“Inlove?”

Rafefdt the heat in his neck riseto hisface. “Whatever you want to call it. Interested in that way,
anyway. For along time, if ever. | never thought about marriage—wheat did | have to offer, renegade of
the family, living on the edge? And why would |, anyway? | was having too much fun.”

“I understand,” Gary said. “When | findly settled down, it came as a surprise to me, too. And now |
have children—"

“You?

“Yes. Carefully kept away from the business. But | see them whenever I’'m not on ajob. Ther
mother—waell, she' snot exactly like your Ky—"

“She'snot my Ky.”

“Yet. Thing is, men like us have to find women who understand men like us, and will stick with us
anyway.”

“She snot—"

“Rafe...” Gary shook hishead, then went on. *Y ou may not be the snake | thought you were—at |least,
not to people you care about—but you ill don’t get it. That' s aremarkable woman. She was looking at
you that way—"



“l didn't seeit—"
“Y our body did.”

Rafe struggled with the combined desire to scream out loud or clobber Gary, neither of whichwasa
good ideaon Cascadia. Hetried to pull the Ratanvi identity out of itsdrawer and put it on, but it didn't fit
now. Hewas here ashimsdf, as hisfather’ sheir, the head of ISC. What worked with Stella, the CEO
persona, wouldn’'t work now.

“Tell me,” he said, hating the timbre of desperation in hisvoice, “that shedidn’t seethat.”
“Oh, I don’t mean that way,” Gary said. “Y ou can relax about that part.”
“Thank you.”

“But I’'m trained to read people and | read them very well. Thelittle signs...they were dl there. You
knew, or your body knew, that she knew that she wanted you, and you choseto ignoreit. She' s not
going to be happy about that.”

Shewouldn’t be. Shewould think he’d snubbed her. She would try to explain it to herself as her
fault—she' d mistaken the earlier interest, it was al on her sde. Shewould, being Ky, take hersdlf in
hand, lock down her shields, blaming hersdlf...

“| should talk to Stdla,” Rafe sad.

“Y ou should put your head in ameat grinder, you mean,” Gary said. “Talk to the family? Now | know
for sure you' re doomed. The old Rafe would know better than that without thinking about it. It' s not
evenlug—it'slove”

“It' samess,” Rafesad. “And | don’t want to talk about it.”

“You let her done” Stellasaid. They had scheduled ameeting to discuss the manufacture of the new
ansbles; the Nexus government wanted them badly enough to pay a premium for the right to have them
made on Nexus. That business done, Rafe had mentioned that he'd met Ky briefly. Stella stiffened at
once and pounced.

“I’'m not doing anything,” Rafe said.
“No?You're certainly exuding interest in that direction. And she doesn’'t need to be hurt again.”
Rafefdt asurge of irrational anger. “Who hurt her?'Y ou mentioned that once before—"

“It' snone of your business. It happened while she wasin the Academy—or rather, after she was kicked

Rafe sat very dill, refraining from saying that though it was none of his business, Stella seemed ready to
share the gossip.

“I don’t know much about the man,” Stellawent on, lacing her fingers. “A fellow cadet, | know that
much. | heard her father telling my father abouit it...he approved, | think. Family not asweslthy as ours,
but respectable. Ranked very high, like Ky. Hal, | think hisnamewas; | don’t remember the rest of it.
My father said he might be after Ky for her money, but her father said not.” Shelooked at Rafe. “Am |
boring you?’



“No. But you said it was't my business.”

“It'snot. It'sjudt...| saw theletter. She forgat, left it behind in the ship after shetransferred to Osman's.
Asabreakup letter it was about as nasty asyou canimagine. Clearly distancing himself from whatever
trouble shewasin. Insulting—even sent back her classring al mutilated.” Stella quoted afew of the
juicier phrases. | kept it, in case she ever remembers she left it there and wantsit.”

“Stupid young twit,” Rafe said, in aslight avoice as he could manage, while rage blurred hisvison. He
could imagine the depth of pain that would cause awoman like Ky; his knuckles ached to meet the
fdlow sface.

“Yes. Scared, too, | think. Ky stirred up apolitical storm, you see, just trying to do agood deed. But my
point is, Rafe, that she’ s been hurt, and she doesn’t need your kind of man upsetting her.”

“I would never...,” Rafe began. Stellaheld up her hand.

“Rafe, even granting that you may have changed enough to take over at |SC and act the part of a
respectable corporate executive, | know you too well...you might not intend to hurt her, but you would.”

“Because...?’

“Because you are not serious about her.” Stellaheld up her hand again, though he had said nothing. “Y ou
have never been serious about anyone, though | admit you now seem to be serious about 1SC. And your
own family, perhaps. But you are not serious about Ky; | do not see you giving up what you have
now—ISC, your family—to court and marry her and be with her for the rest of your life and hers. Can
you tdl methat’ swhat you' rethinking?’

Hewas not thinking...he was feding, and what he felt was outside his experience and his expectation. “I
love her,” hefound himsdlf saying.

“You think you love her,” Stdllasaid. “But if you do, it' sasalittle sster—”

“No,” Rafe sad, ignoring the upraised hand. “| have alittle Sster, alittle Sster | care for and protect.
What | fed for Ky isnot that.” He took a deep breath, looking past Stella at the Vatta Transport logo on
thewadl behind her, then met her eyesagain. “It’ s up to me and to Ky hersdf, Stella, what we do. Not
you.”

She grimaced. “1 was afraid you' d start sounding like Toby and his girlfriend. Rafe, you' retoo old for
that nonsense. Y ou have responsibilities, ashave |. Ky has responsibilities—and if she' sdistracted by
you, or anyone else, we may al belost. Y ou cannot—you must not—distract her.”

“I thought of that—I did,” he said, when shelooked dubious. “1t' swhy | didn't tell her anything. But the
war will be over, oneway or the other...”

“You'renot right for her, Rafe. She needs someone with the same interests, the same expertise. She's
not ever going to be a corporate wife.”

“That'sher decison.” Stellajust looked at him. Rafe shrugged. “1 know. She’ s not—»but | don’t want her
to be...to be like my mother or anything. | do care, | do...love...her.”

“Then let her done” Stdlasaid crisply. “1 know you, Rafe, remember? Not just that time we had, but the
background | did on you for Aunt Grace.”

“I am capable of change—"



“Maybe. And you aren’t the same asyou were the last time | saw you, I'll give you that. But you il
aren’'t what she needs, not after that Hal fellow.”

“I won't hurt her that way.”

“She doesn't need to be hurt any way.”

“I'm not going to,” Rafe said.

“Well, seethat you don’'t. Because I'll be watching.”

She was watching. The Nexus government was watching. Hisfather and hisfather’ sold friendsin ISC
werewatching. All, like vultures perched on adliff, eyeing alame wild sheep limping dowly aong below.
Waiting for it to fal. Hoping it would fal. Like Parmina, in that way, in wanting him to prove how base,
how faithless, how incapable he was.

Rafedid into his CEO personaas easily asinto awell-tailored jacket and met Stella s gaze with bland
equanimity. “I’'msureyou'reright,” he said. Stellagave him another sugpicious ook, which he met with
al armor on. She could not hurt him. She could not stop him. Nobody could, except Ky. And if, for
reasons even he had to admit were—for the time being—operable, he could not have Ky...nothing could
stop him from the pursuit of the man who had hurt Ky. Hal. He knew better than to ask Stellafor the rest
of the man’s name, but someone he knew would know someone who knew or could find out.
Presumably he had graduated from the Academy; presumably he was, or had been, an officer in Sotter
Key’'s Spaceforce.

“I'm serious,” Stellasaid, afineline now between her brows. Rafe forced himsaf to amile, the neutra
and acceptable smile of one CEO to another.

“I'msureyou are,” hesaid. “But now, | must go, because | have to meet with the Deputy Minister of
Defense, who will I’m sure want to know what we are doing to ensure the reliability of the system
ansbleshere”

“If sheweren’'t my cousin and an orphan,” Stellasaid, “1 could be more sympathetic.”

Rafe waved a hand, dismissng the entiretopic. “L et me assure you that damaging your family isfar from
my mind—and that aso means|’ m fighting the Board on behdf of Vatta Enterprises.”

“I know,” Stellasaid. “1 wastold that by our people here.” She glanced at the clock. “Don’t be late for
your meeting. I'll seeyou at the dinner tonight.” And I’ll be watching, that meant.

Ky had not redized how many uniforms an admira might need—how many public appearances must be
made, & what levels of formality. She fastened the last button on her new evening dress tunic, mentally
reviewing the various sengitive areas she must avoid this evening. Shewould meet, for thefirgt time, the
Nexus diplomats, and Rafe would be there. Well, she could handle that part. No more romantic
fantasies. Everyone should be well satisfied that she was a cool, adult professiona with no adolescent
yearnings for the unattainable CEO of I1SC. The Sotter Key ambassador should not be a problem, nor
his military attaché. Dan Pettygrew had been invited, again, as Bissonet’ s representative, and Teddy
Ransome as head of Ransome' s Rangers. Teddy, uninterested in meetings, had accepted the dinner
invitation, and Ky decided to |et the watchers assume that’ swhere her affections, if any, lay.

Teddy, it turned out, had chosen the most flamboyant of his uniforms—white with gold, at hissdea
sword that Ky suspected was not merely ornamenta. Gold buttons, gold braid, gold stripe on the white



trousers...at least his shoeswere black and had no tassals. With her white dress tunic and dark dacks
they made, she was aware, astriking pair. Especialy as Teddy, enacting his Romantic mind-st, paid her
every gdlant attention. Never mind. It would divert attention from the unacceptable.

She amiled, greeted the honorabl e this and the distinguished that, the names going straight into her
implant, while her mind drifted...where was Rafe? Would he even speak to her? Teddy had gone off to
the drinks buffet, promising to return with onefor her.

Stellaappeared in front of her. “Y ou look superb,” she sad, very softly.
“Theseuniforms” Ky sad. “ Y ou' reagenius”

To her surprise, Stellaflushed dightly. “1'm glad you like them. | was worried—all those timesyour
mother told you to copy me.”

Ky shook her head. “Let’ sbury the mother—cousin thing, shdl we? | needed help; you gaveit; I'm
grateful. | couldn’t have managed this on my own, not on top of everything else. And the other officers
liketheinggniadesign for the SDF, so again—thanks.”

“| did just want to say—are you having any problemswith Rafe?’
Ky’'s heart stuttered. “ Problems?’

Stellagave her ahard look. “Y ou know what the problems are—is he doing anything to make it seem
like...like..."

“Like we re more than acquaintances?’ Ky said. “No. On the contrary.” Her voice was alittle more
clipped than usud; she could hear it, and she saw Stdllareact toiit.

“I'mglad you'renot...involved,” Stdlasaid. “I didn’t think you were, but besides the politica problems
it would cause now, he' sjust not theright sort for you.”

Ky bit back Asif you knew, and said instead, “ Y ou’ ve not met Captain Ransome yet, have you?’
“No—" Stellalooked around. “Which oneis he?’

“Captain Ransome!” Ky spoke alittle louder, and Teddy whirled, his cape swirling out. “Come meet my
cousn Sela”

“Good...heavens,” Stellasaid. She had no chance to say more, because Teddy had aready produced an
elaborate bow that caught everyone' s attention. Nor did he spill either of the glasses he carried.

“Stella, thisis Captain Theodore Albert Driscoll Ransome, commander of Ransome s Rangers, who has
galantly attached himself to our force. Y ou may recal | told you about him, when | was at Addlaide.
Captain Ransome, my cousin Stella Vatta, currently CEO of Vatta Enterprises.”

Hewaslooking at Stellain the way men often did—and women, too, Ky had to admit—but the shock of
her beauty did not impair his speech. “My utmost admiration, SeraVatta,” hesad. “May | offer you
this?” He held out one glass.

“Thank you,” Stdllasaid, taking it, whereupon heimmediately seized her hand and kissed it. Ky felt a
bubble of laughter for thefirst time that day; Stellalooked dumbfounded.

“And you, Admird, hereisyour favorite.” Ky took the glass he offered, and watched with mounting
amusement as Stella reacted to Teddy Ransome' s effusive praise. .. she had never seen that particular



expresson on Stella sface.

“Excuse me, Admird Vatta—" That was one of the diplomats from Nexus; her implant gave her hisname
andtitle.

“Of course, Ser Tdld.”
“Y ou do not, pardon me, look much like your cousin...”

Ky smiled. Shewasfamiliar with thisone. “Y ou'reright, Ser Tdla. My family were al darker; shetakes
after her mother’ sfamily, the Stamarkos family, who are mostly blond. And of course, sheisbeautiful.”

“Ah. | meant no insult—"

“And no insult wastaken, | assureyou.” If they thought Vattaswere villains, she could at least be a
courteous, smooth villain.

“I was...l know you must have heard that on my planet thereis concern about your influence on the
young Ser Dunbarger.”

“I have no influence,” Ky said. “We are acquaintances, merdly; I’m sure he has told you the same.”

“Yes, but...hisfamily history...he did not have agood reputation as ayoung man. | would not bring up
any details now, considering his present postion, but...it isthought that perhaps he might. ..shade the
truth.”

If only that were the case. If only she could believe that. Ky shook her head. “ By happenstance, we
traveled on the same ship for awhile, and in his capacity as an agent of 1SC he repaired some system
ansibles. When we arrived here, he chose to leave the ship and return home.”

Tdld looked a her long and hard, then glanced aside a Teddy Ransome, il chatting with Stella. “Is
that young man...afriend?

“Captain Ransome,” Ky said carefully, “commands Ransome' s Rangers, and joined our forcein
Addade. Hisunit isquite effective for certain specia assgnments.”

“Heisactualy aship captain? He seems 0...”
“Colorful may betheword you'relooking for,” Ky said.
“Yes...and you find him...atractive, perhgps?’

Ky looked a him. “Ser Talla, one cannot help noticing that heis decorative, but | am amilitary officer,
and heisin my chain of command.”

He scowled, but dropped that topic. “ It struck many of usthat quite afew Vattas survived and seem to
beinvolved in our affairs—" Hisglance did past her and fastened on Stella. “Y ou, your cousin, your aunt
on Sotter Key—and these...privatears...”

“It bothers you that they’ re privateers?” Ky said. She hadn’t heard that before.

“Wadll, they’reredly just pirates, aren't they? Given license to attack any ship they suspect of being an
enemy?’

Ky wondered if any answer would change hismind, but she had to try. “ L etters of marque and reprisa



gpecify what types of shipsaprivateer can lawfully engage,” she said. “ They arelega under the code that
your government and many others signed.”

“Lawfully...but who isto say they stay lawful. Osman Vattadidn't.”

“Osman was never aprivateer,” Ky said. “Hewas an outlaw from early on; the family threw him out—"
“They gave him aship, aship with wegpons—’

“No, he stole the ship. And armed it himself—it was an ordinary tradeship before.”

“Y ou say that now—" He stopped short as two Cascadian government officials within earshot turned to
watch, their expressions disgpproving.

Ky softened hersintentiondly. “1’m sure you didn’'t mean to imply that | am lessthan truthful, Ser Tdld.”
“Er...no, not that, but you’ re young; you might not know—"

“The Sotter Key ambassador can, I’ m sure, furnish you with the datayou require,” Ky said. “Vattafiled
areport with law enforcement and with the insurance company when the ship was stolen.”

He looked unconvinced, but the Cascadian officials had come closer. One was the minister Ky had met
inthat morning' sfirst mesting.

“Admird Vatta” hesaid. “1 wanted to ask you about that very decorative young man chatting with your
cousn.”

“Captain Ransome,” Ky said. “Of Ransome' s Rangers.”
“A privateer company?’

“No. I’'m not surewhat you' d call them. Gentleman adventurers, perhaps. They come from a society with
avery unusuad—to me anyway—approach to identity. Right now, Captain Ransomeis exercisng his
Romantic intdligence, hewill tel you.”

“Romantic, asin chatting up pretty women?’” Ser Talla said. Histone would have peded paint.

“Romantic asin heroic,” Ky sad. “He believesin honor, gdlantry, heroism, and style. Whatever you
think of his present costume, he has shown himsalf courageous and able in combat, which is after al the
messure of awarrior.”

Tdld looked a her asif she' d sprouted horns. Clearly, nothing was going to change his negetive opinion.

“Itissaid that some of our founders had a Romantic streak,” the Deputy Minister said. “We dways
consdered it something the young grew out of, with experience.”

“The same on Sotter Key,” Ky said. “ But on Ransome’' s home world, people apparently cycle through
extremes of persondlity, or attitude—I’m not sure which. His parents, he says, are ‘being Irrationaists

he' sbeing aRomantic, asis hisfriend Captain Baskerville. It led them to seek adventure, first against
piratesin their own system, and then to venture afar. We met them on Addlaide, where they asked to join
US”

“How very interesting,” said the Deputy Minister as achime sounded. “But | believe they’ re now
ggndingitistimetogoin, andif | recall correctly, the ambassador from your home world—yes, here he

IS



“Admird Vatta,” Estro Rgjani said. “May | takeyou in?’

“Thank you,” Ky said, with consderable rdlief. Sheleft the Deputy Minister to sort out the Nexus
representative. From her seet far up the table, she saw Rafe being perfectly polite besde Tdld, hardly
looking at anyone else, and certainly not a her. Helooked, in fact, like the embodiment of a stuffy,
somewhat glum senior executive. Probably for the best, shetold hersalf. She herself chatted with
Ambassador Ragjani about conditions back on Sotter Key and with the Moscoe Confederation Defense
Minister on her other side about the education of young officersin both systems.

“They will be sorry not to claim you asagraduate,” the Defense Minister said toward the end of dessert.
“If I'd graduated,” Ky said, “I’d be avery junior officer on aship somewhere.”

“And wewould be lacking your experience,” he said, nodding. “ So their lossisour gain.”

CHAPTER
NINE

O ver the next few days, Ky gathered data on the privateers combat history and repairs, and began to
organize maintenance and training schedules for them. Every ship needed an ansible ingtaled, and crews
needed training in their use. Some aso required repairs; others, resupply. Minor repairs and supply ate
up thefirgt ten days of Vanguard’ srefit, but in addition to shepherding the Sotter Key fleet, Ky now
had Cascadian ships. Commander Dowitch’'s contact at Moray’ s Tobados Y ards reported that Moray
had indeed taken on a contract to build sixty to ninety of their largest design, a contract made two years
before.

“It got them out of adepression,” Dowitch reported. “ They’ re delighted; there was an upfront payment,
another ayear ago when they were on schedule with the job, and they expect to ddliver thefirst shipsin
about forty days.”

“How far away isMoray?’ Ky asked. “And did you warn them?’

“I let the Minigter do that,” Dowitch said. “ Government-to-government. But it’sgoing to betight, if that is
indeed the target. We re pushing flat-out on your ship, Admira, but you won't have timefor practice
runs. Moray’ sasolid twenty-day run.”

“I'll need to talk to their defense people,” Ky said. “1 can warn them what they’ re up againgt, and suggest
afew tactica thingsto make up for what Turek can throw at them.”

“I expect Admird Trey will help you with that,” Dowitch said. “ But what if it' s somewhere dse?’

Ky shrugged. “We don't know of any other large-ship yard that’ s gotten an order in the right time frame.
Piccolo’sonly got one on order and it’ s eéight months from completion. Defornis doesn’t have anything
but light cruisers, and only four of those. I'm betting on Moray, especialy asthey said the government
was Stepparn, and we know they’ re anti-humod.”

Time blurred over the next days as she consulted with Moray Defense, Moscoe Defense, the privateer
captains, Cascadian captains. She managed only one hurried meal with Stella, in the gpartment with Toby
and Zori. “Rafe' sgone back to Nexus,” Stella said, hafway through the medl. “Nexus has pulled out, the



idiots”

“| was afraid they would.” Ky ate hungrily; she hadn’t had aregular medl in days, just grabbing abite
whenever she could. “ That Nexus ambassador or whatever, Tala, seemed to think | wasamonster.”

“It sRafe sfather,” Stellasaid. “That and our fathers being friendswith Lew Parmina. They didn't
know—>but the Nexusidiots don't know they didn’t know.”

Ky put that aside—nothing she could do about another system’ s government—and turned to Toby. “I
hear you had quite an adventure,” she said.

He glanced sdewaysat Zori. “It was, kind of.”

“Andyou, Zori,” Ky said. “You trandated dl those things | sent—you must be redlly good at languages.”
Shelooked at Toby, then down at her plate. “ Only because my father is—was—acrimina.”

“That doesn’'t matter,” Ky said. “You aren’'t.”

“How can you be sure?’ she asked, flashing aglance at Stellathen looking straight at Ky. “I thought |
knew what my parentswere, but | didn’'t. He was horrible all dong, and | didn’t seeit.”

Ky had only the bare-bones story from Stella, nothing to suggest the level of distress Zori was showing.
Stellagave Ky alook that meant something, but she didn’t know what. Dedl with this? Fix this? Then she
got up and started clearing the table. When Zori offered to help, Stellatold her it wasn't her turn.
Nobody could have missed the obvious sgnasthat Ieft Ky and Zori done. It was ridiculous. Why would
Stelathink Ky could help Zori? But she had to try something.

“Tell me” Ky said. Maybe directness would work. Zori looked at her, eyes aready shiny with tears.

“I love Toby,” she started. “But | loved my father once, and now | hate him, and | didn’t understand
about my mother.”

Ky tried not to Sgh obvioudy. “Go on,” she said, trying for a voice somewhere between commander and
friend.

“I can't tell Stella. She's been so good to me. She wantsto help me. She thinks she understands because
of he—because of Osman—but she doesn'’t. It's not the same. She never loved Osman.”

Stellahad misplaced trust, too, Ky thought, but perhaps there was areason having falen for the
gardener’ s son wouldn’'t work. She nodded, saying nothing.

“It started—I mean, | realized it sarted—when | wasin the kitchen at O’ Keefe's, the night Toby was
taken, and | had falen on the floor, and there wasthislittle girl...” Tearswere flowing now, but Zori’s
voice shook only alittle. Thiswas a story she' d rehearsed to herself.

Ky knew—everyone knew—that some marriages were unhappy, that some were even violent, but the
gtory Zori told still shocked her. It linked in her mind with the violence doneto her classring; she
wondered if Hal would have been that kind of spouse.

“And | ranright to him,” Zori said. “My mother was hurt and | didn’t even seeit; | just Iet him hold me
and pet me and feed me cookies...| liked being hisfavorite. And dl the time he was hurting her, |
believed what he said. ..believed it was her fault, that | was better—" Her head drooped. “| fed so
guiilty—I am so guilty—she should never forgive me—"



“Have you talked to her since?’ Ky asked. “Do you know she' sangry with you?’
“No. Stdlahas. I—I can't. It'sdl my fault.”

“It'snot,” Ky sad. “Youwereachild...”

“That' swhat Stellasays, but I’'m not achild now and | till didn’'t seeit.”

“Areyou more afraid she'll hate you, or more afraid shewon't?’” Ky asked. She had finally redlized that
her own fear of telling her parents about her reaction to killing had both components.

Zori looked up, surprised. “I—I don’t know.”
“Stella has her own issueswith her mother,” Ky said. “Did shetell you?’
“No...”

“Y ou might ask her sometime. But here swhat | see. Y ou were a child; your father used you against your
mother, and you could not possibly have understood that—"

“I''m supposed to be smart,” Zori said, glowering.

“So part of what you' re upset about isthat you weren't as smart as you thought you were?” Ky said.
That she understood. She hersdlf had been so smug about not making the mistakes “that idiot Stell&’
made—then she’ d missed the cues that her Miznarii protégé was using her and that Hal’ s affection was
redlly ambition. She' d hated feding stupid more than anything.

“I...guess0,” Zori said. “I didn’t think of that.”

“I’'vebeen fooled,” Ky said. “And that wastheworst of it for me. Stellaand | grew up together, you
know, and | dwaysthought | was smarter than she was, even though | was younger. Then | went and fell
for asob story and got mysdlf kicked out of the Academy.”

“Reglly?

“Redlly,” Ky said. “Look—I’m not atherapist, and maybe a therapist would help you more. But | do
know it’snot your fault your father fooled you. By what you said, he may have used drugs as well—and
possibly programming in your implant—to shape your perceptions. Y ou made the right deduction at the
right time, to save Toby, and you' ve now redized what the truth is. See your mother. Tak to her. If she's
hostile, then you have to dedl with that. If she’snot...you'll have achanceto rebuild your relationship. At
least she'snot dead.” Like mine, she thought but did not say. Thiswas about Zori, not hersalf.

“The cookie” Zori said. “I did get deepy.”
“Yeah. You said that. Il bet he used treats more than once. Not a nice man, your father.”

Zori straightened up. “1 know she wants to see me. She' sasked Stella. Stellawon’t make me... but
now...al right.”

Ky reminded hersdlf that adolescents could change moods in moments—she had, Stellahad, Toby’d
been the same. Then her comunit chimed. “Drat.” Shepulled it out. “Zori, I'm sorry. | haveto leave.”

“That'sal right—I mean, you' ve helped.” Zori seemed to sparkle with renewed energy.

“Stella—I haveto go,” Ky caled. Stellaand Toby came out of the kitchen.



“Already?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I'll try to cdl you later.” Ky noticed that Zori was murmuring something to Toby.
Stdlaglanced that way and gave Ky afinger-flick: Good.

Ky caught the shuttle over to the yard where the newly installed CCC was ready for calibration runs.
Vanguard was shrouded in the vast bulk of arepair dock capable of handling a ship twice her size.
Riggerswere now rebuilding the hull around the inserted CCC; theinterior of the ship was mostly aired
up, and Ky could enter from the norma hatch.

The ship looked different even on the route from the personne hatch to the CCC. Ky had known that
her former spacious cabin and office would be cut into quarters for more crew, but it felt strange to see
hatches where none had been before. Where she had fought Gretna sintruders aong the aft
wespons-deck passage, she now faced a bulkhead with asingle hatch that looked much thicker than
usud.

“Remember | told you the CCC has hull-thick congtruction,” Dowitch said. “Go onin.”
“Where are the connections to the ship’ s systems?’ Ky asked.

“Already covered,” Dowitch said. “ The breakfrees are on the ship side—I can show you later, if you
want.”

Inside, the CCC was every bit as cramped asthey’ d said and smelled of freshly molded plastics and
resins, machine oil, and an acrid bite from soldering just finished. Protective film il covered some of the
screens and control boards. It looked too fresh, too clean, but that would not last the first tenday’ s use,
Ky knew. Soon there would be smudges, stains, the paths humans left behind them wherever they
worked and lived.

Ky wove between the lumpy shapes of the armored stations for Scan and Communications and the
intrusive bulk of the onboard ansible to the command seat. 1t looked much like the one on Vanguard’s
bridge, except the shield that would close her in was opague, a peculiar blue-gray.

“I thought it would be tranducent,” she said.

“It will be,” Dowitch said. “When you turn it on and choose that option. But it will respond to certain
kinds of shock by going opague. Does’t matter; you'll still get the data. What you' re seeing there are
the laminae for the displays.” He nodded toward the chair. “ Go on—ait init. | want to calibrate it for
your Sze and weight.”

“Shouldn’'t | have my suit on?’
“Yup. Your suit locker’ s by the hatch.”

Ky suited up, wondering who had moved her persona suit from her former quarters, then eased into the
command seet.

“Let your aramslie naturally on the armrests,” Dowitch said. He touched the controls of aremote; the
chair seemed to squirm under Ky, gently lifting, faling, nudging...“ How’ sthat?’

“Very comfortable,” Ky said.

“Setting one,” he said. The seat quit moving. “ That' s your default. Now ook to the right. Good—and to
theleft. Now pretend you see something right in front that you want to point out—yes, just that much



movement. Now I’m going to unlock it again. Lean back—you' re tired; there’ sabresk in the battle, and
you need to relax, shift, unkink your muscles, but you' re not deeping—yes.”

Ky leaned back, stretching her legs out alittle; the seat moved, supporting her, easing her back.
“I"'m going to start the massage function,” he said. *'Y ou tell me how much istoo much—"
In another five minutes, he had the seat’ s support functions set for her.

“Now thedisplays. | know you'll practice, but | want to take you through them first. Left hand, thumb
knob: that’ s your tranducency. Right hand, thumb knob, lift and lower the canopy when it’ s not
automatic. If it won't open, there’ sareason: don't fight it.” Hewaited until she nodded, then went on.
“Now: lower the canopy.”

Ky lowered it; infront of her, adark field, like space itsalf. She thumbed the left-hand control, and it
faded until it was wholly trand ucent; she could see Dowitch watching her.

“How’ sthe sound?’ he asked. It sounded asif he were insde the shield; she said so0. “Good. Y our scans
can be chosen asthe primary datafrom any of the stations, or as an integrated view of al of them. I've
put asmulation in the CCC scan units, so we don't panic Station Security by setting off live scan this
close. Scan controls are left hand, communications are right hand. Y ou have armrest controls, but you
can a'so choose point, touch, or gaze direction.”

Infront of her, hanging in the air, miniature scan screens came up. Ky switched from one mode to
another. She could enlarge any screen; she could combine screens. In the smulation, the familiar
acceleration cones—orange for gpproaching, blue for receding—showed shipsin motion. She hunted
through control hierarchies and found how to mark ship icons as enemy, unknown, friend.

“How much of this can be controlled by my implant?’ she asked.

“Probably dl of it,” he said. “Wejust heed to get your implant and this set of subroutines melded.
Now—if you find thevisua background confusing, try reducing the tranducency.”

Ky thumbed the control again, and the canopy dowly darkened; the displays seemed brighter now, and
she could still see Dowitch—she continued until the displays seemed to hang in Space asvast asthat
between stars.

“Sound till good?” he asked.
“Fine” Ky sad. “I've never seen anything this elaborate—"

“The command chair’ s based on what they use at Moray,” he said. “Y ou’ ve got direct feeds for
communication—we re fill figuring out how to connect the onboard ansble, though. It’s easy in the other
ships, but here we want to tieit in to the one on the bridge but have independent use optional.”

“Have you asked Toby?’
“Your cousin’sward? No...I thought he was still supposed to be restricted.”
“I can spring him—and he knows everything about ansible hookups.”

“Fine...but for now let’s go over the safety features.” Dowitch explained the conditions under which the
CCC would close automatically from the rest of the ship, and when the command seat would sedl.
Temperature, pressure, accel eration, atmosphere: some of those, Ky realized, would not be met unless



Vanguard blew. Shewas not going to think about that.

Back out of the command seat’ s enclosure, Ky called Stellaand told her they needed someone—Toby,
for preference—right away, to link the onboard ansible.

“And while | have you—what about ansblesfor spares, and to taketo Moray?’

“You' d haveto clear that with Moscoe Defense,” Stellasaid. “We re putting them in asfast aswe can.”
She garted explaining more than Ky wanted to hear about the difficultiesinvolved in tooling up for a
completey new product and maintaining qudity control as production scaled up through set points that
required unit expansion. Ky tried to listen patiently, but finaly interrupted.

“Bottom line, how many units can we have?’
“I just told you,” Stellasaid. “1t depends on Moscoe Defense.”
At least there Ky dedlt with someone who didn’t want to explain everything, who had answers.

“Angble unitsfor Moray?’ he said. “ Sure—that’ s been dedlt with at the policy level. Moray asked for a
demo mode but will purchase enough for their new-built ships, and pay in ships. It'slucky your Slotter
Key contingent are privateers; they have more cargo capacity. For safety, we' d prefer to ship no more
than five per vesd.”

“Y ou're sending that many?’ Ky asked. “What about techniciansto ingtall them?”

“Oh, there' samanua now, standard format training materials. Anyone who can ingtdl astandard
comunit can do it. We're providing technical assstance as each isingalled, and after that each ship’s
communications specidist will be ableto help ingal othersat Moray. All you haveto doisgivethe
orders”

After the struggle to keep her few ships supplied, this seemed unred ... surely it wouldn’t continue. The
rest of supply—food, munitions, water, culturesfor environmental chambers—went dmost as smoothly,
but only because, Ky suspected, her newly commissioned Supply Division used the same tactics asthey
had in their privateer days. Gordon Martin, on Vanguard, had counterparts on dl the other privateer
ships and on the Cascadian ships committed to their fleet. Martin had not wanted to command Supply; a
Cascadian officer, Commander Michel Mascoe-Corian, held that post, and supplies poured onto the
docksinwhat Ky considered astonishing profusion.

“How are we paying for al this?’ she asked him one day.

“Paying?’ he said. One of hisbushy eyebrowsrose, and ady grin crooked the corner of hismouth. “Did
you think you were supposed to pay for something?’

Ky grinned back. “Areyou trying to give us abad rep, Commander?’

“No, ma am. Never that. But when Moscoe Defense tells me to be sure the shipsare fully
supplied—wdl, I'm just following orders, see? They didn’t give me abudget, exactly.”

“A free hand, then?’ Ky asked.

“Not exactly,” hesaid. “More like—proveit’s necessary. Anything doubtful, get approva for.
Now—just between you and me—I might not have the same definition of doubtful they do. And they
know you' re not trained by them—and over half your shipsaren’t ours, so we don’t necessarily know
what they need.”



“Did you ever condder privateering?’ Ky asked.

“Me? My family would have had afit,” he said. “ And thisway there' s no question about the legdity of
what I'mdoing.”

Ky laughed. “1t would be rude to suggest anything else, wouldn't it?’

“Yes, Admird, it would. I’m glad you recognize that, because | would hate to see such afine officer err
in matters of professiona courtesy.”

“I'll kegp that inmind,” Ky said. “I’m supposed to meet aMgjor Anson in about an hour, something
about personnel transfers—"

“Bobby Anson?You'll like him. Y ou need more crew, don’t you?’

“Yes.” She had been short of crew even before reaching Cascadia, where severd more of the civilians
on Sharra’s Gift and Vanguard had asked to leave. With need for afleet saff and crew in the CCC,
she'd had to ask Moscoe Defense to help.

“He |l do you right. People are clamoring for achance to be on your ship.”

“I want to talk to my mother,” Zori said to Stelladuring breakfast, the day after Ky’ svisit. She had
wakened with that thought foremost. Whatever her mother said to her, she hersalf had to try to make up
for years of neglect.

“Areyou sure?’ Stella asked.

“Yes. What Ky said—it’snot al about me. I'm hurting her more by not seeing her.” Zori took aswalow
of juice. “1 didn't think of that. Is she at our—the house?’

“No, she'sstaying at Sprucewood; it'sin the directory.” Stellalooked asif she wanted to say more but
hesitated. Then she went on. “ She’ s been talking to her reatives, Zori, and she' s had some
disappointments. She wanted to move back downplanet—"

“Where the family edtateis,” Zori said, nodding. Shelooked at Toby. “I don’t want to—I don’t want to
leave Toby.”

“I don't think you need to worry about it,” Stellasaid. “ She'll tell you, I'm sure, but her family’ sbeing
difficult. Something about your father and the estates.” She glanced at the clock. “I’ ve got to get to the
office; fed freeto invite her over here”

Zori Sared at the contact number along time before calling.

“Zori, | don’t blame you.” Her mother wore asimple blue dressand no jewelry.
“I blame mysdf. | should have seen...l should have known...”
“ And then he would have hurt you. Zori, you were atiny child...it was better asit was.”

“| can’t believe that. Y ou were hurt—"



“Y ou don’t want to believe that. Zori, listen to me. Thiswas not the worst life, and you can have a better
one. Maybe with Toby, maybe with someone else. Y ou deserveit.”

“And what about you? | should take care of you—"
“No.” Her mother shook her head. “I am an adult. It'smy job to take care of mysdlf. I'll be fine—"
“Youwon't...what will you do?’

Her mother laughed, a genuine laugh. “ For onething, | won't let you run my life...Zori, rlax. Please. It's
true that my family are angry with me right now, and they don’t want me back home—back onplanet.
But | sill have some resources. I'll get by, and you'll finish school—"

“Y ou should movein here” Zori said. “ Stellawould let you—"

“No, you should move in with me,” her mother said. “Not because | want to keep you away from
Toby—heisindeed avery nice boy, quite suitable—but because you and | are afamily, al we have left
of what we had. Y et we don’t know each other that well, and we need to.”

Zori thought about it. “Would we go back to the house?’
“No. Never. That lifeisover. I've had dl your things moved into storage; we can rent an apartment—"

She didn’t want to move. She wanted to stay near Toby forever. Sheliked Stella. But it was hard, too,
living in the same apartment and yet not ever doing any of the things they weren't supposed to do. And
Stella probably wanted her to move out. ..

“I won't force you, Zori, but | think it would help you. And me.”

“I think s0, t00,” Zori said. She reached out, and her mother was there, holding her, both of them crying
alittle, but morein reief than pain.

Stella, at the office, stared at her comunit and bit her lip. Zori wastaking to her mother. She, Stlla, was
not talking to her own mother. She had to. She knew she had to. The white-hot rage she' d felt when
she'dfirst learned of her true parentage had long since died down to asullen glow.

But that sill |eft the dilemma. How honest could she be with awoman who had not been honest with her?
She no longer wanted to hurt Helen, but healing the breach between them would require honesty from
both of them. Could Helen stand that?

She checked the time zone for Vatta headquarters on Sotter Key. Early evening now. Helen might be
out to dinner, or shopping or...home.

She could not let Zori outdo her in courage. She opened acircuit to the system ansible and placed the
cal.

Asthework on Vanguard neared completion, Ky’ s days grew ever busier. She needed to bein at least
three places at once; she wanted to get the ships that were spaceworthy into training, she had to be
availablefor conferences with Moray and Moscoe government officials, and she was sure that the
admira’ s presence would speed work on Vanguard. Argelos and Pettygrew, because they had beenin
combat using the shipboard ansibles, took over much of thetraining. Ky had daily reports, and logged in



by ansible whenever she could, but she knew she needed experience in commanding from the CCC. Yet
she could not spare the time to be ferried to and from the dockyard to sit in the command seat while the
others worked on their assgnments.

Findly, Vanguard came back to Cascadia. Ky moved her gear back aboard. Her formerly spacious
guarterswere now the size of the captain’s cabin on Gary Tobai, but she didn’t care about that. She
wanted to run an exercise from the CCC as soon as possible. Though Turek had not sent another
broadcast, she knew his next attack could not be far away.

“Those shipsa Moray will bewithin days of completion by the time we can get there,” Ky said to her
assembled captains, some on Cascadia Station and some attending by ansible. “We can't afford more
than two days of exercises, they’ll beintense. Wecandegpin FTL.” A few groans, but no redl
resistance. In the presence of Cascadian ships and officers, the privateers had become competitive ship
handlers, determined to show that privateers weren't doppy merchanters. She passed out the updated
information she had on Moray’ s own defense system, the basic tactics used, the contact codesthey’d
been given. Moray Defense used clugters: two maniples per cluster, a cluster per sector, scattered
around the system and dependent on the system ansible for rapid communication. “Moscoe sgiven us
the entire Sector Twelveto play in; we' |l rendezvousthere at 1800.”

“Today?’ Coufa asked.
“Today,” Ky said. It was 1400. “Dismissed.”

She was as exhausted as the others when she finally gave the order to form up for jJump to Moray
System. But in those two days she had cometo fed that the forty-six ships under her command were
functioning as afighting unit, even the transports. Moray’ slast report before they entered FTL wasthat
construction proceeded normally and no threat showed.

“A lot can happen in twenty days,” Hugh Pritang said.

“We're asready aswe can be,” Ky said.

CHAPTER
TEN

Moray System, Tobados Yards. Military Division

Lozar Phittanji, Assembler Third on the second shift of number thirty dock, headed home at the end of
the shift with nothing more on his mind than whether Jari, hiswife, had brought home afish for the
betrothd feast. Though he would never rise above Assembler Third—as adevout Miznarii, he refused to
consider acrania implant, and more senior grades required implants—he had acomfortablelife,
especidly now that ship orders were up.

Besides, he had that small but very welcome stipend from the Faithful, making the betrotha feast
possible. And for nothing, really—for nothing but attaching afew tiny datadots to each ship he worked
on.



“Itisnothing harmful,” the Amadh of their local congregation had told him. “It will only tell Miznarii who
have alittle reader that the ship was partly built by Miznarii, that’sal. Y ou can see for yoursdlf.”

Lozar had taken the reader he was offered and passed it over the dot, and the message came up—the
quotation from the Book that ordered the people to use their own brains and not partake of machinery,
and the words*“ Thisvessel contains work made by the mind and hand of True Humans, the Faithful.”

So Lozar had attached many such dots to the ships he’ d worked on without anyone noticing: one near
the main hatch, one near the bridge. Y es, it was againgt the rules to attach any extraneous materialsto the
ship, but what harm could it do? Even if the infidels had readers and found the dots, even if they
determined who had placed them, his conscience was clear.

“Hey, Lozar, wait up!” Lozar glanced back. Gerry and David, both on his shift but non-Miznarii, were
amost jogging toward him. Though they were senior, thanksto their disgusting implants, he had cometo
consder them friends.

“Didn't | hear you say your daughter’ s betrotha dinner wastonight?’ Gerry asked.

“Man, you can't face something like that right after work. C'mon. We'll stand you around at the
Rigger’s Friend. Least we can do.” David patted Lozar’ s shoulder.

“But Jari told me to come straight home—"

“Wivesdwaysdo,” David said. “Bet you she doesn't redlly expect it, though. Mine never did. You're
facing thein-laws, right?'Y ou need alittle fortification. Jari doesn't redly want you around when she's
putting thefinal touchesto the dinner. What timeisit for, anyway?’

“Twenty hundred...later than usud becauseit’ sformd...”

“Then you have plenty of time.” David hung an arm across Lozar’ s shoulders. “And | promise, we' |l see
you get homeintimeto changeand dl that.”

Despite David' s assurance, Lozar left the Rigger’ s Friend so late that he had to take the shorter back
way through a service corridor—not gtrictly lega—and Jari glared when he camein.

She was hot nearly as annoyed as the subgtitute candy salesman at the cart parked in D-ring, Corridor
34—on the direct route between Lozar’ swork site and his gpartment, the route he took almost every
night.

Paddy Kendelmann looked at the daily statistics with half amind on his son’s school performance. He'd
paid for the enhanced student module for the boy’ simplant, but Paul still struggled with math, and the
teacher talked about specid testing and learning disabilities. Lisahad been furious, blaming the teacher
and Paddy dternately. If only he' d been put in the other class; if only Paddy had bought that enhanced
module the year before. ..

Now, that was odd. He pushed aside the problem of Paul’ s math performance and squinted at the
readout, where Dispatch had flagged certain entries. On a station this size, twenty deathsin a standard
day, plus or minusthree, was about right. Most were natura or accidentdl, the causes obvious. the very
old, the sick, the accidents that will happen anytime serious construction work is going on, the occasiona
drunken brawl or domestic dispute ending in death-by-intent, though not nearly the level it used to be.



But the past twenty-four hours had produced twenty-nine deaths, a notable bump. And here were three
unexplained deathsin previoudy hedlthy men of early middie age. Not accidents, not assaults, no red
reason...dl sudden desths, dead before the medics could arrive and do anything. Heart failure. Heart
falure, in men so young, men whose last medical checkup had been clean? Modern diagnogtics didn’t
missthings like that. No wonder Dispatch had flagged them for investigation.

And dl worked in the yards. Coincidence? It had to be coincidence, didn’t it?

But five lines down he saw another. A woman's sudden collgpsein apublic place, death too quick for
medical intervention. How common was that? Forty-year-old women—she was, or had been, an
accountant, Paddy noted, in the same firm one of the men had worked for—didn’t have sudden death
from undiscovered heart disease. Not in thisera. Not with mandatory health tests. ..

Lisaaways said he had a streak of paranoia, and right now that stresk was buzzing up and down his
spina cord, raising the hair on his neck. He initialed the autopsy requests, marked them URGENT, and
sent them on. The dead Miznarii’ sfamily would no doubt try to prevent the autopsy, but the law was on
hissde

Could this be related to the aert they’ d had three tendays before? He glanced at the master schedule.
They’ d been briefed that an attack might come when aframe of ships neared completion, and Frame Six
was within days of completion...they were expecting the customer to arrive to take ddivery.

Helooked at the list again. The dead Miznarii had worked on Frame Six and Frame Five both, as
assemblers. Another had worked only on Frame Five. But the other dead man had been aspecidist in
control systems, and he had worked on Frame Six.

Paddy pulled up the man’ srecord. Banamir Attanda, unmarried, no close reativesin Tobados Y ards
gtation. No obviouslegd problems...but hisfinancia records were peculiar. Everyone had had problems
in the dearth of ship ordersafew years past, but his balance had sunk faster than mo<t. . .faster than some
married men with children to support. It couldn’t be drugs, not with his performance reviews. Women?
Or gambling? It had to be one of those, Paddy thought.

Surveillance videosin theloca gambling hells showed Banamir’ sface at table after table. The uneasy
feding intengfied. Gamblers—serious gamblers—were easy to manipulae. They aways thought they had
asystem, but gambling led to debts—often large ones—and too often debtsled to embezzling.

Paddy shook his head as the files opened to show afamiliar pattern. Embezzling. . .then blackmail.

The question was, what had Banamir Attanda used to pay his gambling debts?

Vanguard dropped out of FTL flight at Moray System on schedule and in the approach vector Moray’s
defense command had requested, alow-relaive-ve ocity insertion at a high angleto the ecliptic, far out
on thefringes of the system, four light-hours from the primary. Ky, in the new combat command center,
stared at the duplicate scan displays. Shefdlt isolated, her familiar bridge crew replaced by specidists,
some borrowed from Cascadia, on duplicate scan stations. The only familiar face was Master Sergeant
Pitt, who' d asked permission to observe here. Mg or Douglas had elected to observe from the bridge, at
Hugh Pritang’ sinvitation.

As scans cleared from downjump turbulence, ship icons appeared, most—with wide uncertainty
bars—clugtered near the fourth planet and its shipyards. Until they had more information, al theicons
were neutral yellow. Behind Vanguard, more and more of Ky’ s fleet dropped out, their two stealthed



observation ships tucked neatly between larger vessels. Each ship reported in, and abroad vee of green
icons built behind her. They had kept excdlent formation; Ky tranamitted congratulationsto dl of them by
shipboard angble, then turned to the communications officer.

“Report our arrival to Cascadia”
He shook his head. “We re not getting an ansble signal, Admira.”
Ky looked a him. “No sysem ansbleat al?’

“Nothing. I’ ve pinged it...wewouldn’t get areply to that within a couple of hoursif the booster techis
down, but I'm thinking it's something el se. | can use the shipboard—"

“Firgt IDscoming up,” one of the scan techs reported. “ Uh-oh. Blueridge isared-tag, right?’

“They beat ustoit,” Ky said. “Use our onboard ansible; report that to Cascadia” That leisurely vigit with
the Mackensee commanders, that trip back to Cascadia, the time necessary to transfer ansibles from
Vanguard to the other privateers, to ingtall the CCC in Vanguard, dl had given the enemy timeto strike
itslogical target. They’ d warned Moray, but afew tendays wasn't time enough to develop aplan againgt
amassive invasion, especiadly when the enemy had onboard ansibles.

“If they have the ships—" someone muittered.

“All right...steady on. We need to know more before we chargein.” Acrossthe screen, iconsflared to
red. Some remained yellow. Those could be neutrals, or natives, or enemy not yet identified. The new
military-grade battle analysis computer, a gift from Cascadia, should give them better red-time dataon
the flow of battle...including the location and identification of outlying ships, presentedina3-D
holographic display. Ky wasn't sure she trusted it; the unit had been purpose-built to work with onboard
ansble dataas well as conventional scan data, and they’ d had so littletimeto test it—

“Anomdy here,” the scan tech pointed. “Mass congstent with small ship. Could be stedthed observer.”
“Probably is,” Ky said. “What' re we picking up on communications channels?’

“We ve got just one ansible tuned to the pirates’ channd set. A lot of chatter, can’'t understand it.
Lightspeed com will be old—"

Lightspeed would be, most likely, Moray’ s own defense services. “ Capture al we can, put someone on
it for history.” History might tell her how this had happened. She' d warned Moray Defense, before her
fleet |eft Cascadia, to be dert for attacks; they’ d said they were prepared, but they had refused to
release most of their plans until she arrived. Prudent, but now another complication. She could not
coordinate with them without knowing specifics.

Sheglanced a Yamini and Douglas, tiny icons on her command chair display. “ Recommendations?’
They had indsted on preparing two battle plansfor asimilar situation: arriving to find the pirates either
aready in possession of the yards, or just arrived in the system.

“Moredata” Yamini sad.
“I"d say plan C-one, in ten minutes, to collect alittle more data,” Douglas said.
“Two hours” Yamini said. “We |l have abetter picture—"

“Intwo hours, it could be over,” Douglas said. “| interpret the present ship positions asindicating combat



ongoing for at least four hours. Already, microjumping into position puts us a risk of weaponstracks. As
well, if they have stedthed observers, aswe think, the pirates now know wherewe are; if we sit here—"

Ky nodded. Space congested rapidly as a battle progressed, filling with the letha detritus that included
ordnance, fragments of blown ships and other structures...

“C-one, but twenty minutes,” she said. “ Preceded by atwo-light-minute dispersal jump...” If any of the
pirate shipsweren't fully engaged in the battle, if Turek had areserve, she needed to get her forceinto
unpredictable motion quickly. It would make recombination more difficult, but not beyond her captains
abilities. Thered problem—the one no one mentioned as the ships jumped on her order—wasthe
possihility of jJumping into the path of wegpons fired hours before. “ And we need to let Moray know who
we are, even if they don’t get the word for hours.”

“The enemy can pick up that transmission.”
“With any luck, the enemy is busy a the moment. Usetight-beam, the * Snowflower’ set.”

The dispersa microjump ended; al shipsreported in. Partrade, on Angelhair, had moved closest to
Tobados Y ards. “All the shipsin the yard appear to be there still,” he said. “I should be within two hours
of them.” A pause. “I...er...overjumped.”

Fatd, if he overjumped into one of their own ships. But no time now to regret the lack of training time,
thelack of cdibration she' d indsted on with her fird little group.

“Forward your scan data,” Ky said. “Then al captains—use your new scan data to refine your
microjump cdibration. Last chance.”

The data poured in; the new battle analysis computer combined datafrom Angelhair, their own stealthed
observer left back near the downjump exit, and al the other shipsto produce a best guess with narrower
uncertainty bars and the first movement cones. A debrisfield now blurred scan where the first contact
had come. One Moray cluster—ten ships—was smply gone. Others were fragmented; without the
system angble, they could not communicate well enough to coordinate their actions. Maniplestried to
hold together, within easy lightspeed communication, but this made them faiter targets for the enemy.

“He sthrown alot a them,” Douglas said. “We ve got.. .forty-eight enemy icons, at leadt. If haf those
ydlowsturnred, we'reinfor it.”

“WEl beinfor it worseif they get those warships,” Ky said. “ Except for the Bissonet ships, he' sgot the
same kind of ships our privateers have, and he’ sfought enough that they should aso be showing
structura problems by now.”

“Unless he picked up more military ships somewhere,” Douglas said. “But yeah, he needs more.”
“Coming up on twenty, Admird,” someone sad.

“Execute,” Ky said. “Thenrecdibrate.” 1t wouldn't be as good asif they’ d calibrated before the battle,
but it should hel p reduce some of theinaccuracies.

Vanguard skipped and then returned to normal space; new data popped up on the screens. Now some
thirty of the enemy ships hung less than alight-minute from the yard, their acceleration clearly marked on
the trace, while eight were poised on the far side of the debrisfield.

“Got voice recordings, Admiral,” one of the communicationstechs said. “Moray Defense chalenged an
agpparent officiad misson from the government that ordered the warships. Moray told them to hat and be



inspected at an outer Sation. They must have thought they might be chalenged, because that’ swhen
Turek’ sforce attacked the nearest cluster. Other Moray Defense clusters responded to that area, but
they camein sngly—Moray’slost haf itson-duty clusters at this point.”

“Defest indetail,” Y amini murmured. “And there' s nothing left to defend the yard; it' [l be over beforethe
other haf of their defense forceredlizesit’ s started.”

“We havethe locd codes,” Ky said. “And they have our beacon IDs. Send our shipsto their cluster
gations, use lightspeed com to tell them what’sgoing on...”

“Andtdl themto dowhat?’ Yamini asked. “ Their doctrine would have them support the cluster under
attack; that’s how the closest ones got hammered.”

“Tell them to gtick with our ships—follow their orders—because otherwise they’ re dead or useless.”
“Moray’syeling for help—they’ ve picked up our closest ships' beacons...”

“Tel them we re here, and we |l engage shortly. Wait—what are those ships leaving the Sation?’
Seventeen blips, none with working beacons, had lifted from the station an hour ago, in no particular
formation. “ Are they Moray-crewed, or what?’

“There saproblem...alot of radio chatter | don’t understand it al. Sabotage, they think, but
as0...some hotheads took some ships out to fight off the invaders, only the shipsaren't really
commissoned.”

“Which iswhich?’ Ky asked. Scan recognized the ships aslarge, some of them as armed, weagpons hot.
If those were the enemy...half her own shipswere now dispersed to offer support and communications
to surviving Moray clusters. Some of those were beginning to move together, following Ky’ s battle plan.

“Eight have crew, they think. Not trained crew, though. Dockyard workers, riggers and the like. The
others are under some kind of remote control.”

“Can they blow them from the station? How long ago did they undock?’ Ky touched her own scan
controls, enlarging and shrinking until she found the views she wanted, estimates of the ships' velocity,
acceleration, course.

“They don’t want to destroy them, they’ re saying—those are brand-new warships, worth afortune—"

“Idiotdl” They could lose not just ships, but the station, the entire system, if the enemy got away with
those ships. But her force was now engaged...some of it. Those shipsweren't her problem yet...even
without proper beacon IDs, they were pinned on scan. Without working weapons systems, they could be
blown anytime. More important to get Turek and his ships.

Tobados Yards

Lozar woketo the blare of emergency sirens, with Jari pulling at hisarm. His head felt the size of ahumri
drum, and pounded like one, too.

“Waasgoin' on?" he muttered.

“What’ sgoing on isthat you and that bunch of unbeliever ruffiansyou drink with camein staggering
drunk last night....you went out again after the betrothal dinner...and now there' s an emergency—"

“My head hurts—’



“I hopeit burdts,” Jari said.
He peered up at her. Shelooked really angry, not mild and forgiving asawife should.

“Y ou disgraced the family. Y ou brought those men home; you insgsted they stay to dinner; if Pasandir
breaks the betrotha it would not surprise me—"

“They were happy for me; they are my friends—"

“And you smelled of liquor even before the dinner began. How could you?’ Shelooked ready to cry
now. Jari crying had aways melted his heart. “ And they aren’t even believerst How can you call them
friends?’

Lozar rolled over and pushed himsdlf up to Sit on the edge of the bed. Pain lanced through hiseyebals.
What had he drunk, after they headed out to celebrate? Something they called “shiny bock”? Why hadn't
he stuck to the same green Stellar Specid he was used to?

“Hurry up,” Jari urged. “Whatever it is, it' simportant.”

“I’'m coming...” Hetried to stand, staggered onto her; ahard ebow in the ribsfinaly got him upright. “I
need ashower.”

“Notime. Thered lightsareflashing.”

A serious emergency, then. He ssumbled into the’ fresher, his somach churning, and threw up a
foul-smelling mess. Heran the water as hard asit would go, just to rinse off the smell, and put on the
clothes Jari held out while till damp.

“Here,” shesaid, ill grim-faced, holding out abulb of black liquid. No need to ask if she' d sweetened it
or put in the ssomach-protecting powder: he' d haveto drink it black and bitter asthe regrets of afoal,
whichiswhat hefdt like,

It ran down histhroat in afiery, acidic wave, shocking him more awvake. Helooked again at hiswife, his
wifewhom heloved. “I'm sorry,” he sad.

“You'reagood man, Lozar,” shesaid. “But you'retoo easily led.” She sniffed. “Friends, indeed.”

They were friends, but he wasn’t going to argue. Not al the humods were bad people, the part of them
that was people. It was only the nonhuman part that was bad.

He hurried out of the gpartment and down the passage toward his emergency station, his head till
pounding. What was going on? Around him, others hurried aswell, just likein drills, but traffic thinned
even as he neared dockside. His emergency station, across the construction arm from hisworkplace,
served shipswithin days of launch.

“Youlook like you was run over by acargo lift,” Gerry said. Gerry looked disgustingly fit, to Lozar's
gaze, only alittle red around the eyes.

“How much did wedrink?’ Lozar asked.

“You,” David said, coming up on hisother side. “ The right question is how much did you drink, and the
answer is, you tried to match us. Y ou know you can't do that, not without an implant to detox for you.”

“You need atab,” Gerry said. “Here—" With aquick look around for any proctors, he unpeeled atab
and pushed it into Lozar’ s hand.



“It'snot alowed,” Lozar began. Itslittle cloud of short-lived nannites was just another form of
humodification, according to their cleric.

“It'san emergency. What kind of god isit that won't forgive you when it’s an emergency? C' mon,
Lozar, we need you dert, and you ain’t within akilometer of dert.”

Lozar pamed the tab into his mouth. Heimagined he could fed theillicit little demons—they were, in the
Law, the same as demons—crawling through histaste budsinto his bloodstream. He shuddered. In
moments, the sour taste in his mouth vanished; his ssomach no longer burned; his vision sharpened.

“Did that have other—"

“Oh, jugt alittle stimulant. No, | promise you, the nannies are short-timers. Gonein five minutes.”
“I haveto pee,” Lozar said aminute or so later.

“Andthat’ll bedl of it,” David promised.

The sirens stopped while he was in the crank; he came out to the mutter of low voices, the rustle of
clothing and shuffle of feet on the decks.

“Phittanji! Over herel” His shift bosswaved. “We need dl you fellows without implants...”

Some scut work no doubt, something low-level for the supposedly handicapped pure humans. Lozar
looked around for Gerry and David, but they werein another group now.

“Thisisan attack, not adrill,” his shift boss said. “ Remember that broadcast? They want our ships—we
think they’re trying to control them remotely, and we have to stop them. Thefirst peoplewe sent in
collgpsed—apparently there’ s some kind of eectronic attack aimed at crania implants. Y ou Miznarii
don’'t have to worry about that. We need you to get aboard and disable the controls.”

Lozar' s stomach clenched. He looked sideways. Simsan Attara, amember of his congregation, looked
back, face shining with pride. Real humans were going to do what humods couldn’t...Miznarii were
about to be the heroes, about to be recognized. ..

“If you can figure out what' s causing the attack on implants,” their shift bosswent on, “turn it off. Destroy
it. Does't matter how much damage you do; we can't let these guys get the ships.” He glanced down at
adatapad in his hand. “ Gottlin and Pelinnha, take Dock One. Serranjaand Metablos, Dock Two...” As
he cdled the name, Miznarii at the front of the group moved up, picked up some kind of tool case, and
headed down the row to the designated docking spaces.

Lozar, at the back of the group, went to Dock Thirty with Veengji Pestanza, trying to remember the shift
boss hasty ingtructions. Turn on the E-scanner on entry, report any anomalies, moving directly from the
entry to the control nexi in the ship’ saxis. Behind them trailed an insulated cablelike adick black tail: a

hardened communi cations line supposedly proof againgt EC interference.

Veengi, nurang his damaged arm in ading, held the hardened communications device; Lozar carried the
toolcase and its probe. The probe bleeped; Veengi turned to look. “What' s that?”

Lozar grinned at VVeengji, and gestured for him to kill the microphone.
“It'sproof aMiznarii worked on the ship,” he said.

“How did you know that?’ Veengji asked.



“I putit there,” Lozar said, feding once more that little surge of pride. “I put them on every ship, likea
sedl that says, A Miznarii worked here. That it doesn’t take humods to build spaceships.”

“Let mesee” Veengi said. Lozar put the probe directly on the datadot and turned the screen so Veengji
could read it.

“It doesn’t say we worked oniit,” Veengji said.
“Of courseit does,” Lozar said. “I’veread them; our Amadh showed me.”
“Look.”

On the screen, ingtead of the pious message Lozar had seen before, lines scrolled past:...STATUS
SECTION 14.3 COMPLETE, STATUS SECTION 14.4 COMPLETE, STATUS SECTION
14.5...CONTROL INITIATION CODE 112, CODE 297, CODE 410...

“What isthat?’ Lozar asked. Hisbdly clenched; hefdt cold al over.
“Nothing good,” Veengji said. “Lozar...what did you do?’

“I didn’'t,” Lozar said, but his clammy handstold him he had. “Elder Marjeetold me | should talk to our
Amadh, and he said for this service to the Faithful, | would be paid alittle for my trouble and therisk |
wastaking—"

“But you...but this...Lozar, these things you put—how many?—they’ re harming the shipsl”
“I don’'t understand,” Lozar said.
“How many?’ Veengi demanded.

“Uh...one by the entry hatch, so the Faithful coming aboard—" The expression on Veengi’ sface
stopped him. “Uh. .. atogether...seven. One here, oneblessing...er...one on the casing for each control
nexus, one on thebridge...”

“Burnit out,” Veengi said, hisvoice harsh. “Burnthem dl out, quickly! | can’'t believe you—and they’ll
think we all—Lozar, you are s0...50 stupid!” He yanked on the trailing cable. “1 have to think how to say
it 0 they don’'t blame usadl.”

Ears burning, Lozar pushed the nozzle of the probe onto the datadot and pushed the button he' d been
told to. Something cracked, and atrickle of smoke rose. He moved on into the ship, to the next site, half
scared and haf angry. Had the Amadh lied to him? Surely not: holy men did not lie. Had someonelied to
the Amadh? That must beit. Miznarii did not lie; Miznarii did not bresk the law; Miznarii did not bresk
evenrules...the memory of the tab he had taken, the demonic nannites he'd put in his mouth, rose to
mock that assertion.

The probe blegped again, thistime at a cross-corridor. He had placed no datadots here. He ran the
probe up thewalls and found something that showed up on the screen assEMP EMITTER: STRENGTH
9.2. He wanted to ask Veengji what to do but VVeengji had not come with him. He decided to burn it out,
whatever it was. The probe found another on the other side of the passage, and then another—four in all.
He burned them dl. Now the screen said NO FURTHER EMP RISK. Surely that was something he
should report. Maybe workers with implants could come aboard now.

Maybe now his handcom would work. Lozar pulled it out, flicked it on, and thelittle light came up, bright
and blue. But they hadn’t given him a.code number to call; they’ d just said the handcoms wouldn't work



if implantsdidn’t.

CHAPTER
ELEVEN

H ewas gill wondering whether to call when he heard footsteps coming. Lots of footsteps. Veengji at
last...but when helooked, it was not Veengji. Gerry and David and two younger men he'd seeninthe
Rigger’s Friend but didn’t know—all carrying tool-caseslike his. “David,” he sad. “Gerry—I do not
think it will hurt you now; | burned out the. ..the EMP emitter.”

Gerry sighed; David shook hishead. *Y ou poor stupid Mizzie bastard,” Gerry said. “Y ou don't even
know what you' ve done.”

“And now we' rein trouble because you' re our drinkin’ buddy,” David said. “ Other guys got assigned to
wespons, backup to Station Defense; they might even get to shoot at somethin’ with real actual missiles.
We get stuck comin’ in here after you. By the time we get back, there won't be any weagpons positions
left...”

“Buford, take histoolcase,” Gerry said. Buford douched forward.
Lozar clutched the toolcase to his chest. “1 didn’t mean anything bad! The Amadh said—"
Buford spat. “Amadh! That dimebal! Bastard sold out the station—"

Gerry put up hishand. “Buford, don’t talk trash about religion. It may not be our religion, and it may bea
stupid religion to us, but Lozar takesit serioudy.”

Lozar saw sympathy in Gerry’ sface; it moved him to explain. “He said it was just to show that Miznarii
could build ships—at least in part—without modification. He showed me the dot readouts, they said we
had worked on the ships, and that was dl—"

“But that’s not what they say now, isit? How do you think that happened?’
“I don't know,” Lozar said. Hefdt hollow insde. “1 didn't do it; that’sdl | know...”
“Areyou sure the dots you placed dl read the same as the one he showed you? Did you read them al?’

Lozar stared. “1—of course not. | do not have a dot-reader at home, and | could not take the time at
work. Surely you do not think the Amadh—"

“What doesit matter?’ Buford said, shifting hisfeet. “1 don’'t care which Mizziedid it. Fact is, the
shipsredl infected—’

“Takeit easy, Buford,” David said. “Let theman talk.”
“Did you get therest of "em on thisship?’ Gerry asked.
“Not yet,” Lozar said. “My detector bleegped, and | found four EMP emitters here, at this crossway.”

“We oughta beat the stuffin’ outtathis Mizzie bastard,” Buford said. The other man, who hadn’t said



anything yet, nodded, fists bunched.
“Just hold on there, boys,” David said. “ Other things re more important right now.”

“Comeon, Lozar,” Gerry said. “ Show us where those other dots are; we'll help you burn’em out. Well
worry about who did what later.”

Lozar ==t off toward the core control nexi, very aware of the four big determined men behind him. He
could hear Gerry and David both muttering into handcoms. He felt worse and worse. He could imagine
what Jari would say; he could imagine the betrothal dissolving, his poor daughter remaining unmarried for
life because of her father’ s disgrace. Worse, he could imagine the anger of the non-Miznarii, so obvious
in Buford...hisfamily abused, even killed, because of what he' d done.

When they arrived at the centra core of the ship, he saw that bulkhead panels now covered the nexus
pod coverswhere he' d put the datadots; they had to pop each pand off and then locate the dots with the
probes.

“We ought to strip these messages,” David said. “Have arecord of what it said.”
“Why?" Buford asked. “ Faster we scorch ’em, sooner we can get back—"

“Maybeit’ll help on the other ships,” Gerry said. “Just afew seconds can’'t hurt.” He plugged a
dot-reader onto the dot, and his handcom into the dot-reader. 1’ ve got it going straight to Security.
Lozar, show Buford the next one.”

Grumbling, Buford did the same as Gerry. “Go on,” he said. “ Take Bub here to the next.”

They were hdfway through burning the nexus dots when a mechanica voice announced: “ Sedsclosngin
five...four...three...”

“What?' David whirled to look at Lozar. “What' d you do?’

“I didn’'t do anything...I’m just sanding here—"

“Sedlsclosed...secured....”

Down the passage, Gerry and the other two came running. “What' d you do—what happened?’
“Nothing,” David said. “ Ship sedled itsdlf, | reckon. Or someone at dockside did it.”

“Worst case, whatever was going on finished and now the bad guys have control—"

“Thebridge,” David said. “WEe ve got to get to the bridge.” He looked at Buford and Bubba. “Y ou
two—you know where to ook for the nexus datadots now. Keep going. We' retakin’ Lozar to the
bridge”

The ship shuddered. David and Gerry looked at each other. “Now,” Gerry said. “C mon, Lozar.”

They ran upship, taking the direct route aong the core, past the CCC, past the environmental tanks, past
the mountsfor the forward wegpons. David smacked the controls for the personnel uptube, but Gerry
shook hishead. “1 don’t trust any of that now,” he said. “Whoever’ s doing this has to know we ve
burned some dots, they know someone' sinside. They could trap us...”

“And we don't have our full kits, right.” They turned away from the uptube and went up aladder.
Suddenly the ship seemed to lurch, and Lozar’ sfeet lifted off the rungs. Above him, Gerry seemed to be



lyingonair.

“Oh, bugger,” David said from behind him. “They’ re playing with the artificid gravity. Lucky if they don't
hit uswith hypergrav in afew seconds...hold on with something...”

They’ d made it to the deck below the bridge when gravity returned as suddenly asit had disappeared.
Lozar dipped and landed hard on the deck. David and Gerry merely staggered. “Here,” Gerry said,
offering Lozar ahand up. “Implant compensators. ..too bad you don’'t have one.”

“The other ships?’ he asked.
“Don’t know,” David said. “When the ship sedled, we lost contact. If it' slaunched itself—"

Lozar made the connection himsalf. A sealed ship ran on its own internal power, or had none. Thelights
were on; air moved out of the ventilation grillesthey passed. So at |east the insystem drive was up, and
that meant. . .that could mean...they were out in space, undocked, going...who knew where?

“Wetold’ em what we found here,” Gerry said. “Veengi had dready reported on the datadots and how
many, and some of the other teams had found dots on the other ships—I heard that dockside—so
maybe they were disabled elsewhere faster, and those ships are safe...”

“Wearen't safe,” Lozar whispered.

“No, but we also aren’t bored,” David said. “Whatever you say about today, it’ s not the same old same
old.” Hegrinned a Gerry. “Remember that old story | told you about in Rigger’ s last week?’

Gerry scowled. “If you mean that grandstander talking about a good day to die—"
David spread his hands. “What dse? And if it hasto be—"
“Death in the protection of true humanity isagreat boon,” Lozar offered.

“I wouldn't exactly cdll it aboon,” David said, Sarting up the last ladder; they should come out in the
bridge vestibule. “But if you haftadie, you might aswdll find areasoninit.”

“My wifeisnot going to be happy about this” Gerry said. “ Shari’ stold metime and again not to get
mixed up in any dare-devil stuff.”

“Youdidn't exactly ask for it,” David said. Lozar knew that David' s wife had died seven years before;
he himsalf had never met the woman, but from everything he' d heard she’ d been as good awife asan
unbeliever could be. “ She'll forgive you.”

Gerry shook hishead. Lozar thought of his own wife again with apang of guilt. Would Jari forgive him?
Would his daughters and hisin-laws? Would the Almighty?

Then they were on to the bridge deck; in thelittle vestibule, and the bridge hatch itsalf was il open.
“Where sthe dot up here, Lozar?’

Lozar looked around. A ot more had been fitted into this space than bulkheads. ..communications
equipment, seats for future crew covered with protective wrap, connectors for equipment that hadn’t
been ingtaled yet. The entire vestibule had been open then.

“|—I’"m not sure.”



“Probe should find it,” David said, waving hisaround. “ There...”

Gerry had moved past David and now entered the silent bridge, about half its displayslit. In the center, a
holo modd of the station seemed to float in midair, little bright shapes around it.

“Lookit that,” David said. He had burned the last dot, and now hung over the waist-high railing with
Gerry. “That' sthe station....and where are we? Oh.”

Onetiny shape wore agold halo. David pointed &t it.
“Bugger,” Gerry said. “We re undocked.”

Lozar looked around. He had never been on the bridge of a completed ship before. So many displays,
S0 many instruments, so many chairs. On storycubes, bridge crews mostly consisted of a captain seated
inabig fancy chair. Likethat one...Lozar went closer. Under the protective wrap, he could see athin
wand inits deeve. He knew at once what it was. the command wand, famousin so many storycubes for
bresking, falling, or faling into the wrong hands. For an ingtant, he had afantasy of picking it up, Sttingin
that chair, and...and what? Saving the ship? Saving the sation? What would the Almighty want him to
do? Only those with implants could work ship controls, he' d dways been told.

“Gerry? David?’ He hated the way his voice wavered.

They turned. “| found the captain’schair,” Lozar said.

“Won't do us much good,” Gerry said. “None of us knows squat about running aship.”
“We cantry,” David said. He ripped off the protective cover. “Look, here' sthe thingie—"
“David, you aren’t serious—"

“Gerry, we' re on awarship out in space with no trained crew, and the bad guys are running the ship.
Soundslike atimefor initiativeto me.”

“Y ou read too many of those old books,” Gerry said.

David was dready in the seat; with hisweight on the cushion, Satuslightsin the armrest cameon, and a
screen rose out of the deck to position itsdf in front of him. “Thisis even better than the holosim,” he
sad. “Watch this—" He did the command wand out of its sheath. “ There' s gottabe ad ot around here
someplace.”

“David, | don't think you should—"
“Aha” David pushed the wand into adot in the console.

AUTHENTICATION REQUIRED appeared on the screen. INPUT LICENSE NUMBER WITHOUT
PUNCTUATION.

“Damn,” David said. “| don’t have acaptain’slicense.”
“Toldyou,” Gerry sad.

“But | do have atradelicense...let’ssee” David stuck out histongue, concentrating, and entered along
numeric sring.

“It won't work,” Gerry said. Lozar agreed slently. A Rigger Onelicensewasn't acaptain’slicense...



The screen flickered briefly, then WELCOME ABOARD CAPTAIN DAVID R. WATSON.
CAPTAIN ON DECK. CAPTAIN'S ORDERS TAKE PRECEDENCE.

“Told you back,” David said. “It doesn’'t know one license from another; it just needs numbers.”
“David, you aren’t acaptain...you don’'t know—"

“I'am now,” David said, grinning. “Would you look at that!” The display in front of him had amenu of
choices, including ARM WEAPONS and RAISE SHIELDS. He touched RAISE SHIELDS, and other
screens around the bridge came dive. “ Gerry, get over there—" He pointed. “That chair. Y ou're going
to be my weapons officer—’

“David, you're crazy. | don’t know anything about—"

“The ship doesn’'t know that. Lozar, | don’t want you near any wegpons, but | need someone on drives.
That's...lemme see...over there”

Lozar went to the seat David had indicated. His mind whirled uselesdy, like achild' s holiday top. David
wasn't aship captain. Gerry wasn't awesgpons expert, and anyway the ship’s weapons hadn’t been
mounted yet.

“Hey, Gerry!” came ahall from the passage. “ Y ou'll never guess what we found—" Buford strode onto
the bridge. “Oh, wow! Lookit thig! It' slike a storycube only better!”

“I amthe captain, | amthe captain!” David haf sang, laughing. “ The shipbrain accepted my trade license,
can you believe? Boys, we got us ared spaceship!”

“What we' vegot isared mess” Gerry said from the other side of the bridge. “David, you have gone
plumb off your rocker. We re stuck on a ship none of us knows how to use, and it's controlled by
whoever’ sinveded us...”

“It'snot,” David said. “Y ou saw that message. Captain’s aboard, captain’s orders take precedence.”
“Never mind that,” Buford said. “We found the weapons.”
“What weapons?’

“Wall, they look like wegpons. The onesin the storycubes. There' s one of those big long thingswith
power warning stickersall over it. The mounts at this end of the ship are empty, but at the back—"

“Where' s Bubba?’

“I'm here, Uncle Gerry. | went lookin’ for more weapons and found racks of these long tube things, and
some holesto put them in—1'1l bet they’ re missles.”

“Don't touch those,” Gerry said. Lozar saw the look that passed from Buford to Bubba.
“Er...Uncle Gerry...wekind of aready did, sort of.”
“What did you do?’

“Wadll...wethought if they were missiles, then they ought to be in the missile tubes where we could fire
'em. And Buford sort of thought he' d seeif the missile control station was active—"

“Am?,



“It wanted somekind of ID,” Buford said. “So | input my station ID, and that did it.”
“Boys, you don't even know how to aim the things—"

“It'seasy, Uncle Gerry,” Bubba said. “ There' sthis screen with little ship icons and crosshairs and
everything, just likeagame”

Lozar’ smind clicked on again. “ These men—you aretheir uncle?’

Gerry grunted. “My sister’ s boy, Buford Claiborne. My brother’ sboy, Bubba...well, hisrea name's
Beauregard Eudtis, but we cal him Bubba.”

“And hisreal name s Gee-yorgy-ih Ham-ed-car D—’
“Shut your mouth, Buford,” Gerry said. “Y ou can't even pronounce it right yoursdlf.”

“All of you shut up,” David sad. “I gottafigure out wherewe regoin’ and where we want to go. And if
we can talk to anybody...”

“Thisisthe communicationsboard, isn't it?’ Bubbaasked. “I’ll bet | can makeit work...” Heleaned
over the seat and poked at the controls. “ Dang, it wants another number.”

“Just make one up,” Buford said. “It won't know the difference.”

Bubba tapped at the board. “Y up. Here it comes...Uncle Gerry, should | put it on speaker?’
“Might aswell,” Gerry sad.

“—hear this? Can you hear this? Ship that wasin Dock Thirty, can you hear—7?’

Bubba leaned closer, both hands splayed out on the console for balance. “I can hear...who' sthis?”’
A burgt of gatic, then: “Take your fat finger off the TRANSMIT, you idiot!”

“There’ s no need to be rude,” Bubba said, and took one hand off the console. To the others, he said,
“How’m | supposed to know which isthe TRANSMIT button?’

“Who am | talking to? Who'sin charge?’ demanded the voice.

Before Bubba could reply, David fumbled on the armrest of the captain’s chair. A microphone rose from
the back of the chair and curved around to his mouth. “ Thisis Dave Watson, Rigger One on Frame Six.
Wegot al the dots burned out.”

“Wherée sthe Miznarii spy? Is't he on your ship?’

Lozar froze asfour pairs of eyesstared at him. “I’m not—" he started to say, but hisvoice faltered.
David sad, “Lozar’ snot aspy. He sjust anidiot. He didn’t know what he was doing.”

The voice still sounded angry. “Y ou just say that because—"

“| say that because | know him; he' sour friend. Come on, we got him drunker’ n spit last night, and had
to listen to the whole story of how his second daughter landed the son of somebody important in their
congregation, and how this meant his wife wouldn’t have to suck up to someone else' swife, and dl the
way back to the girl he didn’t marry because her father thought he wasn't good enough. And he was
hungover thismorning. ..you can't fake that, not that green look around the mouth and the red eyes. And



since we' ve been on the ship he’ sbeen just...an idiot. He thought the datadots were harml ess messages
to other Miznarii.”

“Messages to someone, and not harmless,” the voice said. “We want you to put him in confinement and
come back here so we can take him in for interrogation.”

Lozar hunched in hischair. He could imagine dl too well what that would be like.

David looked at him, and then a Gerry, and then over a Buford and Bubba. “Y ou’d beusin’ what kind
of interrogation?’

“Whatever it took. Hell, the Mizzie deserves a mindwipe and a scutter implant, for what hedid...”
Again glances passed back and forth. David cleared histhroat. “Well, you know, there’ sa problem.”

“What problem?1 can tell you how to link the ship to the station traffic control computer; it'll bringitin.
Just don't | et that Mizzie touch any controls.”

“See, thethingis,” David said dowly, “the ship thinks I’ m the captain.”
“You?’ thevoicesad. “You aen't acaptan!”

“I am now,” David said. “ Seems the ship just wanted a license number to hand the controls over to me,
and my Rigger Onelicense did thetrick. And Buford and Bubba here, they’ ve activated the wespons
controls and communications, and Gerry’ sgot shields, and old Lozar’ son drives, so thething is...l don't
think this ship’sgonnajust roll over for any traffic control computer.”

“But you have to make it—you can’'t bring it in by yoursdlf; you don’t know how.”
“I don't wantto bring itin,” David said.
“You'reoneof them?’ The voice roseto ashriek.

“Don’t be stupid,” David said. “I’m not one of those damned pirates or whatever, and | sureain’'t a
Miznarii. But we have invadersin the system, and | have awarship and a crew and some wegpons—"

“Y ou have weapons?

“And if the bad guysthink this ship isempty, maybethey’ || come close enough we can blow their heads
off.”

“You...that'sinsane”

Gerry nodded vigoroudy from his seet, but with agrin on hisface. David’ s grin was even wider.
“Hey, Thirty!” That wasanew voice. “Thisis Seventeen—you gonnago fight?’

“Isthat you, Allen?’ Buford asked.

“Yeah, it sme. We got sedled in—you too? Beth and me, Rutaand Ferris, and Smram—he' saMizzie
but he' s people, whatever they say on the station. Would you believe the ship took my license and made
me captain! We got aforward beam, too: what’ ve you got?’

“Stern beam, at least one, and some missiles.”

“I"'ve got awhole dew of mines,” another voice chimed in. “Hemry here, in Eleven. But I’m not the



captain. Lee got herefirs.”

A gravdly voice brokein. “ John, let your captain do the talking; | need you down there figuring out how
to launch those damn things. Hey, David, how’sit goin’ ? Georgeis here and we' ve got Durgin, Burrdl,
and Hetcher with us. It slike a Swords meeting.”

“Bequiet!” That wasthe gation again. “None of you are going anywhere; none of you know how to—"

“We rewadtin’ time,” yet another voice said. Precise, adifferent accent than the others. “ Jody here, on
Ten. Bill’ sherewith me; we ve got Krigtine, the Schwartzes, and the Bonds. Swords of the Spaceways!

“James on Ning; Rachdl’ s here of course, and the Kercheva s and Godwin. Swords forever!”

“Underwood on Twenty-two. | never thought I’ d get to be a spaceship captain for rea! May and
Nazarian are with me. Have we got the whole club? En garde, mes amis!”

“Twenty-eight, Hise here. I’m not sure how to run thisthing but it took my number.”

“Of courseyou can, Tom. Let metake over communications... Gorlison seemsto be our pet Mizzie, and
we ve got Smith, Susan, Esther, and Clough from the club and afew others.” Lozar recognized Jan's
voice.

“Will you dl shut up and listen!” The station again. Lozar watched David and Gerry just laugh. It wasthe
Stationmaster himself now; they shouldn’t be laughing.

“Latner here with Twenty-six. We have Richerson and the Zrubeks from the club. No, wait, Julia s here
too. And Madeleine. Swords forever!”

“Mostly the Swords of the Spaceways club,” David said. “I guessthat figures. All the ships undocked?’

“No, Seventeen,” Lee said. “But only eight have our people on’em. The rest are still docked, but three
more have sedled up, and there’ s no communication with them yet. Must not’ ve reached the bridge.
Say...isit truethe Mizzie on your ship isthe one who put the dotsin?’

“Hesaysso,” David said. “But he didn’t know what they were.”
“Station wants him bad,” Lee said.
Lozar hunched lower in his seet, watching David.

“They can't have him,” David said. “ He s not the brightest egg in the carton, but I'm not turning any
friend of mine over to be mindwiped and forcibly implanted, no matter how stupid heis. It wasn't his
fault; he was duped.”

“Can we get video with thisthing?” Allen asked. “| want to seethisbozo.”

“Come on, Lozar, nobody’ sgoing to hurt you,” David said. On shaky legs, Lozar made hisway around
the centra display tank to the communications console.

“I’'ve seen you before,” Allen said, when Lozar cameinto vid pickup range. Lozar barely remembered
the balding redhead. Behind him, athin woman with curly blond hair leaned for alook.

“Oh—I know you,” she said. “Isn’t your wife, Jari, on the Corridor Four children’ s activities committee?
Andisn’t Mir your younger daughter? Our Meg isafriend of hers”



“That settlesit,” Allen said with alaugh. “We can't let anyone do anything to Lozar. Meg would have a
fit”

Lozar remembered the blond woman and her redheaded daughter. “Please,” he said. “ Take care of my
wife, my daughters—’

“Can'tdothat,” Allen said. “We rein the same Situation you are...al aboard the one-way express.”

“Oh, Allen, don't bethat way.” The blond woman nudged him, then smiled into the vid pickup. “Lozar,
don’'t worry. Even if we don’'t make it back, Meg won't let anything happen to your daughter.”

“But if people hate Miznarii...because of me...”

“Don’t worry about it. They won't take it out on her. Meg won't let them. And most people aren't like
that anyway.”

“She may not ever marry—"
“Isshepretty?’ Buford putin. “1I’d marry her if | get back dive—"
“Buford!” Gerry said. He sounded shocked.

Lozar was shocked. His daughter marry an unbeliever? He hardly listened to the banter that passed back
and forth among captains Watson, Hartman, Martindale, Fawcett, Underwood, Skes, Latner, and Hise,
except to note that they kept making referencesto the long-running seria Swords of the Spaceways.

“Weredly ought to have somekind of plan,” Gerry said suddenly. “Thosethingsare alot closer.”

“Ram’em,” David said. “ That dwaysworksin the vid cubes. Lozar! Give usfull speed ahead or
whatever that is...Sraight at "em.”

Lozar looked at the controls, none of which said anything like “full speed ahead.” He prodded one diding
bar tentatively. On the screen in front of him, colored bars climbed up a set of lines, both with scaleshe
couldn’'t read. He nudged the bar farther. It stopped. On one side was ared button with OVERRIDE
engraved in the top and awarning notice besideit: OVERRIDING AUTOMATED ACCELERATION
LIMITSISNOT RECOMMENDED. REQUIRES CAPTAIN'SAUTHORIZATION.

“Itwon't let me makeit faster unlessyou say it'sal right,” Lozar said.
David touched acontral. “Try it now.”

Lozar pushed the red button, which lit up from insde; ametallic voice said, “Warning. Max acceleration
approved. Warning. Take hold.”

“What are they thinking?” Mgor Douglas said. He knew from experience that if he'd beeninthe CCC
he would not have had as good aview of scan—everything was angled for the admird’s
convenience—and besides, he could comment to Hugh Pritang without distracting Admiral Vatta. The
scan data on two of the rigger-crewed ships showed them accelerating rapidly straight toward two of the
pirate ships. “ That'sastupid course; they’ re dead meat—"

“They’re not trained, Moray Command says,” Hugh said. “1 don’'t know why they didn’t go back and let
someone with expertisetake over...”



“Look, there goes another one—" Thistime on adifferent course, apparently trying for another one of
the attacker groups. “ And those—" That for agroup moving together, away from the combat zone
toward the jump point.

“Uncrewed. Command thinksthey’ re controlled by the pirates, due to some kind of sabotage—" Hugh
paused to acknowledge Ky’ s order to microjump into attack position on the raiders.

“Too bad theriggersdidn’t just blow them up.”
“They seem to have asuicide wish. Like something out of an entertainment vid.”

“Maybethey’ re Romantics, like Teddy,” Lee put in. Douglas looked at the pilot sharply, but Hugh shook
his head. Nothing would convert Leeto full military courtesy.

“Riggers?| wouldn’t think so,” Hugh said. “I’ve met alot of that sort and they’ re usudly solid,
sensble—wadll, except when drinking. But they do watch alot of commercid entertainment, and if that's
al they know about tactics—"

Vanguard, in concert with six other privateers and one Cascadian ship, now had a good angle on ten of
the enemy. Hugh nodded to Vanguard’ s weapons officer, and the ship quivered as the forward batteries
launched. The enemy’ s counterlaunch came afull second after their own, and they were no longer there
to receiveit. Four of the enemy shipstook damage; none of their own had more than a sparkle on the
shidds.

“Seems odd not to have Ky—the admira—on the bridge,” Hugh said. “ She' s better than | am—"

Douglas shook his head. “That looked good to me; we' re ill in one piece. Her ship dispositions seem
odd—dispersed like this—but they work. I'm till not used to having instantaneous communication.” He
looked back at scan, relayed now from Baskerville sship, closeinto Tobados Yards. “Damn.” Thefirst
of the rigger-crewed ships came under fire, its shields sparkling as pirate missiles struck them. “Wdll, a
least they havetheir shidds up, and they got some off—" Launch signatures, multiple. “Wonder what
fusing optionsthey’ d used....if they’ ve even heard of fusing options.”

“There sanother—" Now four of the eight rigger-crewed ships were engaged, though their methods
made Hugh wince. “They have no idea how to range their shots, do they?’

“Why don't they engage their targeting computers?” Douglas said. “ That’ sagood strong beam; they
might even burn out ashidd with it—"

“They probably don’t know they have targeting computers—" Hugh said. “1 can’t understand why the
ships let someone with no qudifications take control. Unless the sabotage damaged their Al somehow.”

“Seeif Moray Command will relay some of their chatter—I have amorbid desire to know if they redlize
they'redl going to die,” Douglas said. “ Or maybe we can give them some direction.”

Moments later, Moray Command fed some of the previous minutes transmissions from and among the
rigger-crewed ships. Mg or Douglas shook his head as he listened. “1’ ve never seen or heard anything
likethat. It' sridiculous; they’ re untrained civilians, not even ship crews, but—damn, they’re brave.”

“If only they knew what they were doing,” Hugh said. “Wonder if they’ d listen to us—there goes one—"
Thefirgt of the rigger-crewed ships blew, though it wasimpossbleto tell why, just from scan. “Listed as
Nine, captain was Hartman.”

Now dl eight were engaged, tossing out missleswith more enthusiasm than skill, stabbing avay with ther



beams. Turek’ s ships microjumped out of theway after firing their own savos, and ship after ship ran
into adeadly fusillade and blew. The stolen warships, under enemy control on safer courses, were now
accelerating toward the distant jump point.

Ky, inthe CCC, at first missed the easy banter she’d had on Vanguard’ s bridge when she was captain,
but with every minute in the combat zone she appreciated more and more the wealth of data pouring into
the CCC, thelack of digtractions. Shelost track of time, concentrating on the movement of the enemy
ships, her ships, the Moray ships. For thefirst time shefdt she had full understanding of what was
happening in rea time. Her orders could be more precise, more tuned to the situation. She had seen the
rigger-crewed ships erratic and ineffective maneuvers, but she also noticed that in evading them the
pirates had put themsalvesin position for her shipsto attack. She concentrated on that, moving shipswith
the best microjumping accuracy into position for attack and back out.

At firg the enemy shipsdidn’t realize what was happening, but after the first three blew, the others
ignored the easy prey and returned more effective fire. Ky had positioned Vanguard between Tobados
Y ards and the jJump point she expected the invadersto use for their escape, well outside the expanding
danger zone, but most of her other shipswerein thethick of it, shieldsflaring as debris or weapons
intercepted their course. Moray’ s defenders, unused to her style of fighting and unsure of her commands,
were dower to respond; two more of them died as she watched.

Thistime Turek’ sforce did not stick to the familiar X-attack pattern they had used before. Ky struggled
to analyze the difference. Douglas and Y amini had located acopy of Baines Practical Tactics for
Regional Conflicts and Ky had loaded it in her implant, but had not come up with agood way to
classfy the variations. If Turek was using only that one book—and yes, thereit was, findly. Bainesdidn’t
list theideal countering moves, but logicaly—she moved five of her ships, and sure enough they were
ableto blow another of Turek’ swith only minor damage to one of hers.

Still, the attackers stayed in formation and continued to fire on Ky’ sforces, though they were retregting
dowly away from Tobados Y ards and Moray’s main planet—and athird of them formed a protective
shield around the eight uncrewed ships they were controlling.

“Keep after them,” Ky said. “If you can get something through to take out those warships—" But so far
the new ships shieds had held and their guardians kept her shipsfar enough away that no close straight
shot was possible.

CHAPTER
TWELVE

T hree enemy icons moved againgt the flow....asin the baitle at the Boxtop ansible, Ky noticed the
aberrant movement even before the computer analysis pointed it out.

“Twenty-seven,” she said on her dl-ships channd. “ That’ stheir commander and his escort.”

“They read like Bissonet ships, but their IDs aren’t the same as at Boxtop,” Douglassaid. “They’ve
changed ship-chipsagain.”

“That' snot the point,” Ky said. “That’ s Turek heading for safety. He made it at Boxtop; I’m not going to
let it happen again—"



“Everyone' sengaged—"

Ky could seethat. Only the little group of three turned from the area of battle to move directly toward the
jump point.

“They think they won't be noticed,” she said.

“Or they redly need those ships and are hoping to distract us.”

“They're covering Turek’ sescape,” Ky said. “ And we' re the only oneswith avector on him.”

“You can't go after himadone!” Yamini sad. “Remember your structurd damage—"

“WEe re the only ones with achance. And we still need to knock out those other warshipsif we can.” The
displays made that clear. She called the bridge. “ Captain Pritang, we have a chance to stop Turek before
he makesit to jump. We need to be in range for amax-power beam—if we can paint him for ten
seconds, that should do it. Looks like we have aclear place to microjump.”

“Yes, ma am,” Hugh said. He sounded eager.

Quickly, Ky told the unit commandersthat Vanguard would bein pursuit of Turek, but to continue with
thelr engagements.

“We can come help,” Teddy Ransome said.
Thelast thing she needed was Teddy’ slightly armed little ship getting in the way.
“Stay whereyou are,” she said. “ Everyone needs your observations.”

“My stuff’ stoo lightlagged to be of use now,” Teddy said. On the scan, his ship had aready begun
moving on an intersecting course. “I can help you—"

Theidiot. The loose cannon. Other labels raced through Ky’ s mind but sheignored them. If he got
between her and her target, that would be his problem. “ Stay out of range, and out of my line of fire,” she
sad.

“Yes, maam!” hesad, asif he hadn’t aready disobeyed one order.

Hugh chose aninitid microjump to bring Vanguard ahalf hour closer to Turek’ s ship, then boosted with
insystemn drive. Minute by minute, Vanguard closed in. Ky watched the range diminish.

“Targetinrange,” hesad findly. “ Forward batteries—’

The missiles were away, but would that be enough? They were close enough now for the beam. Hugh
would haveto drop the forward shields for a sustained burn, but Turek was fleeing; he’ d offered no
attack. There d been nothing on scan from his escorts, either, no sign of live munitions being dropped.

“Beam?’ Hugh asked.
“Go ahead,” Ky said. “But watch the temperature on those mounts. Let’s not tear our own ship apart.”
“Yes maam,” Hugh said.

Ky watched on her readouts as the beam stabbed out, pinned Turek’ s ship—sparkling and then
steadying on its shields. She began counting seconds. . .one, two, three, five...surely Turek’ sshields



would haveto fail soon. Wasthat aflare—? But the beam readout surged upward suddenly. Had Hugh
missed it? She gtarted to speak—

The canopy blanked, locking Ky into the command chair; her head snapped back, smacking into the
back of the chair hard enough to stun her. Her body tugged againgt the restraints asthe CCC’ s gravity
compensators took over from Vanguard’s. Shefelt the shove of acceleration again, and then again,
before the gravity compensators caught up. Then something else hit her head and she felt nothing for a
time

She woke from adream of loud music in astrobe-lit nightclub. As she blinked, dazed and unsure what

had happened, her HUD showed miniatures of the screensin the rest of the CCC—half of them blank
after aflare of white. Red warning lights flashed on and off. She heard nothing but aringing in her ears.

“Hdm!”
No answer.
“Lee?Hugh?’

No answer. Shetoggled to angble with amoment’ s satisfaction a having inssted that she have one,
checked that she was on their most secure channel.

“Vanguard, Vatta here. Report!”

“Admird Vattal You'redive—!” Shedidn’t recognize the voice but her implant parsed it as Treebear’s
Captain Moscoe. “How many others are with you?’

“I don't know,” Ky said. If they thought whatever had happened might have killed her, the ship must
have been holed. “I get no answer from the bridge—"

“Vanguard blew.” That was Pettygrew’ svoice, and Bassoon’sicon, familiar. “Y ou wereusing the
beam—" She remembered that. “—and we think they’ d left amineburst the beam triggered.”

She remembered now, seeing the readout for the beam climbing into the danger zone—she' d been about
to tell Hugh to shut it off, but Turek’s ship had been so close. ..

“WEe |l send someone, now that we know which chunk of debrisyou are,” Pettygrew said. “How’ s your
life support?’

“I'mfine” Ky said. Chunk of debris? So...had anyone else survived? A wave of black misery swept
over her—had shekilled dl her friends?“My chair canopy’ s blanked, but | should have up to twenty
hours. What about others?’

“WE ve got some suit beacons,” Pettygrew said. “No contacts so far, though.”

Ky touched the control that should have opened her chair canopy if life support in the CCC had held.
The canopy did not move. Neither, she found, did the chair rotate on its base, asit should. She could fed
thefaint vibration of the servomotors, but no movement occurred. Could she even clear the canopy? She
found that control...the canopy cleared more dowly than usua and showed her the wreckage beyond, lit
by the chair’ s own emergency lights. Something had come through the armored bulkhead—the
supposedly impregnable armored bulkhead—and severed one of the other chairs at what had been its
occupant’ swaist. Whatever it was—ajagged piece of something she could not identify—protruded from
the bulkhead beyond. Ancther chair, its canopy closed and opagued, tilted crazily to one side. Only one
was upright, sedled. A suit of space armor, off to the left, moved dightly, like aweird insect found under



alog.

“Stuation?’ But even as she asked, severa of the displays came back on. “Wait—I’m getting data. I'm
seeing enemy icons about two light-hours outbound—is that right? And al our other shipsare

undamaged?’
“Right, Commander. Vanguard’ sthe only onewith sgnificant damage.”
“What do our scouts report?’

“Clean sweep. No enemy chatter for the past hour—" Hour? How long had she been out of contact?
Had she blacked out and not known it?“No gravitational anomalies that might be stedlthed observers.”

“Then we need to pick up survivors but be dert for asudden return. If they redize they’ ve blown
Vanguard they might jump back in...”

“Moray Defenseisworking on that, ma am. They’ ve sent crewsto their remote ingtalations, though it'll
be days yet. We need to get you to one of the Sationsfirst.”

“No, I'mfine. Pick up any suit beacon first.” Ky stared at the monitors, forcing hersdf to think only of
the Situation outside. “ Did they get any of the new ships?’

“Yes. Nine of them. What we re hearing from Moray isthat agents had sabotaged the ships, alowing the
enemy to gain control. All those crewed by riggers were los—that happened before you were hit.”

“Nine...that’ snot so many, except that they’ re new. Wegpons mounted?’
“Wesgpons aboard, not al mounted. Not fully loaded out, though.”

Ky thought again, then made her dispositions. Cascadian contingent here, to do this, in case of trouble.
Slotter Key contingent there, ditto. Ransome to transport someone to do ansible repair, if Moray didn't
have the resources.

“Ransome sgone, ma am.”
“Gone?Killed?’

“No, ma am...right after Vanguard blew, he torched up and went in pursuit of the enemy ships. Didn’t
answer hails or anything. Went into FTL about the same time they did...er...zero point oh one seconds
after they did. Moray Defense was asking if | thought he' d been aconspirator...”

“No, he'sbeing aRomantic,” Ky said. If she could have laughed at anything, she' d have laughed at this
idiocy: onelittle ship, chasing after Turek’ s entire flegt. “What about Baskerville?’

“Hefollowed Ransome...two loose cannons...” Pettygrew had never liked Ransome. Pitt waslooking at
her now, and tapping her helmet cover.

“Excuseme,” Ky said. “People arewaking up; I'll give you areport later.”

“Admira’ s aboard,” Pettygrew reported. “ Bassoon’s headed in.”



Ky looked around. The Bissonet ship, much smaler than Vanguard, nonetheless had a pure military fed
that Vanguard had never quite achieved. It had its own tiny CCC off the bridge—hardly morethan a
closet, but packed with electronic gear. The crew saluted her and Pettygrew smartly. Nothing looked at
al merchant-like.

She felt shaky, which annoyed her; she had a blinding headache and ached in every muscle. The medics
in Bassoon’stiny sick bay inssted on putting her down for afew hourswhile they checked her over.

“No bones broken, no internal bleeding, but Admira, we strongly advise you take it easy, and you
definitely need to be checked out in areal medica center when we get back to astation.”

“I'll befine,” Ky said. She was not about to liein bed while other peopl€e s bodies—her crew’ s bodies,
her friends' bodies—were scattered in adebrisfield and could not even be gathered for decent disposal
and memoria. She struggled off the exam table and started dressing. “1 need to speak to the captain.”

“I know the system angible' s till down,” she said to Pettygrew afew minuteslater. “But it occurred to
methat if Turek saw my ship blow, he might think | was dead. And that might be good for us. So please
inform the other shipsthat no oneisto mention my being dive on any transmisson outsde thissystem. I'll
tell the Moray government aswell—’

In the three standard days it took to reach Tobados Y ards station, Ky learned more about Pettygrew
and his crew than she had in the long months before. He was married and had three children—if they
were gtill dive back on Bissonet. Over hdf his crew were from the same didtrict, VarhonaHills, and
most were aso married.

“Wetry not to think about it,” he said, when Ky asked how he was dedling with the possbility that his
crew’ sfamilies, aswell as hisown, were dead or under control of the enemy. “We know you lost your
whole family and you' re staying focused on the task a hand. If you—pardon the implication that you
might be expected to be less able, but you are younger—if you can get past that, we can. We must. Our
families only hopeisour victory—our return to freethem, if they are dive.”

“If we knew histota force, we could guessif he'll have to pull people off Bissonet to take Nexus.”

“If he takes every ship there, destroys the shuttles and the ansible, the downside popul ation won't be
ableto do anything. All the shipyards are up in space. He could pull his occupying force, if heleft one,
anditwouldn’'t help.”

When they arrived at the Tobados Y ards station, Moray’ s senior military commander had aready set up
meetings with shipyard and military personne, and Tobadositself had dready decided (perhaps with help
from the Moray government) that the best use of its remaining heavy cruiserswould be under Ky's
commeand.

“I have too much on my plate to spend time lounging around aclinic,” Ky said. She had accepted an
initid evauation to satisy Pettygrew, but shewas not going to check in. “Yes, | have aheadache. Yes,
I’'m sore. I'll get over it. We have awar to fight; we ve got to stop Turek.” Thiswas her first conference
with her cgptains since the battle. “Much more critical than my very minor injuriesisrecognizing your very
important actions—you saved not just some warships from Turek’ s control, but these people from
certain death. And you proved that amultisource force can fight together and be effective.”

“With the right commander,” Argelos muttered. Others nodded, even Merced.

“Most of you had never fought with me before—or with each othe—or with onboard ansibles—and yet
in ashort time you were able to learn how to do it and remember it in the stress of combat. Every one of



you—" She made eye contact with each onein person for those a Tobados or on screen for those on
patrol, and named them, one by one. “Each of you played an essentid part in thisvictory, and |
commend you dl.”

“But heran,” Merced said. “Hetook his ships away; it wasn't acomplete victory.”

The collective sgh from the others made it clear that Merced had been saying the same thing before.
Vasdi, Merced’ s military adviser on Termagant, looked particularly pained. Ky chuckled. “Captain
Merced, driving the enemy to retreet isusualy considered victory. But you' re right, one rout does not
make avictory. It will be victory when we have destroyed Turek’ sfleet, and killed Turek—and that will
come. Y ou will have plenty of fighting in your future, Captain Merced.”

“Aslong asyou don't stop now and think the job’sdone,” Merced said.
“Turek killed my entirefamily,” Ky said. “I’'m not likely to stop now.”
Merced subsided, and Ky led the discussion where she intended, to the next steps to be taken.

Teddy Ransome suspected that Admira Vattawould not have gpproved of what he was doing. But that
gdlant officer had surdly died with her ship, and he was not going to let her death go un-avenged.

It wasrisky in the extremeto tuck little Glorious into thetail of the formation Turek led. Everyone knew
itwasimpossbleto tail shipsin FTL space. Undetermined location and dl that. But.. . but, hetold
himsdf, no one had ever tried it the way he wastrying it. He knew the science was vague, even vaguer in
that science had never been hisfavorite subject. But he could do nothing more for Admira Vattain
Moray System, and if he could avenge her—it was worth any risk. Moreover, the discovery that his
comtech could tune their shipboard ansble with that of a pirate vessel suggested to him that the
gpace-folding of ansble physics and the indeterminate space of FTL might have something in common.
Wasit enough? He would find out.

His ship had goneinto jump on the hedls of Turek’ sfleet, and they had beenin FTL spacefor six days
now. Not along jump, asjumps go, but he might be jumping in the wrong direction, for al he knew.

Hismind replayed the degth of Vanguard over and over. It was onething for hisfriendsto die, as
Dennis had done. He knew this was the death they had wanted to die. But Ky Vatta was—had
been—different. He suspected she did not believe everything he said, thinking him the soppier sort of
Romantic, but she had been the one true thing, the oneideal woman—beautiful and exotic and brilliant
and brave—and he had seen himsdlf protecting her, fighting dongside her, findly winning her regard
and—in therosest of hisvisons—joining himin partnership forever.

And now she was dead. Blown apart, not even fragmentsto rejoin and mourn in afunera service, to be
laid in aproper mausoleum where he could come with wreaths and mourning scrolls, and water the stone
with histears.

Just dead. Worse, he had not protected her. He had not been between her and danger; she had
outstripped his honor and taken danger on hersdlf, and if this made her even more a hero, even more his
soul mate, it wastoo late.

Hewould make up for it as much as he could. Turek would die by his hand.



After the meeting with her captains—only thefirst of many, she assured them—Ky met with local officids
of Tobados Y ards and the station government.

“Right before the darm,” Kendelmann, the station’ s security chief, said, “we had some anomal ous deaths
way outsde the statistical norms. All were hedlthy professionasworking for subcontractors at the
shipyard. No prior hedth flags on their records, completely unexpected. But when we looked, they’d all
had opportunities to do something, get in at least second-degree contact with the shipsin production. We
dug deeper, turned up some interesting details: gambling debts, embezzlement, scandals of one kind or
another. Aside from that idiot Lozar, whose friends are sure he was duped by his religious leader, they
wered| blackmailable, every one of them. If they werekilled to prevent their talking later—"

“Then someone higher upin Turek’ sorganizationis<till here”

“Yes. Wehdted dl civilian traffic aswell as blocking ansible access. But we don’'t know who—we
haven't found anything e se. It' sdifficult here. Moray’ s older than you younger worlds, closer to the
Centrd Alliance. We get people from dl over, and dways have. With travel and trade down, our
economy tanked, but | don’t know why anyone would think pirates were the right answer.”

“Hungry peoplewill listen to any promise of food,” Ky said. “ They were promised business, profit. You
had new contracts for ships enough to restart your economy....that would make alot of people happy.”

“We need to find their agent,” he said, scowling. “ Or agents.”

“If they’ reusing Turek’ s private language,” Ky said, “1 can help with that. We have alot of transmissons,
alot of text, and at least partia trandation. | think you should monitor the ansible traffic out of here, as
well aslook for one of the small portable ansibles we use on our ships. Turek has them, too, aswetold
your government before we left Cascadia. Someone here might have one.”

“S0...someone here might havetold him that you' re dive?’

“If they had such an angible, yes. Evenif not, they’ Il probably pass a coded message through the system
ansble Thingis, if they use one of the pirates’ angbles, they can communicate only with Turek’s
people—so any rumors of my desth will have come through his network, his agents.”

“We haven't opened angble service for private communication yet,” he said. “We ve said we' re il
working on damage repair.”

“I"d keepit that way,” Ky said. “In the meantime, if you want, I'll bring you afile of code phrasesto
watch for. | won't ping it to you—I don’t know how secure your communicetions are.”

For an ingtant, he looked offended, then he shook his head. “Too long a peace, too little suspicion,” he
sad. “1 was acting like apolice chief, dealing with ordinary crime, when | should—"

Ky shook her head. “Don't sart that. Guilt’s aluxury sometimes. Y ou know more about the station and
its people than anyone e se—we need you.”

He stared, then laughed. “1 can see how someone your age got to be afleet commander. Sorry. Yes, of
course. Please let me see just as much of that as you think | need to keep an eye out. Meanwhile, since
there very well may be one of Turek’ s people here, | assume you' re taking precautions yoursel f?”

“Indeed yes,” Ky said. “But | would prefer not to tell even you what al of them are.” Though Master
Sergant Pitt could not look like anything but what she was, acombat veteran, she passed well enough as
acivilian security escort, and between her and the others on the team, Ky felt as secure asany logica
target of nation could.



Nonetheless, walking down the concourse later that day, on the way to a conference with Moray’s
senior military command, she was on full aert. The concourse looked norma—as norma as any business
areashortly after an enemy attack, at least. Stores were open; pushcarts to either side sold flowers,
trinkets, small éectronics. People moved in and out, no longer looking grim and frightened as they had
the day she arrived. Some turned to look at her; some smiled.

Ahead, a a cross-corridor, someone looked, then shifted back. Ky stopped abruptly; her rear escort
bumped into her; the one to the right ssumbled. Ky dropped, rolling left, as she said “ Scatter!” She heard
aclick as something struck thetiles near her, and dapped a mask on her face before she stopped rolling
or took a breath. Y ells came from up the corridor, sudden noises of things crashing, breaking—and Fitt's
voiceover al.

“Got onel”

“’M dl right,” her escort on the right mumbled. “Vest stopped it...” He, too, had put on atemporary
mask, dapping it on so hard that it had pulled one side of his mouth awry.

Ky looked at the object on thetiles...aglassy blob that disappeared as she watched, sublimating and
leaving behind a colorlessresidue. Her escort reached out agloved finger.

“No!” Ky said sharply. “That’ sfor forensics, and they’ Il need a hazardous materiadsteam. My guessisit
will go through ordinary fabrics”

“My armor—7?’
“WE | get you to a secure medical facility, justin case.” Ky queried Pitt as Station Security arrived.

“Therewere two,” Pitt reported. “One sdead; | got atdltag on the other and I’'m following but with
caution. | don’t know what they'reusing.”

“Theround | saw was clear; it disgppeared and left aliquid resdue,” Ky said.

“Typica assassin'sround, then. Anyone hit had better go to med, and have it cleaned off very carefully
before disrobing. If they'redive”

“He sdive” Ky sad. “How long will ordinary armor hold up?’

“Maybe an hour. If Station Security’ sthere, can you send me backup? Tsongo and Eklund for
preference.”

“Right away.” Ky told Tsongo to link with Fitt, and pointed out the residue location to Station Security.
They’ d brought amedic, who immediately caled in transport for Evans and a hazmat team to clear up the
resdue. She checked in with Argelos.

“Y ou should come back aboard—we can keep you safe—"

“I dtill need to make that meeting with the Moray military,” Ky said. “ Station Security’ s got an escort for
m"

“Arethey asgood as Fitt?’ he asked. “ Or my people?’

Ky smiled at the worried-looking senior security officer in Moray green. “I’m on therr turf; I’'m sure
they’ll take care of me.”

“Wecan't afford to loseyou,” Argdossaid. “ Serioudy.”



“I understand,” Ky said. “Though | don't necessarily agree. I'll report in when I'min the meeting.” She
closed the connection and turned to the officer. “What' s bothering you, besides having an n
running around your station?’

“Y our people chasing the n,” he answered. “How are we supposed to know which iswhich?’

“Y our database has all our people. Master Sergeant Pitt says she has atagger on one assassin, and
Tsongo and Eklund are with her or close behind.”

“Ah. I'll tel the boss—he'll send out those IDs. We don't want to get your people by mistake. And now,
Admird, we need to get you to that meeting. A vehicle?’

“Not unlessyou think it'snecessary,” Ky said. “ A vehicle sabigger target.”

On theway, two more of her own people showed up to augment the escort, and Pitt called in to report
that the n had gone through a hatch she couldn’t open without breaking regulations aswell asthe
locks.

“This gtation’ s as secure as church cheese,” she said. “ The bad guys apparently have at least some of the
security codes. Best tell your meeting that, and hope nobody drops anything in the ventilation...”

“I haveamask,” Ky said. “ Theimportant thing isto kegp whoever it isfrom using an ansble and letting
Turek know I'm il dive”

“If you get killed, then it doesn't matter,” Fitt said. “'Y ou know, you’ re a stubborn woman, and | couldn’t
say that to just any officer.”

Ky snorted. “Certainly not onein your chain of command.”

She could almost see Fitt shaking her head, from the tone. “Ma am, | beginto beglad | couldn’t recruit
you.”

Ky sgaff and Argelos were dready there when she arrived at the meeting. Moray’ s senior military
command stood when Ky camein. “We heard what happened.” Admira-magjor Hetherson, stocky and
gray-haired, shook hishead. “What isit coming to, with NS roaming our concourses?’

“Nasty kind of war,” Argelossaid. “If they’ d gotten you—"

“I’d bedead,” Ky said. “Pitt says she got one; pursuit continues. ..l hope whoever it isdoesn't get to
their angble”

“Y ou think they have their own?’

Ky nodded. “It would have been reasonable for Turek to give each of his main contactsin different
systems one of the smal angibles, even though most of their communication may well have been through
the commercia ones. No one suspected they existed; there waslittle risk until | captured Osman’s ship.
And if they’ re usng the same model | found, anything asbig as an ordinary desk might conceal one.”

“Security’sonit.” Fitt entered, her uniform marked with a single suggestive spot on the upper right arm.
“Admird, I'd like permission to contact Mackensee HQ about this.”

Magor Douglas, ill in asealed medica unit, should have been the one. The medicd center had doneits
best but made it clear they did not expect him to live. Only three other intact suits had been found; al the
people in them were dead.



“I’d prefer not to let anyone out of this syslem know I’'m dive,” Ky said. “Too many chances of
leskage.”

Aitt’ sexpresson said she didn’t think Mackensee communications channels would legk, but she merely
sad, “Yes, maam. | understand.”

Ky stared into the darkness. She had not dept well since the battle, and worse after the nation
attempt. Though she' d instructed her implant to put her to deep, once more she' d wakened early,
exhausted, her bed soaked with sweat. Once more the faces of her dead had loomed over her asshe
dept, once more their sad or accusing expressions had melded with remembered sounds, smdlls, sights.

A soft noise from the far side of the room brought her upright, heart pounding. She flicked on the bedside
light. The top sheet of astack of plasfilms, its edge waving in the air current from the air vent, flicked
not-quite-rhythmically againgt the handle of amug.

She lay back againgt the pillow, trying to dow her heartbest, but her thoughts raced down one mental
corridor after another, banging into walls and closed doors, whirling and racing another way. Her
father—she hadn’t told him—she hadn’t confided—what would he think? Her mother—her father’ sview
of her dead mother’ sfacein the swvimming pooal, hisreactionto it, dl ill lay embedded intheimplant’s
synthetic memory. She had considered deleting those cells, but how could she destroy the last memory,
thelast Sght?

And now the others crowded in...Gary Tobai, who had died to save her. The enemy spy murdered by
his mastersright in front of her...and now al those on Vanguard. She had alist of the names; she had
made alist of the names, and now her implant fed them to her, one by one. Those who had been with her
from the beginning, like Lee and Mehar. Those who had joined later...and later lill...she named them
al. Even Teddy Ransome, that Romantic fodl...

Why was she gtill dive? Who was sheto till be alive, when so many good people were dead, because
of her? It fdt asif awhole universe of virtuous dead were crushing her into their scorn, their anger. They
had been brave; they had been steadfast; they had been loyal. She...she had led them to their deaths,
andyet...shelived.

Once, she might have taken refugein her faith, her family’ slegacy of belief in the harmony of the universe,
the sweet cycle of color and sound that she had been taught from childhood would sustain her in any
trouble, calm her. But she had lost that faith some time back, when she could not visudize the cycle of
colorsthat had aways worked before. Was it because she had killed? Because she had enjoyed killing?
Because she had enjoyed killing a Vatta, Stella s birth-father?

Do not judge, her mother had told her. We are Saphiric Cyclans; we do not judge; we do not create
disharmony. Whichwassily...her mother judged al the time—she judged people by their clothes, their
education, their professond qudifications. But that was different. She’ d been told it was different.

We are not exactly pacifists;, we agree that self-defense may be necessary, her mother’s
remembered voice went on. But we take no pleasure in violence. One of many lectures she and her
brothers had received, after someone came home with cuts or bruises from mock battlesin thetik
plantation. Ky and San had privately agreed that grown-ups must be very different indeed. .. neither of
them could imagine not enjoying aclod fight.

But now she, Ky, had taken such pleasure in violence, as an adult. She had killed, up close. She had
blown up ships—shipslike the one she had lost. She didn’t even know how many people had died



because of her...and that some of them were bad people, who had spent their lives hurting others, didn’t
make much difference this dark night. She shivered.

Rafe might understand. But was understanding what she wanted? If it was wrong—and everything in her
background told her it waswrong, that her parents, if dive, would be appalled and ashamed—then she
should not be coddled, comforted by agreement that it had all been necessary.

The darm chimed, breaking her concentration. She rose, showered, dressed without looking in the
mirror—she was the last person she wanted to see—and went directly to the staff room set up for her.
She had no desire for food.

Pitt was there, laying out folders with the steady concentrated expression characterigtic of her. Ky felt her
shoulderstighten. Pitt’s senior officer was another desth to be piled on the stack of Ky’ sguilt. He had
been agood officer, as steady as Fitt; he had been the sort she’ d gladly follow. And he' d chosen to
observe the battle from Vanguard’ s bridge, while she had taken refuge in the CCC. He had been
recovered, barely dive...he had died two days after arrival at Tobados Y ards.

Pitt glanced up, having placed the last folder. “Y ou're early, ma am.”
Ky muttered, “Morning, Master Sergeant.”

Pitt took astep toward her; Ky struggled not to flinch. “Y ou look like hell,” Pitt said after amoment.
“What did you havefor bregkfast?’

“Wasn't hungry,” Ky said. She opened thefolder at her place. Why did every meeting have to start with
the same boring, usdesstrivia?

“Supper?’ Fitt said.

Ky shrugged. “1 don't remember. Something.” List of attendees and their positions. Report of the
previous meseting by someone—a Moray officer, sheforced herself to notice. Agenda

Pitt came closer; sartled, Ky whipped around, hand reaching for her weapon. Pitt stopped short; her
eyeswidened for an ingtant, then narrowed. “ Admiral,” she said, in avoice softer than her usud. “You
need something for breskfast. I'll order—"

“No!” Ky was shocked at the tone of her own voice. She sounded angry and frantic both. “I don’t
nEECl ”

“Y ou need food and deep,” Fitt said. “With al due respect, ma am, | do know what’ s eating you and
what you need—"

“You don't—" Ky said. Her eyes burned—not tears, she was not about to cry, shewasjust so tired, not
desping.

“It'sover an hour to the meeting. Y ou have time for food—and you' re not doing anyone good the way
you are—"

“Youthink | don't know that?’ Ky glared at Fitt, but Aitt didn’t budge. “I haveto be—"
“Fed,” Aitt said. “Sit down, now.”
Asif someone had hit her behind the knees, Ky half fel into the chair.

“I"'m going to bring you food. No onewill comein; I’ ll secure the room.”



It was entirely too much like Master Sergeant MacRobert and the day she' d been kicked out of
Spaceforce. Ky fought back a giggle she knew was haf hysterica. Her head hurt; her eyes hurt; every
muscle and bone. ..she leaned forward, holding her head in her hands, pushing into them until she
couldn’t fed them tremble. She squeezed her eyes closed.

“Start with this” Pitt said. Under Ky’ s nose she put atray full of food: eggs, potatoes. For one moment it
amelled ddicious—then suddenly nausesting.

“| can't et dl that,” Ky said.
“Give your ssomach achance,” Pitt said. “Y ou’ ve skipped too many meals. And don't hurry.”

Ky took acautious bite. From inside her mouth, the taste and smell went straight to her brain, it seemed.
Shedidn’t redize she' d eaten it dl until it was gone.

“A gart,” Fitt said. “Drink your juice” Ky hadn’t noticed the juice; when shetasted it, it wastart and
refreshing.

“What time—?" Ky began; Fitt held up her hand.
“Don’t worry about that. | put the meeting back an hour. Said you had something you had to do.”
113 Bljt—”

“And you do. Now, thisisnot theway | usually operate, you understand. But you and |, we have an odd
gtuation here. Y ou outrank me, but I’m not in your chain of command. And yet you' re the only
commander | have on scene. And yet, again, I’ m older than you are and I’ ve seen afew more wars than
you have. Not nastier, but more.”

Ky pulled her scattered wits together. “ So?’

“So, with al due respect, and that’ salot, becauselike | told my people way back when, you area
remarkable young officer...with al due respect, you have dug yourself into a hole and we need to get
you out So you can go on doing what you do best.” She cocked her head; when Ky didn’t answer she
gaveit aquick shake. “What you do best, ma am, iscommand in combat. Y ou are anatura, and you
have enough training to add skill to natura ingtinct.”

“I thought | just got my friendskilled,” Ky said.

“Ah. And that, you see, isthe hole you' ve dug yoursdlf into.” As Ky shifted uneasily, Pitt held up her
hand again. “ Everyone doesit. All the decent people, anyway. Nobody gets out of combat without scars.
Y ou, me, dl my friends, everybody you know. Nobody. Most of us—well, lots of us, anyway—were
brought up to be good, decent citizens of wherever we grew up. Religious, some of us. We had dl sorts
of socid rulesfor how to behave, among them not killing other people, and not |etting friends get hurt if
we could helpit. Y ou had that kind of raisin’, didn’t you?’

“l guesss0...”
“And now you kill peoplefor aliving.”

Said that way, as stark asthat, it hit like ablow to the belly. Ky sucked in abreath, stiffened. Pitt went
on.

“But thething is, if you didn’t, the people who do nothin’ but kill for aliving would win. If you hadn’t



come in to Boxtop and shot up some enemy ships, I’ d be deed, for one. So would alot of my friends.”
“I...can't...”

“Can’'t think of it that way? That’ sthe hole you dug. Y ou can undig it, but you need some help.”
“You'reathergpis?’ Ky said, her voice rough.

“Not me, ma am. But you need one, right enough.”

“I don't have time,” Ky said. Her fists had clenched without her noticing.

“We—and I’m talking everyone here and everyonewaitin’ back at Nexus for you to show up—don'’t
have time for you to go crazy on your own and do something stupid and maybe not live over it.”

Ky’'s head came up; she glared at Fitt. “What do you think—"

“I know. | know what someone like you—an honorable person who' s been through eight kinds of hell
sgnceyou left home—islikely to think and, worse, do if you don't get the help you need.”

“And you think Turek will wait while| take arest cure? Ky said.

“No. An’ I'm not suggestin’ arest cure. Y ou don't need that; you need five days of appropriate
military-based mentd hedlth intervention, followed by a period of appropriate medication—no, | don’t
mean drugging you into not caring. | mean what clears your head enough to think straight, which right
now, ma am, you are not doing. The way you tore into that poor guy in yesterday’ s meeting...”

Ky could barely remember that. She had been angry, that’sdl...but the food had cleared her head just
enough.

“I'm not degping well,” she said. It was not an excuse, she knew that, but it wasin part the reason.
“I figured,” Pitt said.
“I tried the implant setting—it used to work—"

“Y our stress hormones are up about five notches,” Pitt said. “It’s set for norma brains.” She paused,
then leaned forward alittle. “Have you ever cleaned out the stuff your father left when he died?’

“How’ d you know about that?’

“Martintold me. And I’ ll tell you what they told me: archiveit dl in externd storage, as many copiesas
you want, but get it the hell out of your head.”

“It smy mother...”

“It'snot. It's someone e s smemory of ahorror involving your mother, I’ m assuming your father’s
memory. And then hedied. | don’t care what your rdligion says, carrying around that kind of memory is
like degping with arotting corpse—"

Anger flared; Ky fought it down. “What they told you?’

“Persond, ma am, the details. But | had something in my implant astoxic aswhat you havein yours.
Thing about implants, they told me, isit’ sworse than traumatic memoriesin the brain itsdlf ... .theimplant
can't forget and can’'t remodel the memoriesto something tolerable. Y ou can treat the traumain the



brain, but if you don’t get it out of theimplant...it aways comes back.”
“I don’'t know...,” Ky said. Her somach rumbled.

“External storage preservesit, if you need it, but you shouldn’t accessit for half astandard year,
minimum. | kept minefive years, then dumped it. Knew | didn’t need it, wouldn't want it. The wet-ware
memory was enough to deal with, and | had dedlt withit. I'll be back...” Fitt left the room again.

Ky felt shaky, asif theroom itself were trembling. She put out her hand...no visble tremor at least. It
wasridiculous. Shedidn’'t havetimefor this. Shedidn’t have energy for this...

“Second course,” Pitt said. “ Get thisinto you, but dower.”

Ky was hafway through that plateful when she redlized she had not taken any of the precautions against
possible toxins that she had been advised to take until they caught the ns. She stopped with the
fork hafway to her mouth.

“It'sdl right,” Pitt said. “1 checked it. But you seewhat | mean. Y ou're not fit, right now.”
“I haveto befit,” Ky said grimly.

“Y es. Which means you' re going to have to do something about it. No one can make you. Nobody in
your force outranks you; you don't have a proper medical assessment board set up yet; the Moray
people are hafway between worship and stark panic. Y ou’ re the only one who can get yoursdlf fit.”

Ky thought abouit it, realizing even as she did that it was far too hard to think. If shetried developing a
battle plan and commanding in battle as cloudy as shefdit...

“S0...what do | do? What facilities do we—they—have?’

Pitt just looked a her for amoment. “Here swhat | think would work to maintain your command's
confidence in you, and return you to full capacity asfast aspossible. It’'s based on what Mackensee uses,
with availablelocal resources...”

“Which you' ve dready researched.”

“Yes,” Pitt said, with an expression that dared Ky to object. “Yes, | did, ma am, and for agood reason.
Staff should always be prepared with what the commander needs to know.”

“Right,” Ky said. Shetook another bite of the food.

“You tdl your command—your captains, the senior Moray officers—that you' ve realized you' re having
more sequel ae from Vanguard’ s blowup than you knew, and you want to get it worked on while they’re
fitting out the new ships. Y ou' ve got people qualified to supervise that, and until you hear from Cascadia
if that girl’s been ableto figure out where Turek’ s headed, you can’'t do much planning.” She paused.
“Though you do need to build anew staff, same organization basically, and just asuggestion—include
some Moray officers”

Ky’ s head ached again, but less. Through the fog she could now perceive, dl this made sense. “They' |
think I’'m...”

“Very wise” Ritt said, before Ky could finish. “Look, ma am, | know I’m way out of line, but I’ m the
only onewho can talk to you this straight. What you do is go back to your quarters, shower again, put on
adean uniform—"



Ky looked down at herslf...she had just grabbed one without checking, she redlized, and that was
completdy unprofessond.

“—and come back here and tell them,” Pitt said. “Make your own dispositions, of course, but I'd
recommend you include a Slotter Key officer and Captain Pettygrew in the team to ramrod the ship
preparation alongside the Moray people. Cascadia, Moray, and Captain Argelos to organize a staff for
you...”

“How long?’ Ky said.

“Y ou haveforty-five minutes,” Fitt said. “ And aclear path—your security’ swaiting outsde this
entrance.” She gestured. “I'll just clear up here and have everything ready for you.”

Ky madeit back to her quarters, showered, checked hair and teeth and al carefully, and made sure the
uniform she put on was freshly cleaned. She felt better—almost better enough to think she could make it
without taking afew days off for medical nonsense, but. .. but that had gotten her into such astate she
didn’t even know she' d put on asoiled uniform. No. Hard asit was, she'd do it, whatever it took.

CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

T he men and women facing her in the conference room |ooked anxious as she camein. She recited what
Aitt had suggested, dmost word for word; their faces relaxed dightly.

“I'vebeenirritable,” Ky said, at the end. “My apologiesto anyone I’ ve bitten. A more thorough medical
evauation should take care of everything—you know they told mewhen | first camein that | shouldn’t
check out so fast—"

“Don’'tworry,” Argelossaid. “We'll take care of everything, and if we need to hold departure awhile—"

“I doubt that will be necessary,” Ky said, “aslong as| dowhat I'mtold.” She managed agrin. “1 may be
asstubborn asdl the other Vattas, but | can follow orders...sometimes.” There was achucklein
response that sounded almost naturdl. “Fed freeto not tell me anything you' re doing—I’m sureyou'll be
finewithout me. For awhile, anyway.”

It was hard to turn away from the table, hard to make hersdf |eave the room, but insde shefelt ashift, a
change of something indefinable that told her she was making the right decision.

Moray’ smedica staff had assembled ateam, men and women in their version of hospital uniform; it was
amogt like walking into the conference she' d just left, except that no one looked scared of her.

“I"ve been assigned to manage your trestment.” The spesker wore a green-and-cream-striped tunic; the
cream stripes were narrower. “1’m Psych-Phyz Fumaro Adjan; these are Neuro-Phyz Milian Cortsin,
Neuro-Psych Kember Tasani, Implant Tech Vasti Bak, and Incare Specidists Maran, Zlaznin, Vitg...”
Ky nodded, knowing her implant was picking up faces and names and could retrieve them when wanted.



“We understand the urgency,” Adjan said. “ And the need for you to reach your usua level of
performance. ..but we understand you have no basdine data. ..”

“Basdine data? I’ m not sure what you need. It' s possible that something could be obtained from S otter
Key. Medicd records, isthat what you mean?’

“A basdine brainscan with and without implant would be hel pful. Information about your implant—how
long you' ve had it, any upgrades—"

“I cantdl youthat,” Ky said. “Though ship timeisn’t dways accurate with alot of jumps, aswe ve had
in combat.”

“You can explain that later,” Adjan said. “Right now, if you can get us some basdline medica information,
that would be very helpful. | assume your home world was advanced enough to do regular childhood
examsinduding biochemisry?”

“I had to go to the clinic every year, but | don’t know al they did,” Ky said. Now that she thought about
it, where were her medical records? Had they been at the house—and lost in the explosion—or had they
been at the clinic?

“WEe I need to do our own examinations for present data, of course. But briefly, can you tell usyour own
understanding of your Stuation?’

“I thought you'd know,” Ky said. Irritation edged her voice; she heard that and fought it down.

“It' saways hel pful to know what you think the problemis” Adjan said, dmost primly. “Y our degree of
indghtisanindicator.” Shedid not say of what.

“Wdll...I'm not deeping well. | have bad dreams. I’ mirritable and I’ m not thinking aswell as | should.”
“Anything dse?’

“I...can't stop thinking about them. The oneswho died.” The ones she' d killed, with her incompetence.
The ones she' d killed, on purpose.

Adjan nodded. “Wdll, then, we' d best get to work. Maran will take you to get changed, and then to the
lab for the necessary medica implants.”

“Medicd implants?”

“Yes, of course. We Il want continuous monitoring of too many variablesto use external monitors or
periodic sampling of tissue and blood.”

“Youwon't fed athing,” Maran said. He was a chunky, cheerful fellow who reminded Ky dl too much
of Lee, who had died with Vanguard.

An hour later, Adjan reappeared, along with Cortsin, Tasani, and Bak. “We have agroup working on
your biochemistry results” Adjan said. “ Sotter Key Spaceforce Academy is sending us your medica
datafrom your timethere; luckily that includes a scan without implant. Now for the interview and

higory.”

Ky answered questions about her childhood hedlth to the best of her memory. More datamight be
buried in the family section of theimplant, but she still did not want to go there. What difference could it

make, anyway?



“Do you consder yoursdf ahumod?’ Adjan asked next.

“A humod?No,” Ky said. “Why would I? | mean, there are anti-humods who may think | am, but I'm
not.” Shewiggled her hands. “Two hands, ten fingers, no sensory enhancements—"

“Um. Technicdly, brain implants—even asfar back asthe first cochlear implants for those with hearing
loss—made permanent intentional modificationsto the human brain that are medically considered to be
modificationsin adifferent way than externd hearing aids or corrective lenses or mechanical prostheses.”

“That...seemsextreme,” Ky sad.
“Y our implant can put you to deep, can it not?’
“Yes, but—"

“And wake you at a specified time? And it augments your memories, and expands your effective retrieval
Space?’
1] YS—”

“And dlows you to interface directly with other eectronic and neuronic equipment, such asyour ship's
controls, right?’

“Yes...but...I didn’t redize that was what a humod was. | thought it meant direct modification of the
body—like atentaclein place of a hand, achemica sensory module or something. Something changed in
the genes”

“Implants are so common that most people don't think of them as an actual modification. But in fact, you
were modded in infancy, and it’ slikely your parents chose a genetic enhancement to make implant use
eader, if they did not carry those mods themselves.”

“I never knew thet...”

“That' swhy | need to know about your implant history. Y ou started with a childhood model, I'm sure.”
Ky nodded. She' d had severa implant changes before leaving for the Academy without one.

“Y ou had no problems with adjustments?” Adjan asked.

“Not until the last time—it was S0 rushed, you see, and it was my father’ s—”

“Wait—you're telling methat after traumatic brain injury and emergency brain surgery, your next implant
was someone else' s? Uncalibrated?’

“Itwasalong time after,” Ky said. “And theimplant was my father’s...”
“WI,]y?l

Ky explained, though she did not mention that her Aunt Grace had baked the implant into a fruitcake to
smuggleit off Sotter Key. “I wouldn't have put it in right then,” Ky said, “but | needed direct accessto
the ship’s sensors and the Vatta command st for the other ship—"

He looked at her with a curious expresson. “Y ou put in the implant your father had when he
died—presumably your aunt had...um...cleared somethingsout.”



“Not that | know of,” Ky said. “Why should she?’
“It'sawonder you lasted aslong asyou did,” he said. “What happened when you put it in?’

“The usual—I was dizzy, staggered around a bit more than usud. | didn’t have time to deep overnight
with it, so the adjustment was a bit difficult, but then things were happening...”

She went on with the story. She hadn’t ever had time to put the whole thing in order before, from her
disgrace a the Academy through the capture of her ship, the mutiny, the loss of her family, the attacks at
Lastway, loss of credit, Stellaand Toby, Rafe, Osman’ s death and her decision to take over Vanguard
...and onand on.

“It'sdl been abit crowded,” she said findly, coming to the recent battle and the loss of her ship. She felt
drained.

“Ummm. Any one of those things would be enough to give most people asignificant problem. We havea
lot to dedl with. Let’s start with theimplant. Y ou' Il need to delete dl the files pertaining to your parents
death. Y ou can download to external media, if you wish, but | don’t want you ng them for a
minimum of astandard year. They’rewell into your own neurology by now—"

Ky had expected that, but not the next.

“Now—asthiswas your father’ simplant, it will have information stored on you—things he valued for
some reason. Could be school records, images made of you at different ages, anything. Have you been
accessing thosefiles?’

“No.” She had deliberately not done that.

“Good. | want you to delete dl the family-connected things—anything not needed for your work. |
assume you' |l want to keep Vatta bus ness-specific information, but everything €lse needsto come ot.
Again, to externa storage, but not for immediate access. I'll want to review it—"

“Butit’s persond—"

“Yes, and he'sdead.” Adjan sighed. “Look—it'snot idedl to do arush job on thiskind of problem. It's
possible that he stored things like educational assessments, test scores, even biodata, in that family file
dructure. If you try to find it for us, you'll get tangled in it—you’ll be wondering why he saved that image
of you and not another, or what he meant by keeping some scrawl you wrote at the age of three, or
you'll start looking at images of your siblings who died—and as you pointed out, there' s some urgency.
We need dl the information we can get on your pre-morbid condition, but we don’t need you
complicating matters. So | need access, once you have thefiles externd.”

Though she knew it was not true, she felt that the implant was emptier, lighter, when she had deleted
those files. She' d been tempted to go below directory level and samplethefiles she d never
explored...evento revist, painful though it was, the last day of her father’ slife. Sheforced herself to go
on, unload thefilesin huge chunks...and now someone e se had those memories, those images and
words and fedings.

“Now we re going to normalize your hormones,” the next doctor said. He started an IV and a so plugged
something into her implant’ s externd jack. “ They’ ve sent me your genetic profile; we don't have
reference datafor Sotter Key, but some of your ancestors probably came from Seahalow, which
supplied alot of coloniststo Sotter Key afew centuriesago. Let’ssee...” Ky fell adeep, waking afew
minutes later as he murmured on. “...an interesting response. Let’ sseenow...” Shefdt asif shewere



floating in the warm seg, the sea near her home. Then something tingled in her veins and she was awake
and dert, but calm. “How’ sthat, then?’

“Uh...that fedswonderful,” Ky said.

“Atick less, | think” he said. The dertness receded; the calmness remained. “Y our stress hormones were
way off norm. Not unexpected, but you' d adapted. Y ou’ re going to deep long and heavy for severa
days, and when you wake up you may fedl thickheaded. Don't worry about it. We ve got to reverse the
adaptation. Ordinarily we' d do that over severa weeks, but in the interest of getting you back to
sarvice...” Hemurmured on, but Ky did back into deep.

She woke with amild headache and the fedling that she had dept too long. When she turned her head
something tugged dightly; avoice gpoke out of dimness. “If you' |l hold still amoment, I [l get thet off your
head...” Ky held dill; hands touched her hair and whatever it waslifted off, leaving a swesety patch
behind. “And now alittlelight...” Light revedled a hospital room and the pleasant broad face of awoman
inagreen smock. “I’'m Annie; let me help you up. Y ou need to walk around a bit.”

Dizzy at first, Ky soon steadied enough to make it into the hospita bathroom for a shower and hair-wash
and so on. By then she was hungry, and after ameal came sessions with one specidist after another, a
nap, another med....and finally bed, where again she dept at once and heavily. That set the pattern for
the next severd days.

At the next medical conference, Ky felt much better. Well enough, in fact, to leave. Her team had a
different opinion.

“We ve gabilized your biochemistry,” the chief neurologist said. “But we' re concerned about resdua
damage from that brain injury you suffered at Sabine. The surgeons did an excellent repair, considering
the conditions, but our scans show severa areasthat could be improved. Besides, we haven't yet dedt
with the retraining you need. The two together will take another five days, but your fleet tels usthe ships
won't be ready to depart for at least seven.”

“You'resurel redly need this?’

“Theretraining, definitely. We could excise the memoriesthat led to the trauma, but that might impair
your judgment the other way. Retraining will help you modulate those memories, control their intensity.”

Ky agreed, and underwent atreatment that involved having short-lived nannitesinserted into her brain,
where they removed excess scar tissue from the surgery at Sabine and from a childhood concussion, then
severd days of adjustment trials to her implant controls and biofeedback work that was supposed to
optimize both physiological and bionic response to stressors. Every day she felt abit more clearheaded,
until finaly the team dismissed her.

“Here are the copies of materid sequestered from you implant,” Adjan said. “ They belong to you; they
arefrom your implant. But | caution you that under no circumstances should you review thismeaterid for
at least one standard year. Ordinarily we would ask you to deposit it with atrusted relative who would
then lock it away—the temptation to snoop has caused more than one patient distress and required
re-treetment. Thisis not possible for you, as you have no relaives here.”

“I could get alockbox at Crown & Spearsand leaveit there,” Ky said. “With ingtructionsto destroy it if
I’'m killed. Would that do?’

“That would be very wise” Adjan said.



“I'll arrangeit, then, and let you messenger the cubes over. Then you won't have to worry that my
insatiable curiosity will undo your work...” She grinned at them all.

She dressed once morein her uniform, called to let her security detail know she was ready to leave,
caled to arrange alockbox at thelocal Crown & Spears. Then she called Fitt.

“What'smy agenda? They' re kicking me out.”

“Wadll, if you're able, there sastring of memoria services where your atendance would be welcome,
They’ ve been holding off on the Vanguard one, hoping you'd be out intime.”

“Of course,” Ky sad.
“With so few of ussurviving—" And so few remains, Ky knew. “—it'll be brief.”

Someone had thought to send aong amourning band with her security detail, so Ky wasableto go
directly from the hospita to asmall chapel. She recited the ancient words commanders had used in
Sotter Key for generations; others gave their memories of those killed. Argelos and Pettygrew attended
but did not say much. The names, recited together, were too long a string to remember; Ky remembered
faces, expressions, the sound of alaugh or acurse.

While she' d been gone, someone—she assumed Pitt—had gone through her quarters on the station and
moved everything to her new flagship. Ky had been asked about that name, and agreed with the others
that it should be called Vanguard I1. The new Vanguard looked and felt very different from the old one.
It smelled different; it sounded different; it was much bigger.

Shefdt different, too...not the kind of fresh-paint qudity that gave the ship its distinctive smell but
something e se. She had the memories she needed, the memoriesthat had given her the experienceto do
what she must now do. But shefet stable again, steady...she had not redized—had not had time to
reslize—how long she' d been struggling to stay upright, asif one mental leg had been lopped shorter than
the other. Theimplant’ s software addition, tweaking her biochemistry, kept it in an alowable range, the
doctors had explained. She could still get angry, be scared, fed grief and triumph. .. but extremes would
not create feedback Stuations that maintained an abnormd level.

Pitt had visited, the last two daysin the clinic, and so had Argel os and Pettygrew. She' d been fully

awake by then, dill onan 1V to boost neurd retraining but able to have vigtorsfor an hour. Both captains
had offered her data cubes, but—obedient to the doctors orders—she’ d refused them. Now she'd have
to tackle them. Shefdt well able. Moray had an extensive library of military science, tucked into the
larger database of technica material. Though their own space force had been, like Sotter Key's,
intended for System Defense only, their archives held the records of many previous conflicts, going dl the
way back through human history to the origins of war.

Ky downloaded the sections she found most relevant: strategy for large, diverse units, information on
how best to organize unitsfrom different originad governmentsinto aunified force, and how to organize
the staff for such alarge force. While space warfare had always suffered from lightlag in communications,
even after system ansibles become common, pre-gpace warfare with its much shorter distances had dedlt
with instantaneous communication—its value and its problems—for centuries. Strategy for surface
warfare had to be trandated into multidimensiona terms, but she found ideas that no one el se had used
for along, long time.

She pulled her attention out of thisfascinating topic to attend another memoria service, thistimefor those
who had tried to use the sabotaged ships againgt Turek’ sforce.



Unlikethe small private servicefor the Vanguard dead, the memorid servicefor the civilianskilled in
their attempt to fight off the invasion packed the largest hal Moray Station could find. Despite the urgent
need for ships, construction work halted long enough for the ceremony, because riggers closed ranks
around their Miznarii co-workersand their families.

Ky and her escort had a space near the front; they edged through the already crowded room. At the far
end, on an improvised stage, someone had mounted images of those who had died. Along the sides of
the room, as outside, aline of station police kept watch. Ky had to shake innumerable hands, nod and
smileinnumerable times. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to speak to her, touch her. She was glad thiswas
the last such service—for now—she would have to attend. That for the crew of Vanguard, dedayed until
shewas out of trestment, was only aday past.

On the professiona side, what the riggers had done was foolhardy and even stupid: once they’ d undone
the controls the enemy had placed on the ships, they should have let the station take over control and
bring them back to dock. But that would have meant turning their Miznarii friends over to Station
Security as saboteurs, exposing those familiesto lega scrutiny and public scorn, or worse. Instead, they
had chosen to make heroes out of potential suspects. Moray’ s senior security officer, Kendelmann, had
shared with her theinitia record of the conversation between riggers and the station on the ship they
cdled Thirty.

It would' ve been remarkable if even one of the crews had donethis, but they all had.

“They’ reatight-knit bunch, theriggers,” Kenddmann had said. “ And this particular group dl liveinthe
same neighborhood. The Miznarii keep to themselves somewhat, but the neighborhood leaders are all
unusudly gregarious”

“So do you think this Lozar knew what he was doing?’

“No. | think it'slike hisfriends said. He wasjust bardly bright enough to be arigger, and he was dways
ago-aong kind of fellow. That new cleric of theirs, though, he knew what those datadots were for, and
he knew Lozar was gullible enough to believe what he wastold.”

Now, surrounded by friends and relatives of those who' d died, Ky was ushered to aseat in the second
row, next to astocky dark-haired middle-aged woman and a girl who was obviousy her
daughter....neither with implant bulges. On the far side of them sat ayoung redheaded woman, her
implant bulge showing through hair pulled back to abun. She had her arm around the shoulders of the
daughter.

“Phittanji’ swidow and daughter,” someone murmured from behind her. “ It was poor Lozar—"

They could not know that she, Ky, had a reason—distant and minor, comparatively—to be lessthan
sympathetic to Miznarii. The woman turned to Ky. Shelooked miserable and exhausted, but she
summoned up aweek smile. “Thank you for saving us from those pirates,” she said.

“I wish | had been ableto save dl your families” Ky said.

“It was not—it was not possible to save L ozar, once—once he—" Her shoulderstrembled; tears
overflowed her eyes. “He only did what he wastold—"

Ky was not sure what was culturaly acceptable; the Miznarii woman would consider her—anyone—with
an implant ahumod, and so might consider contact a contamination. But the woman’ s obvious distress
required something—she put out her hand, and Sera Phittanji clung to it.



“I don’'t know what to do,” she said. “We have no savings, my daughter was to be married and we had
spent everything on her—" In alow, rapid voice, she poured out her troubles asif Ky should be ableto
do something. Lozar’ s disgrace, the rent due, the degth of her daughter’ s suitor on another of the ships,
the confusion of the congregation when their cleric turned out to be one of Turek’ s agents, everything. All
Ky knew to do waslisten, let her hand be squeezed out of shape, and hope that the ceremony started
sometime soon.

When it did start, Sera Phittanji let go of Ky’ shand at last. Each rigger’ sfamily had a chance to spesk,
usudly telling some anecdote about the family member. They were taken in order of the ship numbers.
When number seventeen was called, the red-haired girl three seets down got up and made her way
forward.

“Both her parents,” Sera Phittanji said, tears running down her face. “Both of them dead, and her mother
was the sweetest woman. We worked together on some committees. | don’t know what Meg will do...”

Ky froze; she had been where Meg was, only this girl was younger. She could not speak; she wanted to
be somewhere, anywhere el se rather than here. At least no one had asked her to give aspeech after
losing her parentsin aviolent attack. Unlike the other speakers, Meg did not talk about her parents
specificaly; instead she talked about their decison—al theriggers decison—to try to attack the
invaders and in the process save their Miznarii friends.

Silence held the room as she spoke, her earnest young voice catching now and then, but clear. “1t was
the right thing to do,” she said at the end. “ And they did it. And we need to do it, too.” Ky fdt tears
dinging her own eyes.

When the time came for the families of those who died in Thirty, Meg stood up with Lozar’ s daughter
and helped her to the front. The daughter read from a sheet of paper, now much-crumpled: her father
had been loving and honest. He had not known—nher voice broke there. He had been agood friend to
hisfriends, and his friends had been loya to him...her voice broke again and she ducked her head. Meg
patted her shoulder and hel ped her back to her sest.

Ship Thirty wasthe last of the “hero ships,” astheloca press called them, and when a co-worker of D.
Watson, who had no family at the memoria, had talked about the man’ s fascination with the same
entertainment series many of the group enjoyed, Swords of the Spaceways, agovernment officid
handed out medals from the stage.

Then family memberslined up to walk past the row of pictures while others stood around in clumps,
talking and waiting their turn. By the time sheleft, Ky had adozen invitations to lunch, dinner, acouple of
birthday parties, and various private wakes.

“Good bunch of people,” Pitt said.

“Yes...| can't get over that girl—Meg. When my parentswerekilled, | don't think I’d have been so
forgiving of someone who'd madeit possible”

“Shewas dready friendswith thefamilies” Fitt said. “ She and that Phittanji girl had beenin classes
together. It’ sdifferent when you know the people.”

Ky tried to imagine how she' d havefdt if she'd known that someonein the office a Corleigh, some
gardener or the mechanic at the airfield, had been involved. She' d played with their children, years
before...and no, she couldn’t see blaming Ekar or Adadi if one of their parents had been involved.

“It' sagood thing they were all so close, then. Kendelmann told me he thought there' d be riots when



people found out, but the riggers wouldn't let nonriggersinto their neighborhoods for days.”

“Did she break any bones?’ Fitt asked, glancing at Ky’ s hand.

“This? No, but | was afraid she would. Poor woman. She' s got more problems than most, at this point.”
“If I could make a suggestion—"

“Of course,” Ky sad.

“Have the flest—your fleet—set up afund for those families. Let everyonetossin afew credits; it'll add
up. Kind of back up that solidarity they have.”

“Good idea,” Ky said.

“I borrowed it,” Fitt said. “I1t's something Mackensee does, spread alittle butter around on something
other than bars and brothels and weapons suppliers. Seemsto create goodwill, anyway.”

Back at the ship, Ky took the time to download and instdl the new command data set for this ship, then
review the news that had stacked up even in those few hours.

Moray Security had located one of the smal ansiblesin a shop stockroom; the owner claimed no
knowledge of it, but was in custody, and one of the employees, under interrogation, had suddenly died.
Despite an intensive search, they’ d found no more of the ansibles, and felt that they’ d blocked loca
agents—if there were more agents—from communicating with Turek. Moray had technicians capable of
restoring service to the system ansible, which they had done, but only for government use.

“What' sthe latest on Turek’ sforce?’ Ky asked.

“One of the transmissions picked up—trandated by that expert at Cascadia—said they were going to
finish getting the ships ready and supply them at their base. The trandator doesn’t know if the coordinates
werein clear or acode. There isa system where the coordinates are, but of course that could be afeint.
Mackensee has been working with us on that; if that is the system, the closest place to do asupply would
be Gretna—"

“I don't think they’ll belucky there” Ky said. “Weleft abit of amess...” Argelos chuckled.

“| doubt that would stop Turek,” the Moray officer said. “ And there's Rosvirein. Both systemswith
dubious reputations, but both with plenty of arms on hand at last report. Mackensee has an agent a
Rosvirein, but not at Gretna. They think they can pinpoint where Turek is, if his people cometo Rosfor
supplies”

“What do we know about the system they might bein?’

“Unmanned ansble platform—just arelay, basically. There was an unsuccessful colony there, something
went wrong...lI"m not sure. Mackensee may know.”

Angble communications—especialy viaone of Toby’s specid units—should be completely secure, but
how secure was Stella herself? She would be furiousif she were left out of theloop completely, if she
thought Ky was dead. Buit if anyone found out that shewaan't...if Stella, after acommunication from
Moray, walked around looking happy...that could compromise their only chance to make asurprise
attack on Turek’ sforce,

Ky wished she could talk to Grace, but suspected that her communications lines were even less secure



than Stella’s. Too many ansible relays between Moray and Sotter Key, and the codes Grace had given
her might have been compromised.

No. She would haveto let Stellaworry. She had just decided that when aMoray officer cameinwitha
cube of messagesreceived on Argelos shipboard ansible.

Grace, of course. Herswasterse, voice-only. Ky ran it through the code filter. “Heard about big battle.
Expect confirmation you're dive asthisis prerequisite for sending Spaceforce shipsfinaly released by
idiot government.” How had Grace heard about the battle? More worrisome, how had she heard enough
to wonder if Ky was dive? The system ansible had been down. ..was Turek spreading the word, and if
s0, why?

Stela, next, video and voice, uncoded. “ The Moray ansbleis till down, but I'm sending anyway. I ve
got an invoice from Crown & Spearson Gretna, and | remember your telling me something about this,
when you were at Adelaide, but you never sent me any paperwork. Should | pay this out of Vatta
accounts, or apply to the Cascadiansfor it asamilitary expense? Y ou weren't actually authorized to
draw funds from Cascadiathen, but it will messup my booksif | pay it out of Vatta, sncel don't have
any corresponding vaue recelved. Also, you forgot to give methe details of your transactionswith
Ransome—the sale of those ansibles—and that should be cleared up so the Vatta accounts are clear.
Please do that immediately. The auditors will be checking our booksin afew tendays...”

Ky shook her head. Surely Stella should have redlized by now that Vatta Trangport or the expanded
Vatta Enterprises and its accounting were the least of her concerns. Shefet like caling Stdllajust to give
her agood talking-to. And she had no ideawhat documentation Stellaredly needed, and anything there
might have been had blown up on Vanguard. She could have put it in her implant—it had been in her
implant, asarecord of conversations, but she' d offloaded it as anuisance and now it waslocked in a
Crown & Spears box.

Some merchanter’ s daughter she was! Wrong ingtincts every time. But the pang of guilt eased asfast asit
had come, and the implanted therapy module dropped afew pearls of cognitive redism into her
awareness. Stella had alegitimate problem: auditors. She herself had alegitimate problem: the war. Who
else might have the data Stella needed? Wdll ... Argelos might have stored it. Ransome would certainly
have the records of his purchase. And she had staff.

“Eveyn...” Thetrim Moray officer appeared in the hatch. “I need to send my cousin on Cascadiasome
information, via shipboard ansible, that does not appear to come directly from me. Here swhat she
needs, and here’ swhere it might be. Contact these officers, find out if they haveit, and if so havethem
transmit it by shipboard ansble.”

“Right away, ma am.” Evelyn saluted, took the list, and disappeared. Ky grinned. Staff was good. Now
for Aunt Grace. That was still a problem, and she needed to consult the experts, such experts as she had.

“The only way | can imagine that word got out from hereisviaashipboard ansble,” Ky said. “It could
be Turek trying to spread the word that he’ swon, trying to intimidate more governments. That makes
sense, inaway. Or one of his agents here got something out before we caught them....they had hoursto
do that. But Aunt Grace addressed me, and said she wanted confirmation | was alive; she didn’t seem to
be asking if | wasdive. That suggests to me that she got word, somehow, that there' d been a battle, that
there was some rumor of my desth—that would logically be Turek, | think—and that | wasin fact aive.
Anyone dse haveideas?’

“No, but I can’t think who' d have doneit,” Pettygrew said. “1 know | didn’t. | would have no reason to
contact Sotter Key. Well, if I'd known you were dead, maybe...but even then I’ d have contacted Vatta



on Cascadiafird. I've met Stella; she' sthelogical contact.”

“I didn’t, either,” Argelos said. “When the ship blew, before we knew you were dive, | was thinking how
totell Grace Vtta, in her role as Rector of Defense—but like Dan, I’ d have gone through your cousin,
most likdly. | suppose one of my crew might, without my knowledge—" Hisfacewasgrim.

“Excuseme,” Pitt said. Ky turned to her. Pitt’sexpression, for thefirst time in Ky’ s experience, showed
embarrassment.

“Yes?' Ky sad, fascinated in spite of hersdlf.

“My orders, orgindly, were to support Mgor Douglasin hisrole as Mackensee liaison to thisfleet.” Pitt
paused; her mouth twitched. “I know that...the admira isaware that thisusudly involves some...” She
seemed to be struggling for the right words.

“Spying?’ Ky suggested.

“Gathering data useful to Mackensee, yes, ma am. If the admira recals, upon leaving our
headquarters—" Ky noted that even now Pitt did not specify the location—odd, sincethey al knew it.
“—the admird told us about Grace Lane Vatta s new position and the fact that Sotter Key privateers
would bejoining us at Cascadia. The admira may recall that Mg or Douglas asked permission to contact
Rector Vattaand present credentials.”

Ky had forgotten that, but she remembered it now.

“The mgor was aware—but | don’t believe the admiral was aware—that in the earlier events at Sabine,
when Mackensee was forced to put up abond by ISC, and the admiral’ s—then captain’ s—performance
had impressed some of our senior officers there—a certain amount of preliminary background checking
began. And was continued after the events at Lastway, but terminated when the admira chose to pursue
aprivateer career.”

“I wasn't aware of dl that, no,” Ky said. It was unlike Pitt to be so roundabout, but she must have a
good reason.

“In checking up on the admira’ stime in Spaceforce Academy, | happened to make contact with one
Master Sergeant MacRobert. He thought alot of the admiral asacadet.” Now the faintest of blushes
colored Pitt’s cheek. “We...um...corresponded now and then.”

“About me?’ Ky asked.

“Sometimes. He wasinterested in how Mackensee saw the wider issues—piracy and the like—and after
the attack on Vatta on Slotter Key—which to him looked more like an attack on Slotter Key itsdlf, at
firss—he contacted meto seeif | had any word on the admiral. Which, right then, | did not.” Fitt took a
breath. “Thelong and short is, ma am, that Master Sergeant MacRobert has been my source, asit were,
for Sotter Key. And he's now working closaly with Grace Vatta, and apparently was before the old
government fell and he may have had something to do with that.”

Fragments of memory codesced in Ky’ smind, forming apattern that almost made her laugh hystericdly.
Those fruitcakes. That spaceship kit with strange parts. MacRobert and Aunt Grace? Together?

“It didn’t seem something you needed to know, and he and | were both fully cognizant of the need for
Security—"

“Areyou adouble agent?’ Argelos asked suddenly. “Have you been al dong?’



“No, sr. My primary loyalty’ sto Mackensee, same as dways. But Mackensee saw, after Sabine, that
Slotter Key and the Vattas were going to be important to know about. MacRobert knows that. He never
passed on anything | could useto hurt Sotter Key, even if | wanted to. But there was a connection, and |
was part of that connection, working of course under Mgor Douglas' orders, as Master Sergeant
MacRaobert knew. The feding was that two senior NCOs chatting wasless...obvious...than Mgor
Douglas cdling the Rector of Defense. Thething is, after the—after Mgor Douglas died, al the
responsbility fell tome. And | did think, after we knew the admira was dive, that thiswas something to
be passed along, with care.”

Ky shook her head, fighting off the urge to burst out laughing and scream smultaneoudy. The others
were less restrained.

“What the hell—!" began Argelos, just as Pettygrew said, “ That’ streasonous!” and the other officers
muttered things Ky didn’t catch.

“Master Sergeant Pitt,” she said. The others subsided. “I am to understand that you have been in contact
with MacRobert ever since Sabine?”’

“Off and on,” Pitt said.

“I hope you won't take thisthewrong way,” Ky said. “ Y ou saved my life, after al. But what you're
describing would put you in the position to cause some of the trouble you' ve always seemed to deplore.”

“I wasamogt killed at Boxtop,” Pitt said.

“Allies have been killed to cover tracks,” Ky said. “What strikes meisthat you may betelling the

absolute truth—and | know you have been truthful with mein the past—nbut if you were clever enough,
you could be backstabbing Mackensee, and us, and Sotter Key. Mgjor Douglasis dead; we have no
independent confirmation of your past history; we have no way—uwithout breaking the communications
ban | fed is necessary—to see what Mackensee thinks about all this. Assuming that Mackenseeisasit
has presented itsdlf.”

“| undergtand, ma am,” Fitt said. “Itislogicd...”

“I’vetrusted you, and | like you, but you’ ve put mein aposition where| can’t continue to trust you. Y ou
know | wanted my surviva to remain secret—"

“Begging your pardon, Admiral, but you had not given that order a thetime | contacted MacRobert.
Even bdieving it wasimportant for your people to know, | would not have done it against your orders.”

“Y ou can say that now, but...” Ky shook her head. “1 want to believe you. | will check on the timing of
your transmission, which | presumeislogged on whatever ansible you used—"

“Yes, ma am. On Captain Pettygrew’ s ship—" Pettygrew seemed to swell in his set.

“If, asyou say, your transmission preceded my orders, then that’ sa point in your favor. But until we are
inasituation where| can again contact Mackensee command myself, | cannot alow you to access
communications equipment, and you must consider yourself confined to quarters.”

“Yes, maam. | understand, and | gpologize for causing you this difficulty.”
“Corporal Decker will escort you to your quarters.”

Pitt did not object, as Ky haf expected; she saluted and | eft, with Corporal Decker behind her. The



moment the hatch closed, Pettygrew exploded.
“That—that arrogant, meddlesome—"

Ky raised her hand. “Dan, | know she shouldn’t have doneit, and | know you didn’t mean to let anything
like this happen. Please do check your logs, and check the time stamp on that transmission. My concern
now is damage control. Grace Vatta knows, and Master Sergeant MacRobert knows. Would Grace
have understood how important it is that no one ese knows?’

“Turek must’ ve spread the rumor of your death,” Argelossaid. “Y our aunt knows you' re alive—her
message makes that clear, and Ritt told her—told this MacRobert, anyway.”

Ky was gtill thinking about MacRobert and Aunt Grace as ateam. No wonder the bad government had
falen. How many had died in that, she wondered. And what was the status of the Commandant of
Cadets? She pulled her attention back to the present. “We need the Slotter Key Spaceforce ships; if
Grace needs confirmation. ..l wonder what will satisfy her?’

“There sawaysfruitcakes,” Argelos said with agrin. He had found the origind fruitcake story hilarious.

“Not abad idea,” Ky said. “Infact...| think | can devise amessage not even Turek’ s best can figure out.
Too bad we don't have instantaneous matter transmission—I could just send her afruitcake...”

“That would make amilitary nightmare,” Moray’ s senior commander said. “I don't want to contemplate
matter transmission, thanks”

Ky nodded. “I'll take care of Aunt Grace. Now let’s consider how to deal with Turek...with what we' ve
got left. It samercy that putting the CCC into Vanguard meant we had to put the extraansbleswe
brought you folksinto Sharra’s Gift and Helvetia, or they’ d be debrislike the rest of her.”

Argeloslooked at her with acurious expression. “Could’ ve been aworse loss than ansibles.”

“Itwas,” Ky said, thinking of Hugh, Martin, Douglas, the Gannett family. “ But the ansbles are the key to
our ultimate victory.”

CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

Nexus|l, | SC Headquarters

Rafe Dunbarger, acting CEO of InterStellar Communications, stared out the window at what had been
an avenue of blooming cherries until the freezing rain withered the flowers. The view expressed his mood
precisdly. Every time he thought he had hislife rearranged into something livable, adisaster movedin.

“Rafe?’ Hissster Penelope, with her own problems.

Rafe suppressed asigh and turned to her with asmile. “Penny! Y ou look lovely.” And she did, having
regained the weight she’ d lost in the aftermath of losing her husband and her baby. Physically, shewas
fully recovered. Emationdly, Rafe considered her il fragile.

“| fed...better.” But even asshe said it, tears glittered in her eyes. She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I—I



can't help thinking...ayear ago...”

A year ago she had been recently married, pregnant, the wedlthy and indulged youngest child of a
wedthy family, married into what had seemed a secure relationship.

“No apologies, Pennyluck,” Rafe said. He held her for afew moments, until she pulled back alittle, then
released her. “Dinner ill dl right?

“Yes.” Shepulled out atissue and blew her nose. “Yes. | need something to celebrate.”

Hedidn't have much to celebrate, except that he had saved her life, and his parents ...and in the process
lost the mogt fascinating woman he' d ever known.

“Tell meabout Ky Vatta,” Penny said, tucking her arm into his. “ She wasin the news again—well, her
cousin Stelawas, but talking about Ky. What did you think of her?’

Ky Vattawas the last person Rafe wanted to talk about. * Stella sinteresting, too,” he said. “ Gorgeous
creeture, like afine sculpture—"

“I saw the pictures,” Penny said tartly. “1 am not in the mood for gorgeous cregtures...Ky doesn't look
90...50 impossibly perfect. Did you hate her so much?’

“Hate Ky? No.” He guided Penny gently out of the gpartment, pinging their security with his skullphone
to be sure the driver would be ready. Arra, the evening number one, fell in behind them; Madoc, the
evening number two, was dready at the devator.

“You don't talk about her; | wondered if—"

“She' shard to describe,” Rafe said. “Not physicaly, of course: you' ve seen the pictures. But that mix of
commercia and military background gives her...unexpected qudities. She's...feistier than Stella. Not
that Stellal sbland.”

Penny looked sideways at him. “Y ou' re hiding something.”
“I’'m not. I’m trying to answer your question.”
“Youare. | cantdl. | thought you were in love with the other one, the gorgeous Stella.”

“Not inlovewith,” Rafesaid. “We had abrief fling. And I’m not proud of those years, Penny. Shewasa
little younger than 1, less experienced in what she was trying to do. | enjoyed escorting her, of course.
But—" But any love had been on Stdlla s side, and she' d clearly gotten over it.

“So you'rein love with the dangerous one,” Penny said.
“I’mnot acharacter inaplay,” Rafesad. “1 don't haveto bein love with ether of them.”

“Right,” Penny said. Her voice was lighter now, teasing, asthey rode down to the dock where hisdriver
would be waiting. “Y ou only rescue people, pretend to be arakehell—”

“l an—I was arakehdl.”

“Ingde, | mean. | don’t believe you ever were, insde. And you' ve fallen for her. The rumors wereright.
Don't bother to deny it.”

“I never argue with beautiful women,” Rafe said. He handed her into the car, checked with his security



team that all was wéll there and aboveground, and then entered himsdif.

Rafe had invited his persond assistant, Emil, to join them; abirthday dinner needed guests, and Penny
had agreed that Emil would suit her. Winterplain suited her, aswell: arestaurant whose dedication to
privacy and comfort almost equaed its pricing.

“Let’ stak about something else” Rafe said, fastening the safety web. “Like how you' re doing—I hope
youwon't find it insulting that I’ ve been surprised and delighted by your work so far.”

113 Ra Iy?’
“Y ou have anose for fraud, Penny—you'’ ve found one bent account after another.”

“So you thought you' d bury mein paper and keep me busy and out of trouble—" He could not tell from
her tone if she was angry or not.

“Guilty as charged. | knew you needed work to do, some way to fed productive. And | was sure you
weren't acrook yoursdlf. | had noideal wasturning aferret loosein arabbit warren. Y ou're talented at
this, and you' re va uable to the company—or anyone else you want to work for.”

“It' seasy,” Penny said. “ Anyone could—"

“No, they couldn’t,” Rafe said. “I can read people when I’ m with them and spot the crooks that way, but
I’m not nearly as good asyou are at following cold trails through the books. Y ou’ ve found problems
never suspected.”

“Werethey dl Parmina?’ Penny asked.

“I don't think so,” Rafe said. “Too many diverging vectors of motivation...| think he created aclimatein
which fraud and embezzlement and smpleincompetence could thrive on the margins of his own intent.
Lying, chesting, and stealing became the norm; people who weren't on his team shrugged and went after
their own interests”

“And you're changing that,” Penny said, patting hisknee.

“I’'m trying—but an organization like ISC hasalot of inertia. Convincing peopleto quit doing what profits
themistough. | can’t fire everyone and art over.”

“Why didn’'t Father notice any of this?’

“I don't know, Penny. Parminawas working him, for one thing, and for al | know could ve been feeding
him poisonsliterdly...something to dull his perceptionsjudt that little bit. Unless Father wasin on it—"

“No!” Penny shook her head violently. “No. Hewas as surprised as | was when we were taken, and I'm
sure he didn’t know about the rest of it. Though it does seem incredible that hewouldn't...” Her voice
trailed away; her expression, in the dim light of the vehicle, showed doubt and fear. Not emotions Rafe
wanted her to fedl on her birthday.

“Let’stak about something else,” he said for the second time, racking his brain to think of something.
With war looming, with the company foundering, with their father still mostly incoherent and their mother
gill in denid about his condition, with the woman he loved facing death in combat. . .what other topics
could they talk about?

“I had lunch with Lucy Parminalast week,” Penny said. “I don’t think | told you, | gave her the name of



my therapist after—you know.”
“How’ sshedoing?’

“Much better, | think. She' snot actudly using my therapist, but another in the same practice. She's
started painting again, and she showed me some images—I can stand to look at them.”

“Mmm?’

“Wdl, when we were in school, she painted, but they were such horrible things—bleeding bones and
faces that scared me—green stuff coming out of the eyes, barbed teeth—that | couldn’t look at them.
Now she's painting landscapes, and kind of stiff-looking people. But people, not horrors.”

“I wasan art deder once, you know,” Rafe said. “Well, art and antiquities, anyway.”
“You?

“Oh, yes. If shewants an agent sometime—if she wantsto pursue a career in art—tell her toask me. |
know people.”

Penny gave him an odd look. “I would never have thought of you as knowing anything about art. She
doeshope, shesad, but | don't think she believes she' Il makeiit.”

“Her father’ sfaults can't be dlowed to ruin her life,” Rafe said. “How’ s her mother doing?’
“Not aswell,” Penny said. “Lucy says shewon't leave the house, won't consider going into therapy.”

The car did into the secure parking area below Winterplain. Rafe handed Penny out and redirected the
conversation again, thistime to artists he' d known and things he’ d learned about the business. They
chatted about art dl the way up to their private dining nook, where Emil had just arrived. Rafe let Emil
take over the conversation—he was eager to tell Penny about amusica show he had seen, and soon the
mood lightened. Music—why hadn’t he thought of music? Thanksto their mother, Penny had had lessons
and played two instruments at near-professiond level; they’ d had musicians staying with them on tour.
Emil’ sfamily had aways had season tickets to the opera and the symphony; he, too, had had |essons.

“But | didn’'t havetaent,” he said, grinning. “My parentstook me to teacher after teacher, and they dl
gave up. | loveto hear good music; | can't makeit. Do you il practice, Penny?”

“I haven'tinawhile,” Penny said. “I should get back toit, | suppose...but I'm not redlly the soloist
type”

“Some of my friends have an amateur group—you might consider them. | could introduce you.”

Penny glanced at Rafe, then said, “I’d like that, Emil. I'm rusty, butif | had agod, | know I'd
practice—I’ d have to move instruments from my parents house—’

She was looking happier; shewasrelaxed. If hedth for Parmina s daughter meant going back to painting,
then maybe hedlth for Penny meant going back to music. Rafe ate the rest of his entrée with genuine
pleasure.

A tap on the door of their room startled him. No one should be able to find them, let along interrupt—but
the door opened, one of the restaurant staff and aman in business attire.

“So sorry to interrupt, Ser Dunbarger.”



Rafe’ simplant ran arapid check. Alois Maendy, Assistant Secretary of Defense. He felt his pulserace,
controlled it. “Not at al, Ser Mdendy. | hopeit isnot too urgent; thisismy sister’ s birthday dinner.”

“Sera, my pardon—ser—" The man paused, glancing at the others. “ Ser Dunbarger, | am truly sorry, but
thisisamatter of considerable urgency. If | could just spesk to you privately.”

“Very wdl.” Raferose. “Emil, will you take over as hog, in case thistakes|onger than amoment? Penny,
my gpologies”

“It'sdl right.” In company, she had acquired aglow and looked happy and relaxed. Rafe rose; his other
security guard moved with him as he and Maendy moved to an alcove just outside the room.

“Ser...we have received word that alarge force—the conspirators or pirates or whatever they
are—have attacked Moray System. Thisinformation is relayed from the Space Defense Force.”

Ky’'sforce. A battle. Hefelt suddenly cold.

Maendy went on. “Y ou may not be awvare that Moray has military shipyards—very high quaity—and
apparently the pirates had ordered shipsto be built, under pretense of being alegitimate government, and
then arrived to sted them.”

“That's...how far away isthat?’ Rafe used hisimplant to query the | SC database. Sure enough, Moray’s
system ansibles had gone down some hours before.

“The system’stwo tendays FTL trave, plus—"
“Plusthe usud insystem time. Y es. What €l se did Commander Vattasay?’

“It...er...was not Commander Vatta hersdf. In her name, from the Space Defence Force. Commander
Vatta s ship was destroyed—"

“What?’

“They said to notify you that although they interdicted some of the thefts, the pirates got away with six
fully armed warships. They aso have information received indicating that the same group has many more
warships than previoudy known, and they believe an attack on either Nexus or Cascadiawill follow. |
know you told the Secretary that | SC could not provide useful defense, but we' ve dways depended—"

“But what about Commander Vatta?’ He could fed hisbody tightening around that question, his heart
racing.

“Wall, you know we have always had our doubts about the Vatta connection...in light of Vatta stheft of
| SC technology, and the rumor that Vattawas involved in your parents abduction—"

“It wasn't our technology and they were not involved in the abduction! How many times—!” Rafe
lowered hisvoice; peoplein the larger room were looking around. “What about Commander Vatta?’

He had spoken quietly and distinctly; why was Maendy backing away, asheen of perspiration on his
forehead?"1—I believe—shewas|ost with her ship. They said the ship exploded—"

Everything stopped for an eternity Rafe could not measure. Sound, movement, al stopped. Nothing
existed but Malendy’ sface, apae blur, and the darkness around him. Ky. Dead. His heart beat again, a
sngle beet likeadrum. No.

Something twittered in the distance. Rafetried to focuson it. Maendy, Hill talking. “—thing is, if they



attack here, | must know how many ships—"

“Go. Away.” Hedid not know if he said it aloud. He wanted only to hear no more from Maendy...no
more horrible, life-destroying news, no more impaoss ble demands, nothing.

“But Ser Dunbarger! It' simportant—the Secretary demands an answer—"

Inside, hefelt acold black explosion, the opposite of anova, darkness spreading at the speed of light,
faster even.

“I have no answer.” His voice artled him: colder than ice, colder than anything he had ever heard. He
struggled with himself, and managed more. “Look: | did not know about the battle; | did not know about
Commander Vatta s death. It was my sister’ s hirthday; | had arranged a specia dinner—" Helooked at

Maendy.
1] Bljt_”
“I will have an answer for you shortly...areyou till in ansble contact with Moray?’

“Er...only by relay through the Space Defense Force. Moray’ s ansible hasn't been repaired yet. They're
working onit.”

“Good,” Rafe said. He was hovering over the brink of an endless drop...no, hewas engulfed in
horror...no, hewas Rafe Dunbarger, acting CEO of InterStellar Communications. If Ky wasdead. . .if
the report wastrue. ..she would expect him to do what he needed to do, whatever that was. He had
aways known shewas likdly to be killed; he had told himsdlf that over and over. Why then this shock?
Had he not redlly believed?

“I'll talk to Moray mysdlf,” Rafe said. “1 will need the code for the relay through SDF.” Maendy handed
him adata strip; Rafe did not look at it, but tucked into his jacket pocket. Maybe the report was wrong.
Maybe it was another ship; maybe she had somehow survived. Maybe she would not be there to stop
him from killing whoever had done thisin the most vicious way he could think of.

“But ships—"
“I'll have that information for you later,” Rafe said. “ Tomorrow morning.”
“Wecan't wait—"

“Youmust,” Rafe said. “ At worst, no one can reach us from there for twenty days at least. Y ou said that
yoursdlf. | will be gathering data. 1t will take me that long to be sureit isaccurate. Y ou want it accurate, |
takeit.”

“Er...of course”

“Then tdl the Secretary | will have the datafor him by 0930. And now, if you'll excuse me, | must get
darted.”

“ Bth—”

“Good-bye,” Rafe said. One of his security—Arra—stepped forward. Maendy backed away. Rafe
turned his back on the man, reminded himself to breathe, and spoketo Arrd.

“They have an angble booth downgtairs,” Rafe said. “ Stay with Penny, Arrd; Madoc can come with me.
I’m going downgtairsto make an ansble call.”



“Right, ser.”
“Tell Emil to check the status board; we have another system ansible down; he' sto arrange arepair.”

The Winterplain ansble booth was large enough for two, but Rafe |eft Madoc outside. In moments, his
priority code gave him accessto the closest satdllite, with punch-through to the angble platform itself. He
downloaded the original message to the Defense Department, even as he placed the call. Statuslights
changed; the screen blinked twice then gave him a steady image of a uniformed woman he did not know.

“Thisis Rafe Dunbarger of I1SC. | need to speak to Admird Vatta” Maybe it would work; maybe his
need to talk to her would conjure her out of the ether.

The woman’ sface changed to acareful expression. “The...you haven't heard? Her ship...her ship was
logt”

Lost could have many meanings...hetold himsdf that, to keep his voice steady. “ And Commander
Vatta?

“Was...she' sgone, Ser Dunbarger.”

Ships could be logt, misplaced, and yet whole and sound, aong with those insde them. People could be
gone, not here, and yet dive.

“Who'sin charge?’ Rafe asked.
“Of Space Defense Force? Acting commander is Commander-Senior Murphy, of Moray.”

“Then | need to speak with Commander-Senior Murphy,” Rafe said. “1 was contacted in responseto a
cal from Space Defense Force to the Nexus Ministry of Defense.”

“Ya g.-u

Commander-Senior Murphy looked nothing like asenior military commander to Rafe. Histdl frame had
generous bulges: jowls and chins and wrinkles where his scomach had grown over the years. But hiseyes
were shrewd; he nodded at Rafe. “I know who you are. Admira Vatta briefed us before her ship blew;
she believed Nexus was likely the next target for thisfellow Turek. Nexus or Cascadia, and shewas
leaning toward Nexus.”

“How did it...happen?’ Rafe asked.

“Wearen't entirely sure. Turek’ sforcelaid aminefield asit fled, but we don’t think that wasit—or
waan't dl of it. The ship wasfiring its beam—"

Rafe remembered what Stella had told him about Ky’ s ship. It needed amgjor refit; Ky had not taken
the time—or changed ships—

“—and we think perhaps the beam set off anumber of mines at onetime, too many for the shields. But
our investigetive teams haven't completed their andyss”

Stellahad said something about a CCC, some kind of module that was supposed to give the
ship...something. He couldn’t remember what. He didn’t ask about that. Instead, “ Can you give me any
information on the state of the Space Defense Force? Isit till operationa? Will it be pursuing the enemy,
or—"

“I cannot give you any operationd information, you understand. | can say the force remains a useful



organization. If the government of Nexus requests our assistance—"

“I'msaureit will,” Rafe said. “1 have been asked to assess the readiness of 1SC’ sforces and respond to
the Secretary by morning—it’ slate night here. Did Comm—Admira Vattatel you anything about the
|SC forces?’

“That they weren’t worth the trouble to blow away, yes, she did. I’ m surprised you people have the
reputation you' ve had—"

“Yes, well...it came asasurprise to me, too, when | took over thisjob. Apparently it was part of the
same sabotage that resulted in my family’ sabduction.”

“Do you have anything that' s combat-ready?” Murphy asked bluntly.

“Yes. Lessthan | could wish. | can't tell you anything operationd, either...I’min apublic ansble booth
a arestaurant, and though I’ ve engaged encryption it’ s not as good as our own. But as soon as| found
out our fleet had serious. . .deficiencies. .| st about remedying them, putting all our resourcesinto our
best units”

“Contact me again from amore secure location, will you? It's midmorning here, but fedl free to contact
meanytime”

“Thank you,” Rafe said. “It’ s nighttime here—not late; we were at dinner. I’ll be briefing our Secretary of
Defensein about...um...twelve of our hours. So | should be getting back to you within four.”

He closed the connection, and leaned his head on the console amoment. He had promised himself that
when the crisiswas over, when Turek had been defeated, and 1SC was on firm ground, and hisfather
recovered...hewould go and find Ky Vatta, explain why he' d acted the way he had on Cascadia, seeif
she could forgive him. Now it wastoo late. That could never happen. His future lay before him, one
blesk stretch of unpleasant duty, to the end of hisdays.

He sat up, shook his head sharply, and composed himsalf aswell as he could. He had acted so many
partsin hislife; he could do it now. When he went back upstairs, Penny and Emil were finishing dessert,
gl chatting about music and musicians.

“I'm sorry it took so long,” Rafe said, forcing asmile. “1SC fleet problems, Emil. I'm afraid | must ask
you to meet me at the office; I’ll take Penny homefirg.”

“Of course” Emil said.
Once morein the car, Rafe turned hisface away from Penny’s, he wasn't sure he could contral it.
“It wasalovely dinner, Rafe,” Pendope said. “I’m glad you organized it.”

“Glad you enjoyed it,” Rafe said. Outside the car, the world was dark and wet and cold, but
ingde...insdewastoo small, stuffy. He wanted to throw open the door, jump out, take his chances out
there, with risks he understood, on his own again. “ So did you and Emil have anice chat while | was

gone?’
“Do you want meto marry him?’ Penelope asked.

Heturned to dare at her, her profile outlined againgt the faint glow of late-night street lighting. “Marry
him? Whatever made you think | did?’



“Only that you' ve had him hovering over me since thefirst day you brought me into the company. Only
that you keep telling me how responsible heiis, how reliable, how honest, how unlike Parmina.”

“I only wanted you to fed safe, Penny,” Rafe said. Safe with someone other than him. And she had
sensed that, sensed that withdrawal he had hoped never to revedl to her.

“I’'m not upset,” Penny said. “Don’t worry...| just want you to understand that although Emil isanice
felow, I’'m not nearly ready to think about marrying anyone.”

“That'sgood,” Rafe said. “ Since | told him not to make any movesin that direction.”

She gave alittle chuckle, the most relaxed laugh he had heard from her sncetherescue. “I
wondered...there he was, always ready to be an escort, to take over for you, but. .. was beginning to
wonder if hethought | was ugly or something. Y ou scared him.”

“I...” He had meant to scare Emil; in the mood he' d been in, back then, he’ d been willing to scare
anyone.

“Rafe...weneed totak.”

His heart sank. What now? What little-ssterly problem or plan needed his attention now? With an
invason on the way, with Ky logt, with his enemies on the Board and in the government constantly
looking for reasons and ways to bring him down. He forced asmileto hislips, and gentlenessinto his
voice.

“What' s the problem? What do you need?’
“You,” shesad. “You are the problem.”
“Me?What have | done?” Hetried for lightness, but he couldn’t help thinking After all I’ ve done...

“Rafe, you're on the edge. | don't know if others can tell yet, but | can. Y ou’ reworking so hard to be so
good, so professiona-business-steady-upright. ..and you' re agood actor, I'll say that for you. Y ou can’t
be thisgood dl the time without going crazy,” Pendope sad.

It took his breath away; how had Penelope, of all people, caught on to that?“1’m doing the best | can,”
he said after amoment.

“I know. And you' re doing wonderfully. But for—how many years—you did what you pleased, good or
bad. | don’t mean you were bad the way Parminasaid—I don't believe that for amoment. But you were
free; you could go anywhere; you could be anybody. And ever Since you' ve come back, you' ve been
tied down here, to family and business—’

Just what he was thinking; just what he must not think. Not now, in thiscrisis. Not now, when the escape
hatch he d promised himself was gone forever.

“You'revery good at it, but you can't keep it up forever.”
“When Father’ sbetter,” Rafe said. Even to himsdlf, his voice sounded unconvincing.

“He |l never be better,” Penny said. “Y ou know that; we read the reports and you explained them. And
evenif hewere, the Board won't trust him, not now.”

“They don't entirely trust me,” Rafe said. Even Vaclav Box, who did trust him—or seemed to—was
chafing at the changes Rafe had made. 'Y ou know what they told me about the dliance with the Moscoe



Confederation, on account of the Vattas.”

“No, but you' re strong enough to handle them. He won't be. He never had to fight a contrary Board the
way you have. Only...l can't seeyou doing it forever. Or redly, for much longer.”

“I haveto,” Rafesad. “There sno onedse...” Hefet squeezed; he could scarcely breathe.
“If you had her,” Penelope said.
“Who?’ The pressure increased, the sense of time passing, time log, things that would never be.

“Don’'t be supid!” She punched him lightly inthe arm. *'Y ou know perfectly well who...Ky Vaita She
sounds like another adventurer, likeyou...” Now her voice was alittle wistful. She had come so far,
recovered so much, but even as a child she had not been the most daring of his siblings, and he could not
see her as an adventurer.

“She'sbusy,” Rafe said, thefirst thing he could think of. He did not want to tell Penny that Ky was dead,
not now. He needed time to grieve by himself. Time he wasn't going to have, he could see. “Soam |. We
may never mest again...if...”

“If she getskilled. True. So you ought to tell her.”
113 %’]r‘y—! ”

“Rafe, I'm not saying thisjust asyour little Sster, but as awoman—awoman who has been married. It's
Stupid to waste moretime. Y ou love her, don't you?’

“l don't...know.”

“Oh, please! You do, and it’s obvious enough that al the anti-V atta people guessed it, are till gossiping
about it, worrying...you might just aswell admit it, jump into the fire, and come out with the horseshoe.”

That reference to the old children’ s story made him laugh even in hisanguish. “You think | cantalk my
way past the fire demons?’

“I think you have to do something—you haveto tell her, you haveto tdll the othersto go...jumpinthe
ice pit or something.”

“l can'tjudt...she’snot like the...others.” And she was dead, dead, dead. Whatever wise advice Penny
came up with, it wastoo late now.

“Of course not. So do it properly. Not like the others...”
“Y ou don’t know how |—"

Penny put up her hand. “I heard, Rafe. I’ m not that much younger than you. Y our conquests had siblings,
some of them my age.”

Rafe was glad for the darknessin the car; he could fed himsdlf blushing. It was onething for his
conquests to know, or his contemporaries, but hislittle sgter...

“And don’'t waste time being embarrassed,” Penny said. “I’ m agrown woman; it'snot like | haven't
heard plenty about other people’ s sex lives. Y ou weren't any worse than some others | heard about.”

“I'just never thought about you finding out,” Rafe said.



“My pointis” Penny said, “it's clear to me—experienced widow that | an—that you redlly carefor this
woman. Y es, shemight dieinthewar. Y es, you might be assassinated by an infuriated Board member or
one of Parmina s co-conspirators. So? Use what time you have. I’ m aso the expert on how littletime
you might have with someone you love.”

“I can't just call her up and tell her—she sredlly busy right now—"
“When is she going to be less busy? When are you?’
“I...I"ll think about it.”

He made sure Penny was safe in her apartment, then went on to | SC headquarters. Work kept hismind
off Ky for asmuch asan hour a atime. He sent Emil home after midnight but stayed on, gathering the
material he would need to present to the Secretary of Defense in the morning.

CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

| can't believeyou let usget into thisstatel” Alois Maendy smacked the arm of hischair, asif that would
accomplish anything. “Y ou're going to tell me you weren't here—that it' s not you personaly, but—but
Nexus has depended on | SC—it’ s part of the bargain—"

The bargain no one wanted to talk about openly, the bargain where no sums were ever mentioned, no
concessions ever openly discussed. |SC got what it wanted, and in return money that supposedly went
for Nexus Defense could be spent...elsawhere.

“You'rewadting time,” Rafe said. He had heard thisand smilar diatribes al morning, and he supposed he
would hear another from the last few men at the pinnacle of government. “It’ s not newsto ether of us,
the shapethe ISC fleetisin. | told you about it mysalf, weeks ago. What you need to do now is prepare
the defenses you do have—"

“That we don’'t have, because of your company’ sirresponsible behavior. Y our father’ s dereliction—and
here you are, beneficiary of his power, when you' ve done not one thing—"

“Scolding meisn't going to change anything,” Rafe said. “What you need to do—"

“Scolding you won't, but getting you out of that plush office might,” Mdendy said. *'Y ou coldhearted
bastard—I heard al about you—"

“Redlly.” Rafe sat back, folded his hands. “ And from whom, | wonder? Lew Parmina?’

“At least while Lew was over there we had someone who listened to us—this mess didn’t happen on his
watch.”

“Actudly it did,” Rafesad. “ Actudly it happened because of him...sowhat did hetell you?’

“It wasin the news reports years ago—playboy, sex-crazed cradle-robber—" That would have been
Ilsa, Rafe thought. He did regret Il sa, but realy—she had climbed into hislap that night, pressed hersdlf
on him, and he' d been only eighteen...“—all you care about, dl you' ve ever cared about, is protecting
your sugar-tit...” Malendy’ svoicetrailed avay. Rafe redized that he’ d let hishand dide down,



gpproaching the part of agentleman’ s suit that—if the gentleman carried—would hold what it did in fact
hold.

“Let’'scamdown,” Rafe suggested. “Let’slook at the timetable, if you want facts and not the
ingnuations of aknown traitor. Funds were misused—yes. They were misused for years—at least Six
years—while | was not on Nexus or anywhere near it, and while Lew Parminawas your friendly voice at
ISC. You trusted him, and thisiswhat came of it. Some of the documentation disappeared, but some
we' ve managed to recongtruct: Lew Parmina, using my father’ s name, authorized expenditures of two
types. funding those now our enemies, and funding those whose votes he wanted to control. Not just
within ISC but aso in Nexus governmentd circles.”

“Y ou can't make wild accusations—"

“And you can? Come now, Maendy. If you' rewondering if your name was on the list, you must have
been avery minor beneficiary of Lew’ sgenerogty...it"’snot on theligsswe vefound so far.” Rafe
watched Maendy’ s face run through a sequence of expressions, ending in sullen resgnation.
“S0...whatever you think of me, whatever you think of 1SC, we re going to have to work together if
Nexusisto survive”

“Someone e se should head 1SC,” Maendy muttered.

“Inthelong run, yes” Rafe said. “But for now, you have me. I’m not quitting, and you can't force me
out—I have too much on your government and the meansto make it public if you force my hand.”

“That's...that’ sblackmail ”

“No. That' sthe result of stupidity and greed on adl sides. ISC is culpable but so isthe government of
Nexus. And we have more important things to worry about than who's most to blame for this mess.
Now, quit acting like aprimary teacher with anaughty boy and get me the SecDef.”

“He |l have some serious questions for you!” Maendy said.

Rafe s patience snapped. “| have questions for him, too.” Like why he had not yet met with Rafe, instead
passing him from one flunky to another. Did he suspect the data that Rafe held, or was he looking for
leverage?

Humphrey Isaacs did not rise when Maendy findly ushered Rafe into his office. He overflowed his chair,
pudgy hands clasped on the edge of hisdesk, and glared at Rafe. “We are not pleased with ISC's
performance,” he began. One of the secretaries from the outer office darted in with afolder of data cubes
for Isaacs desk, then withdrew.

“I wouldn’'t expect it,” Rafe said. He pulled one of the heavy, leather-seated chairsto one side of the
desk and sat down before Isaacs could stop him. “Let’ s get past dl the recriminations, shal we?1SC, in
the control of Lew Parmina, did not maintain its fleet to the standard it should have. Thisimpacts not only
I|SC’ s ahility to defend its monopoly, but Nexus Defense' s ability to defend the system, because you
depended on us. All that' sagiven—"

Isaacs cheeks puffed out. “It’ sadisgrace. Y ou promised—"

“Correction.” Rafeinterrupted with araised hand. “ | did not promise anything. | wasn't here, remember?
ISC, along time ago before my father was even born—Dbefore you were born—did a deal with the
Nexus government to provide protection in return for certain government accommodetions. Like any
protection racket—" Rafe noted with pleasure that |saacs did not like that wording, so he repeated it.



“Aswith any protection racket, it weskened the protected. | will stipulate that 1SC has had far too much
power in Nexusfor far too long. But that is not theimmediate issue.”

“I could have expected that you would attempt to evade responsibility—"

“Do you confuse the entity with theindividua?’ Rafe asked. “Or do you want meto consider you fully
respons ble for everything the Nexus government has done over the centuries, asit crawled into bed with
ISC?

“That’ s preposterous!”

“Isit?1 think not. | think history offers many examples of relationships between businessinterests and
governments that ranged from benign marriagesto outright progtitution. Nexus was founded asa
company planet. Y ou know that; you took Jesperson’s history course at Centrd, and he dwayslaid
emphasson it. That' swhy they fired him.”

“Damned radical,” Isaacs said. “Trying to stir up trouble—" He picked up aletter opener, turned it
around and put it down, then picked up apen and twirled it in hisfingers.

“Not redly,” Rafe said. “Trying to point out the stress pointsin our system where trouble might erupt. As
it has here. Nexus was founded as a company colony; the government has aways considered the
interests of 1SC above the interests of other citizens...and always tended to believe whatever the leaders
a 1SC said. When these | eaders were honest—and many of them were—Nexus prospered and was no
worse off than it would' ve been with adifferent syslem. Financidly better off. But the gods of a
corporation are dways both broader and narrower than the goals of a government. Broader here and
narrower there.”

“Y ou never went to business school,” Isaacs said, gelid gray eyes narrowed.
“Oh, but | did,” Rafesaid. “1 went to avery hard, very unforgiving business school.”
“Where?’ |saacs said, histone challenging. He put the pen down then picked it up again.

Rafe looked him over as he might have looked over aside of beef. “How long would you surviveif you
were exiled? And how?’ 1saacs |ooked angry but said nothing; Rafe went on. “1 had of course grown up
among bus nessmen and women. But when | was thrown out, | had to care for mysalf—"

“Y ou had aremittance—"

“I had apittance,” Rafesaid. “And | didn’t use much of it, because | became abusinessman. Severa
timesover, in different systems, with different laws and different economic possibilities. | learned more
there than any business school can teach about what interstellar commerceisredly al about. What it
depends on, what sustains it, what damagesit. | had a perspective that you—who have never traveled
beyond the M oscoe Confederation, who have never started your own business—lack. If you want to
asess my understanding of businessin generd, and corporate structure in particular—bring in someone
who knows something about it. | could not have found what waswrong in ISC asfast as| did, if I'd
been asignorant as you seemto think.”

Air huffed out of Isaacs, and he seemed to shrink alittle. It s till wrong—"

“Many things are wrong, but we cannot dedl with al of them now. What we need, you and I, isaclear
grasp of redity asit isright now, today: what the threat is, what our resources are for meeting that threat.
Thepastis, for the moment, irrdlevant.” The past that included Ky Vattadive and hisfedingsfor her, his
father undamaged, his belief that | SC was as powerful asit had aways been.



“So what do you think redity is?” Thistime |saacs opened the cube folder and began to roll severa of
the cubesin his hand.

“We—meaning the Nexus System and the people who live in it—are in imminent danger of attack by the
sameforce that has attacked and overrun other systems, growing stronger with every resource captured.
And—unless you have anice modern fleet hidden away in abox somewhere—we' re as defenselessas a
baby in asnowstorm.”

“And | suppose you have asolution?’
“No. | can help define the problem, but | do not have a solution.”

“WEell, | do.” Isaacs tapped one of the cubes on the desk for emphasis. * Y ou—ISC—are going to hirea
fleet to protect us, and it snot going to cost usapenny. Y ou got usinto this mess; you will get usout,
if—" 1saacs stopped abruptly. Rafe was paring histhumbnail with aknife. “Where—how—"

“Cdmdown,” Rafesaid. “If | wanted to cut you, you' d be bleeding. | had ahangnail. Now let’ sbe
serious. We can't hire mercsfor you. Y ou’ re the government; you haveto do thet or it'sillega—"

“Y ou have to pay—"

“Wedon't have the money,” Rafe said. Isaacs stared a him, jaw hanging. “ For over astandard year, our
income has been well below norm, thanks to ansibles being out of service. No cdls, no income. Second,
when | got into thisjob, | found that alot of our reserves had vanished. Some of that’s been traced to
plain ordinary embezzlement, some to fraud, and some directly to the government. Third, as soon as|
found out our fleet wasin the shapeit’'sin, | started spending what was left to upgrade and supply it.”

“Soit’s not that bad?’

“No, it isthat bad. Do you have any idea how much it coststo run afleet the size we had? Y ou should, in
your business, but then you aways depended on us—" Rafe let some of the bitterness he felt about that
edge hisvoice. “Cheaper to privetize, let ISC doit. Put it thisway: if | sold everything my family
owns—the houses, their contents, the clothes off my back and my sister’ sand parents' backs, my
mother’ s piano and harp—it would not supply one single warship for one single engagement. Our ships
can’'t even use modern munitions, most of them. It’ s fortunate that rocks in space are letha weapons
because we' re in the Stone Age when it comesto ships.”

“How did it—who let this happen?’

Isaacs himsdlf |et it happen, among others. No useto say that. “ That doesn’t matter,” Rafe said. “Asnear
as| cantdl, it sarted somethirty years ago, with budget cutsfor the fleet because there wasn’t any need.
To that you can add chicanery, not only in ISC but in your department, where inspectors were supposed
to ensure that our fleet was maintained to standards you thought appropriate. They didn’t.”

“We depended on you—"
“Y es. For aconsderation.”
“Youcan't tdl me—"

“I cantdl you that | havealigt of individuasin this department—and others—who took substantia
bribesin return for not doing their jobs. And as| told your assstant, if you' re wondering whether your
nameison theligt, you know you're guilty.”



Isaacs flushed. “1 don't recal,” he said. He dropped the cubes he had been handling and picked up
another.

Rafe shrugged. “Fine. But be aware that the list exists, in more than one secure storage location, and that
| have no more concern for the welfare of this government than you have for mine. Asfor hiring
assstance, you will be lucky, at this date, to find anyone. | put you in touch with Mackensee months ago;
you chose to delay and now they’ re working for the Moscoe Confederation—"

“We have an agreement that | can gtill have some—"

“Good. But understand this—we can't pay for them. | have aready cut executive salaries, including my
own of course, and al but essentia expenses. We must keep the working ansibles going, and we must
repair the onesthat otherscan’t. That’ scritical to military action. We don't have any spare money—"

“Y ou can borrow it—"

“And so can the Nexus government, &t lower interest. Now 1’1l need authorization to talk to your senior
commanders, whoever you' re going to put in charge—"

“What senior commanders?’ |saacs said. “We don’t have anyone capable of running ared defense. Y ou
know that. We'rejust the local policeforce.”

Rafelooked around the luxurious office, bigger than hisown as CEO. “Y ou...you fraud. So...what do
you want to do now? Quit? Y ou must have someone you think has some ability, unlessyou’ ve done
nothing for Sx yearsbut st here until you filled your chair sde-to-sde. Cdl "'emin, tdl 'emto take over.
Not Maendy, of course; he sanidiot.”

“I can't believeit’ sthat bad...” Isaacswas shaking his head. “Y our father—L ew Parmina—they never
sad—"’

“My father never knew—Lew Parminaknew, of course, but he was hiding it. Look—we need to get the
Premier in here, contact Mackensee right away, get the commanders—"

“There¢ snotime,” Isaacs said. “ They’ re on the way—they’ |l be here any hour—" He looked outside at
the blue sky streaked with wisps of cloud. “They could be entering the system now—"

Rafe suppressed a strong desire to grab I saacs by hisjowls and shake him. “They could not,” he said
ingtead. “ The early warning system’ sfine; if something jumped in, we' d betold.”

“We?
“I’'m linked to |SC’'s Emergency Report Center, aren’t you?’
“No...why should | be? That' sfor aspecidigt...”

“Wéll, then: thereis no enemy spacecraft in our system at thistime—"
“Y ou’ re sure—how can you be sure?’

“The rubigilliam hypercontractivity generator,” Rafe said with agtraight face. “ Put into service only four
daysago.”

“Oh. | didn't know about that.”

The man was worse than Maendy. The man was insane. Could he possibly be dragged back to what



must be done? And if the rest of the Defense Department was this brain-dead, which of his own staff and
commanders might take over?

“The Premier,” Rafesad. “And Mackensee...”

“Mugt inform the Premier a once,” Isaacs said. * Shocking—impossible—must—" Helooked grayer.
* Something—something’ swrong—"

Rafe threw open the office door. “ Secretary Isaacsisill—he may be having a heart attack—"

Malendy and severa others rushed into the room while Rafe moved aside. Odd. Very odd. Humphrey
| saacs hadn't been that muddied when Rafefirst called to tell him about the problem with ISC’ sflet.
Something had happened to him in the interim. Something had happened. . .before the conference on
Cascadia Station? After? And why hadn’t anyone in the government noticed?

He stepped into the outer office as a squad of medics arrived, and picked up the headset one of the
secretaries had abandoned. The desktop had adirect link to the Premier’ s office, as he’ d expected.

The Premier’ s secretary was sorry, but the Premier was fully engaged. ...if Ser Dunbarger cared to leave
his number? Rafe explained that Secretary | saacs was suddenly unwell, some kind of emergency, and
that he had information of urgent import.

“Ser Dunbarger. What’ sgoing on?’ The Premier’ s resonant, reassuring voice replaced that of his
secretary.

“Secretary | saacs had some kind of medical emergency while we werein amesting; | called assistance
and they'rewith him now. He was on the point of contacting you himself—"

“Why would he do that? We have aregularly scheduled meeting tomorrow morning.”
“You're aware of the Situation on Moray?’ Rafe said.
“An invasion beaten back by that force from Maoscoe Confederation and Sotter Key? Y es, what of it?’

“When the Secretary reported that, did hetell you that Moray isreasonably sure the attacking forceis
now headed thisway?’

“What? No! Where arethey?’

| saacs should certainly have told the Premier at the daily briefing—why hadn't he?

“I don’'t know, Sir. | do know that Moray isaminimum twenty-day transit in FTL, plustimeinsystem.”
“Thank heavenswe have your fleet to protect us! Will you need any assistance from insystem patrol 7’
Rafefdt abdl of icefaling down through his body. “ Excuse me?’

“I mean, you do have enough of your fleet here, don’t you? Or you can retrieve them from someplace.
Humphrey—the Secretary—would have arranged that—"

“I'm afraid not,” Rafe said. “I told him back when our fleet was defeated at Boxtop—"
“Defeated? What? Where?’

“Mr. Premier, | believel should brief you immediately, but not over this unit. We have astuation.”



A moment of silence, then the Premier said, “How soon can you be here?’

“Twenty minutes,” Rafe said. He heard amuffled cry from the Secretary’ s office. “ Just amoment—" He
stepped to the door. 1saacs was stretched on the floor, medics working on him. “Excuse me,” Rafe said

to the nearest person, someone he vaguely recaled sitting at a desk outside. “ The Premier’ s on the com.
What should | tell him?’

“Give methat!” Mdendy said, turning abruptly and striding toward Rafe. “1'll ded with him.”
“I'monmy way,” Rafe said to the Premier before handing the headset to Malendy.

“You're not going anywhere,” Madendy said. “It’sdl your fault.”

“No,” Rafesaid. “It'snot, and I’'m to go to the Premier’ s office as soon as possible.”
“Why? So you can kill him, too?’

“I did not kill the Secretary,” Rafe said. “| wasn't even—"

“Y ou probably poisoned him or something,” Maendy said. “He was perfectly healthy before you
showed up. And you threatened me.”

“Don't beridiculous,” Rafe said. “I had no reason to kill either of you. Eveniif it weren't illegal. Secretary
| saacs had a heart attack or astroke or something. | had nothing to do with it.”

“You'readangerousrogue,” Mdendy said. “Y ou dways have been; you dwayswill be.”

Rafejust stopped himsdlf from saying that Maendy was an idiot and aways had been and dwayswould
be. So far, no security personnel werein the room to hear Maendy’ s accusations, but they were
probably on their way.

“I"m going to meet with the Premier,” he said, in hismildest voice. “Thank you for al your help.”

Maendy’sjaw dropped; in that moment of confusion, Rafe dipped out of the office and—instead of
going to the devator his own security was aready holding for him, he sgnaed that he would take the
utility stairs. He removed the officid vigitor’s pass he wore as he walked down the hall, peded off the
telltag on its back, and—hardly breaking stride—opened the door to amen’ stoilet and dapped it onto
theinsde wall abovethelight switch. From hisinner jacket pocket he took the small packet containing an
apparent twin to the telltag, dipped it out, and pressed it onto his pass. Preprogrammed for just such
occasons, the “tag” now deactivated door darms and informed area control s that he was authorized
anywherein the building and aso for unplanned entrances and exits.

Nobody stopped him on the way down to the ground floor; the stairs there opened into a side passage
invisble from the main entrance, and one of his own team was there to meet him. “ Elevator stopped on
four—Security let Curran go when you weren't iniit; he'll meet us outside.”

“Idiots” Rafe said. “Did you retag?’
“Not yet.”

“Doit now,” Rafe said. Even Gary, dways suspicious, had thought providing the entire security detail
with fake tdlltags was unnecessary. Rafe had agreed, but inssted on having them anyway.

With his escort retagged, Rafe led the way toward one of the utility entrances. Guests were not normaly
alowed inthisarea, but the few employees who saw them were obviousy more interested in the break



room they passed than in Strangersin the corridor.

No live guard at the entrance, even. Therewas afull suite of eectronic surveillance, but the loop for
storage was brief and the equipment was old, not working properly even before Rafe contributed alittle
more damage. They had come out into asmall paved space; Rafe' s other escort stepped out from behind
atrash bin.

“Best thisway,” he said, and led them along a paved lane just wide enough for atrash truck, between
windowlesswalls, to alarger parking area. A sdewalk led off to the left, around the corner of the
building and probably, Rafe thought, to the front, but his escort nodded instead to the car park itself. Just
beyond, his car waited.

“The parking attendant hadn’t heard?’ Rafe asked.
“Small dterations,” hisescort said. “ And this car park has a separate exit.”

Moments later he wasin the car, reporting to Gary what had happened. “Malendy’ sgoing to clam |
killed the Secretary,” he said.

“I'll dert your legal team from here,” Gary said. “Y ou’ d better get back here—they’ Il expect that, but—"
“They think I'm headed for the Premier’ soffice,” Rafe said. “I’ m supposed to meet him—"
“Don't,” Gary sad. “They’ll be ready for you.”

“I know that,” Rafe said. “But | still need to talk to him. Isaacs hadn'’t told him about Boxtop; the
Premier gill thought 1SC’ s fleet would be ableto protect this system.”

“|ssacswasin on it—"

“Must have been.” Rafe sighed. “I knew he was taking bribes, but | thought he was greedy, not atraitor.
Just when | think it can’t get worse, it does. Dammiit, | can't save the world dl by mysalf. Somebody dse
has to be honest and competent—"

Gary laughed. “ Come on, boyo. Y ou know thisis more fun than sitting in your fancy officelooking at
Spreadsheets.”

“It wasfun when it didn’t mean abillion people could dieif | screwed up,” Rafe said.

Gary snorted. “I ill can't get used to you being al sober and responsible. I’ ve seen you at it for three
seasons now, and | keep expecting you to break |oose and do something crazy.”

“I’'m reverting to my boring corporate roots,” Rafe said.
“Fromwhat | see of these guys, they’ re as crooked as you ever were. That' s not boring...”

“No, right now it’ sterrifying. Our fleet’ sworth zilch, except for that one specid unit; Nexus Defense has
nothing that can stop Turek, and | have no doubt he's coming. We re the hel pless virgin as the barbarian
comesin the gates—"

“Don’'t go literary on me,” Gary said. “What about Admira Vatta? Y ou could ask her.”
“I could, if sheweren't dead,” Rafe said.
“What!”



“Lagt night. Heard it last night. Fleet action at Moray System—twenty-day FTL jump from us. Shedrove
off the enemy attacking their naval yard, but in the process her ship blew up.”

“Rafe—I'msorry.”

“I knew it waslikely,” Rafe said. “I told mysdlf, Just think that she’s died, don’t think about her
...We're not supposed to be...aren’t...anything to each other.”

“Areyou sure she' sdead?’

“Assure asthe Moray officer who told me,” Rafe said. “Her ship blew up; shewasinit.” He struggled to
keep hisvoice steady. “ Of course, our brilliant government refused to aly with Moscoe and Sotter Key,
0 evenif sheweredive, she might not come.”

“Y ou think the aliance wants Nexusto fal?’

“No, but | think they won't come without being asked by the government, and if the government is
convinced | killed—or attempted to kill—the Secretary of Defense, then they arelesslikely to yell for
help.”

ISC’ s headquarters|oomed ahead. Farther ahead, something with flashing lights sped toward them. Too
close “Usethetunnd,” Rafe said to the driver. The car turned aside, drove a short distance between
nondescript buildings, and went down aramp to an underground loading dock, then made asharp turn
into what was actualy an underground parking garage. At the bottom level of that, ablank wall did aside,
reveding anarrow tunnel. The car eased in; thewall did closed behind them. The tunnd ran down,
curving dightly to theright, then emerged into a cavernous dark space; the headlights picked out
something shiny in the distance. “At onetime,” Rafe said to his escorts and driver, “1 would have thought
this high adventure. Now it’ sanuisance.”

Shiny was agrate, which did up at their gpproach, letting them into acar-sized lift. Toonesdewasa
smdller lift for personnd and a hardwire comport. Rafe stepped out of the car and plugged into the
comport.

“Gary?

“Here. Front gate' s crawling with cops. No sign any of them spotted your car. Y ou did button up the
tunnd—’

“Yes, Gary. Both ends. Can’t do anything about the therma into the garage, though. I'min sublevel C.
Best route?”’

“I'll send atruck in to start foxing the thermal. Y our best route—leave the car down. Takethelift upto
sub A, turn right, take the second corridor to the left, second Staircase, right again, there salift to the
eighth floor. Go into Archives, and at the back |eft there' sanother lift. I'll meet you there.”

Rafe followed this complicated path without incident, except for dodging someonein a Technica
Servicestunic pushing awheded cart with abig gray meta box on it down the corridor. The man quickly
pulled the cart to one side and Rafe strode past, nodding thanks. The door dragon at Archives, where
he' d been before, smply smiled and said, “Good day, Ser Dunbarger. Can | help you find anything?’

“No thanks, SeraVVozan. I'm just taking the shortcut today.”

“It' sdl right for you, Ser Dunbarger, but | will not have those infants from Survey coming in here,
pretending to look for charts, and then sneaking down the back lift to lunch an hour early...”



“And quiteright,” Rafesaid. “I trust you make them look at charts until noon?’
“| certainly do,” she said. “ Or send them right back to their section.”

The lift was waiting when he reached it, with Gary indde. Asit moved Gary shook his head. “Y ou kicked
avery large anthill, boyo. The Secretary isindeed dead, and they’ re saying it looks like poison. They
want your hide stretched on ahoop.”

“I didn’'t poison him,” Rafe said. “Is Emil dl right? And Penny—where' s Penny?’

“Both here, both doing their jobs. Y ou know, your sister’ sreally come along way. Quite ayoung
woman.”

Rafe looked sharply at Gary, but the man seemed sincere, no edgeto hisvoice.
“Emil did say to tell you the Premier’ s office cdled; he wantsto talk to you at your earliest convenience.”
“I'll bet he does,” Rafe said. Thelift stopped. Gary exited first, then waved Rafe out.

“That other one—Ma endy?—says you pulled awegpon on him, and threstened him, and he' s saying he
should never havelet you in to see the Secretary.”

“I should have just killed thet little bastard last night when he interrupted Penny’ s birthday dinner, and
cdled it an affair of honor,” Rafe said. “What | threstened him with was exposure of hisincompetent little
financid fiddles” He camein sight of his offices, Emil was out beside the receptionist’ s desk. He waved
at both of them.

“ %_H

“I know,” Rafe said. “One of thoseinteresting days | wished for when | was abored little boy.” He
smiled at hisreceptionigt. “1 would love to give you the rest of the day off, but I'm afraid that would result
in your spending some hours being grilled by officials. Instead, could | offer you the comfort of one of the
guest suites?’

“The children—" shesad.

“Right. They’re nine and thirteen, aren’t they? In school, then an after-school program? Here' swhat
we'll do, if you agree. W€ Il avoid al the mediaand officid attention and move them and you somewhere
out of reach. It' s near theend of term.”

“|—well—yes, that would be nice.”

“WE Il need your authorization to have one of our people pick them up from school. We should do that
before anyone makes the connection and tries to intercept them when school’ s over.”

“I'll makethe travel arrangements,” Gary said. “ Quiet house, suitable for children that age, a couple of
Security, justin case”

“Emil, comefill mein.” Rafeled theway into hisinner office.

Thelight blinking on his desk was the direct connection from the Palace to |SC—but he could not
answer that until he knew how close to the cliff edge he stood.



CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

Moray System

Ky Vatta s message to her Aunt Grace was asterse as Grace' s had been, and even more cryptic.
“Fruitcake containsone K, nofiller. Only onefruitcake, positively no Sin fruitcake. S doesnot belongin
fruitcake.” From the generations-back family code stored in her father’ simplant—surely Grace would
know that one—she added “Tik harvest less than projected by fifteen percent, propagation of seedlings
strongly discouraged.” Trandated: “ Do not propagate this message.” How could shetell Grace that Pitt
was suspect. That maybe MacRobert was suspect?“ Tik pitts—" A simple misspelling that she hoped
would pass for amistake to anyone e se. “—may be infested with fungal disease from the source. Isolate
any storage bins used by suspected lots. Source may be unrdiable.” Did shereally think MacRobert was
unreliable? He had sent her the letter of marque and set up the delivery of those mines disguised as
cleaning materids. If he had been the traitor who opened Slotter Key to the enemy, would he have done
that? Would he be Grace' s—whatever he was to her? She could not believeit. She did not want to
believeit, rather, any more than she wanted to believe Pitt was atraitor.

What she wanted to ask Grace was where Grace had heard of the battle and her supposed desth. What
shewanted to tell Grace wasthat Turek probably still had an agent or two on Slotter Key. But Grace
would not thank her for that information. Grace would give her that Aunt Grace look, and would
understand being kept out of the loop.

Pettygrew called in. “Fitt told the truth,” he said. * She requested use of the angible right after you came
aboard. My comtech assumed that it was a message you had asked her to send, so helet her have the
board. It was another hour before you ordered the shutdown. Y ou asked meif anyone had
communicated outsystem, and | asked my comtech, but she didn’t tell me about Fitt, because she thought
you dready knew. A stupid mistake on my part; I'm sorry.”

“Not your fault,” Ky said. “I’m relieved that Pitt wasn't lying about that; it would cast doubt on
Mackensee' sagenda.” Now what could she do about Pitt? The transmission might have been innocent in
intent. The log showed that the only transmission had been to Sotter Key. But why hadn’'t Grace told Ky
that MacRobert and Pitt were communicating—if she knew.

Argelos reported that Stella had accepted his and Ransome' sfinancia datawithout asking for adirect
contact with Ky. “ She said she supposed you were busy, and she was sorry to bother you but the
auditorswere coming.”

Auditors. Of coursethe surviva of Vatta Transport was important, but why couldn’t Stella understand
that Ky had more important things on her mind?

Slotter Key

Grace Vattalooked at the printout she’ d been given. Straight data, no voice, no visud. It had come from
ashipboard ansible, one of two mounted on Ky’ s ship, but had it come from Ky? Could the enemy have
figured out how to intercept such messages and then use the originating code on adifferent unit? And
“fruitcake.” Too many people knew about the fruitcakes now. Aslong as she d been seen as the dotty
old lady who handed out inedible fruitcakes, fruitcakes as code were safe, but now some people—some
of Ky’screw, for instance—knew that the fruitcakes might have more than fruit and nutsin them.



Fruitcake contains one K. That might be Ky. Or something else. No S. Not Stella. But if the message
was from Ky, why would she say Stellawasn’t with her? Of course Stellawasn’t with her. Ky knew that
Grace knew Stellawas on Cascadia. And the last part, the old outdated V atta code for “ deep secret, do
not share.”

“What' sthat?” MacRobert asked as he appeared with her afternoon tea.

“Either confirmation from Ky that she'sdive, or aclever fake,” Grace said. “It' sdmost—I canimagine
her doing something like this, but—does she think communication through her onboard angbleis
compromised? And what eseis shetrying to tell me?’

MacRobert looked at the printout. “Ah. Don't tell Stella. Definitely from Ky, and—oh, my.”
Grace looked up at him. “What?Y ou understand this nonsense about tik seeds?’

MacRobert looked amused. “Yes. At least, | think | do. Ky’ sfound out that I’ ve been in contact with
the Mackensee liaison, Master Sergeant Pitt. And she' strying to warn you. She' swondering if I'm
relisble”

“You!” Grace shook her head. “ Of course you're reliable; what was she thinking?’

“Girl’slearning,” MacRaobert said. The corner of his mouth twitched. “What would you think if | hadn’t
told you about Ritt?’

Grace shrugged. “All right. | see what you mean. But she knows you—"

“She knew me years ago, when she was younger and naive,” MacRobert said. “ She' s been through alot.
She' s not the same Ky, Grace.”

“I know that,” Grace said. “That’ swhy | wanted to talk to her on Cascadia”

“You're still miffed about that, aren’t you?’ MacRobert rubbed her shoulders. “Y ou know, if you' d been
Ky, you wouldn't have waited, either. She had to go; she heard trouble coming...”

B
“Shel sagood—I can't call her akid anymore—commander, I’ d have to say now. Remarkable, in fact.”
Grace glowered a him. “Y ou're glowing.”

“I'm not. Well...maybe. Look at it likethis: I'm the closest thing she has now to afather.”

“If my arm weren't the Sze of achild’sI’d hit youwith it.”

“All right. | won't pushit. But | am proud of her. It was obvious from the first term that she' d beright at
the top—and she was, and not just academically. She had the right kind of mind. We get brilliant cadets
who don't, and we try to shunt them into positions where their brilliance can be used without destroying
them or their mates. | had high hopes for her asacommander...and she sfulfilled those hopes, though
not in our Spaceforce.”

“You kicked her out of your Spaceforce,” Grace said.

“Not me. | had nothing to do with that decision and you know it. And anyway, it’s your Spaceforce now.
Y ou know the palitical pressuresonit.”



“Fewer,” Grace said. “But yes.”

“Andif she hadn't resigned, if she'd been the most junior officer in acruiser in our homefleet...whichis
where the good ones are assigned. .. she wouldn't have been available to do what she’' s done. Which
may very well beto saveusal.”

“It doesn't hurt that she doesn't fully trust you now?”
“Hurt? No. It would bother meif you didn't.”

“Very well then. | will inform the President that sheisdive, and ready to take command of Sotter Key
forceswhen they arrive”

“We dtill have to figure out where the rumor came from,” MacRobert said.
“Tonight?’
“No...l supposeit canwait until morning.”

“Good... because my therapists are annoyed with me about the arm. ... horizontal exercises, they
prescribe. They ingst | must do them.”

“Horizontd exercises...| think we can manage that.”

Moray System, Aboard Vanguard | |

Ky cdled Aitt into her office. Asaways, Pitt looked perfectly professonal as she cameto attentionin
front of Ky’ s desk.

1] M d a,T.L”

“Thelog bears out your story, Master Sergeant. But | can’t say I’m happy about the fact that you were
in contact with Sotter Key behind my back for...years, it must be.”

“Yes, ma am. | understand that. If the admira will permit—"
“Go ahead,” Ky said. Shewaswdl aware that Pitt was using formality to maneuver her.

“Until Mg or Douglas died, the admira will understand that there was no conflict of interest: | was, as|
am, amember of Mackensee Military Assistance Corporation, and my loyalty belonged to that
organization.” Pitt paused, head dightly tilted, and Ky nodded her understanding. “So,” Pitt went on, “it
would have been ingppropriate for meto discuss with you any of my contacts, anywhere.”

Ky thought that over. She had never been drawn to the shady side of military work; intel was something
she wanted, but did not want to obtain hersdlf. “1 see” she said, her tone neutra.

“If the admiral thought the contact was inappropriate, it was a matter between the Sotter Key
government and my high command.”

“But | didn't know,” Ky said.

“No, ma am. | understand that, but...” Pitt Sghed. “Ma am, it’s been avery odd Situation between you
and me from the start, like I’ ve said before. We re not in the same chain of command. We're not
enemies. We'redlies of asort, but normally you would interact only with officers of your own and
related ranks. Yet—" Thefaintest color cameto her cheeks. “Y ou could, in age, be one of my children.”



Ky just managed not to blurt out You have children? in atone that would have been insulting.

“But you aren’t, and you outrank me, anyway. | do not know exactly what Mgor Douglas orders were,
asMac' sliason. Of course | never saw them, and my orders were to assist him as required. But from
what he did say, | gathered that he was to assst you, without giving up any of Mac's secrets. Though we
were not, then, officidly in aliance with you—and | don’t yet know the terms of our aliance, because
they werein the files that were destroyed with Vanguard—I considered it my duty to be of assistance as
well. Especidly after hedied. | did overstep my authority, ma am, both by contacting Master Sergeant
MacRobert and by urging you into treatment, but...1 did so thinking it wasin the best interests of my
commeand.”

“What you aren’'t saying,” Ky said, “but I'm hearing, isthat | can't redlly expect you to beloya to me,
and neither is, or was, MacRobert.”

Pitt looked thoughtful, not worried. “It’ s not exactly that, ma am. As| understand my duties, my loyalty
to Mackensee—which is of course primary—requiresthat | assist you, and your endeavors here, in any
way | can. That iswhat | havetried to do. Asamatter of fact, not that it should make any difference, |
happen to like and respect you persondly. But if you were asothead idiot, | would still have the same
duty to assist you. And though | like and respect you personaly, | cannot allow that to affect my duty.”

“And your understanding of MacRobert?’

“He hashisduty, to Sotter Key, as| have mineto Mackensee,” Fitt said. “He will do what hethinksis
best for Sotter Key, despite what he feelsfor you. . .though, like me, he respects your ability and
character.”

“Do you know if he hastold Grace Vattaabout his contact with you?’

“Oh, yes,” Aitt said. “Hetold methat hetold her, and that she had been amused. Sheis quite awoman,
he says.”

“Sheisindeed,” Ky said. “And she al'so does't give much away. But my question now is, how much can
| trust you?’

Aitt frowned. “Ma am, | will not lieto you. | will not divulge anything | think might be harmful to
Mackensee, now or in the future, without specific authorization from my own command structure. When
we can, | would like you to contact them, in my presence, and | need clarification of my orders.
However, | know from Mgor Douglas, and the articles of dliance you showed me, that my orderswill,
at theleast, beto assst you—and that means being straight with you. If you ask my advice, it will be the
best | can give—though I’'m only ameaster sergeant.”

Ky snorted, humor having overtaken indignation. “ Y ou are not ‘ only amaster sergeant,” and if you' re not
going to lieto me, let’ sstart there.” Fitt gave ashort nod but said nothing. “Wadll, then. | suppose my
lesson learned isthat dl intelligence personnd aretricky at best. Including MacRobert and my very
unsainted Aunt Grace. Y ou have my permission to continue your contact with MacRobert—sincell
suspect you' d find away to do it anyway—but please keep in mind the advantages to secrecy.”

“Yes maam.”

“You're no longer confined to quarters; you' ve aready been al over the ship, so there’ sno reason to
cause us both inconvenience that way. I’ ll want you at the staff conference at 1330 hours. If we can
arrange asecure link to Mackensee before that, I'1l contact you so that you can speak to your
command.”



The Mackensee officer who appeared on the screen introduced herself as Colond Watkins. Pitt saluted,
assumed parade rest, and gave a succinct report of events since her last officia report, without
mentioning that Ky wasdive.

“Y ou were on the orbital station, then?” Colonel Watkins asked.

“No, ma am. With respect, ma am, isthis a secure connection? Entirely with the Vatta-type ansibles?’
“Yes” Colond Watkinssad. “Why?’

“Ma am, what | need to say is extremey sensitive and should be shared only with Section Four.”

Watkins browsllifted. “Would you prefer to speak to the senior Section Four officer aboard?” From the
toneit was arequest Fitt should not make.

“That might be best, ma am. There are...drategic implications.”
“| see. Can you hold the connection at your end?’
“Yes maam.”

A pause, aflicker at the edge of the screen that cleared, and another officer appeared, aso awoman.
Ky, watching from out of range of the video pickup, saw aflick of hand signal, which Fitt acknowledged
with atwitch of her own.

“Magter Sergeant Fitt, I’'m Colond Paraits. | understand you have sensitive data for us?’

“Yes mdam.”

“But you'renot done.” It was not aquestion. Ky wondered if the finger flick had conveyed that.
“No, ma am, but the officer here dready knowsiit, and has reason to mistrust me.”

“Ah. Go on, then. | was monitoring your transmission before; I’ m caught up.”

“Yes, ma am. | wasin Vanguard when it blewv—abut in the CCC, which survived, though not without
casudties. Themogt critical information to protect isthat Admira Vattaaso survived. We know from
locd transmissions and remote reports that the enemy believe her dead, since her ship was destroyed.”

“I see. And you are now...where?’

“Moray System, ma am. And in the past days, after Mgor Douglaswaskilled, I’ ve been operating on
my own—~but | could do with some orders, frankly.”

“I"'m sure, Master Sergeant.” The colonel |ooked thoughtful. “The problemis...we don’'t have anyoneto
send out your way right now. | can have some orders cut, but as for sending an office—" She paused
again. “ And—what was that about an officer there having reason to mistrust you?’

“If the colond will refer to my report history, under the code name Foxbat-Victor,” Pitt said, “the colone
will find that | have a contact on Sotter Key—"

A few moments later, the colonel nodded. “I seethat, yes.”

“Well, ma am, the officer did not know | had a contact on Sotter Key and considered it a breach of



security. Asit happens the officer was acquainted with my contact and was concerned about hisloyalty
aswel.”

“Um. | canthink of only one officer that might be,” Paraits said. “ The subject perhaps—7’
“Yes, ma am. Who isaso here with me, observing thistransmission.” Fitt radiated caution.

“I see. Actualy | don't see, asit were, but | do understand. Let me assure this officer that, as
Mackensee is now contracted to both Nexus and Cascadia, to augment their defense forces, any prior
survelllance on.. .thisofficer...will certainly not be used in her detriment. And | am confident that, should
| confirm Master Sergeant Fitt in her present role as temporary liaison between the...commander in your
present location. ..and Mackensee, the master sergeant will obey al your orders and conform to your
needs.” Paraits paused, then went on. “It might be easier if | could talk to this officer directly, though |
understand that this might present an unacceptabl e security risk.”

“I'll talk to your people,” Ky said, waving Pitt away, and moving into pickup range. “ Colond Paraits, |
seethat you recognize me.”

13 Y$11
Ky explained the circumstances that had led to Turek thinking she had died with her ship.

“So you think that if Turek thinksyou' re dead it will give your fleet asufficient advantage?’ Paraits
asked.

“An advantage, certainly. Sufficient...we can’t know that. He won't expect usto respond as quickly, and
perhaps he will not expect the same level of tactical control,” Ky said. “Not that there aren’t other
competent officers, but I’ m the one he' s seemed to worry about.”

“With reason,” Paraits said. “But won't he be suspicious of acontinued communications blackout from
Moray?’

“No—he'll think it'smy death that’ sbeing concedled. And it is, in away. We know that Turek had
agents here, and at least one of his pirated ansibles...but those can communicate only with otherslike
them. Soif word of my death getsout, it' sdmost certainly through anetwork of hisagents, and it might
be possible to backtrack and locate them by those leaks.”

“Ah,” Paraitssaid. “Very ingenious and quite possibly workable. | doubt you' Il smoke them dl out, but
you should get quite afew. Do you have your strategy for attacking Turek planned yet?’

“No. It depends on where his supply baseisand how long he'll need to be there. Moray tells usthat the
ships he made off with will need at least another six to seven daysin dock, with competent workers, to
do thefind wegponsfitting, the stocking up, and so on. Longer without a skilled crew and the facilities
they have here. If he wantsto cdibrate the weapons and fine-tune the navigation computers, to maximize
his control in combat, he' Il need gtill another seven to ten days. Moray has given usthe shipshedidn't
take, and they’ re now very closeto fully operational.” Miracle, that was, consdering the number of
expert riggerswho'd died, but the Moray government had gone all-out.

“If hethinksyou're dead, if he thinksthat will make areal delay, he could move ether faster or dower.
And have you considered the effect word of your death may have on your other alies?’

“It should dtiffen their spines” Ky said. “If it doesn’t—well, they wouldn't stick it out if they knew | was
dive”



“I think you underestimate your effect, Admiral Vatta, but | won't argue.”

“Y ou're not going to believe this.” The Moray senior scan tech handed over adata cube. “We have al
the details of Ransome' s departure untangled from the rest of the scan datathat day. The ship identified
as Glorious accelerated toward the enemy as the enemy fled, and appears to have gone into jumpspace
at the same rdlative distance from the scan gtation, asif they thought they could pursue through FTL
gpace. The other Ranger ship was behind by some minutes, but went into jump within ten thousand klicks
of that location.”

“Idiotd” Ky said. “And no transmissonsat al?’

“Not to the fleet and not to Moray. They just took off. Do you think they were actually associated with
theenemy dl dong?’ Moray’ ssuspicionswere dill active, Ky redlized.

“No,” Ky said. She glanced at Pitt.

“| agreewith the admird,” Ritt said. “ These young men were impulsive and extravagant, but they weren't
traitors.”

“Wel, what did they think they were doing? Nobody can follow in FTL flight. . .they wouldn't have the
coordinates or anything.”

“And ablind jump can dump you out anywhere,” Ky said. “But...could they have had the coordinates?
Could they have been monitoring the enemy transmissions? We have arecord of those, don't we?’

“Y es, and the trand ations—but he couldn’t have had the trandations that fast—"
“Dothetrandations give any numericad data?’
“Er...yes...l suppose those could be vector and duration—if you knew which waswhich...”

“ S0 he could’ ve swung over to get on the same course, which gives him vector...and duration...and he
might come out at the same place.”

“Might. Unlessit was multiple jumps.”
“But he might have thought he had enough data—"
“Thenhe scrazy.”

“Right now, he'sgone,” Ky said. “And since we don’t know where, or when—if ever—he'll be back
with us, we might aswell go on to the next item.”

The next item, crewing the Moray-built ships, took much longer.

“You'll have to take one of them as your flagship,” Argelos pointed out. “ And none of us knowsdiddly
about them; you should use Moray crew for Moray ships.”

“Moray’ s own space navy doesn’'t usethismodd,” Ky said. “ Y ou could learn. Sharra’s Gift shouldn't
go into another combat—you’ ve seen the stress charts.”

“Um. We could be second-tier...”



“Y ou could a'so be dead. We need to replace the ships with the worst stresslevels, and you know it.
Y ou' re not the only one who' s being shifted.”

Argdoslooked grim. “ Sharra’ s Gift hasbeen my ship Sncel got into the business. She' slike my other
am—'

“I understand. But thisiswar, not privateering. If you' re to be with me, you' re going to have to moveto
aship that’ s capable of sustained combat.”

“Canl a least nameit Sharra’ s Gift [1 7’

“I don't seewhy not,” Ky said. “None of them have namesyet...dl their ship-chipsare just numbers at
thispoint.”

“What about Dan? Are you going to make him change ships, too?’

“Bassoon isn't showing the same damage. We have worse in the flegt. Tangeld, for instance, and
Sapphire Radiance. Captain Peters and Captain Tardin will both take over cruisers.”

“What will happen to my—totheorigind Sharra’s Gift?
“Y ou owned her outright, didn’t you?’
“Yes...”

“Then you could sdll her, or let Moray do the refit, either to military grade or back to amerchanter. For
that matter, if Moray pulled her armament, she could run as a merchanter now.”

“I won't have time to do that—to run her, | mean. | suppose| could sdll...but | don't know...l fed I'm
losng my connection...”

Ky noted his expression. “Y ou’ re not happy with al this, are you?’
“Who would be?’ Argelos asked. “I don’'t mean you—you’ ve been agood commander—"

“Look...do you want to quit and go back to being amerchanter? A letter of marque doesn’t force you
to be aprivateer—it’ spermission. If Sharra’s Gift were unarmed...you've earned arest.”

“It'sacommission,” Argelossaid. “I said I d take on Slotter Key’senemies.”

“Yes, but not in the same way it was when there were kings and things. Legdly, | think you' d have no
problem, if that’swhat you want. I’ d back you.”

“I don’t want to get blown away by Turek’s bunch—and | would, unarmed and alone. | guess...| never
redlly thought of mysdlf as a Spaceforce captain. Being aprivateer, | could be mostly atrader and only
sometimes haveto worry...” He scrubbed a hishead. “ And now I’ ve beenin...isit only three battles?
Four, counting that mess at Gretna, if that qualified asabattle, and | guessit did. Should, with some of
my people dead. | don't know, it'sjust...I think I'm not good enough.”

“Y ou're good enough,” Ky said. “But you need some of the same treatment | got. | should’ ve thought of
that.”

“No...if you think I can command aMoray-built warship, then | guess| can command a Moray-built
warship. But I'm going to missold Sharra’s Gift.”



“You'll get her back someday,” Ky said, and then wondered if it was an empty promise.

“It won't bethe same,” Argelossaid. “But it'll be nice to have this over with. So—where' s the book for
my new ship?1 know thefirst rules RTFM hasn't changed since before the Digpersion.”

One by one, Ky found captainsfor her ships, some transferred from aging privateer vessels, and some
from Moray’ s own space service. Since Moray didn't use heavy cruisersin its home defense fleet, none
of the captains had prior experience with that model, but the Moray officers were familiar with much of
the software. Ky set up classes. Crewsfor the new ships would come mostly from Moray—she did not
have the people, in her other ships—to fill out the necessary positions, nor would she have even if
Vanguard had not been lost.

CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

O nthe seventh day in FTL flight, Teddy Ransome experienced the kind of internal change knownin his
culture as“brain-bend.” Some people planned their progress through their variousintdligences: so many
monthsin each. Others waited on whatever biochemica signa switched off one and turned on
another...and something turned the switch.

It felt mentally just likefdling out of bed felt physicaly—that moment of blissful weightlessness, followed
by ahard thump when he hit the floor. He had been a Romantic; he had enjoyed being a Romantic; he
had secretly planned to die as a Romantic, never completing the cycle of modalities that was supposed to
prepare onefor full maturity.

Only he wasn't aRomantic anymore. Safein the cocoon of uncertainty that defined FTL flight, he stared
at the banks of ingruments visible from his command chair and wondered how he d ever convinced
himsdf thiswasagood idea.

Even hisuniform disgusted him. Sky blue, gold braid, white facings? He looked around the bridge. More
light blue, more braid.. . brightly polished metd in decorative shapes. Had heredlly thought that was
practica? It looked thegtrical, not at al workmanlike...

He reached mentally for the mantle—no, the flamboyant swirling cloak—of his Romantic period, but it
was gone. He couldn’t be Teddy Ransome, pirate hunter... Teddy Ransome, noble, gallant, daring...he
shivered. Who was he now? Theodore, not Teddy? It sounded stuffy; it felt...much less suffy than it
would have even afew hours before. Which intelligence would come to the fore, and would it be one he
could stand?

A cool, severe voice rose from his brainstem to point out that he had put himsalf in harm’ sway
repeatedly—including now—in hopes of impressing awoman who was, when you came down toit,
nothing but amerchant’ s daughter with a perfectly ordinary face. A merchant’ s daughter with
consderable military skill, yes, but far from the glamorous figure he had created in hisimagination.

And now here hewas, with hisship, in FTL flight, not knowing where he was going, when the enemy
would drop out into normal space. .. he had gone blindly, without thinking, assuming she was dead, and
she probably was dead, but that was no reason to do what he’ d done.

Seven days on an uncharted jump. They could be anywhere. They could downjump into adar, into a



planet, into astupid chunk of rock. He d been an idiot; he wouldn't be an idiot one moment longer.

He called up what navigation charts he had and looked them over, something he hadn’t bothered with
before. It wasimpossibleto tell where hewas, yet in generd thelonger ashipwasin FTL flight, the
farther it went, and there were some accepted correlations. If Turek’ s entry vector had been this...and if
Turek had not dready made other jumps on other vectors. . .then they should be somewherein thisarea,
within threeto four light-years. Unfortunately, not one of the safely blank aress, but till—

“Bajory, prepare for downjump trangtion,” Teddy said. He could hear the different timbrein hisvoice;
the entire bridge crew glanced a him.

“Time, Captain?’ Bgjory asked.
“Assoon as possible,” Teddy said.
“Excuse me, but are you—are we—gjiving up the pursuit? Or do you have information—"

“WEe re dropping into normal space for navigationd purposes,” Teddy said. Again the curious |ooks.
He' d better do something about that. “I...have had an episode.” Now they looked worried.
“Brain-bend,” he said. They ill looked worried.

“S0...you're not a Romantic anymore?’ Bgory sad.
“Not at the moment, no,” Teddy said. “And it’s not settled yet, but | see no reason to run on blindly...”
“Ceptain Baskerville, Sr?’

Damn. Brain-bend had affected his memory temporarily. Des Baskerville, commanding Courageous,
was probably speeding on, gtill in his Romantic phase, unless he, too, had suffered an episode of
brain-bend. And Deswas one of hisoldest friends. They’d sworn to stick together forever, back in
school. But—with no way to contact Deswhilein FTL flight—he couldn’t tell Des he was dropping out.

“Wedon't even know if he'still on our trail,” Teddy said. “A lot can hgppen in seven days.”
113 SC ”

“Sowewill drop out of FTL, try to get alocation, seeif anyone’ s had word of Captain Baskerville, and
then—if it seems reasonable—continue the pursuit.”

“Yes, Captain.” Bgjory nodded sharply and turned to hiswork, while Teddy leaned back in his
command seat and tried to figure out what he' d become.

Sometimes brain-bend did smple reversals—from Romantic to Cynic, for example—but he didn’t fedl
particularly cynica—not as he understood cynical. Hefdt dmogt. ..andytica. Theway heimagined Ky
Vattathought, weighing options, consdering plansof action...redly, even if shewasamerchant's
daughter from Sotter Key, shewas remarkable, if she could think likethis.

Downjump, when it came afew minutes|ater, felt normal, but emergence was a high relative vee and
scan showed nothing useful in real time. Teddy swesated out the interva before they had dowed and scan
began to show reliable data. Their own downjump had | eft a noticeable disturbance, the typical
concentric-ring dimple, sharper for being a high-vee insertion. Scan picked up no shipsat first run, which
only meant nothing was nearby now. No accurate position yet, but the uncertainty box was within the
segment he' d expected. He felt happier now.



“When scan clears, seeif theré sany trace from someone coming through in FTL.” Unlikely, but any
malfunction in the FTL drive might show atemporary effect scan could pick up. “ Contact Courageous,”
he added. “Let’s seeif Desdropped out somewhere. Then give alisten on the pirates channel, just in
case we pick up one of their general broadcasts. And then we'll call back to Moray.”

Moray System, Aboard Vanguard ||

“Admird! It's Ransome!”

“Ransome?’ Ky pulled her attention away from the chapter of Gershaw & Xrilin discussng staff
organization in multinational forces; it took amoment to think who Ransome was. “ Teddy Ransome?”

“Yes. He scaling on his shipboard ansible. Says he hasimportant news. Do you want to talk to him
yoursdf?’

“Yes” Ky sad. “I want to see hisface when hefindsout I'm dive. Just in case he' s playing both Sides.”

Teddy Ransome looked different, but Ky could not at first define the difference, in his dack-jawed
agtonishment. “You'redive,” hesaid. “I thought you were deed. ..your ship blew up.”

“Yes, itdid,” Ky sad. “Careto explain what you thought you were doing?’
“Y ou were dead and | wanted revenge,” Ransome said. “So | followed Turek into FTL.”
“Jugt likethat,” Ky said.

“Mogly.” Hehit hislip. “It was alucky guess, | suppose you'd say. | was monitoring their transmissons,
asyou know, and heard the order to withdraw—well, | think that’ swhat it was, but it contained
navigation data, ablip to computers. | fed it into mine and—"

“And didn't comeout in agar...where are you, anyway?’
“I’'vefound them,” hesaid. “They’rein the same system.”
“They didn’t notice when you popped out of jump next to them?”’

“Er...no. | didn’t downjump here. That was days ago. What happened...| had...changed my
intelligence. It happens sometimes. Anyway, | thought it too risky to just run blindly wherever they were
going, and | sill had the datain the computer. So we ran an andysis on that, and then followed very
caefully...”

That didn’t sound like Ransome. Charging headlong had adways been more his style than following
carefully. Ky pushed that thought aside. “Y ou found them...where?’

“It'snot redly charted,” Ransome said. “At least, not on my charts. I'll blip you everything we have,
courseand al.”

“Good,” Ky said. “What do you mean, changed my intelligence? Doesit mean you' re not a Romantic
anymore?’ His voice did sound more mature, less emotiond. He hadn’t gushed about anything yet.

“Exactly,” Ransome said. “I’'m not aRomantic. | certainly didn’t plan to change. | have no ideawhat
triggered it. But on the saventh day of FTL, it suddenly...changed.” His expresson wasrueful. “It was
more fun being Romantic, but | can’t get back to it. So now I'm stuck in whatever | am.”

An adult, finally, was Ky’ sthought. “ Y ou don’t know?’



“No. It can take aslong as Sixty days, I" ve been told, for the new intelligence to declareitsdlf, if it's
singular. At home, I’d go to aspeciaist and be sorted out more quickly, but here—I don’t know.”

“How doyou...er...fed?

“Quitewdl, thank you. | ran through some eva uative tests, and gpparently I’ m thinking very well, and
have no memory impairments or gapsin reasoning ability. I’ ve instructed my second in command to
inform meimmediately if he sees any disordered thinking, but so far—nothing of the sort.”

“So what—besides the data you just sent us—can you tell me about Turek’ sforce? What are they
doing?’

“There ssgnificant timelag on their non-ansible transmissions. They don't use the angible much when
they’rein their base, so what we ve got is probably aday or so old. All we know isthat they’re
provisioning their ships, taking on munitions. We did get atransmission from an incoming ship gpparently
loaded with munitions”

“Send us your recordings, too,” Ky said. “And we' |l send you the latest trand ation keys we have. But do
you have any ideawhere they’ re headed next, or when?’

“No. They’ve never said, or we can’'t understand it.”
“Can you stay where you are and keep monitoring?’
“Certainly. Areyou going to come here and attack?’
“It swhat...an eight-day trangit?’

“Moreliketen, if you comein sneskily. And | know they’ ve mined the entrance they used from Moray.
But there are no jump points on the chart, and no big masses nearby. Anyone could comein other
ways.”

“If we'rein FTL, wewon't know if they leave. Or wherethey’re going, evenif you're abletotell us. Do
you have any ideawhat the FTL timeisfrom thereto Nexus or Cascadia?’

“Not redly. There are no mapped routes from here to anywhere on my charts; | don’t know if they’d
need intermediate jump points and, if o, where they might be. But they’ re definitely gearing up for a
major attack, as you expected before Moray.”

Ky found it easy now to believe that Ransome had changed in some fundamental way. No flamboyance,
no flowery language, no compliments—not that she missed those—but the kind of sober, rationd
assessment any good officer might provide. His face even seemed older, less boyish. But if hewasn't the
Romanti c-hero-Ransome anymore, who was he? Was he, for instance, loyal to her, to their cause? If
not, he could do them immense harm with that shipboard ansble.

“What about Captain Baskerville?” she asked. “He swith you, | presume.”

“No, he'snot.” Ransome shook his head. “1 have tried to contact him, without success. | had no way to
tell him | wasleaving FTL flight...l would have expected him to drop out by now, somewhere, but
though we ve tried a contact every four hours, there' s been no word.”

“I’'msorry,” Ky said.

Ransomelifted hishand and let it fal. “We Il keep trying,” he said. “Now—what do you want me to do?



If part of their force leaves, if they dl leave—?"

“Contact usfirst, but dso Cascadia Defense. If we'rein FTL flight, they can passthe data on to Nexus
Defense. If some of them stay, you stay put, so you can report on their movements; if they dl depart, and
you can't reach me, go directly to—" Where should she send him? Cascadia or Nexus? “Cascadia,” she
sad.

“If | sayed here,” he said, “I would be able to give you current information when you arrived...”
“That’ strue. Let methink about thisfor afew hours. I'll get back to you.”

Ky cdled in her senior staff. Most attended on screen rather than take the time to shuttle to the flagship.
She explained what she could about Ransome. “We need to figure out where heis on our charts, and
then decide how to move next. If we could hit Turek in abase he thinks is secure—even aglancing blow
could knock out some of hisfleet. Ransome' sisthe only ongteintel we' ve got.”

“The latest report from our people saysthere’ s been hislingo here—" PFitt pointed to a set of
coordinates. “It’sjust ablip in the stream, for most traders—the only reason it was ever colonized was
raw materids. It sonly atwo-day FTL hop from Gingervin; miners go over there and break off pieces.
Finaly someone installed a station, three or four space-based processors, and they have akind of
back-of-the-hills trade for anyone who dropsin. Rough bunch. Anyway, one of our people knows
someone who knows someone, and they reported some odd transmissions.”

“Wouldn't they want a place with arelay ansble?’ one of the Moray officers asked.

“No—they havetheir own,” Ky said. “They don't need relay angibles, and if they’ rein an empty system,
or between systems far from an ansible, less chance of being noticed.” She stared at the display. “Did
they actually cometo thisminers place, Master Sergeant?’

“Word was somebody made abeer run, Admird. But it’ sthird-hand.”

“I can’t see Turek letting any of his people wander off just to find liquor—surely he' d have hisown
setup, if hedlowed it.”

“It' saway to find out what rumors are floating around,” Mgor Steen said. “Hang out in abar and listen,
the same way the Mackensee informant did.”

“Wadl, we can't St herewaiting forever,” Ky said. “We re suffed with supplies, we ve done the run-in
tests. We could always use more training, but | don’t expect Turek to wait for usto move, and we dare
not wait for him. At the least we need to be closer to hislikely targets—and thisisin theright direction.”

From the sudden aertnessin the room, Ky was sure that the others agreed. “ Orders, Admira?” asked
the Moray senior commande.

“Make up formations,” Ky said. “Just what we' ve talked about—we Il head for the jump point, use the
same vector as Ransome, seven standard daysin FTL, drop out and contact him. Maybe we'll get a
better fix on location before we jump, but we have more extensive charts to use when we get there, even
if not. Captain Yamini, | want you to be advance scout: precede formations to the jump point, extend
your FTL to seven point two five standard days, and come in dead dow.”

“Yes, maam.” Yamini blanked his screen.

“Any questions?’ Ky asked the others. No one had any. “Fine. | estimate we re twenty or more hours
before the fleet’ sin formation on the right vector to the jump point; I’ [| have more detailed ordersfor



downjump by two hours prior so you can pass them to your formations. Let’sgo.”

Ky set to work drafting ordersto cover the possihilities she recognized: Turek’ sforce withinfiring
distance, Turek’ sforce light-hours, or-days, away, minesin the downjump destination, everything she
could think of. The same basic five or six formation assignments covered them dl, thanks to the work she
and her staff had donein the past tenday. Shields up. Weapons hot. Passive scans only on downjump.
She handed the draft ordersto Pitt and Stanley, aMoray officer.

“Here. Nitpick. What did | forget?’

“What about microjumping the forward formations out two minutes? Y our spacing' sfive, right? That' d
give some margin of error.”

“Good point,” Ky said. With this many ships, and lesstraining time than she’ d have liked, best leave
more room for the inevitable errors. “But into a pincer formation—gives us more options, whatever we
find.”

“Admird Vatta, we have alocation!” The navigation officer was grinning. “1t's on amapped route, but
not a green one—it’syelow dueto flux disturbances near a pulsar here—" He pointed. “In fact, there
are mapped jump pointsall through thisarea—" With atouch he highlighted aregion. “ But no green
routes. An open cluster here, apulsar there. . .redlly moretrouble to commercia vessalsthan ours, but it's
awonder Cgptain Ransome didn’t run into something.” Ky gave him alook, and he hurried on. “Turek’s
forceis here. Mapped jump point PRTB-1512, in the current Pritchard-Robarts atlas.”

Ky transmitted the navigation data and her ordersto the rest of the fleet and watched as the ships edged
into formation. Squadrons combining the new heavy cruisersfrom Moray, the Cascadian and Moray
warships, the privateers, the support ships—supply, minesweepers, al moving to her plan.

It had better be the right plan. The wraiths of her dead rose around her for amoment, reminding her of
mistakes made, deaths she had not prevented, and then her implant intervened. She would do her best;
she had taken the best advice she could get; what happened would happen.

Sheleft her office and began awalk through the ship after notifying her flag captain. Hugh would have
known her routine, known she walked the ship daily, and they had their understanding of hislimitsand
hers. Thisnew Vanguard had become more familiar with every passing day, but it was not the old
Vanguard and Captain MacKay was not Hugh. Its crew was amix of Sotter Key, Moray, and
Cascadiacitizens...dl new to her...she had them al in her implant now, knew the cooksin the gdley—a
space aslarge asthe largest crew compartment had been in the old Vanguard—and the molesin
Environmental, aswell as the wegpons crews and the engineers.

The ship smdled right, itsorigina sharp odor from outgassing of new synthetics now mellowed by filters
and hydroponics. Chemica sensors aong the bulkheads checked constantly for toxic vapors, but Ky
knew the human nose made agood early warning for some things. The ship sounded right, too. ..the
barely heard vibrations were those of good adjustment....nothing was phasing in and out. The voicesin
compartments she passed had the right timbre, even if the accents were different. Crew were excited,
eager, but not anxious.

The day before she had waked the portsidefirst; today she started at the starboard bow. This
Vanguard mounted multiple beams aong the long axis, the massive supports and hegt-radiating
structures crowded the center of the ship on the weapons deck, narrowing both lateral passages. Ky
reached out and ran afinger dong the red stripe—the red Turek had ordered, and which she had not
bothered to change. The deck gleamed under the overhead light-bars; the bulkhead itself, matte-finished
except for the stripe, curved gently toward the bow.



At the starboard forward missle battery, Ky looked in. Chief Mclntosh of Moray was drilling ateam on
fusing options; one of them spotted her and legpt to hisfeet. “ Admird on deck!”

“Atease” Ky said. Despite the obvious advantages to having uniforms that were uniform, only the
officers had acquired Space Defense Force uniforms. Chief Mclntosh, in adark tan shirt and dacks
tucked into brown ship boots, had atartan armband with four black stripes angling acrossit; the team he
was drilling included two in Moscoe Confederation green, and threein Sotter Key blue. “ So, Chief,
how’sit going?

“Fine, ma am,” he said. “Crews are meshing well. Never thought I’ d get to serve on aship like this,
y' know.”

“Nor1,” Ky sad. “I thought Sotter Key cruisers were big, back when | wasin the Academy, but this
thing' stwicethat Sze at least. | can spend more than a shift going from compartment to compartment and
not seethemadl.”

He grinned. “ That’ sright, ma’ am. We re one of the few placesthat can build’emthissize”

“Wll, carry on, Chief. I’ d better keep moving. Admirals are supposed to spread their interruptions
around...” She moved &ft, pausing in each of the weapons baysto speak to crews, al busy with
something.

Cascadia Station

Stella Vatta pored over the financia data Ky had sent. She had in fact sold the ansiblesto Teddy
Ransome for the sum Stella had suggested. But she had given others away . . .there was the amount owed
to Crown & Spears on Gretna, already taken care of. But the purchase of indentured servantswasillegal
herein the Moscoe Confederation. Traffic in humanswasillegad most places...and shedidn’t think

they’ d understand that it had been the only way to save those people from aworse fate. Were any of
them till with Ky? Could they testify if necessary? It would help if she could talk to Ky, not haveto pass
everything through her aff...slly, that. She wasfamily. Family should always have accessto family.

“Aunt Stellal” Zori tapped on the door. She had cometo call Stella“Aunt” only in the past few days.
Though she now lived with her mother, she showed up at Stelld s at least once aday, trailed by her
escort.

“Yes, Zori,” Sdlasad. Thegirl might not be family yet, but she now believed it waslikely to happen.

“I just heard something. ..it may be only arumor, | don’t know, but this boy at school said something
about your cousin Ky, the admira—"

“What?’
“That she...shedied. Her ship blew up.”

“What! No, of course shedidn’'t.” Theicy wash that seemed to drown her for an instant passed. “I’'ve
had messages from her.”

“Oh...” Zori dumped againg the desk. “That’ sardief. | didn’t really think Jed knew what he wastalking
about, but he said he heard it from aman who heard it dockside.”

Except...Ky hadn't actudly contacted her persondly. Of course that meant nothing; she was busy; she
had afleet to organize, enemiesto watch out for. Still...she must be dive. Someone would havetold
Sdlaif she wasn't. Someone would have known, someone would have made contact, surely.



Stll, it wouldn't hurt to check. Just to be sure. And if arumor was going around that Ky had been killed,
that might impact morae. . .she should let Grace know.

With that thought in mind, Stella placed an angble call to Moray, and waited longer than usud for the
icon to resolve into someone' sface. Not Ky’ sface, but then she had staff... Stellatried to ignore the
knot in her somach. The uniform was unfamiliar aswell.

“Admird Vatta, please,” shesaid. “From StdlaVatta.”

“I’'m sorry; the admird isnot avalable”

“Would you give her amessage to contact me directly as soon as possible?’
“I....will transfer your call to amore senior officer. Just amoment.”

Sdld sanxiety grew.

Ky had just finished taking Teddy Ransome' slatest hourly report when one of the Moray officerswalked
in. “It'syour cousin,” he said. “ She wantsto talk to you. She' s on a secured line, but—"

Ky shook her head. “ She can’'t know I'm dive. Stellawouldn’t leak it but there’ stoo much chance, with
Toby and Zori there, and Zori’ sfather having been one of them—"

“She'll be upset—"

“My concern isdefeating Turek,” Ky said. “We have only adim chance of doing that anyway. I’m not
going to giveit away to comfort Stella. Tell her my ship blew up.”

“Yes, Admird.”

“SeraVatta” The senior officer in Moray uniform who had appeared on screen was an older man. “I
redlize thismay come as ashock—| am sorry it is necessary to—"

“What?’

“When Admird Vattaarrived here, we were under attack by the force we' d been warned of. Inthe
battle that followed, her forcesjoined with our own defenses and drove the enemy away, abeit with
losses. Admird Vatta s ship blew up whilein pursuit of the enemy.”

“Her...ship?" Sdlacould not think for amoment. “But—but shewasin aspecia unit. She should have
urvived—"

“I'm sorry,” theman said.

“S0...who's commanding Sotter Key forces now? And the codlition? Has the Moscoe Confederation
government been informed?’

“All rdlevant governments have been informed,” he said. “ Clearly the dlianceis till necessary. | believe
Slotter Key is sending someone out to take command of their ships, and the overal coalition commander
will be decided very soon. More than that | cannot say.”



“Werethereany...was anything...recovered?’ Stellaasked. She il felt numb, but knew that pain
would follow.

“No. I'm sorry...the aftermath of abattlein spaceis...not...” Hisvoicetrailed away. “I wish | could
offer some comfort—"

“Comfort!” White rage etched through the numbness; Stellafought it down. “I’m sorry; | haveto
go—no, wait. The government here hasn’t made any announcement, so if they know—perhaps|
shouldn’'t say anything—?’ But how could she not?

“I believe the decision was made not to publicize Admira Vatta's...passing...in order not to disturb the
public. But you might want to speak to Garond Seviera, in the M oscoe Confederation Department of
Defense”

“Seviera,” Stellamuttered, entering it in her implant database. “What' s he?’

“An undersecretary for propaganda, | believe. And sera, if anything is...recovered...you will certainly be
informed.”

“Thank you,” Stellasaid.

After she' d disconnected, Stella sat motionless, waiting for the grief to strike. She could senseits
approach, agiant block of misery...al the things she' d said she could not now take back or explain
away, al thewords unsaid that could not now be said. No. She could not wait for it. That first stab of
anger at the Moray officer gave her energy. Shelooked up Sevieraand placed acal to his office.

“Sera Vatta, how may | help you?’
“You cantell meif it struethat my cousin Ky isdead and you' re hiding that fact.”
“Sera...wheredid you hear that?’

“The young woman I’ m taking care of, Zori Louarri, heard it from a schoolmate who heard it from
someone who works dockside. She didn't believeit, and neither did | until | tried to contact Ky myself.
And an officer of the Moray Defense Services told me her ship had blown up.”

“I’'m sorry you found out thisway,” he said.
“Soit' strue”

“According to the report we got, her ship wasin hot pursuit of the enemy—ypossibly the enemy
flagship—and suddenly exploded. | haven’t heard anything more about the exact cause, if it can be
determined. There have been other priorities. Asl’m sure you' re aware, the ship had some deficiencies
that went uncorrected—"

“Yes, but she was supposed to be in that secure modular thing—"
“CCC, yes”
“That wasingaled here. | thought it was proof againg anything—"

“Nothing’ s proof againgt everything. It' s certainly atragedy. And to answer your second question, it's
true we' ve not publicized her death, and | hope to persuade you not to. ..the thing is, so many people
wereimpressed by her, we're afraid her death would be a serious blow to morale. And if the enemy
doesn't know she' sdead, perhapsit will delay their next attack.”



“| see...s0 you don't want meto tell even thefamily?’

“That' sadifficult decison, sera. | do understand the desire to have family support a atimelikethis. But
if word got out—and that reminds me...can you tell me more about how you found out?’

Stellarecited it again—Zori, the classmate, the unknown spacer dockside.

“We need to plug that hole,” Sevierasaid. “I don’t want to bother the young lady; she’ s had enough
problems. Do you think you could get the name of that classmate from her and let me know?’

“It was Jed-something,” Stellasaid. “I could try, but | don’t know if I—if | can keep the truth from her.
I’ m_”

“Upst, of course,” hesaid. “Y ou’ ve suffered aterrible loss, on top of al the others your family has had
to endure. Il check the schoal registry first.”

Stellaclosed that connection, and wondered what to do now. If Sotter Key’ s government knew, then
surely Grace knew...and hadn’t told her...but if they both knew, surely they could talk. She looked at
the time where Grace was. Three in the morning. Grace might be up, but she wouldn't appreciateacal in
the middle of the night. For just an ingtant she thought of caling Rafe—but that would not do, eveniif he
aso knew.

Shetried to bury hersdf in the accounts, but she kept seeing Ky in everything Ky had touched. Images of
the sturdy, stubborn little girl, the sulky teenager, the wary adult, al ran into one another and kept her
mind from focusing on the figures. Another one of the family gone, every childhood playmate, gone.

She would not cry. Shewould not...but in spite of herself, tearsrolled down her cheeks.

CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

Slotter Key

“So Ky ign't telling Stella she survived the exploson?” MacRobert said. “Tough on Stdla. Y ou told
Helen.” He handed Grace the padded grip of the exercise gpparatus. She wrapped her small hand
around it dowly, careful not to stretch the flexible deeve that dtill protected it asit grew.

“Helen’snot in the middle of a crowded space station, the sole licensee for atechnology vita to the war,
with two intelligent and no doubt naively nosy adolescents living with her,” Grace said. She moved her
arm back and forth in the range-of-motion exercises. “I can trust Helen not to leak it to anyone, and the
children aretoo little...nobody’ s going to listen to them, evenif they doingst their cousn Ky isdive.”

“Stdla sgoing to be furious when shefinds out,” MacRobert said. “With you, aswell.”

“Not when she' sgoing to get the CEO-ship,” Grace said. “If we can get Maxim out before he does
something ese supid—"

“Doyou gtill think he might be a Termanian plant in support of Parmina?’
“I'd liketo think it, but no. Nobody e sein the family has done anything suspicious, and he hasn't been



offplanet. Y es, he' sgot the right genesto be an intended problem, but | think it's coincidence. We' ve
looked—you and | both—and we ve uncovered everything se” They had found Turek’ s agentsin the
locd mafia, and located the portable ansible they’ d used to keep in touch with Turek. Even deep
interrogation hadn’t produced any linksto Maxim. “He sjust young, in love, and full of innate
stubbornness.”

“Keep that shoulder level,” MacRobert said. “Y ou’ re compensating with atilt.”
Grace tightened her grip on the handle. “1 wish thisthing would grow faster!”

“It took you fifteen yearsto grow thefirst one—this one' s growing pretty damned fast. Now
remember—shouldersleve, breathe with it—"

“How angry do you think Stellawill be?’ Grace asked, hafway through the next .

“Y ou know her better, but from what shetold you about that trip with Ky...sheredly resented being
kept literaly in the dark. If | wereyou, | wouldn’t let Stella get the ideayou and Ky have a specid
bond—"

“Wedon't,” Grace said, startled.

“You know Ky’'sdive. Hden knows Ky’ sdive. That'sdl the family. Stella—your protégée—isthe only
onewho doesn’'t. And she' sjust made up with Helen, forgiving her for not telling about the adoption.
Another secret she' slocked out of ?1 think it’sexplosive.”

“But Ky’ sreasons—"

“Make perfect sense from the military point of view. It'snot one Stella s ever been redlly sympathetic to,
isit? There' s Vatta sense and military sense, and you' re the only person who can make them overlap.”

Grace unclasped her hand from the handle and flexed the fingers. The arm ached now, instead of itching
asit had earlier; it had skin and muscles and it moved, within its covering, dmaost without thought.
Fine-motor was still a problem, but she was sure once she got rid of the protective covering it would
come quickly.

“How could | do it without Toby finding out? And why would she accept it from me?’

“Y ou're her mentor. Y ou're senior in thefamily. Y ou' re the Rector of Defense. All those together. Y ou
can tell her it was essentid for Ky hersalf to make no contact with anyone, anywhere. That you werethe
only onewho could do it safdly.”

“That might work.” Grace stretched the young arm forward, measuring it againgt her old one. “Ha. Look
at that.” Thetipsof her left fingers touched the base of her right palm. “Not long now.” MacRobert took
her hands, both of them, and lightly kissed them. “Y ou're right, Anders, that should work. Ky wanted to
tell her, but didn’t dare get on herself—she wanted meto tell her—" She glanced at the clock. “1 could
cdl he—"

“Before shecallsyou, yes.”
Cascadia

When the Sotter Key origination code came up, Stellawasn’t surprised. Aunt Grace, of course.
Probably Sevierahad told her that Stellaknew.



“Aunt Grace,” Stella said when Grace' s face appeared.

“How secureisyour end?’ Grace asked.

“Best | can makeit,” Stellasaid.

“Andyou’'reaone”

“Yes...look, | dready know—" Shefet tears Singing her eyesagain.

“No, youdon't,” Grace said. “Y ou have aprivacy shied inyour office, I'm sure.”
“Yes, but—"

“Engegeit.”

Stellatook the cylinder out of her desk and laid it where the video pickup would include it, then touched
the nub on one side. “ Engaged,” she said.

“No one must know what I'm telling you,” Grace said. “Not Toby, not Zori, not anyone, including that
twit in the propaganda department.”

“I know it' sasecret,” Stellasaid.

“But you don’'t know what secret,” Grace said.
“Ky—?

“Kyisdive” Gracesad.

“She—but they said—"

“Ky isdive. She could not tell you; she can’t communicate outside the system she' sin without risking the
enemy finding out she sdive”

“But—but | thought it was her death that was supposed to be secret.”

Grace shook her head. “It’ sadouble cover, Stella. We seem to be hiding the fact that she' s dead, but
we' re actudly hiding thefact she'sdive.”

“But her ship—"

“Did blow up. Shewas nearly killed, injured but not too serioudly; only being in the CCC saved her. And
the enemy think she' s dead, which we think—we hope—will give her adight advantage in the coming
battle”

“The coming beattle?”

“Stella, | can't tell even you more than that. Most of the enemy got away; they fled shortly after she
arrived. Here sthe thing: because outbound communication from Moray viathe sysem ansibleislimited
to officid transmissons, we know that rumors of her desth must be coming from the enemy—and we're
using that to trace his agents—"

“Zori heard it from a schoolmate who heard it from someone who works on the docks—"

“Yes. Which means Turek has at least one agent on Cascadiathey haven't found. Thing is, you and Toby



are dill in danger; you must play ignorant just asyou did on your first assgnments. Report rumors, of
course, but if the Moscoe government chooses to announce Ky’ s death, just be the grieving cousin.”

“I candothat,” Stelasaid. “I wasgrieving—"

“Of course you were. Please understand—KYy could not risk talking to you hersdlf, and it took awhile for
the message to get to me—"

“| fed like I’ ve been—yanked around,” Stellasaid. “1 understand why, but—"

“Y ou have been,” Grace said. “ Anyone would fed that way. Y ou’ ve been under alot of stress on other
fronts, too. And you' ve done brilliantly with the company business...| dwaysknew you had what it takes
to run thetrading Sde, but | didn’t anticipate either the need or the ability to manage a manufacturing
gart-up, the way you have. To learn your only surviving cousin was dead—and now that she's
aive—I'm sureit’s been ashock.”

Grief had receded, but it didn’t fedl likejoy, not yet. At least it was no longer pain.
“S0...what ismy assgnment?’ Stella asked.

“You don't believe Ky isdead, in spite of any rumors that show up. If the Moscoe government decides
to admit she' sdead, you are shocked and grieving, dmost refusing to believeit.”

“What about other—I mean, does Nexus know the truth?’

“No. They refused to join the aliance, you recall. They’re out of theloop. | don’t know whether they
think she’s dead or not—depends on whether they queried Moray for any reason. They did know the
fleet was headed there.”

“Will Ky come swooping out of nowhere, like the deus ex machina in those old plays?’

“We hope so. But | must tell you, Stella, that the odds aren’t good. Turek got away with dmost haf the
shipsready at Moray. Hisfleet’ slarger than Ky’'s, and more of it isrea warships. That’' swhy it’scritical
that Turek continueto think she'sdead.”

“We could be attacked here. At Cascadia”
“Yes, but we expect him to hit Nexus.”

That was nowhere near as comforting as Grace probably meant it to be. But Ky was dlive. At least, had
been dive the last time Grace had word of her.

“I hope you understand why Ky didn’t—"

“Yes. I’'m glad you told me, though. If I’ d thought she wasjust leaving mein the dark again, the way she
did before, I’ d have been furious. We re partners—well, maybe not exactly, but she' sfamily, the closest
| have in my own generation. She' sgot to trust me.”

Moray System, Aboard Vanguard ||

Ky wasjust heading for the personnd lifts on the Environmentd level when the doors did open and
Master Sergeant Pitt appeared.

“Thought you might be on thisdeck,” Pitt said. “Message from Sotter Key onthe CCC angible”



Ky’ s stomach clenched. She followed Pitt into the lift tube and pressed the control. This Vanguard had a
CCC designed into it from scratch—Ilarger than the other one and centrally located on the command
deck. Unsedled asit was now, it looked like asimple mirror of the bridge forward: the 3-D tank display,
the curving double row of control stations, the command chair in its gimbels. The communicationstech a
the ansble station stood up and saluted. “ Urgent request to speak directly to the admira, ma am. Sorry.
It'sfrom the Rector of Defense; | thought | should passit on.”

“Quiteright,” Ky said. She sat in the tation’ s chair instead of the command seat, engaged the privacy
screen, and tapped the code she and Grace had agreed on into the board. Grace' s face came up at
once.

“Y ou're on your way, then,” Grace said.
“How’d you know that?’

“Your face. You've got that look. I’ ve got alarge packet of datato send you—and no, | didn’t need to
bother you persondly for that. But | had to tell Stellayou were dive, and you need to know that. You
wereright: Turek’ s agents are spreading the tale of your death, and it was going to interfere with Stella's
work...and with family. Also, | need your voiceprinted authorization for her to vote your shares—or me,
or Helen. We have asituation here at V atta headquarters. Y oung Maxim, who' s acting CEO here, isdso
an Osman bastard, adopted by the Termanian family—the same family as one of the ISC Board
members backing Parmina.”

“He satrator?’ Ky sad.

“I don’t think so. Not that | can prove, anyway. But he' sascientist, not abusinessman, and he' s making
mistakes Stellawouldn’t make. He' s being stubborn about turning things over to Stellaand going back to
his lab. MacRobert thinksit’ s because of an office romance, not anything more sinister. We need to get
him out, and someone elsein localy to manage while Stellal s on Cascadia”

“Makes sense,” Ky said. “ And you need my sharesto vote?’

“Yes. Your parents had filed their wills, and you' re the remaining heir—so you' ve actualy got avery
large interest. However, the bylaws state that any vote of shares more than five percent must be
voiceprinted.”

“That'sgoing to reved I'mdive” Ky sad.

“No. Wedon't haveto reved thetime stamp, for one thing—only the voiceprint compared with your
reference voice, which | have. And we can backdate it. Y ou could have done the voiceprint before you
left Cascadia”

Ky had her doubts, but though the business was important, other things were more urgent. “ Just tell me
whattodoand I'll doit.”

“Read thisdoud; you can change Stellato Grace or Helen if you want to.” Grace held up a sheet of
paper sating that Kylara Evangeline Vatta authorized “ my close rdative StellaMaria Vtta, presently
residing on Cascadia Station” to vote her sharesin the next election of Vatta s officers, and stating her
preferencefor StellaMariaVattaas overdl CEO.

Ky read it out doud, then pressed both hands flat against the plate beside the screen. That would
transmit her handprints and further verify that she was who she claimed to be.

“That' svery helpful,” Grace said. Then she held up her left arm. “Look—it’salmost grown. Soon I’ [l be



out of thewraps.”

It looked grotesque to Ky—the wrong size, the wrong color, achild’sarm stuck on an old woman's
body—but that was not something she could say.

“Ky—what | redlly want to ask—it’s—you’ ve been through alot. Lost alot of friends. | know what that
can belike”

“Aunt Grace, it’sdl right. | went into treatment at Moray. They have arapid-cycle post-trauma treatment
for military personnd.”

Grace scowled. “You sureit did the job?’

“We I find out, won't we?’ Ky said. “But | think so. They took my implant, stripped alot of stuff out of
it into externd storage, soaked mein one set of neurochemicals after another, dragged me through talk
sessions, recdibrated the implant’ s control functions, and told me | can't put the externdly stored things
back infor aleast ayear.”

“Oh, my—I'm sorry, Ky. That'smy fault. | didn’t think to run acheck on your father’ simplant—it had
al hisrecordings of that day, didn’t it?’

“Yes” Ky sad.

“It was s0 chaotic,” Grace said. “I should have—but | had to get Stellaaway safely, | knew you needed
his command set, and so much was happening—I just didn’t think of that—"

“It sdl right,” Ky said. “I’'mfine, now.”
“It makes mewonder if | am,” Grace said. “My brain, | mean.”

Ky had never seen Grace as anything but the indomitable old lady with no doubts at al that she was
perfectly right in al circumstances; she wasn't sure she wanted an Aunt Grace with vulnerability. “It' sall
right now—"

“Oh, | know that. But even an old bat can expressregret for amistake. Y our job isto say Thank you,
Aunt Grace, and I'm fine now Aunt Grace, and Good-bye, Aunt Grace.”

Ky laughed. This was the Grace she remembered. “ Thank you, Aunt Grace; I’ m fine now; good-bye and
take care. | hopeto get back to Sotter Key and see you in person again.”

“Dothat,” Grace said. “But not before you' ve dedlt with that so-and-so.”

| SC Headquarters, Nexus |

“Thisisamess,” Rafe said, staring down at 1 SC’ sfront entrance. Police cars. News vans. Helicopters
hovering around trying to get pictures through the windows, not that they could. “We have ared threat
that might wipe out the whole system in another tenday or so, and insteed of dedling with that, they want
my head for something | didn’t do.”

“Would it be better to be amurderer?” Gary asked.

“I was, according to some,” Rafe said. The news notes had painted him as the blackest villain, vicious
from childhood, since only atruly vicious child could have killed two trained adults. Unrepentant after
yearsin areformatory. Exiled from homefor years. Supposedly—given anasty emphasisby thetaking
heads—returned to help hisfamily escape from abductors, but where was the proof that he had not been



colluding with Parminadl aong?
“They’re sure it was poison? And administered by someone se?’

“So they say. Some metabolic thing to mimic aheart attack. Could be absorbed through the skin. | didn't
touch theman. | didn’t hand him anything. There should be surveillance tapes proving thet, but they claim
the tapes arefogged. | can’'t prove they aren't.”

“Do you think Isaacs was one of Turek’ s agents?’

“No. | think hewaslazy, greedy, and perfectly willing to take money from Parminato ignore ISC's
deficiencies. Corrupt, but not atraitor.”

“Didn’'t you tell methat Turek’ s agents—or some of them—had an implanted suicide code of some
kind? When you were with that Vattawoman, didn’t someone die?’

“Yes, but he was alow-level crook—someone s henchman in acrimina gang. Under interrogation he
started to say Turek’ s name and that released the poi son—a metabolic decoupler—" Rafe frowned,
trying to remember if the man’s symptoms had been like Isaacs . “It was fagter, | think. And Isaacs
waa't trying to say anything likethat.”

“Did you see anyone hand him anything—did he pick up anything on his desk?’

Rafe thought back. “When | was et in, Malendy and a secretary camein, too. The secretary put a
packet of data cubes on his desk. Nothing was passed hand-to-hand.” He paused, trying to re-see
everything that had happened. “1saacs didn’ t—wait—he did. He started fidgeting, picking things on his
desk up and laying them down. A letter opener. He—he opened the folder, fumbled with severa of the
data cubes, just running them through hisfingers as he talked. | was reading that as agitation about our
conversation—"

“It probably was, but it suggests how a contact poison might have gotten to him.”
“But the secretary must’ ve put those cubesinto the folder—”

“So maybe the secretary’ s the murderer. Or maybe | saacs knew they were poisoned, and chose that
method of suicide, to cast suspicion on you even as he died. Or someone else gave the packet to the
secretary. Wonder if anyone' stested those things, or if they’ ve been logt, perhaps by intention.”

“I suppose | should tell them that,” Rafe said.

“Y eah, but the questionishow,” Gary said. “I don’t want you leaving this place. Once they have the
proven bad boy in custody they aren’t likely to listen, and like you said there are far more serious things
to worry about than a dead Secretary of Defense. Y ou need them to listen—and by the way, which of
your armchair admiras are you going to nominate to run the defense? Or do you think you can do it?’

“Jaime Driskill’ s done the best so far—his shipswerein better shape overdl than anyone else's, despite
the budget cuts, and he responded quickly to my origind suggestions. | have no idea how competent he
isasacombat commander, though.”

“If you could get an experienced merc commander to talk to him?’

“That would help, certainly. But that al depends on the government agreeing to do something, not just
scream at me.”



“Where s Driskill now?”’

“On hisway here, with the best shipshe has. I’ ve dso ordered the best of the other ISC units here. They
should arriveinsystem in four or five days.”

“Rafe—what’ sgoing on?’ Penny came into the office; she nodded politely to Gary. “And don't try telling
meit's nothing for me to worry about when there are flashing lights, helicopters, and people switch off
their screensand look away when | ask them.”

Rafe sghed. “ Y ou're going to have to stay here at least overnight, Penny—"
“Answer my question,” Penny said.

Rafelooked at her. She had changed alot in the past haf year—no longer the frightened waif he'd
rescued from abductors, or the grieving, depressed widow—but what he saw now surprised him. She
looked—completely adult, completely competent, and completely determined to have her way. Like
Sdla, infact, or Ky. He had never imagined her that way, as other than hislittle sster.

“When your party wasinterrupted last night,” he said, “it wasto tell methat Turek’ sfleet had attacked a
military shipyard at Moray—asystem about twenty days FTL flight from here. The Moscoe-Slotter
Key dlied fleet drove them off, but Admira Vattawas...waskilled.”

Penny paed. “You didn't tel me!”

“No. | didn’t want to spoil your evening and | couldn’t—couldn’t talk about it then anyway.” He couldn’t
talk about it now, either. He had no timefor private fedings. “1 was dso warned that the Moray
government believes Nexuswill be Turek’ s next target. Thismorning | had to meet with the Secretary of
Defense. Y ou know that I’ d previoudy warned him about the deficienciesin ISC’ sfleet, that we did not
have the ships or weapons to defend this system. We were discussing options—he said the government
wanted 1SC to hire and pay for mercsto do the job we weren’t doing—when he suddenly collapsed,
and subsequently died.” Rafe paused, not sure how to say the next bit.

“How awful,” Penny said. She waslooking out the window, then her eyes widened and she turned to
him. “ Rafe—do they think you killed him—did something to him? Isthat why—"

“Apparently,” Rafe said, “he died of poison, and yes, they think | did it. That’swhy the media s starting
to paint me as the permanent blackest sheep in Nexus history. Y ou might aswell know—they’ re even
suggesting that | wasinvolved with Parminain your abduction and staged the whole thing just to gain
power, killing Parminato hide the evidence.”

“That’ sridiculous” Penny said.

“It would be, if thereweren't dl those officia cars out there. Thank any god you careto that ISC
territory isofficially not Nexusterritory, or they’ d have specia-security teams running down the corridors
and I’ d be dead in minutes.”

“You'renot giving up,” Penny said.

“Not giving up, but not surewhat to do, either,” Rafe said. “I could tell them that they should be looking
for contact poison on the data cubes | saacs was fiddling with, but they won't believe me. They say the
surveillance tapes from his office are fogged and they think | did that, too, so even if they found and
tested the cubes, and the poison was till there, they’d think | put it on them.” He sighed. “And | have
messages from amgjority of the Board, who want an emergency meeting. The only reason they’ re not
having oneisthat dl that mess—" He waved a the window. “—won't let them in. Another lucky bresk



isthat our charter specifiesal binding Board votes must be taken on ISC territory.”
“What about Ser Box?’

“Ser Box is highly annoyed with me. I’'m not sure he' d vote againgt me, but he’ snot helping. And Emil’s
father has dready suggested that my resignation might be agood idea”

“Y ouwouldn’'t do that,” Penny said. Then, more doubtfully, “Would you?’

“Not planning to,” Rafe said. Though he wished that some miraculous storybook hero would come sailing
in, take over, and tel him he could go back to alife that involved nothing more dangerous than the
occasiona assassination attempt. But that wouldn't happen. “For one thing, who would succeed me?
Nobody, including Vaclav, on the Board isredly capable of doing what we need now. | can seeit, but
sofar | haven't gotten it acrossto them.”

“Wel, | understand it,” Penny said. “And not just because I’ m your Sster. All that digging into the
records you asked for...and the courses |’ ve been taking—"

“Y ou'retaking courses?’

Sheflushed alittle. “My therapist suggested it, away to keep busy in the evenings. And redlly, it's
fascinating. ..the way everything fitstogether. Dad never taked about business at home, and Mother was
adwaystaking music. Shedidn’t want him to talk business. Jared—" Shedidn’t even wince now saying
her dead husband’ s name. “—Jared just assumed | wouldn’t be interested, | think. We had other
interests, we talked by the hour, but not about the company. So | never knew...”

Rafe could hardly believe thiswas the same Penny; not just from last fal and the rescue, but the same
Penny he'd known dl hislife. Or not known, he realized. Now, eyes aight, voice eager, shelooked like
someone who had found the right place to be.

“Um...s0you seeyoursaf staying with ISC?’ he said.

“Unlessyou fireme. | know you meant it to be just atemporary thing, Rafe, away to get me out of that
horrible house, but really—I want to stay here. In fact—" Her voice took on amischievoustone.
“—someday | may challenge you for that corner office.”

Penny as CEO? That was something he' d never imagined.

“Not yet, of course,” shewent on. “1 need more education; | need more experience. Not to mention age,
because the Board certainly wouldn’t accept me now. They probably think of me asyou do, just Rafe's
little Ster, poor thing. But | can see, just as you can, what needs to be done to keep us afloat. More
than afloat, infact.”

Both Gary and Emil looked as sartled as he felt. Rafe tried to think of the right thing to say, and found
nothing coherent. “I guess,” he said findly, “1 needed agood smack on the head where you were
concerned. You just ddiveredit.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she said quickly.

“No. I'm not hurt. Surprised, startled, amazed, al of those. But if you do aspire to the corner office
someday, do you have any suggestions for how to handle this?” A wave of the hand toward the windows
and the mess outside.

“Actudly, | do,” shesaid. “But you're not going to likeit.”



Rafe had the uneasy feding she wasright. “What, then?’

“I'll talk to them. They’ll be sure I’ m the little Sster dazzled by your—" She looked him up and down.
“—handsome face and dick manner, but remember that I’ m the one who found the skeletonsin the
financid dosts”

“Y ouwouldn’'t—"

“Of course | would. Isaacsisdead. Can't hurt him to explain why he might’ ve committed suicide. Once
they have something more juicy than old lies about you—and | will certainly be asking where they got
that information, since it must’ ve been passed on by someone other than Parmina—the pressure should
come off. Besides, I'll look good on camera. Just you wait and see.”

“I don't think it swise—" Rafe began. Penny interrupted.

“I am of age, Rafe. And it smy decison.” The grin she gave him then might have come out of hisown
mirror, in those dayswhen he dtill led thelife of arogue. “Watch me, big brother.”

Penny swept out. Emil’ s jaw had dropped; Gary merely |ooked rueful.

“I"'m beginning to think you have avery strange effect on women,” he said. “ That young lady had victim
written al over her lagt fall and now—now she' s gone the way of your—" He stopped abruptly. “ Sorry.
| forget shehad...um...”

“Died,” Rafesaid. Misery landed on him, athick suffocating weight. “ And now Penny—"

“Won't,” Gary said. “ Stay here; I'll be back.” And he was gone, no doubt to provide coverage for
Penny, back and front and side.

“Food,” Emil said, unexpectedly. “I'll order somein. Y ou'relooking pae.”

“I"'m looking dumbfounded,” Rafe said. Misery receded a centimeter. Emil showing moreinitiative. Penny
turning into—whatever she was turning into. Something extraordinary. Perhaps he, Rafe, wasn't that bad
aninfluence.

CHAPTER
NINETEEN

Slotter Key
“| want to go,” Grace said, for the twentieth time.

“You can't go,” MacRobert said. “ Y ou're the Rector; you' re not in the military, and you have a
half-grown arm.” He had said that before, with the usua effect people had when trying to talk Grace
Vattaout of what she wanted to do: none. Thistime he went on. “And you could very well get Ky
killed.”

She scowled at him. “How?”

“No oneisgoing to ignore what the Rector of Defense says. But you have no more experience fighting a



gpace battle than | have making fruitcakes. | know you—you can no more stay in your cabin and keep
your mouth shut than you could knock me out with your short arm—"

“I could try.”

“Grace. Ligen thistime. I’'m not playing protect-the-sweet-old-lady. I’'m not treating you likeachild or a
fragile flower of womanhood. | am tresting you the way | would treat any fellow professona who
wanted to be part of amission. Y ou are not quaified. Y ou are not capable. Y ou need to stay here and
be sure we get the support the fleet needs—and incidentally ensure that any more of Turek’ s agents
hiding out are found and eliminated. What if Turek decidesto make asidetrip to wipe out Ky’shome
world?’

“But you're going.” He heard the surrender in her voice and did not try to force more out of her.

“I"'m going because Slotter Key needs amilitary person who has adirect connection to Ky and knows
she' sdive, someone she will recognize and—hopefully—trust. Our ambassador at Cascadiacan’t do
that. The privateer captains and their military advisers can't do that, because Spaceforce won'’t
necessarily trust them. I'm the one person who can do that.”

“You get dl thefun,” Grace said. “I need some compensation for al thework | put in getting those ships
loose and committed to thisjoint operation.”

“I'mleaving in four hours,” MacRobert said. “Let’ s get started on that compensation.”

Eight hours later, settling into his compartment aboard Mandan Reef, one of the heavy cruisers,
MacRobert remembered his own first cruise on Paleologus, commanded by the man who was now
Commandant of the Academy. Instead of afirg-shift dot in the crowded crew quarters between missile
tubes five and six, now he had asmall cabin to himsdlf, asthe Rector’ s persona assistant and liaison to
the allied fleet. He had no shipboard duties—he would not be scrubbing latrinesto amirror shine or
swabbing the environmenta section deck when a culture leaked or washing dishes. And he had no
gripes; hewore civilian &tire, which felt completely dien aboard ship.

“Master Sergeant—" That was ajunior enlisted, amere Skinny with the narrow band around the cuff of
his shirt and FENTON on his name tag.

“Yes?' MacRobert said. The youngster dmost jumped backward. “1 don't bite,” he added.
“The—thefirgt officer wanted me to—to invite you to the bridge. Sir.”

Hewas neither asir nor, any longer, amaster sergeant, but the youngster was doing his best to be polite
and was probably scared out of any wits he had ever possessed. MacRobert closed the case he' d been
unpacking and stowed it, latching the cabinet properly. “Coming,” he said then.

All the way upship, he met men and women who knew who he was. “Good to see you, Master Sergeant
MacRobert,” and “Master Sergeant—good to have you aboard.” Some of them he recognized—officers
he' d harassed and guided when they were cadets, other enlisted who' d been assigned to Spaceforce
Academy while he was there. Nobody called him Ser MacRobert here, as some now did in government
offices; he was apparently still amaster sergeant in the eyes of Spaceforce personnd.

Mandan Reef’ sfirg officer was Lieutenant Commander Dale; MacRobert remembered him asabrash
young man who had required some firm handling, but turned out well, in the top fifth of hisclass.
“Captain’sinwith theadmiral,” he said now, extending his hand. “ Suggested | show you the bridge,
Master Sergeant. It’s been awhile.”



“That it has, Commander,” MacRaobert said. He glanced around. “Been with Mandy long?’

“Y ear and ahalf. Commander Seristhan brought me aong from Firewort.” Daleintroduced MacRobert
to the rest of the bridge crew. “Captain said you' d be welcome up here anytime, * cept of coursein
combat—"

“I'll try not to wear out my welcome, Commander,” MacRobert said.

“And asa—I guessyou are acivilian, officidly—you re welcome to mess with either officersor
enlisted.”

“Um. | haven’t been an officid civilian that long, Commander. If it won't offend anyone, I’ d rather leave
the officersto their ward-room and mess, and me where I’ m comfortable.”

Dale chuckled. “Master Sergeant, | have the feding you' re comfortable anywhere from the pink palace
on down, but suit yoursdlf. Captain said to ask.”

MacRaobert made it back to his quarters, finished hisinterrupted unpacking, and wondered how Grace
was doing. He had gotten used to being her counterweight, and her being his, arelationship more of
working partners than anything e se, though the intervals of pleasure were. .. pleasurable. He had arranged
additional security for her; she was as accurate with her weaponry as ever, but until that arm was
full-grown and up to strength, he ill worried. They’ d found four more of Turek’s people. .. he doubted
that wasall.

He ate hisfirst meal aboard at atable of senior NCOs, most of whom he knew; they shared stories of
past cruises and adventures. Mandan Reef, steady asthe planet itsdf by fedl, gave no sense of motion
along any axis. MacRaobert hadn’t been in space, other than brief tripsto Sotter Key’ s orbita stations, in
severd years, he hadn’t been aboard one of the heavy cruisersin adecade at least.

Thefirst daysof thetrip were unremarkable; Admira Padhjan asked him for hisanalysis of the effect on
tactics of onboard ansibles and MacRobert spent two work shiftswriting it out, revising it, then revising it
again. He presented his data cubes—text and visua s—to the admird’ s staff, and went back to hisown
pursuitsfor another four days. With no assigned duties, he used the time in the gym and onboard
weapons range, aswell as chatting with enlisted personnd, dl of them openly curious about hislife after
retirement and the Sotter Key commander of anew joint force who had once been a Spaceforce cadet.

They wanted to hear marvels, he knew. They wanted to hear that she was the smartest, the bravest, the
begt, of dl he'd known, his favorite—someone worth trusting, someone who would not waste their lives
doing something stupid.

Thisfar from Grace, he could admit—to himsaf—that Ky had not been hisfavorite of dl the cadetshe'd
known. Very good, yes. Everything her marks and evaluations promised. But he had pegged her astoo
upright, too humorless, too conventional a product of amerchant family. Hisfavorite of dl time had been
awitty rakehell, an admira’s son who escaped trouble by the skin of histeeth time after time, and till
topped the charts. Nasm had died fifteen years before, no fault of hisown, when hisship, exploring a
new route, had downjumped into alarge mass. Nasm would not have falen for the Miznarii’ s sob story;
he' d had political sense from thefirst day. But then, Ky had never jumped blind and run into arock.

What redlly irked MacRobert about Ky, he had to admit, was that he had not seen all her potential when
shewasright there under his eye. He had seen the dedication, the courage, the integrity, but he’ d missed
the killer Grace had seen. He hadn’'t even looked for it in amerchant’ s daughter. He' d thought of the
letter of marque more as away of keegping contact with someone who might be able to supply useful
intelligence—who had enough military training to know what might be worth sharing—than astaking the



leash off aborn combat commander.

Hetold the enlisted men and women most of what they wanted to hear—it couldn’t hurt—and when two
days from downjump the admira and staff called him in to ask much the same thing, he told them, too.

“You' vegot her dossier, Admira. Y ou know what the Commandant thought of her. She had alock on
being honor graduate, until then.”

“Shefdl for some young man—" Admira Padhjan’s expression edged on contempt.

“No, gr. She was his assigned mentor; she believed hewasin distress; shetried to find him appropriate
religious counsel. She should have come to me, or to one of the ingtructors, yes. But she did not seeit as
apolitica problem, and she did not think approaching areligious person, acleric, would cause the
troubleit did cause”

“But if she makes mistakes like that, how can we be sure—" Clearly, ordersto put his squadrons under
the command of someone he' d never met—someone who was not even an Academy graduate—were

fraying inthe admird’ smemory.

“Sir, if shedtill made mistakeslike that shewouldn’t be dive.” MacRobert put on hismost familiar
persona, the senior NCO who, perfectly respectful, nonetheless steers his seniors around the potholes
they are unable or unwilling to see. “ Cadets, you know, do make mistakes. Sometimes serious ones.
Sometimesin class, sometimesin barracks, sometimes on the drill fidd...” He paused; Admira Padhjan
acquired afaint flush. “That's how they learn,” MacRobert went on, ignoring it. They both knew what
Padhjan’ s mistake had been, and he hadn’t repeated it, which was the point.

“And you think she’ sredly competent to command large forcesin combat?” Admird Padhjan said. “A
mixed forcelikethis?

“She' sthe only person on our side who'sdoneit,” MacRobert said. “And she'ssurvived. Soit’sthe
Rector’ s judgment that she' s capable, and | concur.”

“The Rector isher rdative,” the admird said. “ That suggests her judgment might be less than impartia.”

“The Rector isacombat veteran hersdlf,” MacRobert said. It took an effort to keep his voice even, but
he' d had years of practice.

“A long time ago.” Padhjan Sighed. “All right. | take your point. The Rector isn't just apolitical
gppointee; Ky Vattaisn't just animpressionable girl. | hopeyou'reright.”

MacRobert hoped so, too. Ky had exceeded his expectations; she had exceeded everyone's
expectations so far, but at some point she would run into her limits.

“Let’sget to the details. I’ ve looked over what you supplied, and what little information we' ve had direct
from Admird Vatta. I’ ve had some thoughts I’ d like to discuss with dl of you—" He glanced around the
compartment.

MacRobert was rdlieved that Padhjan findly used Ky’ srank. Maybe that particular hurdle was past.

“If thereistimeto train together, of course wewill do that,” Padhjan said. “But the Moscoe and Moray
governments both think an attack will come soon, possibly immediately on our arriva or, if we are
unlucky, before we arrive. We must have plansin place for all those, in case we do not get to talk to
Admird Vattabefore we re engaged.”



“Does she know we' re coming?’ Captain Seristhan asked.

“WEe re not sure. The Moscoe government knows, but she was maintaining communications
lockdown—could receive but would not send. The timing was close—she may have dready jumped
when the word came through Moscoe.”

“| see...s0 she might shoot us hersef—"

“ She knew negotiations were ongoing,” MacRobert put in. “1 wouldn’t expect her to fire at anything with
aSlotter Key beacon ID.”

“Was sure her relative would come through, en?” Seristhan said.

MacRobert put on hisbland look again. “In my experience, Captain, the Rector is uncommonly effective
at getting done what she thinks needs doing.”

Seristhan nodded. “ She got us afull load-out of misslesand anew set of coilsfor number four faster
than I’ d ever seen Supply hustle. | likethat kind of effectiveness.”

“It waswith great difficulty | dissuaded her from coming dong,” MacRobert said. He enjoyed the
horrified looks that resulted. “ Sheis, after all, awar veteran, as she reminded me, and shefdt that her
presence might be...helpful...in dealing with other governments.” MacRobert paused again. Grace's
reputation had not lessened in her time at the head of the Defense Department. No one thought of her as
apotentia diplomat.

“But the President wouldn't have let—" began Captain Seristhan, then stopped. Clearly dl remembered
what had happened to the former President, and the rumors about Grace at that time. “And
you—changed her mind?’

“Inamanner of peaking,” MacRobert said. “ She' s very dedicated to the welfare and safety of Sotter
Key, and shefinadly saw that her place was there, guarding therear, asit were. | pity the pirate who tries

to get past her.”
Nexusl|

Penel ope Dunbarger—she had taken back her maiden name for business use, and inssted that the media
use it—Ilooked perfectly at easein the chair placed for her by asolicitous host on the main news
program. Rafe could hardly believe thiswas happening. She had |eft the building not by the underground
route he would have recommended, but by the front entrance, smiling and waving at the astonished police
and newsreporters asif shewereavid star. After disgppearing into acrowd of uniforms and cameras,
she had reemerged and entered the rear door of along, deek vehicle that looked suspicioudy like his
own, and he had heard nothing from her for hours. Five minutes before, Gary had waked into his office
and turned on the main screen without comment.

Now here she was, about to be thefirst newsitem interview, by al appearances.

“Y ou’ ve made extraordinary accusations, Sera Dunbarger,” the host said. *Y ou must redlize that
defending your brother—aknown criminal—Dby attacking a senior government official could be
interpreted as...as, well, more family loydty than anything ese.”

Penny produced what sounded like an artless gurgle of amusement. “Come now, Stan,” she said, patting
the man’sarm; he looked startled. “ Everyone knows that sisters know brothers’ faults. We aren't
dazzled by them; we' ve seen them with their pants down. Literally. When they were knobby-kneed little
boys.”



“She'sgood,” Gary said, asif he were evaluating a prospective hire.
“You've got people—" Rafe began.

“Of course. She's covered. She said to get back here and make sure you saw this. She said it’ s payback
time”

“Payback?

Gary chuckled. “Rafe, | know you're having abad day, and I'm truly sorry about Ky Vatta. But with this
one, you did something extraordinary. Y ou may not be able to appreciate it now, but you should. You
freed the genie from the bottle.”

On screen, the host was attempting an avuncular tone and only managed to sound condescending. “In
other words, you' re saying you're not blind to hisfaults—"

“Gracious nol” Penny shook her head. “1’d be thefirst to tell you that Rafe snores so loud you can hear
him three doors awvay—"

“] do not,” Rafe muttered.

“Doesn’'t matter,” Gary said. “It makesyou human.” Rafe gave him asharp look. “And you did snorein
the dormitory, back at that place, about the time your voice was breaking.”

“Youtold her?’

“She asked for something harmless. Snoring is something innocent, like farting, only that’ slow-class, and
snoring happensin the best-regulated families.”

The host glanced at his notes and went on. “But when your brother was here before—"
“Hewasyoung and wild, yes,” Penny said.
“Hekilled two men—" the host said, looking severe.

“Saving my life,” Penny said, now leaning forward, al earnestness. “ My family wanted to spare methe
trauma—alot was hushed up that should not have been, because Rafe saved my life that night. Men
brokein, killed the house staff, and were going to kill or abduct us—"

“Areyou sureit’snot just an excuse he made, something he told you?’

“I wasn't ababy,” Penny said. Rafe had to admire her voice control; she placed every word and every
tone for maximum effect. “| wasin school, Tolver Junior Girls. | remember it very clearly indeed. The
man had grabbed me out of bed, haf smothered mein the duvet, and was carrying me away when Rafe
shot him.”

“Paying himlikeaviolin,” Gary murmured. “Now she has me wondering how often she's played me.”

The host dmost stuttered, caught himsdlf. “But—we obtained the officid records and it says Rafe—your
brother—hit you—"

“When | saw the cook’ s body downgtairs, | started screaming; | couldn’t stop. Rafe dapped meso |
would stop. | don’t mind that; he hadn’t done it before and he never did it again.”

“Soit’syour contention that hiskilling those men wasin salf-defense?



“Not contention. Fact. Completely sdf-defense.”
“Then why was he sent to the Gardner Facility?’

“Lew Parming,” Penny said. Now her voice was cold, chips of winter granite, al sharp edges. “Hetold
my parents where to send us for post-trauma therapy, and then got the therapist to say that Rafe was
dangerous. | don't think he’ d ever have done those other things he did, if he hadn’t been locked up
there”

“Wouldn't have had the contacts to get her out, if | hadn’t,” Rafe said, with asharp look at Gary. “Not
that | appreciated that a thetime.”

“She' sdoing aperfect job,” Gary said. “I could use someone like that in my organization.”
Rafe nearly choked. “ She wants my job, Gary, not yours. Luckily for you.”

Theinterview went on, the interviewer doing his best to present Penny as the besotted little Sster of a
dastard, but Penny neither wavered nor lost her amiable composure. Findly, with the perfect timing that
was impressing Rafe more every moment, she took control.

“What you haveto understand,” she said, “isthat I’ m the one, not Rafe, who' s been looking into the
financid details of dedls cut between individuadsin ISC and the Nexus government. Rafe gave me a
temporary job to keep me busy while | mourned my husband’ s desth; he thought | would just Sit there
doing data entry, but instead—" She pulled out a data cube. “—I found mysdlf fascinated with the
number of people who had their noses in the same money stream. The late Secretary |saacs, for instance,
had been taking in tens of thousands of credits ayear—money | can trace to Ser Parmina by way of the
former enforcement chief at ISC. Money dlocated by |SC’ s Board of Directors for maintenance of

ISC’ sfleet—which as you know isamagor component of the System Defense—was going everywhere
but thefleat.”

The data cube glittered in the light as sherolled it in her fingers and the camerazoomed in. The news
anchor stared at it avidly. “That’s—do you have proof? Isthat it?’

Penny smiled at him, the fond smile of an indulgent mother for arather backward child. “ Of course| have
proof. I'm not in the habit of making false accusations. Thisisyour copy—" She handed it over. “And
there are many more, of course. | had not had timeto tell Rafe about dl | found. HE s had one crisis after
another to ded with.”

“Now, you’ ve made comments about Secretary |saacs—"

“That he was involved in cheating the government, yes. And that he had reason to think someone might
be on to his misdeeds, and thus might well have considered a suicide that implicated my brother and ISC
asaway out.”

“But your brother wasthere—"

“Of course hewas. It helpsto get the person you wish to frame at the right place at theright time,
doesn'tit?’ She amiled a him, nodded asif he'd agreed, and went on. “Isaacs secretary ushered my
brother in, and laid apacket of data cubes—just like that one—on his desk. Then he started fiddling with
one of the cubes, the way you're doing—" The man dropped the cube asif it were hot suddenly. “—and
collgpsed,” Penny said. “It would have been easy to put contact poison on the data cubes and have
them—or one of them—ready in case of need.”

“Do you know if the cubes have been tested?’



“No,” Penny said. “1 did suggest that to the police, of course. They weren't aware that the cubes hadn’t
been there dl dong, that they had been brought in just when Rafe was meeting the Secretary.”

“It could mean that Secretary |saacs was murdered by someone e se—even if the cubes are found, and
are contaminated, that doesn’t mean he committed suicide.” The host was doing his best to regain
control, and before Penny could answer he went on with another quick glance at his notes. “Now—there
have been suggestions that the incident in which your husband was killed and you and your parents were
abducted was in fact organized by your brother, in league with Lew Parmina, to disable your father and
then, by apparently rescuing you, be enabled to take over ISC. Lew Parmina, the only person who might
incriminate your brother, is conveniently dead at his hand, without trid for hisaleged crimes—" The host
findly had to pause for breath.

“Inaword, no,” Penny said. She was smiling, but now it was acold smile. “1t was Lew Parminawho
told my parents what therapist to send Rafe and me to after the home invasion. It was Lew Parminawho
ingratiated himself with our father, became his right-hand man, and—to prevent being displaced by my
brother Rafe—engineered his commitment to the Gardner Facility. It was Lew Parminawho doled out
his alowance, introduced him to prostitutes, encouraged hisvices—"

“Do you have any proof?’

“Yes, but that proof is not with metoday. | was at work, as you know, and had available only those
matters pertaining to | SC—government relations.” Penny’ s smile warmed again. “1 will of course be glad
to provide it—"

The host glanced, with some desperation, to the side.
“Begging for the producer to sgna abreak,” Gary said. “But they'redl too interested...”

Penny wasted no airtime. “ There' safar more serious problem,” she said. “You recdl | said that Parmina
had squandered on bribes money meant to keep I SC’ sfleetsin repair—well, there’ simminent thredt,
and Rafe needsto talk to the Premier, but the Premier won't talk to him because he believes what he
wastold, that Rafe killed Secretary 1saacs.”

“Wha—er—that’ s not—" The host jerked his head around to gape at Penny.

“So | wanted to make this public apped,” Penny said. “Rafe didn’t kill the Secretary, but he might be
ableto help save usdl if he getsto talk to the Premier and they work together. If he'sunder arrest or the
Premier won't listen to him, he can’'t. He has apretty good record of pulling off rescues—as | should
know—" Penny chuckled here; she did have, as Rafe knew, an infectious smile. “And we need to give
him a chanceto do hisbest for dl of us.” Sheturned back to the host. “ Thank you so much, Stan, for
having me on your show—"

“Er—uh—you re welcome, Sera Dunbarger, and—I guessthat’sdl our time—"
“I giveit lessthan aminute,” Gary said.
“A minuteto what?’

“The phone cdl from the Premier’ s office, suggesting that you should come over there. Don't. Invite him
here. Tdl him there’ s datayou can only access here, which is partly true at least.”

“| don't think—" Rafe heard the buzz from Emil’ s desk just outside. Gary grinned and spread his hands.
“I should have asked you to bet oniit,” he said.



“And you d have won. If that’ sthe Premier.”

“Premier ontheling” Emil said, asif on cue.

“She' sgoing to make agreat CEO,” Gary said, “if she doesn’'t decide to go into politics.”
“Huh?" Emil looked confused.

“Penny,” Rafesaid. “I’ll takethe call in here, Emil.” Gary followed Emil out; Rafe made sure the recorder
was running before he picked up the headset. For this one he wanted ardliable record.

“Did you put her up to that?” the Premier said as soon as Rafe switched the headset on.
“No,” Rafesaid. “Thiswasal her idea”
“ She' syounger than you—"

“She' sagrown woman who' s aready told me shewantsmy job,” Rafe said. “1 thought | was giving her
busywork to take her mind off her losses, and she was burrowing into the archives|earning the business.”

“She...shewhat?’

“Y ou're not more surprised by thisthan | am,” Rafe said. “ She walked out of here this morning without
asking my permission, having told meto stay in my office and keep out of it, and the next thing | knew
she was on that news show.”

“She flabbergasted Stan. I ve interviewed with him; he' s not easy to shake. Are you surethisisthe same
Penny | remember svimming with my younger children? Sweet little Penny?’

“Thisissweet little Penny grown up,” Rafe said. “ The kind of trauma she' s been through crumbles some
people, but apparently not her.”

“She’'son her way over to meet with me. If I'm convinced by her that she' sreally behind this, I'll get you
out of your pickleand we' Il talk.”

“Bring her back over with you,” Rafe said. “1 have data, 1SC data, you need to see.”
“Concerning—"’
“Concerning the messwe rein, militarily and financidly.”

There was amoment during which Rafe listened to the Premier’ s bresths, four of them, and then the
Premier grunted. “Well. Y ou know I'll haveto bring my own security.”

“Of course.”

“They tell meyour sister’ s car isamost here. Do you suppose her driver would know how to disappear
theway you did thismorning?’

“I havenoidea,” Rafesad. “But it would be best for everyone if—should Penny satisfy you—you ether
came with her to the main entrance or camein your own car the same way. There' s been far too much
secrecy. We need to be seen to be honest men.” Whether or not they were. Rafe waited through another

pause.
“All right then,” the Premier said. “If | come, that’ swhat we'll do. Open and aboveboard.” He said that



last dmost like acurse. “ And I’ ve dready instructed the investigators to look for those data cubes and
examine the entire executive floor over there. If it was murder, we need to find out who did it and why.
Suicide—wel, I'm sorry for thefamily.”

When the Premier had closed the connection, Rafe sat and squeezed his eyes shuit, trying to think what
he should say, do, plan to have ready...he was usualy the one driving events, pushing the pace, but now
he fdt duggish, tumbled in arushing stream. ..

Hisdoor clicked; he opened his eyes and redlized that duggish or not, hisreflexes still worked: he had his
Ross-Smith out and his other hand on the darm button. Emil was ushering in awoman with amed cart.
Thefood Emil had mentioned before. “I did food,” Emil said.

“So you did. Smells good. Join me?Y ou and Gary both?’

Ashe d expected, there was enough for al of them; they moved into the office suite’s smdl dining room.
The attendant unfolded the meal cart’s severa serving aress, set places at the table, and withdrew at
Rafe' snod.

“So,” Gary sad, pouring himself aglass of water. “ Are you off the hook?’

“Probably,” Rafe said. “Penny’ s going over thereto talk to him in person. Assuming she succeeds—and
after that performance | imagine she will—he'll be coming here.” He stared at the food cart. He' d
skipped breskfast...he should est. ..

“Soup,” Gary sad firmly just as Emil said the samething.
“Some CEO | am,” Rafe sad, filling abowl with soup and sitting down. “Can’'t even decide what to eat.”

“If the Premier’scoming herefor abriefing,” Emil said, “we |l need the big briefing room. I’ll call down,
make sureit’ s clear, have a security sweep—" Heleft the room, astuffed roll in hand.

“Hewasn't that smart when you took over,” Gary said, brows raised. “What about him and Penny?’

“Nothing so far as| know,” Rafe said. Even afew spoonfuls of soup had revived him. “But then, I'm
beginning to wonder how much | know.”

“Beginning of wisdom,” Gary said. “Wisdom’ sfine, aslong asit doesn't dow your gun hand.”
Rafelaughed. “ So.. .are you coaching Penny in marksmanship?’

“Doesn’'t need much coaching,” Gary said. “Didn’t know that, did you?’

“No,” Rafe said, taking adlice of roast lamb and some potatoes onto his plate.

“Her husband had started her oniit; your parentsdidn’t. He gave her alady’ s pistol but the thugs took it;
it wasin her purse, acrossthe room. If you really want to get on her good side, Rafe, you'll take her
shopping and get her what she needs. She’ s been using one of the range loaners.”

“I il find thisdifficult,” Rafe said, through amouthful of lamb and gravy. “ She' smy little sister, dammit.
Penny with aweapon—"

“Will besafer. Your admird carried—"

“It didn’t keep her dive.” Lunch turned to stonein hisbelly.



“You'resure—" Gary began. Rafe held up hishand.

“I don't want to be sure,” he said. “But that’ sdl the evidence | have.” His skullphone pinged; he turned it
on and activated the visuad and recording.

“It'sme, Rafe,” Penny said. “I’'m at the Residence.”
“I'm eating lunch,” Rafe said. “I missed breskfast.”

“I"'m bringing the Premier over, unlessyou' re going to need the car this afternoon—or he can bring his
own.”

Rafeforced achuckle. “1’ve got enough work to keep me here well into the evening, Penny. By all
means use our car.”

“He sasked meto lunch firgt, though—I"m thinking we' Il be an hour, maybe two. | know it’s urgent, but
isthat dl right?’

“Penny—" He wanted to say more than he could possibly fit into thiskind of conversation. “It’ sfine” he
sadfinaly. “But you don’t need to ask me. Y our judgment is good enough.”

“It' swith lemon-lime pie,” Penny said, sounding dmost girlish. “ And he says he has the same cook as
before, back at their house—I remember that pie.” And she was being the perfect guest, attaching all
those memory-hooks to the sweet-girl-Penny the Premier remembered splashing in the pool.

“Enjoy it,” Rafesaid. “I hopetherestisasgood.”
“Baked fish suffed with crab and shrimp,” Penny said. “I’m sureit will be. See you after lunch.”

Emil came back in as Penny’ s call ended. “ Are you going to want archiva material? And when do you
think they’ll arrive.”

“My brilliant agter,” Rafe said, “got hersdf invited to lunch over there, ensuring that we have a couple of
hours.” Hewas hungry again, to hisown surprise. “Assoon as| finish, I'll tell you what | think we need.
Gary, the Premier will arrive with his own security. Make sure we have tags ready, code-locked to his so
they can’t roam around. Emil, make sure we have the V1P reception team rested and fed and ready to
go.” He eyed the rest of the offerings on the cart and decided to skip dessert. It would not hurt him to
look lean and hungry.

CHAPTER
TWENTY

Aboard Vanguard 11, En Route from Moray

Ky rode out the downjump of Vanguard Il inthe CCC aong with its specidists and her senior saff. The
daysin FTL flight had been nerve racking...what was Turek doing? Had the Spaceforce fleet |eft Sotter
Key yet? Had the Nexus government come to its senses and asked itsformer aliesfor help? It wasa
relief to have thewaiting over.

The beacons of the forward scouts showed up amost immediately, right where they should have been.



Ky knew that an automatic arrival message had been shot to the Moray government as soon astheir
onboard unit detected normal space conditions again. Other than that, downjump turbulence obscured
scan briefly, then cleared.

“There' sRansome,” the CCC senior scan tech said. “And...afew light-hours scan lag...some
unidentified—"

“Good thing | warned him we d be coming in with some velocity on us,” Ky said, watching her own
heads-up display. “We could have run right over him.” As planned, their formation executed a maneuver
to clear space for shipsfollowing; she watched the ship icons seem to skid along the surface of her

display.
“Contact with Ransome.”

“Trandfer,” Ky said. Teddy Ransome' s face came up on the screen, and he did not look nearly as happy
as she expected.

“They’ve gone.”
1] Ga,]e?’

“Went into FTL eight hours ago, about. Once | located them, and contacted you, | shifted around to find
abetter vantage point that wouldn't bein your way if you followed the same path. A lot of com chatter,
ships moving around. There’ s some kind of ingtalation therebut | didn’'t dareclosein, justin case. A
couple of days ago, standard, a good-sized ship arrived. Either no weapons, or weapons locked down.
I”’m guessing supplies, because there was a cloud of little stuff zipping back and forth, and when that
ended there was along transmission—I copied it for you—and then they moved into formations and
boosted for jump.”

“Did dl the shipsleave?’ Ky asked. “WEe re picking up some presence, but several hours' lag out.”

“No, there are dill afew, maybe ten or twenty. But | haven't picked up any chatter and none of those
have hot weapons. I’ll send you scan history—" A light came on the data-only channdl.

“Did you get an exit vector?’ It might help identify Turek’ s destination, though Ky felt she knew....it had
to be Nexus.

“Better than that,” Ransome said. “ They’ re headed for Nexus, and they’ re planning an eight-day hop. |
couldn’'t understand alot, but | understood that much. | did transmit to Moray’ s government, and they
may have passed it on to the others.”

“How many?’
“I don’'t have an exact count, but somewhere over three hundred.”
Ky’'s mouth went dry for amoment. “ Three hundred?’

“Yes” Teddy didn’'t sound ebullient at al now. “It's mixed—the Moray ships he got are the biggest. But
from somewhere he' s got seventy-two of the same Size as the Bissonet cruisers, though not al the same
design. Hemust’ veraided other systems.”

“No doubt,” Ky said. “Send uswhat datayou have.” Three hundred. More than three hundred. More
than three hundred anything was far more than she had.



“Any word from Captain Baskerville?” Ky asked.

Ransome shook his head. “I’m afraid he may have had amafunctionin FTL flight,” he said. “Or
something went wrong on downjump.”

That was the most likely answer, Ky knew. “1 hope heturnsup,” she said. “But given the hazards on that
route, I’ m afraid you' reright.”

On scan, two of the icons moved, followed by short broad accel eration cones—low boost.
“Did you pick up any of his sedthed observers?’ Ky asked.
“No...l wastrying not to be noticed mysdlf.”

“Contact Captain Yamini,” Ky sad. “Seeif he' s seen anything.” Her senior communicationstech
nodded, but even as she reached for the controls, Yamini calledin.

“Two watchdogs, system relative coordinates as follows—" 1cons came up on the screen, trand ated
from the coordinates he sent. “ They just told their base you were here, and to lure you in—they’ ve got
fixed emplacementsin something—big rocks | guess—"

“Let’snot take that bait,” Ky said. The CCC crew chuckled. “ Captain Ransome, you' |l be part of the
forward scout unit; you should be receiving updated navigationd data. Moveinto position. Thereé sno
green route from here to Nexus; dl ships but medium and heavy cruisers should be aware of the effects
of the mapped hazards that may affect fleet formations and the downjump exit location. Be prepared to
make immediate adjustments. All ships. remember orders per rest period prior to downjump. We expect
to come into trouble; we need to beready for it.”

Nexus||

“They found the pirates base, and Nexusis definitely thetarget,” the Premier said, handing the hardcopy
of the message to Rafe. In the days since Isaacs death and Penny’ sintervention, the Premier had shown
himsalf more competent than Rafe had expected, if not as swift in action as he' d hoped. He seemed more
interested in finding out how | saacs had died and investigating the connections between Parminaand
variousindividuadsin Defense than in prodding the government to do anything about the inevitable
invasion. The pirates might attack Cascadiainstead. . .that was the argument. Now he looked two shades
paler than usud. “ The Moray government says the enemy had left astaging areaeight hours before their
fleet arrived, but they had sent an advance scout. .. somebody named Ransome. ..who located the base

daysago.”
Rafe grunted.
“Y ou know this person?’

“Teddy Ransome. Yes. | met him on Cascadia Station. Flamboyant character, but capable.” Teddy
Ransome had been glued to Ky Vatta s side at that formal reception and dinner. Rafe was reasonably
sure shewas't faling for him, but it had been painful to watch and now that she was gone forever, more
painful to remember.

“The Moray government waited to inform us until the fleet arrived and confirmed Ransome' s
report—apparently they weren't convinced he was reliable—so we have ten or eleven days less
warning than we might have had—"

“We' refortunate they warned us at dl,” Rafe said. “ Did they say how many, and where they are—7?"



“Over three hundred, ranging from the new Moray-built heavy cruisersto armed converted merchanters.
Estimated that about twenty of the ships are resupply, but they may be troopships. And supposedly only
aneght-day FTL trangt.”

“Three hundred!” Even a hismost pessmigtic, he had never imagined Turek having that many ships. The
fleetin Moray, evenif it came directly to Nexus System, was hours behind and at most athird that size.
And eight days? He had been lulled, he redlized, by the same assumptions asthe Premier. Moray was
twenty days FTL...when twenty days had passed without an attack, he had imagined the pirates being
gill twenty daysaway...or at least ten. Rafe thought of the time wasted in investigation, consultation,
discuss on—daysthey could not get back now, when they needed them most. *Y ou have notified the
Maoscoe Confederation?’

“Of course. Moray had aready told them. And | requested assistance. They reminded me that we had
refused to aly with them in this matter and said the ships they could spare were with the fleet coming
from Moray, at least until reinforcementsfrom Sotter Key arrive”

“They’ re getting more privateers from Sotter Key?’

“Spaceforce, thistime, apparently. I’ ve tried to contact Sotter Key’s Rector of Defense, but I’ m told
she'll be unavailable for some hours. Their President says he would prefer to have the Rector
communicate with me. | understand that’ s another Vatta.”

“Grace Lane Vatta,” Rafesaid. “| heard alot about her from...the Vattas| met who knew her.”
“Isshelikey to help us? Surely she'll understand the importance of Nexus—"

“She' ssaid to be touchy,” Rafe said. “ And as you may recdl, both Secretary 1saacs and our ambassador
said some harsh things about the Vattafamily and my connection with it. And since her
niece—great-niece, | think it is—Ky Vattawaskilled, | suspect she may be touchier than usua.”

“Surely shewouldn’t let that influence her, with so much a stake—"
“We can hope,” Rafesaid. “ Any luck with Mackensee?’

“They have ships on the way, they said. But from the Mackensee home base, and those ships are not
equipped with onboard ang bles, any more than the | SC fleet or our home guard ships are. Do you think
Turek had enough to equip hiswhole fleet?’

“Maybe. It'simpossibleto know,” Rafe said. “If not, he'll probably cluster his ships, no morethan a
half-light-sec distance between those without and one with the onboard. Otherwise, he has too much
lightlag for accurate control.” Rafe considered. “ He probably has dready sent stealthed
observer/controller shipsinto our systems. Y ou need to have someone go over the degp-space scans
very carefully—"

“Nothing unusua has come through the jump points,” the Premier said. “1 did think of that.”

“They won't comein by the regular jump points,” Rafe said. How could someone get to be Premier and
not understand even that much about war?“1’ [l get our best people on this, too—they’ re going to be
hard to find. Ky—Admira Vatta—told me how they operated in the Boxtop incident. She didn’t know
how far in advance these ships were emplaced, but was sure they were there prior to the main attack.
The stedlthed observerswill definitely have their own ansibles, and can serve asrelay sationsfor
conventiona communicationsif necessary.”

“Eight days,” the Premier said. “ Three hundred of them. Do you think we have any chance?’



“Not if we st here doing nothing,” Rafe said. “Let’ sget busy, instead.”
“Right.” The Premier stood. “| just—thisisn’t redly inmy areaof expertise...”

The Premier’ sareas of expertise, Rafe thought sourly, lay in posing for photographs, shaking hands, and
behind-the-scenes arm twisting of government opponents. “Nor mine,” Rafe said. “But we do have some
competent military commanders, even if our resources are less than we could wish.”

“What about the civilian population? What can we do for—for the people out there?’

Not athing, redly, Rafe knew. From the evidence of afew past wars, the civilians might be killed even if
the home fleet won. All an enemy had to do was throw large rocks at a planet to cause catastrophic
damage, and the larger beam weapons could ddliver deadly force through atmosphere. But it would not
do to say so.

“Y our emergency management personnel should know that...I’ d hesitate to say. | need to get my people
busy on looking for Turek’ s advance ships, o if you' |l excuse me—"

“Of course. Go ahead.”

Rafe glanced up at the soft blue sky as he headed for hiscar. A lovely spring day, the scent of
new-mown grass and thefirst of the roses, the very fragrant old white rambler trained up one side of the
Premier’ sresidence, the fresh green of new leaves on the trees that edged the lawn, the low border of
purple star-shaped flowers whose name he didn’t know, abird’ s cdl, the hum of distant traffic...it
seemed unred that somewhere out there three hundred hostile ships were coming to destroy dl this. That
this blue sky could be stained with fire and smoke, the grass blackened, the trees—

But that was asred asthis. It had happened elsewhere; it could happen here. If things went badly
enough, not only Nexus, but dl the systems that depended on Nexus could be destroyed. Billions of

people.

He looked out the window on the way back to | SC headquarters, trying to fix each scenein his
mind—the streets, the buildings, theindividua people walking or riding or standing, the trees and flowers
of themedian...and yet how did that help? If hisworst fears came true, he would be one of those killed,
and no memory of hiswould help.

Inside | SC, tense faces seemed to relax as he entered. Idiots. Fools. He was not amiracle worker; he
could do nothing to stop what was coming. Rafe called Enforcement, gave them the bad news, and told
them to set up asearch pattern for the stealth ships he expected were in place or would arrive.

“And make sure you do full visua and instrumented ingpections of al the system ansibles every four
hours, with different teams,” Rafe said. He had said this before, but like the Premier they found it difficult
to believe anyone redlly would attack Nexus. Now their expressions registered the shock they should
havefdt long before. “We re very likely to have infiltration by Turek’s agents, possibly set in place years
ago, ready to sabotage the system ansibles on his command or at aset time. Y ou’' ve got my information
on thekinds of damage | found in other systems.”

“But we have six platforms—we can't cover them dl on that schedule.”

“I’'m releasing Repair and Maintenance teamsto thismission, aswe ve discussed,” Rafe said. He would
have done that before, but the platforms had limited space and life support; they could not be
triple-crewed for long. “We must keep the platforms up and running. They’ re vulnerable to space-based
physicd attack, but the more likely danger isthat Turek will use hismolesjust before or astheinvasion



fleet arrives. If we're cut off—well, you know what that means.”
Denny Cuthen’ s replacement, Arturo Vaencia, nodded.

“Sodon't let usbe cut off,” Rafe said. “Y ou can have as many peoplefrom R and M asyou need. It's
better if they’ re dispersed anyway. Y ou have priority for dl 1SC shuttle service until your peoplearein
place. Let me know when you have an estimate of that time, and then when they’ ve arrived.” For the
most distant platforms, that would take aminimum of eight days. .. probably not enough time, but he had
totry.

“Y%, S'r.n

Rafe switched off. “ Emil, please get Penny and other section heads except Enforcement tipped in. | need
to do abriefing. After thisbriefing, I’ll do another for the Board, so you might aswell givethema
heads-up.”

“Right away,” Emil sad.

On the screensin Rafe' s office, faces began to appear. When they were dl in place, Rafe turned hisown
video pickup on.

“Mogt of you are aware that there has been athreet of hostileinvason of this system for sometime,” he
sad. “And mogt of you, if not al of you, know that our own 1SC fleet is obsolete, badly maintained, and
incgpable of providing aviable defensveforce. | have now been informed that an enemy fleet—avery
large enemy flest—is onitsway here and expected to arrive insystem in less than eight standard days.”

The faces on screen showed every shade of shock, fear, and horror that someone like Turek could hope
for.

“So far, these detail s have not been made public, but the Premier is planning to make an announcement
within the next few hours. Our job, inthistime of crigs, isto keegp 1SC equipment working. The better
the communications, the better our chances. | have released dl Repair and Maintenance personnel and all
| SC-owned trangport vessalsto Enforcement. They will transfer to our ansible platforms and be ready to
ded quickly with any problemsthat may arise. All ISC fleet vessals and their personnd have been
deployed under the command of Jaime Driskill, who has been in charge of upgrading thefleet sincel
discovered its deficiencies and authorized funding for this effort. Nexus own space defense forces have
been seconded to Admira Driskill aswell. We are expecting reinforcements from other systems, but the
exact timing of their arriva—as of the enemy’ sarriva—is not known. Questions?’

“Does Driskill have any kind of plan?’ That wasthe latest head of Procurement.
“I'msurehedoes,” Rafe said. “However, neither you nor | have aneed to know what it is.”

“Do you anticipate aneed for sudden generation of more power either here a headquarters or on the
ansble platforms?’” The head of Repair and Maintenance, thistime, Minvier Grobb.

“I don't know,” Rafe said. “Would that change your release of personnd to the ansible platforms?’

“No, g, but it might change how the teams are organized. Right now, and what Enforcement asked for,
isthat personnd start moving to the shuttle fields and just load and go, first come, first taken, with the first
shuttle heading for the most distant platform. But if you think the attack might target power source and
power transfer, either here or aoft, then we should include aminimum of five specidistsin power for
each dedtination.” From the tone, Grobb thought Rafe should have asked him first; Rafe could
understand the man' sfrudtration.



“That'san excdlent point,” he said. “In the organization and procedures |’ ve seen, Enforcement would
bein charge, with R and M folded in, but thisis a unique situation and | should have consulted you
smultaneoudy.” To Emil, he said, “Get Vdenciain on this, we have aprocedura problem.”

Vaencia sface came up, shifting onerow sdeways. “ Ser?’

Rafe explained the Situation, assigned the two section heads to work it out between them, and asked if
the others had any more questions. No one seemed to, but Penny stayed connected as the others | eft.

“What about the others?’ she asked.
“Who?’
“Mother and Dad. Should wetdl them?”

Thelast person Rafe wanted to tell about the coming crisswas hisfather. And if worse cameto worst,
there would be no safe place anyway.

“l don't think s0,” he said.

“Now that I've made mysdlf so very popular—" She winced dramaticdly. “—I’m wondering what you
want meto do. | can keep digging in the figures, of course, but if we' redl going to be blown away, I'd
rather not have my last memory be of a page in the account books.”

“Liaison,” Rafe said promptly. “I need an |SC mouthpiece to Moscoe Confederation, to Vatta
Enterprises, to Moray, and to our own government. If | doiit, that’sdl I'll do. And | should be staying on
top of 1SC functions. But only if you' rewilling.”

Penny grinned. “1 can do that.” No hesitation, no shakes.

“I'll tell them dl—we |l tell them—that you' re speaking for me. I’ll tell you what resources we have and
don’t have—you know most of it anyway—so just don’t promise anything we can't deliver.”

“Right”

From that moment, the next days passed in ablur of activity. Rafe snaiched afew hours deep when he
could but spent every waking moment dealing with myriad large and smdl crises, from the falure of a
supply ship to ddliver enough food to one of the angble platformsto the cook in the employees’ dining
hall who suddenly went berserk and started throwing pans of hot food over the serving line, screaming
“Aliens are eating the chairdl” All the usud problems, and dl the additional ones brought on by the stress
of longer hours and the fear of invasion.

Penny appeared on the news at least once aday to explain what 1SC was doing or why it wasn't doing
what someone thought it should, and she handled dl the foreign communi cations with the aplomb he now
expected. He cameinto his office the third day to find her arguing with Stella Vatta

“—the entire production run isaready sold out,” Stellawas saying. “We're a maximum, we have back
orders...”

“And we have an invasion now two days away,” Penny said. “1 believe our need ismore pressing...”

Rafe had warned her that Stellawould not release any of the onboard ansibles, but Penny must have
decided to tackle the problem hersalf. He paused just inside the door, outside video pickup range, and
watched.



“Even if wereleased some, the shipping timeistoo long—they wouldn't ariveintime—" Stdllasaid.
“I’'mwilling to teke that chance,” Penny said. “Why aren’'t you?’

“Because | don't want them falling into Turek’ s hands, that’ swhy. If your government hadn’t refused to
work with us, you’ d have some—but it did, and the governments that agreed got them instead. It’s not
my fault that your government got itstail in aknot about Vattas” Stellahad the expression Rafe knew
well, and for amoment he thought there might be a battle over family honor, but Penny laughed insteed,
that warm, happy laugh that had disarmed so many.

“I know,” Penny said. “And | shouldn’t laugh, but really—that whole so-caled chain of evidence about a
Vatta conspiracy—it’ sridiculous. Rafe would have known, if there' d been one. And for our government
to keep him away from your cousn Ky—"

Stellaarched her brows. *Y our government wasn't the only one.”
“What do you mean? Who else would care?’

Stella sat perfectly still amoment; Rafe held his breath. How would she say it? Her voice softened alittle.
“SeraDunbarger...your brother...was never the right man for Ky.”

Now it was Penny’ sturn to show anger; Rafe saw the flush on the back of her neck. “1 hope you aren't
saying what | think—"

“| told Rafe to stay away from her,” Stellasaid. “Look—I knew Rafe years ago. Y ou probably don't
know thisbut he...was not aman who was...who did—"

“If you mean he waswild in hisyouth and had flings with young women, | know that,” Penny said coldly.
“Everybody knowsthat. But that was Rafe then; that is not Rafe now, and Rafe now—"

“Said heloved her. | know. But | don't believe he knows what that means. I'm not blaming him; | redize
he had a horrible time. But she’ s—she was—my cousin, and | didn’t want her hurt.”

Rafe edged adong the wall to where he could just see Penny’ s profile. Shelooked asangry asshe'd
sounded. Timeto intervene. He stepped into pickup range. * Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “But there'sa
Stuation. Stella, do you know anything about those reinforcements from Sotter Key? I’ ve got questions
from our commanders and | was going to ask Penny to ask you—"

“All'l know isthat they'rein FTL flight, their arrival timeis uncertain, and Aunt Graceisn't willing to say
any morethis close to the blowup we al expect. Rafe, if you heard what | said about you, | am sorry if it
hurt your fedings...” Shelooked as beautiful as ever but worn. Ky’ s death, he knew, must be affecting
her even morethan it had him.

“I have more to worry about than my fedlings,” he said. “Please pass on to the Rector my concern that
without alist of ship IDs, our people might shoot the wrong icons. We need some kind of recognition
code”

Stellafrowned. “I forwarded that when the fleet |eft Sotter Key.”

“I never gotit.” Rafe struggled through the chaosin hismind to remember what day that might have been.
“ Sorry—when did you send it? I’ ve got too many details—"

“I'll send it again,” Stellasaid. “Now. Of course you need that.”



“If we' ve got another traitor,” Rafe began.
“| sent it to your Defense Department,” Stellasaid.

“Send it to me, thistime. We ve had some problems—but I’ [l see the information getsto our ships. You
know our government’ s asked for help from Cascadia—"

She nodded. “And | know they won't release ships from here; they still fear that Cascadiamay bethe
redl target. But you' ve got the fleet coming from Moray.” Her expression changed as she said it; hefelt
the same—the combined fleet Ky had pushed for, organized, commanded. ..and now it was someone
elsg's, and shewas gone.

“Hours behind Turek, at least,” he said, forcing himsdf away from that thought as he had many timesa
day since hefirg knew. “And noideaif any of the otherswill get hereintime.”

“Réfe, | hope—I hope you—"
“Makeit? Me, too. But | had better get back to juggling what few options we have.”

When he broke the connection, he turned to Penny. “ And how are you holding up? It'sbeen abig help
having you running interference.”

“It wasn't very nice of her,” Penny said.
“About Ky?' Rafelooked away, then back. “Her relative, Penny.”

“Still. Now that Ky’s...gone, there sno need to be insulting about you. And | don’t think she'sdl that
beautiful.”

“Penny,” he said and stopped. He found he was growing warm. “ Stelladidn’t just know me some years
back. She knew me. She even fancied hersdf in love with me.”

“Did you love her?’

“Stella? No. Shewasfun...fun to tak to, fun to impress, fun to fool. | had her convinced | had
bootstrapped my way up from the dregs of society—not very nice, but we were both pretending to be
not very nice people, at thetime. A pair of corporate spies, one dightly more experienced than the other.
But lovewasn't init. When | saw shewas beginning to dide that way, | pulled out.”

“And that’ swhy she thinksyou didn’'t love Ky?’

“Probably. Look, Penny, I'm sorry but | redlly don’t want to talk about any of that now. | haveto go on;
| haveto do things; if | think about Ky and all thet...l can't.”

Penny nodded; Rafe |eft the office, checking with Emil for any messages. Stellahad sent the dataon
Slotter Key' s ships. He routed that to Admiral Driskill.

Mandan Reef, in FTL Transit from Slotter Key

Admira Padhjan raised an eyebrow. “Master Sergeant, why are you suggesting we drop out of FTL at
the next jump trangt?’

“QOrders from the Rector, Admiral,” MacRaobert said. “We need to make a contact; that will determine
our degtination.”



“My orders say Moscoe Confederation,” the admira said.

“With al due respect,” MacRobert said, “the admira might want to review thisdatacube.” He pulled it
out and handed it over. The look Padhjan gave him was not quite aglare, but very close. MacRobert had
been glared at many times before, by people of higher rank than Padhjan, and knew he presented the
blank impenetrable expression of experience.

Padhjan put the cube into areader. “Isit going to self-destruct and destroy my reader aswell?’

“Not at al,” MacRobert said. “But the Rector wanted it hand-delivered after we entered FTL flight and
before we arrived at this next jump trangtion.”

Padhjan read the text, mouth thinning asheread. “I’'m not sure | like this, MacRobert.” It wasthefirst
time he hadn’t used MacRobert’ s old rank. “I was specifically told, more than once, that | wasto place
myself under the command of Ky Vattaand Ky Vattaonly. Now—"

“Inwar, peopledie,” MacRobert said. “Shewas certainly aive the last time the Rector spoke to her,
shortly before we left Sotter Key—"

“You're sure of that.”

“I saw her mysdlf, on the screen. Ansible contact, responsive conversation—and | know her, so | know
for surethat was Ky Vaita If she has been killed before we get where we' re going—"

“Y ou know wherethat is, do you?’

“I know that making ansible contact when we come out of jump will tell us. We have the code for her
onboard angible, and the codes for the M oscoe Confederation and Nexus governments.” And Stella
Vatta, and the Mackensee home planet, though MacRobert didn't think the admiral needed to know
that.

“So—we could be diverted from Cascadia, go into a battle without these fancy new ansbles—’
“That sright, Admird.”

“That sounds redly stupid to me.” Padhjan’ stone bordered on belligerence.

“It'susualy best to think of the Rector’s Strategy as densdly layered,” MacRobert said.

Padhjan opened his mouth to answer, then made an obvious change of direction. “And you understand it
dl?

“I don't try to understand it all,” MacRobert said with serene dishonesty. It was better for them al if
Padhjan continued to see MacRobert as the smple errand boy of a scheming old woman.

“Fine” Padhjan said. “We' Il dl drop out &t the next trangition point and waste however much timeit
takesto retrieve amessage. Doesthistrangtion jump even have ardlay ansiblein the same system?”’

“The onboard unit can access both onboard and system ansible networks,” MacRobert said. Though
most of the shipsin the fleet had none, Grace had ingsted that the flagship have one—over Padhjan’s
objections.

Six hours later, the fleet dropped out of FTL space. MacRobert, with Admira Padhjan glowering at his
back, turned on the onboard ansible and called Sotter Key. As he expected, despite the loca time there,
Grace was at the console.



“Admira Padhjan, MacRobert,” shesaid. “Ky’sin FTL on theway to Nexus, following Turek’ sflest.
Edtimates of hisflegt size give over three hundred ships. She anticipates an atack on Nexusfairly quickly
after his downjump, which should be no sooner than thirty-six standard hours from now, relative
time—but could of course belater. Y ou will go to Nexus System; she will command al alied forces.
Nexus hasformally requested aliance aid, and hasthe ID datafor your ships.”

“I undergtand,” Padhjan said. He glanced over at the displays. “But it will take usaminimum of thirty
standard hoursto reach the charted Nexus jump point. Not much margin.”

Grace grinned at him, the wicked grin MacRobert knew so well. “ Ah, but Turek doesn’t know you're
coming. We vetold everyone you' re going to Cascadia. Pure nepotism—the Rector sending Spaceforce
to theaid of her niecejust to protect Vattainterests. There'sagood bit of noise about it in the mediajust

“Oh...”

“Your margin, Admirad Padhjan, ishisignorance. Don’t wasteit.” And she was gone, with Grace-like
decisveness.

“Y ou could have told me sooner,” Padhjan said to MacRobert.
“I could. But of thetwo of you, I’ d rather have you mad a me than her, even though you're closer.”

Padhjan, for awonder, chuckled at that. Then, with efficiency MacRobert admired, he gave the series of
ordersthat shifted the fleet into assault formations, and they were back in FTL flight within two hours,

CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

| t'snot that hard to knock out an ansible platform,” Rafe said. “They’re big; they' refragile; they can't
be jumped around like aship. And Turek’ s attacked ansibles before.”

“Not as easy to hit asa planet, though,” Gary said. “They do move some, and they' re easier to miss, at
their size. A ship would haveto get pretty closeto just lob arock a one and hopeto hit it. We, on the
other hand—’

Rafe had not, previoudy, paid much attention to the many ways someone in space could inflict severe
damage on aplanet. Nor had many in Nexus Defense, though it should have been their job. Now, with a
vast volume of spaceto protect with minimal resources, the gaping holesin Nexus |1’ s ability to keep the
planet from being hit by any of anumber of weapons were dl too obvious. He had convened asmal
dinner mesting of experts both insde and outside I SC. Dinner over, they were tackling the hard
questions.

“It would take time.. .the planet’ s orbit is predictable and it’ s large enough, but it would take weeksto
get one of the chunks of rocks up there to an interception.”

“Or months,” someone else said. “ Depends how fast you want the attack to be...”

“Ten to the saven chunks big enough to cause catastrophic damage, at least, you said.” Rafe shook his



head. “Nobody’ s mapped them; there’ s no way to know if someone strapped a space drive onto one of
them amonth ago—"

“That we do know,” said an astronomer with System Survey. “We have the scans, we know none of the
big onesis on an intercept course right now.”

“What' s the fastest unconventiona nasty thing they could do?’

The woman with the mane of frizzy pae hair spoke up. “Ingtal FTL drives and anav computer on
severd large-enough rocks, microjump them into atmosphere, and then turn on the drives again. The
downjump would produce a massive e ectromagnetic pulse; the attempt to jump out would vaporize the
rocks...it’sthe combined-mass thing.”

“That could be done?’ Rafe asked.

“Theoreticdly. Practically speaking, we don't know theintegrity of those rocks. Taking one through an
upjump trangition might convert it to pebblesright there.”

“So we may have rocks, but we definitely have alarge fleet—I think we' |l stick to redlitiesfor thetime
being,” Rafe said. He looked at the holo display set up in the conference room. Depending on which
vector Turek camein on, he should quickly see alarge fleet, which he would know to be weaker than it
looked. With any luck at dl, he would not see those elements of the fleet that were not as weak asthey
had been. Five squadrons now operated on Al control, programs hastily adapted from those used on
targeting drones. The sixth—the sixth was Raf€e’ s one hope for effective action by 1SC ships. Still near
obsolete, still mounted with older weapons, but with repairs and upgrades as complete as possiblein the
time they’ d had since Boxtop. Nexus own fixed defenses, mounted on “rocks’ in the outer system, were
positioned primarily to guard the usud traffic lanes. Nexus' insystem ship defenses now lingered closeto
Nexusl|, the planet firgt settled and till mostly agriculturd. It had amoon large enough to offer

conceal ment without too great agravity well.

If dl went wdll—
“We velost Number Four!”

Rafe had seen it dmost that fast. Platform Four wasn't transmitting. Three light-hours out from the
planet—they wouldn’t find out what happened until then. “Warn the others. Double staffing on dl
positions. It was probably sabotage.”

Momentslater Platform Three reported in. Someone on regular assignment there had tried to cut of f
power, had been observed by backup crew. The other platforms reported similar acts of attempted
sabotage—over the next hour, severa from each. Four came back up, reported in, then went down
again, only to come back.

“Redundancy is so useful,” Rafe said, trying for atone he hoped would dispd thetension. “And no sign
of Turek yet, but I'll bet within afew hours—" Thelightswent out. As others exclaimed in various tones
of alarm or surprise, Rafe dropped to the floor and crawled quickly to the nearest wall, setting his back
againg it. He stood cautioudly. He could just see out the window; instead of the city center lights, he saw
only the pulse of emergency beacons on the tops of buildings, their timing proving they were on backup

power.
“Ser Dunbarger!”
1] Rdd ”



Rafe did not answer. He pulled the hood of his personad armor out from under his collar and over his
head, dipped on the gogglesthat et him see more than natura vision could, shrugged off his jacket and
eased it Slently to thefloor, took off his shirt, then set hisarmor to black. He checked al hisweapons
and equipment, un-holstered his pistol, and loosened his knivesin their sheaths. People near thetable
were holding each other, clustered, beginning to move toward the window. His security detail and
Penny’ s both had wesapons out and were pulling on goggles like his. He could reassure them, or he
could—what could he do?

Across the boulevard, lights came on in the Mercer Building, floor by floor, as emergency generators
kicked in. Now light from the window was bright enough to see expressons aswell asbodies. Far
acrossthe city, lightswere dill on; their glow lit the sky. Only the areaaround I SC’ s headquarters was
dark.

All at once he knew what the purpose of this dark patch was, besides alarming the populace. ISC's
headquarters, like every other building on the planet, could be watched from one of the satellites orbiting
the planet, and for that reason had been built with confusion in mind and avery sophigticated stedlth
shield...from space, it did not look like what it was. But the stedlthing required power. 1SC had its own
multi-redundant backup power system that should have switched on ingtantly, preserving their disguise as
wdll astheir connection to the ansible system. Y et here they were, in the middle of abig black patch,
radiating in al the ways ungtedthed buildings and machinery and transmissons did radiate—an idedl
target, obviousto anyone who stripped the satellites of their data, even hours from now.

Someone here had to have done that. Someone in the building. 1SC, even under Parmina, had not
neglected its power security, and Rafe had inssted on daily checks of the system, checks he himsalf had
overseen only the day before. Someone who had obtained codes to the satellites. Someone, moreove,
who knew exactly when to do it, who knew—who must know—when Turek was entering the system.

Someone who had an angible...one of the onboard ansibles.

“He sinthebuilding,” he said, from his position by thewall. The othersturned to him. “And hehasan
ansible, and right now he' sbusy telling Turek that the big black spot in the middle of the city isus. He
could be anywhere in headquarters complex, and we haveto find him.”

“Near the backups—" someone said.

“He could have turned those off hoursago,” Rafe said. “1 would have, if I'd been doing this. But by dl
means, we need someone down there turning them back on. Penny, you must stay here, with Security.
I’ m the only one who knows what one of these thingslookslike; | have to go, and we need someone at
the top able to answer the callsthat will come in when power’ srestored.”

“The satellite he' Il be wanting to work with isn't geosynchronous,” Gary said. “It’ [l be overhead in about
twenty minutes”

“Others could take the pictures,” Rafe said.

“Yes, but that’ sthe best for what Turek’ Il want, and if we can get the shield back up beforeit getsa
good picture—"

“Good, then you teke charge of that. I’'m going—Gary, as you find Security have them spread out and
look for abox about thissize—" He gestured, knowing that Gary’ s goggles were giving him enough light
to see the Size he meant.

“You'renot going alone—"



“Wedon't havetime,” Rafe said. Hewas aready on hisway, knowing that only those with low-light
goggles could see him as more than ashadow in shadows. “| have anidea.” He had seen the ansible, he
realized. He had seen it on an equipment rack in acorridor...and he had seen it again, on an equipment
rack tucked into the corner of aworkroom. It had been positioned backside-out every time, and he'd
seen an I|SC logo and serid number plate, but—it was exactly theright Size, just alittle deeper than the
rack, and adightly darker gray than |SC standard. Y et no one noticed those details—he had not noticed
those details.

He kicked off his shoes before he was hadfway to the stairs, pulling out the padded, grippy footwear he
had favored for adventuresin hisrogue days. Up here, no one else wasin the corridor, but he heard
voices from below, bewildered and worried voices. Which of the workshops had that been? Not on this
side of the building, he was sure of that. He tried to think what else had been in that workshop, what
distinguished it. When had he seen that ansble and its cart last?

The day the Secretary of Defense had died, when he had rushed through less familiar corridors.
Someone—aman wearing a Technica Services blue overtunic—had hagtily pushed it aside as Rafe had
hurried past. Now Rafe queried hisimplant, but the remembered face found no match. ISC HQ had too
many employees, he had not loaded a complete database. He could, however, find the place again. Left
here, down aflight of airs, pitch black without even aglimmer of light but for the ghostly imprint of feet
and hands that had warmed the treads and handrail just enough for his gogglesto register. Out the door,
patched with handprints brighter than the footprints. Right along here, right again at a T-intersection. ..

Light flared around him; his goggles damped quickly. Someone had turned the emergency power on; the
light was weaker than usud, from tiny bulbsin aline along the ceiling. Ahead, a scatter of objectsinthe
corridor—something someone had stumbled over during apanicky run out of an office? No...ashe
came closer, Rafe saw that they were placed to cause a stumble, not as the result of one. Fallen boxes
would not have landed with aglassfull of spoons baanced on top of them. Beyond them—and a
cross-corridor—was another similar barrier. Someone wanted to know if anyone came down that
corridor in the dark.

Rafe pulled out hislong-handled mirror and extended it past the corner—sure enough, Smilar barrierson
the cross-corridor, but farther from the intersection. One door in either direction was open; light spilled
out of one. The other was dark. Rafe' s skin tingled. Definitely not an innocent congtruction. He should
cdl in, let his people know what he' d found. .. but whoever it was might hear. From the darker open door
came the sound of aflushing toilet. Rafe pulled hismirror back, did it into its pocket, and flattened himself
againg the wall, crouching behind one of the boxes with aglass on top.

Footsteps. A door closing. Footsteps approached in the cross-corridor, certainly headed for the other
open door. Would whoever it was stop to check the corridor and his traps? But they continued without a
pause; Rafe got aglimpse of an ordinary Technica Servicestunic with the ISC logo on the back. He
waited until the footsteps faded into that room, then stood. The quality of light changed aswhoever it was
amost closed that door.

Heredly should cdll in. Gary would be furiousif hedidn’t. But thiswastoo much fun, and it had been
too long.

Penny had her own weapon out; the specialists who' d been called in for the briefing backed up, eyes
wide. “ Just take your seats,” Penny said. “You'll be safest in herewith me. If Rafeisright and there's



someone in the building committing sabotage, we don't want to get in the line of fire.”
“But—" one of them said.

“Well just wait,” Penny said. She had no specid goggles, like her escorts, but with the dow return of
emergency lighting in buildings across the boulevard, she could see well enough. Shedidn’t tel them to
be quiet—she didn't careif they talked—but they just sat there asif frozen in place. One of her escorts
went out, and came back with aset of goggles he handed to her. His weapon was out; she set hers down
and put on the goggles. Now she could seethe little pile of Rafe’ sjacket and shirt by thewall.

Her skullphone pinged. Shetongued it to internal only, and atinny voice spoke. “ All the auxiliary power’s
down. We reworking onit. External security will go up firgt, but we should have emergency lighting in
the next fifteen minutes. No need to answer.” Shedidn’t. It hadn’t been Rafe or Gary. Outside, she

heard sSrensin the distance.

When the lights came back, dimmer than usua, Penny removed the goggles and smiled down the table at
the others. “Wdll, that was exciting,” she said. “1 would offer something to settle your nervesbut |
sugpect kitchen serviceisn't back up yet.”

“Aren't you scared, Sera Dunbarger?” asked the woman with the frizzy hair.

Penny shook her head. “Not after my other adventures,” she said. “ Though | don’t recommend them asa
preparation for a power outage.”

“But if there s someone in the building—they could shoot us or blow usup or—"

“Or we could be hit by arock someone sent thisway weeks ago,” Penny said. “I don't see any of that as
reason to panic.”

“When can weleave?’

“When my brother gets back,” Penny said.

Rafe eased past the amateurish barriers that might have been an effective warning system if he’ d beenin
the dark without goggles. His suit warning pinged. Some surveillance system had picked him up. It might
be ISC'sinterna system, which should be functiona again. Or it might be something the traitor had set
up. Rafedidn’t care. He was happy as he had not been happy since hefirst came back to Nexus.

Lightly, silently, he moved across the corridor and eased a ong the wall to that almost-closed door.
Someone wasin there—he didn’t hear more than one, even when he boosted the implant’ saudio. The
man—it was aman’s voice—was muttering to himsalf. “ Come on, come on...stupid piece of garbage...”

Rafe pivoted around the door frame, pointing his wegpon at the man bent over the ansible, prodding its
controls.

“Need hdp?’ he asked silkily.
The man whirled, nearly faling over, mouth open. He reached toward his pocket.
“Oh, don't do that,” Rafe said. “Y ou redlly, really don’t want to do that.”



“I...don’t?" The man’svoice squesked.

“No,” Rafe said. “Because then, when | shot your hand off, | might damage that piece of ...garbage, did
you say?’

The man said nothing.

“What isthat, by theway?" Rafe pushed the door shut behind him, moved awaste container in front of it.
“That thing you can't get to work?’

“Er...nothing,” theman said. “1 mean...it'sa...amachine. Y ou wouldn’'t understand. Look, I’'m an
employee, I'm not an intruder. I' m supposed to be here.” He pointed to the ID card hanging fromits
chain, the ISC logo on histunic.

“Anemployee,” Rafe said. He hitched ahip onto alow counter beside the door. “1 see. And your
name?’

“Olin. Olin Zennarthos. TS-3.” Zennarthos sounded more confident now. He could soon find out how
mistaken hewas. “I guess you' re from Security—something happened and the lights went out and you' re

checking things?’
“You might say that,” Rafe said. “What' s your emergency station, Olin Zennarthos?’

“Why, it' s—it's—" Helooked around the room asif he expected to find the yelow square with itsbig
black number somewhere onthewalls. “1t' s here.”

“Oh, Mr. Zennarthos,” Rafe said, shaking hishead. “| do believe you just told alie. Do you know what
happens to peoplewho tell liesto...to Security?’

Zennarthos glanced from side to Side, then his wavering glance came back to Rafe. “I—I was scared. It
was...dark?’

“Dark, yes. And you put those boxes out there, with glasses and forks and spoonsin them, soif the
bogeyman came down the dark, the very dark corridors, you would be warned, isthat it?’

Zennarthos completely missed the implicationsin Rafe' stone, and nodded. “Yes. Yes, | was scared, |
thought—uwith the invasion coming—it might be somebody bad coming.”

“Itwas,” Rafe said. He would not have the chance to kill the man who had killed Ky, not persondly, but
this one—this one who worked for the man who killed Ky—would do.

“Uh?" Zennarthos stared at him, confused and scared and not understanding. Rafe wanted him to
understand.

“I mean, | am somebody bad. For you.” He stood up again, and took a step forward, then another. “I
know what that is, you see. That'san ansble. That's a portable ansble. And the only way you, Olin
Zennarthos, could have aportable ansbleisif you were sent it by our enemies—because our friends
don’t have any to share.”

His gaze held Zennarthosimmobile until he was dmost within reach, but then the man broke, scrambling
back to put the ansible between himsdlf and Rafe. “1—I didn’t—don't—"

Rafe vaulted over the ansible and grabbed Zennarthos by the tunic neck, swinging him around and
shoving him back hard againgt the ansible case. Helaid the muzzle of hispistol againgt Zennarthos



cheek. The man’ seyesrolled, struggling to seeit, and his bresth camein ragged gasps. “You arein
trouble, laddy, and any more lieswill cost you blood.”

“|—I didn’t...l don’t...don’'t hurt me...”

Rafe stepped back, yanking Zennarthos forward to meet the pistol with hisnose. “Don’t hurt you? Are
you giving me orders?’

“No...no...I—"

Rafe swung the pigtal asif to hit Zennarthos again; as the man flinched away, Rafe used that movement to
swing him farther, then kicked the sde of the man’ sknee and let go of histunic. Zennarthosfell on his
Sde againgt the cabinets on that wall. Before he could get up, Rafe grabbed a shelving unit stuffed with
heavy-looking boxes labeled with parts numbers, and pulled it over on Zennarthos' legs, the man
screamed. “My legs!”

“Your legs are safe for the moment,” Rafe said. “I can’t shoot them without bresking something more
vauable”

“Who are you?’ Zennarthos whimpered. “Y ou're not Security—"

“I’'myour wordt nightmare,” Rafe said, intentionaly copying the wording and tone of avid-cube villain.
He' d found it effective before. “ The one where you dream you' re about to die...and you are.” He
moved around the mess on the floor and crouched behind Zennarthos head. The man tipped his head
back. “Don’'t move your ams,” Rafe said. “Unless you want me to shoot your head off right now. Y ou
picked the wrong employer. If you'd been loyal to me—"

Zennarthosfindly caught on. “Y ou' re—you’ re Chairman Dunbarger?’

“l amindeed,” Rafe said, and tapped Zennarthos' forehead with the muzzle. “Maybe you do have
something insde that skull after dl. We'll find out later. For now—have you contacted Turek yet?’

“I—I didn’t know—"

Rafe dipped the smdlest of hisknives out of its sheath into hisleft hand. He moved it into Zennarthos
range of vison. “Do you know what thisis?’

“A—aknife?’

“Yes. A very, very sharp knife. Now, if you tell me the truth when | ask questions, without making
excuses, thingswill go marginaly better for you. If you don't...1 will usethisknifein waysyou find very
unpleasant.”

“But—but you' re arich man—you wear asuit!”

Rafe chuckled. “Olin, you have some very wrong ideas about rich men. Enough time wasting. Who have
you contacted with this ansible today?’

“|—I don't know hisname... O\M” Rafe had yanked one of the man’s arms up, bent his hand, and
parted the finger web. Zennarthos stared at his hand, where blood dripped from between hisfingers.

“Put it back down,” Rafe said. Zennarthos obeyed, trembling. “ That answer was not responsive,” Rafe
said. “If you do not know aname, give me alocation and as much as you do know.”

“He—heison aship. A kind of spy ship, I think. I don’t know for sure whereit is—I don't—I think it's



inthissystem but | don’t know...” Hisvoicetrailed away in awail as Rafe touched the knifeto hislips.
“Next question,” Rafe said. “When did you get thisansible?’

“About three years ago,” Zennarthos said. “It was shipped in; | was supposed to watch for it, take care
of it—"

“And useit?’ Rafe asked.
“Wdl...yes”
“Were you given access numbersto load into it, or were they stored when you were contacted?’

“I—I had alist of numbers. A file. But it wasn't supposed to beloaded until | got asignd. That was nine
daysago.”

“Sodl the accessnumbersarein it now?’

“Yes. And they usethis funny code—that’ sin there, too.”
Rafegrinned. “So | don’'t need you &t all, do |, Olin Zennarthos?’
“But—but you can't just shoot me!”

“Wrong again,” Rafe said.

“But | told you everything you asked—I cooperated—"

“Youdid,” Rafesaid. “And that saved you agreat dedl of pain, but here' sthe thing: the man you chose
to work with killed thewoman | love, and snce | can't kill him—yet, anyway—you will haveto do.”

Zennarthos moaned. Rafe ignored him and considered his options. The pistol would make alot of noise
and messthis close, and there might be damage to the ansible. He put the pistol away, aware of
Zennarthos watching avidly, and pulled out the needler. Quiet, less messy.

“If you believein adaity, thiswould be agood timeto pray,” hesad. “And if you believein
reincarnation, remember to be good next time.”

Zennarthos jerked as the poison-tipped needles, afull load, entered his body. It was a quicker death than
he deserved. Rafe stood, letting himsdf enjoy that moment before working hisway back around the
falen shelf to the ansible. Zennarthos, in arush, had tried to stuff the power supply’ s prongsin backward,
and luckily had not succeeded. Rafe gathered up the power cord and pushed the unit toward the door.
When he opened it, he could hear voices down the corridor.

Gary had dready told Penny, on her skullphone, that Rafe was safe and had found the traitor. She had
not expected that Rafe would regppear in a perfectly tailored suit, al signs of the rogue-Rafe once more
concealed, or that Gary, with him, would ook quite so grim. Rafe had the portable ansible on awheded
frameand asmug grin.

“Stellacan sue melater,” he said, “but we' re going to use this. Thefellow who had it loaded it with the
access codesfor al Turek’ sangblesand Turek’s codebook or the equivaent.” His diamond-bright gaze
challenged them to ask unnecessary questions...and regret it. “| need to fiddle with it a bit, make surewe
don’t transmit on one of Turek’ s channels by accident.”



“Where sthetraitor?’ asked the astrophysicist.

“Dead,” Rafe said, asif that should have been obvious. He pulled the cart over near a power outlet.
Almost on cue, the lights brightened. “ Ah. We' re back on main power, | gather. Good. Penny, our
guests may wish to leave; if you could take care of that and any incoming cdls, | can tinker with this.”

“Rafe—" Penny began, then subsided and did as he asked.
“How’sit fed now?’ Gary asked, after the others had left the room.
“Satisfying,” Rafesad. “If | can’'t get Turek—"

“That’ s not what | meant and you know it. | saw the body.”

“He sgot onesmdl mark on him, isdl,” Rafe said. “And to answer the question you intended, it felt
lousy. I’ ve apparently been contaminated by upper-class squeamishness again. That' swhat you used to
cdlit”

“Or her,” Gary said. “Y ou know shewouldn't likeit.”
“She’ sdead,” Rafe said. “ She wouldn’t know.”

“Ah, but you would. Actudly...asde from wanting to wring your neck for chasing off done and not
cdlinginyour location...you did well.”

“Y eah, well, that was amere snippet. There sthe rest of the war. Speaking of which, | need sometools.
That fake china cabinet over there—second drawer on theright.”

CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

Aboard Vanguard 11, in FTL Flight

“It'stime, Admird.”

Ky opened her eyesto the smdll of breakfast and the chime as the compartment door closed. Time. They
would be dropping out of FTL into Nexus System in forty-five minutes, most of the crew would have
been up just ahalf hour longer. She had insisted on arriving rested, at peak, because the most dangerous
time was that downjump insertion. They had no way of knowing where Turek was, how he had arranged
hisfleet, or evenif Nexus il existed.

Now sherolled out of bed, her implant picking up the timing and bringing her to full aertness. Shower,
dress, eat. Shewasinthe CCC, in her sedt, fifteen minutes before trangition, feding the knot in her
stomach familiar from every downjump transition—had the drives functioned properly, were they
reasonably close to where they meant to be?—familiar yet dwaysalittle different, because no one could
see past thewall of uncertainty. Here, where they came into an inhabited, busy system but not &t its
mapped jump point, and into the near certainty of hodtility, the uncertainty reached unity.

“Thirty-second warning,” came over the ship com. “All personnd take downjump precautions. Weapons
hot—confirm dl gations.” Ky’ sdigplay showed the confirming blinks from each of Vanguard I1’s



weagpons stations. She, like othersin the CCC, wore her protective suit, helmet in ready position onits
mounting rack.

“Fifteen-second warning. Scan positionsready.” Screensflicked from clean blue or green to the swirling
multicolored hash that was all scan provided in FTL flight. From acrossthe CCC, Fitt gave Ky a
thumbs-up.

“Ten...nine...eight...” Ky checked al her hookups again, and lowered the command canopy; the sound
of voicesand hissof air from the ventilatorsfell avay, and the final countdown continued.

“Two...one...downjump trangtion....successful...”

Ky let out abreath she didn’t redize she' d been holding. Scan looked dark, which was good, with
wobbly streaks of light—downjump turbulence.

“Andgble contact, Admira!”

“Patchit,” Ky said. Shelistened as the five forerunner ships—Ransome and four other fast, smdler
ships—reported in and transferred clearer scan datato Vanguard and the othersin that formation. Red
blurs sprang up on the displays—enemy ships, wegpons hot, their positions inexact, shown by fuzzy
ovas Smdler green blurs: 1SC and Nexus Defense ships, many fewer of them.

“System ansible in operation. Third formation downjump successful, ship-ansible contact confirmed—"
That from the bridge, but she could see it on the CCC screens aswell. Moment by moment, their
movement and the decrease in downjump turbulence combined to produce better data, more accurate
positions. Ky had tried to come in well off the ecliptic, avoiding the big rocks and the most traveled traffic
lanes, but even with good charts that was difficult to do when not using mapped routes. They were only
eleven degrees off, not the seventeen she'd tried for, but they looked to be a comfortable three
light-hours from any of the enemy icons—or where the enemy had been when those images reached
them.

Ships had drifted out of aignment during the daysin FTL flight; Ky listened as the group commanders
chivvied them back into place and locked their chronometers.

“Ready, Admird,” she heard from one and then another.

“ Scouts two, Formations primary five,” she said. The battle plan had defined concentric spheres around
Nexus and its primary, with jump maneuversto shift from one to another. First the scouts—Ransome,

Y amini, and the others—microjumped into place fairly close in—the second sphere, and then the
fleet—thetiny fleet, compared with Turek’ s—split up, microjumped to form avast globe eight light-hours
across, centered on Nexus' sun. From there, each jumped out another light-hour.

“That should confuse somebody,” Pitt said. “We came, we danced around, we ran away.”

“He s not going to think we ran away, but his scan techswill be struggling,” Ky said. “ Ah—here comes
something we want—" Scan data relayed from the scout ships began to comein, data only afew minutes
old.

“He s changed hisformations,” the Moray liaison said. “It lookslike clusters.”

“If he does’t have enough ansibles, he'll cluster for command and control,” Ky said. “If we can figure
out which of them has the angble—how many clusters, do you think?’

“| can'ttell yet.”



Y amini’ svoice camein. “ They’ ve knocked out one system ansible platform; Nexus has—had—six.
There ve been missile launches at the planet itself, gpparently targeting urban aress; they’ ve aready
knocked out acouple of satdllites. Minima damage so far onplanet, but one of the orbital stations has

heavy damage.”

Ky imagined terrified civilians on the orbita station—there would be families, not just adult workers.
Fires, decompression, death. ..she pushed that aside.

Y amini went on. “ There are boosters dl over the place, so communication’sredly good, but collisons
aretaking out the boogters. I’ m in contact with an 1SC admirdl. ..two-second lightlag. He' sjust squirted
me some data you' Il want—oh, damn. They’ ve hit the main | SC formation near Platform Two.”

Ky left anadysis of the data squirt to the techsfor the time being and directed her ships out-sun of
Platform Two to microjump in and engage the ten enemy shipsthat had just savaged the | SC formation.
Ransome, the nearest of her scout ships, provided current position data on the enemy. Victory and
Guardian, two of the new Moray heavy cruisers, and three lighter craft caught the enemy clustersinthe
flank. Two converted merchanters blew at once; the stolen military craft returned fire that splashed off
shieldswithout causing damage.

“They' re converging on thefight,” Yamini reported. “ Just as you thought they might.”

“Polson Three, execute Backdoor.” Her third formation, high above the ecliptic, was best placed to run
up therear of Turek’s massive fleet. She watched as they microjumped into position and struck; the rear
clusters of Turek’ sfleet disntegrated as captains microjumped their shipsinto diverging vectors.

“Bissonet Two, disengage. Number four, rabbit-hunt.” Formation four consisted of the boldest of the
privateers, those who had been most impatient with Ky’ s planning sessions. Termagant blinked offscan
at once, reappearing briefly as Merced popped out to fire at one of the scattered ships then jumped back
out. That ship’s shiddsflared but did not give. Polygony, on adightly different vector, was a precise two
seconds behind and hit the same ship; thistimeits shields did go, and apparently damaged itsingpace
drive. Asit drifted past the moon of Nexus |, one of the fixed instalations there blew it to bits.

Once, Ransome' s Rangers would have been among these, but not anymore. Teddy Ransome was
exactly where Ky had asked him to be, ongtation and staying out of trouble. Now she contacted him
directly. “Watch the clugtersre-form,” Ky said. “Maybe we can figure out which ships have the ansibles,
S0 we can target those.”

“They're splitting,” Y amini said suddenly. “Looks like five separate formations, dispersng—they may be
coming after you—"

“They shouldn’t have usyet,” Ky said. “Have you located their observer?’

“No, haven't had time. They may have somebody far enough out to give ared-time position on one of
our formations.”

“We rejumping to ring three,” Ky said. Just as she gave the order to the fleet, Y amini was reporting the
disappearance of most of Turek’s ships. Vanguard |1 and the others regppeared closer in; if Turek’s
stedlthed observer had reported their true position, he would have overjumped them and been nine hours
out...and probably furious.

The ships Turek had left behind till seemed intent on attacking Platform Two.

“Somebody’ s gotten stubborn,” Ky said. “ Or there' s something about that ansible platform that we don'’t



understand.”
“Or it'satrap...they’ d liketo lure you into showing the size of your whole force.”
“That, too. Ransome, Y amini, see anything?’

“It’' sthe platform closest to the primary mapped point, entry to the usua inbound lane. Fixed defenses
aong thelane—"

“I'll bet they want to mine the jump point,” the Moray liaison said. “They don't want afunctioning ansible
there able to tell someone wherethe minesare.”

“They may belaying minesnow.”

“Wel, we don’t want them blowing that platform. There' swhat—three or four thousand people on it?’
Shelooked at the various readouts. “ Angelhair, Greeneyes, Hawkwing, and Guidon, you need to get
them away from that platform. If you run into mine drifts, cal on Bluebells.” Her two minesweepers were
far in reserve, but to save aplatform she' d risk them.

Platform Two was far enough from her observersthat Ky had to depend on reports from the attack
force; shewould not get lightspeed reports for several hours. But Turek’ s shipsjumped out the instant
her ships gppeared on their screens; Angelhair had programmed to fireimmediately out of jump, and
those missiles sped away, part of the dangerous debris of a space battle. The other shipswithheld fire,
and quickly returned to their Sations.

“| was afraid they wouldn't stay stupid,” Ky said. “ And that bunch coordinated very well. ..l wonder if
heleft shipsthat dl had ansbles.”

“Twenty ships, Sx clugters, near Platform Threg,” Yamini said.

“Formation five,” Ky said. Turek had plenty of shipsfor a strong attack on each platformif he
chose...and it was his habit to knock out ansible communication first. Why wasn't he doing it that way?
She watched scan from Cobani, the nearest observer ship to Platform Three; aten-minute delay was
better than hours, but till too long for planning.

The enemy appeared suddenly on scan, dong with flares from the platform’ s defensive wegponry. Enemy
wegpons detonated on the platform’ s shields. The clusters moved as one, but independent of other
clugters. Then their formation five appeared, and scan data for the exchange went current.

“Tobados Y ards was so right, putting in dl those extrascreens,” Ky said. The Moray liaison grinned. On
the old Vanguard, they’ d lacked the capacity to display datafrom separate scan inputs, let alone
integrate them with theright time delays.

The ships exchanged fire, Turek’ sforce proving dightly less accurate, but al shidldswereflaring. The
Platform Three angble suddenly went off—possibly debris damage, possibly something dse...but there
were still peopleto protect.

“Another attack group, Platform Four.” Ransome called that in. Ky sent her third formation after it, and
looked at what she had |eft. She had lost only one ship so far, the privateer Lady Gina, but the smaller
Moray ships, Rothes and Kyle, had taken damage. With the numerica advantage Turek had, the damage
she'dinflicted so far merely nibbled at hisforce' s strength.

“WEe d better be very smart mosquitoes,” she said, unaware she' d spoken aloud until severa people
turned to look at her. “ Dancing with the bear, people. It' |l take us awhile to suck him dry, so we' d better



beredly smart.”
“Any ideawhen the Sotter Key contingent will arrive?’

“Any time now would be good,” Ky said. “But no, | don’t know.” Shelooked at the chronometer.
Hours had passed that felt like crowded minutes...shedidn’t fed tired yet, but the time would
come—and more for her force than Turek’ s—when exhaustion would Sow reflexes, perhapsfataly.
Turek could send part of hisforce out far enough to be safe and rest them, and still keep hers busy trying
to protect the critical targets.

“Ansble contact from Cascadia, for the commanding officer. Doesthe admird want it?”

“I'll takeit,” Ky said. It wastoo late for the M oscoe government to send help; even if they werewilling,
by the time they arrived the battle would be over, one way or the other. She could, however, tell them
what was going on.

But instead of someone in Moscoe Defenseg, it was Stella s voice. Ky had an instant to wonder how
furious Stellawould be, then her cousin said, “Ky—thanks for having Grace tell me about you. Y ou need
to know that Moray didn’t tell Moscoe about Turek’ starget until after you’ d confirmed it, and then they
dithered aday or so—so there are Moscoe ships on the way, should be arriving anytime.”

“Why areyou tdling me, instead of Moscoe smilitary?’ Ky asked, only redlizing onceit was out of her
mouth how ungracious that sounded.

“Because | had to hear your voice for mysdlf,” Stellasaid. “But don’t let meinterrupt your day—" She
sounded considerably annoyed.

“Battle,” Ky said. “ So far it’smore battle than day.”
“You'refighting now?’” Stellasaid. “I thought you' d go in and wait for the others to show up—"

“Nothing so civilized,” Ky said. “Turek was over eight hours ahead of us;, we arrivedinamessand it's
not improving much. Any specifics on when those Moscoe ships might arrive? And what their IDs are?”

“Er...no,” Stdllasaid.
“ThenI’'m afraid | haveto go, Stella...we re outnumbered more than three to one—"

“Vataforever!” Stellasaid before the connection broke. Ky snorted. Stellawas the perfect CEO for the
new Vatta—she couldn’t see beyondit.

She put Stellaout of mind; she had more immediate problems. Graphic displays kept her apprised of the
wesgpons status of al her ships, individudly and in the formations as awhole. She'd told her captainsto
fireonly onided solutions, but given the redity of battle, hitting atarget with every missilewas
impossible. Now 20 percent of her ships had expended 30 percent or more of their load. Half of those
were privateers, which didn’t have the capacity of the military ships, but it wastimeto pull them back.
Her transports, ten light-hours out, had additiona munitions, but reloading in space, in combat conditions,
defined highly risky. Especialy if Turek figured out where shipsthat disappeared for afew hourswere.

“Termagant,” shesad. “You'rerunning low. Take abreak.” She could depend on Merced to make
the transfer asfast as possible—the woman was amost as bold as Ransome had been, and that without a
Romarntic attitude,

“We could fight alittle longer—" Merced said, predictably.



“I know that. But then you’ d have to go, possibly right when you' re most needed. Go.”

Next—the enemy could probably figure out where her spotters were—at least their distance from Nexus
1, if not their exact location. Ky ordered them out, to seeif they could find where Turek had taken the
bulk of hisflest—it wasn't showing up on her scan yet, and it had been an hour. Then she switched to
one of the dternative plans she and her aff had come up with, in case of just thisSituation: if Turek
repeatedly sent in multiple small-but-substantid attack groupsto diversetargets.

Contact with the insystem defense forces had been sporadic, handled captain-to-captain as ships came
close enough for lightspeed communications. As the booster units were knocked out by debris and
collision with ships or wegpons, as the angble platforms one by one went out of service, the possbility of
organized communication and action faded.

A twenty-ship contingent of Turek’ sforce appeared at |low-orbital distance above Nexus |1 and
launched amissile attack on the planet. “Light cruisers and above only,” Ky reminded her commanders
as she ordered a pursuit. “Massissues....if wetake the heaviesin, we can't jump out at that distance.
Heavies stay out at jump radius—" Vanguard Il shifted thistime, with six other Moray heavy cruisers, in
the hope of pinning the enemy in the gravity well. Her smaller shipswere pounding Turek’ s but not
breaching the shidlds with missiles. Ky ordered her shipsto switch to beam wegpons.

| SC Headquarters

With the first missile gtrikes, just after dawn, Rafe had everyone move down to the reinforced
sub-basement parking area. It might not help, but it gave anillusion of safety, and a better space to work
in. He had the pirates’ ansible out of its casing, and had been struggling with it for hours. He could listen
to any dl-shipstranamissons or tuneto individua ships using the list Zennarthos had downloaded. He
could even understand some of the pirate jargon. But so far he had not been ableto find or create a
channel on which he could contact the system ansibles or the fleet from Moray.

A tech who' d never worked on ansibles before had been able to give Ky secure channels on one of
these things and he couldn’t do it—ridiculous. And Toby, a mere boy, had outsmarted I SC’ slockout
from the system ansibles. He' d taught Toby—if the boy had extrapolated from what Rafe taught him,
then Rafe, surely, should be ableto figureit out.

He d have asked the local techniciansto help except he' d sent the entire angible repair and maintenance
section out to the angble platforms. He stared at the uncommunicative guts of the ansible and wished he
could express hisfedlings and smash it to atoms. It seemed emblematic of hislife...promises not kept,
hopes not fulfilled, great effort that ended in great anguish.

Emil had been monitoring angble activity until thislast wave, when the last two communications satellites
within range died. Theirony of being the head of the greatest communications network in the history of
humankind—and yet unableto cdl hisfamily amere thousand milesaway, let done get aline
offplanet—was not lost on Rafe, but he was in no mood to laugh, even bitterly.

“That' stheend of it,” he said, Sitting cross-legged beside the ansible. “We existed because we delivered
what we promised—communication anywhere, ingtantly.”

“All the platforms may not be down,” Penny said.
“They don’'t do usany good if we can’t communicate with them,” Rafe said.

“It'll be easier to rebuild if we don't have to start from scratch,” Penny said.



Rafe blinked. She had dept for afew hours while he continued to work on the ansible, and now sounded
far more hopeful than hefdt.

“You'reright,” hesad. “I’ll try to remember that.”
“You might try to deep,” shesaid. “ Y ou’ ve been up most of the last week.”

Rafe looked around the area. Over hdf the people there were adeep, huddlied under emergency
blankets. Penny had snatched pillows and blankets from the visitor' s quarters where she' d first stayed;
now she pushed an armful a Rafe. “All right,” hesaid. “But | don’t think | can actualy deep.”

He woke to avile stench and amovement of the floor beneath him, asif someone had picked up and
dropped the whole building. ..he never could tell, then or later, which had comefirst. The overhead lights
flickered, then steadied again. Penny had her hand on his shoulder.

“How long have |—"

“Three hours”

Hiseyes dill burned, but he felt more awake. “What' sthat awful smell?’
“What smdl?’

“Y ou don’'t—oh.” The cranid ansible. Had the concussion that shook the building shaken his head, made
it come on? It couldn’t be anyone calling. .. Parmina had gotten the code from hisfather, but Parminawas
dead. Only Ky, and she was dead, too.

The stench intensified. What if Ky wasn't dead? But where were his cables? He hadn’t had them for
days...he remembered then that he' d pulled them from his pocket and dropped them in the bottom | eft
drawer of hisdesk, thinking them useless.

“I haveto go updtairs,” he said.

“Y ou can’'t—what if it’ s not there—if there are more explosons?’

The building shuddered again. “I need a power cable,” he said. “For an implant jack.”
Shedared a him. “Why?’

“I can't tell you. | just do.”

“Is something wrong with your implant?’

“No. | just need an externa power source.” The smell was nauseating now. He scrabbled in the tool and
supply kits he' d brought down to use on the ansible. . .there. It wasn’'t the custom one, but it should do.
Ans ble-compatible power supply jack...but the other end was meant for alow-voltage battery, none of
which werein thetoolbox. A transformer, then—auniversal adapter to mate the noncompliant plugs and
sockets—and now to find an outlet. “ Penny, don't let anyone disturb mefor abit. I'm going to befairly
incoherent.”

He tested the output of the transformer first, dialed it down to the correct voltage, and hooked up the
lines. Just as he plugged it into his socket, hewondered if thiswas redly such agood idea. Penny stared
at him, ungpeaking but clearly worried.

Ky wasthere. Like coming out of dark into light, out of storm into peace. ..the voice he had never



thought to hear again. “Rafel You'readivel” She even sounded happy about that.

“I'm definitey dive. What' sgoing on?’ That was a stupid question, dipping out before he could frameit
better.

“We're outnumbered,” Ky said. “We can't stop all the attacks. Which angble platform’ s the most
criticd?’

“Areany of them il up?’

“Three are, but one of them’ s up and down. Only oneis gone completely, Six. If we can only save one,
which—’

“Pick theeasest,” Rafesaid. “They'redl fully redundant. Do the attacks on the platforms stop if the
ansble goesdown?’

“Yes, though | don’t know if that’ sjust until they knock them al out.”
“| thought you were dead,” Rafe said. “ They said—M oray said—you were dead.”

“Yes, wel...it was supposed to give Turek fase confidence and delay his attack on you. Unfortunately,
with over three hundred ships, he has reason for plenty of confidence. Y ou have a captured pirate ansible
down there, don't you?’

The abrupt change of topic caught him off guard. “Er...yes. But | can't useit; | can’t get it onto whatever
channel you use, and | don’t know your access codes.”

“I"m sguirting you a conversion s&t, including codes, when you haveit up and running, use that to
communicate with us. We re having problems coordinating with your people.”

“Jaime Driskill? That’s our commander.”
“On an I1SC ship or one with a Nexus System beacon?’

“ISC. Raging Torrent, | think it is. | grabbed the best ships we had left, put him in charge, and we
upgraded as much as we could in the time we had. But we have no shipboard ansibles and depend on
booster units.”

“Well, most of your fleet’s pretty well destroyed, as at Boxtop—"

“Mogt of them were uncrewed, on Al control. Decoys we hoped Turek would spend munitions on.”
“And hedid. Just not enough. I'm guessing Driskill’s commanding those ships over by Nexus1?’
“Right”

“What I'd like to do is pair his shipswith ours—we could use more firepower, and he needsthe
communications. But so far he hasn't agreed. If you get that pirate ansible working, we can relay you
through that to him, and maybe he'll listen to you.”

“Dammit, | told him to cooperate—"

“Wall, fix that angble and you can tdl him again. | can’t court-martial him for failure to obey orderswhen
he does’t think I’ m his commander,” Ky said.



“I'll dothet,” Rafesaid. “ Anything else?’
“I'mgladyou'redive” Ky sad.

“Likewise” Rafe said. Histhroat closed on everything €lse he wanted to say, and before he could get it
out, Ky had closed her end of the connection, and he had another set of smellsto deal with. He closed
theinternal switch and opened hiseyesto find Penny gtting right in front of him, Gary behind her shidlding
him from the view of others. “What—did | twitch?’

“Youweretaking to yoursdf,” Penny said. “And I’ m thinking that’ sakind of skullphone, only it's not
just askullphone.”

“It' ssomething that doesn't exist,” Rafe said. “ And we never mentionit.”

Penny’ s brows went up. “I’ ve seen you, remember? And heard you? And in addition to that, why are
you suddenly happy?’

“Happy?’ Hetried to scowl, but couldn’t. Ky was dive. They might both be dead soon but right now,
this moment, she was dive and he had heard her voice.

“Happy,” Penny said. “Y ou know something good, and you' re refusing to share. That’ s not very
cooperative.”

“l can't discussit now,” Rafe said. “But | know how to fix that angble, and | need to do it now.”

Penny gave him adirty look as he unplugged and coiled al the cables and moved back to the ansible. He
shook hishead when helooked at it. “I should' ve seen thislast night. | wasjust too tired.” The new
information in hisimplant enhanced his moves, but he could seeit for himsdf. This—this here—reverse
this—add this—and it would have three times the channels. He plugged it in again, entered the access
codes Ky had given him, unfolded the viewscreen, and made hisfirst call.

Not Ky, but a broad-faced young woman seated at a console—the video pickup also included objects
behind her, including an enclosed egg-shaped object with someone insde—Ky? He couldn’t seeit
Clearly.

“New node,” the young woman said. “ThisisNexus|| planet-sde |SC?’

“Yes” Rafesad. “I’'m Rafe Dunbarger.”

Ky watched Rafe simage on screen through the canopy of her chair. Still alive and much more the Rafe
she remembered so clearly from those early days—»but it was not the time for reunions.

“Downjump turbulence, something big, relayed from Prufrock. Coordinates: plus forty-seven point
three, sixty-two point four. No tags yet.”

“Number?’
13 Urﬁjre.”

“New ansble node! Identifying as Sotter Key Spaceforce, Admira Padhjan, commanding, for Admira
Vatta”



“Here” Ky said. Then, “Admiral Padhjan, thisisKylara Vatta, Space Defense Force.”

The man facing her in the familiar uniform of Sotter Key Spaceforce looked every centimeter an admird;
he might have come off a publicity brochure. He dso looked angry. “My orders are to place thisforce
under your command, Admira Vatta. What isthe Situation, and what are your orders?’

Now came the moment she had both wanted and feared. Could she possibly gain Padhjan’ strust, and
hiscaptains trugt, in the few moments available? On one sde of her display, the familiar ship names
came up astheir beacons registered: the Reef-class heavy cruisers Mandan, Bailey's, Seegan, and
Adelie. Medium and light cruisers Rapier, Arbalest, Trebuchet, Warhammer, Scimitar ...namesshe
had learned that first year, when they’ d had to recite them during PT, every ship on the books.

She had struggled to come up with aplan that used Sotter Key’ straditiona strengths, but melded them
with the new redlity of onboard ansibles. And instead of trying it out in training—or eveninadry
smulation in a conference—they werein the midst of abattle.

“You' reawdcomesight, Admird,” Ky sad. “In brief, we have roughly three hundred enemy ships
insystem, combat in progress. Situation report follows on data channel. Are all your ships capable of
precision microjumps up to two light-hours?’ Spaceforce training concentrated on shorter distances.

“Er...no, Admira, not redly precison, at that distance.”

“We need to get your ships out far enough that we can pair them with those carrying ansbles. We
operate dispersed, in pairsor clusters—"

“That' s very unorthodox—how do you control—" Hisface changed. “Oh. Y ou're used to this.”
“Yes, Admird, | am. Y ou should have received the Stuation data—"
[13 YS—"

“I"'m now squirting you the orders for your formations; you will be met by Space Defense shipsthere,
with either that beacon, Moray, or Cascadia” On her display, Vanguard 11’ s forward beams stabbed
out a an enemy cruiser in aseries of timed burdts, shields sngpping shut between them. The enemy fired
back, but their own shidds held. “ Captain Argelos, Sharra’s Gift 11, will beyour liaison; we re presently
engaged.”

“Y ou'refighting now? Which?’

“Vanguard I1,” Ky said. “If your scans have cleared, | suggest you get to the coordinates on those
ordersimmediately. Turek has plenty of ships;, he can jump inthirty or forty onyou at any time.”

The Mandan Reef ansible snapped off; she hoped that meant they’ d jJumped as she directed, but there
was nothing she could do about it if they didn't. If nothing ese, the arrival of another force should shake
Turek up. He had run before when he found force building againgt him.

She had other cdlswaiting—the 1 SC commander, Driskill, with a patch through an ansble platform and
boogters, had accepted Rafe' s order, and was now willing to cooperate fully. His ships, however, were
incapable of keeping up with hersin rapid maneuver, even without the lightlag problem....her origind
plan, to twin them with her ansble-bearing ships, would not work.

“I"ve been watching on scan,” he said. *Y our jump precision and your gunnery—xbrilliant. We'd dow you
down.”



“What about your wespons?’

“Old,” hesaid. “But we do have fresh munitions and plenty of them. Chairman Dunbarger got usthe
funds”

“I'll shift one of our angble-equipped shipsto you for communications,” Ky said. One of the dower, less
able privateer shipswould do. “If you' rewithin three thousand kilometers, the lightlag in communications
will hardly be noticeable, so that’ s your maneuver envelope. If an enemy attack formation isin range, and
you can hit themin the flank, do it...but if they’ re not in range, don’t go looking for them unless| say so.
Now, what about Nexus Defense?’

“I'min command of that, too. It'sal smal ships, fast and agile but small. Lightly armed.”
“Smdll, agile, and fast is perfect,” Ky said. “But you'll be busy. | need a separate commander for that.”
“Senior Commander Stanson. Shall | patch for you?’

“Yes” Ky sad. Moments later she wastdling Stanson what she needed from him. “—And if you find
any of the stedlthed observers, hit them with everything you have.”

“Found the main fleet.” Y amini gave the coordinates. “1 don’t think | was spotted; some of them may not
redlize we captured this ship at Boxtop.”

“How closeareyou?’

“Just out of my missilerange. Insde the rangefor you, but it’salong shot. If you want to land on top of
them....even thisbunch outnumbersyou; it'll berisky.”

“They'reresting, we' refighting,” Ky said. “If | can distract them while Argelos pairs the Spaceforce
shipswith ours, it' sworth trying. Do you have arange on them? And do you know which shipis
Turek’s?’

“Yes, | have arange—coordinates transmitted. There' s gpparently acommand cluster, and | think
Turek’ s ship isthe one tagged Bloodblade.”

“Itwould be” Ky said. “Fitshisstyle”

“By its mass and wegpons signature, it may be one of the new Moray-built heavy cruisers” Yamini said.

Bloodblade’ s position, according to Y amini, was nestled in the middle of the enemy ships, but Turek had
arranged them in an ova disk not nearly as deep asit waswide. Clusters of threeto five were withina
kilometer of one another, and separated by only five to ten kilometers. Ky brought her attack group of
heavy cruisersin above the center, only akilometer out. At that distance, there would be no scan
lag—and no room for error.

Vanguard Il emerged exactly on target; its preprogrammed weapons sequences locked on to targets
and fired within ahundredth of asecond, faster than human reflexes. Fourteen heavy cruisers,
point-blank into the enemy ships, sustained fire that ruptured five of the enemy at once, spalling off debris
that impacted shields on ships farther away. The formation loosened but only afew ships blinked out,
having jumped somewhere. Past the closest ships, the outer guard, Bloodblade’ s beacon showed briefly,
then other shipsintervened. Then the preprogrammed jump whisked them al ten light-seconds away, and
none had taken damage.



“Good shooting,” Ky said. * Y amini, have you tracked Bloodblade?’

“They’ re re-forming—you shook them up, but they’ re dtill functionad—there they go, fifty or sixty. All into
jump at once—should be an attack force...”

“Three attack forces,” Ransome reported. “ All three remaining ansible platforms. The Nexus shipsare
harassing them.”

Argelos had the Spaceforce ships organized by now; Ky sent them out, also in separate groups, to jump
in on the attackers. Spaceforce ships, she noticed at once, caught on quickly and did what they were
told. Their gunnery was outstanding compared with the privateers she' d started with. Each enemy attack
group lost ships and fled before doing much damage to the platforms.

Y amini reported that Turek had dispersed hislarge formation. “ At least three more ships blew after you
jumped out; | couldn’t tell if it was debris strikes or their attempt to return fire hitting some of their own
ships. Some of the uptransitions showed wobble—I think severd have damageto their FTL engines. I'll
keep looking for them.”

“Found a stealthed observer,” Ransome caled in. He gave the coordinates. “Y ou want meto take it out,
don’'t you?’ Ky had an idea.

“Let’ sseeif the pirate ansble onplanet can contact that ship and distract it with a demand for
information—then you' d be safer coming in behind it.” She contacted Rafe and explained what she
wanted. “If you have enough of their code,” she added.

“Their loca agent wasn't the brightest star in the sky,” Rafe said. “1 should be able to fake something,
and | do have that access code. What do you want meto tell them to do?”’

“Anything that focuses thalr attention—tell them you heard there’ s another rdlief force coming in, from
Cascadia, say, and you just want them to know it.”

“Right. And then I'll do adramatic cutoff that makes them think I’ ve been spotted, how’ sthat?’

“If you think it' snecessary,” Ky said. It was a Ransome-ish sort of idea, and she had never imagined
Rafe asa Romantic.

“Craft,” Rafesad. “It'sdl about craft. Y ou do realize that your ships could be giving false datato the
enemy if you had their specific access codes and enough of their jargon, don’t you?”

Ky had not thought of that. “Y ou mean, Ransome could blow their observer, then report that he' d blown
oneof ours?’

“His ship-chip would give him away. ..but only when their scan picked him up. It snot part of the
ansble stransmisson.”

“That' sabrilliant idea,” Ky said.

“Infact, | could do that from here; ansible sgnasare only dightly directiond and in the midst of abattle

with shipsjumping al over the place, no oneredly noticesif the sgna comes from the ship—other than
originating and access codes. Which | have.”

Fifteen minutes later, Ransome was able to ease Glorious near enough to the observer that he blew it
with hisfirgt salvo. Then, using the codes Rafe had transmitted, he reported that he' d blown an intruder.



Meanwhile, Rafe began transmitting from avariety of ship-codes, copying Vanguard |1 so Ky’ s staff
would know what the enemy were being told. She hersdlf followed the flow of battle, redirecting her
forces asit shifted, acorner of her mind aware how different this was from the days when she'd
blundered her way through her first fight. Layer after layer of data, complexity on complexity—never
complete, never the same from ingant to ingtant—yet she felt—she knew—she was sensing the shifts
correctly, making the best decisions anyone could.

Attacks. ..counterattacks. . . Skirmishes between Nexus Defense’ stiny cutters and any enemy ship
unlucky enough to be found far enough from help. Their week shields made close attack suicidal, but
their weapons were only accurate close in. Two of them sneaked through Turek’ s guardian escortsto fire
directly on Bloodblade. Once inside that cordon, the escorts could not fire without risking ahit on
Bloodblade, and Turek’s own defensve fire was inhibited by the escorts positions. But Bloodblade’s
shields held and both the cutters blew as Turek’ sreturn fire caught them.

“That was Stanson,” Ky’ s communications senior reported. “Next in line would be Woodward.” But
Woodward did not answer ahail, and four more cuttersimmediately wove their way through murderous
fire—one blown ten thousand kilometers out by one of the escorts—to attack Bloodblade. Ky shook
her head. If every cutter attacked Turek’ s ship at once, they could not possibly overwhelm his defenses.
At mogt, they could distract one of his scan techs and—

Even as she thought that, she spotted what the cutters were doing now. Not merely distraction, but
temptation. Tempting littlefish in abarrd...tempting Turek’ s wegpons crewsto drop the shieldslong
enough to burn them with the stern beam. One after another, asif crazed with rage at their commander’s
desth, they moved in to attack Bloodblade’s stern, firing their own puny beams. Out of missiles, that
would 9gnd.

One after another died, vaporized. ..until Turek’ s gunner, enticed by the easy kills, left the beam on long
enough for one to approach at a different vector and launch afull load of missilesinto Bloodblade’s
unprotected stern.

“Damage!” Ky’ s scan senior reported. Ky could seeit herself, the telltale burst of radiation acrossthe
spectrum.

“Would beniceif it just blew,” she muttered to herself. Next to getting the kill for Vanguard 11, she
wanted to see Turek blown apart by anyone, and the Nexus cutters deserved it—they had lost ninein the
attempt. But Bloodblade’ s stern shields came back up, and whatever damage the missiles had done
clearly wasn't fatd. Well—achance till for Vanguard 11.

Turek’ sclusters unraveled as Rafe' s fake transmissions, supposedly from their ansible-equipped
companions, sent them to coordinates where they had only lightspeed communications until they could
jump back. Ky’ sforceinflicted more damage than it took, but every ship lost was alarger fraction of her
total force. Admira Padhjan’ s Spaceforce contingent had saved them for atime—and Ky wondered ina
fleeting moment what her former Academy classmates thought of her command—but even they were
wearing down.

More and more volume of spacefilled with deadly debris: the remains of blown and damaged ships and
platforms, wegpons that had missed their targets. Ky’ s scan showed expanding and overlapping red
zones, where only the most powerful of shiddds might alow ashipto go.

Stll...they were gaining. She had no accurate count of Turek’ s fleet now, but she felt alessening of the
pressure, asoftening of the attacks, as more and more of his ships smply vanished. But even the heavy
cruisers were down to less than 50 percent of their munitionsload. Her own people must feedl asworn as



shefdt.

Then the Moscoe fleet—samall but fresh, and al supplied with the latest angible improvements—jumped
injust asacontingent of Mackensee ships camein on the far sde of the primary.

“Admird Vatta, thisis Admiral Pollack, Moscoe Defense—sorry we were delayed—what are your
orders?’

“Glad you're here,” Ky said. Her pulse quickened; she felt aburst of renewed energy. Her mind raced,
putting together the current Situation with the new assets, new possibilities.

“Admird, the Mackensee commander wants to speak with you—"

“I'll squirt you the current integrated Situation report,” Ky said to Pollack. She signaed her senior
communications tech, who nodded. “1I’m patching into the Mackensee commander so you' Il both get this.
Please switch to channd forty-three.” All that time spent making contingency plans was abouit to pay off.

“Mackensee s here? Oh—yes—" Admird Pollack must have taken alook at the Situation squirt.
Ky welcomed the Mackensee commander, Colondl Baxter, then Pollack came in on the same channel.

“Y ou need to jump in to aone-hour lag,” shetold Colond Baxter. “We can feed you red-time data
there, through ansible. How many of your ships are ansible-supplied?’

“About ten,” he said. Mackensee had sent fifty, far more than she' d expected.

“Excdlent. Half your ships abovethe ecliptic, haf below: you' re the cat by the mouse hole escaping mice
want to reach. They need to see you and panic.”

“And our ships?’ Pollack asked.

“Bloodblade is Turek’ s ship. Built on Moray, new, only hit once that we know of, and we can’t tell how
much if any damage. It' s still maneuverable. Go after that. His escort shipsinclude another Moray-built
heavy cruiser and severa Bissonet-built. Y ou should aso know we have someone on their channd giving
them fal se reports and orders.”

“A w?!

“Sort of,” Ky said. “When Turek’ s people notice you, | expect more will flee. Some may be decoys.
Pursue a will, but if they jump they might be jumping back here, so don't lose contact. His Bissonet and
Moray ships—and maybe others—have that precision. However, we don't want his fleet to escape and
re-form.”

She was watching the holo smulator as she spoke, and dready some of the Moray units seemed to be
withdrawing, breaking off attacks to move away from the conflict zone as the M oscoe and Mackensee
forces jumped in closer.

“They’ re starting more genera withdrawal,” Ky said to both. “Colonel Baxter, I’ m switching you to
channd forty-two; my comtech will be relaying any changein orders, but basically—go get’em.”

Suddenly aburst of chatter came from the pirate channel, and the enemy shipsall broke off and
fled—jumping immediately if they could, wherever they were, or making abortive attempts. Scan showed
the characterigtic flutter of damaged FTL units or incomplete shield formation that would prevent
uptrangtion.



Bloodblade itsdlf did not jump; itsemissionsflared, died, flared again. Turek had only three escorts
left—two had fled—and Ky felt asurge of savage glee. He couldn’t run, and she had plenty of firepower
to ded with three enemy ships, no matter how powerful. He was hers.

“Hecanwait,” she said. “ Get dl the other cripples. Let the bastard watch his so-called empirego upin
flames. And by then, some of the messin there will have cleared out. Then | want him myself.”

Vanguard Il stayed out of the chase; Moscoe Defense and Mackensee ships, the freshest, picked off
the other shipsin Turek’ sforce that could not make jump, while Ky stretched, closed her eyesfor afew
seconds. Shetold the CCC crew to take a break; most of them stood up, stretching.

“He' sbroadcasting! And Bloodblade’ s changed course!”

The CCC crew were back at their gationsin an ingtant; Ky punched in for general ansble transmission
and also enlarged the scan screen for Turek’ s ship.

His maroon-and-black uniform was rumpled; his eyes red-rimmed; hisleft eyelid twitched. He stared at
the video pickup for along moment, then spoke.

“Y ou think you' ve won, bitch. | know you’ rewatching, or you' Il seethislater. | don't care. Y ou haven't
won. | won. Y our family’ s dead. And you haven't saved Nexus and anyone you care about down there.
Y ou can't stop me now!”

Hewas heading for Nexus 1 itself, and Ky had no doubt he was heading for its capital, for ISC's
headquarters. Three of Moray’ s heavy cruisers, coming in like old-fashioned planetary weapons...they
could vaporize the city and surrounding territory, just as an impact of that much mass at that velocity.
They could do worse, if he sent off al hisremaining munitionsto collide with the planet. She had to blow
him before he did—if he hadn’t dready.

“ Argel os—Pettygrew—" They had been with her from thefirst; they deserved achance at the find kill,
and she knew exactly how fast they could react. Turek expected this, she was sure, expected her to
come dashing in, and had something planned. But shewas al admira now, not the rash Ky of her firgt
encounters nor the uncertain Ky of the flight from defest. . . she could outthink Turek. She had been doing
that al dong.

She gave her orders crisply, and in moments the ships she' d chosen appeared where she' d ordered.
Ahead of Bloodblade, Argelosin Sharra’s Gift 11, painting aswath with his stern beam that detonated
the cloud of weapons and debris Turek had sent toward the planet, then jumping a quarter second to
blast Turek’ s escort. Pettygrew in Bassoon, much smdler than the others engaged, drew fire from

Turek’ s second escort, distracting it until the Moray-crewed Bannockburn poured enough ordnance into
it, and it blew messily, debrisimpacting Bloodblade’ s shidds until they flared allittle.

“Power’siffy there” the senior scan tech said.

“Sol see” Ky said. “Two down, one—" but the third escort accelerated away from Bloodblade and
jumped abruptly, just escaping afusillade from another of the Moray cruisers, Mameluke.

“Now,” Ky said to her flag captain. “Now we attack. The rest of you, give usthefirst shot thenjoinin.”

Vanguard Il launched its remaining missiles, then the beam stabbed out, first sparkling on Bloodblade’s
shidds, then flaring them. Ky punched in to transmit on Turek’ s own channel, using visua a her end.

“You haven't won,” shesaid. “You'redead; I'm dive. Sotter Key isdive. Vatta isdiveand wewill
remember you only as an unpleasant interlude in our long and very successful history.”



“You—" A burst of what must be profanity in his native language; the visud from him was blurry and
flickering. Then it blanked.

“It' sblown! It'sgone! Turek’sgone!” came from severd stationsin the CCC. Cheersrang through
Vanguard I1’'s CCC, and Ky knew they were being echoed throughout the ship, in other ships. Shefelt
aviscerd surge of glee, dmogt as powerful as when she had killed Osman. She had doneit. She had
avenged her family; she had saved many others.

Ky’s moment of jubilation faded over the next hours as exhaustion rolled back over her and the damage
Turek had inflicted became clear. Ships had blown or taken damage; crew had died or suffered injury.
The death toll on angible platforms, on Nexus 11’ sruined main orbita station, continued to rise as search
and rescue teams went to work. And they had not destroyed every one of the enemy. They might have
fled in disorder, but they’ d fled in whole ships, with wegpons and ansibles. Bissonet and other systems
were still—as far as anyone knew—in enemy hands. She knew she had to let her people celebrate, but
she dso had to get them thinking about the future.

But not now. Now she could rest for awhile, knowing what she had accomplished, knowing she had
earned the rank she now held. Admiral Vatta signed out of the CCC and made her way back to her
quarters through the passages lined with gpplauding crew.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

T heforma celebration of victory camelater, when the last of the enemy had been scoured from the
system, when five of the Six angble platforms were back in service and the sixth was being rebuilt.
Nexus government had alied with the other governments, but Nexus no longer centered human spacein
the minds of mogt, for even 1SC formally agreed its monopoly on angble communication was broken.
The Space Defense Force had the support of nearly al governments from Lastway to Sybilla, four
systems hubward from Moray. Bissonet was aready free, its angble back in operation; without Turek’s
influence, his associates had fled with what wealth they could. Only the anti-humod worlds refused to
join.

Now the main celebration, on Cascadiain the Moscoe Confederation, would be mirrored
elsawhere—victory parades, speeches, award ceremonies, dinners. Rafe, leaving Penny behind on
Nexus, had come to Cascadia to take part in the negotiations that would determine I1SC’' s placein the
new order. And tonight was the opportunity he had most wanted—agrand reception in honor of Ky
Vattaand al the militaries that had combined in what was now known as the Battle of Nexus.

Rafe went down to the car in amood he himsealf knew was dangerous. The reception honoring Admira
Vatta and the forces under her command was no place for intimate conversation; if he saw Ky and shook
her hand, it would be the most he could hope for—in that direction. In another direction, the evening
promised to afford him an opportunity to indulge himself as he had not done for far too long, something
even better than killing Zennarthos. Someone richly deserved a hiding and someone—his thoughts halted
abruptly, as he saw who wasin the car, waiting.

“You're up to something,” Gary said. “And it’ s not good. I'm assigning mysdlf asyour bodyguard at the
reception tonight.”



“You'renot,” Rafe said. “Y ou quit, remember?’

“I haven't left yet,” Gary said. He signded the driver, and they set off for Government House. “Consider
thismy last night of duty. If you behave yoursdlf, I'll be on the flight home tomorrow. And trust me, you
don't want to disappoint my wife; she's expecting me for Hannah' s birthday party.”

“I don't need abodyguard insde with me,” Rafe said. He didn’t want anyone insde with him, not for this
event. He checked his gppearance in the mirror on the front of the passenger compartment: the formal
shirt with itselaborate sk tie, the forma coat with itswider satin lapels and gold buttons, the silk vest,
the right pale gray gloves, shoes polished to perfection. Under it he wore light armor, as dways, but the
clothes were tailored to concedl that. “It’ sareception, for pity’ s sake. Military personnd,

government—"

“Snakes, mogt of them,” Gary said. “ And you' re wearing your protection, aren’t you?’

“Of course; | fed naked without it. But they’ re not going to attack the head of 1SC in front of everyone
while swilling champagne, raiding the buffet, and bragging about their exploits.” Rafe put on hismost
beguiling smile and beamed a Gary. “No problems, and no reason for you to accompany me at al, let
adoneinsgde. And | didn't put in for abadge for you, in any case.”

“But you' re up to something and you want to cause trouble. Don't bother to lie, sonny; | can read you
likeabook.” This, Rafe knew, was unfortunately true. “Thewar’ s over; the company’s crawling back
into the black; | hear from my sources that the Board isnow in the pam of your hand. But you'relit up
like amarker beacon. Isit something your lady would approve of 7’

The car dowed to acrawl, behind others making their way up the driveway of Government House.

“I don’t know what you' re talking about,” Rafe said. He knew Gary wasn't fooled. “But I'm not going to
appear so fearful that | need abodyguard in there—" Hetipped his head toward the entrance. “ Y ou’ve
had your chance to put in surveillance equipment; that will haveto do.”

“Boyo, | don't know what it is, but you' rein akilling mood and I'm not the only onewho will read it that
way. Whatever itis, don't doit.”

Rafe dlowed himsdf to subsideinto hisI1SC identity, dl civilian CEO and business. “1 am in the mood to
celebrate avictory. The champagneisin there, and | am out here”

Gary eyed him. “Y ou may fool eighty percent of them, but you won't fool them al. Where should |
dation the reserves, for when the blood arts flying?’

Rafe amiled. “ Therewill be no blood.” And then, as Gary continued to give him the same chalenging
look, “Thereis more than oneway to kill.”

“Money, family, or that woman?’

Rafe shook hishead. Gary touched his, in abrief salute. “ Sheisworthiit, | will say that,” Gary said,
before taking his sation in the foyer of the ballrooms.

Rafe presented his 1D and invitation to the liveried servants a the door—guards, he noted, and armed as
well as decorative—and went into the first of the linked rooms. He passed through the receiving line,
polite handshakes, nods, murmurs of conventiona courtesy. Ky’ s smile seemed genuine; he bent to kiss
her hand and she flushed alittle, but as he' d expected they had no time for more asthe line behind him
stretched to the door and beyond. Good. She should be stuck there long enough; with any luck he'd be
able to complete his other mission and get back to her before she had reason to wonder where he was.



Somewherein this crowd, Rafe knew, hewould find the Sotter Key junior officer he most wanted to
find. With consummate kill, he had extracted the crew list from each Sotter Key ship asit arrived...and
on one, he had seen the name. Hal Coughlin, once aclassmate of Ky's, now a sub-lieutenant on Bailey's
Reef. That Ha. He' d obtained an image of the man’ s face by means circuitous even for him and it was
now in hisimplant, easy to compare with every face he saw.

Hewas sure that Ky would not approve of what he intended, which meant he could not ask openly
about the man: someone would be certain to tell her anything the head of 1SC seemed to find of interest.
On his search, he spoke politely to admirals and colonels and ship captains by the dozen, nodded politely
to others from Nexus, Cascadia, Moray, Sabine, Sotter Key. The roomswere large, crowded, and
interconnected so that the crowd could circulate. . .new arrivals coming in by one entrance, wandering
past the cluster of dignitaries and most senior military to the long tables |oaded with food and drink, and
then on to the other two ballrooms.

Junior officers, he sugpected, would hang around the serving tables and then find corners where they
could talk without being overheard by their seniors. Hal might be the kind of suck-up toady who'd stick
near hisboss, but Rafe had eyed the name tag of every such youngster he' d seen near a senior rank and
hedn’t found him.

Inthefirst corner he investigated, he found Teddy Ransome holding court for an admiring throng of
juniors from Cascadia. Rafe eyed the dashing Teddy without enthusiasm; he would like to have despised
him for being al flash, but Ransome had performed well. The next looked more promising, an dmost
solid phaanx of Sotter Key Spaceforce uniforms.

Rafe paused a safe distance away, pretending to sip hisdrink while looking for the face matching the
imagein hisimplant. But it was not until he spotted a young officer edging along thewall, clearly making
for the exit, that he found him.

Y ears of experience moved Rafe through the crowd faster than the young man; he caught up with himin
the least crowded room near the exit.

“You'reHa Coughlin, aren't you?’

“Yes, gr.” Hewastall, square-jawed, conventionaly good looking, the sort Rafe categorized as“a
young girl’ sfantasy prince.” Much like Teddy Ransome, for that matter, though dark-haired. Rafe himsdlf
had been good looking, had even played on such fantas es—something he abhorred now—obut he had no
tolerancefor it in other young men. Especidly not in young men who had mistreated Ky. The young man
amiled, alittle tentatively. “Y ou' re—you' re Ser Dunbarger, head of ISC, aren’t you?’

“That' sright, yes” Rafe smiled. The young man didn’t flinch, which meant he was projecting what he
meant to: older man-of-the-world politely interested in ayounger one. “Y ou’re from Sotter Key, areyou
not?1 believe | am right in recognizing that uniform?’

“Yes, gr.” Ha straightened dightly, the young officer aware of his duty to make agood impression for his
sarvice.
“Good,” Rafe said. “1 had heard that you knew Admira Vattaback on Slotter Key...”

Hal flushed. “Well...wewere at Spaceforce Academy at the sametime, but | can’t say we...er...knew
each other.”

“Oh.” Rafelet Elder Authority weight histone; Hal’ s color faded alittle. Rafe cocked hishead. “Redlly. |
find that interesting, sSince she certainly told me about you.” A lie, but thisyoung lout wouldn't redlize that.



“Infact, | understand that you were in the same class—"
“Widll, yes, but—"
“And exchanged classrings. Unless, of course, you wish to accuse Admird Vattaof lying—"

Hd'’ s eyeswavered back and forth, but no escape route appeared. Behind him, one or two uniformed
men had dowed, paused, to see what was going on. Rafe let himsdlf smile his most dangerous smile, and
Hal stepped back ahdf pace. “Er...no,” Hal said. “No, she'snot lying, it'sjust that. ..that...we were
very young then.”

“And you, my boy, are very young sill,” Rafe said, still smiling. He pitched hisvoiceto carry to themen
behind HA. It never occurred to you, did it, that she might be your commanding officer someday? When
you sent thet rather...how shdl | put it?...disgusting missive discarding her like soiled tissue?’

“I—I didn’t mean it that way,” Hal said. Rafe watched the pulse now pounding in Hal’ sthroat, the sheen
of moisture on his brow, with clinicd interest. Beyond Hal, more men and women had dowed to listen.

“Redly,” Rafe said. He dropped his gaze to hisfingernails, asif fascinated by them. Beyond, though out
of focus, he could see the tremor of Hal’ strouser leg. It pleased him; he let hisvoice go silky but he
knew it would carry. “ The phrase deliberate attempt to sabotage not only my career but the honor
of the service was not intended to be just awee bit negative?’

“Wadll, | mean, | had to kind of ...you know...distance mysdif...after she got in such trouble.”

Rafelooked up and pinned Hal’ swavering glance with his own steady gaze. Y ou had to cover your
cowardly ass, you mean? Y ou had to lick the right boots, kiss the right cheeks until your nose was brown
to your earlobes? Because the woman you claimed to love—oh, yes, | know about that—had her
confidence abused by a politicaly motivated dimebal, you had to abuse her yoursdf, insulting her
motives, defacing her Academy ring? Just to make sure everyone knew how pure and innocent you
were?’ With every phrase, the silence around them spread, so that Rafe didn’t need to raise hisvoice.
He could see the shock, and then disgust, on the faces of those eavesdropping.

Hal was white now, shaking with what Rafe hoped was rage enough to inspire an aggressive move. Just
one. Just onelittle twitch, to give an excuse for the fist that itched to smash Hal’ snose, the arm that
wanted to flash out in that blow, the eyes that wanted to see that spurt of blood.

“I—I didn’t know,” Ha said, hisvoice shaking. “I didn’t expect—| mean—it was just—"

It was the white of fear, not rage, the tremor of near panic, not impending attack. Rafe felt the first
shading of pity, and ressted it. He didn’t want to pity this coward; he wanted to rip Hal to shredsfor
what he had doneto Ky.

Helooked Hal up and down, hoping his expresson held al the contempt hefelt. “You,” he sad, “did not
deserve her friendship. Y ou are not fit for anyone' sfriendship. Y ou are not fit to hold a
commission...you lack the fundamenta qudities—courage, integrity, decency, loyaty—that friendship
demands.”

Now Hal flushed again, dightly, and glanced around, asif for support...but the faces staring a him were
al closed. Some, Rafe assumed, werejust like Hal himsdlf, willing to condemn anyone condemned by the
powerful—and he himsdlf, as the known head of 1SC, was more powerful than most. Others might
actualy agree, might actually grasp that Hal had done something wrong. Rafe didn’t redly care.

“Thereyou are!” Behind Hal, the crowd parted now, shuffling quickly away from the one person Rafe



did not want to have witness what he was about. Ky, grinning widedly, swept toward him, flanked by two
of her aides. Hal turned brick red, and started to step aside, but it wastoo late. She was abreast of him
now, looking at Rafe. “Rafe, you know the Premier wanted to meet you—why didn’'t you stay inthe
main balroom?Y ou'll have to come back insde—"

And then she glanced, as anyone might, at the person beside her, and he saw recognition on her face,
and the instant control that changed her expression to the cool, guarded gaze of the professiona
commander.

“Asyou see” Rafesad, 1 have been having alittle chat with Sub-lieutenant Coughlin.”
“How interesting,” she said in acolorlessvoice.

“But | would be delighted to come meet the Premier,” Rafe said. “I’ m sure the sub-lieutenant will excuse
lJSI”

“Ky, I—" Ha began. Rafe subtracted another hundred points from the man’ s estimated intelligence.

Ky turned and faced him directly. “Y ou had something to say, Sub-lieutenant?’ Her voice remained
perfectly steady, perfectly cool, admira—to—sub-lieutenant.

“Er...no,maam. ug...I'msorry...”

“Itisof no consequence,” Ky said, each word uttered like aflake off aflint core. She looked back at
Rafe, her eyesnow as hard asthat core. “If you please, Ser Dunbarger. The Premier iswaiting.”

Rafe bowed dightly. “ Of course, Admird. At your service.” He brushed past Hal without saying anything
more; she had aready turned on her hedl and started back to the balrooms without looking back. The
crowd melted before them, silent until they had passed, when arisng murmur suggested what they
discussed.

“I will smack Stellagilly,” Ky said once they wereinsde. 1 can't believe you would haverifled my
desk.”

“Stella,” Rafe said with some care, “warned me off you, for your own good.”

“She had noright,” Ky said. She shot a glance back at him, and he saw, not surprised, that she was
angry with him, aswell aswith Stella. “ And you—you had no right to parade my—tha—here—"

“I wanted him dead,” Rafe said. “He hurt you.”
“I'moverit.”

“Oh, redlly.” Rafe touched her arm and she siwung around; her aides stiffened and closed in, ready, he
saw, to take him down. “That’ s not what Stellathinks. Or | think.”

“We are not having this conversation.” Ky turned again and strode off toward the first ballroom and the
recaiving line. “Not here, not now, and hopefully not ever.”

“Not here, not now, but definitely sometime,” Rafe said to her retreating back. For a short woman, she
walked remarkably fast, the crowd opening alane for her asif she were roydty. Considering what she'd
done, she might aswell have been.

But then they werein thefirgt ballroom again, and he was engulfed in the elaborate courtesies of rank and
dation, and Ky, at hissdein body only—or so it felt—kept up amurmur of introductions and polite



comments that irritated him as much as he admired her poise. He bowed, he shook hands, he chatted
with the Premier of this government, the President of that, the Prime Minigter, thisadmird, that generd, a
Minister of thisand a Secretary of that, being, as best he could, the urbane senior executive while on the
ingde hefdt aternating waves of fury at Hal and fear that Ky would never speak to him again.

Two hourslater it was over....though acluster of ranking officers and politicians till surrounded them,
chatting and exchanging contact information and casud invitations, the lights had blinked threetimes and
attendants were clearing the serving tables onto carts. The group moved toward the ballroom doors
without breaking up. Gary, waiting there for Rafe, gave him aminute head shake. .. so evidently the story
had spread outside the ballrooms areadly.

Rafe lagged behind the group, wondering if Ky would be occupied al the way back to her flagship—or if
she was staying downside tonight. He had to see her, explain, even gpologize if sheingsted...

“That wasacrud thing to do,” Gary murmured as Rafe came through the door and Gary took up
position beside him.

“Not half ascruel aswhat hedid,” Rafe said, in the same quiet tone. He was not really surprised that
Gary knew what had happened, not with the kind of surveillance Gary normdly set up.

“Y ounggters dump younggters, it's human nature. They can grow out of it.”

“It was more than dump,” Rafe said. “It was battery and dump.”

“Younggers have no sense” Gary sad.

“Youthink | should haveletit go?

“Doyou redly think it will help you with her?” The question was serious, no mockery at al in the tone.

“I don’'t know,” Rafe said. He felt bone-deep tiredness now. Ky was angry with him...maybe serioudy
angry, not just alittle annoyed, and now that his adrendine was lower, he could see that airing her former
heartache might not seem to her the protective act he' d convinced himself it was. “1 wanted to kill him,”
he said to Gary.

“That was obvious. Might' ve caused lesstroubleif you had.”
“And | couldn’t even hit him. Hewas such a...a sdlf-serving little twit.”
“Y eah, that' swhat that fellow on Sotter Key said—"

“What!” Rafe' s voice came up and someone at the back of the group glanced at them. He lowered it
again. “Who are you talking to on Sotter Key?’

“Security stuff, boyo. Fellow who was at the Academy, now in the Defense Department with the
admird’ saunt. Knew this Hal when he wasjust a cadet—knew the commander aswell, for that matter.
Arrived with the Sotter Key Spaceforce, the Rector of Defense’ s emissary.”

It must be the legendary Master Sergeant MacRaobert, Rafe thought. Now apparently Ky’ saunt’s
assdant.

“Sald he was a bright-enough cadet, more polish than substance maybe, but not from breeding. Riding
the admird’ s coattalls”

“I suppose,” Rafe said, climbing into the car again. “ You think | wasanidiot.”



“Something like that, yes,” Gary said. He tapped on the partition, and the driver set off. “But men like
you, if they ever do love anyone, are apt to do stupid things. | certainly did.”

“Shewill forgiveme,” Rafe said, with more hope than confidence.

“Keepthe hope,” Gary sad. “I’m off home tomorrow, whatever. | need abregk from dl this
drama...but if you ask me, which you haven't yet, the best thing you can do isjust tell her.”

“| dill say hedeserved it,” Rafe said.
“Maybe. But I’'m not sure he deserves what he' sgoing to get in theend.”
“Disgrace? Maybe discharge? Y ou don't think he deservesthat?’

Gary dghed. “Réfe, after dl thistimethere are il things you don’t understand. Y ou’ ve got alot more
power than you redlize. ISC may belessthan it used to be, but it’s ill the single more powerful
corporation anywhere. Every word you say carries more weight, sets off more tremors. If that boy only
loseshiscommisson he'll be lucky.”

Magter Sergeant Cally Fitt had no part in the festivities going on at Government House, but had cometo
the hotel bar across the street to meet the renowned Master Sergeant MacRobert (ret.) in person.

“So, how did you persondly meet Admird Vatta?' he asked after the firgt introductions. He had insisted
on buying her drink because, he said, he was now aloafing REMF and she still worked for aliving. She

knew better; he might not bein uniform, but he wasfar from retired, and she doubted that his assgnment
to Sotter Key’ s Defense Department would keep him out of uniform for long.

“| damn near blew her head off,” Fitt said, Sipping her drink.

“That sounds...like an interesting introduction,” MacRaobert said. Pitt was aware of something dangerous
inhistone,

“You know mogt of it,” Aitt said. “We were in Sabine System. Shewas on that little unarmed
freighter—you knew that. We were supposed to check out every ship in the sysem—including
hers—pick one to stow commanders of ships on, oneto use as acourier—the usua.”

“My experience has not, heretofore, included system invasions,” MacRobert said. “I’m presuming you
were hired for this?’

“We were hired, supposedly, by alegitimate government to pressure Sabine into something—I wasn't
clear on what. Seize the main space stations, seize shipping and hold it. At any rate, it wasaroutine
boarding—and | was impressed that she was being as by-the-book as we were—until an idiot crewman
tried to ambush us. | did try to push her out of the way, but—" Fitt shrugged. “Instinct takes over. She
took damage; the other fellow died. We got her back to our surgeons, and they fixed her up.” Fitt did not
want to detail theinjuries, not to someone who looked so twitchy. She hadn’t expected thisreaction,
exactly. He knew what she—and Mackensee—thought of Ky Vatta. They hadn't intended to hurt her; it
had been an accident. Surely he understood that. He looked to be agood ten years older than she was,
but that meant littleif he had the skills.

“Anodd beginning...| understand you requested this assgnment, to be with her.”



Pitt shrugged again. “1 did. She's—she wasremarkable, in severa ways. Y ou’ ve heard about the rest of
the Sabine thing? How she handled a mutiny of the prisoners we put aboard her ship?| thought she'd
make a great officer in our company and told my CO that. He said try to recruit her. | wasn't surprised
to find out she'd had military training.”

“Yes, | knew about that.” MacRobert sipped hisdrink. “What | don’t quite understand—and forgive me
if thisistoo blunt—iswhy she wanted anything to do with you.”

“I don't get it, elther,” Aitt said. “Usually when you amost kill someone, either they go al appeasing and
clingy, or they want you dead. She decided to be grateful we' d saved her, held no grudge for the
incident—and | don’t think she' d know how to be clingy if you gave her acollege courseinit.”

MacRobert snorted. “No. She wasn't one of thoseisolated kids, when she camein, but shewasn't
awayslooking for someoneto follow, ether. That'swhat madeit so infuriating when we—they—had to
cut her loose.” He shook his head sharply. “ Sorry, Cally. | didn’t mean to go al protective and prickly.
Y ou’ ve been straight with us so far, and I'm sure you did what you could. But with al that happened to
her—and her family—"

“Noworries” Pitt said. “ She was angry enough with me, when she found I’ d told you she was alive after
that battle at Moray.”

“Um. Gathered that from what she sent Grace.”

Pitt noticed he didn’t refer to the Rector of Defense by her title, which was out of character for someone
with his background. She asked no questions, but came to her own conclusions, and aso that they were
of no military sgnificance. “My round,” she sad, lifting an eyebrow at him; he nodded, smiling, and she
gave the order to the bartender. “My CO wants me to stay in touch with you,” she said next.

“I have no objection,” MacRobert said. “Aslong asit’ sfine with my seniors—and right now it is.”
“What do you think of Cascadiaso far?’ Pitt asked.

“Not enough fly-fishing streamsin range,” MacRobert said. “ Otherwise, anice-enough placeto vist.
What about you?’

They discussed vacation spots for the next hour or so, watching asthe line of arrivals across the street
died away and then the shiny green cars began to line up once more, to take the guests away. Pitt had
long since decided that MacRobert was charming and deadly, a combination she liked very much.

Now he cocked hishead. “I think the celebration’ s breaking up over there. Are you on escort duty, or
would you like another round?’

“I should get back,” Pitt said. “My boss wants awritten report on the evening and | need to debrief a
few people, s0 | should catch the next shuttle up.”

“I hope to see you again, then. Y ou’ re welcome to stop by, if your duties take you to Slotter Key. Grace
would love to meet you.”

“Asduty takesme,” Pitt said. Shewas not at al sure she wanted to meet Grace Vatta.

“Asduty takesdl of us,” MacRobert murmured, standing politely as she did out of her seat and turned
avay.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

M agter Sergeant Cally PFitt had enough rank to get aseat in the forward compartment of the shuittle,
sncedl the officers who' d gone downside to attend the reception were staying overnight. She could
have stayed—would have stayed, if a certain other senior NCO hadn’t been so obvioudy not looking for
company. But better to get back aboard and deep in her own bunk, if no more wasto be gained. The
chatter in the shuttle’ slounge ares, juicy asit was—Rafe Dunbarger had attacked Ky Vatta sformer
boyfriend in public, at the reception—seemed too far-fetched to be of interest. She overheard four
different versons of it, from amild rebuke (well, maybe) to both participants having screamed obscenities
at each other until separated by Security (unlikely). Whatever had happened, she was sure, was none of
her business, and the facts of what had happened would show up eventualy in the officid report of
someone who had been there. She dozed lightly on the way up and waited until the troops and civsin the
rear compartment—some dightly boozy—had exited before she left. With luck, shewouldn’'t haveto
notice any of them; their respective shore patrols would pick them up before she got there.

From the shuttle dock, Pitt moved briskly toward the Mackensee docking area, out at thetip of one of
the lower branches—stupid design for a space station, but she didn’t haveto live here.

Then she saw atoo-familiar movement in the huddle ahead of her, acrossthe corridor. The uniforms
weren't Mackensee, which meant it wasn't technicaly her business, amix of USD and Sotter Key and
Cascadian and Nexan. ..none of whose own security forces seemed to bein the area.

“Here!” she said loudly. The back row turned, stared at her amoment, and then edged away. “What's
goingon?’

“Nothing to concern you,” one rash youngster said, then took another look at the rack of medals on her
dress uniform, the stripes up her deeve, and shut his mouth. Fitt gave him ahumorless grin.

“Disorder concernsme,” she said. “ As guests on CascadiaMain Station, where by Cascadian law
rudenessis punishable, it should concern you aswell. Now: what's going on?” She walked up to them as
if she owned the place; they moved aside reluctantly. In ahegp on the deck lay aman in aSotter Key
dress uniform, with the pips of a sub-lieutenant on his shoulder, a Bailey’ s Reef ship patch, asingle
narrow stripe on hisdeeve, and entirely too much blood on the deck under hishead. He stirred dightly;
at least he was breathing.

“Wdll,” Fitt said. “I’d say you lot have something to answer for. Names and ships, if you please.” Oneon
the far sdetook off running, but the others, now shamefaced and shuffling their feet, mumbled names and
ship assgnmentsinto her recorder. “And why, precisely, should | not immediately call Station Security
and have you arrested?’ Pitt asked.

“Hedeserved it,” said one, athickset young woman in Bissonet’ slighter blue. “ Bastard trashed the
commander.”

“Commander...?

“Admird Vatta. | was there when that |SC man told him off. Worthless pile of trash—" She madeto
nudge the fallen man with the toe of her boot; Pitt stopped her with alook.

“They werefriends,” another Sotter Key sub-lieutenant said. “| was at the Academy with them; | knew



that, and then heturned againgt her after sheleft. | didn’t know about the letter and the ring, though, until
tonight.”

Pitt sghed. She' d hoped she' d left the gossip behind her but clearly not. Someone probably called
Cascadia Station from the planet, and of course the story had grown with each repetition. Junior officers
|eft behind on Cascadia Station—bored, possibly drunk—had legpt on it with enthusiasm and cometo
meet the shuttle. She sugpected that the story now included much that never happened, though she
wondered whét |etter and what ring he was talking about.

“Admird Vatta put whatever happened behind her,” Fitt said, certain that wastrue. “If sheisn't pursuing
it, you shouldn’t, either. It dishonors her, to have people who claim to admire her brawling in the Sation
corridors.”

“I don’t want him on my—our—ship,” the Slotter Key sub-lieutenant said. He, too, had a Bailey' s Reef
ship patch.

Stubbornness, Pitt thought, seemed to be a Sotter Key trait. She fixed him with her best senior-NCO
glare. “ Sub-lieutenant, with al due respect, until you command your own ship, you will serve with anyone
your commander accepts, and treat your fellow crewmembers with the respect due them as your
shipmates. Or you are not worthy of acommission, whether heisor not.”

Hisjaw dropped alittle; clearly that thought had never occurred to him.
“You'renot oneof us,” began someone else. Aitt looked that one straight in the eye aswell.

“I am not in your chain of command, no. But | suggest you consider how your chain of command will
regard this breach of discipline. However your commanders may regard this unfortunate individua—"
She glanced down a Hal, who was now moving alittle, and groaned asiif for punctuation. “—they are
unlikely to agreethat you had aright to corner him in the corridor and assault him. Discipline, not
sf-righteous, self-indulgent rage, iswhat enables military success, ladies and gentlemen.” That was
amost word for word the lecture she had gotten as ayoungster, one time when she and her fellow
privates had ganged up on the fellow they suspected of being the barracksthief.

“What’ s going on here?’ came acall from down the corridor. Pitt recognized the tone of reinforcements
with somerdief.

“We need a Sotter Key Spaceforce medical team,” she said, without taking her eyes off the group in
case they bolted. “ And shore patrol from the following ships...” She read the names off.

“Trouble?’ But that was followed by a murmur as whoever it was caled for assistance; then he came up
beside her, looked down at Hal, and whigtled. “Well, thisisafine mess” Hewasaso in Slotter Key
colors, and also had a Bailey' s Reef ship patch and as many hashmarks on his deeve as Fitt.

Heglared at the nearest Sotter Key sub-lieutenant. “ Tell me you had nothing to do with this...” But the
bruised knucklestold their own tale. He Sghed. “ Captain Angard is going to have your hide,” he said.
“Y ou know what she said at Ordersthis morning.”

“I wasjust so angry,” the sub-lieutenant said. “ After dl hedid...and they weren't even going to do
anything about it...”

“With al due respect, dir, you were just so effing stupid.” He glanced at Aitt. “ Excuse my language,
Master Sergeant.”

“I'veused worse,” Pitt said.



“I’ve called for medics and shore patrol. Captain says she’ son theway.” The sub-lieutenant looked
scared now. Behind him, down the corridor, aunit of the Sotter Key shore patrol jogged around the
bend, their armbands bright.

Injust afew minutes, dl the assailants were standing in arow againg the bulkhead waiting for the arrival
of their relevant officers, and ateam of medics had turned Ha over, reveding the unlovely result of a
multiperson beeting. . .the flattened nose, the black eyes, the plit lips, the lumps of bruises dready
darkening, and that was only what showed. Two bloody teeth lay on the deck; one of the medics
scooped theminto ajar and tucked it into his pocket. Under the uniform, Pitt knew, would be other
injuries. He regained consciousness asthey cut away his uniform, peering through the ditsthe swelling
black eyesleft him.

“What happened, sir?’ asked one of the medics.

“Feh dowah ladduh,” Ha said, his speech durred. Fitt gave him apoint for that, at least.
“A ladder with alot of people onit?’ asked the other medic, grinning.

“Juth feh.” The missing teeth robbed him of the sibilant.

“Waell, we' retaking you to sick bay...” The medicsloaded him onto agurney, and the gurney onto a
scooter, then climbed on and eased away, tires humming softly on the deck. Fitt glanced at the Bailey's
Reef NCO, who was staring at the bloodstains on the deck, sucking histeeth.

“If you don’t need me—" she began.
“Captain’d like to spesk to you,” he said. “She said if you would—"

“Of course,” Aitt said. “But | need to report in mysalf.” Easy enough by skullphone; she caled her ship,
explained that there' d been alittle disturbance on the dockside, and she’ d stopped it, but would need to
wait for someone else'sCO to interview her.

“Isthis something Admiral Vatta needs to know about?’ the duty officer asked. “ Trouble with the
Cascadians, an dliance problem?’

“Not that,” Pitt said carefully. “But in the end, yes, she needsto know it. I’ d rather deliver that report in
person, Sir.”

“Very well. Cdl if you need me.”

Ky Vattamaintained appropriate decorum, pleasantly refusing invitationsto cometo this or that home for
anightcap and inssting that she redlly did need to get back to her quarters. She said nothing to her aides
on the way back to her suite. She knew they knew she was upset about something; she knew they would
find out what it was dl too soon, if they hadn’t heard aready, and that was an additiond humiliation. If
Rafe had been there, she could have torn astrip off him...but he had not tried to catch up with her. Just
aswell. The person sheredlly wanted to eviscerate was Stella, and Stellawas an inconvenient distance

away.

She acknowledged the salutes from the few uniformed personnel in the hotel corridors as she headed for
thelifts

“Would the admird like anything—?" one of her aides said asthelift stopped.



“Nothanks,” Ky said, summoning asmile. “I just have afew thingsto do before bed.” The aides stayed
on thelift; Ky nodded to the guard at the door of her suite and entered, closing it carefully behind her,
closing the second door that shut off the little entrance foyer.

Even then she did not do what she fdt like doing, which was screaming and smashing something. Jaw
clenched to keep from the screaming part, she undressed carefully, hanging her evening dress uniform on
the rack provided, where she could push it into the antechamber for the cleanersto take care of.

Damn Rafe. Damn, damn, damn Rafe. How dare he? How dare Stellatalk to Rafe? How dare Stella
read that letter, which she hersalf had so carefully forgotten? How dare anyone remind her...and to see
Ha again, in that context, with everyone around. She yanked the pillow off her bed and threw it at the
mattress, atrick she’d learned as a child—it made no sound or mess. She showered, brushed her
teeth...she was il too angry to rest. She went into the suite' s office area.

Unlike either the bridge or the CCC, it had no shipboard ansible...she' d forgotten that. It did have a
termina for normal ansibles, though, and that was dl sheredly needed. She put through the call to

Stdla s office up on the station, managing a pleasant tone as Stella s assistant answered and until she had
Selaonafull-visud link.

“So how wasthe reception, Ky?' asked Stella. She looked relaxed, happy, and completely unaware of
the trouble she d caused.

“Y ou disgusting, nosy, interfering bitch!”
“What?" Stellagtared, eyeswide. “What do you think I’ ve done?’

“Don’t play innocent! Y ou poked around in my desk iswhat you did. Y ou found the letter. .. you found
the ring! And you couldn’t even keep quiet about it. Y ou told him—you told Rafe, of al people, and
probably everyone else—"

“I did not,” Stellasaid, coloring. “I told Rafe, yes, but he wasthe only one—"

“You had no right!” Ky’ s head throbbed; shefdt like throwing up and smashing the screen and bursting
into tears, and she must not do any of those. *Y ou had no right to tell him—to tell anyone—least of all
hm—"

“It was for your own good, Ky,” Stdlasaid. “He's...he’ snot safe. HE s not the right man for you. He
needed to know that you' d been hurt, and | didn’t want you hurt again—"

“I am not afragile blown-glassflower,” Ky said. “And it’snone of your businesswho | like, or who |
choose to be with—and anyway, maybe it’ sjust that you want him back. Maybeit just stuck in your
throat that for once beautiful Stelladidn’t get what she wanted and Ky did—or would have if you hadn’t
ruinedit.”

Stellapaed again. “That isridiculous! And unfair. | am not after Rafe; | do not want Rafe; if | didn’t think
he was bad for you, dangerousfor you, | wouldn't care if the two of you spent the next twenty yearsin

“Which we will never have a chanceto do, thanksto you!”
“I don't know what you' re talking about,” Stellasaid.

“Because of you, because you told him about. ..about Hal, tonight at the reception—the formal
reception, in front of everyone in the universe—he buttonholed Hal and ripped him anew one—"



“What! Rafe?’

“Yes, Rafe. Publicly. So everyone knows the whole story now. I'm sure the entire fleet and the
governments of at least four planets are having anice juicy gossip about my first love affair and what they
think ismy second...”

“| can't believe he would—"

“Bdieveit. He did. Made me the laughingstock of ...of everyone. And it’s because of you, and your
interference—"

“Ky, I'msorry, but | never meant—"

“It doesn’'t matter what you meant. What mattersisthat you' ve completely ruined my reputation and my
authority—"

“Don’'t be so melodramatic—"
“Don’t tell me what to be!”
Stella opened her mouth, then shut it. Ky could see the pul se beating in her throat. Good.

“Ky, I'm sorry,” Stellasaid then. “1 did not mean to hurt you. | did not mean to embarrass you. When |
read it, it was an accident—"

Ky huffed but said nothing.

“And yes, it was atime when | was annoyed with you, and yes, that may have colored my judgment.
When | read it, | wanted to—I wanted to makeit go away, so | didn’t tell you | had. And when Rafe
came, and told me hewas—wasin love with you, | didn’'t believe him—"

“Becauselittle cousn Ky couldn’t possibly have someonein love with her,” Ky muttered.

“Oh, stopit!” Stellaleaned forward. “Ky, | have an adolescent love-crazed girl living with me now, and |
also remember what it waslike. Of course you could have someone in love with you; of course you
could love someone. But congder this: thelast time I d seen you, you didn't show any sgnsof caring
about Rafe. With hispagt, | didn't believe he really cared about you, except as another of his conquests.
| thought, if he knew that you’ d had abad experience, he’ d go pester someone else, particularly ina
political Stuation where showing interest in you would harm hisinterests.”

She paused; Ky said nothing. “And | did what | thought was best for you at the time, and...l had no idea
he' d go off hisrocker and make an embarrassing scene a your reception.” Another pause. “What
exactly did hedo?’

Shesadit again, dowly and digtinctly. “He went and found Hal. | don’t know how hefound him, but itis
Rafe, after all. Somehow he found him, and—I didn’'t hear it dl, but knowing Rafe | imagine he
introduced himsdlf and started in dowly. | knew Rafe had come in—he' d passed through the receiving
line—he looked better than he had on Cascadia Station, before—" He had looked like the old Rafe, fully
alive, an edged wesapon looking for blood; she had felt her pulse quicken. “—and the Premier wanted to
talk to him. | said I'd go find him. | wastrying to get away from aterminally boring district superintendent
from someplace on Cascadia, who wanted to tell me dl about the genealogy of trees or something.”

“There sone a every business party,” Stellasaid, with feding.



“So | spotted Rafe, but didn’t recognize Hal from behind, and got there just in time to hear Rafe
quoting...one of the more scathing bits of Hal’ sl etter...”

“That idiot!” Stellasaid. “What was he thinking?’

“And by then people had seen me; | had to just go on, and | didn’t know—uwell, not for sure—that it
was Hal until | saw hisface. And there was Rafe, and Hal, and al those people staring to seewhat I'd
do...” Suddenly, unexpectedly, it seemed funny. Shefdt the laughter bubbling up, uncontrollable asthe
rage had been, and struggled to hold it down. She was not ready for it to be funny; she had aright to be
angry. But the laughter came anyway. “Oh, Stella. If you could have seen their faces—and probably
mine—it was horrible—but it must have been funny, too—"

“What did you do?’ Stellasaid.

“What could | do?I’m the Great Admira Vatta; I'm not alowed to have vapors or girlish fedings. | was
coolly palite to both of them and led Rafe back to the Premier. Then | had to be gracious and polite to
fifty more people, when what | wanted to do was disembowel someone. Rafe. Y ou. Anyone. | did glare
at the digtrict superintendent until he backed off.” She could not help the chuckle that escaped.

“Y ou did better than | would have” Stdlasaid. “1 would have killed him. Them. Both of them. At least.”

“Y ou wouldn’t—" But now something heard and not registered caught up with her, something that had
generated the bubble of humor. “Did you say—did you actualy ssy—Rafe told you hewasin love with
me?’

“Yes. | didn't believe him; if | had—"
“But hesad it. Y ou think that was why—"

“Oh, Ky, for pity’ ssake! | get enough of thiswith Zori! Of course it waswhy. Of course he meant it.
Now would you please either go stick aknifein him for embarrassng you, or go tell him you love him,
and let me get on with this beastly audit?’

“But—what about you?’

“What about me?1’m buried in paperwork, that’s what about me. | would much rather have been at the
reception, but | couldn’t spare thetime.”

“And you don't...you'renct...”

Stellalooked ready to explode, but instead burst out laughing. “Ky, you and | are both idiots, but in
different ways. Listen carefully, cousin. | do not want Rafe. | do not need Rafe. | don't, I’ ve redlized,
need any man. | think | may turn out rather like Aunt Grace—"

“Who has MacRobert.”

“Good for her. In her—I dare not say dotage; she' |l come through the ansible and whap me with a
fruitcake—in her golden years, let’ s say, she' senjoying herself. But for much of her life sheran solo.”

Ky laughed again. She didn’t fed angry anymore, or not very. “What does your mother say?’
A long slence. Stdlasighed. “We vetaked. Thisthing with Zori—I redlized | haveto get over—’

Ky’ sdoor chime binged. Startled, she looked at the clock, an antique-styled confection on the fake
mantelpiece. Late. Later than late. More than hafway to morning. “ Stella, I’ ve got to go—1I’ll call you



later.” She closed the ansible down and spoke to the guard at the door. “Y es?’
“There sagentleman to seeyou, Admira.”

“At thishour?’

“I told him—but you did say you had work to do; | thought you might be gill up.”
Up, but not dressed. “Whoisit?’

“Ser—Ser Dunbarger.”

Not again, was her firgt thought. Wasn't it enough that he/ d ruined her reputation in front of everyone a
the reception—now he was coming to her suite in the middle of the night? Her heart thundered, drowning
out the prudent voice in her head.

“A moment,” she said. Sheraced to the bedroom, flung off the robe, snatched her uniform from the rack,
and put it on. Snarling at her fingers as she fumbled for buttons. Cursing the day anyone invented formal
footwear. Jabbing at the deskcomp’ s controlsto bring up an impressive screen full of obvioudy military
data. Knowing the whole time that the snarling and cursing and complaining were covering up something
dse

She opened the inner door, and signaled the guard to open the outer one.

Rafe was gill in impeccable evening dress, holding a bouquet so large it dmost hid hisface. “In honor of
your stellar performance thisevening,” he said. One eyebrow lifted just abit. “I had foolishly left it behind
ealie—’

Drops of water sparkled on the shoulders of his jacket; hishair was shining not just with its natural gloss
but with water.

“You'rewet,” shesad.
“Well...I had to find aflower market. And it' sstarted raining...”

“Y ou' d better comein and dry off—" Her voice was cool, contained. “I’m working on—" She waved
toward the desk. He came past her.

“Where syour guard—Gary?’

“Gone. He took the last shuttle up, to catch a ship back to Nexus tomorrow. Today, maybe. I'm not
surewhat timeit is on the station. Do you have avase? I’ m sure the hotel—"

“That one, on the mantel.” She closed the inner door, fully aware of al implications.

Rafe unwrapped the paper around the stems, not looking at her; she watched his hands as he flicked the
paper loose at last and eased the gemsinto the vase. “l wasanidiot,” he said, still not looking &t her,
pushing the flowers thisway and that in the vase. A blue one flopped over Sdeways, and he prodded it
upright. “ Gary told me...| should have known—"

“That making it clear to al theworld I’ d been dumped by a third-rate coward wasn’t the way to enhance
my reputation? Y es, you should have—and if you think you' veimproved it by showing up a my suitein
the middle of the night—"

But now he waslooking at her, thelook she remembered; her voice disappeared to somewhere south of



her navel. Head dightly cocked, eyebrow raised high, corner of his mouth twitching alittle. “You didn't
have that uniform on five minutes ago.”

“I certainly did!” Ky said.
“Did not. Y ou were undressed. .. probably in that robe | can just see half on the bed in the other room—"
She should have shut the door. She’ d meant to shut the door.

“And theway | can tell, before you ask, isthe buttons. Admiral Vattanever in her life buttoned her tunic
crooked. So either Admird Vattawasn't wearing that uniform five minutes ago or...you are someone
else. Maybe not the Admiral Vattal embarrassed over there across the street, but—"

Ky glanced down at her tunic. He wasright, damn him. It was crooked. If the guard had seen—and
guards always saw everything—he, too, would know she had not been at work, still dressed.

“| wastaking to Stella,” she said. He flinched. “ She told me how you knew. The pair of you—I
was—am—furious with you both.”

“Yes” hesad. “I understand that. I'm sorry. Truly.”
“And back before | left for Moray—the way you were then—"

He closed his eyesamoment; his mouth thinned. Then he gave her achalenging look. “I think your not
letting me know you were dive, after Moray, was as bad.”

For amoment she glared back, the anger rising again. But it was no use. All the old clichésran through
her mind: in for apenny, in for apound; might aswell be hung for a sheep asalamb. She moved to the
desk and shut down the deskcomp, then went to the suite’ s bar, crouching to look into the cooler.

“What' sthis—?" Rafe began. But she had found what she was looking for, and stood up again, holding a
pair of limes.

“Y ou showed meonce,” shesad, “theway you ped alime.”

Hisface shifted from confusion to disbelief to ddlight. A rakish, wicked ddlight. “So | did.”
“Perhaps,” shesaid, as coolly as she could, “you would like to show me again...”

“Y ou might be more comfortable with the demongtration if that tunic were buttoned properly...”

“Or,” Ky said, “if it were not buttoned at al.” She opened the top button. “Ped mealime, Rafe.”

CHAPTER

TWENTY-FIVE

S ub-lieutenant Hal Coughlin was awake when Master Sergeant Fitt arrived, staring up at the ceiling with
his one mostly open eye. Fitt tapped on the door; he barely glanced at her and stared up again.

“Want to talk to you,” she said. “Y ou may not remember me, and anyway we didn’t get achancefor
introductions. I'm Master Sergeant Cally Fitt, Mackensee Military Assstance Corporation, and we're



interested in you.”
“Huwh?’

“How? Asapossible recruit. We do take people who are...how shdl | say...not happy in their current
organization, if wethink they have potentid...”

“Y ou ought to be recruiting her,” he said, hisvoice blurred by the injuries and repairs.

“Oh, | tried,” Pitt said. “Tried for quite awhile, more than once. Ky Vatta had better thingsto do, | think
was what it came down to. Y ou, on the other hand, don’t.”

He appeared to ruminate on that for afew moments, then asked, “How do you know I’'m any good?’

Aitt ticked off points on her fingers. “Y ou were an honor graduate of your Academy. That meansyou're
not stupid. Y ou’ ve had good to excellent fitness reports since. That means you' re not obvioudy lazy,
dishonest, or incompetent. Until recent events, your CO thought highly of you and considered you

promisng.”
“She doesn’t now,” he said.

“Well...no. Not just because of what you' re aleged to have done, but aso because you' ve become a
public relations nightmare and you' ve creeted adiscipline problem in your own fleet.” Fitt thought it
amusing that the man who had dumped Ky Vattafor being a public relations nightmare was now himsalf
apublic relations nightmare. She doubted he gppreciated theirony. “ There' s dways been aplace for
men and women who needed a change of identity for perfectly legitimate reasons—people like you. We
can solve your fleet’ s problem, and your problem.”

Within aday, former Sotter Key sub-lieutenant Hal Coughlin had resigned his commission with the full
consent of his commander, and had been moved aboard a M ackensee ship to continue medical
trestment.

Once they were safely aboard Ashford, Lieutenant Colond Parker nodded to Fitt. “Good job, Master
Sergeant. This should do us good with Sotter Key, and our intel people should learn alot. A triplewin.
How' re you coming adong with that fellow in their Defense Department? MacRobert, isn't it?’

Pitt shook her head. “He sastough as| am or tougher, Sir. Y ears of experience in spycraft, ismy
assessment, and not about to let out anything he doesn’t want to. And no, Sir, before you ask, | can’'t get
him drunk.”

“Jugt maintain afriendly contact, then. Y ou know what we' re after—"

“Yes, ar.” Aitt knew she hadn’t a chance of getting useful information out of MacRobert, but she was
enjoying the time she spent with him. Still...he called the Sotter Key Rector of Defense” Grace.”
However much she enjoyed the time, he was not for her.

Master Sergeant MacRobert (ret.) appeared on Admird Vatta slist of morning appointments with atiny
guestion mark beside his name. Ky deleted the question mark. Of course she wanted to meet with
MacRobert again. She had seen him from a distance, and they had nodded at each other in recognition,
but this would be a chance to find out about the Situation back home. Including whether MacRobert and



Grace V atta were more than co-workers.

Ky finished up the list of commendations for the Nexus commandersinvolved in the fina bettle, handed
that to the Nexus Defense Department courier, and stretched before telling her secretary (seconded from
Cascadia s Defense Ministry) that she was ready for MacRobert.

“Admird Vatta,” hesad. “It' s been awhile”

“It hasthat,” shesaid. “And | wasn't an admird. Sit down, Master Sergeant. Y ou’ ve come with
messages from the Rector, | imagine?’

“Your Aunt Grace, yes. Some from her as Rector and some from her as your aunt. Which would you
likefirg?

“Officd busnessfird,” Ky sad. Shefdt uncommonly good thismorning.

“For hand delivery only,” MacRobert said, pulling a packet out of hisinner pocket. “ The Rector’ s report
to you on some pertinent bits of recent history.”

“That'sofficid?’ Ky asked, taking the packet.

“Itisnow that she' sin the government,” MacRobert said. “ Officid, but not public. And I’ m to answer
any of your questions and make mysdlf available until you' re satisfied.”

“My firgt question is, just exactly what wasin that ship-modd thing you gave meright before | left Sotter
Key?

“Oh, that. Wdll...it could have been the Sotter Key version of what your cousin’s now

manufacturing. ..if it had worked. We were trying to build aminiaturized ansble or semi-ansible. More of
abooster unit, actualy. And there were some access codes | thought you might find handy—whatever
happened to it?’

“Cannibalized for partsfor the ship’s own communications,” Ky said, “when the mutineers had control of
the ship for atime.”

“Ah. Wdll, that' s probably for the best.”
“I do know Aunt Grace lost an arm, and that the old government fell. | presume those were related?’

“Y es. Thewhole story’ sin those data cubes, but basically Grace figured out early on—nbefore the
government imposed sanctions againgt V atas—that someone high up had been bought out. Blackmailed,
it turnsout. | don’'t know how much you knew about her position in Vatta Transport—"

“Not much,” Ky said.

“Nobody was supposed to, except your father and Stella' s. She headed corporate security—including
threat assessment—and she knew the only way the plot against your family could have gotten past her
was with government support.”

“But why?’ Ky asked.

“Wethink that was your infamous relative Osman, but given that he' sdead | doubt we' Il ever know the
whole story. Grace said he had a serious grudge againgt your father and Stella s because they were the
oneswho got him expelled from the family.”



Grace. The man who had been agtickler for military courtesy aslong as she'd known him called the
Rector of Defensejust plain Grace? And, as shelooked at him, he was amost grinning at her, reading
her reaction to that as he had once read cadets' faces.

“So,” Ky sad, yanking her mind firmly away from any consideration of Aunt Grace and MacRaobert in
the same Stuation as hersdf and Rafe, “what about the government connection?’

“That we did uncover. All governments have some level of corruption—power attracts those who want
it, and if there’ sbeen acompletely honest government in the history of humankind, no history book’ s
ever mentioned it. So it was no surprise to find some shady stuff going onin Sotter Key—bribes offered
and taken, evasions of tax laws and rules, and so on. And like al large societies, we had our organized
crime, and it had its contacts with interstellar criminals. The former President had achoice, ashe saw it,
between exposure and prosecution for theillegdities of histimein office, or letting the Vattafamily be
attacked. For thetiny bit it' sworth, | don’t think he had any idea how big the attack would be, or what
Turek’ sredl godswere.”

“And Aunt Grace—7?"

He grinned openly now. “ She managed to infiltrate dl sorts of places the government thought were
impregnable, including the President’ s private quarters. She had taps left over from the Cape Girond
Rebellion, and she' d never stopped keeping them updated. She had agents of her own, non-Vatta
people she' d used to acquire information on Vatta' s competitors.”

“How did you get involved?’ Ky asked.

“We—Spaceforce that is—knew someone in government must have been complicit because of the form
of attack on your family’s Corleigh compound. The only way to land the kind of wegpons used, and then
clear away the evidence, was a shuttle landing—a shuttle landing that managed to go unrecorded.
Someone in the government had to tell someone in Spaceforce when to shut off the satdllite survelllance
and fake the continuity of its data. With the attack coming so soon after the incident that got you in
trouble...well, | saw connections. Grace worked out the way we could communicate unobtrusvely—"

“Whichwas?’

“Fly-fishing. We met on ariver—she' d moved Helen and Jo' s children to acountry place, and I’ d rented
acabin afew kilometers away. She was planning on doing it al hersdf, but after shelost her arm when
assassinstried for the children—"

Ky blinked. “ Slow down. Tell methe wholething.”

MacRobert began with the layout of the country house and grounds, the security Grace had designed and
planted around it, and the circumstances that had led up to that morning.

“We were going to meet on the river that afternoon; I’ d started fishing early, as| usually did on our
meeting days, checking both banks upstream and down for intruders or surveillance gear. | didn’t see or
hear anything unusud until the first shot—it was far enough out in the country that the assassinsdidn’t
bother with silencers. | went up the dope from theriver asfast as| could without being obvious, and
came out of the scrub just in time to see Grace shot. With the assassin between me and Grace and the
child, I didn’t risk ashot—I just stabbed him with my fish-gutting knife.”

“Soif shewas minusan am, I'm guessing she didn’t kill the President—did you?’

“Hekilled himsdlf,” MacRobert said. “When Grace let me access her network of agents, their data plus



what we in Spaceforce had been able to compile was enough to bring down the government. The
Commandant, | believe, visited the President and at some point the President decided that it would be
preferableto end hisown life rather than face the kind of charges hewould have faced.” MacRobert
paused, then went on. “By the way, the Commandant sent his persona congratulationsto you. He dways
thought alot of you, and said to tell you he’ snot surprised at your successes.”

“I have been,” Ky said.

“You Vattas are remarkable,” MacRobert continued. “Y our enemies wanted you destroyed, but those of
you not actudly killed just would not give up.”

“Speaking of those not actudly killed,” Ky said, “we learned yesterday that Toby’ s parentsare dtill dive
on Elmendorf. Their ansble’ s been down, but they’ re fine. They want him to come home and finish
school. With that dog, of course. Stellasayshe' sanice boy but it’ll be ardief to have aplace to herself
again. A teenage boy and adog are redlly not her idea of interior décor.”

“Ian’'t he smitten with that girl whose father was—"

“Oneof Turek’sagents, yes. Nicegirl,” Ky said. She still wasn't surewhat she’ d said that helped Zori.
“Toby’ s parents are hel ping her and her mother relocate to Elmendorf—apparently the mother’ s not
welcome here with her own family due to the scandal. | expect those two, if they stick together, will end
up running the manufacturing end someday.”

MacRobert nodded. “Nothing will surprise me about your family, after the last few years.”

It was not their first night together, but it might be their last. Any night might be their last and they made
the most of thisone. Still, the approach of separation led to talk of the future.

“How do you define when the war isover?’ Rafe asked. “Vattal s won, but what about you?’
“How do you define when your jobisdoneat ISC?’

Rafe ran afinger down her face. “A fair question. We both won, but different things. | can't leave ISC
yet; there’ stoo much to do, too many people who depend on me. And Stellawas right about one
thing—you aren’t meant to be an executive swife. Y our fleet needs you as much as my people need
rre”

“I don't want to leave this” Ky murmured.
“Nor I. But we both know we will.”
“But not tonight,” Ky said. “And there are plenty of limesin the cooler.”

Rafelooked at her. “My dear admirad...you’ ve never seen what | can dowith apear...”
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