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Dedication

To those who looked at Death

And decided the price was not too high
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PROLOGUE

Cislunar Space, ANS Young
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“Captain, they’re coming up the corridor!”

“Ensign Starks!”

The petite blonde turned from her watch on the starboard hatch.

“Captain?”

“Get down there and help Lieutenant Luehrs! We can’t let them get up to the bridge.”

“Aye, Ma’am.” She ducked past her and out the portside hatch.

“Ensign Saxton, guard the other entry. You’re not doing any good on helm, not with the bridge controls cut off.”

“Ma’am.” He tapped a few commands out of habit before taking station where Starks had vacated.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” muttered Auburn, checking her ship’s speed and heading. They were still on course for the Federation’s habitat, but the engines had shut down when the shit hit the fan so they weren’t accelerating. That reminded her.

“Walker.”

“Go ahead.”

“Situation?”

“Well, they’re not getting into Engineering, but we might need an assist to get out.”

“Oh?”

“We sealed the hatch and disconnected the overrides, but one of the bright boys on the other side must have liberated a laser, because they tried to burn their way through. All it did was warp the hatch.”

“Great. Can you kill our momentum?”

“Sure, if they haven’t cut the control runs.”

“You think they did?”

“They cut yours.”

Auburn couldn’t argue with that, but Walker was still talking.

“Harmon was one of the bastards who turned on us,” Walker said. “He commed me, trying to get me to ‘come back to Artemis’. I told him where he could put Artemis, and then he was less polite.”

“Damn.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

It was supposed to have been easy. Over the past Lunar, Young’s crew roster had been thoroughly churned, with nearly three quarters being transferred out, including Auburn’s XO and Chief Engineer. The reason was made clear a scant two days earlier when she’d been sketchily briefed by Captain Newling of the ANS Averroes about the plans afoot.

“Are you in?” she’d been asked.

It was a simple question for her but she’d temporized.

“My crew?”

“You and another ship have been chosen to serve as, well, lifeboats. Without telling you too much, you’re not going to be safe in Artemis in forty-eight hours. Your crew has been chosen with that in mind.”

It had been a crash course in bonding, with a graduation exercise kicked off when the Averroes had suddenly defected, broadcasting their truth back to the rest of the assembled fleet. 

There were only about a dozen loyalists and MinSec plants left aboard, but in a crew of fifty that was plenty to scramble plans. Now, by her best estimates, there were less than half that number.

Sounds of gunfire echoed up the portside corridor.

“What stupid shits brought a gun into space?” Auburn said.

“MinSec,” answered Saxton without turning from his post.

“Point,” grunted Auburn.

“Attention approaching Artemis frigate, respond or be destroyed,” announced the speaker.

“And there’s another problem.”

The one system the loyalists held was communications, and Auburn was sure they were screaming bloody murder back to Artemis for help. She didn’t expect any of the other ANS ships to turn; they were wholly outclassed by the Federation’s Starfleet and were running for home as fast as they could. On the other hand, she couldn’t communicate with the Federation to tell them to please not blow her tin can out of space, thank you very much.

If they could just stop, show they weren’t going to be a threat, they might have a chance to deal with the loyalists. 

She heard a scream from port.

“Luehrs!” she yelled.

There was another scream, abruptly cut off.

“Saxton, with me, now!”

She pulled the three-shot laser from its storage.

“I’ve got high. You get low. On two.” She waited for Saxton’s nod. “One, two!”

She pushed through the hatch, laser pointed down the corridor, and dashed a few meters to her ‘office’ and ducked in. Saxton followed, staying low.

Nothing.

She gestured that she’d take high, flashed the count on her fingers, rushed forward again, around a corner, and then diving for cover as her mind registered the group facing her and the bodies of Luehrs and Starks. Behind her Saxton rounded the corner a hair too high and caught a laser bolt squarely in his chest. He fell to the deck, releasing his grip on his laser.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Auburn swore. Her people were down, and all she had were three shots to take out at least four loyalists.

“Give up and you don’t have to die,” one of them called. Marcels, she thought, though it was hard to hear through the roaring in her ears.

“Fuck you and fuck the Primus!” she yelled back. Maybe not the most original, but certainly heartfelt.

“There’s only one of you left.”

Silence. Auburn thought furiously. Four targets, three shots. Wait. Saxton’s gun?

“Fine.”

There. Just a meter away, but out from cover.

Shit.

Maybe she could...She wished Walker were here. Engineering wasn’t her skill set.

“Wait!” she called, stalling, turning the laser over in her hands and searching for the charging port.

“For what? You’re outnumbered, outgunned, and out of time.”

“It’s a big decision,” she said, stripping the cover off. 

“Maybe you should have thought of that before betraying the Primus.”

She needed a conductor. She always wore her hair nearly shaved, but maybe...She stole a glance back at Starks; her hair was pinned back, and she was out of sight of the loyalists. Silently she crept over to her and, thinking an apology, ran her hand through Starks’ hair.

Ha.

She pulled out a pin. Flexible. Good.

“Okay, I’m ready,” she called, jamming the ends of the pin into the charging point. She felt it start heating immediately and hoped it would last long enough before melting.

“Toss your weapon out,” Marcels called.

“You want my weapon?”

“What, do you think I’m stupid?”

Yes, she didn’t say. The pin was nearly glowing; it couldn’t be much longer.

“Fine!” she called, and slid the gun down the corridor toward them.

“Smart move, Auburn. Stand up. I promise we won’t shoot you.”

Why hadn’t it blown yet? 

She stood, hands behind her head.

Marcels was standing in front of four other loyalists. Three had their three-shots aimed at her, while one held what looked to be a projectile weapon. That must have been what she heard earlier.

The laser she’d tossed lay at Marcels’ feet.

“I charge you, Lieutenant Joy Auburn, with mutiny and rebellion against the rightful government of Artemis. You will be held until the return to –”

The short-circuit Auburn had jury-rigged finally reached a critical point. 

Lasers are incredibly energy-intensive weapons, which is why even the largest ships carried capacitors to provide power for firing. Laser rifles typically used replaceable cartridges, much like the magazines of old, to provide their power. The power packs used for the rifles were large and bulky, unsuitable for use in sidearms, so they had integral and rechargeable power cells which provided enough juice for a few shots. As with most power cells, though, they reacted badly to being cross-wired.

The equivalent of a kilo of TNT exploded in front of Marcels, wiping out whatever he was about to say, most of his body, and a fair portion of the deck and bulkheads. The explosion continued to knock three of the others backwards, one slamming bonelessly into the bulkhead and all three being shredded by fragments of durasteel.

Auburn and the fifth loyalist were both blown to the ground but were otherwise uninjured. 

She scanned the deck. Where was that other laser? There!

She scrambled to grab Saxton’s gun before the loyalist recovered.

Got it!

Auburn turned, levelled the gun, and fired. The stunned loyalist caught the bolt in his gut as he tried to rise. It staggered him but he still tried to lift his own weapon to fire.

She shot again. This time the loyalist dropped.

“Damn,” she panted. “That sucked.”

She stumbled up the corridor to check on her fallen crew. Saxton’s eyes were wide and unseeing; the bolt had probably stopped his heart, if it hadn’t hit it squarely.

“Sorry, Scotty,” she said, closing Saxton’s eyes. She moved over to Sparks.

To her surprise, Sparks was breathing. 

“Mel?” she asked. 

No response, so she raised her voice.

“Mel?”

“No, Peggy,” she heard and spun. Lieutenant Luehrs was sitting up, even if she looked dazed.

“Luehrs, where are you hurt?”

“Hurt?” She seemed confused.

“Are you bleeding?” She didn’t see anything, but she hadn’t paid much attention on her way past.

“Bleeding?”

“Just sit there, Peggy. I’ll help you in a minute.” She returned to Starks.

“Mel?” she said a third time, and turned her over.

She groaned.

She checked Starks over. Her leg was bleeding, but not too badly, and there was a burn mark across her cheek.

“Lucky girl,” she said, pressing a torn piece of cloth against the leg wound.

“Captain?” Luehrs asked.

“Lieutenant. Back with me?”

“I – I think so, Ma’am. What’s going on? Why am I on the deck, and why does my back hurt?”

“What do you remember?”

“Shouting. Someone fired a gun? Yes, someone fired a gun, and Ensign Starks fell down, I bent over to look at her and then, nothing.”

“I think checking on your fellow rebel saved your life,” she chuckled. “It sounds like you caught the bloom from a laser bolt but not the full effect.”

She stood. “Can you stand?”

“I think so, Ma’am.” She wobbled to her feet, steadied herself on the bulkhead, then finished pulling herself erect.

“Stay with Mel. Do you have your sidearm? I think there are a couple more loyalists outside Engineering.”

She handed Auburn her pistol. “One shot left, Ma’am. Sorry.”

She shook her head. “Don’t apologize. You held them off long enough.”

Her eyes scanned the corridor, then settled on the loyalists’ bodies and their weapons. It didn’t take long to determine which ones still held charges, and she took those before returning Luehrs’ to her along with the projectile gun.

“Same mission, Lieutenant. Keep them off the bridge.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“I’m going to finish this. Wish me luck.”
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CHAPTER ONE

TFS Enterprise, 40 Eridani System
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“Captain, we’re receiving a message.”

“A message?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Lieutenant Elliott Kay frowned at the display at his Tactical station.

“Send it to my terminal,” Captain Jennifer Martinez, known to her friends as Alley, said.

“Captain, it’s security locked.”

That wasn’t common. Alley looked to her XO.

“In my ready room, then. Commander, you have the conn.”

“Aye, Ma’am,” answered Aiyana Cassidy as Alley stepped into her ready room.

“Minna,” she said, addressing the ship’s AI. “Open the message.”

“I cannot, Captain.”

“By the Goddess, why not?”

“It is security locked to you and the Admiral.”

Alley took a calming breath before triggering her implant.

Admiral.

Yes? came the instant response. There were perqs to being the flag captain, and one of them was a priority on her Admiral’s attention.

Message from Njord. That much was in the clear.

And?

It requires both of us to unlock.

She didn’t actually hear the cursing but could imagine it. All she did hear, though, was, On my way.

She was good as her word and was comming for entry in two minutes, assisted by the fact her cabin was only a deck below the bridge.

“Enter,” said Alley, and the doors opened.

Admiral Kendra Cassidy was, well, rumpled was probably the best word. Her normally pristine white uniform was stained with what appeared to be brightly colored paint, and what was in her blonde, pixie-cut hair?

“Is that jelly?” she finally asked.

“Yes, Alley. It’s jelly. Grape. And it’s all your fault.”

“My fault?”

“Your fault. You and LJ’s.”

Alley couldn’t imagine how this could possibly be her wife’s fault, but Kendra didn’t lie.

“I don’t understand.”

Kendra dropped into one of the chairs across from Alley.

“If you hadn’t given the girls the kittens, this wouldn’t have happened.”

Now things were clearer. Their cats, Theo and Luci (short for Luciferous Dimples) had had a litter of kittens. Two had been given to the Admiral’s daughters. Lisa and Mikki doted on the still-growing animals, but cats, and kittens, weren’t known for their restraint.

Chuckling despite herself, Alley said, “What did the terrors do?”

“Well, Lisa and Mikki were painting. Cleo decided it would be an excellent time to walk across the table, and the still-wet painting. Lisa screamed, and Cleo took off across the cabin, and before she could redecorate the entire thing I grabbed her and dropped her in the sonic shower to get the paint off.” Kendra gestured to the streaks of paint which, yes, definitely seemed to be paw-shaped.

“And the jelly?”

“After the paint was dealt with, I noticed it was lunchtime. I decided to make lunch for the girls, rather than replicate it, but when I tried to open the jelly it dropped and splattered the ceiling. Then you commed.”

“And you rushed right up here,” said Alley, totally losing control.

“And I rushed right up here,” agreed Kendra. “Hey, try to pretend it’s not hilarious!” 

But she was giggling too.

After a moment, Alley reined in her laughter and returned to the business at hand.

“We just received a message from home,” she said.

This wasn’t the first time the warp buoy network had been used, but it was relatively new and message traffic was still noteworthy.

“And it’s locked?”

“And it’s locked,” agreed Alley.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Minerva.”

The ship’s AI responded to her proper name instantly. “Admiral.”

Kendra retrieved the current security code from her implant.

“Unlock message. Authorization Cassidy three alpha.”

Without missing a beat, Alley added, “Authorization Martinez five beta two.”

“Message unlocked,” said the AI, and the contents spilled into Alley’s terminal, as well as both of their implants.

“Zeus wept,” Kendra said when her quick skim of the information ended.

“I agree,” said Alley who was reviewing it more thoroughly.

“We grabbed the Averroes?” The ANS Averroes was one of three warp-capable ships possessed by Artemis.

“Did we? I’m still on the revolution in Artemis.”

“Wait, what? Where?”

Alley threw the relevant passages up on the screen. “There.”

“I think we need more eyes on this,” said Kendra.

“Agreed. Commander Cassidy, to my ready room.” In seconds, Alley’s XO had joined them.

“Sweetheart, what happened to your uniform?” she asked as soon as the door had closed. She might be married to the Admiral, but they were careful to keep their personal relationship as out of the face of the crew as possible.

“It’s a funny story, but I’ll tell you later. Read this,” and Kendra opened access to the message. “It’s from Colonel Whitmore.”

“Davie? Why would, oh, my.”

“Yeah, we started there too. Read.”

As befitted a certified genius, it didn’t take Cass long to read through.

“I don’t believe it.”

“The Chief did say Newling’s group was going to be kicking off soon,” Kendra said.

“She did, and I suppose it all makes sense in hindsight.”

“Oh?” asked Alley.

“The book,” Cass supplied. “The Moon is a Harsh Mistress. Newling was really taken with it, and one of the important dates is July 4th. I can’t believe nobody picked up on this!”

“I can assure you, Commander, that none of the AI’s noted that connection,” Minerva said. “The idea a revolution could be based on a fictional universe created more than a century and a half in the past never occurred to us, even when they used some of the other key dates from the book. It is an unfortunate oversight on our part.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Minna,” Cass said. “None of us organic types caught it either.”

“The larger point, though, is we’re here, and they’re there, and everything’s happening,” commented Kendra. “What do we do about that?”

“They seem to have things under control,” Alley said. “From this message, the Bean and the Young both eventually came over as well.”

“Oh?”

“Didn’t you see that?”

“No,” Kendra admitted. “That gives us four former Artemis navy ships, right?”

“Five.”

“Damn. We’re going to need techs.”

“Focus, Kendra,” chided Cass. “Techs are the least of our problems.”

“Right, right. There’s a revolution happening on the moon, with the side we’re supporting controlling one warren out of a couple dozen. We have a few hundred people we need to screen. What else?”

“Defiant and Defender have to stay available to trail the two Artemis warp ships, which leaves us thin on the defense.”

“What do we do, Alley?”

“That’s the question we need to decide, Kendra. We’re supposed to be here surveying Freyr for six more days; do we stay for the scheduled duration, or do we return?”

“Well, I think –” Kendra started, but Alley interrupted her.

“Cass?” Alley prompted. “You’re the junior officer, you get to go first.”

“Oh. I don’t know I have enough information. Minna, do we know if this message went to Endeavour as well?”

“It appears to have been; I do not know if the message has been delivered.”

“I think we need to coordinate with Endeavour,” said Cass. “Frankly, they’re better equipped to defend than we are, given their advantages in speed and weaponry. I’d also argue our mission is more critical to complete, but that’s the Science Officer in me.”

“Kendra?”

“I outrank you, shouldn’t I go last?”

“I’ve got more experience.”

“I see. I think we ought to return.”

“Why? No blanket statements, Admiral.”

“Well, if the Lunar Revolution is really kicking off, as the Federation’s perceived leader I ought to be there.”

“Davie’s got things under control,” countered Alley. “And the Chief’s there; she was the main contact with Newling and is probably the person she’s most comfortable with.”

“What if there’s something that we haven’t covered?”

“Minna, how long does it take to get a message to Njord from here?” said Alley by way of answer.

“Virtually instantaneous, Captain.”

“Fine!” said Kendra. “I hate waiting, okay?”

Alley nodded. “I thought that might be in there. You both make good points, but I have to agree with Cass. Our mission to the Twins takes priority. Given the communication ability the warp buoys grants us, there’s no reason to cut that short because of a ‘what if’. Admiral, we have the Endeavour’s schedule. You can send them orders to return to Njord and provide the support they might need.”

“Captain, I have an off-the-wall suggestion,” Cass said.

“I’m listening.” Alley’s tone was wary. Cass had been her XO for almost a year and while she was certainly brilliant, she was in no way a professional officer. Off-the-wall was par for the course.

“We were planning on leaving supplies and some pre-fab buildings. What if we dropped the buildings, assembled them, and left supplies and a small crew? Leave a pair of Wolves so they can get off-planet if they need. I know that every person in the Science Division will volunteer in a heartbeat!”

Alley looked thoughtful, while Kendra looked horrified.

“They’ll be cut off!”

“No,” Alley disagreed. “If we weren’t leaving a Wolf, no, you said two?”

Cass nodded.

“Two Wolves. Each Wolf has Q-Net capability; it’s simply a matter of a software patch so they can connect to the warp buoy. Am I correct, Minerva?”

“You are correct, Captain,” the AI confirmed. “I can make the necessary modifications to their sensor systems to allow interface with the warp buoy.”

“Which means help is a few hours away.”

“One hour forty-nine minutes for Endeavour at warp 9.5,” Minerva confirmed. 

“Less than two hours? I hadn’t realized,” Kendra said. 

“And it’s only 36 hours for us, round-trip, to bring you back to Njord and return,” said Cass.

“I’m liking this idea, Cass,” Kendra said. “Alley?”

“I agree; it allows us to fulfill all our obligations. We’re not taking more than two days to come back here, though, no matter what is happening. We’ll be able to contact Endeavour and get them to return to Njord.”

“Or come here and pick up the crew,” said Kendra.

“Or that. Hold it, Commander!” Cass had started to stand.

“Yes?”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“There’s so much to organize!”

“That is the job of Lieutenant Commander Seabolt, XO. You remember her? Science Division leader?”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” said a disappointed Cass, and Alley relented slightly.

“You can certainly sit in with her planning, and don’t let her overthink or get too ambitious! She’s got 48 hours, maximum. Make sure that’s clear.”

“Aye, Captain!” Cass said much more energetically, and disappeared out of the ready room.

“And the entire ship will know in three, two, one...”

Kendra just laughed. Alley worked with Cass, and was turning her into a good Executive Officer, but Kendra had known Cass since childhood. They’d been married almost seven years now and little about Cass came as a surprise. Her joy at the prospect of scientific exploration was not one of those rare surprises.

“Admiral, I suggest you start planning as well. While we’re in-system we have access to the Q-Net and you can communicate with Njord and your staff. You can get a jump on planning and hit the ground running when you return. May I suggest something else?”

“Since when do you ask?”

“Send Defiant to bring Smith from Titan and Kumlien from Ceres. You’re going to want them in on any policy decisions, and they’re probably going to have some questions.” The Federation had recently gained two allies, the Asteroid Miner’s Guild and Titan Colony, and their relationship and status within the Federation was still in flux.

“Makes sense. Thanks, Alley. Working dinner tonight? I’ll want to pick your brains, and I suspect Cass and LJ are going to be tied up in planning the away mission.” Lieutenant LJ Burg, Alley’s wife, was in charge of the Enterprise’s shuttlebay and would need to coordinate on the multiple supply drops the sudden mission shift would require.

“Sounds good to me, but where will the girls be?”

“Hanging out with Susana and Deone.” The Organization of American Reporters had placed a news team aboard Enterprise, at Kendra’s urging, several months earlier. The stated purpose was to document the historic exploration of space; in reality, it was because space sold. In the meanwhile the two had become fixtures shipboard, and both Lisa and Mikki had ‘adopted’ them into their ever-growing constellation of honorary aunts and uncles.

“Works. Eighteen?”

“See you then.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Council of Ministers, Artemis City
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It was an ominously quiet Chamber of Ministers.

The quiet was partly due to the emptiness of the room. Designed to hold sixty or more comfortably, there were less than two dozen in attendance now, half of which were the Primus’s personal armsmen.

Daria Pitt, the venerable Minister of the Treasury, sat at her usual place, seemingly absorbed in some report or other. Danna Pitt, a cousin and Minister of Justice, sat next to her. Several seats away, Kreitzer Newling, the Minister of Technology, appeared relaxed, but whether that was genuine or a front was an open question. Next to him was Merry Patterson, the Assistant Minister of Technology, who looked to have taken on all of his concerns. Opposite was Michael Atkinson from the Ministry of War. He didn’t look any more comfortable than Patterson.

Intelligence Underminister Tal Phalkon stood confidently to the Primus’s right, though the two officials behind her, Doug Jones and Deborah Arnett, weren’t nearly as sanguine. They were both from Intelligence as well, and they technically outranked Phalkon. Unfortunately, they were firmly from the camp of the former Minister, Colin Dent, and with his shocking defection to the side of the Federation their lives were in jeopardy. 

No other Ministers or officials were present, just a few minor assistants, staying as close to the shadows as they could manage in the well-lit room.

It was Phalkon who began the conversation, and on a surprisingly congenial note.

“Mr. Jones. Have you identified the members of this revolutionary cabal?”

“Yes, Ms. Phalkon.” Jones was the Director of Intelligence in the Ministry, though for the past half-year he’d been seconded to the Ministry of Security, MinSec, to overhaul its workings. 

“The leader is Autumn Newling, a disgraced former member of the Production Ministry. She was interred at a Political Rehabilitation Center until this past January, when she and several others disappeared. What little evidence there was suggested she’d perished in the effort. That was obviously mistaken. The other members of this cabal were also incarcerated at the same PRC and escaped the same day. Sharon Mwangi is a career naval petty officer, retired several years ago and apprehended for her ties to a revolutionary group, Simon Jester. Nour Zein-Hutter is a former MinSec agent, tasked with infiltrating the same group. She performed admirably in that role until she was turned and arrested. The fourth, Caitlin Novak, served in the Foreign Ministry until her exposure to off-world cultures contaminated her.”

Phalkon counted the ministries on her fingers. “War, Foreign, Security, and Production. One of those seems off.”

“Newling’s ministerial background is largely unimportant,” Jones replied. “Her asset is her name. The others brought some connections, which explains their value.”

“What do we know about their organization? I presume it’s not this Simon Jester thing.”

“No, although we’re in the process of gathering all the known members of Jester. Newling’s organization is much more well-defined and security-conscious than Jester ever was. I believe I’ve shared all the information we have about them with you already.”

Phalkon nodded. “Yes, you had. I was wondering if anything new had been uncovered, since they revealed themselves.”

“No. Right now our primary countermeasure is to cut off Tycho Under from all the other warrens by shutting down the tube system and denying entry to Artemis City. Unfortunately, the tubes can be locally controlled from Tycho, which has allowed them to move freely. HKL and New Sydney have both declared allegiance to Newling’s cabal, and at least three others have made tentative noises of acceptance. Armstrong is firmly in our camp, but they’re at the end of the tube system and are vulnerable to being isolated.”

“Minister Atkinson, what is the status of the fleet?”

“The six Gemini frigates, two Apollo cruisers, and two Scimitar dreadnoughts are all functional. The crews are undergoing loyalty checks, so they’re not available for any missions at this time. The Union ships, I’m not as certain of their status.”

Finally the Primus spoke.

“Become certain, Atkinson. You only gained your position because Minister Phalkon assured me of your loyalty.”

She paused and examined the sparse gathering. Vasilia Newling was ruthless when it came to expanding and protecting her power. Her family, Newling, was descended from one of the original four colonists. Those Four Families ruled Artemis, and by extension the Solarian Union. The past two years had been trying for her, though, waging a war against the upstart Terran Federation while dealing with traitors and perceived incompetence in her Ministers. Now, though, she finally had opportunity to act decisively to seal her legacy.

“Look around you, Ministers. Look at the empty spaces.”

Dutifully they did so.

“We have become weak. Complacent. Soft. It is proven by the ease with which the Federation has seduced our turncoat politicians. It is proven by the rabble which calls itself a revolution. It is proven by the actions which we are now forced to take.”

She paused, enjoying the confusion all around her, confusion everywhere except on Phalkon.

“President Whitmore has been executed.”

An involuntary gasp flashed across the room, quickly suppressed.

“His family, all of his extended family, has been arrested for treason against the Union. As soon as Minister Pitt can arrange their trials, they will join the former President.” She nodded to Danna, who nodded numbly back. “In addition, all members of the Dent family, having proven their treachery twice over, are being apprehended as we speak.”

“The Council of Ministers, and indeed the governments of Artemis and the Union, have been dissolved. You who are here represent the loyal core of the new, reborn Union.”

She waited a few seconds for the shock to pass before continuing.

“Aunt Daria, you are the new Councilor of the Treasury. Your new duties will also include the former Ministry of Production.”

Pitt managed to say, “Thank you, Vasilia.”

“Minister Pitt, your new position is Councilor of the People’s Justice,” Newling said to Danna Pitt.

“The People’s Justice?”

“Yes. We need to assure our citizens of our benevolent intentions toward them; what better way than to have a councillorship dedicated to nothing but their justice and well-being?”

“As you say, Primus.” Pitt was grateful to still have a position.

“Atkinson, you are now the Councilor for Defense.”

“Defense?”

“Defense. It was pointed out to me that having a ‘minister of war’ sounds aggressive. Your duties, though, will not change. You are charged with the protection of the Union.”

“Yes, Primus.”

“Kreitzer.”

“Cousin.”

“You are Councilor of Technology. You will also absorb the former Ministries of Energy and Transportation and integrate them into your councillorship.”

“Yes, Primus.”

“Jones. You are Councilor for Intelligence, which will encompass both Intelligence and Security, as well as Education.”

“Education, Primus?” he asked.

“Education,” answered Phalkon. “If we are to prevent any further attempts at revolution, we need a population which is thoroughly and reliably indoctrinated from as young an age as possible. Integration of these three arms will ensure this.”

“I see,” said Jones.

The Primus turned to Arnett. “Your position is Councilor for External Security. You will work closely with Jones and Atkinson.”

“Yes, Primus, of course.”

“Primus, what of Minister Phalkon?” Jones said now. “You seem to have given away all her positions.”

“Tal is to be First Councilor, and she will direct the Council in my absence and in my stead. She will be the visible face of the Union of Artemis. Her duties will also include all interactions, when necessary, with foreign governments.”

The Primus seemed surprised by the lack of further reaction and said, in a somewhat aggrieved voice, “Aren’t you pleased? We can finally cut away the dead weight which has dragged us down for all these years and achieve our rightful place as the leaders of humanity!”

“What of the United Earth government? And the Federation?” asked Arnett.

“Phalkon will be meeting with all of you to inform you of your roles in our plan,” Newling said. “Rest assured, Councilors. Neither the UE nor the Federation will be any more of a problem than my poor, deluded cousin in Tycho Under for much longer.”

Nobody said anything for a long moment. Finally, Phalkon stood and broke the silence.

“All rise!”

Obediently the new Councilors stood.

“Hail the Empress, Vasilia the First! May the sun never set on the Union!”

A ragged echo swept the chamber as Newling strode from the room.

“You might want to practice that,” Phalkon said with just a hint of menace, following the Empress out.
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CHAPTER THREE

UE Headquarters, Geneva, Switzerland
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“You’re kidding.”

Mya Hartman, head of the Distribution Directorate and the most influential politician within the UE, glanced up at her assistant.

“Director?”

“Get me Lehman,” she said. “And Blackmon.”

The aide scurried from the office as Hartman re-read the document. She was jotting notes to herself when the door chime signaled.

“Enter,” she said, distracted.

Two men walked through, with the shorter, older one taking the lead. Both were professionally dressed, though the first man’s suit appeared to fit better.

“Director Hartman,” he said.

Hartman half-rose in greeting. “Mr. Lehman, thank you for taking time from your day. Hunter, good to see you. Please, sit, gentlemen.”

She returned to her note-taking briefly before looking up again with an apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry, I simply had to write down that thought before it escaped me. William, I need your advice.”

“Certainly, Director. How can the UE’s legal department assist the Distribution Directorate?”

She passed the document across the desk. “What are our obligations?”

He pulled out an old-fashioned pair of spectacles and perused the letter. After a couple moments, he peered over the top edge.

“Is this real?”

“Absolutely genuine. The original electronic copy was verified by our services. It came from the Solarian Union, no, sorry. The Union of Artemis.”

“I would have to refresh my memory of the Artemis Accords and the associated agreements before I gave a definitive opinion,” he hedged.

“Yes, naturally.” She hid a smile. William Lehman was the General Counsel for the entire UE and was, in essence, a lawyer’s lawyer.

“To summarize, then: our obligations are, as far as I can recall, aligned with their requests.”

Hartman didn’t try to hide her shock.

“Are you serious?”

“As I said, I need to refresh my familiarity with the Accords. I may well be mistaken.”

“Supplies? Raw materials?” She snatched back the document and read from it. “’Material, logistical, and personnel support’?”

“The Union is an affiliate member of the UE,” Lehman said, settling comfortably into ‘lecturing lawyer’ mode. “While they are not directly bound by the UE regulations, and thus not entitled to the automatic support of the UE, where we have made mutual agreements with them we are so bound.”

“I can’t believe it.” Hartman pulled herself back together. “William, please. This is a priority. I need you to review the background and render a conclusive opinion, as quickly as possible. I’ll have a copy of the request sent over to you.”

Lehman stood. “I will start immediately, Director.”

With a quick nod he left her office, leaving Blackmon.

“Director, how can I help?”

“I need you to talk to their Foreign Minister, or whatever the new post is called, and find out what, exactly, they expect from this request.”

Hunter Blackmon’s position was Assistant Deputy Director in the Reconciliation Directorate, the UE’s equivalent of a Department of State or Foreign Ministry. Leading a mission to a foreign power, especially one which had been at least passively hostile and obstructionist for decades, was well outside his usual duties.

“Director, I, um, I don’t do that. It’s way above my pay grade. You probably ought to go to the Director, or at least her Deputy.”

She waved off his concerns. 

“I will, but you’re perfect for the job. You are attentive to details. You know when to keep your mouth shut. They probably won’t have a dossier on you. And, best of all, you are too low-ranking for them to expect any actual agreement to come from this meeting. If the Director went, the Union would reasonably assume we’re ready to sign off on what they’re demanding. We send you, though, and they know they’re still waiting.”

Blackmon nodded. “I see. Very well, Director, I’ll depart as soon as I get approval.”

“Start packing. I’m going to talk to your Director now.” 

Blackmon was up and out of the office in seconds, not running but moving quickly. As soon as he’d gone, Hartman poked her head out the door.

“Lizzie, no interruptions until I signal you.”

“Yes, Director.”

The door closed and Hartman calmly returned to her desk. She opened a drawer and keyed a sequence into a number pad which didn’t show on any official schematics. A background hum sprang into life then subsided. She keyed another sequence and the screens scattered around the room flickered and died, save the one at her desk. Only when the last pixel faded did she key a third sequence, bringing the monitor back to life.

After a moment the screen resolved to show an attractive short-haired blonde, wearing a bright white uniform with gold trim.

“Director Hartman,” she said formally.

“We’re secure,” Hartman said, and the change was instantaneous.

“Mya, what’s going on? I’ve been back in-system for less than an hour.”

“You’re going to love this, Kendra.”

“I doubt it. You’re not known for your good news.”

“We’ve been contacted by the Union.”

Kendra didn’t answer.

“Don’t you want to know why?”

“I figure you’ll tell me eventually, Mya.”

“They’ve invoked clauses in the Artemis Accords to call upon the UE to provide them with increased support during a, quote, ‘period of insurrection or insurgency,’ unquote.”

“And that means what, Mya?”

“From what they’re claiming, and I’m having our top legal counsel look into the accuracy, they can get increased raw materials, including food; weapons to suppress the insurgency; and direct military support.”

“What?”

“Like I said, we’re looking into this.”

“Military support? Oh, Zeus love a swan!” Kendra shook her head in disbelief and denial. 

“And here we are, in bed with the Federation, which is actively supporting the very insurgency they want help to suppress,” Hartman said wryly.

“Oh, the irony isn’t lost on me,” Kendra said. 

“Good, then you’ll love this. Apparently that little revolution and the poaching of Titan and the Miner’s Guild have allowed Newling to totally revamp the Union. She’s renamed it the ‘Union of Artemis’ and declared herself Empress, removing their Charter altogether.”

“Empress? Is she insane? No, don’t answer that, I have my own sources.”

“It gets better, Kendra.”

“Oh, I sincerely doubt you can top, what did she call herself?”

“Vasilia the First.”

“Right. That.”

“It just might,” said Hartman.

“Go ahead.”

“They’ve named you, your wife, Davie Whitmore, most of her staff, and all of your collective crews as ‘war criminals’ and ‘terrorists’ and have demanded your capture and extradition, or death. They don’t say as much but I think death is their preference.”

“Hmm. No, I think ‘Empress Vasilia the First’ still tops the steaming pile of crap you just handed me. Seriously, Mya, how legit is all this?”

“On the surface, they’re playing by the rules. Our rules, which means that the General Secretary is going to be inclined to agree to it.”

“Frak me running.”

“I think I agree,” said Mya.

“What’s the timetable?”

“Well, as I said, I’m having our legal experts look this over. That will take some time, at least a few days. And I’ve sent Blackmon, from the Reconciliation Directorate, to the Union to stall some more. I can maybe buy a couple weeks, Kendra. That’s about all.”

“Don’t do anything that will expose your interest in all this.”

“You think maybe I was born yesterday? All of that is shredded, burned, buried, and recycled.”

‘I should have guessed. Thank you, Mya. I know it was a risk, reaching out.”

“You’re welcome. Now I’ve got to get back to figuring out how to throw a monkey wrench into this little love grenade the Union’s tossed to us.”

“And I need to figure out just how to pay them back.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Habitat Njord
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“Commander? Aren’t you on your honeymoon?”

Commander Daniela Garcia-Kay stopped filling her coffee cup and to stare at the questioner.

“Ma’am,” she belatedly appended.

“Better, Rat,” Garcia-Kay said, finishing the pour. “And for your information, yes, I am, but I need to stay sharp.”

She added, in a much more conversational tone, “Boomer’s been after me as well. He says that he’s still trying to integrate with his new body and I should be flying him, so...”

Rat, Ensign (JG) Judith Bastin, grinned. The Epsilon-class AI’s installed in the Direwolf fighters could be nearly human in their personalities, if encouraged by their human counterparts. A good number of the pilots of Nymeria Squadron did so, reaping the benefits of the enhanced partnership, taking after the lead of their commander.

Daniela, as the first Direwolf pilot, had led the way. She’d investigated the interests the Admiral had in 20th/21st century ‘television’ and ‘movies’, eventually arriving at ‘Boomer’ as a good name for her AI. As a result, his personality tended to be cool, calculating, and confident, with a special knack for engineering his way around problems. His level-headedness complemented Daniela’s more aggressive flying style.

“I heard they salvaged your chair,” Rat said.

“They did,” agreed Daniela. “That was about all, though.” 

Her face clouded briefly at the memory. Her prior Direwolf had been ruined by a mid-space collision with another fighter during an exercise in which the other pilot had lost her life. It was the first non-action casualty the squadron had faced and it still stung.

Rat picked up on her discomfort and tried to change the subject. “How’s Boomer doing? Does he like the new ship?”

“He appreciates the new capabilities, but keeps sending me messages about how things just aren’t quite ‘right’ with it. Which is why I’m here at oh six hundred instead of in bed with my husband,” she finished, raising her mug.

“Aye, ma’am,” said Rat, raising her half-empty mug in mock salute. “Do you need a wing? I’m scheduled for the mid-watch CAP, but I have a couple hours.”

“Thanks, Rat, I’m covered. Locksmith is going out with me.”

Rat nodded. Locksmith was the XO of the second Direwolf squadron under Lt. Commander Ashlyn Bontrager. Red Squadron was officially assigned to the TFS Endeavour, but when a couple of the older Wolves were attached for the duration of an away mission, only half the squadron’s fighters could fit aboard. The other half remained at Njord and did drills until the Endeavour returned.

“Catch you later, Double Dip,” Rat said and strolled out.

She had to smile. For all that Starfleet was a military organization, the formality and rigidity which plagued longer-established militaries simply didn’t exist. Given the preferences of the Admiral, it probably never would.

Daniela spent the next few minutes with her thoughts before Locksmith arrived.

Lieutenant Lexie Marsh, recently promoted, was nearly a mirror image of Double Dip. She was just as tall and built in a similar, athletic manner. Her hair, which she wore in a single long braid, was dyed a pale green which set off her emerald eyes and dark skin. Her most prominent feature, though, was her smile. It was said in her division that as long as Locksmith was smiling you were doing well. If it flickered, though, you were in trouble. Nobody knew what would happen if it disappeared. Yet.

Today, it was in full force.

“Morning, Danni,” Locksmith said, already carrying her own mug.

“Morning Lexie,” Daniela answered around another sip. “Ready for today?”

“As soon as I finish my cacao.”

“You and Commander Cassidy,” Daniela chuckled. “What is it about that stuff?”

“I could ask you the same,” countered Locksmith. “Coffee, yuck.”

“Just for that I’m going to dust you,” Daniela said.

“Hello? We’re both flying the same bird?”

“Nope. I have the first of the Mark II’s.”

Instantly Locksmith was all business.

“I didn’t think they were going to be in production until next year! That’s what my girlfriend told me, and she should know; she works at HLC, testing.”

“She’s not wrong. But someone has to break them in before they start rolling them out, and since I have the most hours in Direwolves of any pilot in Starfleet, well, the decision was simple. Mine’s one of the two-seaters, too, a training model.”

“Is the scuttlebutt true?”

Daniela laughed. “I hope so! We’ll find out today anyways.”

Locksmith put down her mug, sloshing the contents onto the table, and stood. “What are we waiting for?”

Daniela took a final swallow and led the way to the bay. After they’d done the mandatory walkarounds and pre-flight checks they each climbed into their cockpits.

“About time,” grumped her AI as she settled in.

“It’s my honeymoon,” she grumped right back. “I’m permitted.”

“It’s all well and good for you, you can get out of the ship just by standing up. Me, it takes major mechanical surgery.”

“Sorry, Boomer. Admiral’s orders. I tried to delay the wedding but she wouldn’t allow it.”

“Hmmph.”

She could tell he was somewhat mollified, though, as they ran through the power-up checklists. They’d developed enough of a rapport over the previous months that they could do the tasks almost on automatic while holding a conversation.

“How does she feel?” Daniela asked now.

“It’s different,” Boomer said. “The basic systems are all the same, except where they aren’t. It’s tough to explain.”

“Anything I need to be concerned about? Anything radically different?”

“No. Most of the changes they made are incremental, evolutionary. Like the aiming mechanism on the lasers.”

“We can aim?”

“A little. About two degrees, but it’s enough so we can do some pinpoint shooting at longer ranges.”

“Awesome!”

“If you ask me, though, I’m most impressed with the new reactor, if it works.”

“What do you mean, ‘if it works’?”

“It’s a new design. The old reactor was a laser-pumped design, while the new one is a z-pinch. If it works the way it should, we ought to achieve increased thrust as well as higher power for the other systems.”

“How much increased thrust?”

“Up to 650 g.”

Daniela allowed herself a low whistle. The Mark 1 already had the highest acceleration of any sublight craft in any fleet, 500 g, and a skilled pilot/AI combination could squeeze an extra 10 g or 20 g performance. 650 g, though, was unheard-of.

“What will I feel?” she asked. She knew she could tap her implant to get the information, but one of the reasons she and Boomer were such an effective team was she treated him as a partner. Currently, at max accel, she felt 6 g, which was eight times more than the Federation standard aboard vessels and habitats. Her nanobots prevented the lower gravity from weakening her bones and muscles, but she’d been in Starfleet since the beginning. Three-quarter g felt normal now, hence her concern.

“You’ll love this. Five g.”

“Five?”

“Evolutionary improvement. The compensator could always handle more accel, but didn’t have the power. Well, we’ve got the power now.”

“What else?” She was grinning like a kid at her birthday party.

“Armor.”

“We’ve got armor?”

“It’s not much,” Boomer tried to tell her. “Two millimeters of CeeSea, as well as platinum flakes and shavings in the optical sapphire cockpit. It won’t help if we’re hit by one of the big boys, but anything that an Apollo or Gemini packs, we ought to survive.”

That was a huge improvement. Direwolves had always been eggshells armed with sledgehammers: an Artemis capital ship could take them out with a single shot if they could target them before the Direwolf could get their shots off. The saving graces of the Direwolves were their speed, agility, and long-range weaponry. Close-in combat was a different story. CeeSea was highly reflective, as well as being extremely durable, and the platinum flakes would tend to refract any lasers which might contact the cockpit.

“Let’s get into the black!” she said excitedly. “Njord, Nymeria Actual. Requesting simulated combat launch.”

“Nymeria Actual, Njord.” The voice was that of an early teenage girl, energetic and enthusiastic, which meant Hecate the Beta-class AI was manning the comms instead of one of the human crew.

“Tubes primed. Skies clear. Control passed to probe craft. Be aware of CAP at West 90, distance 100 kiloklicks.”

“Thank you, Hecate. Nymeria out.” Daniela checked her readings one more time.

“Locksmith, we’re cleared for launch.”

“Ready.”

“On my count. Three, two, one, go!”

The two fighters were catapulted straight into ship-shaped holes in the outer bulkhead and spat into space a fraction of a second later. Since she’d asked for a ‘simulated combat launch’, they were already traveling at 2 KPS before they’d lit off their engines.

“Maximum accel,” she ordered, and she eased her throttle forward and matched Locksmith. 

“Max accel,” confirmed Locksmith. “Course?”

They were now headed into the black and adding almost 5 KPS per second to their speed, Daniela enjoying the comparatively low 4 g she was experiencing.

“Scanner shows all clear to the South, all the way out to 2103 KR23. Let’s do a little target practice.” The asteroid she referred to, known as ‘Krunchy’, was a favorite destination for the Direwolf pilots. Nearly eighteen kilometers across and a C-type asteroid, its orbit was canted nearly perpendicular to the ecliptic and was located between Earth and Venus. Technically a near-Earth asteroid, it was one of several which had been claimed by the Federation for weapons testing, due to its positioning outside the normal space lanes. It was currently on the ‘northbound’ leg of its orbit and just over ten million kilometers distant.

“I’ll race you,” said Locksmith and found a few extra g’s.

“Systems are stable,” said Boomer in response to Daniela’s unspoken question. “Reactor’s running at 72% rated capacity. Feels good.”

“Shall we?” she said, hand over the throttle.

“Let’s,” agreed Boomer.

Flying a Direwolf was a complex ballet between the pilot, the AI, and the hyper-sensitive controls. Few were better than Double Dip and Boomer. Now her hand pushed the throttle full forward.

“Yee-hah!” shouted Boomer as they passed to their rated top acceleration, 6.37 KPS per second. They whipped past Locksmith in no time at all, then held that gap the rest of the forty minutes the journey consumed. 

From there her day kept improving and the grin never left her face.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Tycho Under
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“Autumn. Autumn? Autumn!”

Autumn Newling raised her head from her appropriated desk in the Tycho Under Government Center. 

“Back here, Nour!” she shouted before diving back into her work. When she heard Nour, followed by Caitlin, enter a minute later she looked up again with gratitude.

“If I’d known how much paperwork there was in overthrowing a corrupt government, I never would have taken the job!” she joked.

Caitlin flashed a millimetric grin before turning serious again.

“Autumn, we just heard from Armstrong. They’re still insisting that your cousin –”

“Stop. For the last time, Vasilia Newling’s relationship to me is irrelevant.”

“Fine. Vasilia; better?”

Autumn nodded.

“They insist that Vasilia is the legitimate leader of Artemis and won’t even allow our representative entry.”

“Fine. Cut them off. Nothing and nobody in or out. Is that all?” Nour nodded, but Caitlin protested.

“Autumn, we can’t just cut them off!”

Newling looked up. “Why not?”

“They’ll die! If we cut off their access to the planetary power and air grids, their internal supplies will be exhausted in days!”

Newling shrugged.

“They’ve had their chances. We laid out the crimes the government have committed to stay in power, including their latest outrages. We gave them our manifesto and our plans for a free, open government. Then we told them to make a choice. If they want to choose the government, that’s fine by me.”

“At least leave their comms open! Maybe they’ll change their minds,” pleaded Caitlin. “And it will show that we can be merciful to those who disagree with us, which could play well with some of the other reluctant warrens.”

Newling sighed. “You must have been a heck of a diplomat. I’ll agree to leaving a single dedicated line open, one that goes to us. If they want to communicate to Artemis City, they can take their chances with open frequency radios. Nour, can you handle that?”

The former MinSec agent nodded. “We have people who can.”

“Good. How about the other warrens?”

“Armstrong, Scipio City, and Copernicus are the only three who are still actively pledging allegiance to the current regime. Nuevo Madrid and Marseilles en Lune are wavering. The others are solidly behind us.”

“Caitlin, increase the pressure on Copernicus. Use Armstrong as an example. Scipio City won’t budge; the Union’s naval college and main base is there. But we need to cut them off as well.”

“They have their own connections to Artemis City,” said Nour. “It won’t be as effective.”

“No, but it also won’t be a drain on our resources any longer.”

“Makes sense.”

“Where’s Sharon? I haven’t seen her today.”

“She’s trying to organize some sort of naval force for us. HKL is producing parts as quickly as they can, but it still takes time to convert a merchant into an armed vessel.”

“What about the smugglers?”

“None of them will admit to anything.”

Newling puffed hair out of her eyes, exasperated. “I want a meeting with them, again. They’re just as dead as we are if we can’t hold off the Navy, at least until the Federation jumps in to support us. Speaking of which, have we heard anything?”

“Only that Cassidy is out-system but is returning, or maybe she’s returned by now. Basically, ‘don’t comm us, we’ll comm you’, but at least Stone added a personal message,” Caitlin said.

“A personal message? What was it?”

“Let me call it up.” The former foreign service diplomat pulled out a padd and tapped.

“There it is. ‘Sorry about the breakage on the way out. I’ll be back soon to pay the tab. Stone.’”

“Breakage?”

“I’m sure she’ll tell us when she gets back. When did that come in?”

“A half-hour ago.”

“Somehow I feel better.” Newling’s grin was predatory. “Get going on Armstrong and Copernicus. Then maybe Madrid and Marseilles will fall in line.”

She put her head back down into the paperwork and the meeting was over.
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CHAPTER SIX

Habitat Njord
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“You knew about this?”

“Why weren’t we informed? This is vital information!”

“What part of Need to Know don’t you understand?”

“We’re protecting you!”

Kendra allowed the arguments to rage for a few more moments before sending a command to Diana through her ‘plant.

Let’s get their attention.

As you say, Admiral.

“Pipe down!” Kendra’s amplified voice blasted through the conference room and silence fell abruptly.

“Take your seats,” she said at a more normal volume. 

“Please,” she added, obviously an afterthought.

“Tamara, Kyra, we didn’t tell you because we haven’t been able to bring you up to speed yet on everything. This is all new to us, and we’ve had more than just ourselves to worry about for what, six weeks? Seven? You’re just going to have to forgive us when we forget things, because we don’t know what we don’t know.”

Kendra locked eyes with the two planetary leaders until she got agreement from both.

“Thank you. Now, let’s try this again. Cristina, bring us up to speed.”

Cristina Montana, a tall, strongly-built woman with a pair of anachronistic square-framed black glasses, stood. She was Director of OutLook and the de facto Director of Intelligence for the Federation, but anyone who mistook her for a chair-bound warrior would be sorely mistaken. She’d started as an agent who specialized in, as she put it, “hurting people and breaking things,” and she’d maintained her trim.

“According to our sources, Newling’s cabal now controls roughly 90% of the warrens in Artemis. Unfortunately, that only accounts for less than 30% of the population, so they’re not going to do anything by brute force. They’ve sent messages requesting our formal recognition and assistance, which we’ve deferred until after this meeting.”

“What are their chances if we don’t assist them?” asked Kendra.

“Ye can’t be serious!” burst out an older woman, jumping to her feet on the far side. “We spent a month there planning with them, pledging our support, and ye expect us to walk away?”

“Mikki, stand down. I’m asking questions, not making decisions. Stand. Down,” Kendra repeated when she remained standing. “That’s an order, Master Chief.”

“Aye-aye, Admiral,” she nearly snarled. “But if ye think we’re going to abandon them, we’re going to go a few rounds.”

“Any time, Chief,” Kendra replied, smiling. Master Chief Mikayla Stone was passionate, and death on two feet, but she was also one of the adopted ‘aunts’ to Cass and Ken’s daughters. She might be quick to anger, which led in part to her retirement from the SEALs, but she also would cool off quickly. Kendra felt safe in challenging her, at least in this setting.

“We have no intention of abandoning them,” she said now. “But we’re going to talk about it first. That’s part of working in a partnership.”

Looking around again, she said, “Let’s do this in an orderly way. Nicole, I want to hear from you first. Give us your best guess for next steps. Cristina, I’ll want your analysis. Kyran, I’ll need your evaluation of our ability to support them. Davie, you’re covering our military capabilities. Chief, I want your evaluation of their chances on the ground and of their personalities. Now they’ve kicked off I don’t want to replace a Stalin with a Qin Yang.”

Seeing nods around the group she finally turned to Kyra and Tamara, she said, “I’m going to want your opinions as well. You’ve worked with Artemis more recently than anyone else here. Fair enough? Moderator Kumlien?”

The head of the Asteroid Miner’s Guild nodded. “Quite fair. Thank you.”

“President Smith?”

The leader of the Titan Colony also nodded. “Equitable.”

“Good. Diana, record session. Official Federation business.”

“Recording, Admiral.”

“Nicole?”

The former Minister of War stood gracefully. “Admiral, before I begin, I’d like to suggest we bring Colin Dent and Jake Taylor in on this discussion.”

“I thought you might ask,” Kendra said. “Why?”

“Dent was the Minister of Intelligence for years and will bring a valuable perspective on this rebellion from the position of the authorities they’re trying to replace. Taylor replaced me as Minister and has the most current information on the capacities of the Artemis, Martian, and Union navies. And I trust them both.”

Her voice caught.

“I know Jake took a huge risk in bringing my family aboard the Averroes when they fled. He didn’t have to. It would have been far simpler to leave them behind, but he didn’t. He brought them – home – to me, safely.” She stopped and sniffed. Given the history her family had with MinSec, and the events of the past few days, it was certain they would have been picked up for ‘questioning’ again. The odds of them surviving would not have been good.

“Cris? Are they cleared?”

The intel specialist nodded her agreement.

“Their stories check out seven ways from Sunday. I had Stephanie interview them as well and they passed without a blip. I think Dent is itching for some revenge on the Primus; she ordered him to kill his cousin, Arthur, or else. He won’t talk about it, not in any detail, but he did say he chose to follow the order because he didn’t want Arthur to suffer.” Montana’s voice hardened. “Nicole’s right, I think. He’s a decent man who finally escaped a crappy system. I’m planning to bring him in-house and pick his brains.”

“Then we should have them here.”

“Admiral,” said a dark-complexioned woman. “I think we need to break this up for a while, maybe an hour, to get the various specialists together. Then we can just have a few short reports, rather than all the in-depth analysis. We need to move quickly on this if we’re going to support them, otherwise their morale will suffer and that will crush the revolution as surely as Artemis bombing the other warrens.”

“Davie, are they likely to do that? Wait, irrelevant at this point. Fine. Show of hands. Should we send a message to the rebels expressing our backing and telling them that the details are coming?”

Every hand went up.

“Good. Davie, organize them and we’ll regroup in ninety minutes. Kyra, Tamara, let’s go draft a note. You can help me with the language.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Freyr (40 Eridani A c)
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“How long until the sun sets?”

“Tomorrow at thirteen fifty two,” said Commander Seabolt offhandedly. “According to the message Motherlove retrieved, Enterprise should return by oh five hundred. Any other questions, Mr. Wilt?”

“No, Ma’am!”

“Then get back to work.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

The Away party had been on the ground for not quite a full day, and Phaedra was taking advantage of the extended daylight to her team’s chagrin. Freyr and Freyja were a tidally-locked double planet system which orbited each other every ten and a half days. As a result the ‘day’ on either planet was 132 hours long, with night stretching just as long. She wasn’t going to waste a second of it.

“Mr. Vebenstad, did you finish placing the monitors?”

“Yes, Commander. I’m connecting them to the processor now.”

“Good.” Phaedra turned back to the plant she was examining. If it was on Earth she’d have called it a bush, and that seemed to be the same role it played on Freyr. It had a fascinating food production and storage system, combining chlorophyl with –

“Commander!”

Her head whipped around. “What is it, Dave?”

Lieutenant Willerman, who’d been aboard Enterprise from the first mission and was her second in the Division, was racing towards her, Monson close on his heels.

“Animals!” he said, stopping next to her and breathing heavily. Freyr was larger than Earth and had a higher gravity, 1.17g.

“What? Where? Did you record it? What did it look like?”

He held up a finger and she waited, impatiently, as he recovered. 

“We didn’t get close,” he said finally. “Large, six legged. I don’t think they noticed us. We were downwind.”

“Six legs?”

Willerman nodded. “Ten or twelve of them. Estimate they’re two or three meters long, half that high. They looked furry.”

“Mammals?”

“No idea, Commander. We left Niew observing, with Reeves and Hogshead backing her up.”

“Show me.”

A few minutes, and half a klick away, Willerman gestured for her to duck down. They were still in the brush, but she could see it thinned out ahead to a plain covered with grass-like plants. He pointed.

A hundred meters away, more or less, were the animals.

“Where’s Niew and the others?” she whispered.

“Forty meters west,” he whispered back. “Under cover.”

She nodded. 

“Wish I had a pair of old-fashioned binoculars,” she said, pulling out her analyzer. The compact gadget was supposed to combine audio and video recording, spectroscopy, detection and analysis of EM fields, and a whole host of other features. The Admiral actually apologized when they were issued, saying it was “as close to a tricorder as we can figure out”, whatever that meant. Still, it was better than nothing.

She opened it and carefully aligned it with the animals until they were visible on the screen. She flipped to an infrared view and watched. They would take a step and duck their head, then raised them, looking like they were chewing.

Stop it! These are alien life forms, not bloody cows!

“They’re warmer than the surroundings, by quite a bit,” she said. “That suggests they’re exothermic.”

“Multiple sizes,” Willerman said. “And the smaller ones act like they’re young. See?”

He pointed to the screen.

“Those two, clustered around that one?”

Phaedra nodded. She fiddled and returned to the visible spectrum, zooming in.

“If those are eyes, they don’t have binocular sight. More like Earthly herbivores,” Willerman observed.

“Or they’re ears. Or maybe they’re, I don’t know, radar dishes.”

He looked at his superior like she’d lost her mind.

“We can’t make assumptions, Dave.”

“No, I guess we, what’s that?”

He pointed, and then the question was answered.

“Niew!” Phaedra hissed.

The crewwoman had risen from her hide and was walking, calmly but surely, towards the animals. Reeves had half-stood and was watching intently, while Monson was duck-walking over to their position.

Willerman started to rise, but Phaedra pulled him back down. 

Breena, what the hell are you doing? she commed through her implant.

They’re harmless, Niew replied.

You don’t know that!

One way to find out for sure.

“I never appreciated when Cass complained about ‘herding cats,’” Phaedra muttered. “Now I do.”

Niew was within ten meters now, and still the animals were ignoring her. She stopped and held her position.

Good. Fine. Now get your ass back here!

Instead Niew moved another meter closer.

“If she’s going to be a damn fool, it’s probably good we have it recorded. We are recording, right?”

Willerman confirmed it.

Another meter. The closest animal raised its head, turned towards her, then lowered its head again.

They look furry, Niew transmitted. Straight, short, fairly tight to the skin. Definitely eyes, I can see a pupil and iris. Four ears, small, independent motion. Mouth.

She continued reporting details as she moved closer and closer. Finally she was within a meter, just ahead and to the right of the creature.

Smells like a cow, that sort of dusty, grassy smell. Oh!

The animal had taken a step toward Niew for the first time and was now parallel to her, only centimeters away. The top of its head came to just above Niew’s waist.

Definitely exothermic! Heat’s just pouring off of it.

She reached out her hand, and Phaedra braced herself. This was either going to be brilliant, or disastrous.

Niew’s hand rested on the muzzle, between the creature’s eyes. It blinked at her once but that was all. 

The coat is soft, silky, and almost cool to the touch. I can feel the heat from the skin below. Not particularly insulating.

The animal didn’t move, just stood and chewed.

It doesn’t seem at all afraid.

Never seen anything like us. Suggests there aren’t many predators on the planet, at least not for this beast. Phaedra stood up from behind her bush.

Niew started rubbing the muzzle, and it pressed against her.

It’s, wow, it’s sort of purring. Very deep, a rumbling. I think it likes it!

Breena, the others are starting to move closer. Don’t do anything sudden.

Commander, come join me. We can learn so much!

Phaedra thought about it. It wasn’t a terrible suggestion, given the circumstances. 

“Willerman, you and Reeves stay under cover. Monson, follow me once I’ve made contact. Let’s get as many non-intrusive samples and readings as we can. If these are herd animals we sure as hell don’t want to stampede them while we’re among them. Got it?”

Both nodded and Phaedra commed the same directions over to Reeves. Breathing deeply, Phaedra walked forward, towards the center of the group, one slow step at a time. Some of the animals who had been moving toward Niew stopped and watched her instead. The one she’d targeted turned to face her head-on but made no move to run.

Here goes nothing.

She reached out as Niew had, placing her hand gently on the muzzle. The covering, the fur, was soft and cool despite the bright sunlight.

“Hey, that’s a good whatever,” she crooned, and all four ears swiveled towards her. “You just stay calm and we’re going to be good friends.”

She started scratching as well, looking around at the others. None were particularly worried, though a couple more were interested. The two smaller ones, she noted with interest, were peering around the larger animal. On impulse she knelt and held out her other hand.

“Come on,” she said, remembering a puppy she’d had as a child. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

She knew with absolute certainty they couldn’t understand her, but the ears twitched and, with a final glance at the older one, trotted over, exactly like eager pups.

The first one bumped its muzzle into her outstretched hand, evoking a surprised laugh.

“You want some attention, huh?” She reached under the muzzle, feeling for differences.

Nostrils on the back of the head, up high, Niew commed. They can close.

Phaedra watched as Monson approached an animal at the back of the, what, herd? Pack? Imitating her, he dropped to one knee and extended a hand. His chosen animal ducked its muzzle right into his hand, pushing under to get its snout scratched.

Whiskers around the mouth, Monson commed. Phaedra shifted her hand and confirmed his observation; the purring increased.

Niew walked towards Phaedra and the creature, after a moment’s hesitation, followed.

“Looks like you have a new friend,” she commented and Niew looked behind.

“I guess so,” Niew replied.

“This was spectacularly risky, Breena,” Phaedra said, still scratching.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Don’t do it again.”

“No, Ma’am.”

“You’ve captured your data.” It wasn’t a question, and Niew didn’t take it as one.

“Circulatory system, you can feel a pulse in some places. The fact that they’re exothermic suggests seasonal variations in the weather, but not extreme variations.”

“What about the six legs?”

Niew shrugged. “I’m not an exozoologist; exobotany is more my alley. I’d think it’s an adaptation to the gravity, otherwise they’d probably find it hard to move.”

“Bilateral symmetry.”

“And the plants are trilaterally symmetrical; each leaf has three lobes, and the grasses all have three blades from a single root cluster. Odd combination.”

“We’re not going to solve the mysteries in a single Away mission. Ought to be plenty to keep us all busy for years.” She looked over ‘her’ animal, still happily purring under her hand. “We ought to get samples, but I don’t want to spook them.”

“I’ve got a fresh fecal sample,” said Monson. “Yuck.”

Willerman, do we have any swabs?

Standard collection gear, he confirmed.

Bring them.

Willerman approached and was almost immediately approached by a delegation of the animals, looking for attention.

“Breena, have you heard anything? Other than the purring?”

“It’s more of a friendly growl, but now you mention it, no.”

“Monson?”

“No.”

“So how do they know it’s safe to approach Dave?”

“Ultrasonic?” Niew suggested.

“Wouldn’t they need larger ears? I seem to remember learning about bats, and their ears have to be huge, compared to their heads,” Monson added.

“Can’t always make terrestrial analogies, but maybe. Other ideas? They’re not bothered by our voices.”

Nobody spoke for a moment, then Niew said, “I’ll say it. Telepathy. Telepathic animals?”

“You know what they say about the impossible and improbable, Breena. But we haven’t eliminated anything, we’re just trying to keep our minds open.”

Willerman finally got through to his commander. “Sample collectors,” he said, handing them over.

Phaedra distributed them. 

“Cheek swabs, as many different animals as we can, and try to get a look at their teeth or whatever they have.”

“Definitely teeth,” said Niew. “They bite the grass off cleanly.”

Phaedra knelt in front of one of the smaller animals first, which sat on its haunches, tilted its head to one side, and looked at her.

“This won’t hurt,” she said, holding the swab. “See?”

She let it run its whiskers along the handle before pulling it away. With one hand she scratched at its snout while she gently poked the soft end of the swab into its mouth, angling to get a sample off its cheek. It didn’t so much as twitch as she pulled the swab out and tucked it into the sample bag.

“Good beastie,” she said. “You stay there, I’ve got a few more to do.”

It obediently stayed, head, eyes, and ears pivoting to follow her progress as she collected three more samples from equally docile animals. She stood and glanced at the little one, still watching her intently, and decided to experiment.

Come here, she thought, and threw in an image of it walking to her.

It stood and trotted over to her, then sat again.

”Holy Hannah,” she whispered. “Breena, I think you’re right. Try calling one, just thinking it.”

Niew closed her eyes. Seconds later, one of the larger animals turned and walked over to her.

“Monson! You try. Think at one of them, ask it to come to you.”

He looked dubious, but his doubt turned to wonder when he, too, managed to get one to respond.

“Willerman.”

“I just think a command?”

“A request, something simple. Like sit, or come here, and with a picture too.”

“Okay,” agreed Willerman. “Thinking come here, thinking come here, thinking, hey!”

An animal had bumped against his legs, then looked up as if to say, “I heard you, I’m here, now what?” He reached out and awkwardly patted its muzzle.

“Did you have your eyes closed, Dave?”

“Yes,” he sheepishly admitted.

“Let’s see how far away the range is. Reeves!” she called.

He stood from behind the greenery. Using her implant, she brought him up to speed.

Ready?

Sure, what the hell.

She watched the herd intently; she had no idea which animal he was trying to contact, or if he’d succeed. The seconds ticked past. Longer. It was nearly a half-minute, and she was about to tell him to move closer, when one animal finally reacted. It lifted its head, looked around, and then moved slowly towards Reeves.

“Encourage it,” she called. There was no outward sign, but the animal started moving faster, the legs swinging back and forth in a complex, almost syncopated rhythm, which covered the ground surprisingly quickly. It then stopped before Reeves, reared up on its hindmost pair of legs, and put its forelegs over his shoulders to look him directly in the eyes. She could see the paws were different than the ones on the hind legs but not exactly how.

Looking somewhat concerned, Reeves commed, Now what?

They like being petted on the muzzle, and underneath. I’d try underneath, and then think down.

Down. Right. Like an oversized dog.

More or less.

His hand went under the mouth of the waiting animal and rubbed downward along its throat. It waggled, then it released his shoulders and dropped to the ground, looking up expectantly. When no further rubs were immediately forthcoming, it raised its head, exposing the neck. Reeves got the idea and started rubbing again.

I think you found a friend.

Great. Just what I wanted. A hundred kilo dog with six legs.

A telepathic hundred kilo dog with six legs, she corrected.

“Okay, people, this is fun, but we need to do our jobs. Samples of everything we can get. Hair, stool, saliva. Don’t hurt them. I don’t believe I’m saying this, but try to explain what you’re doing before you do it.” Phaedra heard someone scoff.

“How many telepathic test subjects have you ever dealt with?” she said, pointedly not looking for the culprit. “If they can understand us, and it seems pretty clear they can, why shouldn’t we explain?”

“Commander, won’t it be easier if we’re back at camp? We have all the equipment there we’ll need.”

“Good idea, Mr. Reeves. Let’s see if they’re willing to follow us.”

“Whoa, wait, Commander, are we actually about to bring a herd of animals back to where we’re sleeping?” asked Willerman. “I’m all for scientific exploration, but that strikes me as reckless.”

Phaedra looked down at the animal next to her, contentedly cropping grass as her hand rested on its back. She looked at the hind legs; the paws were different. More muscular, she’d say, with claws at the ends of three toes.

“Are you seeing the same animals?” she answered. “Your concern is noted, but we’re here to gather data in the most efficient manner possible. Now, everyone, let me try to do this.” 

She thought for a moment of how to manage this, the sort of image to project, and closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye she visualized the path they’d taken across the brush and their campsite at the end, then imagined the crewmembers and the animals walking along it. For good measure she added, Come with us.

When her eyes reopened she discovered she’d gotten the attention of every single animal. Eleven pairs of eyes gazed at her and waited for her to take the first step. She did. The animal she was petting was the first to move, keeping to her side, and the others fell into line behind them.

“I’m going to have a fun time writing this up,” she said in mock complaint, but inside she was singing with joy.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Tycho Under; Artemis City; UE Headquarters, Geneva
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“Autumn!”

“What?”

“Come here!”

Newling looked up from the pile of work which only seemed to be multiplying, despite her best efforts. She’d been a relatively high-ranking member of a Ministry; she thought she had an idea of what work was and felt prepared to lead a revolution. Now, though, while she would cheerfully charge headlong into the teeth of a phalanx of MinSec enforcers, she’d also cheerfully stand the person who created bureaucracy against a bulkhead and fire the first shot.

Knowing she’d only have to come back to it later but welcoming the respite, she stood and made her way towards the front of their headquarters. Caitlin and Sharon were dancing excitedly while Nour simply stood with a satisfied expression.

“What’s going on here?” she asked.

“The Federation!” squeaked Sharon.

“What about them? Come on, settle down.”

“They recognized us as the legitimate government of Artemis,” said Nour. 

“What?!”

“Here,” she said, handing over a piece of permaplast.

“’The Terran Federation is committed to peaceful coexistence with its neighbors,’” Autumn read. “’Even after the unprovoked attacks in December 2118 and January 2119, we engaged with Artemis in an effort to settle our differences amicably. For many months we negotiated, honestly and openly, hoping to find common ground. For our troubles we received more attacks, both with the use of force and the abuse of the legal system. Through it all we have learned, from people knowledgeable of the inner workings of the Artemesian government, of the abuses heaped upon the citizens of Luna. We have learned of the Political Rehabilitation Centers, the unjustified killings, the suppression of free speech and dissent, the ruthless control exerted by a corrupt regime. We have learned of the demands Artemis placed on its co-equal partners in the Solarian Union to advance their own agenda, and the cost in people and treasure those demands exacted. Demands which were so outrageous and unsustainable, demands upon which Artemis was so inflexible, that two members of the Union withdrew and joined with the Federation. When we were approached by a group committed to restoring to the Artemesian citizens their freedoms guaranteed under their own Great Charter, we investigated. And we discovered this group had the plan, the personnel, and, most importantly, the commitment to see their revolution through to the end. Accordingly, today, July 6, 2120, the Terran Federation, through unanimous consent of all three members, recognizes the government led by Autumn Newling as the legitimate government of Artemis. We pledge our support unreservedly to the establishment of this government to its proper place in our family and will be providing them political, economic, and military aid as needed. We offer the current, disgraced regime a final chance to disband and allow for a peaceful transfer of power, overseen by the United Earth Government as a neutral party should they be willing. Signed, Kendra and Aiyana Cassidy, Tamara Kumlien, and Kyra Smith, for the Terran Federation.’ Holy hells,” she finished. 
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