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BJORN was not on time. It wasn’t his fault, but the Service had never been interested in excuses.


It took all of his self-control not to run. Running around an Evagardian station in service dress was almost as bad as lateness.


There was a lieutenant in the corridor ahead, arguing with the security forces. It sounded like the problem was the outrageous jeweled combs in her hair, which was arranged in such a way that Service regulations weren’t even an afterthought. She was wearing her whites as well; perhaps she was part of the ceremony.


Bjorn wasn’t interested, but he could still hear her shrill voice as he skidded around the corner, nearly tackling a major in whites.


“Easy,” the man rumbled, glancing down at him. “They can’t start without us.” He kept walking, and Bjorn fell in with him.


The major was tall, dark-skinned, and covered in medals—but his name wasn’t displayed on his uniform. Those were their orders: formal dress with decorations, but no nameplates.


This had to be a member of the crew, and he’d recognized Bjorn as such.


The major put out his hand without breaking stride. “Walter Lucas.”


“Oen Bjorn.” They shook.


A sentry in gray fatigues saluted as they approached the dry dock. Bjorn and Lucas returned it.


“Is this our door?” the major asked him quietly.


The sentry nodded, and they went through.


The bay was large enough to house a modest cruiser, but it was filled only with people at the moment. The walls were lined with stands, and the deck was covered in chairs, all of them occupied. There had to be ten thousand attendees, an impressive number of whom appeared to be civilians.


The dock’s force shield showed the imperial crest, slightly transparent so that the stars were visible behind it.


A lot of eyes were on Bjorn and Lucas. The entrance they’d used spared them the agony of passing all the spectators, but it would still be a long walk. This was a discreet assumption-of-command ceremony? This was the fleet’s way of downplaying this launch? Bjorn felt his eye twitch. “First time on the big stage, LT?” the major asked.


“Yes, sir.”


“Where’d you get that?” Major Lucas eyed Bjorn’s chest. “New Sochi?”


Bjorn glanced down at his lone medal, a little silver man pinned to his whites. It was a modest award for valor during time of war.


“I wasn’t at New Sochi,” Bjorn replied.


Major Lucas looked curious, but he just gestured Bjorn forward.


The stage was so far away that the people up there were like white specks in the distance.


There was a steady murmur, but that was all, and the relative quiet was making Bjorn uneasy. A crowd like this should’ve been much noisier.


Twelve chairs waited in a line to the right of the stage.


Four of them were still empty, so Bjorn and the major weren’t the only ones running late. They hurried over and took their seats.


He kept his hands in his lap and didn’t look at his holo. They’d made it. Barely.


There were still two empty chairs. Bjorn told himself that everyone in the bay was staring at them as a group, not at him specifically. And he believed it. Mostly.


A colonel approached the podium onstage. The lights dimmed, and the massive crest on the force shield began to glow.


“Welcome,” the colonel said, the medals on her chest gleaming. “Don’t let the intimate venue or all the last-minute schedule changes fool you. We’re still here to launch the greatest warship in history. In case you were worried.”


Bjorn wasn’t paying much attention as the colonel went through the ceremonial motions, the self-deprecating jokes, the obligatory propaganda lines, and the pauses to let people clap and cheer.


Bjorn had always been grateful that his short, doomed career had generally kept him clear of these functions.


Until now. The colonel was wrapping up, though she was only the opening act.


“Please welcome Admiral Hassan,” she said, stepping back.


The bay erupted into applause as a stocky man joined her, waving to the crowd. He cleared his throat, then looked over his shoulder at the force shield.


The seal vanished, and the shield became completely transparent, revealing a sleek white ship outside. Bjorn could see the exposed aether drive, and the two port launch docks. He’d never seen this ship in person before, but he knew every detail of it from bow to stern.


“Ladies and gentlemen, the Lydia Bennet,” Admiral Hassan said grandly.


There was more applause, louder this time. People were standing up. Major Lucas was clapping, so Bjorn did too. It was deafening.


“Mind you, she’s not really out there,” the admiral went on, examining his fingernails. “She’s actually in phase dock on the other side of the station, so if you want to see her push off, you’ll have to hustle over there when we’re done here.” That got a few laughs, and also a few groans. “I’m not going to give you a history lesson,” he went on, “but you should appreciate what this ship represents. It’s been a hundred years since we’ve used manned small craft in open warfare. Drones were cheaper. Safer. But AI has its limitations. We can’t call it innovation, but the technology has gone through the future and come out the other side. We’re back where we began. Manned fighters.”


More applause. Hassan turned and pointed at the ship.


“One ship. Four fighters. We’ve always had the ability to take the technology to the extreme. It was the pilots that couldn’t keep up. And AI—well, AI has its own vulnerabilities. Here we have the best of both worlds. The Everwing fighter isn’t a ship; it’s a system. These fighters are impressive on their own, but they themselves aren’t the new technology. What’s new is the interface between fighter and pilot. Anyone can build a fast ship. Not just anyone can fly one. So I give you Doctor Margaret Jimenez, the mind behind the Everwing program.”


A woman in a subdued pantsuit shook hands with Hassan, and took his place at the podium.


“At this point machines have, for all intents and purposes, no limits. Likewise, the limits of the human mind aren’t even close to being fully mapped.” Doctor Jimenez shrugged. “And yet we can’t take advantage of both without slowing down one to suit the other. My job was to make it possible for a human to pilot a vessel at extreme speeds with extreme control and Evagardian precision. I was threatened at gunpoint not to get technical today, so I won’t. I just didn’t want you all thinking that any of this was easy.”


The crowd laughed. Bjorn cringed.


“But we’re not done. This is only the prototype, but it’s been cleared for combat by the Empress’ Garden. We didn’t cheat. Not just anyone can pilot an Everwing. Right now in the entire Imperial Service, there are only forty candidates certified with combat status. Of those forty, here are . . . ten. It’s supposed to be twelve, for the record.”


The doctor was looking down at Bjorn, and the people beside him. Those last two chairs were still empty.


“Ah. There’s eleven,” the doctor added, smiling.


The lieutenant with the jeweled combs in her hair came jogging up the aisle, bright red. She dropped into the seat beside Bjorn, who politely ignored her.


She still had her combs; she must have won her argument. Bjorn was happy for her.


Doctor Jimenez went on. “I want to talk about this remarkable crew. These pilots did not begin their careers as pilots. They were pulled from all corners of the Service for specialized Evagardian training. Accelerated training, actually. They didn’t choose to have the aptitudes needed for the Everwing program, but they have them. They’re all volunteers, I should add. None of the men and women approached for this project has turned down the opportunity. Not one.” Bjorn was afraid she would halt there and wait for people to clap, but she kept talking. “This is experimental weaponry. It terrifies me, and I helped develop it. These men and women haven’t just shown extraordinary fortitude and competence by becoming qualified Everwing pilots and maintainers in so little time; they’ve also shown enormous courage in agreeing to do it in the first place.”


The applause was now loud enough to hurt Bjorn’s ears.


The crowd was getting into the spirit of things, but the girl beside Bjorn was not. The lieutenant’s expression was probably intended to be placid, but it was really just stony, and she was still bright red. It seemed Bjorn wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to be there.


“When operating at these extreme speeds, even the slightest delay in response time, even the time it takes for a beam signal to pilot the craft remotely, is too much. The pilot has to be connected to the fighter directly. So in a sense, we’re going all the way back to how things were done on Earth before the Grand Duchess united it.


“The Lydia has a small, versatile crew, unlike any other ship in the armada. Everything about the Lydia is unconventional. It would take me all day to explain it in full. Of the suitable candidates, these men and women were handpicked as the very best to take on this mission. The Everwing system doesn’t make these people good pilots; these people make the Everwing system so powerful. Without them, it’s nothing. This is my life’s work, and I hope you’ll take my word for it when I tell you there’s no going back now. We’re going to turn five-space warfare on its head. Thank you.”


Thunderous applause. Bjorn joined in.


On the stage Admiral Hassan got to his feet, and so did a small woman with dark eyes and hair. Bjorn watched her stand at attention in the center of the stage while Hassan took a black rope from a young officer.


“Obviously a remarkable ship needs a remarkable crew, and a remarkable crew needs a remarkable commander. This is Captain Kelly Mao of the Third Fleet. The fact that she’s the one who’s been selected for this role should tell you everything you need to know.”


That was a peculiar thing to say. The small woman wore no medals, which meant she didn’t have any. That didn’t seem right. And she looked relatively young.


“Ready,” Hassan ordered, and Captain Mao put out her right arm. He tied the rope around her shoulder and stepped back. “Attention,” he said, and her arm snapped down. “Captain Mao is now Commander Mao. And incidentally the first Everwing commander in history.”


He braced himself for the applause, which was appropriately brutal. It was subtle, but Bjorn saw it. Commander Mao flicked Admiral Hassan a slightly dangerous look.


Hassan cleared his throat, and the applause died down.


“The Lydia Bennet exists for the same reason everything else in the Imperial Service does—to bring glory to the Empress and to destroy her enemies. It’s a task to which this ship, this crew, and this commander are uniquely suited. As Doctor Jimenez pointed out, every facet of this expedition is unorthodox, so I’m going to end this ceremony in an unconventional way. Because you have to cross the whole station to see the actual launch, you’re all informally dismissed as the anthem plays to go do that. And don’t look at me like that. I’m an admiral—I do what I want.” He waved vaguely.


Bjorn gaped. It took a moment for people to realize Hassan wasn’t kidding.


The Evagardian anthem began to play, and Bjorn leapt to his feet and saluted with the rest of the crew.


Though they’d been dismissed, everyone stayed and sang. People began to file out only as the last notes played.


Bjorn and the ten other crew members were still saluting.


Unable to hide her annoyance completely, Commander Mao made her way down from the stage and approached the crew.


“Guys, act natural.” She glanced at the people still leaving the bay. “No height, no tapping. Fall in by twos on me. We’re not double-timing it, but we also kind of are. Let’s go.”


With that she turned on her heel and marched off across the bay. Bjorn scrambled to slip in beside Major Lucas and get in step with the others.


People were still applauding; that was adding insult to injury.


Bjorn had not come here expecting to march. There was nothing worse than marching in whites.


He stared at the back of the woman in front of him. Her hair, in a perfect regulation cut, was snowy white. She had to be at least eighty.


The sentries stepped aside and the doors hissed open. As soon as she was in the corridor, Commander Mao whirled on them, beckoning furiously.


“I don’t even have words for this,” she snarled, checking the time on her holo. “They want us to launch right here, right now. We have ten minutes, and we’re taking the long way, because it would be undignified if the DVs saw us running. Whoever picked this dock needs to go play in an airlock. I hope you’re all good on your cardio.”


Then she was off down the corridor at a dead sprint.


Bjorn’s eyes widened.


“Are you serious? Is she serious?” the girl with the combs asked, staring after her, but the others were already running to follow. Major Lucas was laughing uproariously, and he wasn’t the only one.


Bjorn was not laughing.
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THEY ran. Down corridors, down stairs. At one point they had to slide down a ladder because it was faster than a lift. Commander Mao’s route took them down a lodging corridor, through a fitness center, and across the station’s main lobby.


“Cloud the viewers,” Mao snapped into her holo as they approached the docks. She wanted to deny the onlookers the sight of the crew sprinting headlong across the bay.


They burst into the open, and Mao only poured on more speed.


The Lydia Bennet stood ready, a passenger ramp lowered. Techs were streaming out of the ship, several of them carrying maintenance robots and bags of tools.


The commander was ahead of Bjorn and the others, and she shot up the ramp like lightning.


“Did you sign me off?” she called to the tech officer in the hatchway.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Are you coming with us?”


“What? Oh.” The tech officer hurried down the ramp and off the ship.


Commander Mao paused in the hatchway and waved frantically. “I swear to the Empress, if anyone asks for permission I’ll strangle them. Let’s go.”


Ten seconds later they were all in the airlock, gasping for breath. Bjorn had never seen twelve more bedraggled imperials. They were sweaty, their whites were a mess, and he was pretty sure a couple of his crewmates had lost medals and ribbons along the way.


“Lydia,” the commander snapped, “do your check.”


“Your crew is verified, Commander.”


Bjorn blinked and looked up. Those words had come from the ship’s AI. The one he’d trained with had a male voice; this one was female, with a haughty Marragardian accent.


“Seal it,” Mao said, looking up from her holo as the hatch closed. “Okay,” she said finally, leaning against the bulkhead. “We’re good. We’re all right. We got three whole minutes. Bridge. Go.”


Bjorn gamely followed the group. He knew the ship well from simulations, though the layout could hardly have been simpler. The Lydia Bennet was long and slender, with every section accessible from the main spinal corridor, which was lined with hatches.


Making everything bright, smooth, and white wasn’t enough to offset how cramped the vessel was. The spine was barely wide enough for two to walk abreast, provided those two were Commander Mao’s size. The facilities were all just as stifling, and the sleeping quarters were the worst of all. Bjorn knew the launch bays were the only places he’d be able to breathe. There were two of them, one on either side of the ship, halfway between the bridge at the bow and the maintenance control room at the stern.


Single file, they made their way all the way up the spine to climb the three shallow steps leading up to the armored hatch at the end.


The bridge was smaller than Bjorn’s office had been before his aptitudes sentenced him to this assignment. There were five consoles, and the command chair. The viewports gave excellent visibility.


He eyed the other four seats. These were the tactical Everwing operations consoles. That was where he belonged. Four operators for four pilots. He wondered whom he would be supporting. He also wondered why he didn’t already know. And why this launch was such a disaster. Bjorn was familiar with the difference between how things were supposed to be and how things actually were, but this was too much. It didn’t feel real.


“Lydia, get ready.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Anyone know how to fly this thing?” Mao asked, dropping into the command chair. “How are we for time?”


“Thirty seconds, Commander,” the AI replied.


“You know what to do. If we’re late, the Empress is late.”


“Yes, Commander,” the AI said.


Bjorn felt his heart rate rise. The change was subtle, but he could feel a shift in the deck. It wasn’t a dream; they really were rushing out of the assumption-of-command ceremony straight onto the ship, and then launching. Even if it was just for show, this wasn’t just unorthodox; it was unheard of. If only his shuttle had been on time, he might not have felt so lost. No—that wasn’t true. An extra hour of preparation couldn’t fix this.


The whole week had been a mess. If the rumors were true, a lot of things about this program were a mess.


Bjorn watched his shipmates. The older ones looked almost bemused. The younger ones looked more like Bjorn felt. Still waiting to wake up. Especially the lieutenant with the combs.


They were launching.


On the station there would be music and applause right now, and someone making every detail of the launch out to be an imperial triumph for the ages.


On the bridge there was nothing to see but the stars and a holographic representation of the ship leaving dock. And there was nothing to hear but twelve people breathing in a space meant for six at most. Someone was wearing fantastic aftershave.


“Cozy,” Lucas muttered to the major beside him, who snorted.


The ship glided into the open without a sound, with barely any indication to the crew that it was even in motion. To the people at the viewports, the Lydia Bennet must have looked very sleek and dignified, if not terribly large, as it left the station.


Those techs must have been working like mad to get her cleared so far ahead of schedule, but the ship was designed for simplicity of operation. It had to be, with such a small crew.


They were clear of the dock and gathering speed.


“Okay,” Mao said, letting her breath out. She turned the command chair around to face them all. They were packed in, arranged in a sort of crescent around the commander.


She frowned, then wiggled a little in the chair. “This is good gravity,” she noted, sounding impressed. “For such a little ship. Take five and form up in Red Bay.”


Nothing was more than a few steps away aboard the Lydia, but with everyone being polite, it seemed to take an eternity for Bjorn to get off the bridge and make his way twelve meters to his berth.


His bunkmate was a massive block of a man, well over two meters tall, and heavily muscled. He wasn’t as old as the woman with the white hair, but he had to be pushing sixty. He was another major, and he had enough medals that Bjorn wasn’t even sure what all of them were for.


He didn’t say a word to Bjorn as they stripped and donned their environment suits. The skintight pressure suit was the last thing Bjorn wanted to wear aboard a ship that already felt like a coffin, but they were at war. Everyone had to be ready at all times for a sudden depressurization. There was no getting around it. Bjorn deployed his helmet and checked the EV’s functions, then switched it off. The helmet collapsed into his collar, and the suit’s temperature control responded to his stress level, starting to cool him down.


Bjorn shoved his whites into his locker, and was relieved to see that his shipboard possessions were all there. He’d been half-afraid their luggage was left behind in their hurry.


The giant had his EV on now as well. That only made his muscles that much more noticeable, and also made Bjorn feel that much more inadequate.


“Oen Bjorn,” Bjorn said, putting out his hand. “Immigration analyst.”


“You’re a pilot now.” The big man sighed and rubbed at his face, as though just making eye contact with Bjorn was a chore. Maybe that was his disposition, or maybe he found this bizarre afternoon just as offensive as Bjorn did. “Ahmed Morel.”


“Sir.”


They shook, and Morel gestured toward the door. Their timing was terrible; they emerged into the spine just as everyone else did.


Red Bay was on the port side of the vessel, and everyone was keen to get there. Bjorn and Morel were the last ones in.


Finally, room to spare. Bjorn closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


Two Everwing fighters were in place, ready to deploy. Behind them, where the bay’s launch doors would have been, was only a force shield, which offered a view of space just as clearly as a viewport would. Burton Station was still visible, but it was shrinking quickly. Instead of forming up as ordered, the others drifted toward the shield to admire the view. Bjorn joined them.


Beyond the station was the planet Orsgard, pale and shining. A cruiser emerged from another of Burton Station’s bays, its white hull gleaming.


Bjorn turned to look at the Everwing fighters. The spherical cockpits were surrounded by a halo of machinery. When the fighters were powered up and the kinetic shields were active, that machinery would fan out, creating a sort of nimbus around the inner sphere.


They weren’t the largest or the most imposing spacecraft, but Bjorn knew what they could do. Though he had hundreds of hours in simulation, he’d never seen one up close.


They didn’t look like much. And they were even smaller than he’d expected.


Mao entered the bay, now wearing her own EV suit. Everyone went to attention.


“There aren’t even any chairs,” she said, striding across the clean, open floor. “Lydia, you got the helm?”


“Yes, Commander.”


“How do you do a commander’s call with no chairs? At ease, everybody. Private Rebecca DiJeur. That’s you, right?” She pointed at the youngest person in the bay. The girl didn’t even look old enough to be in the Service. Rebecca wasn’t the only one showing nerves, but she was the one showing them most obviously.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Not anymore. You’re promoted to yeoman, effective now.” Mao clapped a few times, giving the rest of them a look. Everyone applauded. Rebecca’s eyes widened, and Bjorn saw her swallow.


Mao cleared her throat. “Apparently there are some rules about this, and you can’t serve on this ship as a private. Your promotion to first class got frozen because you were in special training, and all that.” Mao waved a hand. “But it’s only fair, and it’s a way to get you your clearance without breaking any rules. Admiral Hassan wants to call it a wartime promotion. You can call it whatever you want.” There was a pause. “You get back pay,” Mao added.


Bjorn saw the girl with the combs looking vaguely derisive. He hoped it didn’t bother her that Rebecca was wearing a rank she hadn’t earned, because Bjorn was wearing one too. And he had a feeling Mao was as well.


“Flight teams,” Mao was saying, and that got Bjorn’s full attention. An Everwing crew was divided into three-man cells, a pilot and two support staff who could step in and fly if they had to. This was the information that was most valuable to Bjorn; he wanted to know whom he’d be working with, and why they were a man short. He hadn’t forgotten the empty chair at the assumption-of-command ceremony, and he knew how to count. There should have been thirteen of them in the bay: four flight teams and the commander.


There were only twelve.


“Compton, Lucas,” Mao said, pointing. Major Lucas stepped forward, and so did the man beside him, another major. Major Compton was trim, about twice Bjorn’s age, and smiling.


“You’re with DiJeur,” Mao told them, and they joined the newly minted yeoman, who now looked rather pleased.


“Woodhouse,” Mao went on, pointing out a captain only a little older than Bjorn. He was young for a captain, but the decorations Bjorn had seen on his whites probably explained that. The war with the Ganraen Commonwealth was certainly churning out plenty of new heroes. Bjorn was glad to be out of his whites; he didn’t like having that medal on his chest.


“And Morel.” Mao glanced at Bjorn’s towering bunkmate. “You two are with General Dayal.” The commander cleared her throat and looked apologetically at the woman Bjorn had marched behind back on the station. She looked ancient, and Bjorn wasn’t the only one who’d been politely making a point not to stare at her. “Ma’am, I can’t just let them wonder. I have to talk about you. At the very least I have to explain why there’s a Ground Forces general aboard a navy ship.”


“Of course, Commander,” the old woman replied placidly, crossing the bay to join Woodhouse and Morel.


“You all know the Service just found you wherever and brought you into the program. It’s the same with me; I’m not a ship commander. General Dayal is past the age of service. She’s a war hero, pretty much a Ground Forces legend, and now a high lady. She was one of my personal heroes when I was a kid. There have been at least half a dozen dramas based on her actual service to the Empress; you’ve probably seen some of them. Incidentally, on the list of reflex tests and combat flight aptitude, she’s fourth from the top in this room. So if her advanced age concerns you, it shouldn’t. She’s more qualified to be here than any of us. Moving on. First Lieutenant Oen Bjorn.”


“Ma’am,” Bjorn said, stepping forward.


“Third Lieutenant Diana Kladinova.”


“Ma’am,” said the girl with the combs.


“You’re with him. You’re a man short. We’ll talk about that later. And you guys,” Mao said, waving her hand at the remaining three people. “Sergeant Golding, Ensign Grigori, Lieutenant Ibuki. Do the math.” Bjorn watched Kladinova approach warily. She didn’t look openly hostile, but she was not happy. That made two of them.


“Commander, who’s flying?” Major Compton asked. It was a blunt question, but coming from him it sounded friendly and polite. “Or will we rotate?”


It was what they all wanted to know.


Mao gave Compton a look. “We would rotate if we were actually doing the training mission we’re supposed to be doing. But since we’re not,” she said, and Bjorn knew his weren’t the only eyes to grow wide, “it’s going to be Ibuki, Kladinova, General Dayal, and Lucas in the pilot seats.”


Bjorn was relieved not to hear his name on that list; that was perhaps the first thing to happen today that actually made sense. That would have been lovely if not for what the commander had just said about their mission. “Yeah. The mission.” Mao faced them and put her hands on her hips. “You’re wondering why we’re out here on no notice, running to catch our own ship, and suddenly teamed up with people we’ve never met before. Except for these two.” She pointed at Lucas and Compton. “Fair warning, Yeoman DiJeur—your teammates are married to a girl who’s even younger than you are. The same girl. But don’t let that make it weird.”


Major Compton pinched the bridge of his nose, and Major Lucas cocked his head.


“Why would you tell her that?” he asked the commander.


“What?” Mao spread her hands. “Is that not funny? I think it’s funny. Right?” she asked, seeing DiJeur’s face. “They don’t have that trophy-husband look, do they?”


“What,” Major Compton cut in, “is the trophy-husband look, Commander?”


“I don’t know. Not ugly?”


Bjorn could actually hear Lieutenant Kladinova’s teeth grinding.


“You’re all heart, Commander,” Major Compton said, still smiling.


“And this is why I’ll die alone. You all know we were supposed to have four weeks of exercises together before launch, right? Right. Here’s where it gets bad. You notice we’re short a man? That was Lieutenant Colonel Benton Cophony. You might not have heard of him—I think a few of you trained with him.” She glanced at Kladinova, who stiffened. “But some things just came out, things the fleet didn’t know about. Cophony was engaged to a Ganraen immigrant. That woman was killed at Baltic Landing. She was a noncombatant. Cophony didn’t disclose that when he was getting his clearance to come into the program.”


No one in the bay was smiling now. Bjorn’s sense of numb disbelief had turned into familiar queasiness.


“Here’s what we know. One week ago Cophony went missing from Burton Station. One week ago Imperial Security on Burton Station had an incident that they won’t talk about. One week ago eight of the twelve people that were supposed to be standing in front of me right here were poisoned. There were no fatalities. But you can see what this looks like. It looks like we had a sympathizer who is now a defector at the heart of the most important, not to mention secret, weapons project the fleet has ever undertaken. It gets better. A big part of our potency comes from the element of surprise and unconventional tactics. Cophony didn’t just slip away; someone extracted him. It’s safe to assume he’s talking. So that element of surprise we were all so excited about—well, we can forget about that.”


Mao paused for breath. Bjorn’s suit was trying to keep him cool, but it wasn’t enough. He was sweating.


“So that’s why you’re here instead of the A-list. We didn’t ask to be put in, but the coach doesn’t care. It wouldn’t be so bad if we could’ve had a few days to get to know each other first.” Mao rubbed at her face. “Pretty bad, right?”


“Not ideal,” Ibuki said. Like Compton, he was smiling. It wasn’t a real smile, but it was a good effort.


“Did they want to get us out the door before the news broke?” a woman with dark skin asked. Bjorn had to check her ID in his holo: Master Sergeant Cal Golding. She was half General Dayal’s age, and had a full head of spectacular dreadlocks. That meant she was an aristocrat like Lieutenant Diana Kladinova. Only women from good bloodlines could ignore Service regulations for hair.


“They wanted us gone in case the news broke,” Mao said, smirking. “I’m sure the fleet and IS will do everything they can to make sure it doesn’t break. Defectors are hardly what the Imperium wants people thinking about right now.”


“So, that’s why they would do this,” said the ensign beside Ibuki. Bjorn checked her ID. Ensign Rada Grigori. Her height and build were similar to Kladinova’s, but her hair was in a regulation cut. It suited her. “It’s not a real mission. We just have to look as though nothing’s wrong. We’re ready to do that much. But after the Julian, this is the most important ship in the armada. They can’t send us off like this.”


The ensign had a point.


Mao’s smile widened.


“That’s what any reasonable person would think,” she said. “And you’re half-right. We’re not going to war, guys. But we do have a real job. Not a training mission. Allegedly we’re going to go do recon in Demenis to keep an eye on the private sector.”


There were a few twitches in the formation at that.


It was gratifying that Bjorn wasn’t the only one taken aback, but he understood what Mao was saying. The Ganraen Commonwealth wasn’t winning the war, but they weren’t losing it either. One of the main reasons for that was their use of private military. Those resources were plentiful and deniable, which let the Commonwealth strike targets that galactic law would prohibit them from attacking with their navy. These attacks were war crimes, and they were accounting for a disproportionate amount of imperial resources. It wasn’t a sustainable strategy, but it was buying the Commonwealth time.


And it was believed that the Commonwealth was spending that time negotiating with its allies in the hopes of forming a coalition against the Imperium.


Mao’s smile widened. “I know, right? Welcome to special operations, guys. So when I say ‘keep an eye on,’ what I actually mean is ‘murder.’ We aren’t patrolling—we’re pirate hunting. Demenis is full of them with the war on. The fleet wants Everwings in combat, and this is a way for us to post some numbers without taking big risks. We need to prove that we can kill some pirates before we’re up against the actual Ganraen navy. I guess each one we kill is one less the Commonwealth can hire to go hit a defenseless colony. But there’s more to it. We’re doing a circuit that’ll take us right past Oasis. If we can ID any Commonwealth targets there, we’re authorized to make a strike.”


“Why would there be Commonwealth targets in Demenis?” Yeoman DiJeur asked. “It’s unregulated space. There’s no fighting there.”


“Spies,” Mao replied simply. “Spies moving illegal weapons from Oasis, I’m sure. I’ve got a long list of civilian craft that Evagardian Intelligence has confirmed are being used for this. If we see any of them, they have to go. I also have a list of ships we can’t hit. I assume those are our spies. There’s also a ship that’s missing that we’re supposed to keep an eye out for, an old Ganraen freighter. But I’m not holding my breath.”


Mao began to pace.


“Oasis. We know the enemy is outsourcing to these people, and we know they’re hiding in that area. Today the Empress is going to give an ultimatum.” She checked the time on her holo. “This isn’t public information for another hour, but here it is, just for you: Evagard is annexing the Demenis system.”


That got even more of a reaction. General Dayal looked openly taken aback. Woodhouse swore, and Ibuki’s brows rose. Yeoman DiJeur looked close to panic, and Bjorn’s nausea intensified. So it wasn’t enough to kill pirates; the Imperium wanted to kill them legally, in Evagardian space? Or was there another reason? The armada was stretched thin enough as it was, and suddenly Demenis was strategically significant?


Something wasn’t right about this, but Mao was already going on. “Ganrae will expect us to stand up an enforcement fleet, and they’ll react. But there’s no fleet. There’s just us. We’re going to Oasis. On the way there, we’ll kill pirates. When we get there we’ll kill more pirates. And if we run into any pirates on the way back, we’ll kill them too. I’ve never killed pirates before, but how hard can it be? So get used to the idea. Because if our intel is right, we’ll be having contact within forty hours. And that’s sooner than it sounds with all the work we need to do. From this point forward we’re in combat. You know the rules—this is just like any other ship duty. EVs at all times. If you’re not bathing, you’re wearing your EV. You’ll sleep in it. You’ve trained on this—why am I even talking about it?”


Bjorn noticed Lieutenant Kladinova turning rather white.


“Implants are on for the duration of the mission, obviously. I shouldn’t really have to say that, but I know you guys haven’t been fully prepped, and I know that at least some of you have never had ship duty, much less special ops. At some point I’ll check you. I can’t stress this enough: we’re about to go into heavy combat. I’m anticipating multiple sorties in a cycle. We’re going to have plenty of problems without creating more for ourselves. Are you all reading me?” She spread her arms.


“Yes, ma’am.” It was a perfect chorus.


“Good. I like to take it easy on regs, but don’t push me. We’re a small unit. Do names however you want, at least until someone complains. Obviously General Dayal is the exception. We’ve all had wildly different careers, but on Everwing stuff we’ve all had the exact same training, so I’m going to put as much of my faith in you as I can stomach. You know your jobs. We all know our jobs, because we’re all trained for everything. Except me. I’m the only one in this room who can’t fly an Everwing. Right? Right?” she repeated, more loudly.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Who’s my primary physician?”


Captain Woodhouse raised his hand.


“And secondary?”


Everyone else raised theirs.


Mao held up a finger. “Combat pay.” She raised another. “Special volunteer pay. Special operations pay. Secret clearance pay. Flight pay. Flight readiness pay. Isolation pay. Separation pay in the cases of those of you who are married. I’m going to run out of fingers. And it’s not just all that extra pay, but the status associated with a tour like this. General, can you vouch for me here?”


The old woman nodded, then spoke softly. “Experimental ship, maiden voyage. This tour will look the same on your record as a year at the front.”


“Exactly. And I for one want to take advantage of it,” Mao said, putting her hand on her breast. “My father is a mining tech. My mother works for the embassy on Orsgard. They are both immigrants. My bloodline is worthless, but not after this mission. I’m going to marry some awesome guys and start a legendary bloodline. Or I’ll take a trip to Red Yonder and after the hangover clears I’ll just renew my commission again.”


She shrugged, sweeping the crew with her eyes. “That’s my dream. You all have dreams too. They’re probably not as good as my dream, but don’t let that get you down. We’re going to distinguish ourselves, not with flashy plays and grandstanding, but with sound fundamentals and Evagardian excellence. We’re going to remind everyone out there of exactly why they need to listen when the Empress talks. It’s not my job to judge your dreams. It’s my job to get you there and back again so we can all do our thing. Look at you.” Commander Mao stepped forward, gesturing toward the group. “This is the weirdest ship comp I’ve ever heard of. I have three majors, a captain, all these lieutenants, a retired general, and a senior NCO. An ensign. And you,” she added, glancing at Yeoman DiJeur. “Whoever heard of a unit like that? Half of you outrank me. Frankly, both of our trophy husbands over here”—she pointed at Compton and Lucas—“are more qualified to command this ship than I am. Not to mention the general. But this is how we’re going to do it. It goes without saying that the general is provisional XO if anything happens to me, and Major Morel’s in line behind her. In case you were wondering.”


Mao talked fast.


She stared at them. Seconds went by.


“We’re doing a real-world sortie immediately. I’m not going to pretend that we aren’t winging this,” she said. “But we’re going to wing it like we know what we’re doing.”
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BJORN didn’t know what he’d expected. This was his first ship duty. There were supposed to be more briefings, a lot of waiting. He’d expected tedium, at least until the Lydia got under way.


Instead, the fleet had simply dumped them in Commander Mao’s lap and told her to get the hell out. And Cophony’s defection was a pretty thin explanation for it.


The others were breaking off into their teams. Major Lucas gave Bjorn a sympathetic look. Bjorn turned to his pilot, Lieutenant Diana Kladinova.


“Let’s go,” he said, and Kladinova looked at him sharply. He could tell she was about to say something hostile, but she stopped herself. Still looking distinctly unfriendly, she nodded.


They left the bay and crossed the spine.


Kladinova’s fighter was waiting in the bay. Everything Bjorn would need to keep the fighter in working order was there. The cockpit stood open, and on the cart there was a handheld reader displaying a note. A team of techs had checked out the fighter only thirty minutes ago.


“I don’t like sending you out in a unit I haven’t cleared myself,” Bjorn said, handing her the reader. “But we don’t have a choice.”


She took the reader, but didn’t look at it.


Bjorn climbed into the cockpit. He had no reason not to trust the techs who had prepped the Lydia, but an Everwing fighter wasn’t like an ordinary spacecraft. Warning lights wouldn’t do you a lot of good at relativistic speeds, not when your mind was electronically and biologically synced with a targeting computer and calculation engine. By the time your brain processed a warning, you were already long gone.


“You all right?” he asked Kladinova, who was watching the team at the other end of the bay. She looked over at him as though surprised that he’d addressed her. There was annoyance on her face, but it was immediately replaced by an expression of cool focus.


“We’re syncing?” she asked, her eyes fixed on the fighter.


“No sense waiting,” he replied, jumping down.


She moved past him and climbed into the cockpit, hitting the release. Bjorn stepped back, startled. The shield closed over her, sealing her in. A moment later the aether drive came to life.


Bjorn didn’t say anything. She hadn’t even looked at the report. Yes, it had been all green, but did she not even want to see that for herself before she entrusted her life to the machine? Bjorn hadn’t expected her to be chatty, but she was an aristocrat. In the dramas, people like Kladinova had manners.


But no. Lieutenant Kladinova wasn’t interested in any of that. She wanted to go.


Bjorn left the bay, heading for the bridge. Mild misgivings were giving way to serious concern. He wasn’t sure who worried him more: his pilot or his commander.


Mao was on the bridge, in the command chair. She was checking the Lydia’s systems, getting ready to jump.


Bjorn wordlessly took his seat, and his console came to life.


Kladinova was showing all green. He checked her sync levels and keyed the com.


“You need to adjust the collar,” Bjorn said.


“It’s fine,” Kladinova replied. Bjorn scowled at his readings, then stopped himself from asking her if she was sure. He’d known her two minutes, but he already knew that wouldn’t help.


He checked Kladinova’s vitals. Her heart rate was high, but Bjorn had already known that. She was tense, but that didn’t explain why her nervous system wasn’t linking to the computer properly.


“Your hair,” he said. “Make sure your hair’s not in the way.”


Silence. After a moment, the reading stabilized. Bjorn let out his breath and switched on his pilot feed. Kladinova was blushing furiously as she locked her control arms into place. Even a single strand of hair could compromise the link between a pilot’s sync collar and brain stem.


Mao was hovering over his shoulder. Bjorn flinched away from her.


“Sorry,” she said, straightening and holding up her hands. “Sorry. I was just impressed you got up here so fast.”


“Lieutenant Kladinova trusts imperial standards, ma’am,” Bjorn told her.


Mao eyed Kladinova on the feed. “Bjorn, your team’s getting a bad deal here, but you just have to figure it out. I’ll do what I can to take some of the weight off you, but at the end of the day you’re going to be busier than anyone.” She sat back down in the command chair, and swiveled it toward him.


“Ma’am?”


“It’s Cophony’s fault. He’s not a young man. He still passed the reflex tests, and he could fly about as well as you can. But Diana there has reflexes off the charts, and she’s the best pilot the Empire’s seen in about two hundred years, or at least that’s what I’ve been told. So she was going to be the primary, and Cophony was going to be her support. The guy who was going to be in your position was actually going to be doing mostly coms. But now you’re full-time support, and she’s going to be a handful.”


“I’ll do what’s needed of me, ma’am.”


Her eyes lingered on him for a moment. “I know you will. And we can talk later. Right now we’re in a pinch, though.”


“You weren’t meant to be our commander, were you, ma’am?”


“Of course not. I’m what’s called a strategic command adjunct. I work a bit part on the bridge of a battle station, not a ship. I have ship command training, of course. But for my entire career I’ve been just another station hand. Cophony got to the commodore that was going to command the Lydia. He’s in stasis right now, along with all the others that jerk poisoned. Maybe they’re out by now—I don’t know. The schedule changed, the fleet needed a commander, and there was Kelly Mao, alone in a bar on station leave on her thirtieth birthday, unknowingly the only nonessential officer on Burton Station with five-space combat certification and top secret clearance.” She let her breath out. “But don’t tell anybody. A few of them will guess it on their own; others are better off not knowing. And by ‘others,’ I mean Kladinova and DiJeur.”


Bjorn nodded.


“I’ve never helmed a ship, never commanded fighters, never killed any pirates, and sure as hell never been handed a hit list.”


“There’s a list, ma’am?”


“Oh, there’s a list. You’re not having fun if there’s no list.” She shook her head and turned back to her console. “You’ve got launch clearance for Kladinova whenever you need it. Tell her not to hold back. Any kinks, any problems we have, we need to find them now, before we’re getting shot at.”


Bjorn considered his readout. It looked like Kladinova had calmed down a little.


“Lieutenant, we’re not in combat, so I’m going to reduce your Harbinger levels and your body temperature. You need to try to relax. We’re just going to do some simple test maneuvers.”


“I don’t need test maneuvers,” Kladinova snapped. “I need to see if this feels different from the sim.”


“It shouldn’t.”


“It will, though. I need to get used to it.”


No human could distinguish between the virtual reality flight simulator and true Everwing flight, but Bjorn didn’t want to argue with her.


He watched carefully as the drive began to run, powering the fighter fully.


“Let me out,” Kladinova said impatiently.


“Not yet.” Bjorn wanted to be sure the bay shield was going to let her out safely. This was a relatively new innovation: force shielding that could allow certain particle fields to pass through it while maintaining atmosphere. No more bay doors, no more recompression.


Bjorn was impressed with the technology, but it made him nervous. Sometimes it felt good to have some metal between himself and infinite space.


A minute later he still hadn’t found a reason not to let Kladinova launch.


“Ma’am?” he asked Commander Mao.


“Go,” she said, waving a hand at him.


Sergeant Golding had reached the bridge as well. “Come on, Commander,” she said. “There’s informal. Then there’s just sad. It’s her first mission. Do it right.”


“Unit Three, you are clear to launch. Good hunting,” Mao said without even looking up from her own readout, her voice monotone.


Sergeant Golding snorted and took her seat at her console, grinning at Bjorn, then making a face at the commander.


Bjorn cleared his throat. “Thank you, ma’am. Lieutenant Kladinova, you’re good to go. At one hundred meters, calculate safe vector and charge your protector.”


Virtually everything about the Everwing fighters was experimental, and Bjorn was no spacecraft engineer. One of the technologies that struck him as particularly strange was the kinetic protector. It was a barrier that gained power through speed; the engine was able to convert energy from motion and project like a force shield. Once charged, as long as the fighter maintained velocity, it was essentially indestructible. A severe impact would not damage the fighter itself, or the pilot, but it would lose the velocity needed to maintain the shield.


Without the protector, Everwing fighters were almost laughably fragile.


A fighter was most vulnerable immediately after impact, or when disembarking from the Lydia. The first order of business for a pilot was always to build up speed to get the shield online. That meant calculating a path that wouldn’t run them into anything, and throttling all the way up, then maintaining that speed.


Kladinova floated out of the bay, and Bjorn watched her glide sedately away from the ship, then vanish in a flash of light.


Now she was just a glowing line on his five-space readout. She circled the ship, picking up speed. In less than five seconds she had accelerated to a velocity just shy of the speed of light. An Everwing fighter at full speed couldn’t be seen by the human eye, and even the best Evagardian tracking computers had trouble shooting at them, much less hitting them.


And Kladinova could fly. Bjorn watched her in awe as she weaved elaborate patterns around the ship, keeping the speed up so high that Bjorn was actually concerned for the aether drive.


The Everwing fighter was able to compensate for the extraordinary g-forces associated with these speeds, but only during certain maneuvers. The art of Everwing flight was to maneuver effectively without doing anything that would cause the pilot to pass out, which was not as easy as it sounded.


“Team Two, you are good to launch,” Commander Mao said.


A second glowing line of light appeared on Bjorn’s feed. He decided to make Kladinova blue. Ibuki could be green.


Ibuki immediately gunned it after Kladinova, who began evasive maneuvers.


Bjorn smiled as he watched. It was one thing in a simulator, and something else in reality. The Everwing fighters really were overwhelming. They were small, but there was nothing in any fleet in the galaxy that could stand up to them.


Sergeant Golding let out a long whistle. “They brought their dancing shoes,” she said, grinning at her own screen.


“You can maintain that speed,” Bjorn said to Kladinova, “but don’t push it any harder.”


“It’s got more,” Kladinova said distractedly.


“Not right now.” He looked at the screen. Kladinova was leaning forward in the cockpit, both hands on her control globes. Bjorn was relieved to see the look of concentration on her face. The way she’d been spacing out earlier had bothered him.


He still wasn’t sure about the commander.


“Teams One and Four, you’re going to be late,” Mao was saying.


“I’m getting delay,” Kladinova said tightly.


“Your hands or your head?”


“Both.”


“Boosting,” Bjorn said, increasing the level of Harbinger being released into her bloodstream. Kladinova was still in the safe zone. Her level of focus was better than he’d been led to expect in his training. She wasn’t showing any nerves. She was making this look easy.


Harbinger was another element of the Everwing program that was considered dangerously unconventional. It was the only part of the program that would still be a secret after the public learned of the fighters and their capabilities. Harbinger was a parasite, an extremely dangerous organism that had more in common with machines than with what the human species thought of as life. Harbinger’s fundamental role was to adapt its host to changing circumstances, a sort of split-second evolution. Only with a heavily refined strain of Harbinger in the bloodstream could a human brain and nervous system fully interface with the Everwing fighters.


“How’s it compare to the simulator?” Bjorn asked.


“No difference,” Kladinova reported.


“Ibuki’s catching up to you.” She went into a series of rolls that would leave all but the most advanced targeting computers far behind. “Good,” Bjorn said.


“Help me shake him,” she said, referring to Ibuki, who was still tracking her.


“He’s hanging back and watching you. Fake him out,” Bjorn said.


There was a dazzling burst of light on the screen. Ibuki spiraled off in one direction, and Kladinova got away clean in another.


“There you go,” Bjorn said, glancing at Kladinova’s camera feed. She smirked.


Major Compton and Captain Woodhouse came onto the bridge, taking their seats.


“Good to go?” Compton asked.


“Do it,” Mao told him.


“Walt, hit it.”


A third line joined Kladinova and Ibuki. Bjorn made Major Lucas gold, and his fighter streaked away from the Lydia in a wide arc.


“Go,” Mao said to Woodhouse.


“General, you’re green to launch,” Woodhouse said into the com.


A fourth line joined the others. Bjorn made the general white. Just as Ibuki had chased Kladinova, Dayal went after Lucas, who began to lead her on a merry chase. For an Everwing pilot, there wasn’t anything more challenging than trying to keep up with another Everwing fighter.


To someone unfamiliar with the system, it might look like they were just playing around. In fact, this simple chasing game was more difficult and technical than the majority of Everwing combat maneuvers. The technology was so new that there simply hadn’t been time to design a real curriculum for it. Everwing combat tactics were almost completely theoretical.


The commander put away her checklist and enlarged the feed, leaning back to have a look. Bjorn watched her discreetly. Mao’s expression was approving. He could see her eyes tracking the specks of light, and the lines they left behind.


“Unit One, you’re getting predictable,” she said.


“Copy that,” Lucas said, changing course.


“How do we feel out there?” Mao asked.


“Pretty good,” Ibuki reported.


“As expected,” said General Dayal.


“Fine,” Kladinova said.


“Feeling old,” Major Lucas added.


“Ready for impact?” Mao asked.


“Born ready,” Ibuki said. “Who’s my victim?”


Bjorn felt a chill. This was another part of the system that was theoretical. Like most imperials, Bjorn was well aware that if an Evagardian engineer said that something would work, it probably would. Yet there was still something worrisome about the notion of deliberately running into things at relativistic speeds.


“I’ll do it,” General Dayal volunteered.


Mao nodded. “Kladinova and Lucas, get clear.”


The blue and gold lines jetted away as white and green circled around toward each other.


Bjorn lowered his feed and looked out the viewport. There was a massive flash of light as the two fighters collided. More light flashed outside: molecular shrapnel caught in the Lydia’s shields.


The two fighters were slowed for only a moment, though. Then they were off, streaking through space just as before.


“Thank the Empress,” Mao said, relieved. Bjorn’s heart had been in his throat for a second there as well. The kinetic shields were working as intended.


The pilots spent thirty minutes doing maneuvers before Commander Mao ordered them back in. There were no malfunctions, and none of the pilots fell short. Bjorn was glad to see that Kladinova could follow orders, and was also relieved that General Dayal could obviously fly with the best of them.


Major Lucas and Lieutenant Ibuki flew more conservatively, but even cautious flying in an Everwing was spectacular.


Kladinova’s fighter was easing through the shield as Bjorn returned to the bay. It glided on its automated path into the dock, which locked it in place.


The hatch opened, and Kladinova struggled with her sync collar as he approached.


“Nice flying,” he said.


“All my rotators are sticking,” she said, hanging up the collar and climbing down. “And there’s something not right with the mine timing.” She shook her head in disgust.


Bjorn turned as she passed, and she stopped. Kladinova didn’t look back.


“She kind of rushed us,” she said.


“What?”


“The mission. The annexation. Shouldn’t we talk about it?”


“She’s the commander,” Bjorn replied, gazing at her back. “She knows best.”
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A Klaxon blared through the Lydia.


Bjorn sat up in his bunk, instinctively checking his holo. They were just shy of forty hours into the cruise. He’d known this was coming.


“Combat alert,” the AI was saying.


“Copy,” Bjorn said into his com, getting to his feet. He looked at the top bunk, but it was empty. Major Morel was on duty.


Yeoman DiJeur, struggling with her EV suit, stepped into the spine at the same moment Bjorn did. Bjorn had dutifully worn his to bed, but he knew perfectly well not everyone would.


“Red Bay.” Mao’s voice came over the com. “It’s game time.”


“Empress.” Major Lucas yawned. “Here we go.”


Half the crew had been sleeping, but the formation was still crisp. It took only moments for the entire crew to assemble.


“What’s wrong?” Ensign Grigori asked Sergeant Golding, who looked distinctly grumpy.


“My daughter apparently went to a New Unity rally.”


Several members of the crew winced. Golding gave them a tired look. “This is what happens when I deploy. I have four husbands, and not one of them can be bothered to see where she’s going.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


“One rally’s not a big deal,” Woodhouse said. “Where’s the harm?”


Bjorn raised an eyebrow; that was a contentious thing to say aboard a military ship. It wasn’t exactly a rule, but there was an unspoken obligation in the Service to condemn New Unity whenever possible. It wasn’t good form for someone wearing the uniform to voice anything positive, or even neutral, about people actively critical of the Empress.


Woodhouse obviously wasn’t trying to make friends.


Mao entered the bay before anyone could reply.


“We’ve got contacts,” she said without preamble. “Lydia, show them.”


A feed displaying two vessels appeared in the air in front of the gathering.


“That’s a Wolverine. That’s no pirate ship,” Major Compton said, pointing at the smaller of the two. “Smugglers, maybe.”


“What about the big one?” Mao asked.


“That’s a cargo ship from the Golden systems.” That came from Major Lucas.


“It’s big,” Golding agreed, folding her arms. “Is it armed?”


“Lydia, talk to me,” Mao said.


“The Wolverine is unregistered and not present in my intelligence,” the AI replied. “But the larger vessel matches the description of the Han-class frigate captained by Ling Bai.”


“Is she on the kill list?”


“Yes, Commander.”


Bjorn swallowed.


“Ling Bai? More like goodbye,” Mao said, looking at the crew. “Nothing? Fine. She won’t know what hit her. Give me more, Lydia.”


“Her vessel should be heavily armed, though records indicate this ordnance is extremely dated. Ballistic weapons.”


“What about defense?” Mao asked.


“Second-generation Golden force shield technology, Commander.”


Mao put her hands on her hips and faced them. “We aren’t getting any younger. We’ll go ahead and hit these guys. We have a clean bill of health. The Empress’ ultimatum has been live for twenty hours. Anyone who isn’t out of the Demenis system or at least well on their way is fair game. And these guys aren’t even moving.”


“Confirmation,” Lydia announced. “This is Green Dragon Wei Man, vessel of pirate captain Ling Bai.”


“Good. What about the other one?”


“Still unidentified, Commander. Scan in progress.”


“Stay on it. Come on, guys.” She clapped her hands together loudly. “Wake up. Take a stim if you have to. If one sortie on this whole trip needs to go right, it’s this one. This is special ops, but we’re still on the record.”


Lieutenant Kladinova had turned rather pale. Bjorn looked at Major Lucas. He seemed all right, and so did Ibuki. The general was placid and confident, as always.


Kladinova was the only pilot showing nerves.


“I was getting tired of just talking about killing pirates,” Major Lucas said, stretching his arms over his head.


“Don’t make it a big deal,” Captain Woodhouse said, waving a hand. “I kill pirates all the time. I kill pirates while I wait for the lift.”


“Me too,” Mao agreed.


“How are we doing this?” Ibuki asked, eyeing the ships on the screen.


“Be patient.” The commander bounced on her heels briefly, then folded her arms. “And by ‘be patient,’ what I really mean is, don’t be patient. Come on, Lydia.”


“Commander, there are thirty humans aboard Green Dragon Wei Man, and one android. There are no weapons aboard that can threaten this vessel.”


“But they’d work fine on a stalled Everwing,” Mao pointed out. “Though their targeting computers probably aren’t the best. What else?”


“Green Dragon Wei Man has a dual-turbine hybrid reactor, which is running extremely hot.”


“It’ll be hotter in a little while. Tell me about their sensory capabilities, Lydia.”


“Poor, Commander. First-generation Evagardian DS stealth technology would be completely undetectable to this array. The ship does have traditional viewports, so active camouflage will be needed.”


Mao began to rub her hands together. “Small arms?”


“In great quantity, Commander.”


“Contraband?”


“Evagardian Ale.”


Woodhouse snorted. “Really? That’s the worst they got?”


“Evagardian Ale isn’t illegal,” Major Lucas pointed out.


“It is aboard a spacecraft,” Mao shot back. “And galactics aren’t supposed to have it. They aren’t worthy. Anyway, if they’re on the list we don’t need an excuse. What about the little one?”


“Four humans, some small arms. No shipboard weapons,” the AI reported.


“Told you. Smugglers,” Major Compton said, shaking his head. “They’re doing business with Ling Bai.”


“No shipboard weapons,” Mao said, sighing. “I won’t kill people who can’t even theoretically shoot back.”


“You’re going to let them walk?” Major Compton looked incredulous. “They’re in flagrant disregard of an imperial decree. The Empress has banished them, and they’re still here.”


Mao gave him a look. “I’m not repeating myself.” Her eyes moved to Ibuki. “Lieutenant Ibuki will hit Ling Bai with a nanomine, simple and clean. We’ll put a tracker on the little fish and let it swim. If they run, which they likely will when they see Ling Bai blow up for no reason, then they get to live out their lives. If they go to pirates, we’ll have a line on more pirates. Then I’ll kill them,” Mao said, turning back to Compton. “Because even unarmed people don’t get to disobey the Empress twice.”


“Commander, the smaller vessel does possess Trigan repulsors.”


Mao clicked her tongue. “Figures. We’ll put a delay on the mine and work around it.”


The repulsors meant that a tracker fired at the ship would simply bounce off; an Everwing would have to disrupt the shield, and a member of the crew could physically place the device.


Bjorn saw several reactions to that announcement. General Dayal looked mildly impressed, perhaps by the boldness of the commander’s plan.


One of them would have to venture out of the ship with no protection to speak of. He or she would be totally vulnerable.


Major Lucas didn’t appear to like it. Woodhouse was spluttering. Major Compton just looked dazed.


“Where’s my volunteer? Come on, we’re not talking about anything fancy here. You rope over there and slap a tracker on her. All you have to do is get the timing right. Who’s good with maneuvering wires?” Mao asked.


Obviously nobody liked the idea of leaving the ship in nothing but an EV suit.


Sergeant Golding raised her hand.


Seeing her, Bjorn raised his as well.


“I’m a better choice,” he said, and Sergeant Golding gave him a curious look.


“Why’s that?” Commander Mao asked.


“It would be a shame for the sergeant to lose her hair for something like this,” he said. Some aristocrats could arrange their hair such that it would not be sliced off when their EV helmets deployed. With the sergeant’s dreadlocks, that was impossible.


“My hero,” she said.


Bjorn gave a little smile. “I don’t mind going outside. I could use some fresh air.”


“You’re all qualified on maneuvering gear,” Mao accused. “Two volunteers? Really?”


“Sound fundamentals,” Major Lucas reminded her. “Nothing flashy, remember?”


“Don’t get cute with me, Major. I know risking a pilot this way is dodgy, but this is a good play for the early game. We can get a lot of intel from one tracker if it goes to interesting places. Yes, it’s a little more hassle than just killing everyone, but it’s hardly the most delicate maneuver in Evagardian history. The timing’s just a little tricky—that’s all.”


“I’ll need help.”


“I’ll talk you through the timing personally,” Mao said. “Lydia, get us close enough to touch that little ship.”


“We’ll be in danger from our own ordnance,” Woodhouse said.


“We’ll be fine. It’s Lieutenant Bjorn who’ll be in danger. Lucas, I want you ready to sortie just in case.”


Lucas nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


Major Compton turned to Yeoman DiJeur. “Come on, kid.”


“Yes, sir.”


Bjorn watched them jog off toward the fighter. DiJeur had taken to Major Compton quickly.


“Keep it slow, Lydia. They can still sense radiation density,” Mao was saying.


“Yes, Commander. We will not be detected.”


“I love this AI,” Mao told the group. “I’ve never met one like it. You guys don’t even need me. Ibuki, get ready. Bjorn, you need wires. Ensign Grigori, get the man his tracker. Kladinova, do the safety check for his maneuvering gear. Let’s go.”


She clapped her hands and left the bay.


“Does she ever sleep?” Woodhouse muttered.


“Only in the shower,” Sergeant Golding replied, moving toward Unit Two.


“Is she joking?” Bjorn asked.


“I don’t think so,” Ensign Grigori told him, her expression curious. He was getting a lot of those looks at the moment; this was why volunteering for things was always a mistake.


Always.


He knew why Mao didn’t sleep. She was studying. The commander was trying to catch up to the level of knowledge she needed to equal the man she’d replaced as commander of the Lydia.


“Got you covered, LT.” Ensign Grigori smiled at Bjorn and jogged off. Bjorn realized Kladinova was at his side, glaring at him.


“Are we doing this?” she asked.


Bjorn followed her to the armory. Kladinova got the maneuvering-wire launchers strapped to his forearms in a businesslike fashion, then ran a check.


“Good?” she asked, looking at the readout.


Bjorn gave his hands a little shake. “It’ll be fine. I’m better with this than actual free-space gear.”


She stared at him. Bjorn had never been face-to-face with the aristocracy before serving on this ship. It wasn’t that she wasn’t expressive, because she was. He just didn’t know what any of these expressions meant, except for the frequent and obvious ones of annoyance.


“What are you doing?” she asked him.


“Golding’s more than twice my age,” he said, hefting his wrists, feeling the weight of the gauntlets. It was a silly thing to say; Golding had begun her career in the security forces, and become a negotiator before moving into the procurement office from which she’d been plucked for the Everwing program. She could thrash Bjorn hand-to-hand, post better scores than he could in marksmanship, and probably perform this operation just as easily.


That wasn’t the point.


Kladinova was still just looking at Bjorn, and he wasn’t sure what that meant. Usually she just looked at him like something loathsome and walked away, as though she’d be happier supporting herself.


“Listen,” he said, glancing at the hatch. “If I’ve offended you, we should talk about it. For the Empress’ sake—it’s a combat mission. We need to at least act like we can work together. I’m not a prodigy like you, but I’m doing my job. I know you were supposed to be working with Cophony, but let it go.”


Her eyes widened.


“I know you trained with him. I know you’re probably upset about what he did. I’m sorry that didn’t work out. But we’re here and we just have to deal with it. We’ll talk when I get back.”


Kladinova set her jaw.


“You’re sure you’re coming back?” she asked finally.


Bjorn wanted to retort, but he just shook his head and left the armory.


Major Lucas was the most gregarious officer Bjorn had ever met. Lieutenant Ibuki was a little quiet, but friendly. Even General Dayal had a sense of humor, even if she hid it well.


And Bjorn’s pilot was Diana Kladinova. It didn’t seem fair, especially without a third team member to share the load.


The bay lights had taken on a blue tinge. Bjorn could feel the air growing cooler as the ship’s AI lowered the interior temperature slightly. The Lydia was getting ready for combat.


“DiJeur, hit it!” Major Compton called as Bjorn entered the bay.


“It’s live, Major!”


“We’re locked in, LT.” Compton motioned to Bjorn. “The bay’s yours.”


“Sir, I’ll be standing by with the tether in case you have to come in hot,” Ensign Grigori said, pointing to the launcher on the deck near the shield. “And here’s your tracker.”


Bjorn took the device and turned it over in his hands. It was only about six centimeters across, but still much larger than it needed to be. The tracking device itself was probably the size of his fingernail; the rest was to shield it from radiation.


“It’s already live. You just put it on and get out, nothing else. Should take about two seconds,” Grigori said.


“And how many seconds have I got?” Bjorn asked Compton.


“At least ten. Maybe more.” The major winked at him.


“But your cutoff is eight,” Grigori said.


“Says who?” Bjorn asked.


“Me.” She put her hands on her hips.


“Want me to check those?” Compton asked, eyeing Bjorn’s gauntlets.


Bjorn looked over his shoulder. Kladinova had followed him into the bay.


“Lieutenant Kladinova already did.”


“Rebecca, let’s clear out. Counting on you, Ensign,” Compton said to Grigori, clapping her on the shoulder.


“Don’t count on me. Count on Lieutenant Bjorn.”


“Him too.”


“This is not going to be that hard,” Bjorn said, but nobody was listening to him.


Compton and DiJeur left the bay. Kladinova glared at Bjorn for a moment, then jogged off.


“She’ll cheer up after she fixes her hair,” Ensign Grigori said. She had a short, regulation haircut. It was still a mess. She must’ve been sleeping. “Are you really all right with this?”


“Like I keep saying, it’s not that complicated,” Bjorn told her.


“More complicated than just destroying both ships.”


“The commander’s doing the right thing. The Empress wouldn’t destroy a helpless ship, and even if they don’t take the hint, they’ll be doing our job for us.”


“They should make these with explosives,” Grigori noted, looking at the tracker. “Then we wouldn’t even have to be there to take care of them.”


“Explosives are too easy to detect.” Bjorn put the tracker in his EV pouch, then took it back out. He put it in, then took it out again.


“Don’t do that—it’ll slow you down.” Grigori applied a patch of adhesive to his left biceps. “Put it there.”


Bjorn followed her instructions. “I never knew special ops was so informal.”


“Yeah, it’s actually kind of nice.”


Bjorn would have said the opposite, but instead he cleared his throat. “Ten seconds is longer than it sounds like.”


“Eight seconds,” she corrected him. “LT, can I ask you something?” Grigori was always friendly to Bjorn, as if she was trying to make up for the hostility he suffered with Kladinova. He was glad someone was taking pity on him.


“Sure.” Bjorn started toward the shield. Grigori picked up the launcher and followed him.


“How’d you make first at your age?”


Bjorn stiffened. “I didn’t,” he said. “It just happened. I don’t know any tricks to fast promotion,” he said, “if that’s what you’re looking for. None that I’d recommend, anyway.”


“I just thought I’d ask. Everyone’s curious.”


It hadn’t even occurred to Bjorn that people might be talking about his rank. But it was strange. Ibuki was twenty-four, and he’d only recently been promoted.


“I’ll bet they are. This is my first combat op,” Bjorn said.


“Mine too.”


“Nervous?”


“I’m not the one going out there, sir.”


“Don’t call me that. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m actually a private. Just like DiJeur.”


“What?”


“You heard me. If you do have to use that thing,” Bjorn said, pointing at the tether launcher, “don’t shoot me in the head.”


“I’m a good shot. I had to do security training for this. Apparently the guy that defected used to be an acolyte candidate. Studied at Valadilene and everything. Made it to the late stages of the program, got really close.”


“Really?”


“That’s what they say. He was going to be our onboard security. When he ditched, they put me and DiJeur through a quick negotiator course. Like we can make up for an acolyte.”


“The most famous acolyte ever was a girl that weighed, like, thirty kilograms,” Bjorn pointed out.


“Yeah, but she was special.”


“Do you know what’s going on with Kladinova?”


“It has to be that she’s not getting the treatment she wants,” Grigori said, shrugging. She sounded bitter. “They coddled her in training because she’s so good. They treat her like spun glass, and she’s got blood more valuable than this ship. Her genes are in the Empress’ Garden. She’s the third daughter in her family, but she’s still practically a baroness. But now that she’s here, nobody cares. Nobody’s disrespecting her, but you’re not touching your forehead to the ground or licking her toes either.”


Bjorn sighed. He’d heard that theory. He wasn’t convinced. “Why can’t she lighten up?”


“Because that would be too easy,” Grigori said. “And trust me when I tell you people with good genes aren’t having fun when things are easy.”


Lieutenant Ibuki entered the bay. He smiled and waved. The cockpit of his Everwing opened as he approached. Bjorn watched him strap in and start his checklist.


“We’re going in five,” Commander Mao said over the com.


Bjorn looked out through the bay’s force shield. The two ships that had been on the feed were now directly in front of him, only a few hundred meters away. The Lydia, completely undetectable, was drifting slowly toward them.


“They have no idea what’s coming,” Grigori said. “Thirty people.”


“If you’re squeamish, you might be on the wrong ship, Ensign Grigori.”


“Call me Rada. I mean, if you’re telling the truth about not being a real officer.”


“Why would I lie?”


“Why wouldn’t someone lie to get closer to me?” She tossed imaginary hair over her shoulder.


Bjorn looked over at her, then put out his hand. “Oen.”


They shook.


“What’s it like rooming with Morel?”


“Like rooming with a statue. He doesn’t want to be here. He has, like, ten kids, and he’s totally miserable being away from them. He was a comptroller before the fleet grabbed him for Everwing. He had a good thing going.”


The Lydia continued to drift forward. Going over the plan in his mind, Bjorn watched the two ships grow nearer.


Ibuki and Lucas would deploy. Ibuki would gather his protector, then do a flash burn right across Green Dragon Wei Man’s bow. The speed and his disruptor nimbus would shock both ships’ shields into a reset, making them vulnerable. During that period, Bjorn would rope over and place the tracker on the smaller vessel, then get clear before the shields reinitiated.


By then the mine that Ibuki’s fighter would release would have attached to the pirates’ hull.


As Bjorn made his way back to the Lydia, the nanomachines deployed by the mine would eat through the enemy ship’s exterior. Once through the armor, the mine would do its own burn, crashing through the ship’s interior, homing in on the reactor. There, or close to it, it would detonate.


Green Dragon Wei Man would disintegrate so abruptly that the people aboard wouldn’t realize what was happening. They would be atomized, and there would be very little of the ship left over.


From start to finish, the operation would take only a few seconds. Ibuki would get to a safe distance, even though the Everwing was more than fast enough to be safely docked inside the Lydia before the mine detonated.


The Lydia itself would be in full retreat at that point, and its repulsors would deflect the blast and the debris.


The smugglers that Bjorn was about to tag would be damaged by the blast, but not destroyed.


“Bjorn, are you ready?” the commander asked over his private com.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“If anything goes wrong, don’t try to fix it. Just get clear.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I want you en route before Ibuki burns. He’s going to lurk while you get into position. Then you’re both going in on my mark. Ready?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“All right, people. Make the Empress proud. And your families, and whoever, whatever else. Is anyone religious? Actually, let’s not go there.”


Bjorn raised an eyebrow. “Commander?”


“Yeah, sorry. Go.”


Bjorn deployed his EV suit’s helmet and got a running start, keying his suit to allow him through the force shield. He took aim and jumped, transitioning to zero g and flying away from the ship. Space yawned around him, a sudden and jarring dark after the pervasive light and whiteness of the Lydia’s interior.


Ibuki’s Everwing emerged from the bay, gliding down and under the ship. Ibuki would move slowly while they were still undetected; charging his kinetic protector could alert the pirates to their presence.


A pirate looking out of a carbon-shield viewport would not see the Lydia or Ibuki’s Everwing, but Bjorn would be perfectly visible: a lone figure in white coming out of nowhere. Real special-operations EV suits could be fitted with active camouflage, but the crew of the Lydia hadn’t been issued those for this tour. Bjorn had never felt more exposed in his life. He was one man floating in space halfway between two ships. Even the primitive weapons of galactic pirates would make quick work of him if he was spotted.


Luckily the smuggling vessel was between Bjorn and Green Dragon Wei Man, and the smaller vessel had no old-fashioned viewports.


Bjorn raised his right wrist and squinted down the launcher’s sights, which were synced with his helmet’s targeting system. He was getting close to the smaller ship.


“On target, ma’am. I’m in range.” He struggled to stay oriented. Zero-g operations had never come easily to Bjorn.


“Ibuki?”


“Ready, ma’am.”


“Do it,” Commander Mao said.


There was a flash, and a glow of afterburn as Ibuki shot past.


Bjorn fired his wire and hit the release, letting it pull him the remaining twenty meters to the hull of the smuggling ship. He pulled the tracker from his arm and slammed it to the metal. He detached his wire and shoved off, just as he would from the side of a swimming pool.


“Clear,” he announced, swinging around and launching another wire at where he knew the Lydia to be; of course he couldn’t see the ship, with its active camouflage. He didn’t need precision; he just had to get close enough for Rada to hook him with her handheld launcher. “Arm the mine,” he said as he was pulled back toward the ship.


With the mine already physically on the pirate vessel, there was no reason to hide. The pirates had only seconds to live, so it wasn’t a problem if they saw the Lydia. There wasn’t time for them to run, fight back, or even tell anyone what they had seen.


The Lydia appeared in front of him.


Bjorn could clearly see Rada in the bay, aiming at him. The tether hit him hard in his right side, but thanks to his EV it would be only a bruise, not broken ribs. He found himself jerked toward the bay doors, but the launcher’s reel was too slow.


Rada almost could have magnetized her boots and pulled the line in hand over hand faster.


Bjorn fired his own line into the ship and pulled himself in, spilling to the deck as he entered the gravity field.


“Got him,” Rada reported.


Bjorn rolled over in time to see Green Dragon Wei Man vanish in a blue burst. There was no sound, only the blinding light, and the vague shimmering as debris struck the Lydia’s shields.
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“ALERT lifted,” the ship’s AI announced. “All clear.”


The hatches opened, and the crew streamed into the bay, Commander Mao in the front. There had been a delay because Bjorn had been outside the ship, and the AI had been obliged to decontaminate the bay after he came back in.


“Good flying, Ibuki. Well, good flying for both of you, I suppose.” She started to applaud, but Woodhouse stepped past her to shake Ibuki’s hand.


“Almost like you’d done it before,” Golding was saying to Bjorn, who was removing the wire launchers from his wrists.


“You did it with six seconds to spare,” Rada said, beaming at him.


Lucas clapped him on the shoulder. “Solid. And you,” he said to Ibuki. “Good timing. That was nice and clean.”


The slender man nodded, looking thoughtful. “Did anyone notice us?”


“Lydia?” Mao asked.


“No signals, Commander.”


“Then we got away with it. I don’t want to be that officer that talks too much, but this went down exactly the way I wanted to see it. It’s the standard the Empress demands and deserves, and I’m glad we could deliver it.” She smiled at Bjorn. “So thank you.”


Bjorn nodded, uncomfortable. He didn’t know what to say. No one had ever said anything like that to him when he was an analyst.


“That’s thirty people,” Sergeant Golding pointed out.


“Enemy combatants,” Mao corrected. “In violation of an imperial decree. People who don’t obey the Empress don’t deserve to live. That’s something we all know is true. I won’t order you not to pay your respects, and I’m certainly not asking you to trivialize what we’re doing. What you do is your business, between you and the Empress. But as a unit, as a warship, as servants we don’t show remorse, or anything that could even be construed that way.” Her voice softened. “I hate to shut you down, but our work is the will of the Empress. And the will of the Empress is never to be regretted. It’s the only justice there is. It’s right. Always.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Golding seemed taken aback.


“Having said that,” Commander Mao went on, sweeping them with her gaze, “I enjoy serving. Serving is a privilege. You could say I take pleasure in it. But I don’t take pleasure in death, and neither should you. Look at our history. It’s bloody, but the Unification wasn’t about war and death—it was about life. The Empress is no different. Her only wish is better lives for us. We fight for her; she fights for us. Should we sing?”


“Yes,” Major Lucas said.


“No,” Major Compton said, more loudly.


“All right, we won’t. But I’m humming. I’m humming because I’m happy. Good work, all of you. And speaking of work, you all have it. So don’t take too long patting these two on the back.”


Humming loudly, she marched out of the bay.


“I do not get her,” Woodhouse said, staring after the commander. “All those company lines, and then— Actually, never mind.”


Bjorn knew how Woodhouse felt, and it looked as if Major Morel did as well.


“Can we take a second for the damn pirates?” Sergeant Golding said, tossing back her dreadlocks and folding her arms.


“Yes,” General Dayal said, stepping forward. “Form up.”


Bjorn wasn’t sure the general actually had the authority to give that order, but nobody was going to argue with her. He fell in with the others.


“Parade rest,” the general said crisply, and Bjorn wondered if he’d have even half her poise if he ever reached her age. “Human life is fragile and irreplaceable,” the old woman recited, “and any loss of life is tragic, even in the service of the Empress, whose will is the only justice we will ever know. For this reason we will have silence for the fallen.”


Bjorn had begun his career as an immigration analyst. He had never expected to hear these words outside a drama on a holo feed.


The bay was perfectly quiet. Bjorn bowed his head and held his breath. His skin felt hot, and his heart was still beating fast. It had been only a couple minutes since the operation.


The general waited perhaps thirty seconds.


“And we carry on,” she said.


Bjorn exhaled. He wasn’t thinking about the pirates. He hadn’t seen them, only their ship. His mind had been elsewhere. His training had prepared him for the fact that space combat was uncannily impersonal.


Morel gave him an approving look. The general caught his eye.


“Bloody good,” she said, and Bjorn ducked his head respectfully.


“Makes me wish I’d done it,” Major Compton said. “You made it look easy.”


“How’s the side?” Rada asked as the crew began to disperse.


Bjorn put his hand where her tether had struck him. “Not bad,” he said, probing.


“I can’t believe you volunteered for that.”


“It’s not like I was going outside during a battle,” Bjorn said. “No one even knew we were here. They still don’t. Those smugglers don’t know what happened. They didn’t see a thing. We showed up on their scanner for about half a second. ‘Clean’ is the right word for it,” he said, thinking of Commander Mao.


“I never thought I’d see something like that up close,” Rada said, shaking her head. “I’m a tech.”


“You’re a pilot now. We’re all pilots.”


“I got in the sim just before we went into alert. I can’t fly like they can.”


“You had to qualify.”


“I can do the maneuvers, but that’s all I’ve got. It’s not art like it is with Lieutenant Ibuki and General Dayal. And you, Lieutenant,” she said, looking past Bjorn at Kladinova.


Kladinova flicked her a look, then turned to Bjorn. “You said you wanted to talk.”


He blinked at her, then sighed. “Let’s do that.”


Rada smiled at him, gave him a funny look, then strolled off.


“Look,” Bjorn said, turning back to Kladinova. She’d done the sensible thing and gotten rid of her combs, but her hair was still in elaborate ringlets. She twirled one, looking at him expectantly. “I don’t want to waste your time. I’ll do whatever you need me to, but you have to tell me what’s wrong.”


“Who says anything’s wrong?”


“I’m a commoner,” Bjorn said dryly. “I’m not blind. I assumed it was about Cophony. Maybe I was wrong. But you knew him, didn’t you?”


“We trained together for this berth.”


“Were you close?”


She shook her head. “Not really.”


He waited for her to go on. She didn’t. Bjorn rubbed his sore side.


“I’m sure it doesn’t come naturally to you to deal with all this,” he said, gesturing at the bay. “It’s not natural for me either. But we can’t change it.” He pointed at the force shield, and the stars beyond it. “They aren’t always going to be sitting still, waiting for us to fly up and do what we want. This is my first cruise. I don’t want it to be my last. Can you understand that?”


Her eyes had narrowed, and her glare had returned. Her jaw clenched. Obviously he’d offended her again, but it couldn’t possibly be his lack of propriety alone. She’d dealt with people from outside her caste before. She’d been exposed to enough by now that it should have been clear to her that in the Service there was more at work than her bloodline.


“We’re at war,” Bjorn pointed out. He wasn’t sure why he said it, and he thought she might be about to hit him. “That’s all. I’m sorry. I know I don’t have to remind you. You should be in the simulator,” he said, checking his holo.


She whirled and stalked off so quickly that it was almost as if she’d been waiting for a dismissal. Bjorn supposed he did outrank her, technically. But she’d never seemed to care about that before, so he didn’t see why she would now. Everwing team structure superceded rank regardless.


Something was eating Kladinova, and he didn’t see what it could be apart from Cophony. Bjorn wasn’t sure what to think about Cophony himself; it was rare to hear about Evagardian defection. When it did occur, Evagard generally tried not to draw attention to it. It was bad enough when traitorous civilians joined terrorist organizations like New Unity, but Cophony was in the Service. A decorated veteran. That only made his case that much more bruising for the propaganda offices. Bjorn didn’t have much sympathy for them.


He left the bay, planning to go back to his bunk, but his holo lit up. A private communication. He accepted it.


“Bjorn, come see me.”


It was Commander Mao.


“Proceeding, ma’am,” Bjorn said, feeling suddenly apprehensive. It was a short walk up the spine to the bridge.


Major Lucas was looking at some charts on the main feed detailing the path of the smuggler ship with the tracker on it.


“Major, could you give us a moment?” Mao said without looking up from her holo. She was sitting cross-legged in the command chair, apparently deeply involved in whatever she was looking at. The chair was sized for a tall man; she looked like a child in it.


“Yes, ma’am.” Lucas gave Bjorn a reassuring look as he passed.


The hatch closed behind him, and Bjorn was alone with the commander. He went to attention, but she immediately looked up and waved him at ease.


“You can have a seat if you like,” she said.


“I’d rather stand, ma’am.”


“It says here that you would say that. You probably don’t want to have this conversation, and you probably especially don’t want to have it alone with a female superior, but we should probably do it anyway.”


Bjorn’s mouth went dry, but he said nothing.


“My narrative says you were at the embassy at Genham Station, in the immigration office. Your first assignment. You were an aide to one Lieutenant Colonel Hagen. She was community relations and you were doing mostly screenings.”


“That’s right.”


“How was it?”


“The job, ma’am?”


“Yeah. I’ve never been in one of those offices, but like I said, my parents were immigrants. So at some point, someone like you must have worked with them and said, ‘Okay, there’s no reason these two can’t be imperials.’”


“We don’t have any personal discretion. The flags we look for are all in the policies, and it all has to go through the system. I was mostly there to be a troop for my supervisor, and to sign off on the system’s verdicts.”


“Genham Station must have been a good assignment. Right on the edge of regulated space, plenty of colorful people. Plenty to do for a young, single, Evagardian enlisted man.”


Bjorn didn’t say anything to that.


“Did you like the job?”


“It wasn’t my first choice.”


“What was?”


Bjorn knew perfectly well that information was in the file she’d already read. “Band.”


“I read here that you didn’t make the cut.”


“I like music. I never said I was good at it.”


“I gather you were glad just to be in the Service. I see your mother has a criminal record, and your sister has poor aptitudes and test scores. Were you trying to open doors for her? It’s what I would’ve done.”


“I’m not comfortable talking about this, ma’am.”


“That’s fair. But we do have to talk about you and Colonel Hagen.”


“Ma’am, I’ve talked to a lot of people about Colonel Hagen,” Bjorn said, making his gaze a little more direct. “Why do you feel like there needs to be one more?”


Her brows rose. “Because those people,” she replied evenly, “can’t seem to come to an agreement about you. And I’m out here trusting my crew to you.” Mao cocked her head and smiled. “I’m not asking, Bjorn.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“So, I don’t know how that relationship between you two started. I didn’t read your statement; I feel like that would be creepy. I like to believe that since Hagen was charged with predatory fraternization and discharged, you were probably in some way coerced. I thought they gave you that commission to shut you up about Hagen, but it turns out it was the only way they could get you to come into the Everwing program. You wanted out of the Service completely after the Hagen thing.”


“Are you ordering me to answer?”


“I didn’t ask a question. If I’m just going by what’s written here, you had this affair, you didn’t get in trouble for it, the Service promoted you, then you got this incredible opportunity and you still wanted out.” She spread her hands. “I don’t get that. But it’s none of my business. Here’s where I’m hung up: it’s your psych report.”


“I don’t know anything about that, ma’am.”


“I know you don’t. But here are the exact words that your first analyst had to describe you after this happened: ‘emotionally destroyed.’ The next one you saw wasn’t quite as worried about you, but I’m worried about this first one.” She paused. “Bjorn, that’s some pretty strong phrasing. Don’t you think?”


“Ma’am, I’d prefer not to talk about this.”


“We don’t have a choice. I’ve never seen a mental-health professional use those words. I don’t know if I can trust any of these follow-up reports.” Mao sighed. “‘Emotionally destroyed.’ So maybe the thing with Colonel Hagen was more complicated than it sounds. Here’s my next problem: they flagged you as being potentially suicidal. Now,” she said, holding up a hand, “I know you’ve been cleared and you’re fit to serve. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t. I know this is all a year old. But I read everyone’s files. Everyone’s. Yours doesn’t add up, but here’s what does make sense: I see ‘emotionally destroyed,’ I see the word ‘suicide.’ And then I see the young man whose previous duties had him behind a desk who puts his hand up when I propose a fairly dangerous op. Do you see what I’m saying?”


“I have the same combat training as everyone else.”


“See?” She pointed a finger at him. “What is that? Are you talking to me or reading a script? I’m sure you have some trust issues after Hagen, and I’m sure the last thing you want is time alone with me. So I’m not going to tell you to come to me if you have a problem, though obviously you’re welcome to. Go to Lucas or Compton. Sergeant Golding. They’ve seen it all, and if you have worries, that’s what they’re there for.”


“Yes, ma’am.” He raised an eyebrow. “Did you seriously think I was going out there to die?”


“It crossed my mind.”


“Why let me go?”


“Better for you to do it now than after things heat up, when this crew is counting on you.”


Bjorn stared at her.


“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “You’ll make me blush. Do you want to talk about Kladinova?”


“What about her, ma’am?”


“Please, Bjorn. I am paying attention.”


“She’s struggling to adapt. And she doesn’t like me.” He shrugged.


“It’s not just you. She doesn’t like anyone. Especially me. I’m the worst kind of commoner to people like her. I’m not going to share her private information with you, though I will tell you there’s a lot of it. Everybody’s got baggage, Bjorn. But Kladinova isn’t just an aristocrat; she’s a big one. I don’t know how much you know about how those people live, but her entire life has been sheltered and structured to the point that you’d probably find some of the details pretty hard to believe. She’s used to having someone breathing down her neck, holding her hand, and reminding her how much better she is than the rest of the galaxy. And that held true through training. The structure was there. But then that training ended, she boarded this ship, and now she’s just a member of the crew. She’s here with us, but she’s also on her own, in a sense. To her it seems that way, at any rate. It’s one thing to train for it, and another thing to do it.”


“There’s structure here.”


“But I don’t think it’s as cloying as what she needs. Some people don’t like to feel confined,” Mao said, cocking her head. “But some people need to be swaddled. Right now the leash is off for the first time, and she probably feels like this is all just a bad dream she can’t wake up from. She didn’t want to enter the Service, Bjorn. But look at her flying. She loves it. She was born for it. As long as she can fly, she won’t be completely miserable. And if you want to mellow her out, that’s your vector. Don’t you think?”


He nodded.


“I don’t know that she wants a safety blanket; that’s just a hunch.” The commander rolled her eyes. “But if that is what she wants, you’re her partner. Be that presence. Keep her busy. It might help. You never know. It’s worth a try.”
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“IT’S not like we can’t afford it,” Woodhouse said, lighting up his holo. “Come on. Somebody bet something.”


“Twenty on Major Lucas,” Rada said, holding up a hand.


“Same,” Bjorn agreed, moving to stand beside her. “Nothing personal,” he added to Major Compton, who snorted.


“Twenty on Lucas,” Major Morel rumbled.


Major Lucas put his hands on his hips. “Guys, this is sad.”


“Hey,” Ensign Grigori cut in, touching Compton’s shoulder. “What were you and Lieutenant Ibuki arguing about?”


“What?”


“I heard you. It was something to do with the general.”


“Oh. He likes the drama about the general where she jumps through the air firing a gun,” Compton said, looking thoughtful. “And I like the one where she has that knife fight with the Golden assassin.”


“I’ve seen that one,” Bjorn said. “Did that really happen?”


“Ask her,” Compton said, glancing past him. The general was approaching.


“Ma’am, we’re having a contest of strength,” Woodhouse called out. “Very Evagardian. Do you have any disposable income?”


“I don’t gamble, Woodhouse,” Dayal said, looking on with a convincing expression of indifference despite the fact that she had obviously come to watch.


“A hundred on Major Compton,” said DiJeur, joining the ring around the two men. Outside the Red Bay force shield, the Onren Belt was clearly visible. The stars were perfectly still, yet the Lydia was moving faster than a comet.


“Can you afford that, Private?” Woodhouse asked.


“I’m a yeoman now, sir.”


“Oh, right. Anybody else? Nobody else? Where’s Golding? She should be in on this. And where’s Kladinova?” Woodhouse asked Bjorn, updating the wager in his holo.


“Sleeping by now, I hope.” Following up on Commander Mao’s appraisal of Kladinova, Bjorn had negotiated more sim time for his pilot. It was clear that the simulator was her favorite place to be aboard the Lydia.


“Lydia, you betting?”


“No, Captain Woodhouse,” the AI replied.


“Suit yourself.”


“I think real arm wrestling needs a surface to put your elbow on,” Rada pointed out.


“Whatever.”


Lucas and Compton locked arms. It had been obvious that Lucas would win, and he did. He was a few years younger than Compton, and at least ten kilograms heavier. It took only a moment.


Compton shook his sore hand and rubbed his shoulder. Lucas just shrugged.


“I feel like a bully,” he said.


“You shouldn’t waste your money on me,” Compton said to DiJeur. She just smiled at him.


“And Lucas goes on to take on the champ,” Woodhouse said, motioning Major Morel forward. “And, yes, no one’ll bet on this one because it’s even more one-sided, but we have to go through with it because of Evagardian thoroughness and excellence. The commander’s not going to walk in on this, is she?”


“She’s on the bridge,” Bjorn said. “But I’m sure she’s watching.”


“I swear to the Empress if she doesn’t start sleeping soon I’m going to knock her out. All right, contestants, begin.” Woodhouse waved them forward.


Morel defeated Lucas in seconds. Bjorn found it impossible not to think about how effortlessly his bunkmate could snap him in half.


“I challenge the winner,” General Dayal announced, stepping forward.


Morel’s brows furrowed.


Woodhouse balked. “Ma’am,” he began.


“Silence, Captain. Ahmed, if you would.”


Major Morel offered his arm. Dayal had to reach up to grip his hand. The difference in size between their hands was so great that hers was simply engulfed, but that didn’t seem to bother her.


“There will be no wager,” she said.


Major Morel initially tried to be gentle, but in moments he was straining. Bjorn could clearly see the muscles of his arm bunching and flexing; EV suits left nothing to the imagination.


General Dayal’s arm did not move. Morel’s face was turning red from the effort, but she was placid.


“That’s an EVX,” Major Compton said suddenly. “I should’ve known.”


“Yes,” the general said calmly. “You could hardly expect an old woman to serve as she is.”


An EVX was an EV suit with a nanomachine exoskeleton that could supplement the strength of the wearer. It took special clearance and certification to use one. Last Bjorn had heard, it was still considered experimental.


It made sense that the general would have one. The suit would ensure that, at least physically, she would have no difficulty keeping up. “That’s cheating,” Rada said.


“Hey, you weren’t wearing that when we had to run to the ship,” Woodhouse said. “You still got it, ma’am.”


One corner of her mouth twisted upward. “I do this to illustrate a point. Let us consider it a teaching moment.” She began to push Major Morel’s arm down. He fought her, but he couldn’t win. She forced him to the ground.


“How many of you looked up Ling Bai after we killed her last night?” the general asked, still holding Morel down.


“I did,” Major Lucas said.


“So did I, ma’am.” That came from Yeoman DiJeur.


“Me too,” Rada added. Bjorn kept silent, though he had as well.


“Then you learned that she was actually rather formidable, as such people go. Certainly not the most celebrated or prolific pirate, but she did not lack for nerve, and there is ample record of her accomplishing much with little. She was a perfectly competent captain. And yet you see what an impact a small difference in technology can have,” Dayal said, letting go of Morel’s hand. Red-faced, but calm, the big major rubbed his hand and got to his feet. “I trust I’ve made my point.”


“Yes, ma’am.” DiJeur was glowing.


“I have got to get one of those,” Lucas said, stretching.


“Is it as hard to use as they say?” Compton asked.


The general hesitated. “It does take discipline,” she admitted after a moment. “Not to destroy everything one touches.” She looked down at her gloved hand, opening and closing the fingers. “I have to deactivate it to fly.”


Woodhouse whistled. “Can I borrow it, ma’am?”


She ignored him.


“Does anyone have any broadcast time they could part with?” DiJeur cut in, sounding sheepish.


“Didn’t you just send a message home?” Rada asked her.


“I only have a couple years until my niece won’t think I’m the best anymore.” The girl rubbed her hands together. “I’m just asking.”


“I’d offer you mine, child,” the general said, vaguely apologetic. “But I have my great-grandchildren to think about. They’re terribly excited that I’m back in action. Literally,” she added tiredly.


“Of course, ma’am.” DiJeur sighed.


“Take mine, Rebecca.”


She looked up at Major Compton. “Really, sir?”


“It’s fine. I’ll share Walter’s.”


“What’s mine is yours,” Major Lucas said, shaking his head. “She just wants war stories from us. It’s not that hard.”


“I don’t like doing that.”


“Fine.”


“We did just kill Ling Bai,” Woodhouse pointed out.


“Which is classified,” Compton reminded him. “The little princess wants to hear about us swashbuckling through space, getting into sword fights with Ganraen princes.”


“As one does,” Ibuki said, passing by on his way to his fighter.


“But not Prince Dalton,” Lucas said quickly, grinning.


“Oh no,” Compton agreed, putting his hands up. “Not him.”


“She’s into Ganraen music?” Bjorn asked, unable to help himself.


“She’s into a lot of stuff,” Compton said frankly.


“That’s my wife you’re talking about,” Lucas said mildly.


“She’s my wife too.”


“Someday I’ll have husbands,” Rada said, waving her finger at Lucas and Compton. “And they’ll fight over me. Just like this. You’ll see.”


“He started it,” Compton said.


Bjorn smiled, but he noticed that Yeoman DiJeur was not smiling. The Lydia was only eighty hours into the cruise, but her adoration for Major Compton was already fairly obvious. She didn’t like being reminded he was married.


DiJeur didn’t seem the type to disobey orders; she would keep her implant active, numbing her reproductive urges. But she still had emotional needs, and it looked like the fatherly figure that Compton presented really hit her where she lived. Bjorn decided it wasn’t his place to tell her to work on her poker face.


“We’re off course,” Rada said suddenly.


“I beg your pardon, Ensign,” the general said, looking over her shoulder. She’d been making for the hatch.


Rada pointed at the force shield. “Look. It’s Archimedes. It’s not precise, but we shouldn’t be able to see it off starboard.” She started forward. “It should be behind us somewhere. We’re moving toward Ganraen space.”


“We could just be correcting,” Bjorn said, following her.


“I’ve been staring at it for five minutes. I just realized why I was so hung up.” She shook her head. “We’re not on course for Oasis right now.”


“Good eye, Grigori.” Lucas drew even with them. “But don’t look so tense. If the commander’s rerouting us without saying anything, there must be a reason. Lydia, give me front view and a local chart. I’ll bet we’re just diverting to get those smugglers.”


The others joined them at the force shield. Images began to appear in the air as the AI obeyed the major’s requests.


“Here we are.” Rada enlarged the hologram. “See?”


Woodhouse gazed at the feed. “What’s that up ahead?”


“Debris field,” Rada said, folding her arms. “But why are we going in there? Is there a target?”


“If there was, we’d be on alert. Whatever we’re doing, it’s meant to be discreet.” Major Compton looked at General Dayal. “What do you think, ma’am?”


“Commander Mao has not given us any reason to question her judgment,” the old woman stated simply. “I’m inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt.”


“Who’s the secondary helmsman?” Woodhouse asked curiously, looking around at the group.


“It’s me,” Bjorn said, biting his lip. A detour this early in the cruise struck him as odd. “Would it be impolite to ask her?”


“Not especially,” Compton murmured. He activated his com. “Commander, why are we off course?”


“Sealed orders,” Mao replied. “How’d you know?”


“We’re looking out the window.”


“Oh. Well, relax. No need to panic yet. Maybe soon though; we’re almost there.”


“Almost where, ma’am? There’s nothing here,” Lucas said, returning to the chart. “Oh,” he said, realization dawning on his face. The com went dead. Lucas shook his head and looked at Compton. “Intel?”


“Could be anything. A buoy or a listening station. SOS, change of orders. But it’d have to be something shady,” Compton said, looking thoughtful. “Any diversion should be worth an alert, and the only reason not to go to alert is to keep it off the log.” He shook his head. “Special ops.”


“Am I the only one not following?” DiJeur asked, looking from face to face hopefully.


“We’re going somewhere that isn’t on the map,” Bjorn told her, watching the general. “Unofficially. Read that however you like.”


DiJeur frowned. “I don’t understand.”


“Until recently this was unregulated space. An Evagardian military presence wouldn’t be illegal, but it would be suggestive. If it had been public knowledge, that would sort of hint toward the Empress’ intention to annex,” Major Lucas said, then looked directly at her. “You think we don’t have stuff out here?”


DiJeur looked embarassed, but Rada cut in.


“I thought we annexed it so we could lawfully cut down Ganrae’s mercenary options,” she said.


Lucas made a noncommittal gesture with his shoulders. “Maybe,” he said.


“You mean the Empress wanted it all along?”


“No one is saying that. Though the Empress doesn’t oppose expansion,” General Dayal said, folding her hands behind her back. “She merely has her own way of going about it. Always has. If you know your history, you’ll know of something called manifest destiny, and that the Grand Duchess had very strong feelings about not repeating that arrogance, something she’s been at odds with through history.”


“The Grand Duchess died hundreds of years ago,” DiJeur pointed out.


“The Grand Duchess is eternal. The Once and Future Empress, as they said, in reference to certain Old Earth literature.”


Woodhouse gave the general a funny look. “That’s not literal,” he said. “Her influence is eternal. Her ideals might be eternal. Her will is eternal, because her servants will always be there to implement it. She’s not eternal. She’s buried under a statue on Old Earth.”


“What statue?” Rada asked, her eyes lighting up.


“Call of the Motherland,” Woodhouse told her.


“That’s a myth, Woodhouse,” the general told him. “She did admire that statue. But she wasn’t even Russian. And she’s not buried on Earth.”


“Then where is she buried?”


“Good question,” the general said, a hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth.


“Do you know what’s out here, ma’am?” Bjorn asked.


She shook her head. “No, Lieutenant. I was never involved in this end of things. And I’ve been retired twenty years.” She shrugged. “I’ve been many things, but never a spy.”


“What’s that?” Rada asked, stepping closer to the feed.


“Wreckage,” Woodhouse replied, pointing. “That’s a hull. Look at the lines.”


“But look at what it’s doing. It’s not moving with the rest of the debris.”


“Suspicious, right?” Mao said.


Everyone jumped. Yeoman DiJeur actually cried out in surprise. The commander had appeared in the middle of the group without anyone noticing, and now she stepped forward.


“Technically only the general and myself have clearance for this, so we’re going to bend the rules a little. I’m reading between the lines, but it sounds like we’re in for some bad news. That affects all of us, so I say you’ve all got a right to be here.”


“Commander, we are being hailed,” Lydia said.


“I can see why,” Mao replied.


“Commander, will you accept the communication?”


“You’re just like my parents, Lydia.” Mao gave an exaggerated groan. “You don’t get me. Let them through.”


A woman about Mao’s age with pale hair in a regulation cut appeared on the force shield.


“In my day you had to be on the bridge for this,” the general murmured. Woodhouse snorted.


“Commander Mao,” the woman said. “And your whole crew,” she added, arching an eyebrow.


“Major Nelson, we meet again,” Mao said, saluting.


Nelson returned it. Behind her, Bjorn could see what looked like a cramped command bridge.


“Kelly, I wondered if you’d be willing to extend me a little hospitality.”


“How long have you been stuck in there?” Mao asked, grinning.


“Almost six months.”


“How’s your psych report?”


“My what? No, seriously. Please let me come aboard,” Nelson said.


“Lydia, go ahead and mate us. Major Nelson’s coming over.”


The feed vanished.


“That’s a ship?” DiJeur said incredulously.


“Not even that,” Mao said, putting her back to the shield and leaning on it. Bjorn thought that was an intensely reckless thing to do; if the AI decided to, it could let her slip right through it into space. “It’s just a habitat. No engines. It has enough systems to perform its functions and support life. Anything more would make it too easy to detect.” She waved a hand. “EI and the fleet have these things everywhere.”


“I take it you know this woman,” Major Compton said. Bjorn looked back to see that the bay was filling up. Only Kladinova and Major Morel were absent.


“We were friends for the first module of officer training. I was so jealous when they fast-tracked her into intel. Then she ends up here. I had no idea; I figured she’d been killed in the war, or sent off to do real spy stuff.”


“This is real spy stuff,” Major Compton pointed out.


“Disappointing, right?” Mao stretched her arms over her head and yawned.


“Is she alone?” Woodhouse asked.


“No, there’ll be an AI and she’ll have an aide.”


“A male aide?”


“Empress, I hope so. She’s not allowed to have VR in there.” Mao rubbed at her eyes and faced the shield. “But I don’t know. She wants to brief us in person, for obvious reasons.”


“Should I evaluate her?” Woodhouse sounded genuinely concerned.


“I doubt there’ll be time.”


Bjorn shuddered. Being stuck in such a tiny space for a long time couldn’t be easy. The Lydia wasn’t much, but coming aboard would be like shore leave for Major Nelson.


The crew watched the outpost draw nearer. It was indistinguishable from the surrounding debris. Bjorn was impressed with Rada’s call, but attention to detail was something you liked to see in a tech.


So, Mao had been discreetly ordered to divert to this location to receive a report from its duty officer. The commander was probably right. The chances of this being good news didn’t seem high. Bjorn watched the commander uneasily. He’d already been worried that there were too many details out of place with this mission, was already too much askew.


This wasn’t helping.
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THE Lydia swung gracefully around, lining up Red Bay with the floating outpost. An active camouflage shield wavered and vanished, revealing an airlock. The doors had been designed to mimic the corroded wreckage all around.


The ship extended a tubular force shield with a faint bluish tint. The only reason for the color was so that people would know it was there.


“Commander, passage is authorized.”


Mao activated the com. “Nelson, you’re clear to come over.”


The doors opened, and a figure in an EV appeared, pushing off from the hatch’s frame. She drifted through the tube of shimmering blue.


Mao stepped up to the shield and grabbed her as she came through into the gravity field.


Major Nelson deactivated her helmet and immediately embraced Commander Mao.


“You’re not seeing this,” Commander Mao said, returning the embrace, but shaking a finger at the crew at the same time.


“Who’s here to call me out on it?” Nelson asked, stepping back and taking in the group.


“I do have a general aboard.”


“You do?” She paled slightly, and her eyes fell on General Dayal. “Ma’am,” she said weakly, ducking her head.


“A momentary lapse of judgment that will never be repeated, I’m sure,” the old woman said, obviously not interested.


Nelson swallowed. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”


“Who else you got in there?” Mao jerked her chin toward the outpost.


“Just me and the computer.”


“Where’s your assistant?”


“Reassigned, and the replacement got delayed.”


“Nelson, anyone could be your aide. A child could do that job.”


“A child with secret clearance? We’re at war.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. And I have two more months in the box.”


Mao whistled. Nelson straightened up and addressed the crew.


“I’m sure your commander will tell you everything I tell her, so we can just do a mass brief. That’s what you’re going for, isn’t it? You can’t stay here long, unfortunately.”


“There’s plenty of stuff in the small-unit command manual to back me up. I’m giving them all clearance to hear whatever you have for us,” Mao said.


“Can I walk around your ship for a couple minutes after?” Nelson asked, and she wasn’t trying to hide her desperation.


“Do you need any medical?”


“Unfortunately no.”


“Walk all you want.”


“Thank you. Is this everyone?”


Mao did a quick head count. Morel had appeared, but Kladinova was still absent.


“DiJeur, go get her,” Major Lucas ordered, and the yeoman jogged out of the bay.


“So, these are the new fighters.” Major Nelson clasped her hands behind her back and approached Unit Two. “They don’t look like much. Just a bubble.”


“They’ve got the impact,” Mao said.


“Have you engaged yet?”


“Just once.”


“Who?”


“Ling Bai.”


“Did you get her?”


Mao nodded.


“I’ll report that for you,” Nelson said.


“I already have.”


“That’s the thing. You haven’t. Nothing’s coming out of Demenis right now.”


Nelson said it very matter-of-factly, but it took Bjorn a moment to appreciate the magnitude of the statement. Though the Demenis system had been unregulated, it had not been unpopulated. Obviously everyone wouldn’t just go quiet. For no communications to get out, something had to be blocking them.


All the smiles among the crew had vanished.


“Who’s responsible?” Mao asked, visibly troubled.


The bay hatch opened, and DiJeur returned, followed by a surly-looking Kladinova.


“We’re not going to talk about that,” Nelson stated flatly. “Officially I don’t know.”


Major Lucas balked. “It’s us?”


Bjorn felt a chill. Everyone aboard the Lydia had some of the highest security clearance in the Imperium. How much higher did it go? Why wouldn’t Nelson tell them?


“Nobody said that,” Mao said mildly, though there was nothing mild about the look in her eyes. “Let her talk.”


Nelson stopped pacing. “This is everyone? All right. I’m Major Nelson. The fleet has some information for you. At this point you all know about Colonel Cophony’s defection—is that right?”


“His disappearance,” Mao corrected.


“No, it’s defection. That’s all in the open now. He has also officially slipped the net and gotten away clean. If you know our security, you know how to beat it, and IS is focused on New Unity right now. They’re not going to pull people from these big counterterrorism operations to go chasing after Cophony when he already has such a head start. But we think he had help. Probably New Unity. They’re looking into it.”


Mao took her place with Bjorn and the others, letting Nelson address them all.


“How many of you know Tenbrook?” Nelson asked.


A couple of hands went up. Bjorn’s didn’t.


“Will your AI work with me?” Nelson asked Mao.


“Lydia, help Major Nelson with her presentation.”


Nelson held up her wrist, displaying her holo. “Can you access this?”


“Yes, Major Nelson,” Lydia replied.


“Put Tenbrook up.”


A man appeared on the shield. He was unremarkable to look at, probably around Major Lucas’ age, or a little younger. He wasn’t exactly handsome; there were dark circles under his eyes, which seemed vaguely sunken. He looked vaguely bored.


“This is him,” Nelson said. “Your typical good privateer will amass a lot of wealth, but not much of a legacy. You keep your lights on, you take scores, and you try not to run out of ways to turn them into untraceable money. But some people aren’t in it for the money. These are the guys that end up with miniature fleets, like Baron Magnus. He’s got ten ships, and plenty of people are afraid of him. Tenbrook’s different. Show Perdita.”


A vast space station appeared on the shield, replacing Tenbrook.


“Perdita isn’t a ship. It’s a mobile battle station. It’s Tenbrook’s base of operations, and he never leaves it. He’s got a lot of pirates on his payroll, and he owns dozens of private military outfits. He’s the main person Commonwealth leadership has been dealing with for their outsourcing. If Tenbrook doesn’t have it, he can get it. And he’s not afraid to take a hand in things personally.”


“Did the Ganraens use him to extract Cophony?” Mao asked, folding her arms.


Nelson looked at her, and hesitated. “We aren’t ruling it out,” she said finally.


Bjorn let out a long breath. He could see where this was going.


“We know Cophony reached Payne Station. But security caught up with him, and he vanished. He also killed four agents. He got quite a bit of acolyte training before he washed out of Valadilene, so he’s basically a weapon of mass destruction. A couple of major Tenbrook ships were there at the time.”


“What was he doing on Payne Station? Was he taking the long way to Commonwealth space?”


Looking troubled, Major Nelson began to pace again. “No, we don’t think he was trying to get past us. Cophony’s not leaving. He’s getting involved. He wants to hurt us.”


“By the Empress,” General Dayal said, face bleak. “Has this man no honor?”


“Honor is what he thinks he does have. He feels betrayed by the Service. What happened to his fiancée isn’t pretty. Mistakes were made,” Nelson said.


“We aren’t perfect,” Major Compton said simply.


“But we say we are,” Nelson replied at once, pointing a finger at him. “That we’re the best, the elite. The Service comes down hard on you when you make a mistake, and maybe Cophony thinks it should go both ways.”


Bjorn saw Mao looking at him. He ignored her and focused on Nelson, who cleared her throat.


“He has a grievance, and it clearly motivates him. This is a good illustration of how the actions of one can affect many. Having to go up against our own guy will cost us, I promise you. He’s dangerous, and the things he knows just make it worse.”


Nelson’s gaze fell on Kladinova.


“You were the one who partnered with him during the tactics course? The Earth girl?” Nelson said.


“Yes, ma’am,” Kladinova said, though her eyes flashed at being called an Earth girl.


“Then you know how good he is. At first we thought he went to Payne Station to make a play for the Julian.”


Bjorn was taken aback; that seemed like a little much. The Julian was Evagard’s newest and most powerful battleship.


The Empress’ personal flagship.


“The Empress is aboard the Julian right now,” Captain Woodhouse said, looking puzzled. Then his eyes widened.


“Yes. Imperial Security and Evagardian Intelligence both know there’s a plot brewing concerning the Julian—it has been for a while. We’re not sure if Cophony’s involved. We haven’t found any ties between him and New Unity, but we think he’ll work with anyone who can help him. And New Unity would love to help him.”


Bjorn rubbed at his temples. War, defectors, and pirates weren’t enough. Obviously the Lydia’s crew needed to be worrying about Evagardian terrorists as well.


“The nerve of this guy,” Mao said.


Nelson didn’t look amused. “Tenbrook has him.”


“His last known location is Payne Station. Far away from us,” Mao said. “Why’s this our problem?”


“Because he’s here now.”


“I knew it.” Mao folded her arms. “Why, though?”


“We can only guess, but the analysts at EI think they’re pretty deep in Cophony’s head. He knows this ship and he knew about this mission plan. That means Commonwealth leadership probably knows about it too. We think he’s coming for you. Cophony wants to hurt the Empress, and Tenbrook wants your ship. Probably to sell it to the Commonwealth, who will just hand it to Cophony. It’s harmless without someone who can use it. Cophony can use it.”


No one said anything. Nelson looked at Kladinova, then at Mao.


“We’re afraid he’s going to train pilots. And the Commonwealth isn’t so primitive that they can’t figure out the technology if they have it in hand. It’ll take time, but they’ll be able to turn it on us.”


That was it, then. Bjorn felt numb. The mission was over; the fleet wouldn’t risk the ship—not like this. If pirates got lucky and destroyed the Lydia, that was one thing. But this was someone with the knowledge and resources to capture her. The Imperium couldn’t have that.


“That’s why you haven’t been getting contacts,” Nelson told them. “They know you’re coming, and half the pirates in this system answer to Tenbrook. He’s clearing your path.”


“Why?” Mao asked.


“Because he wants you for himself, and having you as a destabilizing force in Demenis gives him a way to grow his operation. Pirates are happy to sign on with Tenbrook, rather than taking their chances alone with a mysterious Evagardian warship that can’t be detected and takes no prisoners.”


“Fair enough.”


Nelson shrugged. “He’ll find you before you reach Oasis.”


“What are our orders?”


“You can’t engage him. You might be quite the little warship, but you can’t fight an armada by yourselves. He’ll kill you. Or worse, he’ll capture you. Cophony knows the Everwing system. None of your tricks will work.”


Mao put her hands on her hips and gazed at the floor. The air in the bay seemed to have gotten cold. Bjorn looked around him. DiJeur looked openly terrified. Morel was stony, as always, but Compton and Lucas looked troubled as well.


“Do we turn around?”


“No. You have to let him chase you.”


Mao sighed. “I knew it.”


“You’re only one ship, but if you can monopolize Tenbrook’s time, you’ll account for a disproportionate amount of resources. If you can keep him busy, then everyone else can focus on the Ganraen navy. And the High Command knows we can beat the Ganraen navy.”


“How much time do they want?”


“As much as you can buy.”


“That’s it?”


“Your AI has everything we have on Tenbrook and Cophony. For the past few years Tenbrook’s been out of the spotlight because he’s been happy just to run his little mercenary empire from the comfort of his station, which hasn’t been doing anything noteworthy. Perdita hasn’t moved in a long time. He started out a pirate, but just before the war he was as close to being legitimate private military as anyone. Now that the war’s on, he’s back in it. Nobody paid very close attention to him when he was a businessman. Intelligence watched him, but a man who owns a hundred ships isn’t the same as a man who’s commanding a hundred ships. Now he’s commanding. And that makes him, in a way, the commander of one of the largest forces in this war. And don’t forget the battle station.”


“I won’t. I’ve studied Perdita.”


“Of course you have. I forgot you didn’t start out with ship duty. One more thing. Cophony had a lot of data on the Lydia when he ran.”


“Then he’s got our frequencies and signatures,” Mao said. “He can track the ship.”


“Not if you make some changes. If you’ve got someone with some imagination, you should be able to engineer your way out of that one. Changing your combat tactics won’t be so simple, though. It’s possible Tenbrook’s locked onto you already. That’s why you can’t stay here. Give me the tour. Then push off. You’ve got work to do,” Nelson said, looking sympathetic.


Mao pointed at Morel. “Take Bjorn and Grigori. Make sure that whatever Cophony’s looking for, we’re leaving something else behind. He might be able to adapt, but make him work for it. Without stealth we might as well just autodestruct right here.”


Morel nodded and caught Bjorn’s eye. Rada followed as they broke away from the group.


“By the Empress,” Rada hissed. She looked close to panic. Bjorn said nothing; he felt the same way.


Even General Dayal had been shaken by Major Nelson’s news. Mao had been working hard to keep her reaction neutral.


That told Bjorn all he needed to know.
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THE engineering control room was especially cramped. There was a console, a generous dock of interface ports, and access to the ship’s maintenance crawl spaces.


Some large vessels had crawl-space layouts like labyrinths, but the Lydia had only four routes.


Morel called up the Lydia’s support system. Bjorn wanted to say something reassuring to Rada, but he was just as shaken as she was.


Nelson’s mention of a communications blackout. The fleet’s sudden willingness to take risks with an irreplaceable, strategically critical new weapon. Bjorn was trying to read between the lines, and he didn’t like where his imagination was taking him.


Worse, there was no other way to read it: the Lydia Bennet and her crew had gone from being the hunter to being the hunted.


“Grigori,” Morel rumbled, looking over his shoulder at Rada, “how would you track us?”


“Our active stealth is the best and latest. I wouldn’t know where to start.” She leaned on the bulkhead and closed her eyes. “The only things we can’t hide are radiation density and the aether trail. Radiation density doesn’t matter because the ship’s so small, so someone would have to get pretty close to pick it up.” Rada shrugged. “There’s only the trail, sir.”


Bjorn wished there was a little more room to move.


“You can’t hide an aether signature,” he said. “Not from someone who knows what they’re looking for. Ours is unique—that’s the problem. If we can’t make it go away, we have to disguise it.”


Rada suddenly smiled. “It’s easy. It’s too easy.”


“What have you got?” Morel asked.


“If you’re looking at two trails, how do you know which one is imperial?”


“The clean one,” Bjorn said.


“Exactly. That’s what they’re looking for—not just our specific signature, but something pretty subtle,” Rada said confidently. “So let’s just run dirty. And if Cophony sees that signature here in Demenis, he’ll probably just think a pirate went by.”


That struck Bjorn as a bold idea, but Ensign Grigori had a point. If Tenbrook knew what to search for, the Lydia’s trail would be detected one way or another. The only way to protect against that now was to make sure that when someone did spot it, they didn’t realize what they’d spotted.


Morel nodded. “Lower the coolant, scramble the levels. It’ll reduce the life span of our drive, but I’m more worried about next week than next month.”


“I don’t know what kind of trail that would leave, but no one’s going to think it’s us,” Rada agreed. “But it won’t work twice. Once we show our faces they’ll put it together.”


“We’ll worry about that later,” Morel said.


Bjorn peered over Morel’s shoulder. He was looking at a feed of the signature their drive was creating, and running simulations to predict what sorts of effects he could create by tweaking the output.


It was a relief to have a solution. Out here alone, stealth was crucial. If the ship could be tracked, it was useless.


“We’ve got it,” Morel said to Bjorn. It was a dismissal; Morel and Rada didn’t need him hovering over their shoulders.


He stepped into the spine in time to see Mao lead Major Nelson back into Red Bay. Nelson was leaving. Bjorn followed.


The crew was hard at work preparing the ship for its new, less predatory campaign. Bjorn had things to do as well, but he was hoping to hear something from Nelson that could shed some light on her bizarre words from earlier.


He joined Mao and Nelson at the shield. The outpost was still linked to the Lydia, both of them drifting together in the debris field.


“Bjorn, what have you got for me?”


“We’re changing our signature. They might find our trail, but they won’t recognize it for what it is.”


“Good deal.” Mao turned back to Major Nelson. “I liked this mission better when it had us actually coming back.”


“I don’t care what your odds are. I’d come with you in a second,” Nelson replied.


“I wish you could.”


They embraced.


“You didn’t see that either,” Major Nelson said to Bjorn. “I wish we had more time.” She backed up a few paces from the force shield. “See you on the other side,” she said to Mao, who nodded.


“Let her through,” the commander told the AI.


Major Nelson activated her helmet. She got a running start and jumped through the shield. Her aim was good, but not perfect. She pushed off the force tunnel and made it to her airlock. After a wave to Mao, she disappeared inside.


“Lydia,” Mao said, staring after her, “get us out of here fast.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Were you two close, ma’am?” Bjorn asked Mao, who shook her head.


“Not at all. But when you’re alone out here, any friend is your best friend. She seemed pretty sane, considering.”


Already the Lydia was moving away from the outpost. Bjorn lost sight of it as the ship turned.


“She’s not telling us everything,” he said, and Mao looked at him sharply. She’d been thinking it as well. “Ma’am, you can’t believe they’d use us just to waste Tenbrook’s time.”


“Maybe,” Mao said, stepping close to him and lowering her voice. “Maybe they would. If there was something important about to happen, and having him here instead of somewhere else would make the difference.”


“Do you believe that?”


“I believe it’s plausible.”


“And communications? Evagard suppressing contact out of Demenis?”


“Not illegal,” Mao pointed out. “Now that it’s Evagardian space. Everyone who didn’t leave Demenis is now an imperial subject, whether they like it or not. Subjects don’t have rights, and the Imperium can’t violate what you don’t have.”


“It was unregulated space,” Bjorn hissed. “They already didn’t have any rights. This was never about rights or legality. The Empress suddenly wants Demenis? And an entire system has to go dark? For what?” He glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “Is Tenbrook even really here for us? Or is there something else the High Command wants us to distract him from? Something we don’t have clearance to know about?”


Mao was no longer meeting his gaze; she was only as tall as his sternum, and she gazed at it, her eyes distant.


“Bjorn, I told you that I’m actually a battle-station officer, not a ship commander.”


“I remember.”


“I really have studied Perdita. I haven’t studied Tenbrook, not really. But I know who he is, and how he got to where he is. I can see how valuable this ship would be to him.” She took a deep breath and looked up at him. “Based on the intel we have, I believe he wants it, and I believe he’ll make an effort to get it. And I think not only does he have information from Cophony, but he’s got Cophony with him.”


“And what about Demenis?”


She sighed. “Let it go. We can’t be worrying about the war when we aren’t sure how we’re going to win the battle. Keep your suspicions to yourself. We have to stay focused.”


He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


Bjorn watched her walk away, then sought out Kladinova. She was standing beside the fighter, her hand on the cockpit shield.


“You okay?” Bjorn asked, making straight for her.


She turned toward him, her face unreadable. “Did you figure something out?” she asked.


“We’re gambling. The commander’s probably going to address us, but not until she’s figured this out for herself. It was scary enough coming out here in the state we did.” Bjorn shook his head. “Now with this Tenbrook guy and Cophony, I don’t know. I’m a little worried.”


“A little worried,” she echoed, looking down at the deck. “Me too.”


“Relax. You’re a better pilot than Cophony, aren’t you?”


“Maybe.” She gave him a funny look.


“And he hasn’t got an Everwing. We can handle him. It’s what he knows that’s going to make problems for us.”


Mao’s voice came over the com.


“We’re about to do an unscheduled jump. Don’t panic. Cophony will expect us to try to hit as many targets as we can. But that’s not our objective anymore. It’s not going to be easy to stay one step ahead, but we have to. It’s not really my style, but that means it’s time to get aggressive. I know Major Nelson talked it up like we needed to be afraid of Tenbrook. She thinks we should tread lightly.”


A pause.


“But I don’t plan to do that,” Mao continued. “Tenbrook is the new mission. He is the interface between the mercenary talent and the Commonwealth. If we take him out of the picture, we take those ships out of the war, at least for a while. That’s worth doing. They say this is the greatest warship ever built, next to the Julian. That isn’t true; this isn’t a warship. They just say it is because it sounds better than calling it what it is. If you ever believed this ship was meant for battle, you were kidding yourself. The Lydia is meant for wet work. It always has been. So if we get the chance, and Tenbrook really does come after us, I intend to play to our strengths. That’s all.”


The com went silent.


Bjorn and Kladinova exchanged a look. Bjorn didn’t know if Mao was speaking her mind or trying to distract the crew from the more provocative details of Major Nelson’s visit. “I’m ready,” Kladinova said. She looked determined. Even excited. “But my sync variance is too high.”


Bjorn was puzzled. “You have the best of anyone.”


“It’s not enough. I can still feel it.” She hesitated, and her gaze on him grew more intense. “I need more Harbinger.” She fingered the back of her neck, where the sync collar injected Harbinger directly into her spinal cord.


The metaphor used in training was that the interface between the pilot and the fighter was a machine, but Harbinger was the lubricant. As Bjorn understood it, Harbinger made its host more adaptable to foreign elements. The nanomachines connecting the brain and the nervous system to the fighter wouldn’t work without Harbinger there to facilitate the relationship.


Harbinger was also able to alter DNA permanently. It had to be used carefully. Rationed. Uncontrolled, it could be lethal to the host.


“I can tell,” Kladinova said. “I can tell that I can do more. I know it.”


Still watching her, Bjorn lit up his holo and scanned her records. Her levels had been normal. Her sync rate was good.


“How do you know?” he asked. He could tell now—this was the source of her peculiar behavior. She couldn’t increase her dosage alone; she needed approval from her handler. Kladinova had been loath to bring it up with him. Maybe she didn’t like to admit that she actually needed him for something.


The ship shuddered. That was the jump. Bjorn looked to the shield, but the stars were already resolving themselves outside, revealing their location. Bjorn didn’t see anything readily identifiable. He wondered how far ahead Mao had pushed them.


“I don’t know,” Kladinova said. “I don’t know how to explain it. But it’s there. Just out of reach.”


“What is?”


She made a frustrated face. “The fighter,” she said, finally.


“What do you mean?”


“It’s still just a fighter. But if I can go deeper, I can do more. I can fly better.”


“The ship is an extension of your body,” Bjorn said.


“No.” He was taken aback by her vehemence. “No, maybe for you it is. Not for me. It’s clumsy. It’s slow. It’s nothing. But it could be fast. I can do more. It’s there.”


What she was saying was borderline nonsensical, but Bjorn was beginning to understand.


“What are you asking me to do?”


“I wasn’t going to,” she said, looking back at the fighter. “But it’s different now. Now we’re in danger. We need it all.”


“The commander will never approve it.”


“I’m not asking her. I’m asking you.” She said it through gritted teeth. She was the same, her impeccable ringlets and deep, dark eyes. But her face was hard.


“Never going to happen,” Bjorn said firmly. “It’s too dangerous. Harbinger is the variable. It’s the part of this system we don’t talk about. It’s as un-Evagardian as anything in this universe. More than that, it’ll ruin your genes if you let it get out of control. You know what it can do to you. You of all people should not be saying this.”


“I don’t care,” she said fiercely. “I want to fly. You have access, not me. We can do this.”


Bjorn turned to look around the bay. He saw no one from Team Four. Woodhouse was probably in his bunk. General Dayal was usually on the bridge. And Morel was still with Rada in maintenance. All the same, he pushed Kladinova behind the fighter so they would be out of sight.


She was startled, but he didn’t give her time to express her outrage at his impertinence.


“You know you’re out of line,” he said quietly, leaning close. “We’re short a man. You need to pull it together, because we need you at your best. You’re going to keep flying brilliantly, and we’re both going to forget about this.”


She opened her mouth, but he cut her off.


“Do you understand?” he pressed, giving his glare everything he could. This wasn’t him. Or, at least, it wasn’t supposed to be. Their faces were almost touching.


The Service had not trained him to glare.


After a long moment, looking stricken, she nodded.


“Like the general said,” Bjorn told her, backing away, “momentary lapse of judgment. Don’t let it happen again. Please,” he added. “For me.”


Shaken, he walked away from the fighter and didn’t look back. In the corridor, he sagged against the bulkhead and took a deep breath.


Mao had it wrong. Bjorn had been looking for a rational explanation for his pilot’s behavior. Now he had it.


Diana Kladinova was insane.


Rada stepped into the spine and froze at the sight of him.


“What’s wrong?” she asked immediately. Bjorn wasn’t surprised that his state of mind was showing on his face.


He wasn’t kidding himself.


“We’re in trouble,” he said, not knowing what he was going to say next. He didn’t get the chance. The com chimed.


“So, maybe that jump wasn’t such a good idea,” Mao said in a shipwide broadcast. “We just jumped into the fire. I have two contacts, and they are massive. Combat alert. Here go the Klaxons. This is my song.”


And the Klaxons began to wail.
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BJORN and Rada acted at the same moment. Rada darted into the bay, and Bjorn ran for the bridge. He was the first one there, but Major Compton was right behind him.


Bjorn stared at the two massive ships on the feed.


“Oh, Empress,” he said.


“Seats, gentlemen,” Mao said distractedly.


Compton clapped Bjorn on the shoulder and took his place at his console. Bjorn got into his own seat and raised his systems.


Sergeant Golding and Captain Woodhouse arrived.


“What have we got?” Golding asked, tying her locks back.


“Look for yourself.”


“Ganraens,” Woodhouse said, scowling.


“They aren’t warships,” Compton said.


“But look at the size of them.”


“They’re pleasure craft,” Compton replied, cutting him off. “Luxury cruisers. Old ones.”


“Would you look at the size of them,” Woodhouse repeated, ignoring him. “They’re like dreadnoughts.”


“They’re not as big as they look.” Mao pointed. “See all this baggage they’re carrying?” She got to her feet. “Those are the biggest industrial cargo pods I’ve ever seen.”


Bjorn had to agree. Massive pressure pods covered both cruisers, making them appear larger than they were.


“What’s in them?” Sergeant Golding asked, eyes wide.


“Good question. Lydia, what’s their heading?”


“This course will take them directly to Burton Station,” the AI replied. “Arrival in approximately four hundred hours.”


“I’ve never heard of anyone taking a pleasure cruise through Demenis,” Mao said, tapping a knuckle against her lips. “But what kind of pirates use boats like these?”


“None on record, Commander.”


“Is it Tenbrook?” Woodhouse asked, looking over at her.


“I don’t know. He’s the one who thinks outside the box, the one that does things differently. The CEO pirate. But these things can barely move. You don’t get much piracy done with ships that can’t chase or run. And look, there’s damage.”


“I was going to mention that,” Bjorn said, swiping the image over to the commander. “Those are rail-gun penetrations.”


“Why on earth would you shoot a monster like that with a rail gun? It’d take you all day to get it done.” Major Compton shook his head.


Mao chewed her lip. “Lydia, where are these ships registered?”


“Royal View, Commander. It’s a luxury cruise organization out of Little Norwich.”


The Ganraen capital station. The seat of Commonwealth leadership.


“Are they tied to the war in any meaningful way?”


“No, ma’am. There’s nothing in my cache to indicate that Royal View vessels have been repurposed or commandeered for the war effort. There is also no record of any being taken by privateers.”


“If that’s true, then these guys are AWOL. People can’t just leave Commonwealth space with the war on. Lydia, what’s the human capacity of a ship like that?”


“Forty thousand, Commander.”


“Each?”


“Yes, Commander.”


Mao let out a long breath and leaned back in her chair. “Sounds like enough.”


That struck Bjorn as something of an understatement.


“We need to scan them for weapons and personnel,” Major Compton said.


“No,” Mao said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to tip our hand yet. If they’re here for us, for whatever reason, they might be looking for that.”


“You think this is a trap?” Bjorn asked.


“I think if there was ever a time to be paranoid, it’s now.” Mao leaned on the console and stared at the ships on the screen. “But what kind of trap could it be?”


“Suppose those cargo pods are full of ordnance. We’re small, we’re fast,” Major Compton said. “We’re impossible to detect. If you don’t know where the enemy’s hiding in the city, you can level the city. It worked for New Sochi.”


“That’s a cheery thought. They’d still need a way to draw us in.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Anyone here got a smart play that does not involve murdering these two ships in cold blood?” Mao got up from her seat and perched on the console, crossing her legs and looking at them expectantly.


“Can’t attack until we know who they are,” Major Compton said. “And you won’t scan them. That means hailing them, but that shows our cards just the same, doesn’t it?”


“Not if we do it correctly. Lydia, launch a proxy, and scramble it. Make it look like the signal’s bounced a thousand times.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Who are we pretending to be?” Major Compton asked curiously.


“I want them to think I’m in an intelligence office somewhere, just being routed through a network of undetectable probes that can’t possibly be here because this wasn’t Evagardian space a week ago.”


“Subtle,” Woodhouse said.


“Only if we can sell it,” Compton countered.


“And that depends on who they are.” Mao shrugged. “Lydia, I want us ready to move. We need to be able to get out of here faster than they can even think about trying something.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“I want fighters ready to sortie on my command.”


“Aren’t we being a little timid?” Woodhouse asked.


“Yes. And you’re welcome. Also, a heads-up,” Mao said, keying the com. “But no matter what happens here, from this moment we’re going to be on indefinite alert.”


Bjorn winced. That meant a pilot would always be ready to sortie instantaneously. Six-hour shifts with the handler on the bridge and the pilot in their cockpit.


“How would we sink one of these?” Mao asked.


“Have one unit fly over and disrupt shields, concentrate fire on the bridge and reactor with all three others,” Major Compton said.


“I like it. Make that the game plan. Get the pilots prepped. Lydia, we ready?”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Then open a channel to the lead ship. No visual.”


“Yes, Commander.”


Mao took a deep breath and leaned back, less sitting on the command console than lying on it. She laced her hands behind her head and closed her eyes.


A man appeared on-screen. He was unshaven, and about Compton’s age. His skin was dusky, and his uniform looked like that of a civilian flight officer. It was rumpled. He looked exhausted.


“Evagardian signal,” he said, “this is Royal View cruiser Sunbath. I’m Pilot Captain Doyle. Can I ask who you are?”


“Sunbath, are you aware that you are traveling through imperial space?”


“Yes.”


“On whose authority?”


“Our own.” Sleep deprivation showed clearly on his face.


“You’re going to have to do better than that. Who are you, what are you doing, and why are you on a course for an Evagardian station?”


Doyle rubbed his eyes. “We’re immigrants,” he said.


Mao sat up. “Repeat that.”


“Immigrants. Refugees.”


“There are channels for you. There are Evagardian immigration offices in Free Trade space.”


“Circumstances aren’t allowing for that.”


“Is that how you sustained that damage? Your government tried to stop you from leaving?”


“No. It was pirates.”


“What happened?” Mao asked bluntly.


“They tried to shake us down.”


“Why the rail-gun damage?”


“They were making a point. Our ships are over capacity. Any breach means lives,” Doyle said darkly.


Bjorn was suddenly queasy. Those pods were all full of people?


“Did you fight them off?”


“We bought them off.”


“With what?”


“Everything we had.”


Mao got up and started to pace. “You’re telling me those pods are full of humans.”


“Yes.”


“How many?”


“Sixty thousand on my ship. Fifty on my wife’s.”


Mao blinked. “Who are you?” she asked.


“Immigrants,” Doyle repeated firmly.


Bjorn watched the commander think. “Stand by,” she said, and terminated the communication. “Well, I didn’t see that coming.”


“Is this even possible? How’d they get out of Commonwealth space? Their wartime loyalty laws don’t mess around,” Compton said.


“The war isn’t going any better for them than it is for us. They can’t have many ships to send after their own people. There’s no money in it.” Mao bit her thumb. “But this is ridiculous. This many people—are you serious?”


“You said it yourself.” Woodhouse continued to gaze at the ships on the screen. “The war isn’t going well for them. Besides, a hundred thousand isn’t even close to the number of immigrants we’d be having if the war wasn’t on.”


“But to organize something on this scale, he’s got to be a hell of a guy.”


“Maybe he’s just flying the ship,” Compton said.


“Then he wouldn’t be the one talking to me. Show him to me, Lydia.”


Doyle’s face appeared on-screen.


“We don’t know that he’s telling the truth,” Woodhouse pointed out.


“He can’t be onto us,” Mao said. “So I’m not sure what to think. My concern is that if this is legit, why haven’t we heard of it? They must have broken free before we launched, and a hundred thousand Ganraens jumping ship sounds newsworthy to me.”


“The Commonwealth systems have never been about freedom of information, Commander. This is an image nightmare. Ganrae already refuses to talk about how many of its people accept the Empress’ offer,” Compton said, holding out his hand, palm up. “So of course they’d suppress something like this. Just like we do. Like we did with New Sochi. Like we’re doing with Cophony. We don’t go out of our way to spread that stuff around.”


She frowned. “So, pirates hit them with a rail gun to make their point, and the refugees paid them off. I’m surprised the pirates didn’t double-cross.”


“The guy said his wife was in command of the other ship,” Woodhouse said. “There’s no way those two aren’t separatists.”


“That’s not our problem, even if it’s true,” Mao said. “We aren’t politicians. Give me a full sweep.”


Bjorn checked his cockpit feed. Kladinova was strapped in and ready to go. Now that he was paying attention, he could see a nervous tic in her wrist. Her face and eyes were intense, but her vitals showed her breathing more quickly than was optimal.


“Easy,” he murmured into the com. Her heart rate spiked, then steadied; he’d startled her. She was wound tight. Bjorn looked at his emergency override. He lifted the plastic shield hiding the key, then lowered it and shook his head.


“Lydia, is he telling the truth?”


“Readings are consistent,” the AI replied. “Personnel density at dangerous levels.”


“Of course it is,” Woodhouse spluttered. “It’s like a whole colony in there.”


“What about weapons? Are they hiding anything?”


“There is some aftermarket armor,” the AI said, “but not a great deal. Tactically these vessels pose no threat.”


“They’re not armed? Are they broadcasting? We’re all under blackout, but they don’t know that. Are they trying to broadcast?”


“Negative, Commander.”


“Makes sense,” Mao muttered, pacing again. “They don’t want to be found. Looks like they are who they say they are. New question: what do we do about it?”


“They’re not our problem,” Major Compton said.


“But there is the matter that they’ve come under attack and lost lives in Evagardian space. They’re going to ask us for help.”


“They have no grounds for that request,” Woodhouse said. “They’re galactic refugees.”


“But they want to be Evagardians.”


“They are doing this illegally,” Sergeant Golding added cautiously.


“Can’t really blame them. Who would want to be a galactic when the Empress will accept anyone?” Woodhouse asked.


“Not what we’re here to worry about,” Mao said firmly. “I understand why they haven’t told anyone they’re coming, but our people need to know. I’m going to let them go. They’ve made their choice. They can gamble if they want to. I’m hoping Tenbrook’s efforts to rob us of targets will rob them of threats. He’s cleared our end of Demenis to protect his people. That gives these folks a better chance, don’t you think?”


“Probably. But is Burton Station ready to take on this many immigrants?” Compton asked.


“Not even slightly,” Bjorn said, almost laughing. “No, this many for a station like that will take weeks to process. We really do need to warn them. A lot of immigration analysts are about to get a surprise deployment.”


Mao snorted.


“How can we get the message through, though? We’re dark,” Compton said.


“We’ll send a physical beacon back toward Nelson. She’ll pick it up and relay it. Pirates can’t break our encryption. It’ll be fine.”


“Works for me. I saw the size of those ships and I thought this Tenbrook guy was onto us.” Woodhouse looked relieved.


“So did I, for a second. Lydia, reengage with the Sunbath.”


“Yes, Commander.”


Doyle appeared. He looked pale. Bjorn realized he was afraid they were going to turn him away.


“Pilot Captain Doyle,” Mao said, “you and your passengers may proceed.”


“To whom am I speaking?” Doyle asked.


The commander hesitated. “Good luck,” she said, and cut the transmission.


“I can’t even imagine what it must be like in there,” Woodhouse said, eyeing the massive ships.


“I hope they make it,” Mao said, “but they probably have an easier trip than we do. Maintain alert status until we’re clear. Lydia, get us back on course.” She let out a long breath and sagged against the console. “I don’t like this.”
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THE cockpit opened as Bjorn approached the fighter. Kladinova unstrapped slowly, as if she had no energy. She climbed out and dropped to the deck.


“Is that the sensor?” she asked, seeing the cylindrical device in Bjorn’s hand.


“We updated it with the data from the changes we made to the drive to disguise our trail. It’ll compensate now.”


“All right,” Kladinova said absently. Then she seemed to focus, and her gaze became unfriendly.


“The first alert is almost halfway done. We’re up in ten hours. You should get in the simulator. I’ll check the fighter. Then you need to sleep.”


She nodded.


“Why’s it doing that?”


A light on the inhibitor was flashing.


Bjorn frowned. Then he brought the device closer to his body. It began to flash more quickly. “I think it’s reacting to my implant. It’s confusing the impulses. That just means it’s working.” He held it out toward her right hip. The light flashed. “Nothing to worry about.”


Actually it was a little worrisome. The military implants did more than just tweak body chemistry to suppress libido and hormonal surges. A malfunctioning implant could do terrible things to the body. Bjorn would have to make sure the sensor was merely reacting to the implants, and not interfering with them.


Kladinova scowled and left the bay, but Lieutenant Ibuki was approaching.


“I read your report,” he said.


“I’ve got yours too. If we’re going to change the Lydia’s signature, we have to change the fighters’ too,” Bjorn said, setting down his toolbox and opening it. “Here.”


Ibuki took the sensor. “You really think something this primitive could help us?”


“It’ll have to.” Bjorn frowned. The sensor in Ibuki’s hand wasn’t flashing. “Make sure it has power,” he said.


Ibuki blinked, then examined the device. “This charge should be good for at least a hundred hours,” he said.


“Take this one. I want to check that one.” They traded devices. Bjorn watched Ibuki’s hand, still holding the device, fall to his side. The light remained dark.


“We’ll see if it works.” The other pilot strode away.


Bjorn watched him go. The inhibitor in his hands blinked feverishly.


So Ibuki had disabled his implant. Or it was malfunctioning—but if that were the case, he’d know, and he’d be talking to Woodhouse about it.


Bjorn turned back to Kladinova’s fighter. Ibuki’s implant was none of his business. He supposed he had an obligation to tell the commander, but that was the longest-standing double standard in military history. One was expected to follow all orders, but one was also expected not to throw his fellow servicemen under the metaphorical shuttle.


Of course, the Empress improved on the formula by demanding that there never be a reason for anyone in her service to be reported in the first place.


Evagardian perfection.


Bjorn was curious, though. He looked down at the device.


They weren’t even a week into the cruise. That was a relatively short time for a romance to have bloomed aboard the Lydia, but it wasn’t out of the question.


Bjorn needed something to take his mind off the looming threat of Tenbrook and Cophony anyway.


He crossed the spine to the other bay. Ibuki’s team was there in force. Rada and Sergeant Golding were working on the fighter. Ibuki was in the cockpit.


How nice it must be to have a full three-man team.


“What’s up, LT?” Golding asked from beneath the fighter.


Bjorn smiled at Rada, then knelt, discreetly moving the inhibitor toward Golding. It glowed faintly. It would flash if he got it closer. Her implant was active.


“Just wanted to ask you guys if you’d seen Lieutenant Kladinova acting odd.”


“She’s a diva,” Golding replied. “There are lots of liners in the officer corps just like her. Get used to it. There are even some enlisted ones.”


“That’s the thing,” Bjorn said, moving closer to Rada. “I feel like she’s mellowing out a little.”


“That’s good, right?” Rada asked.


Her implant was functioning too.


“I hope so. You guys should get some rest,” Bjorn said as he walked away.


“You’re on alert after we are,” Rada called after him. He waved and left the bay.


So Ibuki’s paramour was not Rada or Sergeant Golding. Rada would’ve been a good suspect if not for her apparent interest in Bjorn himself, though there was no rule that said she could only be interested in him.


Bjorn found Sergeant Golding immensely likable, and he admired the fact that she had earned her place in the gentry through deeds, not DNA. But there certainly hadn’t been any visible sparks between her and Ibuki.


Likewise, General Dayal was probably out. It would be an insult to suspect her, and the general deserved that respect.


That left Yeoman Rebecca DiJeur and the commander. But DiJeur had eyes only for Major Compton, and though the commander was a little odd, Bjorn couldn’t seriously suspect her. She liked to make jokes, but even in a situation with lower stakes he couldn’t picture her compromising professionalism that way. But he would do this the Evagardian way: thoroughly. He’d check everyone. No exceptions, no special treatment.


The general was with the commander on the bridge. Their implants were both enabled.


Major Morel was asleep in his bunk. His implant was on.


Bjorn went to Red Bay and approached Major Lucas’ team. The fighter’s cockpit was sealed with Lucas inside, ready to sortie at any time.


Yeoman DiJeur was taking careful inventory of her tools.


“Hey, LT,” she said in greeting.


“How you guys holding up?”


She shrugged. “On-call is the worst.” Her implant was on.


Bjorn tapped on the cockpit shield, and Lucas popped it open.


“What you got for me, Bjorn?”


“Did you read Morel’s memo?”


“I did. We can’t install the new sensor until we’re back in rotation, though.”


“I know. I’m giving it to DiJeur.”


“Good man.”


The cockpit closed, and Bjorn handed an updated sensor to DiJeur. Major Lucas’ implant was functioning.


It was beginning to look as if Ibuki didn’t have a partner. That wasn’t a surprise. Bjorn personally couldn’t tell much of a difference in how he felt when the implant was active, but there were plenty of people who could. Some didn’t like it. Maybe Ibuki was one of those who felt stifled with it enabled; maybe he thought it impaired his flying.


Major Compton was in the spine, making his way to the bridge. Bjorn slipped past him, checking the inhibitor as he did so.


He stopped.


Major Compton looked over his shoulder. “What is it, LT?”


Bjorn wordlessly touched the inhibitor to his side, then held it out to the major.


“You and Ibuki.”


Compton looked taken aback for a moment; then he sighed. “Playing detective?”


“Sorry. It was an accident.”


The older man snorted. “How do you want to handle it?”


Bjorn didn’t actually care, but Compton did look uncomfortable to be having this conversation in the spine.


“You’d know if this affects mission readiness better than I would,” Bjorn said, twirling the sensor. “It’s none of my business. But if I were you, I’d put it on hold until we’re home safe. And don’t get caught. The commander’s got enough to deal with. How’s that sound?”


“Am I the guy you want to ask?”


“Yesterday you would’ve been the first guy.”


There was nothing more to say. Bjorn wasn’t looking for an answer.


He turned and started back toward the bay, reflecting that he’d probably done the wrong thing. Yet for the first time since receiving his ridiculous commission, he actually felt vaguely like an officer.


Ibuki was still working with his team. He looked fine. He wasn’t an easy read, but if this thing with Compton distressed him in any way, he was hiding it well.


But Bjorn supposed he ought to check anyway. It wasn’t in his nature to be so intrusive, but he hadn’t expected to find anything. He’d been hoping for an implant malfunction.


A hand fell on his shoulder. It was Yeoman DiJeur, and she looked troubled. Troubled, but not absolutely crushed. Which meant she hadn’t heard Bjorn’s discussion with Major Compton.


“Sir, can I talk to you?” she asked.


“Yeah. I just need a second with Sei first.” Bjorn had already caught Ibuki’s eye. The pilot stepped away from the fighter, and DiJeur obediently backed off.


“What is it?” Ibuki asked.


“This is awkward, but I have to own to it. I noticed your implant was switched off and I got a little nosy. I just talked to Compton.”


Ibuki blanched. “You’re right,” he said. “That is awkward.”


“Right?” Bjorn grinned. “I just need to know you’re okay.”


“Why would you ask me that?” Ibuki looked more curious than alarmed.


Bjorn shrugged. “This type of thing isn’t always as much fun as it looks.”


“I initiated it, if that’s what you’re asking.” Ibuki folded his arms. “So?”


“So, what?”


Bjorn didn’t wait for an answer; he just went back to Yeoman DiJeur. “Problem-solving the Evagardian way,” he told her. “Not solving problems correctly or for the right reasons, but still solving them.”


“I really need to talk to you,” she said, looking pale.


“Okay.” Bjorn felt bad for pushing her off; she meant business. She’d been fine ten minutes ago, though. “What is it?”


“It’s about Lieutenant Kladinova.”


The combat-alert Klaxon began to blare, and they both looked up, startled.


“Stations, people,” Mao said over the com. “Real-world combat alert.”


Bjorn gave DiJeur an apologetic smile. Looking stricken, she nodded, and they both dashed away.


Compton and Golding were already on the bridge, and Woodhouse appeared even as Bjorn was strapping into his chair.


“What have we got?”


“Those two civilian transports? They’re under attack,” Mao said, busy at the helm.


“Pirates?” Woodhouse asked, struggling with his straps.


“Who else?”


Bjorn opened his own tactical readout. Three vessels were harassing the two mammoth passenger cruisers.


“Are we jumping back?” Compton asked.


“Too close to jump,” Mao said. “Full speed. We’ll go in hot. Three targets, three solo kills. I want it quick and clean.”


“We’re engaging? Just like that?” Woodhouse sounded dazed.


“Lydia’s already confirmed IDs on two of the ships. One of them’s on the list. That’s enough for me. They all die. Right here, right now.”


Kladinova was climbing into her cockpit. Bjorn enabled his com.


“We’re in business. Mobile sortie with a predetermined target. You’re going to make a triangle jump, disrupt his shields, then turn around and put a mine on him.” Bjorn mapped the maneuver on her screen, watching her study it.


“I copy,” she said, lifting her hair and slipping her sync collar into place.


“Lydia, ETA?”


“One hundred seconds, Commander.”


“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mao said into the com, standing up and turning away from the screen, “you know our mission. Nothing’s changed. So, they know we’re coming, and they want a piece of us. So, there’s a traitor with them. Consider it a privilege that we might have the chance to correct that problem. Your targets are victimizing noncombatants in imperial space. That’s contrary to everything the Empress stands for, and I only see one way to handle it. Honor and glory to the Eternal Empress,” she added, though she sounded a bit distracted.


“Always may she reign,” Bjorn, along with the rest of the crew, answered out of habit.


“Lydia, full disruption barrage.”


Bjorn looked up at the feed.


He could see the two massive cruisers, and the three smaller ships. There was weapons fire.


But from this perspective it didn’t look like the Lydia was flying toward the battle; it looked like the battle was rushing toward them.
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“FULL yield,” Mao commanded, pointing to Woodhouse.


“General,” the captain said, releasing his safety, “you’re green.”


General Dayal launched. Bjorn watched her streak away in a wide arc, circling toward the battle.


“Ten seconds,” Mao said, eyes fixed on her feed.


Bjorn placed his hand on the release that would allow Kladinova to take control of her fighter.


“We’re coming in too hot,” Compton said, looking up. “They’re going to pick us up.”


“I’ll bet they will.” Mao’s hands clenched. “Launch.”


Bjorn threw the release, and the three remaining fighters lit out of the bays, shooting out into the black. The lines on the feed lit up.


The Lydia, ordinarily hidden, was clearly visible to the pirates. The firing had stopped when Compton made the call that they were in the open.


As one, the pirates began to shift their shields and bring themselves about to face the threat.


Kladinova’s target was only a skiff, more a yacht than a ship. But only moments ago it had been firing on Doyle’s laden cruiser.


Bjorn could see cargo pods torn open by weapons fire. The passengers within had never had a chance. There was literally nothing more than a little Ganraen steel and polymer protecting them from the void. The containers had no temperature control, no gravity. Those people were just packed in there in the cold, breathing recycled air and hoping to reach the Empress’ embrace alive.


Kladinova didn’t care about the skiff crew’s efforts to protect themselves. There was no defense against an Everwing fighter. She made a clean pass over the hull, her fighter within millimeters of the skiff’s shields.


There was more at work there than vanity. The closer the fighter got to the shield generator, the greater the shock trauma the victim suffered. It was theoretically possible not only to disrupt a vessel’s shields by passing with an Everwing fighter, but to destroy them completely. That would give other fighters precious time to land critical hits on larger targets.


But that wasn’t an issue here; Kladinova didn’t need the time. She diverted, spun, and burned again, going in for the kill.


She passed the skiff on the exact same heading, and her mine crashed through its hull long before the vessel’s shields reinitiated.


Kladinova flashed past the Lydia. Bjorn saw the fighter only on the feed, not through the viewport. Kladinova was moving far too fast for the human eye to track.


The skiff erupted in a flash of white. There would be no debris; the entire ship would be atomized by the mine. These weapons were designed for use on much larger, much more threatening vessels.


Bjorn wondered if they would be used that way.


Ibuki’s target went up, then Lucas’.


“All clear,” Mao said, and Bjorn checked his readout and stopped the counter: 5.2242 seconds for the entire operation.


Kladinova had been nearly half a second ahead of Ibuki and Lucas. That was a massive margin, by Everwing standards.


“Status?” Bjorn said.


“All green,” Kladinova replied. There was something in her voice that Bjorn had never heard before. A spark, a feeling that had been absent in all their conversations before. As if he was used to her speaking voice, but this was the one she used to sing. In her eyes there was also a light that he wasn’t sure he liked.


“All units on overwatch,” Mao said. The other fighters fell into a loose pattern around the two damaged vessels. “Hail them. Get me both bridges. Let’s go.”


Two channels opened on the screen.


One showed an empty chair. The other displayed a woman a bit younger than Doyle. She had a round, childish face. Her eyes were large and wide. She was pale, sweating, and absolutely terrified.


“Thank you,” she gasped.


“Can we help?” Mao demanded.


“I don’t know,” the woman said, looking close to tears. “We’re sealed. We’re sealed,” she repeated.


Doyle appeared, swearing at someone offscreen. He dropped into his chair.


“Mara,” he said, pushing someone away. He was bleeding from a cut above his right eye. “Do you have integrity?”


“We do,” she said. “My stabilizers are shot. They’re completely gone.”


“That was what they wanted,” he said. “Whoever you are,” Doyle went on, now speaking to Mao, “you just saved a lot of people.”


“How many dead?” Mao asked.


Doyle froze. “It’s you,” he said.


“How many?”


“I don’t know. There’s no way to count people in the pods. Hundreds? Thousands?” He swallowed, but kept himself together. “We’re still here, though.”


“Who were they? What did they want?” Mao pressed.


“They didn’t say,” Mara wailed. “They just came out of nowhere and started shooting. We don’t even have shields.”


No shields? Bjorn swiped away his tactical view and focused on the Sunbath. His eyes widened. It was the cargo pods. Obviously the ship wasn’t meant to haul so much, and they added bulk to its superstructure to the degree that the ship’s shields literally couldn’t fit around all of it.


The shields were probably disabled. Activating them would send a force shield slicing through passengers.


“Who are you?” Doyle demanded.


“Commander Kelly Mao, Imperial Service.”


“Some kind of security forces? For the annexation?”


“That’s right. What matters is that your ships are still whole, more or less. I’m sorry for the people you’ve lost.”


“We knew this wasn’t the safest route,” Doyle said, but his eyes flicked to the side. “Mara, no.”


The woman on the other screen was weeping openly. Her signal vanished. Doyle twitched.


“Is that your wife? She’s in command of the other ship? Margarita?” Mao asked calmly.


“Yes.”


“Is she fit?”


“Yes. But she’s never been under fire before.”


“You have?”


He hesitated. “Yes.”


Doyle was military. Or former military, more likely. That put a new spin on things. Bjorn turned his attention to his tactical feed, watching the patterns the fighters were weaving in their patrol. Kladinova was being a little more elaborate than the situation called for, but Bjorn decided to overlook it.


The pilots weren’t hearing this exchange.


“Were you in this war?” Mao asked.


“Not for long.”


“Then we can worry about that later. Your wife didn’t answer me. Is there any aid we can offer? This is a warship. We don’t have much.”


“As long as we have power, we can make repairs ourselves. But Mara took the hits. She’s dead in the water.”


“The pirates made no demands?”


“They didn’t say anything at all.”


Bjorn used his console to reconstruct the incident. The two cruisers had reacted differently to the attack.


Doyle had executed a sudden thrust to shift his ship, aggressively forcing the pirates to reposition. The Margarita had rolled, trying to present a less costly target. It hadn’t worked. The pirates had maintained fire, blasting a line up the side of the cruiser, puncturing and tearing open dozens of cargo containers before slicing free both stabilizers.


Doyle had kept his cool. Mara had panicked. Of course, all the cool in the galaxy couldn’t save either one of them from armed pirates when they were in tubs like those.


Bjorn rubbed his chin and thought hard. Something about this didn’t add up.


“Does this mean we have imperial protection?” Doyle asked.


“Absolutely not,” Mao stated flatly. “You’re here not only in breach of your own laws, but ours as well. You do not have the Empress’ protection. You have my sympathy, for whatever that’s worth.”


“Considering that you just saved our lives, I say it’s worth something. I owe you, Commander Mao.”


“You owe my crew. Mr. Doyle, you’re a long way from safety no matter which way you look. You’re nowhere near Burton Station, and it’s an even longer walk back. In fact, the only place that isn’t out of reach right now is Oasis. And I have a feeling you don’t want to go there.”


Doyle shook his head. “We have to make repairs and carry on to Burton Station. There’s no other way, and we can’t go back.”


“You’d all be executed if you did.”


“Yes.”


“Would your government really execute a hundred thousand of its own?” Mao asked.


“It’s done it before. So has yours.”


Bjorn winced. Doyle was probably talking about the Cohengard Revolt, but he didn’t have his facts straight. Yes, that had been ugly; yes, people had been executed—but not in those kinds of numbers.


“How long for the repairs?”


“I don’t know. I can’t see them taking less than twenty hours. The stabilizers are first priority, but we’ve both got heavy damage.”


“I can see that,” Mao said, sighing. “I wish I could help.”


“You already have.” Doyle hesitated, then took a deep breath. “The question is, will you stay?”


“Stand by.”


He nodded, and she cut the com.


“By the Empress,” she swore. “What a mess.”


“What do we do?” Woodhouse asked.


“What can we do?” Mao snapped, then controlled herself. “Where did these guys come from? Hanneine?”


“Most likely,” Compton said, pulling up the charts. “It would explain how they stayed off our sensors and blindsided the refugees.”


“That’s the problem,” Mao said, her eyes narrowing. “They deliberately crossed into Demenis. Who would do that? Were they suicidal? The word’s out—this is Evagardian space. There’s already blood in the water—our little fish is sure to have been talking. Cophony knows. Tenbrook knows. Everybody knows by now. Why would pirates come here to die?”


“They think the Empress is bluffing,” Sergeant Golding said, letting down her locks. “They think this annexation is just words, that she doesn’t have the resources to enforce it.”


“We’re obligated to rid the gene pool of people naive enough to believe there are limits to the Empress’ power,” Mao said. “But I still don’t like it.” She turned to Bjorn. “What did you see?”


“They were aggressive, ma’am,” he replied, enlarging his readout. “It was a pounce. Their fire was meant for the Sunbath, but when she dodged it they focused on Margarita. Mara was the soft target. They were targeting the stabilizer from the beginning.”


“Crippled her straightaway,” Mao said. “Lydia, how’s it look out there?”


“My only contacts are the Ganraen refugees, Commander,” the AI replied.


“Bring it in. Resume alert rotation and don’t get comfortable,” Mao ordered. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”


Bjorn heard Kladinova’s noise of disgust over the com, and hoped the commander hadn’t.


“Listen up,” Mao said, switching off the com. She spoke to the bridge crew directly; the pilots and support personnel were cut out of this address. “Whether you like it or not, whether you feel like you’re qualified or not, the four of you are my executive staff. Especially with the general out there in a fighter. Do you understand?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Bjorn and the others spoke in unison.


“We cannot under any circumstances offer these people protection. We also cannot leave them unprotected. As if that wasn’t awkward enough, the mission we have now is considerably more important than the one we launched with. Occupying the freelancers might not sound very glamorous, and it isn’t. But the important ones aren’t always the ones that sound good. Tying up Tenbrook is critical to this war, and we cannot deviate from that. Everyone tracking?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Good. We’re going to hold position for the moment in case Doyle needs something we can actually give him, but we’re going to make a decision within the hour, and that decision will be final. I’m open to everyone’s views, but let’s not kid ourselves. I need General Dayal to help me with this one, and cowardly as it might be, I’m probably going to go with whatever she suggests. Having said that—” Mao looked at them as though she had more to say, but then she deflated. “Having said that, the threat is gone. Alert lifted.”


Bjorn sagged in his seat. Woodhouse leapt up and ran from the bridge, and Compton followed him at a brisk walk. Sergeant Golding got to her feet and gazed at the commander’s back for a moment; then she left as well.


Bjorn needed to talk to Kladinova, congratulate her, check the fighter. He rubbed his face and got to his feet.


“Bjorn,” Mao said. He looked over his shoulder at her.


“Ma’am?”


She stood at the console, gazing down at the interface with distant eyes, her palms pressed to the plastic. The command platform was raised, but not nearly enough to make her taller than Bjorn. When she was asserting herself, it was easy to forget how small she was.


Now she wasn’t asserting anything.


“Major Compton came to me with a confession just before we jumped,” she said.


Bjorn was silent.


“He’s a good man. A great man, if you know anything about his record. I feel even more privileged to work with him because he chose to come clean with me. Even if he might not have done so otherwise.”


He just looked at her back expectantly.


“I want to thank you. I want you to know that I appreciate the way you handled it, what you were trying to do. I don’t think you were wrong. Usually an officer’s a little further into his career before he gets the confidence to . . .” She trailed off there, then straightened up. “Never mind. But you don’t have to worry about me, Bjorn. I wasn’t the first choice, but I was still given command of this vessel. The Empress is the judge of how much weight I can carry. Not you, Lieutenant.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “I’m your commander. I don’t need protection. I just need people following orders. If there’s something I need to know, tell me.” She turned back to the viewport and gazed at the two massive ships. “I can handle it.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Bjorn left the bridge, feeling inadequate.


It wasn’t the danger of the mission, or the hypocrisy, that he resented. It was the responsibility.


Bjorn didn’t like being responsible for Kladinova, but Mao hadn’t asked for her role any more than he’d asked for his. Now she had a hundred thousand people balanced on her narrow shoulders.


But if she didn’t need him to be considerate, then she probably didn’t need his sympathy either.


Kladinova’s fighter was in place, but the cockpit was still closed. Bjorn broke into a trot, and the cockpit hissed open.


Kladinova was still strapped in. Her hands were on the control globes, and she was leaning forward, straining against her straps.


“Lieutenant?” Bjorn approached cautiously. She turned to stare at him, and he almost flinched. She looked different. He tried to determine exactly what it was about her, but couldn’t. She was a little pale; that was all. And sweating.


She smiled.


“I’m okay,” she said, taking a long, shuddering breath. There was something nakedly wolfish about that smile, and though Bjorn’s dealings with the aristocracy were severely limited, he knew a lady was never supposed to expose herself this way. Even in the Service.


Diana Kladinova had completely let go of her princess facade, and Bjorn wanted to know why. Asking was probably out of the question.


She abruptly disengaged her restraints and leapt out of the fighter. Her body was trembling subtly, as if there were oceans of feverish energy waiting just under the surface.


“I’m okay,” she repeated, sounding relieved.


“It was your first combat,” Bjorn said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “That was the fastest triangle I’ve ever seen. It was perfect.”


It was Bjorn’s first combat as well, but he doubted she cared.


She nodded.


“You need to cool off.”


Her grin widened. “Yeah.”


For a moment Bjorn thought she was about to laugh; then she sobered. He watched her try to collect herself. “What about those ships?” she asked.


“A lot of casualties, but don’t worry about that. You just have to keep being the best. Rest up. Relax. I’ll take care of the fighter.”


“She’s good,” Kladinova said.


“I still have to do the checklist. Go. Shower.”


“Okay.” Her eyes had been sliding in and out of focus through the entire conversation.


Bjorn’s smile vanished as he watched her go.


He knew all the reactions that people could have to being in action. Everyone was trained on combat psychology. But with Kladinova this seemed like too much. It was exaggerated. Her implant should have helped take the edge off, regulating her body chemistry.


It was time to get nosy again.


The com chirped, and Bjorn answered. It was a private communication from DiJeur.


“What’s up?” he asked, turning back to the fighter and calling up the diagnostic.


“I have to talk to you, sir.”


“So talk.”


“In person.”


Bjorn blinked. “Rebecca, I’m right here in the bay.”


“Is Lieutenant Kladinova with you?”


“Not at the moment.”


“On my way. Two minutes.”


He started on the checklist, but his heart wasn’t in it. First Kladinova terrified him with her erratic behavior, then two of his shipmates were having a torrid affair, and now DiJeur was acting strange.


A man with a battle station, a fleet of pirates, and an imperial defector were hunting the Lydia, and the Lydia couldn’t even deal with her own internal problems.


And what about Sunbath and the Margarita?


“Lydia,” Bjorn said, closing his eyes, “what were the IDs on those three pirate vessels?”


“Captain Jose Piner’s Idealist II, Captain Sahara Liddle’s Lemecian, and the Flying Trigan, whose commander is unknown at this time.”


“Any record of these three working together? Were they partners?”


“Unknown, Lieutenant Bjorn.”


Bjorn chewed his lip. The two luxury cruisers weren’t exactly subtle, but their captains were doing their best to fly discreetly. They were in the middle of nowhere, and varying their route explicitly to make themselves difficult to follow.


Yet these three pirates had known exactly where to find them. Moreover, they’d struck hard and without a word. Why would pirates target the Sunbath and the Margarita? The ships themselves had no value. They couldn’t be sold, and moving them for deconstruction and salvage wasn’t practical, not if they were crippled. Where was the value? What was the objective?


The pirates couldn’t be after the refugees themselves, because they hadn’t brought the means to move them. There was no money left, though Bjorn supposed the pirates hadn’t necessarily known that. But why cripple the ships? Those massive boats couldn’t run from even the slowest pirate.


“Lydia, give me a big feed.”


A massive image appeared in the air in front of him. Bjorn reached out to manipulate the menus. “I want to see our sensor array, all the space we’ve mapped.”


“One moment, Lieutenant Bjorn.”


Bjorn folded his arms and tapped his foot. The back of his neck began to prickle.


The five-space chart began to populate with readings. He pointed. “What’s this signal?”


“It’s a distress beacon.”


“And this one? Why are there so many? Where are they coming from?”


“They are requesting assistance for the Sunbath and Margarita.”


But Doyle hadn’t called for help. There hadn’t been time, he hadn’t had the means, and he’d had no reason to believe there was anyone to save him. Long-range coms were being suppressed. Little beacons like this were useless out here in the middle of nowhere; their range was too short.


Unless there was reason to believe there might be someone nearby.


“Commander,” Bjorn said into the com.


“Not a good time, Lieutenant.”


“Commander, this wasn’t piracy. It’s a trap. Tenbrook sent those ships. They crippled the refugees and sent out distress beacons mimicking them. This is his play. He knew we wouldn’t ignore it, and we wouldn’t leave them until they could move, at the very least.” Bjorn felt abruptly short of breath. “Commander, he’s got to be coming. He’s going to be coming right now.”


There was a long pause.


“I had just spotted those signals,” Mao said tightly. “Lydia, get me Doyle.”


Bjorn backed away from the fighter, then turned and sprinted for the hatch.


“Commander Mao?”


“Doyle, are these your beacons?”


“What beacons?”


“Son of a bitch,” Mao snarled. “Combat alert, all personnel.”


“Attention,” Lydia said, her voice audible throughout the ship. “Incoming contacts. Hazardous jump site. Repeat, hazardous jumpers inbound. Impact imminent.”
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BJORN burst onto the bridge, Compton and Golding just behind him.


“Emergency evasive,” Mao ordered, and the Lydia banked sharply, coming around. “Ready weapons. Emergency sortie.”


“We don’t even know who it is,” Woodhouse pointed out, stumbling through the hatch. “It could be anyone.”


“Anyone who didn’t want to die would’ve called ahead,” Mao said.


Bjorn scrambled into his seat and strapped in, reactivating his systems. It had been only minutes since the last operation. He needed a drink of water.


“Give me details, Lydia,” Mao said, narrowing her eyes as the space ahead of the ship began to shimmer.


“Let’s go,” Bjorn hissed into his com.


“Ten seconds,” Kladinova gasped, and he could hear her struggling with her EV. He couldn’t blame her; he’d been the one to tell her to go shower.


“I’m reading thirty-six contacts, Commander.”


Bjorn felt his eyes widen and his stomach drop. That wasn’t an attack; it was an invasion.


“Remember how I said we weren’t a warship?” Mao asked.


“Yeah?” Woodhouse sounded hopeful.


“Time to rethink that.”


“Impact,” Lydia said, and emergency lights began to flash.


A vessel slammed into existence less than a kilometer away.


“All free,” Mao said.


“Go,” Golding ordered, and Ibuki launched. He was the first ready, and the first out the door. Bjorn watched him streak away into the black, accelerating to build his kinetic shield.


The first ship was joined by a second. Then they were jumping in so thickly that Bjorn couldn’t count them.


He gazed fixedly down at his console, refusing to look at the viewport. He read and mapped the contacts as quickly as he could, building an attack grid from their patterns. They were fanning out to surround the Sunbath and the Margarita.


They couldn’t detect the Lydia, but her disruption field had to tell them that she was close. That was assuming Cophony had shared his information with them. The nature of this trap suggested that he had.


“They’re scanning at full output,” Woodhouse reported.


He definitely had.


Kladinova appeared on the cockpit camera, brushing wet bangs from her eyes and seizing her collar.


“Relax,” Bjorn said quickly. “Don’t rush. You need a clean launch.”


“What’s it look like out there?”


“There’s a whole fleet of them.”


“Pirates?”


“Private military too.”


“Sei’s already out,” she said.


“He’s taking in the sights.”


“What are we doing, Commander?” Compton asked, raising a tactical display. Blue and green readings flashed across the charts.


“This is half of our list,” Mao said, staring at the chart. “Almost ship for ship.”


“Then we don’t have to worry about shooting the wrong people,” Woodhouse said darkly.


“Ma’am,” Bjorn said, looking over at Mao, “they have to try to bait us. And we know how they’re going to do it.”


“He’s right,” Golding said.


The last ship jumped in. No, not the last one.


“The field’s still active,” Woodhouse called out, looking up. “There’s one more coming.”


All four Everwings were in flight now. Bjorn watched them circle the pirates, who in turn circled the refugees.


“They’re probably waiting for that last ship,” Mao said, folding her arms. Bjorn agreed; something like a dreadnought would take longer to plot. It made sense for it to be farther behind. This was an impressive fleet on its own, but apparently there was even more muscle behind it.


“As soon as they feel like they’re ready, they’ll fire on the refugees,” Bjorn said. “To provoke us. They know we won’t fire first.”


“The hell we won’t. All units, by the numbers, targets free.”


There was a moment of stunned silence. Only one member of the Lydia’s crew did not splutter in shock or question the order.


Diana Kladinova.


She struck so quickly that Bjorn’s tracking system couldn’t keep up. One moment she was there, circling with the rest; the next she was in the midst of the fleet, accelerating out as a massive Trigan battleship began to wheel, jetting flame from the stitches in its side, cut by Kladinova’s rail gun.


Kladinova hadn’t destroyed the ship because there was a battle ahead, not a slaughter. A wounded ally was more of a burden than one who was atomized. The Trigan battleship was now out of control, venting gases and coolant, probably desperately calling for help.


Precisely the sort of element you didn’t want in your fleet when it had to focus on defending itself from an unseen adversary.


“Get in there,” Mao said, voice calm. “Kill them all.”


“What about us, ma’am?” Woodhouse asked.


“Run dark. Wait for the right moment. You got that, Lydia? Stay sneaky.”


“Yes, Commander.”


Bjorn watched the fighters take action, but there was no time to pay attention to anyone else.


Kladinova had revealed herself by opening fire. Now she spun downward, putting distance between herself and the blind fire coming from the core pirate gunships. She was getting ready for her next run, which Bjorn struggled to plot for her. He was about to target the largest pirate vessel, but Woodhouse had already marked it for Dayal.


The Lydia went into a sudden roll, but Bjorn’s chair and the ship’s gravity core kept him from feeling it at all. It used to bother him, seeing something so different from the gravity he felt, but hundreds of hours in VR had desensitized him to it.


“Dive,” he ordered, watching the field of fire shift.


Kladinova obeyed, accelerating in on the pack.


Lucas swore loudly over the com, and Kladinova veered off before crossing her target.


“What is it?” Mao asked, swiping through her feeds faster than Bjorn could follow.


Dayal strafed several of the ships, causing them to scatter. A spray of plasma fire flew past just off the Lydia’s bow, and the ship adjusted. If they could avoid this fire, they could stay hidden. If their shields were struck, their position would be revealed. Mao and the AI were working together to keep the ship out of harm’s way.


“Something’s wrong,” Lucas said, sounding breathless. Bjorn saw him curve out, around the outside of the formation. “My triangle was good, but no impact,” he gasped, “no penetration.”


“What?” Mao wheeled around, watching Lucas’ fighter on her grid.


“The same,” General Dayal reported coolly. “My mine was deflected. Target intact.”


“Why aren’t we landing?” Mao demanded.


“Shields,” Ibuki suggested.


“Impossible,” Woodhouse said, and Bjorn clearly saw him boost Harbinger output on Dayal.


“What’s going on out there?” he hissed to Kladinova.


“Let’s find out,” she replied, and began her dive again. She streaked down, passing two frigates and careening wildly past a Luna cruiser outfitted with some truly outlandish trimmings.


There was a visible shock wave, and the cruiser vanished in a cloud of plasma and debris.


“Got him,” Kladinova reported. So her mines weren’t having any trouble getting through. Bjorn checked the counter and had to look a second time. Her speed was pushing the limits of the fighter’s capabilities. Even the best pilot could handle an Everwing at only about three-quarters of its full potential. The brain could do only so much.


“It’s Cophony,” Bjorn said, surprising himself. “He’s fighting back.”


“How?” Mao demanded, giving him a fierce look.


“How would you defend against us? You need your shields up to deflect the mines,” Bjorn said. “You have to guarantee that they’re up when we attack. So they’re just leaving them down. It takes less time to raise them than it does to restart the system after we shake it.”


Realization dawned on Major Compton’s face. “And they’re tracking the buildup before we dive. That’s how they know when to raise their shields.”


“But how do they know who we’re going to hit?” Bjorn asked.


“They don’t,” Sergeant Golding said, eyes wide. “They’ve all got their shields down. What if they’re just raising them every time they sense a buildup?”


“Then why’s Kladinova getting through?” Woodhouse demanded.


“I don’t give a damn,” Mao said, slamming a hand down on the console. “All units, direct attack. Ignore their shields. Use rail guns. We need impact on this force now.”


Bjorn saw Kladinova’s eyes light up, and her mouth curl into a grin. He stared at her, watching the blue-green light of the cockpit flickering over her features.


Then the Lydia was being struck by missiles; it had been found. Bjorn felt the shaking only distantly. His readings told him it was nothing their shields couldn’t handle, but now they were visible.


As Mao sent the ship spiraling into an evasion pattern, all four fighters converged on the pirate formation.


Even through the wildly spinning viewport, Bjorn could see the flashes and explosions of weapons fire. His mind seemed to spin along with the ship.


Pirates waiting. Cophony’s shield trick.


A third, then a fourth pirate vessel imploded, struck down by direct hits from strafing fighters. A fifth went up, victim to one of Dayal’s mines. Another managed to deflect Major Lucas’ fire, but the mine struck another ship, blowing it wide open.


The battlefield, such as it was, was already becoming clouded with coolant, released gases, and debris.


So far all fighters were still green, darting in and out too quickly for the pirates to deal with.


But there was no question that the pirates knew what they were up against. Bjorn was seeing some highly unconventional evasion, and the pirates and mercenaries were doing an excellent job trying to concentrate their fire on the Lydia. But that wasn’t so easy.


The Lydia was too fast, too nimble to be simply picked off by ships already under the harassment of four aggressive Everwings.


Another vessel was destroyed. There would be no moments of silence for these people. An Everwing fighter weighed roughly twelve hundred kilograms. It was small, almost small enough to fit in an ordinary room. But it could destroy a six-hundred-meter vessel in the blink of an eye, and bigger ships with equal ease.


Pirates and mercenaries were dying by the hundreds, possibly the thousands.


These pirates weren’t men; they were chess pieces, Tenbrook’s pieces, and Bjorn realized he was using them to stall for time.


“Incoming contact,” the AI announced, and Bjorn looked up to see a dark shape nearly the size of Burton Station itself come rushing out of the black.


“All units, clear and reengage,” Mao shouted as the mammoth ship abruptly filled the space ahead of them. “Get underneath her,” she ordered the Lydia.


“That’s no ship,” Woodhouse said tightly, widening his tactical feed. “It’s him.”


“Tenbrook,” Mao said.


“It’s over a kilometer to a side,” Major Compton observed, and there was something in his voice that Bjorn didn’t like.


“Keep your distance from that thing,” he told Kladinova. “Hit the outer ships on the opposite side of the ring. Stay away from the Lydia.”


“Copy,” Kladinova replied, and he wondered if she’d heard him at all. She was already streaking toward her next victim, arming her weapons.


The AI was rattling off facts about Tenbrook’s newly arrived battle station, Perdita. Bjorn wasn’t listening.


Another pirate ship vanished, Dayal’s handiwork. And only moments later Kladinova scratched off another.


But there were still over twenty left, and the Lydia was under heavy fire.


General Dayal strafed Perdita at top speed, unloading her entire cache of nanomines across its hull. It was an astonishing concentration of firepower, but the cataclysmic explosions looked like tiny points of light on the side of the massive black rectangle.


Perdita made the refugee ships appear small.


“Impact?” Dayal asked, spinning away with a cloud of missiles behind her.


“Negligible,” Mao said. “You didn’t get through his shields. We’ve got energy concentration coming from Perdita. He’s diverting power.”


“What for?” Woodhouse asked as yet another pirate vessel shattered under fire from both Kladinova and Ibuki. “Is he jumping out?”


“Why would he?” Golding asked. “We can barely scratch him.”


“Lydia, find out what he’s doing,” Mao ordered, inputting data manually to shift the Lydia’s shields to port to block an incoming barrage from Perdita. “All units,” she said into the com, “concentrate fire on the battle station with rail guns. Use all your ordnance. We can’t sink it, but we can do to it what those pirates did to the refugees. We can’t destroy the station, but we can kill some of the people inside.”


“Wait for my scan,” Bjorn cut in. “I can isolate personnel density.”


Mao shot him a look, but didn’t countermand him. She was busy trying to keep the Lydia in one piece.


“There’s a shield,” Lucas reported. “There’s a shield on Perdita’s upper launch bay. It’s opening.”


“Stay clear,” Ibuki said tightly. Bjorn saw his kinetic shield drop several levels; someone had landed a lucky hit, but it hadn’t been enough to break through. Ibuki was still all right.


“They’re getting pretty lucky with these blind shield pops,” Woodhouse said.


“Cophony’s timing them,” Major Compton said.


Bjorn finished his scan and sent out the data; the fighters acted as one, opening fire on Perdita.


“He’s got a fusion cannon,” Bjorn reported. “That’s where he’s diverting his power.”


“Can’t be. You can’t mount that on a ship,” Woodhouse said, glancing over. “You could never power it. He’s going to jump out—we’re hitting him harder than we thought.”


“It’s not a ship,” Compton countered. “He’s getting ready to fire. If we’re going to hit them, we have to do it now, while they don’t have the power for shields.”


“It’d take an hour of all five of us pounding that thing to bring it down,” Mao said. “After you use your rail-gun ordnance, don’t waste your fire on the battle station—keep trimming those ships.”


“More jumping in,” Bjorn called out, picking up the signal. “Kladinova, get in there and try to land a mine where that shield’s opening. If he has got a fusion cannon in there, our best chance is to make it inoperable.”


“What would be the point?” Sergeant Golding asked. “He can’t hit us with it. He sure as hell can’t hit a fighter.”


“We aren’t the only target,” Mao bit out. “Let them through!”


Doyle and Mara had been hailing the Lydia since the battle broke loose. The massive ships were angling to get out of the worst of the combat, but Bjorn had seen both of them take hits. The pirates weren’t paying them any attention at the moment, but the mammoth cruisers were simply too large and too slow to just slip away.


“Commander,” Doyle said, sweating again.


“Get out of here,” Mao snapped. “Both of you. We’ll hold him.”


“I can’t,” Mara protested. “I can’t even crawl without my stabilizer. And if I activate shields, I’ll kill thousands of my people.”


Mao cut the connection, and Bjorn didn’t blame her. The Ganraens couldn’t help; all they could do was sit and watch. They had nothing to contribute.


Bjorn knew what he was seeing on his feed: Tenbrook knew he was vulnerable with his power diverted from his shields, and he was compensating with a stupendous barrage of missiles. It was enough to keep Kladinova from striking at the fusion cannon.


“Drones,” Ibuki called out.


Two of the larger remaining pirate ships were bleeding dark shapes into space.


The fire had gotten lighter. The pirate fleet was spacing itself out, repositioning to give Perdita more space.


“Perdita is readying the weapon,” the ship’s AI warned.


“I can see that,” Mao said as the ship shuddered under another hit. “Take out those drone ships.”


“This was planned,” Compton said. “We’ve got jumpers from three vectors, thirty more contacts at least.”


A flash lit up the ships ahead of the Lydia. Kladinova had destroyed yet another vessel. It was one of the ships that had launched the drones, but they had their own systems. They weren’t relying on a central AI; taking down the host vessel wouldn’t stop them.


“Weapons low,” Kladinova reported. Bjorn wasn’t surprised; Kladinova had twice the kill count of General Dayal, who was leading Lucas and Ibuki noticeably.


“We’ll have to rearm,” Bjorn said, plotting her a course. This was precisely the situation he’d hoped to avoid. Ideally the third member of Team Three would be waiting in the bay for just this situation, but he would have to go down there himself to oversee the robotics that would resupply the fighter, then recheck it before it could deploy again. At its best, the process would take around three minutes. In a classroom that didn’t sound like much. Here and now, things were different.


More ships were jumping in. Dayal weaved and spun through the jump field, deftly avoiding the incoming impacts and launching mines that obliterated the newly arrived pirates even as their ships decelerated into position.


“This isn’t working,” Mao said, watching the charts. “Get ready to bring it in.”


The Lydia was struck again, and Bjorn could feel his chair struggle to stabilize. The fighters could fly circles around this fleet all day, but without a ship to come back to, they were nothing. The Lydia was quick and hardy, but it couldn’t keep this up for long under the full fire of Tenbrook’s fleet. It was a miracle they’d lasted this long.


“You have the return order,” Bjorn told Kladinova as he fired disruptive countermeasures off both of the Lydia’s flanks to cover the fighters on their way in. The ship rolled, further interfering with the targeting computers that would want to capitalize on their retreat.


All four fighters wheeled around and began to streak toward the ship.


It happened suddenly. Through the viewport there was a flash so bright that the smart carbon couldn’t quite keep up. It burned Bjorn’s eyes.


“Tenbrook’s fired,” Compton called out. “Target’s the Sunbath.”


“I’ve got it,” Lucas said, peeling out of the return formation. The casual way he said it did nothing to belie the magnitude of what he was about to do.


Compton, eyes wide, face white, opened his mouth to protest, but then he closed it.


Mao was speechless as well. They all were.


Bjorn watched in horror as the major smoothly evaded the hail of fire that he inevitably drew, almost absently destroying a small cruiser as he passed, accelerating to drive up his kinetic protector.


Time slowed down as the light on Bjorn’s screen representing the fusion projectile crept toward the Sunbath.


Lucas intercepted it halfway there and struck it at full speed. The fighters were coming in to dock at the moment of impact, which overpowered the viewport, turning it pure white. As the Lydia corrected, Bjorn could see a massive burnoff of energy, an explosion almost the size of Tenbrook’s Perdita.


As Mao was shouting orders and the others were swearing, Bjorn was checking his feed.


Major Lucas was still there. His kinetic shield had protected him from the explosion that had taken out four more pirate vessels that hadn’t managed to get clear.


Mao was furious. Bjorn knew she didn’t object to what Lucas had done, but she couldn’t go invisible with the Lydia until the major was safely back.


“He’s not moving,” Compton called out. “The impact may have knocked him cold.”


He was right. The fire had stopped abruptly when Lucas rammed the fusion projectile. Pirates scrambled to get out of the way, pulling back. The drones were still firing on the Lydia, but the AI was staying ahead of them.


It was, in a sense, almost a moment of calm. And Lucas was out there, just drifting. Defenseless.


Then he was gone.


Bjorn blinked and looked again. He’d felt intense sickness, knowing that in a moment the tiny fighter would be obliterated by a barrage of weapons fire from the two dozen pirate ships still fit to fight.


But that hadn’t happened. Lucas’ Everwing had simply vanished.


“Perdita is preparing to fire again,” the AI reported.


“Where’d he go?” Mao demanded.


“They snatched him,” Sergeant Golding said. She highlighted Major Lucas on the chart. He was being drawn into one of the Perdita’s open bays. “Without the shield, he’s no different from any other ship.”


“Empress,” Compton said, getting to his feet.


“Take us dark,” Mao snapped.


“I don’t believe it,” Woodhouse said, eyes wide. “How could he do that?”


“He knew what he was doing,” Mao said, opening the channel to Doyle and Mara. They were both in their command chairs on their respective bridges.


Lucas had known. He couldn’t have known that his shield could withstand a fusion detonation, but he must have known that he would be destroyed in the vulnerable moment after the impact.


But that hadn’t happened. He’d been captured instead.


Doyle clearly didn’t know what to say. He was only Major Compton’s age, but just then he looked much older. So did Compton.


Mara said nothing. She only stared.


Both passenger ships had scanners. They could sense the energy buildup in the Perdita’s fusion cannon.


Bjorn checked the other ships. They were tracking now, searching for a target. The Lydia had managed to disappear, and Kladinova had gotten in safely.


“Firing in four,” the AI was saying.


“Can’t we do something?” Woodhouse demanded.


Now unable to see the fighters, several of the pirates were starting to get evasive, anticipating attacks that weren’t coming. Bjorn took no satisfaction in their paranoia.


“Like what?” Mao asked, her gaze still fixed on the viewport.


“Three. Two.” Bjorn shielded his eyes as the Perdita launched a second fusion projectile at the Sunbath.


The Margarita immediately burned its port thrusters at full, beginning to drift off-kilter. The crippled passenger ship was slow, but not too slow for this. She couldn’t fly in a straight line without her stabilizer, but now she wasn’t trying to. Bjorn knew what Mara was doing.


The bridge was perfectly silent as the mammoth ship rolled in front of the Sunbath, protecting her from the blast.


The Sunbath herself was already trying to evade. Doyle was committed to getting out of the way.


Even with shields, nothing could have protected the Margarita from such a weapon.


Though it appeared slow and lethargic on a tracking screen, the fusion projectile moved nearly as fast as an Everwing fighter.


Bjorn saw a glowing hole open up in the side of the Margarita, and he knew that was all he would see. The ship wouldn’t explode, but there would be nothing left inside. Jets of plasma burned off in spectacular golden streaks, and pieces of the cruiser broke away, disintegrating.


There was a warm, bright glow from inside the ship for a moment, then nothing. Though the massive hulk of the Margarita was still there, floating in space, it vanished from Bjorn’s scan.


Bjorn was afraid he would be sick. Trying to breathe, he hit the release for his straps and got to his feet, catching himself on the console. Sweat dripped from his face to fall on the feed beneath his palms.


Mao’s hands were behind her back. She stared through the viewport, never taking her eyes off the remains of the Margarita.


The pilots were all talking on the com, but they were just a hum in Bjorn’s ear.


Compton was leaning forward, covering his mouth. Sergeant Golding wasn’t doing any better.


Bjorn started to turn away, but halted as the AI spoke.


“Commander, we are being hailed.”


“By whom?” Mao asked softly.


“Battle station Perdita.”
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MAO closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them, her face hard.


“Tenbrook, or just his command?”


“Perdita’s bridge, Commander.”


“He’s getting ready to fire again,” Compton said. “This time it’s the Sunbath.”


“The Sunbath’s spinning up,” Woodhouse said, sounding puzzled. “I thought these guys couldn’t jump.”


“So did I,” Mao said sharply. “What’s his heading?”


“He just sent us a packet,” Sergeant Golding reported, opening her decryption interface.


“Perdita is extremely insistent,” the AI said.


“There he goes.” Bjorn watched the Sunbath jump away. A moment later, Perdita’s fusion charge began to fade. He suspected Tenbrook had been bluffing anyway; he’d readied the cannon to pressure Mao to respond.


The pirate vessels were beginning to form up around Perdita, staying close.


The chassis of the Margarita continued to float aimlessly, pieces breaking away and disintegrating.


“Put him through,” Mao said, straightening up.


Tenbrook appeared on the main feed. He looked older than the picture Bjorn had seen, but otherwise the same. He had a fashionable haircut, and wore an expensive-looking blue shirt with a high collar. His deep-set dark eyes were fixed on Commander Mao.


“Hello,” he said.


A muscle twitched in the commander’s cheek.


“I’m Sebastian. Who are you?” His accent was either New Earth or Free Trade space. Bjorn couldn’t be any more specific than that.


“Commander Mao. Imperial Service.”


“Kelly Mao?”


“That’s right.”


“And I’ve already met your ship.”


Tenbrook spoke in a low monotone. His face didn’t give anything away.


“Why did you feel the need to kill those refugees?” Mao asked.


“You call them refugees. Other people call them traitors.” He shrugged. “I was surprised to see Captain Doyle hop away there. I didn’t think he’d risk it.”


Mao said nothing.


“So, I have one of your men,” Tenbrook went on. “I’m having him brought here now. Also one of your fighters. You’re a little quiet. Something on your mind?”


“I wish you hadn’t killed those people,” Mao told him frankly.


“They weren’t your people.”


She didn’t reply.


Tenbrook went on. “Aren’t you more bothered that I’ve got one of yours? I would be.”


Mao’s poker face was as good as Tenbrook’s.


Bjorn understood why Mara had given up the Margarita for the Sunbath. Her ship was crippled, and clearly didn’t have jump capabilities. That was the reason the two ships were flying the old-fashioned way through dangerous space. But Mara knew that the Sunbath could still jump. If they all stayed, they all died. But with her out of the picture, Doyle could jump his ship to safety. She’d saved him, and also freed him to protect the people aboard his ship.


Mara had thwarted Tenbrook’s plan to use the crippled refugee ship as leverage, but now Tenbrook had Major Lucas to bargain with.


“Commander, I’d prefer it if we could be civil about this,” Tenbrook said.


“You just murdered a lot of noncombatants. I don’t know if that’s the best way to open a civilized dialogue.”


“I could argue that you failed to save a lot of people,” Tenbrook said. “We can also note that you just killed a few yourself.”


“Those were combatants,” Mao explained, gesturing. “See, combatants are the ones with weapons. That are shooting.”


“Those were innocent victims of this war. You think they’d be here if they had a choice? No one wants to tangle with imperials. Surely you know that.”


“Pirates under duress are still pirates.”


“I’m not here to dislodge you from your moral high ground, Commander.”


Mao wasn’t playing. She looked at him expectantly.


“Fair enough,” Tenbrook said. “To tell you the truth, I’m just waiting for my men to deliver your pilot. I’m trying to make conversation. We can switch off if you like, and I can call back in a few minutes.”


“Let me speak to Cophony.”


“Who? Commander, I can tell you’re upset. Let’s be adults about this.”


“Is that part of your job here? Stopping them? Does Ganraen leadership seriously believe slaughtering a hundred thousand of their own people will help them save face?” Mao asked.


“Who can fathom the minds of such great people?” For a moment Tenbrook tried not to smile, but it didn’t work. He grinned. “We can only labor under the assumption that their judgment is fundamentally superior to ours, that true understanding is beyond our grasp. That’s why they’re in charge and we’re just out here trying to get by. Commander, you’re Evagardian.” He snorted. “So you know about inequality.”


“What are they offering you?”


“Is that a bid?” He raised an eyebrow.


“Nothing they can give you is worth your life,” Mao pointed out.


His brows lifted slightly. “I thought you imperials were never supposed to let your emotions get the best of you. But I’m not really seeing that.”


Bjorn’s ears pricked. There it was—Tenbrook couldn’t help himself. Bjorn was ready to bet anything that was a reference to Cophony and his vendetta. Tenbrook was in contact with him, not that the tactics on display during the battle hadn’t been decisive proof.


Tenbrook was still talking.


“We have trams, but it takes time to get around the station. Your pilot will be here in a minute. I promise.”


Mao kept her face placid.


“I hope this isn’t getting awkward,” Tenbrook said.


Men in gray appeared, leading Major Lucas. His white EV suit was intact, and he looked unharmed, but dazed. They forced him down onto his knees beside Tenbrook’s command chair.


The pirate leader looked over at the tabs on the EV suit’s collar.


“Major, is it?”


“That’s right,” Lucas replied, looking up at Mao on the feed on Tenbrook’s end.


Compton got to his feet, but Mao flicked him a glance. She didn’t want Tenbrook to be able to see him, only her.


“It’s okay if you don’t want to banter,” Tenbrook said. “I can get to the point.”


“Would you kindly?” Mao smiled, gesturing invitingly.


“I know you won’t hand the ship over. I know you’d rather die. I’m not asking you to do that. Escape with your crew and destroy the ship.” Tenbrook reached over and put his hand on Major Lucas’ head. “That’s the only way any of you survive. I know it’s a lot to ask and it’s very sudden, but it’s the easiest way. This isn’t personal. It saves me some trouble and saves your lives. Do you understand what I’m asking?”


“Yes.”


“I’m trying to be reasonable,” Tenbrook said. “Professional.”


“Reasonable professionals don’t murder helpless people.”


“But now you know I’m serious. You have to know what I’ll do to this man, to those refugees, and to you and your crew if you don’t work with me here.”


“Would you let the refugees go if I gave up the Lydia?”


“In a heartbeat,” Tenbrook replied.


Mao leaned forward. “You promise?” she asked.


His eyes narrowed, but the commander spoke before Tenbrook could.


“This is a vessel of the Imperial Service. You don’t dictate to me, and I don’t negotiate. You can return my pilot and leave Demenis without harming anyone else. Otherwise I’m going to kill you. That’s it. That’s all there is. There’s nothing to talk about.”


Tenbrook seemed genuinely taken aback.


“I really thought destroying that ship would make my point,” he said, scratching his cheek.


“It’s not your place to make a point. This is Evagardian space. You don’t have a voice here. There’s only the Empress. And since she isn’t around, you’ve got me.”


“I see. You understand this man is not going to enjoy his time with me. And I’ll just take more of your pilots if you try to fight. We can save time, Commander Mao. Time and expense and suffering.”


Major Lucas gave Mao a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.


Bjorn felt his throat tighten.


Compton ran his hands through his hair, but didn’t look away.


“You should know better than to expect me to deal,” Mao said, touching the underside of her left wrist with her right index finger. A tiny holographic display materialized.


“You should know that I don’t have a reputation for bluffing,” Tenbrook shot back, annoyed.


Mao keyed something on the hologram.


Major Lucas twitched, and his eyes closed. He slumped over, out of sight.


Tenbrook looked down sharply, startled.


Compton stalked off the bridge. Bjorn couldn’t move. Woodhouse leaned on his console, and Sergeant Golding grimaced.


“Well,” Tenbrook said, glancing down at Lucas’ body. “I didn’t expect you to do that. Now I suppose you’ll threaten me again.”


Mao cut the com.


“Lydia, jump,” she ordered.


The ship’s stabilizers kicked in, and the jump lights began to flash.


Bjorn couldn’t look at Mao any longer. He undid his straps and got to his feet, moving away from his console. One more reason to keep his implant active.


So his commander could use it to kill him if he was captured.
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EVERYONE was together in Red Bay. Everyone except Lieutenant Kladinova.


Bjorn found her still in the cockpit of her fighter. The shield was raised, and she’d undone her straps. She had her face in her hands, and her shoulders were quivering.


Had Major Lucas’ death hit her that hard? Bjorn hurried to the fighter. He’d always gotten the impression that there was a deep disconnect between Kladinova and the rest of the crew. He was sure that she and Lucas had no special rapport. The major had been a competent and likable man, but something was off.


Kladinova looked up as he approached. Her face was pale, her eyes were bright, and she looked terrified. Her face was shining. She was literally dripping with sweat.


“I have to clean up,” she said abruptly, leaping down and running past him. Bjorn turned, one hand raised, but she wouldn’t stop or come back. He didn’t even bother. He just watched her go. Her voice had been shaking, but not with grief.


The commander spoke over the com.


“Form up,” she ordered.


There was a clear contrast between the reactions of those new to war and those who had been through this before. Of the older crew members, only Major Compton was showing emotion. He and Major Lucas had been married to the same girl. That wasn’t exactly the same as being married to each other, but they had obviously been close.


Bjorn could see Ibuki watching Compton. The younger pilot probably wished he could offer some support, but that was out of the question.


Rebecca DiJeur was there, though. Her gloved fingers squeezed the major’s shoulder gently.


Rada, looking shaken, made her way to Bjorn. “You were there?” she asked. She must have listened to the proceedings over the com.


He nodded. “She saved him,” he told her.


“I know.”


DiJeur appeared at Bjorn’s side, startling him. “I have to talk to you,” she whispered. It had to be important for her to have torn herself away from Major Compton.


“What do you need?” Bjorn asked, letting her pull him away. Rada was giving him a funny look.


“It’s Lieutenant Kladinova,” DiJeur said, and Bjorn watched her body language. DiJeur wasn’t suited to this assignment. Everyone knew; there was no need to talk about it, because discussion wouldn’t change anything. This behavior wasn’t a surprise after what had happened, but Bjorn remembered she’d been this way before the battle. Something was wrong.


“She did well out there,” he said.


“I know.” DiJeur stared up at him. Bjorn didn’t understand. “She made me do it,” she said, sounding almost pleading.


“Do what?” But even as he was asking the question, Bjorn could picture Kladinova’s face on his feed. Her shining eyes and the feverish energy behind them.


Harbinger. Kladinova wasn’t taking no for an answer. She’d bullied Rebecca DiJeur into getting her what she wanted. She didn’t need Bjorn; any handler had the clearance. Only active pilots were locked out of the chem base.


“Empress have mercy,” he said. DiJeur was still staring up at his face.


“What do we do? Do we tell the commander?” she pressed.


“I’ll take it from here,” Bjorn said. “You did the right thing telling me. It’s on me now.”


She nodded and returned to Major Compton.


Commander Mao entered the bay, her face calm, posture relaxed. A moment later Kladinova came through the other hatch, looking much more composed.


“Form up,” Mao repeated, and Bjorn fell into line with the others. “Be comfortable,” she added. “I know when you’re in the cockpit, or even in a support role, you don’t have the same perspective that we have on the bridge. I want everyone to know where we stand. We did lose Major Lucas.” Mao didn’t even pause. “He used his fighter to stall a projectile targeting one of the refugee ships, but he had to give up his shield to do it. While he was vulnerable, Tenbrook took him. He originally planned to use the refugees as leverage against us, but when the Sunbath jumped out, that only left Lucas. So I terminated him for obvious reasons.”


The crew had more or less kept its bearing so far. Now there was a noticeable ripple.


“I never thought that was something I would have to do,” she admitted after a moment, clasping her hands behind her back and staring at the floor. “But this assignment’s just full of surprises. With Cophony’s intel on his side, Tenbrook’s able to counter our tactics, at least somewhat. There’s also the matter of his battle station, which is more or less invincible.”


She looked at Major Compton.


“After this brief you’re in the simulator,” she said. “All other secondaries are going to work together to get Auxiliary One ready to take Unit One’s place. We can’t sacrifice any measure of readiness, especially now. Tenbrook does not have the upper hand,” Mao added, giving them a hard look. “The kill count just now was almost thirty ships. That’s on par with some of the largest battles of this war. And we traded one man and one fighter for it. I’m not happy about that. I’d have liked to take them for free. But today we proved that the Everwing system works, even handicapped. That was the same level of performance that I’d have expected against pirates that didn’t know what they were up against, largely because of Lieutenant Kladinova’s outstanding flying.”


She paused, sighing. “I’m not trying to gloss over Major Lucas. The Margarita was destroyed despite his efforts. That doesn’t make his sacrifice any less heroic or meaningful. I can’t give you time, and I certainly can’t give you comfort. Tenbrook might not have the upper hand, but neither do we.”


“Ma’am, did the other ship get away clean?” Captain Woodhouse asked.


“As far as I know,” Mao confirmed, nodding. “And Doyle sent us an encrypted message with his coordinates. That was a call for help. He knows Tenbrook will come for him, and he wants us to find him and protect him.” She hesitated. “And the answer is yes. We will.”


Compton’s eyes narrowed. Woodhouse swallowed. Kladinova looked pleased, and Sergeant Golding let out her breath.


The commander went on. “We’re doing it because it’s the best way for us to complete our mission. Tenbrook was bluffing. He knows he can’t hunt us. He’s not going to waste resources without a reason. Our role is to keep him and his fleet busy, and that’s what we’re going to do. It also happens to be the right thing to do. I know that not all of your hearts bleed for galactics who would abandon their home in a time of war, but if it was all reversed, you wouldn’t want the Ganraen navy to leave imperial civilians to die, so we’re going to lead by example. That’s it. Get to work.”


She was already striding toward the hatch.


Bjorn just stood there and watched the others break off. His head felt crowded.


DiJeur met his eyes as she passed, and he turned to watch her leave the bay. She made a point of not looking at Kladinova, who was making for the other hatch. Bjorn set his jaw and followed her.


They crossed the spine, and the only other person in Blue Bay was Major Morel. The big man was heading for Unit Four.


He was far enough out of earshot, but Bjorn didn’t even know what to say. He just reached out and stopped Kladinova. She turned back, and her face told him that she’d expected DiJeur to talk.


She dropped her gaze. “Not here.”


Bjorn took her to his quarters. Morel was busy; this was the most privacy they could get. There was no time for this conversation. Bjorn needed to get Kladinova’s fighter ready to sortie, and his help would probably be needed configuring the new Unit One.


But this had to come first.


“You saw what I did,” Kladinova said, looking into his eyes. She didn’t mean stealing Harbinger; she meant her performance in the battle. She’d had more than twice as many kills as General Dayal. Bjorn had been preoccupied with the starscape as it had been happening, but he knew that her performance out there couldn’t be completely attributed to her natural genius.


She was right about the Harbinger. She was able to use it.


“Listen to me,” she said, though Bjorn hadn’t actually said anything. “This is a suicide mission. Tenbrook’s going to kill us all. The commander doesn’t care. She just wants to lock down as many of his resources as she can for as long as she can. She knows he’ll get us eventually. The refugees are just her bait.”


“You’re not ready to die for the Empress?”


Her eyes narrowed. “Of course I am. That’s my point.”


“You’re saying we’re dead anyway, so why not break all the rules?”


Glaring up at him, she brushed damp bangs out of her eyes and folded her arms.


“Yes,” she said defiantly.


“Fine.”


“What?”


“I said fine. But only so I can prove you wrong. I don’t believe we have to die out here. You don’t give the commander enough credit. But the damage is done. If you’ve gone off your regimen, your genes are already shot. I can’t save you, and I can’t tell Mao. She can say what she wants, but the less she knows, the better. She’ll probably figure it out on her own. But you have to keep it from the rest of the crew.”


“You’ll help me?”


“If anyone can stand up to Tenbrook, it’s you.”


“I’ll need your help.”


“I know.”


She stared at him. “That’s it?”


“Do you regret it?”


She hesitated. “No.”


Bjorn had made up his mind the moment DiJeur told him the truth. This was the only way to proceed. The Lydia Bennet needed to be strong, not dragged down by more internal problems. On a personal level, Mao would probably agree with Bjorn’s diagnosis, but she would still be forced to sideline Kladinova. Mao was the type that might bend the rules to get results in a pinch, but she would never go this far.


What Kladinova had done was extreme.


“I can do this,” Bjorn said, cutting her off, “because I’m not a real officer. I’m not even supposed to be here. I wouldn’t be if I hadn’t qualified for Everwing. No one expects me to have good judgment. I’m just an analyst. I don’t know any better. That’s the story. That’s what we’re going with.”


“Okay,” she said, and Bjorn could see hope in her eyes.


“But we’re in this together. Has it occurred to you there’s a reason we aren’t supposed to binge on Harbinger? If that was a good thing, we’d all be doing it. You have to start being honest with me. If your ability to fly is compromised, I’m not letting you go out there.”


“I’m flying better than I ever have.”


“That could change. We don’t know what this is going to do to you. I know you feel like you have to fly, like nothing else matters. I don’t care what you get off on, but don’t let it blind you to the mission. We’re not in a position where you can indulge yourself. It’s not just us. There’s fifty thousand refugees counting on us.”


“I know.”


“Then follow my orders. If you don’t, we’ll end up doing this ship more harm than good.”


She was taken aback. It was clear that her obsession with the Everwing fighters had broken down many of her aristocratic barriers, but she still wasn’t used to being spoken to this way. Especially by someone as lowly as Bjorn. But this was war, and they were both in over their heads.


Kladinova nodded slowly. Bjorn kept his face hard, and his voice unfriendly.


“I’m going to hold you to this,” he said. “What you did to Yeoman DiJeur? That’s the last time you do anything on your own. And if we do make it back, we’ll both answer for it.”


“All right.”


She realized how serious the situation was. She wouldn’t be taking this risk otherwise. Diana Kladinova might do stupid things, but Bjorn didn’t believe she was stupid.


“We’re going to have to watch your health,” he added. “Closely. And right now you need to be resting while you can, before we’re on alert. Go to your bunk and stay there.”


“You don’t have to worry about me,” she said.


Bjorn didn’t believe her.
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IT was proof of the turn the mission had taken that no one seemed to care that Kladinova’s accomplishments in the battle almost defied plausibility. The crew was intent on getting the ship ready for its next encounter with Tenbrook.


The fighter needed minor repairs, and further refinements to its interface to take Kladinova’s increased Harbinger intake into account. Her sacrifice of her DNA meant nothing if they couldn’t get the most effect out of it. After seeing what she had been able to do so far, Bjorn couldn’t help but feel some hope at the possibilities.


Tenbrook had enormous resources behind him, but they weren’t infinite. More importantly, the pirates and mercenaries that worked for him were truly loyal only to themselves. They wouldn’t like blindly going into battle with a mysterious Evagardian vessel responsible for destroying dozens of ships. Yes, Tenbrook could use fear to throw ships at the Lydia, but if the Everwing pilots could give good enough account of themselves, the time had to come when these people would simply refuse to jump to their deaths. Tenbrook’s wrath could hardly be more intimidating than the certain death that Mao offered. The more damage Kladinova could do, the sooner Tenbrook’s power base would begin to weaken.


There were four reserve fighters aboard the Lydia. Compton and DiJeur were already hard at work deploying the first of them to replace the one Tenbrook had captured. Everyone in the crew except Mao was qualified to pilot a fighter. They could lose seven fighters, or even ten people, and the Lydia would still be technically able to fight.


For the first time, Bjorn wondered if this unusual crew configuration hadn’t been conceived with precisely this type of one-way mission in mind.


Kladinova wasn’t the only one who needed rest. Readying the fighter was a lot of work for one person, and Bjorn was glad the commander had released him from his secondary duties.


But now there was another team that was short a man.


Commander Mao had done the right thing by putting Yeoman Rebecca DiJeur in the pilot’s seat instead of Major Compton. Compton would do a better job running support; his grief for Major Lucas wouldn’t get in the way of his desire to keep DiJeur alive. Likewise, DiJeur hadn’t been as close to Lucas. Her feelings wouldn’t get in the way of her flying. She would follow Major Compton’s orders, and his orders would give her the best possible chance.


Bjorn made his way up the spine to the bridge. The commander had summoned her executive staff.


Mao was cross-legged in her command chair, dwarfed by it. Her eyes were closed and her head was bowed.


“Who’s that?” she asked without looking up as he entered.


“Lieutenant Bjorn, ma’am.”


“I wish there was time to give you credit,” she said, her eyes remaining closed. “But there isn’t. Kladinova carried that fight. Her aggression and numbers threw off Tenbrook’s counter and let the other fighters find traction they wouldn’t have gotten otherwise. It was good work, so don’t think no one noticed. It looks like Kladinova really performs under pressure. I guess we needed to get her out of the simulator and into a real cockpit to unlock her potential. We’re lucky to have her. What’s troubling you?”


“Ma’am, the mission’s changed.”


“Yes, a couple of times now. I’m sorry. I wish we could just slaughter helpless pirates like we were supposed to. I really do.”


“It’s not that. It’s that I don’t know if I belong on the bridge now. I know the job under ideal circumstances, but I’ve never had officer training, never passed aptitude, never been cleared and vetted for commissioned duty. Are you sure you want my judgment to have this much of a role in what’s coming?” Bjorn laid it out plainly; he didn’t know how else to ask the question.


“It’s all academic,” Mao said after a moment. “I need you regardless. You and Kladinova obviously have chemistry, if you’ll pardon my phrasing. I know she’s a handful; I can’t just give her to someone else. And so far you haven’t given me any reason to doubt you. We’re short two people, so you’d have to go pretty far astray for me to bench you. Do you doubt your judgment?”


“I don’t know. I try not to overthink things. I try not to look back.”


“Is that a knee-jerk thing because of what happened to you?” She opened her eyes and looked up at him. Bjorn sat down.


“Probably,” he replied after a moment.


She sighed. “I think it’s encouraging that you have the presence of mind to see the danger. I don’t know if you’re angling to have this weight lifted from your shoulders, but it’s not going to happen. You’re going to stay in that seat. Would another commander switch you with the general? Probably. I’m not going to do that, though. After Kladinova, she’s my best killer. And we need kills. I might be wrong.”


“No objections, ma’am. I just wanted to raise the question.”


“Bjorn, there’s nothing wrong with taking risks. This is war. We’re not going to win it by staying inside our comfort zone. The Commonwealth is a lot bigger than the Imperium. If we could win this by the numbers, we’d already have done it. Risks are part of the job. I just try to make sure I’m taking them for the right reasons. Did you even try commissioning aptitudes?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Why not? Where’s the harm?”


“I just assumed.”


“I think that’s very telling. Don’t sell yourself short, Bjorn. Stop holding back. That rainy day you’re saving it all for probably isn’t going to come.”


The hatch opened before Bjorn could reply, and Woodhouse and Compton came onto the bridge.


Bjorn didn’t know where he’d been going with that line of questioning; it had just come out. Maybe he was looking for the commander’s tacit blessing for what he and Kladinova were attempting.


General Dayal appeared looking crisp, alert, and calm. The old woman was a reassuring presence. Like the commander, she was small. But she stood very straight, and both her face and her body language projected the message that Tenbrook bothered her no more than a mild headache.


She was not officially part of the bridge staff, but it was unthinkable that the commander wouldn’t take advantage of her experience in this situation.


“Okay,” Mao said, turning the command chair around to face them. “Doyle encoded his coordinates. He was trusting our computer to break it faster than Tenbrook’s, because there’s no way Perdita didn’t pick up the transmission too. I guess it was his only way to get us a message without long-range coms. We’ll have that location in about five minutes.”


“Four, Commander,” the AI corrected.


“We’re going to jump straight to Doyle, and then we’re going to figure out what to do next.”


“Scatter jumps back to Burton Station,” Woodhouse said. “We can drag our feet a little, let Tenbrook think he can catch us. Meanwhile we use short-range coms to notify our intelligence network here in Demenis, and let them carry the message to the fleet. That way Tenbrook won’t suspect. We can have a strike force waiting just this side of Demenis. Catch him in a trap, take him down. Focus Perdita. Someone will take his place, but it’ll pay off at the front in the short term if we can take him out. I think the fleet would go for it.”


“Agreed,” Commander Mao said, nodding. “But it’ll be tricky. Dangerous. We’ll be playing with the refugees’ lives.”


“We have to,” Major Compton told her, leaning forward. “If we just vanish, Tenbrook will take his people and walk, and we’ll have failed. If that battle station and that fleet stop chasing us and start getting used for something with actual strategic value, that’ll cost us more than a few unlucky galactics.”


“Yes,” Mao said, tenting her fingers. “And Tenbrook’s making a conscious decision to be here, so Commonwealth leadership thinks we have more value than the usual targets. We have to make the most of that.”


“We’re the priority to him, not the refugees,” Bjorn pointed out. “Doyle’s just a bounty. Maybe our chances of survival go up all around if we don’t try to protect them directly, but find a way to run interference.”


Mao shook her head. “We would if we could, but Tenbrook’s got too many people. And Cophony knows we’re the only imperials in uniform out here. He’s going to have people waiting for Doyle. The only way the refugees make it out of here is with us. Tenbrook’s pirates aren’t the greatest fighters, but we have to assume that at the very least they’re decent pirates. Doyle won’t last five minutes on his own. He may have already been taken while we were decoding his message.”


She was right. Bjorn nodded and sat back, thinking.


“Ma’am?” Mao asked the general.


Frowning, Dayal crossed her legs and clasped her hands in her lap. “There is a question we have not asked,” she said after a moment.


“Yes?” Mao gazed at her intently.


“How does our value with regards to the war stand against the value of the refugees? This is an unsightly truth, but one we’d be remiss to overlook. Had both refugee ships been destroyed, our mission would return to its potentially perilous but largely manageable status of harassing Tenbrook. That is a mission that we can complete successfully and survive. I ask you to remember that this isn’t just about our lives; it’s about the Everwing system. The data from our mission will be instrumental in the next generation of Everwing craft, and those may be the craft that win the war.”


“You’re saying that there are fifty thousand people aboard Doyle’s ship,” Mao said, “but that’s a small number if the war goes on. That it might be worth those lives for us to stay a part of the war effort longer. Furthermore, if we die—regardless of the circumstances—that makes the Everwing system look bad, which could set back the project. Setting back the project keeps Everwings away from the front longer, and hurts the war effort.”


“Merely raising the question, Commander.”


“You’re certainly not wrong. These refugees have no value. The PR implications of this whole debacle are minor compared to what we can accomplish if we can keep this ship in one piece. The practical thing would be to throw the refugees to the wolves. Then we could take apart Tenbrook’s fleet, return to Evagardian space, repair and rearm, then go take apart the Commonwealth navies. Absolutely.”


“Are we going to do that?” Woodhouse asked, giving her a funny look.


“Of course not. Tenbrook is still alive. To me that’s unacceptable. And the Empress doesn’t refuse aid to noncombatants, no matter how bad the situation, no matter how awkward or unsightly the circumstances. No matter how costly it might be.” She paused. “No matter how little value they have. We’ll protect Doyle and his people or die trying.” Mao swept them with her eyes. “Does anyone have anything else before we jump? How long before you have the last of the coordinates?” she asked the AI.


“Forty seconds.”


“Let’s talk about how our own people are suppressing long-range communications,” Woodhouse suggested. “And why they might be doing that, knowing full well it hamstrings us out here.”


“This isn’t the time, Woodhouse. Lighten up.” Mao turned her chair around. “Besides, you saw Kladinova’s numbers. Maybe she can carry us.”


General Dayal placed a white-gloved hand on his shoulder and leaned down. “Lieutenant Bjorn, may I see Lieutenant Kladinova’s flight data from the battle?”


Bjorn felt his stomach drop. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll send it to you immediately.”


“Thank you.”


“Here we go,” Mao said.
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THE Sunbath was exactly where Doyle’s message indicated it would be.


Doyle hailed them immediately, and Mao ordered the ship’s AI to let him through.


“Commander,” he greeted her. There were dark circles under his eyes, but his gaze was sharp. Bjorn had to remind himself that though the Lydia had lost one, Doyle had lost fifty thousand, among them his wife. “I’m glad you’re here,” Doyle said.


“What’s your status?” Mao asked.


“We took a lot of fire back there.”


“How serious?”


“I’m afraid to run the reactor at anything more than safe-level capacity; that’s the biggest issue. We’ve also got some coolant shortage. On top of that, this far over capacity, water and food are an issue. So is oxygen if I lose any more reserves and recyclers.”


Mao stood up, looking troubled. “You can’t spin up?”


“Maybe I can, but I won’t. If I go critical I can’t even get half these people off this ship, and even the ones I can won’t have a chance anyway. Where would they go?”


“Then you can’t make another jump.”


“Why did you think I asked for your help?”


Mao sank into her chair. Bjorn felt sudden nausea, and he could see the others reacting similarly. If the Sunbath couldn’t jump, the plan wouldn’t work.


“Tenbrook’s entire fleet is after you. How do you plan to get out of Demenis alive?”


“I was hoping you could tell me, Commander.”


“I was hoping you’d make this easy.”


He just gazed at the feed.


Mao massaged her temples. “What’s the best time you can make?”


“Cruising speed, maybe.”


“How long to make Evagardian space under limited propulsion?” Mao asked the AI.


“Roughly three hundred hours, Commander.”


Mao took a deep breath.


Doyle wasn’t asking for help; he was asking for a solution. He didn’t see a way out of his predicament, but perhaps a part of him had hoped Mao might have an idea.


“I thought as much,” he said, looking tired. “Can we try to bargain?”


“It’s possible,” Mao said, tapping the arms of her chair. “But I don’t think you have anything to offer Tenbrook. The only offer we could make would be what he proposed to me, but you understand I can’t go for that.”


He nodded.


Mao closed her eyes for a moment, then got to her feet, calling up the Demenis charts.


“We should get under way,” Doyle said. “There’s no harm in trying. It’s possible the damage you’re doing could become too costly for this operation to remain viable. He may back off.”


Mao shook her head. “No. No chance of that. There’s an imperial defector with him. You’re not important, but we are. Tenbrook knows that value, and he won’t back off as long as there’s a chance of getting us. And as long as you’re out here with us, you’re a source of leverage. And if we leave you, he’ll just kill you for whatever bounty the Ganraens are offering. We have to stay together, but that guarantees that he’ll show up.”


Bjorn swallowed. He wasn’t surprised at the decision, but it was still a blow. They wouldn’t be able to evade Tenbrook for long, and without the ability to jump to safety, the Sunbath would inevitably be destroyed. The outlook wasn’t any better for the Lydia and her crew. It was just a question of how long they could hold out.


“It’s going to take some fancy footwork to get us through this,” Mao said, sighing.


Doyle looked taken aback. “Your pardon, ma’am?”


“Footwork. I didn’t actually want to join the Service,” she confessed, putting her hands on her hips. Bjorn watched her bite her lip and look down at the deck. “I wanted to be a dancer. But I couldn’t get an apprenticeship. I didn’t have the right physique.”


There was silence. Concerned, Bjorn got to his feet.


Mao looked up, locking eyes with Doyle. “Captain Doyle, make your heading for Oasis.”


“Wait. What?” Woodhouse looked up sharply.


“Why would we go away from Evagardian space?” Doyle asked, clearly perplexed. “And to a well-known center of criminal activity?”


“Look, the bottom line is that there’s only one thing in this system that can truly threaten my ship, and that’s Tenbrook’s battle station. It can jump, but the power it must need to do that has to be just ridiculous. It can’t jump far, and I’m guessing there was a reason it was so late to the party back there. It’s slow. Tenbrook will be fanning out his ships for us, and he will find us. Well, he’ll find you. My ship can hide from him. Yours can’t. The only way to stay out of his path is to go where he won’t be looking. Right now he knows we’re somewhere between him and imperial space, so that’s where he’s focusing his people. We have to be somewhere else.”


“But isn’t going into a nest of pirates the same as letting him find us?”


“Absolutely not.” Mao folded her arms and smirked. “Pirates we can handle, and this communications blackout might yet be good for something. Don’t forget who we are. We need to get you jump capable. With dry dock, how long to repair your ship?”


“Considering the amount of personnel that I have to throw at the problem,” Doyle said, frowning, “not much. A few hours.”


“Then that’s what we’re going to do. We’ll bypass Tenbrook completely. You can’t repair your reactor without shutting it down, and we can’t afford to be stationary. You’ll have to dock at Oasis.”


“I just don’t see how that’s possible,” Doyle said, giving her a pleading look.


“Without long-range coms, nobody there knows what Tenbrook is doing minute to minute, and even if they did, it would take them time to let him know where you were. The tricky part will be getting Oasis to play along,” Mao said, looking thoughtful. “But we can do it.”


“How?” Doyle was intrigued now. He’d been lifting a cup of coffee, but now he’d forgotten all about it. Everyone on the bridge was silent. All eyes were on Mao. Even General Dayal looked curious.


“I’m still figuring that out. Who runs Oasis?” Mao asked Woodhouse, who immediately called up his database.


“Kei Zira. She was born on Luna, but her parents were private colonial physicians.”


“Military background of any kind?”


“Nothing official. She must have moved around a lot early. There was probably some action on some of those colonies.”


Mao nodded. “So she’s a criminal, but not a general like Tenbrook. We’ll take Oasis hostage.”


Doyle choked on his coffee. Dayal’s eyebrows lifted slightly. Bjorn just stared.


“I’m reading about her now,” Mao said, flicking through feeds. “She lives in a yacht that’s anchored off the station. We’re undetectable and we have enough firepower to be a problem. We’ll hijack Zira’s yacht and force her to host you while you make your repairs. Then we’ll leave in peace. If we’re lucky we can get her to freeze the station harbors so no one can go running to Tenbrook.”


Bjorn leaned back, his head spinning. Mao was onto something. This Zira woman was a gangster. She would protect her own life, and Mao wouldn’t be asking her for much in return.


“She won’t be defenseless,” Bjorn pointed out.


“Against us,” Mao said, smiling at him, “she might as well be.”


She had a point.


“Supposing we do get jump capability,” Doyle said slowly, looking at Mao in an entirely new way, “it’s still a long way to Burton Station.”


“Yes. And there are no guarantees. But we’ll have a fighting chance. Footwork. It’ll all come down to footwork.” Mao became thoughtful again. “There are ways to distract and redirect Tenbrook. If you can get fit to jump and if there aren’t any mistakes, we can make a run for it. I’m not saying our odds are good; I’m just saying it’s not impossible. As long as we don’t give Tenbrook enough time to catch up to us with Perdita, we’re still in it. It’s not a great plan, but it’s what I’ve got. Unless you have a better idea, we need to get going. Tenbrook’s chasers will be here soon. He will decode these coordinates.”


Doyle nodded.


“Yes, ma’am,” he said.


“And, Doyle?”


“Yes?”


“I’m sorry. I wish there was more I could do.”


Doyle gave her a nod, and the communication ended. Mao immediately began to pace.


“This’ll be dirty,” she said, biting her thumbnail. “Tenbrook’s headhunters will be able to disrupt jump planning. When they do catch up to us, they’ll try to pin us down long enough for the main body of his fleet to catch up.”


“We’ll have to destroy them just as quickly as they can jump in on us,” Compton said. “We can do it.”


Mao turned to look out the viewport. The stars glittered. “But he’ll try to get us with numbers, and it could work. He’s not going to run out of ships. He might run out of people who are actually enthusiastic about going up against us, but that won’t save us. Not before this is over. When it happens it’ll happen fast.”


“We’ll need to make preparations for quick sorties,” General Dayal said from the corner, where she leaned against the bulkhead. “Cut down launch time even further.”


“More people on alert means less rest,” Compton warned.


“I’ve got plenty of stims,” Woodhouse replied.


“We’ll also have to devote more power to our shields. There’s no point being a fast ship now; we’re only as fast as the Sunbath. If we drop our jump output to Doyle’s level, that should give us plenty of juice to soak up Tenbrook’s fire with. Could make a difference. Woodhouse, you and Morel have point on that. Tenbrook’s scouts could be jumping in on us at any second, at least theoretically.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Woodhouse rose and left the bridge.


Mao turned to Bjorn. “You know what you have to do.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


The more desperate the circumstances, the more critical Diana Kladinova’s flying would become. Mao was reminding Bjorn that he had two weapons to keep in good working order: his fighter, and his pilot.


That was all right; Bjorn had been thinking along the same lines. Kladinova was already his priority.


“One last thought,” Mao said, holding up her hands. “The best way to divert Tenbrook as a threat is counterintelligence. If we took one of his scouts, then succeeded in impersonating them, we could write our own story.”


General Dayal shook her head. “A bold plan. Too bold. We can’t risk pilots in a boarding lightly. We’re too few already.”


Mao sighed. “I agree. I just thought I’d put it out there. Dismissed.” She saluted. Bjorn and the others rose, returned the salute, and filed off the bridge and into the spine. Bjorn turned into Blue Bay and stopped, staring at Kladinova’s fighter. The Everwing was ready to go. It didn’t look like much, but now Bjorn knew better than anyone what it was capable of. Especially with Kladinova at the controls.


He debated internally for just a moment, then opened his holo and sent General Dayal the combat data she’d asked for. He did not send her any pilot data. Dayal would notice the omission, but there was no way around it.


She didn’t have free access to this data; only Bjorn did. But if she became suspicious and spoke with the commander, Mao could order Bjorn to come clean. Or Mao could just override it herself.


He had to act quickly.


Bjorn left the bay, jogging a short distance down the spine to the ship’s tiny infirmary. The room had never been used, but there was a lot of technology crammed into it. Three portable stasis units, a full surgical station, and a medical console, all in a space barely three meters to a side.


The only indication that anyone had even entered the infirmary was the inventory feed, which was updated and maintained by Captain Woodhouse, the Lydia’s official physician.


Bjorn looked at the cooler containing the Harbinger solution used in the Everwing fighters. Kladinova had lured DiJeur in here and strong-armed her. It couldn’t have been hard; DiJeur wouldn’t know how to stand up to an aristocrat. Bjorn barely knew how himself. It was serious misconduct, and now Bjorn was complicit.


Of course, unlike Kladinova’s, Bjorn’s career had been over before he ever set foot on this vessel.


He called up the inventory and checked the numbers. Kladinova hadn’t bothered to clean up after herself. It wasn’t sloppiness or stupidity; it was just bad timing for an overdeveloped sense of nobility. Kladinova was willing to take responsibility for what she was doing, but Bjorn wasn’t having it. He couldn’t risk someone interfering. The Lydia couldn’t afford another distraction.


Next he had to look at her medical data in more detail. Kladinova probably wouldn’t like him accessing that information, but she’d like it a lot less if Dayal and the commander shut them down before they could even put this plan to work.


Elevated heart rate, high body temperature. That was alarming, but it looked like Kladinova had cooled off a little after the battle. She was still running hot, though. It was only a marginal high, but it was clearly noticeable in the line graph.


Bjorn didn’t have time to go too deeply into how the Harbinger was affecting her. He took care of the obvious things: smoothing over the Harbinger spike in her bloodstream, and leveling off her vitals. Now if someone looked, nothing would stand out. That was the best he could do.


Every change he made carried his personal signature and time stamp.
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THE door hissed open, and Major Morel entered the cabin. Bjorn sat up in his bunk.


“Anything going on?”


The big man shook his head. “Still a long way to Oasis at this speed.”


Bjorn checked his holo and got up. There wasn’t much time before he and Kladinova were on alert. He showered, then put his EV back on and went out into the spine, almost bumping into Sergeant Golding.


The older woman smiled at the sight of him.


“Are you holding up, LT?”


“We’re fine.”


“You’re short one.”


“So are Rebecca and Compton.” Bjorn shrugged. “We’ll manage.”


Golding made a dismissive gesture. “Compton’s been around longer than you have. He’s been under the gun before. He can handle it. And he’s motivated. It’s personal for him now. That’s why he can’t fly.”


“I know. It’s for the best.”


“He can take care of her. Can you take care of Kladinova?”


“I’m trying, ma’am.”


“I know you are. But don’t feel alone just because things are tight. If you need help with her, you know where to find me. She’s third tier and an officer, and I’m seventh and an NCO.” She rolled her eyes. “But I can still bully her if I want.”


“I don’t think you’ll need to.”


Golding headed for the bridge, and Bjorn slipped into the infirmary. A quick check of the manifest showed him no one had been poking through Kladinova’s records. Maybe that meant Dayal wasn’t suspicious.


Rada was with Ibuki in the bay.


“I need to track down Kladinova,” Bjorn told her. “But we’ll be good to relieve you on schedule.”


“Are you up-to-date?”


“We’re green. How’s Sei?”


“He’s a little down, but that’s everybody right now.”


“How about you?”


“I’m still in it,” the ensign said, trying to return his smile.


Bjorn went back into the spine and followed it to the simulator. As he’d predicted, Kladinova was there. He didn’t need to pull her out for another ten minutes, so he left without disturbing her.


He had Blue Bay to himself. Dayal and Woodhouse would be resting; they were on alert after Bjorn and Kladinova.


Bjorn checked the fighter, then climbed into the cockpit and wiped down the controls and the seat. He didn’t know if it was Kladinova herself or the effects of the extra Harbinger in her system, but she’d been sweating heavily. He’d have to make sure she was staying hydrated.


Once the cockpit was a little less aromatic, and he was satisfied the fighter was ready for action, he went back to the simulator and pulled Kladinova out. Something about her looked off. She saw him staring at her face and sighed.


“Cosmetics,” she said, looking away. Cosmetics? Of course she was wearing cosmetics; she’d been wearing them all along. Bjorn wasn’t sure why she bothered on the ship. He’d assumed it was a bloodliner thing.


This was different, though.


“Why?”


“It’s my skin. I’m pale.”


“I don’t understand.”


“It’s the Harbinger. I don’t know why. But it’s noticeable. I’m covering it up.”


“Empress.” Bjorn grimaced, keying on his holo. He’d been afraid of this. “Patch me into your EV.”


“What?”


“Your suit. I knew this was coming. Do you know what Harbinger was first used for? It was a weapon. It was lethal in your blood, in the air. A lot of people died because of it in the twenty-first century. We can’t ignore this. Put me through.”


She glared at him for a moment, but he didn’t back down. Swallowing, she keyed up her suit’s AI and gave him access. “That was then,” she said. “Harbinger hadn’t been refined yet. It wasn’t fully understood.”


Bjorn wasn’t listening. Her heart rate was a little high. Her body temperature was higher than it had been earlier. It was rising.


“You’re too hot,” he said, still looking at the readout. “Use your suit to lower your temperature.”


“I’m fine. I feel fine.”


“I’m not asking.”


“But I’ll be cold.”


Bjorn gave her a warning look. “Your metabolism’s in overdrive. Your blood sugar’s low. When did you eat last? You’re half-starved.”


“I don’t have an appetite.”


Bjorn just stared at her. “I don’t care. You’re not making me feel better about this decision,” he growled. “How do you really feel?”


“Good,” she said firmly. “I just made new best times, beat my bests. I’ve never been faster than I am right now. I can take Cophony. I can handle Tenbrook’s station.”


“It’s not your reflexes I’m worried about. I’m wondering if you can even stay conscious this way. You’re worthless if you pass out at the controls. If it was just you out there and you wanted to risk that, fine. There are people counting on you. If something happens to you, they’re going to put themselves in danger to help you. You haven’t gone out of your way to make friends in this crew, Kladinova. But they’ll still die for you in a heartbeat.”


It was clear that she didn’t know what to make of that.


“I’m fine,” she repeated stubbornly.


“I need you stable. You really don’t feel any hunger?”


That also seemed to take her aback. She frowned, putting her hand over her abdomen. “I could eat.”


“Do a handstand.”


There was a moment of silence. “What?” she asked quietly.


“A handstand. You can use the wall.”


She just cocked her head at him. Bjorn folded his arms.


“I want to see if you pass out. You’re not getting in the cockpit until you do it. We can do it together—call it PT if you want.” He shrugged.


“You’re serious.”


Her pride was what was holding her up. She was willing to go along with the majority of his demands because she desperately wanted to fly, but this order obviously rubbed her the wrong way.


It was a simple upper-body and balance exercise, one that felt quite natural after countless repetitions during training. But it still probably struck her as undignified, and to be ordered to do it by a male commoner—well, he didn’t blame her for chafing.


“Together, then?”


“Fine,” Kladinova snapped. They assumed the position. According to normal human biochemistry, in the state she was in, even upright Kladinova could only barely be hanging on to consciousness. Bjorn didn’t actually believe she was in immediate danger, but he had to see for himself.


He had never been good at this, had never had the balance for it. Kladinova did. She was rock steady, and her arms didn’t so much as quiver. Her form was flawless. After a minute, Bjorn was in discomfort, but she just looked vaguely annoyed.


“Good,” he said, and let himself down. “How do you feel?”


“Fine,” she said, exasperated. Bjorn believed her.


He followed her into the spine and watched her enter the bay. From there he went to the tiny galley and punched an order into the combiner.


Rebecca entered as he was waiting.


“Sim’s open if you want it,” Bjorn told her, leaning against the counter.


She nodded. “I just have to sleep first. Can I ask you something, LT?”


“Of course.”


“Does Major Compton want to be left alone?”


“Is he dodging you?”


“Yes.”


“Are you being clingy?”


It didn’t look like she’d expected that phrasing. Bjorn watched her swallow.


“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe.”


“He’s been in combat before. He knows how to deal with things, and he knows you’re there for him. I’d give him space.” Bjorn removed Kladinova’s breakfast from the combiner, put a lid on it, and shrugged. “But that’s just me. I’m not a real officer. You should ask Major Morel or Sergeant Golding.”


She nodded and left without a word.


It was Bjorn’s personal suspicion that Compton was trying to shake DiJeur to get some time alone with Ibuki, but that was just a guess. Bjorn didn’t begrudge him whatever comfort he could get, and he no longer had any high ground to stand on. What he and Kladinova were up to was far more scandalous than a simple affair between two shipmates. He left the galley.


Kladinova opened the cockpit as he approached. They were still a couple minutes early, but Bjorn keyed the com and officially relieved Ibuki. A moment later Sergeant Golding checked in to confirm.


Just like that, Kladinova was flight ready in case of an emergency.


“Is she serious about taking Oasis hostage?” Kladinova asked, adjusting her straps.


“The commander? I think so.” He handed her food up and leaned on the fighter. “But she’ll have all the heavy lifting on that, not us. It depends how well she can sell it.”


Kladinova froze, frowned, and sniffed curiously, but said nothing. Bjorn had splashed a little aftershave on the headrest. It was all he had. He hoped it would help.


“I’m giving you increased output on your starboard stabilizer. You favor those hard lefts.”


“So?”


“So that’s fine for now, but you don’t want to establish a pattern. Cophony would spot it.”


“No one can keep up with me.” She looked smug.


“But they can still set up ahead of you in advance,” Bjorn pointed out. “If they know where you’re going to be.”


Kladinova said nothing to that.


“Are you just going to stand there and watch me eat?”


“Have you given any thought to using your burrow?” Bjorn asked, ignoring her question.


“Not unless I’m empty.”


The burrow used the Everwing’s kinetic shield to atomize matter a limited distance in front of the fighter, effectively allowing it to slice through whatever it struck.


“You may need it,” Bjorn said. “If we run into these shield-flicker tactics again, that’s how you can land a hit guaranteed.”


“Not a meaningful hit,” Kladinova pointed out. “Just punching a hole through a ship doesn’t take it out of the fight.”


“But how quickly can you recover and punch another one? We’re talking about disruption, not damage. Whatever counter they have in mind for us, they won’t be able to put it into action effectively if we depressurize their ships. It’s about taking the initiative.”


“Have you talked about this with the commander?”


“I sent her a report with my thoughts. I’m talking to you. You’ve got the speed advantage on the other pilots. You can use it to make the enemy vulnerable so they can make the actual kills.”


She nodded. “It’s an idea,” she said, chewing thoughtfully.


Bjorn had a feeling that was the best he was going to get.


“Lieutenant—” he began, but she cut him off.


“Call me Diana,” she said. “I think the commander’s plan will work,” she went on, tapping her fork on her ration box. “At least at first. I think going to Oasis really will keep us out of the net. But Tenbrook will catch up once we start jumping. We’ll have to engage his people at least once to cover that much distance.”


“That’s how it looks. And the only way to get through it is to give them something they don’t expect. Your role is also to keep them from concentrating fire on the Lydia. That has to be the next thing Tenbrook tries.”


She nodded.


The com chirped, and Mao spoke. “Combat alert. Real world. Here we go with the Klaxons.”


And the alert Klaxons went off.
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BJORN was the first to the bridge. Mao was on her feet, and Doyle’s face was on the viewport. Bjorn quickly got strapped in.


“The signal just dropped out?” Mao was asking.


“I’m not picking up anything on it now.”


“That takes the pressure off. But it’s provocative. What do you think?”


“I don’t know what to think,” Doyle said.


The rest of the bridge staff arrived, and Mao looked over her shoulder at them as they took their places. “Doyle just picked up a Ganraen SOS,” she said.


“Military?” Woodhouse asked, keying up his console.


“Colonial.”


“We aren’t the White Cross,” Sergeant Golding pointed out. “We’re not out here on a mission of mercy.”


Mao gave her an arch look. “That may be true. But we don’t walk away from calls for help without at least listening first.” She turned back to Doyle, on the screen. “I wasn’t aware there was a Ganraen colony out here.”


“There isn’t. They’re separatists. The planet’s called Nidaros.”


“Why don’t I know about that?”


“It probably doesn’t have any strategic value. And they’re theoretically autonomous, I suppose.”


“They bought out?”


“Sounds like you already know about it. They started doing it when the war began. Funding colonial expeditions in exchange for trade and neutrality favors. Cost-effective. But the colony out there never meant anything. It was just locking a world down. Keeping it out of your hands.”


“Well, it’s ours now. Why’s this colony in distress?”


“They aren’t. We couldn’t pick up a signal from them from this far out with this coms blackout. What I got must’ve come from a ship. Something much closer.”


“A colony ship?”


“Possibly, but I don’t know.”


“We’ll take a look.”


“Thank you, Commander.”


Mao cut the feed and turned to perch on the console. She shrugged at the four of them. “Here we are,” she said.


“Sounds like a trap,” Sergeant Golding said immediately.


Compton shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think if Tenbrook knew we were here, he’d be here. And he wouldn’t set traps behind his own lines.”


“Unless he expected this,” Woodhouse pointed out.


Mao rolled her eyes. “We’ll be careful. Lydia, correct course.”


“What if someone does need help?” Bjorn asked. “What do we have to offer?”


Mao sighed. “Nothing. But we’re not leaving without finding out if there was something we could’ve done. And because there is a risk that this isn’t what it appears to be, we’re staying on alert.”


Bjorn turned back to his controls and pulled up Diana’s vitals. Her body was in an elevated state, but she was holding steady. He could see the nervous energy in her. He didn’t need to see a blue line bobbing with her heart rate to know that she desperately wanted to fly.


Mao brought up the Lydia’s control globes; she intended to pilot the ship manually. “We’re going to take the long way around. We’re undetectable, but Doyle isn’t. We need to make sure there isn’t anyone out here waiting to jump us.”


“Or to jump Doyle when we’re away,” Sergeant Golding said, pointing at the shrinking Sunbath on the feed.


Mao shrugged. “We’re not going far. We need to worry about us. Woodhouse, what have you got?”


“The signal was weak. And we’re not picking anything up out here. This is starting to look suspicious.”


“Widen the scan. I’m not just looking for ships—I want everything.” Mao put her hands on her hips and glared at the viewport. “I’m getting curious.”


“There’s a small body here,” Compton said, putting it on-screen. “Wreckage.”


“Wreckage of what?” Mao asked.


“It’s the right size for a shuttle,” Sergeant Golding said, her eyes on her console. “I’m running a scan, but I’m not getting anything from it. No power, nothing. Actually, there’s some interference.”


“Could it be the source of the SOS?”


“Not without power.”


“Maybe it ran out of juice,” Woodhouse suggested.


Bjorn considered the shuttle on his feed; it was visibly damaged, but not by explosive impacts or ballistic weapons. Damage from plasma weapons tended to be smooth and clean, but this wreckage was a mess. It almost looked as though it had run into something.


“Could be. What’s a Ganraen colonial shuttle doing out here, though? And what could’ve torn it up this way? That’s not weapons fire,” Mao said.


“I have the coordinates of the Nidaros colony itself.” Bjorn pulled up the data that Doyle had shared with the Lydia. “It’s not within shuttle range.”


“But this shuttle could’ve come from a ship, which had to come from somewhere—but I don’t care where it came from,” Mao said. “I want to know what happened to it.” She waved a finger at the holographic representation of the shuttle. “What could do this?”


“I can’t do anything about the interference,” Woodhouse reported. “The scanners don’t like this shuttle.”


“Can I get a damage report, at least?”


“The ship thinks the damage was caused by corrosion.”


Mao turned to Woodhouse, one eyebrow raised. “How does that work?”


“I have no idea, Commander.”


“I want answers. Tell me what’s going on with this shuttle. It was calling for help as little as ten minutes ago. What happened?”


Compton pointed. “Look, it’s clearly breached. Whoever was aboard was in distress—they turned on their beacon. Then this happened. The passengers have probably been dead for a while. The signal died because the shuttle’s power died. What I want to know is why it hasn’t been salvaged yet.”


Bjorn leaned back. “Would pirates even be listening for Ganraen colonial transmissions out here?”


“They listen for everything,” Mao said, folding her arms.


“Then they left it alone because it wasn’t worth salvaging. What do they care what happened to it?” Sergeant Golding shrugged.


“I want to know who did this. And how,” Mao added firmly.


“I don’t think we’re going to be able to answer that,” Woodhouse told her frankly. “The scanners won’t play. My readings are vague, maybe even contaminated. There’s something here, but we’d need a sampling lab to figure out what. We’re not a science vessel.”


Mao scowled. “Document everything you can. Lydia, get ready to take us back to Doyle.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Stay awake,” Bjorn said to Kladinova over the com. The other units were standing down, and there was an air of relief on the bridge.


“Stay on alert. Add deep-space salvage to our duty checklist,” Mao said, and the viewport reverted to showing what was in front of the ship. Bjorn got up and left the bridge.


Rada was stepping into the spine. The ensign had her tool bag under one arm, and was dragging a handful of EV suits. She smiled, giving him a slightly exasperated look.


“Getting a little jumpy around here, isn’t it?” she asked, leaning against the bulkhead.


“You should see the bridge,” Bjorn told her, letting out his breath.


“Why, though? We only have to worry about Perdita. And it’s not like that thing can get the jump on us.”


He shrugged. “Tenbrook can’t keep up with us and he knows it. He has to slow us down to get close.”


“Doyle’s already doing a good enough job at that.”


Bjorn nodded. “We just have to hope they’re looking for us in the wrong place.”


“That won’t be for long. The closer we get to Oasis, the more likely it is that we’ll get picked up. Not us, but Doyle. They’ll spot him, and Tenbrook will find out somehow.”


“I know. It’s a race.”


“I hope the commander knows what she’s doing.”


“You and me both.”


“How do you do it?”


“Do what?”


“Seem so confident. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you really weren’t scared.”


“I’m scared,” Bjorn said honestly.


Ensign Grigori gave an exaggerated shrug. “But you know what you’re doing. I don’t feel like I do. Did they teach you special ops stuff at your tech school? Because they didn’t teach me any at mine.”


“We all had service training. They taught us all to be soldiers before they taught us the rest,” Bjorn said. “I’m just going with it.”


He went into the bay and approached the fighter.


Diana saw him coming and opened the cockpit. He could see the disappointment on her face. The lieutenant had been hoping for a chance to launch. She was breathing deeply, and the cosmetics couldn’t hide the flush in her cheeks. She’d started to sweat again.


“I need you to stay calm,” Bjorn said.


“I am,” she replied, but it wasn’t true.


Bjorn’s mouth felt dry. He reached the fighter and put his hand on the clean, curved hull. “We need to check you out again.”


“You’re the one who needs to calm down,” Diana said, annoyed. “I’m fine.”


Ignoring her, Bjorn pulled up the ship’s bio-interface and checked her data. Her temperature had risen again, slightly. She was dehydrated, and eating seemed to have only sped up her metabolism even further. Bjorn didn’t understand. The body could enter an aroused state like this in times of crisis, but it wasn’t meant to go to this place and just hold there. But that’s what Diana was doing. She was producing adrenaline for no reason.


It should’ve been a medical crisis, but she really seemed fine. She was conscious, and in control. She was performing better than was humanly possible.


But this was going to catch up with her, and Bjorn was afraid she would crash at the wrong moment.


He wanted to test a theory. He opened his holo and brought up a chess program, projecting the board into the air.


“Let’s go,” he said, pointing.


“Is this a joke?”


“You’re white. It’s your move. I know you officers learn to play in your academies. Don’t act like you don’t know how.”


She looked at him as if he was insane. “Why?”


“If you can’t think straight enough to play a game, how can I let you fly?”


“You think I’m not thinking straight?”


“You intimidated an enlisted girl into stealing an alien parasite and put it in your body without having a clue what it would do to you,” Bjorn stated flatly. “I’ve seen straighter thinking. Make your damn move, Lieutenant.”


She gave him a fierce look, then shoved a pawn forward.


“Where are you from?” Bjorn asked.


“Marragard.”


“Which planet?”


“Coringard.”


“I’ve never heard of the Kladinova line.” Bjorn nudged one of his own pawns forward.


“We’re descended from the Disciple.”


“I hope you’re not an only child. Hate to see a line like that go out like this.”


“I’m not,” she growled. “Why do you care?”


“Just making conversation. We can talk about me if you want. I’m from Belle Station. I joined because I thought the war would be over before my training was finished.” He gazed at the board. “Not that it mattered. I ended up pretty far away from the fighting.”


“What’s going on with you and Grigori?”


“Nothing.” Bjorn moved a knight.


“You know she’s got genes, right?”


“Does she?”


“Her line is disgraced, but a tenth-tier bloodliner is still a liner. Technically,” Diana added, watching his face. “If that sort of thing appeals to you.”


“How sure are you?” Bjorn asked curiously.


“Trust me.”


Diana scowled at the board. She wasn’t winning.


“You’re not very good at this.”


“I don’t like games.”


“Don’t think of it as a game. Treat it like a dogfight. You’re good at that, aren’t you?”


She gave him a look, but then her face turned thoughtful as she considered the game. “So, do you like her?”


He hesitated. “Ensign Grigori?”


“Yes.”


“I think we need to stay focused on the mission.”


“Tell that to her.”


“Or to Rebecca.” Yeoman DiJeur’s fixation on Major Compton had only gotten stronger and more obvious lately.


Diana put her hand over her mouth, then sobered. “Probably not in good taste to laugh at that. I still can’t believe Lucas is gone.”


“It doesn’t feel real. That’s how it is in space. Or that’s what they say.”


“He’s just not here anymore.”


“How many people were aboard the Margarita?” Bjorn shrugged. “Fifty. Fifty thousand. Fifty million. It’s just a number. Just like all the ships we destroyed.”


Diana swallowed. “I didn’t think I’d ever be in combat,” she confessed.


“How did you end up here?”


“Same as everyone else. I had the aptitudes.”


“I mean the Service.”


She twitched. “It’s this integration-initiative thing.”


“What thing? I’ve never heard of it.”


“Old military families have been putting the upper class into the officer corps since the Unification. But you don’t really see a lot of us in combat. And you never see us outside of executive command, right?”


“Right.”


“So someone wants us to be able to serve anywhere, side by side with everyone else. In any field,” Diana said. It sounded as if she didn’t care for that idea.


“Sounds reasonable. Sort of.”


“There’s, like, a test crop. Like a trial run. This program’s been in the works a long time. So long that there were dozens of children who were chosen for it before they were even born.”


Bjorn looked up, taken aback. “What?”


Diana nodded. Now she was the one gazing at the board. “It’s not compulsory. But a few of us did join up. My family volunteered me. The worst part is the likenesses.”


“What does that mean?” he asked.


“They gave us the faces of historical figures,” Diana said. “The alterations were made when we were infants.”


Bjorn stared at her. “I don’t recognize your face,” he said.


“Most people don’t.”


“You don’t want to talk about it?”


Diana opened her mouth, then shut it. She swallowed. “The Disciple.”


“If it’s not the Heir or the Guardian or the Duchess, I don’t really know. I never paid much attention to that stuff.”


She rolled her eyes. “It’s why I use cosmetics. I can hide it from most people. It’s easier than hiding this,” she said, gesturing at herself.


“At least the Disciple was pretty.”


Diana smiled. “Right? I didn’t actually make the cut for officer, and I was going to bail rather than enlist. But at the last minute they tested me for Everwing aptitudes.”


“They bribed you?”


“Or my test scores mysteriously changed. Depending on who you ask.”


Bjorn shook his head in disgust. “Just like me.”


“Really?” Diana frowned at him. “You always talk about how you’re not a real officer. What’s the story with that?”


“I got into trouble, that’s all. I was going to be discharged, but I qualified for Everwing.” He patted the fighter. “So they gave me this commission to get me to stay.”


She obviously wanted to ask him for details, but she didn’t.


“So there are liners out there running around with the faces of people from hundreds of years ago for no reason?” he asked.


“It’s not funny. I don’t think you really understand what it’s like to know you’re wearing someone else’s face,” Diana told him frankly. “So you shouldn’t comment.”


“You’re right. I’m sorry.”


“We’re all like this for no reason. After the war, some admiral will honor us all and talk about how we belong in the Service, and they’ll show us next to pictures of the heroes, and it’ll defeat the whole purpose. Nothing’s going to change.”


Diana was probably right.


Her vitals hadn’t fully calmed, but they’d leveled off. Taking her mind off things had a measurable impact on her bio-readings. Bjorn was relieved; this was what he’d hoped for.


He wasn’t naive enough to think he understood the state of her body, or what the Harbinger was doing to her. He certainly wasn’t confident that what it was doing was safe. But she was stable. Stable enough that he was willing to keep this up a little longer, to see where it led.


What no one wanted to mention was that Diana’s obscenely high body count during the battle had unquestionably saved the lives of everyone aboard the Lydia. The ship was formidable, but under fire from Perdita and all the ships that had been there, once it was in the open it shouldn’t have survived against a force so much larger.


But Diana had been among the enemy fleet, wreaking havoc, preventing them from concentrating their fire. Perhaps four Everwing fighters would’ve been able to accomplish that much without taking liberties with Harbinger, but Bjorn wasn’t so sure.


The Everwing system was a powerful equalizer. The Lydia had already proved that. But the odds were just too deeply stacked against them. Mao wasn’t saying it, but she knew perfectly well that even two or three ships like the Lydia couldn’t go up against Tenbrook’s battle station. Could Diana tip the balance?


Bjorn didn’t know, but he didn’t see any harm in letting her try.
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“DON’T give me that look, LT. Just hold it. This is already the abbreviated workout, so try to have a little dignity.” Sergeant Golding glanced at Ibuki, who just shook his head. “All right, relax.”


Bjorn eased himself to the ground, then rolled over to massage his sore arms. The three of them were in the armory. Even under crisis circumstances, the mandatory shipboard fitness regimen couldn’t be dodged.


Effortlessly Sergeant Golding got to her feet and picked up the reader. “Okay, you two are good for this cycle. What about Lieutenant Kladinova?”


“Sim schedule change,” Bjorn lied, wiping his forehead. “She got in earlier. She’s on there.” And she was. Bjorn had entered her information for her.


“Okay. And Woodhouse checked her out?”


Bjorn nodded, pretending to stifle a yawn.


“Good. Then we’re all clear for now. We can go back to stressing over Tenbrook.” She left the armory, leaving Ibuki and Bjorn with their soreness. The pilot was sitting against the bulkhead, working his wrists.


“We never did that one at my academy,” he said, reaching back to massage his neck.


“I think she makes this stuff up,” Bjorn replied, stepping into the spine.


Diana was coming out of her quarters. She gave him a questioning look, and he nodded. Relieved, she made her way to him, and together they entered Blue Bay.


“You should be resting—you just came off alert.”


“I’m all right,” Diana said. “Too much energy.”


“Your metabolism has completely lost its mind,” Bjorn told her. “Harbinger can do a lot of things, but I doubt it can make the brain stop needing sleep. You might feel superhuman, but you still need rest.”


“And I got some. Relax.”


“You do not want me to relax. Do you have any idea how much I’m juggling right now to keep you in the clear? We can’t do this forever.”


“I thought we’d run into trouble by now.”


“So did I. The commander was right. Tenbrook’s looking in the wrong place.”


“We’ll reach Oasis soon. That’ll buy us time.”


“The ship, or us?”


“Both.”


Bjorn snorted. “Is there anything you want to tell me? Do you feel any different?”


“Detached,” she said immediately. “Just a little. But also more alert. A little jumpy.”


“How about your skin?”


“The color’s getting worse. You can tell, can’t you?”


“Not really. Those are some good cosmetics.”


“Naturally.”


“I thought you liners weren’t supposed to augment yourselves. You aren’t supposed to need to.”


“Bjorn,” Diana said, giving him a pitying smile. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”


“Have you got enough of that stuff?”


“For a while. But it won’t hold up face-to-face. I need to stay away from females. They’ll see through it.”


“That’s half the crew.”


“That’s what you’re here for.”


“I feel like you’re taking me for granted,” Bjorn said, looking back toward the doors to the spine. “Stop dodging the question.”


She scowled, then folded her arms. Bjorn studied her face as she debated internally. Then she held up a hand.


“What am I looking at?”


“My nails.”


“What about them? Did you just trim them? Very nice.”


“Shut up. I did just trim them. They’re growing.”


“Quickly? Unusually quickly?”


She nodded.


“Just the nails?” Bjorn considered his data, frowning. He wasn’t a bio specialist; he didn’t know how to interpret all of this.


She watched him expectantly, but Bjorn had a feeling he wasn’t picking up on what she was saying. “Hair too. I spend so much time shaving, I barely have time to bathe,” she said, looking annoyed.


He raised an eyebrow. “Has to be tied to your metabolism somehow. You need to be extra mindful of how you feel. You do understand that it’s better for us to pull out of this than for you to mess up in combat, right?”


“Yes. But you’re being paranoid.”


“Do you know what I’m going to do the next time I see you?”


“Ask me how I feel?”


“And the next time?”


“I get it,” she snapped. “Major Morel’s sharing his sim time with me. I’ll get you some data. I’ll prove to you that I’m good.”


“Do it.” Bjorn keyed off his holo and took a long breath. “I have to think of ways to isolate you without making the commander suspicious.”


The com chirped.


“Bridge staff meeting,” Mao said curtly. “Right now, let’s go.”


Bjorn frowned. That was an odd summons, but there was nothing for it. He gave Diana a warning glare and left the bay. Woodhouse was in the spine, heading for the stairs.


General Dayal was already on the bridge, and so was Major Compton. Sergeant Golding arrived only moments after Bjorn, and Mao motioned for them all to sit.


“For those of you that haven’t been caught up,” she said, beginning to pace, “we’ve figured out what was going on with that shuttle we found. It was an evacuation. Something happened to the colony, some kind of biohazard.”


She shrugged.


“That’s a shame, but it’s not our problem right now. We’ve been in Oasis space for over an hour. We’re close enough that we should be getting short-range contacts, signals, and chatter even under this blackout. I’ve never been out here myself, but from what I’ve been led to expect, we should be wading through scumbags.” She spread her arms. “What’s going on? Your turn.”


“I don’t suppose they’re actually obeying the mandate and abandoning the system?” Woodhouse asked.


“I’m not buying it. I think these pirates are afraid of us, but I think they also know that while we’re at war we’re not going to spare a lot of resources to come and get them right now. They think they have until the war’s over, one way or another, until they even have to seriously think about moving.”


“Maybe they’re deploying,” Sergeant Golding suggested. “They’re just private military to Tenbrook, right? Maybe he’s putting them to work. Or maybe they heard what happened to their friends when they ran up against us. Maybe they’re spooked.”


“That would account for some, but not all.” Mao shook her head. “Pirates aren’t the only people here. What about the rest? There are actual professionals and families here, you know. Not everyone on Oasis is a criminal. Those people aren’t going anywhere; they just became imperial subjects. Most of them probably don’t want to leave.”


“What if they didn’t? What if they’re just dark for whatever reason?” Woodhouse suggested.


“It’s possible, but I don’t think so. And it wouldn’t explain why we haven’t seen anyone. Unless Tenbrook somehow got everyone to clear out, which I don’t believe.” Mao pointed out the viewport at the stars. “He doesn’t have that much sway, and why would he do it? My first thought was that he was clearing the way for us. That this was a trap. But if he knew we were here, he’d just come get us.”


“Does anyone have the tech to fool us into thinking we aren’t hearing anything?” Bjorn asked. “Not the blackout. Something else.”


“I don’t think so,” Mao replied immediately. “Short-range signals are working fine. It really is quiet out there.”


“Commander, you’re doing it,” Bjorn said.


“What is that, Lieutenant Bjorn?”


“The thing. Your thing. Where you have something to say and you’re just waiting.”


She put her hands on her hips and stared at him, expressionless. Then she turned away, clearing her throat. “The only plausible explanation that I can think of is that Oasis has been destroyed.”


“Destroyed,” Major Compton echoed, looking dubious.


“Yes, destroyed. It’s the only way to account for absolute silence. If anything else was going on, there’d still be something out here. Here’s the question I haven’t been able to answer: how’s it possible? Who destroyed it? Why? How?”


“Tenbrook’s the only one with the firepower,” Woodhouse said. “You want to completely silence a whole commercial station, you’d need a fleet. Or at least a few Everwings. Tenbrook could do it. We know the Ganraen navy isn’t here. Who does that leave?”


“Quite a few people, probably.” Mao was pacing again. “But I don’t have any context for what they might be up to, and none of that matters. If Oasis is gone, or even seriously compromised, we’re in trouble. My plan falls apart without it.”


“How would you want to play it?” Bjorn asked immediately. Mao didn’t hold these briefings just to get her staff’s thoughts; she did it to weigh them against her own. She wouldn’t open the subject up without having her own plan to gauge against the views of her people.


She gave him another funny look.


“The reason we’re hobbled this way is because we’ve been too scared to leave Doyle. We’ve assumed that there are too many pirates around for him to be left unprotected. But maybe that isn’t true. If there’s no one here, maybe he really can make his own way.”


“Without dry dock at Oasis, he can’t get jump capable,” Woodhouse said. “And without jumping, we’ll never make it home. So where else is there to go? Free Trade space?”


“I’d say so,” Mao said, nodding. “Tenbrook can’t make moves there quite as easily. He might have the audacity to come at us in that setting, but we’ll be back in civilization, at the very least. We won’t be able to play to our strengths, but we shouldn’t need to.”


“That’s still a long way,” Golding pointed out.


“Yes. And Tenbrook will take the hint when he doesn’t find us or any sign of us where he’s looking. He’ll come.” Mao stopped and rubbed her chin. “But if we can break away from Doyle, we can stall him without a lot of risk to ourselves.”


“That would be a convenient outcome,” Major Compton said, leaning on his console. “But maybe not for Doyle. We’d be gambling with his life again.”


“Yes, but I’m not seeing alternatives.”


“We have to find out what’s going on with Oasis,” the major added.


“It’s not like we don’t have intelligence resources already out here,” Mao told him. “We always have.” She sighed. “But I agree—we should check it out.”


“Then we’re not diverting course?” Woodhouse asked.


“Not until we see for ourselves,” Mao said, grimacing. “Then we’ll correct and make for the trade route.”


“What does Mr. Doyle think?” General Dayal asked mildly.


“I don’t care,” Mao replied immediately. “He doesn’t get an opinion at this point. I’ve already lost a man for him. He’ll do what I tell him or he can walk home alone. Nothing else? All right.”


Normally that would’ve been their dismissal, but Captain Woodhouse spoke up.


“Ma’am, I’d like to take a closer look at what we pulled from the shuttle wreckage.”


“I’ve already archived the data,” Mao said. “We’ll send it back when we have long-range coms. Do you really have that kind of time on your hands?”


“I’ll make the time, Commander.” Woodhouse sounded firm. Mao raised an eyebrow, but nodded.


Bjorn watched him leave the bridge.


“Is that all right?” Golding asked, after the hatch had closed behind him.


“Yes.” Major Compton got up from his console and stretched. “He’s got his head on straight. We can’t ignore that shuttle. We have a responsibility to the Imperium. We know EI had to have assets out here, but right now we don’t know if they’re alive or dead. We don’t know what’s going on.” He gave the bridge crew a stern look. “We’re all relieved that we’re not getting shot at, and that’s overshadowing how strange this is. That we’re not seeing or hearing anyone. That’s not something we can be relieved about.”


“Don’t let his curiosity trump the mission,” Mao said to Golding, sighing. “Keep an eye on him.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“We’ll be within sensor range of the station soon. Then we’ll have answers.”


Bjorn left the bridge without a word. Far down the spine, he could see Woodhouse stepping into the infirmary. He wouldn’t find any evidence of Bjorn’s tampering unless he was looking for it, but Bjorn didn’t have much faith in his luck. He didn’t know how Woodhouse would react to what he and Diana were doing, but Bjorn needed to be there in case he did stumble onto something.


He found Woodhouse in the lab chair, decrypting the Ganraen files.


“Curious, LT?” he asked without looking up as Bjorn stepped into the infirmary.


“You said that shuttle was part of an evacuation. We need to know why.”


“That’s what I’m saying. Tell it to her, though.”


“She’s focused on the mission.” Bjorn closed the hatch. “What have we got?”


“Not much. There’s no real data from the colony in the shuttle’s systems, but there were some bodies in there, because Lydia did pick up holos and copied the data. One of them belonged to some kind of physician or lab tech, so I’m looking at his most recent entry, and I think I just got lucky.”


“He recorded his thoughts?”


“He gave us a lot. He might not have had much else to do aboard the shuttle before things went bad.”


“Does it say how things went bad?” Bjorn asked.


“Not in detail. There’s a microorganism on the planet’s surface, something their decon couldn’t protect them from. It’s lethal. Maybe it followed them.”


“That shuttle wasn’t destroyed by a microorganism,” Bjorn said. “But it was corroded. Is there something that could do that?”


“I don’t know. But it sounds like that planet’s more than just a rock.” Woodhouse shrugged and looked up at him. “And that’s an issue. Because according to our data, a rock is exactly what we thought Nidaros was. And we wouldn’t be wrong about that. This. This communications blackout. This mission. I’m telling you, something isn’t right.” Woodhouse got up and tugged at his EV suit irritably, shaking his head. “LT, don’t let your guard down. And take care of Kladinova.”


“What?” Bjorn paused at the hatch and looked back. “Why do you say that?”


“Do you know about her? Who she is?”


“A liner. A big one.”


“She’s a prodigy. A genius. I looked at her flight data from the battle. She did more work out there than the other three fighters combined.”


Bjorn nodded. “I know. Like you said, she’s a genius.”


“Maybe she’s the reason we have tiers and bloodlines. But it’s gone to her head. She’s reckless. Warfare with Everwings isn’t a ballet recital. It’s fringe science. This technology is too new. There’s a reason research on synapse syncing and Harbinger are forbidden. We’re out of our depth, LT. Mao knows it. That’s why she’s working so hard to keep us moving. Don’t let Kladinova get out of control, or we’ll just be short another pilot.”
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“BY the Empress,” Sergeant Golding said, rising to her feet.


Bjorn knew how she felt.


Commander Mao and the bridge staff gazed in shock at the image on the viewer.


“It’s not possible,” Woodhouse said, shaking his head.


“It’s right in front of us,” Mao murmured.


Oasis. The station wasn’t large, not by galactic standards. It hadn’t begun as a station, merely a colony ship. But people had been building onto it for the better part of a century. It had grown into a bizarre chimera of metal and carbon shielding.


There were dozens of what appeared to be twisting limbs jutting out from the central body, and all of the outer extremities were connected by tubes, lifts, and even old-fashioned walkways enclosed in hexagonal shielding.


Except for a few emergency lights, the station was dark. Bjorn could see only a few dozen ships in dock. There should have been hundreds. One vessel was floating aimlessly, and there was a good deal of wreckage. Some of those walkways were shattered, and there were massive dents and impact scars on the shields of several exposed atriums.


A coolant leak on the underside of the station trailed away, a wide swath of gold against the black of space.


This hadn’t come as a complete surprise. The communications silence had led the crew to expect something out of the ordinary. But no one expected to find a truly empty station still largely intact.


Bjorn was at a loss. So was Mao.


“Does anyone have any thoughts?” the commander asked weakly.


Woodhouse swallowed, his eyes still locked on the screen. “I think it’s obvious what happened here.”


“Go on.”


“Nidaros. The planet that colonial shuttle came from, the colony world. Oasis wouldn’t be the ideal refuge point, but you can’t deny that it’s the closest. They wouldn’t have many real ships. If you were evacuating that colony, where would you go?”


“You think the colonists came here?” Golding asked skeptically. Bjorn didn’t blame her. Oasis wasn’t the sort of place where you’d expect a helping hand. But perhaps anything was better than what had threatened them on the surface of this Nidaros planet.


“I doubt they had a choice. And they brought it with them. Whatever they were running from.” There was a faraway look in Woodhouse’s eyes.


“What do you mean?” Mao had noticed his expression, and it clearly alarmed her.


“Ganraen separatist colonists are not on the cutting edge, technologically. And pirates are even worse off. The colonists couldn’t stop this thing. Look, most of the ships are gone. When people realized what was happening, they got out. And they may have taken it with them. But they won’t all be going to one place. They’ll take it all over. I don’t know how many of them will live long enough to get there, but their ships will. And they’ll spread it further.”


“Woodhouse—” Compton began, but Mao spoke over him.


“When a ghost ship shows up at your door, you scan it for this reason,” she said, folding her arms. “They’ll just be quarantined. Even galactics don’t just open their airlocks.”


“Will that even matter? Look at that station. They’re heading for Free Trade space. These people don’t have Evagardian technology to protect them. If that would even protect them.”


“What do you mean?”


“What if it’s undetectable?”


It might’ve been Bjorn’s imagination, but Mao seemed to turn a little pale. “Not to us,” she said finally.


“We didn’t pick up anything on the shuttle,” Woodhouse pointed out. “But we know it was there.”


“We know it was there at one time,” Golding countered. “It could have died off. If there was an organism that corroded the shuttle, the shuttle depressurized, and it probably couldn’t survive without atmosphere.”


“That’s possible. But something was interfering with our sensors.” Woodhouse spread his hands. “I have my own suspicions. Commander, what do you want to do?”


“What do you think we should do?”


“Normally I’d say we have a duty to warn the fleet,” Woodhouse said, pointing at Oasis. “This is obviously a security threat.”


“And?”


“I wonder if we need to.”


Bjorn braced himself for what was coming. Woodhouse was out of patience.


Sergeant Golding’s eyes narrowed. “Woodhouse, you’re out of line.”


Mao looked resigned. “Let him talk.”


“Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t warn anyone,” Woodhouse said. “Unless we wanted to abandon the refugees and go back. Because we can’t use long-range communications. And why is that?”


“Nelson didn’t tell me. And she didn’t confirm that the signal jamming is imperial in origin,” Mao added. Bjorn didn’t like the look on her face. She knew where Woodhouse was going with this.


They all did.


“But it obviously is, and we know that because we know no one else has the resources to black out an entire system. It’s us.” Woodhouse shrugged. “And our government expects us to put that together and assume it’s for operational security. For us. Support for us,” he said, tapping a finger on his console. “To make it more difficult for the pirates to coordinate against us.”


Indeed, that had seemed like the likeliest scenario. But to rob millions of people of the ability to communicate would be a human rights violation on an unprecedented scale.


In theory no one in the Imperium but citizens and the Empress herself had any rights. In practice, everybody had rights, and those rights were, for the most part, carefully protected.


The fleet could never black out an entire system officially, so the narrative was that Demenis just happened to be dark when the Lydia was conducting operations there.


But that didn’t line up, and Bjorn knew he wasn’t the only one who couldn’t swallow that story. The strategic advantage granted by the blackout was offset by the isolation that came with it. Alone in the dark, the final decision always rested with Mao. With a weapon as powerful as the Everwing system, the High Command would always want to be directly involved. With a last-minute replacement like Mao in control, doubly so. They probably would have bent over backward to prevent the communications blackout, if only so they could get combat data from the Lydia for the sake of the future of the Everwing program.


In the end, the only way to read it was that there was something more important than the Lydia.


“But you can’t believe that,” Woodhouse said. “It’s not about us. They’re doing this for a reason. And we’re looking at it. Someone discovers a microorgansim that can do this to an entire station, and suddenly we want to annex Demenis?” He shook his head and turned his back on the viewport. “We aren’t here to kill pirates.”


“Then what are we here for?” Major Compton asked. The temperature on the bridge had dropped, and even Bjorn was a little surprised that Woodhouse was publicly airing these suspicions. It was career suicide, at the very least. Yes, everyone knew that Evagardian military intelligence operated outside the law.


But you weren’t supposed to talk about it.


“To kill witnesses,” Bjorn said, moving to stand beside Woodhouse, who looked up in surprise. “Those witnesses just happen to be pirates.”


“Witnesses to what?” General Dayal’s voice was cold.


“This,” Woodhouse hissed, pointing at the viewport. “This is containment, but our people aren’t just containing the biohazard; they’re containing information. They don’t want anyone to know it exists. How long has Oasis been like this? We didn’t even know. Don’t you think we should have known? Us? This was supposed to be our destination.”


Mao’s face had lost all expression. Bjorn couldn’t believe she wasn’t shutting this conversation down. Golding was giving the commander a desperate look, but Mao was ignoring her.


“There’s only one reason our people wouldn’t want anyone knowing about this,” Woodhouse said, sweeping the bridge with his gaze. “You all know it.”


“Empress save us.” Compton ran a hand through his hair. “You think the fleet wants it.”


Golding swallowed. “Weapons development.”


Woodhouse was trying not to laugh. “It’s perfect.”


“Wait,” Mao said, holding up a hand. “What do you mean, Woodhouse? How is it perfect? We have weapons. Weapons that can do so much more than this.”


“Yeah,” he said, smiling at her. “But they’re ours. This isn’t a weapon. This isn’t an act of war.” He gazed out the viewport at the wreckage of Oasis. “This is just a natural disaster. There’s no bad guy here.”


“We didn’t do this,” Golding told him, raising her voice. “The colonists brought it here. Didn’t they?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.” Woodhouse shrugged. “I don’t think it matters at this point. Rather than warn people about this possible threat, our government may be suppressing information to ensure that no one else gets their hands on this thing. That is what matters.”


“That is speculation,” General Dayal pointed out.


“We don’t convict on circumstantial evidence,” Woodhouse told her. “Ma’am. But we don’t ignore it either.”


“Woodhouse, are you going to make a point?” Mao asked bluntly. “Or are you just going to make everyone nervous by talking like a New Unity sympathizer? I know you’re from Cohengard. I know you’re a physician and you’d rather heal people than kill them. I know you don’t want to be here. What do you want? Do you want me to relieve you?”


He turned on her. “Commander, I don’t need to be relieved. I can fight. I can fight because I can tell the difference between an enemy and a noncombatant, but this thing can’t.”


“We would never use a weapon like this,” Golding told him, obviously struggling not to raise her voice.


“Then why do we want it? Just to keep it out of everyone else’s hands?” Woodhouse raised an eyebrow. “Did we all just forget about New Sochi? We went there like we knew what we were doing, and when they fought back and we didn’t get our easy win, we just . . .” He trailed off, gesturing. “We just made it go away. Erased it. That’s what this is. That’s where we’re going. You think the High Command wouldn’t authorize a weapon like this? No one would ever know it was us. It’s a microorganism. Not a war crime.”


“I don’t think our people did this,” Mao told him.


“I don’t think so either. But I think it’s giving them ideas about where it would be convenient for it to happen next.”


General Dayal’s face had gone very hard.


“And you think that’s why we’re out here? To take care of these pirates so they don’t go telling stories about Oasis?” Compton asked.


Bjorn decided it was time to step in.


“It’s possible,” he said. “But we can’t know for certain, and even if we could, it wouldn’t matter.” He went back to his console and took his seat. “The big picture’s not our problem right now. We can argue later. Let’s stay on Doyle and Tenbrook.”


Mao was giving Bjorn a funny look, but he ignored her and checked his holo. She cleared her throat.


“He’s right. Let’s not get distracted by things above our clearance. We need to look at what this does to our plans. Woodhouse, your concerns are noted.”


“Doyle can’t dock,” Sergeant Golding stated flatly. “We can’t expose him to this threat.”


“We can give his work team protective nanomachines,” Woodhouse said. “The same ones we have. If they don’t work, we’re all dead anyway. I say we try it. He has to dock to be able to jump, and he has to jump to live. It’s that simple.”


“He’s right,” Mao said. “If we just limp away, we know Tenbrook will catch up with us. If we gamble here and get Doyle jump capable, that at least opens up the possibility of getting him clear without exposing him to another battle.”


“Agreed,” said Major Compton, though he was still eyeing Woodhouse warily.


“But we can’t ignore the threat. Speculation aside,” she said, not looking at Woodhouse, “we have to use caution here. Like Woodhouse said, we can’t sleep on something that could be responsible for taking down an entire station.”


“Commander, EV suits should protect us from any biohazard,” Woodhouse said. “I don’t think we’re vulnerable. There shouldn’t be anything our decon nanomachines can’t handle.”


“The colonists probably thought the same thing,” Dayal said mildly.


“I don’t like it,” Mao said. “Lydia, are there any survivors on Oasis?”


“Scan inconclusive,” the AI replied.


“We’re running into the same problem we had with the shuttle. Something in there’s interfering. I am reading movement, but it’s more in line with maintenance robotics than people. What I’m not seeing are any concentrations of power, which is what you’d have if there were survivors who’d managed to quarantine themselves,” Sergeant Golding said.


“Then we’re going to go with the assumption that it killed everyone? There were a lot of people on this station. Surely there was someone resourceful enough to survive this.”


“I’m sure as well. And I’m sure by now they’re on a ship, far away,” Woodhouse said. “People run from this thing. The question is, will they reach some other unsuspecting station? Or will our people get to them first?”


Mao chewed her lip. “Not our problem,” she said after a moment.


“Commander, even if it means certain death, we must dock.”


“Why?”


“To get into Oasis’ systems. Maybe I’m wrong,” Woodhouse said. “Maybe I’m jumping at shadows. In that case we need all the information we can get, because we don’t know that our intelligence assets in the sector are ahead of this. If they aren’t—if we really are discovering this threat—then we must document it.”


Mao’s eye twitched. “Lydia, lay out the station and find the Sunbath somewhere to dock. And get me Doyle.”


A young woman appeared on the screen. “Bridge Officer Stanley. How can I help?”


“Find Doyle,” Mao commanded. “Wake him up. Get him here. Go now.” She didn’t even give the girl a chance to reply. Mao had gone from chewing her lip to chewing her gloved thumb. “This is going to be tricky,” she muttered. “I hope the idea of doing something stupid doesn’t bother anyone.”


“We’re with you,” Major Compton replied at once. “What’s the plan?”


“If we’re docking, we’ll take full advantage of it and get as much data as we can. It’ll take Doyle time to repair his ship. We’re going to use some of that time to get the data we need. Someone has to go to Operations. Someone else is going to hit an infirmary and learn what they can. Maybe someone had the decency to take a sample before they died. Someone’s got to deliver the nanomachines to Doyle. And I don’t want anyone leaving this ship. But there’s no choice.”


“Shore leave?”


Mao snorted. “Even if this place was still in one piece, would you really want to go on liberty here?”


Doyle appeared on the feed.


“Commander?”


“I want you to dock at Oasis wherever my ship’s AI directs you. Do not disembark or break any airlock seals until my personnel reach you, and even then I want your work detail in full suits, and quarantined from the rest of your passengers.”


“Is there a contamination threat?”


“It’s possible. We’re going to protect your workers from it, but it’ll be up to you to make sure they don’t come into contact with your other passengers after they reenter the ship. Can you do that?”


“Yes.”


“How long for your repairs?” Mao asked.


“I can’t tell you exactly. A few hours.”


“I don’t need to tell you that speed’s the priority here. We’re taking a terrible risk.”


“I understand, Commander.”


“Then wait for my men.” Mao killed the transmission and turned back to her staff. “Lydia, take us in. There can’t be many berths for a ship the size of the Sunbath, but try to find one as close to us as you can.”


“You want to launch these ops simultaneously?” Compton asked.


Mao nodded. “I want us on and off that station as quickly as possible. Sergeant, go wake everyone up. Who’s on alert?”


“Kladinova,” Compton said.


“She’s on guard duty. We’ll be vulnerable with people aboard the station, so we’re shooting first and asking questions later. Make sure she understands that.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Woodhouse, take Bjorn and Grigori. Get Doyle his nanomachines, and get what you need to understand the threat. Bjorn, you keep him in line. Don’t let him get carried away—make sure he doesn’t waste any time. I want you guys back before I know you’ve left.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Bjorn and Woodhouse both got to their feet.


“Ensign Grigori,” Woodhouse said into the com as they left the bridge, “get your overnight bag. We’re going ashore.”


Bjorn split off from Woodhouse and swung into his quarters. Major Morel was dozing in his bunk. Bjorn gave him a light shake.


“What is it?” the big man asked, sitting up and blinking.


“We’re about to be alert, sir. We’ve reached Oasis and we’re running shore ops. She hasn’t hit the Klaxon yet, but you know she will.”


Morel got up without a word.


Bjorn pulled his shore belt from his locker and put it on, immediately going back into the corridor. Grigori was just ahead of him, settling her own belt around her hips. She patted her hair as she strode toward the force shield, but there was no danger of it being cut by her helmet.


As he passed the open hatch to the bay, Bjorn could see through the force shield. The Lydia was drawing closer to the station, searching for a place to put them ashore.


“LT,” Rada said, spotting him. “Do you know what’s going on?”


“We’re running errands on the station while Doyle repairs his ship.”


“I’ve never seen a station like this before. The lights are on, but nobody’s home.”


“I’m not sure anyone has.”


The hatch hissed open, and Woodhouse came jogging through, a bag over his shoulder. “Ready?”


“How are we navigating?” Bjorn asked.


“We’ll be counting on the AI. There’s still emergency power in most of these sectors. She’ll be overriding the station’s systems and tracking us.”


“She?”


“Her name’s Lydia, isn’t it?”


“I’ve never had a synthetic in a mission-essential role before,” Bjorn said.


“Weren’t you an immigration analyst? Did you not use a terminal? A holo?” Woodhouse twitched an eyebrow.


“Yeah, but in special ops?”


“Why do you think they call them special?”


The Lydia was no longer moving. Perhaps ten meters of open space separated the force shield from a mating dock on the side of the station.


“That’s us,” Woodhouse said, pointing at the airlock.


“Should we have wires?” Rada asked.


“We don’t need them for this,” Bjorn said, rolling his neck and working his shoulders. “Is there gravity?”


“Some,” Woodhouse confirmed. “The drive on a station this size would take a long time to spin down. Just follow me. The mission’s simple, and the commander has zero faith in me. But Bjorn’s here to keep me in check. What could go wrong?”


“You could choose another wildly inappropriate moment to get political,” Bjorn said.


“We can’t succeed in our mission unless we know what our mission is,” Woodhouse replied calmly. “The left hand has to know what the right is doing.”


“That’s not going to happen.”


“I know.”


“What did I miss?” Rada asked, puzzled.


“Don’t worry about it,” Bjorn told her, rolling his eyes. “This isn’t the time.”


“To be continued,” Woodhouse said, grinning at Bjorn. “Lydia, open the doors,” he ordered.


The hatch opened, and there was a brief puff of escaping O2. It was a spacious airlock, but not a very clean one.


The three of them deployed their helmets. Woodhouse nodded to Bjorn, who got a running start.


Passing through a force shield never got any easier. Bjorn felt as if it was pulling him back, throwing off his jump trajectory, though it was doing no such thing.


He leapt into the open, spreading his arms and sailing effortlessly into the airlock, where he touched down. Rada’s jump was a little off, but only a little. He caught her hand and guided her in as Woodhouse swung in behind her.


The gravity was awful; it was too light, and Bjorn could feel variance from moment to moment as it shifted.


“Too easy,” the captain said, turning to look back at the Lydia. The slender white ship looked larger than expected when viewed from the outside. “We’re in,” he said over the com.
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BJORN had been trained to operate in more scenarios than he could conveniently remember, but he’d never seen anything like what waited for him on Oasis.


It was dark. There were emergency lights, but they weren’t all operational. Some were broken, and others appeared to have failed purely from lack of maintenance. Bjorn had never even heard of a station so grimy and decrepit, much less seen one.


They let themselves through the security screening gate and into the harbor itself. Signs of a hasty evacuation were everywhere. The harbor was in poor condition, but most of the damage and blemishes didn’t look especially recent.


This would have been light security even with people manning it. They made their way past the barriers and the detectors, out into the commercial area. Space was at a premium on every station, and doubly so on Oasis. The cramped corridors were filled with debris, and lined with an almost unbelievably large number of doors. The rooms beyond couldn’t be more than closets, and they had all manner of uses. There were personal lodgings next door to businesses, and businesses next door to pods that could be rented by the minute.


The walls were covered with plastic advertisements; there wasn’t much smart carbon here, and there were few hologram projectors, so people had to print physical flimsies to post data. Bjorn and Rada were both taken aback by the crass, open nature of business on Oasis. Advertisements for the chemical market, the pleasure trade, and even the business of buying and selling human beings were plentiful and explicit.


Things weren’t any better in the atriums. Rooms and structures were built out of everything from supply crates to old shuttles. Unstable-looking buildings teetered upward toward a carbon dome so clouded that Bjorn could barely see the stars beyond it. On a more respectable station there would be streets after a fashion, but here there were only what could be charitably called alleys.


In the dark it wasn’t very welcoming. Bjorn could imagine what it looked like lit up and bustling with people.


The station was quiet. Air vents cycled, and metal groaned. Advertisements played in endless loops, echoing off the bulkheads and through the passages. “Who could live in this place?” Rada asked, shining her light over a storefront with a dented, defaced shutter.


“Lots of people,” Bjorn replied, holding up a bundle of cords so she could get past. Ahead, Captain Woodhouse was deep in conversation with Lydia. The AI was struggling to put a correct course into words. Her maps of Oasis were sadly out-of-date, and the layouts of these atriums had changed over time.


“Criminals,” Rada said.


“Anyone who ended up here. Anyone without anywhere else to go.”


“But the Empress welcomes anyone.”


“Not quite,” Bjorn replied, following her. “The whole station isn’t like this.”


“That’s good to hear.”


“There are people here with a lot of money. I’m guessing some of the atriums probably look almost Evagardian.”


“I doubt that,” Rada replied, making a face at some particularly vile artwork.


“This is the lift we want,” Woodhouse said, pointing. “It’ll take us to the harbor. We can find Doyle from there.”


They hurried down the narrow alley to a small clearing. A sales kiosk had been smashed to bits, and the walls of the metal buildings were deeply scoured and corroded.


“This looks recent,” Rada said.


“Must’ve been some panic during the evacuation stage of things,” Woodhouse said.


Rada paused and looked down, then knelt. There was something on the deck. “I keep seeing this.”


Bjorn joined her; there was something like sand underfoot. Rada picked some up, watching it fall through her gloved fingers.


He’d seen it as well, but he didn’t know where it could’ve come from.


“But where are the bodies?” Bjorn got to his feet and turned in a full circle, panning his light around.


“What?”


“You know there couldn’t have been enough ships here to move everyone.”


Woodhouse considered that. “The majority of the bodies will be in one place, wherever the people left behind gathered to try to stay clean. I wouldn’t expect to see a lot of them in the street, so to speak.”


“But none?”


“I know, LT.” Woodhouse looked back the way they’d come. “But I don’t have an answer for you. Keep moving.”


It wasn’t far to the lift.


“This doesn’t look very safe,” Rada observed, giving the shutter a push. It rattled loudly, and the echoes took several seconds to fade.


“We’ll climb,” Woodhouse said, opening the gate and stepping past the carriage. He pointed his light down at the service ladder.


“That’s a long way down.”


“Let’s not shame the Empress by complaining,” Woodhouse said dryly. He swung on and slid down, disappearing into the dark. Bjorn shrugged at Rada and followed.


Bjorn would have preferred to simply climb, but Woodhouse dropped effortlessly, using only gravity and his own strength. Bjorn used his suit’s cling to make it easier.


Woodhouse called a halt a short distance down; Lydia must have tipped him off that they were at their destination. He checked with his light, then jumped off the ladder, motioning for them to follow.


They made their way through a corridor, across an atrium, then into another harbor checkpoint. Bjorn saw plenty of evidence of people, but still no bodies.


The viewports were cloudy, but not cloudy enough to hide the Sunbath. The cruiser seemed even more gargantuan up close. Bjorn stood at the shield and stared out at it. Rada swept her light around the dock while Captain Woodhouse approached the hatch to the Sunbath.


The seal broke, and the hatch opened. Men in bright orange tech suits emerged from the airlock; most were carrying tools, but a few had rifles.


Bjorn and Woodhouse instinctively put their hands on their sidearms, but the workmen didn’t mean any harm. Weapons were perfectly natural for them to have in an unfamiliar, potentially hostile place.


“Bjorn,” Woodhouse said.


Bjorn took a decontamination unit from his pouch and twisted it to activate it. The nanomachines being released couldn’t be seen, but Bjorn had no doubt they were there. People could argue with Evagardian culture and politics. They couldn’t argue with Evagardian technology.


Bjorn tossed the device to the lead workman.


“You’re covered,” Woodhouse told them. “Keep that with you so you know where you stand for time, but those should last you longer than you need. Do you have questions for me?”


“I don’t see anything,” the workman replied, hefting the rod.


“Trust us.”


The man in orange just shook his head and signaled for his men to follow.


Bjorn watched them troop off toward the maintenance airlock.


“Too easy.” Woodhouse turned back to Bjorn and Rada. “Ready for some cardio?”


Rada cocked her head, her faceplate catching the shine from the Sunbath’s running lights.


“There are some clinics here in the slums, but we want a real infirmary. We’ll get better information from better doctors. We’re going to the highest atrium. Keep up.”


As they left the lower harbor, Bjorn patched back into the Lydia’s main channel.


Sergeant Golding and General Dayal were boarding Oasis to make for the command center to see what data they could pull there.


“There’s no exterior damage to the station,” Major Morel said over the com. “Everything we’re seeing came from the inside. There’s a major coolant leak. It’s through the shielding down here. It looks like a problem with the pressure coils in the gravity drive—they’re pushing it out.”


“Is it a problem?” Mao asked distractedly.


“Not for us. For Doyle, maybe. The coolant’s pretty unstable when it first enters a vacuum, and it’s lensing around the side of the station. Doyle’s shields won’t stop it if the wind changes.”


“Wind?”


“The station’s axis is tilting, and we’re all moving with it. If it keeps doing this, that coolant’s going to splash all over the Sunbath,” Sergeant Golding reported.


“Can’t hurt it, surely,” Mao said.


“Not the ship. But the men working on the hull are a different story,” Morel said. “They’ll be melted.”


“Melted by coolant,” General Dayal remarked lightly. “I love modern nomenclature.”


“What are they doing on the hull anyway? Doyle’s jump drive’s in the aft enclosure. Why’s he got men out there?” Mao sounded annoyed.


“They’re cutting free the last of the cargo pods they were using to augment their passenger capacity,” Morel said. “A lot of them are damaged. If they jump and those pods come free, they could take the hull with them. Potentially spacing a lot of people,” he added.


Mao groaned. “We’ll use our repulsors to protect him. We can’t just leave Doyle’s men to die. But I want it on record that I’m not happy about this.”


“Noted, Commander.”


“What’s she so salty about?” Rada asked on the private channel.


“This area is already interfering with our sensors. Shrouding ourselves in coolant with the repulsors on will blind us,” Bjorn replied.


“It’ll only be for a little while,” Rada said, and Bjorn could imagine her scowl. “We have to help Doyle’s guys. No sense getting upset about it. There’s no choice.”


“It’s her job to worry,” Woodhouse said. He pointed his light up the deactivated escalator. Heavy security shutters had been pulled down. He started to turn away, but Bjorn stopped him.


“Hang on,” he said, pointing with his light. “This shutter’s taken a beating.”


“Rough place to live,” Woodhouse said.


“Not this rough. There was fighting here. Up on that deck we just came from too.”


“I know. I’m guessing there weren’t enough seats for everyone, and things got a little Darwinian.” Woodhouse steered Bjorn away from the stairs. “We need to hurry.”


“Why? It’s not like they can pick us up if they’re busy shielding Doyle’s guys,” Rada said.


“Because I don’t like this place,” Woodhouse replied.


Bjorn turned to walk backward, letting his light play over the battered and neglected station. There were sleeping alcoves no larger than an Evagardian service closet, and vending machines selling chemicals that were highly illegal in most systems, even galactic systems.


But not much was illegal on Oasis. The owners had a small, brutal peacekeeping force that had little interest in anything but making sure no one put projectiles through the domes.


They moved at a jog through the deserted atriums. Lydia had to be leading them in the right direction, because the conditions were becoming steadily less squalid. Moving on foot wasn’t terribly efficient, but emergency power didn’t feed the station’s transportation trams.


Woodhouse halted abruptly, throwing out an arm. Bjorn and Rada froze.


“Did you hear that?” he asked.


They held their breath. The audio piped in through their suits was just as clear as what their own ears could give them. Instinct made Bjorn want to deactivate his helmet to listen, but that wasn’t an option with a possible biohazard in play.


“I swear to the Empress I heard something up there,” Woodhouse said, pointing up into the dark.


“I didn’t hear anything,” Rada said.


“Still no bodies,” Bjorn noted.


“I know things were crazy here,” Rada said, highlighting the objects strewn across the deck with her light, “and things got dropped and everything, but why are there so many clothes?”


Looking up, Woodhouse touched a hand to the side of his helmet. “I just lost Lydia.”


Bjorn instinctively opened his own channel, but was greeted by white noise. The audio shifted again, and he switched to local audio. They were no longer speaking securely to one another—their suits were projecting their voices, and picking up audio from outside. Now anyone nearby could hear what they were saying.


“The com’s out,” Rada confirmed. “What could cause that?”


“A lot of things.” Woodhouse halted, looking back. “We’re aborting. Back to the ship.”


“Can we get back without Lydia to navigate?” Rada asked.


“We’ll have to.” Woodhouse pointed, and they both looked. The Lydia was visible through the atrium dome: a slender, shapely burst of white against the black of space.


“Something’s wrong,” Rada said, gazing up at the ship. “The repulsors are dark. We aren’t protecting Doyle’s men from that coolant.”


Woodhouse took off; Bjorn and Rada followed at a run.


The station’s districts were gathered around lift and tube hubs, but not every passage or alleyway led to them. There were dead ends and paths that led to maintenance access and industrial complexes.


Woodhouse was navigating by nothing more than his gut, but it was working. They were making their way upward, toward a dome with a view of the Lydia. Bjorn tripped on a pile of clothes in the middle of a passage, but Rada caught his arm and hustled him forward.


Woodhouse was running so fast that he nearly overbalanced and fell when he stopped. The captain was some ten meters ahead, and Bjorn felt like he and Rada were falling farther behind every second.


Woodhouse staggered to a halt.


Something wasn’t right. Bjorn stopped and jerked Rada back.


Woodhouse had run out onto a catwalk that spanned a wide ventilation shaft. Beyond were stairs that would take them to the dome.


He was standing in the middle of the walkway, looking up. The cylindrical housing hid the shaft itself from view, but there had to be something above that had Woodhouse’s attention.


Slowly he raised his hands over his head in a universal sign of surrender.


Bjorn’s stomach dropped.


Woodhouse deactivated his helmet.


“Run!” he shouted to Bjorn, and was abruptly shot through the head.
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THE shot itself was so loud that it briefly overloaded Bjorn’s suit’s audio feed. He flinched as though he had been the one hit.


He watched as Woodhouse’s body thudded to the deck.


Armored figures were already dropping to the catwalk, raising weapons. Bjorn and Rada fled the junction as the figures opened fire.


Rada lunged for a maintenance hatch, but Bjorn pulled her away and kept on down the alleyway. If they fled into those crawl spaces beneath the atrium, they’d never find their way out.


These had to be Tenbrook’s people. Bjorn hadn’t gotten a good look at them, but their lack of hesitation in killing Woodhouse in cold blood told him everything he needed to know. They looked a little organized for pirates; they were private military contractors.


Rada angled off again, and this time Bjorn didn’t stop her. She sprinted up a metal staircase that led to the roof of a low kiosk. They were making themselves targets, but they couldn’t flee aimlessly—they had to get their bearings.


They emerged onto the flimsy metal roof, out of the shadows of the taller structures of the atrium. Above, the skylight was still visible, but Bjorn could no longer see the Lydia. Golden light was splashing across the carbon shielding.


The coolant leak really had come around to this part of the station. With only emergency power, the station had no repulsor shielding. The coolant was going to eat through the carbon and depressurize the atrium.


Bjorn didn’t stop. He leapt the gap to the next roof. The contractors were a good distance back, but they were armed. They also had wires and jumpers, so there was no hope of outrunning them.


A figure on a high rooftop was taking aim. Bjorn saw a green tracker locking onto Rada’s back as she struggled to keep her balance. He pulled her down as a burst of fire sailed past, gouging out great chunks from the next building over. Metal wailed, and the structure began to lean. Each floor was a separate dwelling, held together by nothing more than gravity and some cursory welding.


The access ladder split and fell in one direction, and the building in the other. Bjorn and Rada scrambled out of the way, but the impact shook the entire roof.


Rada nearly went off the edge, but Bjorn grabbed her. He rolled over, jerking his sidearm out of its holster with his free hand and leveling it at the approaching contractors.


It was pure reflex. They weren’t going to beat these people in a gunfight. He didn’t even bother to fire. Bjorn let go of Rada and pushed her off the edge, ignoring her dismayed squawk and rolling after her. His landing in the alleyway below was only slightly more graceful than hers.


“Where are we going?” Rada demanded, pulling her own pistol as Bjorn dragged her to her feet.


He didn’t have an answer for her.


There was a flicker of movement, and they drew into the shadows.


“There,” Rada said, pointing. There was a distant shape clinging to the dome, far overhead. There was no getting away from these people.


Bjorn’s back was to a plastic door. He shouldered through it, and they spilled into a dark, cramped data room. They reactivated their lights, taking stock of their surroundings. Behind the caged desk was a forest of physical data towers. They didn’t appear to be laid out with any particular pattern in mind. It was a mess. There were wires everywhere, and more debris. Refuse from food products, outdated hardware, and mold.


Bjorn truly felt like this place had been neglected for decades, but that wasn’t possible. The mold needed moisture, and the moisture must have come from a leak in a liquid cooling system.


He vaulted over the grimy counter, beckoning for Rada to follow.


“Can we hide in here?” she asked, joining him on the other side.


Bjorn began to thread his way between the pylons.


“Maybe,” he replied, turning to look back at the door. The pylons were hot, probably hot enough to make it difficult to pick up two humans on a tactical scanner—and looking for anything more sophisticated than raw heat probably wouldn’t work, considering what this place did to sensors.


But Bjorn didn’t know what kind of gear these contractors were working with.


Everything had been a blur since Captain Woodhouse had been shot. Bjorn hadn’t been thinking, or even paying attention to what was around him. This archive was massive. The ceiling opened up just a few meters in, and it was high enough that his light couldn’t reach. Likewise, there were no walls in sight. Only wires and pillars of data storage, flickering red and blue points of light, and heat readouts on tiny screens in every pylon. It wasn’t enough light to navigate by, just enough to be distracting.


“But we can get lost in here,” he said, feeling hot. He was sweating, but the sweat felt cold. His EV was trying to cool him off, but it could do only so much.


He paused as his light played over a patch of corrosion on one of the pylons. It looked familiar, but Rada was speaking, and getting farther away. Bjorn hurried after her.


“How can we get back? The ship’s probably moved,” she said, glancing back at him.


“We have to try. At the very least we have to get into a different dome. That carbon won’t hold if the coolant leak doesn’t divert, and this whole section will decompress. We’ll be all right in EVs, but the debris will be dangerous.”


“Does this place even have an autoseal?”


“What’s your heart tell you?”


Rada went ahead of him, squeezing between two ancient stacks of data drives. Bjorn followed her, hoping his EV wouldn’t tear in the process.


Rada paused, peering through the gap, back the way they’d come.


“Are they backing off?”


“No,” Bjorn said. “That they’re not in here already just means they’re giving us more credit than we deserve.”


“How’d they get here so fast? How did they know?”


“Worry about that later. Keep going straight.”


“How do you know it’s straight?”


“I don’t.”


“Oen, wait.”


“What?” He looked back.


Rada had her light on one of the pylons. The beam played over a massive tangle of wires. “It moved,” she said.


“What?”


“I said it moved.”


Slowly she raised a gloved finger to prod the bundle. She let out a cry and stepped back. Bjorn saw it too. Something scuttled out from underneath the cords, clearly trying to climb onto her wrist. Bjorn saw thin, oddly jointed legs. A body that was gray or black, lumpy and asymmetrical.


Rada pulled back in time, and just as quickly they lost track of the creature. It wasn’t very large, perhaps the size of a large man’s hand. On an actual planet, organisms like this might not be uncommon. On a space station, animal life was a different story. It was rare, expensive, and tightly controlled. Not something Bjorn expected to find in a place like this.


But mold wasn’t something he expected to find in a data archive either. The normal rules didn’t seem to apply on Oasis.


“It’s someone’s pet,” Bjorn said, reaching for her hand.


“No,” Rada said, taking another step back. “It isn’t.”


“How do you know?”


“Just trust me.” She was still backing up. She bumped into another pylon, and she flinched, moving quickly away. “I’m from Earth,” she added. “I don’t know what it is, but I know what it’s not. I want to get out of here,” she said firmly, pushing him. “Let’s go.”


“You want to take your chances out there?”


“I want to get out of here.” She meant it.


Bjorn wasn’t going to argue. “We have to hope the commander can shut down whatever’s jamming us. Once we’re back online we can look for an extraction.”


“What about escape craft?”


“Are there any left?” Bjorn asked, shoving his way through the rows of pylons. “Would you trust an Oasis EC?”


“We have to. They didn’t even try to take Captain Woodhouse alive.”


There was a wall ahead. That was a good sign. Bjorn turned right and recoiled.


Something was clinging to a spindle of data crystals hanging from the ceiling. It was well over half a meter in leg span, and obviously from the same family of organisms as the thing they’d spotted just a moment ago.


It wasn’t large like a building or a spacecraft, but it was large enough to make Bjorn’s heart stop for a moment. He stumbled back. The thing didn’t move. Rada went rigid, and Bjorn heard her choke.


“Don’t move,” he said. It was instinct. He didn’t know what he was looking at or what to do about it, but he knew he didn’t want to be on its bad side. The thing probably weighed ten kilograms at least. It shifted slightly, and the unnatural, alien way it moved made him shudder. Bjorn felt sick.


“I see another one,” Rada whispered.


“Let’s just go.”


He found her arm and grasped it, backing down the row. Rada was pointing her sidearm at the thing.


“Don’t shoot.”


“Easy for you to say,” she hissed.


“Let’s go in peace.” Bjorn turned around, coming face-to-face with a woman in full armor. Her helmet had two protruding eye plates, and her carbine was trained on Bjorn’s head.


“Disarm,” the contractor said, her voice made deep and sibilant by her broadcaster.


Bjorn didn’t hesitate. He let go of his sidearm and raised his hands, remembering exactly how much good this had done Captain Woodhouse a few minutes ago.


Rada threw down her pistol and mimicked his pose.


The woman was speaking, but she wasn’t broadcasting. She was talking to her colleagues, probably telling them she had control of two imperials.


Bjorn focused on keeping still. Did these people have any interest in taking them alive? He had a feeling that was what this woman was trying to find out.


There was movement overhead, and Bjorn looked up. Another of the bizarre, hideous creatures was crawling on the ceiling. He felt his blood run cold.


The contractor twitched, then looked up to follow his gaze. Rada struck, knocking the carbine aside and ramming her elbow into the woman’s helmet, sending her reeling. She followed up with a right cross that sent the contractor sprawling.


Bjorn lunged for his sidearm, but one of the creatures emerged from a pile of old power cartridges, and he withdrew his hand, cursing and scrambling backward.


Rada hauled him up, giving him a hard shove. He went with it.


“She’ll shoot us for sure now,” he said.


“She was going to shoot us anyway,” Rada snapped, plunging down a narrow set of stairs.


Running seemed like the only option now, but it wasn’t a solution. Rada had damaged the contractor’s pride more than her body. She still had her weapon and her scanner; it wouldn’t take her long to catch up.


After several turns, Rada halted and looked back. Bjorn opened his mouth to speak, but stopped when he felt a slight tremor through the deck.


Frowning, he looked down, hearing low, rhythmic thuds. Rada dragged him back as the wall in front of them crashed inward with a wail of tearing metal. Wires snapped and flew, sparking wildly. Compressed gas hissed, pipes venting a fine white mist.


A hulking figure stepped through the gap in the wall. It was another contractor, this one wearing powered combat armor.


Bjorn and Rada backed away, but there was nowhere to go except back toward the other contractor.


The bruiser raised his arm, taking aim with the cannon mounted on it.


Bjorn called his bluff. He turned and plunged into the rows of pylons, and Rada did the same. The man in the suit knew better than to fire a weapon like that in close quarters, armored or not. He wanted to force a surrender, but that wasn’t going to happen.


Rada ducked as the bruiser smashed the archive she was hiding behind with a single sweep of his arm, then made a grab. She managed to roll away, and Bjorn spotted the other contractor. She was taking aim at Rada.


Bjorn was out of options. He hit the contractor from the side, ramming her against a pylon. He jerked the combat knife from the sheath on her chest, slashing the harness connecting her to her carbine and taking the weapon for himself.


The contractor grabbed for him, but he struck her down with the stock of the carbine. He turned back, intending to draw the bruiser’s attention away from Rada, but he’d already done that. The carbine was pulled from his hands, and massive, mechanized fingers closed around his throat, lifting him from the ground.


Rada appeared behind the bruiser, scooping the fallen combat knife from the ground. She leapt from one of the toppled pylons, and landed on the bruiser’s back as his glove tightened on Bjorn.


She reversed her grip on the knife and reached around to smash the suit’s main camera, momentarily blinding the pilot. Bjorn could imagine the bruiser’s surprise; unarmored, unarmed people were supposed to run away from powered armor, not attack it with knives. He’d clearly never dealt with imperials before.


He released Bjorn, twisting his torso sharply and throwing Rada free. Tangled wires cushioned the impact a little, but she still hit the nearest pylon much too hard.


Bjorn had landed on the contractor, who was gamely trying to rise. He bashed her back down with his elbow and rushed to Rada, who was struggling feebly to get up. Bjorn helped her, and they were through the gap in the wall before the bruiser could recover.


The weak starlight filtering in through the streaked dome seemed bright compared to the interior of the archive.


Bjorn tripped over more abandoned clothes in the street. These weren’t leftovers, forgotten during the evacuation. He didn’t know why or how, but he knew that every outfit represented someone who hadn’t made it off the station.


One of the creatures was visible on the side of a building a short distance down the alley. This one was a meter across.


Bjorn didn’t believe for a second that he could have missed these things earlier. Maybe the commotion was waking them up.


Rada clung to him, breathing raggedly. She was hurt badly, but there wasn’t time to stop.


Bjorn didn’t see or hear it coming. The body just thudded to the ground in front of them. It was another contractor like the woman in the archive. This was a man, though—and there were no fewer than three of the many-legged creatures attached to him.


Rada choked, her fingers tightening on Bjorn, who immediately reversed course.


The station groaned and shuddered; it felt to Bjorn like a meteor impact, but more likely it was some kind of weapons fire. He couldn’t see the Lydia through the dome anymore, but the ship could be anywhere now. The exaggerated creaking of the superstructure was loud and prolonged. It didn’t bode well for the integrity of the dome.


There was a crash from the alley behind: the bruiser had broken his way out of the archive, and was on their trail.


Bjorn stopped, looking back. He knew they didn’t have a chance. The man in the suit would be on them in moments. Even without Rada slowing him down, there was no hope of outrunning these people. Something had distracted the mercenary unit, probably these things, but that bought him only seconds, not a free pass.


Their only hope of survival was to get communications back, and for the Lydia to help somehow—but that wasn’t going to happen in time.
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BJORN knelt, bringing Rada down with him. She just groaned.


“Play dead,” he told her, laying her down. Her vitals would give her away on a scanner, but the mercenaries would prioritize the more active target. Bjorn could only stall for time and hope the Lydia could turn things around. This wasn’t a guarantee, and it wasn’t even a particularly good play. But it couldn’t hurt Rada’s chances.


He got to his feet. The bruiser was approaching; the deck was shaking with every step that massive suit took.


Bjorn didn’t look at Rada; he just stepped out of the alley, reflecting on how fragile they were without the Everwing fighters.


Now he had greater appreciation for Commander Mao’s reluctance to let them leave the ship. This had been a blunder, and yet Bjorn hadn’t seen a better way. The Lydia and her crew had an obligation to Doyle and to the Imperium. They just hadn’t come up lucky this time.


There was a pistol on the deck, half-covered by yet another pile of clothing. Bjorn picked it up. It was a galactic weapon, a handgun for killing unarmored humans. It was a weapon with limited utility.


Not something one would take into battle.


Bjorn kept his eyes open, but didn’t see any of the many-legged creatures. The Ganraen colonists had brought more than just a contagion to Oasis. Bjorn didn’t understand how this could have happened, and the chances of him ever finding out weren’t looking good.


He rounded the corner to face the man in the suit, who was making his way down the next alley as quickly as his armor would allow.


The alley was cramped, but not dark. There was a massive smart screen on one wall. It was taller than he was, and displayed a woman dancing spiritedly against a painfully bright pink background. The advertisement was running on some internal power source. Bjorn had seen a few others like it during the trek through Oasis’ innards.


There was no light on the bruiser’s helmet. He was using his backup camera now.


Bjorn fired into the screen to his left. The liquid surface exploded outward with expanding gas and vapor as electricity arced from the shell. The sudden flash was blinding, and Bjorn rolled clear as the man in the suit fired on reflex. The blast from the cannon eliminated all sound. Bjorn’s EV couldn’t fully compensate for that kind of audio.


There was impact, and a tinny buzzing in Bjorn’s ears. He leapt to his feet as the bruiser righted himself, bringing up the cannon a second time. Debris was raining all around, and Bjorn didn’t stop to look. There was now a perfectly good entrance to the structure behind him, and he threw himself inside.


A second shell sailed past, obliterating another wall and knocking him flat. Bjorn intended to leap up and make a run for it, but something was pinning his leg, and dust was so thick in the air that he couldn’t see.


Bjorn tried to pull free, but it wasn’t working. A massive shape loomed out of the swirling flecks of rust all around.


The bruiser raised one of the suit’s huge arms, intending to bring it down on Bjorn. The suit wasn’t built for this kind of close combat, but it was more than capable of flattening a man. Bjorn braced himself and shut his eyes, pointlessly trying to shield his head.


He heard the blow land, but felt nothing. Bjorn looked up.


A figure in white was standing over him, arms crossed to block the blow. As the dust swirled away, Bjorn saw that it was General Dayal. Her EVX suit appeared to have no difficulty matching the output of the bruiser’s powered combat armor.


The man in the suit got over his surprise quickly, pulling back and trying to bring his cannon around, but the general was too fast for him. One moment she was protecting Bjorn, and the next she was beside the hulking armor, gripping the cannon itself.


The bruiser tried to pull away, and Dayal pushed, adding all the power of her suit to the bruiser’s own momentum and overbalancing him.


The bruiser crashed to the ground with such force that it seemed to shake the entire station. The pilot might have survived the impact, but it was unlikely that he was still conscious.


General Dayal straightened, brushing herself off. Effortlessly she shifted the beam pinning Bjorn, and pulled him to his feet as though he weighed nothing.


He winced as he put his weight on his leg.


“Serious damage?”


“Too early to say, ma’am.”


She stepped back into the alley. Bjorn followed as two more figures appeared. Sergeant Golding was supporting Rada.


“We don’t have long,” Dayal said as Golding handed the ensign off to Bjorn, who took her gladly. He hoisted Rada up and watched Golding ready the carbine that had been slung across her back. It wasn’t an Evagardian weapon, which meant she’d probably commandeered it from one of Tenbrook’s men. She settled it against her shoulder and looked up, not at the dome, but at the roofs of the structures surrounding them.


“What’s the plan?” Bjorn asked the general.


“What else?” she replied, her voice cold and firm. “We take back the ship.”


Bjorn’s blood ran cold, and he felt Rada stiffen beside him.


“I didn’t realize we’d lost it,” he said quietly.


“We don’t know how they found us,” Golding said, leading them out of the alley. “They jumped in, launched jamming probes, and jumped out. Cophony’s behind this. They had our frequencies, and found a way to get people through our force shields.”


“They got in through the bays?” Bjorn asked, picturing it.


Sergeant Golding nodded.


“What happened?”


“The general is in contact with the commander. I don’t have the details. We have to follow her lead.”


Bjorn looked back at Dayal, who was walking with her head slightly bowed. She was probably deep in conversation with Mao. How, though?


“I thought we were jammed,” he said. “My coms are out.”


“They can’t stop command nanocommunications.”


“Then why don’t we all have them?”


Golding snorted. “Because then the fleet wouldn’t be able to listen in on us.”


“Where’s the trust?” Bjorn grumbled. He didn’t know which was worse: the state of the mission or the irony.


“Have you seen these xenos?”


“The things with the legs? Lots of them.”


“But you weren’t attacked? They didn’t compromise your suits?”


“No.”


“Don’t let them get close. They’re lethal. They’ve already spoken for a couple of Tenbrook’s headhunters,” Sergeant Golding said. “Woodhouse was right.”


“They got him,” Rada groaned.


“I know. They’ve jammed our coms, so I decided to listen in on theirs.”


“So that’s how you found us,” Bjorn said, struggling to keep up. “Do you know the way back?”


“The general does.”


“How big is this team tracking us?”


“No idea.”


“We have to get to the viewing deck for extraction,” General Dayal announced.


“Back to the presidio?”


“No. We’ll take the lift. It’s closer.”


“Without power? Does the commander know we’ve got wounded?” Golding asked, troubled.


“I chose not to burden her with that information,” Dayal said, glancing back at Bjorn and Rada. “There’s not much time. Our window to get back aboard will be small.”


The station shook under another barrage of fire. A noise like thunder filled the dome, and Bjorn looked up to see massive cracks spreading through the carbon shield.


“Forget that,” he said. “We don’t have much time before that gives.”


Dayal quickened her pace, pointing at a magnificently tall gray cylinder, one of many holding up the atrium’s highest tier. “There.”


A large shape flashed past the dome, followed by bright blue streaks of weapons fire.


There was a blinding light, and Bjorn saw against the stars a line that could only be the afterimage of a passing Everwing fighter.


“They’re regrouping,” Golding reported, looking back, then up at the rooftops.


“We don’t have time for these people,” Dayal said, annoyed. “More of Tenbrook’s forces are jumping in. If we can’t get back to the ship before Perdita gets here, we’re all done for.”


“They’ve cut me out,” Golding said with a groan, touching the side of her helmet.


“Keep on,” Dayal ordered.


Bjorn heard Rada let out a short gasp of pain, then an incoherent moan as they hurried down a shallow staircase to an open square, ringed by what had once been businesses.


There were more clothes, and Bjorn spotted one of the xenos scuttling across the ground a short distance off. Golding pointed to indicate that she saw it, but it didn’t seem interested in them.


“Are there more with that armor?” Bjorn asked breathlessly.


“At least one,” General Dayal replied without looking back. That wasn’t good news, but they were nearly to the lift tube.


A bullet punched through Rada’s chest, and Bjorn felt another strike his right side. He stumbled, and fell to the deck under Rada’s weight.


A strong hand took Bjorn by the collar, and he kept hold of Rada as Dayal dragged him behind the massive pedestal.


“Where is he?” she asked calmly.


“Over there,” Golding replied, leaning against the stone and peering out. “He’s not very good.”


“Obviously,” Dayal said distractedly, pulling Rada free of Bjorn and turning her over. Blood bubbled from the wound in her breast, and she wasn’t moving or making a sound. Her EV would try to repair the breach and suppress the bleeding, but it would take several minutes.


Bjorn fumbled with his pouch, clenching his jaw. He’d been hit, and it was more than a graze. There was a lot of blood, and the way the pain was spreading through his entire chest with every breath told him his ribs were involved.


“He doesn’t have to be good,” Golding said. “He just has to keep us here.”


“I can’t stabilize her,” Dayal said, taking her hands away from Rada’s breast. She applied sealant to the wound, then injected the ensign with something.


Bjorn didn’t look at Rada’s limp body as he got out his own med kit.


“She’s already gone. She might have a chance if we can get her into stasis,” the general said.


“Take her, LT,” Golding said, calibrating her carbine’s optical sight. The station groaned, and Bjorn heard what could only be a set of jump jets. The contractors were flanking them.


He finished sealing his own wound. He could still move, thanks to painkillers and the stimulant he’d just shot into his hip. He took Rada’s decontamination unit from her pouch and activated it; their suits were compromised, and they would take time to mend.


Dayal got to her feet. “Get her to the viewing deck,” she ordered Bjorn, then nodded to Golding and darted into the open.


The sniper immediately opened fire, and pillars of dust sprang into the air where his shots struck. He couldn’t keep up with Dayal; the EVX suit made her stronger and faster than any human. She took off across the square like lightning, and none of the shots were anywhere near her.


Sergeant Golding leaned out to fire back.


There was no room for hesitation now. Dayal’s interference and Golding’s cover fire were the best Bjorn was going to get. He grabbed Rada and struggled to his feet, ignoring the pain in his side and stepping into the open with her in his arms.


She didn’t weigh much. He wouldn’t set any speed records this way, but he could manage. He was halfway to the tube access, Golding’s shooting loud in his ears, when he was hit a second time, from behind.


Shocked by pain and impact, Bjorn spilled to the ground, Rada with him. Now bleeding from his neck as well, he dragged the ensign the remaining distance to the doorway as more fire rained down on the square. He got her behind the corner and sagged against the wall. Several rounds punched through the carbon, and he hurriedly pulled Rada out of the way.


The interior of the lift station was dark. Bjorn could still hear Sergeant Golding’s carbine firing. He didn’t even have a weapon to offer her the cover she’d need to reach safety. She was on her own.


More blood was running down his EV, but Bjorn knew that if he was still conscious, his arteries were intact. He clamped a glove to the wound on his neck, then got out his sealant and did his best. It was more difficult to seal a breach he couldn’t see. His gloves were slick with blood; he couldn’t even activate his holo to help himself look at the wound.


There were three wide shafts, all stretching up into the dome’s upper tiers.


Somewhere at the very top was the viewing deck.


He leaned over Rada, looking through her faceplate. She was pale, but peaceful. She’d been dead less than a minute. There was still time.


Above, the lift shafts stretched up in darkness. The only light came from the glowing blue emergency lines set into the back of each shaft, all of them running straight up into the gloom.


Outside, Sergeant Golding’s carbine fell silent.


Bjorn swallowed, feeling his heart sink.


He took Rada under the arms and dragged her to the nearest ladder, the one on the far left. He couldn’t let himself think about how far he had to climb or how long it would take. Maybe climbing wasn’t realistic at all, but without power there was no alternative.


He heaved her up and over his shoulder, holding her firmly in place with his left arm. Fire seemed to spread from his side and his hip, but the painkillers were working.


It had always annoyed him that an analyst was required to maintain a level of fitness on par with that of an infantryman. He’d always wondered why.


This was why.






24


BJORN shoved the hatch open and hauled himself and Rada out. He didn’t know or care if it was safe. The starlight seemed blindingly bright this close to the carbon shield. He spilled onto his back, sucking in deep breaths as pain washed through his body.


Above was the dome, only a few dozen meters away. The carbon shielding was dirty, but far from opaque. A pirate cruiser glided past in absolute silence. A moment later there was a flare of weapons fire. An unwelcome reminder that Bjorn didn’t have time to give self-pity its due.


He got to his feet, taking his bearings. He was on the roof of a small structure in the middle of a wide dining area. The viewing deck was part of a restaurant. It didn’t look like much now; the tables were scattered and overturned.


With Rada in his arms, he descended the narrow staircase to the main floor, where the light was the brightest. Movement drew his eyes, and he saw strange shadows playing over the tiled deck underfoot. There were xenos here—they were crawling on the outside of the dome. Whatever they were, they didn’t need atmosphere to survive.


His helmet was picking up audio, and Bjorn boosted it to listen. Footsteps. He got behind a freestanding bar near a small stage. It was the only cover at hand. He gazed at the bottles lining the lower shelf as he held still, listening.


There were two people, and the sharp footsteps had to be coming from magnetic boots.


The footsteps stopped, and Bjorn felt sudden nausea. His skin grew hot.


“Come out,” one of the men said. His broadcast was perfectly clear.


Clenching his jaw, Bjorn eyed the bottles for another moment; then he laid Rada down and raised his empty hands into view. Slowly he rose and stepped out from behind the bar.


Bjorn closed his eyes. The two shots were so close together that they sounded like a single report. Bjorn dropped, but there was no need. Both contractors were toppling over backward.


Dayal emerged from the darkened restaurant, sidearm in hand. The general stepped over the bodies, absently firing another shot into each of them. She had deliberately waited for her prey to focus on Bjorn before she struck. He watched her pick up Rada and sling her unceremoniously over her shoulder.


“Where’s Golding?” she asked, looking up at the things crawling on the dome.


“I don’t know,” Bjorn replied.


“We’re out of time.” Dayal turned back to the dome, starting toward the railing of the patio. Bjorn followed, gazing out at the battle. “Get ready, Lieutenant. We won’t get a second chance.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


A sliver of white appeared from below. It was the Lydia.


Bjorn understood. It had been bothering him: how exactly was this an ideal extraction point? The answer?


It wasn’t.


Shooting erupted in earnest behind them, and he threw himself flat as Dayal dodged, firing back. There were more contractors in the restaurant; it looked like Tenbrook’s people had finally settled their business with the xenos and converged on them.


Bjorn stayed low, crawling to cover as Dayal shot down a contractor who had gotten too brave leaning into the open.


A familiar carbine opened up above, and Bjorn spotted Sergeant Golding crouching near the bar; so she had followed him up the shaft. A trail of steam signaled that someone had launched an explosive. The sergeant leapt down, crashing through a glass table and sliding into cover, firing all the way. Bjorn saw a bullet punch through her shoulder as she got up, but she stood her ground and kept shooting.


The restaurant windows dissolved as she swept her fire across the front of the building, forcing the contractors inside to take cover. General Dayal changed magazines and fired repeatedly at someone below the overlook. Bjorn got ready to move; there were enemies in the restaurant, on the dome, and making their way up to the balcony. There was only one way out.


The Lydia was fully in view, bright lights flying out by the dozen, tracing wide arcs toward the swirling storm of unmanned fighters that were pounding at her shields.


An Everwing shot past, rocking the station and causing the cracks in the dome to deepen.


Flares of bright gold began to appear, moving almost lazily, from the far right side of the dome. For a moment Bjorn thought it was a meteor shower, or some kind of weapons fire that he’d never seen before. It was neither. It was the coolant that the Lydia’s crew had initially tried to shield Doyle’s men from.


It wasn’t as though his mouth could get drier.


A grenade landed less than a meter from Bjorn, rolled over, planted itself, and began flashing red. Once it had stuck, it couldn’t be moved.


Bjorn scrambled up and vaulted over the railing, swinging down to let the lip of the deck shield him from the blast. He felt pressure on his gloves, and the sharp sting of cutting shrapnel. There was a sudden flash of pain, and his right hand went numb.


Only his left hand clung to the lip as again he found himself hanging desperately over a fatal fall. It was a hundred meters to the floor of the dome. All of Oasis seemed to yawn out beneath him. He looked down at his hand. His glove was torn across the knuckles, but all his fingers were still there. The shooting wasn’t letting up.


Bullets flew past him, fired from below. They struck the dome overhead, and white bursts of cracks erupted in huge spirals.


Bjorn got his wounded hand back on the lip and pulled himself up, feeling the heat from the scorched tiles through his gloves.


“Get ready,” Dayal called, crouching behind a marble table that only her EVX could have enabled her to flip over. She still clutched Rada and her pistol, but there was bright red blood on her arm.


Bjorn’s suit had lowered its external sound pickup to protect him from all the loud noises, but his ears still rang, and the world swam. He dropped to one knee and planted a glove, bracing himself.


There was a flash of light, and an Everwing appeared outside the dome. Rail-gun slugs tore through the carbon shielding effortlessly, crashing into the face of the restaurant. It was considerably more of a spectacle than Sergeant Golding’s attempt to do the same with her carbine.


The shielding exploded, great masses of carbon breaking away outward, the pieces soaring off into the black in such quick succession that the dome appeared to be dissolving. The roar of violent depressurization rushed in.


Bjorn poured more cling into his glove, covering his head and trying to get lower to the deck as tables and chairs shot past, along with weapons, bodies, and debris.


The clothes that were all that remained of the unlucky ones who hadn’t made it off the station were thick in the air, and that air was going away fast.


The Everwing continued to devastate the restaurant and the contractors within with its rail gun, bright blue corkscrew trails of smoke marking the hundreds of shots and forming a ceiling over Bjorn’s head. Every slug crashed through the restaurant, into the tower, and into whatever lay beyond. The dome was gone, and the debris created by every impact was simply sucked away in an instant.


The floor shook beneath Bjorn, throwing him onto his back. He kept his hand planted, feeling the station’s gravity falter.


The shooting stopped. Bjorn stared up at the Everwing for a heartbeat before it twisted and vanished in another flash of light, off to rejoin the real fight. The Everwings were identical, but Bjorn knew Diana when he saw her.


The dome’s gravity gave out. Ignoring the pain, Bjorn let go, got his legs beneath him, and pushed off, grabbing the railing and flipping down, just as he had to avoid the grenade. He got his feet firmly against the side of the viewing deck. There was no time to linger. He took aim and shoved off with everything he had, spreading his arms. His EV sealed over his injured knuckles, but that hand was already numb.


He sailed forward toward open space and the Lydia. Ahead, great amorphous globules of golden coolant flew thick and fast. Weapons fire tore through the storm, and the dizzying streaks of the Everwing fighters snapped to and fro in perfect silence.


There was a glitter of white, and Bjorn spotted Dayal flying out with Rada’s body. She was on a collision course with a massive sphere of coolant. Bjorn signaled a warning, and she saw it.


Shifting Rada in her arms, General Dayal planted her feet against the ensign’s chest and kicked her away hard. The two figures split apart, making way for the coolant to pass safely.


Dayal had aimed Rada at Bjorn, and he threw out an arm to catch her wrist. The sudden momentum spun him, diverting his course.


The general was no longer moving toward the Lydia. She was floating freely, and she had no maneuvering wires to bring herself back.


She put both hands on her sidearm and twisted, firing rapidly. It wasn’t much counterforce to her inertia, but the recoil was enough to divert her into a massive chunk of debris from the battle.


Rada’s speed from Dayal’s kick had sent Bjorn careening off faster than he was prepared for. He crashed into the Lydia’s hull, doing his best to protect Rada. He slammed a glove to the white metal and held fast.


Dayal got her glove on the debris and swung herself over it, getting into position and shoving off, but there was yet another spray of coolant. Bjorn’s heart sank, but the general had seen it and taken it into account. Her effortless airborne cartwheel allowed her to miss the threat by mere centimeters and continue on toward the ship. She landed with the grace of a dancer, her face mask turning toward Bjorn, who began to pick himself up.


Rada was considerably easier to handle in zero g; the problem now was his wounds. His suit had healed, taking over for his sealant, but he could feel the tears in his flesh despite the painkillers. He’d lost enough blood that he was getting light-headed.


The Lydia had momentarily deactivated her shields to allow Bjorn and the others to land, and now they came back up, an iridescent webbing over their heads. Weapons fire splashed against the repulsors, blinding Bjorn.


There was nothing but movement. The Lydia was rolling in space, and projectiles were a maelstrom all around them, sprinkled with glowing coolant and debris from the dome. Through it all, Bjorn spotted a contractor climbing the side of the ship. He pointed, and Dayal saw him.


She whirled with her sidearm to take aim from the hip. It was a classical pose, an old-fashioned method of weapons handling that Bjorn had seen only in dramas. It was all style, no substance. Perhaps it was the way the general had been trained in her day. It was flawless.


She fired twice, her pistol punching two neat holes in the contractor’s faceplate and sending him spinning into space, a nimbus of brain matter exploding from his helmet.


Dayal was still too late. The man had taken his shot and landed it; blood sprayed in freezing droplets from the four holes in the general’s back.


They were in zero g, and her boots were clinging to the metal underfoot. She seemed to sag slightly where she stood, her limp corpse moving gently, like a blade of grass in a light breeze.


Bjorn launched himself toward her. Without gravity he could carry as many bodies as he had arms for. He caught the general around the middle and flung himself over the edge of the hull, shoving her ahead of him and using his free hand to swing himself through the force shield. He was entering the bay from above, more than five meters off the deck. Gravity took him instantly as he came through, and slammed the three of them to the polymer below hard enough to knock the breath from him.


Bjorn rolled onto his back, groaning with the pain in his side. He desperately deactivated his helmet, sucking in deep gulps of air. It wasn’t any fresher than what his suit had been giving him, but he’d always hated helmets.


Golding dropped down, landing hard beside Bjorn and deactivating her helmet.


Bjorn pushed to his hands and knees. He felt warm blood inside his suit, though his wound felt icy cold. Golding’s skin was dark, but not dark enough to hide the trickle of blood running from her scalp. She couldn’t be feeling any better than Bjorn, and Bjorn thought he could barely stand.


But if they didn’t retake the ship now, it wouldn’t happen. He could see the sealant Golding had applied to her wounded shoulder; that was what had held her up in getting off the station.


“Get them into stasis,” Golding ordered, raising her carbine and running toward the hatch. That was the wrong order—it was against protocol to prioritize life over the mission, particularly when the mission was as crucial as getting the ship back. A few minutes late getting into stasis could make all the difference for Rada and the general, but if they failed to secure the Lydia, they were all done for. Their best chance was for the two people still standing—Bjorn and Golding—to work together.


But under the circumstances, the only thing worse than following the order would be arguing with it. Carrying one woman wouldn’t have been difficult for Bjorn, but two was another matter, and his injuries only made it worse. Not that it mattered.


He lifted Rada and General Dayal, and staggered across the white grid of the bay floor. He was dizzy, but glad to be standing on Evagardian ground again.


The hatch grew nearer. Golding was at the other one, watching him. The blood on her face shone under the bright bay lights. Bjorn didn’t dare look down at himself. He knew what his EV suit must look like.


White just wasn’t the color to wear into ground combat—but pilots weren’t supposed to be in ground combat.


He reached the hatch, and Golding nodded. Bjorn hit the palm lock, and the hatch hissed open. Golding did the same and pivoted into the spine, opening fire.


The contractors were at the bridge hatch, trying to breach it. Mao and the others must have sealed it when the ship was boarded. Tenbrook’s men had probably been trying to find a way to break through without disabling the ship—but the bridge stairway offered them no cover.


There was something on the deck, probably the base of a deployable shield that had failed to open. The Lydia wasn’t helpless; the AI would break into any hostile equipment that could be remotely accessed and disable it. Without their shield, the boarders were exposed—and they didn’t expect an attack from a bay they’d already presumably checked.


Sergeant Golding gunned them down in an instant, but Bjorn wasn’t paying any attention to that. He dragged Rada and Dayal into the infirmary, sincerely hoping it was unoccupied.


Everything was in its place. Bjorn let down Dayal and carried Rada to the first of the three mobile stasis units. He hit the control, and the door sprang open. He pushed her inside, propped her up, and shut it. The unit activated automatically. There was a hum, and the interior was flooded with blue light.


Bjorn did the same for the general. She’d been dead for only a minute at most. Rada had been gone longer.


A bio specialist might know if this was the right thing to do. A bio specialist would know if they could be revived. Bjorn was just an analyst.


He had been taught that as long as the brain was intact, death was only a flesh wound. It wasn’t true, but that didn’t change the Empress’ decree that no one be left behind.


For all the good it would do Captain Woodhouse.
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BJORN left the infirmary and made for the bridge, steadier on his feet now. Evagardian engineering was the best there was, not only in technology, but also in chemicals. His painkillers and stimulant were already helping. He wasn’t at his best, but he was ready to work.


The bodies of the three contractors were still sprawled on the stairs leading to the forward hatch.


Bjorn hoped to find Compton, Morel, and Commander Mao. Instead, he found Morel, Mao, and Lieutenant Ibuki.


The commander was on her feet at the main controls, her hands resting on the twin globes she used to pilot the Lydia manually. The view on the screen rolled sharply as she banked.


Ibuki and Morel were strapped in side by side, hunched over a single tactical hologram. One console, one fighter. There was only one pilot out; Diana was holding off Tenbrook’s ships by herself. Where was Compton? Why wasn’t Yeoman DiJeur out there?


The ship shuddered under heavy fire. Bjorn saw a flash of blue, and a privateer ship exploded off to starboard. Diana streaked past, evading dozens of missiles trailing white snakes of dissipating gas.


“Go,” Mao said, and Ibuki hit his release and sprinted off the bridge. “Take over,” she ordered Bjorn.


Bjorn dropped into his seat and activated his console. He felt something from his injured side, but ignored it.


Morel was shifting his configuration to support Unit Two. He would handle Ibuki while Bjorn worked with Diana.


The three of them must have been trapped on the bridge; they’d locked it down against the intruders. That was why Ibuki wasn’t in the fight; the contractors had been between him and his fighter. It didn’t explain why Compton and DiJeur were unaccounted for, though.


His interface couldn’t connect with Diana’s fighter. For a split second, Bjorn feared she’d been destroyed—but that wasn’t it. It was the jamming from Tenbrook’s people. So what had Morel and Ibuki been looking at? It had to be the Lydia’s own tactical overview.


“Bjorn,” Mao said tightly.


He adjusted quickly. Mao knew he couldn’t talk to Diana; she was asking for something else. She wanted him to interpret.


“She’s looking for a target,” he reported, watching the light representing Diana streak across his screen. “She’s trying to break their formation, but she doesn’t have any perspective.”


Mao made a sound of annoyance and banked the Lydia again.


“All guns,” she barked at the ship’s AI. “Support Ibuki. Bjorn,” Mao said as she wheeled the ship around, “find me that jamming ship. I want my coms back.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Bjorn enlarged the Lydia’s readout and wrapped it around himself, watching the signals weave across the grid. Diana rolled, narrowly dodging the debris from Ibuki’s first kill.


“Lydia, push it.”


“Commander, the engines are over capacity.”


Mao forced the controls forward, plunging the Lydia into the heart of the battle. The ship shook violently under intense fire, plasma and missiles arcing from her flanks like wings.


Bjorn jolted against his straps, bracing his arms on his console and trying to think. It wasn’t a large company of privateers, but there were still enough glowing dots on the grid to make his head spin.


“The outlier at X4,” he called out, wincing at the pain in his side. The jamming ship wouldn’t be in the thick of it; he had to look for vessels that were staying clear of the worst of the fighting. The jamming itself was coming from dozens of probes floating through the battle zone, but it was the ship’s constantly changing signal that was being bounced between them that actually interfered with communications. Without the ship, the probes would be useless.


That ship’s commander would want to be discreet.


“It’s an artillery ship,” Mao snapped back, her eyes locked on her own screen.


“Ibuki’s on it,” Morel said calmly.


Of course the longer-ranged ships would be hanging back. Bjorn wouldn’t be able to spot the jammer that easily. Obviously it would be protecting itself. How, though?


Mao took them down and along an intact dome, skimming close to the surface. Fire rained down behind them, devastating it and venting another of Oasis’ massive atriums.


A crescent of missiles arced toward them on a collision course. No targeting system could truly lock onto the Lydia, even when she was in the open. This was a guided strike, and those cutting warheads would ignore the ship’s shields entirely.


Mao spun away, but the missiles followed.


Bjorn could see what Mao was trying to do. She wanted to escape the battle to give Diana and Ibuki time to work. Oasis was constructed of dozens of primary components, all held together by a complex network of walkways and other connections.


Mao intended to use the station itself for shelter, but she had to slow the Lydia to find an appropriate entry point, which allowed Tenbrook’s chasers to concentrate their fire.


Mao banked again, and Ibuki barreled past them, scattering the missiles, which detonated in a string that cut a wide pattern across the stars. The Lydia vanished into the dark, slipping in between two opposing domes.


Ordnance crashed into the station behind them, and Bjorn watched a portion of a dome break free, crushing the ship of the brave pilot who had tried to follow them.


Whether Doyle was still alive or not, there was only one reason Mao would be trying to eliminate these chasers. Her first instinct had to be to run, particularly after she’d had her ship nearly taken from her—but she was fixated on the jamming vessel. That could mean only one thing.


Mao had something to say. Even without this local jamming, long-range communications were still suppressed. That meant Mao thought there had to be someone close enough to hear her.


She believed Woodhouse’s theory that Evagard had intelligence assets here, watching unseen. They were the ones she wanted to get a message to. But it wasn’t a warning; a warning was unnecessary. Anyone nearby would already know about Oasis and the threat.


Bjorn could think of only one thing Mao would risk everything to send off: the Everwing combat data. The proof of concept that the fleet needed to justify continuing the Everwing program. And if Mao thought this was the only way to preserve that data, then she’d already come to the conclusion that none of them were going home.


This wasn’t about winning anymore. That wasn’t going to happen. Mao just wanted to make sure it wasn’t all for nothing.


Bjorn felt his stomach lurch as they rocketed through the narrow confines between Oasis’ components.


Mao burst into the open on the far side of the station. Ahead was the largest of the chasers, a Trigan destroyer that had escaped the Lydia’s first battle with Perdita. Maybe that had made its captain cocky. Ibuki and Diana converged as one, and the ship vanished as though by magic, only a fine haze left behind as both Everwing fighters streaked past.


The Lydia twisted around at Mao’s command, firing ferociously at the ships whose pilots had been too timid to follow them through the station itself, and letting the shields take another beating that jerked Bjorn in his seat.


He saw another ship disappear to starboard around the curvature of the dome. It wasn’t showing up on the visual scanner. It had camouflage good enough to fool the Lydia’s AI.


“I’ve got him,” he called out, marking the signal. “He’s using Oasis to mask himself, taking advantage of the interference.” Interference that Bjorn was now fairly certain had something to do with the xenos, the corrosion, and the fine dust all over Oasis. “He’s sticking close to the station.”


“Where?” Mao’s eyes flashed, and her hands tightened on the control globes.


Bjorn had never been any good at five space. He leaned forward, pointing. “There.”


It was enough for Mao. She accelerated, bringing the ship around and using the forward cannons to obliterate the solar panels blocking the way. Through the wreckage a slim blue ship was clearly visible, doing its best to get away.


Mao pushed the Lydia harder, stacking her shields to the front of the ship to bull her way through.


“It has to be us,” Morel said, echoing Bjorn’s thoughts. They couldn’t communicate with the fighters, who were busy with the warships—they wouldn’t see this blue ship as a threat, wouldn’t waste their time on it.


Only the Lydia could destroy Tenbrook’s jamming ship.


“I know,” Mao growled, wrenching the control globes to keep the blue ship in sight.


The jamming vessel fired its cannons into the dome beneath it and plunged in as the carbon dissolved. The ship continued to fire, devastating the station and creating a stupendous amount of debris.


The scanner wavered, and the signal disappeared. He was making cover to buy time. Mao wasn’t having it.


She dove into the haze, repulsors protesting all the way, raising a storm of debris like nothing Bjorn had ever seen. The blue ship was out of luck. There was nowhere to run, unless it could somehow burrow into Oasis itself.


Bjorn could see barely anything through the viewport, but it was enough for Mao. She executed an emergency roll to present the Lydia’s starboard guns.


The broadside was overkill, but Bjorn sensed that Mao was making a point.


The blue ship was blown away in an instant, and a single white explosion lit up the dome, blasting away the debris all at once.


Mao had positioned herself to escape, and now she burned out of the ruined dome, vaporizing whatever might have been left of the blue ship, along with the atrium itself.


The com array lit up.


“We’re live, Commander,” Morel reported.


“Lydia, broadcast those encrypted packets and launch the signal boosters,” Mao said without hesitation. “Bjorn, take control. I want every last one of these ships destroyed.”


Bjorn was already connecting to Diana’s fighter. Her face appeared on his screen, and he almost didn’t recognize her. She looked terrible, but this wasn’t the time to hassle her about her health. There were still half a dozen chasers, and they were breaking away.


Getting Mao the results she wanted wouldn’t be easy, but a lawful order from a ship’s commander was for all intents and purposes a command from the Empress herself.


“Break off,” Bjorn snapped as Diana went after a ship that had already been damaged, and she looked up, startled. “He’s crippled. Target the outlier—he’ll try to cover the survivors while they spool up. We can’t let any of them escape.” He drew her a line and turned his attention to Ibuki, directing him to a more valuable target.


Diana’s mine went wide, annihilating another entire atrium on Oasis’ upper face. Bjorn looked over in alarm, seeing a trickle of blood appear from her nose.


“Diana, focus,” he said, highlighting her target. She couldn’t miss. Was there something wrong with the computer? Bjorn pulled up the log, though the endless lines of code made his head hurt. If her aim was off, he might be able to compensate for it on his end, correcting her.


A second mine detonated, this one breaking off an even more substantial chunk of the station.


Ibuki’s target was about to run, but Mao was there. Her main gun landed two direct hits. The chaser’s shields held, but the impacts destabilized him, preventing his jump.


Diana shook her head, trying to concentrate. She coughed, squeezing one eye shut, and doggedly went after the last ship.


This one was at the very bottom of the priority list for a reason: it was little more than a shuttle. Tenbrook knew about the Lydia’s ability to fool targeting computers, so he used shuttles with small crews and powerful scanners to spot manually for his warships. This little shuttle had no meaningful weapons, but it did have a pilot who wasn’t willing to give up.


“I’ve got him,” Diana croaked.


The tiny shuttle vanished through a gap in the station’s spindles. Diana didn’t hesitate to follow.


“Focus,” Bjorn told her again.


“I’ve got it,” she replied, though her right eye was still shut. She was in pain.


“Your body’s rejecting the Harbinger. Break off. Let Ibuki finish it.”


“I’ve got it,” she repeated, and Bjorn wasn’t sure she’d even heard him.


Her locator vanished from the tracker, but he still had her face on-screen—though the signal was flickering. He was going to lose her completely in a moment; the interference from the station was too much when she was in there. Bjorn opened his mouth to order Ibuki to follow her, but even through the noise obscuring the image, he saw her slump over.


The feed vanished.


Bjorn flicked open the override case and twisted the key inside. He hit his harness release and got up, leaving the bridge.


“Bjorn, what are you doing?” Mao demanded over the com.


He didn’t break stride. “I need your override to sync the simulator with Unit Three,” he replied, hitting the palm lock and turning into the simulator room. The small white chamber lit up, and the plastic bubble meant to mimic the cockpit of an Everwing fighter opened as he approached.


There was a sudden jolt of pain from his side and he fell to his knees, grabbing the lip of the open bubble to stay upright.


“Bjorn, I just got a med ping from you.” Golding’s voice sounded worried over the com.


“Not now,” he said, dragging himself into the cockpit. He sagged back in the seat, fitting the collar around his neck and sealing the bubble. The displays lit up, and holograms began to form, mimicking the interior of an Everwing fighter. “I need control, Commander.”


“The signal’s weak. I’d have to boost it,” Mao said. “You’ll have input lag. Even more than you would otherwise.”


“And you’ll have another dead pilot,” Bjorn snapped, powering up his systems.


“Manual override authorized,” the bubble’s computer announced in a soft female voice similar to that of the Lydia’s AI. “Authority of Commander Kelly Mao.”


The feed from Diana’s Everwing appeared; he could see the battle as though he were sitting in the actual fighter. Bjorn had already taken control of Diana’s Everwing. Now he was going to fly it.


Every detail of the simulation was perfect. The only thing out of place was the ghostly appearance of Diana herself, the holographic representation of her limp body mingled with his as if they occupied the same space.


“I’ve got you, LT.” Golding’s face appeared to his right. She was at his console on the bridge; she must have finished clearing the ship. She was still bleeding.


“Thank you,” Bjorn said, locking his collar in place.


“You bringing her back or closing it out?”


He pushed the fighter forward cautiously. Piloting from the safety of the Lydia didn’t make it any less real. Diana was still physically inside the fighter, which was fragile without its kinetic protector. Bjorn had to be careful.


“I’ve got no ordnance left. I’d have to make the kill with the rail gun, and it’ll never happen with this much lag,” he said.


Ibuki’s face appeared on his left. “Bring him to me,” the other pilot said calmly, though light was flashing across his face. He was flying through the coolant, searching for any other ships that might be using the signal interference to hide from the Lydia.


“Can you do it, Bjorn? Scare him out?” Mao asked.


The last enemy ship was inside the superstructure, fleeing among the debris. Bjorn didn’t stand a chance of destroying it, but he could still give chase. If the ship fled into the open, Ibuki could take it out, and there would be no one to tell Tenbrook what had happened.


“Yes, ma’am,” Bjorn replied.


There was no trail to follow; Bjorn could only take the course that seemed most obvious. Fleeing at high speed through the innards of a space station took nerve, and he was beginning to appreciate that Mao was a gifted pilot herself.


The shuttle would take the widest, safest routes. The pilot wouldn’t want to sacrifice speed, but he wouldn’t want to crash either. Neither did Bjorn. He made his decision and moved. Diana was unconscious, but her Everwing still functioned.


His lights showed him the cramped, heavily damaged tunnel ahead, and he’d have had his doubts about flying this course at speed even if he’d been in the cockpit himself, without this input delay. The lag was bad, but the fighter was still more responsive than Bjorn had feared. He pushed it harder.


“By the Empress, Bjorn!” Golding said as he careened around a particularly sharp turn.


He couldn’t reach the speeds necessary to build up the Everwing’s kinetic protector. Without traditional defenses or his protector, the fighter was unbelievably fragile; even small-arms fire could damage it.


Red warnings flashed in his eyes, but he’d spotted the shuttle.


“Visual,” Golding called out.


“I saw it,” he replied, firing a burst from the rail gun. He didn’t stand a chance of hitting anything, but the shuttle’s pilot didn’t know that. Bjorn’s shooting tore through metal as if it wasn’t there; the pilot had to be sweating.


“I’m ready for him,” Ibuki said.


“This is a decision he has to make for himself,” Bjorn replied, narrowly avoiding a collision with a piece of floating debris. He fired again.


“Don’t crash my fighter, Bjorn,” Mao warned.


His hands tightened on the controls. The debris ahead had been disturbed. “He’s coming,” he announced. “I’m right behind him.”


“I’m ready.” Lieutenant Ibuki nodded to the camera, narrowing his eyes.


“Bjorn, what’s wrong with Kladinova?” Golding demanded.


“Not the time,” Mao cut in. “She still has vitals. Bjorn, I don’t care about the fighter, but don’t lose my pilot.”


“I won’t.” Bjorn came into view of the shuttle again, and fired. The shots went wild, but the pilot took the hint. He angled away, and Bjorn saw him thrust toward starlight.


“He’s coming out.”


Bjorn didn’t see Ibuki strike; it was all he could do to get clear of Oasis in one piece.


“Kill confirmed,” Ibuki reported.
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BJORN sagged in his seat as the simulation dissolved. He took a few ragged breaths, then tore off the collar and climbed out of the bubble, staggering to the hatch.


The bodies were still lying at the bridge end of the spine. He ignored them, hitting the palm release for the bay hatch.


Diana’s Everwing stood right where he’d landed it, only a little askew from its proper place. Bjorn had been in a hurry.


There were two bodies in white lying on the deck. Bjorn had entered through the other bay when they retook the ship. He hadn’t known about this until he brought back Diana’s fighter.


Major Compton and Yeoman DiJeur lay side by side. Both had been executed with shots to the head. Not even stasis technology could help them now.


Maybe they’d been caught out by Tenbrook’s men. Bjorn didn’t know. He stumbled past their bodies and didn’t look back.


He could see Diana slumped in her cockpit, blood running over her chin.


Bjorn used his override, and the canopy opened. He reached for the handle to pull himself up, but his hand slipped. He looked down to see that it was covered in blood. His neck was bleeding again. More blood was flowing down the white surface of his EV, joining the dark, dried stains that already seemed to cover it.


It wasn’t the blood that startled him; it was Diana. Her face was as white as her EV, and her blood seemed unnaturally dark. In a way, Bjorn was almost glad that Woodhouse would never know about this. As a physician, he would be more offended than anyone about what Bjorn and Diana had done.


Jaw set, he pulled himself up and reached into the cockpit to disconnect Diana’s collar and harness before lifting her out.


The hatch opened as he carried her across the bay, and Sergeant Golding came jogging in.


“Is she alive? What happened? By the Founder, what’s wrong with her?”


“She’s alive,” Bjorn replied tightly. He focused on keeping her in his arms and putting one foot in front of the other.


“Was she hurt?”


“She’s ill. What about you?”


She gave him a funny look, then touched her head. “Flesh wound.”


“Ibuki’s on alert?”


“He’s the only one fit right now.”


“We need to get these fighters checked.”


“Not until we get our people checked.” She stopped and looked back at Compton and DiJeur. “I’d better take care of them.”


“Patch yourself up first.”


Bjorn didn’t wait for an answer; he just headed for the infirmary. Major Morel was already there, staring at a cabinet.


Troubled, Bjorn paused, forgetting Diana.


“What is it?”


The major just shook his head and wrenched the cabinet open. Bjorn saw what was inside. Body bags.


Feeling cold, Bjorn laid Kladinova down on the examination table and leaned down to check her breathing. She was in a heightened state of arousal, but knowing about Harbinger and taking her elevated adrenaline into account, he thought her vitals seemed stable. It was her pallor that Bjorn was having difficulty with. He’d seen pale people. He’d seen people with some strange body mods. But he’d never seen a truly white human before.


Morel was staring at her. Diana had been pale two hours ago, but this was too much, too quickly. She must have upped her dosage again on her own initiative. To the AI, Bjorn’s being cut off from the ship was the same as being dead. The Lydia had given Bjorn’s privileges to Diana when it lost track of him. Diana had been in full control of her Harbinger levels. It looked as if she’d pushed them to the limit and left them there. She was accelerating whatever the Harbinger was doing to her.


The major stared down at her for a long moment, and Bjorn expected him to ask the same thing Golding had.


“You saved her life,” he said instead.


“Her flying’s the only reason any of us have lived this long,” Bjorn replied.


The major didn’t say anything to that. Carrying a bundle of body bags under his arm, Morel left the infirmary. He had five of them. Three contractors, two shipmates. Two more shipmates in stasis. One dead on Oasis, another lost to Tenbrook.


As for Diana, Bjorn wasn’t sure how to proceed. As he considered the problem, Bjorn stripped out of his EV to apply real dressings to his side and neck.


The hatch opened, and Mao entered the infirmary. She looked very small, and very tired.


Only a few short hours ago, she probably couldn’t have resisted a joke or two about walking in on him naked.


That felt like another life. Her eyes flicked over him, but there was only concern.


“Are you all right?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Bjorn began to pull his bloodstained EV back on.


Wordlessly Mao touched her hand to the stasis module containing Rada. She stared through the window at the ensign’s peaceful face. Bjorn saw her throat bob.


She went to the examination table and leaned over Diana, reaching down to brush aside her damp ringlets. She wiped the blood from her mouth, and looked at her vitals on the scanner.


“You were in on this,” she said. She wasn’t blind.


“It was my idea.”


She snorted. “Sure,” she said softly.


Bjorn winced as he sealed his suit. This wasn’t the time to act tough. He helped himself to another painkiller hypo. He could tell from Mao’s body language what was coming next. She’d already decided what to do.


“You two are the only reason we’re still here,” Mao said, gazing down at Diana.


“Possibly,” he replied.


“And we’re not going to live long enough for any recourse to matter.” She sighed. “You knew that.”


Bjorn didn’t say anything. He just returned her gaze.


She stared at him for a long moment, then turned away and spoke into the com.


“Can we rally in the infirmary, please? Quickly. There isn’t much time.”


Bjorn leaned against the bulkhead beside Rada’s stasis module to wait. He’d given himself a couple units of blood as well. He tried to breathe slowly and deeply, but nothing could kill his nausea.


Morel and Golding arrived together, both ragged.


Ibuki couldn’t leave his fighter. Diana was unconscious.


No one else was coming.


The four of them stared at one another for several seconds. Finally Mao straightened up.


“Ibuki, you with us?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he replied over the com.


Mao rubbed at her eyes. “There’s no time. Tenbrook’s coming. The only reason he isn’t here yet is because he really didn’t expect us here, and he’s a long way off. Wake her up,” she said to Bjorn, jerking her chin at Diana.


Bjorn didn’t hesitate. He had instincts, a desire to be gentle. To protect his pilot. But that wasn’t going to happen. He plunged a stimulant hypo into her thigh, and her eyes snapped open.


They all gasped in surprise, even Major Morel.


Diana’s irises were red. Bloodred. Not bloodshot, not inflamed—red. And bright. They were the brightest, clearest eyes that Bjorn had ever seen. They almost seemed to glow, burning against her flat white skin.


She sat up and coughed.


They all watched her pull in a long, ragged breath. Diana put her palm on her forehead and rubbed, scowling. “Empress,” she muttered. “What happened?”


“You passed out in your cockpit,” Mao said shortly, staring at her. Bjorn could see in her eyes that Mao was deeply troubled by what she was looking at, but she also knew there was nothing for it. She seemed to gather herself. “Just listen.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Diana got to her feet. She looked uneasy, but perfectly steady. That would change the instant she saw a mirror.


“Woodhouse,” Mao said, looking at Bjorn.


He swallowed. “KIA.”


She nodded. Mao had already known; once coms were restored, she’d had access to the crew’s vitals, and she had seen that Captain Woodhouse no longer had any.


Her eyes flicked to the two stasis modules. “Good job bringing them back. But there’s no time to think about casualties. I estimate it’s been about twenty minutes since Tenbrook learned that we’re here.” She looked down at the drops of blood on the floor. “So by now he’s on his way.”


“Where’s Doyle?” Bjorn asked.


“Close. He’s still our priority. He made a good start on repairing his jump drive. We’re going with a new plan now. It won’t be pretty. It’s not very Evagardian. There’s no glory in it, but my back’s against the wall.” Mao folded her arms. “Tenbrook’s going to come, and we’ll be here when he does. We’ll protect Doyle and his passengers.”


“You want to fight it out?” Morel asked. There was nothing in his voice—no reluctance, no scorn. It was a simple question.


Mao hesitated. “If I have to,” she replied at last. “I want to run.”


“Ma’am?” Golding cocked her head.


“If Doyle can jump to safety, there’s nothing keeping us here,” Mao said. “Alone, we can outrun Tenbrook and his fleet without a problem. I don’t care about Tenbrook anymore. I want to get you guys home. I want to buy Doyle the time he needs, and once he’s away, we’re leaving too.”


“What about the mission?”


“No long-range coms means I have the final word,” Mao stated flatly. “I decide what the mission is and when it’s accomplished. If the fleet decides to weigh in, I’m all ears.”


“How much time can we buy in a stand-up fight against Perdita?” Morel asked.


“I don’t know. We might not last long. But there’s another way to stretch it out.”


“I don’t understand,” Diana said.


“We use Oasis. Break it apart. The signal interference is coming from some kind of field generated by these xenos that infested the place. We can use it. Lydia’s figured out how to compensate for it; our scanners will work. Tenbrook’s won’t, and he won’t be able to adapt in time to do him any good. We use the station wreckage to create a debris field that’ll blind them. Play to our strengths; we’ll use stealth for as long as we can to keep them guessing before we sortie. Could get us thirty seconds. Could get us thirty minutes. Ibuki, is your fighter rearming?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Then get out there and make us some cover. I’d do it myself, but I used all of my missiles back there. I’m down to plasma and harsh language.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I’ve sent off our operational data. I think hidden imperial assets in this sector will pick it up. The fleet will know what happened here. I even threw in a request for help,” Mao added. “But don’t hold your breath. Cophony knows our every weakness. He even knows our strategies. It’s the only explanation for how they just got the jump on us. Those guys walked right through our bay shields. Cophony took more with him than we realized. We’ve had every possible disadvantage, and we’re still in it. One ship with a crew of twelve. We’ve made our point.”


“Orders?” Bjorn asked.


“Prep all four fighters. It won’t take Cophony long to figure out what we’re doing. I don’t know what to expect from him, but we need to be ready to sortie at full strength. Lieutenant Kladinova, Lieutenant Ibuki, Sergeant Golding, and Major Morel will fly. I’ll keep the helm, and Lieutenant Bjorn will run tactical.”


“Overwatch for four fighters,” Morel grunted, glancing at Bjorn. “No problem for you, right?”


“He is the best support,” Golding said.


Bjorn scowled at her. “I’m an analyst,” he said.
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IT took all the ordnance that Ibuki’s fighter could carry to demolish Oasis, but the result was impressive. The debris field was even larger than they needed it to be, and though the signal interference was spotty, it was now much more widespread.


Everyone knew that, one way or another, it would be over soon. There wasn’t time for rest. The most serious injury was to Golding’s shoulder, but she was on enough painkillers and stimulants that she seemed to have forgotten about it. Bjorn was in a similar situation. His suit had finally finished sealing itself, and though he knew there was a bandage on his side for a reason, the stim he’d taken made sure he felt good enough to keep busy.


The Lydia herself had taken some damage during the battle, and the AI’s repair robots were crawling around industriously. Bjorn didn’t like them much; they reminded him of the xenos he’d seen on Oasis. At least he wasn’t planning to live long enough to see them in his dreams.


The subject of Diana didn’t come up. No one questioned her about what she had done, though everyone who was left knew the truth now. No one questioned her readiness to fight, because there was no point. Why talk about it? They had no choice but to put their faith in her. The only alternative was putting Bjorn in the cockpit instead, but that would leave the other three pilots effectively without tactical support. Besides, even if Diana passed out after a minute of combat, she’d do more damage in that minute than Bjorn could in ten.


Mao was playing with the cards she’d been dealt. She wasn’t complaining.


She had found the only possible way out. It was easy to understand why, with no other option, she’d so readily go all in.


“How do you feel?” Bjorn asked as Diana climbed into the fighter. She settled back in the seat and reached for the harness, then stopped.


“Good,” she said. “Really good. I don’t know what happened.”


“You overheated. That’s why you passed out.”


“You’re talking about me like I’m a machine.”


“Your body is a machine. It’s changing faster than it can keep up with. Your brain can’t function at that temperature. You’re still hot, but you’re down from what you were an hour ago. You’re adjusting. I don’t think you’ll pass out again, at least not for the same reason. Your body is as confused as you are. It’s not communicating with the Harbinger, and the Harbinger is just doing what it wants.”


She swallowed. “I feel good, though.”


“Glad to hear it. Your stabilizers are back to your settings. I don’t have time to do a full check, but you’re showing green. No gambling this time, and you need to listen to me when I tell you to break off. Not that you will.”


“I’ll try,” she said. Bjorn knew that was the best he was going to get. He looked across the bay. Major Morel was climbing into Unit Four.


Outside the bay shield, stars and debris glittered.


“I know what you’re thinking,” Bjorn said, leaning on the Everwing and looking up at her eyes. Bright red or not, they’d become misty and distant. “You’re hoping this thing does go open. You’re hoping it does because then you can go out there again.” Bjorn ran his hand along the side of Unit Three. “And this time you won’t have to come back.”


“I don’t have a future anymore, Bjorn.”


“Well, you’re not going to be able to marry up.” Bjorn shrugged. “And your career’s over. But apart from that, things aren’t so bad.”


“Is this how you usually comfort people?”


“I’m an analyst.” He rubbed at his eyes.


“And what does the analyst in you say?”


“He says you’re under a lot of stress right now, and this is a big decision. Don’t make big decisions when you’re under a lot of stress if you can help it. You’re our ace. We’ll need you.”


She looked out at the stars. “Right up until the end.”


Bjorn let his breath out and nodded.


“Do you think she means it?”


“The commander? Her plan?”


“Do you think there’s a chance we can really get away?”


“Tenbrook’s been two steps ahead all the way so far,” Bjorn said. “I don’t have a reason to think that’s going to change.”


“That’s what I was thinking. But if she wasn’t saying that for me, who was it for?”


“Me?” Bjorn smiled.


Diana snorted. “Can you handle all four of us if it comes to that?”


“How hard can it be?”


“I don’t know. It’s been a while since I looked at tactical.”


“If it gets to be too much, I can just get a couple of you killed. That’ll make it simpler.”


“I guess we’ll all be seeing the Duchess soon enough.”


“I didn’t know you were superstitious.”


Diana found a lock of her ringlets and examined it critically. “Only when I don’t have anything else going for me,” she said. “I look like some kind of monster.”


“It works for you.”


She smiled. “If you do see something that looks like Evagardian flying, though”—Diana turned to stare outside again; debris continued to drift past the ship—“you’ll let me have him, won’t you?”


“You didn’t like him much, did you?”


“I liked him fine before he betrayed the Empress. It’s now that I don’t like him so much. They’re all dead because of Cophony. Tenbrook might be clever, but he never could have done all of this himself. Only Cophony could’ve given those men what they needed to get aboard this ship.”


“I know.”


“I was really asking,” Diana said, “can you run tactical for us all?”


“What could go wrong?”


“Why aren’t you afraid?”


“No money in it.”


“I never am going to find out what your deal is, am I?”


“I didn’t know you cared.”


“Of course I do.”


“Don’t make it weird,” Bjorn said. He closed her canopy and started away, looking down at his hands. Solid tactical support for four fighters wasn’t going to happen, and they all knew it. The question was this: did he focus his attention on Diana to get the most out of her flying genius, or let her act on her own and worry about the others?


He made up his mind, crossed the spine, and entered the other bay.


Ibuki was already in his cockpit. Like Morel, he appeared to be trying to relax.


“What happened to Compton?” Bjorn asked bluntly.


Ibuki leaned back in his seat, tugging at the harness.


“I was close to the bridge when they breached. The commander ordered me in. But DiJeur was already in the bay, getting ready to sortie. Reuben was helping her. He managed to get her canopy down before they could shoot her, but they had him dead to rights. DiJeur should have just launched and left him. But she didn’t.”


“They threatened him?”


Ibuki nodded. “And she came out.”


Bjorn pressed his fist to his forehead for a moment, then took a deep breath.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


“Me too.” Ibuki’s face was placid, but not in a good way.


“You got this?”


“I’m what? Thirty kills behind Kladinova?”


“Way more than that by now.”


“Paint my targets. I’ll take it from there.”


Bjorn nodded and moved on. It looked as if Master Sergeant Golding was finishing her checklist. This would be her first time in a live cockpit. But she’d been putting in her time in the simulator; she was as ready as anyone.


“I never did thank you,” he said as he approached, and she looked up.


“For what?”


“You did save me back there, on Oasis. You and the general.”


“You were taking care of Rada.”


Bjorn shook his head. “I just wasn’t letting myself admit it. She took a hit from the one in the power armor. Hit her head. She was probably done for even before they shot her.”


“You got her into stasis. She still has a chance.”


He hesitated, and she could probably see his doubt. Golding looked up at him.


“You need to shower the blood off that EV while you’ve got a chance. You look scary.”


“Yeah.” Bjorn pulled back.


He left the bay and followed the spine down to the infirmary. The lights came on as he entered. The little room wasn’t exactly in disarray, but under the circumstances no one was being terribly careful about picking up after themselves. No one said it, but they were all thinking it. The entire ship would likely be atoms in an hour. Maybe less.


The whole ship was a mess. Shooting. People dying. There was blood on the deck; there were even casings from the contractors’ primitive weapons. And no time to clean it all up. Bjorn could see impacts on the walls where bullets had struck them.


He found himself in front of Rada’s stasis module again. There wasn’t any visible damage to her head, but that didn’t mean anything.


Perhaps Evagardian medical technology really could bring her back. But for that to happen, they’d have to get her home.


Bjorn left the infirmary and stared down the long corridor, the spine of the ship.


Time had to be running short. He looked at his holo and winced. This was probably the last time he would get to make this walk from one end of the ship to the other. Bjorn decided to enjoy it.


Mao was on the bridge, cross-legged in her command chair again. Her face was serene, and she was staring out at the debris from Oasis. Gas and coolant leaks had laced the wreckage with trails of blue and pink. There were still odd packs of golden lights floating around the remains of the station. There were only a few major sections still intact, including the one sheltering Sunbath.


It was the very picture of absolute devastation, but it was still rather pretty.


Mao got up as he approached the console. “Well?”


“They’re ready.”


The commander nodded. “Thank you. For everything.” She looked over, putting out her hand.


Bjorn reached out and shook it. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you analysts don’t know how to have fun.”


She squeezed his hand, but didn’t let go. “You do know that’s out of regs,” she said, eyeing his bloody EV.


He looked down. There was more crimson than white.


“I meant to rinse this off,” he said.


The console chimed. “Contact,” the ship’s AI announced.


“Too late,” Mao said, and she let go of his hand.
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“THAT’S a clear signal.” Mao opened the main feed. “Looks like they’re keeping their distance.”


“Jumping in out there, then coming up quietly?” Bjorn asked.


“Seems like it. Tenbrook doesn’t know if he’s going to find us here. To him, there’s a good chance we’ve already cleared off. Or he might see all this wreckage and think we were destroyed. Someone jumped out at the beginning and told him we were here, but we didn’t let anyone else get away. He doesn’t actually know what happened here.”


“Why look at all? Of course we know he’s coming,” Bjorn said.


“He probably doesn’t care. His chasers weren’t targeting us—they were after Doyle. That’s always going to be their game, Bjorn. They want to disable Doyle so he can’t run. They’ve tried it before, and they’ll do it again. That’s how they pin us down.”


“Go to standby,” Bjorn said into the com.


“Lydia, will we have a decisive reading when Perdita jumps in?”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Get me Doyle.”


The Ganraen pilot appeared, rubbing at his eyes.


“Commander,” he said.


“How’re we coming along?” Mao asked.


“It won’t be long. Any sign of them?”


“The front-runners are starting to show.”


Doyle’s face fell. He clenched his jaw. “We’ll keep on.”


“I don’t have to remind you to run quiet.”


“How do we look to scanners?” he asked.


Mao shrugged. “You’re invisible in there. As long as you stay at the heart of the interference, nobody’s going to know you’re there until they’re close enough to confirm you visually.”


“They’ll search.”


“Probably. But they’ll be careful. It’s the perfect place for an ambush, and no one wants to be the first to die. Doyle, when it’s done, you don’t say anything. You just go. Understand?”


“Yes, Commander. Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me yet.” She cut the com and put her hands on the controls. “Even without all this cover, they wouldn’t be able to detect us in full stealth. Bjorn, how safe do you feel?”


“At least I have job security.”


Bjorn called up Diana. “This is it.”


“I’m fine,” she told him.


“They’re hanging back,” Mao said, bringing up the grid.


Bjorn gazed at Diana for another moment, then caught Mao’s eye and pointed at the starscape. “Look at these two. They think they’re being sneaky.”


“They don’t know that only they’re blind here. Now that we can read the xenos’ field, it can’t bother us anymore.”


“The human body generates an electromagnetic field. All living things do. Is that what’s happening here? The xenos do something like that naturally?”


“That, or they’re intelligent aliens that are doing this to punish me because of what I did on my sixteenth birthday,” Mao muttered.


“What did you do?” Bjorn asked.


“It’s embarassing, but I blew something up.”


Bjorn raised an eyebrow. “I never took you for the New Unity type.”


“What? No. It was an accident.”


“Oh, so you weren’t a terrorist. Just an idiot,” he said, turning back to his console. “That’s a relief.”


“You do get me,” Mao said, smiling.


“Now I’m curious.”


“Another time. These two are going for visual. Doyle had better not do anything stupid.”


“They don’t want to come in here. They know it’s suicide if we’re still around.”


“They won’t have the luxury of choice when Tenbrook shows up,” Mao pointed out, looking resigned. She took a deep breath and removed her hands from the controls. She sat down almost gingerly in the command chair, as though the ships out there could actually hear her moving. “So for now, let’s all just stay quiet for a minute.”


Bjorn understood her thinking. Every second was precious to Doyle. If Tenbrook’s people wanted to drag their feet, all the better.


“Here he comes.”


“I see him,” Mao said.


Perdita jumped in at the rear of the growing fleet, easily dwarfing even the largest privateer warships. Bjorn felt his blood run cold. It hadn’t been all that long since he’d seen it, but the massive battle station hadn’t gotten any less intimidating.


It didn’t move quickly, but it didn’t have to. Perdita was a battle station that could jump. It blurred the line between fortress and warship, and with it backed by a fleet of this size, it was no wonder Commonwealth leadership was so intent on staying in Tenbrook’s good graces. There were perhaps a dozen mobile battle stations that Bjorn knew of, but this was the only one that belonged to a private citizen.


“Incoming broadcast,” Lydia reported. Mao enabled the viewport.


Tenbrook’s face appeared. Very little of his bridge was visible behind him, but a woman in expensive-looking formal wear was momentarily visible, walking past his command chair.


“Well,” he said. “Oasis never was much to look at, but last time I was here there was still a space station. Commander Mao, are you there?”


Mao said nothing. Bjorn watched her study Tenbrook’s face intently.


“He’s fishing,” he said.


“I see that.” Mao began to drum her fingers on the arm of her chair. “Hold this course,” she ordered the AI.


“Commander Mao—Kelly—can I call you Kelly? I appreciate what you’re trying to do. And I’m sorry my people troubled you earlier. That was a misunderstanding. I didn’t mean for them to attack you. I meant for them to kill you. But lately my luck’s been almost as bad as yours. I thought for certain you’d go running to that watchtower by the third marker. You know the one. The one with that terribly lonely woman there. Maria. Maria Nelson.”


Bjorn twitched.


Mao didn’t react.


“Don’t get the wrong idea,” Tenbrook said, waving a hand. “Yes, I did bring her along. And no, she didn’t want to come. But I’m not going to use her as leverage or anything. See? That’s me being a gentleman. So help me out and talk to me. At least tell me if you’re here. It’s the polite thing to do. Actually, do you know how many ships of mine you’ve destroyed? We can talk this out. I certainly don’t feel a pressing need to lose more. I hope you can trust me on that much.”


He looked expectantly at the camera.


“Does he know?” Bjorn asked.


“No,” Mao replied.


“Do you think he really has her? Major Nelson?”


The commander hesitated. “She’s probably dead.”


“Why would he kill her? He could use her,” Bjorn said.


“She most likely committed suicide before he could capture her. Or after he did. I don’t know. If he had her and she was still alive, he’d be showing her to us.”


“How did he know about the outpost?”


Mao shook her head. “Probably Cophony. It’s time to start asking what information he didn’t take with him.”


“He’s only one man.”


“But they’re getting their money’s worth out of him.” Mao continued to gaze at the screen.


“The silent treatment, eh?” Tenbrook cocked his head. “You remind me of my wife, Commander. You’re both expensive. And neither one of you is ever happy.”


“I’m losing signals,” Bjorn said suddenly, sitting up and focusing on the grid.


“Jamming?”


“No. And it’s not our scanners either.” He swallowed. “They’re leaving. Jumping out.”


“Who?”


“Tenbrook’s ships.”


“Which ones?” Mao demanded.


“I’m not seeing a pattern. I don’t know where they’re going. Are they actually pulling out? They bought it?”


“Not a chance. It’s a trick.”


“Commander, I’m trying to be civil here. Don’t be like this,” Tenbrook was saying. “I thought we had something. You told me I was special.”


“He’s coming in,” Bjorn said. “Here.” He pointed at the scattering of signals moving into the debris field. “Skiffs and shuttles. More visual scouting.”


Mao bit her lip. “He wants to be sure. We can stay quiet and hope he loses interest,” she said. “But he won’t leave until he’s thoroughly checked the field. He’ll miss us, but he’ll find Doyle.”


“Then we have to attack. We can still buy him time.”


“Not necessarily.” Mao straightened in her seat. “I might be able to stall him. Lydia, put me through.”


Bjorn took a deep breath.


“Mr. Tenbrook,” Mao said, doing a reasonable job of looking unconcerned.


“Fancy seeing you here, Commander. I was afraid you’d already moved on.”


“And leave this view?”


“I take it this is your doing,” Tenbrook said.


“I haven’t seen any flashes, so I assume you’ve spotted my mines.”


“Nice try, but I know your ship’s kit doesn’t have anything like that. Why don’t you want me to come in there?”


“Because I’m afraid for my life, obviously.” Mao shrugged. “Why else? Please. Please don’t hurt me.” She yawned.


Tenbrook’s brows rose. “I would never,” he said, grinning.


“That’s sweet.”


“If I didn’t have to, I mean. You do realize you can still abandon ship and detonate the Lydia, and I’ll take that and go. I told you, I don’t need to lose more ships.”


“And hand you hostages with secret clearance? You’ll have to do better than that,” Mao said.


“Hostages? No. I’d be saving your crew from death in space. You know there’d be no one to rescue you out here. Incidentally, I know you managed to call for help. Or to send something back. It hardly matters, Commander. No one’s coming. Do you know how I know?”


“How?”


“Because there’s no one to help you. There is exactly one imperial warship without a critical assignment and with time on its hands. Do you know which one I’m talking about?”


Mao looked thoughtful. “The Julian,” she said after a moment.


“That’s right. But the Empress is aboard the Julian, and she’s got better things to do, I’m sure. It’s an impressive ship, but the Empress wouldn’t be seen in these parts. Particularly when her ship does not yet have functioning weapons. You didn’t know that, did you? Yes, they’ve all been trotting out the new flagship like it’s going to single-handedly win the war, but behind all the propaganda it’s just a half-finished shell full of people with fancy genetics. It’s amazing the things you learn when you talk to people in the know.”


The commander kept her face impassive. Bjorn wondered if Tenbrook was talking about Cophony or Major Nelson.


“Go on,” Mao said.


“I’m telling you this so you realize I’m on your side. You can nobly destroy your ship, and I’ll rescue you from your escape craft. I’m all heart, Commander. Why can’t you see that?”


“Tell you what,” Mao said, leaning forward. “Do you really want to negotiate?”


“Of course. I’m a reasonable man. Haven’t you seen the dramas about my colorful but totally ethical rise to power?”


“I haven’t, actually. But if you want to talk, let’s see this hostage.”


Tenbrook shrugged. “I live to serve.” He waved a hand. “Can we show that to her?” he asked someone Bjorn couldn’t see.


Abruptly there was a second feed. Bjorn thought he was about to be sick. It showed Major Nelson lying on the floor of what looked like some kind of cell. She was covered in blood, and her elbows and knees were bent at unnatural angles.


“What?” Tenbrook asked blankly, staring at Mao. “Oh. Well, this is why I didn’t want to show you. Like when I said I wasn’t going to use her as leverage. I didn’t want to show you; I knew it’d just upset you. I was trying to be considerate. See,” he said to someone out of sight. “Imperials. You can’t please these people. I don’t know why I try.”


Mao’s face hadn’t flickered, but her skin had grown several shades paler.


“Is she alive?”


“Do I look telepathic to you, Commander? She’s twenty decks away. I don’t know if she’s alive. She was when I was talking to her, more or less. But that was a while ago. She might be. I’m not her mother. Why do you ask?” He chewed his lip. “I took away her little suicide pill, if that’s what you’re getting at.”


Mao cut the com. “Jam him,” she said.


“Yes, Commander.” A blue readout began to flash on the viewport.


“Why?” Bjorn asked.


“Can’t let him do any more talking. Can’t give him the chance to give me an ultimatum.”


“She’s dead.”


“I know. He’s not as crazy as he wants us to think. He wouldn’t close the door on her without getting something first.” Mao swallowed. Bjorn could tell it was taking everything she had to maintain this facade of calm. “What about Doyle?”


“He hasn’t started to spin up yet,” Bjorn said.


“Then he’s not ready. Tenbrook’s guys?”


“No one’s on a direct collision course with him. But if this keeps up, they’re going to spot him. Soon,” Bjorn added, watching the signals move around the grid. “He doesn’t have long.”


Mao leaned back. “It’s already too late.”


“What?”


“Look.” Mao pointed at the screen. “Tenbrook’s shuttles are too close. Interference or not, they’ll pick it up when Doyle starts his jump drive. They just have to give his coordinates to Tenbrook’s artillery ships. He won’t let Doyle jump.”


“We’re jamming them,” Bjorn pointed out. “They can’t pass along targeting information.”


“These are pirates,” Mao told him flatly. “They’re more resourceful than you think. Look.” She jerked her chin at the viewport. “Do you see those lights?”


It took Bjorn a moment to realize what she was talking about. Tiny flashes in the black.


“I see them,” he said.


“Visual code. Look at his positioning. These shuttles are being careful to keep line of sight. They’re talking to each other that way, and we can’t jam that. Tenbrook knew what I’d do. That’s why he didn’t bother with Nelson. He knows I won’t bargain. Cophony probably found a way to get at my file. Tenbrook knew my name before I introduced myself, and Cophony and I have never met. He’s still plugged in. He knows every move I’m going to make before I do. He’s doing this the smart way. I didn’t want to admit it before, but it’s not what he’s doing; it’s what he’s not doing. He’s got me figured out.”


“That’s it, then?”


“That’s it.” Mao got to her feet and went to the console. “And he knows what’s coming next.”


“Fair enough.” Bjorn strapped in.


Mao keyed the com. “Tenbrook isn’t falling for it,” she said. “There’s only one way to give Doyle a chance now. We have to make such a mess that Tenbrook and his people have to focus on us completely. And they will. I wish there was another way.”


She leaned forward, putting her weight on her hands pressed to the plastic. Bjorn watched her close her eyes.


“I don’t know if this matters to any of you,” she said, hands curling into fists, “but I know that some of you aren’t overly fond of Doyle. We aren’t doing this for him. Or for his passengers. This isn’t about those people. It’s not about Ganraens, defectors, or immigrants. It’s not about us, and it’s not about Tenbrook. It’s not even about the war. We’re doing this for the same reason we do everything else. For the glory of the Empress. Is that clear?”


The company line, right up until the end.


“Yes, ma’am,” Bjorn said with the others.


“Honor and glory to the Eternal Empress,” the commander murmured.


“Always may she reign.” There was no hesitation in the chorus.
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“I want concentrated rail-gun fire on Perdita again,” Mao ordered. “We can’t sink him, but we want maximum casualties in there.”


Bjorn shook his head and forced himself to focus. “Sei, don’t overcommit. If Tenbrook’s scouts don’t scatter when it starts, I’m going to redirect you to destroy them before they can confirm Doyle’s location.”


“I read you.”


“I want maximum impact,” Mao said into the com. “Quantity, not quality. There’s no one coming to rescue us, and there’s no one coming to rescue them. Disable them if you can’t get the clean kill. These people won’t play hero.”


Nearly half of Tenbrook’s ships had jumped away, but that still left an impressive force. Bjorn didn’t recognize the formation they were taking, but it seemed safe to assume it was part of a strategy intended to counter an Everwing assault.


Perhaps these targets were what Tenbrook was expecting. Bjorn began to adjust his own approach.


Mao was looking at him.


“No pressure, right?” he asked.


“There’s only you to do this. I trust you.”


Bjorn was taken aback by the way she was looking at him. Of course Mao had feelings, but so far she’d done a good job of keeping them to herself. Bjorn hadn’t expected her to choose this moment to let the mask slip.


He returned her gaze, raising an eyebrow. “I know,” he said.


Mao cocked her head, then smiled. There was sudden movement, and he looked up to see a xeno scrambling along the outside of the viewport.


“Huh,” Mao said, staring at it. “Get off my ship.”


There was a sharp crackle of blue electricity, and the creature spun off into space.


She watched it float away, then glanced at Bjorn. “That was one of the things that was on Oasis, wasn’t it?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Not cute.”


“Right?”


“In range,” Diana said, and Bjorn could see her grin on his feed.


“Weapons free,” Mao said, putting on her commander face and settling into her chair.


“All that stuff you wanted to do in training but no one would let you?” Bjorn said, tracing lines on the grid with both hands. “Now’s the time.”


The viewport had to grow dim to shield the eyes of the crew from the sudden splash of light from the direction of Tenbrook’s fleet as all four fighters struck at once. Diana had flown a dangerous route across Tenbrook’s armored line, disrupting their shields. The other three had put precision aside in favor of savagery, and the result was no fewer than five of Tenbrook’s largest warships gone in an instant.


The formation broke at once. The majority of Tenbrook’s ships were going evasive, but others moved forward.


“He’s onto us,” Mao said, getting to her feet and putting her hands on her control globes. “We have to try to steer him away. Focus on his point men without looking like that’s what you’re doing.”


Bjorn redirected Golding and Morel to harass Perdita, and sent Ibuki to hunt at his own discretion. “Diana, don’t let anyone into the debris field. No one at all.”


“It’s completely flipped,” Mao said. “Now they think they might be safe in here. They don’t realize we can see.”


“They might think Everwings can’t maneuver in this.”


“Let them think that.”


It was frustrating; battle inside the debris field would be even more heavily weighted in the Everwings’ favor, but Mao couldn’t let the fight get too close to Doyle.


“Incoming contacts,” Lydia announced.


“Who?” Mao asked, looking up at the AI’s camera.


“It’s Tenbrook’s guys that just jumped away,” Bjorn said. “I know what they’re doing. It won’t work. All fighters, break off and fall back to the outside.”


There were more flashes of light, and ships began to appear.


“What the hell?” Mao demanded.


“It’s Cophony. He’s reading my vectors and jumping in ships. He wants to get lucky and jump someone in front of an Everwing. The impact would make the pilot vulnerable. It’s the only way he has to fight back.”


“He’d go that far?” Mao asked, appalled.


“Why not? It won’t do him much harm. And the cost of a little fuel doesn’t bother him—it’s all on Tenbrook’s tab. He must be some kind of five-space genius. Are you all getting this? We’re going to make a big change. It’s SOP for a flyover to orient like you’re going over the top. It’s best for visibility and because our brains like to think in terms of up and down, but now when you make a disruption pass, find another way. It might feel strange, but you’ll stand a better chance of winning the collision lottery,” Bjorn said.


“Can’t we just burrow through them?” Ibuki asked.


“That’s what Cophony wants. He’s trying to bait you into doing just that—he wants you to use up your fuel as fast as possible. That’s good,” Bjorn said. “It means he’s not confident. If he wants to end it quickly, then we want to settle in for the long game.”


A cruiser materialized in front of Diana, but she was able to divert in time. If it had been anyone else, they would have struck it head-on. The kinetic barrier would have protected the fighter itself, but that moment on rebound as the ship equalized, preparing to accelerate again—every single ship Tenbrook had would be looking for that split second. That was their only chance, and the pirates all knew it.


It was an expensive strategy, but against Everwings there were no easy solutions. Tenbrook’s heavy-handed tactics would inevitably work if this dragged on for too long.


“How long can we stay out of it?” Bjorn asked Mao, watching Golding obliterate another pair of ships whose pilots bravely tried to skirt the perimeter.


“As long as we can. You’re the one running this battle, Bjorn. Without you they can still do damage, but it’ll just be a dogfight. We have to protect your influence for as long as possible, and that means not revealing ourselves.”


“We could help,” Bjorn said.


“It’s a poor trade-off. Trust me, Lieutenant.”


“Yes, ma’am. Major, if you’re predictable to me you’re predictable to Cophony. Stop trying to step back for a view. I have the view. Trust my lines. Break off before they cut you off. Sergeant, I’m seeing a weapons malfunction.”


“It’s my rail gun,” she reported. “I still have everything else. I can stay out here. My nanorepair will correct it; the barrel overheated and malformed.”


“Diana, they’re getting too close to Doyle. I don’t care what you have to do. Don’t let them find him.”


“I’m on it.”


“All units, I’m drawing lines in red. Avoid them. That’s where they’re baiting you. Why’s Tenbrook just sitting there?” Bjorn, eyeing Perdita, asked Mao. The battle station hadn’t moved since jumping in.


“Mind games. He’s trying to look tough, but Golding and Morel hit him harder than he expected. The majority of that station has to be committed to its jump drive, and he has to protect that. The personnel are going to be weighted around the outside of the superstructure. We’re not damaging the station seriously, but we’re killing a lot of its crew. Tenbrook doesn’t want us to see him bleed. I keep telling you, he’s not as crazy as he wants you to think.”


“So Cophony’s running tactical on their end.” Diana gasped. Her face was shining with sweat, but her red eyes were bright. Her vitals were dangerously elevated.


“I don’t think you’re going to get your shot at him,” Bjorn told her frankly. “Sorry. How do you feel?”


“I’ve never felt like this in my life. This is what I wanted.”


“I’m happy for you,” Bjorn said dryly.


“Doyle should be in the clear. I think they’ve learned their lesson.”


She was right; Tenbrook’s ships were pulling back from the debris field, their pilots instead choosing to take advantage of the cover offered by Cophony’s expensive game of naval musical chairs.


“Something isn’t right,” Mao said. “Letting us stay on the offensive plays to our strengths, not his. He and Cophony both know it. He’s up to something. Get ready.”


“Inbound jumps.” Bjorn tracked the signals. “They’re jumping directly into the debris field.”


“That’s suicide,” Mao said. “What are they thinking?”


“I don’t know. Diana, get out of there.” Bjorn turned to Mao. “Is there really no way we can do something to hurt Perdita?”


She opened her mouth, then looked away from him.


“Only one way,” she said.


“Burrowing?”


“In theory.”


“It’s too big. You’d never reach the reactor. Or an ordnance magazine.”


“I know. That’s why we aren’t doing it.”


“You might make it one way, though.”


She hesitated. “You might.”


“So?”


Mao shook her head. “I won’t order it.”


“Why not? We aren’t getting out of here. Where’s the harm in making sure he doesn’t either?” Bjorn asked.


“Because Doyle could still get a move on,” she growled. “And then we could leave. What did he just launch?”


Bjorn turned his attention to the signals in the debris field. “They’re showing as unmanned shuttles.”


“Shields,” Mao barked, and the explosives that Tenbrook had tried to sneak in behind them went up, atomizing debris in a truly stupendous radius.


“He’s clearing the way,” Bjorn called out, redirecting Ibuki.


“Incoming contacts,” Lydia reported.


“He knows Doyle’s in there,” Mao said, grasping the control globes. “Disable stealth protocols and optimize for speed. We’re the closest to Doyle.” Mao took manual control, banking the ship sharply. The debris field seemed to spin around them.


“Diana, we need support,” Bjorn said.


“No,” Mao countered. “Their communications are broken: no line of sight, no visual code. We handle these guys in here, and they won’t be able to report back that they’ve found either us or Doyle. Keep all four fighters in the open. Don’t give Tenbrook any reason to send more ships in here.”


It felt like a dream. Bjorn controlled the distant battle while in the midst of another one.


Mao attacked head-on, the Lydia charging in with blinding, undulating webs of targeted plasma beams flashing out from her forward and starboard batteries. The commander’s goal wasn’t to score kills; it was to draw attention to herself. The Lydia was well armed, but it was armed for combat, not assassination; that was what the fighters were for. The Lydia alone couldn’t simply make ships vanish.


The pirates fired back in earnest.


The Lydia rocked, and the AI gave a warning about shield integrity. If Mao cared, she didn’t let on.


The Everwings were being forced to keep their distance from Perdita, which had surrounded itself with an ever-shifting shield of jumping ships.


Diana and the others were still devastating Tenbrook’s ships with relative impunity, but it seemed that was a price Tenbrook was willing to pay in the short term.


That had to mean something, and Bjorn could think of only one thing. Tenbrook had another plan.


Perdita began to advance, bringing its protection with it. Tenbrook must have gone out of his way to collect every fighter and drone he possibly could, because they were out in numbers. There were swarms of them, the pilot of each hoping for a chance collision with an Everwing.


“Impact,” Golding called out. Feeling a spike of panic, Bjorn saw her decelerate dramatically, her fighter obviously destabilized. All three other fighters converged on Golding as the pirates took aim at her, forcing every targeting computer in the fleet to recalculate to take them into account—then they were gone, and so was Golding, before the computers could catch up.


Bjorn let out his breath as she accelerated away, the pirates’ fire arriving half a second too late. She’d only struck a glancing blow against a ship jumping in; if it had been a true collision, Tenbrook would’ve had more than enough time to destroy her despite the efforts of the other pilots.


The four pilot feeds beside his grid were all different. Diana looked elated. Ibuki wanted to get even for Compton. Sergeant Golding wore an expression of intense concentration, as did Major Morel.


Lydia was warning Mao that she was pushing the reactor too hard. Bjorn didn’t blame her for being liberal with her plasma fire. She wasn’t shooting at just enemy ships, but also at the debris, to create more debris to mask them.


Mao wasn’t listening to the AI anymore. Bjorn could hear her humming the Evagardian anthem.


Tenbrook was getting closer. Caught between the remnants of this strike force and Perdita, the Lydia would be done for. They couldn’t get away, not as long as Doyle was still there.


An alert flashed.


“Doyle’s spinning up,” Bjorn called out.


“About time,” Mao said through gritted teeth, rolling the ship out of the path of a hail of projectiles. Proximity mines were detonating on the shields with terrible regularity. The pirates were just throwing them out by the dozen, and Mao wasn’t even remotely interested in avoiding them.


“Tenbrook’s charging his fusion cannon,” Bjorn announced.


“It’s Doyle’s output,” Mao replied. “That much power has to show up despite all this. Tenbrook’s targeting him. But he doesn’t have time; Doyle will jump before he can fire. We’ll do a hot pickup, Bjorn. Plot me a course. We’re all getting out of here together.”


“All units recall,” Bjorn ordered the pilots. “Doyle’s getting ready to jump.”


Mao’s intended course materialized on Bjorn’s grid, and he plotted clean, conservative vectors for the fighters to return to the Lydia. It would have to be fast; once Tenbrook knew what they were doing, the game was up.


“We’ll need an emergency burn,” Bjorn told Mao. “The timing’ll be tight.”


“Just make sure they all know where to be.”


“Doyle’s away.” Bjorn clearly saw the Sunbath jump out.


“Godspeed.”


Bjorn felt a slight chill. “Tenbrook’s still charging.”


“If he thinks he can hit us with a fusion cannon, then I’ve been giving him too much credit,” Mao said. They emerged from the debris field, barreling toward Perdita, and the four fighters circling it. None of the enemy pilots were even sparing a glance for the Lydia; they were all desperately flickering their shields in fear of the fighters, and struggling to get out of the cannon’s path.


“We’re close enough,” Mao said. “Bring them in. We’re going home.”
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“THE signature’s different,” Bjorn reported as he finalized the paths for the fighters to return to the Lydia. Syncing with Bjorn’s plan, all four Everwings streaked away from Perdita.


“Don’t worry about the cannon,” Mao snapped. “Get my pilots in safe.”


“Why isn’t he powering it down?” Bjorn shot back.


“I don’t give a damn! If he was targeting us, we’d know.”


“He’s not targeting us.” Bjorn blinked, looking down at the grid. “Why isn’t he targeting us?”


“Coming in hot,” Ibuki was saying over the com.


“Abort,” Bjorn said suddenly, canceling the vectors. “Abort. Do not return. Commander, evasive!”


It was too late. The viewport couldn’t keep up; the flash was so sudden and intense that both Bjorn and Mao were blinded.


Bjorn remembered putting himself in Tenbrook’s position during the first battle. How did you fight something you couldn’t see? How did you defend against ships that were too fast to catch? Ships that couldn’t be tracked, couldn’t be targeted?


Couldn’t even be destroyed with a single successful hit?


You used a weapon that couldn’t be hidden from. A weapon that couldn’t be avoided. Tenbrook had made some alterations to his fusion cannon.


It was no longer a weapon of precision. What emerged from the cannon wasn’t the projectile Bjorn expected. It was a vast inferno.


The fighters peeled away in time, but Mao’s attempt to get the Lydia clear was far too late. The Lydia was struck at the aft, and the impact was too much for the ship’s gravity drive to compensate for. Bjorn was thrown forward against his straps, then jerked back. His eyes burned, and white and black spots swam across his vision.


Tenbrook had swept the kilometer-wide beam from the cannon in an arc. Now it dissipated. That had been his one shot. He’d gambled everything on it, and it had paid off. Because of its remarkable jump capability, a great deal of Perdita was devoted to power, and it must have taken every drop of that power to maintain that beam, even just for a few brief seconds.


Klaxons were shrieking.


Bjorn’s head swam. His console was trying to refresh. The radiation from the beam had overloaded the sensors. Now they were as blind as Tenbrook.


He tried to drag himself upright in his seat, struggling with his straps.


The weapons fire had stopped. There were no impacts, though the Lydia’s shields were down.


Then he saw the damage status.


Where the beam had struck the Lydia, there was nothing left. Three-quarters of the engines were simply gone. Emergency force shields were keeping the ship pressurized. Aether and coolant were bleeding freely into space. The rear of the ship was sheared off as cleanly as if someone had simply clipped it with a nanoblade.


Of course Tenbrook wasn’t attacking. The Lydia wasn’t going anywhere.


They were dead in the water.


Bjorn realized Mao had been on her feet when the beam struck. He released his harness and scrambled out of his chair.


She was splayed out on the deck, near the hatch, and she wasn’t moving.


Bjorn dropped to his knees and elevated her head. She was bleeding from a cut over her right eye.


“Commander,” he said, checking her pulse. She moaned.


“Son of a bitch,” she muttered, wincing. Her eyes opened, then focused on him.


“We’re crippled,” he told her, lifting her to her feet.


“How bad?”


“We’re done.”


“The hell we are.” Mao pulled free of him to stand on her own, staggering to the console. She looked at the readouts, then at the viewport. Lights streaking around Perdita indicated that the fighters had resumed their attack on the station. The pilots had seen what happened, and they knew a ship missing its engines wasn’t going to take them home.


They were just lucky to have avoided the beam.


Mao stared. Moments went by. The Lydia was no longer under fire. The Everwings and their attack were distant and silent. The bridge was quiet.


Mao spoke over the com.


“You all saw that,” she said. Another of Tenbrook’s larger ships vanished in a flash of white and blue. “There isn’t much to say. We came close. I’m sorry. Doyle got away, for whatever that’s worth. You all have high clearance and classified knowledge. You’re also in control of secret assets.” She hesitated. “So my last order to you is this: don’t allow yourselves to be captured. Beyond that, proceed at your discretion. It’s been an honor. That’s all.”


She ended the transmission and closed her eyes.


“I guess a really good commander would destroy all the fighters and terminate the pilots. But I don’t have it in me. Lydia, standard evac and cleanse autodestruct for this vessel. Real world.”


“All personnel,” Lydia announced, “fail-safe autodestruct is in effect.”


Bjorn stared at the console, then out at the battle. It looked as if the Everwings were staying close to Perdita, hugging the sides of the station as they pounded it mercilessly with all the weapons they had left. By staying close to the battle station they made it harder for the pirate ships to fire at them, and they’d already destroyed most of Perdita’s guns.


He wasn’t surprised they’d take that approach. Normally Perdita wouldn’t be an attainable goal, but with nothing to lose? Why not? The pilots didn’t care about Tenbrook’s ships; they cared about Tenbrook. And without a compelling reason not to try, they were going for him.


Mao was standing at the hatch.


“Let’s go,” she said.


Bjorn blinked at her. “Go where?”


She was already entering the spine. Bjorn hurried after her, then stopped on the steps to gape. Instead of the hatch to the engine room, at the end of the spine there was nothing but open space. That section was completely gone. Through the pale, flickering force shield, he could see the debris field, and the pirate ships moving in to surround the crippled Lydia.


Mao wasn’t abandoning the pilots. There was simply nothing more she could do for them. Returning to the Lydia would lead to death or capture.


Bjorn thought about trying to take one of Tenbrook’s ships and use it to escape, but that wouldn’t work. Even if they could get control of a vessel, these ships weren’t equipped to land Everwings. It would take too long. Tenbrook would see what they were up to, and he would stop them.


It hurt to admit it, but any hope of leaving alive had vanished when they’d been caught in that beam.


Mao opened the hatch to an escape craft and motioned for him to get in.


“I thought you said not to be captured.”


“That was for them.”


Head spinning, Bjorn stepped through. Mao didn’t hesitate for a second. She followed him, sealed the hatch, and hit the release.


Suddenly they were in motion; gravity went away, and Bjorn could see the Lydia growing smaller and smaller through the large viewport as they sped away from it. It didn’t feel real. Especially with such a large portion of the ship simply missing. There was no visible damage; the rear of the ship had been atomized. Sheared off.


The ship continued to shrink.


Bjorn turned around to look through the viewport on the other side of the EC. There was Perdita, and there were still the occasional flashes of light indicating that at least a couple of the fighters were still out there.


Diana would be the last one flying, but even her skills wouldn’t keep her alive forever. Due to their small size, Everwing fighters had very little capacity for fuel and oxygen. That wasn’t a problem in normal operations because a fighter would be expected to periodically rearm during a lengthy engagement. Everwings would run out of ammunition long before they ran out of anything else.


Next would be fuel. The fighters would lose the ability to move, and if Tenbrook didn’t shoot them down when they were vulnerable, the pilots would run out of air shortly after. Between the fighters’ reserve O2 and the O2 cartridges in their EV suits, the pilots would have about forty-eight hours, and it didn’t seem likely that Tenbrook would let them sit in the open that long.


The pilots of fighters that were destroyed in combat would be the lucky ones; anyone who ran out of fuel would simply choose to self-destruct.


Mao was beside him, gazing out at Perdita.


“Why not use an emergency autodestruct? One with a shorter timer?” Bjorn asked, thinking of Rada and General Dayal in their stasis units, still aboard the doomed Lydia.


“It’s a distraction. Tenbrook sees this EC. It’ll be a temptation. We need everything we can get.”


Bjorn didn’t quite follow—he opened his mouth to ask for clarification, but there was a sudden jerk, and they began to move toward the battle station more quickly. Bjorn looked up in surprise.


“What was that?”


“A tow cable. Right on schedule.”


“You wanted them to pick us up?”


“Obviously. Let them try to figure out what to do about the ship.”


“What if they board her before she goes up?”


“They’ll think twice about that.” Mao sounded confident.


“Why?”


“Because by now they know what happened to the last guys that tried. They won’t rush anything, not now. Not when they’ve finally got us where they want us.”


“Why didn’t Tenbrook just turn that beam on the debris field at the very beginning?” Bjorn asked.


“He’s greedy.”


“He couldn’t seriously believe he was going to get the Lydia intact.”


“He just did. As far as he knows.”


Bjorn looked back to see that the Lydia was only a point of white, far behind. He leaned against the viewport, looking up. The ship towing them was barely more than a skiff.


Perdita seemed to shut out space itself. It looked almost as large as Oasis had been while still in one piece.


There was a loud clunk, and the EC shuddered. The tow cable had been disconnected. Now Perdita itself was bringing them in using a gravity tether.


A massive explosion erupted silently from the surface of the station, the work of one of the Everwing pilots. Bjorn wondered if he and Mao would be destroyed by fire from their own fighters before they could even get aboard.


Mao turned her back on Perdita, and looked out the other viewport yet again. Bjorn joined her.


The debris field didn’t hide the cosmos the same way Perdita did.


Expressionless, Mao produced a knife and flicked it out, then drew it sharply across her wrist.


Bright red droplets of blood floated free in a spurt. Mao let go of the knife, taking out a tube of sealant and covering the wound. She worked her wrist experimentally, and the only indication of pain was a slight twitch of her eye.


Bjorn watched the blood float around the cabin. She put the knife away, turning her eyes back on the Perdita. They were only a dozen meters away now, and being guided to a force lock.


“Trying to make them think we’re wounded?” Bjorn asked. “Think they’ll let their guard down?”


“I don’t even know if their scanners are working. But if they are, that’ll give them the right idea. Should’ve used your blood.” She glanced up at him. “You’ve got more of it.”


“Maybe not. It’s been a long day,” Bjorn replied, touching his side. “I did get shot, Commander. Twice.”


“I hope you aren’t looking for sympathy.”


The EC halted. Blue force shields flickered into place, mating the EC’s hatch to that of Perdita.


Mao hit the release, and the hatch hissed open.


In front of them was gray metal.


Mao floated in front of Bjorn and grasped the stabilization bar on the ceiling of the EC, bracing her feet against either side of the hatch.


Seconds went by. She seemed determined to go first, and Bjorn doubted he could talk her out of it.


The doors slid apart.


Mao swung through in a savage kick that connected solidly with the face of the security man on the other side. Her momentum carried her through the gravity barrier, and they crashed to the ground. Bjorn could see three figures, all of them armed.


He launched himself at the nearest one as Mao stepped down hard on her victim’s sternum, pushing herself upright. The man to her right pulled his trigger, but not before she knocked the barrel of the gun aside and locked his arm, spinning him around.


Bjorn had taken his guard by surprise, and his tackle carried them both to the deck. The impact was enough to knock the wind out of the other man.


The only guard still aiming a weapon faltered, seeing Mao using his colleague as a human shield. He hesitated, and Mao acted. She jerked down on her man’s arm, then struck him hard in the throat with the flat of her hand before pushing him with all her strength. The third guard tried to catch him, but Mao was following directly behind. She kicked him sharply in the knee, then sank her fist into his solar plexus.


He hit the floor as Bjorn got a hand on his guard’s wrist, keeping his weapon pinned to the deck. He got his free hand back, and punched the guard hard enough to put him to sleep.


Gasping for breath, Bjorn took Mao’s hand and let her pull him to his feet. All four guards were down. Mao had killed one; the other three were only unconscious.


They were in a large shuttle bay, though the launch berths were all empty. There were several tall stacks of oblong cargo pods, and a few skiffs and grav lifts.


Bjorn heard echoing footsteps, and turned to see a pair of techs sprinting across the open deck for a hatch leading deeper into the station. Mao didn’t seem interested in them.


The sudden openness took Bjorn aback. Oasis had been a departure from the close quarters of the Lydia, but it had been dark and filthy. This bay wasn’t spotless, but it was brightly lit, and spacious.


“There.” Mao pointed to a terminal beside the cargo pods and started forward.


An alarm began to blare. They probably had those techs to blame for that.


“How’d you know we’d have such a small welcome?” Bjorn asked, following her at a jog.


“I’ve probably killed half his security detail by now,” Mao replied. “That’s why we kept hitting the station.”


“You were thinking this far ahead?”


She didn’t reply to that.


“Has it occurred to you that our people are out there trying to destroy this station?” Bjorn asked curiously. “This station that we are now aboard?” Mao didn’t get a chance to answer.


A hatch at the far end of the bay opened, and another team of four men charged through. They opened fire immediately.


Mao rolled behind the cargo pods, and Bjorn dove after her. Bullets crashed into the plastic, sending stinging shards flying.


“Are you hit?” Mao asked distractedly, taking shelter as more rounds flew overhead.


“Twice,” Bjorn groaned, getting to his hands and knees. “I told you.”


“Why did I have to get stuck with you?”


“The Empress works in mysterious ways.”


Mao produced a physical data crystal and slid it across the floor to him, drawing her sidearm and pressing her back against the cargo pod. “I need directions. Get me a layout.”


Bjorn grabbed the crystal and went to the console. Mao leaned out and fired; there was a cry, and the sound of a body thudding to the deck. The alarms didn’t let up.


“You think they’re just going to let us in?” Bjorn shouted, connecting the crystal. More rounds splashed against the cargo pod, this time from the other side. The guards were spreading out.


“It’s the best override the fleet has. If it can’t get past pirate security, what good is it?”


Bjorn didn’t answer; Mao’s override was doing its work. The commander took aim again and shot down a second man. The bay was too open; the remaining two guards wouldn’t approach after seeing Mao’s deadly shooting.


“I’m in,” Bjorn reported. He didn’t even have his own pistol; he’d given it up on Oasis, and he’d been too busy to check another one out of the armory aboard the Lydia.


“Take over.” Mao pressed her sidearm into his hands and took his place at the console, immediately accessing the menu.


Bjorn went to the corner for a look. Nothing was moving in the bay. The two guards were staying behind cover. There should have been more of them; Mao had been right. The relentless rail-gun assaults on Perdita’s exterior had taken a toll.


The alarms abruptly ceased.


Mao looked up, frowning.


The two guards were beating a hasty retreat to a distant hatch. Bjorn lifted the sidearm and took aim, but they were too far away. He also didn’t feel a particular need to shoot anyone in the back.


“Those two just bailed,” he told Mao.


“They probably want to lock us in. Or vent the bay.”


“Don’t they realize we’ve got EVs?”


“I don’t know. I’m not complaining,” she added absently, still immersed in the console. “I found the morgue.” Mao got up and tossed the crystal back to Bjorn, who caught it, startled.


“The morgue? Don’t we need to find Tenbrook?”


“I already know where he is,” Mao said, stepping into the open and starting out briskly across the bay. “I’m a battle-station officer, remember?”


“They’re not trying to space us,” Bjorn said, following her. He looked back toward the blast doors. “You don’t think our people actually did something critical? Could they be evacuating?”


“Not without some Klaxons, I would hope,” Mao said. She was heading for the same hatch the guards had fled through. Their footsteps echoed in the suddenly quiet bay. Bjorn didn’t know what he’d expected after the Lydia was crippled. When he realized the Lydia could no longer move, the subject of his future had suddenly seemed academic.


Now he was strolling around Tenbrook’s battle station with his commander as though it was the most natural thing in the galaxy.


The hatch ahead began to open, and they both halted. The gray metal doors spread apart, revealing a man in a white Evagardian EV suit.


“Figures,” Mao said darkly.


Bjorn understood. Tenbrook was using an Evagardian solution for an Evagardian problem.


Cophony stood with his hands behind his back, gazing at them levelly. He was around forty. Clean-shaven. He had probably been quite handsome in his youth, but now his face was deeply lined, and his eyes were flat and hollow.


“Colonel,” Mao said loudly. “You know the penalty for treason.”


Bjorn took aim with Mao’s pistol and pulled the trigger. The weapon refused to fire. Cophony didn’t even blink.


Mao’s jaw twitched, and Bjorn didn’t try again. “I forgot he was almost an acolyte,” she muttered, and Bjorn lowered the pistol.


“That’s embarrassing,” he murmured back.


“Shut up.”


Acolytes were infused with the most sophisticated nanomachines from the Empress’ Garden. They could heal wounds, augment the body’s strength, make the user difficult to track, bend light, and even interfere with a weapon’s firing mechanism.


At least, that was what people believed. The full capability of acolyte nanotechnology was not public knowledge; acolytes were the men and women trusted with the Imperium’s most critical missions. Their abilities were exaggerated in dramas for propaganda purposes, and closely guarded in real life.


But it looked like the part about being able to deactivate firearms was true.


Cophony started forward. The hatch closed behind him, and he put his hands together in front of his chest. Bjorn watched him begin to pull his palms apart. As he did, a slender black shape appeared between them, materializing before their eyes.


Bjorn had never seen a nanoblade before. He’d heard stories, and he’d seen dramas. Most civilians went their entire lives never actually seeing a real acolyte. And Cophony wasn’t a real one, but he’d come close enough to get his hands on the technology. That was impressive.


Cophony grasped the newly formed blade by its handle and lowered it to his side without breaking stride.


Bjorn’s eyes were fixed on the black blade as the man in white approached. It was made up of trillions of nanomachines, all moving together at incredible speeds. It was indestructible. The only thing it couldn’t cut was another nanoblade. Or a force shield.


This was the weapon that had protected the Duchess and the Heir on Old Earth during the Unification, hundreds of years ago.


And it was the weapon that protected the Empress now.


And the only thing worse than the weapon was the man holding it. Bjorn had seen his share of dramas. Like many Evagardian boys, he had once dreamed of becoming one of the legendary warriors himself. Nanoblades had actually been used during the Unification, but these days they were more of a symbol than a weapon intended for combat.


Bjorn knew that, though just knowing it didn’t make the nanoblade any less terrifying. Mao was going to say something, but this wasn’t the time to talk. Bjorn grabbed her wrist and took off in the opposite direction, pulling her after him. Running was the only option. Cophony wasn’t a young man anymore, but age hadn’t slowed down General Dayal very much—and she’d never been an acolyte.


Bjorn looked back to see that Cophony was following, but still at a leisurely walk. He almost would have preferred to see this man tearing after them. The confidence in his stride spoke volumes.


Feeling his heart sink, Bjorn angled toward the nearest hatch. He didn’t know where it led, and it wasn’t part of the route that Mao had planned, but it was the closest.


He stopped, and Mao pulled free of him.


“Go on,” Bjorn said, nodding to the hatch.


“What?”


“I know what you came here to do,” he said, reaching past her to hit the release. “Go do it.”


She stared at him. They didn’t have time for this. Bjorn shoved her into the corridor. He shielded his eyes and shot the palm lock, then threw the pistol through.


Mao caught it, startled, still gazing at him as the doors closed.


“You’re the one who thought I was suicidal,” he said.


She opened her mouth, but the hatch sealed shut.
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“THE Empress would be proud,” Cophony called out, still coming.


Bjorn turned to face him. “Do you really think so?”


“Dying heroically for her glory? I think it’d play nicely with her sense of aesthetics. Is that in fashion?” he asked, taking in Bjorn’s bloodstained EV.


“It’s not mine. You say it like you’ve met her.”


Cophony halted about ten paces away. He wasn’t smiling. He just looked tired. “Mao wants to rescue the spy, I take it? Nelson?”


Bjorn shrugged. “I imagine so.”


Cophony cocked his head. “But where does she want to take her?”


“I’m not sure she’s thought that far ahead,” Bjorn admitted.


“Do you have any idea how much security there is on this station?”


“No. I don’t. But how many pirates is one imperial officer worth?”


“I suppose we’ll find out. What’s your name?”


“Bjorn. First lieutenant, though I’m really just a private first class. 113th Command Section on Genham Station. Immigration Section.” Bjorn smiled modestly. “Analyst.”


Cophony snorted. “If you give yourself up, he’ll want to get something from you. I doubt you know anything about Everwings that I don’t, so as long as you don’t try to hold anything back, you could be ransomed. You wouldn’t get a very warm welcome back there. But you wouldn’t have to worry about being mistreated, and you’d have your life. That’s the best I can do for you.”


“I could also be used as leverage,” Bjorn said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder, toward the hatch Mao had gone through.


“Leverage didn’t impress her much in the case of Major Lucas.”


“She likes me better than she liked him,” Bjorn told him.


“Does she?”


Bjorn nodded.


“You really don’t mind her just running free? You’ve got time to stand here and talk to me?” Bjorn asked.


“I don’t care if she reaches that prisoner. She can have her. There’s nowhere for her to go. I know we don’t stand a chance of stopping your fighters, but they’ll run out of fuel and weapons soon. It’s over. Maybe you can convince them to give themselves up.” Cophony pointed the nanoblade at him. “Your pilots don’t need to be afraid of being mistreated. They’ll be ransomed, just like you.”


“Why did Major Nelson have to be mistreated?” Bjorn asked curiously.


“She had information. And she wouldn’t listen to reason. Information about you and your crew. Once we have you and your crew, we don’t need information. Try to keep up.”


“Don’t waste your breath.” Bjorn waved a hand. “I won’t surrender. And neither will the pilots. Obviously. Nothing you don’t already know. Or ought to know.”


Cophony’s brows lifted. “You want to die that badly? For nothing?”


“Service Code of Conduct is very clear on times like this,” Bjorn pointed out.


“This is a special case.”


“There’s no such thing. The Empress expects me to fight.” Bjorn shrugged again. “No need to overthink it. I appreciate your concern, though.”


“Your commander can’t see you now. No need to act tough.”


Bjorn sighed. “How can everyone tell it’s an act?”


“You think you can fight me?”


“Of course not.”


“Do you know what I am?”


“I’ve heard the word ‘traitor’ thrown around.”


Cophony nodded. “That’s exactly right.”


Bjorn rubbed his tender side. “Just because you can’t be fought doesn’t mean you can’t be beaten. Do you regret it?”


“No.”


“You will,” Bjorn told him frankly.


Cophony started forward, face bleak.


Bjorn bolted. He didn’t look back. Cophony would be fast, but he was still human. Bjorn was younger, and he had the lead. Better yet, the painkillers and stimulants improved his edge. This wasn’t good for his wounds, but as long as he couldn’t feel them, he didn’t care. He didn’t plan to live long enough for it to become an issue.


He leapt onto a personnel skiff, and looked back at Cophony. The other man halted, but he was alarmingly close. Even an aging man, with acolyte nanotechnology in his body, was faster on his feet than anyone Bjorn had ever seen.


“I can’t guarantee your safety if you do this,” Cophony said.


“My safety?” Bjorn said, taken aback. “The man responsible for the deaths of my entire crew is concerned for my safety? Do you even listen when you talk?”


Cophony pulled the pistol at his hip and fired so fast that Bjorn barely had time to duck. He twisted the throttle, and the skiff shot behind a row of cargo pods.


Another skiff powered up behind him.


That settled it; Cophony was committed. He wasn’t going to let security handle Bjorn. Whatever Mao got up to elsewhere on the station, Cophony was one thing she wouldn’t have to worry about.


That was all Bjorn could do for her.


He accelerated, wondering where to go. A bullet struck the back of his skiff, and he did his best to make himself a smaller target. The nanoblade had probably been just for intimidation; now that Cophony knew Bjorn wasn’t here to talk, he probably planned to take a more pragmatic approach to stopping him.


He jerked the skiff right, skidding to a halt in front of a hatch and reaching out to hit the release. The doors shot open. He didn’t dismount; he just wheeled around, accelerating as a shot punched through the windshield.


He throttled up, bursting into the corridor and nearly crashing into another four-man security team. They scattered as Bjorn rocketed past, taking the first turn that presented itself and leaving a lot of paint on the bulkhead as he did so.


Hatches, viewports, and feeds were a blur as people struggled to get out of his way. Even with the massive casualties that the Everwing assault must have inflicted, the station was still populated.


Suddenly the tight corridor was gone, and Bjorn was skimming across some kind of plaza—or not. It wasn’t a massive window to his right; there was simply nothing there anymore. This was damage done to the station by the Everwings, or possibly by the pirate vessels firing at the Everwings swarming around Perdita. A force shield was maintaining integrity, but the sudden view was stunning in scope, and up close the damage looked severe. From a distance it had looked as though the Everwings weren’t even getting through to Perdita. Here, Bjorn could see that wasn’t the case. The station had been torn wide open; it was just so big that the damage wasn’t meaningful.


He understood now. When it was happening somewhere else it was just numbers in his ears or data on a feed. It wasn’t real. Up close it was different. When his was the ship that was taking fire, it was different.


Though he was pushing the skiff as hard as he could, the stars didn’t move. To his left, columns were whipping past at sickening speed.


Bjorn steered away from the opening. He didn’t need to close himself off; having space on one side limited his opportunities to maneuver. He had to go deeper into the station. He needed options.


There were stairs ahead, actual stairs. This really was a station, not a ship. Bjorn accelerated, taking the skiff upward without hesitation.


The little hovercraft crested the stairs, evened out, and took off again. Cophony was gaining, but he wasn’t going to fire irresponsibly with people around; Bjorn was counting on that. Lift doors opened and two women stepped out, saw Bjorn, and leapt back in.


The bulkhead to Bjorn’s left was abruptly replaced by a railing, and below lay a deep trench. It was a track for a transport. A battle station this size needed a way for people to get around—other than piloting skiffs through the corridors.


What Bjorn was doing was a slight breach of station etiquette.


A light appeared, and there was a rush of hot air. A tram was running parallel to the walkway.


The camera in the rear of the skiff clearly showed Cophony holding his nanoblade out from his side.


The image brought to mind memories of dramas that Bjorn had seen, fantasies set on Old Earth where men with swords made of solid metal rode animals into battle.


Cophony could miss a moving target with his sidearm, or hit a friendly.


But he wouldn’t make a mistake with that blade, if he caught up.


Another stairway shot past too quickly for Bjorn to try for it. Ahead was a closed hatch. There wouldn’t be time to stop and get it open.


Cophony was only ten meters back, and closing fast.


Bjorn had seen his share of dramas. Under the circumstances, his next move seemed like the obvious one. He didn’t know if he would run out of corridor or time first, and he preferred not to find out.


He decelerated sharply, taking his hands off the controls and planting them on the railing to his left. Bjorn vaulted over, slamming to the roof of the tram and rolling as his skiff struck the wall and flipped to skid down the corridor with a wail of grinding metal. He nearly slipped off the edge of the tram, but he managed to put a cling into his glove and plant it.


Cophony didn’t hesitate; he rammed his own skiff through the railing and jumped onto the tracks. The blade in his hand touched the wall, leaving a red-hot streak behind it—but a skiff couldn’t possibly keep up with the tram.


Bjorn rose to a crouch, wondering how long he could stay a step ahead. Mao wouldn’t realistically expect him to keep Cophony off her back for long. Bjorn had only the element of surprise and Cophony’s mercy to thank that he was still alive at all.


Cophony’s skiff had fallen behind as the tram’s tube curved.


The tram began to decelerate, and Bjorn got ready to move.


The boarding platform was larger than expected, with a high ceiling and a large viewport showing the security alert emblem. Bjorn was so used to the alarm that he was barely hearing it. He leapt down as people began to pour out of the tram.


As he appeared suddenly in their midst, there were screams and startled shouts. People scrambled away in panic as he rose to his feet and started forward.


As though they’d never seen an Evagardian covered in blood fall from the sky before.


Bjorn pushed past them, making for the nearest exit—a lift. It wasn’t smart to trap himself this way, but he had to mix it up somehow; security would undoubtedly be looking for a way to cut him off.


There was a single guard on the platform. He wore a different uniform than the guards scouring the station for intruders, and there was only a sidearm at his hip. He was staring at Bjorn with wide eyes.


There was a lift at either end of the platform.


Bjorn nodded to the guard as he passed, stepping into the nearest lift and punching the release.


The light from Cophony’s skiff was growing brighter in the tube.


The lift doors closed as the guard seemed to come to his senses, scrambling for his weapon. Bjorn waved as Cophony pulled up, hauling himself out of the tram tube. The carriage began to rise.


He watched the other man enter the other lift.


Bjorn folded his arms, returning Cophony’s gaze.


“This is childish,” Cophony said over the com, startling Bjorn. Cophony was wearing his EV; of course he could open a channel to nearby imperials.


“I know.”


“I am trying,” Cophony said tightly, “to think of a reason for you to stop. But I guess you’re going to have your fun, aren’t you?”


“Might as well,” Bjorn replied. “You could let security handle me.”


“Then how would I look?”


“It can’t be worse than how you look chasing me around.”


“This way I get my cardio.”


“At your age the PT requirements are pretty lax.”


Bjorn hit the release and stepped out of the elevator. A woman screamed and dropped a cup of coffee. A guard a short distance down the corridor pulled an alarm and raised his scattergun. Bjorn grabbed the woman and pulled her in front of him, hearing Cophony swearing over the com. He held her close, keeping her between him and the man, who couldn’t risk the shot.


Bjorn finished counting down from five. He pushed the woman away and dove back into the lift, pressing himself to the side of the carriage and calling up the highest level.


Cophony appeared as the doors closed, his nanoblade materializing in his hands.


Bjorn’s stomach dropped, but the lift rose out of danger before Cophony could slice his way inside.


“This is childish,” Cophony snapped over the com.


“Admit it,” Bjorn said, leaning against the side and gasping for breath. “You’re having fun too. What would you be doing if I wasn’t here? Sitting in a bar? Placing bets on the Baykara stuff? That’s what galactics do for fun, right? What do you have going on that’s so much more important?” He looked up; the shaft seemed to stretch away into eternity. The station probably had over a hundred decks, and Bjorn was headed for the very top. Security couldn’t cut him off; he could stop anywhere, and they couldn’t cover everything.


But they could take control of the lift. Bjorn grabbed Mao’s data crystal, yanked the panel off the lift console, and connected it. The override did its work in seconds, and he disabled the carriage’s remote operations. No one could interfere with it now.


The console was connected to the station’s network, and that gave Bjorn an idea. He glanced down at the other lift. Cophony’s head was bowed, and his hands were behind his back. Acolytes were always doing that in dramas. In between ridiculous, unnecessary sword duels with their nanoblades, usually. Bjorn had always wondered why.


He accessed his suit’s interface and called up his personnel locator. It was currently tracking Mao, and her signal was moving. But Bjorn wasn’t interested in her. He made the last of his alterations and looked up. It wasn’t far to the top. He pulled the emergency release, and the lift halted.


The hatch hissed open, and Bjorn stepped forward—but the corridor shook violently, and his feet lifted from the ground. It was the artificial gravity; one of the fighters must have landed a potent hit to interrupt the gravity drive’s cycle. Bjorn didn’t have time to think; he saw that Cophony’s lift was drawing even with his. He groped for something to hold on to so he could push off to get moving.


Having no gravity wasn’t going to stop him, not now that he actually had a plan.


Gravity returned in a rush, yanking him painfully to the deck. Swearing, Bjorn picked himself up and staggered into the corridor. He took the first turn he saw. The people he saw were techs, and there were racks with suits and tools. Ahead, a massive hatch was open, and two more techs were there, staring at him.


Bjorn ran straight at them; there was no changing course now, for better or worse. The men scattered, and Bjorn made for the open hatch. Whatever was beyond seemed somehow dim, but there was also a powerful glow.


He stumbled through, onto a wide catwalk. Bjorn felt a sudden sickness, an intense vertigo as he saw what yawned beneath his feet.


The chamber stretched out endlessly in every direction. He was in the center of Perdita. Massive golden globes of aether a hundred meters across were suspended in neat, perfectly ordered racks that seemed to shoot down into the dark. The globes produced the only light in the chamber, but it was plenty to see by.


Awed, Bjorn could only stare. This was how Tenbrook powered his jumps, and his fusion cannon. Just one of these reactors, a much smaller one, was all the Lydia had to provide for her needs. Tenbrook’s battle station housed hundreds of them.


There were power lifts, and a dizzying web of catwalks. Far below, a light was moving among the rows, some kind of maintenance hovercraft.


There was no sound except the overwhelming hum of the aether. It was sharp and clear, almost melodious.


Hypnotic.


Nothing Evagardian ever lacked for scale, but Tenbrook’s engine room put everything else to shame. Doyle’s Sunbath could fit inside this chamber with room to spare. The Julian. Entire domes from Oasis.


Bjorn couldn’t breathe. He realized he was stationary, lost in the endless rows of glowing spheres, and their haunting music. He looked down in panic, calling up his holo and searching for his destination.


His heart sank. It was all down to luck, but he’d still made a mistake. Making for the highest levels of the station had been the wrong decision. His suit told him he was a full kilometer from his marker.


That ride in the lift had taken him far away from where he needed to be.


There was a footstep behind him. It was too late to change things now. It had been a long shot to begin with.


Bjorn turned around, backing away, farther along the catwalk. The aether reactors seemed to sing louder as he stepped out over the abyss.


Cophony followed. He wasn’t bothering with the nanoblade. His sidearm was trained squarely on Bjorn’s chest. No reason not to use it; small arms couldn’t hurt anything in here.


“Had enough?”


“Just taking in the sights,” Bjorn replied.


“Kneel and put your hands on the deck.”


Bjorn didn’t move. He could see Cophony was done. He was out of patience.


“Courage is good,” Cophony said, raising the pistol. “But it’s not enough.”


“Courage?” Bjorn stared back. “Is that what this looks like to you?” He ducked and lunged forward as Cophony pulled the trigger. He got under the pistol and threw a punch with all of his strength and all of his training behind it, but it didn’t do any good against a man like Cophony.


Strong fingers closed on Bjorn’s wrist, pulling him off balance. From the moment Bjorn put his weight and momentum into that blow, it was already over. Cophony deftly diverted the punch, taking full control of Bjorn’s body. It was effortless, the way Cophony spun him around and sent him over the railing.


Bjorn hadn’t expected anything less.


He sailed out over the dark chasm, and the white figure of Cophony shrank away as he fell. The globes flew past, the roar of rushing air mingling with the harmony of the aether reactors.


Combat was Cophony’s specialty, after all. And Bjorn was still just an analyst.
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THE globes seemed to blur together, creating unbroken chains of gold that stretched away into the darkness above.


Bjorn wished he had more time to admire it, but he was falling. The aether room looked bottomless, but it wasn’t. He keyed the com for the first time since he and Mao had left the bridge of the Lydia.


“Diana,” he said, raising his voice over the roar of rushing air. “Anyone still out there?”


“Bjorn?” She sounded breathless. “Where are you? The Lydia’s set to self-destruct!”


“I’m aboard Perdita. I need a favor.”


“What is it? Wait. What?”


“One of you hit something that disrupted the gravity in here a minute ago,” Bjorn said, catwalks and even light hovercraft whipping past. “I need you to do that again.”


“Now?”


“Yes, please.”


“I’ll try,” Diana replied. Her voice was ragged, but it sounded like she had more to say.


Bjorn cut the com.


He knew how the surviving pilots must feel out there. They probably felt a lot like he did at this moment. Falling. They could fly. They could even fight. But there was no happy ending waiting for them.


No one could know the exact time, but they were all on the same course to that one sudden stop.


But not yet. Bjorn turned over and spread his arms and legs, squinting against the rushing air as the dark and the golden globes seemed to merge together. There was still something Bjorn needed to do. One last service he could perform. The Empress, if she was even real, would never know.


But that wasn’t the point.


The aether room suddenly spun around him, and he felt a powerful tug in his core. His stomach rose and fell as the gravity vanished.


Gravity could be turned off, but momentum couldn’t. Bjorn was still falling, but now air resistance was on his side, and he was slowing down. He could stop himself without losing his arms.


He grabbed the railing of a catwalk and swung himself around and up onto it, kneeling and pressing his palms to the metal as gravity returned, and his body weight with it.


Bjorn looked up. It had been a long fall, but he wasn’t there yet. There was still a long way to the bottom.


Someone was shouting, and he doubted Cophony would miss the significance of what had just happened. Bjorn wasn’t that lucky.


He ran to the nearest lift and leapt in, then opened the console and used Mao’s crystal to override the unit. Bjorn triggered an emergency descent and grabbed the handle by the hatch as the carriage seemed to drop from beneath him. It wasn’t quite free fall, but it was close.


There was a sound over the com from Cophony. Not a word, just a sound. Bjorn was glad he’d at least been able to annoy him.


He looked up at the camera in the corner of the lift as the carriage screamed downward.


He didn’t say anything.


Back on the bridge of the Lydia, Mao had said that Cophony had her figured out. The tables were turned now; Bjorn was inside Cophony’s head, and he knew exactly what he had to do.


The lift slowed and stopped. Bjorn slipped out and took off at a run. The passage opened up onto another platform.


Bjorn shoved through the crowd, ignoring their reactions to him and his macabre EV, and boarded the tram. An awkward moment passed with everyone staring at him before they all stampeded for the doors. As the tram began to move, he grabbed a handhold, hoping it would reach the next stop before security could get organized enough to have a meaningful presence waiting for him there.


The tram wasn’t the most tactically sound choice, but his marker was still too far off to reach on foot, with Cophony hot on his heels.


“What are you doing?” Cophony demanded over the com. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t exasperated. He was past all that. He was simply dumbfounded. “What are you doing?”


“It’s the Service,” Bjorn replied, watching the lights of the tube go by. “I’m serving.”


“Maybe you think you are. But Tenbrook is a hundred decks away.”


The tram was pulling up to the platform, and Bjorn knew there was trouble. Security must have set an alert, because there were no passengers waiting.


Bjorn darted off the tram, making straight for the platform guard, who was still in the act of drawing his pistol. Bjorn tackled him with every ounce of strength he had. It was a mighty impact, throwing the man hard enough against the bulkhead to knock him senseless.


Bjorn snatched the pistol from his hand and scrambled up, wishing someone would give the alarms a rest.


He checked his marker and took off again.


It came up even faster than he thought; it was incredible, the amount of ground those trams could cover in mere seconds. He rounded a corner too fast for his own good. Ahead was a gray blast door, and two more guards, much closer than Bjorn expected.


The closer one swatted the pistol out of Bjorn’s hand as his partner raised his scattergun. Bjorn ignored the weapon and leapt in, shoving one man into the other. Both men fell, and Bjorn went for the fallen pistol, but his legs were kicked from beneath him.


He crashed to the deck, shoving the scattergun out of reach before the nearer guard could get at it. He pushed him down and climbed on top of him, giving him the same punch he’d meant for Cophony. It took only one.


An arm locked around Bjorn’s throat, dragging him to his feet in a choke hold. He pushed back hard, slamming the guard against the blast door and driving an elbow into his side. The grip loosened and Bjorn whirled, driving his knee into the man’s groin and hitting him hard enough that it felt like he’d broken something in his hand.


The guard sank to the deck, a fountain of blood erupting from his nose. Bjorn leaned against the bulkhead, shaking his sore hand and pulling in deep, ragged breaths.


His gaze fell on the man at his feet. He grabbed his hand and pulled it up, dragging the limp guard with it. Bjorn positioned the man’s palm and pressed it to the lock.


The blast door hissed and began to rise, but there was a flicker of movement from behind. Bjorn caught a glimpse of white and threw himself down. He dodged the first shot, but not the second. It punched through his thigh as he hit the ground, snatched up his commandeered pistol and pulled the trigger.


Cophony dove behind cover, and Bjorn dragged himself through the blast door. Once through, he raised the pistol in one shaking hand, squeezing one eye shut to aim. He hit the control panel on the first shot.


The door slammed down.


Bjorn let go of the pistol and clamped a gloved hand to his leg, which bled enthusiastically. He twisted to look into the bay.


Just as he had hoped. Before him stood Major Lucas’ Everwing fighter. The original Unit One. Undamaged. In fact, it looked untouched. Bjorn had been counting on that. Tenbrook must have hoped to break through the fighter’s pilot security to allow Cophony to use it. Even without the Lydia and all its specialized equipment to rearm it, refuel it, and maintain it, this fighter was still good for at least a few minutes of operation. Cophony could have done a lot of damage with that one flight.


But Evagardian security wasn’t beaten so easily; this wasn’t like finding a way to sneak through the force shields that protected the Lydia’s bays. The fighter could be piloted only by legitimate members of the Lydia’s crew. The biometric could probably be fooled, but Tenbrook’s people obviously hadn’t figured out a way in time.


Bjorn tried to get up, but his leg gave out. He fell with a curse, but he knew it wouldn’t take Cophony long to get through that door. If he couldn’t unlock it, he’d just slice through with his nanoblade.


Bjorn dragged himself across the deck, leaving a bloody smear behind.


The fighter’s canopy was standing open. Tenbrook didn’t have the means to refuel it, but Major Lucas hadn’t been in flight long when he was taken. The Everwing would still have power.


Every second Bjorn expected to hear the blast door, but the only sound in the bay was his own gasping breaths.


He struggled to his knees, then got his hand on the bubble. He hauled himself up, feebly making his way into the seat and locating the collar. He got it closed around his neck as the door hissed upward.


The canopy sealed, shutting out the sounds of the station.


Blue lines extended around the interior of the canopy, signaling that the fighter had power.


Bjorn put his bloody hands on the controls.


Cophony stood wide-eyed, backlit by the corridor, distorted by Bjorn’s red handprint on the outside of the bubble.


Had he not known this was where the fighter was being kept? Had it never even crossed his mind that Bjorn might try to reach it?


It didn’t matter. Bjorn offered Cophony none of the courtesy or conversation that the other man had extended to him. He targeted him with the fighter’s rail gun and fired.


It was a weapon that could pierce meters of armor. The uranium projectiles would not deform or destabilize; they would cut a path through their target as neat and clean as the polished metal itself.


Cophony simply fell over backward, sprawling on the floor of the corridor, an almost unnoticeable hole in his chest. There was no blood; the friction of the projectile leaving the barrel raised its temperature well beyond the point of instantly cauterizing wounds.


It was instantaneous. Clean. The puncture itself wasn’t even fatal—it was so tiny—but the shock of impact to the body was all it took. Bjorn wondered if it was more humane than Cophony deserved.


He sagged in the seat, looking down at his bleeding leg. He would run out of blood at this rate, especially if he wasted time judging men he didn’t really know.


Bjorn closed his eyes and breathed, savoring the quiet calm of the cockpit.


These past minutes, the time since the Lydia had been crippled, since it became clear that none of them were going home—none of it had felt real. Bjorn hadn’t been especially fearful. He hadn’t worried about how much time he had left, or how quickly it was running out. He hadn’t cared.


The cockpit of Major Lucas’ Everwing was a comfort. It was a comfort in a moment when Bjorn hadn’t known he needed comfort. He breathed in deeply. Bjorn thought about the engine room, and imagined himself piloting the Everwing through the corridors of the station to reach it—but that was no good. The corridors were too small.


If he could get enough momentum, he could use the kinetic protector to burrow there—burn his way through the station itself—but there was no point. He’d seen the aether room. The amount of power there was staggering, but it was perfectly stable. Compartmentalized. Nothing short of a deliberate overload could threaten this station, and that was well beyond his abilities.


He wondered if Mao was still alive. It was a temptation to reach out to her over the com, but if she was still on the loose, contact from him would be a distraction she might not want.


Every move Bjorn and Mao made aboard this station was a step on a tightrope. The commander’s mission here was her dying wish. Bjorn wouldn’t jeopardize it just to hear her voice.


He rotated the fighter and fired the rail gun through the bay’s carbon shield, which blew away just as it had on Oasis. The bay depressurized in an instant, and Bjorn shot through the gap before the station could seal the breach with a force shield.


He was suddenly in the open, on the far side of Perdita. There was no debris field over here, only stars. Bjorn synced his suit’s coms, brought his full weapons array online, and checked his status.


His explosives had all been removed—taken for study or use, once Tenbrook realized he wasn’t going to get control of the fighter so easily. All Bjorn had was his rail gun.


And he was reading four Everwing signals. They were all still out here. What difference did it make that they’d all managed to survive just a little longer? Bjorn didn’t know, but he was glad they had.


He was being targeted. Bjorn dove, tracking the signals and plotting himself a course around Perdita to get closer to the other fighters.


“What’s going on, guys?”


“Bjorn?” Diana actually sounded emotional.


He took in the limited data his tactical readout could give him. He couldn’t work the grid from the cockpit; he had to focus on flying. Without anyone running tactical, the fighters couldn’t do much more than follow their instincts and shoot at whatever they thought was best.


“I got Major Lucas’ fighter,” he said. “They weren’t using it.”


“That’s actually really good,” Ibuki said, “that they don’t get to go home with that thing.”


“Why are there still so many of these guys out here?” Bjorn asked. “Why do you still even have ammo? Are you hourly?”


He watched Ibuki strafe a cruiser with his rail gun. Even from his less-than-clinical perspective, Bjorn could tell it was sloppy shooting.


The pirates were no longer jumping in and out, and the majority of the drones and fighters had disappeared. The battle—if it could be called that—appeared downright sedate. As if no one was really trying. Bjorn didn’t understand.


He pulled up the pilot feeds. Diana was still deathly pale, and her eyes still burned red—but she wasn’t sweating. She looked calm, if a little winded.


“We decided there’d been enough killing,” she said.


“The battle ended when Doyle got out,” Golding added.


“So what are we doing? Just seeing who runs out of fuel first?”


“Pretty much,” Diana replied.


“I’m trying to disable as many of these ships as I can. If I can’t kill them, I can at least inconvenience them,” Ibuki said, smiling grimly.


“They could leave if they wanted to,” Bjorn pointed out.


“Apparently not,” Golding said. “Seems like Tenbrook can destroy them remotely if they try. He dragged them here as cannon fodder. They’re not our enemies. Not really.”


“You guys wouldn’t be doing this if the commander was still around,” Bjorn admonished them, grinning.


“She said we could do what we wanted,” Ibuki protested. “And we don’t want to kill any more people.”


“What about Cophony?” Bjorn asked, taking a wide arc around the defensive formation surrounding Perdita. He could see now that this wasn’t a battle at all; the pirates were firing, but their hearts weren’t in it. Tenbrook thought the hard part was over; he didn’t mind soaking up whatever ordnance the Everwings had left. With the Lydia itself spoken for, he’d won. It was as simple as that.


“I could make an exception for him,” Diana said.


“Then rest easy. I got him.”


“Really?” Sergeant Golding sounded genuinely shocked.


“Is it that hard to believe?”


“I didn’t know you had it in you,” Ibuki said.


“And I got shot again,” Bjorn added. “That’s three times. The analyst got shot three times. How is that fair? Don’t act like you’re not impressed.”


“I’m impressed,” Diana laughed.


“At least somebody is.”


“Heads up. I got a contact by the Lydia,” Ibuki said, breaking off.


“I’m closest. I’ve got it,” Bjorn said.


“Don’t worry about it,” Diana told him. “The autodestruct is on. It’s not like they can stop it.”


“But they might be able to pull something off the computers before it goes. They can get into the bays, remember? I’ll stop them.” Without waiting for an answer, Bjorn wheeled the fighter around and took off toward the Lydia, which hung stationary in front of the debris field. With its stealth systems deactivated, the white ship was impossible to miss.


There was a shuttle from Perdita entering Blue Bay. Bjorn saw it land.


He accelerated, targeting the Lydia with his rail gun. But the rail gun was a poor weapon for actually destroying vessels, particularly Evagardian ones. It felt surreal to aim at his own ship. Bjorn didn’t fire.


He didn’t have to destroy the ship to stop Tenbrook’s men. The shuttle was going inside.


He didn’t even have to kill anyone.


Bjorn slipped the Everwing through the shield, spinning into a hard reverse thrust to avoid crashing into the far end of the bay.


The shuttle stood with its landing ramp down. There were two men in tech suits carrying something large. They froze in the act, staring at the fighter.


Bjorn twisted the fighter around, visibly bringing his rail gun to bear. He pointed a finger at them, then jerked it sharply over his shoulder, indicating open space.


The two men dropped their breaking kit and scrambled back into the shuttle, raising the ramp behind them. Bjorn watched as the shuttle lifted from the deck and drifted awkwardly out the way it had come, then thrust away, back toward the station.


He gazed after it for a moment, then snorted.


“Got it?” Diana asked.


“Taken care of,” he said, letting out his breath. Bjorn didn’t know what of value they could’ve gotten, but it didn’t seem right to just let them try for free.


He looked around the bay. At the deployment gear and the tool carts. An hour ago, being here seemed perfectly natural. But he hadn’t expected to come back. Bjorn put his hands on the controls, but after a moment he took them off and sat back.


With a crew of only twelve, the Lydia had never seemed crowded. She wasn’t a large ship, but the bays were roomy. Usually there was someone on alert, someone in an Everwing, and a few people in their quarters. He only had the impression of a crowd when Mao summoned everyone, or when there were too many people in the spine at once.


Still, the bay didn’t look right when it was completely empty.


No fighters. No people.


Bjorn opened the canopy and climbed out of the Everwing. His leg burned, but he could limp now.


“Lydia,” he said.


“Evacuation recommended,” the AI replied. “Automatic destruct in six hundred seconds.”


Bjorn looked up. He’d intended to ask how long he had; she’d beaten him to it. He went to the hatch and stepped into the spine, making his way to the bridge. It was amazing how little time had passed since he left the ship. A great deal had happened, but it had all happened very quickly.


He didn’t know why the ship’s AI had cut the warning Klaxons, but he was glad it had. It was quiet.


There were a few drops of Mao’s blood on the white floor of the bridge. Otherwise it looked perfectly normal, if a little lonely without the commander.


The occasional flashes of light through the viewport told Bjorn that all four Everwings were still in flight. He straightened the command chair and sank into it.


“Lydia, hail Perdita.”


Tenbrook appeared on the viewport. Bjorn made the image partially transparent and moved it aside; he didn’t want Tenbrook to block his view.


“You,” Tenbrook said, narrowing his eyes. He must have seen Bjorn on the security feeds during his time on Perdita.


Bjorn tried to sit up a little straighter, shifting in the unfamiliar seat.


The command chair wasn’t as comfortable as it looked.


“Do you have any idea how valuable that man was?” Tenbrook asked, visibly miffed.


“We don’t place a lot of value on disloyalty,” Bjorn replied, looking down at his thigh. He took out his last tube of sealant and used it on the wound, wondering why he even bothered. “It’s a cultural thing.”


“Taunting me? When you’ve already lost?”


“Not really. I’m actually contacting you with an appeal.”


Tenbrook’s brows rose. “Oh?”


“I’d like to know what happened to the woman who boarded your station with me.”


Tenbrook groaned. “I’ll let you know when I have her.”


Bjorn was taken aback. “She’s still free?”


“No one’s ever had the gall to try boarding me before,” Tenbrook replied, annoyed. “It seems my security forces have gotten rather soft after many years without serious incident.”


“I noticed that. Sounds like your reputation’s done a good job protecting you, even if your people haven’t,” Bjorn observed.


“That’s what it’s there for. It’s still vexing, though. And Cophony had to chase you personally.” Tenbrook shook his head. “Prideful idiot. That really is a terrible imperial failing. It almost strikes me as . . . systemic. At any rate, I hope you’re happy. This has been an expensive trip.”


“You’re taking it well.”


“Losing their composure doesn’t help people achieve their goals. I don’t suppose you know what your commander’s up to?”


“I don’t understand the question,” Bjorn replied.


“I’d assumed she came to extract my prisoner.”


“She didn’t?”


“No. She hasn’t shown the slightest interest in the brig. She attacked my security hub and disabled my surveillance network. Though not before I had to watch you murder my meal ticket,” Tenbrook added, scowling.


“Treason. The Empress doesn’t like it. You know how she is.” Bjorn formed his hand into a claw and waved it tiredly, giving a halfhearted little hiss.


Tenbrook just looked tired. He leaned back in his chair, pinching the bridge of his nose. A hatch behind him opened, and a security man poked his head onto the bridge, speaking to someone Bjorn couldn’t see. Tenbrook ignored it.


“So, your shipboard surveillance is down?”


“We’ve got it back.” Tenbrook ran his hand through his hair. “She could be making for the brig now, but you had such an advantage when you came crashing in here that you might as well have done that from the start, don’t you think? You can communicate with her, can’t you? Through your nanocommunication? Actually, never mind. You won’t convince her to give herself up. In a few minutes your ship will detonate. In a little while these fighters will deliberately crash themselves, I’m sure. I don’t have to worry about any of you for long. But I have this terrible vision of this endless search, trying to get this woman off my station, like a tenacious insect.”


“I can imagine.” Bjorn smiled at the thought. But Perdita’s security would get their act together, and Tenbrook would bring pirate specialists aboard who wouldn’t have any difficulty tracking Mao down. If she wanted to make a play for Major Nelson, now was the time to do it, while the Everwings and the Lydia were still providing a distraction, and while Tenbrook’s reduced security force was still off-balance. Mao knew that.


But how would she get off Perdita? If Nelson was even still alive. Surely Tenbrook had the station locked down. Any shuttle or EC trying to leave would be immediately halted.


“So, does that answer your question? I don’t know where your commander is. All I can tell you is that I’m looking forward to finding her. I won’t kill her.”


“Really?”


“No. It’s hardly enough to offset the cost of this operation—with the number of ships lost, damage to my station, and reduction to personnel—but I’ll ransom her anyway.”


“That’s decent of you.”


“Grudges don’t pay the bills. Granted, I’ll take out some frustration on her first. Do you have a name, young man?”


“Bjorn. Oen Bjorn.”


“Well, Mr. Bjorn—it’s been nice talking to you. I’m going to let you and your colleagues get back to dying, and I’m going to get back to figuring out who’s going to pay for all this.”


“Of course. Sorry to bother you.” Bjorn waved.


Tenbrook raised his hand to gesture to one of his bridge staff, but something caught his attention. “Hold on,” he said.


Bjorn swallowed.


“They did find your commander. She’s done well to last as long as she has. Take that for what it’s worth,” Tenbrook said. “Goodbye.”


A panel broke free from the ceiling behind Tenbrook, clattering to the bridge’s deck. A small, lithe form in white dropped through without a sound, though there were several shouts of alarm.


Bjorn’s eyes widened as Mao rose to her feet. Tenbrook was turning in his command chair to see what the commotion was.


“Tenbrook.” Mao raised her sidearm. “I don’t have the time or energy to list your crimes. As an officer in the service of the Empress, during time of war, I’m authorized to carry out your sentence in the field without trial.”


He tried to say something, and she pulled the trigger. Scarlet sprayed across the camera, blurring the image in front of Bjorn.


Tenbrook’s bridge officers were fleeing.


Mao gazed at the body for a moment; then she noticed Bjorn. She looked genuinely stupefied.


“How did you get back?” she demanded.


“Major Lucas’ fighter,” he replied.


“That’s my chair. Wait. You actually got past Cophony?”


“Not before I sent him ahead to see the Duchess.”


Her eyes widened. It was the first time Bjorn had ever seen her speechless. That was gratifying.


“Then both the men we needed to speak for are taken care of,” she said. “I feel better. I wish I could say this changes something. The ship’s still crippled, and I’ll never get off this station. But at least there aren’t any loose ends.”


“You should get out of there before security shows up.”


“I diverted them. I told you, I’m not new to battle stations. I used to be one of these people,” she said, motioning at the officers still fleeing the bridge. Lights began to flash above her. Mao looked up in surprise.


“What is it?” Bjorn asked.


“The station’s autodestruct.”


“What?”


“I think it must’ve been linked to his vitals,” Mao said, disbelieving. “That’s childish.”


“Not a guy you want to work for,” Bjorn said.


“Like the way he threw his ships around wasn’t enough of a clue,” she said, shaking her head.


“I thought you were going after Major Nelson.”


“I’m about to, though I don’t know what good it’ll do. I guess I’d better get a move on. Good work, Bjorn.”


Bjorn stood up and saluted. She returned it, then turned and jogged out of his field of vision.


He sighed and sank back into the command chair, watching the lights flash on Perdita’s empty bridge. That was probably what Tenbrook had hoped to say: that killing him would trigger the destruction of the station. Bjorn remembered the aether room, and how he’d concluded that nothing could turn that energy into explosive mass apart from a deliberate overload.


It didn’t matter. Mao would’ve shot him anyway, and she wouldn’t have hesitated.


Bjorn noticed a blinking notification to his right, and turned to check it. The ship’s AI was giving him an override code. As the only officer aboard, he was commander by default. He reached out and touched the screen.


“Lydia, shut down the autodestruct. Tenbrook’s going to take care of it for us, and I want to see the fireworks.”


With Tenbrook dead, theoretically that was an opening—an opportunity to escape. But the Lydia was crippled. The ship couldn’t reach safe distance if it couldn’t move.


The pirate ships that still had jump capabilities were vanishing more quickly than Bjorn could keep track of. The only ships left behind were the disabled ones, and those weren’t going to do anyone any good.


“Where are they all going?” Diana asked, puzzled.


Bjorn keyed the com. “Perdita’s on autodestruct. Apparently Tenbrook had it rigged to go when he died.”


“He’s dead?” Ibuki was stunned.


“The commander got him.”


Bjorn smiled, hoping that Mao was listening to the cheers from the pilots.


“Anyway,” he said, “you guys can come back if you want. I don’t know how long we’ve got. Maybe you can stretch your legs before it goes up. None of you have enough fuel to reach safe distance.”


“You’re just lonely, LT,” Golding said. “Is there time?”


“It’ll take a few minutes to get that aether network in there critical,” Bjorn said. “Commander? Commander, come in.” Bjorn waited. Nothing. He sighed. “She cut herself off. Are you guys coming back?”


“On the way,” Diana said.


“Yeah,” Major Morel added. “I want a drink.”


“Me too,” Ibuki said.


Bjorn’s eyes fell on Perdita again.


Mao was still in there, somewhere. He drummed his fingers on the armrest for a moment, then groaned. There was nothing for it.


He levered himself out of the command chair and limped off the bridge and into the spine. He went into Blue Bay and made for Major Lucas’ fighter. It would’ve felt good to just sit in the command chair and wait for the others, but he couldn’t leave Mao by herself aboard that station.


“Lydia,” he said, “sync the commander’s suit tracker to this unit’s nav computer.”


“Right away, Lieutenant Bjorn.”


He climbed into the cockpit and fitted the collar around his neck, closing the canopy and strapping in. No launch clearance, no checklist. Things had gotten pretty informal during the last twenty minutes or so.


Bjorn powered up the fighter and flew through the force shield.


“Bjorn? Is that you?” Diana asked. He could see the fighters streaking toward the Lydia.


“I’ll be right back,” he replied. “I want to pick up the commander.”


The pirate ships that remained were doing whatever they could to distance themselves from Perdita. Some were using the thrusters they still had, and others were towing themselves with shuttles and fighters. Even with shields, it was pointless. Bjorn had seen what was inside the battle station. Only a jump could get anyone to safety in time.


Bjorn locked in on Mao’s signal. True to his guess, she was near the outside of the station. He accelerated, plotting his vector carefully. This would take precision, but that was all right.


Precision was what Everwings were all about.


He routed his power into his forward barrier, sending the fighter into a dizzying spin.


Burrowing was an official technique—it was taught in the classroom—but Bjorn had gotten the impression that it wasn’t meant to be used under official circumstances. Very few of the scenarios in the simulator ever called for it, and it was never the only way to accomplish an objective.


It was this time. He adjusted his angle and abruptly drove the Everwing directly into the side of Perdita, plunging through shields and armor as cleanly as a shot from a rail gun.


And just as suddenly he reversed thrust. Molten metal glowed around the bubble.


He could see the corridor ahead.


Mao was standing there, shielding her face from the heat and the rush of depressurization. She was alone, staring at him in disbelief.


With Tenbrook dead and the station set to explode, no one was going to bother chasing her. They were more interested in evacuation.


But Mao wasn’t evacuating, even if it looked as if she was. Her palm was pressed to a scanner on the bulkhead.


She had stayed on the station deliberately.


Bjorn opened the canopy.


“What are you doing?” she asked, disbelief on her face.


Bjorn unstrapped and stood up, beckoning. “Let’s go.”


“You’re serious.”


“Analysts don’t joke,” he said.


Swallowing, she stepped forward through the ruined corridor. She reached up, and he lifted her into the cockpit.


“Hold on,” he said, pulling her into his lap. “This harness isn’t made for two.”


“This fighter isn’t made for two,” she pointed out.


Bjorn sealed the cockpit and reversed, letting the fighter’s computer steer. Flawlessly retracing trajectory took more precision than any human, except perhaps Diana, could provide. The only way off the station was through the same tunnel that Bjorn had created on the way in.


In a moment they were in the open, and he took the controls, pushing them forward.


“I thought you’d be heavier,” he said. “You look heavier.”


Mao was silent. After a moment she twisted to stare at him.


“Can you not move?” Bjorn brought the fighter around. “It’s distracting.”


She made a face, but he went on.


“Did you find Nelson?”


“Yeah.”


“Was that her?” Mao had just launched an escape craft. It had to be Nelson inside it.


“And Major Lucas. Imperial ECs are designed to reach safe distance, but these aren’t imperial. And now that I think about it, I don’t think it matters.”


Bjorn knew what she meant. The only way to reach safe distance from what was coming would be to jump. Mao had gotten Major Nelson off Perdita, but she would still die with the rest of them when the battle station went up. “It was a nice thought,” Bjorn said.


“Thank you.” She looked at him over her shoulder again.


“Have you got her?” Diana asked over the com.


“We’re coming in.” Bjorn guided the fighter into the bay and set it down. Without a battle in the middle, it took only a matter of seconds to fly between the Lydia and Perdita in an Everwing.


“We’re on the bridge,” Ibuki said.


“On our way.” Bjorn opened the canopy, and Mao climbed down. He followed stiffly, and she saw the new wound on his thigh.


“Again?”


“What’s one more? Wouldn’t you rather have a drink here with us than just sit over there by yourself?” Bjorn stepped gingerly away from the fighter.


“A drink, huh?” Mao’s eyes never left his face. “I might have something.”


“Good, because I don’t. And our combiners don’t do ethanol.”


“You tried?” She didn’t sound upset.


The commander’s cabin was adjacent to the stairs leading to the bridge. Mao palmed the lock, and the hatch slid open. Bjorn leaned against the bulkhead as she went inside. He’d never seen her cabin before. It was the same size as the quarters occupied by the rest of the crew, though there was a desk with a console, and only a single bunk.


It was a mess.


“Was it like this before we were boarded?”


“What if it was?” Mao asked, opening the cabinet and rummaging inside. “I’m not a hypocrite. I never inspected any of your quarters even once.” Bjorn just smiled.


She emerged with a bottle in hand, giving him a flat look.


“I can’t believe you’re still walking around like that,” she said, brushing past his bloodstained EV.


“It’s the blood of my enemies. The Empress is into that.”


“It’s your blood, idiot.”


Bjorn blinked. “Harsh, but fair.”


“How much time do we have?”


“Not much.”


Master Sergeant Golding, Major Morel, Lieutenant Ibuki, and Diana were all waiting for them.


“You can pour those out,” Mao said, glancing at the cups in their hands. It looked as if they were drinking Evagardian Ale, sans ethanol, from the combiner. It was a little sad.


Diana came to Bjorn, immediately pulling his arm around her shoulders and helping him to his console. Apart from the pure-white skin and bloodred eyes, she looked all right. So did the others.


“Am I back in charge, or is Bjorn still calling the shots?” Mao asked dryly.


“That was temporary, ma’am.”


Mao got the top off the bottle. The others poured out their ale, and Mao distributed the spirits, whatever they were. Bjorn couldn’t read the label. It looked fancy, though.


Mao tossed the empty bottle aside, and gazed down at the amber liquid in her cup; then she turned to look out the viewport. Nothing was moving out there. Perdita loomed against the stars.


Jets of coolant sprouting all over the station indicated that the overload was coming soon.


“Cheers,” the commander said absently.


Diana took a sip, and immediately spat it out.


“Gross,” Ibuki said, scowling at his cup and wiping his mouth. Bjorn took a taste and shuddered.


“Everyone’s a critic.” Mao took a drink, and Bjorn saw her grimace.


“What is this?” Golding asked.


“I don’t know,” Mao said, looking at the bottle on the deck. “Admiral Hassan gave it to me when I took command. We probably aren’t supposed to actually drink it.”


“It’s foul,” Golding said, making a face. “Probably older than I am.”


“That’s good, right?” Bjorn asked.


Golding just shrugged and took another drink. “This is probably what Everwing fuel tastes like.”


Diana tossed back her drink in a single gulp. She crushed her cup in her hand and dropped it. Bjorn was the only one watching. These cups weren’t exactly indestructible, but they weren’t something you crumpled in your bare hand either.


Diana seemed to have noticed as well. She was gazing down at her fingers sadly.


“All’s well that ends well,” Bjorn told her, and she looked at him gratefully.


Mao was standing at the main viewport, looking out. Diana was perched on the arm of Bjorn’s chair, and Ibuki was leaning on the console, next to Sergeant Golding.


One moment Perdita was there, and the next there was only white.






EPILOGUE


THE colonel considered Bjorn’s face on the feed, and the profile alongside it, most of which was redacted. He touched and swiped, but they weren’t the practiced motions of someone who sat at a console all day. This was a duty he wasn’t used to performing.


In fact, Bjorn was losing patience with him. He crossed his legs and resisted the urge to tap a finger impatiently. That wouldn’t be as rude as opening his holo and browsing headlines, but it would still be too much. He wasn’t a civilian yet; he had to remember that.


It was a nice office. Not especially spacious by planetside standards, but still larger than the Lydia’s bridge. Bjorn’s eyes lingered on the glass case behind the colonel’s desk, which housed a battle-scarred suit of combat armor. It was the only decoration in the office. No coins, no ribbons, no awards. Just his family and his armor. The colonel looked up, and though he wasn’t exactly unfriendly, in his face there was a wariness that Bjorn didn’t care for. Where was this distrust coming from? Was it because of what had happened prior to his involvement with the Everwing program? Was it because of what he and Diana had done? Or was it because he wasn’t fighting this discharge?


Serving the Empress was the only truly Evagardian thing to do, after all. So anyone who didn’t want to do it was by definition a parasite. That was what it was on the colonel’s face. Not wariness: judgment.


He wanted Bjorn to fight. Or at least show some distress at no longer being able to wear the uniform.


Only the top one percent of Evagardians were able to qualify for military service. They had to fight just to earn the privilege to fight. After going through that, not many wanted to walk away.


Bjorn changed his mind and opened his holo. The colonel went on working, stubbornly pretending not to notice while he checked the news from Demenis.


There was plenty of coverage of pirates and war crimes perpetrated by unscrupulous private military contractors rumored to be in the employ of the Commonwealth. Battles in newly annexed space between loathsome criminals and heroic Evagardian special forces, who could not be identified for obvious reasons.


Nothing about a biohazard.


“Bjorn,” the colonel said.


Bjorn killed his holo and straightened up.


“Acknowledge that you received this,” the colonel said, and sent him a file. Bjorn accepted it. It was his final conduct resource, essentially a list of things he couldn’t do. He’d already sat through briefings explaining that as a civilian with classified knowledge he couldn’t speak to the media or talk to anyone. Most of it was things he didn’t need to be told. Common sense.


There would be no dramas about the Lydia Bennet and her crew. Bjorn would never be portrayed by a famous Evagardian actor, though perhaps there would be dramas produced in Free Trade space in which the Evagardians would be portrayed as bloodthirsty villains. Which, given how things had played out in Demenis, would have some foundation in truth.


Bjorn acknowledged that he had the list. What hadn’t been explicitly stated was that he was probably now on quite a few security watch lists, thanks to what he knew. Bjorn would have to be careful about how he spent his time, at least for a while. If he so much as showed his face anywhere near a New Unity function, he’d probably just disappear mysteriously.


But he had no interest in New Unity. Bjorn wasn’t perfect, but he wasn’t disloyal. Never had been.


Imperial Security would watch him anyway.


The colonel signed off on the last of his briefings, and on his discharge.


“It’s done,” he said.


“I’m good to go?”


The colonel nodded. It was customary for him to offer a handshake, a salute, or some words of congratulations. Or even thanks.


But the colonel didn’t say anything at all. He just leaned back in his chair and killed the hologram of Bjorn’s file.


There weren’t many people in the corridors. This wasn’t a military facility; it was the regional Imperial Security headquarters. A hundred stories of offices full of investigators, agents, and analysts.


On the feeds lining the walls, messages played warning everyone to be wary of extremist activity and to protect sensitive information, but without sound. It was getting late; normal working hours had ended two hours earlier. Bjorn’s outprocessing had gone long because of all the extra briefings. He wondered if the Service would pay him for those two hours.


He stepped into a lift, which overlooked the front atrium of the building. It stretched away above and below, calling Perdita to mind and reminding Bjorn that he’d probably never be able to take a lift again without thinking of Cophony.


The front of the atrium was all smart carbon, and he could see the city beyond. The night cycle had begun, and it was darkening outside. The atmospheric shield had a slightly greenish tint, but the clouds displayed on it were streaked with pink light. The stars beyond were unnaturally bright, magnified by the shield.


On some worlds, the stars would be left alone. They would be considered beautiful enough. Here, they were augmented.


Galactics had it wrong. Imperials were not all alike.


As Bjorn descended, he could see lights flashing in the park overlooked by the IS building. Something was going on out there. He saw the glow of the spaceport, and the running lights of launching spacecraft. Fliers moved among the buildings, and over the city there was a dark shape that could only be a stratoplatform. As Bjorn watched, several lights flew away from it, but not very quickly. Perhaps there was a function going on up there. A gala above the city, maybe.


The lift reached the ground floor and opened into the vast lobby. The floor underneath his feet was a feed set to display the Imperial Security emblem, which morphed gracefully into the Evagardian seal.


There was a recruiting office for the Service. Behind Bjorn, many of the floors exposed to the atrium were at least partially dark. The recruiting office was bright and welcoming, and it would be through the night. It would never close.


Bjorn looked through the front as he passed, seeing a woman in crisp dress whites shaking the hand of a girl still wearing her school graduation uniform. She’d made the cut. She had the aptitudes, and her future was stretching out in front of her.


When Bjorn had graduated from his compulsory education, he hadn’t been scouted. He’d had to walk into an office such as this, and ask to be tested. His test scores in school hadn’t been good enough, but he’d believed he could do better.


That was six years ago. He scratched his head and left the building, going out onto the steps. The warm air washed over him, and so did the sounds of the city. An Evagardian city was never loud—sound dampeners made sure of that—except right now it was. Bjorn paused, gazing past the steps, past the fountain, past the street. A wide walkway led into the park, and there were crowds gathered, and tents and pavilions. Something festive was definitely going on.


He put his hands in his pockets and started down the steps, but there was a short figure waiting. Bjorn only paused in surprise for a moment.


“How’d you find me?” he asked Mao as he reached the bottom step.


“I have to have accountability of my people,” she replied. She had on a white dress to her knees. There were little embroidered wings on the short sleeves, and her hat was just a tiny bit oversized. Bjorn understood that was considered fashionable, but it just made her look smaller.


Mao obviously didn’t care; she was wearing flats.


“I’m a civilian,” Bjorn pointed out.


“You weren’t five minutes ago.”


That was fair enough.


“You didn’t even appeal it? You just took the deal?” she asked.


He nodded.


She raised an eyebrow. “Just turning your back on the Empress?”


“What’s she done for me lately?”


“Besides jumping her brand-new, unarmed flagship into a combat zone to save your life?”


“Yeah,” he said, face straight. “Besides that.”


“Well, the Julian did manage to pick up my EC with Nelson and Lucas in it,” Mao said, and that sobered him.


“Really?”


Mao nodded, turning a little pink. “I’m pretty proud of that. They both made it.”


“I didn’t even know you had the option to fake that,” Bjorn said, annoyed. “I thought you killed Lucas for real.”


“Well, we try not to do it. It’s not good for you.” Mao sighed. “It’ll be a while before he’s on his feet. But he’s alive.” She planted her hands on her hips and bounced on her toes a little. “How do you like me now?”


“I thought it was a little weird you were going that far for just his body.” Bjorn rubbed his chin. “But if you’ve got all the access, what about Rada and the general?”


“Grigori’s got brain damage, and she’s having some memory issues, but she’s okay otherwise. They should be able to get her more or less back to the way she was,” Mao said, expression turning serious. “That’ll be a medical discharge, but she’s on track to get her bloodline elevated. The general made it, but they’re not going to try to save her body. She’s going full artificial.”


Bjorn winced. “That’s rough.”


“Not for her. She’s thrilled. She’s going back to active duty. She’s going to see this war through. Not as an Everwing pilot, but still.”


“Really?”


“Bjorn, she’s been retired for twenty years. She’s sick of her family. She wants to fight. Don’t you get that?”


He returned her gaze. “No,” he said.


Mao laughed. “Aren’t you going to ask about Kladinova?”


“I figured we weren’t supposed to talk about her,” he said, glancing back at IS headquarters. “I don’t want to get you in trouble. You probably aren’t even supposed to talk to me about everybody else.”


“We’re not talking about the details,” Mao said, waving a hand. “And I’m still active duty. I have clearance. You can talk to me. They’re discharging her.”


Of course they were, but Bjorn was surprised that was all they were doing.


“And?”


“And she’ll never get near the controls of anything again, but she’s going to teach flight theory or something. She got off easy,” Mao said, seeing the look on his face. “You both did. I just wanted you to know she’s not locked away in a lab somewhere.”


Bjorn nodded. It was good news. News he’d wanted badly, but hadn’t been able to get. He hadn’t even seen Mao since their rescue by the Julian three days ago.


“They’ll still study her,” he said.


Mao nodded.


“Did you know?” Bjorn asked. “That our people would hear your call for help? That they’d pass it on?”


Mao smiled. “That’s your problem, Bjorn. No trust.”


“I trust you.”


“What did you get?”


Bjorn showed her the little silver pin he’d been awarded. It was the same award for valor that was already on his dress whites.


“I guess you could say I actually earned this one,” he said.


“You earned the other one too,” Mao told him firmly. “It takes courage to—” she began, but he cut her off.


“Let’s not talk about that.”


“Sorry.”


“You’re still in it.”


“I’m going to command the next Everwing mission,” Mao said.


Bjorn sighed. “When?”


“Immediately. I get a whole forty hours to get to know my crew this time,” she said, and sighed. “I report tomorrow at zero nine.”


Bjorn moved closer. “That doesn’t give us a lot of time.”


“I know.”


He looked past her, across the road. “What’s going on over there?”


Mao turned to join him in looking. “I think it’s a cultural festival.”


“Whose culture?”


“I don’t know.” She looked up at him. “Let’s check it out.”


Bjorn hesitated, but only for a moment.


“All right,” he said.


Mao took his arm, and together they went to the bridge that spanned the flatway. As they crested the rise in the middle, music began to play in the park, and there was loud cheering. The cheering suited Bjorn’s mood. For the first time in a long time, he could breathe. He looked down at Mao, but the light brightened, and he looked up.


A glowing shape was rising from the park ahead. Something golden—hair. Then shoulders, covered by a flowing red cape. Arms in billowy white sleeves. A face with delicate features and heavy cosmetics, particularly around the eyes, and with stars and lightning painted on one cheek.


The eyes twinkled like the stars.


The music rose along with the figure ahead as Bjorn and Mao stepped off the bridge and halted to gaze up at the towering hologram.


“We’re at war with the Commonwealth,” Bjorn said tiredly. “And there’s a two-hundred-meter Ganraen prince dancing in midtown Rothgard.”


Mao waved her free hand dismissively, eyes shining. “Prince Dalton’s been speaking out against the war since the beginning. He’s not our enemy. I love this song.”


Bjorn liked it too, but he wasn’t about to say so. He might have let go of the uniform, but he still had a little imperial pride.


“You don’t think it’s a little much?” he asked dryly. “Being a prince and a famous singer?”


“He makes it work.”


“But is this really the time to celebrate Ganraen culture?”


“After New Sochi we have to show that we’re open-minded,” Mao said, squeezing his arm. “We have to show that we can look outside ourselves. That we aren’t what they say we are.”


“But we are,” Bjorn replied, remembering what Woodhouse had said. If Woodhouse was right about the xenos and the communications blackout, what the Imperium had in mind was going to make New Sochi look like a minor inconvenience. New Sochi had merely been a small planetside city with a band of particularly tenacious insurgents. When the Evagardian forces tasked with securing the city weren’t easily able to do so, they leveled it from orbit.


An entire city. People talked about the numbers. The horror.


But a city was nothing compared to what the biohazard from Oasis was capable of.


Mao was studying his face.


“It’ll never happen,” she said.


“What?”


“What you’re thinking.”


“Woodhouse was right. Your call for help got heard. Our people were there. In Demenis all along,” Bjorn said.


“I know that, but it doesn’t matter,” Mao said firmly. “The Empress would never allow it. She would never use a weapon like that. The cost to noncombatants would be too high. New Sochi wasn’t her fault, Bjorn. It was ours.” She tilted her head, holding his gaze. “Our people in the Service aren’t perfect. We were too full of ourselves. We believe our own press. We think everything has to be easy. Someone made a mistake, but it doesn’t end there. We can do better, and we will. I will. I promise you.”


The holographic Prince Dalton spread his arms as the music swelled, and the cheering from the park rose even higher. It was a controversial decision for the people running the festival to choose Ganraen culture to celebrate tonight, but they were playing it safe by going with Dalton music. Even the war couldn’t weaken the hold Prince Dalton had on music lovers, imperial and galactic.


“I believe you,” Bjorn told Mao, looking down at her.


She took his collar and started to pull him down, but Prince Dalton vanished, and the music died.


They both looked up at the park, which was suddenly dark without the bright glow of the massive hologram. A moment of silence was immediately muscled out by the sounds of confusion from the crowd.


Some people, unsure of what was going on, were backing away. Bjorn and Mao ran toward the heart of the commotion, but there were a lot of people between them and the pavilion. They tried to push through, and Bjorn saw nearly everyone lighting up their holos. He saw news feeds.


“Something’s happening,” he shouted to Mao. He kept his grip on her hand, and the crowd only grew louder.


No one could hear the audio from their own holos, so they were shouting to the event organizers to broadcast the news. The people in the pavilion were trying to comply.


A new hologram lit up the night, and startled people instinctively backed away.


Bjorn and Mao did not. They only stared.


It was an Evagardian news broadcast. Bjorn was suddenly dizzy, but he saw the anchor, the buildings, the stars, and the rest of it.


“That’s Little Norwich,” Mao called out, eyes wide.


Bjorn knew what it was. The Ganraen capital station. Little Norwich was the heart of the Commonwealth.


Something was wrong with the audio. The massive holographic feed was showing the news, but still playing the Prince Dalton song from a moment ago. The music was deafening, but it didn’t matter.


No one needed anyone to tell them what was happening. They could all see it for themselves. It was taking place on the other side of the galaxy, but it was still right in front of them.


Bjorn didn’t believe it. It was something from a drama.


A dreadnought the size of the Julian was on a slow descent, crashing through the protective dome over the Ganraen station. Pieces of carbon shielding larger than city blocks were crashing down among the shining structures, but that destruction was nothing compared to what happened when the ship itself struck.


The station wasn’t being damaged; it was being destroyed utterly, along with everyone on it. The ship had Commonwealth emblems on its hull. The music pounded Bjorn’s ears, and the hologram burned his eyes.


The largest Ganraen warship Bjorn had ever seen was crushing the Ganraen capital.


This was no accident. Bjorn found Mao’s hand and he held on.
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