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— One —

 

 

Sara Lauzier had achieved her life’s ambition thanks to Judy Chu’s timely death from a heart attack. As of fifteen minutes ago, after a final Senate vote that came on the heels of long, acrimonious debates, she’d become the youngest Secretary General in the Commonwealth’s history.

Lauzier, tall, slender, with elegantly coiffed long dark hair, entered the immense SecGen’s office on the Palace of the Stars’ top floor. She stopped just beyond the threshold, feeling her heart swell with pride. Lauzier knew the space well, her father having been SecGen for two full terms, but she now perceived it in an entirely new light because it was hers. She was the head of a government ruling countless star systems — in effect, the most powerful human being alive — and she would fundamentally transform the Commonwealth.

Her first act would be appointing a totally new cabinet made up of people she owned, loyal people willing to sacrifice anything for her vision. Those secretaries, in turn, would appoint the same sort to the key positions in their various departments, ensuring the government marched in lockstep under her orders.

There was one fly in the ointment, however. Among Judy Chu’s last acts as SecGen before she passed away was naming Kathryn Kowalski as Grand Admiral and commander-in-chief of humanity’s Armed Forces. Kowalski was no friend of Lauzier’s Centralist creed, and the power wielded by the Grand Admiral was second only to hers.

Lauzier couldn’t remove Kowalski except for cause — surprisingly and contrary to past practice, her tenure as Grand Admiral was ‘during good behavior’ the same as that of federal judges. Of course, she could always arrange for Kowalski to suffer from a heart attack, just like Judy Chu, but it was a much riskier proposition, one with immeasurable consequences. Grand Admirals enjoyed greater protection than SecGens because they commanded the most powerful military forces in the known galaxy. 

No, she’d just have to live with Kowalski for the duration of the latter’s term, then arrange to have someone more amenable named as her successor. That, in itself, might become a challenge. The four-star admirals and generals wouldn’t accept an open Centralist as their leader.

A shame she couldn’t simply make the appointees of the previous administration commit seppuku. It would be much cleaner and more effective.

Lauzier strolled to the tall windows overlooking a choppy Lake Geneva under a leaden sky. Winter wasn’t her favorite season. The bare trees, the short days, and the biting icy wind howling down the mountainsides all made it highly unappealing. Perhaps she should move the capital to somewhere tropical, Brasilia, for instance, or Lagos, or maybe even Brisbane.

A knock on the door jamb broke through Lauzier’s reverie, and she turned.

“Madame Secretary General.” The gray-haired man wearing a charcoal business suit bowed his head. “It’s a pleasure to welcome you to your new office.”

“Thank you, Johan.” 

Lauzier smiled at her executive assistant, Johan Holden. He came with the job, having been her father’s EA before becoming Judy Chu’s. Her father thought highly of him, and she’d already decided to keep him on. She needed someone who knew where all the old skeletons were kept, and who better to fill that role than the EA to four successive SecGens?

“Shall I summon the cabinet secretaries?”

“No. They’re all dismissed, effective immediately. I will provide you with the list of their replacements so you can prepare the appointment notifications.”

“Very well, Madame.”

If Holden felt surprise at her wholesale clean-out of the cabinet, he concealed it well. Usually, most secretaries were kept on, at least for a bit, while a new Secretary General settled in. Getting rid of all upon assuming office was unusual.

“I’ve taken the liberty of transferring the computer accounts over from the late Madame Chu,” he continued. “You have access to everything. Will you be attending her memorial service?”

“Yes. I suppose I have no choice. Am I correct in assuming they sent Judy’s remains back to her homeworld?”

“Indeed, Madame. Will you be keeping Mister Favreaux as chief of staff?”

Pierre Favreaux was another civil service member, like Holden, assigned to the SecGen’s office rather than a political appointee, and she nodded.

“For now, at least. I’m only dismissing the cabinet, not the permanent staff.”

“They’ll be glad to hear it, Madame. We eagerly anticipate serving you.

“Good. While I have you here, when will Grand Admiral Lowell hand over to Grand Admiral designate Kowalski?”

“Tomorrow, as a matter of fact. There will be a ceremony at Joint Base Geneva in the morning.”

She made a moue. “And they didn’t invite the SecGen.”

“Madame, the Fleet hasn’t invited SecGens to change of commands since the Shrehari War. It’s a little gesture to reinforce their independence from the political realm. Not even the Secretary of Defense has been invited.”

“We’ll see if we can change that when Kowalski hands over to her successor. Book her for a meeting with me the day after tomorrow. I might as well establish our relationship sooner rather than later.”

“Yes, Madame. Was there anything else you’d like right away?”

“No. I’ll go through Judy’s to-do list.”

“In that case, let me raise something that came up in the last hour.” When Lauzier made a go-ahead hand gesture, Holden said, “The Shrehari ambassador has brought a request from his Kho’sahra to our attention. A significant anniversary of the war’s end is coming up on the Shrehari calendar, and Brakal plans to mark the occasion with a ceremony on Ulufan, where the treaty was signed. He has invited a delegation from the Commonwealth to join him.”

“Well, I’m certainly not making a trip that long so early in my term as SecGen.” Lauzier frowned. “But we should send someone senior, preferably an admiral since the Shrehari are militaristic. Let me see. Not Kowalski. She needs to stay on Earth for the foreseeable future.”

“I had assumed as much, Madame. May I propose Admiral Dunmoore, who commands the 3rd Fleet? She and Brakal go back to the war when they clashed a few times. They also met during the signing of the armistice on Aquilonia Station.”

“Make it so. But pass the invitation and my instruction that Dunmoore will attend via Kowalski once she takes over tomorrow.”

“Yes, Madame.”

“If that was everything, you may prepare the appointment notifications for my cabinet. I’ll transmit the names right now.”

 

***

 

“Congratulations, Admiral.” Ezekiel Holt stuck out his hand.

Grand Admiral Kathryn Kowalski took it, beaming. 

“Thanks, Zeke. And congratulations yourself.”

Holt glanced at his uniform sleeve, which displayed the brand-new stripes of a vice admiral, and grinned back at her.

“I never figured I’d rise beyond captain, yet here I am, in command of the Armed Forces Security Branch, thanks to you.”

Kowalski waved away his words. 

“Your work as head of counterintelligence got you the promotion and the job.”

Both stood at the center of the hangar, which had been converted into a reception space, now filling with the spectators who’d attended the change of command ceremony under a blustery yet sunny sky. The outgoing Grand Admiral, Zebulon Lowell, walked up to them.

“Zeke, Kathryn. Splendid parade, wasn’t it?”

“It sure was,” Kowalski replied.

“Excellent speech you made, sir. Timely and prescient.”

Lowell grimaced. “And one I could only make at the very end of my time in command. I’m afraid things will come to a head now that Sara Lauzier is SecGen. Part of me is glad my term’s over, and you’re now at the helm, Kathryn. The upcoming battle will be more in your wheelhouse than it would have been in mine.”

“Where are you off to now, sir?”

A faint smile appeared on Lowell’s lips. “You mean Kathryn hasn’t shared it with her closest confidant? I’m shocked.”

“I thought I’d keep it quiet until you were no longer in uniform.” Kowalski turned to Holt. “We’re starting a new tradition. Since Caledonia is now the de facto Fleet homeworld, we will appoint outgoing Grand Admirals as governors general, beginning with Zeb.

“How did you ever get that past the government?”

Kowalski put on a mischievous air. “You mean the Colonial Office since Caledonia has the status of a federal colony?”

Holt’s handsome face lit up with understanding. “Ah. Of course. Silly me. We still have friends in high places in the Colonial Office, such as Mikhail Forenza.”

“Indeed, Zeke. And since he’s now director general of their Intelligence Service, he sits at the head table alongside the permanent undersecretary, who has the actual power when it comes to governor general appointments rather than the secretary herself. I quietly arranged it with him a few months ago.”

“Congratulations, Governor General Lowell. And will you settle on Caledonia afterward?”

“Yes. There’s nothing for me back on Marengo. The Fleet is my family now, and what better place to retire than the family’s very own homeworld? That way I can maintain contact, maybe even instruct the occasional class at the War College or the Academy, that kind of thing. Besides, it seems like most senior flag officers — Ben Sampaio, Jado Doxiadis, Raoul Espinoza, and many more — have recently retired there. I’ll be in good company.”

“I certainly will join you eventually.” Holt turned back to Kowalski. “Before I forget, one of my contacts in the SecGen’s office told me that you should expect an interesting directive from Madame Lauzier this afternoon.”

“Oh? And what would that be?”

“Brakal is holding some sort of anniversary ceremony marking the end of the war on Ulufan in a few weeks and has invited a Commonwealth representative. The SecGen has decided that would be our Siobhan.”

Kowalski’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? How appropriate.”

“She is the closest four-star to the Shrehari Empire.”

“Thanks for the warning. Siobhan will be delighted to attend — her last act as Commander, 3rd Fleet.”

“Where is she going after Ulufan?”

A smile lit up Kowalski’s face. “Here. She’s the next Chief of Naval Operations.”

Holt chuckled. “Figures you’d bring her on as your number three. Speaking of which, your number two is headed this way.”

General Avi Nagato, Commandant of the Marine Corps and the Fleet’s second in command drew himself to attention in front of Kowalski. He was stocky, with short black hair, impassive brown eyes, and a face hewn from granite.

“Congratulations, Admiral.”

“Thank you, Avi.”

“And where are you off to now?” Nagato asked Lowell.

“Caledonia.”

“You as well, eh? It seems to have become the destination of choice for the old boys and girls after they hang up their uniforms.”

“Except that I’ll be spending a few years as governor general, remaking the star system’s administration into something more attuned to the Fleet’s needs.”

“That’s excellent. Do enjoy.”

“I certainly will.”

“If you’ll excuse me.” Nagato nodded at Kowalski and headed for a cluster of Marine generals forming to one side.

“And me as well,” Holt said. “I see a lineup of people wanting to wish both of you good luck.”

“I’ll speak with you later, Zeke.”

“Of that, I have no doubt.”
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— Two —

 

 

Siobhan Dunmoore sat back after reading the message from her new boss, Grand Admiral Kathryn Kowalski. She was to be the next Chief of Naval Operations. The professional head of the Commonwealth Navy, the most powerful force in the known galaxy. Although the Shrehari might dispute that.

How her career had changed in the last ten years. From a captain passed over for promotion one last time to CNO. The only downside of the appointment was relocating to Earth. She’d avoided humanity’s capital her entire career since graduating from the Academy, but no more.

Still, she had one last duty as Commander, 3rd Fleet — attending the anniversary of the end of the Shrehari War on Ulufan, an imperial world in a border star system. She had never visited because she had been dispatched to the War College on Caledonia before the treaty negotiations actually began. And since there was little contact between both naval forces, she hadn’t entered the imperial sphere since her famous raid on the Shrehari Prime star system which ended the war.

Dunmoore touched a control embedded in her desktop, and her aide’s voice came on immediately.

“Yes, sir?”

“Call the senior leadership together in my office in fifteen minutes. I believe they’re free this morning.”

“Will do.”

Fifteen minutes later, Vice Admiral Oliver Harmel, the 3rd Fleet deputy commander, Rear Admiral Fernando Juarez, the chief of staff - operations, Rear Admiral Gregor Pushkin, the chief of staff - administration, and Command Chief Petty Officer Kurt Guthren trooped into her office as one and took the chairs in front of her desk. The four had expectant airs — Dunmoore rarely summoned them at such short notice.

“The Dunmoore era at 3rd Fleet is almost over, folks. I’ve just received notification from Grand Admiral Kowalski that I’m leaving for Earth in two months on what will likely be my final assignment before retiring.”

“As what, sir?” Pushkin asked.

A smile broke through Dunmoore’s stern countenance. 

“Chief of Naval Operations.”

Pushkin pumped a fist in the air. “Yes!”

“Congratulations, sir,” Harmel and Juarez said almost in unison, both grinning.

“Who’s replacing you?” The former asked.

“You are, Oliver. Congratulations on your nomination as the next commander of 3rd Fleet.”

Harmel’s grin threatened to overtake his face. “My word!”

“Gregor, you’re coming with me to Earth as one of my assistant chiefs of operations. It’s a vice admiral’s billet. And Fernando, you’re stepping into Oliver’s shoes as the next 3rd Fleet deputy commander, so congratulations to both of you as well.” 

The two vice admiral designates looked at each other, delighted by the news.

She turned to Guthren. “And I’m taking you with me as Chief Petty Officer of the Navy. In the meantime, I have one last task before I leave.”

She briefly explained her upcoming visit to Ulufan.

“You’ll be traveling aboard Salamanca, I presume?” Juarez asked, naming the 3rd Fleet’s flagship, a Reconquista class cruiser.

“Yes. And I’ll take a frigate as escort. If Jan Sobieski is available, so much the better.”

“She is, sir.”

“It’s a shame Iolanthe is in space dock,” Pushkin said. “She’d have made an even more impressive sight, returning to Shrehari space in triumph all these years later.”

“Perhaps, but since the 101st Battle Group isn’t part of 3rd Fleet, it’s a moot point.”

Juarez shrugged. “I’m sure Admiral Devall would gladly have lent her to you. However, Salamanca and Jan Sobieski it is. Let’s call it Task Group 3.10. I’ll take care of drafting the deployment orders. Any news about who’s replacing Gregor and me?”

“No, not yet.” Dunmoore looked at each of them in turn. “That was it. Congratulations once again, and let’s get cracking on the transitions. Two months may seem like a long time, but it’ll be over quickly. Gregor, Chief, if you could stay a few minutes.”

“Certainly, sir.”

Juarez and Harmel left, closing the office door behind them.

“Kathryn Kowalski probably engineered our appointments to Fleet HQ, meaning whatever she’s been working on for the last decade is coming to a head, especially now that Sara Lauzier has become SecGen. You and I will be at a severe disadvantage for the first few months there since none of us have ever served on Earth and experienced the political swamp firsthand.”

Pushkin grimaced. “You’re right about that. But we’ll be okay, I’m sure. We stared down the Shrehari Deep Space Fleet and gave the various bad guys in the Protectorate terminal heartburn.”

“Aye, that we did,” Guthren said in his deep, rumbling voice.

“Still, I’m sure Kathryn has more in mind for us than simply running the Navy, and she’s assigned you to join me because she figures I’ll need your help.”

Pushkin’s grimace turned into a faint smile. “I will always have your back because I owe you more than I could ever repay. Without you, I’d have become a washed-up lieutenant commander forced into retirement shortly after the end of the war, not a vice admiral designate.”

Dunmoore snorted. 

“You’d have enjoyed a long career whether or not we had met all these years ago because you’re a superb officer who had one turn of bad luck under a lousy captain. And we’re not arguing about this,” she added. “By the way, would the both of you like to come with me to Ulufan? You have almost as much history with Brakal as I do.”

Pushkin cocked an eyebrow at her. “Sure.”

“Of course, Admiral. Where you go, I go.”

“Good. I’ll be glad for the company. Otherwise, I’d end up alone in Salamanca’s flag quarters with nothing to distract me. At least Gregor and I can play endless games of chess.”

“Oh, lord. It’s been a long time, but I remember you turning it into a blood sport.”

Dunmoore laughed with delight. “It’ll be fun.”

“If you say so.”

 

***

 

The bosun’s pipes trilled as Admiral Dunmoore stepped aboard Salamanca, the ship looking a little more tired than she had when Dunmoore first boarded her years earlier. The cruiser was docked at Starbase 30, her main airlock attached to one of the arms that sprouted from the orbital station like spokes on a wheel. Meanwhile, the frigate Jan Sobieski, a veteran of the war and Gregor Pushkin’s first command, had already left the base and was trailing it by a few kilometers as both orbited Dordogne.

Captain Won Haneul, Salamanca’s commanding officer, stepped forward and raised his hand in salute, a gesture Dunmoore, trailed by Pushkin and Guthren, returned.

“Welcome aboard, Admiral.”

“Thank you, Captain. It’s always good to be in the 3rd Fleet’s flagship.” They shook hands while the bosun and his four mates tramped away in a single file, vanishing down the main starboard corridor. Dunmoore added, in a lower tone, “And thanks for respecting my desire to be received with minimal fuss.”

Haneul, of middling height with short black hair and angular features, chuckled.

“I wouldn’t dare impose unwished ceremonial on you, sir.”

“Would that everyone understood I mean it.”

He turned to Pushkin and Guthren. “Welcome, Admiral, Chief.”

They shook hands as well, and then Haneul said, “Yours, Admiral Pushkin’s and Chief Guthren’s quarters are ready, but per your orders, we have not activated the flag CIC. However, it will repeat everything from the ship’s bridge and CIC, should you wish to observe maneuvers in private. If you’ll come with me.”

Followed by their aides — in Dunmoore’s case, her senior one — who pushed floats loaded with luggage, they headed deeper into the ship to the officer’s accommodation section, where several cabins, including a large suite, were set aside for her and her staff. 

Dunmoore still vividly remembered the first time she came aboard, as a captain heading Readiness Evaluation Division Team One. She’d been given the flag suite then and had used the flag bridge as her control center while putting the ship, her captain, and her crew through the most rigorous evaluation known to the Fleet, including a no-win scenario at the very end.

Once in her cabin, Dunmoore unpacked and carefully hung up her dress uniform, complete with sword. The gold braid on the cuffs — a full admiral’s large stripe and three narrower ones topped by the executive curl — still left her a bit in awe even after several years as Commander, 3rd Fleet. The braid reached almost to her elbow. 

She rarely wore the dress uniform and even less often with her impressive rack of full-sized medals, now pinned to the tunic’s left breast, beneath her pilot wings. But Dunmoore had to admit she cut a fine figure in it.

Just then, the public address system came on, warning the crew of Salamanca’s imminent undocking and departure, and Dunmoore figured she’d watch from the flag combat information center. Pushkin and Guthren had the same idea because she met them in the corridor, and they headed forward to take the stairs up two decks.

“How are your quarters?” Dunmoore asked Pushkin.

“Nicer than the cabin they gave me when we were aboard as RED One, but still not as spacious as yours.”

“Stands to reason. She is my flagship, after all.”

“True.”

“And you, Chief?”

“The same quarters I had last time we were in her.”

The door to the flag CIC opened silently at their approach, and they saw their aides already seated at a pair of consoles. The primary and secondary displays were live with exterior views repeated from the ship’s bridge. Dunmoore took the throne-like command chair in the center while Pushkin settled at the workstation to her right, and Guthren took the operations chief’s console.

They could hear the communications between the ship and the starbase over the bridge speakers. Dunmoore was pleased to note that they were calm and professional, as expected from a cruiser commanded by a veteran officer such as Captain Haneul.

Soon, the outside visual aspects began to change as the docking arm released Salamanca, and she used her thrusters to move away from the station. Then, she accelerated and peeled out of orbit directly, followed by Jan Sobieski, and both starships headed for the hyperlimit in the general direction of the Shrehari Empire.

“That was nicely executed, with no fuss.” Dunmoore stood and glanced at Pushkin. “Did you want to head for the wardroom now and beat the rush?”

“What? You intend to slum with the hoi polloi instead of enjoying meal service in your quarters?”

“We’re passengers, Gregor. If I weren’t wearing four stars, we’d be on an aviso where quarters are tight and stewards nonexistent.”
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— Three —

 

 

Brakal, Kho’sahra of the Shrehari Empire, wasn’t in a good mood. But that seemed normal nowadays whenever he had to deal with an emperor bound and determined to have his say in governing. Tumek refused to acknowledge that emperors had been mere figureheads for generations and would stay so, especially when the actual power was in the Kho’sahra’s hands.

The emperor hadn’t been a problem during his minority, but as soon as he reached the Age of the Warrior, when males were considered grown up, he’d begun trying to interfere in Brakal’s running of the Empire. And every meeting with him since then had given Brakal a massive headache.

He’d tried to limit his interactions with Tumek, but when the latter summoned the Kho’sahra, he had no choice but to obey. And this time had been more contentious than any other occasion in recent memory. Yet it was over a trifle in the grand scheme of the Empire.

Tumek wanted to go to Ulufan for the memorial ceremonies to mark the sacrifice of those who’d died during the war with the humans, despite the fact emperors never left the homeworld. Under the state religion, they were bound to the soil and could not be parted from it. When confronted with that restriction, he declared he would hold those ceremonies on Shrehari Prime. However, it had been a tradition since time immemorial to hold the Act of Remembrance at the spot where the war ended, or near it. Ulufan was the closest star system to the human Aquilonia Station. Moreover, it had been the site of the negotiations that turned the armistice into a lasting peace.

They had argued for two hours behind closed doors, with Brakal’s blood pressure rising steadily while the emperor worked himself into a frenzy of rage, threatening to summon the Kraal and ask it to remove Brakal as Kho’sahra. All the while, Brakal remained outwardly calm, respectful, and unyielding. He knew the senior nobles who formed the Kraal would almost universally back him, as they had the day he became the Shrehari Empire’s military dictator. They considered themselves the guardians of tradition, even against a willful emperor, and Tumek was bucking many customs to the consternation of those nobles.

“Sire.” Brakal finally stood. “This discussion is futile. You cannot attend the Act of Remembrance. No emperor in recorded history has attended any of them since we stopped fighting on this world. And I must now return to my other duties.”

Without waiting for permission, Brakal left Tumek’s office and hastened down the corridor leading to the outside, worried the emperor might follow and keep berating him, but this time in public. Tumek wasn’t doing his dynasty any favors by constantly struggling against the Kho’sahra. The clashes had become common knowledge, even though Brakal carefully avoided criticism of his master. 

Unfortunately, Tumek had a coterie of younger nobles with whom he shared too much, despite Brakal’s warnings. And they spoke out of turn, trying to blacken his reputation. Not that it worked. People didn’t consider the emperor’s friends as serious warriors. Still, one of these days, he would have to do something about them, and that could result in various complications.

He reached the back door to the imperial residence and climbed aboard his waiting car, driven by the loyal Toralk, whose skull ridges were getting leathery with age. It whisked him across the Forbidden Quarter under a lowering sky to his smaller, less opulent official palace, where he worked and lived. Once he was behind his desk, ready to deal with the next in a never-ending series of issues, his aide appeared at the open office door.

“Lord, we have news from our ambassador on Earth. The Commonwealth will send a small delegation to Ulufan for the Act of Remembrance. Admiral of the Second Rank Dunmoore will head it.”

The aide thoroughly massacred Dunmoore’s name, but Brakal recognized it nonetheless and felt an unaccustomed surge of pleasure. His old foe, the flame-haired she-wolf. How thoroughly appropriate. And she was an admiral of the second rank, too. A well-deserved series of promotions. The last time they’d met on Aquilonia, she’d been an admiral of the fifth rank. If he recalled the human order of battle correctly, they only had one admiral of the first rank, their commander-in-chief.

“Apparently,” the aide continued, “she commands the humans’ 3rd Fleet, which is responsible for the entire sector adjoining the Empire and the Protectorate.”

“A worthy choice, then. I approve.”

“And Regar begs for a moment of your time.”

“Has he stated why?”

“No.”

The head of the Tai Zohl, the Empire’s outward-looking intelligence agency, rarely sought an audience with Brakal beyond their normally scheduled meetings.

“Tell him he may see me now.”

“Lord.” The aide bowed his head and vanished.

Shortly after that — the Tai Zohl headquarters were around the corner from the Kho’sahra’s palace — Regar appeared in Brakal’s office doorway. When Brakal looked up, he bowed his head.

“Lord. Thank you for seeing me.”

Brakal gestured at a heavy wood chair, its legs covered in intricate carvings. “Sit.”

“A few things have cropped up that I thought you should know about right now rather than wait until our next regular meeting.”

“Go ahead.”

“Your aide told you Dunmoore will be the human representative at the Act of Remembrance. But he was unaware she would be appointed commander of the entire human navy when she returns home.”

Brakal grunted in surprise. 

“Well, well. It seems my old foe is doing even better than I thought.”

“Next, the humans have a new leader. She is the daughter of the human who led them at the time of the armistice and who you met on Aquilonia. And apparently, she intends to bring greater central control over the human star systems, which will put her in conflict with Dunmoore and the new commander-in-chief of all human Armed Forces who do not favor greater centralization.”

“Hmm. How did you find out about this?”

A fierce smile appeared on Regar’s face. “That’s for me to know, Lord.”

Brakal’s eyes narrowed as he contemplated ordering his spymaster to reveal his sources, then thought better of it.

“Watching the contest between the military and civilian supreme leaders will be interesting.”

Regar’s smile widened, revealing wickedly pointed teeth. “That it should be, Lord. Finally, there have been new rumblings in the Protectorate Zone. It appears that the Confederacy of the Howling Stars is significantly expanding its activities and taking on the lesser criminal organizations with the goal of either absorbing or eliminating them. It will be another contest worth watching.”

“What is it with the humans and the Protectorate Zone? They have so many renegades there, it might as well belong to their Commonwealth.”

Regar made a dismissive gesture. “I think it is because humans are fundamentally anarchic, and the ones who cannot control those impulses flee into the Zone where no one rules.”

“Perhaps.” Brakal ran a massive hand through his warrior-style crest of stiff, black head fur. “Or maybe the humans are encouraging settlers to head for the Zone so they can annex it at some point.”

“That could also be true, but it would take a longer view of history than human leaders, save for a few, usually have.”
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— Four —

 

 

“Grand Admiral Kowalski is here, Madame.” Johan Holden stood in the open doorway to the SecGen’s office, a solemn expression on his face.

Since she was aware that Kowalski was in the antechamber, not the outer office, and therefore couldn’t see nor hear Holden, Lauzier could make her wait in the old bureaucratic game of asserting power. But she considered herself above such obvious maneuvers. Besides Kowalski would know precisely what she was doing and occupy herself by working on other items while she waited.

“Please show her in, Johan.”

“Yes, Madame.”

He disappeared again to return a few moments later and usher Grand Admiral Kowalski into the office. Lauzier stood to receive her visitor but remained behind the desk rather than come out and shake hands. They were acquainted with each other from frequently crossing paths in and around Geneva over the years. More importantly, both knew about the vast gulf between their respective political views on the Commonwealth and its future.

Kowalski stopped in front of Lauzier’s desk. Since she wasn’t wearing her beret — on purpose — she didn’t salute. 

“Madame Secretary General.”

“Grand Admiral. Please.” Lauzier gestured at the chairs facing her, then took her own.

“Thank you.” 

Kowalski sat, understanding that Lauzier could have invited her to take a more comfortable seat if she’d moved to the settee group on one side of the office so they could hold their discussion less formally. Instead, Lauzier left the wide expanse of the desk between them, asserting her superiority. Kowalski understood everything she needed to from the coldness in her gaze.

“I’ll be completely frank with you, Admiral. You’re not my choice as commander-in-chief of the Armed Forces. Had Judy Chu passed away before naming you to the position, you would have faced retirement at the end of your tour as Commander, 1st Fleet.”

“Thank you for your candor, Madame. It certainly lets me know where I stand with respect to your administration.”

“Since you were appointed during good behavior, I’m stuck with you unless you engage in egregious conduct that would warrant dismissal.”

A cold smile briefly lit up Kowalski’s face. 

“I will ensure that nothing happens, nor will I allow it to be portrayed as if I am guilty of misconduct.”

“No doubt,” Lauzier replied in a dry tone. “So, I propose we stay out of each other’s way as much as possible. You run the Fleet and don’t indulge in politics, and I’ll leave you alone. Step out of your lane, and I’ll make your life impossible.”

“What do you consider stepping out of my lane, Madame?”

Kowalski saw a flash of irritation in Lauzier’s eyes.

“Let’s not be coy, Admiral. I’m a Centralist who believes in enhancing Earth’s power over the star systems as the best course of action for the Commonwealth’s future. You, on the other hand, are a supporter of the sovereign star systems principle. That makes us diametrically opposed. Make any pronouncement that contradicts my administration’s views, or worse yet, take any action against me, and I will retaliate.”

“How? By shortening my tenure just like that of the late Madame Chu?”

Lauzier’s face hardened as the irritation in her eyes turned to fury. 

“I don’t like the insinuations you’re making, Admiral. Take great care in choosing your words.” 

Kowalski cocked a mocking eyebrow at her. 

“My apologies, Madame. I did not intend to insinuate anything.”

Lauzier didn’t immediately reply, stunned by the blatant lack of servility in Kowalski’s words and behavior. She’d become used to the fawning respect of her subordinates and considered the Grand Admiral among them. Kowalski, obviously, did not.

“Just stay in your lanes, Admiral, and we’ll both be happier. Once your term is up, I’ll gleefully replace you with someone more suitable for the position.”

“Just make sure my replacement suits the four-star admirals and generals in the Fleet. Otherwise, he or she will not be accepted.”

Kowalski and Lauzier locked eyes in silence for a few heartbeats, then the latter said, “That’s another thing which will change, the four stars having a say in who the five star will be.”

“Good luck with that, Madame. The Fleet has entrenched the practice since the end of the war, which started disastrously due to politicians meddling in military matters. Like imposing unsuitable top appointments on the Navy—people incapable of leading us.”

“You really have no respect for me, do you?” Lauzier asked with a clenched jaw.

“Not you personally, Madame, I don’t. But I respect the office you hold and will carry out any lawful order you give me, provided said order does not interfere with my running the Fleet.”

“Why do you have no respect for me, Admiral?” Her tone held an edge of danger.

“Because you’re a scheming Centralist who would set back relations between the OutWorlds and Earth to how they were in the time before the Second Migration War. And I will not see the Commonwealth self-destruct in a third one. Especially not with the Shrehari still smarting from their losses. Kho’sahra Brakal might not want a resumption of hostilities, but there are plenty of revanchists in the Empire.”

Lauzier scoffed. “You will not see? Presumptuous, pompous even, Admiral. But I’m glad we’ve cleared the air between us. I will be SecGen long after you’ve faded into obscurity. You can be sure of that.”

“If you believe so. Still, a lot can happen during the next few years.”

“Such as?”

Kowalski shrugged. 

“Any number of things that might derail your push to centralize power on Earth. For instance, I don’t think you have the requisite number of votes in the Senate to enact the necessary laws. Even some of the Home Worlds are leery of your vision. Fail to push it through often enough, and you won’t get a second term as SecGen.”

“We shall see. In any case, this meeting is over. Take heed of my warning, Admiral. Keep to strictly military matters, and your term as commander-in-chief will go smoothly.”

Kowalski climbed to her feet. “Madame. It was a pleasure.”

Then she turned on her heels and left a thoughtful Sara Lauzier to stare at her receding back.

 

***

 

“Come on in, Zeke.” Kowalski waved Vice Admiral Holt through the door and into her spacious office, indicating the settee group to one side, where she joined him. “Thanks for taking the time.”

“For you, I always have time. I presume you’d like some advice after your meeting with Lauzier?”

“Yes.” She went on to describe her conversation with the SecGen almost verbatim.

“Let me guess, you’d like to know whether Lauzier might be daft enough to try having you assassinated by her SSB goons?”

Kowalski nodded.

“Well.” Holt sat back, elbows on the chair’s arms, fingertips pressed together. “That’s an interesting question. There’s no doubt in my mind she’s capable of doing so. Lauzier is a highly controlled psychopath, someone without a shred of empathy who’ll do anything to further her ambitions. But would she do it? No Grand Admiral has died in office, ever. If you — healthy, fit, relatively young — were to pass away unexpectedly, there would be serious questions in the Fleet and among the OutWorld senators. And because everyone in this town knows that you and Lauzier have completely different political views, and they can’t remove you unless you’re guilty of malfeasance, eyes would naturally turn to her. She probably doesn’t want that because not all Home World senators are convinced she’s on the right track.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I’d rather not follow Judy Chu into an early grave.”

“I think it’s much more likely she’ll try drumming up a scandal involving you, something to trigger a judicial review of your appointment, leading to dismissal for cause. But even that’s unlikely, considering the thorough vetting you underwent throughout your career. Besides, Lauzier must be aware that she won’t have a Centralist appointed as your successor. The four-star flag officers simply will not allow it. Of course, it doesn’t mean she won’t have a Henry the Second moment.”

Kowalski frowned, trying to place the reference and gave Holt a questioning look.

“English king, twelfth century. He famously said will no one rid me of this turbulent priest about Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury. He did not express it as an order, more as a complaint, but upon hearing of it, four knights traveled to Canterbury and killed Becket. It’s possible Leila Gherson or one of her SSB minions might hear the boss complain about you and act on it.”

“Would you mind making Gherson aware that if she takes it out on me, it could lead to the downfall of the SSB?”

“Certainly.” Holt gave Kowalski a sly look. “Although the SSB’s days are numbered in any case.”

“Maybe, but there’s no need for her to discover that.”

 

***

 

Holt, wearing a dapper civilian suit, dropped into a chair across the corner table from Leila Gherson, Director General of the Special Security Bureau. They were in the Genfer Ratskeller, a restaurant in the basement of the old town hall that counted as among Geneva’s best. But its ambiance — stone walls and floor, heavy blackened ceiling beams, subdued lighting, and wooden furnishings — made it memorable. It was going on twenty-hundred hours and Gherson was waiting for her dinner companion.

“Leila.”

Holt gave Gherson a mocking smile, knowing of her distaste at people she considered inferior using her first name. And she certainly considered vice admirals beneath her, even the head of Fleet Security.

Gherson gave him a haughty stare. “What do you want, Holt? I’m expecting someone.”

“Yes, I know. Axel Renouf, man about town and permanent undersecretary for the Department of Public Safety. Playing it pretty close to the nest, aren’t you? Best be careful you don’t foul it.”

“My private life is none of your concern. How about you get up and walk out of here before I turn nasty?”

“Oh, please do, Leila. I haven’t experienced your nastiness yet.” Holt winked at her suggestively. “But this will only take a few moments. You remember the truce between the SSB and the Fleet, the one imposed by Jado Doxiadis? Yes? Well, I’d like to remind you of it now that we both have bosses who just as soon kill each other than share a glass of wine. Make sure Grand Admiral Kowalski comes to no harm because some idiot working for you decides that Sara Lauzier complaining about her constitutes an execution order. I’d rather Kowalski not end up like Thomas Becket.”

“Or what?”

“The SSB gets wiped out, period. You and your senior people will not survive. Nor will most of your field agents.”

When she seemed unimpressed, Holt asked, “Do you know what I am now?”

“You’re the head of the Armed Forces Security Branch.”

Holt nodded. “And that means I have a bead on your entire organization. Take me seriously, Leila. Your life depends on it. Keep your people away from Grand Admiral Kowalski and every other senior officer in the Fleet.”

When he saw a man headed toward the table, he stood. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

As he and the man crossed paths, Holt smiled at him and said, “Strange choice of girlfriends, Axel.”
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— Five —

 

 

Task Group 3.10 emerged from FTL at the Ulufan system’s heliopause, and Salamanca immediately began broadcasting their identity and destination in Shrehari on the latter’s emergency channel, hoping the Ulufan Strike Group was expecting them. After less than an hour, they received a single Anglic word in reply — welcome.

Dunmoore and Captain Haneul glanced at each other, and the latter said, “Terse, aren’t they?”

“It’s the Shrehari way. They use as few words as possible to get their meaning across.” She smiled. “Besides, they’re not very good at Anglic and tend to keep it short. Let’s jump inward, seeing as your navigator found Ulufan.”

With that, she, Pushkin, and Guthren left the bridge to return to the accommodations deck. It would be approximately twelve hours before they emerged at the planet’s hyperlimit. Once they were alone in her cabin, Guthren drew three mugs of coffee from the small urn that was always kept fresh and handed them out.

“Feeling a bit of trepidation starting, Admiral?” Pushkin asked over the rim of his cup before taking a sip.

“Perhaps. I’ve never set foot on a Shrehari world before. I know they’re oxygen-nitrogen breathers like we are. Their ale is perfectly digestible by humans and even favored by many. Beyond that?” She shrugged. “You?”

“Oh, I’m getting the old nerve vibes, faint but present. How about you, Chief?”

Guthren made a face. 

“I got nothing going on.”

Pushkin grinned at him. 

“Stolid as usual.”

“When you have a good thing, you stick with it.” Guthren took a big gulp of his coffee, then sighed contentedly. “You know, it’s fitting that we meet Brakal at this juncture.”

“How so?” Pushkin asked.

“We’ll head off to Earth soon for our final assignments before retiring. Saying a last goodbye to the old rogue seems like a fine thing, considering how often our paths crossed during the war.”

“True. Especially when you realize we, or more precisely Admiral Dunmoore, are responsible for Brakal becoming Kho’sahra and ending the war. After all, it was Iolanthe that destroyed Brakal’s forward operating base, forcing his superiors to send him home as surplus to requirements, where he then set about to overthrow the ruling council which had started the war.” Pushkin raised his mug at Dunmoore. “The raid on the Shrehari home system was merely the icing on the cake.”

The thirty-second jump klaxon sounded, and all three took seats to better weather the momentary nausea, as they’d done countless times since their first FTL jump from their homeworlds heading to basic training long ago.

“It never gets easier,” Guthren said once Salamanca was in hyperspace and the nausea dissipated.

“We still have plenty of jumps to make before finding a place to settle and establish deep enough roots that we’ll never depart from the surface again, Chief.”

Guthren let out a grunt. 

“Aye. But there’s an end in sight, and then it’ll be Caledonia for me, alongside the rest of the old chief petty officers who only have the Navy as a family.”

“You and me both, Chief.” Pushkin turned to Dunmoore. “How about you?”

“Considering I haven’t been home in over thirty years, Caledonia seems like a good place to retire among other Fleet personnel.”

They finished their coffees, and then Dunmoore shooed them out. 

“Since I plan on being awake when we emerge at Ulufan’s hyperlimit, I’m going to bed now.”

“Good idea.”

 

***

 

“The human ships are inbound, Lord,” Brakal’s aide reported once the Kho’sahra waved him into his temporary office. It lay in the governor’s palace at the heart of the Forbidden Quarter of Ulufan’s capital, Kordar. He and his small retinue — the aide, Toralk, and a detachment of bodyguards — had taken over a wing of the palace reserved for high-status visitors. “Two of them, one the equivalent of a Tol, the other of a Ptar.”

Brakal grunted his thanks.

“Let me know when they’re within reach of instantaneous communications. I would speak with Admiral of the Second Rank Dunmoore.”

When the aide expressed surprise, Brakal gave him a predatory smile. “She and I go back to a time long before you were considered fit for the Deep Space Fleet.”

And with that, he dismissed him. His inviting humans to the Act of Remembrance for the war against them did not thrill everyone. None dared say so to his face, but the loyal Toralk had kept an ear to the ground and heard enough. There was a groundswell of opposition to Dunmoore’s presence, especially once word got out that she’d led the raid on the home system, precipitating what most saw as the Empire’s surrender rather than a simple cessation of hostilities. Returning the star systems taken from the humans still angered many even now, at the time of the Act of Remembrance after the prescribed number of years had passed since the war’s end.

He couldn’t do anything about those sentiments, however. Only ensure Dunmoore and her delegation were received with due honor, stood in silence beside him during the Act, and then left again. 

It was a long trip for a brief ceremony, but ancient tradition demanded it be done. Inviting a former foe was also part of that tradition, even though for the first time, she would be human. And that bothered the detractors because many remained bitter. Still, Dunmoore was here at the Kho’sahra’s invitation, which should prevent any unpleasantness.

 

***

 

Dunmoore, Pushkin, and Guthren, along with the two aides, were back in the flag CIC shortly before the warning that Salamanca would return to normal space in thirty seconds. The wrenching nausea came and went in a split second, and the planet appeared on the primary display, surrounded by four small moons. The display zoomed in on Ulufan itself, revealing a strange-looking orbital station with mysterious markings on it, as well as starships, both naval Tols and Ptars and civilian vessels.

Moments later, the speakers came to life with a rough Shrehari voice issuing an incomprehensible order. Or at least incomprehensible to everyone but Dunmoore.

“We’re being told to enter orbit at the same altitude as the station, approximately ten kilometers behind it,” she said, translating for the bridge crew’s benefit.

“Where they can keep both an eye and their big guns on us,” Captain Haneul’s disembodied voice said. “Thanks for that, sir. We will comply.”

Pushkin cocked an eyebrow at Dunmoore. “No words of welcome for us?”

She shrugged. “It’s the Shrehari way.”

“What if we didn’t have someone who speaks the language aboard?”

“Wait for it.” A few seconds passed, then she smiled as a text message appeared on a side display. It was essentially the same order they’d received verbally, but this time in broken Anglic. “And there you go. They have someone who can translate as well. Not surprising, really. After almost twenty years of peace, a good amount of trade flows across the border, meaning more Shrehari can speak Anglic, and more humans can speak Shrehari.”

“I wonder — will Brakal provide us with a translator during the ceremony?”

“Maybe, but I’m sure he remembers I understand and speak his language.”

“Feels strange, doesn’t it, though,” Guthren said. “Us heading toward a Shrehari world with weapons tight and shields down. The last time we were in their space was with guns roaring.”

“That it does, but I’d rather this way than how we did things the last time.”

“Amen,” Pushkin said. “How long do you figure we’ll be sitting in orbit?”

“No idea. I believe they will invite us for the ceremony and nothing more. Which is a shame because I wouldn’t have minded walking around Kordar, but I understand they usually confine human traders to the spaceport district, so we would stand out.” Dunmoore climbed to her feet. “There’s no point in hanging around the CIC now that we’ve had our very brief introduction to Ulufan traffic control.”

Just then, the bridge called. 

“Admiral, we’re receiving a transmission from the surface. If I understand correctly, it’s Kho’sahra Brakal, and he wants to speak with you.”

Dunmoore retook the command chair, eyebrows raised in surprise as she glanced at Pushkin. “By all means, put him through.”

Moments later, the primary display showed Brakal’s face, and Dunmoore was transported back to the ruined bridge of the Victoria Regina, more than twenty-five years earlier, when she had first seen him. But he appeared visibly older, his skull ridges more leathery and his skin darker, though the ruff of fur on the top of his head was as black as ever.

“Dunmoore. Welcome to Ulufan.”

She hadn’t used her Shrehari for years and needed time to process her reply. When it finally came out, it was halting, her tongue rusty.

“Kho’sahra, thank you for your greetings.”

“It is good to see you again after so long. You have prospered.”

“I have indeed, and yes, it is good to see you too.”

“Your superiors could not have chosen a better representative for the Act of Remembrance, Dunmoore.” He gazed at her with his unnerving eyes, which revealed nothing a human could interpret.

“I am thrilled to be here and eagerly await the ceremony. When are you planning to hold it?”

“Now that you have arrived, tomorrow in the evening. I shall expect your shuttle to land just before sunset at the Kordar spaceport, and I will personally meet you there.” 

He named the hour in Shrehari, something Dunmoore memorized, to be deciphered later and calculated using the local time, which wouldn’t be easy, considering they operated on a totally different system.

“I am honored.” Dunmoore bowed her head.

A fierce smile twisted Brakal’s mouth. “Then let us make our reunion one to remember for all ages.”

“Yes, let us.”

“Until then, Dunmoore.” Brakal’s image vanished, leaving her to feel a little overwhelmed.

“That was — interesting,” she finally said.
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— Six —

 

 

A few minutes after Dunmoore’s shuttle cleared Salamanca’s hangar deck, just before they began a slow descent, six sleek Shrehari sublight fighters appeared and boxed it in. A voice on the Shrehari emergency channel announced itself as the commander of their escort to the surface.

Dunmoore, Pushkin, and Guthren, all wearing full-dress uniforms with ceremonial swords, exchanged glances. Guthren said, “Escort? More like seeing we don’t deviate from the agreed upon route to the Kordar spaceport.”

She chuckled. 

“Probably, but since I’m a guest of honor, they phrased it honorably.” Then, to the pilot, she said, “Make sure you follow the leader, PO.”

“Yes, sir,” the petty officer first class replied. “Wouldn’t want a missile up our six, considering one of the fighters aft just pinged us.”

“Bloody cheek!” Pushkin shook his head as he cocked an eyebrow at Dunmoore. “Fighter pilots are the same all over the galaxy.”

She winked at him. “Some of us do grow up and become responsible adults.”

They soon entered the upper atmosphere, and the shuttle yawed a bit as the thin air buffeted it. But it quickly stabilized, and they spiraled toward the southern edge of the large, globe-spanning, single continent covering thirty percent of the planet. The center of the supercontinent seemed to be an enormous desert, reminding Dunmoore of Earth’s Pangaea. She could see lights on the darkened eastern shores, but they were widely spread apart, probably due to a sparse population.

Daylight still bathed Kordar, and Dunmoore studied the city on the shuttle passenger compartment’s primary display, seeing row upon row of gray low-rise buildings in an orderly grid with a large plaza at its center and the spaceport to one side. The plaza already teemed with tiny figures, and she guessed it was the site where the Act of Remembrance would be held.

Then, it seemed as if only seconds had passed, and they were already making their final approach to the spaceport. The tarmac, wide, constructed of a substance that allowed no weeds to poke through cracks, was bordered by countless structures with broad openings. The spaceport terminal itself, a single-story building with glass windows and doors, had flagpoles on the roof bearing banners snapping in the breeze. All of it seemed to glow under a darkening sky, reddish beyond what was usual on human worlds.
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