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Tenacity drifted like a caged, mutilated beast against the star-studded darkness. Still wrapped in the support superstructures of the repair dock as work crews and gnat-like drones picked at her carcass, the Fenris-class battlecruiser hadn’t left that protective mesh in three months. And by the look of missing durasteel plates and the stub of an unfinished Void Drive nacelle, it would be at least another one before she did.

Equally caged, Captain Dath Raker eyed his ship through the wall-sized window of one of the galleries of Haven Station. Holding at geosynchronous orbit over the capital city of Solace, Haven was Republic’s largest space dock, a city unto itself, housing both a Fleet base, as well as a sprawl of civilian establishments.

Dath had spent more time up there—taking in this very view of his ship, orbiting about five kilometers off—than he had on the surface of the planet where he’d been born.

Waiting. Watching.

“I understand her shakedown cruise has been delayed again?” a voice said at his back.

Dath turned to find a stout woman of brown features and hair like steel wool pulled tight into a bun. Dark eyes flashed, as did the four pairs of buttons and the braid of her blue uniform. Despite standing a head shorter than him, there was little doubt whose stature was greater.

“Admiral Ritter.” Dath touched his right fist crosswise to his heart in salute.

The Admiral returned it. “Captain.”

“That’s...ah...” Dath returned to her question. “Yes, that’s what I’m hearing.” He pivoted back to the window and nodded out towards the ship. “Adding the third Hypernaught Drive is the most time-consuming part.” He smiled a little. “She’ll be practically a new ship, when that’s done.”

Ritter stepped up alongside him, folding her arms as she took in the view. “She’ll need to be.”

Dath frowned at her. “Ma’am?”

Ritter gestured with one hand and the buzz of a small anti-gravity motor intensified. A metallic globe with a cyclopean eye lens joined them by the window. Servitor drone, Dath knew, recognizing the type. It would be recording them, their surroundings, and sensing any electronic surveillance nearby. More, it would be putting out a subtle cancellation wave, creating both acoustic and electronic shadows around them to deter eavesdropping.

It might have been overkill. A glance behind them showed Dath no one at any of the standing tables in the gallery and only a bored-looking groom at its single kiosk bar. But he'd come to know Ritter in a short time as being thorough.

“It’s not widely known, yet,” she began in a low growl, “but there’s been another setback. The Golgothans have overrun Artares Sector.”

Iciness pulsed through Dath’s veins. “There’d been little talk,” he replied after suppressing his shock. “Never a good sign in the Fleet.”

“No,” Ritter chuckled without humor. “Gossip moves faster than a tachyon burst in the Service. In this case, though, things were kept tightly-controlled. And with good reason. We were forced to pull back.” She blew out a breath and shook her head, stared out into space, as if seeing the battles. “Ten worlds surrendered to those freaks.”

The Star Empire of Golgotha had been at war with the Republic of Sanctuary and its allies for the better part of a year, now. A backwards theocracy of cultists worshipping arachnid telepaths as gods, the rest of the galaxy had severely underestimated Golgotha’s zeal. And that had cost them. It was still costing them.

“The Fifth Battle Squadron?” Dath asked with a surge of anxiety.

“Intact,” Ritter replied. “In fact, Admiral Gunderson has succeeded to interim command of what remains of the Artares Group. The only good news is that they gave better than they got; the Golgos sustained heavy losses to take the territory, and Gunderson retreated in good order.” She paused thoughtfully. “We think the Golgos may have overextended themselves critically.”

“Then we’re going to need every ship,” Dath pressed. He had fully expected to join the Fifth by now—before a side trip investigating a long-lost Fleet vessel had turned into a fight for Tenacity’s life and the damage he could see still being repaired through the window.

“We are,” Ritter said slowly, her tone indecipherable. “Tenacity will need to be ready to go as soon as practical.”

Dath stiffened, feeling the return of chill to his blood. “And her captain?”

Tenacity had left the Republic four months ago on an ostensibly diplomatic mission to its neutral counterparts, the Morvenan Unity. There, they’d uncovered a twisted plot by some of the Unity’s ruling caste to rebel and create a second nation. That the Golgothans had been aiding the treachery left little doubt that this new faction would be hostile to Sanctuary. Dath and his crew had done what was necessary to stifle that.

But orders had had to be violated. And reprimand had hung over Dath since.

Ritter’s expression remained unreadable, but her hesitation carried dread. “The Board of Inquiry has not yet been scheduled.”

“Still? Gah!” Dath cut off the outburst, spun away from the woman reflexively to contain further. He’d feared this. It had filled his sleepless evenings with dueling currents of fear and fury. Mastering himself, Dath turned slowly back to his superior. “Admiral, with respect, it’s been months.”

“With the strain on the service,” she answered him coolly, “we have had difficulty chairing the Board, itself.”

“I’ve submitted my report,” Dath insisted, the anger rising once more, giving his voice an edge. “I’ve retained counsel. Boards are supposed to convene within ninety days of notification!”

“I’m aware of all of that, Captain,” Ritter replied with a tone so sharp he felt it cut. “As you are aware there’s a war on.”

Chastised, Dath stiffened his back and folded his hands behind it. “Of course.”

“As you are also aware of the political touchiness of your situation,” Ritter added.

Dath worked his jaw. “I’m aware that there are axes to grind.”

That sent the tiniest flinch across Ritter’s face. “I’m a Fleet officer, Raker,” she said. “I’m Fleet through-and-through, rose to this command without the benefit of connections, only hard work.” She stepped closer to him, voice softening. “And I know you didn’t come up easy, either, Dath, but some of us didn’t accept First Family patronage to speed our way.

Dath snorted. “Patronage was the only way an ice-cutter’s kid from the Sub-Arctic District was getting out of there, ma’am.”

The Republic of Sanctuary had, only a few short decades ago, been the Hegemony of Sanctuary, ruled by an oligarchy of patrician families. The increasing dysfunction of those clans—the Firsts—had led to upheaval and the birth of a government by and for the people. But through money and connections, the semi-aristocracy of the First Families endured, and influenced lives.

Dath’s amongst them.

“Be that as it may, you’re a hot potato, Captain,” Ritter was answering. “Flag-level officers resent the Firsts.”

“And how many of them are patrons, themselves?” Dath snapped. “Or Firsts?” He flung out a hand towards the window, gesturing vaguely into the starry distance. “Hell, Dick Gunderson is a Braddock!”

“And you are a very public patron of the Mosles,” Ritter pointed out sternly, “whose clients now hold a majority of the Archonal seats.” She paused, shook her head again. “Everyone sees this as minefield, Dath. And no one is eager to risk association with it.”

“So what?” Dath asked bitterly.” So, my hearing is on indefinite hold?”

“Absolutely not,” Ritter declared. “I will chair the Board with retirees on quarter-pay, if I have to. But getting that done is taking time.” She glanced out the window. “And with every ship needed at the front, it may be that Tenacity will be leaving before that’s accomplished.”

And there it was, the fear that had dogged him since his return, become reality. “She’ll go out without me.”

Ritter met his gaze solidly. “That may be so. And it’s not entirely clear she’ll return to you, even assuming your retention at rank and in the service.”

“I saved our asses out at Morvena, Admiral!” Dath erupted.

“Opinions on that are divided, Captain,” Ritter snapped back.

Dath relented at the sharpness of her retort. “Who will get her?”

“I don’t know that,” she replied in a voice chillier than vacuum, “and it’s not your concern.”

Dath turned away for a moment, grinding his teeth. “Ma’am.”

Silence lingered between them. Dath refused to look at the Admiral, could only see Tenacity, his ship, drifting against the stars; in another month—maybe less—ready to retake her place among them.

Under another’s command.

“These matters are not yet set, Dath,” Ritter resumed quietly, almost regretfully. “But I thought you deserved to know and to hear it from me personally.”

He turned back to her, reminding himself that Ritter was no enemy. She was simply the messenger, placed over him with the unenviable task of managing his fate. He sighed, slid a hand back over his smooth, bare scalp till it encountered the ridge of scar tissue that ran down through his artificial right eye—the marks left by a Service about to condemn him.

“Thank you, Admiral.”

“In the meantime, I’d recommend you take some leave,” Ritter said, and held up a hand to forestall his instant protest. “I know you’ve spending a lot of time up here, or working on your case. Take a few days, at least. It’ll do you good.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dath replied grudgingly.

Ritter eyed him a moment longer, unreadable again and stern. “Good day, Captain.” She turned and went, the servitor drone humming along in her wake. The pair of them merged with the flow of people in the corridor outside the galley and were gone. The bartender watched them go, then glanced Dath’s way before immediately finding a glass that needed further drying.

Turning back to the window, Dath released a long, deflating breath. More than half his life had been the Fleet. Now, this was the thanks. Fury resumed, whirled into a white-hot vortex within him. He wanted to shriek. He wanted to drive his fist through the window before him, blow it all out into the icy annihilation of the void. He had sacrificed everything. Everything!

“Dath?”

Whirling at the voice, he fully intended to unleash his tornado of rage.

But he found not Ritter. A ghost stood before him.

Kerina Amblin-Raker was a pale, leggy woman of natural athleticism and grace. Even cringing before Dath’s glare, she still had that poise that had once captivated him. She’d dyed her hair again, returned to the platinum blonde, and cut it at the shoulders once more. She wore an unassuming pants suit whose expense only a practiced eye would note. She was alone.

“Dath, I...” She swallowed and set her hand purse upon one of the long-stemmed standing tables near him—looked like she was doing so for support. “My contacts said you’d been staying up here.”

“Kerina?” he whispered.

“Sorry to surprise you like this.”

Dath gave himself a shake. He hadn’t seen her in person in nearly a year. The only view of her he’d had was on the opposite side of a holoscreen as the remote negotiations over their divorce dragged out. “What are you doing here?”

“Is there someplace else we could talk?” she asked shyly. “Someplace more private?”

He scowled. “Probably not a good idea. My lawyers would be pissed.” Anger returned, giving him back his balance. “So would yours.”

“This isn’t about all that.”

“Which is a good thing,” he snapped, “because there’s nothing else to discuss.”

“There isn’t?” Hurt wrinkled the corners of her eyes. Dath hated the way it made her almost prettier. “After ten years—not all of them bad—you just cut it all loose?”

He snorted. “From what I understand, you were the one cutting loose, every night in downtown Solace. And with...what’s his name?”

Her mouth pinched to a bloodless line for a moment. “Marco.”

“Sorry,” Dath drawled, “there have been so many I lost track.”

“Oh, and you were always so perfect, weren’t you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You were,” she said at barely above a whisper, her bitterness almost stealing her voice. “Even with all your foibles...you were.” She shook her head and tears glinted at the corners of her eyes. “The Captain. The Man. It used to make me so damned mad! There was no living up to it.”

“You’ve thrown this in my face before, Kerina.” Dath waved a hand dismissively. “Gah, so many times! Did you take a shuttle all the way up here just to do it again?”

“No.”

“Why then?” He lurched a step closer to her, draw up nearly eye-to-eye. “Because, let me tell you, I have a hell of a lot of other things on my plate right now.”

She didn’t back down before his glower. But the way she chewed her lip gave away indecision. “Dath,” she began slowly, “I’m in trouble.”

He scowled at her. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s not safe here.” She glanced towards the main corridor outside the gallery. “I know that you’re renting a flat aboard the dock. Let’s go there.”

“Oh, and that’s going to look so good to the courts!”

“At least it will be a good cover!” she insisted and shot another uneasy look around the otherwise empty room. “Gossip will hide the truth!”

The tremor in her voice, the obvious fright paling her already fair features, gave Dath a moment of pause. “Kerina, what kind of trouble?”

She gulped audibly, then reached out and gripped his arm. “I need you to meet some friends of mine, Dath. They’ll be able to explain it better.”

“Explain what?”

A shiver worked its way the length of her body. “Conspiracy, Dath,” she whispered. “A conspiracy against the Republic, itself.”

***
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YLURA AVAL SHIVERED as a breeze hinting at winter rustled leaves about the gravestones. A tangle of these settled perfectly across the one before her and she stepped close to brush it away. The chill of the granite bit her fingertips as she did so, felt like reproach.

She hadn’t been to see her parents in a long time.

Stepping back, she read their names laser-etched into the ornate bas-relief of a scroll across the stone face. Sataya Arrakka. Cyrus Aval. Mom and Dad. He had picked out the spot, under a looming oak, always having had a morbid streak and thinking on these things. Ylura’s mother hadn’t cared so much about the Sanctuarian attachment to the physical. A Morvena considered the flesh merely a conduit for the mind and soul.

“I would have come sooner,” Ylura murmured, lied.

She shared her mother’s disdain for the memorializing in dirt. And she hated this place, hated cemeteries in general. But standing here, she was glad that they seemed to have each other, in the end. Both could rest easy. Their shared past could do so.

A twinge from her mastoid implant warned of an incoming message. Frowning, she blinked her left eye to acknowledge and cue up the communications suite of her Fleet-standard augmentations. A textbox materialized in the lower-left quadrant of her vision, dated today, and only a half-hour ago. Her heart thumped against the inside of her chest.

It was from Dath.

Sorry, the text read. Last-minute business came up. I’m going to need a raincheck on dinner. But I’ll still see you tomorrow. Alright?

Ylura sighed. That wasn’t fair, of course. Disappointment wasn’t fair. She had no claim to him. She’d made none. But marooned on Sanctuary, while Tenacity underwent her repairs, they’d had a lot of opportunities to spend time together. They’d gotten to know one another again. And she’d begun to look forward to their regular meals—“dates” he’d always joke, though there was an edge there when he did it.

That edge had begun to cut deeper.

Giving herself a shake to order her thoughts, Ylura blinked back a pattern to her transcription software and said, “That’s fine. Not a problem. Tomorrow, then.” She paused, wondering if she should add more, something with feeling. But caution outweighed the impulse and she blinked again, sent the message.

Standing amidst the graves, eddies of deadfall swept up by winds around her, Ylura clenched her arms tight about her chest. The autumnal chill lingered in her marrows.

Motion pricked the corner of her eye. Hairs were already standing up across the back of her neck as she glanced over her shoulder. A figure in a black long coat lingered by some First Family member’s mausoleum. Returning to her hovercar would force Ylura to pass him.

Sighing again, and tense with suddenly-fired adrenaline, Ylura left her parents’ resting place and crossed the cemetery towards the man. Steps quickened as she drew near. A perfectly-toothed smile flashed out from the other. Thick, black hair was slicked back from sharp, almost predatory features. And predator, of a sort, he was.

“Agent Ryan,” she called out.

He chortled. “I told you before; it’s just Ryan.”

“Sure,” she drawled back, coming to stand before him. “I’d been wondering when I’d hear from you again.”

“Perhaps I’m here to pay my respects,” he replied with mock-hurt. But the greasy smile returned. He nodded towards the sprawling oak tree. “Those are your parents?”

Ylura had to suppress a scowl, hating the man’s attention to her parents’ solitude. “My father still revered the old ways of returning to the ground, the source. My mother asked only that she not be returned to Morvena, and that she not be away from him. She passed first.”

“I’m sorry.”

“They’ve both been gone a long time.” Ylura glowered at the man. “But you certainly already know that.”

Ryan shrugged. “Sometimes you learn more by hearing things directly.”

Ylura took another step closer, stood eye-to-eye with the man. “And what is it you’re trying to learn today?”

Unnaturally-straight teeth flashed. “Whether or not you’re ready to resume work.”

Wind prickled the Ylura’s neck and tousled her long, blue-black hair. She shivered again and folded her arms before her to suppress it. “You have my report on the situation as we left it in the Unity, and my report on the encounter with the Entity near the Oronadi Nebula.”

“All excellent work.”

“Excellent?” she squawked. “That’s what you call it?”

The dread SRA—the Secure Republic Agency—had cultivated Ylura as an asset after her return to Sanctuary following the Battle of Crossroads. Their first assignment for her had been to return with Tenacity to her mother’s homeworld of Morvena and help neutralize a domestic threat. What she’d uncovered, instead, had been a sickening secret at the very heart of their society that very nearly brought it down.

It had nearly brought her down. And it had cost others everything.

“You knew what you’d be sending me into on Morvena! You knew what I’d uncover!” She leaned in very close, anger stripping the teeth back from her lips. “Didn’t you?”

Her fury triggered no reaction from Ryan, whose infuriating smile persisted. “We suspected. You confirmed it.” Eyebrows arched. “And your Captain Raker rather messily dealt with it.”

“For which you’ve left him out to dry!”

“He made his decisions as a Fleet officer.” Ryan shrugged phlegmatically. “And for those, he faces Fleet judgement.”

“I would face the same,” Ylura pointed out, “were they to learn of our arrangement.”

Ryan nodded contemplatively, then gestured for her to follow him as he stepped away from the mausoleum. She fell into stride alongside as he wound between rows of gravestones, clearly heading back for her hovercar.

“Fleet Intelligence’s incompetence is legendary,” he sneered. “You are quite beyond their detection. But it is, in fact, on the topic of your Captain Raker that I come to you today.”

The cold on Ylura’s flesh spread to her guts. “What about him?”

Ryan sidestepped a particularly ancient gravestone, crumbled over and in his path. “As its name implies,” he said in a maddeningly pedantic tone, “the Secure Republic Agency’s mission is to the secure the Republic. We do this by being the eyes and ears of the Archons, executives of the Senate, dully-elected by the people.”

Ylura rolled her eyes. “So, you deliver a civics lesson today, Agent Ryan?”

“It’s just Ryan,” he reminded her mildly. “And eyes and ears, I said. We watch and we listen.”

She stiffened and held up. “And you’re watching Dath?”

Noting her halt, Ryan paused and turned back to her. “We are starting to.”

“Why?”

Ryan gestured for her to follow him. His eyes darted about a moment and she realized he was watching for any observation of them. The man would certainly be carrying portable electronic baffling against such. But she took his meaning and grudgingly fell into step beside him again.

“There are ten Archons,” he resumed his lecture. “Up until the most recent election, the Braddock family, or clients of theirs, held enough of those seats to effectively control the executive branch of the government. That state of affairs had sustained for over a decade. As you know, that changed with the last election. The Mosle Clan now hold a plurality, enough to seize control.”

Ylura nodded in understanding. “Dath is a patron of the Mosles.”

“We understand his popularity with them wanes.”

She flinched. “He’s been in a lot of trouble.”

“He’s not the only one,” Ryan replied. “The shift in power at the top has left certain factions in the lurch. A Braddock-controlled government had guarantees, about who got certain contracts, where certain monies would go. The changeover has placed some of these factions in very dire straits, indeed.” He glanced out of the corner of his eye at her. “Some are outright desperate.”

Ylura’s eyes widened. “A plot?”

“We don’t know for certain,” he admitted. “We listen. But we can’t capture everything.”

Ylura shook her head. “What does this have to do with Dath? He is a Mosle patron. They’re in power.”

“He is out of favor.” Ryan halted. Their course through the cemetery had brought them close to the gravel road running along its periphery and the spot where she’d left her car. A black one sat behind it—Ryan’s, Ylura presumed. The agent turned to face her fully. “And, as you said, Raker’s in a lot of trouble. He may be desperate.”

Ylura retreated a step from the agent, gasped, “You can’t believe that he’d be part of a conspiracy!”

“We don’t.” Ryan closed the space between them again, stared into her eyes, searching. “Not yet.” The corner of his smile twitched. “He was supposed to meet you today, wasn’t he?”

“How do you...?” Ylura’s words trailed off with a hiss. “Sneaky, Ryan.”

“As an asset,” the spy said scoldingly, “you still have much to learn of fieldcraft. I’m correct?”

“You are,” she answered grudgingly.

Ryan started to say something, then paused and looked across the cemetery. A hum of anti-grav motors was bringing another car into the vicinity. But it turned and followed a fork in the gravel road to another section. “The faction has been looking for an angle,” he resumed. “They’ve found it, with Raker.”

“Because he’s a Fleet officer.” Ylura folded her arms. “A captain.” Her eyes narrowed. “They’re cultivating contacts throughout the Fleet.”

“Ones like him,” Ryan said, “with debts or scandals or just plain embittered. You must understand, some of these players are figures of vast wealth. Few understand real accountability and take risks that others would not.”

Ylura shook her head. “Dath’s an idealist. He believes in the Republic.”

“Are you so certain of that?” Ryan’s stare rivaled the cemetery breeze for chill.

Ylura met it. “I’d bet my life.”

Ryan’s eyes narrowed. “You may be doing so.”

A jolt of realization passed along Ylura’s nerves. “You want me to spy on him!”

“Nothing so active as that,” Ryan answered after a pause. “We want you to carry on as normal. Meet with him. Support him with his upcoming Inquiry. Do what you were going to do, anyway. But observe. And report.”

“Spying,” she repeated bitterly.

“Try to look at it as protecting him from himself.”

Ylura snorted, but couldn’t deny her sudden, panicky desire to do that very thing. Forcing down the churn of her anxiety, she asked, “You said they had an angle on him?”

“His soon-to-be ex-wife,” Ryan replied. “She is a fixture of the High Society scene, and a frequent topic of gossip. Some of that gossip involves an association with members of this disgruntled faction.” His smile returned. “There is leverage there.”

Shuddering at the hunger in that expression, Ylura looked away, across the rows of the gravestones. “Be that as it may, she and Dath are in the middle of an ugly divorce. It’s over between them.”

Ryan chortled quietly. “Again, I have to ask: are you so certain of that?”

Ylura clenched her jaw, refused to meet the man’s gaze. But staring across the graves, she could not help but feel the dread of the place sinking into her living bones.

***
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DAMIAN HEATH.

He could feel himself lowering. Bonds that had clenched about him, so tightly they had almost been a part of him, loosened. Cool kissed his bare flesh as a drooping foot touched the floor. Then the whole of him settled to it. Silken thread unknotted further, pulled away. Pain prickled from patches on his arm, his leg, his abdomen as this unraveling tore from him in places, like bandages yanked from wounds.

Then he was down, released from what he knew to be The Web.

Damain Heath splayed nakedly on a durasteel deck.

Heeeeath...

Eyes tore open with effort, pulled apart crust that had glued the lids together. The dim light of the chamber around him was still agony. He blinked, teared-up as he struggled to see. Glances about were sluggish. Muscles lacked power. His body felt bony and deprived. Nothing about it felt like him.

But he pushed himself up to hands and knees.

The submissive posture proved appropriate as something massive and dark emerged from the curtains of webbing around him. Its first step felt like a tree falling; and, indeed, its leg was the size of one, pushing through the strands. Behind it came a monstrous, bloated form of chitin and hair-spines and rows of glowing, red eye bulbs. The first instinct was to liken it to a spider. But no creature of terrestrial origin ever had this one’s house-sized dimensions.

It...She...was an Arathra. And She was mightier in size and presence than any one Heath had encountered before. He shivered and bowed his forehead to the cool of the deck. “Arch-Mistress. I live...still...to serve you.”

You do, indeed, Her dark voice rumbled in his mind.

Scuttling drew Heath’s glance to one side. Smaller Arathra, the Children, moved amongst the webs filling what appeared to be a vast compartment. The size of dogs, these would never quicken to their Mother’s monstrous proportions; drones, bred to menial tasks. Theirs seemed to be tending to other, man-like shapes, suspended amidst the webs. One of these twitched, moaned as a Child skittered over it.

You have been granted a very special gift, the Arch-Mistress went on in Heath’s skull, one we’ve only bequeathed upon a very few.

Lightning played along Heath’s nerves. He felt his right arm twitch of its own accord and looked down at it. He found not pale flesh, but silvery-gray. Yet it felt like part of him. Fingers moved at his thought. Elbow flexed. But the skin, the sinew, the muscle, perhaps even the bone glistened like the silken strands hanging around him.

You are now inextricably woven into the Web of Destiny, the Arch-Mistress told him. You live, only for Us. For Me.

“I can feel,” Heath rasped from a throat not used in a long time. “I can move.” He started to get up, but slipped as his left leg, similarly knitted from the web-tissue, reacted numbly to his impulses.

Not well, yet, the Arch-Mistress replied with a mental chuckle. But soon. You will have to learn to use them again. You will have to re-learn other things. Her psychic presence tightened about his brain like an invisible fist. Obedience, for example.

Heath looked up into the fanged, inhuman face of his Goddess. “I have always served.”

Our Sister aboard the Devourer had schemes. Monstrous pedipalps spread to reveal Her fangs fully, unsheathed and dripping venom to the deck. Do not deny it.

It was as if those fangs pricked the tissue of Heath’s brain. He winced and bowed his head again. “I wouldn’t dare. She did.” He thought of his former Mistress and his ship, Devourer, lost in battle. “I...tried to balance Her desires with the needs of the Empire.”

And that is obedience?

“I thought so.”

The Arch-Mistress hesitated. Heath could feel her scrutiny as a weight in his marrows. Remarkably independent thinking, she rumbled at last. Many captains would simply have complied, no matter how self-serving or self-destructive the will of their Mistresses.

Heath dared to look up again at his Goddess. “Was I wrong?”

You are, as I said, remarkable. Our officers are trained to obey, first, to think, second. That is why a Magus accompanies every capital ship. She referred, of course, to an appointee of the Order of the Fangs, quasi-religious fanatics and effectively the Mistresses’ political officers. So much of the Empire’s power cannot be trusted to simpletons. She paused again, thoughtful. But you have proven to be no simpleton, Heath.

“I lost Devourer,” he confessed—though, of course She would know this. “I failed in Morvena. I failed to destroy Tenacity.”

The old you did.

Again, Heath felt twinging along the musculature of limbs that could not be his own. He looked down in wonder, examined details of wiry threads, woven into appendages perfectly proportional to the ones he’d been born with. He pondered the way those strands knit into the flesh at his shoulder that was still his, at his hip, at his ribs.

The new you, the Arch-Mistress went on, remade to My specifications, will not. Your mind, your willpower, your hate are what we value. Automatons we have in abundance. Commanders, fewer so.

Warmth filled Heath. He couldn’t be certain if it came from the Arch-Mistress, coursing along the new limbs she’d give him, or it was something else. Hope, perhaps. “What is it you ask of me, Mistress?”

Our campaigns have gained us much, She replied, but at a heavier cost than most know. Skittering filled the air. Children were rushing to one side of the chamber and beginning to tear at the webbing. Fanaticism will no longer be enough. Pure, unthinking obedience will no longer suffice. The Children drew silken strands back from what became obvious as a wide window. To defeat the numbers and resources of the Sanctuarian weaklings, we will need cunning and stratagems.

Heath squinted and put up a hand as shield as light poured in through the revealed view port. “I don’t understand, Mistress.”

A new breed of captain, Heath. To command a new breed of ship.

Heath looked out the window into a vast cavern, like the hollowed-out interior of some monstrous, metallic gourd. Within this drifted dozens of slabs that looked like they’d been carved from the walls of the chamber. Some showed little detail or activity. About others, blizzards of gray motes drifted, sparking occasionally as laser-torches worked. Drones of some sort—construction drones.

A fleet was under construction.

“These are the manufactories of Crossroads,” Heath gasped in realization. “That’s where I am.”

Brought back here at My command.

Heath remembered the place, captured in the earliest blitz of the war, the earliest victory. He’d been here. He’d been part of that glory.

Closer to their view, some of the slabs had taken on form, whittled-down, carved into blade-shapes, like wrought-iron heated and twisted. Work scrambled about these. Shapes that Heath recognized were fastened to what were obviously becoming hulls. Void Drives, he knew, fast-than-light engines.

“That is one of the new dreadnoughts,” he said and pointed at the closest vessel, “built along the Old Kings’ chassis.”

That is Sovereign, Father-Admiral Uhler’s flagship, and first off the line, the Arch-Mistress replied in a pleased note. She is as fast as any Republic battlecruiser and just as heavily-gunned in long-range weaponry. No longer will we need to rely on the Death Web tactic. Our ships can face the Sanctuarians’ as equals—in some ways as superiors.

“How many do we have?”

The conversion from the Kings’ earlier designs has been time-consuming. Much of their technology is still poorly-understood and unworkable. And, of course, the ships must be re-outfitted for Golgothan crews. Sovereign, herself, continues to have some issues. She will be joined by three sisters, shortly, though.

“I am to receive one?” Heath blurted out, then winced, instantly regretted his impertinence, his frantic hope. But why else was he here? Why else was he even alive? He’d been dead, left adrift in a crumpled life-pod, his body demolished.

The Arch-Mistress went on, coolly ignoring his outburst. Among the technologies the Old Kings possessed, and We have learned much from here, was the ability to amplify their psychic reach through subspace harmonics. They mastered a form of instantaneous communication that, while not limitless, far outstrips anything currently at our disposal.

Pain slivered up Heath’s new arm and it moved without his will, fingers clenching into a fist and trembling. And Heath knew, then, he was not truly the master of his own, new body.

Properly-attuned, the spidery Goddess rumbled through his mind, the commander of one of these new vessels may commune directly with Us.

Her presence eased from Heath’s limb and wonder swept in behind his discomfort. “You mean, you won’t need a Mistress aboard the ship?”

We will be aboard, effectively, if not physically.

Heath looked at his fingers—Her fingers. “You said attuned.”

As you now are.

Heath closed his eyes, tried to feel the gift; not the sickened squirm of parts of him that were still human. “Glorious, Mistress.”

Woven into the Web of Destiny, as I said. You are to be the first in a new line of captains, Heath. And there is more. Another of the Old Kings’ trickeries that we’ve learned is stealth. Cloaking technology. It was part of how they defeated so many other species, including us. Sovereign has already tested it for us successfully.

Heath eyed the dreadnought in the hold. “We can move and attack unseen now?”

Not attack, regrettably. Energy discharges still reveal. But at certain, reasonable speeds, Sovereign has proven to be nearly invisible. No longer will Golgothan ships need to weave webs of missiles to ensnare victims for their bite. The silence of vacuum will be their web and all of space a trap for their foes.

“Glorious, Mistress. And...” he swallowed once, feared, but had to know “...I am to have one?”

Indeed, she rumbled through his nerves. We have watched you, Heath. We have tested you. And the tests have not been what you believe them to be. Defeats you have had. But cunning you have shown. Independence with loyalty, you have shown. Another generation of captains, thoughtless and beholden to lesser Sisters with their own plots and schemes, cannot be enough to defeat the enemies of the Empire.

“Yes, Mistress.”

We give you a new body, a new ship, and a new chance. Do not squander this gift, Heath. There will be no others.

Heath crumpled before Her, putting his brow to the icy deck plate once more. “I will not, Arch-Mistress. I am yours.”

This is true. She shifted amidst her tangles of web. Another gift I give you, Damian Heath. A mission. And stealth, I said. You will need it.

Heath looked up. “Mistress?”

One of the Arathra-goddess’ pedipalps gestured through the window, towards a near-twin to the Sovereign. This is the Arachne. She has completed her trials. Her tachyon baffles, the key to her cloak at faster-than-light, have functioned near-perfectly, as have her Void Drives. She is powered, she is provisioned, and she is ready for you.

A hungry smile creased Heath’s face and a fierce hunger lit his guts. “The mission?”

Diplomatic, of a sort. You will need every bit of that cunning of yours. You go to the very edge of Sanctuary space, carefully, unseen, evading patrols and listening posts. There, you will meet a delegation from the Republic.

Heath frowned. “To what purpose?”

Peace, of course, Heath. Irony was hard to miss in the Arch-Mistress’ psychic voice. You go in peace.
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Chapter 2
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A poorly-tuned hovercar growled down the street in front of the school, music blaring and young men hanging out its windows. Girls in the collared shirts, pleated skirts, and sweaters embroidered with the crest of the school turned as they passed. A yowl from the boys drew laughter and even a few waves from the young women.

One girl of chocolate skin and braided black hair dashed out into the street, giggling. The car stopped and she put her hands on its door, said something to one of the boys while curving her back suggestively. A young man reached for her and, still laughing, she leapt back. Her friends jeered as she sauntered back to the sidewalk and the boys yowled in mock-disapproval.

“That is her?” a wheezy voice asked from beside Tom Rougan, watching from another hovercar, parked up the street.

Rougan sighed, watching his daughter’s spectacle, instinctively bristling at the leer of those young punks. “It is.”

The creature at his side in the driver’s seat watched the scene with three pairs of eyes. Half of its eight tentacles splayed about the controls and out the open window. The rest folded up under so it could “sit”. Lieutenant Vekkla, now Rougan’s most senior subordinate in the Engineering Department aboard Tenacity. “She is a lovely iteration of your species,” it said, almost wistful-sounding.

Rougan smiled at his companion’s odd turn of phrase. “Thanks, Vekkla.” He turned to the cephalopod. “And thanks for coming all this way with me. You didn’t need to burn your leave, carting me about this backwater.”

The breathing slits at the sides of its sack-shaped head puffed out its response. “As I told you, sir, I have already been home to Xoka.”

“Right.”

The girl was returning to the cackles of her friends. Regina, Rougan thought. Looks like her mother now. Same natural prettiness, same walk—hopefully not the same self-pitying and self-destructiveness. It almost hurt to see her; like looking into Rougan’s squandered past.

“Was it not your plan to meet with her?” Vekkla asked.

“It was.” Rougan gave himself a shake and reached for the passenger door handle. “It is.” Fingers gripped, but suddenly lacked the energy to pull. Guts squirmed with anxiety. “Right,” he forced out and pushed the door open. “Alright, I’m doing this.”

“I will be here, Commander,” Vekkla called after him.

Rougan tried giving his duty fatigues a tug to straighten them as he strode up the street. He’d lost a lot of weight, recovering from injuries sustained during Tenacity’s ordeals in Wild Space. Nothing seemed to fit right anymore. He suddenly hoped he looked good, rather than sickly. He suddenly, irrationally hoped Regina wouldn’t recognize him.

But she did, instantly, turning from something one of her friends had said and eyes narrowing. The youthful joy collapsed in a moment, deformed into a scowl Rougan remembered all too well, before smoothing into cool impassivity. Her lips moved with words he didn’t hear, but her friends obviously did, breaking up and moving on without her. She watched his approach along the sidewalk in front of the school with green eyes hooded and smoldering.

Abruptly, she turned, shouldered her backpack, and strode away.

“Hey, Regina!” Rougan called after her. When she kept going, he raised his voice, almost cracking with a frantic note. “Hey!”

She halted, her back to him. The whole thing felt staged, almost forced.

Rougan caught up to her, slowed, and stopped as he felt the invisible bubble of her hostility buffeting him back. He started to say something multiple times, feeling ridiculous.

“It’s you,” she said without turning, without inflection.

“It’s me,” he replied.

She turned now, lips pinched together. Eyes flicked up and down him, twitching a little in surprise at what likely looked to her like an emaciated state—he’d always been a large guy. But whatever hint of alarm or concern that had been there was dashed away by the iciness in her voice. “It’s Gina now,” she declared. “No one calls me anything else.”

“Got it.” Rougan nodded. “Gina. Great.” He worked his mouth dumbly for something to say, hated how he felt like he was accosting a stranger, rather than his own kid. “How are you?”

“How am I?” she murmured. Then anger heated her voice and her pretty brow crinkled unpleasantly. “That’s what you’re going to start with?” She folded her arms before her chest. “I haven’t seen you in months and you start in like that, like nothing’s happened?”

Recoiling before her, he shrugged. “I’ve been deployed, honey.”

“Kevin managed to stop by.”

Rougan flinched. “You saw your brother?”

“He told me everything,” she replied. “He’d gotten an assignment and was shipping out. Sounded excited. He sounded like you.”

Rougan hadn’t talked to his son since the kid dropped out of the Academy to take a berth on some outbound Fleet ship, run off for the war. “I sent him a transmission.”

“He said he talked to you,” Regina snapped. “Said it didn’t go well.”

“Well, he made some decisions I don’t agree with.”

She snorted. “Lot of that going around.”

Rougan tried not to be nettled, knew that was what she wanted; that was always how she got to him. “How’s school going? How are your grades?”

She rolled her eyes. “Dad, I know you can check on those yourself.”

He tried a smile. “Straight A’s. I’m proud of you. Orchestra, drill-team, track. It’s all terrific, honey.”

“I’m not going to the Academy, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“I wasn’t—”

“I’m going into art, Dad,” she cut him off. “If your damned war doesn’t burn it all down, I’m going to university to learn more. My teachers say I have a real gift.”

He smiled at her, warmed by the news and relieved. A memory flitted to the forefront of his thoughts; Regina at the kitchen table, scrawling on tatters of paper. “You always spent a lot of time with crayons as a kid.”

“This is holographic art, Dad,” she grated at him. “Not silly drawings to tape to the refrigerator. This is coding and multi-dimensions and holographic reality. I’m up for a scholarship.”

“That’s wonderful, honey.”

She stood with her jaw working, glaring at him. But some of her fury looked to have burned itself out, already. She looked suddenly weary. “You seen Mom, at all?”

The smile Rougan had been trying to keep on his face fell apart. This was bait he certainly did not want to take. “No.”

Regina nodded coolly, unsurprised. Her gaze went past Rougan, down the street to where the hovercar waited at the curb. “You got a new girlfriend?”

“Ha.” Rougan glanced over his shoulder, grinning at her obvious barb. “That’s Vekkla.” The cephalopod was leaning back in its seat, watching them with all its appendages now stretched out in the cabin for comfort. “Lieutenant Vekkla from Tenacity.”

“Xokan,” Regina murmured. “There’s one in my class.”

“Well, you meet a lot of interesting people in the Fleet—”

“What did you think was going to happen,” she cut him off again, “coming here, like this?”

And that was a damned good question. Rougan’s gaze fell to his feet as he considered a response. He’d almost died out in Wild Space, trapped aboard a derelict ship while a soul-draining alien Entity bore down on him and a battle raged. The Entity’s psychic attacks upon him and the rest of the crew had taken the form of weaponized regret. More than the injuries he’d sustained, that had almost finished him off.

And it had haunted him since.

“I...just wanted to see my daughter,” he managed.

Her nostrils flared with a quiet snort. “I’m barely that. Dad, I’ve hardly seen you in three years and you go and just show up and...what?” She shook her head and held up her hands in exasperation. “What do you want?”

“Look,” he tried starting again, “you are my daughter. Your anger doesn’t change that. I have the right to see how you’re doing.” He heard the anger building in his own voice. “Your mother can’t stop that.”

“Fine,” Regina snapped. “You’ve seen me.” She glowered at him in silence as he struggled to find something else to say. “I’ve got class,” she growled and turned away. “I’ve got to go.”

Rougan watched her, mouth askew with words that would not form. He couldn’t just let her walk off like this. Kevin had simply gone, sending only a hasty communique to let Rougan know he was abandoning all that they worked on together. Rougan couldn’t just let the same happen here.

“I love you.”

She stiffened at the words, halted a few paces from him. Her shoulders rose and fell once. No other response materialized.

Rougan stared at her back, waited, wondered if she’d just keep walking.

She turned slowly, one hand fishing into a skirt pocket. Stepping back to him hesitantly, she pulled out a strip of holo-tape, like the flyers he’d seen tacked to buildings around the school—ads for local shows, bands, or plays. “Look,” she said quietly and held out the tape to him, “Dad, if you really want to see me, if you really want to know me, I’m doing an exhibit at the end of the month.” She waited with the tape offered. “This will get you in.”

“End of the month?” Rougan murmured, accepting the holo-tape. “I don’t know what deployments look like or Tenacity’s refit schedule—”

“Or don’t,” she grated and spun away, strode off while calling over her shoulder, “It’s your choice.”

Rougan flinched at her tone, chill as the edge of a blade slipped into his bowels. Desperately, he raised her voice to call after her.

“I’ll make it!”

He didn’t know if she heard him.

***
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KHIRY JAXAN CURVED into Scott Varley’s side in bed and nudged him. “You know, we’re going to have to go out, at some point.”

“Why?” he murmured with his eyes closed and snaked an arm around her. “Got everything we need right here.”

And the feel of that arm, the strong, muscular weight of it felt so good. She let him hold on to her for a bit, listened to him breath. The feel of them felt so good—had, over and over again. But the part of her that was Fleet-trained, from the Drop Corps, through the Security service, and up through Officer Candidacy, would not be denied. There were things to do, always. She squirmed out of his grip and wiggled off the side of the bed, landed on her heels. “I’m going to get bedsores, lying here, like this.”

Varley opened his eyes and leered at her. “I’m a different kind of sore.”

“Ha.”

Khiry stood and stretched, let out a loud groan as joints popped, then looked around. The flat they’d rented in downtown Solace wasn’t big, but was nicer than any room she’d ever afforded on her own. That would be Scott’s money, his familial connections making it work. She didn’t like the thought of that; but it was hard to escape it, stepping over to the fully-stocked kitchen, past the bay window opening up to a balcony looking out at the Solace skyline, glittering golden with sunrise.

She paused by the kitchen counter. Staring hard enough into the distance, down the boulevard scintillating with a flow of hovercar lights southbound, she could almost imagine the slums of her neighborhood as a kid. She had to imagine it; because there was little to no sign of such a life in these posh surroundings.

“Make me something?” Varley asked.

She chuckled and turned to his smiling face. “How about you get your ass up, Commander, and make it yourself?”

“Wow.” Varley held up his hands in mock offence. “If this is how it’s going to be, I dunno...”

She rolled her eyes at him. “I’ll bet you’re used to having all your things brought to you.” It was hard not to let a bitter note into her voice, thinking on her South Solace roots, how alien all this high-life around her had felt, these last few weeks with him.

“Not since the Academy,” he was saying, apparently not having noticed her edge. “And when I was Tactical Officer on the Redemption, Captain Algaze would never let me live down my family name.” He snorted. “You never saw a Fleet Lieutenant do so much latrine duty.”

She reached for a mug and poured coffee from a carafe. It smelled wonderful—was wonderful, like everything else had been. Still, the bitterness lingered, intensifying as she put the mug to her lips and the coffee’s own bit her tongue. “Probably good for you.”

“It was a different perspective, for sure.”

Varley peeled the sheets back and slid off his side of the bed. Jaxan tried not to stare, to just eat him up with her eyes, but couldn’t help it. Generations of beautiful-people breeding and probably no small amount of boutique gene-tailoring had crafted a lovely slice of man. Blonde hair, bronzed flesh, square jaw, muscular, wedge-shaped torso. And he’s mine.

Sitting up, however, a little gasp escaped his clenching teeth. He stiffened for a moment, poised at the bed’s edge with sinews standing out under skin.

“You feeling alright?” she asked him.

“Just twinges.” He ran the finger of his left hand over the patch at his abdomen where the skin tones didn’t quite match. “I’ve had regenn before, but never as major as...this last time.” He stood, rubbing at his belly—at the place where a splinter of exploded deck had impaled him while they fought to save the long-lost starship Hood. “I can feel where they put things back together sometimes.” He shrugged and turned to her. “The surgeons said I might notice that for a while.”

Jaxan thumbed towards the refrigerator. “Maybe have something to eat?”

“Maybe what I need is more rest.” His smile returned, mischievous and taking up the breadth of his face. “C’mon, we could both use a little more and the bed is right there.”

“I’m up now.” She took another sip of her coffee.

“Khiry, we’ve got all day.” Varley crossed the flat to the counter and leaned over it towards her. “We don’t have any place to be.”

Bitterness and an annoyance she hadn’t realized was there crested within her, came out in her voice. “Scott.”

“Sorry.” He flinched a little, obviously recognized her irritation. “What is it?”

She drank a little more coffee, hid behind the curve of the mug so she wouldn’t have to look right into his baby blues. “Look, this has been great. It’s been the best. But” she set the coffee down, stared at the steam purling from its surface “I feel like we’re hiding away.”

“Isn’t that what leave is for?” he chortled.

Anxiety intensified, acquired teeth that bit Jaxan’s innards. “I feel like you’re hiding me away, Scott,” she admitted quietly, then looked up at him. They had to face this. Together. “You haven’t heard from your family?”

He flinched. “I’ve heard; I just haven’t answered.”

“And why is that?” Her guts cooled, added hurt to her voice. “It’s me.”

“It’s not,” he replied, too quickly. “I’ve already told you this. Khiry, we don’t want any part of that insanity.”

“So, you say, but Scott, do they even know anything about us? About me?” She held her arms out to either side, exposed, vulnerable. “You can’t blame a girl for wanting to know where she stands.”

“You know.” He reached for her, snatched one of her hands in both of this and massaged the fingers. “You stand right here, with me.”

She yanked it back. “That’s not what I mean.”

Varley frowned in hurt, eyes on the hand she’d retracted. He turned away for a moment, strolled a couple steps over to the balcony window to look out over Solace. Sunrise painted his perfect features like those of a troubled god.

“The Varley’s,” he murmured bitterly. “The Braddock’s. First Family shit.” He hissed and turned back to her. “It’s a viper’s nest, Khiry. It’s worse than that.”

“It’s your world,” she replied. “I want to be a part of that, whatever it is.”

“It’s not,” he snapped back. “Not mine.” He strode back to the counter, reached for her again, and she let him take her hand once more. “You know that old saying about one law for the poor and no law for the rich?” His blue gaze acquired a bleakness she’d only ever seen in a crisis. “It’s more than a different life, Khiry; they live in their own reality. And it’s a nasty one. It’s back-biting and cruel.” A winced crossed his face. “And it’ll eat you alive.”

“You might have noticed” she put her other hand to the side of his face, caressed the cheek “I’m a pretty tough woman.”

Varley’s smile back at her left her little doubt that he knew that, and more. For a moment, standing, facing each other in that kitchen, Khiry really believed they could take on anything together.

The flat’s door chime rang, tinny and harsh.

“Shit.” Varley reach for the countertop room controls and touched the button for the door’s external holocamera. A globular hologram materialized before him, showed a nondescript man in the hallway, pale-skinned, oiled black hair scraped back. Varley twitched. “Shit.”

“What?”

But Varley was already moving for the door. Jaxan followed feeling the quivery rush of adrenaline in her bloodstream without knowing why. Scott’s obvious agitation worsened as he gripped the door handle. With his free hand, he waved her to stay back, out of sight. Something about the dismissiveness of it sent a jolt of fury through her to join the tension.

Varley cracked the door enough to face their visitor, but Jaxan was tall enough to see past his shoulder. Security-honed instincts set her eyes to searching for bulges of weapons under the man’s slim gray jacket, found none. In fact, nothing about the man suggested danger or predation, at all; nothing suggested that he was, in fact, a man.

“Master Scott,” their visitor addressed Varly.

Skin wasn’t just pale, it was a plasticky tone no living flesh ever attained. Posture and movements were too abrupt, too efficient. And the eyes were all wrong; pupils of white against irises of black. Their visitor was an android of some sort, imported at what had to be an obscene cost, as it was illegal to manufacture them on Solace. Of course, some people—some Families—had the means to bring in such servants.

“Grimsby,” Varley rumbled. “What are you doing here? Mother sent you?

“She did,” the android replied pleasantly.

“You’ve been tailing us?”

“Certainly not,” Grimsby stiffened in simulated outrage. “But you were not secretive about your living arrangements.” The android shrugged. “Your father owns these flats, after all.”

“Of course he does,” Varley hissed. “What do they want, Grimsby?”

“Your parents need to see you. It’s quite urgent.”

Varley shook his head. “They know where I’m staying, as you said. They could have come here, themselves.”

“This place is not safe,” the android replied with urgency that sounded very human. “There’s too much opportunity for eavesdroppers. What they need to talk to you about is quite sensitive.” Grimsby stood up on his toes to look past Varley’s shoulder into the room. Those weird eyes met Jaxan’s and the brush of his gaze felt like the scrutiny of a Security scan—probably was. “The lady is invited,” the android said. “In fact, they encourage her to come.”

“I still don’t see why I have to—”

“Master Scott,” the android boldly cut him off, “the Family needs you.”

***
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THE SHUTTLE KERINA had chartered from Haven Station had brought them down for a water landing somewhere on the Silver Sea just after nightfall. Its starboard hatch popped open and a whiff of the ocean swept into Dath’s face. The crew scampered out to check flotation. Lights from something speared through the gloom and into the cabin.

At a gesture from the shuttle’s pilot, Kerina stood from her seat and gestured for Dath to follow. They stepped out onto the shuttle’s running board while crewmen scuttled along its fuselage, calling into the night. A wedge of ship loomed up before them. From its gunwales, more men called back while a searchlight panned over them.

Dath blinked his right eye to cue up his augmentations. The embedded AI reacted, triggering the scanners in the artificial lens and overlaying the strange ship with a grid line. A series of schemata toggled across half Dath’s vision until settling upon one; a Controller-series yacht.

“Nice.” He whistled. The thing had to be the size of space-faring corvette, and likely cost more. A twinge of uneasiness went through him. A glance over his shoulder, past the shuttle’s hunched back into the night, showed the distant twinkle of Solace on the coast; they were a couple kilometers out. “For some reason, though,” he muttered, “I wish I had a blaster handy.”

“There’s no danger here, Dath,” Kerina said. “At least, not that sort.”

“This ship’s your...friend’s boat?” He looked at her with a smirk he couldn’t suppress. “Lord Cuban?”

She averted her gaze. “Dath, I wish you wouldn’t say it like that...”

“He’s not?” Dath grated. “Your friend?”

She still wouldn’t look at him, but her voice shook with defiance, rather than the hurt he’d been shooting for. “This isn’t the place for this.”

Ropes arched over to the shuttle to be caught by its crew and fastened in place. Spacecraft thumped against waterborne hull and motors whirred as a ladder unfolded from the yacht’s flank and extended neatly down to them. Another shuttle crewman secured it and waved for Kerina. She climbed. Dath followed, feeling each step like the tightening of some unseen snare. Heartbeat thumped up into his throat and skin chilled.

Unease intensified as he stepped up over the gunwale and planted a foot on the deck. Men in tailored suits, bearing blasters openly watched him. One played a sensor wand over Kerina briefly before turning to Dath. Shooting her an uneasy glance, he submitted to the scan as well. The wand-wielder frowned as something pinged from his device and looked at a companion, who merely shrugged and waggled a finger at them.

Following to a starboard side hatch, they entered and immediately descended stairs. Voices echoed from somewhere deeper in the vessel. The scent of a kitchen at work wafted up into Dath’s face, spice and a grill. The hunger it triggered curdled instantly, though, as it mixed with the anxiety boiling below his ribcage.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, the suited guard stepped aside and held out an arm, ushering them through a doorway to their left. Kerina stepped by without acknowledging him. Dath paused, met the man’s eyes, and saw the remorseless stare of a killer.

“Captain,” a voice called from within the room. “Please, come in!”

Dath turned away from the hired murderer grudgingly and entered the cabin. Within, couches arrayed around a glass coffee table in the soft light of brass-fitted lamps. Mahogany paneling backgrounded the scene, some of this lined with bookshelves. A bar took up the far side of the room and, rather than a human tender, a droid dried a glass for its organic betters.

These reclined in the coaches in a haze smelling of slightly-burnt almost-cinnamon. A hookah occupied the table and three occupants took turns pulling at its pipes, exhaling purple plumes placidly, but staring through the smoke with the glitter of tension. A fourth stood, holding Kerina’s hands in his and whispering something at her ear.

This one Dath recognized instantly, with a jolt of hate.

“Captain Raker!” The man pulled away from Kerina and held out a hand. Deeply tanned, perfectly-toothed, and sporting a mane of rich black hair, he looked like most of his hours were spent on this ship—when he wasn’t ashore, fooling around with married women. “At last,” he boomed. “It is a pleasure!”

Off-balance and catching a warning glare from Kerina, Dath could do nothing but accept the offered palm. “Lord Cuban.”

“Marco, please,” he replied good-naturedly—as if this was some social gathering, and he hadn’t cuckolded his guest. “Come, join us in some refreshment.” He led Dath fully into the compartment with a gentle touch on his shoulder. With his free hand he gestured to the other guests. “This is Piotr Beale, CEO of SimulaCon and member of more corporate Boards than I care to recall.”

A slim, fit man of indeterminate age and chilly gray eyes nodded, but did not rise from his couch. A tendril of hookah-smoke purled from his upturned lip, made the expression a kind of smoldering sneer—like an annoyed dragon’s.

“This is Susan Oller,” Cuban went on, gesturing to another guest, “who you may recognize, former-Archon of the Senate.”

“It’s just Archon,” the woman grunted. Like Beale, she didn’t get up, though it was likely her bulk preventing it, rather than any feigned menace. Too much makeup and hair dye suggested age, as well as draining bitterness. “The title remains. Even after one’s term ends, you’re always an Archon.”

“Quite,” Cuban replied agreeably and pivoted to his third guest, a tall, patrician-featured man of obvious First Family bearing. “And this is Stev Katal, who recently ran for the Tenth Seat and nearly won it.”

“An outcome that would have displeased your Mosle patrons quite a bit, Captain,” this one said and did stand, holding out a hand while the other swished a whisky glass with a clank-clank of ice.

“Careful, Stev,” Cuban chuckled as he watched Dath accept the man’s grasp. “Our goal here is to persuade, not to bicker.”

Katal’s palm was as cold in Dath’s as a corpse’s and he barely met his eye, glowered instead at Cuban before releasing Dath. “And you know how I feel about this,” he grumbled and re-took his seat.

Cuban’s perfect smile faltered a moment and he shot a look across the room at Kerina, who had receded to a corner and leaned against a bookcase. Recovering his pearly grin quickly, though, he waved Dath over to the bar. “Captain, a drink?”

“Think I’d like that,” Dath grunted.

“Don’t mind Stev,” Cuban said while the droid fixed refreshment to his specification. “Losing the election is probably the first time anyone’s ever said no to him.”

Katal muttered something while Oller and Beale chortled.

Dath accepted the whiskey glass from the droid and took a hard pull, drained it, and set it to the counter top with a clack. The fire in his nerves guttered down slightly at the rush of warmth and he gestured to the machine for more. He waited as it poured and took up the glass again, half-finished it. Only then did he turn to face the room. Only then did he realized the silence; that all were waiting on him.

“Kerina said you were prepared to listen,” Cuban prodded.

Heat rushing to his face, Dath finished half of what remained in the glass and nodded. “I am.”

“Good,” Cuban chirped, instantly ebullient again. “Everyone, let’s begin. Susan?”

“Captain Raker,” Oller began, “decorated hero of the Battle of Crossroads, and certainly one of the only bright lights of that dark moment.” She took a pull on a hookah stem. “Go-to officer for the Fleet’s touchiest assignments.” Purple smoke blew out through her nostrils. “Now facing a Board of Inquiry and without his ship.”

Dath swished his drink and shrugged. “If your goal is to remind me of how well my life’s going, ma’am, you’re doing a great job.”

“As a matter of fact, Captain,” she replied, leaning forward, “it is. You’ve repeatedly been made the fall-guy for the Fleet’s—and the Republic’s—failings. As senior surviving officer when the Fenris went down, you were the one who faced the court-martial for the loss of the ship. You survived that, but spent years in administrative purgatory, only being given a second-rate command when you came out of that.”

“Tenacity is not second-rate, Lady Oller,” Dath snapped before he could think better of it. “She is the finest ship in the Fleet.”

“Made so by you.” His anger didn’t appear to have displeased the woman, who grinned like a hunter sighting prey. “And the Fleet’s appreciation for that has been to toss you back into purgatory, this time maybe with no chance of reprieve.” She shook her head. “How does that make any sense?”

“The Service doesn’t always make sense, ma’am,” Dath replied with a shrug. “But we have our orders and duty.”

“That’s a junior spacer’s answer,” Katal sneered. “Not a Captain’s.”

Prickles of fury ran across Dath’s scalp. He heard a tiny draw of breath, looked to the cabin’s corner, where Kerina watched him with a warning gleam to her eyes. He finished his drink and set it upon the bar, again gesturing for more while meeting Katal’s glower.
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