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Ylura knew something big awaited them at Republic Waystation Seven, long before the ping from her Systems console alerted her. She’d felt it across the parsecs as battlecruiser Tenacity punched through them at better than a thousand times the speed of light. Her mind had traversed that space and sampled the weight of hundreds of thousands on the other side. 

Including one presence she’d never thought to sense again.

“Receiving hails,” Clemens at the Communications station announced into the quiet of Tenacity’s bridge. She turned from her console. “We’re being challenged.”

“Answer with encryption,” replied Commander Sharma, seated in the command chair at the center of the pentagonal bridge. A little smile quirked up the corner of her darkly creamy face. “We’re still pretty far out; everyone’s jumpy.” She touched the armrest comm control on the seat. “Captain Raker, we’ve made contact.”

Ylura didn’t hear the captain’s muffled response, but didn’t need to. Other senses felt him, gathering himself up from his seat in his cramped ready room to aft, grumbling inwardly at the interruption of his review of repairs to the ship, then pausing at the hatch with a smile that crackled through solid bulkheads and air.

Thought you said you’d stay out of my head?

Ylura smirked at the words in her mind. Sorry.

The door to the ready room in the right-rear corner of the bridge whisked open on magnetic fields and Dath Raker stepped out, grinning right at her. No, you’re not.

He was tall and trim in the blue uniform of the Republic of Sanctuary, with the lean muscularity of a career spacer. He’d donned full-dress for the rendezvous, though with his favorite tailoring; jacket shorter than regulation and with six instead of eight buttons. That was Dath; reveling in non-standard. She knew he did it to compensate for—or perhaps to compliment—the scar, running from his bald scalp, down through his right eye, which glowed faintly with blue holographic light.

That light couldn’t match the merry glimmer in his left hazel one.

“Good morning, Captain!” Sharma called to him, rising from the command chair to surrender it.

Dath blinked and broke the mental contact with Ylura, turned to Tenacity’s First Officer. “And to you, Indu.” He stepped across the bridge to the chair and paused there, glancing Ylura’s way, to his right. “We’ve got the Station on scanners?”

“Right here, Captain,” Ylura replied, turning back to her console and typing in commands as she reminded herself that, though they were the closest of friends, she was still Lieutenant Aval, Dath’s Systems Officer.

The huge hologram taking up the forward fifth of the bridge showed a regional display of the space around Tenacity. The battlecruiser showed as a blinking blue icon in the center of this, followed by a lesser pair of like-colored contacts; the heavy cruiser, Hidalgo, and the Fleet repair tug, Miramar. The former mated to the latter by way of umbilical chute, even at FTL, as the work to restore the cruiser to fighting trim continued at a frantic pace.

Both Tenacity and Hidalgo bore the scars of recent, hard fighting. And now they rushed to what rumor had it might be an even bigger one.

At Ylura’s keystroke, the display zoomed in on another blue spark, on the far side of the scan. Gasps escaped one or two of the bridge crew as it came into focus, not at the sight of the Station, which was a standard outpost, an armored spindle shape, bulging with weaponry and spiked with gantries; but at the multitude of vessels clouding the space around it. 

“Gah,” Dath muttered in surprise. “That’s got to be a quarter of the Fleet!”

That might not have been even an exaggeration. Certainly, the host mustering around the Waystation was impressive beyond anything any of them would have seen outside of orbit over Sanctuary, itself. Ylura’s sensors skipped from one craft to another, dozens upon dozens of them, cataloguing from transponders and engine signatures.

“Everything from Greyhound-class destroyers to Liberty-series superdreadnoughts,” she said with a whistle. Her scan paused on one ship, a halo blinking around it. “There’s the Archon; Admiral Gunderson’s ship.”

Dath’s smile hardened almost imperceptibly at that. But Ylura saw the ripple of indigo across his otherwise vibrant blue aura, his dislike for his superior unhidden from her. She gave herself a twitch to break the telepathic contact. He told me to stop, she thought, wondering if he’d noticed her slip.

Judging by the increasingly awed expression on his face, he didn’t look like he had. “Not just the Fleet,” he murmured. “Look at them all!”

The sensor halo skipped away from the masses of shark-like Republic vessels to a cluster of ships comprised of disk-hulls linked by narrow secondary hulls and stubs of Void Drives. Bulging with armor and bristling with weapons, each of them had the feel of an enraged beast, tensing to spring for the throat of its tormentor. That fit their crews perfectly, in fact; the vaguely canine species—and longtime allies of the Republic—known as the Grak.

“The Pack sent us a hunting party,” Dath said in an admiring growl. “A war party,” he amended himself as the sensors counted ships.

“Not just them,” Ylura added, guiding her sensors over another cluster of ships.

Spherical and lacking Grakan combativeness or Sanctuarian sleekness, the next group were nevertheless numerous. And Ylura knew not to underestimate the durasteel globe-ships, knew that each boasted blaster weaponry and plasma torpedoes to match anything in the Republic’s arsenal. She’d seen one of those armored circles deal out punishment and stand its ground to the last.

“Ree,” Sharma noted in wonder from Dath’s side. “That has to be a third of all the ships they have left.”

The methane-breathing Ree had suffered perhaps worse than any faction in the now almost three-year war against the Star Empire of Golgotha. They clung barely to their core worlds, had only avoided total collapse thanks to bloody diversions launched by their allies to relieve the pressure. That so much of their remaining fleet massed here now spoke to the importance of this muster around Waystation Seven.

“What the hell is all this, Captain?” The question came from Lieutenant Alvarez at the Tactical station, normally a nonplussed sort, as befitted someone responsible for the battlecruiser’s titanic firepower. “Looks like a Grand Review over Sanctuary.”

Dath shook his head. “I’m afraid the only thing they told me, Sergio, was to get here as soon as practical and make repairs on the way.”

A blat from the Comms station turned all gazes that way. Clemens listened to her headset a moment. “Captain, they’re assigning us a berth at the Waystation. They want us to dock. I have the coordinates.” She paused, stiffened a little. “You’re being summoned aboard personally, sir.”

“Well,” Dath snorted, “moving up in the world.” He nodded into the pit below the dais of his seat, at the scaley giant at the Helm station. “Zovga, take us in.”

“Aye, sir,” the reptilian helmsman replied—a Korthan, one of the species that had joined the Republic of Sanctuary, rather than simply allying with it, as members and citizens, and folded their own “national” fleets into theirs.

“Captain,” Clemens noted, “they’re also asking Captain Varley to come in.”

“Are they aware Hidalgo’s got no remaining shuttle complement?”

“They’re asking if we’ll bring him in,” she replied. “All the captains are being summoned.”

Dath sighed. “Regal, ready the Number One Shuttle for that.”

The chocolate-skinned beauty at the Operations station, forward of Ylura and to her left nodded. “Yes, sir. They’ll have it prepped in a minute.” That the Number One was their only remaining shuttle—of nominally six—went unspoken; the fight out at Thulia had taken its toll on both Tenacity and Hidalgo.

“Commander,” Dath said to Sharma, “the bridge is yours again.” He started towards the turbolift, in the left-rear corner of the bridge.

You will need to join him, my dear.

Ylura stiffened at the voice in her head. Imagery washed through her mind with it; scenes of a summer estate on her late mother’s homeworld of Morvenan. Sensation accompanied it, the heat of Morvena’s almost-white sunlight, the chilly prickle of water droplets from a fountain as she sat beside it, practicing at the Deep Trance of Shala. And the voice...and that aura...both she knew so well they were an almost-physical presence.

Uncle?

She gave herself a shake and looked to the main screen display of the vicinity around Waystation Seven. Her eyes found what they’d missed in the great traffic jam about the station before; a squadron of vessels in the shape of spearheads, slender and efficient. Ayaza-class heavy cruisers from the Morvenan Unity.

Yes, it has been too long, child, the voice answered—the voice of her mother’s brother, Count Oron Arrakka. And the silence has been unbearable.

Ylura couldn’t help a reflexive grimace at that. And at whose wish has that been? I am banished, am I not? Bitterness clouded her thoughts. I am no longer of the Unity.

Things change, my niece.

She felt the prowl of his thoughts at the fringes of her consciousness. Almost effortlessly she willed a barrier into being around her aura and had the satisfaction of feeling him repelled from it.

His gasp across Infinity was even more satisfying. You have changed. It is as I sensed, across the Great Expanse. You have had an awakening.

And I had it alone, she replied bitterly. I faced this change, this explosion of mind, without the help of an Adept or a Master. She paused. Or even a friend.

So much power. She felt her uncle marveling at the transformation. How has this happened? You had only touched the Second Circle of Shala when last we met.

Ylura gave her head an angry shake. What are you doing here, Uncle? What is the Unity doing here? Last we saw one another, Morvena and the Council of Colors had pledged to neutrality in the war.

You are not the only one who has changed. Arraka’s hurt echoed in the space between their minds. Much has changed. The will of the Unity moves in a new direction.

What has changed? Ylura clenched her teeth. What has forced their hand?

“Captain,” Clemens’ voice broke through Ylura’s trance. “Another addendum from Waystation Control.”

Dath groaned as he held up a hand to keep the turbolift door from shutting behind him. “What is it, Alice?”

She glanced momentarily across the bridge at Ylura. “Lieutenant Aval is to accompany you, as well.”

Dath chuckled and stepped to one side of the lift door, holding it open with a grandiose gesture, as though he was a bellhop. “Of course. After you, Lieutenant.”

Face warming at the looks from her crewmembers, Ylura got up and crossed the bridge to join Dath. They’d probably noticed the Morvenan ships on the display and put two-and-two together. Their Systems Officer had often been involved in affairs that rose quite a bit higher than those of a typical Fleet Lieutenant.

They had no idea.

“Want to tell me what this is about?” Dath asked as the lift door whisked shut behind them.

Go ahead, Arraka’s voice purred between her ears, tell him.

“I don’t know,” she answered both her captain and her uncle. “But I feel many auras rush towards a common destiny.”

***
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WAYSTATION SEVEN’S Upper Promenade level boasted an open stage at its center where the nominally still-civilian trading post would have hosted performances or open markets. Any sense of that purpose had been swept away. Chairs had been laid out in rows radiating away from a massive holographic map of the entire galactic arm. The promenade echoed with the susurrus of conversation as hundreds of officers mixed among these, claiming spots.

“Damn,” Dath muttered, surveying the scene. “This is quite the party.”

“Where did Aval wander off too?” Captain Scott Varley asked from his side.

Dath glanced over his shoulder, was unsurprised to find her vanished. He snorted. “Probably better that you don’t ask.”

Varley touched his sleeve and pointed towards one of the front rows. “There’s Gunderson.”

The commander of Artares Sector Squadron—of which both Dath and Varley were a part—towered over the men to which he spoke. Patrician of bearing and classically handsome in the way of his First Family roots and tailored genetics, the only sign of his age and years of stress was the complete whitening of his short-cut hair. His blue-grey eyes flicked once Dath’s direction. No further acknowledgement followed.

“Dick,” Dath said through clenched teeth, intentionally shortening the name to its informal length. He shot Varley an ironic look and drawled, “I’m sorry, Vice Admiral.”

Varley smirked back. “No fences mended between the two of you?”

Dath’s expression tightened into what he was sure none would mistake as any other than a scowl. “That’s the work of two; not just one.”

“Raker!” came a bark from his right. “Captain!”

Dath pivoted to face a barrel-shaped mass of fur in uniform. The glower that had stiffened his face fell away instantly as recognition crinkled it into a smile. “Vragga? Is that you?”

The Grak were often likened to man-sized dogs or wolves, though the comparison fell apart a little with the stubby horns that protruded from their brows. But the rest, the canine-like muzzle, the whiskers, the oft-bared teeth, and the harrowingly-lupine eyes, all combined to make one feel like they spoke to an upright hound, alerted to a scent.

“I knew it to be you!” the Grak howled, coming to stand before Dath with a clawed, four-fingered hand outstretched. “You are especially ugly, even for a human!”

Dath guffawed at the insult—common for Grakan greetings and usually a sign of friendliness. Usually. He accepted the handshake, ignoring the bite of the claws as he clasped the Grak’s shoulder with his free hand. Warmth rushed through him at the familiarity. He hadn’t seen Vragga since his time as a young liaison with the peacetime Grakan Fleet, but the old dog looked unchanged; symmetrical white pattern about the nose, eyes, and brow, surrounded by striations of ever-lightening gray.

Giving the Grak one more pump of the arm, Dath released it and turned to Varley. “Scott, this is—” he paused to survey the typically informal olive drab uniform and its markings “—now it appears to be Hunt-Leader—Vragga Raggasta! He is kindred to Roorazz, who we bled with at Crossroads.”

“Captain Scott!” Vragga offered Scott his paw.

Varley accepted it with a grimace as Vragga crushed his hand. “It’s Varley,” he corrected with a peevish note.

“Whatever!” Vragga waved it off good-naturedly and turned back to Dath, grabbed him by both shoulders and gave him a shake uncomfortably like the toss a wolf gives prey to snap its neck. “Raker, you scat-pile! What has kept you from the Pack’s side, these last couple years?” He released him, laughing loudly enough to draw looks from other officers. “The Republic sends us pups; stomping the spiders takes alphas!”

“Needs of the Service, my friend,” Dath replied, working the feeling back into his arms after the embrace. “And speaking of that, what brings so much of the Pack to this station?”

“Rise to Hunt-Leader does not make me a Chieftain, Raker,” Vragga replied with a bitter snort. “They tell me only what I need to know to get my ships here. But I am ordered to answer to a joint commander.” He dropped his voice to just a growl. “One of yours.”

The lights in the promenade dimmed and the volume of conversation thinned instantly in reaction. Officers scuttled towards chairs and the squeak of rubber feet on tile masked hurriedly-ended conversations. Gunderson was glancing about at subordinates—casting Dath one of his ever-unsatisfied glowers—then sitting.

“And perhaps we are about to get an answer,” Varley suggested.

Dath nodded and subjected himself to a final Grakan hand-crunch. “Good to see you, Vragga, even if you do need a bath!”

Vragga cackled. “You will feast with me, Raker, aboard my flagship! We will bathe ourselves in ale!”

Dath released him. “As long as you’re paying!”

“Ungrateful cur,” Varley muttered as the Grak strode away and Dath led him toward a pair of open seats not far from Gunderson’s retinue. “‘Pups not alphas’—Hidalgo did three months along the Grakan border, joint exercises, and several actions.”

Dath patted the other man’s arm. “The Grakans have a weakness for celebrity.”

“Oh, you’re a celebrity now?”

Dath chortled. “Shut up.”

Taking a seat beside Varley, he was surprised how good it was to have the man at his side. His former First Officer had grown beyond the spoiled, self-indulgent scion with First Family connections who’d womanized and made scandal aboard Tenacity. He’d sweated off pounds, taken on the lean look of responsibility and hard decisions. There was still the hungry tension about him of a man trying to prove himself to someone, though. And Dath was pretty sure he knew who.

Varley tapped his arm and pointed to the stage, where a clot of officers was emerging and moving towards the podium set up at its center. “Admiral Ritter.”

A little jolt went through Dath at the sight of the short, stout woman in crisp blue with icy eyes shining like obsidian from a burnt-mahogany face. She’d saved his bacon at Conclave—and vice versa, to be sure—but also saved it from politics and his own scandals. More, she’d been revealed as one of the brains behind Fleet Intelligence.

“It sure is,” he murmured, then stiffened as he recognized the tall, trim figure that stepped from her side to take the podium. “And that’s—good grief, that’s...”

The promenade went utterly silent, save the whir and clank of doors along its periphery sealing and locking. All eyes fixated upon the officer in the full-formal blues and glittering buttons and braid of high rank. A salt-and-pepper mane, immaculately-coifed, famed a hard, square-jawed face and eyes so pale gray they were nearly metallic.

“Good evening, gentlebeings of the Republic, the Pack, the Concordance, and the Unity,” the man spoke up into the podium mic. “For those of you who don’t know me, I am Fleet Admiral John Jericho of the Republic of Sanctuary Service, and I’ve been asked to come out here to impress upon you all the severity of this moment.” He paused, set both hands on the podium’s edges, as though bracing himself. “I face you now with the full weight and hopes of the Archons, the Senate, and aye all of our governments and all of our peoples. Freedom—indeed, survival—for the galaxy has endured because of all of your efforts.”

Polite applause, and even a few cheers, answered him and he waited before patiently waving it into silence.

“That said,” he continued, “it has been a long and hard fight against our adversaries, the so-called Star Empire of Golgotha. But we believe a point has been reached and an opportunity presents itself to change the complexion of the war.” He half-turned and extended his arm behind him. “To that end, I will yield the podium to Vice Admiral Ritter, representing Sanctuarian Fleet Intelligence.”

Quiet mutters rippled through the gathering as Ritter replaced Jericho at the stand. Her gaze found Dath’s across the space for a moment and he tensed, knowing that brooding, calculating light.

“Understand, people, that this is strictly privileged,” she began. “No chatter to spouses, to lovers, to family or friends. Communications outside this sector are now forbidden. Any leaves you had coming are cancelled. This is the real deal, now.”

Any whispers that had lasted till then cut out. The very air molecules in the chamber seemed to freeze in place.

“Through means unnecessary to detail here, Intelligence has come to have a comprehensive understanding of Golgotha’s strategic position in this theater. And, for all their ongoing aggression, it has become dire. We have learned, and confirmed, that a brief window remains open to us, during which the Empire lacks the ships to defend its entire front. A breakthrough is possible, and with it, the possibility to end the war.”

The muttering resumed and Dath shot Varley a look at his side.

“What’s more,” Ritter pressed on, “the time to strike has to be soon. Golgotha is making good its losses. And the quality of its replacements is high, indeed. Many of you have seen them.”

She clicked a key on the podium and a globular hologram materialized in front of the star map, showed a blade-like hull flanked by bulbous Void Drives. Dath winced at the sight of the schematic, knowing the type quite well. Both he and Varley had just seen one.

“Sovereign-class dreadnoughts,” Ritter continued, “with cloaking capabilities and firepower to match even the Republic’s Liberty-series. There are now six of these in service, and we expect another six in the next four months.” She clicked her hologram control again and the schematic shifted to another, a monstrous profile like three spearheads stacked together and twice as many Drives as the Sovereign. “And then there are these, Gorger-class superdreadnoughts, still under construction, but possibly superior to anything we can field.”

The muttering in the chamber intensified.

“And where is this all coming from?” she raised her voice to cut it off. “How has a former-backwater like Golgotha made such leaps forward in technology?” She clicked her control and the globular vanished, while at the same time the star map zoomed in on a specific sector of space and a single light mote. “The answer is here: Crossroads Station.”

Dath and Varley exchanged a look. They both knew it well, the sight of Golgotha’s original treachery and the first battle of the war. After three years, it was hard to imagine those terrible first hours, as Golgothan perfidy took the galaxy by surprise and Tenacity had had run to stay ahead of the flood of their interstellar blitz.

A globular sprang out beside the light mote on the map, gave a detailed view of a desiccated lump of space rock, hollowed-out to construct the space station ring that surrounded it. It had been a way station, itself, in the long-lost days of the Old Kings, semi-mythical beings who’d ruled the pre-Terran galaxy with cruelty and cunning not seen since.

“We don’t know how they did it,” Ritter was saying, “but they have availed themselves of the Old Kings’ technology buried deep inside the planetoid. And they begin to have success bringing it to bear, as we’ve already seen. Allowed to continue their experiments and manufacturing, they will overcome our advantages.”

Ritter paused to let that sink in. “Crossroads, then, my friends, is our target.” She backed away from the podium and gestured to Jericho.

“Admiral Gunderson’s skillful withdrawal from the Artares Sector opened the door,” Jericho said, re-taking the stage and touching the holographic control. The star-map shifted back, showing the three-dimensional battle front before Crossroads. Color-coding for blue marked the territories held by the Republic and its allies; crimson denoted Golgothan. The latter bulged forward from Crossroads, like a thumb into the Republic’s eye.

“Stretched thin to capitalize on what they perceived as a breakthrough, the Golgothans overextended their resources,” Jericho continued. “Unwilling to give up on the Artares salient, they’ve left the approaches towards Crossroads notably bare.”

“But, Admiral,” an amplified voice spoke up, “certainly Golgotha is aware of that.”

The speaker floated near the back of the room, needing no seat, only a surface beneath it for its anti-gravity cushion to balance upon. Suspended within a transparent durasteel globe, the Ree was, like all its kind, a spongy, yellow-brown mass with no apparent sensory organs or means of making the vocalizations its methane-containing suit translated into words through speakers. But Dath knew the row of circles etched onto the globe, counted them, and realized the speaker held high rank for its kind.

“They are, thank you, Admiral Kzzreett,” Jericho replied with a gracious nod. He turned and pointed at the star-map, which pulsed at different points as he did. “They’ve laid out defenses in depth in the region, with reserves massed here, here, and here.” The points remained glowing and text boxes popped out beside each, detailing forces, numbers and types of ships.

“Then how...?” Kzzreett began but meaningfully didn’t finish.

“They cannot be everywhere at once,” Jericho finished for him. “They lack the forces should an all-out attack fall upon any one sector. Such an attack, or the appearance of one, should lure enough away to allow another group a direct assault.” Jericho held out a hand and swept it grandly across the gathered officers. “This, my friends, is why so many of us gather in one place, notably our esteemed allies, who have come to us by round-about courses, far from detection, in order to give us a numeric boost the Golgothans cannot possibly anticipate.”

Dath snorted. “It's a bait and switch!” he blurted out.

Laughter greeted his pronouncement. But a glare over the shoulder from Gunderson made him instantly regret it. Oh, I’m sure that will come up later.

Jericho, at least, was smiling agreeably from the podium. “I probably wouldn’t have put it so crudely, Captain Raker, but, yes, that’s exactly it.”

Masses of icons appeared at two points, just behind the front lines. One of these groups suddenly slashed forward into the base of the salient. “Our diversionary attack will be convincing as an all-out attack, because it will have the force of an all-out attack.” Crimson icons swarmed towards the breakthrough. “And our real attack” the second group lunged towards Crossroads “reinforced with the full might of our alliance, will be waiting to pounce.”

Murmurs around the chamber became hungry growls. But one of these rose to a challenging note.

“The scarred hunter always expects the false lunge,” Vragga called out.

“He is right,” Kzzreett’s voice crackled from its speakers. “How will we know they took the bait? This could easily be turned around on us and they would be waiting. Then we are looking at costly stalemate, at best. At worst, disaster.”

Dath couldn’t tell if it was some imperfection in the Ree’s translator or his imagination, but he thought he sensed a note of desperation in the being’s voice. And that’d be justified, he conceded grimly. Failure of this offensive would likely mean Golgotha free to continue its depredations against what remained of Ree-space—perhaps to finish them completely.

“As I noted before, Admiral,” Jericho answered, “through means we can’t share here, we have a way to know when the Golgothan Fleet is in motion and where they go. We’ll know our moment.” Obviously noting the unsettled mutterings from his audience—notably its non-Republic contingents—he raised his voice. “No one is saying this isn’t without risk, friends. But we have been at war with the Star Empire for nearly three standard years. Tens of billions of sentient beings have perished. Worlds have been lost. We have a chance now to avenge that, and to ensure more aren’t lost.” He clenched a fist, shook it before him. “This is our moment, friends.”

Cheers erupted from the right of the room and spread across to the left in a wave. Dath was on his feet with the rest, adding his voice. He wasn’t much for speeches, and he’d heard these kinds of pep talks before; but that he was here, a part of this, after being kept away on independent assignment for so long, lit like fire in his guts.

The applause went on for a full two minutes before Ritter, returning to the podium, could make herself heard over the din.

“You will be receiving briefing packets as you return to your vessels,” she called out. “Further details will be forthcoming.” She rapped her knuckles against the podium, causing the microphone to whine and that, more than anything, quieted the voices. “Again, this is all in the highest levels of security.”

A messy collection of salutes and smiles answered. Satisfied enough, she glanced over her shoulder at feely-grinning Jericho, who nodded his ascent.

“Dismissed.”

The gathering broke up with a low roar. Exits popped open at the far ends of the promenade and the mob flowed towards those like water seeping into cracks on concrete. Varley was patting Dath’s shoulder and thumbing towards one of these.

“Raker! Varley!”

Both turned at the call from near the front of the stage. Gunderson was waving for them to join the rest of the captains of the ships in his command. Dath sighed and led Varley through the dissolving throng to the small gathering up front.

“Admiral.”

“Glad to see you both could make it,” Gunderson grumped and it was hard to tell if that was his acerbic humor or real irritation.

Dath met the insufferable man’s sourness with one of his outrageous smiles. “Long way back from Thulia, sir.”

“And I’m sure I’ll want to hear all about it,” Gunderson growled, “but not now.” He half-turned. “Admiral?”

Ritter was coming down from the stage and striding towards them, nodding around at all as she joined the group. “Thank you. Captains, I’ll be wanting a few extra words with you all shortly.” She checked her wrist piece. “Make time on your schedules and be back here at 1900.”

“Let me guess,” Dath drawled. “We’re sitting this one out!”

That triggered laughter from the other captains, a fierce scowl from Gunderson, and a deadpan stare from Ritter.

“Just the opposite, in fact,” she replied icily. “With Tenacity and Hidalgo back, the Artares Fast Battle Squadron has a new assignment” her eyebrows arched as she locked stares with Dath “one that all the rest of this circus will hinge upon.”

***
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BROTHER-CAPTAIN DAMIAN Heath waited as the black-clad Fangs parted before him and the doors to the Cradle of the Arch-Mistress split open. Moist air reeking of the swamp, of death and rot and something inhuman, purled out at him. He hid his initial reaction of disgust, let his nostrils flare wide, and drew a deep breath, as though savoring the foulness.

The damnable Fang guards would be watching him for any sign of disrespect of the Divine.

Heeeaaaath, a darkly familiar voice rasped in his mind, get in here.

Suppressing a shiver, Heath marched forward into the Cradle and ignored it as the doors slid shut at his back with a boom like a coffin’s lid slammed down.

The chamber beyond, deep in the guts of Crossroads Station, had perhaps been some sort of command center, long ago when it was the beating heart of the Old King’s operation. It was that, again, but transformed.

Webbing shrouded the walls and bulkheads entirely in their dirty grey curtains. Strands of this formed a lattice work above, within which scuttled movement Heath tried not to look at too closely. And the floor was a carpet of the same, fused together with clots of hardened secreted resin. As his boots scuffed a chord, the vibration reverberated throughout the cavernous room, causing the rest of the web to chime in sympathetic vibrations.

Heath grimaced at the racket as he came to stand at the center of the chamber. A great gulf of darkness clotted before him, so thick as to defeat his senses. Movement at its periphery betrayed eight-legged shadows, darting to-and-fro. Some of these were the size of hands, fewer the size of dogs. Children of the Arch-Mistress, he knew. Most would never grow beyond drones, servitors, and guards. A few particularly large ones might be destined to become Mistresses, themselves.

If their Mother was pleased—and not too hungry.

Displeasure emanated from the darkness like pulses of some wild thing’s breath, puffing out across Heath’s psyche. He stiffened to attention with hands folded behind his back. He had anticipated this, when he’d been recalled to Crossroads. He’d anticipated the worst.

“I have come, Mistress,” he called into the dark.

Something shifted in the deep pool of shadow. A flicker of eldritch crimson spread to five other lights—eyes, Heath knew. These moved forward, joined by glimmering along a pair of saber-length fangs, bare and oozing poison to the floor. Thumping out into the dim light of the chamber, a terrible mass of tree-sized legs and hideously swollen abdomen took shape and towered over Heath, the very essence of Divine; the Voice of God.

An Arch-Mistress of Golgotha.

Feeling the oppression of Her presence, Heath barely held in a whimper of fear as he collapsed to one knee and bowed his head. Her telepathic voice was a constant presence in his skull; but being in physical proximity—that was something else.

Get up! She growled in his mind. We have no time for this!

Heath rose hesitantly, hating that he felt like a child dragged from his creche and quivering beneath a clenched fist that might or might not fall upon him. “Thulia is secured, Mistress,” he replied, voice gaining strength as confidence returned. “The unrest there is quelled.”

No sign of the Spawn?

“Wiped out.”

No sign of the Republic?

Thulia, one of the Empire’s furthest-flung colonies, had been on the brink of collapse before an infestation of the mecha-insectine scourge known as the Spawn. In an irony that became quite bitter, indeed, Republic ships answered the colony’s desperate distress call, fighting and bleeding in the defense of their worst enemy. Heath arrived later and, seeing advantage in waiting for two enemies to exhaust one another, avoided detection until one side won—then swept in.

“They left in a hurry,” he answered the Mistress with a smile, recalling the look of that bastard, Raker, when he recognized the surprise, “as soon as they got their people off the surface.” The smile faltered, though, as he recalled that that success had not been as complete as he’d hoped. “Their effect on the Thulian colonists took rather more time to work out.”

A population cut off from Our Love, the Arch-Mistress mused. The lesser Mistress placed upon Thulia had perished early in the fighting, leaving the whole world without Arathran influence. It will be fascinating to observe their re-indoctrination. I have often wondered at the extreme limits of Our influence on your kind.

“I’m surprised you didn’t let me liquidate them all from orbit.” Heath growled.

We can’t be giving up established worlds, the Arch-Mistress snapped, filling his skull with the twinge of Her annoyance. Not at this juncture.

Heath’s grimace at his demi-goddess’ displeasure eased, but remained a frown. “Something has changed?”

The status of Arachne?

Recognizing Her evasion, but knowing to pursue it would mean more pain, Heath straightened his back to full attention again. “We’ll be able to complete repairs quickly, now that we’re back here.”

A dim thunder echoed in Heath’s mind and it took him a moment to realize the rumble was the Arch-Mistress’ mocking laughter. It surprises me that Our great champion, Damian Heath, was caught so off-guard.

Perhaps the most shocking episode of the encounter out at Thulia had been its deranged Commandant taking the Republic’s side. At just the moment Heath was about to claim total victory, the traitor had rammed Arachne with his own ship, blowing out her shields and cloaking device and placing her in a perilously exposed position.

“By treachery, Mistress!” Heath snarled, feeling the desperate reflex to defend himself. “Treachery is the effect the Sanctuarians have had on our own people! Their weak-willed culture is an infection!” He balled his fist and raised it, finding it already shaking as he held it up to her. “We must destroy them!”

As we have been trying to do for too many years, now, the Arch-Mistress hissed.

Heath picked up a note of uncertainty in her telepathic link and lowered his hand. “What has changed?” he asked and shook his head. “Mistress, I...” He trailed off, feeling an irresistible urge to look upwards and knowing She’d planted the impulse there.

His breath sucked in and froze in the lungs as he did so.

The webs above obscured what he knew to be a domed ceiling to the chamber. Faint light flickered between strands, powered by the ancient Reflex Reactors the Old Kings had left at the heart of Crossroads station. The uncertain beams of these gleamed off strands and silhouetted spidery shapes of Children as they scuttled back and forth at their Mother’s work. Clumps dangled here and there, mummified in webbing and shrunken to brittle, skeletal twists.

Heath knew officers and enlisted who failed the Mistresses not infrequently became their snacks. And such was very commonly the destiny of prisoners. But the lowest-hanging, freshest of her victims caught his eye and, though ravaged by the near-complete draining of its blood and fluids, still bore enough of its features to be recognizable.

“My...God...Father-Admiral Uhler!”

Uhler had not been an especially good superior or a gifted commander, but he’d had his successes. And Heath had enjoyed—not friendship; certainly, never that—but a fruitful enough working relationship to experience horror and even regret at the older man’s misfortune. Eyes had shrunken up into the sockets and vanished and the jaw stretched wide, distended to the point of disjointing in what had to have been his last, agonized screams.

Too many failures, the Arch-Mistress hissed in Heath’s mind. Too many excuses. My Sisters clamor for progress on the front. They pressure and prick and complain. She shifted her massive bulk. And scheme. I had to have an answer for that.

Swallowing back vomit, Heath met the baleful red glow of the demigoddess’ rows of eyes. “Trouble among the Arch-Mistress?”

The fire in Her eyes intensified. Is none of your concern, Heath.

“Of course, Mistress,” he replied with a flinch.

But we must change the balance of events out here. We must have success. Stalemate weakens the resolve of some. We need a breakout. Again, Her house-sized mass shifted, sending a ripple of vibrations out through Her web. And I believe I have one.

“Yes?”

The details of it are not your concern, either. What is yours is the recent vacancy at the top of the Crossroads Battle Fleet command. I told you once you would rise above Brother to Father.

Heath twitched with a jolt of surprise that lingered, warmed to a steady heat of excitement. “Mistress, I wouldn’t deny that I’ve craved this opportunity.” His gaze shot towards the drained husk in the strands above and he was man enough to clench his teeth in guilt. “But there are officers who are senior to me.”

None of them are mine, such as you are, Damian Heath. I will need unquestioning loyalty in the coming days—perhaps even beyond that. I need a commander I can trust without hesitation.

The sensation that surged up Heath’s right arm, from the elbow to the fingers, was familiar, if unwelcome. He surrendered to it, knew fighting it would only bring failure, then pain and rebuke. He watched as his own limb raised from his side and clenched into a fist. Bone, sinew, muscle, and nerve were all of the Arch-Mistress’ web, woven into his body by means he didn’t pretend to understand. She’d saved him from catastrophic injuries, from what probably would have been a short and miserable life as an invalid.

I have made you into that.

“And I will never forget it, my Mistress,” Heath rasped as he stared at the hand moving without his control. Muscles tightened, then loosed. His body became his own again.

No, I’m sure you will not, the Arch-Mistress rumbled in satisfaction. Her tone shifted. My plan, my vision must be adhered to. My Sisters fret. I fear they would balk before greater strains on the Empire. Some have already begun to do so. They thought this would be easy.

“Nothing has ever been easy for Golgotha,” Heath muttered, working the feeling back into his artificial fingers.

I’m glad you remember it, Heath. Many do not. Her eyes blazed the hue of a stirred pyre for a moment. Success has rotted us. Some would take what we’ve gained and be satisfied. They refuse to understand that our enemies will always come for us. They always have.

Heath held up his chin. “I will never rest until our enemies are destroyed and the galaxy is ours under One God and the Mistresses.”

Good. The Arch-Mistress shifted again. Heath got the sense of vague discomfort from Her. One more thing before you go. I have been slowly, quietly replacing the Fangs in my security and administration with Fleet personnel. You will notice this.

Heath frowned. “They are...the most devoted of servants to the Mistresses, though.”

Servants of the Mistresses, plural, Heath. Not one. Not Me. I have begun to sense division, distraction. I suspect it is the work of my Sisters. Again, Her eyes smoldered. I cannot have faithless priests so close to Me.

Heath nodded, at the same time swallowing back a bile-tasting surge of anxiety. “And thanks to the Old Kings’ technology aboard our new ships, there are no Fangs aboard those.”

All capital ships in the Golgothan Fleet carried a Mistress aboard. So much firepower was never trusted to humans, alone. But with the development of the Sovereign-class had come the installation of new subspace harmonic amplifiers, communications technology that had allowed the Old Kings to project their telepathic influence across the vastness of space to the fleets—farther than any organic mind had reached. 

A Mistress no longer had to physically accompany a battlecruiser; She was with it, no matter where it went.

They—you—hear only My voice, the Arch-Mistress purred in Heath’s skull.

Heath shivered with the thrilling-terrifying current of Her approval in his veins and bowed. “There is only You.”

Good. With a tingle of stirred webbing and a clank on the deck beneath Her, the Arch-Mistress began to recede into the dark depths from whence She’d come. That will be all for now. See to your ship—your flagship. Word of your elevation spreads even now. You will be my sword and buckler for the fight. And that fight—that Final Battle—is coming, Father-Admiral Heath.
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Chapter 2
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The Lower Promenade of Waystation Seven was actually the largest, located in the lower bulge of the station’s spindle-shape and accessible to civilian, as well as military traffic. There weren’t a lot of the former, now, as crews spilled aboard from increasingly-frequent shuttle arrivals. Civilians learned to find quiet spots when large numbers of spacers were given free reign after months trapped in durasteel.

And that reign was loud and raucous and rude, echoing from the circular mall up through the hollow core of the station.

Tom Rougan had to fight his way through a bustle of enthused, thoroughly inebriated Fleet crew to reach the high table he’d secured for himself and his companion. Not particularly tall or burly, the jostle of the others nearly knocked the drinks he carried from his hands. Only the sure-footedness of years crawling through access chutes on Tenacity saved them and him.

“Here we go!” he announced in triumph, sidling up to his stool and setting the drinks upon the table. “Victory!”

“And what does that secure?” Commander Indu Sharma asked with a merry twinkle to her dark eyes. She lifted her glass to Rougan, who responded in kind, then took a sip. “Mm. That’s not terrible.”

Rougan hid a wince as he sampled the too-sweet, overpriced wine. He preferred the harsh bite of the whiskey he distilled from Kamaloonian mushrooms, with their slightly hallucinogenic properties. “It’ll do.” He dared a wide grin across the table. “The company’s better.”

She smiled back at him with a hint of bashfulness that did not match her crisp duty-uniform or sternly-knotted bun. It gave a hint of the woman beneath all that humorless, rules-following chill. And she was a woman—dark cream skin, narrow features, and brilliant smile.

Rougan’s pulse quickened and he had to remind himself they were in public. “They’re really cutting loose,” he observed, nodding out over the railing beside their table into the expanse of the promenade.

Their spot nestled into a corner of the aptly-named Overlook. The cantina sat almost entirely on a balcony with a panoramic view of the promenade and the core of the station above. If he dared, Rougan could lean on a rail and stare up into a dizzying metal cavern of catwalks and lights and the faintly-glowing conduit-columns that both reinforced the structure and fed power to its every compartment. Or he could look down into the kicked-anthill anarchy of Fleet personnel surging among bars and shops and kiosks below.

A jostle and a burst of shouts sent a shockwave through the Overlook’s clientele and Rougan put a hand to his drink to secure it. The Engineer in him wondered at the establishment’s structural integrity as the floor beneath flexed.

“A lot of them have been cooped-up even longer than we have,” Sharma said, sipping at her wine. “And they know something even bigger is coming.”

Rougan fingered the long stem of his cheap glass. “No doubt about that,” he rumbled. “This many ships in one place? You don’t have to be a genius to read those signs.”

“Makes me glad we got this time, at least,” she said softly.

He smiled back. “Not the greatest venue for a first date.”

“Is that what this is?” Her eyebrows arched. “A date?”

“I mean...” Warmth rose to Rougan’s face. He hadn’t meant it so bluntly; it had just kind of come out like that. Damn, but he had never been good at these sorts of things. Hearing the silence drag between them, he decided on the direct route. “I haven’t been real secret about it, Indu.” He shrugged and met her gaze. “And you seem to have been responsive...?”

Her face crinkled impishly and she held up her fake glass. “A date, then.”

“Great,” Rougan replied, barely keeping it from coming out as a sigh of relief as he clinked his glass to hers.

“I’m surprised Lieutenant Vekkla permitted his commander to leave,” Sharma said, sipping, “what with all the work still to be done on Tenacity.”

“I think Vekkla was rather glad to have me away,” Rougan answered with a snort. Nerves eased instantly; taking about his ship was always a safe place, and he wondered if she’d turned the conversation that way on purpose. “It’s been stressful. Drives are back up, but we’re cross-wiring so much to compensate for damage. Hopefully we can secure parts while here, but I’m not feeling really confident about that.”

Something crashed on the promenade below Overlook. Both of them leaned onto the railing for a better look at the source of the din. In the ever-shifting currents of off-duty crews a shockwave rippled out from one spot. A pair of human men were yelling at each other and facing off while companions of each formed opposing lines. A whistle cut through the air and Rougan could see a knot of armored dark blue-clad men trying to force their way through the throng to the disturbance. But the crowd worked against them.

“This is a mess,” Sharma murmured as the MP’s reached the fight and broke it up. “We can’t stay here long.” She shook her head and took another drink. “They’ll tear the station to pieces.”

“Fleet,” Rougan observed, then noted an admixture of drab green amongst the gray-and-blue fatigues of the Fleet. “Drop Corps.” He scanned further. “At least twenty species down there. Even some Reservists.” He pointed at another crowd. “That’s Sanctuarian Army, for pity’s sake.” He whistled. “Whatever the hell is brewing, the Republic’s pulling out all the stops.”

“Then maybe that’ll be it,” Sharma said wistfully. “Maybe we’ll finish it.”

Rougan swished his drink. “Can’t say I’ve thought of that in a long time.”

“You haven’t thought about life after the war?”

He looked into her eyes again. “Well, maybe I’m starting to.” But he found he had to look away. “It’s hard, you know.”

“It is,” she replied, almost too quietly to hear. “You almost don’t want to, feeling like it will spook fate.” She frowned and downed more of her drink. “I’m sick of it.”

“Not much of a way to live.”

They sat in silence a while, watching the MP’s scatter the brawlers and clear onlookers.

“How’s Kevin?”

“Busy, I suspect,” Rougan replied. “He was worried about being replaced when we got here, what with his wounds.”

That brought an instant wince. His son Kevin was on the Hidalgo, had lost a hand in an explosion during the fighting out at Thulia. The kid was damned stubborn, though, had improvised himself a prosthesis and refused to leave his station. That would end the moment a new surgeon came aboard the ship, but so far, Rougan’s boy had had his way. That brought a smile. Definitely my kid.

“He’s been working like a maniac,” Rougan went on, “to show he’s fit to remain. And Varley’s been adamantly on his side. So, he’ll be at the Tactical station on Hidalgo for...whatever all this is going to be.”

“You’re proud...and worried.”

“Yeah, to both.” He gave himself a shake to keep the suddenly darkening mood away. “What about you? You got plans after this is over?”

“Indu?”

Sharma flinched like she’d struck by a plasma blast. As she turned to the voice, a tall, tanned, brown-haired officer who could’ve been pulled off a Fleet recruiting poster stepped through the crowd.

“Brett.”

Rougan had to hide his own flinch, recognizing the name, the significance, and also who this annoyingly good-looking intruder was.

“I saw that Tenacity was docked but didn’t think I’d actually run into you!” the newcomer was saying in a rush. Suddenly he was at the table, a hand pressed to her shoulder. “How are you?”

“I’m good,” she answered in a tone that said otherwise and dropped down from her seat, using the motion to sidle away from his touch. She gave her tunic a tug and gestured formally. “Lieutenant Brett Callahan, this Lieutenant Commander Tom Rougan, Chief Engineer of the Tenacity.”

Callahan extended his hand in the way of someone used to forcing himself upon others. “Pleasure, Commander.”

“Likewise,” Rougan replied, grudgingly accepting the too-hard handshake. “I understand you’re Tactical Officer aboard the Freedom?”

Callahan’s perfect eyebrows bunched at that, though his oily smile remained. “Interesting that you know that, sir.” He glanced at Sharma. “I can only presume Indy has been sharing things?”

Rougan shot her an ironic glance. Indy? From the momentary scowl he gathered she was as fond of the nickname as one would be of a rash. “Just past assignments and past crewmates.”

“Crewmates...yes.” Callahan’s grin slipped at that, then returned. “We were classmates at the Academy together, too. Did she tell you that?”

“She didn’t,” Rougan replied, sliding off his own chair—feeling the sudden need to be on his feet and facing this guy, eyeball-to-eyeball, “only that you went back a long way.”

“A long way, indeed.”

Sharma cleared her throat. “Brett, it was nothing...”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s true.” The bitter edge to his voice cut the earlier pleasantries to pieces. He glowered at her. “It was always nothing, wasn’t it?”

“Brett—”

“Well, we’ll all be working together a lot more, from what I understand,” he spoke over her, gaze whipping back to meet Rougan’s like a blaster turret traversing. “Freedom is being transferred to the Artares Squadron.”

Rougan stared back at him; Callahan had the advantage in height, but none of Rougan’s muscle mass. “Hadn’t heard that.”

“I just did, Commander,” Callahan replied, then visibly relaxed. His voice returned to its pleasant formality. “Putting together quite the collection; heavy cruisers and fast battlecruisers. Seems like a hunting pack.”

“We haven’t been told much.” Rougan glanced at Sharma, who appeared to be collecting herself, jaw working with some inner struggle. “We’ve only just arrived.”

“Of course.” He pivoted to Sharma again, so sharply it almost seemed the prelude to a slap. “It really is good to see you again,” he said with force. “I’d love to catch up. Make some time for me?”

Sharma stiffened her back and her voice held an iciness Rougan knew well. “I don’t know what kind of time we’re going to have.”

“Appears you found the time, here,” he replied slyly.

“Yeah, she sure did, pal.” Rougan’s blood simmered once more and he’d had enough of whatever the hell this was. “With me.”

“Of course.” Callahan waved it off, like it was nothing, like he hadn’t just showed up and stirred them both into a froth. “Of course.” He locked gazes with Sharma. “I hope we’ll speak soon?”

Her jaw worked again. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Callahan spun back to Rougan, smote his chest with the Fist of Respect salute of the Republic. “Commander.”

Then he was gone. A pair of officers were by Overlook’s bar, waiting on him. Rougan thought he heard guffaws from the others as Callahan said something to them. The roiling of his blood reached a boil. “Can’t imagine why it didn’t work out between you,” he muttered through clenched teeth.

“Tom, don’t.”

“He’s First Family, isn’t he?’ Rougan hissed. “I know the type. Thinks his bloodlines earn him an easy flight path.”

The Firsts were descendants of the powerful families that had once controlled the Republic, back when it was the Hegemony of Sanctuary. The dysfunction of that hopelessly inbred caste had led to upheaval and reform and renewal. But it hadn’t led to the purging of the Firsts, who still played an outsized role in Sanctuary’s politics and business.

But Sharma obviously wasn’t thinking of any of that. “Tom.”

“Sorry.” Rougan gave himself a shake. “You want to get out of here?”

“Very much.”

“Alright,” he agreed and held out his hand to her—hoped that Callahan bastard was watching. “C’mon,” he pressed when she hesitated with her glass. “Leave them. Someone will get them and it looks like everyone wants the table.”

The crowd parted before them as they abandoned their spot. Rougan heard shouts as officers contested the table and the view. Then they were fading behind them, as was the cacophony of the bar. Out in the in the open air of the promenade upper tier, the babble of crowds fell to a susurrus you could at least hear over. Rougan led the way without a course, just moving with the throng.

Sharma still held his hand and showed no sign of breaking off.

“To answer your question,” she began after a time, “he is a First; off-shoot of House Klein. And he’d never let you forget it.” She winced a little. “I think I found it intriguing and, I’m a little ashamed to admit, even desirable in a status kind of way, early on.”

“Young. Hungry.” Rougan nodded and didn’t quite keep the jealousy from his voice—or the knowledge that at least a decade separated he and his companion in age. “I get it.”

She squeezed his hand. “You’re not so long in the tooth, Lieutenant Commander.”

He smirked at her. “I’m sure not young.”

“Hey, enough of that.” She tugged at his arm. “Do you really think any of that matters to me? I told you this before; Brett and I were kids when we met.” Bitterness tinged her words. “But only one of us grew up.”

A crash split the air ahead and the throng scattered back from it. A form flew out through the door of another cantina to their right, landed, and skidding across the floor. A second, massive form staggered out after it with a third form on its back and grappling to get its arms around the former’s neck.

“What the hell...?”

And Rougan instantly recognized the scaley giant.

***
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THE BAND ON THE CANTINA’S tiny stage kicked off a fresh tune of blaring horns and trilling woodwinds and Khiry Jaxan lifted her drink in appreciation from the bar. She didn’t know the tune, but it had a jazziness her late father would have appreciated—the kind of thing he played in their small apartment when she was a kid in South Solace.

With that, she downed the whiskey remaining in her glass and rattling the ice within it to get the barkeep’s attention. The stout, harried-looking woman dodged a drunkenly-outreached arm from another patron to reach her side and pour. Jaxan mumbled a thank you and took up the drink, sipped. Smoky heat greeted her tongue and warmed all the way down. She sagged a little on the barstool, was reaching that point where surroundings took on a comforting distance and the racket around her was a pleasant sonic blanket, muffling all other senses.

“There she is!”

Jaxan flinched at the growling sibilants of a voice she knew quite well. She turned carefully in her seat, quite aware the motion made everything spin, and glowered at her visitor; a massive wedge of muscle and scales that barely fit his fatigues. A toothy, reptilian face seemed ever-smiling, but the Korthan’s slit-eyes were very narrow with concern.

“Whew...” Jaxan held up her glass as he approached. “You don’t get prettier with a few drinks, Ghath!”

“Aw, Lieutenant,” the Korthan Security noncom growled back. “You say the nicest things!”

A second Security tough joined them, a woman comically short and petite beside the lizard-like giant. “Lieutenant Regal was sending around a ping for everyone to mind their timers,” Petty Officer Bartosz said in a voice Jaxan decided to take as scolding. “Shore leave’s only four hours, standard. Regal said you weren’t answering.”

Definitely scolding. Jaxan smirked at Bartosz. “She sent you to find me?”

“It was just a reminder. And...” Ghath glanced about meaningfully at the barely-controlled revelry around them. “Security will probably get the job of trawling up all the laggards.”

“Which you’re looking like you’re well on your way to becoming, LT,” Bartosz added. “How much have you had to drink?”

Jaxan slid off her stool to stand menacingly over the little noncom. “You auditioning for the part of my mother today, Bartosz?”

“Hey go easy.” Ghath hooked an arm through the crook of Jaxan’s and physically swept her away from the bar. Jaxan wobbled into a swing at him, but couldn’t both punch and keep her drink steady—decided on saving the latter. Ghath grunted, hardly noticing, and called over his shoulder, “Barty, get us a couple drinks, why don’t you?”

Jaxan held up her whiskey as the Korthan led her away from the bar. “Another one of these for me.”

“Couple for us,” Ghath amended and gave Jaxan a shake hard enough that she could feel his anger. “I’m thinking you’ve had plenty, Lieutenant,” he rumbled at her ear.

“Ugh.” Jaxan wrenched her way out of Ghath’s grip and stumbled towards a just-vacated standing table. Reaching it, she put out a hand to grip the tacky surface and regained her balance. “Got a new mommy and a new daddy. Ugliest damned couple, though.” She sputtered out a laugh that sent spittle flying. “Your kids will be a hell of a sight!”

“You really are hammered,” Ghath replied. “You usually aren’t this pleasant.”

“Why don’t you push off, Petty Officer?” she mumbled and gave him a shove that hardly moved him, but nearly sent her into a fall. He caught her and her drink. Everything wobbled for a moment around her before she got a grasp of the table again. “I can find my way back to Tenacity!”

“Oh, I’ll bet you can,” he chortled, but shook his craggy head in dismay. “By the Coiled One’s Bite, Jaxan, what’s happened to you?” He put an elbow on the table and leaned in close to her. “This about Varley again?”

“Hey, fuck off, you snake-faced sack of shit!” she barked and jabbed a finger impotently at his monstrous chest. “Like I don’t have a whole life of my own.”

“One you’re presently drowning under a liter of whiskey” he leaned in very close and she could see how sharp his fangs were “by yourself.”

She shrank back from his inhuman glare and fixated on her mostly-empty whiskey glass. The thin, brown dregs within it suddenly turned her stomach. Everything about herself in that moment added to the nausea. What the hell has happened to me?

Varley. That was what had happened. Scott Varley.

She’d hated him to begin with, and that it was all so cliché should have been a warning to her. The Executive Officer on the Tenacity, who had his position likely due to his First Family connections, he was exactly the sort of man she’d always avoided. But there had turned out to be more there than just the shallow, pretty-boy aristocrat; he’d grown. They’d been through things together.

They’d been together.

But it had gone to shit, as she should have known it would.

“I told him, Ghath,” she mumbled to the Korthan at last. “I gave him the ultimatum; fix himself or find himself someone else to obsess over.”

“That’s good. Isn’t it?”

Jaxan chuckled hollowly. “You don’t know much about human mating customs, do you?”

Ghath shrugged his mountainous shoulders. “The warm-blooded races always seem to spend too much time on talk and not enough on action.”

“A Korthan male doesn’t have to talk to his mate?”

“A Korthan male makes himself available.” He puffed up his chest and the spreading of his fangs was definitely a smile. “And Ghath is always available. Talk is for rivals, not mates. Talk unless they press the issue” he leaned in close “then tooth and claw.”

Jaxan snorted at him. “Do you ever have any mates?”

“Many.” His grin slipped slightly. “Fewer since my time in the service, naturally.”

“And offspring?”

“Many. Several in the Drop Corps.” He smote his chest. “Many powerful sons.” He sighed and it trailed off into a wistful, yet quite reptilian hiss. “It becomes difficult to keep track, I will admit.”

A commotion rose over the general din of the cantina. A knot of men in drab green fatigues—one or two in only tank-tops and trousers—pushed through the predominantly blue-and-gray mass of Fleet personnel. Jaxan knew the types instantly; a mix of street-rats and farm boys from every back corner of the Republic. Before shipping out, their futures would likely have been the drudgery of hard labor, poverty—crime for some—and slow-death. But the Service gave them a life. And they were living it now.

“Speaking of the Drop Corps,” she murmured.

Ghath appraised the raucous band uneasily. “You were in, were you not?”

“Before the Fleet,” she replied, taking a sip of her drink and wincing, deciding she was through with it. “They actually paid my way through the Academy, after a four-year tour.” She smirked at the Korthan. “Fleet Security is a more...refined branch.”

Bartosz was passing the group of Droppers on her way back from the bar with a drink in either hand. Whistling broke out from them and she smiled, shaking her brown hair loose about her plain-pretty face. But the smile convulsed into a fierce scowl when the shortest of the men, who also appeared to be the ringleader, reached out to smack her backside.

“Watch the hands, asshole!” Bartosz barked as she spun with force Jaxan knew from experience could kill. The fact that neither drink spilled with the violence of the motion should have warned the idiot he was facing no ordinary spacer.

But he was clearly not that bright. “Oh, come on, lil’ this-n-that!” The kid sidled a little closer, shaved-headed and well-muscled, but barely taller than the object of his attention. “I like those tight-fitting Fleet trousers.”

Ghath swept in, towering over the kid and any of his companions. “It’ll be a tight fit with my fist down your throat, Corporal.”

“Whoa.” The Drop Corps noncom backpedaled a step, but the grin remained in place, accompanied by a dangerous glitter to the eyes. “Hey, someone call Waystation Control. Looks like the zoo’s had a breakout!”

The Drop Troopers jeered at that. One or two had shaken out from the group, flanking Ghath while onlookers spread away from them, opening a space reflexively. A shout sounded from the direction of the bar, a warning from one of the proprietors possibly. But no one paid it any heed. Bartosz had set aside the drinks, was rolling up her sleeves.

Oh shit. Jaxan tensed and pushed off from her table, knowing where this would go.

“Was that supposed to be an insult?” Ghath rumbled and leaned over the Drop kid, looking down on him. “I’m sorry; it’s so hard for me to hear you from all the way up here.”

That triggered more jeers from the Droppers, and even some laughter from the surrounding crowd. The kid’s sick leer deformed into a mask of rage, features darkening and lips stripping back from teeth. Jaxan absolutely knew this type; short guy syndrome. Picked on all through childhood and, judging by his stripes, had literally fought his way up to whatever he had—and he’d defend it.

“If it’s so hard,” the kid sneered, “why don’t you bring that ugly mug down here? I’ll make a pair of boots out of you!”

The tone of the surrounding onlooker babble darkened at that. The integration of many species into the Republic had never been a smooth process and bigotry endured. In the Fleet, humano-centrism was rigorously suppressed and a far larger proportion of its crews were of diverse origins. Some of the other branches were less so, of course. But nowhere was outright racism just shaken off.

Jaxan took an uncertain step toward Ghath, some of her drunk fog chased back by the sparkle of adrenaline. The Korthan was grinning widely; which was a bad sign. That ripples worked their way through the muscles under his scaled neck and bare forearms was worse.

“Hey, ease off, Puck,” one of the other Droppers said at last, eyeing the giant Krothan with a little less recklessness than his peers.

“Why don’t you shut up, Weez?” the kid snarled back without taking his eyes off Ghath. “I’m talking to my future jacket, here.”

The crowd growled at the words and the air tightened with imminent explosion.

“Alright,” Jaxan spoke up and tried to step in without wobbling. “All right! Enough of that crap!” She waved dismissively at the Drop Corps party. “About time you boys moved on!”

The one called Puck narrowed his eyes at her, obviously noting her officer’s pins, but also her jacket and its markings. “You Fleet Security, ma’am?”

She held up her chin—and, dammit, fought to remain stable against the swirl of booze in her blood. “That’s right. And Drop Corps before that. So, I know a thing or two about blowing off steam. Today you’re getting this one for free.” She put a hand on Ghath’s arm. “Come on, Petty Officer; let’s move along.”

Ghath didn’t budge, clawed fists clenched till the nails creaked on scaled palms.

But the kid, Puck, seemed to be comprehending his peril, at least. Backing off a step, he muttered, “Drop Corps to Fleet. Seems a huge step down.”

Jaxan smiled coldly. “A trade-off is how I looked at it.” She tugged at Ghath. “Come on, spacer. That’s an order.”

A low growl worked its way up from under his scales, felt more than heard. But he retreated a grudging step, then began to turn.

“That’s right,” the kid drawled after them, clearly seething and looking for a chance to redeem his pride in front of his companions, “go on. Take your pet with you!”

Ghath stiffened and looked pleadingly into Jaxan’s eyes, every one of his fangs bared and shining.

Whack!

Both of them spun at the meaty sound. Frozen before Jaxan in an almost comical freeze frame, stood Bartosz with her fist extended. The Drop Trooper, Puck, was flying away from the impact, trailing a ruby spray of blood burst from his lips by her knuckles. His little mass careened into the pack of his companions like a bowling ball and scattered them like pins.

Then everything was sound and motion.

One of the Droppers surged forward and gripped Bartosz by the hair, yanked her head back. Ghath roared with such force it was equivalent to a physical blow and the man released her reflexively, tried to get his hands up to block as the Korthan lunged for him. Ghath’s fist blasted through these to crunch into the man’s throat. As his eyes bulged out, the Korthan grabbed him by the back of his collar, hefted him off his feet, and flung him into one of his compatriots.

Crack!

Jaxan flinched away from an impact that jarred sparks across her visions. A second impact rapped her right shoulder as momentum carried her into a support column. Dazed, she shook her head and looked left to see the Dropper who’d sucker-punched her coming on in a reckless widespread stance.

Droppers were never that bright.

Drunkenness now thoroughly cleared by pain and anger, Jaxan bent her knees and pivoted on her left heel. The Trooper stepped right into her right-front kick, her foot whumping thickly into his crotch. She stepped past him as he folding over, wheezing, and grabbed him by a tuft of the outlandish mohawk he sported. With a contemptuous shove, she sent him hurtling into the column. The durasteel pole rang with the collision.

Spinning and crouched low in a fighting stance, Jaxan readied for another assailant. But the epicenter of the disturbance continued to be Ghath. A Dropper had leapt up onto his back and was grappling to get his arms around his neck. A second stepped around in front of him and delivered three punches to the jaw. With the last, the Trooper gasped and yanked his bleeding hand back for a shake.
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