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      Blood ran from the open gash on the admiral’s scalp.

      The pungent scent of smoke and dust gave her an idea of the damage they’d suffered.

      “Give me the defence status report.”

      “The surface is under heavy bombardment,” said the second officer. “The orbital hub is destroyed.”

      “How many ships survived?”

      “Six, Admiral; four of them are civilian vessels. One transport and three freighters.”

      “Where did they come from?” she said to her XO, Commander Gill.

      The right side of his face was a bloody, burned mess, but he remained at his station, despite the obvious pain.

      Even though the military command centre was buried beneath kilometres of bedrock, they had been hit hard. Half of her staff were dead or critically injured. She could only imagine the extent of the devastation to Dulcinea’s settlements on the ground.

      “They are employing some kind of stealth technology, Admiral,” said Gill. “We can’t see them to shoot back, and I have never seen anything like the weapons they are using.”

      “Nor I, and I spent six years at the Tactical Research Centre on Earth.”

      “Where would one of the factions get tech like this?”

      “They want to separate from the Confederation, not start a war,” she said. “None of the dissenting colonies have shown military aggression before.”

      “Well, then who could they be?”

      Another violent earthquake shook the reinforced foundations.

      “That was a big one,” said the admiral. “What the hell could they be using to bombard the planet?”

      “Sir,” said the second officer. “The Revenge and Victory are destroyed.”

      “That’s the last of our orbital defences,” said Gill, “and they are picking off our surface installations from orbit.”

      “Did you reach the governor yet?”

      “No, ma’am. The Parliamentary Palace is gone. We must assume every cabinet minister is dead.”

      “That just leaves me,” she said. “Send out a general broadcast. Announce our surrender.”

      “The attackers don’t respond to any of our hails.”

      “What other choice is there?”

      Another blast knocked everyone from their feet. A trickle of dust fell on the admiral’s face as she lay on the floor, stunned.

      The reinforced ceiling cracked under the strain of kilometres of overburden.

      Everything crashed down on her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FORTY YEARS LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up, asshole! You’ll be late for inspection.”

      Hayden Kaine hated alarms. Avoidance of discipline and schedules was one reason he had deactivated his LINK’s chronometric functions. Of course, that never prevented his roommate from serving that role on his own initiative. If not for Kyle’s adherence to the rules on his behalf, he didn’t believe he would have survived academy life. As things were, the two of them enjoyed a codependent relationship that served them both, though he often felt he got the better end of the deal.

      “I’m awake. Stop shouting.” He dragged the sheets over his head.

      “You need to be up, Officer Cadet Kaine.” Kyle emphasized his point by yanking the covers from his friend.

      Hayden pulled the pillow over his head and curled into a fetal position. “Just three more days, Mom?”

      Deciding he could no longer put it off, he sat on the edge of the bed and blinked at the sunshine streaming through the opened blinds.

      “Whose bright idea was it to get an apartment facing east?”

      “It faces west, thanks to your influential daddy. Of course, you might remember that if you spent any significant time here,” called Kyle from the kitchen.

      Hayden cradled his head in his hands and moaned. “Are you still dating that medical student? Do you think she can get me some really powerful painkillers, or just something to kill me?”

      “Her name is Andrea, and she’s my fiancée, if it makes any difference. These should help.”

      He looked up to Kyle, holding a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and a pair of white medicine tablets in the other.

      After tossing the pills to the back of his throat, he gulped down half the beverage, oblivious to its temperature.

      “What the hell happened to you last night? You usually show some modicum of self-control the night before a parade inspection.”

      Hayden’s shoulders slumped, and he cradled the cup in both hands while he stared at the late afternoon sun.

      “Katie and I broke up.”

      Kyle regarded his roommate, a deep frown creasing his brow. “You asshole! She was the best thing to ever happen to you. Who did the breaking up?”

      “Technically, it was her.”

      “And, ‘technically,’ what was her reason this time?”

      He winced in recollection. “She walked in on me in bed with Sharon.”

      Hayden didn’t see the fist that caught him in the side of his jaw and sent him to the floor and the remains of his coffee splattering the wall.

      “You...oh! There are no words to describe you. What the hell would tempt you to cheat on Katie?”

      “I don’t have a good reason, okay? She blew our date off because of some big assignment from her granddad, and, well, we argued, and I went drinking and...it just happened.”

      “Holy Mary, Mother of God! You are such a dog! Just a week before graduation, and you pull a stunt like that. It probably explains the priority message from the Old Man flashing for you on the board.”

      “What are you talking about?” Hayden sat up, rubbing his chin. When Kyle didn’t bother to answer, he stood and made his way to the comm panel. On the way, he activated and reviewed the messages cued on his LINK but saw nothing from Admiral Thomas. The Old Man, as he often did when he was about to release a disciplinary shitstorm on someone, had gone old-school and posted on the public board. Nobody other than the recipient could access the contents, but the meaning of it being there was understood by every cadet in the academy.

      Aware of Kyle’s scrutiny, he accessed and read the communiqué. After a few moments, Kyle said, “Well? What does it say?”

      “He’s summoned me to his office for a special assignment.” He stared at the screen, trying to decipher the hidden meaning behind the short missive.

      “What the hell, man? He must really be pissed with you. What do you think it is?”

      “Well, he can’t flunk me. Despite my best efforts, I did manage to meet the grad requirements.”

      “Holy shit, man. Where do you think he’ll send you? I heard that he once assigned a graduate to spend his first five years in sewage maintenance...”

      “I don’t think that’s what this is about.”

      “Huh? How can you be so sure? He’s never liked the idea of you dating his precious little genius granddaughter. Now that you spectacularly screwed that relationship up...”

      “Katie isn’t like that. She never told the Old Man about our...issues. She wouldn’t do it now.”

      “A woman scorned and all...”

      Hayden glared at him.

      “Okay, Kaine. What do you think it is?”

      “It might be a consular posting.”

      “What? Are you nuts?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Dad’s pressed hard for me at the Admiralty. I did specialize in diplomatic relations.”

      He deleted the message and moved to the closet to select his uniform.

      “When is the meeting?”

      “Geneva, later today.”

      “There is an inspection parade this evening. What will I tell Warrant Officer Singh?”

      Hayden shrugged. “Admiral’s orders, I suppose. It was on the public board.”

      Kyle shook his head. “If you get shipped off to some wreck to run radiation leak maintenance, I want you to pay what you owe me before you go.”

      “That is not going to happen. Besides, if it is, I’m sure I’ll be given time to pack.” He smiled at his long-time friend, who rolled his eyes and retreated to his own bedroom.

      It had to be a diplomatic posting. What other reason for a personal meeting? Any other assignment would come through the routine, postgraduation assignations that every cadet received. It wouldn’t be for any kind of retribution over his indiscretion. Whatever happened between he and Katie remained strictly beyond the Old Man’s ability to redress without legal implications for the admiral.

      Dad came through. Hayden pumped his fist in private celebration. He and his father always agreed that a military commission would be valuable on the resume, but only as a stepping-stone to the diplomatic corps. From there, after a few years’ experience in various postings of increasing importance, he would run for election to the governing council, as planned.

      This meeting had to be for a high-profile commission, accelerated by the brewing dispute between colonial factions. He would probably be assigned to a Peace Keeper ship and assist in calming things down. A perfect first assignment. His father would be pleased.

      The thought of being sent so far away gave Hayden pause. He should call Katie and try to pour oil on the waters before he was shipped off. There was no long-term plan for their relationship; they both understood their careers would carry them in different directions, but he didn’t want them to part after an unresolved transgression.

      She had a generous and forgiving spirit. He realized it was the primary reason she had put up with his bullshit for so long, but he worried he’d gone too far this time. He resolved to call on her and beg for forgiveness. They probably wouldn’t make up, but it could be his only chance to say goodbye.

      But first, he had a more pressing matter to attend to before his departure for Geneva.

      Pausing, he accessed his LINK to transfer the funds he owed to Kyle’s account.
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      Iris Montague-Breyson was the most brilliant person Hayden knew.

      After an accomplished career as the preeminent researcher in multidimensional physics, she “retired” to be a full-time instructor at the academy. She was known as an uncompromising taskmaster who brooked nothing short of perfection from her students. As a result, over two-thirds of the cadets who took her course failed on their first attempt.

      Most people believed Katie’s help allowed Hayden to pass Iris’s class on his first try. Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Though she was one of his toughest teachers, nearly failing him on more assignments than he cared to recall, she held a special place in his heart.

      When his mother, Amelia, died, it was her best friend, Iris, who stepped up to help bring up six-year-old Hayden. Walden Kaine’s career and ambition kept him far too preoccupied to sacrifice the time necessary to raise his traumatized son.

      With no children or family of her own, she took on the role with the same brilliant dedication to perfection she devoted to her professional life. Somehow, the woman whose life was just as demanding as his father’s had created the time to become his surrogate mother.

      Through his father’s influence, he gained admission to the elite Confederation Military Academy. But it was his desire to make Iris proud that motivated him to succeed in his studies.

      Hayden passed the course because he did not want to disappoint his “Auntie I.”

      Period.

      It was the most challenging time of his education and taught him the necessary discipline to apply himself — when he chose to do so, which was less often than she liked.

      The palliative care unit was a brightly lit, sunny place. In many ways, it was like Iris herself.

      Hayden greeted the nurses with a familiar nod as he walked past the charge desk.

      “How is she today, Penny?”

      “She took a turn last night,” said the pretty young nurse. “And before you get upset, she ordered me not to contact you unless something ‘definitively imminent’ developed. Her words.”

      He shook his head. “Typical. Is she awake?”

      “She’s in the sunroom.”

      Hayden plucked a daisy from the bouquet he’d brought and gave it to her on his way to locate Iris.

      He found her in an armchair with her back to the door. A wool blanket covered her up to her neck, despite the warm sunshine that streamed into the room.

      She heard him before he could speak and turned, smiling.

      It had been too many weeks since his last visit. She was a gaunt shadow of the robust, energetic Auntie I of his childhood.

      He did his best to bury his feelings and returned her smile. He pulled up a chair and presented the flowers to her.

      “Oh, for me? And daisies, too. Thank you, dear.”

      She accepted them with shaking hands and set them down on the side table.

      “Let me look at you,” she said as she grasped his hands. Her grip was far stronger than he expected. “You aren’t eating properly. Perhaps partying a little too much, eh?” She winked.

      He blushed. “Possibly.”

      “How is that lovely girlfriend of yours?”

      He examined the pattern of the carpet and after an uncomfortable pause told her everything. He kept no secrets from her.

      She shook her head. “Oh, I’m so sorry this happened.”

      That was all.

      No admonition; no disappointment in her voice or judgement in her tone. Just acceptance.

      “Admiral Thomas summoned me to his office. For an assignment.”

      She nodded. “Feeling a little nervous, are you?”

      “Yes. I’m not sure what to expect after...”

      “He has no legal right to use that situation to justify personal revenge. If he does, he will hear from me. I still maintain a few connections over his head at that place.”

      Hayden smiled. “Thanks, but I don’t think it will come to that. At least I hope not. But I am concerned about leaving you behind if he sends me off somewhere.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” She patted his hand.

      “But, I...”

      “Honey, it is time you come to terms with the fact that I’m not long for this life. I accept that, and you must as well. I tried to teach you all you need, given your father’s expectations of you.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “Dad doesn’t realize⁠—”

      “No, Hayden. You don’t realize. He sacrificed everything for you. You don’t think so, but it is true. He may not be the father of the year, but he cares for you. He cared enough to ask me to raise you, rather than cede your upbringing to boarding schools. Don’t judge him too harshly.”

      She released his hand and picked up a folio from the side table. “This is important. Read it before you leave here.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. We don’t need to talk to enjoy each other’s company. I want to discuss something about that with you when you’re finished. Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned back in the armchair.

      Hayden guiltily checked his chronometer. He needed to catch Katie before his departure to Geneva, but...

      He opened the folio. It contained a scientific brief from a research section he was not familiar with.

      “Am I cleared to read this?”

      “Oh, tosh-tosh. You won’t tell anyone, and nobody would believe you if you did.”

      Hayden settled into the chair and began reading. The report was from some archaeological researcher stuck out in the boonies. He claimed that he had uncovered an extinct alien culture on one of the outermost colony planets. The location was blacked out, as were a lot of the details, but what he could read seemed more like a science fiction novel than a serious report.

      “Is this real? Who is this crackpot?”

      “You’ll note his name is redacted. I’m not privy to who he is, but I have my suspicions. And to answer your question, yes, it is.”

      “But this is outlandish. A dead race of sentient aliens? We’ve been stepping out into the galaxy for the last three centuries. No life form more advanced than bacteria has ever been encountered.”

      “You recall the Drake hypothesis? Who is to say that other cultures did not exist in the past? The universe is far older than our solar system.”

      “Why are you showing this to me?”

      “If Thomas is sending you where I think he might, it will be useful for you to go with an open mind.”

      “I realize that, but this?”

      Iris began to chuckle, which soon devolved into a coughing fit. She seemed not to be able to catch her breath.

      Hayden ran out to the front desk and found Penny.

      Twenty minutes later, she was in her bed, hooked up to oxygen and intravenous drips. She looked up at him with rheumy eyes and tried to speak.

      “Don’t talk,” he said as he hovered over her.

      She ignored him and spoke anyway, her voice muffled by the mask. “You will be late for your appointments. Go and see your girl. Ask for forgiveness, even if neither of you believe you deserve it. And promise me you will see your father before you are sent off-world.”

      “I’ll come back to say goodbye, if that happens.” His eyes were moist.

      She shook her head. “This is our farewell, my boy.” Her shaking hands gently caressed his face. “I could never have loved you as much as your mother did, but I gave you my whole heart. Forgive me for being too hard on you.”

      Tears flowed down his cheeks. “You weren’t...”

      “Oh, tosh-tosh. Give me a kiss and be on your way.”

      Hayden leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “Goodbye, Auntie. I love you.”

      Iris did not respond, having lapsed into sleep.

      Penny spoke softly. “All we can do at this point is manage her pain.”

      “You’ll inform me of any changes in her condition?”

      She nodded.

      Depending on what the admiral had planned for him, he was concerned he might never see Auntie I again.
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      Hayden turned the cold cup of coffee in his hands as he watched the faces of the passersby. They were all focused on some destination, and few would normally give someone loitering on a bench more than a cursory glance. This time, he attracted far more attention than he found comfortable.

      It was the dress uniform, of course.

      Most of the crowd in lab coats, rushing for their lunch break, regarded him like he was some interloper.

      Though the research campus was part of the academy, few uniforms ever ventured here. The researchers did not wish to acknowledge they were still a branch of the military, preferring to believe they worked for interests more altruistic than those of the empire.

      His presence offended them, but Katie’s refusal to return his pings had left him with little choice.

      Hanging around outside her place of work was, perhaps, not the best plan, but it was all he had time for. His shuttle was due to depart in a couple of hours.

      She must be really pissed this time, he thought.

      He spotted her seconds before she saw him. Her shoulders slumped in resignation, and she said something to her two companions. The women glared at Hayden with undisguised contempt. After they supportively hugged Katie, they walked brusquely past him, fixing him with withering gazes.

      He stood to greet her as she approached him. A scowl marred her brow, and fury simmered behind her deep blue eyes. Her long blonde hair, tied back in an efficient ponytail, enhanced her high cheekbones and graceful neck. Though she dressed conservatively, in a manner appropriate for her position, her lab coat did little to conceal her figure. He often said she would look sexy in coveralls.

      “Why are you here, Hayden?”

      “You didn’t respond to any of my pings.”

      “You’re surprised by that? You’re unbelievable.”

      “I just wanted to explain⁠—”

      “What? What is there to explain? I caught you in bed with Sharon Ortega. The situation was fairly obvious to me.”

      “C’mon, Katie. I made a mistake. I’m sorry.”

      “A mistake, was it? No, Hayden, I think it is I who should make an apology to you.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, I should apologize that I led you to think that any selfish thing you do is forgivable. It was an error on my part. I can’t believe I put up with your bullshit for as long as I did.”

      He scowled. “Then why didn’t you break up with me earlier? God knows I gave you enough reasons.”

      Her frown deepened. “I was too caught up with the status of being Hayden Kaine’s girlfriend. I was enraptured by the mystique afforded you by your family’s position. I was such a fool.”

      “Look, Katie. I messed up. I love you. I can change; get counselling; I can be a better person...”

      “Kaine, you are an unbelievable asshole! You don’t just decide to become your best self without changing something fundamental inside. Get your own life. The scripted existence you’re living is going to be the end of you.”

      She stared at him while he searched for a response. As he struggled, her expression softened. She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Goodbye, Hayden. I hope you find what you need to wake up the man I know lives inside you.”

      She walked down the path and vanished into a building.

      A ping to his cortical LINK snapped him from his trance. He tried to collect himself before accepting the message.

      His initial surprise was replaced by excitement when he saw that it was from his father. That quickly turned to trepidation when he accessed the contents.

      He was summoned to his father’s office.

      That was never an enjoyable experience.
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      “Come in, son. Do you want a drink?”

      Hayden’s father was tall and lean, without a grey strand in his full head of hair. It was tied back in a chonmage, typical for men of his social and political status.

      “No, thanks,” said Hayden as he collapsed into an armchair.

      Walden Kaine’s office was more like the smoking room of a nineteenth century men’s club. A faux bookshelf concealed the desk, and the room was decorated in priceless antique furniture.

      “Well, I’m having one.”

      He walked to the bar and selected a single malt for himself. Hayden winced when his father added ice. Despite his position and influence, the man had never learned how to take his whisky.

      After savouring his first sip, he sat opposite his son beside the fireplace. Holographic flames snapped and threw off too much heat for Hayden’s comfort.

      He scowled as his father made a show of enjoying the expensive liquor he couldn’t possibly appreciate. The man could be drinking kerosene and not know the difference.

      “I heard that Iris took a turn for the worse. I’m sorry, son.”

      His consoling tone grated on Hayden’s nerves.

      “Why am I here, Dad?”

      “Do I need a reason to want to see you?”

      He stared at his father through narrowed eyelids.

      The older man shrugged. “I learned today that Admiral Thomas summoned you. Do you know why?”

      He was not surprised his father knew more about his life than he had any right to. He’d long ago abandoned any illusions of privacy where Walden Kaine was concerned.

      “No, but I thought you might, by the tone of your message.”

      “No. The Old Man hasn’t returned my calls. I can only assume it is for something significant. Not many cadets are summoned to Geneva. One of my connections probably reached Thomas where I couldn’t.”

      Hayden needed a drink, but he dared not show up in Thomas’s office with booze on his breath.

      “I wish you didn’t push so hard...”

      “Are you still on that ‘I want to do it myself’ shit? Grow up, son. You need to exploit every advantage available to you. It is the only way we can keep things on schedule.”

      “I realize that. God knows you lecture me often enough about my ‘destiny.’”

      Walden frowned. “Well, then don’t muck it up.” His expression softened, and he raised his glass in a toast. “Congratulations, Hayden. I’m proud of you.”

      “I didn’t do anything to be congratulated for.”

      “That is your girlfriend talking. She doesn’t know anything about politics. Do you think she got to her position on her own merit? Wake up! She’s Thomas’s granddaughter.”

      “Katie is brilliant in her own right. She would be where she is without her family’s connections.”

      “You can try to delude yourself about that, but we both know you can’t rely solely on your own abilities. Nothing about your time at the academy has distinguished you. Without my help, you’ll end up as some junior officer on a ship posted...who knows where? That is a dead-end career that will do none of us any good.”

      “Especially not you. Isn’t that right, Dad?”

      “This has nothing to do with me. I did my part. Now it’s your turn. Don’t screw things up.”

      Hayden shifted in the overstuffed chair. Abruptly, he stood. “I should go, or I’ll miss my shuttle to Geneva.”

      Walden rose, extending his hand. “Of course. Good luck, son.”

      He hesitated, at a loss for what to say. Everything that came to mind seemed trite and insincere. How many times had he told himself that he was done with his father, only to swallow his petty rebellions and return to what was expected of him?

      He would have turned his back on Walden Kaine years ago, if not for Iris’s insistence he honour his father. She was old-fashioned that way.

      So, with her in mind, he swallowed his petulant pride, forced himself to smile, and did the least offensive thing possible.

      He accepted his father’s hand.

      What other choice was there?
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      Hayden’s throat was a parched desert, partly from the excessive amount of alcohol the previous night. The drip of perspiration running down the small of his back beneath his dress uniform convinced him that it was due to nerves.

      He had only met Robert Thomas privately on two occasions; both encounters were uncomfortable, and this one was not shaping into anything more pleasant.

      Ever since he read his summons to Geneva, he puzzled what this meeting could be about. His father’s lack of insight had left him to stew about it for the hour-long trip to fleet headquarters.

      Most cadets believed they were disliked by the Old Man, but Hayden was certain that the admiral hated him. From the stories floating around the campus, Thomas was well known for despising anyone who showed a passing interest in Katie Evans, his brilliant, attractive granddaughter. Hayden’s fears were more than unfounded paranoia, especially given what had happened.

      After an eternity of waiting, the secretarial synth entered the lounge and escorted him to the admiral’s office. On wobbly legs, he followed the android toward the door. When it opened, he found them unwilling to obey his commands, leaving him standing in the entrance.

      “Well, come in, please, Officer Cadet Kaine.”

      His feet finally responding to the invitation, he marched into the room and stood at attention before the most powerful man he knew; the one who would very soon determine the course of the rest of his military career, and the success or failure of his father’s efforts.

      Admiral Thomas stopped reading and regarded him. Hayden kept his eyes focused on a point above the Old Man’s head and maintained textbook posture.

      “At ease, Cadet. Please, take a seat.”

      Breaking eye contact with the wall, he tried to hide his incredulity. Obediently, he sat in the indicated chair, his back straight and not feeling at ease.

      Thomas graced him with an amused smirk and returned his attention to what he had been reading. Finally, he put the smart paper down, placed both hands on either side of it, and fixed his gaze on the young cadet.

      “I have followed your career with some interest. Given your involvement with Captain Evans, I’m sure you can appreciate why?”

      Hayden swallowed hard and managed to squeak out his reply. “Yes, sir.”

      Another amused expression crossed the Old Man’s face and he continued, “Your academic record at the academy is satisfactory enough.” He picked up the document and referred to it as he spoke. “Most of your marks in military history, tactics, and strategy are adequate, but not exceptional. Your performance in the basic sciences is in the upper quartile, however. Due to the influence of my granddaughter, no doubt?”

      Hayden nodded. “Yes, Admiral.” There was no point now in revealing who was responsible for his success.

      “Hmm. I thought as much.” He returned to the transcript. “But your scores in political science and diplomacy are consistently at the top of the class.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Are you hoping to make a career for yourself with the diplomatic corps, Mister Kaine?”

      Hayden paused at the leading question. His ambitions were well known to Katie who would undoubtedly have reported them to her grandfather. “I am, Admiral.”

      “That would explain the annoying and frequent communications from your father.” Thomas fixed his full attention on him. He felt like a young rabbit caught in the gaze of a wolf contemplating how best to eat him.

      “I don’t respond well to influence peddling, Cadet. I am disposed to disdain for the young, privileged scions whose high-ranking parents think they can jump-start the career of their offspring through pandering.”

      The Old Man skewered him with a steady stare and Hayden counted off the seconds, waiting for the drop of the other shoe.

      “I spent many long, sleepless nights considering how to assign you after your unavoidable graduation, Mister Kaine. Finally, something presented itself that serves multiple purposes for me.”

      Hayden braced himself in anticipation of what was coming.

      “My personal preference is to send you to one of the outlying colonies for some minor posting, where I could ensure you were forgotten and forced to languish until retirement. It would be a satisfying answer to the entreaties of your father and get you away from my granddaughter.”

      Thomas let him digest that comment before continuing. “Fortunately for you, that sort of thing is frowned upon. Instead, I found another assignment that will get you out of my hair and actually serves a useful function.”

      Hayden felt the perspiration grow in his armpits and another trickle of sweat run down his lower back. He tried to imagine the worst possible posting the admiral could give him, coming up with several undesirable options.

      Breaking the tension, the Old Man continued, appearing to enjoy the discomfort of his captive audience. “Effective immediately, I am graduating you from the academy and into the United Earth Forces with the commensurate rank of second lieutenant. You are to report to the Principal Orbital Space Dock at 0900 GMT for transfer to the UEF cruiser, Scimitar. There you will assume your post under the command of Captain Yegor Pavlovich.”

      Thomas stood and extended his right hand over the desk. Stunned, Hayden rose and accepted the firm handshake, then saluted his commanding officer.

      “Your ship’s formal mission parameters will be released to you once you arrive on the Scimitar. Godspeed, Mister Kaine.”

      Realizing that he was now dismissed, he said, “Thank you, Admiral.”

      As he walked to the doorway, Thomas called out to him, “Please don’t try to contact my granddaughter to say your goodbyes. I believe she does not wish to hear from you, based on my conversations with her.”

      He swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”

      Exiting the office, he made his way to the lobby, not sure what his fate was.
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      The contracted personnel transfer ship must have been twenty years past its best-before date. Its ancient light-gate engines took eighteen hours to recharge between jumps. Consequently, it took five days to make the required FTL hops to the Zeta Tucanae system. By the time they arrived, Hayden needed a shower and a change of scene to anything but the interior of the Antares. He was positive the admiral had assigned him to this vessel on purpose. Any of the newer ships of the fleet could make the trip in twenty hours.

      The ship was berthed in the run-down civilian wing of the station. The facility, while clean, smelled of a faint combination of mold and disinfectant.

      Hayden’s LINK connected to the local OM-NET node and he reviewed the messages awaiting his attention. His heart almost stopped when he saw one from Penny, the nurse at the palliative care unit.

      While her message was compassionate, her carefully chosen words could not blunt their impact.

      Iris had died while Hayden was in transit.

      Walden Kaine had made the funeral arrangements and held in trust Iris’s bequest to him.

      With tear-filled eyes, he scrolled through the other messages, searching for something from his father. On finding it, he paused before opening it, afraid of what it might contain.

      He didn’t really know his father. The man was absent for most of Hayden’s childhood. Only when he’d reached his teen years did circumstances change and Walden attempt to build a relationship between them.
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