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            PROLOGUE: HEATHER

          

          DATE OF THE REPUBLIC JANUARY 11, 417 KYULLE STATION ONE, KYULLE ORBITAL SPACE

        

      

    

    
      Heather took a moment to smooth down the front of her strawberry tunic and draw a deep breath. Focused herself. Centered everything.

      Shoulders back. Head up. Chin neutral, though she knew it would jut forward angrily before this meeting was done.

      She flexed her hands into fists, then as far open as they would stretch.

      A glance down and she nodded. The last of the black tips of her hair, worn loose today instead of braided, were gone. Ritually cut off when she returned to Kyulle.

      A statement of purpose. An ending, if she could be so bold, but also a beginning.

      That black hair had been the old her. The woman who had stood at The Passage at Loong and defied Zerzan. Offered to annihilate them if they wouldn’t behave.

      They had backed down in the face of Phil’s logic and her wrath.

      Mostly, according to Donatien, her cold fury and the calm way she explained that there would be no Zerzan survivors if anybody on his side opened fire or launched a single aeromechia. Hunted down like rats and patiently stomped to death.

      It had bought them three years of peace.

      Until it hadn’t.

      One more breath and she pressed the button, watching the hatch slide silently into the bulkhead, then crossing the threshold as though it might be the ancient Rubicon, when it was only the central meeting space of the Electors of Yaumgan.

      As recently as four years ago, they had been the Domain, a timocracy of trained Scholars and philosophers seeking a higher standard and hiding from their ancient hunters, the Zerzan Unification. Such a concept had served them for four centuries.

      Until it hadn’t.

      Today, they had refashioned their entire civilization into something new. Not quite a republic, but leaning more that way. Still led by many of the same folks, but with a greater opening and new roles that allowed the general population to have a greater say in things.

      Not that it mattered here. Not in this room.

      Heather scanned the space, noting the folks on couches, chairs, or simply standing around. In Aquitaine, there would have been a vast conference table with everyone around it, but Yaumgan did things differently.

      And, she had to admit, having space to pace in here had helped her on more than one occasion.

      The Electors were a council of forty. An even number to force consensus. And rules about how large a majority needed to be in order to be carried, depending on the topic.

      First Elector Li Chang Ling sat in the center of a wide couch, flanked by Ambassador to the Barbarians Hu Yating Kai and Old Man Wen. Wen Qing Jian, a charming rogue older than her parents and still filled with intellectual mischief.

      The other Electors filled the rest of the space. Some had been here three years ago. Others were new. Everyone was on an even footing, though, because this group was required to define itself anew, and took that responsibility seriously.

      Heather came to a halt in the center of the open space and fell to parade rest automatically. Some things went bone deep, and she’d been doing this for more than twenty-five years at this point.

      Chang Ling, the First Elector, studied her for a long moment.

      “Warlord,” she said with a nod. “I understand that you have news for us?”

      Heather nodded back as a placeholder. She had briefed those three already. Most of this would be playing for the galleries. The rest of the Electors. The rest of the Electorate. The rest of the Balhee Cluster.

      The rest of the galaxy.

      Heather didn’t think she had too many enemies in this room. Most of them were still coming to grips with the fact that Zerzan had returned, and planned to kill every single person in this system if the Unification could catch them.

      Starting with her. Or maybe ending. They might want to draw that affair out and make it last for days while she begged them to die.

      Heather intended to go down fighting.

      “First Elector,” Heather said, looking around. “Ambassador. Electors. I bring news of a tremendous triumph that your military forces have inflicted on your ancient enemies.”

      A lot of them knew the truth and the rumors. The smiles at her words gave way to concern at her tone. Darkly apocalyptic, because there was always another shoe to drop.

      “Go on, Warlord,” Chang Ling prompted.

      “Zerzan gathered up a fleet that my sources suggest to be the largest collection of invaders assembled in centuries,” Heather said, still making sure to make eye contact with everyone in here. “Sixteen thousand aeromechia, poised to transit The Passage at Loong, where they would have easily destroyed the forces we have established. From there, a strike at any of the six homeworlds of Yaumgan, possibly beginning with Kyulle itself.”

      She waited until the sound died back down. The explosions of disbelief. The first edges of panic.

      “Zerzan has withdrawn that force,” she said simply, maybe pushing her voice enough to override everyone in here and force them to silence.

      Such was her will today. Her duty.

      “So they are not defeated?” Old Man Wen pressed, falling into his favorite role of Socratic gadfly.

      “We did not kill fifty thousand enemy sailors, no.” Heather locked in on the goofball. However serious his tone, she could see the merriment in his eyes, but the man lived for articulate interchange. The fencing was often more important than the mere concepts to that man. “We did inflict sufficient material damage on them that they were forced to withdraw a significant distance rapidly, if they did not wish to starve to death slowly.”

      “And what did that accomplish?” Wen asked, eyes shining with mischief.

      “It bought time,” Heather said, returning her lighthouse gaze to the others. “They would have overwhelmed you, even with the assistance of the Aquitaine and Fribourg fleet elements here in orbit. The outcome would have been apocalyptic, but Pyrrhic. We would have lost. What have we accomplished? The game board will change. Not the war.”

      “Do you propose waiting for them to return?” Ambassador Hu—Yating Kai—asked next, like some comedy routine he and Wen had practiced.

      And they might have, from what Chang Ling had said. Old rivals turned old friends.

      “No,” Heather said simply. “That is the recipe for a failure so great that Yaumgan ceases to exist.”

      “What do you propose then, Warlord of Yaumgan?” Chang Ling—First Elector Li of Yaumgan itself—spoke up.

      Heather took a deep breath and let some of the rage bleed out of her before she breathed fire on these Scholars. Few were equipped mentally and emotionally for what was coming. Yaumgan’s schools were excellent at identifying future Scholars and training them as far as they could handle. Similarly, warriors, merchants, artisans, and workers. Everyone had a space in this civilization. Most were happy. Few changed midway because the system generally worked the first time.

      She was the only warrior in this room. The only person who killed people for a living.

      Her job, as Nils Kasum had explained it in the boldest, baldest terms that had become his very legacy to the galaxy, was to stand atop the wall and hold back the night.

      Or die trying.

      To stop evil from conquering.

      “If Yaumgan wishes to survive, the Unification must be destroyed,” she pronounced.

      Again, the explosion of sound. Of disbelief. Of negation.

      It would take most of them longer than a few minutes to walk the stages of acceptance.

      She’d been there for months, but had had to save Yaumgan first.

      Old Man Wen finally rose and turned in place, scowling at the rest of the room. A single finger came up and silence fell like a cleaver had cut the noise.

      “Only the Unification?” he asked, turning back to face her. “Not all of Zerzan?”

      “That is up to them,” Heather worked to keep her voice above a growl. “They can choose something better to replace it. Just as the Domain failed and was replaced by the Electorate, I leave space that Unification might yield an improved outcome.”

      Wen nodded, eyes dark and deadly serious now in ways she’d only ever seen a handful of times from the man.

      The warrior he might have turned into, had they decided he would be better as a naval commander than a Scholar. He had it in him.

      “And if you only succeed in spawning something worse than the Unification?” he asked, his tone matching the angry apocalypse in her belly, demanding to be given flames.

      “Then I will unUnify their worlds,” Heather promised. “I will end Zerzan entirely, just as my comrades and I once slayed a god and forced the Holding of Man to disintegrate before our wrath. That place is slowly coming into a new form, but you would not like to know how many millions of people had to die because of one god’s arrogance.”

      “And your stubbornness in serving justice, Warlord,” Yating Kai interjected. “Without the black and green, we would all be dead now.”

      Heather’s motion was somewhere between a nod and a shrug, because she couldn’t gainsay him.

      Different forks in the road not taken.

      Chang Ling rose now, towering over Wen. And Heather, because the First Elector was Phil’s size, physically as well as intellectually. Possessed of presence. She’d once thrown an iron ball on the end of a chain as a competitive sport.

      And won.

      “What do you need from us, Warlord of Yaumgan?” Chang Ling asked, emphasizing Heather’s title to remind the others why she was here.

      “The Electorate must decide if it wishes to survive,” Heather replied.

      The noise was quieter this time. A sudden gasp, then nothing.

      “And if it does?” Chang Ling asked.

      “Then you will convince the entire Balhee Cluster to assist you in what comes next,” Heather ground the words out, stopping herself short of a full explanation because these Scholars still venerated Socrates, all these millennia later.

      “They already do,” the First Elector noted.

      “They help defend the Cluster, because they know they would be the next victim of Zerzan,” Heather corrected. “Now, they must decide if they will take the war to Zerzan worlds.”

      “How will we convince them?” Chang Ling asked.

      “I have a Herald,” Heather said, nodding Wen towards the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: MAKARA

          

          KYULLE STATION ONE, KYULLE ORBITAL SPACE

        

      

    

    
      Makara, Lord Morninghawk, had watched Heather enter the lion’s den, after losing the argument with her that she should take him with her.

      His job was always to be the escort. He had done it for Phil. Now it was Heather’s turn, because it was her war.

      But she had ordered him to wait outside, and Makara had accepted her. She commanded. He escorted.

      He was The Morninghawk.

      The hatch opened sooner than Makara had expected and Old Man Wen silently gestured him to enter.

      Makara towered over the man physically, but only physically. The other Scholars all tended to be shorter, save for the First Elector, who had his height and significantly outmassed him.

      Makara came to rest on Heather’s left flank, in the forward shield position were they flying.

      Or fighting.

      Escort.

      Morninghawk.

      He ignored Heather and addressed himself to the room. The Scholars of Yaumgan.

      The Electorate itself, distilled down to an essence and made flesh.

      The First Elector was standing. Not threatening Heather, so he did not move to intercept. Merely observed.

      “She claims you as her Herald,” Li began without prelude.

      But Heather had prepared him for this battle at least as well as she had both raids into Zerzan forward bases.

      “I am Morninghawk,” he said simply.

      Inwardly, Makara fought not to roll his eyes at how arrogant and grandiose that sounded, but it contained the core of truth that made him what he was. And the demigod that would no doubt take his place quietly to one side when Phil, Heather, and Jessica Keller were deified by history.

      “Will the Balhee Cluster follow you?” Li asked.

      “They will follow Heather,” he countered. “I am merely the bannerman that shows them where to rally. And leads them into battle.”

      “Leads?” Ambassador Hu asked, not rising from the couch.

      “Closest to the enemy,” Makara quoted.

      He had read Jessica Keller, Volumes One and Two. And had met Tomas Kigali in the flesh many times. That was the legend—the excellence—that Makara strove for, each morning when he got out of bed.

      “Will they come?” Old Man Wen asked next, stepping up next to the First Elector, as though mirroring the tableaux. “Will they rally?”

      “Dalou merely awaits the signal beacon being lit,” Makara replied. “Gloran as well. Aditi will come. Ewin has committed. Stormhawk will bear Heather’s banner. But it will be Yaumgan that leads.”

      “You are not Yaumgan,” he challenged in that intellectual way he liked to do things, frequently over wine or coffee.

      “We are all Yaumgan,” Makara snapped at the man. “We will hang together, or we will surely hang separately. The ancient scholar said that, and he was correct.”

      Old Man Wen seemed taken aback, but these people were only Scholars, for all their intellectual brilliance.

      None of them had stood with Phil at Meerut. None had faced down Wulfa. They would not know such things in their bones.

      “And if the war takes you to Zerzan?” the First Elector asked patiently, mostly for the fools around the edges of the room, still in disbelief.

      “Phil warned them,” Makara growled. “They have acknowledged that line in the sand. And crossed it. Created an invasion fleet intended to Unify Balhee. Zerzan has already forfeited its right to exist. We will unmake them.”

      Makara could almost taste the rage coming off of Heather behind him. The Scholars gasped and recoiled.

      Most of them. The three closest did not, but they were not his enemies.

      The First Elector turned to Heather.

      “The Electorate will not choose to cease,” she spoke. “How do we go about winning a war in such a way that it does not turn into a genocide at the end?”

      “I will need everything the Electorate has,” Heather said. “And the rest of Balhee. Already, I have sent messengers home to Ladoux and St. Legier, but those will be a year in returning with help, so the Cluster must rise up now. Immediately. I have the power to threaten Zerzan while they are off-balance and force them back more before they can recover. If we move today.”

      Makara nodded.

      And watched the First Elector turn to the room.

      Ambassador Hu rose abruptly. The breathing of the Scholars utterly ceased.

      “I move that the Electorate declare war on the Unification,” he said quietly.

      Like the first pebble that initiates an avalanche might be quiet.

      “Second,” Wen replied, adding another stone.

      “It is moved and seconded,” the First Elector noted formally, unleashing havoc, however small as yet. “Is there discussion?”

      Nothing.

      Makara was not surprised. It had come down to a literal existential crisis for Yaumgan.

      Kill, or be killed. Even those pitiful fools in Ewin could understand that much.

      “All in favor?” she asked to a roar of voices.

      “Opposed?”

      Silence.

      “The motion is carried,” Li noted and turned back. “I will have a formal declaration written up so that it can be transmitted to the Zerzan Unification at Kohri.”

      “No,” Makara stated flatly.

      “No?” she asked, turning her immense scowl back to him.

      It still paled next to Heather’s.

      “I will deliver it personally.” Makara bowed to the room. “I am the Herald of Balhee.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: VERONIKA

          

          DATE OF THE REPUBLIC JANUARY 13, 417 KYULLE SHIPYARD ONE, KYULLE ORBIT

        

      

    

    
      Veronika stood in the shipyard bay and tried not to drool. Beside her, Saša Binici and Yan Bedrov laughed.

      “Told you,” Rocket Frog said to the old pirate.

      “Not disputing,” Yan acknowledged. “Still fun to watch. Kids these days.”

      “I remember my first,” the Frog said, reaching out and grabbing Veronika’s arm and dragging her closer. “Let’s go see.”

      Veronika recognized Mejico, her Durga-class Heavy Gunship, as they walked right up under it. Rebuilt slightly, with the forward section chopped off and stretched to insert two new seats behind her original cockpit.

      The boarding ladder was down and Veronika followed Rocket Frog up into the interior.

      Forward, to those two new stations.

      “You’ll sit here,” Yan explained, touching the one to starboard. “Your Flag Centurion is behind you. We modified your old station up front to put an electronic warfare specialist up next to Sergi. She’ll handle sensors and certain tactical things, freeing you up to command the entire Heavy Wing.”

      The ENTIRE Heavy Wing, because Warlord Lau had decided that she liked having forty-two Heavy Gunships available as a single striking force, and was having the Fleet Carrier Transport Yong Hao reconfigured to handle the load. Four teams of ten, breaking up the old formation of eights and twelves to provide RAN-trained commanders for every grouping until more folks could be trained up. One Scout model, ripping out almost all of the beams and adding sensors intended for an Escort Destroyer. One Command model, with Griever aboard in her new capacity as Strike Centurion.

      Local commander when there wasn’t a senior officer around, and that meant that Captain Ang Ta and Air Boss Hao Lai generally answered to Veronika, rather than the other way around.

      Heady, crazy stuff, considering that she had only graduated from the Academy as a Flight Cornet less than two years ago. But this was a new war with a new fleet, and the Warlord didn’t really have the forces she needed in place to carry it to Zerzan, so everyone was making it up as they went.

      Including Veronika.

      She moved to the cockpit, to the space she used to sit.

      “And the scout?” she asked Yan.

      “Beetle is taking over the rebuilt Yukon Antares and going through a crash course from Ainsley in how to be sneaky,” Yan nodded. “He’s from Tuloong’s Light Gunship wing, but I like the kid. Will take them some time to jell, like always, but that’s a new crew thrown together, in a new ship, with new tech and a new way of thinking.”

      “Story of my life,” Veronika muttered.

      “Mine, too, Griever,” he commiserated. “And I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have.”

      “Heather really going to invade Zerzan?” she asked, turning to look past the old man and include Rocket Frog in the conversation.

      “That’s the word,” Saša nodded. “Formal declaration of war and everything. All the shit those folks didn’t do for us.”

      “Oh, they’d have probably transmitted something from orbit,” Yan offered. “Over our dead and smoking hulls. Like those other yahoos at Second Petron. Followed by orders to surrender or be bombed. I’m certain they would have obeyed certain legal forms. Just none of the nice ones.”

      Veronika put on her Griever game face and studied the two who had probably done the most to train her since last May.

      “What does a Strike Centurion do, anyway?” she asked.

      “Thinks like a pirate,” Yan smiled. “Like you did at that second moorage base, when you stole those two megatransports filled with food. I’m guessing that Heather wants to use the old Strike Carrier logic that got updated for Shanhai Pass and Tuloong, and step all the way up to Strategic Carrier Operations. Deep raids into Zerzan space, mostly to blow shit up. Hurt them and make them react defensively.”

      “Can we pull that off?” Griever asked, turning sober and serious.

      A new ship, new rank, and new responsibilities were fantastic, but they came with costs.

      “Not against an Overlord Carrier,” Saša nodded. “That’s nearly a thousand aeromechia they can throw at you. But they can’t have that many of those ships, from the intel I’ve been privy to. Instead, you’re looking at a scattering of Assault Carriers. Fifty mechs against forty Heavies isn’t even a remotely fair fight, so you can do a lot of damage. Remember, they have to defend everywhere, while an attacker gets to pick what she hits.”

      “Pirates,” Griever said.

      “Kid, I used to make a decent enough living at it,” Yan smiled. “Way before your time, obviously, or even hers, but those yahoos have never had a serious piracy problem to deal with, just like they’ve never met someone who could stand there and punch them in the gob. Hopefully, Heather has started messing with their minds even more than you did when you promised to return to the scene of your crime.”

      Griever allowed herself a smile at that. Rude taunt, but sane people didn’t become pilots.

      “And yes,” Saša acknowledged. “It will be hard. Probably worse than anything any of us have done, because the distance from Petron to St. Legier is less than we’re talking in a campaign like this. Fly faster because you’re between arms, but still huge gaps.”

      “A long way from home,” Griever nodded.

      But she was already that. Gone from St. Legier where she’d grown up. Four years on Ladaux, in the Republic of Aquitaine because Fribourg wasn’t ready yet for women pilots and commanders.

      Now across that gap to Balhee, and it was just the next step on that road.

      “Now what?” she asked the two of them.

      “Now, you will take your newly expanded crew and haul them out for some quick shakedowns,” Yan replied soberly. “Then the whole Forward Strike Wing you’ll be commanding. Heather isn’t about to sit around planning. As soon as everyone is loaded and ready to sail, we’ll be out looking for Zerzan. Chasing them. Hitting them if they haven’t moved fast enough to outrun her. Remember, we’re talking a huge fleet here. They might break up and run like hell, but they might also try to hold that invasion force together as long as they can.”

      “Until we start eating their lunch,” Griever smiled. “Literally, in our case, since we stole so much food from them last time.”

      “Exactly,” he said.

      Griever followed them aft and down, back onto the yard’s bay.

      The war had gotten serious.

      Soon, it would turn deadly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          DATE OF THE REPUBLIC JANUARY 21, 417 EM SHANHAI PASS, KYULLE ORBIT

        

      

    

    
      Heather sat in her spot on her flag bridge—her flag bridge, no longer expecting to see Phil sitting here—and studied the faces around her.

      Senior Centurion Saltanat Blau, her Flag Centurion, directly across the round table from her. Admiral of the White Donatien Fortier, formerly Chevalier of the Unification, on Heather’s left, acting as Overall Air Boss of the combined forces at her disposal, with both Ainsley and Saša happy to acknowledge the man’s expertise and provide command of smaller groups.

      Nobody Heather knew had more expertise in carrier operations on this scale than him. Even the Unification only had a few people Donatien considered to be in his league. Chevalier Amable Bellamy, who had commanded both the Overlord Bertev and the invasion force according to records she had captured, wasn’t one that Donatien respected all that much.

      After seeing what he’d done to prepare, Heather didn’t disagree. Griever’s reports had used the word methodical to describe that base. Donatien had adopted the term, expanding it to all of the Unification.

      A civilization that dislikes jazz. Didn’t understand its power, or its potential.

      She nodded and checked the images projected around the table, here in spirit but on their own bridges. Command Centurion Erle Kuiper, commanding Shanhai Pass forward with Rocket Frog as Air Boss. Yan, Alber’ d’Maine, and Ainsley Barrett on Tuloong. Morninghawk leading aboard his unicorn, with IFV Ilves and Captain Alexander Karl right behind that, both escorting the big Motherships.

      One image was a list of names, reflecting the various escorts, both Destroyers and older Bipeds, plus the many cargo ships that would accompany this next mission, including Able and Baker, stolen most recently from Amable Bellamy by Griever.

      Considering how much smaller her fleet was in terms of actual crew members needing to be fed daily, Heather could stay at sea for a long time, emptying first Able, then sending it home while Baker fed everyone, both ships eventually falling into some sort of rotation as Heather built or occupied her own forward bases to extend her reach.

      She nodded at the faces around her. Most of them smiled back.

      “Yaumgan Strike Fleet, this is Lau, aboard Shanhai Pass,” she said slowly, knowing that these words would be replayed many times. History in the making. “I have the flag. Zerzan could not live in peace, and chose to send an invasion force. We have pushed them back. Now we will carry the war to them. All vessels conform to Stormhawk. Morninghawk, begin standard acceleration and call the cadence.”

      “This is Morninghawk,” the man said in that deep voice. “Transition in sixty seconds from MARK.”

      Heather took a quick look at the rest of the tonnage left behind to defend Kyulle. A full fleet recently arrived from Dalou. Another from Gloran, both a mixture of older ships and newer ones. Representative squadrons of Aditi and Ewin. The Aquitaine fleet under the Heavy Dreadnoughts Kongō and Warspite. A smaller squadron of Imperial vessels led by the Heavy Dreadnought Firehawk, named after the battleship that had stood at St. Legier against the coup, when Keller saved the Empire the first time.

      Kyulle would be protected, because Heather would starve any invading fleet slipping by her by destroying or stealing every can of food they had.

      She could not win a direct fight against that many aeromechia, but she didn’t have to, unless they cornered her.

      Amateurs study tactics. Professionals study strategy. Warlords study logistics.

      As the fleet transitioned to JumpSpace, Heather was pretty sure she heard the Iron Duke laughing at her from hell. Hopefully, he’d save her a place at the bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          UNIFICATION HALL, KOHRI

        

      

    

    
      President of the Unification Commission Angelique St. Pierre worked hard not to frown, knowing that it would eventually leave wrinkles, after she worked so hard on diet, exercise, and meditation to present as a woman at least ten years younger. The plastic surgery helped, but couldn’t carry the load alone.

      Across the desk, Unification Chevalier Bellamy. Not exactly called home in disgrace, because he’d redeemed himself somewhat with evidence of spies that had warned Yaumgan where to find his fleet and when to perfectly time their attack to do the most damage.

      Before moving on and hamstringing the invasion with their second raid.

      Angelique paused to smile at the man. For now.

      “What is the status of your force?” she asked, mostly to follow up on the reports.

      Bertev had raced madly ahead of the others to report, because he had been convinced that the as-yet-undiscovered spies originated on his deck. Or Rauda, the other vessel that had seen its command staff broken because of Donatien Fortier.

      Both had returned to Kohri, leaving most of the rest behind, sectioned down into squadrons forward protecting those bases that spread out like chains from there, looking back at Zerzan.

      “We can hold for now,” he said. “The forward forces will need to rethink their resupply processes, because we know of at least one spy that fled with the raiders when they attacked the second moorage. Internal security will need to pay closer attention to the civilian crews, lest they somehow transmit sensitive information to Yaumgan, revealing any weak spots.”

      Angelique nodded. Such had he written. Almost verbatim. He could have sent all that ahead on a fast courier, instead of returning to visit with her personally.

      “And your spies?” she asked.

      “I have studied the first attack,” Bellamy said. “They could not have timed it better to catch us at our weakest. From there to immediately hit the second base back with forces designed to cut out two of my four primary transports speaks to someone telling them exactly where to find us. And at the first attack, the raiders generally ignored mechanical targets. Aeromechia resupply. Metal and parts for ships. Instead, they concentrated on only attacking consumables for crew. Water and food for the most part, leaving fifty-five thousand sailors at risk of starvation if we didn’t immediately withdraw to places where food could be had.”

      Angelique bit back a tart response. Bellamy wasn’t a fool, most of the time. An enemy of Donatien Fortier, which had been the primary reason she’d chosen him for this.

      Fortier.

      Now that was an interesting thought. Both he and Bausse Aublahzieu had vanished from Kohri, never to be seen again. No bodies had been recovered from either riot, so she’d assumed they had somehow fled to safety.

      To where? Nowhere in the Unification was safe for them.

      How far had they gone?

      “Bellamy, could that have been the work of a renegade Chevalier?” she asked the man. “Fortier or Aublahzieu?”

      “Not her,” he said immediately. “She was never that good. Fortier, however…”

      She watched the man lean back, eyes unfocused and flickering back and forth.

      “Yes,” he pronounced after about thirty seconds. “He could have told Yaumgan how to fight us. And he knew the bases that had been built up the first time, before we’d dismantled everything once a treaty had been negotiated.”

      Angelique nodded. Seen that way, a lot of pieces suddenly rotated and formed a larger picture. It wasn’t a spy in Bellamy’s organization, though she did agree that the civilian transportation crews needed to be reviewed.

      How had an Asouri been allowed to operate so close to the front lines? Obviously, none from that planet should have been trusted. Perhaps not for at least a generation hence.

      What had that one been able to reveal?

      She’d added the name Roch Sauvage to various wanted lists, with enough of a reward to make it worth bringing him in alive if possible, but she didn’t personally care.

      Sauvage was a symbol that needed to be destroyed, not a person.

      “What does it do to your strategy and tactics to face off against Fortier?” she asked.

      “He was among the best Chevaliers you had, President St. Pierre,” Bellamy nodded. “But obviously, his will was broken by the monarchists. We would need to push forward aggressively, if it is he.”

      “Why aggressively?” she pressed.

      “A good commander like him would know where to look for our bases,” Bellamy replied. “We would have to defend all of them against that force, allowing them to weaken us as they struck at will.”

      “And aggression?” she asked.

      “They have the same forward resupply issues as we do,” he smiled terribly. “That means bases we can destroy, injuring them just as easily.”

      “Can you do both?” she asked.

      “Madame?”

      “Can you defend in the short term, while you hunt for whatever they do to threaten us?” Angelique asked. “Then fix them in place and either destroy that force or starve it? You have noted that it was much smaller and didn’t dare face off against your aeromechia.”

      Again, she watched him lean back and think.

      “I will need to plot some strategies,” he finally said. “The Assault Carriers would be the best scouts. And Bertev itself contains enough force to crush most problems, once we can find them.”

      “Do what you need, Chevalier,” she purred. “I will see Yaumgan destroyed.”

      He rose and saluted, exiting to whatever linear officers like him did when they weren’t on the bridge of a starship.

      Angelique leaned back and considered her own plans. Her hold on the Commission was strong enough at present, though the news that Yaumgan had driven Bellamy back had caused a few potential troublemakers to emerge from their winter dens and start sniffing for spring.

      If, however, she started blaming it all on Fortier, no doubt that would rally more to her side.

      After all, the man was already a traitor to the Unification.

      Now, he would become her Nemesis.
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