
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    THE BLACK DESTROYER 
 
    The Green Zone War – Book 6 
 
      
 
    By Jake Elwood 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright 2023 by Jake Elwood. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. A novel. Totally made up. Any resemblance to actual persons, places, interstellar conflicts or seventh-dimensional rifts is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Boarding Party is a short story set during Tom's training. Grab a free copy, plus some more free books, by visiting my website: http://jakeelwoodwriter.com/ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
    Chapter 1  Chapter 2  Chapter 3  Chapter 4  Chapter 5  Chapter 6  Chapter 7  Chapter 8  Chapter 9  Chapter 10  Chapter 11  Chapter 12  Chapter 13  Chapter 14  Chapter 15  Chapter 16  Chapter 17  Chapter 18  Chapter 19  Chapter 20  Chapter 21  Chapter 22  Chapter 23  Chapter 24  Chapter 25  Chapter 26  Chapter 27  Chapter 28  Chapter 29  Chapter 30  Chapter 31  Author Notes 
 
    
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The Salamander drifted through the Octagon Rift, seething fingers of storm energy stretching toward her on every side. 
 
    A column of emerald fire the size of an apartment building billowed out from the nearest wall of storm energy, blasting toward the little ship with the speed of a galloping horse. Tom Thrush sat in the padded captain’s chair, carefully not speaking as the woman at the helm nudged the ship gently back. The Salamander could ignore pretty much any storm in hyperspace, but Ella Van Camp had served for a decade on an armed freighter. For her, avoiding storm energy was as automatic as breathing.  
 
    The column had almost reached the ship when it started to dissipate. It spread like a mushroom cap, expanding until it was a kilometer across by the time it engulfed the ship. Static flickered on the bridge screens, just for a moment, as the windows filled with green light. The glow faded, and before long the ship was once again in open space. 
 
    The evasion was unnecessary, but it was adroitly handled, with none of the jerkiness of Van Camp’s earliest days at the helm. Tom said, “Nicely done. You’ve really got the hang of it.” It felt odd to praise someone who’d first taken the helm of a ship at around the time Tom started kindergarten, but he was determined to be positive and encouraging. 
 
    Van Camp seemed to share his perspective, because she didn’t respond. Like most of the crew, she followed orders, but gave no sign that he’d actually earned her respect. 
 
    A lean gray-haired man standing along the starboard bulkhead gave Tom an unreadable look. Lars Helfgard was his first officer. Helfgard had been captain of a succession of small freighters since before even Van Camp was born. He wasn’t openly insubordinate, but he managed to convey that Tom didn’t impress him much. 
 
    Tom shrugged inwardly. He’d learned the hard way that he couldn’t demand respect from Free Planets crews. In time they would fully accept him—or not. Maybe once we finally see combat. 
 
    The ship had been in combat in the early days of the war, when she’d been part of a United Worlds fleet. She’d been crippled and towed to the nearest friendly port, then turned over to the Free Neorome Navy. 
 
    The crew had seen combat as well, on five separate armed freighters. Every spacer on the Salamander but one was a veteran. Tom himself had seen far more combat than he ever would have wanted. But he, this crew, and this ship had never fought together. They’d spent three weeks training and patrolling, and it was going well, but until they faced the enemy, no one would know for sure if their crewmates or their captain or their ship could truly be relied upon. 
 
    The bridge door hissed as it slid open behind Tom, and he glanced at the reflection in his tac screen. The sight of a nervous teenage boy hesitating on the threshold made Tom smile in sympathetic amusement. He smoothed his features before turning. “Mr. Westbrook.” 
 
    Westbrook stiffened. He was all of seventeen, filled with a mix of enthusiasm and terror that was as endearing as it was amusing. His green uniform was tailored, but he somehow had the look of a child playing dress-up in his dad’s clothes. He was Van Camp’s nephew, and he was the sole novice on the crew. The Salamander was his first ship. Their first fight would be his first taste of combat.  
 
    Tom said, “Take the helm, if you please.” 
 
    Van Camp blanked her screens and moved to the next station. Westbrook hurried over, sat, activated his screens, then froze with his fingers just above the glass. 
 
    “Let’s start with something simple,” Tom said. “Describe our position.” 
 
    “Uhhh ….” The boy took a deep breath, swallowed, then spent a moment tapping and swiping. He looked around at the windows, as if verifying what the instruments told him, and said, “We’re in the Octagon Rift, close to the south end?” 
 
    The Octagon Rift was a more-or-less-stable ribbon of storm that stretched along thousands of kilometers of space near a cluster of Green Zone colony worlds. The seventh dimension compressed spacetime to such a degree that the Rift would extend for light-years in normal space. The far end of the Rift jutted toward the heart of the Dawn Alliance. 
 
    Small craft could use the currents within the Rift for a speed burst. Larger ships could use it for cover, plunging into the storm to hide from enemy vessels. In a few months the Rift would either drift into the depths of empty space and become irrelevant, or dissipate and fade. In the meantime, it was an obvious funnel for ship traffic to and from the Dawn Alliance. The Salamander’s assignment was to patrol the Rift and watch for enemy activity. 
 
    Westbrook was hunched over his screen, head curled forward, peering at menus and columns and numbers. Tom said, “Never mind the coordinates. In the Rift, close to the south end, is exactly what I need for practical purposes.” 
 
    The boy straightened up, looking relieved. 
 
    “I think there could be a ship approaching,” said Tom. Westbrook glanced at him, alarmed, and Tom smiled to let him know this was just an exercise. “Take us into cover.” 
 
    Westbrook took a deep breath and held it. Aside from that one tell, his reactions were exemplary. His fingers moved deftly across the screen, and the ship glided sideways until the windows showed nothing but a haze of shimmering green. The ship came to a stop, and Westbrook exhaled. 
 
    “Excellent.” Tom meant it, too. Westbrook was actually better than his aunt, who had long years of experience on little freighters to unlearn. The Salamander was the only ship Westbrook had ever helmed, and he was very good at it. 
 
    The boy’s back straightened just a bit, and Tom smiled. “Take us north. See if you can follow the Rift without breaking cover.” ‘North’ was, by common convention, the far end of the Rift where it stretched toward enemy space. 
 
    Westbrook nodded, losing some of his nervousness as the task absorbed him. Tom settled back and watched the windows, judging their depth by the brightness of the storm energy. The windows lightened somewhat as the storm thinned, darkened as the ship moved deeper, but Westbrook did a decent job of keeping them in the fringes. 
 
    “Bring us out of this mess so we can take a look around.” 
 
    A UW-trained crewman would have acknowledged the order as a matter of course. Westbrook simply leaned closer to his screen, frowning in concentration. The ship turned, cloud sweeping past the bridge windows. In a moment they broke out into the heart of the Rift, where a river of clear space ran between vast walls of storm. 
 
    “Bogey,” said a voice. 
 
    Tom checked his own screen, saw no contacts, and swept his gaze around the bridge. Carina McBride at the tactical station glanced at him. “I caught a glimpse of something. It’s gone now.” She pointed ahead and down, giving Tom a quick intuitive sense of where she’d seen the contact, then rattled off a bearing. “It was just a blip,” she added. “Could be anything. Could be nothing.” 
 
    Van Camp and Westbrook moved simultaneously, drawing their feet in, ready to switch seats. The boy, Tom decided, needed some practice functioning under stress. He said, “Mr. Westbrook. See that wedge of lemon pie almost straight ahead?” 
 
    The Rift curved to starboard, with a triangle of lemon-yellow storm energy jutting in from the starboard wall to block their path. The clouds faded to near-white around the edges, creating an impression almost like merengue. The blip, if it was real, would be somewhere on the far side. 
 
    “Take us through.” 
 
    Westbrook nodded, and the ship surged forward. He was more fearless than most helmsmen when it came to storm energy. The ship plunged into the wedge of storm energy, the windows turning yellow, then deepening toward orange. A moment later the light faded, then vanished. 
 
    “Definite contact!” McBride exclaimed. 
 
    This time, Tom spotted the ship on his own screen. It was a good hundred kilometers ahead, and as he watched, it vanished around another curve in the Rift. He brought up a summary on his secondary screen. 
 
    “Maybe half again our mass,” he said, speaking for the benefit of the bridge crew. “Low power output. Only one engine.” He paused, running through a catalog of ships in his mind. If it was a warship, the Salamander would do best to duck back into the storm. No military craft would have such puny engines, though. “It’s not a warship. That makes it a viable target. Mr. Westbrook!” 
 
    Westbrook half rose from his seat, clearly expecting to be replaced. 
 
    “Pursuit course.” 
 
    The boy settled back in his seat, shoulders tight with tension. “Pursuit. Right.” He tapped his screen and the Salamander surged forward. 
 
    “We should let this one go. I don’t like the size of her.” 
 
    Tom looked sharply at Helfgard, who gazed blandly back. No captain wanted to be undermined in front of his crew, but now was not the time for that particular battle. “Report to B2, Mr. Helfgard.” 
 
    Helfgard marched out without another word. His post during combat was the secondary bridge, from which he could take command if the bridge took a hit. Tom watched him go, wishing he didn’t feel so relieved to be free of the man’s silent, vaguely scornful gaze. 
 
    The Rift twisted and turned like a crumpled ribbon, but the convolutions were on such a vast scale that the ship was able to travel a fair distance in a straight line. Westbrook lifted his fingers from the screen, and Tom drew a microphone from under his console. He checked that he was addressing the entire ship, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “All hands. This is the captain. We might be going into action. Everybody suit up.” 
 
    Muffled sounds came from the far side of the bridge hatch as spacers hurried to suit lockers. Bridge crew glanced at one another. Van Camp rose and headed for the lockers along the forward bulkhead. A couple of others joined her. 
 
    Tom hesitated, then decided this was as good a time as any to grab his own suit. The crew weren’t as strict as they could be about suiting up before action, and he was determined to set a good example. He far preferred the fitted suit in his quarters, but he went to the line of lockers, grabbed a medium suit, and pulled it on over his uniform. He tossed the gloves into the helmet and returned to his seat. 
 
    The Salamander reached a bend in the Rift, turning to skirt a bulging green lump of storm energy that made Tom think of broccoli. 
 
    “Keep us in the edge of that blue mess.” Tom gestured to starboard, where the wall of the Rift shone a garish teal. Westbrook had his back to Tom and didn’t see the gesture, but he veered the ship to starboard. 
 
    The contact appeared on Tom’s tac screen, running ahead in open space. The storm energy surrounding the Salamander was enough to hamper their scans and reduce the other ship to an icon with very little additional data. With luck, the Salamander would be hidden from the bogey. 
 
    It seemed to be working. The contact flew in a straight line as the Salamander closed the distance between them. The warship was taking a more convoluted route as it hugged the fringe of the storm, but its superior speed meant it was drawing ever closer. 
 
    Either they don’t know we’re here, or this is an ambush and they’re waiting for us to get close. Nothing about the bogey made him think the Salamander was in any danger, but he knew precious little, and even a freighter could land a lucky shot. Tom sealed the front of his suit and clipped the helmet to his console. He hated wearing gloves when he could avoid it, so he left the gloves in the helmet, making sure he knew which glove was on top. 
 
    “No transponder,” McBride noted. 
 
    Well, that might mean anything, Tom reflected. Broadcasting an ID in contested space was pretty much asking for trouble. 
 
    In theory, he could assume the ship was hostile. Allied and neutral shipping were supposed to inform the Free Neorome Navy of any visits to the Rift, but that didn’t mean much. The UW told their Neorome allies as little as possible, and the government-in-exile of Neorome, its armed forces less than two years old, lacked an effective bureaucracy. Messages got misrouted, ignored, or lost. Just because no one had told Tom about the ship ahead didn't mean it wasn’t friendly. 
 
    “There’s a bend coming up,” Tom said. The Rift curved sharply to port a few kilometers ahead. “As soon as they’re out of sight, cut the corner.” He paused, considering. “Suit up, first.” 
 
    Van Camp finished sealing her suit and reclaimed the helm station as Westbrook, looking simultaneously relieved and disappointed, headed for the suit lockers. Tom checked the seal on his own suit, glad to have something to occupy his fingers for at least a moment. After that, it was back to consciously fighting the urge to fidget. 
 
    The other ship faded from Tom’s screen as it turned. Van Camp waited another few seconds, then turned the Salamander sharply to port. They raced through the open space between storm fronts, then plunged into lavender storm clouds. The windows darkened almost to black, then brightened quickly. A beep told Tom the mystery ship was back on his screen. 
 
    “Keep going,” he said. “Take us straight at them. I want to know who this is.” 
 
    Cutting the corner had closed the distance by quite a lot. The other ship was just two or three kilometers distant when the Salamander came out of the storm. The smaller craft must have finally detected them, because it reacted instantly, turning to race for the far wall of the Rift. 
 
    “Turn on the porch light,” Tom said, and a yellow icon appeared on his console, telling him the Salamander was now broadcasting her transponder. The bogey didn’t respond, didn’t slow down.  
 
    “It moves like the Common Loon.” 
 
    Tom glanced around, finally figuring out that the speaker was Shimon Epstein at the communications console. 
 
    “Passenger ship,” Epstein said. “Fancy job. Only a few cabins. Take you where you want to go in luxurious comfort. Run by a brother and sister team out of Heller’s Beach.” 
 
    Heller was on the border of what had been Dawn Alliance space before the war, and had hosted a small United Worlds outpost. Both factors might inspire DA sympathies in the colony. Tom shrugged to himself. The only way to know for sure what the Common Loon was up to was to board her and take a good look around. 
 
    The bogey plunged into a wall of indigo storm energy, the Salamander close behind. As the windows went dark, Tom considered his options. Civilian ships weren’t as agile as military craft, as a general rule. The bogey had turned pretty sharply, so she had an edge over the typical freighter or pirate ship. Still, the wall of the Rift was only so thick, and the little vessel was moving quickly. Would she be able to turn before she popped out the other side? 
 
    “Maintain this heading,” he said. “Take us right through.” 
 
    The gamble paid an immediate dividend. The windows brightened, and the Salamander burst out into open space, giving Tom a bug’s eye view of the Rift from the outside. A blue-purple wall, impossibly huge, stretched away to his left, then twisted in a tight zig-zag. The color brightened toward pink as the wall jutted to the right. 
 
    The bogey was a dark spot against the pink, fleeing in almost a straight line across a wedge of open space. In a minute or so it would plunge once again into the Rift. 
 
    “Put a shot in their engines if you can.” 
 
    A beep told him a laser had just fired. The other ship wobbled on his screen as it attempted small evasive movements. 
 
    “It’s the Loon all right,” said Epstein, squinting at a magnified image of the bogey on his screen. “I can see the company logo.” 
 
    He was the least busy person on the bridge, at least until the Common Loon decided to start talking. “Find out what you can about the ship,” Tom said. “Speed, mass, the works. And whether she’s armed.” 
 
    Bureaucratic constructs like ship registrations were pretty informal in the Green Zone, despite decades of effort by the UW to tighten things up. Tom doubted Epstein would find much, but you never knew. Tom turned to his own screen, estimating the time to intercept the fleeing vessel. It looked as if the Salamander would be only seconds behind them as they reached the wall. 
 
    The Loon changed course ever so slightly. It was hard to tell with the little ship twisting and darting to evade fire, but she curved to starboard and up a bit, aiming for a dark red knob jutting from the storm wall. Tom frowned, wondering what the other captain was trying to accomplish. It would add very little extra time to the transit, but still, the Loon was taking fire. Every second she spent in open space was a terrible risk. He couldn’t see how a small course change could put the Salamander in danger, but …. 
 
    He set his gloves in his lap, put his helmet on, and sealed the neck. It restricted his vision, and even with the faceplate up it muffled sounds and made them directionless. Still, if the Common Loon was somehow leading them into a trap, every instant might count. 
 
    The fleeing ship was close enough now that he could make out the glow of engines and the curving shape of the aft hull. A flash of light showed a laser strike, but the engines continued to burn. She was close, so close he felt he could reach out and close his fist around her. Victory was so near he could practically taste it. 
 
    Still …. 
 
    “Helm. The moment she hits the storm, I want a course adjustment. Cut to starboard a bit. I don’t want to pop through right behind her.” 
 
    Van Camp’s helmeted head tilted up a couple of degrees, the only sign of her surprise. There was no other acknowledgment of his order, but that was how Free Planets crews operated. He’d long since given up on getting them to do things the UW Navy way. 
 
    More shots struck the Loon as the range closed. Tom could see burn marks from laser strikes, and now a hull plate went spinning away as a shell struck. A shot finally hit the engine, and a great shower of sparks erupted. The color of the engine glow changed from yellow-white to orange, but the engine kept burning. 
 
    The Loon reached the edge of the storm at last, and Van Camp reacted instantly, firing opposite nav thrusters on the nose and tail. The Salamander twisted to starboard, momentum moving her mostly sideways, the thrust from the main engines now driving her sideways compared to her original vector. As the ship slid into the storm, Van Camp fired the opposite nav thrusters, straightening her out. 
 
    There was no question that the Loon might turn, staying within the wall of the Rift. She had far too much velocity. Tom figured she’d spin around, brake hard, and try to duck back into the same storm wall with less velocity. The trick was to land a crippling blow before that happened, or to frighten the other captain into surrender. 
 
    The Salamander plunged into open space—and an alarm blared with a fresh contact. McBride cried out, a wordless shout as she pointed dead ahead. There was a ship, hull plates painted an ominous black, not more than a hundred meters away, practically nose to nose with the Salamander. Tom barked, “Evade!” 
 
    Every screen on the bridge went blank as they entered the other ship’s Benson field. More alarms shrilled as lasers struck the hull of the Salamander. “Bring us about!” Tom cried. “Back into that storm. Fast!” 
 
    Hazy impressions came to him as the Salamander slewed to port. He glimpsed the Common Loon, granted a surprise reprieve, on the far side of the new bogey, running for the far side of the Rift. The new ship was a destroyer. He recognized the silhouette. It had them dead to rights, blasting away at point-blank range, and it would get in plenty more shots as the Salamander fought to reduce velocity and turn. 
 
    “Belay that,” Tom shouted, then made himself lower his voice. “Take us across. Fast!” 
 
    Van Camp nodded. She’d started the ship spinning; now she continued the spin, not reversing the nav thrusters until they finished a full 360 degrees. 
 
    He couldn’t see the destroyer through the bridge windows, but he could imagine it spinning, struggling to bring her guns to bear as the Salamander moved. Gun turrets on both ships would be blasting away, dinging each other’s armor. Barring a lucky shot, neither ship would do critical damage.  
 
    The biggest worry was the destroyer’s mag guns. They fired heavy steel bullets at a fantastic velocity. The barrels ran the whole length of the destroyer. Mag guns couldn’t be aimed; the destroyer itself had to be pointed directly at the target. It was mercifully difficult to get a hit, but a single hit could be devastating. 
 
    Explosive shells crashed against the Salamander’s hull. Tom gripped the arms of his chair and felt them vibrate under his fingers. Someone yelped, and damage alarms sounded. Tom said, “A bit of evasion if you please.” 
 
    Red streaks flashed past the bridge windows as the Salamander’s top forward turret returned fire. In most battles the computer handled targeting, but with a Benson field scrambling their electronics, the gun crews were firing manually.  
 
    He knew what they were firing at when an explosion made a flash of light just to starboard. The destroyer was firing missiles, and a lucky shot had destroyed a missile short of its target. A line of bright light made Tom flinch back in his seat. He blinked, wondering if he’d seen what he thought he saw—a missile blasting past the bridge, missing the Salamander by no more than a dozen meters. 
 
    Scenarios and options raced through Tom’s mind. He wanted to call the missile bay, give the order to fire, but the Salamander was moments from leaving the destroyer’s Benson field. By the time the Salamander fired a missile the destroyer would be outside of Benson field range, and the missiles would be targeted by AI and destroyed as fast as they were launched. 
 
    There was nothing to do but run for the far side of the Rift, evade, and make frantic attempts to shoot any missiles that came their way. Which meant the only way Tom could help was to keep his mouth shut and not distract his crew. He kept his face carefully blank, leaned back in his chair, and hoped fervently that no one could tell he was holding his breath. 
 
    The far wall of the Rift loomed closer and closer, wobbling slightly as Van Camp did evasive maneuvers. They left the destroyer’s Benson field, and every screen on the bridge went white, then filled with data. Tom wanted to check the range to the storm wall, but he couldn’t make himself look down. The storm rushed toward them, the promise of safety just moments away …. 
 
    The seat kicked against his back, his head rocked backward, and there was a sound like a bowling ball landing on concrete. The bridge went dark, every screen and every light losing power in an instant. Tom’s faceplate closed, and he reacted automatically, fumbling for his gloves in the darkness. 
 
    An olive glow suffused the bridge windows as the ship reached the fringe of the storm. It was enough light for Tom to figure out which glove was which. Before he could pull them on, though, his faceplate retracted. The storm darkened, but emergency lights were coming on. A moment later, the bridge screens came to life.  
 
    “Bring us about. We need to stay in the storm wall.” 
 
    Van Camp was already tapping her screen. With nothing but featureless clouds on every side there was no way to tell the ship was turning, but Tom could see the 3D icon on his own screen spinning to show the change in orientation. 
 
    “Bridge. Faraday.” The voice crackled from a speaker on Tom’s console.  
 
    He said, “Go ahead, Faraday.” 
 
    “We’ve lost ….” The man’s voice turned to coughing. “Lost the port engine. Lost atmo in here.” 
 
    “I need a few minutes of thrust, Mike.” 
 
    More coughing. “Okay, Cap. But Aft Seven is literally on fire.” 
 
    “Keep us moving for just a few more minutes. I’ll let you know the instant we can shut down.” 
 
    “Right.” Faraday’s voice cut out in the middle of another cough. 
 
    The Salamander broke through the far side of the storm wall. They were surrounded by storm cloud, and then abruptly they were clear, with a roiling mass of cloud dead ahead. Momentum carried the ship backward, making it look as if the Rift was racing away ahead of them. The storm energy quickly lost detail, becoming a flat olive wall. The Salamander was braking hard, but the undulating wall of the Rift gave no sense of scale or orientation. Only the instruments told Tom the ship was slowing. 
 
    “Get us back into cover,” he said. “Anywhere except the spot we came out. And make sure we’re not moving so fast we pop back out the other side.” 
 
    A grunt was Van Camp’s only reply. She knew what she was doing, so Tom forgot about her and turned his attention to the damage reports filling his main screen. 
 
    More than half the ship had lost atmosphere. The bridge hatch was sealed. None of them would be leaving the bridge until something got patched or they vented the air on the bridge. 
 
    Main electric power was out. Lights, consoles, hatches, air circulation, and a dozen other systems were running on battery power. It should be adequate for a day or so. Tom put it out of his mind. 
 
    The engines simply displayed a giant flashing red icon. He would have to wait to hear from Faraday to get any details. 
 
    Fuel levels were fine, he was relieved to note. He’d been stranded once by a lack of fuel. He had no desire to repeat that experience. 
 
    Aside from that, the damage reports showed a long shopping list of affected systems, but maddeningly few useful details. At least one mag gun shot must have hit the Salamander. There was clearly a hull breach. That was all he knew for sure.  
 
    He could demand reports from every department, but that meant interrupting people who were desperately busy. It wasn’t as if he could issue helpful orders. He couldn’t even tour the ship and see the damage for himself, not with the bridge hatch sealed. For the moment, all he could do was trust the crew and stay out of their way. 
 
    Ahead of the ship the outer wall of the Rift had tilted a bit to starboard. With only one engine working, the ship would be curving to one side as she flew. That was fine; he wanted to enter the storm wall at an angle. He was wondering how fast the ship was receding when he noticed a striation in the storm front, like strands of glowing green hair twisted into a braid. It was too much detail to see at long range. He switched his main screen to a nav view and confirmed what his eyes were telling him. The Salamander had used up her initial velocity and was finally moving closer to the Rift. 
 
    He brought up a calculator and tried to figure out how quickly the destroyer could reach them. He soon realized there were far too many assumptions required. At maximum acceleration the destroyer could get to them in moments—but it would fly past, move immediately out of range, and have to waste time decelerating. The slower it came, the better it would be able to respond once it found them.  
 
    There was no way to know what compromise the other captain would choose, so Tom closed the calculator, looked at the storm, and let his eyes, and mind, go out of focus. He needed to let the initial shock of the surprise encounter fade and let himself see any of a thousand things he’d overlooked. 
 
    We’re outclassed. He’d realized it instinctively, but now he questioned the assumption, evaluated it, and found it correct. The destroyer out-massed his cruiser by almost a third. It had more gun turrets and better armor. The Salamander was out of her league, even before factoring in the destroyer’s magnetic guns and the Salamander’s severe damage. 
 
    Olive light suffused the windows. Tom said, “Shut down the main engine.” The background hum, impossible to notice until it stopped, vanished. Van Camp worked her screen like a concert pianist, firing nav thrusters, keeping the ship inside the storm. Momentum carried them into the deepest part of the Rift wall, plunging the bridge into gloom. The windows lightened by gradual degrees as the ship drifted closer and closer to the inside surface. The last of their momentum faded and the windows darkened again as they went deeper. 
 
    “Course change,” Tom said. “Random direction.” He waited an endless minute as the Salamander changed position, becoming effectively impossible to find, then sighed and let go of some of his tension. He called Faraday and told him they wouldn’t be using the main engine until further notice. 
 
    Van Camp exhaled, her shoulders slumping, her face looking suddenly tired. She swiveled her chair around and looked at Tom. “What now?” 
 
    “Now we see if we have enough ship left to make it home.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    It was the vultures that let them find the body. 
 
    The corpse lay in a hollow between two upthrust spurs of crystal, a slender figure with a uniform jacket draped over the face. The uniform was faded and grubby, but the original color still showed at the armpits and along the seams. 
 
    Burgundy. The corpse belonged to the enemy. 
 
    Alice Rose climbed down from the Warthog, an armored scout vehicle less than a month old. She wore a green uniform, the fabric new enough that it still felt stiff, and body armor in a mottled camo pattern. Half a dozen militia in matching gear got out of the Warthog behind her, blast rifles ready, scanning the ground on every side. It was unlikely the body was bait for an ambush. Unlikely, but not impossible. 
 
    A hint of a breeze came from behind her, mercifully carrying away the smell of the corpse. The air, dry and warm, carried the scent of grass and sand. It was almost pleasant, if you didn’t look too closely at the body. Red flesh showed on one exposed hand where some scavenger had taken a few bites. Alice grimaced and looked away. 
 
    The last person out of the Warthog was the biggest member of the squad, a towering man with a sergeant’s markings on his cuffs. He waited as the other two Warthogs pulled up, then nodded to another soldier. “Mitch. Check the stiff.” 
 
    Alice, who’d just taken a step toward the body, gave the sergeant a sour look. He gazed back blandly. She ground her teeth, knowing he was making the right call. She was the head of Novograd’s entire planetary militia. If there was a grenade under the corpse, sending the single highest-ranking militia member on the planet to investigate would be colossally stupid. 
 
    Still, it rankled. 
 
    The other Warthogs stayed buttoned up, turrets directed outward, ready to deal with any unpleasant surprises. The squad was a mix of seasoned guerillas and new recruits, with the recruits copying the veterans, turning their backs to the body and scanning the countryside. Alice decided that was enough alertness, and allowed herself to watch as Mitch knelt by the body. 
 
    He spent thirty long seconds just looking at the jacket, the body, and the ground. Then he grabbed the end of a sleeve and drew the jacket away. 
 
    It was a woman, her hair cut short, her eyes closed. There were three holes in her blouse, just below the left collarbone, and quite a lot of dried blood. Dark bandages showed through the holes. By the look of it, she had survived a skirmish only to succumb later to her wounds. 
 
    She had the pronounced cheekbones and straight dark hair typical of the Dawn Alliance. The first settlers on Neo Tuul had come from Mongolia on Earth. Dawn Alliance soldiers tended to have the same general look. 
 
    On Novograd, one more thing united the Dawn Alliance troops who remained. They were thin. Lean and hungry, if not emaciated. The dead woman was stick-thin. Her bones protruded, even allowing for the settling of fluids after death. Like most of her fellows, she was close to starvation. 
 
    “I’d say she’s been dead at least a day,” said Mitch. “No more than two.” 
 
    Alice nodded. A United Worlds aircraft had spotted a convoy of vehicles the day before, and a ship in orbit had fired on the convoy shortly after. This woman’s companions hadn’t survived her by long. 
 
    “Cover her up. We’ll come back and bury her if time permits.” Alice walked back to the Warthog. “Let’s mount up.” 
 
    The three vehicles resumed their journey, the following Warthogs moving well out to either side so one strike couldn’t engulf them all. They followed a single rutted track. The DA convoy had driven in single file, perhaps to make their tracks harder to spot. With the United Worlds controlling the skies, it was dangerous to bring too many vehicles together. The DA troops had made a calculated risk, probably motivated by desperation. 
 
    It hadn’t worked out. 
 
    Novograd had lacked anything more than a vestigial atmosphere until terraforming began. The landscape held no river valleys, no erosion. No glaciers had shaped the land. Instead, meteors had pelted the surface for eons. Craters were the dominant geographical feature on Novograd. 
 
    The tracks led north-west, meandering now and then to avoid steeper craters or large chunks of crystal. This was dry country, with sandy soil covered in scruffy brown grass. There were no trees as such, just scrawny shrubs that didn’t impede navigation. Not in Warthogs or whatever the Dawn Alliance was driving, anyway. 
 
    They came to the crest of a low ridge, and the driver lifted his hands from the controls long enough to point at a vast dark circle ahead. “There’s Chavez.” 
 
    Once, the crater before them had been a lake. Terraforming played havoc on the climate, creating swamps and turning them into deserts and vice-versa. For a time this had been lush prairie, with a thriving town on the shore of a picturesque lake. Now, the town of Lake Chavez sat on the edge of a muddy crater that never quite held standing water. 
 
    Alice braced herself against the dash as the Warthog tilted, descending into the crater. Waist-high bunchgrass slapped at the underside of the vehicle as they straightened out. The DA convoy had torn two black furrows through the grass, heading straight for the blocky silhouette of the town on the far side. 
 
    They’d only made it half-way. 
 
    There was a brand-new crater in the middle of Lake Chavez. A dozen meters across, it showed as a round black divot in the middle of the grassy circle. Scattered dark blotches marked where clods of wet dirt had landed on every side. 
 
    A personnel carrier lay upside-down at the edge of the new crater. A commandeered grain hauler, windshield shattered by a concussive blast, sat abandoned close by. The burned-out remains of another vehicle, too damaged to identify, lay on the far side. If there had been any vehicles at the point of impact, they’d been obliterated. 
 
    “Take us around.” 
 
    The driver nodded, and the Warthog began a slow circuit of the blast site. It looked like the work of high explosives, but it was the result of nothing more than a rock, fired at great velocity from a mass cannon on a UW cruiser in orbit. The DA troops must have been desperate indeed, gambling that a handful of vehicles wouldn’t be enough to tempt the wrath of the orbiting ships. 
 
    They’d lost that bet. 
 
    A charred troop carrier, something like a bus with light armor plating, seemed to be the lead vehicle in the convoy. No tracks extended past its front wheels. Alice had her driver complete a full circuit, then return to the troop carrier. 
 
    The other Warthogs stopped near the grain hauler, one squad getting out to take a closer look, the other Warthog staying buttoned up. Alice pushed her door open, grunting at the effort required to move a thick chunk of steel plate. Humid air washed over her, stinking of mud. She grimaced as she stepped to the ground, watching the mud stick to her boots, knowing the stench would be with her for hours. 
 
    A body lay face-down in the bunchgrass a dozen paces from the troop carrier. She circled around it and kept walking, stopping when she came to fresh wheel tracks. A handful of smaller vehicles had come from the direction of the town. She found deeper impressions where a wide-bodied truck had parked for a time, and some grass trampled and mud-smeared by human feet.  
 
    She kept most of her attention on the tall grass around her, conscious that it might hold survivors hidden since the blast, as she examined the tracks. It was impossible to move quietly. Mud squelched under her boots with every step, and the grass rustled noisily against her trousers. No one could sneak up on her; the only risk was if she blundered into someone hiding in the grass. 
 
    “Alice? We got three or four crispy critters in the bus and two on the ground. No weapons.” 
 
    She turned, waved an acknowledgment, and started back to the Warthog. “Mount up. We’re going to town.” 
 
      
 
    Novograd was an industrial hub, exporting machinery and electronics across the Green Zone. It was this infrastructure of factories and mines, fabricators and assembly plants, that had drawn the Dawn Alliance to Novograd—and motivated the United Worlds to help with liberation. Alice had worried the UW fleet might simply bomb Novograd’s factories from orbit, but thank God, they’d shown some restraint. 
 
    In the early weeks, the war of liberation had been all about factories. But the United Worlds controlled the skies, and the stranded DA forces had at last accepted that any munitions that were produced could never be exported. They’d switched their strategy to survival. 
 
    From captured troops, Alice knew the DA ground forces were clinging to an eroding faith in the idea that their navy would return. For the moment they were fragmented, vulnerable to shelling from orbit. They cowered and hid and fought only to steal basic supplies. If a DA fleet swept in and reclaimed the sky, the ground war would change overnight. 
 
    It could happen, Alice knew. She wondered if the DA knew that only a pair of cruisers, three corvettes, and a frigate defended the planet. It wouldn’t take much to sweep them away. 
 
    In the meantime, all she could do was pour her energy into obliterating the ground forces that remained. 
 
    The town of Lake Chavez had no factories, and had been largely overlooked in the DA invasion and occupation. It had, however, a thousand hectares or so of apple orchards, and that, apparently, was enough to finally bring the invaders calling. There was no militia presence in Lake Chavez, and Alice shivered, wondering what might have happened if the orbiting cruiser hadn’t made its timely strike. Ever since liberation had begun, civilians in occupied areas had put up a remarkably persistent—and savage—resistance to the invaders. The convoy would have expected to be greeted with gunfire and booby traps. They would have massacred the townspeople in pre-emptive self-defence. 
 
    As the Warthogs came closer, the blocky silhouette of the town resolved itself into a collection of one- and two-story buildings surrounded by apple trees in tidy rows. The bunchgrass had been cleared away in a strip a couple hundred meters wide along the edge of the crater. Gardens grew in the moist soil, and the Warthogs pulled up just short of the tidy rows of vegetables. The others stayed with the vehicles as Alice climbed down and led her squad along a narrow footpath between garden plots, up the sloping wall of the crater, and into the town. 
 
    A paved road ran along the edge of the crater. On the far side, a dozen shops and restaurants formed the heart of the little community. Small bungalows stretched away for several blocks beyond. The passage of the Warthogs had attracted some attention, and a handful of people had gathered in a tiny park just across the main street. 
 
    There was no traffic, not in such a sleepy little backwater. Instead of traffic noises, Alice heard birdsong and the rustle of a breeze in the leaves of the orchards surrounding the town. She slung her blast carbine across her back and walked across the street, the squad at her heels. “Ho,” she said as an older woman came forward to meet them. 
 
    “Welcome to Lake Chavez,” the woman said dryly. “I guess you heard about the excitement we had yesterday.” 
 
    Alice jerked a thumb at the sky. “Our friends upstairs mentioned they dropped a rock. I figured we’d come by and see if they took out a bunch of apple wagons by mistake.” 
 
    The woman gave her a wry grin. “This time, they got it right. Not that they called us or anything. The first we knew about it was when the windows shook, just before dawn. It sounded like Armageddon.” She stuck out a hand. “I’m June Carsey.” 
 
    “Alice Rose.” Alice shook the woman’s hand. Carsey was short and wiry, with weathered features and thin gray hair. She and the people in the park behind her had the look of typical colonists, practical and unpretentious. Alice instinctively liked her. 
 
    “We saw some tracks.” Alice nodded in the direction of the crater. “Looks like a few people drove out to take a look.” 
 
    Carsey’s expression became guarded. She nodded without speaking. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” When the woman didn’t answer immediately, Alice added, “Any survivors?” 
 
    “There were three of them,” Carsey said grudgingly. “They were banged up, but they were still alive.” 
 
    Alice thought of the body she’d seen face-down in the mud. Had the soldier succumbed to injuries from the blast, or been killed by the good people of Lake Chavez? Had she somehow overlooked two more bodies? “What happened?” 
 
    A defensive look crept into Carsey’s features. She stuck out her chin and said, “You don’t have to worry about them.” 
 
    “What.” Alice leaned closer, giving the woman a hard look. “Happened?” 
 
    Carsey started to speak, hesitated, then looked over her shoulder at her neighbors. Then, her body language showing a mix of hesitation and belligerence, she said, “I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    The bodies were on the edge of town. Farther out, the apple trees were younger and smaller. Closer in, the trees were tall and gnarled with age. Stumps showed here and there where trees had died and been removed. 
 
    The apples had been harvested. One large tree, the highest leaves touched with the first golden tints of autumn, had a different sort of fruit suspended from the branches. Three Dawn Alliance soldiers hung from three different branches, feet less than a handspan above the ground. Cords were tied around their necks, running up to loop over thick branches before being tied off around the trunk. 
 
    The cords didn’t form proper nooses. The prisoners would have suffocated, but slowly. When death finally came, it would have been a relief. Alice’s stomach heaved as she took in the details. 
 
    The bodies had been used for target practice. She could see blast shots and laser burns, all of it on low power. Judging by the amount of blood, the prisoners had lived for quite some time. 
 
    Alice stared, struggling for words. All she finally managed to say was, “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “They had it coming,” Carsey said grimly. “What do you think they would have done to us?” 
 
    Not this. There was no point in putting the thought into words, nothing she could do or say that would help the three prisoners. She turned away, marching toward the Warthogs, and after a moment she heard the thud of footsteps as the squad followed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gabi Carvalho leaned back in a hard metal chair, doing her best to look comfortable, as a soldier named Wilson led in the next prisoner. 
 
    The man wore rags. His knees showed through the remains of his trousers, and the sleeves were gone from his shirt. Only his boots were new, issued when he was checked into the United Worlds POW facility. Carvalho looked at his arms, which were covered in circular burn marks, some long healed, some still raw and red. It sickened her, but she kept her expression blank. 
 
    Every prisoner taken by the local militia before the United Worlds landed on Novograd was dead. Karen Sharp and her guerillas were utterly ruthless, and had believed in not having to fight the same person twice.  
 
    Prisoners taken after the counter-invasion had faced a variety of fates, from casual execution, to torture and starvation, to civilized incarceration worthy of a professional military. Apparently Sharp was dead, and her replacement was reforming the troops. There was to be no further barbarity. 
 
    Still, this man had clearly had a hard time of it. 
 
    Well, his safety was assured now. He was in the custody of the United Worlds military. The UW machine had rules. Procedures. Oversight. He wouldn’t be coddled, but he would be treated humanely. 
 
    The prisoner, however, showed no awareness that his circumstances had improved. Which could be useful. He had rights, according to UW law and military policy. She would respect those rights. But she had no intention of telling her prisoners what those rights were. 
 
    Private Wilson stood the man on a metal plate in the middle of the floor. Steel disks in the soles of his boots clanked as he shifted from foot to foot. Carvalho touched a button on the table in front of her, and the plate activated, magnetically locking his boots in place. He strained briefly, then stared at her, nervous and resentful. 
 
    She leaned forward, resting her forearms on the battered table between them, and smiled her toothiest smile. The man shrank back, almost falling when he couldn’t adjust his feet. His expectations would be based on the way the Dawn Alliance treated its prisoners of war, a subject which filled Carvalho with a simmering anger. She’d interviewed some of the survivors rescued from the notorious prison on Gamor. The Dawn Alliance had a lot to answer for. 
 
    “Name and rank?” She knew that his name was Sedbazar Munkhbayar, and that he held the rank of Squad Leader, the DA equivalent of a sergeant. She was pretty sure he’d served with the 81st Infantry Division, Third Phalanx. She tried to start interrogations with questions she knew the answers to. 
 
    Munkhbayar stared at her, eyes too wide, and didn’t speak. 
 
    Wilson shifted behind him, scuffing a foot on the floor. The sound made the prisoner cringe. It was a routine she’d worked out over the past week with Wilson and the other soldiers doing guard duty. They weren’t allowed to abuse the prisoners—but they could be quite menacing. 
 
    “I’m Bilguun Shinen!” The prisoner hunched his shoulders protectively, his voice shrill. “I’m a rifleman, level one.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” She gave him her best sorrowful look, as if regretting the horrors about to be heaped on him. “You shouldn’t lie to me, Munkhbayar. It’s a very bad idea. Now we’ll have to punish you.” 
 
    Wilson cracked his knuckles loudly, and Munkhbayar cringed. “I’m Sedbazar Munkhbayar. I’m … I’m … a squad leader.” 
 
    Carvalho smiled. “There, now, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Keep telling me the truth, and maybe you’ll still be able to walk when you go back to your cell.” 
 
    Munkhbayar blanched. 
 
    “Now, Munkhbayar, what unit were you in?” 
 
    He shivered. “Sedbazar Munkhbayar.” His voice was a frightened whisper. “Squad leader.” 
 
    “Don’t toy with me, Munkhbayar. What’s your unit?” 
 
    “Sedbazar Munkhbayar,” he repeated. “Squad leader.” 
 
    “Do we really have to hurt you over something so trivial?” 
 
    “Sedbazar Munkhbayar. Squad leader.” His eyes were closed now, shoulders drawn up so high he reminded her of a turtle.  
 
    Carvalho stared at him, frustrated. He’d been through horrible torture, and he clearly expected more of the same. Yet he defied her. She was surprised by how much she respected his courage. 
 
    Still, her job was to break him. If threats wouldn’t do the job, she supposed she’d have to resort to something even more drastic. 
 
    The judicious application of the truth. 
 
    She said gently, “Do you know what’s going to happen to you, Munkhbayar?” 
 
     He didn’t answer, didn’t open his eyes. He just shuddered. 
 
    “You’ll be shipped to a prisoner of war facility, perhaps on Earth, perhaps on Nova Bolivia. There, you’ll be confined for most of your time to a cell similar to the one you were in ten minutes ago. For two hours a day you’ll be allowed outside for exercise.” Her voice hardened as she added, “You’ll be fed roughly four times as much as a United Worlds prisoner on Gamor.” 
 
    Munkhbayar opened his eyes, confused. 
 
    “You’ll remain in prison until the end of the war. Then you’ll be repatriated. It won’t be pleasant, but we’re not animals. You won’t be tortured and you won’t be starved. There will be no more brutality, unless it comes from your own people once we send you home.” 
 
    He stared at her, suspicion and hope battling in his eyes. 
 
    Carvalho spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “We have rules, for better or for worse. We’re actually not allowed to use torture or violence against prisoners.” She scowled at him. “It’s what sets us apart from scum like the Dawn Alliance.” 
 
    Munkhbayar didn’t reply. 
 
    “So, that’s what your future holds,” she said briskly, leaning back in her chair. “A few years of confinement. Maybe months, if we’re all lucky and the war ends soon. And then freedom.” She punctuated this by hitting the button for the magnetic plate.  
 
    Munkhbayar stumbled as his feet were suddenly released. He stared at her, then slowly, hesitantly, lowered his shoulders as he allowed himself to hope. 
 
    “But,” said Carvalho, and Munkhbayar flinched. “There’s another option. You might like it even better.” She smiled coldly. “I’m not allowed to torture you. The militia here on Novograd, though? They don’t have quite so many rules.” 
 
    Munkhbayar took a half-step back, hands curling protectively around some of the freshest burns. 
 
    Carvalho, feeling a little ashamed, kept on smiling. “Now, don’t worry. I’m not allowed to turn you over to them. Not if they’re going to torture you.” 
 
    The prisoner didn’t look reassured. 
 
    “But I do have one option,” she said jovially. “I can let you go. How does that sound, Munkhbayar? Would you like to be a free man? I can have you escorted to the front gates half an hour from now. Of course, you might want to avoid the good citizens of Novograd. But the important thing is, you’ll be free. Won’t that be splendid?” 
 
    He stared at her, horrified. 
 
    “Now, if you were to start cooperating with me? Answering my questions? Well, then, I’d have to keep you as my prisoner. I’d have to fill out a bunch of paperwork. After that, well, I’m sorry, but I’d have no choice. You’d be in the system, and I’d have to send you to that POW facility. You’d be locked away for the rest of the war.” She let her voice go hard. “But if you’re not going to talk, I’m done with you.” 
 
    After that, she ignored the prisoner completely, gesturing to Wilson. “Get him out of my office. Clean him up. He’ll need some new clothes if he’s going to be released. See that he has the best of everything.” 
 
    Wilson, hiding a grin, took Munkhbayar by the arm and led him out of the room. 
 
    It was another hollow threat, of course. She couldn’t release him. She had to hope he broke before he realized it. 
 
    She walked a delicate line. It wasn’t international law or UW policies that impeded her. If she’d been ordered to torture a prisoner, she would have refused. Basic decency dictated that, as well as simple pragmatism. She had to be careful not to do so much harm to the prisoners that it pushed them into full-blown hate.  
 
    Sure, many of them hated the United Worlds on general principle. A heavy-handed interrogator, however, had the power to make that hate personal. To turn prisoners into fanatics. She wanted POWs who gave at least a passing thought to their own self-interest. Such people could be used, or at least managed. But fanatics would act against their own interests, destroy themselves, destroy their own comrades, if it meant they could land a blow. She didn’t want to create an enemy like that. 
 
    Wilson was back in a few minutes, escorting a skinny woman with thick streaks of gray in her hair. When his hand reached for her upper arm she shrank away from his touch. She looked distrustfully at the plate on the floor and tried to step around it, finally putting one boot down on the steel when it was the only way to avoid Wilson. 
 
    Good enough, Carvalho decided, and activated the magnet. 
 
    That earned her a furious glare from the prisoner. She tugged futilely at the plate, then knelt and started undoing her boot laces. Wilson stepped toward her, and she straightened, scowling at him. 
 
    Carvalho examined the woman. Although she looked fierce, she had no muscle mass to speak of. Deciding she was safe enough from attack, Carvalho turned off the magnet. The woman took a quick step, standing on the far side of the plate from Wilson, then took turns staring daggers at each of them. 
 
    “You don’t have to stand on the plate if you cooperate,” Carvalho said. 
 
    The woman stared at her blankly. 
 
    Carvalho switched to Mongolian and repeated her assurances. The woman’s expression changed to astonishment. 
 
    “I spent several years on Neo Tuul, back before the war,” Carvalho told her. “We’re not like the militia. We won’t harm you.” 
 
    That brought a long, suspicious stare from the woman. She wore a tattered and filthy jacket and trousers that looked as if they might have once been fashionable. Not a uniform, and nothing in her bearing or physique suggested a military background. A civilian, then,  
 
    “We’re not like the Dawn Alliance army, either,” Carvalho said. “You’re safe.” She was throwing away her chances of intimidating this prisoner, but her instincts told her a softer touch would be the key in this case. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You have a plateau accent!” Carvalho said, delighted. Ten years ago, when war didn’t even seem like a distant possibility, she’d spent some of the best years of her life surrounded by people very similar to the woman in front of her. Carvalho had been young and idealistic, just out of college and determined to experience all the galaxy had to offer. She was going to study the people of the Neo Tuul steppe cities and write a brilliant book on the evolution of Mongol culture in the diaspora. 
 
    Hard brown eyes stared at her. The woman didn’t speak. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Carvalho asked. After a long, chilly pause she said, “I’m Gabi Carvalho.” She gestured at the back wall. “That’s Wilson, but I don’t think you like him, so never mind.” 
 
    The woman stared at Carvalho, not speaking. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me. But I’m going to address you as ‘Hey, you’ if you don’t.” 
 
    “Soron,” the woman said grudgingly. She didn’t offer a last name. 
 
    “I know this is difficult for you, Soron. You don’t want to betray your country.” 
 
    The woman’s voice twisted in disgust. “Are you joking? It used to be my country, maybe, twenty years ago.” She looked Carvalho up and down. “You’re a kid. You don’t know what the Sunlit Worlds were like when I was your age. The plateau cities were the gem of the Green Zone! We had the kind of freedom your United Worlds propaganda always talks about. But for us, it was real.” 
 
    Carvalho had a fair idea what the Dawn Alliance worlds had been like, before fascism had taken root. She raised her eyebrows, however, as if Soron’s words were the most astonishing thing she’d ever heard. 
 
    “You have no idea.” Several long moments passed, and Carvalho worried that Soron would lapse back into silence. But the words, pent up for far too long, continued to pour out. She described her childhood, the festivals that were now banned, the celebrated authors who were now exiles or prisoners. The rise of demagogues who rallied the people with fear of outsiders. The erosion of democracy, until the republic was a hollow shell of what it had been. 
 
    Very little of it was new to Carvalho, although she’d never heard it directly from the lips of an ordinary citizen. She kept listening, knowing that eventually Soron would tell her something she could use. 
 
    When the rant trailed off, Carvalho got her a glass of water. She poured one for herself, and the two of them shared a companionable minute or two quietly sipping.  
 
    “So,” Carvalho said at last, “how did you end up on Novograd?” 
 
    Soron’s expression turned so ugly, Carvalho thought she’d blown the interrogation. The woman’s ire, though, was aimed at her own nation’s armed services. 
 
    “It’s that stupid army!” she spat. “And that stupid navy. I don’t even know who I’m more angry at.” Her arm waved, and water slopped over her hand. She chuckled at her own theatrics, then set the glass on the table and went back to waving her arms. 
 
    “They’re so …. You’re going to think I’m lying. I can hardly believe it’s true, and I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Do you know who the biggest enemy in the galaxy is, according to the DA army?” She leaned forward, eyes burning. “It’s the DA navy! Oh, sure, it’s your navy that’s killing them, and your crazy colonists. But the people they really hate are their own navy.” She shook her head, looking like she wanted to spit. 
 
    “And the navy is just as bad. This war’s only been going on for a couple years. Those two have been fighting each other for three generations. Did you know, we almost didn’t invade Novograd? It’s true! The navy came in and destroyed every ship in orbit, but then they wouldn’t transport any army troops to capture the planet. Do you know why?” She gave Carvalho no chance to answer. “Because if the army controls the factories on Novograd, they might build ships. The navy wouldn’t have any power over them, then.” 
 
    It sounded bizarre, but Soron spoke with utter conviction, no hint of duplicity in her body language or her voice. The army, once they finally landed, had fought heroically to capture Novograd’s refineries intact. They’d made it their priority, Soron declared, because without fuel to use as a bribe, they’d be stranded on Novograd forever. 
 
    It tweaked a memory for Carvalho. She’d read a report from a baffled analyst in the aftermath of the DA’s invasion of Novograd. A damaged United Worlds frigate had been trapped on the surface where it was undergoing emergency repairs. The sudden invasion had caught the crew by surprise. For three frantic days they’d worked to reassemble their ship, expecting DA forces to swoop in at any second. A mere forty or fifty kilometers away, a couple thousand DA troops had swarmed a fuel refinery while completely ignoring a mostly intact enemy warship. 
 
    Carvalho shook her head. She’d heard of rivalries between services, but this was ridiculous. It was human nature, though, to sink into anger until you lost all awareness of anything else. To be so focused on damaging what you hated that it blinded you to the bigger picture. 
 
    “Like that ship,” Soron said. “The navy might have been able to use it, but they never got the chance. Because the army captured it. So they never turned it over. I bet they never even told the navy they had it!” 
 
    “The ship was never captured,” Carvalho protested. 
 
    Soron bristled, looking offended. “I’ve been on it! They wanted us to inspect it, see if we could figure out any of your technological secrets.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m a technician. I don’t have that kind of training.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Carvalho held up a hand. “Are you talking about the Copenhagen?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it was called.” Soron gave her an impatient look. “The captured ship on Lotus Station.” 
 
    “Ah.” Carvalho hesitated, wondering if she should admit she had no idea what the woman was talking about. Finally she said, “Tell me more.” 
 
    Soron shrugged. “We docked at Lotus for a day. They took a dozen of us to this blue pig ship.” She glanced at Carvalho’s blue uniform and added, “No offence.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    The woman spread her hands in a “What do you want from me?” gesture. “They got me to take apart a console and see if I could tell them anything. Then we all stood around while a robot pulled apart a giant gun. Huge thing. barrel this thick.” She held her hands up, a foot apart. “But what do I know about guns? Then some unit commander yelled at us for not knowing anything and they sent us all back to the ship. After that we went to Novograd.” 
 
    Carvalho kept questioning her, but Soron had little more of value to offer. She was a technician, and she’d worked in a succession of factories, helping retool them for military production. Every one of those factories had been retaken. By now, the UW knew more about Soron’s work than Soron did. 
 
    Afterward, Wilson returned her to her cell, and Carvalho went for a walk. The prison was a hastily constructed building, assembled since the UW had retaken the skies over Novograd. It was a single-story structure with endless identical cells surrounded by showers, a dining hall, and ancillary features like Carvalho’s interrogation room.  
 
    At a supply room she found a nervous-looking  Munkhbayar tugging at the sleeves of his new uniform. The man looked almost dapper, if you ignored the haggard fear in his eyes. More than half the factories and fabrication plants on Novograd had been liberated, and industrial production was ramping up across the planet. The locals were enthusiastically reconfiguring the machines for any purpose even distantly related to the war effort. The latest delivery was a thousand or so brand-new prison uniforms that could almost pass for business suits.  
 
    Munkhbayar wore a collared shirt, a jacket, and pleated trousers, all in pale yellow. By the look on his face, he took it for civilian clothing. He thought he was about to be released. He spotted her and held her gaze with an expression of mute pleading. 
 
    Carvalho went in, nodded to the guard, and took Munkhbayar’s arm. She let him down the hall to a little alcove with some vending machines. “Well? This is your last chance to tell me something.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about troop movements or ships. The Third Division was sent to Grasslands province.” 
 
    Where they had been soundly defeated and scattered, weeks ago. “Never mind that. Tell me how you arrived on Novograd.” 
 
    He described the whole process of leaving a training base, taking a shuttle up to a troop transport, and spending an endless time in deep space, expecting to be sent to New Panama. But New Panama had never fallen, and at last his ship had gone into orbit around Novograd. 
 
    It was a rambling monologue, full of pauses and hesitations. He was obviously censoring himself, trying not to tell her anything crucial. His information was all hopelessly out of date, though, and she decided not to press him on the evasions. 
 
    For now. 
 
    He described landing, and the initial giddy days of easy victories before the resistance got organized and the ugly guerrilla war began. His face grew bleak, his voice haunted, as he told her about ambushes and booby-traps and snipers in the hills. 
 
    Keeping her voice casual, she said, “Have you ever visited Lotus Station?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Too bad. She was eager to find out about Soron’s mystery ship. But perhaps he could confirm a different wild claim. “Were you involved in the attack on the refinery at Marble Falls?” 
 
    Munkhbayar shook his head. 
 
    “You were telling me about a battle outside, what was it called, Hillcrest? Why didn’t you call in kinetic strikes?” 
 
    He shrugged. “The station must have been over the horizon.” S1, a massive armored space station, had been a key element in their conquest of the planet. 
 
    “Sure, but there must have been ships in orbit.” 
 
    Munkhbayar made a rude noise. When she raised an eyebrow he said, “Navy ships.” 
 
    “It’s your navy,” Carvalho said, hardly able to believe that Soron’s preposterous claims might be true. 
 
    “Those bastards would sooner drop the strikes on our heads than help us.” 
 
    Picket duty had to be lethally dull. Surely any ship’s crew in the galaxy would jump at the chance to fire a few rocks at an enemy on the surface, if only to break up the tedium of waiting. “Are you telling me your own navy wouldn’t provide sky support while you were under attack?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They hate us.” 
 
    Carvalho shook her head, seriously considering the possibility that Soren and Munkhbayar were winding her up. Novograd was absolutely critical to the war. Would a navy crew actually sit back and do nothing, just because of an inter-service rivalry? “Don’t they care about the war?” 
 
    Munkhbayar gave her a crooked grin. “Sure. It’s their second-biggest priority.” 
 
    Unbelievable. She turned to the vending machines beside them. The prisoners were getting food that was adequate, but far from tasty, and she’d noticed Munkhbayar eyeing a machine stocked with bags of Crisp Stix. She put her thumb against the scanner and bought several bags, plus a can of root beer. Cradling the snacks awkwardly under one arm, she led Munkhbayar back into the corridor. 
 
    A sentry stood in front of a locked door at the end of the corridor. He unlocked it, the door slid open, and she paused in the doorway. She shook Munkhbayar’s hand, smiling warmly. Then she clapped him on the shoulder and began handing him junk food. When his hands were full she stepped back, and the guard took his arm, leading him to his cell. 
 
    The lighting was much lower on the far side of the door. Only as his eyes began to adjust did Munkhbayar realize what she had done. He froze, staring back at her with a betrayed expression. 
 
    Carvalho watched from the doorway, bathed in light. She and Munkhbayar would have been clearly visible to the prisoners in the cells that lined the corridor. They had watched him shake hands with an intelligence officer, watched her smile and fill his hands with treats. Now, prisoners dressed in rags watched as Munkhbayar, in his fine new clothes, was led to his cell. 
 
    They would all have new uniforms within a day or two, but the damage was already done. Munkhbayar was a marked man. Carvalho winced inwardly, but it had to be done. Isolation from his fellow prisoners, the knowledge that he could never again be part of the group, would do more to break him down than any amount of physical suffering. It would help with the next round of interrogation. Even if he couldn’t tell her anything useful, it meant that if he were ever freed, he would be of no further use to the enemy. 
 
    Wilson came up to her as she was retracing her steps. “One more?” 
 
    “No, I’m done with interrogations for today. I have to write up my notes. Thanks for your help today.” 
 
    “Sure thing. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Her office was in another brand-new building hastily assembled adjacent to the prison. She’d kept one bag of Crisp Stix, and she nibbled as she walked outside. Base Merle Johnstone was bustling, vehicles and uniformed personnel crowding the narrow gaps between buildings. No one had quite gotten around to putting down any sort of pavement, so dust rose everywhere, coating her tongue and making her wrinkle her nose. 
 
    The United Worlds had very few ground forces on Novograd, most of them operating out of this base. So long as Novograd was rendered useless to the Dawn Alliance, actually liberating the planet was a low priority. The brass had decided to leave it mostly to the local militia. 
 
    Besides, the United Worlds weren’t entirely welcome here. 
 
    The sun hung low in the sky, and she shivered as she walked. A fence three meters high encircled the base, and sentries stood in spindly-looking guard towers, keeping watch on the surrounding countryside. They weren’t watching for Dawn Alliance forces, or for prisoners trying to escape. They were watching for the local militia. 
 
    Are we any less preposterous than the Dawn Alliance and their bizarre army-navy rivalry? The thought depressed her, and she abandoned the idea of taking a walk around the perimeter, heading into Office Complex Delta instead. 
 
    She added tags to her interview recordings, filed them, then began typing notes. Dictation would be quicker, but no one could eavesdrop on the clatter of keys. Even here, surrounded by UW forces, her training wouldn’t let her relax her guard. 
 
    It seemed like the intensity of the army-navy rivalry should have been common knowledge, but she’d never come across it before. She wrote up two different reports, one with an almost verbatim account of both interviews, the other with a brief summary. She filed copies of both, then sent links to a couple of people in the intelligence community who could tell her if this was new information, disinformation, or old news. If they confirmed she might be onto something, she’d tag a few people higher up. 
 
    A quick scan of a few databases turned up no reference to a ship lost on Lotus Station. Any number of ships had vanished during the war, especially in the early days when it seemed the Dawn Alliance was winning every battle. She’d need a lot more to go on before she could figure out what ship Soron had visited, if the woman was indeed telling the truth. 
 
    She read up on Lotus Station. It was a colorful place, a ring station created initially to support mining operations in interstellar space. It had become a popular stopping place, the only outpost of civilization in ten light-years. Now, it was its own little world, almost twenty thousand people living in a steel city in the deep dark between the stars. 
 
    When war broke out, the station had been captured by Dawn Alliance forces. The magistrate had negotiated a sort of awkward neutrality that involved giving aid and access to DA ships. When the tide had begun to turn, the DA had withdrawn. Now the station was something of a pariah, seen as collaborators by the other colonies. Still, it was too convenient to shun completely. 
 
    There was no way to confirm or deny Soron’s tale. Carvalho typed up what she knew, tagged her commanding officer, then put it out of her mind.  
 
    After that, she turned her attention to Munkhbayar’s description of the days before his capture. Her subconscious was pestering her, insisting that he’d said something important, though she couldn’t see what. She played back her recording of their chat beside the vending machines. 
 
    “They were grabbing everyone in a uniform. Naturally most of the Kharj Baina slipped away. They always wore suits.”  
 
    She frowned, thinking. Kharj Baina was the DA’s infamous secret police, sent along with any large force, tasked with keeping the troops loyal and nervous. 
 
    Munkhbayar had sneered as he said the name. It wasn’t surprising. The Kharj Baina was hated by pretty much everyone except the Kharj Baina. Carvalho hated them because they gave intelligence officers a bad name. They were the twisted shadow version of her role, dragging people out of their beds in the dead of night for daring to criticize the regime. She figured she ought to be glad they’d been sent with the troops into the Green Zone. They would reduce morale and contribute nothing to the war effort. 
 
    The 81st Infantry Division had occupied a town called Greendale. When the UW had arrived in force, the local militia had raided the town. They’d done an impressive job, Carvalho realized as she read about the battle. They’d swooped in, blocking every major road, and seized the town’s spaceport before sweeping through the rest of the town. The DA forces, demoralized and outnumbered, had surrendered en masse. 
 
    A quick scan through arrest and interrogation records told her no Kharj Baina personnel had been captured in Greendale. Not during the battle, and not in the weeks since.  
 
    There was, however, another entry for the town. Apparently the planetary militia was in the process of transferring their headquarters from Pine Valley to Greendale. The entire western district was effectively liberated now, making Pine Valley a backwater far from the fighting. Greendale itself was liberated, but it sat in the middle of contested territory. The town’s excellent communication infrastructure was likely what had attracted such a large DA occupation force. Now, it made the town an excellent headquarters for the militia. 
 
    Carvalho frowned thoughtfully, considering the ramifications. A significant militia presence might mean the Kharj Baina would inevitably be uncovered. She could send a note to a liaison officer and wash her hands of the whole matter. 
 
    Still, it was hard to say what options those overlooked secret police officers might have. Carvalho had never even seen Greendale, after all. The militia were undoubtedly very good at dealing with enemy troops, but finding something—or someone—hidden? That required a specialist. 
 
    Was she trying to convince herself she was needed, when in truth she just wanted a break from these soul-corroding interrogations? 
 
    Did it matter? 
 
    Carvalho straightened in her chair, smiling. She was going to take a road trip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The hatch on the aft bulkhead slid open and Tom, after several frustrating hours, was finally able to leave the bridge. He hurried into the corridor beyond, helmet under his arm. The passage, only just re-pressurized after hours in vacuum, was bitterly cold. Frost covered every surface, though it was fading quickly. Tom wrinkled his nose at the smell of burned plastic and thought about putting his helmet on. The air was warming quickly, though, and he decided not to bother. 
 
    The ship at first glance didn’t seem all that bad. There must have been pandemonium in the aftermath of the attack, but the worst of the chaos had been dealt with. The air stank of firefighting chemicals and the pungent glue used on emergency patches. 
 
    He passed crew members with haggard expressions and wide, shocked eyes. One vac suit was stained from boots to waist with lemon-colored residue from firefighting foam. Another suit was blackened and scorched, but the woman wearing it seemed fit enough. 
 
    Helfgard stood in the middle of the galley, the largest space on the ship, directing repairs. He shot Tom a single cold glare, then ignored him as a tired spacer approached with a data pad. By the look of it, Helfgard wasn’t really doing much. He was simply giving everyone a central place to bring reports and ask for instructions. With the worst of the chaos behind them, there wasn’t a lot for Helfgard to do. He certainly didn’t need help. 
 
    Tom moved on. 
 
    He toured the ship from nose to stern, moving quickly, careful not to interrupt. In the engineering bay he stood quietly against a bulkhead until Faraday found the time to come over and speak with him. 
 
    “The port engine is so much scrap metal. I’d dump it if I could. It’s just dead weight.” 
 
    Tom grunted, disappointed but not surprised. 
 
    “We’ve got some thrust on the starboard engine.” Faraday shrugged. “More than fifty percent, but I can’t tell you exactly how much.” 
 
    “Enough to get us home?” 
 
    “Eventually.” Faraday grimaced. “The electric systems are shot. We can’t even run them directly off the remaining engine. The green board is pretty much melted into slag, and the Sloane relays are completely fractured.” He waved a hand at the port side of the bay. The bulkhead was pretty much invisible, covered by overlapping emergency patches and crusted with dried yellow foam. “There’s no fixing that mess.” 
 
    The lights dimmed, plunging the bay into gloom. “This will keep happening,” Faraday said mournfully. “We’re running electrical systems off the emergency batteries, and we’re manually lugging the batteries over to the X5 console to recharge them.” The lights brightened and he shrugged. “It works, after a fashion.” 
 
    A buzzer sounded, and a red strobe light flashed on the ceiling. A couple of spacers hurried toward the charred port bulkhead. The buzzer went silent, and Tom heard the unmistakable hiss of escaping air. He put his helmet on. Faraday did the same, but didn’t seal the helmet to his suit. 
 
    A woman sprayed sealant along the edge of an emergency patch, and the hissing sound died away. After a moment the strobe light stopped flashing. 
 
    “Gods preserve us,” Faraday muttered. He looked at Tom. “I need to get a team outside and put some decent patches on the hull plates.” 
 
    Tom nodded, thinking. Sending crew outside meant moving out of the storm. That meant running the risk of blundering into the destroyer. “I need to launch some snoopers.” 
 
    Faraday frowned, thinking. “They’re not going to launch properly. I can put a bot in the ventral airlock, though.” He stared into space for a moment. “Yes, that should work. I’ll need about ten minutes.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll be on the bridge.” Tom hesitated, wanting to say something encouraging but not sure Faraday would care. “I’m glad you’re with us,” he said at last, and hurried out. 
 
    He returned to the bridge, where he found only a faint lime glow coloring the windows. Van Camp was never comfortable in the depths of a storm. For now, though, it was exactly what Tom needed. “Point our belly toward open space,” he said. “Faraday’s going to be launching a plum line.” 
 
    A plum line was a little probe, linked to a fiber-optic cable. It sailed out of the airlock, through the fringes of the storm, and into open space. All but undetectable, it gave the Salamander a way to peek ahead before leaving cover. Tom spent a long minute squinting at his screens, switching between optical and electromagnetic views. There was no sign of the destroyer. He glanced around the bridge. “Any thoughts?” 
 
    “I think I see an open pocket,” said McBride. She spent a moment looking from her screens to the bridge windows and back, orienting herself, then pointed up and to the left. “That way. Three or four kilometers.” She checked her screen again. “Bearing, fifteen or twenty by about eighty?” 
 
    “I see it,” said Van Camp. “Well, sort of.” She glanced at Tom. “Can I move the probe?” 
 
    He nodded, and she tapped at her screen. The probe released a puff of air and drifted sideways, and the storm clouds on Tom’s screen tilted. 
 
    “Got it,” said Van Camp. 
 
    Tom couldn’t see anything but swirling clouds, but he trusted his crew. “Epstein. Tell Faraday to retract the plum line.” To Van Camp he said, “As soon as the probe’s on board you can take us in.” 
 
    The ship moved into open space. Tom, not entirely trusting the Salamander’s scanners after the beating they’d taken, watched the Rift through the bridge windows, nerves stretched tight. The destroyer mercifully failed to appear. 
 
    In less than a minute they’d reached their sanctuary. It was as if a kilometer-wide chunk of storm cloud had broken loose from the wall of the Rift and drifted off, hovering like an iceberg just above the resulting gap. The Salamander slid into the opening, almost perfectly concealed in every direction. 
 
    Epstein’s console beeped, and he pressed a button. A voice came from the speakers in the ceiling, tense with excitement. “Hello, bridge?” 
 
    “This is the bridge,” said Epstein, sounding amused. “Go ahead, Westbrook.” 
 
    “We’re just about to enter the airlock.” 
 
    Epstein looked at Tom. He took out the microphone on his console, checked that he had the right channel, and said, “Carry on, Mr. Westbrook. We’ll hold steady here. Let us know when everyone is safely back inside.” 
 
    “You bet, Captain.” 
 
    The bridge crew glanced at one another, smiling at the boy’s enthusiasm. Tom put the microphone away and leaned back in his seat. There was nothing to do now but wait. 
 
    He was calculating likely transit times back to New Panama when a rectangular shape rose into view in the bridge windows, just past the nose of the ship. It was an aluminum patch, lightweight and thin enough to bend around curves in the hull. A spacer held each side of the patch. The one on the left gave the bridge crew a jaunty wave. Tom recognized Westbrook by the red stripes running up the arms and legs of his vac suit. The other one was Jarvis, a woman who’d served with Tom aboard the stolen battleship Icicle. 
 
    The two of them set to work sealing the patch to the hull plates. Tom watched them, wincing. The patch would have to be removed with great difficulty once they reached a shipyard.  
 
    That, however, was a problem for another day. The challenge for now was to get out of the Octagon Rift alive. 
 
    Still, he figured they were in pretty good shape. The trip to New Panama would take a depressingly long time on one engine. The need to stay in the fringes of the storm would make the trip even longer, but they’d make it. The only real risk was if the destroyer were to stumble across them, and in the jumbled vastness of the Rift that was wildly unlikely. 
 
    It was as if the thought summoned the thing he feared the most. A dark outline appeared in the chunk of displaced cloud that hid them, turning the storm energy a dark Hunter green. Tom leaned forward, stomach tightening, and started to speak. A buzzer on the tactical station drowned him out, and McBride cried, “Bogey!” 
 
    Lights flashed on Tom’s tac screen, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the shape in the cloud. A stubborn hope persisted for a few more seconds, a desperate wish to believe he was seeing nothing more than a deepening of the storm. Then every screen on the bridge went blank as the Salamander was engulfed by a Benson field, and his hope died. A moment later the destroyer glided into open space. 
 
    The ship, angular and dark and bristling with gun turrets, glided forward, braking thrusters firing in the nose. She had six mag guns, the muzzles showing as dark circles cut into her forward hull. She drifted to a relative halt just a few hundred meters from the Salamander, and Tom stared at her, knowing he was doomed. 
 
    Desperate strategies flashed through his mind, and he rejected them all. Running, shooting, evading, all of it was made impossible by the silhouette of the two spacers hovering above the nose of the Salamander. Faraday had sent a dozen spacers outside. The destroyer could bring almost a dozen turrets to bear. If Tom did anything—anything at all—those twelve spacers were going to die. 
 
    There was an awful, silent moment while Tom sat frozen and several of the bridge crew turned to look at him. Outside, Westbrook and Jarvis had let go of the patch. They stared through the bridge windows, waiting to see what he decided. 
 
    “Epstein.” Tom’s voice came out as a frog-like croak, but it hardly mattered. His command was about to end. “Signal that destroyer.” He gritted his teeth, hating to give the next order. “Tell them we surrender unconditionally.” When Epstein stared at him, not moving, he barked, “Now!” 
 
    Epstein turned to his console, tapped an icon, and spoke in a low, urgent voice into his microphone. Tom exhaled, feeling sick and ashamed but also relieved. A grim ordeal lay ahead, but the details were now out of his hands. He had no more decisions to make, no more opportunities for mistakes. He fumbled for the microphone on his console. It was time to inform the crew they were surrendering, before some panicky gun crew decided to pull a trigger. 
 
    Even as he thought the words, light flashed outside. For an awful instant he thought he’d waited too long. 
 
    It wasn’t an over-eager Free Planets gunner who had fired, though. It was much worse. In the space of a couple seconds, every forward-facing turret gun on the destroyer opened up.  
 
    Tom flinched as a stream of small-caliber rounds sprayed against the bridge windows, leaving a line of tiny pits in the glass. The barrage, however, wasn’t aimed at the Salamander. 
 
    It was aimed at the crew outside. 
 
    Jarvis spun to the side like she’d been flicked by a giant finger, vanishing beneath the curve of the hull. Westbrook jerked as round after round tore into him. Vapor erupted from a dozen holes in his suit, vanishing in an instant. Blood sprayed out, forming elongated blobs that drifted outward from his body. His limbs twitched briefly as he floated backward, bounced from the hull plates, then drifted past the bridge windows and out of sight. 
 
    Tom, rigid with shock, stared with his jaw hanging open and his fingers sinking deep into the arms of his chair. A gobbet of blood floated lazily up to the middle window and splashed against the glass, freezing as it spread. He stared at the red circle, his mind screaming at him to act, unable to make himself speak. 
 
    The crew, however, reacted without him. Laser fire streaked past the bridge windows as every gun crew opened fire. Shells spattered against the destroyer’s armor. Van Camp’s fingers danced across her console, and the ship rose and twisted as nav thrusters fired. A deep hum and accompanying vibration told Tom the starboard engine was firing. 
 
    The destroyer fired her magnetic guns. The rounds were too small and too fast to see, but Tom heard the impact, felt it through the deck plates and the arms of his chair. Alarms wailed on the bridge and in the corridor outside. 
 
    A dozen smaller impacts told him explosive shells were slamming into the hull. Someone screamed just outside the bridge, and he heard the rush of fire suppressant liquid gushing through pipes in the aft bulkhead. 
 
    The Salamander plunged into the wall of the Rift, storm energy washing across the windows. A distant corner of Tom’s mind was relieved to see Westbrook’s blood scoured away. More alarms sounded. Screens came alive as they left the destroyer’s Benson fields, but half the screens on the bridge showed nothing but static. 
 
    Something struck the ship with an echoing clang, and Tom flinched. No fresh alarms sounded, and he made himself unclench his shoulders. The destroyer had fired a last wild volley with her mag guns, and a lucky shot had landed a glancing blow. The engine was still running and the bridge still had air. The ship continued to function, if barely. 
 
    Some of the crew, at least, were alive. 
 
    Epstein, unable to use his own console, rose and moved from station to station, silencing alarms one at a time. When the last buzzer stopped growling he straightened, scrubbed a hand across his face, and said, “That’s better.” 
 
    Tom forced himself to take a deep breath, hold it for a long moment, and slowly exhale. Some of the fog in his head cleared. He said, “Cut main engine.” It was the best way for the Salamander to be detected. “Keep us moving. Keep us deep.” Heavy storm energy was a danger with the ship freshly damaged, but the destroyer had him thoroughly spooked. 
 
    He stood. It was strangely difficult, like he was fighting his own locked muscles. “I’m going to assess damage. Keep us moving. Keep—” He realized he was repeating himself, made himself close his mouth. Then he opened the bridge hatch and went to see what was left of his ship and crew. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The paperwork was so bad, the sound of gunfire was almost a relief. 
 
    Alice dove sideways out of her chair, then lay on her shoulder on the floor of her office, heart thumping as she reconstructed the last few moments. It was definitely a gunshot, she decided. It had come from outside. The windows were intact, and she saw no holes in the walls. She was probably not the target, then. 
 
    Angry voices rose outside, and some of the tension left her. In her experience, people in an actual gunfight didn’t bother yelling at one another. She heard no more shots, no screams. 
 
    Her fingers went to the knob of plastic in her left ear. She’d lost much of her hearing over the last two years, from close-range exposure to gunfire and explosions. The medical bud was supposedly restoring the nerve cells in her cochlea. The problem was, it plugged her ear and left her pretty much deaf on that side, which made it all but impossible to judge the direction of sounds. 
 
    Still, the fight was probably over, and the last thing she wanted was to make the damage to her hearing permanent. She reluctantly left the bud in place and rose to one knee, taking a laser pistol and a holster from a desk drawer. She clipped the holster to her belt and strode to the window, gun in hand. Wary of an assassin, she peeked around the edge of the window frame. 
 
    Her office was in a converted family home in a crossroads village in the middle of farm country. She looked across the front lawn to where a man and woman stood in the street, craning their necks, looking at something beyond the next house. They moved closer, clearly more worried about missing something interesting than getting shot. 
 
    Reassured, Alice holstered the pistol and headed for the door. She paused for a moment in the doorway, looking back at the office that seemed to consume her life these days. Smart panels covered the walls, more than a dozen of them, filled with documents and columns of numbers. She had a clerical staff, but the paperwork was inescapable. Her mission to Lake Chavez already seemed as distant as a dream. More and more, it seemed like her proper place was in an office, dealing with spreadsheets. 
 
    The sensible thing to do was probably to stay where she was and wait for someone to bring her a report on whatever was going on outside.  
 
    “Like hell,” she muttered, and turned her back on the office. 
 
    The former dining room of the house held some of her administrative staff, all of them clustered around different windows. Jeremy Park, her personal assistant, stepped away from the window as soon as he saw her. When she headed for the front door, he stepped into her path. 
 
    She gave him a hard look, daring him to try to stop her. He shrugged and stepped aside, then followed her as she walked outside. 
 
    A crowd was gathering at the end of the street, at the village square. The square was a rectangle of open lawn with a few picnic tables and a statue of one of the original colonists. There was also a gazebo, jammed with people. 
 
    Alice plunged into the crowd, using her elbows without mercy. People backed away, some muttering apologies when they recognized her, others muttering curses. There were no civilians left in the village, except for support staff. The crowd was a mix of militia and administrative workers. The militia were a chaotic mix, some in uniform, some not. Roughly half of them were armed. She figured some hothead had fired a shot into the air, and wondered who it was. 
 
    “Where’s that bloody rope?” The amplified voice came from the gazebo, where a man in a green militia uniform stood with his hands on his hips. A metal disc on his cheek transmitted his voice to speakers mounted below the eaves. Alice recognized him. His name was Walker, and he held the rank of Militia Captain. He was a former Prairie Dog, which meant he likely had a broad streak of fanaticism in his nature. 
 
    “Here he comes now!” someone shouted. A boy in his late teens came running up, a coil of white rope slung over one shoulder. He hurried to the gazebo, where he proudly handed up the coil. Walker held the rope high, and the crowd cheered. 
 
    There was a frozen moment when it seemed Walker didn’t know what to do next. But he drew the pistol on his hip, pointed it carefully at the roof of the gazebo above him, and pulled the trigger. There was a deafening blast of sound, a flash of light, and a spray of wood chips from the shingles. Anger flashed through Alice. The gun was a slug thrower, and that bullet was going to come down somewhere. If Walker killed someone …. 
 
    Killing someone, apparently, was exactly what he intended. He pushed the end of the rope through the hole he’d made and tied it off. Holding up the rest of the coil, he shouted, “Who knows how to tie a noose?” 
 
    Alice stalked across the grass. “Walker! What the hell is going on?” 
 
    There was an immediate, subtle shift in the crowd. The civilians turned to gawk at her, along with some of the militia. Others, Prairie Dogs like Walker, stiffened and moved closer to the gazebo. Alice was doing all she could to foster a sense of unity across Novograd, but the Prairie Dogs still saw themselves as a breed apart. If she was challenging Walker, she was challenging all of them. 
 
    Great. What am I getting myself into? It was, however, much too late to back down. If she wanted to retain any authority at all, she would have to see this through. 
 
    “Nothing you need to concern yourself with, Commander.” Walker wore a jovial smile, but there was a dangerous edge to his voice. “We’re stringing up some invaders.” 
 
    “You have prisoners?” Her alarm faded, turning to annoyance. If the Prairie Dogs had captured some Dawn Alliance personnel, she should have been informed. “Show me.” 
 
    “Of course.” The smile he gave her was nasty and full of challenge. He stepped aside, bumping into one of the half dozen or so militia sharing the platform with him. He made a curt gesture, and someone behind him pushed forward a stumbling figure. 
 
    It was a woman, hands bound in front of her, a blindfold over her eyes. Her nose was bleeding, and she sniffled, turning her head blindly from side to side. 
 
    She wore the dark blue uniform of the United Worlds Navy. 
 
    A cold chill washed over Alice. Anger came with it, and she stoked it. Fear would lead her to disaster in a confrontation like this. Outrage, however, was something she could use. 
 
    The Prairie Dogs shoved two more prisoners to the front of the gazebo platform. They were men, one with his blindfold askew, his one visible eye rolling in terror. Walker stared down at Alice, his lip curled in a sneer, his hands busy trying to form a noose. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of God.” Alice let her voice drip with contempt. “They’re our allies now, or haven’t you heard?” 
 
    “They’re bluebottles,” Walker said, his voice hard. “They killed Karen Sharp.” 
 
    The former leader of the Prairie Dogs was a psychopath, and she’d been killed by Tom Thrush, long after he’d left the UW Navy. Alice decided not to point this out. 
 
    “It’s time they learned a lesson.” Walker lifted his head, looking out at the crowd. “It’s time they learned that Novograd belongs to us!” 
 
    The cheer this time was a good deal less enthusiastic. Even some of the Prairie Dogs looked unsettled by the rope. 
 
    “See, this is why I’m a planetary commander and you’re just a sergeant.” Alice pitched her voice so the crowd could hear. “You’re not seeing the big picture.” 
 
    “I’m a captain,” Walker snapped. 
 
    “No, Sergeant, you were a captain. Believe me, you’ll never hold an officer’s rank again.” 
 
    Someone snickered behind her, and Walker flushed. His hand dropped to the gun on his hip. 
 
    This time, Alice kept her voice low. “You draw that gun and I’ll burn you down where you stand.” 
 
    He stared down at her, fury and calculation in his eyes. She kept her own face expressionless, as if shooting him—and probably being killed by his companions—was a matter of complete indifference. 
 
    His hand unclenched, moved away from the gun. Then he turned to the crowd, lifted the coil of rope high, and cried, “We’re going to hang—” 
 
    Alice drew and fired, moving the barrel after she ignited, slicing with the laser. The beam nicked the railing above her, burned through the coil of rope, and made a blackened line on the ceiling of the gazebo. The nearest Prairie Dog flinched, grabbing for the gun on his hip, but Alice was already lowering her weapon. 
 
    Chunks of smoldering rope fell to scatter across the gazebo floor. 
 
    Alice, trying to project a calmness she didn’t feel, strolled to the gazebo steps and climbed. The laser pistol was in her hand, barrel pointed down. She edged past the crowding Prairie Dogs until she was face to face with Walker. “I’ll take custody of the prisoners now.” 
 
    He glared at her, jaws working, but he’d lost all credibility and he knew it. He dropped the chunks of burned rope in his hand, nodded to her with exaggerated courtesy, and started to step past her. 
 
    “Walker.” 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    “I’ll take your pins.” 
 
    Blood suffused his face, and she tilted her wrist so the muzzle of her pistol was pointed at his thigh. If he did something rash she’d squeeze the trigger and burn him as she brought the gun up. The extra half-second or so might save her life. 
 
    For an endless terrible moment he glared at her. His hand came up, and she very nearly shot him. All he did, though, was unhook the red circle on his shirt pocket that marked his rank. He took the other pin from his epaulette, dropped them both into her hand, and left the gazebo. The other Prairie Dogs followed, avoiding her gaze. 
 
    Some of the tension drained out of Alice as the knot of Prairie Dogs marched across the lawn and the watching crowd started to disperse. She kept the pistol in her hand, though, as she stepped to the nearest prisoner and tugged the blindfold up and off. The man blinked at her, then looked around, face slack with fear. 
 
    Jeremy climbed the steps, giving her a tight grin. “Just another day in the quiet countryside, hey, boss? Sure is dull, now that the invasion is over.” He took a multi-tool from his belt and started cutting away the wrist restraints on the prisoners. 
 
    “This is disgraceful.” The woman, her hands free, pulled her blindfold off and tossed it aside. “You people are barbarians.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Alice replied. A few civilians remained on the grass, and a handful of uniformed militia, watching her uncertainly. They had the look of new recruits, with none of the glassy-eyed fanaticism of Walker’s coterie. They were waiting in case they were needed, and she felt a rush of gratitude. She finally holstered her pistol. 
 
    “They slapped me,” said a man with the half-stripe of a sublieutenant on his shoulder.  
 
    “Bloody rabble.” The woman had several stripes on her uniform. Alice didn’t know what her rank would be. Overcaptain? She decided she didn’t care. 
 
    “We need to pacify this hell-hole properly,” the woman spat. “Establish some garrisons. Shoot some troublemakers. Show them who’s in charge.” 
 
    The sublieutenant shot Alice an embarrassed glance, but didn’t speak. The woman pushed past Alice, then paused and turned back. “Well? I’m going to need a comm station. And a place to clean up.” 
 
    May the gods give me strength. Alice took a deep breath, let it out, and kept her right hand well away from the butt of her pistol. She didn’t even clench her fists. “Jeremy.” 
 
    Jeremy stepped forward. 
 
    “See to the needs of our … guests. Get them whatever they require.” As he nodded she added, “Unless they’re rude to you. Under no circumstances are you to put up with any abuse, understand? One uncivil word and I want you to escort them to the edge of town. They can find their own damned comm station.” 
 
    Jeremy tried to hide a grin. He only partially succeeded. The woman’s eyes bulged, but she kept quiet as he moved past her, descended the stairs, and gestured for them to follow. 
 
    Alice watched the rescued officers depart, wondering if she should have let Walker hang all three of them. Sure, it would have caused an international incident and risked derailing the entire war effort, but if ever anyone deserved a noose it was that insufferable overcaptain, or subcolonel, or whatever the hell she was. 
 
    She shook her head, missing Tom, who had made cooperation with the United Worlds seem like the most reasonable thing imaginable. He actually possessed common sense, and a modicum of diplomacy. No wonder the bluebottles had kicked him out. 
 
    A prickling sensation spread across her back, telling her she’d been on the gazebo too long. If she were a sniper on the far side of the little structure, she’d line up a shot on the bottom of the staircase and wait for her target to come down the steps. So she vaulted the railing instead, landing in the grass.  
 
    She introduced herself to the little cluster of recruits, thanked them for sticking around, and told them to resume whatever duties they had. They set off, looking absurdly pleased by her few words. She shook her head, amused, then headed back to headquarters, taking a different street than she’d taken on her way out. 
 
    Jeremy came into her office while she was writing a scathing description of Walker for his personnel file. She wrote “Dangerous buffoon” and closed the file. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for a change of scenery, Ma’am.” Jeremy sat in one of her guest chairs, his expression serious. “You’ve asserted your authority here. That’s good. But you’ve drawn more attention to yourself. You’ve reminded your enemies that you’re here.” 
 
    That triggered an exasperated sigh, which Jeremy ignored. He was right, unfortunately. Novograd had become an absurd political quagmire during the grinding war of liberation. Karen Sharp, hero of a hundred battles, had won the absolute loyalty of thousands of resistance fighters across the planet. Now she was gone, and some of her followers had transferred their loyalty to Alice. Others, without any Dawn Alliance troops to focus their ire, had gone back to vilifying their old enemies, the United Worlds. Those people saw Alice as a collaborator, aiding the oppressor who’d had a boot on the colony’s neck for a hundred years. 
 
    Alice had been there when Karen Sharp died, and there were those who held her partially to blame. Sharp had seen Alice as a threat. She’d been ready to execute Alice and the people with her. For some of the Prairie Dogs, loyalty to Sharp meant carrying out her last wishes. 
 
    Add to that ambitious resistance leaders who saw Alice as a rival, and Dawn Alliance agents who would love to assassinate her as a prelude to retaking the planet, and it sometimes seemed like a miracle she was still alive. 
 
    “Where are things at in Greendale?” she asked. 
 
    Jeremy smiled. “Pretty much ready to go, actually. You could move in today.” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm, taking in her office and the rest of the converted house. “We never really did that much here. We brought in a bunch of smart panels, and some office furniture. There’s a hub upstairs. We could pack up the electronics in less than an hour.” He grimaced as he added, “Good riddance to the furniture.” 
 
    Part of Alice rebelled at the idea of being chased from her own offices. The village, however, had always been a poor choice for headquarters. She could see that now. The location was supposed to be central, easily accessible, and surrounded by open countryside, which would make it defensible. But the truth was, there was a woeful lack of infrastructure. They’d put up a comms tower, but data transfer was still an issue.  
 
    She felt isolated, invisible to the people she was trying to lead. The last DA holdouts in the area had been wiped out or driven away, making the village a backwater far from the front lines. The place had outlived its usefulness. 
 
    “Spread the word, I guess.” She looked around her office and realized she wouldn’t miss it. “We’ll transfer to Greendale in a few days.” 
 
    “Better not to announce it,” Jeremy said. “Better to just show up. You’ll be harder to ambush that way.” 
 
    Alice gave him a considering look. For a civilian, his thinking was downright Machiavellian. “How did you become so … devious?” 
 
    “You have no idea what public school was like out in the midlands,” he replied cheerfully. “I barely survived.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    He grinned. “I suggest we leave today. They’ve cleared office space for us. The longer it stays vacant, the more chance people have to scout it, or to plant a bomb.” 
 
    She wanted to chide him for his morbid thinking, but the sad truth was, a bomb was not out of the question. Part of her insisted that she stay where she was, at least for a few more days, as a symbolic display of courage. But a bomb wouldn’t just kill her. It might take out Jeremy, and who knew how many other innocent staffers. 
 
    “Fine,” she told him. “Set it up. We’ll leave as soon as you say we’re ready.” 
 
    He nodded eagerly and hurried out. Alice stared after him, feeling like she was carrying the weight of a gunship on her shoulders. Then she trudged over to her desk. There was time to get through a few reports before she had to pack up and leave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6  
 
      
 
    S1 was a behemoth. 
 
    Carvalho, sitting bored at the controls of a flitter, gawked out her side window. At first she thought she was seeing one of the vast terraforming engines constructed almost two centuries earlier. But the terraformers were the size of a large city, one where every building stood eighty stories tall. The fallen station, big as it was, was nowhere near that size. 
 
    Still, it was huge. 
 
    It lay on the horizon, surrounded by trees knocked flat by the impact of its hard landing. From above, she knew, there was a visible crater. From ground level it just looked like a swath of dead forest with an odd structure in the middle. Some of the repulsors had still been functioning when it hit, so the impact was much less than it might have been. You could still make out the structure of the station, though it had to be fractured and shattered inside.  
 
    She wondered what it would look like in a hundred years. Fenced off, most likely, with a viewing platform and plaques to tell the tourists about the time a bunch of maniacs used a captured battleship to destroy one of the most heavily armed and armored space stations in the known galaxy. 
 
    The battleship itself was not all that far away, no more than five or six hundred kilometers, and she put a hand on the controls, trying to talk herself into making a detour to look at it. After all, how often did you get to see a crashed ship of that size, never mind a ship that was practically legendary? 
 
    Duty, however, called. She reluctantly drew her hand back, and the console bleeped as the ship retook control. Justifying this excursion would already be an uphill struggle. After all, the Kharj Baina in Greendale had almost certainly slunk away long since. The odds of picking up their trail were practically nonexistent. 
 
    Still …. 
 
    The countryside below her was remarkably rough. It was as if the skin of the planet had fractured, each piece tilting a different way, creating an endless series of stone ridges and cliffs anywhere from a meter in height to thirty meters or more. Thick pine forest choked the lower areas, while higher ridges were bare stone. There was too much forest to walk easily, too much exposed rock to remain hidden. There was nothing even distantly resembling a road. 
 
    Carvalho took the controls, bringing the flitter up until she could see for dozens of kilometers in every direction. There was a road from Greendale to Harmony Bay, and it should be below her and a bit to the east. She veered toward the rising sun, scanning the ground. 
 
    The road, when she spotted it, made her whistle in appreciation for the sheer stubbornness of the colonists who’d built it. It ran roughly straight, though it veered a bit to dodge the worst of the obstructions the planet put in its way. Low bridges spanned the deepest clefts in the rock, while the highest ridges had been laser-cut to let the road through. Every kilometer must have been an ordeal to build, an engineering nightmare to make the construction crews curse everyone who insisted on using a ground vehicle. 
 
    But flight, Carvalho knew, had become increasingly rare in the last days of the Dawn Alliance occupation. The invaders had seized every flying vehicle they could find, then lost quite a lot of them to sniping by the Prairie Dogs and other resistance groups. Every flying craft in Greendale would have been locked up when S1 crashed and the UW fleet arrived. The Prairie Dogs had quickly taken every Dawn Alliance facility in the town. If the Kharj Baina agents assigned to Greendale had escaped, it had likely been overland. 
 
    Not by this road, she thought as she peered out her window. The winding ribbon of asphalt had no turnoffs, no intersections. There was nowhere to flee and nowhere to hide a vehicle if the UW or the Prairie Dogs set up a roadblock, or sent an aircraft to patrol the highway. 
 
    A vast green circle told her she was approaching her destination. Elysium Lake was once a flooded crater. Like so many lakes on Novograd, it had long since dried up. The former lake bed was one of the few areas of flat ground in this rocky corner of the world. Crops covered most of it. 
 
    Just beyond the edge of Elysium Lake was a darker circle maybe three kilometers across. It was called Damascus Crater, and for the original settlers it had provided a crucial shelter from the ceaseless winter winds. As the terraforming machines did their endless patient work and the climate evolved, the winds entirely faded. By that time, however, Greendale was too well established to move. The town filled the crater, most of the rooftops just a bit lower than the surrounding land. 
 
    The town was meticulously planned, a rarity for the colonies. Instead of a higgledy-piggledy maze of streets there was a precise layout, with a circular park in the middle of the crater and six broad streets radiating outward. Curved avenues connected the radial streets, forming a pattern of concentric circles that looked quite elegant from the air. 
 
    A circular domed roof rose in the middle of the park. Government House was the center of the town, and the political center of the district. Carvalho took the skimmer higher, enjoying the symmetry of the town as seen from above. 
 
    She swung in a wide arc around Damascus Crater. To the north of the city was another crater filled with rectangular blocks of farmland. A road made a dark stripe against the vegetation. Something ran beside it, perhaps a pipeline or an aqueduct. She swung in low, then tilted the flitter so she could get a better look. 
 
    She whistled in surprise. “Are those actual train tracks? What next, covered wagons?” 
 
    The road, along with the train tracks, ran laser-straight across the crater, then almost as straight through the rough country beyond. The ground, she knew, leveled out in twenty or thirty kilometers. There would be farms and mines and sprawling factory towns. 
 
    Greendale, she realized, was a funnel of sorts. It was the last big town before you left the rough country. It was the end of the railroad. It straddled the only decent road that ran north. That made it something of a natural travel hub. 
 
    No wonder it was the seat of the district government. She admired the dome of Government House as she brought the flitter around and headed back toward the town. That would be her destination. She wasn’t sure exactly who was running things in this region—things were changing quickly in the aftermath of liberation—but whoever was in charge, she’d find them in Government House. 
 
    There was an aircar port of sorts just beyond Damascus Crater, easily spotted from above. Carvalho touched down in a painted circle, then got out to find her flitter surrounded by a quartet of grim-looking militia in tan uniforms. A pot-bellied man with a rank bar on his shirt pocket stood in front of her, a bit too close for courtesy, eyed her uniform, and gave her a challenging stare. “What are you doing here, bluebottle?” 
 
    Patience. Focus on the big picture. She smiled thinly, kept her voice neutral, and said, “We’re allies now, or didn’t you get the news? It happened even before almost a thousand United Worlds personnel risked their lives chasing the Dawn Alliance fleet away from Novograd.” 
 
    The man scowled, brow furrowing while he searched for a response. He settled on, “Maybe you should go back where you came from.”  
 
    “Sorry. I have business here.” Maintaining a veneer of civility was getting harder by the moment as her irritation rose. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what your business is in Greendale.” His expression was openly nasty now. “Then I’ll decide if it’s important enough to let you stay.” 
 
    You pompous little …. She glanced at his rank bar, realized she didn’t know what it signified, and said sweetly, “Sorry, that’s confidential. May I pass, corporal?” 
 
    He flushed. “I’m a lieutenant.” 
 
    Carvalho raised her eyebrows. “Are you? Good for you!” She gave him her biggest grin and stepped around him. 
 
    “Hey!” He reached for her arm, his hand closing on air as she twisted out of his reach. His face reddened, and his hand dropped to the butt of a laser pistol at his hip. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said calmly. “Pull a gun on an unarmed officer from your government’s biggest ally. See how much longer you remain a lieutenant.” 
 
    The man’s teeth squeaked as he ground them together. “We’re not a colony of the United Worlds any longer. We don’t jump when one of you says to jump. Now, state your business, or get back in your fancy machine and bugger off.” 
 
    A voice in her head told her to be diplomatic, to abase herself just enough to soothe the man’s ego. He was an ally, after all, and it was the simplest way to get what she wanted. 
 
    Her irritation won out. 
 
    “I’m an intelligence officer.” She pointed to the logo on her chest, an eye inside a stylized stockade. “When I talk too much, people get killed. I’m an officer of the United Worlds Armed Forces, and I’m here on military business, and that’s all you get to know.” 
 
    A long moment passed while the two of them glared at one another. In her peripheral vision the rest of the militia shuffled and looked around and generally acted like they wished they were somewhere—anywhere—else. The lieutenant opened his mouth, his body language showing that he was going to double down on his obstruction. 
 
    Carvalho interrupted him. 
 
    “I can make something up,” she said. “It’ll be totally plausible. I’m good at that sort of thing. I’ll swear it’s true, and it’ll sound good enough that you’ll let me pass.” Her voice hardened. “Or we could skip the bullshit and you can get out of my way.” 
 
    His hand went once again to the butt of his sidearm. 
 
    “Fine,” she snapped. “Who do you report to? Can we speak to them right now, or do you need me to get into my flitter and call my colonel from there?” 
 
    One of the militia, a woman old enough to be the lieutenant’s mother, said softly, “Give it a rest, Lem.” When he whirled on her she said, “It’s Parson’s Bridge all over again.” 
 
    Carvalho had no idea what Parson’s Bridge was, but it clearly meant something to Lem. He gave Carvalho an evil look, but he stepped aside. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Carvalho said, and headed for a staircase leading down into Damascus Crater. 
 
      
 
    Her destination was Government House, but she didn’t take a direct route. She turned at random onto a side avenue and took a meandering path, following a curved sidewalk through a residential neighborhood. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was all the abandoned houses. More than a quarter of the homes on any given block had weather panels covering the windows. Lawns were shaggy and uncut, flowerbeds lost to weeds. 
 
    Other houses gave the distinct impression they’d been claimed by squatters. She saw doors that had been forced open, then clumsily repaired. It jibed with intelligence reports she’d read. Those who had somewhere to go had fled. Others, made homeless by the invasion, had wandered until they came to Greendale. Not knowing where else to go, they’d claimed empty houses and started to put down roots. 
 
    What kind of life would it be, she wondered, not knowing when the original owner might return? Would you try to build a new life for yourself, knowing you might have to drop it all at a moment’s notice? Would you try to buy a home, make your residency legitimate, or would you count on being able to move into some other abandoned house if the one you occupied was reclaimed? 
 
    She pulled on a raincoat, a dull brown thing of civilian make, long enough to hide most of her uniform. She nodded politely to pedestrians and to the people she saw in front yards, and kept her eyes and ears open. 
 
    The sense she got was of a fractured community. A great many people had left, and strangers had taken their place. The streets were filled with people who didn’t know one another. A good portion of them were just hoping not to be noticed. The rest were wary of the outsiders. Carvalho drew suspicious looks and guarded replies when she greeted people. It would be a long time before the streets around her became true neighborhoods once again. 
 
    Which meant a bunch of Kharj Baina fugitives, trapped in Greendale when the Dawn Alliance was driven out, could very well still be here. They could hide in plain sight, just a few more refugees slinking through the streets of a town full of strangers. 
 
    They would be wretchedly difficult to find. 
 
    The local data net came up immediately when she accessed her implants. She established her bona fides, then started the process of getting an appointment with someone in the district government. 
 
    There was a new menu entry, though, when she browsed the list of government offices in Greendale. Apparently the head of planetary militia had just moved in. Carvalho decided to ask for an appointment, fully expecting to be passed off to some functionary. 
 
    To her surprise, the AI booked her promptly for a meeting with Alice Rose herself, in an hour’s time. 
 
    “Huh,” said Carvalho, and closed the open menus. Finding her way would be child’s play. Every street led to the center of the town. Every curved avenue led to one of the straight streets. Which was almost too bad. She had plenty of time, and getting lost was a learning opportunity. 
 
    As she walked, she tried to put herself in the shoes of a Kharj Baina agent, trapped in the city. After a very short time, there would be no real point in escaping Greendale. With a UW fleet in orbit and the last planetside Dawn Alliance forces scattering, where would a loyal secret policeman go? 
 
    So what would she do, if she were such a creature, once she accepted that she was trapped? Give herself up? Perhaps, but no Kharj Baina had turned themselves in. What else? Kill herself to avoid capture? Or would she try to achieve something? Go out with a bang, in a glorious suicide attack? 
 
    What target would she pick? 
 
    Carvalho reached the town core with plenty of time before her appointment. Government House dominated the area, the vast front steps leading up to a portico, the roof supported by pillars two meters wide. It drew the eye, making every surrounding building look inconsequential.  
 
    The edifice stood in the middle of a circular park. She walked the perimeter of the green space, trying to keep an open mind, but Government House inevitably drew her gaze. It held government offices and all the machinery of an organization bent on the destruction of the Dawn Alliance. It held the district governor. Now, it held no less a person than the High Commander of Planetary Militia herself. 
 
    Really, what other target would a Kharj Baina agent even consider? 
 
    Everything about the building spoke of openness, from the broad landscaped lawns to the large windows. But all the doors on the back and sides were locked, and the windows had the solid look of steelglass. Government House was more secure than it seemed at first glance. 
 
    She returned to the front of the building and started up the broad, imposing steps. Right now, she figured, might be the ideal time to strike. The High Commander was apparently just moving in. There would be confusion, unfamiliar faces. There might not be a better time for the Kharj Baina to make their move. 
 
    Realistically it was unlikely. They might not know the High Commander had moved in. They would want time to reconnoiter, to plan. If anything happened, it likely wouldn’t happen for weeks.  
 
    Still …. 
 
    Vast oak doors stood open, and she walked through, entering a shadowy lobby. The ceiling was high above her, obscured by shadows. An ornate railing surrounded a second-floor gallery, curving to follow the outline of the dome. She saw dozens of people, a school group clustered around a statue and people speaking to each other in small clumps throughout the lobby, but the space still felt hushed, almost solemn. 
 
    It was too much space, she decided, for a bomb. Unless you could bring in some truly spectacular ordnance, you just wouldn’t achieve much. The Kharj Baina were fugitives, not operatives connected to a network. They shouldn’t have access to sophisticated explosives. 
 
    She walked around the perimeter of the lobby, acting like a tourist, picturing the most horrific scenarios she could imagine. What could half a dozen people with assault weapons achieve?  
 
    Two ground-floor exits gave access to the rest of the building. Each exit had a pair of uniformed guards. The guards wore light body armor and sidearms, and they seemed alert. As she passed the east doorway she spotted the groove where a security hatch could slide shut. No doubt the exit could be sealed in an instant. An assault force might never get past the lobby. 
 
    Two staircases led to the second-floor balcony. The guards here were less obtrusive, wearing blazers instead of body armor. Still, they intercepted anyone they didn’t recognize. Carvalho could make out doors on the far side of the balcony giving access to the rotunda under the dome. If it was me, I’d come in when the district parliament is in session. Charge the staircase. Shoot the guards. Run upstairs, burst into the rotunda, and start shooting. Wipe out the entire district government in a hail of bullets. It wouldn’t achieve anything meaningful, but it would sure make an impact. 
 
    A kiosk told her the next session of parliament started in ten days. She wondered if she could pick up the trail before then. 
 
    She conducted an impromptu test of security procedures. She strode purposefully to the nearest staircase, gave the guards a haughty, disinterested look, and did her best to brush past them. They stopped her, she was gratified to see. A man in a dark blazer positioned himself a step above her, legs slightly bent, his body language telling her he was willing to tackle her if she tried to dash past him. His partner, a woman with a bland professional smile that didn’t match her cold eyes, watched the rest of the lobby while keeping Carvalho in her peripheral vision. 
 
    Full marks, Carvalho decided, and retreated a step, putting on a gormless smile. “Hi. I have an appointment with Ms. Rose. My name is Carvalho.” 
 
    It was the woman who checked a data pad, the man keeping his attention on Carvalho. “Your appointment's not for another twenty minutes. Do you have some identification?” 
 
    Carvalho pushed her raincoat back a little, showing her uniform, then took out her military ID. The woman inspected it and nodded. “Come back in twenty and you can go right up.” 
 
    “Great.” Ruffling the feathers of building security would only make her job harder, so she smiled as convincingly as she could. “Thank you.” 
 
    They watched without comment as Carvalho retreated. She headed across the lobby floor to the bright rectangle of sunlight that marked the main exit. There was nothing more to be learned here, not until her meeting. She’d grab a park bench next to the building and people-watch. 
 
    As she walked, though, she became aware of a crawling sensation, like ants making their way across her shoulder blades. She’d noticed something without it quite registering, and her subconscious wanted her to pay attention. 
 
    So she stopped just inside the doors, off to one side where she wouldn’t block traffic, and dropped to one knee. She untied and retied a shoelace while she surveyed the lobby. 
 
    She saw nothing out of place. 
 
    It was in all likelihood her imagination, but she had nothing better to do, so she fiddled with the laces on the other shoe as well. She took a careful inventory of the lobby, then did her best to push it all out of her mind. She looked at the statue instead. It showed a thick-waisted man holding a rifle at port arms. He wore a wide-brimmed hat rather crudely sculpted in bronze. The whole statue was roughly made, no doubt to show that it was hand-crafted. She studied it, trying to decide if she liked the primitive look, carefully not pestering her subconscious as she waited for it to tell her what she needed to know. 
 
    Her mind kept wandering. She’d catch herself examining the railings on the balcony, or trying to read the plaque at the base of the statue. Each time, she’d shift her attention back to the statue itself. 
 
    At last she found herself watching something else. A crew of cleaners was wiping down a decorative bas relief done in copper along the back wall. That was the problem with really elaborate decorations. You couldn’t trust automated cleaning. Janitor bots did well with flat surfaces and right angles. The pillars, alcoves, and cornices in this building would flummox even a sophisticated machine. 
 
    These cleaners had to be new. She could see it in the way they moved, tense and jerky, like they were afraid of being scolded or fired at any moment. They hid it well, but if you watched it for long enough, the signs were there. 
 
    Ah, well. They had little to worry about. They were effectively invisible. In fact, they could have sauntered right up to the guards at the side doors, gotten within easy striking range while wiping at the carved door frames. Carvalho could imagine one of them blocking the security hatch while the others took down the guards. Those baggy coveralls could hide any number of weapons. 
 
    A stocky woman looked up, scanning the lobby with a searching glance, then froze as she caught Carvalho’s eyes. For a moment the two of them stared at one another. Then the woman resumed cleaning, but there was fresh tension in her movements, and although she didn’t look at Carvalho, she never quite turned her back. 
 
    Carvalho rose, not sure what she was going to do, letting her instincts guide her. Walking out would give the group time to scatter. She might never catch another glimpse of them. Confronting them might get her nowhere. But it might trigger a panicked reaction. With a little pressure, they might make a mistake. At the very least, she’d draw the attention of the guards and get them to properly notice the cleaning staff who had such freedom of movement inside the heart of the local government. 
 
    Worst case, it would turn out they were innocent locals and she’d eliminate them as suspects. 
 
    No, she told herself grimly as she started toward the group of cleaners, that wasn’t the worst case. She was unarmed. If she really was looking at a cell of Kharj Baina, there would be guns under those coveralls. Confronting them could be suicidal. 
 
    The stocky woman straightened, not quite looking at Carvalho, and made a soft hissing sound. The others looked up, then saw Carvalho marching toward them. They stared, frozen-faced, their cleaning duties forgotten. There was not one concrete reason to think they were anything more than innocent cleaning staff, but in that moment, Carvalho was sure. 
 
    These were Kharj Baina agents, or someone equally guilty. 
 
    It’s too late for a discreet approach. I need to keep them off-balance. Make them make mistakes. She quickened her pace, projecting confidence and purpose. She even smiled. Nastily. 
 
    The stocky woman spoke, her voice a murmur too low for Carvalho to make out. The group broke up, three of them heading for the stairs, one burly man coming straight for Carvalho. He looked determined but uncertain, tossing a cleaning rag aside, hands going out from his sides, fingers curling. 
 
    As she came in close, Carvalho winked at him—anything to cause a moment of confusion—and made like she was going to step around him. His arm shot out to block her, and she stepped in, grabbing a fistful of fabric where the shoulder of his coveralls met the collar. She did an inside leg sweep and dropped him neatly onto his back. 
 
    He was much too big to grapple with, now that the advantage of surprise was gone. She stepped around him and hurried toward the stairs.  
 
    A petite cleaner was nose to nose with the male guard, shouting something about her job, doing her best to push past him while he shuffled sideways to block her. A short man with bleached hair had his hands on the other guard’s shoulders, trying to shove her aside. She had her legs braced, one hand prying at his fingers. 
 
    The stocky woman, unnoticed in the chaos, was halfway up the stairs. 
 
    The nearest ground-floor security hatch slid shut, and both guards came running. The other hatch remained open, one guard staying back, the other hurrying to join the fray. 
 
    Carvalho glanced back. The burly cleaner was on his feet, coming after her. He paused, eyeing the approaching guards, and started to back away. Carvalho raised an arm, pointed dramatically at him, and shouted, “Gun! He has a gun!” 
 
    The man reacted unwisely. He froze, then grabbed the front of his coveralls, tearing the sealing strip open. He reached inside, clearly going for a weapon. Armed guards converged, one from either side, weapons drawn, and he held himself very still, glaring. 
 
    The third armed guard, a tall red-haired man, hurried to the base of the steps with a hand on the butt of his sidearm. The two cleaners, seeing the writing on the wall, stopped struggling. They exchanged a glance, their expressions full of triumph. 
 
    Carvalho looked up in time to see the stocky woman vanish into an upstairs corridor. 
 
    “Oh, hell.” She headed up the stairs at a run, stopping as the woman in the dark blazer stepped into her path. 
 
    “Don’t move.” The red-haired guard had his gun drawn now. “Freeze. All of you.” 
 
    “Shoot me,” said Carvalho. She darted sideways, using the male cleaner as cover, and ran up the steps. As she reached the top a gunshot echoed down the corridor. 
 
    She was too late. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The galley stank of blood and death. 
 
    Three magnetic rounds had ripped through the Salamander, entering port side aft. One round had gone all the way through, tearing an exit hole close to the nose of the ship. The other two rounds had traveled nearly as far, doing terrible damage along the way. Explosive shells had torn into Turret Three and killed the gun crew. One shell had punched through into the engine room where it had exploded, injuring Faraday and three of his technicians. 
 
    Triage had taken place in the galley, the only compartment big enough for so many casualties. The corpses—Tom didn’t want to think about how many—had been carried out, sealed in body bags and laid shoulder to shoulder in secondary food storage. The worst of the blood had been mopped up, but smears remained, along with nastier fluids. It tainted the air, thick on the back of Tom’s tongue. He hid a grimace, wondering if he should assign someone to do a better cleanup. 
 
    The surviving crew was simply too busy, however. Spacers hurried back and forth with hand scanners, tracking gas leaks, or squirted puffs of fine powder into the air with atomizers to see where air was escaping. Teams applied emergency patches to bulkheads and seams and pipes. The ship continued to lose air. Tom swallowed repeatedly, his ears popping each time. 
 
    Other crew ran cabling through the corridors, routing power and water and internal comms around damaged areas. Others helped out with the wounded. The ship had a small surgery, but both beds were occupied. Four additional casualties lay in bunks in the enlisted crew quarters, with their friends hovering around them. 
 
    Faraday had one of the cots in the surgery. He’d lost an eye, and might lose the other, if he survived. Tom looked in on him briefly, but the tiny compartment was too small for visitors. 
 
    He retreated to the secondary bridge. Near the center of the ship, the little compartment had no windows, though screens on all four bulkheads and the ceiling could mimic the view outside. There was nothing to see but storm energy, so the screens showed navigational and technical data instead. 
 
    All of it was depressing. The ship was a mess, and she was moving at a crawl that would keep them in the Rift for a week. They followed a meandering course, cutting endlessly back and forth to stay within the wall of the storm. Even brief jaunts through open space would have shortened the journey substantially, but Tom wasn’t willing to risk it. 
 
    During combat—under normal circumstances, at least—the secondary bridge would have held a crew of three, typically Helfgard and someone at the helm and tactical stations, ready to take over in the event of a critical strike to the bridge. Now, there wasn’t enough crew for anything so non-essential. Tom had the compartment to himself. 
 
    A spacer named Carpenter normally did his data crunching for him. She had an innate grasp of the ship’s electronic and data systems that made Tom feel slow and clumsy by comparison. Unfortunately, data wrangling was only one of Carpenter’s specialties. She was also a skilled welder with excellent zero-gravity skills. She’d been outside when the destroyer launched its devastating second attack. 
 
    So Tom was on his own, laboriously tapping his way through scanner logs as he pieced together the Salamander’s first scrap with the destroyer. He had an impression of how things had gone, but he’d learned long ago that no one could trust memories formed during a crisis. He went through every record he could find, checking his assumptions and piecing together a sharper picture of everything that had happened. 
 
    The first encounter could have been sheer bad luck. The Salamander had stumbled upon the Common Loon, and a cruel twist of fate had put the destroyer in the same neighborhood. A better explanation was that the destroyer was providing an escort. Her goal was to destroy UW and Free Neorome shipping, though, not to act as a deterrent. So she’d kept her distance, close enough to pounce if the Loon came under attack. 
 
    Tom replayed his records of the pursuit of the Loon, ending with the moment the Salamander had broken into open space and found the destroyer waiting. 
 
    And it was waiting. The more Tom studied the sensor records, the more he was sure. The Loon had veered as she fled, aiming for a precise point in the storm wall. The destroyer had waited on the far side, magnetic guns lined up on the exact spot where the Loon had emerged. The spot where the Salamander would have emerged if a paranoid instinct hadn’t made Tom change course. 
 
    He shivered, imagining the carnage if he’d flown directly into the destroyer’s guns. The Salamander would have been crippled instantly. Tom would be dead, or languishing in the destroyer’s brig. 
 
    Maybe that would have been better. Maybe Westbrook and Jarvis and Carpenter would still be alive. Captured, but alive. 
 
    Or maybe the entire crew would be dead. That was, in fact, quite likely. A destroyer in deep space would have no place for dozens of prisoners. 
 
    Assume it’s true. Don’t cripple yourself with second-guessing. He exhaled, telling himself to find acceptance. People died in wars. It was inescapable. He had to find a way to live with it or he’d be no use to anyone. 
 
    With an effort of will he shifted his thoughts to more pressing matters. How had the destroyer known where the Salamander would emerge? No signal from the Common Loon would have penetrated the wall of the Rift, but the two ships had coordinated an ambush. 
 
    Coincidences happened. Even preposterous coincidences happened. But two incredible things had happened today, one after another. The destroyer had set up a perfect ambush, and after the Salamander escaped, the destroyer had found them again. Either of those events could have been chance, however far-fetched it might seem. But both? 
 
    “How’d you do it?” he muttered, staring at the destroyer’s icon on his screen. The icon didn’t reply. 
 
    Restless, he left the secondary bridge and went to Scans. The hatch showed a warning light signifying a pressure difference; unlike the corridor, Scans was still at a full atmosphere. Tom overrode the warning and opened the hatch. A puff of air washed over his face, and a voice squeaked in surprise. 
 
    The little compartment was set up for mapping storms, and was almost never occupied. Now, however, a young woman sat at the one tiny workstation. Her haggard face and the blood on her vac suit showed that she’d done her part during the worst of the crisis. Her name was Adoassou, and she was the helm officer on Shift Two. Relief flickered in Tom’s chest as their eyes met. He liked Adoassou, and he’d wondered if she was among the dead. 
 
    Scans had screens linked to every scanner and sensor on the ship. Smart panels covered every bulkhead, filled with data. Tom leaned against the hatch, doing his best not to crowd Adoassou, and said, “What can you tell me?” 
 
    “We’re moving,” she said in a dull voice. “We’re not going very fast, but we’re moving.” She averted her gaze. Her features had the slack, shocked look of someone at their breaking point. He stared at her, feeling helpless, wondering if he should relieve her of duty. But scanning was pretty low-stress, and she might be better off with a simple task to occupy her thoughts. 
 
    “That’ll do,” he told her. “We’ll get there. We have plenty of time.” Which wasn’t precisely true. The ship was out of immediate danger, but the casualties needed better treatment than they were getting now.  
 
    Then there were his nerves, which were stretched tight, expecting the black destroyer to come out of the storm at any second and finish them off. He wouldn’t relax until they were well clear of the Rift. 
 
    The smart panel across from Tom showed an image of sea green storm energy, lightening moment by moment until it became a view of open space with the far wall of the Rift shining in the distance. Adoassou was using a plum line, repeatedly extending a tethered probe to peek into open space, then retrieving it as it drifted aft and launching it again. 
 
    Asking her if she’d seen a sign of the enemy would be pointless. It wasn’t as if she wouldn’t tell him. Stilling his tongue with difficulty, he turned to leave the little compartment. 
 
    The console beeped. Adoassou said, “Uh-oh.” 
 
    Tom froze, one hand on the frame of the hatch, heart beating wildly. “What is it?” 
 
    “Bogey.” She glanced at him. “It’s not them, though. It’s not the destroyer.” 
 
    He relaxed only slightly. “Is there any—” 
 
    Her console made a trilling sound, and she peered at a screen, then lifted her eyebrows. “We’ve got a positive ID. It’s the Gloaming.” She looked at Tom, shoulders drooping in relief. “She’s friendly.” 
 
    “Pull in the plum line,” Tom said. “We’re about to change course.” He hurried out and headed for the bridge. 
 
      
 
    The Gloaming was a fuel hauler, on her way from Novograd to Lotus Station, using the south end of the Octagon Rift for cover and for a small boost from the current. She docked with the Salamander, and both ships reduced internal gravity to facilitate a transfer of casualties.  
 
    Three people went across on stretchers, enough to fill the Gloaming’s hospital bay. When the last stretcher vanished through the airlock, a spacer came through with a bag slung over his shoulder, a vast padded case marked with a red cross. He said, “I’ve got some plasma?” 
 
    “Surgery’s that way,” said Tom, and pointed. 
 
    A woman in a corporate officer’s uniform came through next. She sniffed the air, grimaced, then came to stand beside Tom. A warning chime sounded, and both of them flexed their knees, ready for gravity to increase. “Lia Stormfeather,” she said, touching the brim of her cap. “Second officer.” 
 
    “Tom Thrush. Welcome aboard what’s left of the Salamander.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Her gaze went from a trail of blood drops along the deck plates to a scorched line along one bulkhead to an emergency patch next to the airlock. “It looks like you’ve had a rough time.” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have you back in no time.” She gave a tight smile. “Is Lotus Station all right?” 
 
    “No,” he said reflexively. He’d launched from the Free Neorome naval base on Cape Harvest, and he meant to return. Lotus was closer, especially given the constraints of the Rift. But it wasn’t even an allied station. It was neutral, still in the process of switching from reluctantly helping the Dawn Alliance to reluctantly helping Free Neorome and the United Worlds. Crawling into Lotus Station, cap in hand, to ask for help would be more humiliation than he could endure. 
 
    “You weren’t moving very fast when we found you,” Stormfeather said gently. “How long will it take you to reach Cape Harvest?” 
 
    He stared at the opposite bulkhead, gut churning. Days, he didn’t say. It would take days to get back, and that was assuming nothing else failed on this perforated wreck of a ship. And assuming the destroyer didn’t return. 
 
    She said, “How much does this ship mass?” When he didn’t answer she said, “I’d guess something close to fifty thousand tonnes? We’re carrying twice that mass in fuel, and we’re not even full. Let us take you. It won’t be a problem.” 
 
    His throat tightened. She wasn’t suggesting the Salamander limp into Lotus Station. She was suggesting a tow. 
 
    “We can dock with Lotus in five hours,” she said. 
 
    Tom was opening his mouth to refuse when one of the wounded cried out, the pain-wracked voice echoing from the corridor to the surgery. He closed his eyes, then muttered, “Yes. You’re right.” 
 
    “I’ll get us moving immediately.” He listened as her footsteps receded, only opening his eyes when he was sure she was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The land around Greendale was almost entirely brown. 
 
    Outcroppings of selenite crystals glittered in the sunlight, making Alice squint as she peered out through the skimmer window. She analyzed the ground with a tactician’s eye, noting grimly that almost every meter provided a fresh spot for an ambush. Scruffy brush filled the gaps between chunks of broken rock sticking up at random angles. There was hardly a flat surface to be seen. A thousand soldiers could hide within a hundred-meter radius of just about any spot you could choose. 
 
    Not long ago, it had given the militia a tremendous advantage. Karen Sharp and her Prairie Dogs had run the Dawn Alliance ragged in country like this. Now, the militia was the organized force trying to hold territory that was infested by a scattered, desperate enemy. Some days she wondered if the last of them would ever be driven out. 
 
    A handful of harvesting robots crept their way across Elysium Crater. One bot was broken down, with a couple of technicians working on it. They looked up, gawking, as the skimmer passed overhead.  
 
    Air travel was relatively rare in the aftermath of occupation and liberation, and Alice wondered what kind of impression she was making. Would ground vehicles have been less pretentious? Or was it best to make a splash, add some prestige to her position? She’d taken over the militia just in time for the war to change, taking the initiative away from the enemy that gave the militia its reason for existence. She needed every bit of credibility she could get. 
 
    The skimmer swept in low over the city, and she pressed her face to the side window, gawking at Government House. Buildings on Novograd tended to be pragmatic and unpretentious, but Government House was an exception. It was downright breathtaking. She’d seen a hundred pictures, but this was her first time seeing the building in person. 
 
    They landed on the roof of the south wing, touching down in the shadow of the dome. An armored door gave them access to a landing with a broad staircase leading down into the building. Alice descended to a long, echoing corridor that was much more impressive than she’d expected. This was the seat of the district government before the invasion, and someone had put real effort into imparting a sense of gravitas, even grandeur, into the architecture. 
 
    They’d succeeded, too. The ceiling was high and arched, with curved murals showing stylized representations of the first colonists taming a hostile wilderness. Thick columns of laser-cut stone lined the corridor. The floor was tiled like a checkerboard in squares of light and dark stone with elaborate edgings.  
 
    Indirect lighting created pools of shadow around tall portraits of regional governors and other dignitaries. They stared down at the new arrivals, expressions cool and aloof. It made Alice want to stand a bit straighter. It made her suddenly conscious of the shortcomings in the planetary militia. These stern figures on the walls would not be impressed. 
 
    A horrifying thought occurred to her. She was something of a big shot now. First ever High Commander of Planetary Militia. In a few years, her portrait might hang from these walls. 
 
    “Oh my God.” It came out as a strangled whisper, and Jeremy Park stepped in close, eyebrows raised, inviting her to repeat herself. 
 
    She was saved from having to answer by the rustle of shoes on stairs. Three people came around a corner ahead, all of them in formal clothing that Alice would normally associate with Earth rather than the colonies. However, the neckties and cuff links and somber vests suited the building perfectly. Alice felt suddenly out of place in her plain, sensible uniform. 
 
    “Welcome.” The woman in the dark slacks and long dark coat was the smallest of the three strangers, but she was clearly in charge. “I’m Chelasi Von Crief. I’m the governor of the Upland District.” She indicated the men flanking her. “This is my assistant Jonathan, and this is Carleton Mercer, the building administrator.” 
 
    Alice introduced herself, Jeremy, and several staff members. 
 
    “I know you by reputation, of course.” Von Crief flashed a brief, professional smile. “You did some extraordinary things during the liberation.” 
 
    “I was lucky enough to lead some extraordinary people,” Alice said. 
 
    Von Crief nodded her agreement. “Things are a little chaotic at the moment.” She chuckled. “See how I make it sound like a recent development? I should say, things are about as chaotic as they’ve been for the last several months. We’ve prepared a space for you, but we can’t absolutely promise you won’t get chased into a different part of the building a month from now. We keep thinking we’re finally organized, and then things keep changing.” 
 
    “I know what it feels like,” said Alice. “In return, I can assure you that my requests for space and staff and other amenities were based on wild guesses. There’s never been a unified planetary militia before.  Maybe a year from now I’ll know what it takes to run one. For now?” She shrugged. 
 
    Von Crief smiled again, with a little more warmth. “Sounds like we’re on the same ship. Granted, I was governor before the invasion, but just about every single part of my job has changed. Shall we say we’ll cut each other some slack, and figure it out together?” 
 
    “Deal,” said Alice. 
 
    “Carleton?” said Von Crief. “Would you like to show the High Commander to her rooms?” 
 
    Mercer inclined his head. “Right this way.” He took them back, past the staircase they’d descended, and pushed open a pair of wide double doors. “This has all the floor space you requested. At the moment there’s no one across the hallway, so if you find you need more space, it’s available—for now. If you’re going to expand, it’s probably best you do it soon. I expect we’ll be filling up before too long.” 
 
    Alice and her team spent a few moments exploring their new headquarters, which consisted of half a dozen rooms, the high ceilings making the space seem larger than it was. Random pieces of office furniture were pushed up against the walls, a mis-matched selection of chairs and desks and smart panels. Some of it bore Dawn Alliance logos. 
 
    “We can haul out whatever you don’t need.” Mercer swept an arm at a pair of filing cabinets and a desk in one corner. “Don’t be in too much of a hurry to buy anything. Odds are we’ve got extras taking up space somewhere in the building. You’ll have to re-image all the electronics. We purged everything when the DAs pulled out.” 
 
    He and Jeremy got into a discussion of data capacity and comms technology, while the rest of the staff started exploring the surplus equipment. Alice turned to Von Crief. 
 
    “I’m afraid duty calls,” the woman said. “I’ve got about a thousand things I need to do today. Contact Jonathan if there’s anything I can do for you. We can talk once you’re settled in. Just make an appointment with him.” 
 
    She hurried out, and Alice strolled around, familiarizing herself with her new headquarters. It seemed fantastic that this was to be her workspace for the next few months, or even years. She indulged herself in a moment of yearning for the clean cold emptiness of space, for the glory of a raging energy storm and nothing but a flimsy window to protect her. Then she told herself sternly to focus on the job at hand. 
 
    She found a tiny room with two doors, one opening onto the corridor, the other leading to a big shared work area. This, she decided, would be her office. It would let her slip out without having to argue with Jeremy about security issues or anything else. She chose a desk and got a clerk to help her move it. Getting the desk re-imaged and data-shielded would take time. She had work to do. It was time to get started. 
 
      
 
    Alice was watching a pattern of scattered pixels on her desk gradually coalesce into a manufacturer’s logo when a doorknob rattled nearby. She rubbed at the medical bud in her ear, wishing for the thousandth time that she could tell the direction of sounds. 
 
    Twice before, she’d heard a similar rattle. Both times it had been a visitor in the corridor outside. The adjacent supply closet had a fairly impressive door, and everyone tried it first before finding Alice’s door. Apparently she was about to have company. 
 
    Her own doorknob finally turned. There was no knock. That kind of arrogance meant it was probably the visiting UW intelligence officer. Alice sighed and stood as the door swung inward. 
 
    A man in drab coveralls came in. No, Alice realized, it was a woman with uncommonly broad shoulders. Alice started to speak—then sucked in a breath as a rush of adrenalin crashed over her. Something in the woman’s grim expression, in the way she carried herself, told Alice she was in the presence of a predator, and one who was about to strike. 
 
    Pure instinct took over, honed by years as a privateer and a soldier. Alice launched herself at the woman, who surged forward, bringing a stubby, thick-barreled pistol out of one pocket. The two of them crashed together, Alice grabbing frantically for the woman’s gun arm. 
 
    The assassin was brutally strong. She twisted, driving a shoulder into Alice’s chest and knocking her sprawling. Alice by that time had both hands wrapped around the woman’s forearm, and she dragged the woman down with her as she fell.  
 
    This had the unfortunate effect of stretching the woman’s arm out so the gun pointed directly at Alice. Alice twisted desperately away, and the gun went off, deafening her. She wasn’t sure if she’d been hit. She put all her attention into clinging to that iron-hard arm. 
 
    A fist smashed into the side of Alice’s head. She tucked her chin and brought her shoulders up as blow after blow hammered her skull, her shoulder, and her back. The woman braced herself, jerked, and nearly pulled her arm out of Alice’s grasp. Alice held on for dear life, fingernails scraping along the woman’s sleeve as the arm started to pull free. 
 
    The other door opened, and a clerk stood frozen in the doorway, jaw hanging slack. The door to the corridor banged open, and a slim figure flew at the assassin. The gun arm popped out of Alice’s grasp, and she threw herself at the woman’s legs.  
 
    The assassin and the new arrival fell heavily. Alice spent a moment tugging an arm free of the press of bodies, and came up on her knees. She spotted the barrel of the pistol and wrapped a hand around it, tugging. The assassin held on. Alice changed tactics, pressing the gun against the floor, keeping it under control. 
 
    The assassin made a sudden twisting movement and the new arrival, a woman in a dark uniform, rocked backward. The assassin sat up. Her face was twisted in a snarl of fury, and she let go of the pistol, grabbing for Alice’s throat with both hands. 
 
    Suddenly a new figure was in the room, a man in body armor with a shock pistol in a two-handed grip. He drove a kick into the assassin’s shoulder, then stepped across her body as she fell, straddling her so he could fire straight down without endangering Alice. With her unblocked ear still ringing from the earlier shot, Alice couldn’t hear the gun fire. But she saw a jagged line of blue-white that connected the gun to the woman’s torso, and felt every hair on her body stand on end. The stocky woman thrashed, her head thumping into Alice’s hip. Her arms went slack and she collapsed. 
 
    The guard stood frozen, staring down at the woman. Alice snatched up the assassin’s gun, rolled to her feet, and backed up until her shoulders touched the wall. She kept the gun trained on the fallen woman, her eyes darting from the assassin to each of the doorways and back again.  
 
    The clerk clapped a hand to his mouth and turned away. The uniformed woman got to her feet, shaking. The UW intelligence officer, Alice guessed. Judging by her wide eyes and her bloodless face, it was her first experience with violent death. 
 
    Alice lowered her gaze to the gun in her hands. Her arms were rigid and trembling, her finger curled around the trigger, knuckle white. The gun had to be within a hair’s breadth of firing. She forced her finger to straighten, then laid it along the side of the barrel. There were no immediate threats. She lowered the gun, pointed it at the floor. It’s not my first time, but I’ll admit it. That rattled me. 
 
    The assassin groaned. 
 
    “Don’t shoot her again.” The intelligence officer’s voice sounded distant and tinny. “I really want her alive.” 
 
    The guard stepped back, covering the fallen woman, as the intelligence officer got to her feet. Alice took deep breaths, curling her toes in her shoes, focusing on concrete tactile sensations to ground herself. The shock faded as her adrenalin subsided. Rational thought returned by gradual degrees. 
 
    A pair of militia arrived in the doorway, out of breath and clutching blast carbines. The guard holstered his weapon. “Cover her,” he said, and pointed at the assassin. Then he squatted and patted the woman down. “No more weapons.” 
 
    “Good.” The intelligence officer circled around the assassin, careful not to block anyone’s line of fire, and approached Alice. “Lieutenant Gabi Carvalho,” she said, and stuck out her hand. “You must be the High Commander.” 
 
    “Alice Rose.” She shook the woman’s hand absently. “Call me Alice.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Alice.” Carvalho held out her hand, nodding at the pistol. “May I?” 
 
    Alice hesitated, then handed her the gun. Carvalho ejected the clip, emptied the chamber, then pointed the gun into the corner and squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked harmlessly. “Get her up, please.” Carvalho gestured at the assassin. 
 
    The militia looked at Alice. She thought for a moment, decided to put her faith in the woman who’d just saved her life, and nodded. 
 
    Shock guns weren’t designed to work as stunners. They were a powerful electric weapon, made to disable electronics and cripple robots. The shock they delivered was usually fatal to humans, especially at close range. Since her heart hadn’t stopped, the assassin would likely survive without serious harm. She might have nerve damage, but she would live. 
 
    She groaned as the militia slung their carbines and hauled her to her feet. At first she sagged in their grip. In a few moments, however, she was able to support herself. She stood, head hanging, and groaned again. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Carvalho, and headed for the door. “Gotta strike while the iron is hot.” She gestured at the militia, and they glanced at Alice, then followed Carvalho into the corridor. Alice and the guard followed. 
 
    The first few steps were slow and clumsy, but the prisoner recovered quickly. Soon she was walking unaided, her head up. As they neared the staircase to the lobby, Carvalho murmured, “Let go of her arms.” 
 
    The strange group walked to the top of the staircase. Militia crowded the lobby. A big man in the same coveralls as the assassin lay face-down on the floor with two militia pinning his arms and a guard in body armor standing over him. Two more figures in matching coveralls stood sullenly at the bottom of the staircase, hands cuffed, militia crowded around them. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Carvalho loudly, drawing everyone’s attention. She slapped the assassin on the back like they were old friends. “Good work.” 
 
    The man on the floor missed the performance, but the other two prisoners stared, dumbfounded, as Carvalho took out the woman’s pistol and held it out to her, butt first. The woman, dazed, took the gun. 
 
    “Let’s get a drink.” Carvalho put a hand on the woman’s shoulder and steered her away from the stairs, getting her out of sight of her accomplices before she could recover and spoil the effect. Carvalho’s smile vanished as soon as she turned away. “Keep her separate from the others until I’ve had a chance to talk to them.” 
 
    The assassin recovered enough to pull the trigger a few times before a militiaman could take the gun back. The guard produced a set of cuffs and secured her wrists. 
 
    “No, wait!” The woman’s eyes were wild. She twisted around, facing the balcony railing, staring toward the other prisoners invisible below. “You can’t—” 
 
    “Get her out of here,” said Carvalho. 
 
    The woman planted her feet, resisting as the men tried to move her. She took a deep breath—then doubled over with a grunt as Carvalho drove a fist into her stomach. “Get her out of earshot of the others, please.” Carvalho rubbed her knuckles. “Wow. She’s all muscle.” 
 
    “Take her to the roof,” said the guard. “I’ll call for a flitter. You can haul her to the police station. We’ll take the rest of them over to the courthouse for now.” 
 
    The militia hauled the woman up the corridor toward Alice’s office and the staircase beyond. The others spent a moment looking at one another. At last the guard said, “Is there anything you need right now?” When Alice shook her head he went downstairs to the lobby. 
 
    “Well,” said Carvalho, “that was exciting.” 
 
    Alice grinned. “Just a bit.” She looked down at herself, belatedly checking for injuries. She was unhurt, but there was a powder mark on her blouse. She shuddered. “Sweet mother of mercy, that was close.” She caught Carvalho’s eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    Carvalho nodded. “My pleasure.” The smile dropped away, and she put a hand to her stomach. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I think the reaction is finally hitting me.” She looked around, spotted a bench, tottered over to it, and sat down hard. “Oh, my God. That was insane.” 
 
    The rustle of surreptitious footsteps made Alice whirl, all her stress flooding back. She found Jeremy and a couple of clerks a dozen paces away, flinching as she glared at them. She willed herself to relax. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    Jeremy shrugged helplessly. “I have no idea. There was a gunshot, so I dove under my desk. What happened?” 
 
    “I ….” Alice walked over and plopped down next to Carvalho, feeling suddenly drained. “What the hell DID happen?” 
 
    “Kharj Baina.” Carvalho sat with her head hanging, forearms on her knees. She didn’t look up. “They got stuck here during liberation. I’ve been tracking them.” 
 
    “Well,” said Alice, “you found them just in time.” A fresh spasm of worry tightened her stomach muscles. “Is that all of them?” 
 
    Carvalho shrugged as best she could without sitting up. “I’ll ask.” 
 
    “Ask who?” Alice shook her head. “Never mind. You’ll ask the prisoners.” She looked at Jeremy. “There’s a bullet hole in my office somewhere.” She thought back to the desperate struggle as she’d clung to the woman’s gun arm. “Probably in the side wall, close to the floor. See if you can find out where that bullet went.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded and hurried away. One clerk followed. The other went to the railing and gawked at the chaos in the lobby. Odds were good the bullet hadn’t hit anyone, but she wouldn’t relax until she was sure. 
 
    Will I relax even then? Her nerves, she realized, were shot. Alice tilted her head to one side, then the other, trying to get the muscles in her neck to relax. Carvalho flashed a gallows grin, her face still unnaturally pale. 
 
    Alice said, “You know, this place is too damned noisy for a meeting. Let’s adjourn to a bar. I could use a little something to settle my nerves.” 
 
    “Good. I was afraid it was just me.” Carvalho heaved herself to her feet. “D’you have a place in mind?” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “I just got here.” 
 
    “There’s a place called the Hound and Hen across the street. I haven’t been inside, but anything with ‘and’ in the name has to be a pub.” 
 
    “Words of wisdom,” Alice said. “I see why they made you an intelligence officer.” She looked around. “Let’s go quickly. If Jeremy comes back, he’ll make me take bodyguards.” 
 
    As soon as she said it she wondered if bodyguards might not be a good idea. If she let fear guide her, however, she very much thought it might take permanent control. If she was ever to move past this one dreadful incident, she was going to have to set fear aside right now, and not let it take root. 
 
    Carvalho saw her hesitation and paused. Alice waved a hand. “Let’s go. You can fill me in on what’s happening in the galaxy, and I’ll tell you lies about how smoothly the liberation is going.” 
 
    The prisoners were gone by the time they reached the lobby, the guards back at their posts. Half a dozen armed militia still milled around, but things were slowly getting back to normal. Alice, with Carvalho at her elbow, walked out the front doors and into the sunshine. And her fear, for the most part, was left behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Just when Carvalho thought she’d become jaded to the wonders of space travel, the galaxy managed to surprise her. She was lost in a forest of reports projected onto her retina when the passenger beside her nudged her and she reluctantly opened her eyes. 
 
    The little coupe was tiny, but the top was mostly steelglass, and the views could be spectacular. The man who’d nudged her stared upward, face bathed in cool light, grinning like a fool. She followed the direction of his gaze and promptly forgot all about her reports. 
 
    Some quirk of interdimensional energy had curved half a dozen ribbons of teal storm energy into a perfect image of a rose, albeit a rose a kilometer wide. She breathed out, a wordless gasp of wonder, and got an answering grunt from the man beside her. 
 
    Then, cruelly, the sky turned white and the coupe transitioned to normal space. The flower disappeared, replaced by a mundane splash of stars. Carvalho sagged in her seat, disappointed. Then the ship turned and she gave her attention to one of the galaxy’s engineering marvels. 
 
    Lotus Station was a ring station, though the rings would only rotate if there was a power failure. No one built stations like it in the heart of the United Worlds, but this was the Green Zone, essentially the frontier. Months might pass before a complex mechanical failure could be repaired. It was best to have backup plans. 
 
    There were two rings, gleaming silver donuts close enough that they nearly touched. Lights shone from windows, and spotlights illuminated the skin of the station. It was the only light; there was no star system here. The station had been built to mine a rogue planetoid. She could see the mini world only as a black circle where the stars were occluded. 
 
    The rings were perhaps a kilometer across, with a steel cylinder hundreds of meters long running through the middle of the rings like an axle. Radiating spokes connected the axle to the rings. A dozen or so ships were docked along the axle, and she catalogued them.  
 
    Not long ago, Dawn Alliance vessels would have docked openly here. Lotus Station had been annexed without a shot being fired. The station was unarmed, after all. Still, there were dark whispers that the station’s magistrate was a collaborator rather than a victim of an enemy invasion. 
 
    The “liberation” of the station had likewise occurred without violence, the Dawn Alliance slipping away when it was clear the tide had turned. Lotus was officially part of the alliance now, though they had yet to do anything meaningful for the war effort. Not that anyone would trust their contributions. The station was assumed to be a hotbed of Dawn Alliance sympathizers and spies. 
 
    Most of the docked ships were small freighters, the lifeblood of the colony worlds. There was one heavy freighter, essentially a hollow steel skeleton with drones hurrying back and forth, transferring cubical shipping containers. 
 
    She didn’t see the Salamander. The battered ship would be in one of the big bays set into the axle. The Salamander was one reason Carvalho was coming to Lotus Station. 
 
    The other reason was the Calgary, a heavy corvette listed as missing in the records of the United Worlds Navy. Carvalho had uncovered a rich vein of rumors when she’d started looking into Soron’s strange tale. She was now almost certain the ship had never been destroyed. It was here, or it had been. The ship was captured by the Dawn Alliance and hauled to the closest friendly port. Carvalho’s mission was to learn the fate of the Calgary, and her crew. 
 
    The axle grew larger and larger as the coupe approached. Soon it was a gleaming wall beside the little ship, the rings forming a silver rainbow above. Force field generators mounted on the station caught hold of the coupe, and the pilot lifted his hands from the controls. Bay doors slid open, and the coupe glided inside, coming to rest on scuffed deck plates.  
 
    A chime sounded and the pilot exhaled, releasing his seatbelt. “We’ve got atmosphere outside. Welcome to Lotus Station. Make sure you grab your bags. If anyone’s going back with me, I leave in thirty minutes.” 
 
    Air rushed in as the hatch opened, equalizing pressure. Carvalho worked her way backward to the hatch, straightening as she stepped down to the station’s deck plates. The gravity was ever so slightly lower than it had been on the ship, and she moved carefully, giving herself time to adjust. 
 
    She wore civilian clothes for this mission, dark trousers with a sleeveless blouse that felt suddenly chilly in the cool air of the landing bay. She circled around to the cargo bin at the back of the coupe where she joined the other passengers retrieving their luggage. She took a light jacket from her bag, pulled it on, then slung the bag over her shoulder and turned to look at the station. 
 
    The coupe was in a small landing bay, high-ceilinged but with barely a thousand square meters of deck space. It was the only ship present. Stacked crates filled one end of the bay, with an inert cargo bot standing as if on guard duty.  
 
    Another bot rolled up, trailing a fuel hose, and Carvalho moved out of the way. The bot’s upper housing was missing, exposing the grease-caked inner workings. The whole bay had an air of shabbiness that surprised her. The Green Zone colonists were famous for repurposing, improvising, making do, and continuing to use equipment that any sane person would have thrown away years before. 
 
    This was different, though. There were gouges in the deck plates, deep enough to make her stumble, that could have easily been patched. The compartment was dirtier than she would have expected, and she spotted a missing wall panel with exposed wires showing. This wasn’t the thrifty ingenuity the colonies were known for. 
 
    This was neglect. 
 
    She left the bay, and found at least a veneer of respectability in the station’s main concourse. A long, high-ceilinged corridor ran the length of the axle, the walls bright with info displays, vending kiosks, and advertisements. The ceiling had inset window panels giving a view of the rings. This was the top level, then. She looked around, found a staircase leading to the next deck down, and descended. 
 
    It was like a whole different station. The ceiling was just as high as the concourse level, the corridor just as broad, but that was where all similarity ended. The corridor felt much smaller, interrupted by sections of shadow where the light panels had failed. A cargo bot stood abandoned along the wall, one tread missing, a panel on the side hanging open. She shook her head as she circled around it, to find a man sitting on the remaining tread, playing a card game with a second man seated on the floor. 
 
    Doors to other bays lined the corridor, most of them closed. The Calgary could be behind one of those sealed hatches. The thought tantalized her, but a creeping paranoia kept her from investigating. She felt like she’d blundered into a slum. The two card players weren’t the only people loitering. She saw others, mostly men, loafing in some of the open bays. They watched her as she walked past, eyes cold and blank, and she couldn’t stop herself from walking a bit faster. When she came to another staircase she headed back up. 
 
    The concourse seemed all the brighter, full of flickering holos advertising everything from drop shipping to sex clubs. It was tacky, but the light and the sight of a couple dozen people bustling back and forth was downright comforting. There was even a constable in a helmet and crossbelts, flanked by a security bot, strolling around with an alert expression. 
 
    Four spokes connected the concourse to each ring. One elevator went straight up, one went straight down, and the other two moved horizontally. Carvalho took an up elevator, sharing it with three bots, and braced herself for a change of direction. 
 
    She needn’t have worried. The elevator was much better maintained than the landing bay. The floor seemed to tilt ever so slightly to the left, just for a moment. Then the doors opened and she stepped out, upside-down from the perspective of the axle. 
 
    There were three levels to the rings. The top level was innermost, closest to the axle, and by far the most posh. Windows lined the ceiling, giving a view of the sweeping arc of the rings and the axle running through the middle. Carvalho strolled down a wide boulevard, the deck curving up ahead and behind her. It felt more like a street than a deck, with strips of real grass running along the sides, and trees and flowerbeds providing splashes of color. 
 
    Tiny electric carts whined as they raced past. Smart panels advertised hotels and restaurants. It seemed elegant at first glance, but she spotted one of the carts lying upside-down with its wheels missing. A man with the bulge of a gun under his jacket stood in a gap between buildings, whispering something to every pedestrian who passed. He shrank back into the shadows when a constable approached. 
 
    The Hotel Royale had a tiny strip of street frontage squeezed between a fancier hotel and a spa. A short corridor brought Carvalho to an elevator, which took her down to Deck Three. Here, where real estate was cheaper, she found the front desk. 
 
    The hotel AI allowed her to book a room. She let herself into a space not much bigger than the bed it contained, pausing only long enough to drop off her bag. The windowless room smelled of oil and sweat. She didn’t plan to use it for anything but sleeping. 
 
    There were no public exits on Deck Three. She snooped around until she found a couple of emergency hatches and made sure she could find her way out in a crisis. Then she returned to the street on Deck One. 
 
    Sitting in a café with a cup of tea earned her the right to browse local databases and news feeds on the tabletop. She found a reference to the Calgary on a message board mostly dedicated to local buying and selling. The posting was ten months old, from a salvage operator asking if anyone knew how he could bid on “that ship the Dannies captured.” 
 
    There were no replies to the post, and no obvious way to track down the salvage operator. 
 
    She approached the problem from another angle. The Calgary was largely unknown, which suggested that it had never been docked to the outside of the axle. The Dawn Alliance must have brought it directly into an enclosed bay. She started trying to learn which bay might have held the ship. 
 
    The search was remarkably frustrating. She couldn’t even learn what the station had for enclosed bays. The bay where the coupe had landed was listed in a directory, along with half a dozen similar bays run directly by station administration. Beyond that, the data grew muddy. 
 
    More bays certainly existed. She was able to learn that much. But some were leased and others were apparently owned outright by individuals or corporations, and there seemed to be little in the way of central administration or oversight. Not only was there no directory of what ships might be found in each bay, she couldn’t even learn how many bays there were. 
 
    Her next search was for bars, taverns, and drinking establishments. Even that search was frustrating. Once again there was no central directory, just a hodgepodge of articles, advertisements, warnings, and reviews. Carvalho finished her tea with a sigh and set out to do some old-fashioned legwork. 
 
    Finding just the right sort of bar was the tricky part. She dropped by upscale lounges where trying to strike up a conversation would get you a frosty, suspicious look followed by a cool silence. She found seedy, shadowed dives where grubby people huddled over their drinks, staring at her with open hostility from the moment she walked in the door. 
 
    At last she settled on the Crown and Anchor, a pseudo-nautical pub on Deck Two where the staff dressed like sailors from a historical vid. At first glance—taking in the lights built to look like brass lanterns and the wooden beams that formed the ceiling—it seemed too upscale for her needs. But the Crown and Anchor had failed to attract the trendy clientele its décor and costumes seemed designed to entice. Carvalho surveyed the patrons and got a laid-back, blue-collar vibe. This, she decided, was her spot. 
 
    She began by ignoring the twenty or so people eating, drinking, and gaming at the tables and booths around her. She bought a gin fizzer, then started up a holo-stickball game. The idea was to make herself visible while looking harmless and ordinary. 
 
    It didn’t take long for a young man who smelled of engine grease to challenge her to a match. He flirted with her in a half-hearted way, and she smiled enough to keep him encouraged. When the game ended she easily insinuated herself at a table with her new friend Joe and three of his companions. 
 
    They were spacers, she learned, on a freighter that made regular runs to New Panama, Leningrad Station, and back to Lotus. A few careful comments drew out their opinion of the war. They were furious at the Dawn Alliance for its heavy-handed invasion. 
 
    Carvalho decided to take a chance and told them the truth about who she was. They would have known from her accent that she was United Worlds. She lowered her voice and told them she was an intelligence officer, which had them all leaning forward, intrigued. 
 
    She told them the story of the Calgary. There was every chance it had been hauled back to the Dawn Alliance core worlds or chopped up for scrap, but she made it sound as if she was sure it was still on Lotus. She didn’t ask any questions. She just made the mystery sound as tantalizing as possible, then sat back to see how they reacted. 
 
    It was like they forgot she was there. First there was an animated discussion, a torrent of names and acronyms she didn’t recognize. Then Joe leaned back, closing his eyes, accessing his implants. Two of his companions activated the table top, split it into two screens, and used one side each, tapping and swiping through menus and files. Another man stuck a com unit in his ear and began a conversation with someone named Max. 
 
    “Cranston,” said a young woman, then blanked her side of the tabletop.  
 
    The man across from her typed “Cranston” into a text field, scrolled with blinding speed through a list of ship names, then sat back and nodded. He blanked his side of the table. “She’s right.” 
 
    The remaining man spent another thirty seconds or so on his conversation, then took the phone out of his ear. He looked at the others. “Well, it’s not AC & C. They’ve got a tanker in one bay and some kind of massive engine overhaul in the other one.” 
 
    “It’s gotta be Cranston,” said Joe. He turned to Carvalho, grinning like he’d just pulled a coin out of his ear for a wide-eyed six-year-old. The others wore similar expressions, impressed with themselves for solving a riddle that had stumped a real live intelligence officer. 
 
    “Cranston’s a local tycoon,” Joe said. “He’s the one you go to when no one else can rent you a bay.” 
 
    “He’s not so bad,” the woman beside him interjected. “He just likes long-term rentals. And his bays are huge. So if you need a little bit of space for a few days to change a hull plate, it’s brutal.” 
 
    Joe shot her an irritated glance. “He’s the only one with bays big enough for a warship. Well, not the only one. But everyone else is taking bookings. So if your ship is here, it’s in one of Cranston’s bays.” 
 
    Cranston, she learned, owned three adjacent bays along the underside of the axle. Bookings and inquiries were handled by an AI. No one knew if Cranston was even on the station, or if Cranston was a person or an organization.  
 
    “C Deck, bays E, F, and G,” Joe said, and stood. “Good luck,” he added. 
 
    The others stood as well. “That was fun,” a man said. “You’ll have to tell us if you find the ship.” 
 
    “We cycle through every nine days,” said Joe. He nodded toward the stickball game. “Maybe we can have a rematch.” 
 
    A man picked up a beer glass, holding it up so the light caught the inch or so of amber liquid in the bottom. “I’ll miss you, my friend,” he said solemnly to the beer. “But duty calls. Until we meet again.” He drained the glass, set it down, then joined the others as they trouped out, heading for their ship. 
 
    Carvalho watched them go, shaking her head. Then she brought up a station map on the tabletop, made sure she could find the decks she was looking for, blanked the table, and headed for an elevator. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “The ship is damaged, but she’s nowhere near beyond repair. The same applies to the crew. We could use a few replacements, but the Salamander could be ready for action in … a very short time.” 
 
    Tom stared helplessly at the little camera, then reached out and stopped the recording. He double-checked the header information, thought about viewing the recording first, then decided he couldn’t bear the desperation in his face and voice. He grimaced, weighing his options and telling himself to just delete the damned thing. Then he sent it. 
 
    The communication delay between Lotus Station and Cape Harvest was driving him crazy. The recording, along with a dozen reports, requests, and memos he’d written up, would sit in a queue until a secure ship was ready to make the trip to the New Panama system. He wouldn’t get a reply until another ship made the return journey. It would take at least a day, and it might take a week. 
 
    Not that he would get the response he was hoping for. He was almost sure of it. When he could set aside his frustration and rage, he admitted to himself that if he was on the naval board, he wouldn’t approve his requests either. 
 
    The Salamander was a broken ship. If she was salvaged, she’d be more patch than original vessel. He wouldn’t be able to rely on her in battle. Every repair was a potential point of failure under stress. Taking a rebuilt Salamander into combat was a recipe for disaster. 
 
    And even if she flew, what then? There was only one mission he was interested in, the mission he would never get. He wanted a rematch with the destroyer that had savaged his command and killed half his crew. But even an undamaged Salamander was no match for a Dawn Alliance destroyer. If he faced that ship again it would be suicide. 
 
    Which didn’t stop him from trying. 
 
    He left his tiny room on the Bravo Ring and trudged down the street-like corridor, making a face as a passing cart almost clipped him. He’d had to abandon his cabin on the ship. The compartment was a ruin, a ragged hole in one bulkhead, the whole thing stinking of smoke and blood.  
 
    He’d retreated to the station, renting a room and buying a cheap set of clothes. It felt strange to be in mufti, but his uniform was bloodstained, and it reeked. He’d bought a tunic and trousers in dark green, the closest thing he could find to uniform colors, but it wasn’t going to fool anyone. 
 
    A station salvage team was picking over the remains of the Salamander. Industrial bots were doing most of the work, and the yard crew wasn’t letting humans aboard until further notice. Tom had considered arguing, but that would just slow down the repairs he still hoped for. He planned to check in every few hours and make sure the bots hadn’t switched to demolition. In the meantime, there was nothing he could do on the ship itself. 
 
    Instead, he headed for the station hospital. He found Faraday and a couple of spacers in a ward. Helfgard was visiting them. He was in civvies as well, pale gray trousers and a white shirt, as if he wanted the farthest thing possible from a uniform. The man was laughing as Tom came in, but he went chilly and silent when he saw his commanding officer. 
 
    “Hello, Lars.” 
 
    “Tom,” the man said coolly. 
 
    Faraday, seated in a chair with a fluid dispenser strapped to one arm, leaned back and closed his good eye. The missing eye was covered by bandages. The other spacers were in beds; they watched with expressionless faces. 
 
    Tom greeted each of them, asked how they were doing, and got awkward, vague replies. After an uncomfortable silence he turned to Helfgard. “What’s the status of the rest of the crew?” 
 
    “Well, half of them are dead,” the man said sarcastically. Tom glared at him, and he shrugged. “What can I tell you?” 
 
    “How many people have we got ready to fly? How many more will be ready soon? Say, within a week?” 
 
    Helfgard snorted. He peered at Tom, then snorted again and shook his head. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Dear God, you’re disconnected from reality.” 
 
    Tom fought down a wave of fury. Punching out his first officer in front of the crew would never do, no matter how desperately he wanted to. “Answer the damned question.” 
 
    Helfgard scoffed. “Fine. I’d say we have about nine people ready to fly. A week from now that number will probably be zero.” His voice rose, something cracking inside of him. “First there’s the dead.” A red flush spread across his face, and he clenched his fists. “Then there are the serious injuries. The ones people won’t recover from. Like Faraday’s eye.” He made a curt gesture at the engineer. 
 
    “Then there are the injuries too serious to be treated on this piss-ant station. Nine of the wounded have been shipped out to Novograd. Diaz and Sharma are waiting for passage to New Panama where they can get long-term therapy. And as for the rest?” His arms shot up, flapping angrily. “The ones who aren’t injured are devastated. They just saw their ship torn to pieces around them. They watched their friends die. They watched their whole lives go to shit because you—” He stopped, breathing heavily, lip curled in an angry sneer. 
 
    A red haze settled over Tom’s vision. He put his hands behind his back to hide the fact that he’d clenched them into fists. He ground his teeth together and focussed every scrap of will he possessed on restraining himself. 
 
    “They’re gone, Tom.” Helfgard’s voice dripped with impatient contempt. “Your precious crew is scattering with every ship that leaves this God-forsaken station. They’re going home, or they’re heading to Zemlya to lie on the beach and try to forget what they just went through. It’s over, do you understand? You don’t have a crew anymore.” 
 
    He stepped in close, and for an awful, wonderful moment Tom thought they would come to blows. Then the hostile contempt in the man’s eyes changed, became something much worse. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Helfgard suddenly looked haggard, old, defeated. He started to speak again, but his voice broke and he turned away. He stomped out of the ward, and he didn’t look back. 
 
    Tom spent a moment staring helplessly at the three injured spacers. Then he turned and hurried out. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes of hard walking took him into an unfamiliar neighborhood. That was how he thought of it, he realized. The station had the feel of a town, or the heart of a once-shiny city gone to seed. There were transient crew members from a variety of ships, but there were also people who lived here.  
 
    Granted, people lived on ships, but the station had a different feel to it. There were overlooked spaces, nooks and gaps that had been appropriated by the residents. It showed in small ways, like murals painted in the space between giant support beams. It showed in larger ways as well, like the shack someone had built at the base of an elevator shaft. It wasn’t just a crude shelter, either. There were tomatoes growing in a crate full of dirt. Lotus might have started as a space station, but it had turned into a shabby, vibrant settlement. 
 
    The walkway under his feet curved ahead of him, making room for an unidentifiable piece of station infrastructure. A vast steel box jutted through the deck, the sides bulging out to show the outline of giant pipes inside. There were locked hatches, warning signs, and layer upon layer of graffiti. 
 
    The top of the steel box was flat, a metal floor at roughly eye level, measuring maybe ten by fifteen meters. Some enterprising soul had installed a staircase, and converted the top of the box into a bar. Tom figured someday the pipes inside the box would need servicing, and the bar would be destroyed in a matter of minutes. 
 
    In the meantime, he decided he might as well get a drink. 
 
    An oval-shaped bar filled the center of the establishment, with tables and chairs on all sides. A projected sign showed a girl in a grass skirt, hips twitching monotonously back and forth. ‘Tiki Bar’ and ‘Discount Rum’ appeared under her projected legs. 
 
    There were no staff. Tom used a credit chip to draw a beer. He felt like getting blind drunk, but he fought the urge down. Helfgard’s accusing face hovered in his mind’s eye, and Tom’s hand tightened on his beer glass. He blames me. Is he right? The faces of the dead flashed before him, and Tom grimaced. Is it my fault? Did I screw up? Did I get them killed? 
 
    It was a line of thought that led nowhere useful. He shoved it to the back of his mind and took a seat with a view of the street. That was the only word for the strip of black deck plates that carried most of the foot traffic, plus the occasional electric cart or wheeled bot. If this was a neighborhood bar, then that was a street. 
 
    Which made the other customers regulars, and Tom an outsider.  
 
    A woman rose from a nearby table, gave Tom a suspicious glance, then hurried past him to the stairs. The fat man she’d been sitting with remained, busying himself with a data pad, watching Tom from the corner of his eye. He looked none too pleased to have a stranger in his bar. 
 
    Tom shrugged to himself. So he didn’t fit in. So what else was new? He hadn’t belonged in Basic Officer Training. He certainly hadn’t belonged on his first ship. He was a misfit in the Free Neorome navy, permanently distrusted because of his United Worlds background. 
 
    Hell, even back in university he hadn’t belonged. That gnawing tension, always present, was the real reason he’d lost his temper and ended up in a police station, facing a choice between joining the military and going to prison. 
 
    Why should anything be different now? 
 
    A thin, ferret-like figure slunk past Tom’s chair, crossing the steel floor on silent feet. He had a greasy, shabby look, peering around from under a fringe of lank hair as he plopped himself down across from the same fat man who’d been sitting with the woman. Tom watched idly as the two of them whispered together. The fat man passed something under the table. The ferret grabbed it and hustled away, not making eye contact as he passed Tom’s table. 
 
    Tom grinned wryly as he drank his beer, wondering who the fat man was. Drug dealer? Bookie? What kind of petty crime did they have on Lotus Station? Whatever was happening, Tom had chosen the worst possible seat. By the look of it, he would have a steady stream of station rats going past his table. He tilted the glass up. It was time to find a new bar. 
 
    A rebellious part of him wanted to stay. Nurse his beer. Maybe eyeball the fat man for a while, see how he reacted. Maybe stare down every punk that went past. See if he could get a reaction. It would be stupid and pointless, but he felt like hitting someone. This seemed like a good place to make it happen. 
 
    “Grow up,” he muttered to himself, and took a long drink. He shifted in his chair, looking off down the street, sending a clear message to the fat man. I’m getting ready to leave. I’m not interested in you. 
 
    Four men came walking up the street, two by two. One was bald. A couple more had shaggy hair almost touching their collars. One man even had a beard. But Tom had the distinct impression they were military. They had the look, fit and alert, with perfect posture. He watched them approach the staircase and wondered if there was about to be a raid. 
 
    They split up as they reached his table, two going by on either side. They were all in their thirties, with hard faces and harder eyes. They slowed as they passed Tom, staring down at him, taking a good look and making sure he knew it. He smiled up at them, playing the clueless tourist, and watched as they sat down with the fat man. 
 
    Nothing to do with me, he decided. He drained his beer and left. 
 
      
 
    He came to a city park where the deck above had been cut away to raise the ceiling. Half a dozen elm trees grew there, still a bit short, branches stretching up toward the distant blue ceiling tiles. It would create an impressive effect when the trees reached full size.  
 
    The air at street level was still, but a quirk of the station’s air circulation created a permanent gentle breeze that rustled the top branches. Grass covered a wide section of the deck plates. Children played tag in the dappled shade, shrieking as they ran around the trunks, while their parents sat on the grass and ignored them. 
 
    It was remarkably like being planetside. Vendors lined one side of the park, and Tom bought a carton of noodles, then sat on a bench to eat and enjoy the scene. There was something deeply unhealthy, he reflected, in the fact that he desperately wanted to leave all this behind and get back to the grim, ugly business of war. 
 
    A woman strolled up and sat on the bench beside him. She ignored him, picking bits of tofu from a bowl. She laughed as a child tripped, fell headlong in the grass, then hopped up and kept running. 
 
    At last she glanced at him. “All the benefits of the great outdoors and no threat of rain, am I right?” 
 
    He returned the glance. She was a good ten years older than him, with striking dark good looks. Her hair was black and short, drawn back to emphasize sharp cheekbones and slender eyebrows. Her clothing, snug and sturdy-looking, made him think she was a spacer, though he supposed she could be anything from a librarian to a Dawn Alliance spy.  
 
    Her fingers were slender and delicate on the spoon, but her hand was swollen, and med strips covered her knuckles. He wondered what she’d done to injure herself. 
 
    He said, “Not all the benefits of the great outdoors. No birds, for instance. Of course, it means the bench is clean.” 
 
    That made her grin. “Sometimes nature is over-rated.” She stirred her tofu. “You live here on the station?” 
 
    “Passing through,” he said. 
 
    “I just got here. Not sure how long I’m staying.” She scooped up another cube of tofu, popped it in her mouth, and said, “How’s the noodles?” 
 
    “Pretty salty.” 
 
    “Bet you a dollar they’re better than the tofu.” She made a face, but continued eating. “You’ve got an Earth accent.” 
 
    “Mmm,” he said noncommittally. 
 
    The skin around her eyes crinkled in amusement. “Okay, now I know you’re military. Everyone else on this station wants to talk your ear off. But the Free Planets crews are paranoid, and the UW troops have all been told that ‘loose lips sink ships.’” She looked him over. “You’re a bit skinny for a marine. You must be navy.” 
 
    Tom didn’t answer, just looked at her. 
 
    She chuckled. “Don’t worry, I won’t pry into your secrets.” She turned away, watching the children. 
 
    Her voice was softer when she spoke again. “We all get so caught up in war mania. We don’t realize what it costs us. Two people in a park can’t even chat about their jobs. I swear, that stupid war stains everything in the whole Green Zone.” 
 
    Tom sighed. “You’re not wrong.” 
 
    “Look at those kids.” She gestured with her bowl. “So carefree. But they know there’s a war going on. You think they don’t have nightmares?” She ate the last of the tofu and set the bowl down between them. “Maybe Lotus Station had the right idea. Don’t resist when the Dawn Alliance shows up at your door. Neutrality and cooperation. I mean, who cares what lines some government draws on a star map? Let the DA claim this place. What difference does it make?” 
 
    “It makes a difference,” Tom said stiffly. “You haven’t seen what the Dawn Alliance does.” 
 
    “Pfft!” She gave him a disdainful look. “You don’t think the United Worlds are every bit as bad as the Dawn Alliance?” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” He told himself not to get steamed over a pointless argument with a clueless stranger, but anger had ahold of him. “Do you know how the Dawn Alliance treats prisoners of war? They starve their prisoners while they work them to death. They let disease run rampant through their POW camps, and they sit back and watch the prisoners die. Life’s no picnic in United Worlds prisons, but I guarantee you it’s a whole lot better than the way the DA treats us.” 
 
    She went silent, watching him with wide eyes. 
 
    “And another thing.” He stopped, shook his head, and took a deep breath, letting go of at least some of his anger. He wasn’t really upset with this woman. She was just another civilian with a head full of nonsense. There were billions of them, and raging at them was entirely pointless. 
 
    “I’ve had kind of a rough day,” he said at last. “I shouldn’t take it out on you.” 
 
    She said, “That’s all right, Tom.” 
 
    He looked at her sharply. 
 
    “My name is Gabi Carvalho,” she said. “Lieutenant Gabi Carvalho, Military Intelligence.” She flexed her right hand, making the med tape crinkle. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t shake hands.” 
 
    “What do you want?” he said coldly. 
 
    Carvalho held her hands up, palms toward him. “Peace, Captain. There were two things I wanted. First, I was asked to evaluate you.” She shrugged. “Sorry, but it’s part of the job. There were some, shall we say, concerns after your last mission.” 
 
    He glared at her. 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t my idea. You used to be a trained naval officer in the UW armed forces, and now you’re active in a military role during wartime. You’ll have to accept that Military Intelligence will take an interest in you.” 
 
    Tom folded his arms. “Fine,” he said grumpily. 
 
    “Anyway, I can see you’re not some radical. You’re still a patriot, in spite of some rather shabby treatment from the UW brass.” 
 
    That mollified him somewhat. 
 
    “Which brings me to my second point,” she said. “Now that the unpleasant part is out of the way, I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    He gave a snort of surprised laughter. “You want a favor from me?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Why not? Like I said, the evaluation was nothing personal.” 
 
    He stared at her, not sure whether to be offended by her sheer gall, or impressed by her nerve. She gazed back at him, placid, waiting for his verdict. He shook his head. “What do you need?” 
 
    She leaned toward him, eyes lighting up with enthusiasm. “There’s a captured Dawn Alliance ship, right here on Lotus Station. At least, I think there is. I even know where it’s hidden. But I can’t get near it.” 
 
    Tom gaped at her. “What?” 
 
    “The Calgary. It’s a heavy corvette. It was disabled and captured a year ago. I’m pretty sure the DA brought it here. Lotus was in their possession, and it was the only place in towing range. I think the ship is down on the axle, in a bay on C Deck.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” She wasn’t, of course. “So what do you need me for? I have no authority here.” He hesitated, not wanting to admit the next part. “I don’t even really have a crew. They’re scattering over half the Green Zone right now.” 
 
    “I just need you,” she said. “I tried to visit C Deck this morning. It’s, shall we say, not the most savory part of the station.” She held up her injured hand. “A couple of jerks tried to mug me. I managed to discourage them, but the surgeon said I should refrain from punching anyone else until I’m done healing.” 
 
    “So you need me to …?” 
 
    “Punch anyone who needs punching,” she said cheerfully. She waved her hand. “I don’t think it’ll come to that. You’ll be a deterrent, mostly. I’m sure we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We’re going down to C Deck on the axle to look for a lost corvette?” 
 
    Carvalho nodded. 
 
    Tom finished the last of his noodles and stood, shaking his head at the absurdity of it. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The Calgary was a wreck. 
 
    C Deck, Bay F, was a gloomy rectangular space that smelled of dust and metal and grease. Most of the lights were off. The battered ship loomed like a vast steel toad, shrouded in shadows. Tom stared up at her, watching details emerge one by one as his eyes adjusted. 
 
    With every fresh revelation the ship looked worse. 
 
    A hatch on the underside of her nose descended to form a ramp. The hatch had been cut open, none too gently. The edges of the ramp were jagged, with matching damage showing on the hull plates. The hydraulics that would close the hatch were broken, hanging beside the ramp, the brackets fractured. 
 
    Three ragged holes showed on the side of the hull toward the back. Those would have been the shots that crippled her, Tom guessed. Her hull plates were pocked with dents and small punctures, and scorched by laser fire. A plate on her starboard belly had buckled from the heat, the edges separating on two sides. 
 
    A dorsal sensor pod was missing. A patchwork of missing hull plates surrounded a yawning cavity where the instruments had been roughly cut away. It was as disturbing as an empty eye socket, and Tom turned away. 
 
    “There it is,” said a figure in coveralls who had only identified himself as ‘Ernie.’ He was a station employee, and they’d cornered him and bullied him into opening the bay. Now he put skinny hands on his hips and jerked his head toward the open hatch behind them. “Come on. I gotta lock up.” 
 
    Carvalho said, “What happened to the crew?” 
 
    “I don’t know nothing about that,” Ernie said sharply. “I don’t even know anything about that,” and he gestured at the corvette. “You said you needed to see inside. Well, you’ve seen.” He took a half-step toward the hatch, one cheek twitching. “You’re not supposed to be here.” 
 
    “All right, don’t burst a blood vessel.” Carvalho took a long final look at the ship, then turned to Tom. “Seen enough?” 
 
    “For the moment,” he said. He yearned to explore the ship, see how much damage she’d taken inside. Were the engines functional? What would it take to get her flying? 
 
    But he let himself be guided out of the bay by an agitated Ernie, who sealed the hatch behind them. “Fascinating,” Tom said to Carvalho as they climbed a staircase to A Deck. “What now?” 
 
    “Now we get some admirals involved, I guess. And then I start tracking down the crew.” She patted his arm. “Thank you for your help, Tom.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said to her retreating back as she headed for an elevator. He went to a data kiosk instead. He’d have to hope Admiral Sayles was still reading his messages after all the pointless demands he’d been sending. This message would be a little more significant. 
 
    The Calgary was the property of the United Worlds Navy. In the view of the UW Navy, at least. But were they in any position to retrieve or salvage the ship, and would they bother? 
 
    The Free Neorome Navy, on the other hand, would be delighted to take possession of a ship as big as anything they now possessed. The UW could score easy political points by relinquishing a broken ship that would have to be towed all the way to Garnet to be refurbished to navy standards. They might very well sign the ship over to Free Neorome, who would book repairs right here in Lotus Station. The repairs would be perfectly adequate, even if they weren’t, strictly speaking, by the book. 
 
    And who better to command a UW-built ship than Tom Thrush, formerly of the UW Navy? 
 
    With the message sent he walked to the far side of the axle. The Salamander was directly below him, two decks down. He wondered if the admiralty would ultimately decide to repair her. 
 
    He wondered if that was still what he wanted. 
 
    Accepting that he could do nothing for what remained of his crew—that he would make things worse by even trying—was a bitter pill to swallow. If they were UW, they would be expected to suck it up. To report for duty unless they were hospitalized. But that just wasn’t the way the Free Worlds crews did things. The crew was shattered, and the survivors felt they needed time to recover. So they would take the time, and they would report for duty when they felt they were ready. 
 
    Which felt bizarre to Tom with his background in a professional military. But perhaps it wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
    His ship had to wait on a decision from the admiral. His crew was gone. That left Tom at loose ends. New orders would arrive eventually, and he greatly feared he would be recalled to New Panama. The ultimate fate of the Calgary—and the destroyer lurking in the Octagon Rift—would be something he’d read about later in a news feed. 
 
    “Like hell,” he muttered, and headed for an elevator. 
 
      
 
    He found the men he was looking for in a low-ceilinged, run-down bay on the lowest deck of the Alpha Ring. They lounged in folding chairs, watching a bareknuckle boxing match. There was no ring, just a painted circle on the floor and two hulking, shirtless men surrounded by an excited crowd. A dead-eyed woman came by and asked Tom if he wanted to place a bet. 
 
    He declined. 
 
    The four spacers from the Tiki Bar sat together near the back, a buffer of empty seats surrounding them. They didn’t seem to notice Tom. He sat down off to one side and watched them from the corner of his eye as one of the fighters delivered a knock-down blow. There was a moment of brief grappling, a quick tap-out, and a surge of motion as punters hurried forward to collect their winnings. 
 
    The four men rose as one. They converged on Tom, surrounding him almost before he knew they’d moved. Suddenly there was a heavyset man in the chairs on either side. The bald man straddled the chair in front of Tom, thick arms folded, and stared at him without expression. The fourth man was invisible, which meant he was standing right behind Tom’s chair. 
 
    “That’s twice today I’ve seen you looking at me,” the bald man said. “You better tell me what the hell you want, and I better like the answer.” He had a British accent, which made him United Worlds. 
 
    “I’m looking for the crew of the Calgary, Tom said. “I think I just found some of them.” 
 
    The bald man raised a pale eyebrow. “Try again,” he said coldly. “This time, make sense.” 
 
    “You’re military,” said Tom. “Ex-military, maybe, but you haven’t been out of uniform for long.” He looked at the men on either side. “You’re too coordinated for a bunch of station rats.” 
 
    “The idea here,” said the bald man, “is for you to tell us things we don’t already know.” His voice lowered, becoming a menacing growl. “I suggest you get to it. I’m running out of patience.” 
 
    A buzzer sounded and another boxing match started in the circle. No one was paying the slightest attention to Tom and his interrogators. He figured they could drag him out of here without anyone batting an eye.  
 
    Showing nerves, however, would in no way help. He smirked. “I see you watch a lot of gangster vids.” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed, and his chest muscles flexed. 
 
    “There’s a UW warship in a bay in the axis,” Tom said patiently. “I’m trying to find the crew.” 
 
    The pale eyebrows rose. “Do we look like fly-boys to you?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Up close? Not really. But you’re military.” 
 
    “Ex-military,” the bald man growled. “We don’t wear the uniform anymore. And when we did, we worked for a living. We didn’t just ride around on boats.” 
 
    “Army, then,” said Tom, and cocked his head. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We kept running into nosy people,” the man said. “We kept breaking their bones. We came here to get away from all that.” 
 
    Tom couldn’t help chuckling, although there was a real sense of menace coming from the men around him. “Fair enough,” he said. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen any UW spacers around?” 
 
    “Beat it,” said the bald man. “And I don’t want to see your ugly face around here no more. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” Tom said, and stood. “Never been a fan of the fights anyway.” He nodded to each of the men in turn. “Lovely meeting you all.” 
 
    They stared at him, mute and hostile. He gave them a careless smile, pretended he wasn’t thoroughly intimidated, and walked out. 
 
      
 
    After that, Tom was fresh out of excuses. He returned to his little rented room, where he opened a package of paper. Actual, honest-to-God paper, like some kind of historical artifact. He’d found it in a shop on the Alpha Ring. He’d bought a pen as well. 
 
    The first sheet was for practice. He doodled. He made circles and squares and triangles, gradually making them smaller and more precise. Skills he hadn’t practiced in years slowly returned to him, and the pen began to feel less clumsy in his hand. When he felt he was ready he discarded the practice sheet and started to write. 
 
    He wrote letters. One letter for each fatality on the Salamander. He wrote to the closest family member, according to the Navy’s records. He wrote to mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, partners. He wrote to an eldest daughter, and to a sister. He wrote to a grandfather. 
 
    Each letter tore his guts out. He tried to be sincere, to keep away from hollow platitudes, but before long every letter began to sound the same. He served bravely. She did her duty under the most trying of circumstances. I was proud to serve with him. I consider it an honor that I had her under my command. 
 
    I’m so very sorry. I did my best—we all did—but there were casualties that couldn’t be avoided. He died serving the people of the Green Zone. He died with courage, never flinching in the face of danger. 
 
    When he was done he sat and stared at the wall for a long time, wishing he had never had the bright idea of becoming an officer. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The ship no longer had a name, and to Roban Oliver that felt deeply wrong. 
 
    There were so many things wrong with his current situation that a nameless ship should have barely made an impression. He was disgraced, incarcerated, with no idea how long he’d remain locked up or what might happen to him if he were ever released. He was filled with a bleak depression that he knew would eventually overwhelm him. He had more troubles than he could ever hope to cope with. 
 
    But still, a ship ought to have a name. 
 
    She had once been used to haul ore. She was basically a giant bucket, almost a kilometer long, with an engine in her tail and another in her nose. Fully loaded she would weigh as much as a mountain and be an absolute nightmare to maneuver. 
 
    Now, she was a garden. Oliver, a highly trained military officer with ten years of experience in the United Worlds Navy, had become a farmer. 
 
    He trudged through the belly of the ship, picking his way between rusting steel bins filled with crushed rock. If there was one plentiful resource you could always count on at an ore processing station, it was crushed rock. After years of dumping the powdery remains into space while spending a small fortune importing food, some bright Johnny had finally had the clever idea of turning the rock into soil. 
 
    The result was one of the ugliest gardens Oliver had ever seen. He supposed it was pleasant in an abstract way. He got to spend his days surrounded by plants, after all. The ship was agreeably quiet, the droning of bees almost the only sound. It should have been nice. 
 
    But rust covered just about every surface. Every bin, every bracket, every support beam was made of untreated steel, and all of it was disintegrating. The deck plates crunched underfoot as his boots crushed the top layer of oxidation. Rust smeared his jumpsuit until he could barely make out the original color. Sometimes a bin would burst and spill dirt across the deck plates. It all felt like a bleak metaphor for Oliver’s life, as he waited for entropy to erode the grubby, decaying mess that remained. 
 
    “Hey!” The shout was repeated a moment later as the echo bounced from the distant ceiling. “Where you at, man? It’s spooky in here.” 
 
    Oliver grinned sourly to himself. He’d found the ship unnerving at first too. It felt like far too much space for a crew of two, especially after years spent in the crowded confines of a warship. He’d long since grown used to the solitude, though. 
 
    He wondered if his new companion would have the chance to do the same. 
 
    A tunnel two meters square and a dozen meters long connected the ship to the ore processing station known as the Gulag. The tunnel opened onto a foyer of sorts, a wide, brightly lit room with lockers and suit racks and a hatch that led to the cargo bay. There were corridors to the bridge and crew quarters, but the hatches had long since been welded shut. 
 
    John Parker stood in the hatch between foyer and cargo bay, not quite willing to step over the threshold. His baggy brown prisoner’s jumpsuit made his body shapeless and generic, but his face was distinctive, with a thatch of red-brown hair and overhanging brows that gave him a surly, angry look. There was a flash of relief in his expression when he finally spotted Oliver. It was quickly hidden by a sneer. 
 
    “You Oliver? Where you been, man? I’ve been standing here, like all day.” 
 
    “I see you can’t wait to start working,” Oliver said dryly. His foot splashed in a puddle, and he made a mental note to return and trace the cause. After he cleaned up a different mess. 
 
    “This is horseshit.” Standing alone at the edge of the shadowy cargo bay seemed to have genuinely unnerved the man, but he was recovering quickly, hiding his earlier distress with bluster. “I don’t deserve to be sent to no farm. I never did nothing.” 
 
    This was patently untrue, but Oliver didn’t argue. “Come on. I’ll show you the ropes. I’m Rob.” 
 
    “I know who you are.” Parker grimaced and stepped through the hatch, wrinkling his nose. “What’s that smell?” 
 
    Oliver shrugged, his nose long since immune to the countless odors of the farm. Parker no doubt smelled rust and dirt and compost. Well, the smell was going to get worse. 
 
    “Everything up there is for processing new crushed rock.” Oliver gestured toward the ceiling hundreds of meters above. Mostly it was open air, but there were several huge drums and a vast hopper mounted on a web of girders. “New rock has too many sharp edges. Plants don’t like it. They mix it with water and turn it in those drums. It takes weeks, and it’s noisy as hell. We’re lucky, though. They only do that maybe once a year.” He glanced at Parker, who was wrinkling his nose and paying no apparent attention. “We don’t have to worry about any of that stuff. Not until a girder rusts through and it all comes crashing down.” 
 
    A grunt was his only reply. 
 
    Oliver led him past giant tanks where crushed rock was mixed with organic material. “It spends a good six weeks in each tank. Gives the bacteria time to grow.” 
 
    Parker was clearly bored by this time, so Oliver kept talking, just to annoy him. “They used to keep the tanks sealed to keep things humid. They finally figured out that nothing ever dries out in here.” He dragged a fingertip across the side of a tank, leaving a dry streak in the moisture beading the curved plates. “Took me weeks to get used to the humidity.” 
 
    The other man grunted. 
 
    “We’re coming to the best part.” Oliver stepped around a soil tank, caught a whiff of ammonia, and grinned as Parker flinched.  
 
    The man brought a hand up as if he could ward off the stench, stumbling to a dismayed halt. “What the hell, man?” 
 
    “Chickens,” Oliver said blandly. “I guess they stink a bit, now that you mention it. But chicken manure is an excellent fertilizer. It keeps this place running.” 
 
    “Oh, forget this, man.” Parker backed away, face twisted in dismay. “Oh, God. That’s gross.” 
 
    “You’ll have to get used to it. The chickens are your job now.” He gave Parker his best encouraging smile. “Don’t worry. Once you’ve shoveled out the coops a couple times you’ll barely even notice the smell.” 
 
    “No bloody way.” Parker folded his arms across his chest and backed up several steps. “I am NOT shoveling no chicken shit.” 
 
    Oliver lifted his hands in a helpless shrug. “One of us has to do it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be you, man.” Parker stuck out his chin. “I ain’t doing it.” 
 
    Oliver shrugged, keeping his expression blank, and gestured down a different pathway. “You won’t like the other choice.” 
 
    Parker narrowed his eyes, but followed as Oliver walked past the last of the soil tanks. They moved between steel planters filled with carrots and lettuce. Parker swatted at a passing bee. Oliver led the way to a tank four meters high, shaped like a giant steel teacup. He climbed a staircase, the steps vibrating as Parker stomped up behind him. 
 
    “Here’s where we do fertilizing,” Oliver said when they reached the catwalk at the top of the tank. 
 
    “Gross,” Parker replied. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine at the moment.” The top of the tank was uncovered. Oliver pointed inside. The tank was half full of wet dirt. “It’s just powdered rock at the moment.” He indicated a couple of hoppers suspended above the tank. “That one’s for dirt. It’s wet, but it’s completely sterile. The other one is for manure. But we can’t add any of the nasty stuff yet.” He pointed into the tank. “There’s a clog in the bottom. Probably a chunk of rock.” 
 
    It was, in fact, a chunk of butter-yellow igneous rock shaped like half a football. Oliver had personally wedged it in place before covering it in dirt. 
 
    Parker peered doubtfully into the tank. 
 
    “I hate this part of the job,” Oliver confided. “Confined spaces give me the heebie-jeebies.” This was entirely untrue—no one with claustrophobia would last long in the modern Navy—but Parker swallowed it. 
 
    “The chickens are way easier.”  Oliver gave his voice a wheedling tone. “You don’t have to scoop upward, for one thing.” He mimed lifting a shovel high over his head. “It’s murder on the shoulders.” 
 
    Parker sneered. 
 
    Gotcha, Oliver thought. He kept his expression bland, however. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll do this. You tackle the chicken coops. It won’t be so bad. You’ll see.” He stared to turn, as if he expected Parker to follow. 
 
    A meaty hand landed on his shoulder. Parker’s fist tightened on the fabric of Oliver’s jumpsuit and dragged him over to the railing where it circled the lip of the tank. Parker pushed him against the railing, drawing an alarming creak from the rusted metal. The man was appallingly strong. 
 
    “I heard about you.” Parker’s voice was an ugly growl, his breath rank as he leaned in and put himself almost nose to nose with Oliver. “You’re, like, the chief pussy for the bluebottles.” 
 
    That stung more than Oliver would have liked to admit. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Everyone else says they were just following orders. They say you made the decision.” Parker’s eyes gleamed, his voice warming with the pleasure of delivering a brutal blow. “They say you bent over and took it when the Uglies captured you. They say you did whatever they told you.” The big hand shook Oliver for emphasis. “They say you’re a complete chickenshit.” 
 
    The man’s whole right side was exposed, and Oliver briefly considered driving a knee into his ribs and flipping him over the railing. But Parker outweighed him by at least ten kilos, and besides, Oliver had a plan. So he did his best to look intimidated and said, “I guess I’ll do the chicken coops, then?” 
 
    Contempt replaced the menace in Parker’s expression. “Damn right.” He let go of Oliver’s shoulder. 
 
    Oliver straightened up, smoothed the shoulder of his jumpsuit, and exhaled. “Fine. But don’t complain to me when your shoulders are killing you.” 
 
    Parker gave him a long, suspicious look. He wasn’t bright, but he had to suspect he was being played. At last he said, “What do I gotta do?” 
 
    “Hop in.” Oliver made his voice glum and defeated. It wasn’t difficult. “I’ll pass you a shovel. You need to dig down in the very middle. See if there’s a rock blocking the hole at the bottom.” 
 
    “Hm.” Parker leaned forward, looming over Oliver, intimidating him. Then he put a hand on the railing. “Pussy,” he said, and vaulted over. He hung from the railing for a moment, then slid down onto the wet dirt at the bottom. 
 
    Oliver unclipped a shovel from a mount to one side and passed it down to the other man. Then he leaned on the railing and tried not to smirk. 
 
    For five minutes Parker labored away, apparently oblivious to the fact that he was the only one working. He tossed dirt up against the sides of the tank, making a funnel-shaped hole that gradually became steeper and deeper. Finally the shovel scraped against metal and he stopped, puffing. “What now?” 
 
    “Pass me up the shovel.” Oliver stretched a hand down. Parker handed him the shovel, wiped sweat from his forehead, and said, “Now what do I—” 
 
    Oliver took the shovel handle in a two-handed grip, wound up, and swung with all his strength. The blade slammed into the side of Parker’s head with a resounding clang. The man collapsed, and Oliver stepped quickly to the hopper controls. 
 
    Raw sewage poured into the tank. 
 
    Parker had landed in a slack-limbed crouch, legs bent beneath him, head lolling sideways against the heaped dirt. He began to stir as wet sludge poured against his shoulder and ran down his back. Both arms were trapped by the time he really began to struggle. 
 
    When the sludge reached his chin, Oliver stopped the flow. He kept a hand on the controls. As far as he knew there were no cameras on him at this moment, but the farm was part of a prison, after all. You never knew. If a team of guards came rushing in he planned to drown Parker in shit before the man could be freed. 
 
    “What the ….” Parker stared up at him, eyes still glassy from the blow. His head flopped forward, manure smearing his mouth and nose. He recoiled, head snapping up, and spent a moment spitting and thrashing. “Oh my God. Oh, fuck. What the hell!” 
 
    When his gaze returned to Oliver his eyes were much clearer. He spent a moment just staring upward, the filth on his face making his expression impossible to read. 
 
    “We need to have a chat,” Oliver said. “About Selena Tran.” 
 
    Parker blinked several times, processing this. 
 
    “I heard about you, Parker. Same as you heard about me. I know what you’re in for.” Thinking of it made his fingers twitch on the hopper controls, and a cupful of sludge splashed down centimeters from Parker’s face. “You’re a rapist. They sent you here when they saw you weren’t going to stop.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill you.” There was a gratifying quaver of fear in Parker’s voice. “Let me out of here right now.” 
 
    “Not until we talk about Selena.” 
 
    Parker stared up at him, mute. 
 
    The urge to drown the man and be done with it was very strong. He had to at least try for a better solution, though. Oliver took a deep breath, regretting it as he caught the stench of sewage rising from the tank. “Let me tell you the story of how I became chief pussy.” 
 
    “Get me out of here right now!” 
 
    Oliver touched the hopper controls and sent another handful of crap into the tank. “Don’t interrupt me again, Parker.” 
 
    Parker stared up in mute fury. 
 
    “They took our ship.” It was surprisingly difficult to say it. The events of that awful day were etched into his brain. They replayed themselves again and again, an insane self-torture that he couldn’t stop. Yet he found it nearly impossible to put the whole nightmare into words. 
 
    “The ship was crippled,” Oliver continued. “They had us cold. So the captain surrendered. Dawn Alliance soldiers came aboard, and they cuffed us, and they separated the officers from the crew and led us into a fighter bay. Lined us up against a bulkhead in order of rank.” Bile rose in his throat, and he spat over the railing. “I was third.” 
 
    He could still remember the fear, bright and sharp, metallic against his tongue. It was a year since his old life had ended, but it felt like minutes had passed, not months. 
 
    “This one officer came swaggering up. I think it was a unit leader. We didn’t even deserve a captain. We got their equivalent of a lieutenant. Strutting little peacock. Kind of reminds me of you, actually.” 
 
    Parker started to speak. Oliver pressed the hopper control and Parker grunted and flinched away as more sludge splashed down. 
 
    “Anyway, he tells the captain, you will cooperate fully, and you will order your officers and crew to do the same. And the captain, very properly in accordance with the Capture and Duress protocols, says no.” Oliver squeezed his eyes shut momentarily. His voice sounded hollow and lifeless in his own ears as he went on. 
 
    “So the little shitbag shoots her. No talk, no warning, no threats. Just, bam. Blast shot to the head. Blood and tissue all over the bulkhead, and down she goes. And he steps up to Jameson. That was our first officer. Stares into his eyes and repeats his speech about cooperation.” 
 
    Parker stared up, wide-eyed and silent. 
 
    “So Jameson gives the same response. And, bam. That’s it for him. And I’m looking down at his body, and all of a sudden I’m angry. Not with the shitbag. With Jameson. Because he knew I was next in line. And now the shitbag is staring at me, and I can see Cooper in the corner of my eye. She’s next in rank after me. Then all the other lieutenants. And I thought, I can’t do shit for Captain Harris or for Jameson. But I can save Cooper. All I have to do is give up my honor. My self-respect. My good name. Everything I care about. If I just let it go, it stops with me. Otherwise, it’s Cooper next.” 
 
    Oliver let go of the hopper controls and leaned on the railing with both hands. “It’s not easy, living with that decision. I violated my oaths. I helped the same scumbags who killed my captain and first officer. I shamed my fellow officers and my crew. I got them all consigned to this dump.” His fingers tightened on the railing. “So I tell myself that I did it for my crew. That’s my justification. That’s how I live with myself. I remind myself that I kept my crew safe.” 
 
    Parker opened his mouth to speak, reconsidered, and closed it. 
 
    “I’m telling you this,” Parker said, “so you’ll understand my perspective when I say that keeping my crew safe is … pretty important to me. I’ll do just about anything in pursuit of that goal. I’ll certainly compost a worthless turd like you.”  
 
    A spoonful of dirt trickled down the side of the tank, a tiny landslide that grew as it fell until a double handful of wet powdered rock collided with the side of Parker’s jaw. He thrashed, spat, and said, “You get me out of here right now! Dig me out, or I’ll fucking kill you!” 
 
    “That’s not quite the scary threat you think it is,” Oliver said calmly. 
 
    More dirt trickled down. It poured across Parker’s face, making a little drift on his lower lip. He blew, spat, and twisted his head from side to side. “What do you want?” His voice was raw, desperate. 
 
    “I want my crew to be safe.” Oliver leaned forward, staring down at the man’s upturned face. “Right now, Selena Tran is not safe. You cornered her in the bathrooms. She barely got away from you. And I think you’re going to try again.” 
 
    “No! No, never. I won’t. I swear!” 
 
    “You’re a lying turd,” Oliver said conversationally. “But you might manage to control yourself if you truly understood the situation.” 
 
    Parker’s expression changed, becoming calculating. He began rocking himself from side to side, twisting his body. He had to press the side of his head into the muck to do it, but one shoulder broke free. 
 
    “I’m thinking about burying you under a tonne or so of sewage right now.” 
 
    “You can’t.” There was a rising confidence in Parker’s voice as he thought it through. “You can’t get away with it. There’s nobody here but you and me. They’ll put the blame on you. And you know what they do to murderers here.” 
 
    “Out the airlock,” Oliver nodded. “A valid point.” 
 
    An upper arm rose from the muck, free from shoulder to elbow. Parker grunted with effort, trying to drag his forearm out. 
 
    “If I dig you out of there, you’re going to stay away from Selena Tran and the rest of my crew. Because if you harm any of them, I’ll come after you. I won’t stop until you’re dead.” 
 
    Parker, unfortunately, took this for the bombast and bluster that were his own stock in trade. There was open contempt in his face now as his right arm popped free with a wet sucking sound. He clawed sludge away from his face and throat, then dug at his left shoulder. “I’m coming up there, and I’m killing you. You hear me? You’re dead!” 
 
    “What you don’t get,” Parker said, “is that I’m okay with that. When I think of Harris and Jameson I realize they took the easy way out. I envy them. My way is the hard way. I keep myself alive because the crew might still need me. Frankly, I’m tired of it.” He straightened up. “Go ahead. Climb up here and kill me. You’ll go out an airlock. Selena will be safe. Mission accomplished.” 
 
    Parker’s left arm came free. He braced both hands against the sides of the tank, triggering small landslides, and panted for breath. He said, “You’re insane.” 
 
    Oliver shrugged. 
 
    Parker’s shoulders flexed, pushing against the tank, the sludge rising as he strained, fighting to straighten his legs. His face turned bright red. He rose a handspan or so, sludge flowing down from his shoulders and chest. The look he gave Oliver was pure malevolence. 
 
    “See, you’re focusing on all the wrong things,” Oliver said. “Anger. Frustration. Getting revenge. None of that matters.” 
 
    Parker snarled, then spat out the sludge that trickled into his mouth the instant his lips parted. 
 
    “You’re so fixated on revenge that you won’t save your own life. Can you even see that?” 
 
    “I’m going to climb up there, and I’m going to throw you down here.” The words came in short gasps as Parker heaved at the clinging muck. “Drown you in shit. See how you like it.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Oliver put a hand on the hopper controls. “Last chance to change your mind.” 
 
    A flash of fear in the red face. “You can’t. It’s murder. They’ll kill you.” 
 
    “I need you to know that I’m okay with that. That I’ll do what it takes. That if I let you go, and you go after Selena again, I’ll kill you, and to hell with the consequences.” He stared down at Parker, frustrated with the man’s obstinate stupidity. “You can’t win, Parker. The only way you can protect yourself from me is by killing me, and if you do that, they’ll blow you out an airlock.” 
 
    Parker strained upward, rose another handspan, and stopped, panting. Oliver unclipped the shovel and laid it across the railing. 
 
    “Throw it down here.” 
 
    “Sure. And when you’re free, what will you do?” 
 
    A brief struggle played out on the trapped man’s face, common sense battling with malice. 
 
    Malice won. 
 
    “I’m going to break your legs, and then I’m going to rape your bitch in front of you.” 
 
    Oliver sighed. “Well, I had to try.” He put the shovel back in the clips. Parker, with a wordless howl, strained against the weight of the sludge, pushing upward with everything he had. 
 
    Three sharp kicks broke a section of railing free. It tumbled into the tank, and Parker grabbed it. He was trying to brace it against the sides of the tank when a flood of sewage poured down, rising until it washed over the top of his head. 
 
    Oliver retreated down the steps, then backed away as the tank overflowed. He grimaced as he watched sludge spill onto the floor, knowing that if he managed to avoid a one-way trip through an airlock he’d have to clean up the mess. 
 
    At last the flow ended, the main sewage tank empty. The smell was overpowering, and Oliver turned away, returning to the foyer. Once, the hopper had required a hand on the switch to stay open. It was a safety measure that had failed years before, one more victim of the pervading damp. 
 
    He figured he had about a fifty-percent chance of getting away with murder. The handful of guards running the Gulag were poorly trained and largely indifferent. Taking Parker’s death at face value would be the easiest choice. Tragic accident. Very sad. Time to replace a section of railing and then forget the whole thing. 
 
    Of course, someone might get suspicious. A guard might dig deeper. Or there could be cameras Oliver didn’t know about, ones that continued to function despite the damp. In that case, he’d find out exactly how long he could hold his breath. 
 
    Oliver pushed it from his mind as he stripped off his dirty jumpsuit and pulled on a fresh one. Parker would never hurt Selena Tran, or anyone else. 
 
    The rest was just details. 
 
    He walked through the tunnel to the station, flagged down the first guard he saw, and told him he had an accident to report. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “We take foreign espionage very seriously.” 
 
    Carvalho gave the detective sergeant her best weary, patient look. She had patience to spare, but it was important to project the right attitude. Every part of her demeanor said she was innocent, enduring a pointless arrest and interrogation, with no real doubt she would be released promptly. All those things were at least partially true. 
 
    “I’m off-duty. The United Worlds Armed Forces informed the station of my arrival. The UW is currently an ally of this station’s government. There’s nothing surreptitious or inappropriate about my presence here.” She lifted her wrists, which were cuffed. “And there’s no reason at all for me to be restrained.” 
 
    The constable stared at her, his face professionally blank. He was in his fifties, soft around the stomach, with the look of a man serving out his time and doing his best not to rock any boats. “You’re out of uniform.” 
 
    “Because I’m not on duty.” 
 
    “We don’t permit foreign spies to work on Lotus Station.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing I’m off duty. Thank goodness we covered that already. I’d hate to have to repeat myself.” 
 
    He gave her a sour look. “You were speaking to people.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes, you got me there. It turns out UW intelligence officers aren’t mute. It’s a good thing you locked me up. I can’t wait to hear what the charge is.” 
 
    That earned her a scowl. “What is your purpose on this station?” 
 
    She sighed. “It’s the same as it was when my colonel sent a notification to station administration.” She didn’t actually know if her colonel had done any such thing, but it seemed prudent to feign certainty. Bureaucracies were the same across the galaxy. Detective Sergeant Joong would have the devil’s own time proving such a message hadn’t been sent. “I’m looking for a UW corvette.” 
 
    “There are no foreign warships at this station.” 
 
    She laughed in his face. She’d meant to be polite, but she couldn’t help herself. “There’s two, at least. You’re not a full member of the alliance, so the Salamander qualifies as a foreign warship. That’s a Free Neorome warship, by the way. She’s in one of the interior docks on the axle. B Deck, I think.” 
 
    Joong’s face darkened. He started to speak, and she talked over him. “The other ship is a UW heavy corvette called the Calgary. That ship’s been here for months. It’s on C Deck, Bay F.” 
 
    “You seem very well informed for an intelligence officer who is off duty.” 
 
    Carvalho shrugged. “It’s common knowledge, Sergeant.” That wasn’t exactly fair—hardly anyone seemed to know about the Calgary for some reason—but she was no longer feeling diplomatic. 
 
    “Detective Sergeant,” he said stiffly. 
 
    She was making an enemy, which was pretty stupid, she realized belatedly. She made her expression contrite. “Sorry, Detective Sergeant. You’re obviously busy with law enforcement. You have no reason to be familiar with every ship that docks at the station, not when they’re not breaking any laws.” 
 
    He gave her an unreadable look. 
 
    “Look, I have no interest in spying or espionage. I’m just here to find out what happened to some United Worlds military equipment. And some personnel.” 
 
    He looked at her sharply. “Personnel?” 
 
    Carvalho nodded. “I’ve found the ship, but her crew wasn’t aboard.” She leaned forward, expression guileless. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what happened to them?” 
 
      
 
    ●●● 
 
      
 
    She spent half an hour in a locked interview room, her wrists still cuffed, then another half hour in a grubby waiting room with her hands free. The room was a disgrace, reeking of sweat and glee smoke, the chairs covered in a thin layer of fabric so lumpy the unpadded chairs in the interview room were actually more comfortable. But the door was unlocked, and that counted for a lot. 
 
    Finally a little scooter bot rolled in and led her to an office labelled ‘Detective Lieutenant Acton.’ Acton was a middle-aged woman with vast dark bags under her eyes, wearing a uniform blouse with enormous golden shoulder boards. She waved Carvalho to a worn-out guest chair, took a sip from a giant coffee mug, and rested her forearms on her desk. “So you’re Carpello.” 
 
    “Carvalho.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Acton tapped at a smart panel on her desk, her expression utterly weary. “Good work tracking down the Calgary. I didn’t even know she was there.” 
 
    Carvalho nodded graciously. 
 
    “Now, as for her crew ….” Acton did more tapping and scrolling. “Them I knew about. More or less. They’ve been shipped to the Gulag.” A hint of a smile touched her dour lips. “Don’t worry. It’s just a nickname. The place isn’t so bad.” 
 
    “They’re on Galapagos Base? That’s an ore-processing station, isn’t it?” 
 
    Acton nodded, looking pleased. “You’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “Prisoner management is sort of a professional interest of mine,” Carvalho said. “Long-term prisoners do labor, is that right?” 
 
    “Not many prisons in the Green Zone,” Acton said. “Usually we go for simple reparations, and everyone goes on with their lives. Sometimes someone is incorrigible, and they get shoved out an airlock. The Gulag is where we send everyone in between. It’s in the middle of nowhere, so there’s not a lot of escapes. And the prisoners do useful work. In return, we don’t kill them.” Another faint smile. “Everybody wins.” 
 
    Well, there were worse systems in the galaxy. Carvalho gave a noncommittal nod. 
 
    “Somebody probably ought to have reviewed their case before this,” Acton said. “It never crossed my desk because they were never quite in my jurisdiction. If they’re still incarcerated, I would have said that was the business of the United Worlds. But apparently you all didn’t know they were even still alive.” 
 
    Carvalho nodded. “Strangely, the DA never quite got around to informing us.” 
 
    “How rude,” Acton observed sardonically. “Someone should have strong words with them.” 
 
    She transferred her files to Carvalho and sent her on her way. Carvalho returned to the park where she’d spoken to Captain Thrush, sat on a bench, and stared to read. 
 
    Acton had given her a document written by an Acting Security Officer Calhoun. A grayshirt, in other words. The grayshirts were, depending on who you asked, a home-grown police force, a brute squad, or a bunch of sociopathic collaborators who’d embraced Dawn Alliance rule with far too much enthusiasm. She would never find this Calhoun now. The grayshirts had fled the station or gone into hiding, fearing retribution. 
 
    Some analysts argued that the grayshirts were heroes. Recruited from station citizens, they had provided a crucial buffer between the Dawn Alliance and the general population. Instead of pitiless, fanatical DA troops, most people who ran afoul of the invaders only had to deal with the grayshirts. Unlike many other places, there were no massacres on Lotus under DA rule. The grayshirts carried out the orders of the DA, but they were comparatively humane. 
 
    Other analysts called them thugs, and fascists in training. Carvalho didn’t know how history would judge the grayshirts, but at the moment they were deeply out of favor. 
 
    At the time the Calgary was captured, however, the grayshirts had been, among other roles, something of an auxiliary police force. Officer Calhoun had been there when the Calgary arrived, and he’d seen the prisoners depart. 
 
    The Calgary had thirty-one officers and enlisted personnel when she was captured. Four were injured, and had died shortly after capture. There was a grim story to be read between the lines. It wasn’t the Dawn Alliance way to give any real medical care to prisoners. If they couldn’t survive without hospital care, they’d have died in their cells. If they couldn’t walk, they might have been shot out of hand. 
 
    The captain and first officer had died under questioning. There were no further details, and Carvalho grimaced, imagining their awful final hours. After that, the remaining officers had quickly capitulated. They’d offered full cooperation to their captors. 
 
    The final lines of Calhoun’s report jarred her. The DA considered the surviving crewmembers to be criminals rather than prisoners of war. They were, in the eyes of their captors, guilty of cowardice in the face of the enemy. They had cooperated too much, giving up access codes and technical details to their captors. To the DA they were utterly disgraced. So they were treated as common criminals, and sent to Galapagos instead of a POW facility. 
 
    Carvalho suspected it was a pure bureaucratic formality. Charge the prisoners with a crime so they could be kept close at hand, in case there were questions as investigators picked over the Calgary. But the charge had stuck. When the Dawn Alliance withdrew from the region, the prisoners had remained on Galapagos, charged with treason and sentenced to ten years of labor. 
 
    And we almost overlooked them completely. Carvalho shook her head, suddenly very glad she’d interviewed a woman named Soron back on Novograd, and decided to take her story seriously. 
 
    She started to type up a report, then hesitated and brought up a port schedule instead. There was a ship to Novograd leaving in less than an hour. She could type up her notes in transit and present them to the colonel in person. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Oliver hated meals in the Gulag. 
 
    He hated the big, echoing dining hall with its harsh lights and constant clamor of braying voices and rattling dishes. He hated the crowding, hated being jostled and bumped and endlessly watched. It was, to be honest, fairly similar to life aboard a warship, but the things he had once taken for granted he now found all but intolerable. 
 
    At first glance the hundred or so prisoners were all alike, made anonymous and interchangeable by baggy, one-size-fits-none brown jumpsuits. They could be divided, however, into two main groups. 
 
    The crew of the Calgary, and everyone else. 
 
    The crew invariably sat together. Whatever tensions might simmer among them, however vehemently quite a few of them might disavow the military that had abandoned them, they knew and trusted one another. They would have instinctively banded together in the face of any group of civilians. The common criminals who shared the Gulag with them only made the herd instinct stronger. 
 
    So Oliver was stuck sitting next to his shipmates. He’d have preferred the company of strangers. People who could look at him and not see a coward. A traitor. For several horrible seconds after the XO’s death he’d been their leader. Standard-bearer, holding the honor of the ship’s company in his hands. 
 
    He’d trampled that honor. Discarded it rather than face a blast shot to the head. 
 
    So he carried his tray to an empty table on the fringe of the area unofficially reserved for the blueshirts, as far from his shipmates as he could get without being openly rude. He sat, lowered his head, and kept his eyes on his plate. 
 
    Cooper, naturally, didn’t take the hint. She never did. 
 
    “Glad you joined us.” She set her tray down close enough to brush his knuckles. “Just in time for noodle day, too. Lucky you.” 
 
    She was in her early thirties, same as Oliver. Like more than half the crew, she was part of the rush of volunteers signing up in the aftermath of Garnet. The brutal surprise attack had galvanized the nation. Spacers like Oliver, with less than a decade in a navy where careers often lasted thirty years, had suddenly found themselves cast in the role of seasoned veterans, showing the ropes to a flood of new recruits. 
 
    “I heard about that slug Parker.” 
 
    Oliver grunted. It was the second day since the murder, but this was the first time he’d seen Cooper. He’d been taking his meals aboard the farm ship, eating vegetables so fresh a few crumbs of dirt still clung to them. Only reluctantly had he decided to vary his diet. 
 
    “I won’t ask you any awkward questions,” she said. “I’ll assume God answered someone’s prayers and made a railing break at just the right moment.” 
 
    He gave her a sour look, then turned his attention to his food. The noodles and scrambled eggs had been prepared without much imagination or care, but they tasted surprisingly good after a day and a half of plain raw veggies. 
 
    “I guess I’ll take Tran off my list of people to worry about.” 
 
    Oliver looked up, scanned the nearby tables for Tran—and found her staring at him with a grim, speculative expression. She looked away when she caught his eye. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her,” Cooper said softly. “I’ll sell her on the idea that it was an accident. I don’t want her thinking she got someone killed.” She gave Oliver a sideways glance. “Even if it’s true.” 
 
    Cooper had adjusted to disgrace and incarceration much better than he had. She still saw herself as an officer with a duty to the crew. Which was stupid, under the circumstances, but he wasn’t going to take away the crutch that let her cope. 
 
    “What about Dixon?” Oliver didn’t care in the slightest about the morale issues facing Tech Three Dixon. As far as Oliver was concerned, if Dixon was disillusioned and showing signs of depression, it just meant he was paying attention. But fretting over Dixon and the others kept Cooper going, so Oliver pretended it mattered. 
 
    “There’s no good news,” Cooper said. “Life here is the same every day, and there’s no getting around it.” She gestured at the floor. Two decks down, there was an ore processing facility where most of the prisoners worked an endless cycle of shifts, six hours on, six hours off. The station’s ancient equipment was constantly breaking down, jamming, or malfunctioning in subtle ways. It kept the prisoners busy, mostly lumbering back and forth in powered suits, moving rocks or lugging massive replacement parts to the ore processing machinery. It was hard, repetitive, boring work. 
 
    “Some people are thriving,” Cooper said. “The Lipshitz cousins love it. Stable and predictable means paradise to those two. The rest of them mostly let the shifts go by in a blur and don’t let it get to them.” She shook her head. “Dixon, though? He lets it get to him.” 
 
    “Hm.” He made it sound like he was thinking, like he might come up with some kind of solution. Which was nonsense. 
 
    “I thought we might get him assigned to the farm. Since there’s an opening there now.” 
 
    Oliver looked at her. His first instinct was to say no, not because it was a bad idea but because he didn’t want another assistant. But if it wasn’t Dixon it would be someone else. Reluctantly he nodded. “If you think it’ll help.” 
 
    She lit up. Where she got her optimism, he didn’t know. “Awesome. A change of scene will do him a galaxy of good. Try to keep him busy. Get him doing lots of different things.” She paused to slurp up some noodles. “Put him in charge of the chickens. He needs something to care for.” 
 
    “The chickens are sociopaths,” Oliver muttered, but she didn’t hear him, busy chattering about a dozen other crew members. Why she thought he cared which exact machines they were servicing was beyond him, but he let her talk. 
 
    More crew filled the table, and the chatter of voices filled the air. People were … not cheerful, exactly, but not sunk too deep in despair, either. The early days in the Gulag had been rough, after a brief giddy relief at leaving DA custody with their lives. As the weeks turned into months, people had adjusted. They weren’t happy, but for the most part they were resigned. Cooper was worried about the resignation. She feared the long-term effects. Oliver figured it was a blessing, though. 
 
    He wished he felt the same way. 
 
    “We’ve got a card game planned in the swamp,” she said hopefully as they carried their trays to the nearest bin. 
 
    “Maybe another time.” It was what he always said, and he wondered how much longer she would keep inviting him. The company of three or four fellow lieutenants was more than he could face, however. 
 
    “You spend too much time alone,” Cooper said softly. “You don’t have to join us for cards, but you should do something. With someone.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind.” He turned away from her, feeling guilty for snubbing her when she was trying so hard to help. But the solitude of the farm ship was calling him like a siren. He couldn’t refuse. 
 
    He left the dining hall, and the silence of the corridor beyond felt suddenly lonely. He chuckled at his own inconsistency and kept walking. He found himself thinking of Dixon as he walked. He barely knew the man, but the way Cooper described him, he was intelligent and sensitive and, best of all, quiet. 
 
    Maybe having him around wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    As he walked he pondered the problem of Dixon, thinking back to lectures from back in his officer training days. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but he could still remember a fresh-faced civilian instructor eagerly telling them it was their duty to motivate and bring out the best in the people under their command. The man had used words like ‘actualization’ and ‘manifesting,’ which made it hard to take him seriously, but he’d had some valid ideas. 
 
    Maybe I can actually help. He examined the thought as he approached the tunnel to the farm ship. The rank of overlieutenant meant just about nothing to Oliver these days, but if it still meant something to Dixon …. 
 
    It would be nice to do something that actually mattered. He hadn’t done something positive, something meaningful, in so long. Not unless you counted a cold-blooded murder. It was starting to look like he’d gotten away with that one. His life would continue. 
 
    What would he do with it? 
 
    There was an unaccustomed optimism rising in Oliver when he came to the bridge connector and a guard stepped into his path. The man said, “Roban Oliver?” 
 
    Oliver nodded, his stomach sinking. 
 
    “I’m supposed to take you to the warden. She wants a word.” 
 
      
 
    ●●● 
 
      
 
    Guard Country was a good deal nicer than the rest of the station. Oliver trudged along with the guard at his elbow, squinting as the lights brightened. Thick beige carpet softened their footsteps. Soft music played at the edge of his hearing, something instrumental, complete with a few flat notes to make you think it was a recording of a live performance. The air was cool, not quite as dry as the prison areas, and carried a hint of a lilac scent. 
 
    As he walked, Oliver thought about blindsiding the guard and making a run for it. But there was, of course, nowhere to go. When the time came for his last walk to the airlock, he might not even bother to struggle. What would be the point? 
 
    A lounge opened on their right, a circular room with windows stretching from the floor all the way to a ceiling that had to be three decks high. Ornamental plants graced planter boxes and tall pots. Vines climbed the walls. It all looked lovely, but his gaze was drawn to the view outside. 
 
    A strange ship was docked to the station. Oliver caught the occasional glimpse outside from tiny windows in the tunnel to the farm ship. He was accustomed to the big ore haulers, and the scuffed freighters that carried away ingots of iron and precious metals. This ship was different, a combination freighter and passenger ship by the look of it, with a blocky cargo bay aft and lots of windows and flowing curves in her forward part. Her name was painted on the forward hull, illuminated by a glowing running light. She was called the Tasmanian Wolf. 
 
    A sudden longing hit him, stronger than he ever would have expected, to board that ship and see her next port of call. He’d joined the navy because he had a deep-seated love of traveling the stars. He’d been in the Gulag for far too long. 
 
    “Come on. She’s waiting.” 
 
    Oliver looked at the guard, startled. His feet had stopped moving without conscious volition. For a moment he considered refusing. Maybe running into the lounge and grabbing onto a beam or something, refusing to let go. What were they going to do? Throw him out an airlock twice? 
 
    Instead, he said, “Well, we wouldn’t want to inconvenience the warden.” He gave the Wolf one last glance and turned away. 
 
    He expected a big shot to have an office with a view, but the warden sat in a cubical compartment well in from the skin of the station. He’d imagined something like the bridge of a ship, with screens on every side, maybe a few extra stations in case guards had to come in and help deal with a crisis. Instead, he found a simple, almost cozy space with a sprawling wooden desk. There were no screens at all.  
 
    The warden did her data work via implants. She glanced at them as they entered the office, closing one eye momentarily, then made a sweeping gesture with her arm, clearing data windows that only she could see. A couple of finger pokes into empty air completed the job. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” She leaned back in what could only be described as an easy chair and favored the two of them with a cheerful smile. She was a plump woman in late middle age, with a face that looked like it would frown easily. The smile she wore, though, looked comfortable and genuine. 
 
    Well, perhaps she was feeling good about solving a murder and meting out some rough justice. 
 
    “Have a seat, Mr. Oliver.” She gestured at a chair a good deal less padded than her own, and he sat. 
 
    Her gaze focused on the guard. “I think you can go, Jor. I don’t think I’ll be in any danger from Mr. Oliver here, under the circumstances.” 
 
    Oliver stared at her. She expected a death sentence to make him compliant? 
 
    Her eyes met his, her crow’s feet deepening with amusement. “Usually this is the best part of my job. I love getting rid of troublemakers. But you blueshirts have been model prisoners. Your departure will not be good for my statistics.” She grinned, clearly enjoying his confusion, and said, “You’re being released. You and your entire crew.” 
 
    For an awful moment he thought she meant all of them would be going out an airlock. He shook his head, letting go of his assumptions. “What …?” 
 
    The warden said, “You’re the ranking officer, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” He almost denied it, but however deep his bitterness might run, it was technically true. 
 
    “Good. I need you to inform your people. All of you are being released, effective immediately. I got the notification when the Tasmanian Wolf came in. As it happens, she’s on her way to Lotus Station, and she has room for all of you.” Her head tilted to one side. “More or less. Marginally enough room, but I daresay you’ll put up with it, under the circumstances.” 
 
    It took Oliver a couple of tries before he managed to speak. “We’re being released? All of us?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    The woman’s hands rose in a shrug. “I don’t have a lot of details. They only tell me what I need to know, and all I need to know is I’m releasing you. I gather there’s some sort of military liaison waiting for you on Lotus, but even that’s just hearsay.” Her smile became less amused, more sympathetic. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to you next, Mr. Oliver. I guess you’ll find out when you get to Lotus.” 
 
    She gave him another moment to absorb this before her manner became brisk. “I’m afraid your departure has generated rather a lot of paperwork for me, so I’m going to have to send you on your way. Have your people collect their personal possessions and report to the Tasmanian Wolf. She wants to leave within the hour, and I’m sure none of you would care to be left behind.” 
 
    He stood, dazed and strangely anxious. 
 
    The warden spoke softly. “This is the part where I usually give a departing prisoner a lecture about life on the outside. About the need to make changes so they don’t end up back here. I don’t need to give you that exact speech.” Her expression was hard to read, a mix of compassion and something else, something more calculating. “Prison institutionalizes people. It can be very difficult to adjust to life on the outside. Your time here has changed you, perhaps more than you know. You’ll have some adjustments to make. It’s never quite as easy as you think.” 
 
    One hand curled and her gaze went opaque as she activated her implants. “Good luck, Mr. Oliver.” 
 
    He nodded, though she was no longer paying him any attention, and walked out. 
 
      
 
    The Tasmanian Wolf was fairly posh, at least in the passenger areas, and would have been quite lovely if it wasn’t at more than double its capacity. The crew of the Calgary jammed themselves into a passenger lounge, most of them standing, and swapped rumors about their release. No one knew anything, but it didn’t keep them from speculating about everything from a parade and medals back on Earth to summary execution by the Dawn Alliance. 
 
    Oliver found himself sitting on a leather sofa with Cooper on one side and Sublieutenant Lowrie on the other. He wanted to get up and pace, but there was no room. So he sat there and tapped one foot and tried not to think about the crowding, the future, the past, or anything else. 
 
    The transit to Lotus took two hours. The trip out had seemed longer, shoved in a dark cargo bay. This time, it seemed like no time at all before the golden glow of storm light playing on the ceiling vanished, telling him the ship was back in normal space. The familiar clank of docking clamps was strangely soothing. A soft chime sounded, and he stood. 
 
    “Thanks for flying with us.” Oliver couldn’t quite see the steward who spoke, though he caught a glimpse of a bright uniform cap over the heads of his crewmates. “You can disembark this way.” 
 
    After a moment of uncertainty the passengers began to move, shuffling out of the little ship and into the next phase of their lives. Cooper and Oliver exchanged glances. He could see his own worry reflected in her eyes, but all she did was raise an eyebrow and nod in the direction of the hatch. 
 
    They joined the flow of nervous spacers and spilled out into Lotus Station. Once off the Tasmanian Wolf, the crew were suddenly as timid as sheep. They stood in a corridor that opened onto a wide concourse with advertising holos flickering in the distance. The spacers clumped together, shoulders hunched and heads down, and the warden’s words flickered through Oliver’s mind. Prison institutionalizes people.  
 
    The strangeness of the concourse was overwhelming at first. It was a year since he’d been anywhere but the Gulag and the farm ship, and it took all his willpower not to shrink back. The concourse was enormous and almost painfully bright, simultaneously too empty of people and too full of flashing ads and flickering displays. He froze, hands balled into fists, and waited for his hammering pulse to slow down. 
 
    The indignity of it was suddenly intolerable. Oliver squared his shoulders, ignored the flutter of anxiety in his belly, and pushed his way through the crowd. He could feel the eyes of his shipmates on him, and he wanted to shout at them, tell them not to look to him as a leader. He’d failed them once already. He’d disgraced himself, and disgraced them by extension. He wasn’t their captain. 
 
    But they parted as he marched forward, and their heads turned as he passed, their eyes following him, their expressions impossible to read. A few people were straightening up, turning to face the concourse, holding themselves like Navy personnel instead of defeated prisoners. 
 
    Oliver took a deep breath and stepped out of the corridor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Tom knew the Salamander was gone, but he went to the nearest window anyway, cupping his hands to cut the reflection and peering outside. The rings gleamed softly to his left, and he could see the nose of a tanker to his right. He was two decks above the bay where the Salamander had sat, waiting for repairs that never came. 
 
    His ship was on its way to a salvage yard where it would be broken up for scrap. He still clung to a fading hope that the admiralty would have an eleventh-hour change of heart and spare the ship. But even if she could fly again, who wanted to serve on a ship that had lost half her crew? 
 
    The thought depressed him, and he turned away from the window, doing his best to banish the past from his mind. He sat on a bench, looking around for distraction while he waited for the ship he’d come to meet. 
 
    The concourse, he decided, was one of the nicer parts of Lotus Station. He’d been exhausted and in shock when he’d first seen it, stumbling out of the Salamander with blood under his nails, filled with guilt for being alive when so many under his command were dead. 
 
    Now he took a proper look, giving himself time to appreciate the place. The ceiling was higher than you usually got in a space station, with inset window panels giving a view of the rings arching high overhead. Not every light panel worked, but most of them did, making the place cheery and bright. Planters lined the walls, and trees in pots made a divider down the center of the long chamber. Smart panels showed advertisements, maps of the station, and arrival and departure schedules.  
 
    There were fewer than a dozen people around, but the concourse hummed with energy, as if at any moment it might be filled with cargo bots and excited travelers. The seediest part of the station might be only one deck below, but the concourse made it easy to forget the underbelly existed. On this level, everything was law-abiding and safe. 
 
    All the same, Tom tensed when he heard footsteps behind him. He relaxed somewhat when a plump, motherly woman appeared. She looked him over and said, “Excuse me. Are you Charles?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. 
 
    She smiled apologetically. “I didn’t think so. His ship’s not due for a little while, but you never know. Sometimes they catch a good current and arrive early.” 
 
    “Right,” said Tom, hoping to put her at ease. She reminded him of his aunts back home, some of the kindest and most big-hearted people he’d ever known.  
 
    It worked. Her smile broadened, and she looked at the seat beside him. He gestured, and she sat. “Thank you. I’m meeting my friend’s son. She asked me to welcome him. All I know is his ship, and that he’s a young Cree man.” 
 
    Tom looked at her more closely, taking in her straight dark hair, worn much longer than the general fashion on the station. He glimpsed the edge of a beaded bracelet peeking out from under her sleeve, and he chuckled. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I was thinking that you reminded me of my aunts. Now I understand why.” 
 
    She patted his arm. “Well, I’m your honorary aunt now. I’m Susa Gray Bird.” 
 
    “Tom Thrush.” 
 
    She proceeded to chatter away as if she’d known him for years. She told him about the quilt shop she ran on the Bravo Ring, and the small local Cree community. She told him he was always welcome, and he could see that she meant it, too. 
 
    He was once again in uniform. She complimented him for serving, asked what his rank bars meant, and asked if he was serving on a ship. He told her it was complicated, and she didn’t pry. 
 
    Then a little freighter docked and she rushed off to greet her friend’s son. She was back in a few minutes, clutching the arm of a man of nineteen or twenty as if she hadn’t just met him for the first time. She introduced Tom as “my brand-new nephew,” then left with Charlie, telling Tom he had to come by the shop and meet some more honorary aunts. 
 
    Tom watched them go, and the death of the Salamander was suddenly a little bit easier to bear. 
 
    A chime sounded, three notes in quick succession, telling everyone in the concourse that a ship had docked. The closest smart panel flashed with a ship name and a bay number. The Tasmanian Wolf was at Docking Ring Five. Tom rose and went to meet the passengers. 
 
    A handful of travelers trickled out as he reached Hatch Five. They had the look of colonists, with bags slung over their shoulders or trailing them on hovering dollies. Some of them glanced curiously at Tom’s uniform, but no one showed much interest. He waited as they moved on. 
 
    Footsteps echoed in the corridor leading to the docked ship. The footsteps stopped, and there was a long silence. Then a man came into view, dressed in a shapeless brown jumpsuit. He might have been forty years old, with wary brown eyes surrounded by dark smudges of exhaustion. Everything in his body language spoke of nervous hesitation. He gawked up at the high ceiling and the distant gleam of the rings. 
 
    Tom said, “Welcome to Lotus Station. Or welcome back, I guess I should say.” 
 
    The man jumped, then focused on Tom. His eyes flicked up and down, taking in every detail of Tom’s uniform. 
 
    “I’m Captain Tom Thrush, of the Free Neorome navy.” When the man gave him a blank look he added, “We’re a new organization, currently allied with the United Worlds.” 
 
    “I’m Overlieutenant—” The man hesitated. “I’m Roban Oliver, formerly of the United Worlds Navy.” 
 
    Thrush looked past his shoulder. “Where’s your crew?” 
 
    Even as he spoke the words, Tom heard the cautious shuffle of footsteps in the corridor. Oliver jerked his head in that direction and said, “They’re coming. They ….” He shrugged. “We’ve learned not to rush into things.” 
 
    “I’ve been in Dawn Alliance custody,” Tom said. “I understand.” 
 
    It was clear that Oliver’s experience had been very different from Tom’s. The man wasn’t half starved, for starters. He seemed to be in good health. But all was not well. He seemed broken. Afraid. Like he’d lost his nerve and he wasn’t about to get it back. Tom frowned, wondering if he was about to recruit a crew he couldn’t use. 
 
    He shrugged inwardly. It was the only crew he was going to get. He’d have to make the best of it. 
 
    People straggled in from the corridor. Tom had no trouble recognizing them as Oliver’s shipmates. They wore the same shabby jumpsuits. They had the same look, shoulders hunched, eyes haunted. He did his best to hide his dismay as a crowd of a couple dozen formed at the mouth of the corridor. 
 
    “I’m Captain Tom Thrush with the Free Neorome Navy.” He pitched his voice so they could all hear. “I’d like a few minutes of your time. Would you mind following me?” 
 
    No one spoke. Very few of the former prisoners met his gaze. But no one objected, so he turned and started walking down the concourse. After a moment the sound of footsteps rose behind him. 
 
    There were few other people in the concourse, and none at all at the far end. It would do for a meeting room, he supposed. It was all he had available. When he reached the bulkhead at the end of the corridor he turned and clasped his hands behind his back. The Calgary’s crew formed an untidy cluster before him, most of them looking at the floor. 
 
    They aren’t much, but they’re all I have available. He summoned a smile and said, “Welcome to freedom.” 
 
    No one responded. A derisive snort came from near the back. 
 
    Fine. We’ll skip the pleasantries, then, and get to the point. “I’m not sure what you’ve been told,” said Tom, “so I’ll start at the beginning. There have been some cursory negotiations among the UW Armed Forces, the Free Neorome Navy, and the administration of Lotus Station. The station doesn’t care how much cooperation you showed to the Dawn Alliance when you were prisoners. They showed rather too much cooperation themselves when the station was occupied. As far as Lotus is concerned, the charges made against you by the Dawn Alliance through the grayshirts have been dismissed. You won’t be going back to Galapagos.” 
 
    There was a bit of shuffling in the crowd. A few spacers exchanged glances. 
 
    “As for the UW Armed Forces,” Tom continued, “that’s a bit more complicated. Now, the proper thing to do would be to send you all back to Earth. The big blue beast has policies and best practices for all sorts of things. They may not have anything that exactly matches your situation, but there are procedures for liberated prisoners of war. You would all be examined by doctors and psychologists. Then, I suppose they’ll look at your exact legal position.” 
 
    That brought some uneasy murmuring. A few people raised their heads, looking at Tom with flat, hostile expressions. 
 
    Tom took a deep breath. There was no way to be diplomatic about this next part, and he sensed this group would resent any sugar-coating. “You’re a bit of a thorny issue for the admiralty. They feel you violated Section Seventeen. You went too far in capitulating to the enemy. Told them too much. Gave too much away. They can’t overlook it. They feel compelled to make a show of responding. Of seeing to it that you face consequences.” 
 
    The crowd was divided now, some of them staring miserably at their feet, the rest firing resentful looks at Tom. He figured there was no shortage of shame and resentment in all of them, which was going to be a considerable problem. 
 
    One problem at a time. “However.” He paused, letting suspense grow, letting it push away some of the bitterness. “Believe it or not, they do understand. There were some real horror stories brought to light when the POW facility on Gamor was liberated. Even the admirals are willing to admit you were put in an impossible situation.” 
 
    Oliver stared at Tom, face as blank as a mannequin. A handful of men and women stood with him, their bearing perhaps just a bit more professional, a bit less defeated than the others. They would be the surviving officers, Tom figured. He would have to win them over first. 
 
    “If any of you wish to be repatriated, I will arrange it.” Tom glanced at Oliver and the people around him. “If you’re an officer, I frankly don’t recommend it. The obvious solution for the brass is to choose one or two scapegoats at the top and let everyone else off the hook.” He swept his gaze over the rest of the group. “For the enlisted personnel … well, it’s a gamble. I’d say your chances of returning to active duty are poor. You could be court-martialled. They won’t execute you for treason, but you might do prison time. Probably not, but it’s a risk. Most likely you’ll be discharged. Back to civvy street.” 
 
    No one spoke. No expressions changed. 
 
    “There is, however, another option.” He weighed his words. This might be the biggest mistake he’d made in a long time. As he looked at the slumped shoulders of the Calgary’s crew, however, he was filled with a sudden fierce determination to give them a chance to take back some of what they’d lost. 
 
    “I started my career in the UW Navy. Like you, my ship was captured. Like you, I faced some truly awful choices. Like you, I was liberated, only to find that a bunch of officers back on Earth who’d never even seen the inside of a cell decided I made the wrong choices.” 
 
    For a moment the concourse disappeared and he was back in the jungle, the increased gravity dragging him down, hunger gnawing at him, dripping with sweat as he watched his crew die around him, one by one. He shook his head, dispelling the memory, and made himself unclench his fists. 
 
    “There’s another option,” he said. “There’s a way you can still fight back.” He looked at each of them in turn, and almost half of them met his gaze. Their expressions were guarded, unreadable, but at least their chins were up. 
 
    “The Calgary will never fly again as a United Worlds warship. She’s taken too much damage, been too long out of service. To the UW admiralty, she’s not worth the cost of salvaging.” He smiled thinly. “The colonial forces, however, have a different view of things. The Free Neorome Navy has taken possession of the Calgary as part of a military aid package from the UW. The ship will be repaired. She’ll fly again.” 
 
    He said it like it was fact. In reality, the ship would be evaluated, and then a decision would be made about whether she was worth the repairs she’d need. There wasn’t much Tom could do to influence that decision. But he could do one thing. 
 
    “The Calgary will need a crew. If necessary, we’ll fill her with spacers from the Free Planets. But I’d rather see her crewed by the people who know her best.” 
 
    Almost everyone was looking at him now. Some faces were startled, others guarded. A few people looked angry. Well, you couldn’t always get what you wanted. Sometimes you had to settle for the least bad option in front of you. 
 
    “I’m authorized to enlist any or all of you into the Free Neorome Navy today. You’ll keep an equivalent rank, and you’ll serve aboard the Calgary. You’ll probably never be able to serve in the United Worlds Armed Forces again, but that was likely never going to happen anyway. This way, you’ll still be spacers. You’ll still be fighting the war.” He sensed a ripple of excitement and decided the moment was ripe. “What do you say?” 
 
    No one spoke. The crew looked at one another. There was a low rustle as people shifted their weight or shuffled their feet. The silence stretched out, becoming uncomfortable. 
 
    Oliver broke it. He said, “We’ll need some time to consider this.” 
 
    “Of course.” Tom hid his disappointment. “You can have a day or two. I’ve arranged quarters for you on the station. It’s nothing great, but I’ll bet it’s better than what you’ve just left behind.” He looked at Oliver and the others. “I’ll arrange for a clothing allowance, too.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    Tom stared at them, frustrated by the sheer inertia of the moment. The released prisoners didn't even have personal data devices, and no one in the UW military had implants. There was no way to transmit room numbers to them, no way to have doors automatically unlock. He faced a hundred nagging administrative tasks that he couldn’t delegate because no one had data access. 
 
    He fought the urge to massage his temples, where a headache was trying to begin. “Your accommodations are on the Alpha Ring, Deck Three. Look for something called the Pelican Suites. I’ll meet you there.” He looked at Oliver. “Mr. Oliver, if you could come with me, we’re going to go shopping for data devices.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Alice sat in a one-room stone-walled farmhouse, waiting for the militia to storm in and shoot her. 
 
    There was always the possibility of a mistake, she supposed. Someone might turn up the power on a laser rifle and actually kill her, either by accident or on purpose. Still, her biggest worry was the rain. The roof above her was a tattered mess, and there was weather blowing in. 
 
    The farms that lined the Jaeger River had never exactly thrived. In the early years the river had dried up most summers. A generation later, it was spring floods killing crops and washing topsoil away. Half the farms were already abandoned by the time the Dawn Alliance invaded Novograd. When S1 came down and the local garrison poured into the countryside looking for plunder and places to hide, the last of the farmers packed up and moved out. 
 
    Now, the meandering river with its side-by-side plots of farmland on either bank was the site of a training exercise. Alice and the handful of staff with her were playing the role of Dawn Alliance holdouts. Their role was to observe, as they patiently waited for a fire team to arrive. 
 
    The walls were sturdy enough to block the wind that whined and moaned around the eaves, but the warped floorboards gave evidence that plenty of rain would be coming in. Alice fidgeted in a chair left behind by the farm’s owners, wishing the commandoes would hurry up. The militia were working their way carefully from farm to farm, looking for pockets of DA troops and watching for booby traps and ambushes. It was meticulous, time-consuming work. 
 
    Still, she wished they’d pick up the pace. 
 
    “We’ve had our first friendly fire incident.” Charlotte Melenchon grinned crookedly, one hand cupping the bud in her ear. “Lemon Seven set up a beautiful ambush and wiped out Azure Two.” 
 
    “Bloody hell.” Silvio Letta’s lined face drooped as he looked at Melenchon. “I don’t know if that’s more embarrassing for you or for me.” Letta and Melenchon each commanded a division; the yellow teams were under his command, while her division included the blue teams. 
 
    Alice turned to the remaining member of the little group. Leon Ribisi was the only one not in uniform. Thin and delicate, he was ill-suited to a military life. He was, however, a brilliant data analyst. She tried to catch his eye, but he was staring into space, seeing nothing but streams of data on his implants. Clearly she would have to wait to get his input. 
 
    “If we could have given them a little more intel,” Letta grumbled. He held up a hand, palm out. “I know, I know. No team ever goes into the battlefield with accurate intel. After all, the enemy has a bad habit of not cooperating.” He made a face. “Still ….” 
 
    “Nobody’s judging you,” Alice said soothingly. “This is supposed to be an experiment. If it all ran perfectly, we wouldn’t learn anything.” 
 
    “The communication protocols are terrible.” Ribisi blinked rapidly, then peered at each of them in turn. His narrow face was pinched in irritation. “I put a lot of thought into those protocols.” His pale hands fluttered. “And they’re a shambles! It took ten minutes for Lemon Five to learn there was a sniper fifty meters away.” 
 
    Melenchon started to reply, then went silent as a patter of raindrops, surprisingly loud, drowned her out. All four of them looked at the ceiling. There were cracks and holes in the ceiling panels, but no water was coming through at the moment. 
 
    “Come on, you guys,” said Melenchon. “What’s keeping you?” She was perched on a blocky wooden bench, and she scooted it sideways, planting herself under an intact-looking section of ceiling. 
 
    “It’ll be dark soon,” said Letta. “If they don’t—” 
 
    An egg-sized projectile came soaring in through the window. Alice started to dive out of her chair, remembered that it was a drill, and stopped herself. Letta didn’t stop himself. He left his stool and slid behind Alice’s chair, the most solid object in the room. Melenchon rocked forward, putting her weight on the balls of her feet, ready to move. Ribisi just gaped as the projectile flashed and beeped, simulating an explosion. 
 
    Militia poured in through the front door, laser dots touching Alice, Melenchon, and Ribisi. A man leaned in through a broken window and shot Letta several times. A commando peered into a closet, the only possible hiding place in the room, then said, “It’s clear.” 
 
    “Good work.” Letta rose to his feet, brushing off his knees. The squad wore yellow armbands, which put them in his division. 
 
    The militia, to their credit, kept their attention focused outward, watching for further threats. The rain was increasing, and Alice winced in sympathy for the troops outside. She said, “Status update?” 
 
    Ribisi closed one eye. “East bank is done their sweep. Looks like the west bank is five hundred meters apart, give or take.” His eye opened. “Scouts have made contact safely.” 
 
    Division Three, the blue squads, had started at the north end of the valley, working their way south. Division One, Yellow, had started in the south, working north. Each division had been told the other division would hold a position at the opposite end. Now the two groups had found one another. Extending the exercise in pouring rain would mean a lot of suffering without much useful learning for the troops or the officers. 
 
    A stream of water poured through a crack in the ceiling tiles, splattering on the floorboards between Alice’s feet. She drew her legs up and said, “Let’s wrap it up. Let everyone get out of the rain.” 
 
    Letta began tapping at a data glove, while Melenchon took out a hand comm and spoke into it. Letta looked around the room. “Squad leader?” 
 
    A woman said, “Here, Sir.” 
 
    “You can stand down. Bring your team inside.” He grimaced and moved aside as water dribbled through the ceiling and splashed his shoulder. “Inasmuch as it will help. You can catch a ride with us.” 
 
    The woman nodded, slung her laser rifle across her back, and spoke into a wrist comm. The room quickly filled with damp commandoes. 
 
    A flitter touched down outside as Alpha, the smaller of Novograd’s twin suns, sank below the horizon. The color of the light changed, turning golden. Beta was low in the sky, casting long shadows that were suddenly much sharper as the first sun set. 
 
    Rain came in through a dozen holes in the ceiling as everyone hurried out and climbed aboard. Alice yawned as the skimmer lifted off, and a couple of militia copied her. She’d spent most of her life on Novograd, with its extra-long days that meant regularly sleeping while the suns were up and being up while the sky was dark. Still, there was something baked into human beings that made them sleepy at sunset. 
 
    “We’re early,” Melenchon said. “You could make it to the captains’ dinner.” 
 
    Alice brightened. There was an informal weekly gathering of coyote fleet captains, with a rotating attendance depending on which ships were in-system. She had never yet found time to attend. “Is it still at the Silver Anchor?” 
 
    Melenchon nodded. “That’s what I hear.” 
 
    Alice no longer commanded an armed freighter, but it wasn’t as if the coyote captains would stand on strict interpretations of the rules. She struggled briefly with a nagging internal voice that told her she ought to be catching up on paperwork, then grinned. “Sounds great.” She sent a quick message to Jeremy Park, telling him where she’d be, then tried to figure out which captains might be on Novograd. She couldn’t get into space, but spending an evening with the freighter captains was the next best thing. 
 
      
 
    The streets of Smithburg were darker than Alice remembered. She wondered if it was some kind of security measure, or if she was imagining things. The Admin Building, home of the planetary government, looked like a painting, soft light gleaming under the arches of the colonnade. She skirted the edifice and headed down a side street lined with bars and restaurants. A projection of a glowing anchor and a loop of thick rope marked her destination. 
 
    She stopped just inside the entrance, looking around, her stomach sinking when she didn’t see anyone she recognized. A family chattered noisily around a corner table, and a young couple sat with their noses almost touching at a small table in front. Alice dismissed both groups and turned her attention to half a dozen men and women at a long table along the side wall. She was trying to decide whether to walk up and introduce herself or quietly slip away when a hand landed in the middle of her back. 
 
    “Alice! It’s great to see you!” 
 
    She turned, delight washing over her as she recognized a chunky middle-aged man with a United Worlds accent. “Jerry!” 
 
    Jerry O’Reilly held his arms out, and they hugged, then chattered at each other, asking a stream of questions and giving each other no chance to reply. At last she said, “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    He beamed. 
 
    She nodded at the long table. “Is that …?” 
 
    “Bunch of civilians,” he said dismissively. “Come on. The interesting people are in the back.” 
 
    She’d been to the Silver Anchor a handful of times over the years, but she’d never known there was a private room. O’Reilly showed her into a dark, low chamber with exposed beams in the ceiling and walls. A scar on the wall showed where a fireplace had been removed; the odor of ancient smoke still lingered in the air. A battered table that could have accommodated a dozen people currently held a man and a woman, each with a beer mug and a plate of food. 
 
    “We waited on you,” said a woman in her fifties, standing and smiling. “Like one pig on another!” She shook hands with O’Reilly, then Alice. “Alice Rose, right? I’m Michela Leclerc.” 
 
    “You command the Mudhen,” Alice said, the memory finally dropping into place. 
 
    “Got it in one,” Leclerc nodded. She indicated the man across from her. “This is Aiden Kolozniak. He’s just taken command of the False Dawn. They finally got her flying again.” 
 
    Kolozniak nodded shyly and shook their hands. 
 
    As everyone sat, Leclerc tapped her wrist and said to O’Reilly, “What’s that?” 
 
    He held up his arm, showing them a thick strap around one wrist. “Weights,” he said, curling his lip. “I’m trying to build up the arm.” He’d taken muscle damage during his time as a prisoner of war. “How’s the eye?” 
 
    Leclerc responded by jabbing a finger into her left eye. It should have been painful, but she did it without flinching. “I still miss the Mark I, but the replacement works. In theory I can see twice as far, but I can’t actually change the focus without getting dizzy. And a Benson field shuts it down completely.” She smirked at Alice. “How about you? Missing any body parts?” 
 
    “Well, I’m half deaf.” Alice showed her the medical bud, now in her right ear. “They did the left side already.” She held a hand up beside her left ear and snapped her fingers. “It’s actually really good. I’ve got almost all my hearing back on that side.” 
 
    Leclerc said, “You want to switch sides?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” Alice nodded her thanks and moved to sit on Leclerc’s right. That put her left ear toward the group. 
 
    “Aiden here’s a combat virgin. All original parts. He’s really quite boring, actually.” 
 
    “My parents taught me to duck when people shoot at me,” Kolozniak said loftily. “You should try it sometime.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Leclerc grinned. “Boring.” 
 
    The banter continued as Alice and O’Reilly ordered drinks and food. The captains traded stories of missions, their own and the ones they’d heard about. Alice drank it in, keenly missing her time in the fleet. She knew her work on Novograd was important, but in that moment she’d have given almost anything to be out in the deep dark with them. 
 
    When their empty plates had been pushed aside she drew herself a fresh beer and said, “Have any of you been in the Octagon Rift?” 
 
    “Six weeks ago,” said Kolozniak. “We did a patrol from end to end. Never saw anything.” 
 
    The others shook their heads. O’Reilly raised an inquiring eyebrow. 
 
    “I got a letter from Tom.” 
 
    O’Reilly grinned. “She’s on a first-name basis with Commodore Thrush.” 
 
    That made Kolozniak’s eyes widen. Alice snorted. “Me? You’re practically his surrogate father.” 
 
    “It’s true,” O’Reilly said modestly. “I taught him everything he knows.” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Alice, “there’s something going on in the Rift.” She recounted what Tom had told her. “He’s understandably keen to know what’s happening. I’m a little curious myself.” She shrugged. “But we’re both grounded.” 
 
    O’Reilly pinched his lower lip thoughtfully. “My current orders are pretty vague,” he said. “General patrol north of New Panama. The Rift is north of Panama. I suppose I could duck in and take a look.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Alice warned. “I mean way more careful than you think you need to be. The way Tom describes it, that destroyer is uncanny. It pops up out of nowhere. It’s like they can see through storm walls. Assume they’re three steps ahead of you until we know what’s going on.” 
 
    O’Reilly scoffed. “I didn't get my reputation as a daredevil by being careful!” He was, in fact, known as a cautious, methodical captain who took the safety of his crew seriously. 
 
    “I knew there was no holding you back,” Alice said with a grin. To Kolozniak she said, “Don’t turn into a wild man like him.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Kolozniak. “I need some permanent injuries or you guys will never take me seriously.” 
 
    “Injuries won’t help,” Leclerc assured him. “We’ll never take you seriously.” She guffawed and punched him on the shoulder. “But one thing will help. You can buy the next round!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The desk was a crude thing, just a table really, with a single drawer and four rickety legs. Tom had found it in a tiny meeting room just off the Calgary’s bridge, unclamped it from the deck, and lugged it outside. Now it stood, along with a matching chair, in the shadow of the rudimentary wing on the heavy corvette’s starboard side. 
 
    The crew trickled into the bay, singly or in small groups. Almost without exception they paused just inside the big hatch, gazing up at the ship they’d served on but hadn’t seen in many long months. 
 
    The ship they’d serve on again, if Tom had any say. 
 
    They wore green uniforms. Wore them better than most Free Worlds crews, actually. They expected uniforms, while the colonist crews viewed uniforms with deep distrust. Some of the Calgary crew were career military. They’d be more comfortable in uniforms than civilian clothing, even if the uniform had an unfamiliar color. 
 
    Most of the crew, he figured, had joined in a rush of fury and patriotic fervor in the aftermath of the attack on Garnet. The whole UW had been galvanized by the events of that awful day. They’d lined up at recruiting stations, poured into training depots full of grim determination to take revenge. Combat and defeat, torture and prison would have taken most of the fire out of them. But they were here, so an ember apparently remained. 
 
    He let them come, standing silent behind the desk, letting the moment build. There were ramifications to the step they were about to take. It wasn’t something to be rushed. It deserved a bit of pomp. It deserved an audience. 
 
    They were changed, at least a bit, from the shuffling zombies of a day and a half earlier. Getting out of their prison jumpsuits had helped. So had the new uniforms. Watching the Free Neorome Navy spend money and time on them and treat them like they were valuable would have helped most of all. 
 
    They still looked like they’d been through too much. They looked weary, ground down, a bit afraid. But they no longer looked defeated. Their posture was better. They looked each other in the eye, for the most part. Someone even made a joke, and several people laughed. 
 
    It was a start. 
 
    He’d told everyone to be there by 08:00, station time. When Tom’s data pad said the hour had arrived he cleared his throat and moved around the desk. Most of the crew was here. Too many to count easily, so he couldn’t be sure there hadn’t been some last-moment desertions. Still. It was most of them. 
 
    It was a start. 
 
    A last trio slunk into the bay, lining up against the bulkhead, doing their best to hide behind the others. Tom pretended not to notice as they smoothed their unfamiliar uniforms and squared their shoulders. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said when the last few sounds died away. “You’ve been through an ordeal, but your presence here tells me you haven’t let the ordeal define you. You’ve chosen duty. You’ve chosen strength.” 
 
    Thirty-odd faces gazed back at him. He couldn’t tell if his words were buoying them up. He didn’t catch anyone rolling their eyes. 
 
    “Form up,” he said. 
 
    There was some uncertain shuffling. “You heard him,” said Oliver. “Tidy lines.” 
 
    The petty officers went into motion, pushing people into rows. It took a minute or so, but pretty soon the crew was in a reasonably tidy block with the officers in front. Silence fell, and Tom let it stretch out for a few extra seconds. The gravity of this moment would sustain them during the trials that lay ahead. 
 
    “Roban Oliver,” Tom intoned, and beckoned him forward. Oliver stood in front of the little desk, posture very erect. He looked at Tom, then switched his gaze to the air over Tom’s head. Tom lifted a flimsy. “Repeat after me,” he said, and started to read. 
 
    I, Roban Oliver, do solemnly swear to defend the Republic of Neorome and her allies from all enemies and against all threats. I will uphold the honor of the republic and act at all times with courage and integrity. This I swear, so help me God. 
 
    When the oath was complete Tom said, “Welcome to the armed forces of the Republic of Neorome, Commander Oliver.” 
 
    Oliver nodded, uncertain what to do next. Tom nodded discreetly toward the other officers. Oliver returned to his position, and Tom said, “Evala Cooper.” 
 
    A woman with a lieutenant’s stripe approached, and Tom took her through the oath. He repeated the procedure with each of the officers, then worked his way through the enlisted personnel. It was impossible to remember every name and face, but he absorbed as much as he could. They were stiff, formal, giving nothing away. He would have to wait to learn what sort of crew he had under his command. 
 
    He was pleasantly surprised to have a spacer appear for every name on his list. The entire surviving crew had chosen to sign up, which was a relief. They’d taken casualties, and he doubted he could spare any of them. 
 
    When the last spacer had been sworn in, Tom stood. He told himself there was a new energy, the crew watching him with an air of excitement. He might have been projecting, but he decided to be optimistic. He cleared his throat and said, “Let’s take a look at the ship, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    ●●● 
 
      
 
    The news was all bad. 
 
    Tom wandered the corridors of the Calgary, trying to watch everything at once, until he realized he was in the way. Worse, he was a source of active discomfort to his new crew. They were reacquainting themselves with the ship they’d lost and regained, and he was a living reminder of all that had changed. 
 
    So he retreated to the captain’s cabin. One wall held a bunk, the other a large table, each able to fold into the wall. If both were open at once they were separated by only a few centimeters. He folded the bunk away, sat behind the table, and kept himself busy trying to reset the embedded screen. 
 
    From time to time Lieutenant Cooper would come by with a status report. He’d have expected Oliver to do it, but there was no sign of the man. Their working relationship was going to have to improve if Tom was to rely on him as a First Officer. Well, for the time being he would assume that Oliver was busy overseeing the inspection, and delegating the delivery of reports, not avoiding his new CO. 
 
    Cooper, at least, was cheerful and enthusiastic. In fact, her air of excitement was almost bizarre as she brought him list after list of broken or missing components. When she told him the fusion converter was gone, rendering the ship unable to fly, he blurted, “Why are you so bloody happy?” 
 
    He instantly regretted it. Her face fell, and she shrank in on herself, shoulders descending and curling forward. Then her eyebrows drew together and she visibly threw it off, straightening up and meeting his gaze. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot. By rights you should have weeks to recover from ….” He waved a hand, encompassing a disastrous battle, capture, imprisonment, and all the associated trauma. “Instead you’ve had two days. The last thing you need is your new captain barking at you.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment, and a ghost of her earlier smile returned. “I never thought I’d see her again.” She stretched a hand out and touched a bulkhead. “I love this ship. I was so excited when we set out from Earth. It … it almost killed me when we lost her.” Suddenly the smile was back at full force. “And now we’ve got her back!” 
 
    Tom nodded slowly, his perspective shifting. The Calgary had an appalling number of problems, but the truth was, none of them were insurmountable. The fusion converter could be replaced. So far they’d found nothing wrong that couldn’t be fixed. 
 
    The Calgary would fly again. Cooper, who thought her career was over, would fly again. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” he said. “Carry on. And let’s hope you run out of damage to report pretty soon.” 
 
    “Aye aye.” She grinned and bustled out. 
 
    “Wow,” Tom said to the empty hatchway. “Someone acknowledged an order.” 
 
    As if in response, the screen in his tabletop gave a happy chirp. Tom’s data pad gave an answering beep, and he smiled happily as the two devices synched. He brought up a proper word processor and started typing up his first real report as captain of the Calgary. 
 
      
 
    Most of an hour had passed when a quiet voice said, “Achoo.” Tom looked up. He’d locked the door in its ‘open’ position to make himself as accessible as possible. Now he found a man and a woman standing in the doorway, shoulders touching, peering past the frame on either side. He gestured them forward, and they spent a moment pushing against each other before the woman managed to slide in front. A moment later they were standing in front of his table, backs as straight as laser beams. 
 
    Long seconds passed. When it was clear they weren’t going to speak without prompting he shook his head, reminded himself to be patient, and said, “Yes?” 
 
    The man, eyes fixed on empty air half a meter above Tom’s head, barked, “We’ve got a complete list now, Captain!” 
 
    The woman said, “You didn’t …” 
 
    The man turned to look at her, his expression hurt and shocked. In a low voice, but not so low that Tom couldn’t hear, he said, “You’re embarrassing me in front of the captain!” 
 
    “You never said ….” Her voice trailed off meekly, and she gave Tom an apologetic look. 
 
    “Never said what?” the man hissed. 
 
    “You never said who you are. You should, you know, introduce yourself.” She considered her own words, then looked at Tom. “I’m Data Technician Third Class Lona Hassan, reporting for, er, that is, I’m reporting.” She flushed and went silent. 
 
    The man stared at her, stared at Tom, then took a deep breath and said, “And I’m Data Technician Second Class Sam Jessup.” 
 
    They seemed to expect some kind of response, so Tom nodded gravely. The silence stretched out until Hassan gave Jessup a jab with her elbow. 
 
    “Right,” Jessup said. “Er, we’ve got a complete list.” He held up his left arm, twisting his hand around so the underside of his data bracer pointed at Tom. 
 
    “I can’t read it from here,” Tom said patiently. 
 
    “Er, right.” Jessup lowered his arm. “I wasn’t sure how to send it to you. Or if I should send it to ….” His shoulders sagged. In a smaller voice he said, “I used to report to Commander Jameson. But he’s dead.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Tom said gently. “It’ll take time to work out everyone’s new duties and lines of communication.” 
 
    Jessup nodded mournfully. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what it is you’ve made a list of?” 
 
    Jessup straightened up, all his enthusiasm returning in an instant. Hassan smiled expectantly. Jessup said, “Well, you see, Sir, no one gave us an exact, specific assignment. So we started looking at the data equipment. A few consoles are missing, and all the larger data pads. The little mini pads are all still here. Too cheap to be worth stealing, I guess.” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “We got the master core restarted, and we started on the links.” He craned his neck, looking at Tom’s tabletop. “Your table is working again?” 
 
    “It is, thank you.” 
 
    “Great.” He smiled, then stiffened. “I know. We weren’t really supposed to be fixing things. But the only good way to figure out which systems are working is to fire them up, right?” 
 
    “No one’s going to complain because you fixed something on the ship,” Tom said. “Go on.” 
 
    Jessup bobbed his head, looking relieved. “Great. Right. Okay. So, we got Jolene to do a self-check.” 
 
    “Jolene?” 
 
    “Oops. I mean the ship AI.” 
 
    “You call it Jolene?” 
 
    “Er, yes?” Jessup had the look of a little boy caught stealing cookies. 
 
    “And what did you learn from Jolene?” 
 
    “Well, some things she has to be told by the crew. Like how many data pads are left. Stuff like that. But the integrated systems? She can see those directly. So she gave us a list of stuff she can’t find. I prioritized by how critical it is to ship operations, and then Hassan said we should be sure.” 
 
    Hassan nodded her head. “There could be a cable that’s cut,” she said. “Or something might be right there, but unplugged.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jessup. “If Jolene says it’s there, it’s there. If she says it’s not there, you never know. So we checked a few things ourselves, and we talked to some of the solder gun squad.” 
 
    “That’s what we call the hardware guys,” Hassan added.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, we got a complete list of essential components that are missing.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Tom said, not entirely sincerely. Taking reports from subordinates was exactly what junior officers were for. However, these two were doing their best, and he hated to discourage them. “Take it to Lieutenant Cooper. She’s compiling the master list of issues with the ship.” He paused, taking in the expressions on their faces. The two data techs looked almost offended. “What?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t bother you with something like that,” said Jessup. 
 
    “I mean, you’re the captain,” said Hassan. 
 
    “We have a much more interesting list,” said Jessup, and started to hold up his bracer again. He hesitated, then tapped at the bracer with his right hand. His left forefinger pointed at Tom’s table. “May I, Sir?” 
 
    Tom nodded, not sure what he was agreeing to. 
 
    Jessup leaned forward, held the bracer close to the table, and gave a final tap. A page of text appeared on the table. Another tap, and the screen split, one side filling with a diagram of Lotus Station. 
 
    “There.” Jessup made a swirling motion with one finger, indicating a cluster of yellow dots on the axle. “That’s most of it. The rest is there, and there.” He pointed to a couple more dots, one on the Bravo Ring, one on the Alpha. 
 
    “I see,” said Tom, examining the map. “Except I don’t.” He looked at Jessup. “What exactly are you trying to show me?” 
 
    “The missing components.” He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the galaxy. “Not all of them, but most of them. Some of them I know are ours, like the gun. The rest might not be stolen from the Calgary, but it’s the stuff we need to get her ship-shape again.” 
 
    “It was my idea,” Hassan interrupted, drawing an irritated look from Jessup. “I figured, why take all this stuff, unless you’re going to sell it, right? But some of it’s hard to sell. Like the gun. I mean, who buys large-caliber military hull-mounted blast cannons, right?” She looked from Tom to Jessup, eyebrows raised in eager arcs. 
 
    “Sure enough.” She gestured at the table. “Most of it’s still on the station. Everything that’s not there, we can probably get by without, until we get a proper refit.” 
 
    Tom didn’t have the heart to tell her that ‘proper refits’ were pretty much a United Worlds phenomenon. He leaned forward, taking a closer look at the list. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” he said, Hassan’s words finally registering as he stared at the final entry. “The blast cannons are missing?” 
 
    Both data techs nodded solemnly. 
 
    “But that’s ….” He shook his head, trying to wrap his mind around it. Could you even mount a massive gun emplacement on a ship that wasn’t custom-built for it? He said, “What kind of idiot would remove blast cannons?” 
 
    “The head of J & R Holdings, apparently.” There was a hint of smugness in Jessup’s voice as he squinted at his bracer. “They’re one deck down, at the far end of the axle, if you want to ask them.” 
 
    Tom leaned back in his chair, thinking. His instinct was to summon a couple of officers, talk it over, and figure out the next step. But his officers were swamped. He said, “What are you two working on right now?” 
 
    They looked at one another. “Nothing,” said Jessup. 
 
    “We put the list together,” said Hassan. “As soon as we finished that, we came to see you.” 
 
    “I’m re-ordering your list.” Tom tapped the table for emphasis. This had the unfortunate effect of magnifying a couple of random words. He ignored it. “Everything else is replaceable from other sources, but the blast cannons are unique. We need those back. We can’t be an effective warship without them.” 
 
    Hassan and Jessup exchanged excited glances. 
 
    “Contact this J & R Holdings. Find out what it would take to get our cannons back. Do it right away. My biggest fear is that they’ll give up on finding a buyer and cut the guns up for scrap. Let’s get in touch with them before that happens.” He held up a warning finger. “Don’t sound too eager. We’re the only customer they’re ever going to have. Don’t make it sound like we’re going to pay a penny more than we have to.” 
 
    Jessup said, “We’re on it, Captain!” 
 
    “Great. Dismissed.” 
 
    They hurried out, and Tom stood. There wasn’t much space in the little cabin, but he could pace for several steps around the table and back again. He walked, turning every few seconds to retrace his steps, thinking. 
 
    Were the cannons, and all the rest of the missing equipment, technically stolen property? It certainly felt that way to him, but who had owned the ship after it was captured and then abandoned by the Dawn Alliance? It could certainly be argued that the Calgary had continued to be UW property right up until it was signed over to Free Neorome. 
 
    Could the stolen gear simply be seized? 
 
    At the very least, he could hint to the current owners that seizures—and criminal charges—could happen at any moment. It would give him an excellent bargaining position. He had a budget from the admiralty, but he was under considerable pressure to save every cred he could. 
 
    “Step one,” he muttered, “talk to the constables.” Except that would be step two, he realized. Step one was to see with his own eyes what had been done to his beautiful ship. 
 
      
 
    Getting onto the upper hull was easier than he expected. The bay had catwalks that could be swung out from the walls or extended down from the ceiling. He climbed a ladder halfway up the port wall, found a control panel, and persuaded a gantry to slide ponderously out until it stopped automatically a few centimeters from the hull plates. He was trying to climb over the railing on the gantry when he realized a section of railing could be retracted. He slid the bars out of the way and stepped onto the top of the ship. 
 
    For a vessel that could feel cramped and claustrophobic from inside, the Calgary seemed downright vast once he was standing on her upper hull plates. He’d expected the missing cannon emplacement to be immediately obvious, but all he saw was curving hull plates gleaming under the ceiling lights. 
 
    A safety line would be prudent, he reflected. He was high enough that a fall could have serious consequences. He glanced up, saw the orange fabric of safety belts hanging from the ceiling girders, and realized he had no idea how to make them descend. 
 
    I’ll just have to be careful. He set out across the hull. It felt strange to be on top of a ship without a vac suit. He kept wanting to pry his feet up with the exaggerated steps he’d have used if he wore magnetic boots. He decided not to fight the habit; it kept his steps slow and deliberate, which was safer. The hull plates were more slippery than he’d ever realized, and he shot another glance at the safety belts high above. He’d have to pass the word that no one else in the crew was to do exactly what he was doing now. 
 
    It felt disrespectful to clamber across the bridge windows, and he wondered if his boots were leaving visible streaks. From the roof of the bridge he caught his first glimpse of new battle damage. Three crude patches marred the starboard hull. New plates would have to be fabricated and installed. 
 
    He climbed onto a small superstructure just aft of the bridge, tried to figure out what it was based on his tour of the ship’s interior, and gave up. He had a lot to learn about his new command. 
 
    The top of the superstructure was the highest point on the ship. He was briefly dizzy, and sat down, palms flat against the hull, until it passed. He’d spent enough time outside in a vac suit that he ought to have been immune to vertigo, but the tug of station gravity made it a whole new experience. 
 
    When the momentary dread abated he scooted forward on hands and feet, butt against the hull, until he could dangle his feet over the forward side of the superstructure. It allowed him to look down on a section of hull hidden until now by the shape of the corvette. 
 
    An ugly open wound yawned before him. 
 
    The gun had been ripped out by rough and uncaring hands. Some hull plates were missing. Some lay scattered across the top of the ship. Others had been crudely cut. A jagged hole gaped, an oval three meters across and more than five meters long. Within the cavity Tom could see twisted girders, torn and slashed cables, and a shambles of destroyed infrastructure. 
 
    He turned, lay on his stomach, and wriggled over the edge until he hung from the top of the superstructure by his hands. It put his boots just a few centimeters from the next section of hull, and he let himself drop. 
 
    His data pad chimed, and he glanced at it. A message icon flashed. He tapped it, and frowned when nothing happened. The crew were still learning how to use their new bracers. Someone was apparently trying to reach him, but he had no idea who. 
 
    Well, a data pad was a distraction he didn’t need while walking on top of the hull next to a gaping hole, without a safety line. He put the pad away. 
 
    He worked his way cautiously around the perimeter of the hole, cringing inwardly as he took in the extent of the damage. He would need an engineer to properly assess it, but it looked like it would take an appalling amount of work to put everything right. 
 
    If the gun could be recovered. 
 
    The hum of machinery drew his attention. A safety belt descended from the ceiling, next to the bay wall. Soon after, he heard the rustle of approaching footsteps. Cooper appeared, belt around her waist, and he went to meet her. 
 
    “I couldn’t get ahold of you.” She gestured with her bracer. “I really need to learn how to use this thing.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “There’s been an incident,” she said, tight-lipped with anger. “A couple of data geeks got themselves worked over.” 
 
    Tom’s jaw dropped. “Jessup and Hassan?” 
 
    Cooper gave him a startled look, and nodded. “They went looking for the gun.” She nodded past him at the cavity in the hull. “I guess whoever has it didn’t want to give it up.” 
 
    “Jesus.” His stomach twisted. “How bad are they hurt?” 
 
    “Jessup has a concussion for sure.” Cooper grimaced, real pain in her expression. “Hassan says she’s okay, but her face is a mess. They’re in the station hospital. I’m waiting to hear.” 
 
    For a moment Tom thought about staying where he was. What could he achieve at the hospital, after all? But it wasn’t as if he was doing anything useful here. “Continue the inspection,” he said. “I’m going to see Jessup and Hassan.” 
 
    “Aye.” She started to turn away. 
 
    “Cooper?” 
 
    “Sir?” She turned back. 
 
    “One more thing.” Tom pointed upward. “Show me how to make a safety belt come down.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Hassan looked like hell. 
 
    The hospital was up in the Alpha Ring. Tom couldn’t tell how big it actually was. He went through doors marked by giant red crosses and found a waiting room with an AI kiosk at one end and Hassan, sitting by herself in a soft chair, at the other. 
 
    She’d been checked over by hospital staff by the time Tom arrived. She sat with her head tilted back, nostrils shiny with med gel. She had two black eyes, spectacular ones, her eyes barely showing through the swelling. Her nose was puffed up like she had a baseball implanted between her eyes, the skin stretched so tight he wondered why it didn’t split. Three of her shipmates were clustered around her; they all moved back when they saw Tom. 
 
    “Return to the ship,” Tom told them. “I’ll make sure she’s all right.” 
 
    They nodded and filed out, murmuring “Aye aye” as they passed.  
 
    Hassan lifted her head. When she braced a hand on either arm of the chair he said, “As you were, Hassan. Don’t get up.” He dragged a chair closer and sat. “How are you?” 
 
    The corners of her mouth turned down. “I’m sorry, Captain. It all happened so fast.” 
 
    “Tell me,” he said gently. 
 
    She took a deep breath, then another. “We tried calling J & R. Couldn’t reach anyone. We left them a message.” She made a face. “That was our first mistake. They knew exactly who we were, the moment we walked in. 
 
    “It seems stupid now, but they were so close! One deck down, and the other end of the axle. We decided to just walk over and ask in person.” She shuddered. “It’s scary down there, Sir. It’s like a bad neighborhood in one of those old vids. Like a slum.” 
 
    “So someone mugged you?” 
 
    She nodded. “Not someone. J & R. Their bay is like a huge flea market for electronics and hardware. They call it the bazaar. We were just inside their main entrance when it happened.” She closed her eyes for a long moment. “It happened so fast ….” 
 
    “Someone attacked you,” he prompted. 
 
    “There were these three guys. But the other two just watched. The big one did it all.” Her arms rose, outlining a huge set of shoulders. “He was like a gorilla. With stupid hair. Like that singer on the vids. Fred Nebula.” 
 
    “He hit you?” Tom said. “Did he have a weapon?” 
 
    “Just his fists,” Hassan said sadly. “He knocked Sam down, and then he punched me, and by the time I got up it was all over.” A tear appeared in the corner of each eye, but didn’t fall. “They just left us lying there on the floor.” 
 
    “Sam? That’s Jessup?” 
 
    She nodded. “He couldn’t stand. He was barely awake. It took me so long just to stand up.” She brought a hand up to wipe her eyes, thought better of it, and lowered her arm. “I got him up. He had to lean on me all the way back. Harry took one look at us and grabbed a cart.” She smiled briefly. “He wheeled us all the way here.” She gestured around her at the hospital. 
 
    Tom left her there and went to a counter, where the station AI told him that Jessup was resting and was expected to recover. He had a concussion, a cracked rib, and a broken nose. Tom thought of the mild, harmless data tech and felt an ugly stir of anger in his belly. 
 
    Now isn’t the time. Soon, but not now. He swallowed the rage and returned to the chair. He was searching for something to say when Lieutenant Oliver came rushing in. Tom told him what he knew, then waited as Oliver spoke with Hassan. When they were done, Tom led Oliver to the far side of the waiting room. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” Oliver looked shamefaced. It was the most emotion Tom had yet seen in his First Officer. “I was inside the Deck Two ammo tunnel. No one knew how to reach me.” He raked a hand through the stubble on his scalp. “I’m not … I forgot what it’s like to have people counting on me for ….” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Tom said. “I was a little hard to reach myself. But let’s make a priority of getting communications sorted out.” He thought of the data pad in his pocket, which he quite liked, and sighed. “I’ll get a bracer like everyone else, and we’ll all learn how to make calls and get messages.” 
 
    Oliver nodded. 
 
    “One other thing. I want everyone armed, or with an armed escort, anywhere in the axle outside of our bay.” He paused as Oliver shook his head. “What?” 
 
    “I wish we could, Captain.” 
 
    “Why can’t we?” 
 
    “We had two small-arms lockers,” Oliver said. “Locker One had sidearms only. It got cleaned out while we were in the Gulag. Locker Two has blast rifles and a couple laser rifles, along with more sidearms.” He made a face. “The good news is, the locker is still secure. The bad news is, we can’t open it.” 
 
    Tom stared at him, incredulous. “What do you mean, we can’t open it?” 
 
    “Captain locked it to her palm print when we surrendered.” 
 
    “That’s ….” Tom ran through what he could remember of his days in the UW Navy. He’d been aware that weapons lockers existed. That was pretty much the extent of his knowledge. “That’s unfortunate,” he said at last. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Oliver said sourly. “It almost got me killed. The uglies didn’t believe me when I said I couldn’t unlock it. That’s the closest I’ve ever come to getting shot.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, interrupted by a loud growl from Tom’s stomach. He looked down, grinned wryly, and said, “I guess nobody’s eaten since … how long has it been?” 
 
    Oliver started to answer, then yawned, looking embarrassed. 
 
    “What clock have you been using?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Twelve and twelve.” Oliver checked his bracer. “It’s about an hour past my usual bedtime. The others were doing ten hours on duty and fourteen off. Half of them think it’s bedtime. The other half think it’s time for breakfast.” 
 
    “Go back to the ship,” Tom said. “Arrange for meals. Let everyone take a break.” He paused. “We’ll have to add scheduling to the list of urgent priorities. And fix up the galley. We don’t have the budget to eat station food for too much longer. And I need everyone moving back into their old cabins by this time tomorrow. I know the hotel is cheap, but I want to save that money for bullets.” 
 
    “I hear that, Sir.” Oliver gave him a tired grin. 
 
    “Don’t work all night. Get everyone sorted for tonight, and get some rack time.” 
 
    “Aye aye.” Oliver walked out, looking tired but cheerful. Some of the weight of his ordeal had lifted, at least for the moment. Only time would tell how much he would recover, and how soon. 
 
    Tom escorted Hassan to the hotel he’d booked for the crew, saw her to her tiny room, and told her to sleep as long as she liked. Then he headed out onto the curving street of the top deck of Alpha Ring. 
 
    The station had no day or night. Tom had been on constantly changing shifts for so long that he had very little sense of what his own sleep schedule should be. At the moment he felt too wound up to sleep, so he walked with the street rising endlessly before him, thinking. 
 
    There was a police station of sorts in each ring. Tom entered the Alpha Ring station and spent a moment watching a man complain noisily about a burglary to a constable sitting alone behind a counter. Several kiosks flashed welcome messages, so Tom went to the nearest one and turned on the privacy field. He described the assault to a uniformed avatar, then answered a lot of tedious statistical questions. The avatar gave him a case number, promised to contact him if there were developments, then vanished as the screen went blank. 
 
    Tom sat back, nonplussed. The irate burglary victim was gone, but a young couple was standing in the entrance, looking like they might approach the counter. Tom darted over. 
 
    “Help you?” The constable was a chunky man in late middle age, with sagging cheeks and an expression of utter boredom. 
 
    Tom outlined what had happened at J & R Holdings. 
 
    “Did you tell the bot?” The constable nodded in the direction of the kiosk Tom had used. 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Something else you need?” 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” 
 
    Another shrug. “Too late to really do anything. It’s over, right?” 
 
    “But you know who did it!” 
 
    The next shrug was even deeper. “You got a name for the perpetrator?” 
 
    “No, but it was at J & R Holdings. They’ve got a place in the axle.” 
 
    One eyebrow rose in sardonic doubt. “Doesn’t mean he works there.” 
 
    Tom, fighting a rising impatience, said, “Well, it should be easy enough to find out.” 
 
    “We’re pretty busy here. We mostly deal with prevention. Providing a presence to discourage antisocial behavior. Maybe take calls for crimes in progress.” His thick, soft shoulders rose and fell. “We don’t really do a lot of chasing around, unless it’s maybe a murder.” 
 
    Tom stared at him, fuming. 
 
    The constable offered him a weary grin. “Come on, buddy, be reasonable. We send someone down there, ask about this guy who looks like Fred Nebula, what are they gonna say? I’ll tell you. They’ll say no, we never heard of him. Anyone could have walked in here, punched those spacers, walked out. Could be anybody.” He lifted his hands, palms up, helpless. 
 
    A handful of biting comments came to Tom’s mind, but antagonizing the station cops wouldn’t do him any good. Especially when he’d just decided to break a bunch of laws. Instead, he nodded as if he understood. The constable smiled, then leaned sideways, glancing at the young couple behind Tom. 
 
    “Just one more thing,” Tom said. “A lot of material has been removed from my ship. Most of it is still on the station.” 
 
    The hands rose again, palms up. “Who’s to say who really owns what? If it’s not on your ship anymore, is it really yours?” 
 
    “I see what you mean.” Tom nodded thoughtfully, congratulated himself on his self-control, smiled his thanks, and walked out. 
 
    He stopped at his room long enough to change into civilian clothes. He descended a couple of decks, visiting the Tiki Bar where he’d first seen the four ex-soldiers. They weren’t there, and they weren’t at the improvised fight club. He found a skinny kid on a ladder tinkering with a spotlight on the ceiling and told her what he was looking for. 
 
    “Try Fat Charlie’s,” she said, and jerked a thumb to show the direction. “Other side of the street. Green lights.” 
 
    Fat Charlie’s, it turned out, was a dive bar without a sign in front. The door was outlined in green lumi-strips, the interior murky enough to be invisible. Tom took a deep breath, told himself he knew what he was doing, and stepped inside. 
 
    The bar was a single long room, not more than half a dozen paces wide but at least fifty paces deep. There were no staff that Tom could see. Tables lined one wall. He walked along the other wall, checking each table as he went. 
 
    “You know,” said a voice in the darkness, “I can’t say I’m happy to see you again.” 
 
    Four burly figures sat around a tiny table cluttered with beer mugs. Tom snagged a chair from the next table over, pushed his way between a couple of men, and sat down. “Gentlemen.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said a gravelly voice. “You’re worried we’re not getting enough PT, so you’ve come to offer your services as a punching bag.” 
 
    “No. I’m here to offer you a job.” 
 
    That brought a startled silence. Tom pushed a couple of mugs out of the way, grabbed a clean glass from the dispenser, and dialed up a soft drink. He leaned back like he didn’t have a care in the world and took a sip. 
 
    As his eyes adjusted the four men became more than dark outlines. All four of them stared at him, with expressions ranging from amusement to hostility.  
 
    The bald man seemed to be the leader of the group. He said, “I’m getting a bit tired of you.” 
 
    “I can pay cash. It’s a simple job, but it needs a particular skill set.” 
 
    The man gave him a long, searching stare. “You better not be wasting my time.” 
 
    “There’s a parts and repair place in the axle. J & R Holdings, they call themselves. They’ve got a bunch of equipment taken from the Calgary. I want it back.” 
 
    “So send a couple of your spacers.” 
 
    “I tried that,” Tom said, letting anger color his voice. “They got themselves beaten up. One is still in the hospital.” He realized his fingers were gripping his drink hard enough to be painful, and made himself relax. “Like I said. This job requires specialized skills.” 
 
    All four men exchanged glances. The bald man said, “How much are you paying?” 
 
    “A thousand creds for less than an hour’s work.” 
 
    More glances. The bald man jerked a thumb toward the exit. “Beat it. We need to have a discussion.” 
 
    “If you—” 
 
    “Beat it, I said.” 
 
    Tom nodded and left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “I gotta say, Thrush, you know how to show a girl an interesting time.” 
 
    Tom didn’t bother to reply, looking down at Carvalho as she knelt in front of the door to the aft arms locker. She fumbled blindly under the door, then leaned back, holding a cable she’d managed to plug into a tiny hidden port. She connected the other end to a data pad, and the image of a keypad appeared. 
 
    “Now to see if this works. It’s been a standard feature for the last twenty years, but I don’t think anyone has ever actually done it.” She tilted the pad so he couldn’t see the screen, tapped in a sequence of numbers, then pressed a thumb to the screen. 
 
    The door to the locker clicked open. 
 
    “Outstanding!” She disconnected the cable and stood, then drew the door open. 
 
    Blast rifles filled the narrow space. Tom squatted, pulled out a sliding drawer under the rifle racks, and revealed a selection of blast and shock pistols. He selected a blast pistol and matching holster, clipped the holster to his belt, checked the charge on the pistol, and holstered it. 
 
    “I wish I could say I thought you were being dramatic, but I know what this neighborhood is like.” Carvalho absently rubbed her knuckles. 
 
    It took a minute or so to reset the locker to open for officers. Carvalho waited until Tom had unlocked and relocked the locker several times. When he was sure he wouldn’t be locked out, they headed aft. 
 
    The Calgary was in mid-transformation. Tom hadn’t realized quite how dirty the corridors were until they’d had a good cleaning. Now they gleamed. Broken hatches and panels had been repaired or replaced, and all the lights worked. The Calgary was becoming a ship her crew could take pride in. 
 
    Of course, she couldn’t actually fly. That minor detail came next. 
 
    They descended the ramp and stood along one wall of the bay. A spacer and a couple of bots were on the upper hull, removing a patched hull plate. A freshly fabricated plate hung from an articulated arm that descended from the ceiling, waiting to be put into place. 
 
    Tom said, “Did you learn anything about my mystery goon squad?” 
 
    Carvalho made a few quick swipes on her data pad, then held up a picture of a square-jawed young man in a UW army dress uniform. “Is this one of them?” 
 
    “Wow. He looks almost respectable. His hair is a whole lot longer now.” 
 
    “Meet Private First Class Ber Nylan,” Carvalho said. “This should be the rest of the squad.” She showed him three more photos. Tom recognized each of them. 
 
    Carvalho said, “If the local constables weren’t completely useless, I might put in a request to have them arrested and extradited. They’re not in the good graces of the big blue beast.” 
 
    “And here they seemed like such fine, upstanding young men,” Tom said dryly. “What did they do?” 
 
    “Won a platoon citation for conspicuous bravery during the New Panama campaign,” she said. “Thirty troops intercepted a column of almost fifty DA infantry and killed or captured the whole lot. They seized two mini-mechs, a marching gun, and the personal armor and weapons of, let me see, forty-seven enemy combatants.”  
 
    She chuckled. “That’s what tripped them up. The four of them then proceeded to steal all that lovely captured hardware and sell it to a privateer crew.” Her grin was almost admiring. “I hope the privateers put it to good use.” 
 
    “I take it they got caught.” 
 
    “Found out, yes. Caught, no.” She poked at the data pad. “Someone tipped them off, and they hightailed it into the jungle. My best guess is that their privateer friends picked them up. They haven’t been seen since.” 
 
    Tom’s bracer beeped. He checked that a copy of her files had arrived. “Thanks, Gabi. I owe you one.” He touched the gun on his hip. “Several, I guess.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, I got to escape from the office for a couple days. I consider us even.” She gestured toward the exit. “Take a walk with me.” 
 
    They left the bay, and she smiled, saying, “I like this. I’ve got my own private armed bodyguard.” She led him to the concourse, where she went to a bank of lockers. “I didn’t want to take this downstairs. There’d be a real shitstorm if I got mugged and lost it.” 
 
    The locker held a large shoulder bag. She rummaged inside it and drew out a metal sphere just larger than a softball. She handed it to him. “Don’t drop it.” 
 
    The sphere was heavier than it looked. Tom hefted it, turning it over in his hands. The surface was dull gray, with several tiny nozzles showing. There were indentations, grooves, and a couple of flat, reflective surfaces. He examined it, thinking. 
 
    “It’s too heavy to fly, so … maybe deployed in space?” He squinted at one of the nozzles. “This could be a nav thruster of some kind.” He shook his head. “No. There isn’t room for real thrusters, not three of them. Compressed gas?” 
 
    Carvalho smiled. “Very good! Keep going.” 
 
    His thumb traced a grid of deep grooves in the metal. “This looks almost like a miniaturized version of the business end of a Carling scanner.” 
 
    “You’re getting warm,” she told him, and took the sphere back. She glanced around, making sure they were unobserved before speaking. “This is the latest thing to come out of Novograd. It’s a scanner buoy. Very limited maneuverability, since as you noted, there’s no room to spare. A couple of basic scanning tools, and a transmitter and receiver. The range isn’t much, or the resolution, but it’s got one huge advantage.” She tucked the buoy into her bag. “It’s almost impossible to detect.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Tom said as she closed the locker. 
 
    “Now, so far they’re not working terribly well. But in six months or so, they might be standard issue to every ship in the Free Neorome fleet. The bright boys back on Earth are working on their own version.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes went out of focus as he considered the ramifications. 
 
    “A freighter captain took a little jaunt into the near end of the Octagon Rift a few days ago.” 
 
    Tom’s attention snapped back to Carvalho. 
 
    “He got a visit from your mystery destroyer. Oh, we’ve probably identified it, by the way. It’s the D162. Gotta love those colorful ship names they use, right?” 
 
    He nodded absently. 
 
    “Anyway, the captain said the destroyer was on him the moment he came out of the storm wall. Like it knew where he was. He said it was uncanny how fast they found him.” 
 
    Tom’s heart beat faster. “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, he was half expecting a nasty surprise, based on what happened to you. So he never strayed far from the storm wall, and he ducked right back in as soon the destroyer appeared. He had the good sense to sneak away and not push his luck. But he confirmed what you told us. The DA are doing something different. They’ve got a way to gather intel they shouldn’t be able to get.” 
 
    Tom looked toward her bag. “You think …?” 
 
    “I think they’ve got snooper buoys of their own.” She patted the bag. “Something similar to this one. I think they came up with the idea before we did, and they worked out the bugs. I think the Octagon Rift is full of snoopers, all scanning and talking to each other and sending data back to that destroyer.” 
 
    Tom’s bracer tingled against his wrist, telling him he had a new message. He brought the message up. “Sorry,” he said to Carvalho. “I have something I have to do.” 
 
    She raised one dark eyebrow. “Something interesting?” 
 
    “Something I really don’t want to share with a UW intelligence officer. No offence.” 
 
    “None taken.” She smiled. “I hope you can tell me about it someday.” 
 
    He gave a non-committal grunt, said his goodbyes, and headed back to the Calgary. 
 
      
 
    ●●● 
 
      
 
    Four stocky figures in civilian clothes stood just inside the bay, gazing up at the ship. Oliver stood in front of them, hands on his hips, frowning. He looked past them with a hint of relief when Tom entered the bay. 
 
    “Lieutenant Oliver, meet Nathan Hodges, Peter Hewlett, Dar Sama, and Joseph Nylan. These gentlemen are private contractors. They’ll be performing a service for us today.” 
 
    The four men turned to look at Tom. If they were impressed that he’d learned their names, they didn't comment. 
 
    Tom nodded to Hodges, who’d been a sergeant when the squad went AWOL. “Ready to go?” 
 
    Hodges straightened the beige coat that hung almost to his knees, the fabric drawing tight over a bulky shape at his hip. The others wore similar coats. Sama had a duffel bag as well. By the look of them, they’d taken his request to come armed quite seriously. “We’re ready,” Hodges said. 
 
    “Excellent.” Tom said to Oliver, “I need a good big grav sled and four spacers. Pick someone who can identify the essential missing equipment. Oh, and see if Archie is available.” Archie was a cargo bot owned by the station, a behemoth big enough to lift and move the Calgary’s blast cannon assembly. At least, Tom hoped so. 
 
    Oliver’s eyebrows rose, but he trotted into the ship, fingers moving on his bracer. 
 
    “We’ll keep the mayhem to a minimum,” Tom said to the four soldiers. “If we can do this without any fuss, that would be my preference. But I don’t plan to come back without my equipment.” 
 
    Hodges nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    Spacers joined them one by one, two men and a woman, then a surprise. Hassan came around from behind the ship, pushing a floating cargo mover the size of a double bed. The swelling in her face had gone down, but there was a raccoon mask of bruising around her eyes and nose. She was tight-lipped and tense, but she looked game. 
 
    Tom briefly considered issuing sidearms, then decided his four enforcers were more than enough. It was best to leave specialized work to specialists. Besides, Hassan and her shipmates were apt to be a little … emotional under the circumstances. It was probably best if they were unarmed. There was no sign of Archie, so he said, “Let’s go,” and headed for the exit. 
 
    No one paid them the slightest attention as they took a cargo elevator to the bottom deck and marched down a long corridor past flickering ceiling lights and broken vending machines. The doors to the bazaar were wide open, and a fat man in a hooded coat looked up from a pile of machine parts, eyed them, and moved aside. 
 
    The bazaar could have been easily mistaken for a junkyard. Tall shelving units broke the bay into haphazard corridors. There were bins full of random components, stacks and heaps of machinery, and racks with everything from printed circuits to vacuum pyramids. An entire ship’s engine, almost big enough for the Calgary, loomed in the middle of the vast floor. By the look of it, you could assemble a working ship from the components on hand. It would be ugly, but it would be just about complete. 
 
    Aside from the man in the hooded coat there were no customers in sight, but a thin gray-haired man and a young woman looked down from a balcony that ran along two sides of the bay. If there was trouble, they would have the high ground. Tom glanced around, taking comfort from the presence of Hodges and his squad. 
 
    And muttered a curse. Hodges and Nylan stood by the grav sled. Sama and Hewlet had disappeared. For a moment rage washed over him, so strong it made his shoulders tremble. He’d known they weren’t exactly reliable, but somehow he’d figured a core of professionalism had remained, deep down inside. 
 
    Live and learn. He still had two armed bodyguards. It would be enough. 
 
    Hassan fiddled with her bracer, and low beeps came from the wrists of the other spacers. “Everybody got the list?” They nodded, and she said, “The fusion converter is the first priority, except maybe for the cannons. And I think I see them over there.” She started to point, then lowered her arm, shrinking a bit. “That’s him,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    A man lumbered down the stairs from the balcony. He was big, wide in the shoulders and thick in the stomach, with a crest of golden hair standing high atop his head. His hands were enormous, and he curled and straightened his fingers, making fists that looked like cannon balls. Tom looked at those fists, imagined them connecting with Hassan’s face, and put a hand on the butt of his blast pistol. 
 
    Hodges, looking as relaxed as a child on a picnic, ambled forward to greet the man. Nylan ignored him, head swiveling, watching the balcony and the aisles and the bazaar entrance behind them. 
 
    The big man reached the bottom of the stairs, sneered at the approaching soldier, and swaggered forward, looking as unstoppable as an armored mech. He pressed one great fist into the opposite palm and pressed, flaring his chest muscles as Hodges reached him. The man started to speak—then stepped back, staggering, eyes and mouth open wide. After a moment he sat down heavily on the floor. 
 
    Tom blinked. He hadn’t actually seen Hodges move. Hodges stood over the man, just out of kicking range, head swiveling like Nylan’s, watching for threats. 
 
    Huh. Maybe I’m getting my money’s worth after all. “Okay. Let’s find that fusion converter, and anything else that belongs to us. Spread out, but stay alert. Watch out for each other. Shout if you feel threatened. Let’s go!” 
 
    The spacers scattered. Tom pushed the grav sled to the middle of the bazaar, next to the big engine. Nylan followed, then moved to the far side of the engine, watching that side of the room. 
 
    Something across the aisle caught Tom’s eye, a rectangular metal casing that made him think of a coffin. A five-gauge power port on the top told him that, whatever it was, it used plenty of juice. The unmistakable shape of a muzzle on the end told him it was a weapon. He cocked his head, wondering what it was. It had a definite military look, so he pushed the grav sled closer, then adjusted the controls until the deck of the sled was even with the bottom of the casing. He grabbed hold and pulled. 
 
    The weapon was lighter than he dared hope, and slid easily onto the sled. He returned to the big engine, head turning, scanning for threats. 
 
    Shadow filled the entrance to the bazaar, and the deck plates trembled. Archie came lumbering in. The vast machine had six limbs, and it was currently using all of them for locomotion. It could heave itself up, balancing on the lowest two limbs, and reach things thirty meters in the air. It could also shorten itself until it was barely four meters long. It was doing that now, legs almost bumping each other, as it cleared the doorway and navigated a tight corner. 
 
    Oliver sat in the pilot’s chair, face scrunched up in concentration. Archie had a pretty good AI and could largely be trusted to get around without breaking anything. Still, the bazaar was crowded and the machine was huge. 
 
    “I got the main processing node,” Hassan said happily, coming over with both arms wrapped around a matte silver box. She set it on the grav sled and straightened. “Oh, and I found the fusion converter. We’ll have to bring the sled over. It’s too heavy for me to carry.” 
 
    Before Tom could reply a voice said, “All right, that’s enough. Put that back.” 
 
    Tom turned. The gray-haired man was leaning on the balcony railing with a shotgun in his hands. He brought the gun to his shoulder and said, “You’re not—” 
 
    Light flashed, and several centimeters of railing vanished, a finger’s width to the left of his hip. The railing sagged outward, and he jerked back with a squawk of dismay. Light flashed again, this time on the other side of his hip, and a chunk of railing fell free and clattered to the floor of the bay. It was impressively precise shooting, and the man stood open-mouthed, staring at the glowing ends where the railing had been cut away. 
 
    Tom looked from Hodges to Nylan. Neither of them had moved. 
 
    “How about if you stand real still, right where you are. Then I won’t have to shoot you.” The voice belonged to Sama. Tom couldn’t see the man, but the voice came from behind and above. He had to be on top of a shelf or a pile of equipment. 
 
    The gray-haired man held himself frozen, shotgun at port arms, his mouth still open. 
 
    “Hassan.” Tom had to touch her shoulder to get her to stop staring and focus on him. “Show me the fusion converter.” 
 
    It took both of them, plus another spacer, to heave the converter onto the grav sled. When they were done the man said, “I spotted our sidearms.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’re ours?” 
 
    “They’ve got a sunburst on the grips.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t leave those behind. Show me.” 
 
    A dozen of the ship’s missing blast pistols were heaped in a box on a low shelf. They set the box beside the fusion converter. Hassan laid a bunch of long black rods across the box. Tom had no idea what they were, but Hassan knew, and that was good enough for him. 
 
    A metallic creak drew his attention to Archie, who was braced over the cannon assembly, three legs supporting the bot, the other three wrapping around the gun. Slowly, centimeter by centimeter, the assembly rose. 
 
    “That’s most of it,” Hassan said as a spacer piled a couple of boxes atop the fusion converter. “I’d still like to find the tube welder.” 
 
    “We can replace the tube welder.” Archie was half-way to the exit, laboriously retracing his steps. It was long past time to leave. “Let’s quit while we’re ahead.” Tom tugged on the sled’s handle, setting it into reluctant motion. In a louder voice he said, “Let’s go!” 
 
    A spacer hurried up with one last box of equipment, then braced his hands on the side of the sled, helping steer. They reached the exit close on Archie’s heels. 
 
    The big man with the fancy hair was on his feet by this time, expression murderous, a hand on his stomach. The gray-haired man and his companion glared down from the balcony. None of them spoke as Hodges and Nylan moved to opposite sides of the doorway. 
 
    A thump told Tom that Sama had just dropped to the floor. He appeared a moment later, an enormous laser rifle slung across his back. The three soldiers backed out of the bazaar. Sama broke the rifle into two pieces and made it disappear under his coat. Then he put a hand on Hodges’ shoulder and guided him as Hodges walked backward, watching behind them. 
 
    Tom spotted Hewlet in the corridor, sitting near the side wall with his back to a broken vending machine. There was nothing to identify him as a member of the group, and no sign of the weapons under his coat. Hewlet ignored them, watching the bazaar while he pretended to be absorbed in a scuffed data pad. 
 
    Archie and the cannon assembly filled the cargo elevator. Tom and the others waited in the corridor, tense and watchful, as the elevator doors closed and metal creaked and groaned. It seemed to take an endless time, but at last the elevator returned and the door sighed open. 
 
    They hurried inside. When the doors closed Tom decided they were clear, for the moment at least. Some of the tension left him, and he said, “Well done, everyone.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The elevator rose. Hassan exhaled noisily, and her shoulders, which were almost touching her ears, descended a surprising distance. She looked at Tom and said, “What’s going to happen now, Sir?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” The doors opened and he moved aside as Hassan and a couple of the others got the grav sled out and moving in the right direction. “I’ve discovered that the station constables don’t take a great interest in property crimes after they’ve been committed.” He nodded at the sled. “Most of what we grabbed is clearly Navy property, so I kind of suspect the good people at J & R won’t try too hard to get them involved.” 
 
    Hassan considered this doubtfully. “They must have cameras in the bazaar.” 
 
    “Which means they have footage of your assault. Like I said, they don’t want to shine too much light on this.” I hope, he didn’t say out loud. 
 
    She helped slow the sled and guide it into their bay. Archie stood along the end wall, almost touching the nose of the ship. Most of the crew was gathered around, talking animatedly, staring up at the recovered cannon assembly. 
 
    Tom closed the bay door, locked it, then climbed onto a chest-high section of expandable scaffolding. He called, “Listen up!” 
 
    Silence quickly fell. 
 
    “The good news is, we’ve successfully recovered everything we’ll need to get the ship flying again.” 
 
    To his astonishment, they cheered. He spent a moment dumbstruck, wondering when morale had improved so much. The crew went silent again, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “The bad news is, we’ve kicked a hornet’s nest.” He nodded toward Archie. “Frankly, they’re probably just as happy to get rid of the cannon assembly. Stealing it was pretty stupid. But the rest of it?” He looked at the grav sled, piled high with a small fortune in equipment. “They won’t want to let that go.” 
 
    A mutter went through the crowd. It sounded more pugnacious than worried, and Tom smiled. This was not the defeated crowd he’d met in the concourse barely a week earlier. That was good. He needed a crew with spirit. 
 
    “I would rather things didn’t escalate,” he said. “We’re keeping the bay sealed from now on. Most of you have been taking your meals in the galley, and everyone’s back in their old cabins. If anyone needs anything from outside this bay, talk to an officer. We’re going to keep outings to an absolute minimum, and when anyone goes outside it will be armed, in groups. Understood?” 
 
    A few heads nodded. 
 
    “In the meantime, every hour we spend here gives the former owners of our equipment more time to dream up a suitable revenge. It’s also a crying shame.” He gestured toward the Calgary. “This ship wasn’t made for a shabby bay in a run-down space station. She was made for space!” 
 
    Voices rose in a murmur. It wasn’t quite a cheer, but it was clear the crew agreed with him. 
 
    “So our priority now is to get her put back together. I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of Lotus Station. I want to leave her behind and get out there, into the black!” 
 
    Someone cried, “Yeah!” Someone else lifted a fist in the air. Tom smiled. “Okay. We’ve finally got the parts we need. Let’s get the ship put back together.” 
 
    Lieutenants and specialists called orders as he climbed down from the scaffold. Hodges, Nylan, and Sama stood near the bay doors, watching him with expressions ranging from cool blankness to sardonic amusement. Tom walked over to them. 
 
    “Nice speech,” Hodges said. He put a hand over his heart. “Got me right here.” He smirked. 
 
    “I’ll have your funds transferred immediately.” 
 
    “Actually, we got ‘em already.” Hodges patted the data pad in his shirt pocket. “Your XO is a regular marvel of efficiency.” 
 
    “He has his moments.” 
 
    “Now all we need is for you to let us out.” 
 
    Tom unlocked the bay doors, then put a hand on the butt of his sidearm. Hodges grinned and said, “It’s clear outside.” 
 
    “All right.” Tom slid the door open a meter. Hewlet stood just outside. He moved aside as Tom came out, followed by the rest of the mercenary squad. 
 
    Hodges raised an eyebrow. “Something else we can help you with, Captain?” 
 
    Tom looked the three men over. “Are you happy being station rats?” 
 
    Hodges’s expression changed to mock sorrow. “We’re as happy as four pigs in a nice, smelly puddle, except when we have to endure petty insults from boat drivers.” 
 
    “You poor things.” Tom took a deep breath. “I think you have unrealized potential, and it just so happens I’m in the business of handing out second chances. How would you like to get back in uniform? How would you like to do something meaningful for the war?” 
 
    Silence. Four pairs of eyes drilled into Tom. Hodges’s eyebrows rose into startled arcs. Aside from that, all four faces were blank and expressionless. 
 
    “I can swear you in today,” Tom said. “You’ll be members of the Free Neorome Armed Forces.” 
 
    For a long, silent moment, all four men stared at him. Then their heads swiveled and they looked at each other. Then back at Tom. Hodges said incredulously, “You want us to be boat drivers?” 
 
    “I thought maybe marines.” 
 
    That brought a sputter of surprise from the big ex-sergeant. “Okay, now you’ve insulted us.” 
 
    “There’s no Marine Corps in Free Neorome,” Tom said, “but the ship is short-handed, and you could be useful in a crisis. You already have combat experience. You can be trained in damage control and firefighting. Boarding hostile ships and repelling boarders is not so different from the things you did in the Army.” That was a stretch, but he wanted to sell them on the idea. 
 
    Hodges said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were making a bad joke.” 
 
    “Take some time to think about it. But not too long. We’re leaving the station within a few days, and we aren’t coming back.” 
 
    As Hodges started to reply, Hewlet surprised Tom by speaking up. His voice was high-pitched for such a big man. “I don’t need time.” He took a step forward. “I never thought I’d get no second chance.” He looked at his comrades and said defensively, “I never wanted to be no gangster! It makes me sick, some of the shit we’ve been doing!” To Tom he said, “If you’ll have me, I’m your man.” 
 
    Before Tom could reply, Sama took a step forward. He glanced at Hodges, shrugged, then nodded at Hewlet and said, “Man’s got a point.” 
 
    A long moment of silence stretched out. Then Hodges said, “What happens when the war’s over?” 
 
    The answer to that question included a lot of details that had only been sorted out when Tom pitched the idea of recruiting the Calgary crew to Admiral Sayles. “There might be a place for you in the peacetime armed forces. Failing that, you’ll demobilize with a final pay packet that will be so small, you’ll curse my name.” He grinned briefly. “You’ll be offered citizenship in Neorome, and any crimes you may have committed here on Lotus will be ignored by the Neorome government unless they’re really bad.” He raised an eyebrow. “Committed any murders?” 
 
    “Everyone recovered eventually.” Hodges looked at Nylan. Nylan shrugged. Hodges said, “Aw, hell. Won’t be any good here with half the squad.” He blew out a gusty sigh. “You in if I’m in?” 
 
    Nylan nodded. 
 
    Hodges gave his head a disbelieving shake. “I guess you get the full set, Captain.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    They returned to the bay, where the ship’s newest recruits put down the duffel bag and a couple of crater guns. Sama drew the laser rifle from under his coat and added it to the stack of weapons. Hodges said, “We’ll get our things. Shouldn’t take long. We’ll call you when we’re right outside.” He stepped through the bay doors. “Don’t open the door for anyone who knocks. It won’t be us.” 
 
    “Right.” Tom waited while they left, then closed the big door and locked it. The ship was as busy as a kicked anthill. Archie was up on two limbs, the cannon assembly raised high, while a couple of spacers guided a giant claw that descended from the ceiling. Thick titanium fingers stretched toward the gun. 
 
    Oliver was nowhere in sight, so Tom sent him a brief message, asking the man to come and see him when it was reasonably convenient. He wondered how the XO would react to the new recruits. Tom realized belatedly that he should have consulted Oliver first, if only to help the man feel like he was trusted and needed. 
 
    The truth was, Tom still saw Oliver and the others as the haunted, defeated former prisoners he’d first met. They were changing, rising to the challenges he was giving them, and his perceptions needed to change as well. He had a good crew, but he could ruin them yet, simply by failing to realize it in time. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    Tom turned to look at a round-faced young man, the top of his head barely reaching Tom’s shoulder. Tom closed his eyes momentarily, scanning the crew roster he’d been trying to memorize, searching for a name and rank. “Specialist ….” 
 
    “Thorogood, Sir.” 
 
    “Right. You’re one of our veterans. Several years on the Calgary before the war, if I remember correctly?” 
 
    “Four years, Sir. Almost five.” Thorogood beamed. Then his expression turned serious. “It’s great that you recovered so much of our equipment, Sir, but I’m not sure what to do with the graser.” 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow. “We have a graser?” 
 
    “We do now, Sir.” Thorogood gestured at the grav sled. The only object left on it was the coffin-sized case Tom had grabbed in the bazaar. 
 
    “You mean ….” 
 
    “It’s not ours,” Thorogood confirmed. 
 
    “Ah.” Tom hesitated. “I’m not sure, right at the moment. Put it somewhere out of the way while I, er, look into it.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain.”  
 
    Thorogood hurried away, and Tom gazed after him, thinking. Grasers were terrible weapons. Every few years there was a new refinement and some luckless ship would have one of the white elephants installed, but the results were always the same. They were powerful but hopelessly short-ranged, and nearly impossible to aim with any real accuracy. 
 
    For a minute or so he considered returning the graser to the bazaar. It was the one piece of equipment he could be accused of stealing, rather than recovering. But Jessup went by with a data pad, limping and pressing an arm absent-mindedly to his damaged ribs, and fresh anger washed over Tom. He decided he’d rather chuck the graser out an airlock than return it to those goons. 
 
    He walked around the ship, looking up at the hull, staying far enough back that a dropped tool couldn’t hit him. The crew was working with real enthusiasm. The cannon emplacement rose into the air, and the bay doors slid open as someone walked Archie out to return him to his rental station. A tech stood on the roof of the bridge acting as a spotter, shouting instructions to the woman controlling the lifter hanging from the ceiling of the bay.  
 
    Another group was replacing a scanner array, a technician supervising a quartet of straining spacers as they fitted a dish and several antennas onto the upper hull. A crew tested the aft laser battery, projecting red dots as they fired the guns in safety mode, the turret sweeping back and forth. 
 
    The lower aft laser battery had some burn marks, but it looked intact. There should have been a forward battery on the underside of the hull, but it had been stripped away completely, smashed beyond repair during the Calgary’s last battle. A custom hull plate covered the place where the turret had been mounted, a circle of burnished steel that didn’t match the blue hull plates around it.  
 
    Tom spent some time frowning up at the silver circle. Thorogood came down the main ramp with a couple of techs. He argued with them briefly, using a stream of acronyms that meant nothing to Tom. The techs headed off in different directions, and Thorogood looked around. Tom waved him over. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking. I don’t like having a weak spot.” Tom gestured at the circle of steel. “Most of our guns are topside. We’ve got nothing underneath, not pointing forward.” 
 
    Thorogood lifted his hands in a ‘what-can-you-do’ gesture. “If you know where we can get another laser turret ….” 
 
    “I can’t get us a turret,” Tom said. “But we have an extra graser.” 
 
    The man’s forehead collapsed into wrinkles. “Grasers aren’t really the greatest weapon, Captain. I mean, they’re powerful, sure. Almost too powerful. A decent graser would take almost all the power we can produce for as long as it’s firing. But actually hitting anything?” He shook his head. “That’s another matter entirely.” 
 
    “I know.” Tom rubbed his jaw, thinking. “But we have the graser, and we don’t have a laser turret. Is there a downside to mounting it?” 
 
    “Well.” Thorogood rubbed his own jaw, unconsciously mimicking Tom. “You don’t want to ever rely on it. Don’t start thinking that quadrant is covered, because it isn’t. I’d hate for that ridiculous bazooka to give you a false sense of confidence.” 
 
    “Noted,” said Tom. “Assuming I don’t get cocky?” 
 
    “Well.” Thorogood stared up at the circular plate. “The turret used a fair bit of juice. Nothing like what the graser could pull, but still, the cabling is in place already to power it. Probably,” he added, giving Tom a pointed look. 
 
    “What would it take to set it up?” 
 
    For thirty long seconds the specialist didn’t answer. He just stared up at the hull, eyes out of focus. “I haven’t looked it over,” he said at last. “I don’t know if it works. If the gun itself doesn’t need any servicing ….” Several more seconds passed in silence. “Three, four person-hours to mount it. The power connection is a snap. We won’t have to do much more than weld it in place.” He gave Tom a sharp look. “Only problem is, there’s a section missing.” 
 
    “Really?” Tom said, crestfallen. 
 
    Thorogood walked over to the side of the bay where the grav sled rested next to the wall, the graser still on top of it. “You won’t be able to aim it,” he said. “There must have been a turret or something here.” He tapped a line of blackened steel where a bracket had been cut away. “That isn’t something we can jury-rig. We’d have to weld it directly to the hull. That means, whatever direction the barrel is pointing, that’s the direction you’re shooting.” He grinned. “Of course, grasers don’t aim worth a damn anyway, so you’re not losing much.” 
 
    Tom stared down at the archaic weapon, discouragement like a yoke across his shoulders. Replacing a laser battery with a graser was about like replacing a blast rifle with a baseball bat. It wasn’t completely useless, but it was awfully close. 
 
    Still, the graser was what he had. 
 
    “Mount it,” he told Thorogood. “Make sure there’s a way to fire it from the bridge.” 
 
    The man surprised him by smiling. “Right-o, Sir. Should be an interesting project.” He squatted beside the graser, and Tom left him there, resuming his circuit of the ship. The graser wasn’t any more useful than it had been a moment before, but Thorogood’s enthusiasm was infectious. Tom found himself smiling as he walked. Things were far from perfect, but the Calgary was almost ready to fly. 
 
    He was going back into space. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “If anyone left a toolbox outside, outside, this is your very last chance to pick it up.” 
 
    The bridge crew glanced at one another, exchanging nervous grins. Marie Brennan at the helm station glanced over her shoulder and said, “I think we’re ready to go, Captain.” 
 
    “Mr. Nolan.” 
 
    Bill Nolan, at the Operations station, stiffened. 
 
    “Start depressurizing, if you please.” 
 
    Nolan’s hands moved, and warning light flashed in the bay. The braying of an alarm was just audible through the hull. Invisible fans in the ceiling whirred to life, drawing air out of the bay. Tom played with his console until he found an indicator that displayed the outside air pressure. He watched as it slowly descended. 
 
    At half an atmosphere the ship made a noise like a giant hand cracking steel knuckles. Several people jumped in their seats, and the muscles in Tom’s shoulders tightened. Nolan glanced uneasily at the ceiling of the bridge. Tom had to stop himself from doing the same. 
 
    At point two atmospheres the ship gave a long, shuttering creak, and Tom winced. Still, the interior pressure was holding. He could live with some sound effects, so long as the ship was space-worthy. 
 
    The outside pressure stabilized at just over ten percent of an atmosphere. Tom said, “Let’s open the bay doors.” 
 
    That brought a fresh blare of alarms from outside. Nolan had to respond to no fewer than three safety warnings asking him if he was sure he wanted to open the bay doors without the force field in place. He dismissed the warnings one by one, and at last the enormous exterior doors cracked open. The last of the atmosphere flashed into the void, and the ship made a sound like aluminum foil being crumpled in a powerful fist. 
 
    Tom scanned his console. No warning lights flashed. The interior pressure remained steady at one atmosphere. “We seem to be ship-shape,” he said. 
 
    The crew glanced up long enough to exchange smiles. There was an air of suppressed excitement on the bridge. Tom had sensed the same thing in the corridors. The Calgary was ready to launch, and they could hardly wait. 
 
    “We’ll take it slow and gentle. Ms. Brennan. Lift us up, if you please. Two meters should do it.” 
 
    “Aye aye.” Her voice was hoarse with tension. Her fingers slid across her console, her shoulders moving as she took a deep breath and then held it. 
 
    The ship, ever so slowly, began to rise. 
 
    It took a minute for Tom to find a ventral camera. By the time he had the camera view showing, the ship was stationary. He looked down at the deck plates and grunted his approval. “Take us forward.” 
 
    The bay had force field emitters that would have guided the Calgary until she was clear, but this was supposed to be a shakedown cruise. It was also a chance for his crew, badly out of practice, to refresh their skills. So they did it the hard way, Brennan all but trembling with tension as she guided the ship forward one cautious meter at a time. 
 
    There was a murmur of excitement as the opening to the bay drifted past the bridge windows. Thirty seconds later, the entire ship was clear. Tom checked his nav screen, then made a visual scan. The Calgary was the only ship in sight. He said, “Let’s pick up the pace, shall we?” 
 
    “Stepping on the gas, aye.” 
 
    Whatever issues the Calgary may have had, her internal force fields were entirely undamaged. Tom couldn’t feel the slightest sense of acceleration, though his nav screen assured him the ship was picking up speed. 
 
    “All stop.” He waited while the nose thrusters fired, then said, “Bring us about. Put us parallel to the axis of the station.” 
 
    The star field tilted as the wrong nav thrusters fired. Brennan gave a low hiss of frustration, jabbed savagely at her screen, and muttered under her breath as the ship recovered, then tilted too far in the other direction. Tom watched, silent, as she struggled. 
 
    It took more than a minute for a simple maneuver that should have taken just a few seconds, but at last she had the ship motionless, a couple of kilometers from the station, lined up with the axle. 
 
    The earlier excitement was gone from the bridge crew. Brennan’s head hung down. She was back to the same defeated posture she’d shown when she first stepped onto Lotus Station in her prison jumpsuit. The rest of the bridge crew were similarly subdued. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Tom said gently. “We’re here to blow the dust off. We’re finding out where we’re at, and where we still need some work. Today’s mission is finding things out.” He kept his voice mild, but inside he wanted to curse. Morale on the ship was alarmingly fragile, and he didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    He said, “Del Carlo.” 
 
    The young man at Tactical One stiffened. Some of the tension left Brennan as the focus shifted away from her. 
 
    “Scan for ships.” 
 
    “There’s nothing,” Del Carlo said promptly. “I count three ships docked to Lotus, and I know there’s two more on the far side, although I can’t see them from here. There’s nothing flying, though.” 
 
    “I guess you need a bigger challenge, then. Launch a chicken probe.” 
 
    For several long seconds Del Carlo sat frozen in silent dismay. Finally he leaned toward Tactical Two and held a whispered conversation with Jennifer Palmer. She spent most of a minute hunting through menus on her console, then tapped a button and announced, “Probe is away.” 
 
    “Follow it,” said Tom. 
 
    Chicken probes were a training tool. Roughly the size of a bar fridge, they were quick and maneuverable and tricky to detect. Armed with a laser just powerful enough to paint a bright red dot, and equipped with sensors that let it detect the touch of laser weapons in safety mode, chicken probes were designed for combat simulation. 
 
    Half an hour of chaos followed. The ship made a lurching pursuit of the darting probe, zigging and zagging and backing up as they followed the little machine’s erratic path. The probe was a hopeless target for the blast cannons, but the other gun crews had at least a chance of hitting it. Tom wasn’t willing to fire actual shells at the probe; the projectile crews had to settle for trying to get the probe in their sights. The laser crews were able to fire at it, and a cheer went up from the bridge crew every time they scored a hit. 
 
    Tom watched until Brennan had made several flawless maneuvers, then called for a change of crew. Mark Rich left the communication console and took over the helm while Palmer handled active scanning. 
 
    By this time the atmosphere on the bridge was relaxed and cheerful. Hunting the probe was a game. It was challenging but not impossible, and the stakes were reassuringly low. Tom was careful never to criticize, joining in the banter and handing out plenty of praise. It was clear the crew would need quite a bit of drilling to fully recover their skills, but they were off to a good start. 
 
    “Portal.” 
 
    The word snatched his attention away from the chicken probe. He looked at his tac screen, saw nothing, and scanned the bridge. Brennan was at the comms station, while Rich tried his hand at scanning and Del Carlo manned the helm. Brennan stared out the starboard window. “There,” she said, and pointed. “No. It’s closed.” 
 
    “Stations,” Tom said, and there was a flurry of activity as everyone returned to their own station. Tom wanted everyone cross-trained, but if there was a hostile ship approaching, he wanted people at their own posts. 
 
    “I don’t see anything.” Del Carlo checked his screens, then glanced at Brennan. 
 
    She flushed. “I’m pretty sure ….” 
 
    Tom took his time, working out an approximate bearing based on the direction of Brennan’s pointing finger. There was no point asking about range. Different ships opened portals of different sizes, and there was nothing in empty space to give a sense of scale. 
 
    Del Carlo beat him to it. “Found it. One ship, bearing one three five, down nine two.” 
 
    An icon popped up on Tom’s tactical screen, an image of four gun barrels on a turret. The icon moved, rotating, and the tips of two blast cannon barrels appeared in the forward windows, just above the curve of the hull. The gun crew was trying to bring the guns to bear on the distant ship. 
 
    The icon flashed, and the cannon barrels stopped moving. Tom checked the heading of the other ship and hid a grimace. The guns were frozen, a good thirty degrees short of their target.  
 
    The ship appeared abruptly on Tom’s tac screen, not because he managed to scan it but because the ship turned on its transponder. Scanner data filled one side of his screen, telling him it was the White Clover, a freighter registered in Argo. She looked damaged, with one engine not working and atmosphere trickling from her hull. 
 
    “Why ….” He stopped himself. The ship’s tactical systems should have detected the portal the instant it opened. He should have seen the ship as soon as it came through. Obviously the scanners could see the freighter, since they now gave him quite a few details about the ship’s condition. Why was it invisible until it gave a transponder signal? 
 
    Clearly there were still some serious issues with the bridge systems, but that was a matter for technicians and specialists, not the bridge crew. He swallowed his annoyed frustration and said, “Intercept course.” He had no interest in actually intercepting the freighter; the White Clover was damaged, and he wanted to be close in case they needed aid. It was also good practice for the crew. 
 
    “I’m bringing in the probe,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Good.” Whoops. I forgot the probe. “Helm, take us to the freighter as soon as the probe is aboard.” 
 
    Brennan said, “Are we in a rush, Captain?” 
 
    A couple of taps brought up a diagram of the freighter’s path on Tom’s tac screen. The ship was heading for Lotus Station. It was not impossible to intercept the ship early, but it would mean a lot of hard accelerating and decelerating. It would be much easier to just head for Lotus. 
 
    “No rush.” 
 
    “Slow and easy, aye. We’ll reach her about ten K short of the station.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We don’t have to get too close. Just close enough to offer assistance if they need it.” 
 
    Brennan nodded, most of her attention on her console. The Calgary swung around, and Lotus Station appeared in the forward window, tiny as a mosquito in the distance. 
 
    Rich said, “The freighter’s calling us.” Tom nodded, and he pressed a switch. 
 
    The bridge speakers crackled, and a woman’s voice said, “Calgary, do you copy?” 
 
    Instead of the extendable mic Tom was used to, the Calgary had a microphone embedded in his console. He pressed a little button with a microphone symbol and a small green light appeared. He said, “This is Captain Tom Thrush of the Free Neorome ship Calgary. Are you in need of assistance?”  
 
    “Good question. This is Captain Hayes of the White Clover. We’re damaged, and we have casualties onboard, but we can make it to Lotus.” Her voice changed, becoming deeper and rougher. “Captain Thrush, I’m not sure if we’re being pursued.” 
 
    Tom mashed his thumb on a fat red button on the edge of his console. The “General Quarters” alarm sounded, and red lights flashed on the ceiling. The same lights would be flashing across the ship. To Hayes he said, “Pursued by whom?” 
 
    “We were in the Octagon Rift. We found a current coming from near Argo. It petered out near the middle of the Rift, so we headed inside to catch the current to Lotus. Twenty minutes later, this black ship came out of the storm wall. I can send you our scans.” 
 
    “Please,” said Tom, his mouth dry. 
 
    “It was brutal. It crippled the Frozen Waterfall. We were traveling in convoy. They took out both her engines. There was nothing we could do.” 
 
    Rich made a projection appear above his console. It was a Dawn Alliance destroyer, her hull black with burgundy highlights. 
 
    “Captain, the Frozen Waterfall is still out there. I had a faint hope we might find her here, but ….” Her voice was plaintive, hopeless. “Is there anything you can do?” 
 
    “How long since the attack?” 
 
    “Almost seven hours,” Hayes said gloomily. “We’ve been sneaking from one storm to another ever since. It took forever to get here.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Tom said gently. “It was too late for the Frozen Waterfall by the time the first shot was fired.” 
 
    “I know.” There was a long moment of silence. “Can you look for her? Just in case?” 
 
    “I ….” Tom stared helplessly at his console, filled with a sickening sense of futility. Palmer and Del Carlo were running scans. The rest of the bridge crew stared out the windows, watching for a portal, because the Calgary’s scanners couldn’t be relied on to spot something so basic. The blast cannons wouldn’t track, and the crew was far from combat-ready. 
 
    He said, “I’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “We’ve sent you all our data. It’s not too far if you go direct.” 
 
    “All right. Calgary out.” He shut the microphone off and pinched the bridge of his nose, thinking. A glance at his command screen showed that only five out of nine departments had reported ready for General Quarters. The gun crew on the blast cannon had reported ‘not ready,’ while three more departments hadn’t reported in at all. The ship was unequivocally not ready for combat. 
 
    Still, didn’t he have to at least try? 
 
    Tom took a deep breath, told himself he wasn’t making a stupid mistake, and said, “Open a portal.” 
 
    A circle of white light appeared dead ahead. It vanished a moment later, and a sad buzz came from the helm station. Brennan flinched, spent a moment tapping at slider controls, and tried again. 
 
    The white circle reappeared. This time it was stable. A storm raged on the other side, yellow threads of energy darkening to orange where they crossed. It was enough to discourage a lightly shielded freighter, but the Calgary ought to be able to manage it just fine. Tom said, “Take us through.” 
 
    The portal shrunk suddenly by about five percent. It was still more than big enough, so Tom gritted his teeth and nodded to Brennan to continue. The ship drifted regally through the glowing circle and into the storm. 
 
    Alarms blared across the bridge. Warning messages filled the command screen, and he saw more on the Helm and Operations stations. Tom caught a hint of an odor like burning plastic. He sniffed, then wrinkled his nose. It was smoke, all right. 
 
    The burning in his eyes started a moment later. He blinked, then squeezed one eye shut. Brennan coughed, then said, “Captain, we just lost the engines.” 
 
    Tom stared disbelieving at his command screen. There was a diagram of the ship in one corner, with a flashing red icon over the engines. There were at least a dozen more red icons as well. 
 
    The portal, he saw, was still open. “Back us up,” he said wearily. 
 
    With storm energy washing across the bridge windows it was impossible to get a sense of motion. Suddenly, though, the windows were clear. The storm raged against the nose of the ship, then retreated as the ship cleared the portal. 
 
    “Shut it down.” 
 
    “Aye aye.” Brennan tapped her left screen, then muttered a curse when the portal remained open. It took more than a minute before the portal and the circle of storm energy finally vanished. 
 
    A gloomy silence filled the bridge. Del Carlo rubbed his eyes, then stood and walked to a grill set in the starboard bulkhead. He had to pry open a panel to reach the manual controls. He pressed a button and a fan began to hum. The smoke by this time was faintly visible as a bluish haze. It stirred, drifting toward the grill as the fan cleared the air. 
 
    “Helm.” Tom found it impossible to keep a defeated tone from his voice. “Take us back to Lotus. We’re done out here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure I should be telling you this?” 
 
    Carvalho grinned at the freighter captain, who watched her suspiciously from over the rim of a beer stein. “Now, that’s the attitude I like to see. If more people asked that question, I’d be out of a job.” 
 
    The man’s expression didn’t change. 
 
    “To answer your question, yes. You should be telling me this.” 
 
    There were four people on the patio on the roof of the Excelsior Hotel in downtown Greendale. Alice and Carvalho sat across from Lars Larson, Captain of the Fairy Ring, and Das McLean, First Officer of the Night Fog. 
 
    The patio was quite nice on a sunny day. At the moment it was the middle of the night, and all of them wore coats. Only a few tables were occupied, with no one in earshot. It was as good a place as any to discuss military secrets. 
 
    “I can vouch for her,” said Alice. “Not only did she save me from an assassin, but I checked her out with Lundbreck’s office. She’s legit. She’s a UW intelligence officer.” 
 
    Carvalho shot her a surprised look. Alice was a more devious thinker than she’d realized. 
 
    “Time was, being a bluecoat intelligence officer was a reason not to talk to someone,” Larson groused. 
 
    “Well, she’s UW and she’s asking you about a UW facility,” Alice said, a bit impatiently. “I think it’s okay to tell her what you know.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Larson took a long slurp from his beer. “They don’t let us get close at all. Hundred kilometers, tops. Then they warn us off. Not gently, either. They sent out a dozen fighters to remind me of my manners, last time I strayed over the line.” 
 
    “Nothing the bluecoats like better than excess,” McLean said. He glanced at Carvalho and added, “No offence.” 
 
    “Anyway, whatever it is, it’s bloody big.” Larson started to gesture with his arms, realized he was in danger of slinging beer across the patio, and gave it up. “The tent is more than a kilometer on a side, and the mass reads pretty high.” 
 
    Carvalho tried to picture a sheet of polymer more than a kilometer long and just as wide, and couldn’t do it. Even the covering the UW engineers were using to hide their secret project was impressive. What in the galaxy was inside? 
 
    “I’ve seen some cargo haulers go up there,” Larson went on. “Never anything local. Always something with a UW military transponder.” 
 
    McLean said, “We tried to get a short-haul contract, bringing stuff up from the surface. They wouldn’t even look at us. If you’re not from the core United Worlds, you’re not getting near … whatever it is.” 
 
    “You know better than us,” Larson said, giving Carvalho a pointed look. “Maybe we should be asking you some questions.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I don’t know any more than you do.” She was sure they didn’t believe her, but it happened to be true. “There must be a thousand people working on it, and I haven’t learned a thing. I don’t know if I should find that reassuring or frustrating.” She made a face. “So far, it’s mostly frustrating.” 
 
    Well, she knew one thing. Probably, anyhow. A civilian welder had told her he was working on something called Fat Freddy. He’d clammed up as soon as she asked her first question. 
 
    Fat Freddy was a massive construction project being assembled in orbit above Novograd. The official story was that it was a replacement for the huge defensive space station that had protected Novograd until it was captured by the Dawn Alliance and then destroyed by the Free Neorome Navy. No one believed it, however. There was simply too much secrecy for a station that would be orbiting in plain sight once it was completed. 
 
    “If it’s such a big secret,” said Alice, “why are they building it here? Why not back at Earth?” 
 
    “It’s a secret from Congress,” McLean said solemnly. “They’re not supposed to be spending all this money. So they came out here, where none of the politicians can see them. Mark my words. If word of this ever gets back to Earth, heads are going to roll.” 
 
    Carvalho laughed along with the others, but she wondered if there might be a grain of truth in McLean’s theory. You would think it would be easier to keep a secret on Earth, far away from the front lines. But Novograd got far less traffic than any of the core worlds. 
 
    No, she decided, that was nonsense. She knew for a fact that Novograd was absolutely crawling with spies. There were no visas in the Green Zone, no identity papers unless you were visiting a military facility. If Fat Freddy was being built here, then it was meant to be used here in the Green Zone. 
 
    “It’s a ship,” said Larson. “That’s my guess. Biggest ship that’s ever been built. They’ll call it a super-battleship or something. It’ll have guns this big.” He set his beer down before throwing his arms wide. “The shells will weigh more than my ship.” 
 
    “It’s a factory,” McLean declared. “They’ll tow it right up to the front lines and start pumping out ships, right where they’re needed most. Every time the blueshirts lose a cruiser, another cruiser will come out the pipe.” 
 
    Alice slapped a hand on the tabletop. “Luxury restaurant and hotel. You’ll see. Except you won’t, because they’ll keep it in the tent.” 
 
    McLean gave a derisive snort, as if his suggestion of a flying factory had made any sense. “People don’t keep restaurants a secret. They do the opposite.” 
 
    “It’ll be officers only.” Alice nodded wisely. “They can’t let word get out, or morale will plummet. Among the enlisted crew, at least. Morale among officers will undoubtedly go up.” 
 
    “I like that theory,” Carvalho said, grinning. “The greatest officers’ club in the galaxy!” 
 
    “Speaking of luxuries,” said Larson, “did you hear about our latest score?” 
 
    “Let me guess,” McLean deadpanned. “The Fairy Ring now has padded seats on all the toilets.” 
 
    Alice gasped. “You have seats on your toilets? Wow, coyote crews have really gotten soft since I’ve been planetside.” She joined in as the others burst out laughing. 
 
    “Anyway, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted ….” Larson directed mock frowns at Alice and McLean. “Two days ago, we intercepted a courier ship.” He gave Carvalho an apologetic look. “The data core was slag by the time we boarded her. No juicy secrets, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
    “What we did find was a cargo pod, and it was crammed with tasty tidbits. Bottles of wine, fresh coffee beans, steaks, those little mushroom things that people make such a fuss about ….” 
 
    “Truffles?” said Carvalho. 
 
    He pointed his index finger at her like a mock gun. “See, that’s why you’re an intelligence officer. You know things. Me, I have to settle for being a dashing ship’s captain with a legendary reputation and thousands of adoring fans.” 
 
    Alice said, “Somebody take his beer away. He’s drunk.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve had a couple of awfully good steak dinners since then.” He looked around the table. “Anybody want some ribeyes? It’s too much for us.” 
 
    “I can definitely help carry the load,” said McLean. He beamed. “I’ll be a hero to my crew.” 
 
    Larson said, “Alice?” 
 
    “I’ve been eating well,” she said. “The civilians really like us.” 
 
    Larson and McLean nodded. 
 
    “You know,” said Carvalho thoughtfully, “I know of a crew that’s stuck in the middle of nowhere. They’ve mostly been eating reconstituted junk, and drinking powdered coffee. Unsurprisingly, they’re  having morale issues.” 
 
    Larson grunted. “I guess sharing isn’t completely out of the question. What’s the ship?” 
 
    “The Calgary,” said Alice. She looked at Carvalho. “That’s what you’re thinking of, right?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Carvalho agreed. 
 
    “Wait.” Larson gave them a pained look. “Aren’t they all ex-bluecoats? You want me to share with them?” He glanced at Carvalho. “Er, no offence.” 
 
    “They were prisoners for about a year,” Carvalho said. “They’re past due for a steak dinner.” 
 
    “Well. If you put it like that.” Larson looked at McLean. “I can still send you over some steaks. Crew of eleven?” 
 
    “Nine is plenty. We’ve got two Hindus.” 
 
    “Do they drink white wine?” 
 
    “Like it’s water and they’ve been in a desert.” 
 
    “I’ll send over two bottles, then. It doesn’t pair well with the ribeyes.” 
 
    “You’re a beautiful man,” said McLean, and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s true,” Larson said modestly. “I’ll take the rest to Lotus tomorrow. Sayles has been wanting me to run some captured gear over to the bazaar there. I’ll get in his good books and play Santa Claus at the same time.” 
 
    The gathering broke up soon after. Carvalho said her goodbyes and headed downstairs, lingering in the lobby of the hotel to warm up before heading outside. A distant hum told her a shuttle was coming in, which meant she had to get back to work. 
 
    Greendale had a factory the UW had claimed for its own, turning out parts for Fat Freddy. They’d requisitioned more than a hundred of the city’s abandoned homes, using them to billet workers. The place was hopping. 
 
    Two clocks were displayed on a panel on the wall of the lobby. One showed the local time on a clock with just over 23 hours. It was synced to Novograd’s orbit, with five “days” by the novo-clock, as they called it, corresponding to two rotations of the planet. The other clock matched the planet’s almost-60-hour rotation. It told her dawn was about three hours away. 
 
    Novograd’s protracted day-night cycle was playing absolute havoc with Carvalho’s circadian rhythms, and she yawned as she stepped into the street. It didn’t help that she was trying to interact with workers on different shifts, each with its own clock. Factory workers used the novo-clock, with the unionized staff breaking the day into three rotating shifts and the military contractors working alternating shifts of just over eleven hours each. Anyone working in orbit, though, was on a different clock. 
 
    The result was a city where day and night were utterly meaningless. There was always someone just heading off to work, and always someone just finishing their day. The bars that catered to the UW work crews never closed. They were concentrated on two streets and a section of curved avenue on the edge of the city near the new shuttle port. Carvalho headed that way. 
 
    An enterprising local had set up a street stall with heaters radiating a delicious warmth. Chilly people crowded around it, chatting and buying steaming cups of hot chocolate. Carvalho joined the crowd, grabbed a cup, and held it in her cold-reddened fingers instead of drinking it. 
 
    The people around her were impossible to read. They all wore civilian clothes, and they spoke with accents ranging from Earth to New Haven to Novograd. Not that a decent spy would have trouble faking an accent. 
 
    A young man with his shoulders hunched against the cold smiled at her, so she smiled back and let him chat her up. His name was Tor, and he was a molecular assembler from LA. Off the top of her head, Carvalho could think of half a dozen places with the initials LA. Tor had to be from the city on Earth. No one else would use a two-letter abbreviation and blithely expect a stranger in the middle of the Green Zone to know what they meant. 
 
    “I’m Gabi. I’m a purser on the New Chicago.” She pointed straight up. “It’s up there. We just came out from Earth.” 
 
    “Awesome. Man, I haven’t been home in two months. I thought I’d be used to it by now, but ….” He made a hapless gesture with the hand that wasn’t holding a mug. 
 
    “I’m used to short hauls in the core worlds,” Carvalho said. “I felt like I was coming to the middle of nowhere. And I don’t even know what the cargo was!” 
 
    Tor bobbed his head. “I know, right? I mean, what’s the big secret? Can you believe I’ve been working here for two months, and I don’t even know what I’m working on? They give me a template, and all the source precipitates are in these sealed containers. Each one’s got a number. I put in eight units of Five, three units of Two, and add a sprinkle of Number Seven, and I don’t even know what any of it is!” 
 
    “That’s so interesting,” said Carvalho, who in fact had just lost all interest in Tor. “You must have heard some rumors?” 
 
    He snorted. “Like the one that said it’s a giant bomb, and the plan is to wait for the Dawn Alliance to attack, and then blow it up when they get close?” 
 
    A hand landed on his shoulder from behind, and he turned to greet a couple of friends. Carvalho took the opportunity to slip away. Dozens of people wandered the streets, and she strolled among them, eavesdropping on conversations. No one was spilling any secrets juicier than a man who was apparently sleeping with his supervisor. 
 
    “Chilly night, am I right? I don’t know about you, but I’m looking forward to sunrise.” 
 
    Carvalho turned to find a man in a puffy jacket standing at her elbow, smiling at her. He had a strangely neutral accent, nearly impossible to place. She decided to assume he was a Dawn Alliance spy until proven otherwise. “It’s a bit cool,” she said neutrally. 
 
    “How’s the hot chocolate?” 
 
    “I haven’t actually tasted it yet,” she admitted. “I’m using it as a hand warmer.” She tried a sip and had to stop herself from spitting it out. “Wow. It’s terrible. I think the heater’s the only reason anyone goes to his stall.” 
 
    “You never know what will make people gather.” He nodded solemnly, as if he’d said something wise, and swept an arm out to indicate the crowd around them. “Take all these people, drawn together by … whatever is up there.” He pointed at the sky. “You know, it kind of reminds me of church.” He made his voice low and serious. “We are all gathered here in honor of something that is mysterious and unknowable but is apparently in the sky above us.” 
 
    He laughed at his own joke, and Carvalho, in spite of herself, laughed with him. He leaned forward, lowered his voice, and said, “I don’t suppose you have any idea what they’re building up there?” 
 
    Clumsy spy? Innocent local? It hardly mattered. She glanced from side to side, checking that no one was in earshot, and leaned toward him. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this.” 
 
    His eyes lit up like a housewife about to hear salacious gossip. “It won’t go past me, I swear.” 
 
    “It’s a factory,” she said. “The thing is, it’s portable. They’ll move it up near the front lines and manufacture ships exactly where they’re needed. Every time we lose a cruiser, there’ll be another one fresh out of the pipe.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and Carvalho did her best to look alarmed. “I really shouldn’t have told you that.” 
 
    He ran a thumb across his lips, pretending to seal them. 
 
    “They call it the Fat Man,” she said. “After the guy in the old vids. The one who got rich making ships during the Second Solar War.” When the man nodded his understanding, she said, “You really can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    He grinned and placed a hand over his heart. “I’m the very soul of discretion.” 
 
    “Good.” She resumed her walk. 
 
    Carvalho was blessed with a supervising officer who trusted her judgement and understood the unstructured nature of a lot of intelligence work. There were times when she had explicit assignments, such as the interrogation of prisoners. Much of the time, however, her instructions amounted to little more than “Get out there and keep your ears open.” 
 
    Her current self-assigned mission was to evaluate security on Fat Freddy and to spread some disinformation. She didn’t know what Freddy was, but she knew it was important. Her failure to learn anything of substance meant that security was pretty good. She would continue to hunt for leaks, and to pre-emptively prepare for leaks with a technique that intelligence professionals liked to call ‘spreading manure.’ The idea was to start so many rumors that even if someone spilled the beans, an enemy spy wouldn’t know who to believe. 
 
    She worked the crowd for another hour, and met several people firmly convinced that Fat Freddy was a giant fusion weapon intended to eliminate all life on Novograd. That one, she was sure, was nonsense. She didn’t repeat it. It would hardly be good for relations between the Allies. 
 
    When the crowd began to thin she headed back to the hotel. If she was quick, she’d be able to get in a nap before Beta began to rise. 
 
    Light flared in the sky above her as a ship left orbit, and she wondered if it was the Fairy Ring. Tom had an unenviable task before him, and she hoped the food delivery would help. She wondered how he was doing. He seemed sensible and competent, and his record was impressive. Still, she sensed something just under the surface, something compulsive and driven. An obsessed commander with a damaged ship and a traumatized crew was a recipe for real disaster. 
 
    Carvalho looked up at the stars and said, “I went to a lot of work tracking down that ship and crew. You better not get them killed.” 
 
    The stars looked back at her, cold, unchanging, and serene. It was all the answer she was going to get. She shivered and hurried into the hotel. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The blaring two-note tone of the General Quarters alarm sounded, and red light strobed across the ceiling of the aft stellar observation room. Oliver turned away from the window, wryly amused at the frisson of excitement dancing across his back and shoulders. Even when he knew it was a drill, it was a sound that never failed to get his heart beating faster. 
 
    The corridor outside was a scene of purposeful urgency, crew hurrying to their stations, faces showing the same tension that Oliver felt. He let half a dozen people charge past, then stepped out, striding quickly to the aft top laser battery. Oliver was essentially a contingency officer during crises, stepping in where he was needed. For this drill, he meant to see how a certain junior gunner was doing. 
 
    Naki Rand was sliding into the big chair when Oliver arrived. Ian Maitland was already there, back pressed against a bulkhead. He was Rand’s backup, and her apprentice. He shot a nervous glance at Oliver, then turned his attention to Rand as she ran through a quick system check. She put the safety on, fired a quick pulse on low power, turned the safety off, and pressed her thumb against a little comm panel on one side. The panel flashed green, telling her the ‘Ready’ signal had been received by the bridge. 
 
    “My hands are off the controls.” She spoke for Maitland’s benefit, and he nodded. “The biggest threat we’ll ever face is missiles, and Jolene’s about a hundred times faster than we are. We don’t get in her way when there’s missiles incoming.” 
 
    “Right.” Maitland gave Oliver another glance. He was a maintenance technician who hadn’t touched a weapon since Basic Training. But the Calgary had lost a gunner during her last battle, and Maitland was the replacement. By the look on his face, he figured he was in over his head. 
 
    A pair of screens at Rand’s eye level gave a view of a pulsing storm somewhere beyond the barrel of the gun. Another screen was mounted just below the gun’s handles. That screen lit up, and Rand said, “Targets!” She looked at Maitland. “Tell me how to give Jolene priorities.” 
 
    Maitland rattled off an explanation, then leaned in and tapped a few icons when Rand gestured him forward. He’d clearly been practising on the simulator. When the screen turned to static he stepped back and said, “Benson field. You get to play gunfighter now.” 
 
    “I have some bad news,” said Oliver. “The gun just stopped firing, and Jolene can’t tell you why. Not while we’re in a Benson field.” 
 
    Maitland shot him a panicky look. 
 
    “You get one hint, though.” Oliver leaned past him and touched a bulb on the side of the console. “This light is on.” 
 
    Maitland’s forehead scrunched up. “The, ah, power coil is burned out. There should be a spare here.” He darted across the corridor and pulled open a hatch. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” Oliver said quickly. “They’re bloody delicate.” He waited until Maitland closed the hatch, then said, “Where would you find the burned-out coil?” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence. Maitland said, “Uhhhh …..”  
 
    Oliver said to Rand, “Do you know?” 
 
    She leaned past the screen on the left and patted a hinged panel on the gun’s housing. “I know it’s in here. I’ve never changed one, though.” She’d been the backup, not the primary gunner. 
 
    “That’s your homework, I guess. After the drill I want both of you to practice changing the coil.” He paused, thinking. “Get a Specialist to help you. It’s ridiculously easy to damage those coils, and spares aren’t quite as easy to get ahold of as they used to be.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    Oliver looked at Maitland. “You’re doing great. You had to learn on the job under really stressful conditions, and look how long it took me to find something to stump you.” 
 
    For the first time, the look of weary tension vanished from Maitland’s face, and he smiled. 
 
    “Carry on,” Oliver said, and headed forward. 
 
    He went to the Operations Center, the equivalent of the secondary bridge on some ships. Open doorways let him watch as the four soldiers Thrush had recruited ran past with firefighting gear. A moment later, two of them come back carrying a stretcher. Selena Tran lay on the stretcher, cheerfully urging them to move faster. The soldiers endured this with an air of quiet amusement. 
 
    Morale, Oliver reflected, was really quite decent. It surprised him. The first shakedown cruise was a debacle, but Thrush had treated it like a necessary step on the road back, and the officers had followed his lead. 
 
    The sudden delivery of a huge crate full of gourmet food hadn’t done any harm, either. It sent a clear message that the government of Neorome valued them. Half the crew felt like traitors for wearing the uniform of another nation. It helped that they were at least appreciated for turning their coats. 
 
    A soft whistle came over the ship’s speakers, letting everyone know the drill was over. There would be a meeting later, where the officers and a few senior team leads would go over the results of the day’s drills. For the moment, however, everyone could relax—which, for most of them, meant scrambling around frantically getting ready for the next drill. 
 
    A large smart table filled the middle of the Operations Center. Oliver tapped the table awake and checked the schedule. It was half an hour until the next General Quarters drill. A nagging voice in the back of his head told him he should be catching up on paperwork, but he’d found the Free Neorome Navy didn’t have the same zeal for bureaucracy as the United Worlds. Also, Thrush had made it clear that getting the ship and crew ready for action took priority over wrangling data. 
 
    So he used the table and the screens on the walls to review the drill. 
 
    He discovered they’d moved into the asteroid field that was Lotus Station’s reason for being. Few large chunks of rock remained; mining crews had reduced most of the field to rubble. 
 
    Oliver watched as the ship crept up on a drifting boulder maybe half the size of the Calgary. He practiced accessing cameras, tactical and nav screens, and damage reports. He could tell when someone was being cross-trained because the movements of the ship became jerky and full of over-correction. 
 
    The lights dimmed for a few seconds. Not by much, but he noticed immediately and swore under his breath. He’d dared to hope the rash of surprise malfunctions was behind them. He brought up an engineering screen and spent a minute hunting down a power consumption log. The lights dimmed two more times while he searched. 
 
    According to the log, the lights had faded because something like eighty percent of the ship’s power output had been sent to the forward lower laser battery. He spent a moment imagining the turret overheating until it melted into slag, then shook his head as he remembered that the forward laser battery no longer existed. 
 
    The power cable was now connected to the graser. 
 
    He found the view from a ventral camera, and spent a minute figuring out what he was seeing. A potato-shaped hole in the starfield was a chunk of rock maybe a hundred meters away. The graser fired, and the rock was lit up in stark contrast. He saw the blast from the weapon as a jagged white finger, tinged around the edges with blue, that stabbed toward the floating boulder. 
 
    And missed. 
 
    A quick check of the scanner logs showed that every shot had missed. The Calgary had moved closer with every shot, but had yet to score a hit. It was painful to watch the footage. It had to be even worse for the bridge crew as they failed again and again. 
 
    The outline of the rock expanded until it pretty much filled the screen. He checked the range. Fifty meters. A ridiculous range for a space battle, but at least they’d finally get a hit. He squinted as the graser fired again and the white finger lashed out. 
 
    And missed again. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Oliver shook his head. He’d known grasers were basically useless, but this was well below his low expectations. He expected the ship to break off, but it seemed Thrush had a stubborn streak. Downright pig-headed, even. The Calgary drifted down until the boulder filled Oliver’s screen, just a few stars showing around the edges. And the graser fired one more time. 
 
    At a range of just under twenty meters, they finally scored a direct hit. An awesome amount of energy poured into the rock, which basically exploded. There was a rattle as chunks of stone bounced off the hull, and the tiniest hint of vibration through the deck plates. A couple of alarms sounded. Oliver shook his head, not sure whether to laugh or be horrified. This was … embarrassing. 
 
    He glanced at the camera view and saw nothing but stars. Oliver played back the scanner logs. The rock had been practically obliterated. A good amount of it had melted instantly. The rest had burst apart, flying off in a hundred directions. He gave a low whistle, impressed in spite of himself. The graser was a ludicrous weapon, useless in combat, but by God, it packed a punch.  
 
    The Calgary, he saw, was pursuing the largest remaining chunk of the original boulder. He nodded approvingly as they matched velocities at a range of three kilometers. That was some slick navigating. 
 
    The ship turned, a strange rolling maneuver that puzzled Oliver. He leaned over the table, nav and tac screens open, and chewed his lip, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. 
 
    The bridge crew was repeating a drill of some sort. The ship would hold steady for a few seconds, then do a quick barrel roll, moving no more than fifty meters or so to one side. Another moment of stillness, then another roll. 
 
    A sub-menu on the tac screen showed him a simulated enemy, a ship that showed up as a dark circle in the distance. At regular intervals the circle would pulse, and a timer would begin, counting down about four seconds. 
 
    The barrel rolls had to be for evading incoming fire. That moment of stillness would allow the Calgary to fire back. No doubt the smaller batteries on both ships would be blasting away the whole time, but the Calgary’s big guns would benefit from a few seconds spent stationary. 
 
    Normally a ship would use her nav thrusters to jink from side to side to dodge the worst of any incoming fire. A ship in combat would move constantly. It was hell on accuracy for your own gunners, but, as the old saw went, incoming fire always has the right-of-way. 
 
    The barrel rolls were an interesting innovation. They were fast. Thrush was using the ship’s main engines, each one tilted, to give the ship a corkscrew motion. It had the added benefit of keeping the hull in constant motion, so a laser beam or a stream of shells couldn’t be concentrated on one spot. 
 
    It wasn’t enough, though. Oliver pictured a firefight, with lasers and explosive rounds streaming toward the Calgary. At a time like that you wanted big movements. The enemy would expect you to dodge. Except for laser batteries, most targeting systems didn’t actually aim at the enemy ship, not unless it was point-blank range. They aimed at a cloud of probabilities all around the target. The bigger your movements, the bigger and more diffuse the probability cloud became, and the less you got hit. 
 
    Thrush, though, seemed to think he’d be getting carefully targeted fire, something he could dodge by the smallest of margins. 
 
    For a moment Oliver considered heading for the bridge, half expecting to find a junior lieutenant in command. But that wasn’t it. There was one way the barrel roll maneuver made a mad kind of sense. 
 
    Thrush was preparing them to do battle with a destroyer. 
 
    Which was stupid. Really stupid. Maybe, if they were caught in open space, they might find themselves with no choice but to duke it out with a ship that outweighed them by almost fifty percent and outclassed them by even more. But the only enemy destroyer around was the black ship hiding in the Octagon Rift. If, for some reason, they were stupid enough to venture back into the Rift, there would always be a storm wall around. 
 
    There was only one sane strategy for the Calgary if she encountered the black destroyer. 
 
    Run. 
 
    He opened a management screen with a vague thought of checking the drill schedule. Maybe Thrush was holding drills for a hundred unlikely scenarios. Some captains were like that. Maybe he had no intention of looking for trouble. 
 
    Worse than trouble. Utter disaster. 
 
    The schedule simply called for “Assorted drills.” Only the General Quarters drills had assigned times. He went to the message board to see if he’d been sent any notifications. 
 
    An unread message thread caught his eye, the words “crew” and “unfit” jumping out at him. The messages weren’t addressed to him, but senior officers had access. He opened the thread and started to read. 
 
    It was correspondence between Captain Thrush and a colonel in Admiral Sayles’s staff. Thrush was sending regular updates on the state of the ship and crew, and the colonel was responding with the occasional question. Oliver went through the messages, his blood pressure slowly rising. 
 
    The ship and crew, according to Thrush, were unfit for duty. 
 
    Oliver scanned the messages, then went back and re-read them slowly, a sick sense of betrayal spreading in his gut. It wasn’t quite as bad as it had seemed at first glance. There was a message still waiting to be sent, describing the drills up to a few hours ago and painting a fairly optimistic picture of the ship’s systems. Thrush went on to point out that they had not yet taken the Calgary back into hyperspace. The ship couldn’t be declared ready until they knew it could hold a portal open and weather a storm. 
 
    It was Thrush’s evaluation of the crew that made Oliver want to hit something. For all the man’s generous words, he seemed to think very little of the people under his command. Oliver stared blindly at the wall, thinking of how Thrush had treated him and the other survivors from the Calgary. He’d sensed real acceptance from the captain, even a growing pride as the crew had thrown off the psychological weight of disgrace and imprisonment and really started to show what they could do. 
 
    And they’d made real progress, too! Frustration, sour and indignant, gnawed at Oliver. All of them had made a huge leap of faith, accepting a discharge from the UW Armed Forces and taking a solemn vow to serve Neorome. They’d done it on Tom Thrush’s word. They’d effectively put their professional lives in his hands. Then they’d worked their tails off to prove themselves. 
 
    And now he didn’t think they were good enough? 
 
    There wasn’t a lot of room in the Operations Center. Still, you could walk all the way around the table without bumping anything, if you were careful. Oliver stalked, doing laps around the table, hands balled into fists. Could he resign his commission? Head back to Earth, throw himself on the mercy of a military court? Would the Free Neorome Navy allow him to leave? 
 
    Would they allow him to stay? 
 
    Gradually the first rush of emotion passed. Oliver slowed his furious marching, then stopped. The message thread was still open on the table, and he read it once more, a bit more calmly this time. 
 
    Thrush, he realized, was walking a fine line, using carefully chosen words to describe a crew that was very nearly, but not quite, fit for duty. His messages made it sound as if it would be appallingly dangerous to take them into combat right now. However, he described depression and anxiety and anger issues that were fading rapidly as the crew adjusted to life outside of the Gulag. According to Thrush, they could be fit for duty quite soon. 
 
    Just not yet. 
 
    Was there any validity to the man’s claims? Oliver combed through the messages, looking for specifics. He couldn’t find a single statement that was demonstrably true. Instead, there were interpretations. Thrush’s general sense of crew psychology and morale. It all had a grain of truth to it, too. Morale was shaky. Most of the crew had … issues. After two years of war, though, what crew didn’t? 
 
    They were ready to return to full duty. Oliver was sure of it. And when he considered what he knew of Thrush, he realized Thrush had to know it as well. 
 
    Oliver clipped a copy of the thread to a message and sent it to the captain. He added a single word. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Then he waited. 
 
    “Lieutenant.” 
 
    Oliver turned to find Thrush in a doorway behind him. He said, “Captain.” 
 
    “Walk with me.” 
 
    They left the Operations Center, which, being open to three corridors, was not the most discreet place for a sensitive conversation. Thrush led the way to the aft stellar observation room. A spacer was looking out the window. She looked wide-eyed at the two officers, then stepped silently around them and hurried out. 
 
    Oliver turned to face his captain. He’d been an officer for longer than Thrush had been an adult, but the man had an air of authority that was impossible to ignore. Oliver looked him in the eye and said, “You know the crew is fit for duty.” 
 
    Thrush tilted his head to one side. “Mostly, yes.” 
 
    “How, exactly, are they unfit?” 
 
    “It’s best not to rush some things.” Thrush’s voice was neutral and calm, but he looked uncomfortable. “I want to set the crew up for success, not rush them into a high-pressure situation before they’re ready. If they crack during a crisis, it’ll be devastating for morale. Let’s give them a few more easy successes, first.” 
 
    Oliver frowned. It all sounded so reasonable, but it was entirely wrong. He said, “Right now, what they need is concrete proof that you, and the navy that they now serve, actually believe in them. Instead, you’re offering platitudes and hoping they don’t notice you’re keeping them on the sidelines.” 
 
    Thrush’s lips tightened. “We’ll return to active duty when the ship and crew are ready. Not before.” 
 
    “They’re ready now.” Oliver realized he was leaning forward, chin out. He made himself straighten, and took a couple of deep breaths before he spoke again. “If there’s a problem, I want to know exactly what it is so it can be addressed.” 
 
    “They’re very close to being ready,” Thrush said, his tone conciliatory. “It’s an excellent crew, and they’re really coming together.” 
 
    “So tell the gold stars back at Cape Harvest that we’re ready to go.” 
 
    “Well ….” 
 
    “Give me some names,” Oliver said. “Tell me exactly which crew members are making you hesitate. Tell me exactly what the problem is. I want specifics, so I know what to work on.” 
 
    Thrush had a good poker face, but there was something in his eyes that made Oliver think of a cornered animal. He said, “It’s more of a general need for caution.” 
 
    “Bollocks.” It wasn’t the wisest thing to say to one’s commanding officer, but Oliver had stopped worrying about his career around the time Captain Harris took a blast shot to the head. “Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t think this crew is ready for duty.” 
 
    A long, taut moment stretched out. Thrush’s calm brown eyes stared into his own, unblinking. Finally he said, “If I tell the admiral we’re fit for duty, we’ll be subject to orders.” 
 
    Oliver nodded, waiting. 
 
    Thrush’s cheek twitched, the first hint that he was hiding some strong emotion. “They’ll give us some meaningless, dangerous assignment. We’ll spend weeks, or months, patrolling empty space, until we blunder into some Dawn Alliance convoy and get ourselves killed. Sure, it’ll all be a small part of the bigger war effort, but it’ll be a pointless waste of time and lives!” 
 
    Oliver stared at him, astonished. After the stories he’d heard about Tom Thrush he’d worried that his new captain might be reckless, even foolhardy. He’d never thought the man might be a coward. Still, he’d been through a lot. Anyone could break. Oliver said, “You’re scared?” 
 
    The captain flushed. “No!” He thought for a moment, then surprised Oliver by chuckling. “Well. Not more than usual.” 
 
    “Well, what is it, then? What is it that you want us doing instead?” Even as he asked the question, he realized the answer. He’d known ever since that disastrous first flight when they’d encountered the Fairy Ring and gone limping back to Lotus Station in disgrace. The ship had touched down in the bay with a couple hundred items on the urgent to-do list, but Thrush had turned everything over to Oliver while he hurried off to meet with Captain Larson. 
 
    To grill the man on every detail of his encounter with the black destroyer. 
 
    “They won’t send you back into the Rift,” Oliver said. “Not with that destroyer out there. They’ll ignore it, or they’ll send a task force. They won’t send one corvette.” 
 
    “A task force won’t work!” Thrush’s veneer of calm was gone now. “They’ll never get close to that destroyer. It’ll see them from ten thousand kilometers away. They won’t even catch a glimpse.” 
 
    Oliver said, “They won’t send us.” 
 
    “No.” Thrush stared at him, eyes hard and challenging. “But they’ll leave us alone, while we do shakedown cruises.” 
 
    “Which might just bring us into the Octagon Rift? Is that it?” Oliver shook his head. “You’re mad! We can’t fight that destroyer!” 
 
    Thrush’s voice was flat, uncompromising. “We’ll find a way.” 
 
    “You’re obsessed!” Oliver’s voice was rising. He decided he didn’t care. “They shot up your last ship, so now you want revenge. Is that why you got us out of the Gulag?” His hands rose, chopping at the air. “Because no one else would help you with your personal vendetta?” 
 
    Thrush’s face hardened. He said, “It’s a valid military target.” 
 
    “For a heavy cruiser, maybe! Not a corvette. You’ll get us all killed chasing your revenge.” 
 
    “You didn’t join the Navy because you thought it would be safe.” 
 
    Anger washed over Oliver. He leaned forward again, his forehead almost touching Thrush’s. “Don’t you question my courage, you—” He inhaled, thought about reining in his temper, and decided not to bother. “There’s a fine line between courage and suicidal stupidity. No, scratch that. It’s a big, thick line that only a complete fool could miss. And you’re on the wrong side of it.” 
 
    For a long time the two men glared at each other, both of them breathing heavily. Then Thrush’s features smoothed. He said, “I’ll take your comments under advisement.” He hesitated, then gave Oliver a curt nod and walked out. 
 
    As the hatch slid closed, Oliver stared after him, feeling his galloping heart gradually slow down. He thought of all he’d endured, all he’d sacrificed, to protect the crew of the Calgary. A return to the Octagon Rift meant death or capture for all of them. Death, probably, since rumor had it the black destroyer didn’t take prisoners. 
 
    The question was, what to do about it?  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The Calgary glided up to the axle of the station and docked with an airlock on the B Deck. A spacer named Kenyon brought them in manually, radiating tension every meter of the way. Only when the docking collar was in arm’s reach did Tom let her give control to the automated systems. She sat back, limp with relief, as the ship connected to the station. 
 
    “Well done,” Tom said, and stood. “Everyone’s on light duty until fourteen hundred.” 
 
    That gave them just under two hours docked to Lotus. Minimizing contact had two beneficial effects: it reduced opportunities for the thieves in the bazaar to take revenge, and it helped ease the sting of keeping the crew cooped up on the ship with a station full of bars and restaurants and casinos and other distractions right there on the other side of an airlock. 
 
    So far, neither the station constables nor the bazaar’s owners had made any moves against the Calgary or her crew. Still, Tom wasn’t keen on taking stupid chances. 
 
    You’ll be taking enough of those in the Rift. The mocking voice in his head spoke with Oliver’s accent, and Tom suppressed it, irritated. Knowing the man was mostly right only made it worse. 
 
    He left the bridge, thinking about the Salamander and the Calgary and the black destroyer, thinking about war and the fact that no matter what he did, there would be consequences. 
 
    Hodges, Sama, Nylan, and Hewlet were on duty at the airlock, standing in a precise line against one bulkhead, their posture perfect. All four wore green uniforms, and at first glance they seemed every inch the proper soldier. The three men with hair had even gotten haircuts, but their hair, though neatly trimmed, still covered their ears. It seemed to be a matter of principle for them to not entirely conform to regulations. 
 
    They held matching laser carbines, but each man wore a different sidearm, none of them military issue. Hodges had set his crater gun on a shelf close to hand. His eyes flicked toward Tom, who fancied he saw a hint of challenge. Hodges no doubt thought of himself as a real rebel. Little did he know that he was an absolute dream of compliance compared to a Free Planets spacer. 
 
    “What’s on the schedule?” Tom said. 
 
    “Shopping trip,” said Hodges. He looked past Tom. “Here they come now.” 
 
    Three spacers appeared, carrying empty duffel bags. Tom recognized them from the galley crew. The ship was well-stocked, but a couple of freighters had come through since the last time the Calgary had docked, and there was always a chance of fresh produce. The surprise delivery from the Fairy Ring had made Tom realize just how important food was to morale. 
 
    Still, there was an air of eagerness to the three of them that he distrusted. “I expect you to buy some groceries and come straight back. Understood?” 
 
    They agreed, none of them quite meeting his eyes. Tom sighed and looked at Hodges. “Shoot anyone who sneaks into a bar.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Hodges said solemnly. “Unless they’re buying.” 
 
    A good captain knew when he was defeated. Tom said nothing further as the hatch slid open. Sama and Hewlet racked their carbines and accompanied the three spacers into the station. Tom, in consultation with the four soldiers, had decided that long guns were a bit too obtrusive for the rings. Sidearms should be more than enough. 
 
    Hodges and Nylan took posts just outside the airlock, one on either side of the hatch. Hodges raised an eyebrow as Tom opened a locker, clipped a holstered laser pistol to his belt, and followed them out. 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” Tom patted the laser pistol. 
 
    Hodges raised his eyebrow another few millimetres, managing to radiate skepticism without saying a word. 
 
    “Your concern is noted, but I’ll be fine.” Tom headed into the concourse, wondering if he was being a fool. He’d set some sensible rules, and was enforcing them rigorously for the entire crew—except for himself. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he repeated under his breath. Odds were good that no one from the bazaar was stupid enough to come after him, and it wasn’t as if he didn’t know how to use the gun on his hip. 
 
    Meanwhile, it felt incredibly good to spend a few minutes away from his ship and his crew. The argument with Oliver kept replaying itself in his mind. He was worried that the XO might be right. Which made it all the worse that his determination to go after the black destroyer hadn’t shrunk one bit. 
 
    If getting away from your crew is a relief, you’re probably doing something wrong. 
 
    He suppressed the nagging voice, queueing up for an elevator to the Bravo Ring. He rode up with a gaggle of tourists who sounded like they’d just arrived from Earth, watched them hurry off in search of their hotel, then turned in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    The Mermaid was a classier bar than Tom was used to, but it hadn’t been his choice. He stepped in the front door and a floor-to-ceiling smart screen lit up with the image of a pretty hostess. She smiled and said, “Welcome! Table for one?” 
 
    “For two. I’m waiting for a lady named Gabi Carvalho.” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem to be here quite yet, but I’ll be sure to let her know you’re here when she arrives.” 
 
    “Fine. I’d like a table in the back, if possible.” The harder he was to see, the harder he was to target. 
 
    “Right this way.” The screen went blank, and flashing arrows appeared on the floor. He followed them to a shadowy table against the back wall. 
 
    He’d expected to find Carvalho waiting. He activated the tabletop and checked ship arrivals. The Groundhog, coming from Novograd, was late. 
 
    Twenty minutes later the table beeped and informed him that the Groundhog would not be arriving for several hours at least, and probably longer. A tanker had come out of hyperspace and delivered the news. Tom sighed, finished the drink he’d been nursing, and returned to the street. 
 
    He was looking for an excuse not to return to the ship when a sign caught his eye. It said ‘QUILTS’ in giant letters made to look like they’d been sewn together from wide strips of fabric. Quilting supplies weren’t something he generally shopped for, but this shop tickled something in his memory. He ambled over and entered the shop. 
 
    “Hi, can I help you find—Oh! I remember you! You’re one of my honorary nephews!” A plump older woman bustled over, smiling like Tom’s arrival was the nicest thing that had happened to her in days. 
 
    He couldn’t help smiling back. “Er, Susa, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Right.” She wagged a playful finger under his nose. “To think you almost forgot your own aunty’s name!” Her grin turned mischievous. “You don’t even have my excuse, which is that I’m getting old.” She raised her eyebrows expectantly. 
 
    It took him a moment to figure out what she meant. “Tom,” he said, putting a hand on his chest. 
 
    “Tom! Of course! That would have been my first guess!” Her grin deepened. “Well, it would have been in the top five. Welcome! How have you been?” 
 
    For ten minutes they chatted like old friends. Susa was remarkably easy to talk to, and Tom felt some of his stress easing as they spoke. 
 
    A tone sounded as a couple of women came into the shop, one white and one black. They clearly knew Susa, waving a greeting as soon as she looked over. “I should go,” Tom said. 
 
    Susa gave him a shrewd look. “You should come back,” she said. “You’re carrying … I don’t know. Something. Something a bit too heavy.” 
 
    He shrugged uncomfortably. “I—” 
 
    She waved her hand like she was swatting a mosquito. “You don’t have to tell me any of your nasty military secrets. You don’t have to show a burden to anyone else to let them help you put it down.” She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Come back tomorrow night. Twenty hundred, station time. The shop will be closed. Just touch the front door and the screen will come on. We’ll let you in.” 
 
    Tom said, “We?” 
 
    “Your other aunties, silly. They can’t wait to meet you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “I am,” Susa said firmly. “We’ll do a smudging. How long has it been since you’ve done one? Properly, I mean?” 
 
    “I … I’ve lost track.” 
 
    “Then you’re badly overdue.” She ushered him out the front door. “Tomorrow. Don’t make me come looking for you. My knees aren’t what they used to be, you know.” With that, she turned to her customers and ignored Tom completely. He spent a moment staring at her, then turned away, telling himself he was being bullied by an insufferable know-it-all. But he smiled in spite of himself, and he couldn’t quite deny it, even to himself. 
 
    He was looking forward to coming back. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later he realized he was being followed. A burly man in a brown jacket was keeping pace with him, maybe fifty paces back. Tom weighed his options and decided the simplest solution would be a quick return to the Calgary. 
 
    When a narrow gap between shops opened up on his left he darted into it. Most of the upper level had a street running down the middle, plus a smaller lane on either side, serving as an alley behind the shops and other businesses. He broke into a jog, grinning to himself at the thought of losing his tail. If it kept the man from following him back to the ship, so much the better. The Calgary would be gone before the man could track down which lock they’d docked to. 
 
    When he reached the alley Tom turned left. The man would expect him to turn right and continue in the same direction he’d been going, but Tom was just as likely to find an elevator behind him as ahead. He kept jogging, knowing the curve of the ring would quickly put him out of sight of the gap he’d used. 
 
    Then a pair of men came out from behind a giant air duct, and Tom stumbled to a halt. 
 
    “Well, well.” The one on the left, a fat man with a lank goatee, smiled and cracked his knuckles theatrically. “Look what we’ve got here.” His smile vanished as Tom put a hand on the butt of his pistol. “You take that gun out and we’ll have to kill you.” 
 
    The other man, skinny and strikingly tall, had a hand under the long coat he wore. Tom hesitated, and a voice behind him said, “Don’t do it. Be a shame to put a bunch of holes in that pretty uniform.” 
 
    Tom froze, afraid to take his eyes off the skinny man long enough to look over his shoulder. The fat man sauntered forward. “We’re only supposed to rough you up. Nothing fatal. Take your lumps like a man and we won’t have to kill you.” 
 
    Feet slid across the deck plates behind Tom as the man behind him came closer. The fat man was just a few paces away and still moving. Tom’s hand tightened on the laser pistol. If he was going to do something, it would have to be in the next few seconds. 
 
    Feet clomped somewhere behind Tom. It had the sound of someone deliberately making sure they were heard. The man behind him said, “Beat it.” 
 
    “Well, now, that’s downright rude.” It was Hodges, and Tom turned, careful not to move too quickly, and looked backward. 
 
    The man in the brown coat was looking over his shoulder. A blast pistol dangled in his right hand, barrel pointed at the floor. Hodges stood a dozen yards behind him, pressed into a doorway, nothing showing but one eye, a shoulder, and the muzzle of his crater gun. 
 
    “This has got nothing to with you, Nate. Shove off and you won’t get hurt.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not getting hurt,” Hodges said cheerfully. “Somebody’s getting hurt, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to be just fine.” The muzzle of the crater gun rose a centimeter, and his voice hardened. “Why don’t you start walking, Jimbo? Now, while your legs still work.” 
 
    “You can’t shoot me.” By the sound of his voice, Jimbo didn’t entirely believe it. “They’ll blow you out an airlock.” 
 
    “I’ve got a ship now, or haven’t you heard? I’ll be fine. Now, you, on the other hand, have a problem. If you get lucky and survive the next five minutes, the rest of my squad is going to come to your room behind Joe Finn’s and finish what I started. Or maybe you think you can make if off the station. Maybe slink back to Jonqing. I hear your family has a farm on Tanqueray Island. Be a pain for the boys to go all the way there just to shoot you, but they’d do it.” 
 
    Jimbo’s pistol started to rise. Hodges pushed the crater gun forward, taking careful aim, and Jimbo froze. 
 
    “Or,” said Hodges calmly, “you could walk away.” 
 
    Jimbo, his voice ugly, said, “I won’t forget this.” 
 
    “Me either. Now get lost.” 
 
    With a snarled curse, Jimbo shoved the pistol into a holster in the small of his back. He stomped past Tom, giving him a venomous look, passed his two accomplices without a word, and continued down the alley. 
 
    The fat man and his partner looked at Tom, looked at Hodges and his crater gun, and looked at each other. The fat man shook his head. The skinny man spat on the deck plates, nodded to Hodges, and turned. A moment later they were striding away, following Jimbo down the alley. 
 
    “Thank you,” Tom said as Hodges joined him. “Did you follow me?” 
 
    “Got a tip from some station rats.” Hodges gave him a pointed look. “I used up a handful of favors today. Maybe next time you might consider taking some good advice and bringing me along from the start.” 
 
    “I might at that.” Tom noticed belatedly that he was still gripping the butt of his laser pistol. He made himself let go. It was harder than he would have expected, and his hand trembled afterward. “Let’s go back to the ship.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Oliver floated above the hull of the Calgary, trying to figure out why he was in such a good mood. 
 
    He was doing make-work, passing a scanner over hull plates that had already been scanned at least a couple of times. He’d been in his vac suit for over an hour, and it was getting uncomfortable. His feet were too warm, his legs cold, and the suit chafed at the armpits. He couldn’t even enjoy the view, because he was supervising half a dozen spacers who were doing the same pointless scanning he was doing. 
 
    The excitement of being outside the ship in a vac suit had faded for him years before. He’d become jaded, taking it all in stride. Or so he thought. Then war had come, and his one brief taste of combat, and then all the endless, ignominious months in the Gulag. And somewhere along the way, without him quite noticing, the jaded boredom that came with years in the navy had faded. Being in space was amazing again. 
 
    It wasn’t quite the wide-eyed, open-mouthed wonder he’d felt as a brand-new underlieutenant. Still, it was surprisingly delightful to be out in the void. After a year in prison, the sense of freedom made him almost giddy. 
 
    Then there was the job. However much he was tempted to grumble, the work he was doing right now had legitimate value. No, the scanning didn’t have any real point, not with one squad after another repeating the same work. But that wasn’t why they were here. 
 
    Oliver’s zero-G skills were rustier than he cared to admit. They were coming back quickly, but he needed the practice he was getting right now. The crew who had signed up when war broke out were even worse. Most of them had never been in zero G before the war, and they’d quickly lost their space legs. He watched a spacer drift away from the hull, limbs flailing, and grinned to himself. Yes, the drill had value, and after almost a year spent largely isolated in the farm ship, he needed practice with basic leadership. 
 
    “Hoffman,” he said. “Save your air.” 
 
    The struggling spacer froze with her hand almost touching the compressed air cylinder on her belt. 
 
    “Lake. Help her out.” 
 
    Another spacer placed a boot gently against the hull. When the magnets held him securely he straightened, then drew a rescue line from a thigh pocket. He tossed the weighted end to Hoffman and drew her in. 
 
    “Excellent. Hoffman, you’re getting better. Keep scanning.” 
 
    She mumbled an acknowledgment, then spent a moment with her boots against the hull before cautiously releasing the electromagnets and floating free. Her legs gave a brief, reflexive flutter, running in empty space, before she steadied herself. 
 
    Oliver made sure his helmet mic was muted, then chuckled. 
 
    It sounded odd, and he wondered when he’d last laughed out loud. In the days since his release from the Gulag he’d come to realize he was suffering from a mild to moderate depression. It had crept up on him during the long months in the prison, a gloom that he’d ascribed to his condition as a prisoner. Now, however, he was out. He was back on the Calgary, and his crew was safe. Which meant that, when he felt the bleak hopelessness stealing over him, it was coming from within. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one. Cooper, always much more in touch with the crew’s emotions than he was, had admitted she was worried. Everyone seemed more or less okay to Oliver, but he knew better than to dismiss what Cooper told him. Everyone was busy. Extremely busy. It was keeping the demons at bay, for now. 
 
    He supposed he had Thrush to thank for infusing everyone with a sense of purpose, but he wasn’t feeling particularly grateful. Prepping for an impossible mission was therapeutic in the short term, but if it got them all killed …. 
 
    “Commander, I’m bingo air.” 
 
    Oliver looked at his squad, unsure who had spoken. “Belt air?” 
 
    “Sorry, I should have said bingo oxygen.” One of the vac-suited figures was looking in his direction, but he couldn’t make out the name tag. 
 
    It hardly mattered. He checked his own oxygen. He had just over ten minutes left on the main tank, and no one should be using a reserve tank on a non-critical mission. It was high time he brought the exercise to a close. He used his forearm controls to open a radio channel to the squad. “All right, good work, people. Let’s head back inside. Watch both sides and above you, and everyone keep track of your partner.” 
 
    The squad broke up, some of them breaking away smoothly and pushing themselves toward the nearest lock, others flailing and bumping into one another. Kiel collided with someone’s shoulder and drifted away from the hull, arms clawing at the vacuum as if that would help. Hoffman redeemed herself, planting one boot on the hull before stretching out and catching Kiel by the ankle and drawing him in. 
 
    “Hoffman. Stop showing off.” She gave him a startled look, and he gave her a thumbs-up to let her know he was joking. 
 
    Oliver tossed his own rescue line at the hull. The little magnet in the weighted end connected with a hull plate, and he pulled gently, careful not to jerk it loose. In a moment his boots were against the hull. He shifted around, one cautious step at a time, and watched until the last pair of spacers entered the lock. 
 
    The next squad came out almost immediately. It was their second time doing this particular exercise, and the extra practice showed. They moved confidently across the hull, heading aft. At some pre-arranged point they stopped, drew out their scanners, and began a meticulous hull inspection. 
 
    Cooper came out of the lock behind them. She planted her boots beside a laser turret and watched them work. Oliver released his own boots, grabbed a safety handle, and sent himself gliding toward her a handspan above the hull. He misjudged it, found himself getting closer to the hull, and arched his back so he wouldn’t hit his head. His chest bumped the hull, he bounced outward, and Cooper turned to see him plunging straight at her. 
 
    He thought he saw her smirk as she fended him off with one hand and used the other hand to catch the loop on his shoulder. She pulled him down and he got his boots against the hull plates. 
 
    A beep in his ear made him look at his forearm screen. Cooper had opened an infrared channel. He tapped the channel open and muted his radio. 
 
    She said, “The goon squad is coming out,” and nodded to one side.  
 
    Sure enough, the Free Neorome Navy’s entire Marine Corps emerged from the port airlock. Oliver turned, squinting into the distance. The ship was within a thousand kilometers or so of the Gulag, in among the plundered asteroids the prison station had been built to exploit. Actually spotting one of the floating rocks took real effort. There was something closer, however. 
 
    The battered remnants of a ship hung in the void, looking deceptively close. It was an ore hauler, destroyed in passing by the Dawn Alliance because it was registered out of Tazenda. 
 
    Oliver knew from an earlier briefing that the derelict was half a kilometer away. It was enormous, easy to see even at that distance. It must have been gigantic when it was in service, because the hulk that remained was less than half the original ship. The rest had been salvaged months ago. 
 
    A long superstructure decorated one side of a vast cylindrical tank. Support struts of some kind had been cut away by salvage crews, leaving gaps that ran the full length of the tank. The remains of the tank were skeletal, looking jagged and ominous. 
 
    The derelict, he’d been told, was strictly off-limits to the rest of the crew today. It was going to be used by the marines for a live-fire exercise. Whether that meant shooting, or starting a fire so they could finally practice with their fire-fighting equipment, he didn’t know.  
 
    As Oliver watched, the four men kicked off from the hull and sailed into the void, hurtling toward the ruined ship. A white puff told him one marine had just used a squirt of air to correct his aim. Another puff came almost immediately, on the other side. The man had over-corrected and needed to adjust again. 
 
    “Hope we don’t have to go collect them,” Cooper said. “They’ll be pissed.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine.” Oliver wasn’t sure what exactly he meant, that the marines would make it back without running out of compressed air or that they would be civil with their rescuers if they had to be picked up. The four men had alarmed him at first. They didn’t fit in with the crew, and their time spent in the underworld had left its mark on them. Trust was difficult to summon, at first. 
 
    But the goon squad—he wondered if they’d ever shake the name—had worked incredibly hard since their recruitment. They seemed to be drilling and practicing constantly. It had reached a point where he no longer stepped into a corridor without listening first for the thud of running feet. The marines could appear at any time, usually laden with firefighting equipment or emergency patches, and always at a dead run. 
 
    They’d come to him a dozen times or more with questions. What was the process for extracting someone trapped in a compartment? How could you keep track of who was where on the ship during an emergency? How could you tell which bulkheads could be safely cut into, and which ones not? 
 
    They seemed utterly dedicated to becoming good at their jobs, and he realized he’d grown to trust them completely. Now he activated the camera mounted on the front of his helmet and watched the screen that popped down in front of his left eye as he zoomed in on the derelict ship. 
 
    The four marines thumped into the hull, separated from each other by dozens of meters. Two men landed boots-first and stuck. One man hit boots-first and rebounded. He did a fairly respectable somersault, swept out an arm, and must have hit the hull with a rescue line. The line itself was invisible at this distance, but the hand-over-hand motion was unmistakable. He had his boots on the hull in moments. 
 
    The fourth man landed badly, sailing in head-first, tucking his chin in at the last moment so he took the impact on his shoulders. He bounced away, but contorted himself with impressive speed and managed to stab the sole of one boot against the hull before he bounced out of range. 
 
    Oliver watched as the four converged on a section of the superstructure. They assembled a breaching tent and one man vanished inside. The others unslung carbines and did target practice. The man inside had to be cutting a hole in the hull plates. Oliver knew he’d finished when the others began cycling through the tent, one at a time, using it as an airlock. The derelict would have lost pressure long ago, of course, but breaching tents made it possible to cut your way into a pressurized ship without killing everyone inside. 
 
    “Show’s over, I guess.” Cooper looked at her squad, who were moving smoothly across the hull. “I almost wish they’d do something stupid. It would give me something to do.” 
 
    “We’ll have plenty to do soon enough.” The words came out sounding more morose than Oliver had intended, and he hid a flinch as Cooper looked at him sharply. He double-checked that his radio was muted and said, “Thrush is going to drop us in a galaxy of pain just as soon as he thinks we’re ready.” 
 
    Cooper started to speak, then cocked her head instead, inviting him to elaborate. 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” The words came out in a bitter rush, and part of Oliver, the remnant of the idealistic officer he’d once been, cringed. “He wants to take us after that black destroyer, the one that killed his last crew.”  
 
    Cooper frowned. “It’s a legitimate target.” 
 
    “For a task force, maybe! Not for a corvette. We can’t win against a destroyer!” 
 
    She said, “Don’t we have to try?” 
 
    “No!” He almost shouted the word, and he stared at her, breathing heavily, fighting for control. He was more upset than he’d realized. He’d kept this bottled up too long. Speaking to Thrush had gotten him nowhere. He didn't know if there was much point in opening up to Cooper, but he had to talk to someone. 
 
    “We’ve got no business tackling a destroyer.” He had the volume of his voice under control now, but he still sounded the way he felt—angry and frustrated, verging on desperate. “Thrush is so focused on what he wants to destroy, it’s blinding him to everything else. It’s blinding him to us. We’re tools to him. He’ll use us up in pursuit of his stupid revenge. And when we’re dead, that destroyer will still be out there. We’ll never beat it.” 
 
    Cooper stared up at him for a long time in silence. “I still think we have to try.” 
 
    “But … why?” His arms were up, gesticulating like he was conducting a symphony. He made himself lower them. 
 
    “There’s a war on,” she said. “We’ve got a duty.” She held a hand up, palm out, telling him not to interrupt. “It’s not some abstract thing. I know we’re all a bit pissed off at the UW right now. They didn’t treat us real well after … everything. But look at that.” She pointed up and to the left, where the derelict hung in the void. “We’re up against people who destroy civilian ships without provocations. Who kill crews.” 
 
    “You don’t think the UW Navy and the Free Neorome Navy are shooting up cargo ships that deal with the Dawn Alliance?” Even as he said it, though, he knew he’d lose this part of the argument. 
 
    “Remember Garnet? Did you hear the stories that came out of Tazenda after the liberation? Those were real atrocities. It wasn’t some bunch of drunk marines who got out of hand and caused an international incident and got locked up for it. It was deliberate. It was policy, aimed at civilians.” 
 
    Oliver had to nod. Whatever grievances you could lay at the feet of the United Worlds or its armed forces, the Dawn Alliance was using mass murder and savage abuse as a cold-blooded tool of war. 
 
    “Still, he said stubbornly. “It doesn’t mean we have to be fed into the meat grinder.” 
 
    “This war won’t end without casualties,” she said grimly. 
 
    “But why does it have to be us?” 
 
    A light from the airlock caught the faceplate of her helmet, turning it an opaque white. He couldn’t see her expression, but her tone of voice told him all he needed to know. “Because we’re here, Rob. Because we’re soldiers. Because the Dawn Alliance is on a rampage, and someone has to stop them. I wish it was somebody else, but it’s us. So we’re damn well going to do it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The hyperspace portal opened promptly, and remained stable just ahead of the Calgary. Storms glowed in the distance, but there was clear space on the far side. Tom spent a long moment watching the portal, then said, “Mr. Nolan?” 
 
    Nolan said, “It’s a thing of beauty. No issues at all.” 
 
    “Very well. Helm, take us through.” 
 
    Brennan’s hands, looking tiny where they jutted from the sleeves of her vac suit, moved on the helm controls. “Boldly leaping into the unknown, aye.” 
 
    Lotus Station, small and toy-like in the distance, vanished as the ship passed through the portal and into seventh-dimensional space. The hull outside the bridge windows glowed red, lit by a storm high above. Fingers of scarlet energy danced along the bars of a new antenna mounted on the forward hull, and Tom winced inwardly. The antenna was delicate. Still, Hassan had said it would be fine so long as they weren’t inside an actual storm. 
 
    Tom had been wearing his vac suit for less than ten minutes and he was already too warm. His chest itched, and the suit was too thick to allow him to scratch. His helmet was racked beside his console, and his knee bumped it every time he turned his chair. All in all, he was looking forward to this mission being over. 
 
    At least the discomfort provided a distraction from his nerves. His throat was drier than he liked as he said, “Take us toward the Rift.” 
 
    Brennan nodded and the ship tilted up until the red storm was almost dead ahead. It grew as the ship accelerated. 
 
    “Keep us out of any heavy weather. I understand the new decorations are a bit fragile.” Speaking of which …. He scrolled through a couple of menus, found the command he wanted, and tapped it. “Hassan? Jessup? This is the bridge.” 
 
    “Hassan here,” said a cheerful voice from the speaker on Tom’s console. “The antennas are clean and green, Sir. No telemetry so far, though.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We’re still pretty close to Lotus.” 
 
    “We’re watching our screens, Captain. We’ll let you know the instant we spot anything.” 
 
    “Good. Bridge out.” He cut the connection, then looked around the bridge. “Everybody stay sharp. So far, that destroyer has always been waiting in the Rift. It doesn’t mean they won’t change tactics and ambush us out here.” 
 
    “Clear so far,” Del Carlo offered. Which went without saying; he’d have spoken up if there was a contact. Tom decided not to chide him. A crew that communicated more than necessary was a whole lot better than a crew that spoke too little. 
 
    The red storm was smaller and closer than Tom would have guessed. The ship swung around the frayed clump of glowing cloud, and the south end of the Octagon Rift came into view. 
 
    Today’s colors were yellow and orange, Tom saw. He’d once read an explanation of how the storms worked and why the colors changed, but it had gone well over his head. Storms came in every color of the rainbow, and the colors changed over time. “Because physics” was the closest he could come to a reason. 
 
    From the Calgary the Rift looked like a yellow ribbon, impossibly vast, twisting and folding as it trailed away into the distance. It glowed orange at the near end and in several places along the top edge. That meant the near wall was yellow, with the orange wall mostly hidden on the far side. 
 
    Closer and closer they came, and the tension on the bridge rose with every kilometer. Their best guess was that a network of sensor buoys lurked within the Rift, scanning endlessly for ships and transmitting data to the enemy destroyer. The new antennas were supposed to detect the little buoys. So far they’d found nothing, which probably meant there were no buoys this far out, no way for the destroyer to know they were coming. 
 
    Except it was all guesswork. All they knew for certain was that the other ship had an uncanny knack for popping up out of nowhere. It could spring out from one of the small storms around them. It could be on them at any moment. 
 
    This is a warship. We’ll cope. The words rang hollow, but Tom clung to them, used them to drown out the memory of his argument with Oliver. You’ll get us all killed chasing your revenge. 
 
    At last they were within a kilometer of the leading edge of the Rift. Tom said, “Take us right up to the edge of that yellow wall. I want some cover.” 
 
    The storm wall loomed closer and closer, until yellow filled the windows. The antenna sparkled, and the comm light on Tom’s console beeped. He hit a button. “Bridge.” 
 
    “Hassan here, Captain. I’m getting nothing but static. We’re too close to the storm.” 
 
    “Back us up, Helm.” Tom cut the microphone. “What’s our current range?” 
 
    “Three hundred meters, Sir.” 
 
    “Keep us at five hundred. Take us inside.” 
 
    “Into the jaw of the beast, aye.” She guided the ship around the end of the vast yellow ribbon, and the orange expanse of the far storm wall appeared. The ship continued to move, curving forward and down, and a long stretch of open space yawned before them, a dark tunnel with a wall of storm energy on either side. Tom imagined tiny sensor buoys spotting them, recording every detail, and sending an urgent message flashing from buoy to buoy. How long until the destroyer got the signal? How long before it arrived? 
 
    His console beeped, and Brennan, thinking it was a contact, swung the nose of the ship around so they were pointing straight into the yellow storm wall. She realized her mistake a moment later and straightened out, red-faced. 
 
    Tom hit the comms button. “Bridge.” 
 
    “I see one! It’s just like you said!” Hassan was all but squealing in excitement. 
 
    “I’ve got the telemetry now,” Brennan said. “Following.” 
 
    Tom checked his nav screen. A yellow square showed just ahead of the ship, marking the position of a snooper buoy. He could see nothing of the buoy itself, not with the ship’s main scanners. He had to assume it was there. 
 
    Brennan guided the ship forward. The distance closed—then grew as the yellow square began to move. Tom’s assumption was that it was a scanner glitch, the makeshift antennas showing their limitations. Brennan clearly thought there was a little buoy in front of the ship, though, and that it was fleeing for the storm wall. She accelerated, and the antenna glowed as the ship moved closer to the storm. 
 
    Tension knotted Tom’s shoulders. They hadn’t yet tested the Calgary in a storm, not since the first shakedown cruise when she’d failed so spectacularly. Every hull patch had been inspected since then, and a dozen extra repairs made, but he figured there had to be a few weak spots remaining. 
 
    I guess we’re about to find out. The yellow square vanished from his nav screen as the antenna on the forward hull lit up like a Christmas tree. Brennan said, “Lost it,” and fired braking thrusters, but momentum carried the Calgary into the churning wall of energy. 
 
    An alarm blared, and the lights dimmed as if someone had just fired the graser. All the bridge screens stayed lit, though, and there was no smell of smoke. The lights recovered around the same time the ship came to a relative halt. A moment later they were backing up. Soon the view through the bridge windows changed from a uniform lemon glow to a close-up view of seething clouds. They were back in open space. 
 
    Bill Nolan said, “Ooh, that looks nasty.” 
 
    The new antenna was gone. An aluminum post remained, with a few stumps of blackened metal where the crossbars had been. 
 
    Tom checked the damage reports. Damage, he was pleased to find, was minimal. Jolene, instead of being overwhelmed by a cascade of failures, was able to give him quite a precise report. There was a single gap in the ship’s energy shielding, around a hatch next to the blast cannons.  
 
    The hatch might have been damaged when the gun was removed, but there was no hull patch, so it had been overlooked during the last round of inspection and repair. All in all, it should be an easy fix. 
 
    In the meantime, scans showed no trace of the destroyer. The Calgary had failed in its mission, and if the buoy they’d spotted was real, they’d alerted the destroyer that they knew the buoys existed. Still, the Calgary had avoided immediate disaster, and they’d learned something. Tom decided he’d call this one a win. 
 
    Del Carlo said, “Contact!” 
 
    Tom looked at his tac screen, his pulse spiking. An amber circle showed a dozen kilometers deeper in the Rift, marking an unconfirmed possible contact. Brennan was already firing main engines. 
 
    “Helm. Full stop.” 
 
    The nose thrusters fired until the ship was stationary relative to the storm wall. They were in the fringes of the storm, yellow clouds seething against the windows. 
 
    The amber icon faded. Tom looked at Del Carlo. 
 
    “I don’t know. It could have been just a dark spot in the clouds.” Del Carlo shot a quick glance at Tom. “We’re deep enough to get interference from all this.” He gestured at the yellow storm wall.  
 
    Tom said, “Plum line.” 
 
    “Plum line, aye.” Nolan worked his console, and a notification popped up on Tom’s console, telling him a tethered probe had just launched. 
 
    After a long pause Del Carlo said, “I’m not seeing anything.” He looked at Tom, a bit sheepishly. “I think it was just a dark spot in the clouds. There was no mass signature, no silhouette. Jolene saw a shadow and flagged it.” He made a waggling motion with his hand. “Still, there’s always a chance it’s a ship. It saw us and hid in the far wall.” 
 
    Somewhere deep in Tom’s tight-stretched nerves a voice told him to flee deeper into the storm. He suppressed it. The destroyer had never yet been shy about starting a fight. If the black ship was near, it wouldn’t be hiding. It would be coming at them, full-bore. 
 
    “Helm, back us up. Get us into clear space.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The storm wall receded. The Calgary moved out of cover, and no enemy ships sprang out to shoot them to pieces. Tom exhaled quietly, exasperated. The whole crew was literally jumping at shadows, himself included. 
 
    The Rift extended to starboard, a dozen kilometers of open space leading to the first sharp bend. He considered sending the ship down that tunnel, just far enough to peek around the corner. Not because there was anything to see. Just to prove they weren’t afraid. But Oliver’s words still echoed in his memory. You’ll get us all killed. 
 
    “Helm. Take us out of the Rift.” 
 
    “Choosing the better part of valor, aye.” The walls of the Rift swung in a ponderous circle as the ship swung around. When there was open space ahead, the main engines fired and the ship surged forward. 
 
    Tom’s console beeped. He hit the button, bracing himself for a flood of apologies from Hassan. 
 
    “Captain?” It was Jessup, and he sounded as excited as Hassan had been earlier. “It was just like you said, only smaller.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Tom said. “What are we talking about?” 
 
    “The snooper. It’s really something. Hardly bigger than an ostrich egg, but you wouldn’t believe how heavy it is. You have to see this thing. It’s amazing!” 
 
    “Wait a minute. You actually got it?” 
 
    “Tabbed it and grabbed it,” Jessup said smugly. “I’m holding it in my hands right now. Now to open it up and see what makes it tick.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The latest data packet contained a letter from Westbrook’s mother. It was stiff and formal and terribly polite, and Tom could feel her pain radiating from every word. She thanked him for writing to her, and for providing guidance and leadership for her son during his final days. When she told him how excited her son had been to serve under Tom Thrush, the hero of Novograd, he blanked the screen and fled his cabin, frantic for distraction. 
 
    He went to the Operations Center, where he found Jessup and Hassan struggling to unlock the secrets of the captured buoy. They reluctantly told him they’d made almost no progress at all. 
 
    “It’s a tiny machine! How complicated could it be?” 
 
    Hassan stared up at Tom, looking miserable, and didn’t reply. The DA snooper buoy lay on the table in front of her, a couple of thin wires connecting it to a processor. She’d managed to remove part of the buoy’s cover, but it was mostly intact, a smooth orb dull silver in color, the surface blank and uninformative. 
 
    Jessup sat across the table from her, a data pad forgotten in his hands, looking at Tom with an expression of baffled dismay. Grabbing him and shaking him was unlikely to help, but Tom wanted to. He wanted to very badly. 
 
    “There’s no one else we can turn to,” Tom said, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice. “You two are data techs. You already know basically what this thing does.” He jabbed a finger at the buoy. “You must be able to hack into it!” 
 
    “I—we don’t—I mean, you can’t just—” Jessup sputtered, the data pad waving to and fro as he made helpless gestures with his arms. Hassan just watched, her expression wretched. 
 
    “I need into that thing. No excuses. Get it done.” Tom spun and stalked out of the Operations Center, filled with frustrated tension, certain he was mishandling the situation and unable to stop himself.  
 
    He stomped through the corridors, the crew avoiding him. Westbrook seemed to stare at him through every window, face twisting in agony as he died. His killers were out there, protected by a thousand snooper buoys that gave them a massive advantage. He and all the others would get no justice if Tom couldn’t find a way to deal with the buoys. 
 
    The bridge was half empty when he arrived, with Jennifer Palmer at the Tac One station and a lanky spacer named Vaughn at the helm. Lotus Station was dead ahead, at a range of about a kilometer. There was nothing for the bridge crew to do at the moment. Nothing for Tom to do. He gripped the back of his chair, thought about taking a seat, and knew he’d never be able to sit still. 
 
    His bracer vibrated against his wrist. He checked it and found a reminder of his meeting with Susa Gray Bird and the other “aunties.” He grimaced and dismissed the reminder. There was no way he was going. No, he had to …. 
 
    Do what, exactly? Pace around the bridge? Go back to Operations and bully the data techs until they couldn’t concentrate at all? This wasn’t leadership. This was the opposite of leadership. Tom was becoming a cautionary tale, the kind of captain that lieutenants watched, noting everything he did so they would know what not to do when they were in command. 
 
    What are the odds that I can do something actually useful if I stay on the ship? Practically nonexistent, said a maddeningly calm voice in his head. In fact, in his current frame of mind, the odds of simply not making anything worse were not that great. 
 
    He admitted defeat to himself and sighed, loudly enough that Vaughn looked up. It was time to start taking some of the good advice he’d been receiving. Tom said to Vaughn, “Dock us with Lotus.” Then he used a bracer to send a message to Hodges. I’ll be going onto Lotus shortly. I’ll need an escort. 
 
      
 
    ●●● 
 
      
 
    Nylan walked Tom to the entrance to the quilt shop, then pointed at the deck plates. “I’ll be one deck down. Pub called the Castle. Holler if you need me.” 
 
    “Right.” Tom put a hand against the front door. Nylan waited until the door slid open, then nodded and walked away as Tom went inside. 
 
    “We’re back here.” 
 
    The front of the quilt shop was dark, but light spilled through a doorway at the back. Tom headed that way, passing between hanging fabric samples and racks of colored thread. He found a cozy, comfortable room with five people. There were two middle-aged women so similar to Susa he had trouble telling the three of them apart, an older man so lean and stringy he looked like he might fall apart at any moment, and a girl in her teens. 
 
    “There you are! See, I told you he would come!” Susa grabbed Tom’s arm and towed him into the middle of the room. “This is Rog, this is Cara and Enis, and this is Enis’s daughter Mila. Everyone, this is Tom.” 
 
    Tom greeted them uncertainly, wondering if he could get away with claiming an urgent appointment and slipping away. He knew he wouldn’t do it, though. There were a thousand differences between this steel compartment and the warm kitchen in the house where he’d grown up, but the two rooms felt the same. These people were strangers. Even Susa was someone he barely knew. But they reminded him of his family in a way that put an ache behind his breastbone. He suddenly felt every one of the countless kilometers that separated him from Earth, and he knew. 
 
    He wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “I want to start by apologizing to you,” Susa said. “It’s wrong to pressure someone to take part in a smudging. You’re welcome to stay and just be here while we smudge. You’re welcome to go. You’re certainly welcome to participate, of course, but it’s up to you.” 
 
    “No apology necessary,” Tom assured her. Then, a bit uncomfortably, he admitted, “You gave me a gentle nudge, and I … may have needed it.” 
 
    She smiled. “Good. Then let’s get started.” 
 
    It was unlike any smudging he’d attended back on Earth. His family would have used an old copper dish handed down from his great-grandfather. Susa and her two friends seemed quite concerned that they use a shell. Apparently shells were absurdly hard to come by on Lotus; their choices were a tiny clamshell and a larger seashell that had been broken and glued together. The consensus seemed to be that the clamshell was more authentic but a bit too small for so many people. They apologetically selected the seashell. 
 
    Mila kept quiet for the most part, watching her mother and the other women, looking maybe the tiniest bit bored. Rog, it soon became clear, was out of touch with Cree culture. He watched everything avidly, asking questions from time to time. 
 
    Susa, Cara, and Enis ran the ceremony. Cara had prepared a ball of sage, and she placed it in the shell. As soon as she lit it, the smell triggered a wave of memories for Tom. He closed his eyes, drinking in the half-remembered words as the three women, one by one, recited simple prayers in Cree. 
 
    No one used a feather. They washed their hands in smoke, Rog glancing nervously at the others, his movements hesitant, as if he was afraid of doing it wrong. 
 
    Tom used his hands to scoop fragrant smoke toward himself. He thought about the blaring of alarms on the Calgary as he sent smoke drifting against his ears. He remembered the sight of Westbrook’s blood hitting the windows of the Salamander as he brought smoke against his eyelids. He recalled the stink of blood and burning plastic and then he rinsed the memory away as he drew smoke in through his nose. He remembered, not without shame, how he’d snapped at Jessup and Hassan, and scooped smoke to his mouth. He drew it in through his lips, held it for a moment, and let it dribble out. 
 
    When the ceremony was over, Susa turned her oven on and announced she was making cookies. Rog asked a question, and Cara launched into a story about her grandparents and how they’d helped establish the first Cree community on Parkland. Susa and Enis listened avidly, looking like they could hardly wait to add their own stories. 
 
    Tom rose to his feet. “I wish I could stay,” he said honestly. “But there’s a man waiting for me, and I don’t want to leave him alone too long.” He made his goodbyes, agreed to return, and sent a quick message to Nylan as Susa let him out the front door. 
 
    The two men strolled back to the Calgary in a companionable silence, Tom processing his emotions as he walked. By the time they reached the airlock he’d made some decisions. Hodges and Sama were on sentry duty. Tom said, “Is anyone else off the ship?” 
 
    “We had to turn back a handful of optimists who got thirsty,” Hodges said. “Everyone’s aboard.” 
 
    “Good. You can come in; we’ll uncouple shortly.” 
 
    Hodges said, “Are we heading back into the Rift?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He still yearned to avenge the Salamander, not to mention the Frozen Waterfall, the White Clover’s lost sister ship, but he was finally able to let it go. The buoys gave the destroyer too big an advantage. They would head for Cape Harvest instead. It was time to tell Admiral Sayles the Calgary and her crew were ready for duty. 
 
    First, he had a small chore to perform. He walked to the Operations Center, feeling lighter than he had for weeks. Jessup and Hassan were probably dreading his return. He would apologize and tell them to get some rest. 
 
    He put a reassuring smile on his face and walked into the Operations Center. The two data techs were there, surrounded by screens full of code and data, all of it incomprehensible to Tom. They looked up as Tom came in, and both faces lit up. 
 
    “We did it, Captain,” said Jessup. 
 
    Hassan nodded enthusiastically. “We cracked it.” She tapped a stack of metal and polymer parts on the table, barely recognizable as the remains of the buoy. “We can read the data from this thing, and we can give it orders. We cracked it!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Tom was asleep when the Blue Heron came out of hyperspace and sent a greeting to the Calgary. By the time he was dressed and on the bridge, coffee cup in hand, the other ship was drawing up alongside. She was a corvette, a bit smaller than the Calgary. She was a former Dawn Alliance ship, captured by the United Worlds and turned over to the Free Neorome Navy. She’d been repainted in bright green highlights, and she looked bold and jaunty as she linked to the starboard airlock. 
 
    O’Reilly was the first one aboard. He and Tom greeted each other with one-armed hugs and backslaps and ear-to-ear grins. Old friends were a precious commodity in wartime, where death claimed so many, cruelly and without warning. There was no telling if they would see each other again. 
 
    Four of them convened in a meeting room one deck down from the bridge. Tom and O’Reilly were there, along with Oliver and a woman named Heyderdahl, O’Reilly’s First Officer. Much of the good cheer faded from O’Reilly’s face as they sat around a small conference table. 
 
    “Tom, they’ve sent me to collect your missiles. Word is, your ship’s not ready for active duty. They want me probing the piquets around Waterson’s World, and I’m down to my last two fish.” 
 
    It was a struggle to keep his face blank, but Tom figured he managed it. Complaining would only make him look like a fool, to Oliver if no one else. He’d told Admiral Sayles the Calgary wasn’t ready to fight, and the admiral had taken him at his word. The missiles would go to a less timid captain, and Tom had no one to blame but himself. 
 
    “I know you’ll put them to good use.” 
 
    Relief touched O’Reilly’s features. “I will, I promise. This wasn’t my idea, Tom.” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you. Missiles should be on the front line.” There was talk of fresh missile deliveries from the factories on Novograd, but missiles were notoriously finicky. So far, none of the fish made on Novograd had passed inspection. 
 
    “I’ll send them on to the Dawn Alliance with your regards.” 
 
    Tom nodded. There was nothing else to say. 
 
    “I have some orders for you, as well.” O’Reilly glanced around, then said, “I guess this room is secure?” 
 
    Tom nodded, intrigued. 
 
    “The official version is in the admiral’s transmission. I’ve got the … I guess you could call it the ‘reading-between-the-lines’ version.” He paused. “Word is, the UW is planning an offensive. They haven’t said as much, not officially, but it’s clear they’re making a push for Canterra.” 
 
    That was no surprise. Canterra was the most populous Green Zone colony remaining in Dawn Alliance hands. It sat squarely between the Dawn Alliance core worlds and the bulk of United Worlds forces. It was the key to invading the heart of the Dawn Alliance. It was the key to ending the war. 
 
    “Problem is, Lundbreck’s decided the Octagon Rift can’t be as dangerous as everyone says. He thinks it’s a coincidence that a few ships have run into the same destroyer. He’s sure the destroyer has snuck off by now. The Rift is a highway to Canterra, and Lundbreck can’t see a single reason not to use it.” 
 
    Overcaptain Jory Lundbreck was the UW liaison to Free Neorome. He was also a bit of an ass. He might not be single-handedly stopping the UW from taking the threat of the destroyer seriously, but the end result was the same. The UW thought the Calgary and the Free Neorome Navy were scared of shadows. They were going to ignore the warnings they’d received. 
 
    To be fair, the destroyer was just one ship. But the snooper buoys were real. Any movement through the Octagon Rift would be announced to the Dawn Alliance well in advance. 
 
    “Well,” Tom said. “That’s just great.” 
 
    “It gets better.” O’Reilly gave Tom a cautious look. “The admiral isn’t entirely sure your ship is as unfit as you make her sound.” 
 
    Which was fair enough. Tom had already sent an updated report telling Sayles the Calgary was ready for duty. Clearly it hadn’t arrived before the Blue Heron departed. 
 
    “He thinks you’re at least ready for a recon mission,” O’Reilly went on. “He wants you to sneak into the Rift and take a look around.” He exhaled, sounding exasperated. “Naturally, he wants your missiles taken away first.” O’Reilly’s hands opened and closed in frustration. “Just between us, he might think you’re the tiniest bit of a hothead.” 
 
    Tom snorted, remembering how he’d talked Sayles into a mad plan to attack Novograd using a battleship they hadn’t actually captured yet. He still could hardly believe he’d survived. “A hothead? Me? Where would he get an idea like that?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” O’Reilly grinned. “Anyway, his theory is, if he takes away your missiles, you might actually do what he says. Sneak in quietly, take a look around, and sneak out without getting yourself killed.” 
 
    Tom put a hand over his heart. “Could there be a captain more circumspect than me?” 
 
    “You’re a shining example to us all,” O’Reilly said. “I served under you for weeks, and you only ever got me captured by the Dawn Alliance once.” 
 
    Oliver and Heyderdahl exchanged glances. Tom and O’Reilly ignored them. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s the gist of your instructions. Sneak into the Rift. Sneak out. Don’t die.” O’Reilly made an apologetic face. “After I pull your teeth, of course. Oh, and there’s one more thing. Naturally our valued allies in the UW are maintaining strict operational security.” 
 
    Tom nodded wryly. “Meaning they won’t tell us a thing.” 
 
    “Naturally not. They won’t tell us that there’s a large fleet at the number two LaGrange point by Emerald, or that all their planetside personnel have been recalled to their ships. They certainly won’t tell us that said fleet is heading for the Rift, and above all they won’t tell us when. But they had one small request.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Tom said cautiously. 
 
    “They would like it a lot if the Calgary would rendezvous briefly with ‘a vessel or vessels’ of the UW Navy at the south end of the Octagon Rift at precisely nineteen hundred hours Union Time tomorrow, to deliver an up-to-the-minute scouting report from the Rift.” 
 
    “I’m sure it doesn’t mean anything,” Heyderdahl said blandly. 
 
    Tom grinned. “I’m sure you’re right.” 
 
    “Canterra,” O’Reilly said thoughtfully. “That’s huge. If they can take Canterra, they’ll be able to launch raids on Neo Tuul. The uglies will be screwed.” 
 
    There was a thoughtful silence, which Tom broke by saying, “I guess I’ve got a deadline now. I’d invite you to stay for dinner, but you’re stealing all my missiles, so to hell with you.” 
 
    “I’m going to great pains to keep you out of trouble, and this is the thanks I get?” O’Reilly smiled. “It’s good to see you, Tom.” 
 
    “You too, Jer. Stay safe out there. But not too safe. I want you to put my fish to good use.” 
 
      
 
    ●●● 
 
      
 
    Transferring the missiles was a massive pain in the neck. Lugging them through the airlock between ships would have been a nightmare. Instead, a team on the Calgary fed missiles one at a time into an elevator in the missile bay designed specifically for reloading. It ejected each missile from the ship like a cartridge from a rifle magazine. A team from the Blue Heron floated outside in vac suits. They guided each missile over to a port on the Heron where a matching elevator drew it up to their missile bay. 
 
    When it was over, the Blue Heron opened a portal and vanished into seventh-dimensional space. Tom walked to the missile bay, where he thanked Chief Pitts for her hard work. “I guess you’ll need a new General Quarters station.” 
 
    She nodded. “I guess so. Unless you want me to fire the Gimp.” 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She walked over to the missile rack and patted it. A solitary missile remained, the side scarred and bent where a panel had been pried open and then repaired. “I gave a complete inventory to their crew chief. For some strange reason, he didn’t want a missile that can’t steer.” 
 
    “Some people are amazingly picky,” Tom said. “It can still be fired, right?” 
 
    Pitts nodded. “Just like when we’re in a Benson field.” 
 
    Firing missiles by dead reckoning seemed ridiculous on the face of it, but it was surprisingly common. All too often, the only way a missile could make it past AI-controlled defensive fire was for two ships to close to point-blank range. Once they were in each other’s Benson fields, missile targeting stopped working— but so did AI targeting of the other ship’s guns. 
 
    “Maybe you don’t need a new station after all.” Tom looked at the missile crew, a trio of spacers chosen as much for physical strength as for any particular skills. Missiles had tremendous mass. It took real muscle to serve on a missile crew. Tom said, “How many people do you need, if you’ve only got one fish?” 
 
    “None, really, if we load it into the tube. Aiming and pulling the trigger is a one-person job.” 
 
    “Load it up,” said Tom. “After that, I guess your crew can be reassigned.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    A tense silence filled the Operations Center as the Calgary once again approached the Octagon Rift. Oliver watched as Jessup fidgeted endlessly with a data pad, turning it over and over in his hands without really looking at it. Hassan opened a screen of data, promptly gave up on concentrating, closed it, and stared at a forward camera view instead. 
 
    They’d upgraded the new antenna array and installed seven versions of it around the hull. According to the techs, the new antennas were more accurate and better able to withstand storm energy, but they still requested that the ship stay out of heavy storms. 
 
    According to Thrush, it wouldn’t be a problem. He didn’t plan to hide. 
 
    They spotted the first buoys immediately. Bright yellow icons appeared on the table’s main display. Jessup had taught Jolene to read the data they gathered in the OC and integrate it with the bridge systems. The buoys would be visible on the bridge tactical displays. 
 
    The Calgary moved into the Rift, overtaking buoys one at a time. Oliver watched the icons change as Hassan and Jessup sent a coded command to each little device. One by one the buoys sent their cached data to the Calgary, then ejected a stream of compressed air and flew into the nearest storm wall. They would pass through and keep going, to be lost in the depths of interstellar space. 
 
    “Nothing so far,” said Jessup. He stood at the side wall, eyes fixed on a screen full of data from the buoys. “I can see for a good three hundred kilometers.” He pointed at a map of the Rift on another screen. “I’m getting data from around the next four bends.” 
 
    Oliver nodded, feeling a strange glee. It felt godlike, this ability to see around corners and know with near certainty that the enemy was nowhere close. The plan was to turn tail and run at the first glimpse of the destroyer. Any faint hope of defeating them in battle had vanished when the Blue Heron took their missiles. 
 
    The mission, however, was already a success. They were blinding the black destroyer. It was, Oliver grudgingly admitted, a valid mission. He wondered how much of the Rift they would be able to clear before they had to flee. With the buoys sending them data, they would have plenty of warning. Even if the destroyer came upon them suddenly, they only had to retreat a short distance to get beyond the last remaining buoys. 
 
    It felt good to know that the Calgary was once again able to hide. 
 
      
 
    They’d cleared fully a third of the Rift when the table gave a warning chirp. The ship was approaching a sharp bend, the reddish near wall jutting inward, the yellow-orange far wall curving wide. Nothing showed on the camera view, but the table superimposed a scarlet square on the thin edge of the red fold. 
 
    “Large mass, dead ahead,” Oliver muttered, and increased the size of the tactical display on the tabletop. A fleet, then, or a ship the size of a battleship. The Calgary was moving too fast to stop before she lost the cover of the storm wall. 
 
    “There’s nothing!” Jessup protested, waving a hand at the wall screen that showed buoy data. “There shouldn’t be anything there!” 
 
    The wedge of red storm energy grew rapidly until it filled the forward camera view. The cloud was thin and diffuse, and the Calgary burst through in an instant. Hassan said, “What the hell is that?” 
 
    A fat gray sausage lay dead ahead, made into a dark silhouette by the glow of the storm wall behind it. It bristled with gun turrets. The distant weapons twitched like cilia as they swung around to take aim at the Calgary. 
 
    A moment later, close to two dozen guns opened fire. 
 
    Alarms screamed as the ship took damage. The helmsman had started evading before the ship broke through the thin cloud wall, and the evasion continued, but the volume of fire was too high to dodge entirely. Oliver spent a moment taking in details. The giant object—a hidden base, he realized, made for the destroyer so it never had to leave the Rift—was at a range of almost five kilometers. The Calgary had too much forward velocity to retreat, so it was running for the far storm wall. The ship would be back in cover in less than a minute, but it would take a pounding in the meantime. 
 
    Oliver tore himself away from the screens. There was nothing he could do in the Operations Center. He went to the nearest doorway, paused as a couple of marines dashed past, then followed them aft. 
 
    A projectile hit the ship with enough impact that Oliver felt the vibration through the deck plates. His faceplate promptly snapped shut. An emergency hatch slammed closed in his face, and he stopped, biting back a curse. The hatch had a transparent pane at eye level, and he could see the back of one marine standing at the intersection of a cross-corridor. Firefighting foam sprayed past the man’s shoulders. 
 
    There’s nothing I can do here. Oliver turned and ran forward. He glanced into the OC as he went past, saw Jessup and Hassan going through screens full of data. 
 
    Smoke leaked from the aft laser turret, but the gun was still firing, the gunner in the chair, not touching the controls. He couldn’t tell who it was; only a pair of legs showed, obscured by a vac suit. 
 
    A marine rounded a corner, a slim figure in his arms. Oliver pressed himself against a bulkhead, keeping out of the way, and tried without luck to read the name stenciled across the limp person’s vac suit. 
 
    Cooper came around the corner, saw the smoke coming from the laser turret, and stopped. She spent a moment looking at the turret, then apparently came to the same conclusion Oliver had.  
 
    For now, there was nothing to be done. 
 
    Their eyes met, and he saw his own emotions reflected in her face. Excitement. Fear. The unnerving eagerness that came when you spent months training and preparing for a calamity, and the calamity finally arrived. 
 
    The frustration of having, at least for the moment, nothing to do. 
 
    Then the ceiling above her seemed to melt. Smoke curled from the panels, the lights all along the corridor went out, and a pipe burst, spraying water that evaporated almost instantly. Oliver looked up and saw seething yellow storm energy. A section of hull directly above them was … gone. 
 
    His boots rose from the deck as the artificial gravity failed. It came back a moment later, dropping him on his hands and knees. Cooper landed more gracefully, coming down on one foot and one knee. Oliver looked up at her and started to grin, overcome by a giddy relief that both of them were still breathing. 
 
    The wall behind her exploded, and she pitched forward. She crashed against him, knocking him over, and he cried out. He pushed her off him, started to rise, then froze. 
 
    There was blood on the inside of Cooper’s faceplate. A lot of blood. He could barely see her face as a pale oval through the splatter. There was blood on her suit, blood on the deck plates. Her arms and legs twitched once, then went still. 
 
    Her suit had to be punctured. She would be asphyxiating. Her limbs should have been thrashing, but she didn’t move. 
 
    Oliver scooped her up and ran. He had his arms wrapped around her waist, her dangling feet kicking his shins with every step. Her helmet blocked his view, but he knew the ship well enough to navigate blind. He dashed aft, circled the Operations Center, and slammed an elbow against the lift call button.  
 
    There was little need for a lift on a ship with only two full decks. The lift’s main purpose was to serve as an emergency airlock inside the ship. That was what Oliver used it for now, hustling inside as soon as the little chamber opened. He hit the red ‘Emergency Air’ button and atmosphere flooded in. 
 
    Cooper didn’t respond. 
 
    Oliver stayed on the same deck, hitting the button for the rear door, praying helplessly that the port section still held atmosphere. 
 
    It did. The hatch slid open, a green light glowed inside his helmet, and his faceplate opened. He had Cooper in an awkward bear hug that didn't let him see her face. He started down the corridor, saying, “Coop? You still with me?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    The tiny hospital bay was full. A woman named Cleary stood in the corridor, her uniform stained with blood, hands planted on her hips. She was an electronics technician, one of six crew members with ‘med tech’ as a secondary specialty. She saw Oliver, snapped, “Port side! There!” and pointed. 
 
    He veered into Secondary Communications. A figure lay on the data table with a med tech tending to them. Cleary and another tech helped Oliver lay Cooper down on the floor. Her faceplate had jammed half-way up. Oliver unsealed her helmet, then drew his hands back as Cleary chopped at his fingers. 
 
    “Start unsealing her suit, but don’t jostle her. Assume a spinal injury until you know otherwise.” 
 
    “Right.” He stood, stepped over the kneeling Cleary’s legs, and fumbled with the sealing strip running from Cooper’s chin to her abdomen. The gloves made him clumsy, and he stripped them off. 
 
    The two techs murmured to one another as they worked. “Neck’s all right,” the man said. The two of them worked Cooper’s helmet gently off while Oliver opened the front of her suit. 
 
    There was an appalling amount of blood inside her suit. It coated her uniform. It coated his hands and the cuffs of his vac suit. He was too late. 
 
    Cooper, to his profound relief, moaned. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” Cleary’s hand landed on Oliver’s shoulder, pushing hard. “Now give us room.” 
 
    He left, reluctantly. He stood in the corridor until Cleary came out, resuming her post. She said, “Lieutenant Cooper is going to have some ugly scars, but she’ll live.” 
 
    “I want to see her.” He stepped forward, and Cleary moved into his path. 
 
    “Go run the ship, Commander. All the medical care in the galaxy won’t help if the ship gets blown up around us.” She gave him a hard, uncompromising glare. “That’s how you can help her.” 
 
    He wasted several seconds trying to stare her down. It didn’t work. Her expression softened, though she didn’t get out of his way. She said, “Rob.” 
 
    The familiarity startled him. They’d served together for five years, but they’d never been close. She’d never addressed him as anything but “Sir” or “Commander.” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    She said softly, “I know you’re worried, but there’s a bigger picture to consider. Don’t make things worse because you’re upset. Let us take care of Lieutenant Cooper. Go keep the ship safe.” 
 
    He almost shoved her aside. The problem was, she was entirely right. He sighed, gave her a curt nod, and turned away. 
 
    Oliver went back through the lift and returned to the OC. Jessup and Hassan were entirely absorbed in their data screens. He wondered if they’d even noticed when their faceplates closed. His suit noted the presence of two more suits in the room and offered him a radio link. He accepted. 
 
    “… by location,” Hassan said. “It showed us nothing because that’s where the station always is.” 
 
    “That must be what all that ZY47 stuff was!” Jessup sounded as excited as a kid on Christmas morning. He looked at Oliver, seeming to notice him for the first time. “Sir! We figured out why we couldn’t see the base on the buoy data.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Oliver muttered, and set to work reconfiguring the table display. He started with tactical data. The ship was in shallow storm cloud several kilometers from the base. They were taking no fire. There was no sign they’d been detected since they returned to cover. 
 
    Next he looked at damage reports. There was no shortage of bad news, but none of it was catastrophic. A handful of minor hull breaches had been patched from the inside. A shielded robot was outside, putting an emergency patch on the laser strike that had almost killed Cooper. 
 
    The engines were shut down, which was worrisome but temporary. According to the report, the engines themselves were undamaged. The Calgary was not going to be stranded indefinitely in deep space. The problem was a single strike that had taken out data and power lines just forward of Engineering One, and the devastating laser strike, which had severed the secondary power line. A fresh cable was being laid. None of the harried technicians had yet gotten around to entering a time estimate. 
 
    There were six casualties and no fatalities. Oliver didn’t know whether to feel relieved or furious. There would be no casualties if Thrush hadn’t led them into harm’s way. 
 
    I swore I’d keep them safe. But what did I do? Absolutely nothing, when I knew what was coming. In fact, I helped him. For no other reason than because he ordered me to. He clenched his hands into fists, remembering what he’d said to John Parker in the final moments of the man’s life. I keep my crew safe. It’s all that matters now. 
 
    He looked at the blood staining the cuffs of his vac suit. But I haven’t kept them safe. 
 
    Jessup and Hassan were lost in a technical discussion of the code that ran the buoys and why they hadn’t seen the base. The gist of it seemed to be that they still expected to see the destroyer if it came in range. Oliver cut the radio link and walked out. 
 
      
 
    Pressure returned as he reached the corridor, and his faceplate retracted. The air was chilly and smelled of smoke. He went forward, where he spent twenty minutes helping make emergency repairs at the site of the big hull breach. A fragile-looking sheet of steel covered the gap now.  
 
    Oliver played gofer for a trio of techs as they patched a couple of cables, capped a breached pipe at both sides of the gap, and sprayed structural foam against the underside of the hull patch. The foam would harden into something nearly as tough as the original hull plates. Chipping it out later would be a nightmare, but in the meantime, the patch would be a lot more secure. 
 
    When that was done, he went aft, passing a couple of marines busy trying to scrape firefighting foam off of their suits. 
 
    In normal operations, every personal weapon on the ship would be in a secure locker. During their time on Lotus, however, the policy had been to never leave the ship without a sidearm. A good selection of laser and blast pistols now resided in unlocked lockers at the aft ramp. Oliver went there now. He slung a gun belt around his hips and slid a blast pistol into the holster. 
 
    He was passing the Operations Center when a voice said, “Mr. Oliver.” He turned to see a tired-looking Cleary in a cross-corridor. She had a cloth in her hand and was absently scrubbing blood from between her fingers. She said, “You could see Cooper. She’s in the blue room.” 
 
    The blue room was the name the crew gave a small meeting room, seldom used, just forward of the hospital bay. Oliver nodded his thanks and hurried past Cleary. 
 
    A med mat, padded and waterproof, covered the table in the little meeting room. Cooper lay on the table with a blanket tucked under her chin. A trauma kit made a rectangular bulge over her abdomen. Her eyes were open, and she gave Oliver a wan smile as he came in. “Hey, Sir.” 
 
    “You scared me, Cooper.” 
 
    “Scared me, too.” She didn’t try to sit up or even raise her head. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Medicated.” She grinned. “It might not entirely be worth getting blown up for, but it’s close.” Her gaze drifted downward, hit his gunbelt, and moved sideways to the holster. Her smile vanished. “What the hell, Sir?” 
 
    He flushed. “I owe you an apology, Cooper.” 
 
    The look she gave him was all worried suspicion. 
 
    “I should have stepped up sooner. I should have protected you.” 
 
    The blanket rose and fell as her hands moved. “You couldn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I could. I knew Thrush was dangerous, and I didn’t do anything about it. I waited until ….” He gestured at her covered body. “This.” 
 
    She started to speak, then gave up and went silent. 
 
    “Cleary reminded me of something. She said I needed to protect the ship. That there’s no point in patching you up if the whole ship gets destroyed.” 
 
    Cooper gave him a deeply skeptical look. “That all sounds fine and lovely in the abstract, but why are you wearing a gun? Are we in danger of being boarded?” 
 
    “No.” He stared down at her, steeling his resolve for what came next. 
 
    “Well, what, then?” When he didn't answer she said, “Don’t make me get up and shake you. I’ll do it.” She waited a few seconds for him to respond, then scrunched her face up and swung a bare leg out from under the blanket. Her hands moved, one clutching the edge of the table, the other pressing the trauma kit against her abdomen. 
 
    “Jesus, Cooper!” Oliver stepped forward, put a hand on her shoulder, and pressed her against the table. “Cut it out! That’s an order.” He held her shoulder with one hand and used the other hand to lift her leg back onto the table. When he was sure she wasn’t going to try to sit up again he let go of her shoulder and tucked the blanket around her leg. 
 
    “Well?” she wheezed. Her face was dead white, with a red blotch in each cheek. “What’s the gun for?” 
 
    He hesitated, searching for a way to satisfy her without telling her the truth. “Hell with it,” he said at last. “You better know, since you’ll end up nominally in command.” 
 
    That made her eyes go wide. 
 
    Oliver leaned in close. “I’m going to shoot him.” 
 
    “What? Shoot who?” 
 
    “Thrush.” Saying the name made it feel real, and his stomach gave a queasy lurch. He felt ready—mostly—but still, this was a hell of a step to take. 
 
    Cooper said, “Are you insane?” Her gaze went to the gun. “You’re insane. Jesus, Rob, what are you thinking?” 
 
    He surprised himself by giving a mirthless chuckle. “I’m thinking that I stopped caring about personal consequences a long time ago. I mean, we’re supposed to fearlessly face death because it’s our duty, but we’re supposed to be scared of the penalties for disobeying orders. Crazy, right?” 
 
    “Crazy,” she said, but he didn't think she was agreeing with him. 
 
    “He’s going to get us all killed. So I’m going to stop him. I’m going to shoot him and assume command.” He shrugged. “I kind of doubt that will fly. You’re next in line, but you’re incapacitated. So it’s probably Lowrie. Either way, one of you is going to give the order to get the hell out of the Octagon Rift.” He spread his hands. “Crisis over.” 
 
    Cooper opened her mouth, held it open for several seconds without making a sound, then blurted, “You can’t! They’ll hang you!” 
 
    He shrugged. “I should be so lucky as to be alive for a hanging a week from now. If I don’t do anything I’ll be dead a lot sooner. We all will. Captain bloody Ahab will see to that.” He held his hands out, palms up. “This way, it’s only me.” 
 
    She sputtered at him, seemingly unable to form words. She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them she seemed a little more composed. She said, “There’s a certain mad logic to what you say.” 
 
    He inclined his head. 
 
    “But you’re missing the bigger picture.” 
 
    Oliver frowned. “No, I’m finally seeing the bigger picture. I’m looking past my own concerns and remembering my duty to the crew.” Which is all that matters, because it’s all I have left. 
 
    She exhaled in noisy exasperation. “There’s a war on, you moron!” 
 
    “I know th—” 
 
    “No, I think you’ve half forgotten.” Her voice was weak, uneven, but anger gave it an undertone of steel. “I didn't sign up because I wanted a safe career, you … you ….” She gave up on finding the right word and shook her head. “I signed up because of Garnet.” 
 
    Oliver nodded patiently. He could remember his own emotions in the aftermath of the surprise attack on the fleet and base at Garnet. The white-hot rage and the blazing need to strike back felt distant now, like the feelings of a different man. 
 
    “It’s not just me, either. This crew you’re so nobly determined to protect all feel the same way. We’re soldiers, Rob. We took the oath. We put on the uniform.” Her gaze flicked over his green uniform. “Twice.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    The blanket twitched, an impatient flick of her fingers that silenced him instantly. She said, “Don’t you take that away from us. Don’t you dare. You find me one crew member who wants to run away from battle and maybe I’ll change my mind. But I don’t think you’ll find one.” 
 
    “We’ll die,” Oliver said impatiently, “and for what? For nothing!” 
 
    “You told me ….” Weariness was overtaking her, dimming the fire in her eyes. She blinked at him, eyes staying closed a second or two longer than necessary. “Fleet … coming through. Our people. UW. You said it matters.” 
 
    “Well.” He shifted uncomfortably. The truth was, he’d forgotten the larger mission and his own reluctant acknowledgment that this mission was valid. The sight of Cooper’s blood had swept it all away. “I mean, there’s always a mission, isn’t there? But it’s people that really matter.” 
 
    “People,” she said sleepily, “in that fleet.” 
 
    He frowned, searching for the right words to make her see. But her eyes closed, and the blanket settled as her hands unclenched. He said, “Cooper?” 
 
    The slow rasp of her breathing was the only reply. 
 
    Oliver left quietly. He took a ladder to the upper deck and walked to the bridge, his thoughts churning. Multiple shots, he told himself. The vac suit will absorb a lot of the energy. Just keep squeezing the trigger until you’re sure. 
 
    He stepped into the bridge. Mark Rich looked up from the comms station, stiffened, and said, “Hello, Commander.” 
 
    Thrush twisted in his chair, looked at Oliver, and gave him a sour nod. He glanced at the blast pistol and his eyes narrowed, but all he said was, “Yes, Mr. Oliver?” 
 
    Conflicting impulses chased each other through his mind, paralyzing him. He said, “There was a major hull breach just aft of Turret Two, but it’s patched from the outside and reinforced from the inside. The techs are finished re-routing the severed power cables.” 
 
    A non-committal grunt was the captain’s only reply. He said, “Any other updates?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Cooper is badly hurt.” For some reason the words came out in a monotone. They should have been raw, ragged. “She ….” She thinks we should keep fighting. She thinks I shouldn’t shoot you. “She’ll recover,” he finished lamely. 
 
    Thrush nodded. 
 
    The back of his chair looked solid, and it covered his torso right up to the base of his skull. It might stop a blast shot. Oliver circled around to where he’d have a clear shot at Thrush’s chest. He said, “Jessup and Hassan think they understand why the buoys didn’t see the base. They think it’s position-based, and the buoys will still warn us about the destroyer.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We’re retreating.” Thrush paused, considering. “Well, it does matter. It means we can probably risk moving through open space. Do you know if we still have working antennas?” 
 
    Oliver considered the question. “We must. They were still getting data when I left.” 
 
    “Good. We don’t have to worry about the destroyer sneaking up behind us while we’re retreating.” He looked Oliver up and down. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Oliver nodded, startled. 
 
    “Good. Check on the crew. Make sure we don’t have some injured crewman bleeding and forgotten in a gun turret somewhere, or hiding an injury because they think it’s their duty. Once we get a little distance behind us we can stand down from general quarters.” Thrush turned to Marie Brennan. “Helm. Take us out of here. Be ready to run into cover, but we’re probably safest in open space, where we can get buoy data.” 
 
    She nodded. “Bold advance to the rear, aye.” 
 
    The mood on the bridge was gloomy, just like Cooper would have predicted. They were disappointed. Maybe a little ashamed. 
 
    Oliver half-turned, feeling dazed. The ship was retreating. He didn’t have to shoot his captain after all. He suddenly felt ridiculous, and had to fight down a mad giggle. Cooper would be relieved, when she woke up. He wondered what she would say. 
 
    He took a step toward the bridge exit, then stopped. He knew what she would say if she were here. She would probably argue with the captain, try to talk him into continuing the fight. 
 
    In fact, he had a pretty good idea of how she might even win that argument. 
 
    Oliver turned back to the captain’s chair. “Captain Thrush.” 
 
    Thrush looked at him, his expression unreadable. His gaze flicked once more to the blast pistol, but didn't linger. 
 
    “I ….” It was remarkably difficult to make the words come out. “I think we should stay. We should do something. There’s a UW fleet coming. It’s important. We’ve finally got an advantage over that damn destroyer. If we retreat, they get to make adjustments. Redistribute the buoys. Make the code harder to break. We’ll never have a chance like this again.” 
 
    Thrush raised an eyebrow. “These are valid points, but we didn’t do so well in our last encounter. Believe me, I’d love to smash that base.” He turned his hands over so they were palm-up. “But they’re just too big.” 
 
    “That’s the key!” The cold, weary lump was gone from Oliver’s stomach, replaced by something almost like excitement. “It’s too big to maneuver. It’s a base, not a ship. It’s barely got any thrusters at all. If we can just get in close, all those fancy gun turrets will be useless decorations.” 
 
    The captain’s eyes shifted sideways. He stared into empty space next to Oliver’s left shoulder, frowning. “Once we’re in close ….” 
 
    Have I dragged us all back into harm’s way? Oliver glanced around the bridge, half-expecting to see dismay or accusation on the faces of his crew. 
 
    Instead, he saw eagerness. 
 
    Thrush’s eyes refocused, and he straightened in his chair. “Helm. Bearing eighty by up forty-two.” 
 
    “Eighty by forty-two, aye.”  
 
    “Mr. Oliver.” 
 
    Oliver stiffened. 
 
    “I want you back in the OC. That destroyer is going to show up before long. Make sure we get plenty of warning.” 
 
    “Aye.” Oliver hurried out, wondering if he’d done the right thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    With golden storm energy filling the windows, it was impossible to see the motion of the ship as the Calgary swung around. Brennan brought them to a halt with the ship parallel to the storm front. 
 
    Tom took a deep breath, setting aside his fear as best he could before he spoke. “We’re going to circle that base without leaving the storm. I want us as close as possible before we break cover.” 
 
    Brennan looked at him, her expression unreadable. Tom told himself the glint in her eyes was eagerness and not terror. “Sneak up on the bad guy, aye.” 
 
    The ship began to move. 
 
    “Don’t dawdle. If that destroyer gets here before we’re done it’s going to ruin our day.” 
 
    Their speed increased. Navigation by dead reckoning in the thick of a storm was challenging at best. Doing it in a hurry meant mistakes. They might go too deep and burn away the new antennas, or go too shallow and get spotted by the base. Neither consequence, however, would affect the attack. 
 
    The bridge windows glowed yellow, the color lightening and darkening as they moved. Tom knew they were on the verge of open space when the glow turned into recognizable clouds. Brennan adjusted, and the ship went deeper. 
 
    They ducked around the bend in the Rift where the Calgary had first spotted the base. The ship broke into open space, moving fast, swapping ends and using the main engines for braking. They coasted gently into the other storm wall, red-orange clouds filling the windows. Tom said, “That’s some excellent flying.” 
 
    Brennan, thoroughly distracted, grunted. The ship turned, running along the face of the storm wall. 
 
    Tom said, “Ms. Palmer. Tell the gun crews we’ll be making a run on the base. The only target that matters is the enemy guns. Brennan, I want us out of the storm and up against the skin of the station as fast as you can manage. The closer we are, the fewer guns can come to bear.” 
 
    She muttered, “Aye,” not looking up from her console. 
 
    Tom added, “It will also make our targeting easier.” 
 
    Del Carlo turned in his seat, his expression puzzled. Then his eyes lit up. He said, “Can I fire it, Captain?” 
 
    Tom laughed at the eagerness in his voice. “Yes, Mr. Del Carlo. You may fire the graser. Soon as we’re close.” 
 
    Del Carlo rubbed his palms together eagerly, spent a minute hunting through menus to find the unfamiliar controls, then straightened up in his chair. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Just in time,” said Brennan. “Here we go!” 
 
    The clouds thinned, vanished, and suddenly the base filled the bridge windows. The skin of the structure bristled with gun turrets, all of them moving at once, rotating as they tried to come to bear on the Calgary. 
 
    The ship, with a wealth of targets, was able to fire faster. Every forward-facing gun on the Calgary fired, almost at once, and a laser turret on the base exploded in a spectacular blossom of flame. There was a glorious moment when the ship’s AI controlled every gun, and every shot was a precise hit. Then someone inside the base activated their Benson field, every screen on the bridge turned white, and the guns went to manual control. 
 
    A laser, far more powerful than anything on the Calgary, slashed across the nose of the ship, parting hull plates like wet paper. Vapor burst outward, alarms shrilled, and the bridge hatch slammed shut. Tom reached for his helmet, but pressure on the bridge was holding. A stream of shells clattered against the hull somewhere aft, and a blast shot lanced through the void just ahead of the bridge windows, missing the ship by less than a meter. 
 
    The base vanished as Brennan brought the nose of the ship up, ventral thrusters firing desperately. Something hit the underside of the Calgary, and Nolan barked a laugh. “That’s one way to take out a gun.” 
 
    Tom brought up a view from a ventral camera. He saw only a gray blur at first. Then the range increased as the Calgary rebounded, and he saw a gun turret with four barrels jutting upward, all of them bent almost thirty degrees by an impact with the Calgary’s hull. He hoped they hadn’t damaged his hull plates. Above all, he hoped they hadn’t damaged the graser. 
 
    Every gun on the Calgary was firing, turrets exploding on every side. A quick scan of the tactical display showed no incoming damage. None of the turrets could tilt low enough to hit a ship bare meters above the base. 
 
    “Hold fire,” Tom said, and the guns went still. “Conserve ammo,” he amended. Palmer gave a command and the laser and blast cannons resumed firing. Shells were in perpetual short supply, but the ship had plenty of energy. 
 
    Del Carlo sat frozen, fingers suspended over his console. Tom said, “I wasn’t talking to you, Mr. Del Carlo.” 
 
    “Firing the graser,” Del Carlo announced grandly, and pressed a finger against a screen. The bridge lights dimmed, and he lifted the finger. “Direct hit!” 
 
    Vapor streamed past the bridge windows as the base lost air. The view from a ventral camera showed a massive tear in the skin of the station, the edges glowing red. Tom said, “We’re off to a good start. Hit them again.” 
 
    Del Carlo fired a second time, then a third. Each shot did terrible damage, opening long gaping wounds in the station. 
 
    “Take us to the end of the station. The end where all the mass is concentrated.” Tom looked around. “Which end was that?” 
 
    “That end.” Del Carlo looked up from his targeting screen long enough to point straight ahead. “Keep firing as we go?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    He got in one more shot before the graser was pointed at the curved end of the base. Brennan held the Calgary steady while Del Carlo fired three times into the metal surface beneath them. More air vented, and flame gouted, extinguished quickly by vacuum. Chunks of destroyed machinery drifted out of the wreckage, too shattered and torn to identify. 
 
    The bridge screens cleared, meaning the base was no longer emitting a Benson field. Someone said, “I think we got them.” 
 
    They moved around the outside of the base, destroying turrets, the graser carving a fresh gouge every few moments. Something exploded inside the structure, and a hull plate thirty meters square went spinning off to vanish in the storm wall. There were no more flames, no vapor. All the station’s air was gone. 
 
    When the last turret was reduced to scrap metal, Nolan said, “Do we send a team inside? Look for survivors?” 
 
    Tom hesitated, wondering how many crew the station might contain. Did he dare bring dozens of prisoners aboard the Calgary?  
 
    If he could even manage it. The Dawn Alliance had a reputation for fanaticism among its soldiers. It might very well be necessary to shoot ninety percent of the survivors to get the last few to surrender. 
 
    More to the point, the black destroyer was still out there. He’d made the mistake once before of sending crew outside the ship when the destroyer was nearby. He wouldn’t do that again. 
 
    “There’s a great huge UW fleet coming this way in about ten hours,” he said at last. “Probably, anyway. We’ll let them deal with it.”  
 
    “I want to ask a couple of those pricks if they’ll cooperate fully,” Mark Rich muttered darkly. “I want to shoot them in the head when they say no.” 
 
    An ugly silence descended. Oliver broke it, his voice crackling over the bridge speakers. “Bridge, Operations. The destroyer is coming in.” 
 
    Tom glanced at the nose of the Calgary. He couldn’t tell if the antenna had survived its trip through the storms, because the antenna was gone, along with big sections of the hull plates around it. It had been obliterated by laser fire, but some of the other antennas must have survived. He said, “Helm. Get ready to grab some cover.” 
 
    Brennan slid the ship sideways, hugging the ravaged skin of the base, wary of turrets that might still be able to fire. She stopped between the base and the red storm wall. 
 
    Tom’s nav screen showed nothing but the base and a long stretch of the Rift within line of sight. He said, “Range? Timing?” 
 
    “Six K if they follow the Rift. Four K in a straight line. They’re coming in slow and careful.” Oliver was silent for a moment. “We’ve got five, six minutes.” 
 
    Plenty of time to bug out. They couldn’t finish off the destroyer, but they could deny her any chance of avenging the demolished base. It would have to do. “Time to withdraw,” Tom said. “Keep us in shallow cloud for a while.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Brennan, then paused as Oliver spoke. 
 
    “Captain? I wonder if we might be squandering an opportunity.” 
 
    Brennan looked at Tom. He held up a hand. “Go on, Lieutenant,” he said cautiously. 
 
    “We’re hidden at the moment. The destroyer is going to approach the base. We might actually get close enough to hit them with our missile.” 
 
    Tom hesitated, torn. He looked around the bridge, so similar to the bridge of the lost Salamander. That crew had paid a terrible price for encountering the black destroyer. He thought of the casualty list, for once without anger.  
 
    The crew of the Calgary had started out as faceless tools. They would get him command of the corvette. They would help him destroy his nemesis. They had become real, however. He could no longer gamble with their lives for something so petty as a personal grudge. 
 
    He looked around the bridge, and instead of the ghosts from the Salamander he saw his crew. He was, he realized suddenly, fiercely proud of them. They’d been through their own special kind of hell, and they’d refused to let it destroy them. Dishonored, traumatized, expelled from the military they’d served, they had somehow found the courage to remake themselves. Tom had played a small role in that remaking, and for that he was profoundly grateful. 
 
    Oliver had been right when he confronted Tom in the Operations Center and accused him of being ready to sacrifice the whole crew for his revenge. 
 
    Vengeance in wartime was a stupid concept, an emotional crutch to let him hide from worse emotions. He would indulge it no longer.  
 
    Duty, however, remained. 
 
    Oliver had been right before. Was he right now? Tom had, he realized, picked up quite a bit of the Free   Planets cynicism regarding the United Worlds. He thought of the Big Blue Beast as a creature that served its own interests, ready to consume Free Neorome ships and crews, chew them up and spit them out, if it helped the United Worlds. An invasion of Canterra was a UW problem. He felt no great need to help. 
 
    For Oliver and the rest of the crew, however, it was different. They’d only been in green uniforms for a few weeks. They still felt connected, loyal, to the force they had served before. They still thought of the United Worlds as home. They would care a great deal about the invasion of Canterra. To them, it wasn’t someone else’s problem. If a surprise attack was spoiled by the black destroyer, they would lose friends and comrades. 
 
    It was almost two years since Tom had broken ties with the United Worlds, but Earth had been his home for most of his life. He thought of the people he’d gone through Basic Officer Training with. He still considered them some of his closest friends. For all he knew, some of them were part of the coming invasion. He thought of them, and something unexpected stirred in his belly. 
 
    Shame. 
 
    “Hell,” he said. 
 
    Several people turned to look at him, surprised. 
 
    “Plum line. I want eyes on the other side of this hulk.” 
 
    “Plum line, aye,” said Nolan. 
 
    “If we stay close to the base, they won’t be able to get a mass reading on us,” Tom said, thinking out loud. “The biggest risk is someone inside sending a warning message.” 
 
    The base was a shambles, however. He doubted any of the survivors knew the Calgary was still here. There might be emergency beacons sending distress calls, but he doubted there was much more. 
 
    “There’s no buoys left with eyes on us,” said Oliver. “We triple-checked.” 
 
    The destroyer would come from the ‘north’ end of the Rift. If the Calgary edged south, it would put the bulk of the ruined base more squarely between the ships. “Helm, take us toward the ….” Tom hesitated, not sure how to describe one end of the base versus the other. “Take us toward the end of the base. Bearing roughly one thirty.” He pointed, Free Planets style. “That way.” 
 
    Brennan looked at him, gave a strained grin, and turned the ship. She kept the nose pointed north, which would keep the blast cannons aimed toward the approaching destroyer, and used the nose thrusters to back the ship up. 
 
    Tom called Chief Pitts and outlined the plan, such as it was. “Take the shot as soon as you’ve got it. After that, I guess you can take the rest of the day off.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks, Captain,” she said dryly. 
 
    He cut the connection, then leaned back in his chair, pretending his nerves weren’t stretched as tight as the cables on a suspension bridge. He put his helmet on, leaving the visor up, and drew on his gloves. The bridge crew copied him, though Brennan left her gloves off and Del Carlo put on his left glove only. You could use touch screens with gloves, but bare fingers were easier. This was likely to be a fight where the smallest margins mattered. 
 
    “There it is,” Palmer said softly. 
 
    Tom’s tac screen showed the destroyer gliding into view around the nearest bend in the Rift. On his secondary screen he brought up a camera view from the plum line. The black ship was nothing but a dark silhouette against the storm wall, growing slowly as it approached. 
 
    Del Carlo whispered something, then grinned wryly. “I guess they can’t hear me,” he said in a more normal voice. “Marie. You need to point the missile tube at them.” 
 
    Brennan gave him a startled look. “I thought we’d come out and turn.” 
 
    “It’ll give us an extra second or two.” 
 
    She nodded. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Quick,” he added, “before they’re in Benson field range.” 
 
    Calculating the best angle for a dead-reckoning missile shot, and working out the exact angle and volume of thrust for each nav thruster to keep the Calgary steady as she came out from behind the base, was best done with computer assistance. Brennan tapped, swiped, and murmured verbal instructions to Jolene. The ship rotated gently, tilted several degrees, and stopped. 
 
    Tom’s secondary screen went blank as the destroyer’s Benson field engulfed the tethered pod on the plum line. A moment later, the bridge screens turned to snow. They recovered in a few seconds with basic menus. 
 
    “Damn them for being cautious,” Tom muttered. The plum line was useless, which meant the Calgary was effectively blind. They would have to make some dangerous assumptions now. Assume the destroyer would continue advancing in a straight line. Assume it would brake as it drew near to the remains of the base. Assume the Calgary remained undetected and wouldn’t be blasted the moment she left cover. Try to time it just right so the Calgary would emerge when the destroyer was at its closest approach. Do it all without AI assistance, which meant calculating the precise moment would be— 
 
    “Now, I think,” said Del Carlo. 
 
    Brennan looked at Tom. Tom nodded. 
 
    The Calgary began to move. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The battered skin of the base slid past the bridge windows, drifting left to right. Tom realized he was holding his breath and made himself exhale. He concentrated on things in his peripheral vision, fighting the tunnel vision that came with high stress. He slid his fingers across the arms of his chair, pressed his toes into his boots, focusing on the tactile sensations to ground himself. He didn’t have long to bring the stress under control, because in a moment …. 
 
    The north end of the base appeared in the bridge windows. More and more storm energy came into view as the Calgary drifted into the open. Tom got his first look at the destroyer, and he didn’t know whether to be delighted or horrified that it was so close. 
 
    Nolan, poised with his hand over the manual control for the Calgary’s Benson field generator, slammed the button down with far more force than necessary. The slap-click echoed in the hushed bridge. 
 
    “Five degrees up!” barked a voice over the bridge speakers. Pitts, Tom realized, as Brennan reacted instantly. Nav thrusters fired, the Calgary started to turn, and thrusters glowed on the destroyer as the other ship reacted. Her nose was roughly forty degrees off from pointing directly at the Calgary, so he couldn’t see the main thrusters when they fired. He knew they were firing, though, when the destroyer started to move. 
 
    A missile flashed out, visible as a blazing point of light as it raced away from the Calgary. It crossed the space between the ships in an instant and exploded. 
 
    “Hit!” Del Carlo cried, lifting a triumphant fist in the air. “Direct hit!” He rose half out of his seat, then settled back down, leaning over the mic pickup on his console to give directions to a gun crew. 
 
    The Calgary’s blast cannons unleashed a barrage at the destroyer, aiming for the site of the missile strike, just aft of the nose. Shells streamed out from the destroyer. Laser batteries on both ships opened fire, beams stabbing at each other’s hulls. Both ships were moving, evading, which made accurate fire pretty much impossible. The destroyer was moving, picking up speed, and rotating as she went, hiding the missile strike on her far side. 
 
    Tom said, “Come around. I want the nose pointed at her.” Now that the initial surprise was over, the destroyer had one huge advantage. She probably had missiles, plenty of them, while the Calgary was fresh out. Tom intended to give her the smallest target possible. 
 
    For a moment the ships were aligned, the Calgary directly behind the destroyer. It gave the corvette a tremendous advantage. She was able to fire her biggest weapon, the blast cannons, directly at the destroyer’s engines, while the destroyer had only a couple of anti-missile lasers able to fire dead astern. The Calgary blasted away, and yellow flashes appeared in the four blue glowing rings of the other ship’s engines. One engine took serious damage, the blue circle darkening to red, though it continued to glow. 
 
    It couldn’t last. The nose of the destroyer swung sideways, bringing several more guns to bear. Alarms screeched as shells tore into the Calgary’s hull. A lucky shot from the Calgary destroyed a laser turret, but a stream of damage reports filled Tom’s command screen. 
 
    “Missiles!” shouted Mark Rich. With nothing to do at the comms station, he’d kept his eyes glued to the destroyer. 
 
    “Delta!” Tom said. “Delta, now!” 
 
    It must have caught Brennan by surprise, but she’d practiced the maneuver a couple of hundred times in the endless drills Tom had made them do. She hit the engine controls and the ship twisted, a combination of tilted main thrusters and blazing nav thrusters giving them a corkscrew motion. 
 
    Even as the Calgary started to move, the missiles reached them. A missile flashed past the bridge so close the blazing engine left a glowing after-image on Tom’s retinas. Another whipped past at a much more comfortable distance—almost ten meters, he guessed. By the time the Delta maneuver was complete, it was all over. 
 
    “Four,” Rich said hoarsely. “I counted four missiles. Might have been five.” He spoke without taking his eyes off the destroyer, and a moment later he cried out, a wordless sound of alarm. 
 
    Brennan, being nobody’s fool, reacted instantly, repeating the Delta maneuver. It gave the ship a crucial extra second. One missile exploded midway between the two ships, hit by a one-in-a-thousand shot from the blast cannons. Three more raced past, one going wide to port, the other two passing somewhere close to the spot where the Calgary had been. 
 
    The problem with dodging missiles inside a Benson field was that the missile crews were firing without computer control. That meant low accuracy, which meant a clever evasion might put the Calgary directly in the path of a missile that would have missed if they hadn’t dodged. It was nerve-wracking, but it couldn’t last long. The destroyer wouldn’t have many missiles left. 
 
    Light flashed on the side of the destroyer, flame spurting briefly from a nav thruster as a gunner on the Calgary got a lucky hit. Brennan flinched and took the ship through another Delta evasion. She reddened as the ship stabilized without any fresh missiles appearing. 
 
    Laser and shell fire, however, continued to pour in. The Calgary shuddered, the vibration faint but detectable through the arms of Tom’s chair. He glanced reflexively at his command screen, but inside a Benson field it was impossible to get much of a damage report. 
 
    A light flashed on the Tac One console and Del Carlo said, “I think we just lost Laser One.” He yelped as a laser beam touched the hull just outside the bridge windows, no more than a couple of meters from where he sat. The Calgary twisted away, Brennan working the controls like a virtuoso pianist. The laser left a dark streak on the hull plates, then stabbed harmlessly into empty space. 
 
    The destroyer, meanwhile, continued to turn. In a few moments it would be nose-on toward the Calgary, able to bring her magnetic guns to bear. Tom inhaled, thoughts racing, weighing the dangers of retreat against the dangers of closing in. He figured the destroyer had one more missile salvo ready to fire. If he were commanding the destroyer, he’d fire missiles the moment the Calgary was out of Benson field range. The Calgary’s guns would have only an instant to target the missiles, which would lock in on the corvette before they entered the Calgary’s Benson field and lost the ability to steer. With one turret disabled, he didn’t like the odds of taking out all four fish. 
 
    “Helm. Take us in close.” That brought its own problems, but it might bring solutions as well. “Cut to port. Angle us away from the nose.” 
 
    The Calgary advanced, turning as she went, trying to stay ahead of the swinging nose of the destroyer. It was a hopeless race at a range of several hundred meters, but every little bit helped. 
 
    Del Carlo said, “She’ll fire in three, two, one ….” 
 
    Tom was opening his mouth to disagree—the destroyer wasn’t quite pointing at them yet—when Brennan did another Delta maneuver. Tom caught a flash through the bridge windows as light hit a steel sphere whipping past the Calgary. 
 
    Deflection, he realized. The destroyer was turning, which meant her rounds had sideways momentum. The destroyer had fired a second earlier than he would have expected. He said, “Well done, Mr. Del Carlo.” 
 
    Nav thrusters glowed on the destroyer, stopping the ship, holding her with her nose toward the approaching corvette. The Calgary steadied for a moment, the blast cannons fired, and Brennan did another Delta. The destroyer was noticeably larger in the bridge windows when the Calgary straightened out again; the distance between them was closing rapidly. 
 
    Braking thrusters glowed on the destroyer as it retreated, trying to maintain the distance between the ships. The little nose thrusters were no match for the Calgary’s main engines, and the race became even more lopsided when one nose thruster exploded. The Calgary’s gunners had no other target than the nose of the destroyer, and they were scoring hits as the distance closed. 
 
    Another Delta, and when they straightened out, the destroyer was a good fifteen degrees off target. The nose swung toward them and Brennan did another Delta. This time, the nose of the other ship was even farther off, the effect of each sideways shift magnified by the shortening range. 
 
    They were close enough now that Tom could see the muzzles of the mag guns, six dark circles in the front of the destroyer’s hull. A blast shot hit one mag gun, tearing away a chunk of hull. Something burned just inside. Tom wondered if the gun would still fire. 
 
    Now the ships were at point-blank range. A nav thruster on the port side of the destroyer’s nose was on fire, so Brennan edged the Calgary the other way. The destroyer was sluggish now, hampered by the damaged thruster, unable to turn quickly enough. 
 
    Abruptly the starboard nav thruster flared instead. The ship swung sideways, the missile tubes coming into view. There would be no evading a missile at this close range. The only hope was to make sure the missile crews couldn’t line up a shot. 
 
    “Take us right at her,” Tom said. “Fast! I don’t care if we collide!” 
 
    The Calgary surged forward. The destroyer was dead ahead, expanding with terrifying speed, and Tom braced his feet against the deck plates, fully expecting the Calgary to smash into the other ship. But at the last instant Brennan did one more Delta. The Calgary twisted, the destroyer seeming to whip around in front of them. The two hulls touched for just an instant, a glancing impact that shook Tom in his seat. 
 
    “One eighty!” he cried. Their momentum was carrying them past the destroyer. Brennan brought the tail of the ship slewing around and ignited the main engines again, burning away their momentum. The destroyer reappeared in the bridge windows, dead ahead. 
 
    A thick turret with two gun barrels swiveled toward the Calgary—then blew apart as the blast cannons tore into it at close range. More blast shots streamed out, angled a bit down and to starboard. Tom followed the vector with his eyes and saw the original missile strike, a jagged wound in the side of the destroyer. Volley after volley tore through the opening, and the gap in the hull plates glowed as something burned inside. 
 
    The destroyer receded briefly as momentum carried the Calgary away. The range might have been a hundred meters when the Calgary stopped backing away and began to advance. 
 
    Almost immediately, the hum of the main engines faded. If they closed too fast, they’d either collide or go flying past the destroyer and need to do it all again. The Calgary closed in, gently this time. 
 
    For several lovely seconds they took no fire. The destroyer had a gun turret aft and a laser turret forward, both of them too damaged to function. But the destroyer was once again rotating, hiding the wound in her side and bringing fresh guns to bear. The Calgary’s blast cannons slewed sideways and up, opening fire as another laser turret came into view. The two gun emplacements fired directly at each other, and Tom winced, worrying about his gun crew. The blast cannons, however, quickly won the unequal battle. The laser turret, riddled with holes, stopped firing, sparks flying from the demolished casing. 
 
    Nav thrusters glowed on the aft end of the destroyer, and her nose swung toward the Calgary. “Faster,” said Tom, and the main engines hummed. Brennan timed it with exquisite, nerve-wracking precision, the Calgary sweeping in bare moments before those terrible magnetic guns could come to bear. 
 
    Then the destroyer was directly below them, the range less than a dozen meters. The Calgary’s nose thrusters fired, but she still swept forward faster than Tom would have liked. The lights dimmed as the graser fired. It stopped after a few seconds, spent another three seconds recharging, then fired again. 
 
    “I missed on the second shot,” Del Carlo groused. “She was still turning.” 
 
    The two ships were at ridiculously close range, hulls almost scraping. Benson fields left both ships mostly blind, reeling and flailing as they tried to hit each other. Gun crews fired at any target they could see while Brennan craned her neck, trying to look out every window at once. 
 
    She brought the ship around, rotating it at the same time along its long axis. The destroyer came into view, main engines burning, trying to get away from the annoying little ship that was inflicting so much damage. Tom didn’t know if she meant to flee into the nearest storm wall or just get some range. He only knew that he couldn’t let her slip away. 
 
    For a few moments the two ships twisted and turned in a chaotic 3D dance. Then the destroyer was moving away, jinking a bit but mostly going in a straight line. Brennan got the Calgary straightened out and gave pursuit. The destroyer was above them and ahead, hanging upside down in the bridge windows. The graser had torn a long gash near the front of the ship, but she still functioned. 
 
    The destroyer’s engines blazed. One engine was badly damaged, giving the ship a curving path. The Calgary followed, the range slowly dropping. Eighty meters, Tom estimated. A good five minutes before they could overtake the other ship. 
 
    One laser turret fired backward at them. Del Carlo said, “Hold steady. No evasion.” It gave the Calgary’s gunners a stable shooting platform, and it paid off in a matter of seconds. The tip of one laser cannon sheared away, and the weapon stopped firing. 
 
    Now the gunners could focus their fire on the destroyer’s engines. The damaged engine belched a massive gout of red flame, then went dark. Another engine went from blue to white as shot after shot poured into it. 
 
    A moment later, the destroyer reached the storm wall and vanished in a mass of yellow clouds. 
 
    The Calgary was in the storm a moment later. “Hold steady,” Tom said. The destroyer would never be able to stay in the storm wall. Her momentum would carry her through. She might try to turn, but there was no way to guess the direction. 
 
    A few seconds later, the clouds vanished and they broke into empty space outside the Rift. There was a bad moment when no one could spot the destroyer. Most of the bridge crew gawked out the windows, frantically searching. Palmer and Del Carlo had limited scanning through their tac screens, and Palmer spotted the destroyer first. “Below us,” she said. “Down and to port.” 
 
    The Calgary rolled, and the destroyer came into view. She was twenty degrees to port, no more than fifty meters away, her side toward the Calgary. Which could only mean one thing. 
 
    “Missiles,” Tom said, and swore. Brennan scrambled frantically at the controls, the Calgary began to turn, and a single missile flashed toward them. It was past and gone in an instant, missing by at least a dozen meters. 
 
    Both ships straightened, and the destroyer resumed its panicky flight. The Calgary pursued, the distance closing rapidly. The Rift loomed to starboard, looking like a vast golden wall of churning storm energy almost parallel to their path. The destroyer rotated, putting the ruined engine closest to the Rift. This made her curve away from the storm. She’d hit the storm wall at a shallow angle, which meant she’d be able to charge in at full speed without popping out the other side. 
 
    We can’t let her get back into the storm. Tom gave his nav screen a frustrated glance, wishing he could spend just a moment outside the destroyer’s Benson field. He was stuck with trying to calculate relative velocities by eye. His best guess was that the Calgary would be just a little bit too late. 
 
    Another engine flamed out on the destroyer, and the distance shrank more rapidly. The storm wall loomed closer and closer, until sparks danced around the edges of the windows and Tom was able to make out fine wisps of cloud. The nose of the corvette almost touched the stern of the destroyer. They’d be on her in moments. 
 
    The destroyer rotated, pointing her port side up. Overtaking her now would mean putting the Calgary a few meters from the destroyer’s missile tubes. Tom gritted his teeth, trying to figure out how the distance from the destroyer’s engines to her missile tubes compared to the distance from the Calgary’s nose to the graser. He figured there were a few meters of safe overlap, but— 
 
    They began to overtake the destroyer, and Brennan rotated the Calgary, pointing her belly at the other ship. The destroyer vanished from the windows. All Tom could see now was storm energy. 
 
    “Almost there,” Del Carlo said. “Just a little ….” 
 
    Brennan, her face tight with tension, looked at Tom. Tom, for his part, stared at Del Carlo. He didn’t know if the man could see the destroyer through the ventral cameras. They were going deeper into the clouds every moment. Would Del Carlo even know if he had a shot? 
 
    A jolt of impact rocked Tom in his chair, and the ship boomed like a hammer striking an anvil. Tom thought for a moment they’d been hit with a missile, but the truth hit him an instant later. The two ships had bumped each other. Talk about close combat! 
 
    Del Carlo’s finger mashed down, firing the graser. Tom waited, counting the seconds. The finger lifted, and he said, “Brakes! Slow us down!” 
 
    Brennan’s hands moved, firing braking thrusters. There was no way to know if the destroyer fired missiles blindly into the clouds just ahead of them. Brennan glanced at Tom, and he made a slashing motion with one hand. She stopped braking, and they raced on into the storm, blind. 
 
    It was more than a minute before they broke once again into open space. A curve in the Rift meant they came back out on the outside of the Rift, rather than passing through to the inside. Several consoles chirped, and Tom looked down, pleased and dismayed to see his screens resetting themselves. If they were outside the destroyer’s Benson fields, the other ship had well and truly given them the slip. 
 
    His command screen filled with an alarming list of delayed damage reports, and he grimaced, hoping the ship could at least reach Cape Harvest. He never wanted to dock inside of Lotus Station again. He exhaled, letting go of some of his tension. “Well, I guess that’s over.” 
 
    Palmer, slumping in her seat, suddenly sat bolt upright. “Maybe not,” she said, and twisted in her chair, pointing out the starboard window. “Look!” 
 
    The destroyer came out of the Rift wall, smoke trailing from her engines. The last shot from the graser had burned deeply into her stern. Hull plates were torn and deformed, and two of the engines were reduced to blackened wreckage. 
 
    “We’re in Benson field range,” Nolan said. “They must be really messed up.” 
 
    Brennan looked at Tom. “What now, Captain? Do we go in and finish them off?” 
 
    Not very long ago, he would have instantly said yes. Now he hesitated. He was pleased to find he’d lost his urge for revenge. His concerns now were the war effort, the safety of his crew, and basic human decency.  
 
    There were practical options, he realized. The destroyer could be towed without the need to board her. He could render assistance and see the enemy crew safely locked up without endangering his crew. He said, “Mr. Rich. See if you can contact that ship.” 
 
    “Aye.” Rich put a bud in his ear and brought a microphone to his mouth. 
 
    The destroyer straightened out. Nav thrusters flared, and she turned until she was broadside to the Calgary. 
 
    “Nose-on,” said Tom, his stomach sinking. “Let’s give her a small target.” 
 
    The Calgary was still turning when three missiles flashed out from the destroyer’s tubes. All three missiles were destroyed within moments. 
 
    “Oh my God, it’s good to have computer targeting again,” said Del Carlo, sagging back in his seat. He straightened when a gun turret on the destroyer opened up, but the Calgary’s blast cannons destroyed the turret before he could do anything. “Like I said.” He slumped back down. 
 
    “They’re all out of guns,” Nolan said. “Surely they’ll surrender now.” 
 
    Palmer said, “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” She stared through the windows at the destroyer, which was changing orientation, pointing herself directly at the Calgary.  
 
    AI assistance made it easy to target the muzzles of the magnetic guns while edging the ship just far enough to one side to avoid a volley. Flames blossomed across the nose of the destroyer. 
 
    “They aren’t firing,” Palmer said, sounding puzzled. “What are they—” 
 
    The destroyer surged forward. She only had one engine that still functioned, but her remaining nav thrusters kept her pointed straight at the Calgary. 
 
    “Wait until she’s close,” Tom said wearily. “Do a Delta. Then fall in behind her and let’s see if we can finish off that last engine.” 
 
    The destroyer raced forward in a hopeless attempt to ram them. Tom said, “Mr. Rich?” 
 
    “They won’t acknowledge me,” Rich said helplessly. “I’ve promised them they won’t be harmed. I don’t know if they can hear me or not.” 
 
    “Bloody maniacs,” Del Carlo muttered. 
 
    “I think we’ve done what we can for them,” Tom said. “Sometimes all you can do is get out of the way.” 
 
    The destroyer closed the last few meters, Brennan tapped her screen, and the Calgary did a Delta maneuver, surging forward and twisting to one side. She brought the ship around, and the blast cannons fired into the last burning engine in the destroyer’s stern. 
 
    A red spot appeared in the glowing blue circle. It spread quickly, engulfing the engine, then vanished. The engine went dark. The ship continued to move, her momentum taking her majestically into the depths of seventh-dimensional space with no way to stop. 
 
    “Cancel General Quarters,” Tom said. “I guess we’re done here. Let’s go home.” 
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