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        There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things.
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      The Cat’s Fang was busy: that wasn’t new, it was always busy. But today the women were crowding the bar and using up all the tables, and the noise level was high enough that Taylitha, sitting in a corner with Laelkii, wasn’t worried about anyone overhearing their conversation. Which was good, because while the mood in the ship’s restaurant was high, her spirits weren’t.

      It was no use hiding that from Laelkii either, so Taylitha didn’t bother. Especially since the Chief of Medical had just asked her about it.

      “I’m fine, Snowhide. I just don’t love this next assignment.”

      Laelkii glanced at her over her mug of hot chocolate. “You’re serious? I thought you’d be all about this trip. You love organizing things. You enjoy managing personnel. You love training people. A refit-with-training should have you in whoops. Of glee.”

      “I know,” Taylitha said.

      “But?”

      But Alysha didn’t want to go. Could she say it out loud? Laelkii and ‘Star were the newest additions to the Stardancer’s crew, other than Alysha herself, but Taylitha had had enough time to see how easy the captain was around them. That implied things about their relationship, but she didn’t know how far that trust went. They were all friends, but…

      “You know you can always talk to me,” Laelkii said quietly. “You’ve had a rough time, and you haven’t been by the medplex to see anyone about it.”

      Did she want Laelkii to think this was about her? Not that she was at all reconciled to what had happened on Theth-129, which people were now calling “Amity” because of the unprecedented relationship between the two alien species that had existed on it. Had existed on it, because the last surviving member of the second species had died in Taylitha’s arms. Of loneliness.

      All right, well, maybe that was part of it. “It’s only been a week since we broke orbit. I’ve been busy.”

      “And I’m not rushing you.” Laelkii swirled her spoon through the whipped cream, breaking its perfect dome so some of the chocolate shavings fell into the cocoa. “I’m not even saying you have to talk about it with me or anyone else, though I think it would help. I’m just saying… if you need to unload, and you haven’t got any better ideas….”

      Taylitha couldn’t help laughing. “You’re my last resort, is that it?”

      Laelkii sighed heavily. “I’m so many people’s last resorts. Particularly…” She gave the chocolate a vigorous stir, “a certain hard-headed captain’s. She keeps things far too close. It’s not good for her. Or anyone. So… we have a soothing fish tank and a bunch of certified and licensed people eager to listen to your problems, in case you don’t want to take them to a friend. Call it a reminder.”

      “Consider me duly reminded,” Taylitha said. “And thanks, arii. I appreciate it, honestly. I’m just… working through things at my own pace.” And also worrying about Alysha. But she always worried about Alysha. She considered it part of her job, and she was proud of it.

      “Moving on, then,” Laelkii said, “You’ve done this before, I take it? I’ve never been through one of these.”

      “Never?” Taylitha asked, surprised. She smiled at the Asanii who stopped by their table to unload the basket of soft pretzels she’d ordered.

      “I got a late start,” Laelkii said. “And I spent some of my time on a starbase, not on a ship.” She snitched one of the pretzels, wrinkling her nose at the dip choices before choosing the beer-cheese. “All I know is we’re going somewhere for refits. Which presumably means we’ll be able to stand down?”

      “You’re not seriously pairing a pretzel dipped in cheese with hot chocolate?” Taylitha asked, one ear sagging. “Doesn’t that taste weird?”

      “Nothing tastes weird once you get past a certain age.” Laelkii made a waving motion with her fingers. “Educate me, young one.”

      Taylitha rolled her eyes and tried her pretzel in the wasabi sauce. Her eyes watered, and she took a hasty sip of her pilsner. “It doesn’t require much educating. We drop Alysha off at her retreat—”

      “Wait, wait, I remember at least that much about the assignment. It’s on Chloris, right?” Laelkii sighed. “Can I go too? I’ve heard it’s beautiful. ‘The Planet of Flowers.’”

      Taylitha smiled a lopsided smile. “Maybe you shouldn’t have read anything at all about it. Because no, we’re not bound for Chloris. We got the short end of the stick this time because we’ve recently been in drydock, thanks to that mess at Gledig. The Engineering & Maintenance folks think we won’t need the full service routine, so we’re part of the raft that’s getting sent to the beachhead.”

      “I like beaches?” Laelkii said.

      “Not beach like ‘sunny, warm, and full of drinks with umbrellas in them.’ Beachhead, like ‘a place you set up a forward base in advance of the rest of your army arriving.’ Fleet builds them in new sectors that aren’t sufficiently populated to merit a starbase and uses them to keep an eye on things until they decide the place needs a large, dedicated Fleet presence.”

      Laelkii put her hand to her eyes, groaning. “This sounds like another one of those ‘it’s a rock with a bar on it’ places, like those endless stations we had to resupply.”

      “It… won’t be much better than that,” Taylitha admitted.

      “Wonderful. And I guess we’re dropping Alysha at some barren asteroid for her ‘retreat’?”

      “No, no… if the only thing worth seeing out there were a bunch of asteroids, we wouldn’t need a beachhead in the first place because no one would have bothered to colonize anything in the sector. There’s a resort world that people claim is one of the best in the fringes—”

      “That’s not saying much,” Laelkii said sourly. “You could have the best fried chicken in the fringes too and a Core native wouldn’t touch it with tweezers and surgical gloves.”

      Taylitha laughed. “I’ve seen the stills. It’s gorgeous. Trust me, you can save your pity for the rest of us.”

      “So she’ll be down there… drinking drinks with tiny umbrellas?”

      “I doubt it. It’s not a vacation. It’s a retreat run by Fleet’s Medical & Psychiatry Division, and it’s supposed to be a check-up on the mental health of all the senior officers.” Taylitha took up another pretzel and went for the safer beer-cheese sauce… or at least, she thought it was safer. It had been blended with a porter, and didn’t combine well with her much lighter beer. Honey-mustard it was. “Medical will invite some of the brass by to give training, support, and leadership guidance, too. The retreat’s a way for captains to keep track of their cohort, learn things from their superiors, and let Medical get a feel for whether they need any help.”

      Laelkii’s ears had flattened. “How long’s this retreat?”

      “A little over half the length of our refit. Two weeks. We’ll be done in three.”

      The healer visibly wrenched herself from the contemplation of Alysha’s fate, stirring her drink, which by now needed no more stirring. “So the rest of us will be spending three weeks…”

      “Most of us will be spending three weeks on the beachhead station, for the refit,” Taylitha said. “The ensigns will get dropped for their retreat at the same time as Alysha, but on the other side of the planet.”

      “That’s that leadership thing like the one the two of you met at, isn’t it.”

      Taylitha nodded.

      “How are we going to get anything done around here if we’re leaving three-hundred-and-fifty of our people behind?” Laelkii asked, confused.

      “We’re not,” Taylitha said. “The only ensigns getting dropped are command track. We’ve only got sixty of those right now. Everyone else gets to stay on board and help us with the refits—that includes the ensigns, who’ll come back half a week before Alysha. There won’t be anything for them to do but makework, honestly. The maintenance won’t take long. They gave us a tune-up after Gledig before they set us loose.”

      Laelkii peered at her. “You’re telling me they’re sidelining a battlecruiser and all four hundred plus of her personnel for maintenance the ship doesn’t need? And then they want us to hang around a glorified asteroid-with-bar and… what, pretend that we still have work to do?”

      Taylitha started to answer, then shrugged.

      “You realize that makes no sense. Or is this another one of those ‘line officers understand why these things matter and it’s meant to mystify the rest of us’ things?”

      Taylitha, who’d been reaching for another pretzel, stopped to stare at Laelkii. “Where did you get that?”

      “Get what?”

      “’Line officers’?” Taylitha repeated. “That’s not lingo I expected you to know.”

      “Oh! Right, I got it from one of my healer-assists, Tory. She’s human, so I guess she picked it up from human naval habits? That’s where it’s from, I guess, or you wouldn’t be looking at me like I’ve sprouted a second head.”

      “How did Tory pick it up?” Taylitha asked, incredulous. “She wasn’t even born in the Sol system!”

      “Maybe she likes to read about the way things used to be done? Are still done on Earth, I guess. She’s got a bit of a bloodthirsty streak.” Laelkii nibbled her pretzel. “Anyway, you haven’t answered my question. What’s the point of all this if we don’t need the refit?”

      “The point is that Alysha has to attend the captains’ retreat, and the ensigns have to attend theirs, and if the ship’s going to have downtime it might as well get its maintenance done. The fact that we’ve already done the maintenance isn’t a factor. We’re going to be idle anyway, so we might as well be idle where we’re scheduled.”

      Laelkii continued toying with her drink, and Taylitha, watching, wondered at her sudden change in mood. Which had begun when they were discussing Alysha’s itinerary… “You know she doesn’t want to go,” Taylitha said suddenly. “Maybe you even know why…?”

      The healer looked up, ears flattening. Then she glanced away. “It’s not my story to tell.”

      So there was one. Taylitha had wondered. She’d watched Alysha so carefully on their own leadership retreat as ensigns, enough to know something had happened. Something that had forged a woman with breathnache claws and the will to protect other people at any cost to herself.

      “You’ve noticed, though,” Laelkii continued, studying Taylitha’s face.

      “Of course I’ve noticed. It’s my job to notice things about people.”

      Laelkii sighed. “I don’t guess there’s any chance she could get out of it.”

      “The captains’ retreat?” Taylitha’s ears swept back. “Bast, no. If she even tries, Medical & Psychiatry will be on her wanting to know why.”

      “Won’t they ever,” the healer muttered. “And I should know.” She stared into her drink, then downed half of the remainder in one gulp as Taylitha watched, wide-eyed.

      When Laelkii put the cup down, Taylitha blurted, “Is it really that bad?”

      “What?” Then staring at her cup, Laelkii blurted a laugh. “No, I promise I’m not chugging chocolate like alcohol in anticipation of awful, terrible things. It’s just not as exciting now that the whipped cream’s melted into it and I wanted to get it over with.”

      “You could just not drink it?”

      “That would be a waste of good chocolate,” Laelkii said solemnly. She rose and pushed in her chair. “I guess I’m for a fluffy book and my bed. I’m working off-shift if you need me.”

      “Is that another reminder?” Taylitha asked, smiling.

      “Just saying.” Laelkii mimed a salute—a bad one—and sauntered off, humming.

      Taylitha lingered over her beer, trying to decide if she found the tidbit about Tory disturbing. The First Commander’s responsibilities included personnel management, and she took them seriously… so she knew there were elements in Fleet that agreed with the recent drive to ‘humanize’ their code of conduct, their manual, their ships, their tactics… everything, really. Not all those elements were human either; plenty of Pelted were looking toward the border and wondering if they’d be up to a fight if the Chatcaava brought them one. But as with anything involving people, it was more complicated than ‘some people want a more militaristic Fleet and some people don’t.’ The issue was all tangled up in the Pelted’s history with their creators, and humanity’s troubled relationship with them and the universe. There were factions ostensibly in favor of the same goals who couldn’t stand one another.

      Taylitha was always watching for signs of fragmentation in the crew—that was part of her job. So far, the Stardancer remained free of a lot of the strains Taylitha had seen in other ships, working her way up the rank ladder. She intended to keep it that way. Tory’s teasing of Laelkii was probably harmless; the fact that Tory was teasing her superior officer certainly suggested it, because as far as Taylitha knew the people who were serious about militarizing Fleet wouldn’t have done anything so informal… even if Laelkii’s personality made it clear teasing would never be taken in the wrong spirit. She’d been an excellent addition to the crew. Their last Chief of Medical hadn’t been a bad sort, but her reserve hadn’t made her the sort of person one confided in… Laelkii, on the other hand, came across as the kind of person who’d bake cookies with you while you talked things out, and people responded to her warmth with predictable enthusiasm.

      It made Taylitha wonder whether she should take the healer up on her offer. Did she really want to talk about what had happened on Theth-129? Maybe. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to do it yet. Or to someone who’d been there. Not that she wanted it treated like some clinical incident in need of deconstruction, but… she didn’t want to talk about falling apart with people who’d actually seen her do it. She’d feel too self-conscious about it.

      Maybe Alysha felt that way about all the things that had happened in her life. Taylitha couldn’t blame her, if so. But the retreat didn’t necessarily involve psychiatrists crawling into people’s heads, even though that’s how it was largely advertised… it often ended up being about older, more experienced officers having the opportunity to train their successors. The medical division claimed to run things with a light hand. Mostly. Supposedly.

      Taylitha rubbed her forehead and stared at her pretzels, and wished she had more faith in ‘mostly’ and ‘supposedly.’
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      When Felsha entered her cabin, her roommate was already in it, which surprised her. They worked the same shift, but almost always parted ways afterwards; Felsha liked to go to the gym after work, while Darya used it in the morning so she’d have her evenings free to visit friends. They’d agreed on that early in their friendship; Darya didn’t ‘bring home’ guests. That was one of their first agreements, in fact, and the one that had convinced Felsha that the Harat-Shar were nowhere near as scary as their detractors made them out to be.

      But it was post-shift now, long enough that Felsha had finished her workout, and not only was Darya in their quarters, she was still in uniform, and at her desk. The pantherine was nearly invisible in the gloom, in fact, her black fur and the black and dark cobalt of the uniform tunic fading into the shadows. Only the amber glow of her data tablet pricked her face into relief.

      “Ah… Darya?” Felsha paused. “Can I turn on the lights?”

      “What?” Darya looked up and made a face. “I didn’t even notice it dimming. Sure, go ahead.”

      Felsha said, “Lights normal,” and padded to her side of the cabin to go through her underbunk drawers for her pajamas. “What happened? Didn’t you have a date tonight?”

      “I did, but I canceled.”

      Felsha looked up, ears splayed. “Are you sick?”

      The pantherine, who’d returned to skimming her tablet, stopped to glance over her shoulder and started laughing, presumably at the dismay on Felsha’s face. “No! I’m fine, I promise. In fact, I’m hunting right now.”

      Felsha relaxed. Darya had any number of joking terms for looking for company, and ‘hunting’ meant she was feeling good about bringing down her quarry. Felsha had long ago resigned herself to being the recipient of all the Harat-Shar’s cheerful strategizing about maximizing her enjoyment after-hours, and after a few years it had even become… well, amusing? She would never have thought she’d be interested, but listening to Darya gossip about who she was hoping to romance next was a lot like reading an adventure novel. It helped that Darya was never catty; in fact, she almost never said a cruel word about anyone. Felsha guessed if you looked at the world as one big opportunity for physical joy, being mean was too likely to minimize your chances.

      She changed into her battered old pajama pants and shirt, the gray ones with the Fleet eagle, and crawled onto her bunk. “Who’s the lucky girl this time?”

      “The captain,” Darya said, distracted, and jumped when Felsha yelped. Pressing on her outraged ear, the pantherine turned to Felsha. “Arii, I’m trying to work here!”

      “You’re not seriously going to flirt with the captain!” Felsha exclaimed.

      “I flirt with everyone!” Darya said. And then blinked. “You mean… no!” This peal of laughter made her last one sound half-hearted. “I’m not… trying… to romance… the captain!” She wiped her eyes. “Angels, though. I bet she’d be something.”

      “I don’t even want to imagine it,” Felsha said primly. Memories from Theth-129 surfaced, despite her best intentions, and she sobered. “I really don’t want to. Especially after what we saw.”

      Darya nodded. “Yes, exactly. That’s exactly why I’m hunting, arii. Because the captain…” Pointing a finger at the door. “Is going to this retreat. And you know who this retreat is run by?”

      “Fleet?” Felsha said, baffled.

      “Fleet Medical and Psychiatry,” Darya said. “Scuttlebutt says the place is full of headshrinkers just looking for people’s inner demons. Who’s to say they won’t notice the captain has a few of her own? And then what?”

      “And then…” Felsha trailed off.

      “And then they bother her about it,” Darya said. “And we can’t have that.”

      “How exactly are we supposed to stop it?”

      “I haven’t gotten that far yet,” Darya said. “I’m working on getting us down there with her in case she needs it.”

      Felsha fluffed up her pillow and leaned back against it, her golden tail coiling over her insteps as she hugged her knees. “I assume you’ve got some idea about how we’re going to go down to a captains’ retreat when, you know, we’re both lieutenants.”

      “Oh sure. Since neither of us drew the duty for managing the ensigns on the other side of the planet, we’re free. And that means we can volunteer to drive the captain’s shuttle.” Darya tapped the tablet. “You’re a great navigator. I’m a great pilot. We work well together. Assigning us to ferry duty makes sense.”

      “But then we drop her off and we leave, right?”

      “No, see that’s the good part,” Darya said. “We’re supposed to stay in orbit and wait for her in case she has to return to the ship for some emergency or something. As long as we get assigned to the shuttle, we’ll be able to hang around upstairs. And it’s a short trip from orbit to a planet if someone needs you.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to the captain at the retreat,” Felsha said. “Nothing that needs physical intervention anyway.”

      “Yeah, well, our last trips haven’t gone according to plan either,” Darya said. “And we’ve been at ground zero for both of them.” She ticked off on her fingers. “First we got to watch the captain take on Dylan Brushnie on Gledig, and wasn’t that a fight. Then we ended up tagging along with her to convince a bunch of aliens to take a chance on us. The angels are giving us a message here, Felsha.”

      “Which is that we’re supposed to be the captain’s keepers?” Felsha asked, amused.

      “What else?” Darya resumed perusing her tablet. “Anyway, I’m proposing the crew roster for the shuttle, because if it shows up in Taylitha’s queue completely done, she’s more likely to hit ‘go’ on it. The less she has to mess with, the better.”

      Despite herself, Felsha started finding the exercise interesting. “So… for a shuttle trip like this, we need, what? A pilot, a copilot, and…”

      “One engineer for maintenance,” Darya said. “We can also add an extra person for security, but it’s not as important as the ‘if the shuttle blows a circuit we need someone to fix it’ person. The only problem is that all the people I know in engineering are either going to be nailed down for the refit, or at the ensign’s retreat either participating or managing…”

      “What about Steffis?” Felsha said, without thinking.

      Darya lifted her head, both ears slicked back. “You’re not serious.”

      “Is she free?” Felsha asked. “She should be. They don’t need all that many people downstairs to handle the ensigns, and Engineering has more than enough crew to spare her, particularly since she’s not a lead.”

      “We are not asking Steffis to be our engineer,” the pantherine said. “For obvious reasons.”

      “Which obvious reasons?”

      Darya folded her arms. “You were there. I shouldn’t have to tell you why that’s a totally unreasonable choice.”

      “Actually,” Felsha said slowly, “I want to hear you tell me your reasons.”

      The Harat-Shar’s brows lifted. “How about ‘the two of us don’t get along because she’s a liar’?”

      That characterization was so unexpected Felsha pushed herself to the edge of her bunk and leaned toward her roommate. “A liar? Really?”

      “She told the captain my sisters—”

      “Your imaginary, dream-realm sisters who weren’t actually there—”

      “My sisters,” Darya continued emphatically, “were pushing her. When they weren’t.”

      “Why does that matter?” Felsha asked, puzzled. “They weren’t real, Darya. Does it matter what Steffis thought of them?”

      “Yes!” Darya exclaimed. “Because it was my subconscious she was judging!”

      Felsha paused for long enough that the pantherine started eyeing her. Apologetically, the Asanii said, “I’m sorry, it’s just... a really strange situation. Who would have thought that we’d have to deal with the literal externalization of our own subconsciouses and what they do to other people who are interacting with them?”

      Darya’s ears lost some of their trembling tension, though they stayed flat. “It’s still what happened.”

      “I guess it is,” Felsha said. “But… you know, Darya…”

      The Harat-Shar squinted at her. “You’re about to say something uncomfortable.”

      For them both, Felsha thought. She sighed. “I hate to say this, but….”

      “You think I was wrong?”

      “Not then,” Felsha said. “I think you’re wrong now for holding this opinion.”

      The pantherine wrinkled her nose. “You think I should forgive her. Because I scare people.”

      “I think you’re misunderstanding her,” Felsha corrected. “Because the way she reacted to you… well, it reminds me of the way people who aren’t interested in sex at all react when they’ve been constantly pushed about not wanting it. They scar over, and start having a reflexive reaction to anything that looks like people wanting to know why they won’t just give in and participate, and what’s wrong with them, and how come they’re not doing what everyone else is doing….”

      Darya’s mouth dropped open.

      “Am I wrong?” Felsha asked, hesitant. “You all are the experts in sexual behavior.”

      Her friend smacked herself on the forehead with her data tablet. Gently. But repeatedly. “Oh. No. Oh. No.”

      “I’m right, aren’t I.”

      The pantherine sighed heavily. “I bet you are, yes. If I look at it as ‘asexual brutalized by oblivious people most of her life’… her behavior makes a lot of sense. And I looked straight past it because I was too focused on the mental picture of her I’d already made. Which wasn’t flattering.”

      “That’s really weird for you,” Felsha said. “You don’t usually dismiss people like that.” She peered at Darya. “You’re not… maybe… crushing on her?”

      The pantherine snickered. “You did not just ask me that. Felsha, I sleep with as many people as I can find!”

      “That’s not the same thing as liking them,” Felsha said.

      “It is for me,” Darya answered. She went into their laundry bin and plucked Felsha’s uniform out, throwing it at her. “Well, genius, get dressed. Let’s go talk to her.”

      “What? Why do I have to go!”

      “Because you’re the one who brought me to my senses. And we come as a pair. And also because Steffis is likely to shut the door in my face if I show up at it.”

      “The doors open and close automatically….”

      “Trust me,” Darya said, rueful, “if you’re right about why she was upset, she’ll find a way to slam it.”
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      Steffis did not slam the door in their faces, but Felsha reflected it was probably a near thing. Especially given the incredulous look she awarded them when the door opened.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, acerbically.

      Felsha opened her mouth to say something, but Darya beat her to it. “I’ve come to apologize.”

      The silence then was so awkward and so prolonged that Felsha said, “Um… can you either finish throwing us out or let us in? Because standing in the corridor staring at one another is going to look strange to people passing by.”

      “And if you let us in,” Darya said, “you’ll have the satisfaction of throwing us out if you decide you want to. You can’t really do that from the corridor.”

      The engineer’s ears flicked back, but she stepped out of their way so they could enter.

      Steffis’s side of the room reflected an orderly mind, which Felsha had expected. The bunk was perfectly made, with tucked corners. The desk was organized with everything lined up so that the edges were parallel. Even the tablet she’d set down to answer their chime had been rested on the bed neatly. What Felsha hadn’t expected were the ballet posters, and she couldn’t help but exclaim, “Oh, how beautiful!”

      The engineer’s ears swiveled forward, partially. “It is, isn’t it?”

      Darya had joined Felsha in studying the posters. Almost all of them were of human ballet companies, though there was a mixed company of plantigrade Pelted and human posing for a Romeo and Juliet spread. “Have you attended?” Darya asked.

      Steffis almost didn’t answer; Felsha, glancing at her, could see her internal fight not to start talking about something important to her with people she didn’t trust. But the engineer said, finally, “As many as I can. Schedules permitting. And money.”

      “It must be amazing,” Felsha said, encouraging. “Most of the dance performances I’ve seen have been all Pelted, but everyone says humans have a special something.”

      “They do!” Steffis said. “Though Pelted are good at it too. I like both styles. It just amazes me how much humans accomplish without our sense of balance. And they’ve been doing it for thousands of years. Longer than we’ve been around. I saw a production of Swan Lake… you know that debuted in 1877? That was before they even knew what DNA was!” She shook her head, tail softening behind her. “And it was beautiful. I can’t even describe it.”

      “We should go to one,” Felsha said to Darya, because trying to imagine something humans were doing beautifully before they’d dreamed of Pelted, she couldn’t not be curious.

      “We should,” Darya agreed. “You should tell us what to see, alet. We could use a guide.”

      Steffis folded her arms. “Which brings us back to why you’re here, and what you’re trying to get out of me by apologizing.”

      Darya winced. “I’m not trying to get anything out of you, though I can guess why you might think so. I wanted to tell you that… I was wrong. On Amity. The things I said to you. It wasn’t fair.”

      “You figured that out now,” Steffis said. “After making me look ridiculous in front of the captain.”

      Felsha put a discreet hand on her friend’s elbow to remind her not to explode. Darya could be more passionate than sensible sometimes. Well, maybe most times. But the pantherine didn’t argue. “It did take me this long, yes. And Felsha hitting me on the head about it.”

      Steffis glared at them a while longer before looking away. “I guess late is better than never. Even if you did ruin my reputation for me.”

      Felsha started to object that the captain wouldn’t hold Steffis’s behavior against her forever, but Darya plunged into the conversational gap. “Then we’ve got to fix it, and I have an idea how. Felsha and I are volunteering to drive the captain to the retreat and keep her shuttle warm in case she needs it. We need an engineer to fill out the roster. You could come… we’d have a chance to demonstrate that we solved things on our own.”

      “That does impress her,” Felsha said. “She likes to see people working through their problems by themselves.”

      “Showing initiative about personnel issues,” Darya agreed. “Making it clear we don’t need our hands held.”

      Steffis eyed them both, uncertain. “But we haven’t worked things out on our own. You realize that, right? One apology doesn’t make me trust you.”

      “I don’t expect it to,” Darya said, her tone coaxing. “That would be unreasonable. But we can work together as colleagues now that I’ve admitted I treated you poorly. Right?”

      “That depends on whether you plan on continuing to treat me poorly,” Steffis said. “And I don’t have confidence in any Harat-Shar to keep her hands to herself.”

      “That’s a little unfair,” Felsha said. “Darya’s never touched you. The real Darya, I mean. Her subconscious… that doesn’t count. If we were all held accountable for things our subconscious did, we’d be in big trouble.”

      “But that’s exactly what happened,” Steffis said, voice sharp. “And my subconscious wasn’t good enough, while yours got a pass. There was nothing fair about it.”

      They all paused then, because Steffis wasn’t wrong.

      Darya held up her hands. “All I’m asking is for a chance to prove to you that you can trust me. In front of the captain, so she can be impressed by how we’re working through our personal issues. We really do need an engineer for the flight, and… even if you didn’t go through the whole experience in the sea, you were there, and that’s not something almost anyone else on this ship can say.”

      “If you’re trying to tell me that should create some mystical bond of friendship between us because we were comrades,” Steffis began, ears slicking back again.

      “I’d love it if it did,” Darya said. “But I’m not expecting it to. And look, I’m way over here on the other side of the room from you. Even Felsha’s standing closer.”

      “She doesn’t touch me, ever,” Felsha added.

      “You were jostling elbows.”

      “Felsha was jostling my elbow,” Darya protested.

      “Probably to remind you to behave.”

      “All right, so the hanging gardens weren’t built in a day.” Darya clasped her hands behind her back. “Can we at least start with the shuttle duty? For your sake, not ours. So you can show the captain you’re a bigger woman than us.”

      Steffis’s eyes narrowed.

      “Please come?” Felsha added. “I’d like it.”

      “Fine,” Steffis said. “But don’t expect…” She lifted a hand, fingers twiddling. “One of your love fests.”

      “We’re there to work, and protect the captain,” Darya said. “That’s all.”

      “All right. Put me on the roster.”

      “Thanks, alet,” Darya said, and led Felsha out, and her tail didn’t even start lashing until they reached the safety of the corridor. As they headed back toward their cabin, the pantherine said, “You’d like it? Really?”

      “Yes?” Felsha answered. “I don’t like how things ended on Amity. That was a stressful situation. Steffis is right, it wasn’t fair to any of us. But her particularly.”

      “Steffis,” Darya muttered.

      “She hasn’t said we could call her Julien.”

      Darya sighed. “I hope that works out as well as you think it will. But in case it doesn’t, we’d better find that extra person. Just for ballast.”
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      It had been a long day in a job that consisted entirely of long days, and Matthew Brighthaven wasn’t sorry to accept Newell’s invitation to stop by even knowing it would inevitably involve business. Tom was a friend, and kept an extravagant sideboard, and by now Brighthaven had spent more than one evening sampling it while talking out the frustrations and nuances of the job Newell himself had saddled him with.

      And wasn’t that a joke, given that humans had dubbed the inflated ranks the Pelted dropped on borrowed Naval personnel when they transferred over ‘pony saddles’… only this particular one didn’t feel as toylike as the name suggested. Brighthaven suspected Newell had known what it was going to entail, too, which is how he’d ended up the senior admiral of the Public Relations department, rather than leading the division of Recruitment and Training, which is where he’d expected to land after his tenure as the Commandant of the Selnor campus of Fleet Academe.

      “You’re charismatic, you’re a good speaker, and you think well on your feet,” was what Newell had said then. “Doesn’t hurt that you’re young and good-looking. Plays well to the cameras.”

      Brighthaven snorted and flung his short cape over his shoulder. They’d put him in front of enough of them to prove it too… particularly once the rewrite of the Fleet Manual hit the news. Then he’d become the face of the new human push to reform the Fleet or destroy it, depending on how the viewer felt about those changes. The job had taken off then, and he’d had no choice but to ride or get bucked off.

      Newell’s sideboard—and listening ear—were more valuable with every passing day.

      Brighthaven locked his devices down and stepped out of the office. “I’m off for the evening, Daniel. Usual routine. If it’s urgent, ping me, otherwise, table it until tomorrow.”

      The Hinichi commander serving as his assistant glanced up from his terminal. “All right, sir. Have a good night.”

      As the White Admiral of the Fleet—the highest ranking military officer in the Alliance—Newell had multiple offices, and the one he kept on Fleet Central’s base, in orbit around Selnor, was a sumptuous multi-room sprawl that had more in common with a penthouse suite than anything Brighthaven had ever used for work. Or Newell himself, for that matter. Brighthaven showed himself at the reception area, where his Karaka’An staffer Cora was on duty, and was passed through into the first of those rooms. It was the only one with a desk but no one noticed because it was dwarfed by the windows that ran up from the floor until they joined overhead in a hemispherical roof window that looked like something out of a cathedral.

      Newell was sitting in one of the chairs by the window, nursing a snifter of cognac and chatting amiably with his foremost aide, an older Seersan woman with silvery fur and pale points. Brighthaven paused on the threshold of the room until Newell waved him in, then nodded to them both and went to the sideboard to decide on the drink of the evening. Was it too early to drink?

      Was it ever too early?

      He listened while making himself a Manhattan: the sort of minutiae he expected of the conversation, going over notes from a recent meeting with the Night Admiral, who headed covert ops and all the branches of Fleet that supported those efforts. He’d just finished mixing when Newell dismissed her, and the tension between his shoulder blades eased.

      He wasn’t the only one who noticed it either.

      “You’re going to have to get used to them at some point, Matthew.”

      “I am used to them,” Brighthaven answered.

      “By ‘used to them’ I mean ‘trust them again’,” Newell said dryly. “But I won’t belabor it now. Sit. How’d the press conference go?”

      “About how you’d expect.” Brighthaven took the seat opposite Newell’s, still warm from the Seersa’s body. The unsolicited intimacy of it bothered him… as so many things had since he’d realized that the Alliance, no less than any human society, had its share of coerced intimacies. “Everyone wants to know why we’re pushing to build more of the larger ship classes, which they feel are ‘inappropriate’ to the mission of Fleet.”

      Newell chuckled. “Nothing new there, at least. The public always wants to know why the military wants more hardware. The military always wonders why the public doesn’t notice all the dangers it sees.”

      “And somewhere in the middle we get the truth?”

      “As usual,” Newell said. “This time I think it’s leaning toward our side, though. None of our ambassadors to the Chatcaavan Empire are effective. They’re going to keep pushing until we take notice, and the moment we do we’ll have a fight on our hands. And I don’t think it’ll be an easy one.”

      “That could be tomorrow or a century from now, though.”

      “Maybe,” Newell said. “I don’t think so, though. Not the way we’re inching out into the contested areas between our borders. It’s one thing for us to share a planet or two in a zone no one’s formally planted a flag in… another thing entirely for us to move in and start filling all the residential space with our people.”

      “Like a matador with a bull,” Brighthaven said, resigned. “I’d feel better about it if I thought the Pelted were concerned about the Chatcaava. Instead, it’s all ‘how could they possibly object, we’re such good neighbors and there’s enough room for us all.’”

      “In their defense, that would work within the Alliance,” Newell said. “Their primary example of multispecies culture is of people working things out. They don’t realize that’s based on their shared background. And since none of the other aliens they’ve met have been expansionists…” He shrugged. “You can’t blame them for not acting on the lessons of history when their history doesn’t have any lessons to teach them.”

      “What good is it for us to have lived through them if not for them to learn from us, though?”

      Newell chuckled. “Kids always know better than their parents, Matthew. You’ll find that out when you have your own.” He leaned forward, put his empty snifter on the table between them. “That’s the last conference you’ve got scheduled for a while, isn’t it?”

      “Not until the end of the month,” Brighthaven agreed.

      “Good. Because I’m detaching you. It’s about time you headed off to one of the captains’ retreats.”

      “Oh, God, no.”

      Newell laughed. “I know. It’s as bad as they report. But we can’t get out of it. More importantly, you can’t get out of it, not any longer. These retreats aren’t about our fitness for duty, but if we don’t volunteer to do some career guidance, the shrinks start wondering why.”

      “I thought my tenure at the Academe gave me enough credit for mentoring to avoid having to do it again, ever.”

      Newell studied him for long enough that Brighthaven took it for a challenge. Which… he was going to lose, because while they were friends, Newell was also his commanding officer. Everyone’s, as the White Admiral.

      “I’ve decided,” Newell said finally, “that it’s time you confronted some of your lingering issues. I’ve decided.” He tapped his chest. “And you should be grateful it’s me doing it and not the Medical division, because they’d be a lot kinder and gentler than I’m going to be.”

      “And I obviously don’t want that,” Brighthaven said wryly.

      “If you had, you would have sought counseling by now. So you’re going to this retreat. This retreat in particular.”

      Brighthaven’s stomach started knotting.

      “Because it’s the first time some of your former students are going to be at one. They could use a little personalized guidance from the admiral who used to be commandant of the Academe while they were attending.”

      The knotting turned into a tangle so taut the alcohol wanted to seep back up his throat. “Tom…”

      “Matthew.” Newell folded his hands and met his eyes, unflinching. “You haven’t dealt with anything that happened during that year. With Sloan. And the students who got involved.”

      “You’re not sending me to a retreat with those former students.” Brighthaven put his drink down. “Do you know how hard we had to work to control that story? And you want to put us all back in the same place… with a phalanx of psychiatrists ready to read body language and wonder what the hell’s going on?”

      “The story wasn’t all that controlled,” Newell said. “The only part we squelched was about the students, and we did that by hiding them behind the Pelted’s own privacy laws.”

      “Which aren’t going to matter to Fleet!” Brighthaven exclaimed. “We were protecting them from the public, and doing that kept Fleet from prodding the whole mess. But if it comes out at the Fleet’s own retreat, under the eyes of the Medical division…”

      “It’s still not going to matter,” Newell said, “because the Pelted aren’t human. They’re not going to care that one of their own was a former exotic dancer—hell, a lot of them will applaud her for it. They aren’t going to care that her friends hacked into a superior officer’s files either, which you should know because you were on the committee to rewrite the bloody manual they still don’t want to follow. They don’t give a damn about the chain of command, and they don’t know why they shouldn’t question their seniors. There’s nothing in the past left that can be used against anyone who was involved in Sloan’s attempt on you. The only reason I care is because it’s holding you back, and I have a vested interest in seeing you reach your potential.”

      “Don’t tell me you have aspirations for me,” Brighthaven said.

      “It’s not about me having aspirations for you,” Newell answered. “It’s about you, your ambitions, and your sense of responsibility. You’re not going to be able to resist your need to stick your hand in, Matthew, so when you do I want you to be ready for it. And you’re not ready now… not while you’re still hanging onto Sloan’s betrayal, and the Alliance’s. That’s what it is, isn’t it?” He cocked a brow. “You’re angry at all the Pelted, because of what you saw in that nightclub. As if there isn’t worse where we came from.”

      “They said they were better than us.”

      “They aren’t,” Newell answered. “You shouldn’t have believed their stories about themselves.” He sighed. “Don’t make it into a bigger thing than it is. Go in, run a few seminars on military history and public speaking. Shake some hands. And come back with this licked.”

      “Just like that.” Brighthaven finished his drink and set it on the side table. “Get over my second plotting to tear the Academe down in public and put humans in the spotlight for an entire league of people who’ve banded together because they want us to go home.”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, Matthew,” Newell said, exasperated. “The Anti-Human League? Really? You worry about that?” He slouched against the arm of his chair, resting his jaw on his fisted hand. “The Pelted are amateur haters and you know it. We’ve got thousands of years on them in that department. And you’re wasting your time worrying about it?”

      “They don’t have to be as good at hating as us to do a tremendous amount of damage,” Brighthaven said. “They can make up for their toothlessness with technology. They’ve got plenty of that.”

      “Fortunately, so do we, because they lent us theirs.” Newell shook his head. “The AHL is a flyspeck minority in the enormous sea of people that make up the Pelted parts of the Alliance, and if you weren’t taking the incident so personally you’d realize that. Which is exactly why you have to go. Have a few drinks. Talk to your former students. Remind yourself that the ones you liked are just as furry as the ones who did you wrong.”

      “You make it sound simple,” Brighthaven observed.

      “It is. And once you look it in the eye, you’ll remember that. The burned hand teaches best, Matthew, but it also sometimes teaches wrong.” He smiled and stood. “Want a refill?”

      “Depends on what we’re going to talk about next.”

      “Everything you need to do before you leave for a three-week trip?” Brighthaven wordlessly held up his glass and Newell took it with a chuckle. “That would have been my reaction too.”

      Once the other man had busied himself at the sideboard, Brighthaven said, quiet, “You know it’s not as easy as ‘get over it’, Tom.”

      Newell paused, hands still on the bottle. “I know. But it’s got to be done. So do it.”

      No arguing that. Brighthaven leaned back into the chair and looked out the window at the planet rotating below.
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      “They say this place is gorgeous.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Alysha sealed her bag, resigned. Opening it and checking it for missing items would only delay the inevitable. Particularly since she knew she hadn’t left anything out.

      “And we won’t be far. No farther than any of the captains on Chloris would be from the starbase. Closer, actually. I’m pretty sure. Anyway, anytime you need to come back, you could. Not that you’ll have to because everything here will be under control. It’s not like we need the refits. We’ll be lazing around, waiting for you to finish up. And the ensigns of course. They’re going to have it harder than you. Or at least, more grueling. I think they’re going to be in log cabins in some alpine meadow. Rugged mountain views, rippling creeks… the whole kit and caboodle. There’ll be great hiking. I wonder if they’ll organize hikes? I would organize hikes. Maybe one near sundown, so you could see the changing color in the sky…”

      Alysha looked over her shoulder at Taylitha. “Maybe you should go.”

      Taylitha laughed. “No, thanks. I had enough of hiking on our ensign’s retreat. Plenty of excitement to last me my lifetime in that regard. Particularly with that jerk who put himself in charge.”

      “He wasn’t so bad,” Alysha said.

      Taylitha snorted. “The only reason you can say that is because you see the potential in everyone, and you’re determined to liberate it. Some of us know a lost cause when we see it.”

      “Says the woman in charge of personnel development.” Alysha smiled affectionately at the other woman. “You’re not as dismissive as you like to make yourself sound.”

      “I also haven’t got your magical touch. Which is fine with me!” Taylitha held up her hands. “You’re about to object and tell me all about my wonderful qualities, and I know I have some. It’s all right that they’re not the same as yours.”

      “I can’t argue that.” Alysha gave her quarters a final sweep and resigned herself to the future. “I guess that’s everything.”

      A rising arpeggio distracted them both. Alysha said, “Yes?”

      “Bridge. We’ve reached the Oasis system, sir.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Alysha waved the connection closed. “I’m for the shuttle, then.”

      “I’ll walk you down.”

      Alysha shouldered her bag and started after the first commander. She didn’t mind the escort; she’d miss Taylitha and the rest of her senior staff while she was away, more than she could bring herself to express given how few of them knew why she didn’t want to go.

      Most people would be surprised to hear about her reluctance to take a much-needed break because the past few assignments had been rough ones, for all of them. First the incident on the colony world of Gledig, which had been far graver than they’d anticipated, and which had involved an ambush that had killed three of the crew and injured several others. Then the emotionally draining events on Amity, culminating in the simultaneous admission of a new alien species into the Alliance… and the death of another, after ages of dwindling. A break to sort out the disparate feelings of mourning and celebration would have been welcome to most people, and maybe Alysha would have wanted it herself… had she not also had a far more painful past she wanted to keep buried.

      She didn’t even want to admit why. She’d peeked at the reason long enough to know she shouldn’t acknowledge it openly or she’d have no shortage of heartache. Best to move on, and hope no one insisted otherwise.

      “It’ll be all right, sir,” Taylitha said quietly, as they walked the corridors. “Two and a half weeks and you’ll be back, and we can get on to the real business.”

      “Yes,” Alysha said. “Thank you for the reminder.”

      “It’s what I’m here for.” Taylitha brightened. “You’ll like your shuttle crew, too. They volunteered themselves.”

      “Eager to get away from the refits?” Alysha said, smiling.

      “Given how little work we’ll be doing, I doubt it. I certainly wouldn’t shut myself up in a shuttle if I could kick around a nice, big space station with more than one restaurant.” Taylitha grinned. “No, they’re going because they want to. I wish you luck with that…!”

      Alysha chuckled quietly. “You’re more worried than I am, I think.” She stopped at the door to the shuttle bay and rested a hand on Taylitha’s shoulder. “You’re right, arii. It will be fine. And I’ll be back soon. Keep the ship in one piece while I’m gone, ah?”

      “Of course!” Taylitha said. “What else?”

      Alysha crossed into the bay, then, where only one of the Stardancer’s small craft was being readied for use, one of the shuttles known informally as an eagle—after the Fleet mascot—for how ubiquitous its usage was across a broad cross-section of tasks. It wasn’t a small vehicle, but Alysha couldn’t imagine the crew enjoying being cooped up in it. With any luck, they’d have their own area on-planet to wait on the personnel they were ferrying.

      Felsha peeked out of the hatch and beamed at the sight of her. “Captain! We’re just about ready for you.”

      “Alet,” Alysha said, mounting the ramp. “I guess you’re one of my volunteers.”

      “Yes, sir. The engineer’s doing the final pre-flight walkaround with our security. Once she okays us, we’ll close up and get moving. I know the ‘Dancer wants us out of here, they’ve got a ways to go to get to the beachhead.”

      “I don’t know why they’re so eager,” came a contralto. Alysha, glancing onto the flight deck, was not surprised to find Darya already seated there, her tail twitching as she scanned her board. “I’ve looked up the stats on Beachhead Thaka Epta. They’re going to die of boredom.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Felsha said. “Can I take that for you, Captain?”

      Alysha handed her bag over despite it being no trouble to carry. It so obviously pleased Felsha to be put in possession of it that she couldn’t object.

      “It really is that bad. They’re going to start poking holes in the hull just to have something to patch before a week’s up. You’ll see. I’ve saved us all.”

      Felsha shook her head and vanished aft to stow Alysha’s luggage, leaving the captain to take a seat behind the flight deck. She was not surprised to find Darya and Felsha in charge of her transportation. And maybe it should have made her uncomfortable. She hadn’t been avoiding them since the incident on Theth-129, but she hadn’t gone out of her way to talk to them about what had happened there, either. They were the first people to learn Alysha’s past who hadn’t been there for its unfolding, and she certainly wouldn’t have chosen to tell them. But their straightforward attitudes and the commonplace way they continued to treat her was reassuring. Other than volunteering for this mission, which Alysha had no doubt was related to some desire to protect her, they continued to act as they always had, as exemplary junior officers.

      “All good?” Darya asked as Felsha joined her, taking the seat next to hers.

      “All good. Everything check out here?”

      “Preflight was green. We can go as soon as…”

      “Walkaround’s clean,” came another voice, and to Alysha’s surprise, Julien Steffis stepped into the shuttle with one of the lieutenants from security, Killian Cardiff. The latter, a piebald Karaka’An, retracted the ramp. “We’re go, Lieutenant.”

      “Excellent,” Darya said. “Let’s kick the dust off and get moving. Felsha?”

      “Course is in. Try not to steer for any rocks.”

      “Even if the weaponry needs testing?”

      Alysha could hear Felsha’s rolled eyes in her tone. “We can test weaponry on someone else’s time.”

      “Is that a promise?”

      “Augh!” Felsha laughed. “Bridge, this is Eagle One.”

      “Eagle One, we show you go for launch.”

      “Confirmed. Looks like the bay’s clear?”

      “Bay is clear. Opening the doors. What’s your ETA, Eagle One?”

      “From here to the planet I’ve got us at just over six hours.”

      “Matches up profile here. We’ll pick you up in three weeks when they release us from refits, unless we need to change plans. We’ll keep you informed.”

      “Understood. We’re lighting up now.”

      “Looks good, Eagle One. You’re good to go. Safe trip, aletsen.”

      “Always, and thanks. Catch you in a few weeks.”

      Steffis and Killian had already belted themselves in several rows behind Alysha, so Darya lifted them and sent them crawling toward the enormous doors. As they retracted they revealed the glitter of the forcefield that automatically shut the vacuum out, one that was permeable to the Stardancer’s small craft and to nothing else.

      “Last chance to get off,” Darya said absently.

      Behind Alysha, Steffis sighed. Alysha resigned herself to two and a half weeks of enforced idleness and let her head rest back against the chair.
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      The flight to the planet had been uneventful; Alysha spent most of it thumbing through the latest issues of her journals, or reading Fleet news. More of the same there, border skirmishes, pirates, mysterious disappearances of ships. The latter had everyone concerned. No one had a satisfactory answer for what was out there in enough force to take down a large Fleet vessel without trace: pirates, some said. Aliens said others. The Chatcaava, always a popular villain. Possibly even the actual culprits, but no one knew.

      By the time they made orbit, Alysha was ready for it. Not because of the crew of her vessel, surprisingly; she’d expected more tension between Darya and Steffis. Or even herself and Steffis, sadly. But the engineer behaved with admirable aplomb and even exchanged information with Darya and Felsha without obvious resentment or anger. Though Alysha didn’t think their détente went any further than a determination to act with professionalism while undertaking their duties, she was still proud of them. She knew from experience how hard it was to work with people you didn’t like and weren’t sure of.

      “We’ve got your coordinates set in,” Felsha told Alysha after they’d been directed into their orbital parking spot. “We’ll have our telegems if you need any of us.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. All of you. A pleasant ride.”

      “We aim to please,” Darya said. “Have a good time, Captain.”

      Something in the way the pantherine said it, with such determination, made Alysha wonder what the Harat-Shar was thinking. “I will. Later, aletsen.”

      Stepping over the eagle’s Pad landed her in an airy room filled with the murmur of conversation and the bodies supplying it, almost all in Fleet uniform. Alysha moved out of the way and toward one of the large windows, and found herself looking down at a fanciful resort: dozens of bungalows, their walls covered in climbing vines and flowers, had been built on any number of petite islands, connected by a multiplicity of bridges, in the center of a lake. Her lookout was at one corner, with a commanding view—a security outpost, certainly, and a pleasant one, with the windows open on air that couldn’t have been a more perfect temperature: bright skies, a cool breeze, but warm air.

      “Something else, isn’t it?”

      The voice was familiar, but Alysha didn’t recognize it until she turned and beheld the Harat-Shar tigraine in the captain’s uniform grinning cockily at her. It had been years since she’d seen him last, but she couldn’t forget that smile, or the easy confidence. “Baner?”

      “The one and only.” He opened his arms, pausing, and purred as she consented to the embrace, squeezing her hard. It was a very comradely hug, too; despite his habit of outrageous speech, he’d always been good at navigating cultural boundaries, which was one of the reasons he’d assimilated so well into their cohort. The other reasons were his good-natured personality and honest interest in other people. “Sorry I never answered your letter…”

      “You mean the one I sent you as an ensign?” Alysha laughed. “Gods, arii. I’m shocked you even remember it.”

      “Remember it! I feel guilt to this very day.” He pressed his fingers to his chest and shook his head in mock solemnity. “Letting you down like that. And after that wager about which of us was going to make captain first.”

      “The wager we didn’t decide to do,” she said, amused.

      “Probably for the best,” Baner agreed. “I might have lost.”

      “Did you?” When he looked up at the ceiling, she laughed. “Don’t tell me you looked it up.”

      “I… might have. We were only six months off, though.” He chuckled. “You won.”

      “Not by much!” she said. “What did they give you?”

      “Believe it or not, I snatched the Windtunnel.”

      “The… what?” Alysha said, ears splaying.

      He flashed her another grin. “The Windchaser. None of us call it that, though, because it’s old enough that the sound dampening in Engineering isn’t as plush as newer models. People complain that walking the corridors into the section is going to make them deaf.”

      “A battlecruiser!” Alysha said. “Very nice. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. She’s a fine old bird, the Windtunnel. And you have the Stardancer.” He lifted his brows. “A new Paradox-class. You must be chuffed.”

      “I have no complaints,” she said, mischievous.

      “No complaints, she says,” Baner said, shaking his head. “Well, wait until you see our home away from home for the next two weeks. Maybe that’ll drive you to paroxysms of joy.”

      “I doubt it….”

      “I do too, actually,” Baner said. “These retreats are annoying. They make them look like R&R and then badger you with questions and send you to seminars.” He shook his head. “I’m lucky one of my friends made it down early… we’re probably only going to be able to enjoy ourselves now, before things get started and everyone starts sticking their nose in.”

      Alysha pursed her lips. “Another Harat-Shar?”

      He sighed. “Yes, and you’d think that would be reason enough for people to let it lie—Harat-Shar will be Harat-Shar, right? But there are going to be Harat-Shariin therapists in this lot and they’re going to want to know if we’ve been sleeping together enough.” He considered her and nodded. More seriously, he said, “You look good, Alysha. I’m glad.”

      She smiled at him, touched by his concern. “I am good. We’ve had some rough assignments lately, but nothing we couldn’t handle.”

      “Just what they’ll want to hear. And what I want to hear. Let’s get you checked in and then I’ll show you around. They let you pick your own cabin.”

      Check-in took all of twenty minutes, and then Baner led her down the stairs onto the sun-drenched grounds. If anything, it was more beautiful than it had been from above: someone had gone through enormous effort to design a pastoral setting and set it at a visual and emotional remove by surrounding it with the lake. Standing on one of the quaint stone bridges, Alysha wondered if the lake was artificial, like the islands, which had obviously been the handiwork of some architect.

      “We’re all sacked out in these cottages,” Baner said, resting his elbows on the bridge railing and pointing. “Most of them have a central bathroom and lobby and then two or three personal rooms off the center. Some are one or two person cabins, though, like crew quarters. There’s a big amphitheater in the middle, along with some restaurants, a clubhouse, and a bunch of rental equipment in case people want to go boating, or swimming.”

      “That lake doesn’t look warm.”

      He hehed. “No. But there are always a few crazies.” He bumped her. “You should room with me. I snagged one of the two-person editions.”

      “I thought you were here with a friend?”

      Baner chuckled. “Which is where the ‘not sleeping together enough’ thing comes in, because he doesn’t like to overdo it. He’s more of a cuddler than a romper, and I don’t like to crowd him.” He glanced at her, brows lifting. “Come on, it’ll be like old times at the Academe.”

      “It would take more than two of us for that,” Alysha said.

      “Then you’re in luck, because there are at least three of us.” When she glanced at him quizzically, he said, “You didn’t look up our senior mentors at all?”

      “I was a little busy,” Alysha admitted.

      “What you mean is ‘you didn’t want to know because you didn’t want to come’,” Baner said. “Battleangels know I don’t blame you.” He chuckled. “But you won’t believe our luck…”

      Alysha’s stomach was starting to sink.

      “…but we netted our own commandant. You remember him? Brighthaven?”

      “Yes,” Alysha said, and was amazed at how even the word came out.

      Baner nodded. “He’s one of the four admirals they detached to ride herd on us. We’ll see plenty of him, too, since most of our set got sent off to Chloris. It’s just the thirty of us who ended up in the backend of nowhere. Though as backends of nowhere goes, this one’s pretty.”

      “So which way’s your cabin?” Alysha asked.

      “Oh, so you’re staying with me?” He brightened. “Great! Not that I don’t like meeting new people, but old friends are just as good, and far rarer. And we have lots of catching up to do.”

      “So much catching up,” Alysha agreed. “Think of all the time we could have saved had you answered my letter.”

      His hand flew theatrically to his breast. “Oh, the pain! She wounds me!”

      Alysha laughed, and concentrated on their badinage, because she wasn’t ready to be alone with her thoughts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Baner had chosen the most remote of the cabins available, built up onto a slope and hidden beneath a grove of trees, with its back balcony overhanging the water. She wondered at the choice; she hadn’t thought of him as someone in love with solitude, but then, they hadn’t talked of anything other than the experiences they’d shared at the Academe. That had certainly been enough material to keep a conversation going… particularly back then, when Alysha had had so little energy for the maintenance of relationships, and when she’d been so shy of people for fear of what they might accidentally learn. She was surprised to realize she was looking forward to those ‘long talks’… especially if they meant staying in their cabin, safe behind the shrouding trees.

      Brighthaven was here.

      Alysha dropped her bag in the bedroom on the opposite side of the common room, a far more luxurious space than she’d been expecting from the rustic exterior. To be sure someone had attempted to make the place match its humble façade, but the warm wooden floors were far too polished despite the frequent and conspicuous knots, and the stones that formed the walls were far too regular and carefully graded. Svetlana’s home had been the real thing; having seen it, Alysha could identify the imposture.

      It was still charming, from the soft rugs on the floor to the little fireplace opposite the bed with its patchwork quilt. She fingered the latter, finding it soft because someone had chosen the finest materials, not because it had been washed over and over for years.
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