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			For Dennis Troedson,

			who first encouraged me to tell stories
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			Turning and turning in the widening gyre

			The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

			Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

			Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

			The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

			The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

			The best lack all conviction, while the worst

			Are full of passionate intensity.

			Surely some revelation is at hand;

			Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

			The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

			When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

			Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

			A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

			A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

			Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

			Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

			The darkness drops again; but now I know

			That twenty centuries of stony sleep

			Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

			And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

			Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

			‘The Second Coming’

			William Butler Yeats, 1919

		

	
		
			What Happened Previously…

			I didn’t set out to start a revolution. 

			All I wanted was to find out who killed my brother, and why. And in the process, I blew the lid off a secret eight hundred years old. 

			Let’s back up a bit. 

			I’m Tajen Hunt. About eight hundred years ago, a human colony ship had a really bad day. Adrift and losing power, they were rescued by an alien race called the Zhen – nine-foot-tall lizards with nasty claws and a rigid caste system. The Zhen had no idea how to get us home, so they gave us a place in their Empire. Our ancestors traded one thousand years of service to the Empire for a home. 

			Fast forward eight centuries of this, and thanks to some skill – and some luck – at the Battle of Elkari, I became the first human to be given command of an entire Zhen task force. I was proud as hell when my little fleet was assigned to protect the human colony of Jiraad. 

			And then I lost it.

			Our war with the Tabran Regency had heated up again, and a Tabran task force ambushed my ships over Jiraad, then bombed the planet with kinetic strikes. Millions of humans and aliens of the Empire died on Jiraad, among them my sister-in-law. My government was angry at my loss of the colony, and my brother was angry that I lost his wife. I was drummed out of the service and lost my family in the same week. 

			Anyway, fifteen years later I was minding my own business when I got a call from my brother, asking for my help. I grabbed my new crew and headed for Zhen:da, the homeworld of the Empire. When I got there, I discovered he’d been killed, leaving my seventeen-year-old niece behind. Fearing I wouldn’t arrive in time, he’d left me a message, claiming to have found Earth, the lost homeworld of the human race, and implying the Zhen were after him. My crew and I set off to find Earth. And when we did, we found out that the Zhen had been lying to us since the beginning. 

			Earth was uninhabited; the great cities of the twenty-third century long since crumbled into dust and overgrown. There was nothing human alive on the planet. The Zhen had been worried humans would become a threat to their Empire, so they destroyed the place. Two hundred years later, they’d found our colony ship, launched long before their strike, and decided to try something different.

			So we told everyone, gathered up the disaffected among the human race, and reclaimed Earth for humans again. Then the Zhen tried to take it, and we kicked their butts so hard they ran back to Zhen:da. We knew they’d return, but we’d won. 

			A year later, they were back. My new husband, Liam, and I were sent to the Kelvaki Assembly to ask for help for our world. While there, we got wrapped up in an internal Kelvaki political mess, and foiled an assassination attempt on my friend Dierka, heir to the office of the Ascendant, the ruler of Kelvak. And while we were gone, we lost Katherine Lawson, my co-captain and friend. 

			When the Zhen occupied Earth, we went home and began a guerilla war against our oppressors. This time they had some humans on their side, and the whole thing got messy. We did what we could, but every success was met with more pressure from the Zhen.

			When we found out the Zhen were going to hit one of our best allies, where humans were gathering to join us, Liam and I left Earth and headed for Shoa’kor Station, where we helped the human and Kelvaki allies there escape the Zhen trap. 

			After the battle, my ship, an AI that had rescued me in the middle of the battle, took off for an unknown destination with me aboard. We docked with a Tabran ship, where I was greeted by a very much alive Katherine Lawson. After we’d greeted each other, she said something that rocked my entire worldview….

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Tajen

			I’d had a long day. So I couldn’t have heard her right. 

			I’d fought my way through a space station under bombardment from Zhen forces. I’d taken down several Zhen in the process, including a Zhen:ko, the leadership caste. That fight had taken a lot out of me; he’d poisoned me and I’d barely made it to a ship. Once the ship’s medical suite had given me the antidote and gotten me back on my feet, so to speak, I’d fought a space battle against overwhelming odds and barely got out with my life before being basically kidnapped by an AI – the first I’d ever met – and brought to this ship. And the first thing I’d seen when I got out was that my fellow captain and good friend Katherine Lawson, whom I had thought killed in battle months ago, was alive and well. 

			So when Katherine told me she’d “introduce me to the Tabrans.” I was pretty sure I’d misheard her due to a combination of shock and exhaustion. 

			“Wait, what?” I stopped dead in my tracks. “You’ve met them?”

			She gestured around us at the cavernous docking bay. “Duh.” 

			“This ship’s Tabran?” My hand instinctively went to my sidearm. “Where are they? Seems like there should be crew somewhere around here.”

			She nodded toward a corridor. “They figured it would be smarter to have me greet you. Otherwise you might have started shooting.” 

			“I wouldn’t—” I looked down at my hand, clutching the grip of my pistol. “Well. Yeah, I might have,” I said, moving my hand away from my gun. “What do they want?” 

			“It’s complicated,” she said. 

			“What isn’t?” 

			She led me down a corridor to a nondescript door. “Deep breaths,” she said.

			I gestured toward the door. “Let’s just get on with it.” 

			The door opened, and Katherine led me inside, where a human man, a Tchakk, and a Hun waited by a small table. On the table was a silver disc, over which floated what looked like liquid silver, shifting form periodically. 

			I glanced at them and frowned. “Where are the Tabrans?” 

			Katherine gestured to the two aliens. “Like I said, it’s complicated.” She indicated the Tchakk. “This is The Sunset After a Storm. I call her ‘Sunset’.” Turning to the Hun, she said, “This is Rememberer of Unpleasant Truths.” 

			“What do you call him?” 

			The Hun spoke up. “You may call me ‘Rememberer’,” he said. His voice had a sort of metallic tinge to it – not a sound I was used to hearing from a Hun. His accent, too, was decidedly not what I was used to from his species. 

			I shrugged. “Beats ‘Unpleasant’, I suppose.” I turned back to Katherine. “I thought you said you were introducing me to Tabrans.” 

			“These are Tabrans – or, as they call themselves, the Many That Are One.” I drew breath to speak, but she held up a hand. “Quick history lesson: centuries ago, the original Tabran species created a nano-weapon that was designed to wipe out the Zhen. But there was an accident; it got out, and due to a programming mistake, it wiped out the Tabrans.”

			“That can’t be right,” I said. “I’ve fought Tabrans in my lifetime.”

			“Did you ever see one?” Katherine asked. 

			“No, never. They don’t take prisoners, so Zhen policy was to do the same and destroy all enemy ships. And we never fought ground battles. You know that.”

			“Right. But remember your history – there was a long period with no contact between the Zhen and Tabran sides.” 

			“Yeah.” 

			She gestured to the Hun and the Tchakk. “Over a few centuries, the nano-cloud released by the Tabrans gained sentience – or, well, several smaller sections of the nano-cloud did, and they either reprogrammed or assimilated the rest. The Tabrans are now sentient nanite swarms.” She gestured to the silver liquid floating in the air over the table. “This is what a Tabran looks like in their truest form,” she said. 

			My head was spinning. “That doesn’t explain them,” I said, gesturing to the aliens. 

			“The nanite swarms, on their own, lack the ability to process emotion. They operate on pure machine logic.” Her face softened as she continued, “That’s one of the reasons Jiraad happened.” 

			My heart suddenly beat rapidly, and I could feel heat in my face as my blood rose. Jiraad had been a human colony world settled by the Zhen despite a warning from the Tabrans that it belonged to them. When the Zhen government refused a demand to remove the colony, the Tabrans wiped it out. 

			I had been there, commanding the colony’s defenses in orbit. I’d witnessed the destruction of all human life on the planet, the deaths of millions of people. 

			Millions that included my own sister-in-law, who had been working with the colonial administration as part of her job with the colonial authority. 

			My failure to beat the superior Tabran forces had led to her death alongside millions of other humans, to the end of my relationship with my brother and their daughter, and to the end of my military career. I’d spent the next fifteen years on the fringes of the Empire before a message from my brother had brought me back and set me on course to lead a rebellion against the Empire. In all that time, I’d been a wreck, a broken shell of a human, pretending to give no shits about anything. Last year, I’d finally been able to put the ghosts of that experience behind me and begin to move on with my life, but healing is a long process, and I wasn’t completely done yet. 

			“Explain,” I snapped. 

			Katherine said, “They—” 

			“No,” I said, holding up a hand to stop her, and turned to the aliens. “I want you to explain.” 

			The one Katherine had called ‘Sunset’ nodded. As I watched her, I realized a couple of things I hadn’t noticed before. Her eyes glowed faintly, though I noticed, as I listened to her, that they appeared to brighten when emotion flared. Her skin, too, had glowing traceries of light beneath the surface, and like the Hun, her voice was oddly inflected and tinged with something electronic. “Not everything about our origins is known,” she said, “but Jiraad we remember well.”

			The Hun, Rememberer, leaned in. “To explain Jiraad, you must know other things. Jiraad was not our first mistake. In an attempt to end the war between the Zhen Empire and the Tabran Regency, one of us attempted to incarnate with a Zhen:ko survivor. But Keeper of Broken Promises did not understand the will of a Zhen:ko.”

			I held up a hand. “What do you mean, ‘incarnate’?” 

			The human, whom I recognized as Simmons, a crewman I’d known on Earth, spoke up. “That’s what they call the symbiotic joining of a swarm with a biological lifeform,” he said. 

			I nodded and looked to Rememberer.

			“The Zhen:ko was incarnated without permission. She did not volunteer. Somehow, she was able to affect the will of Keeper of Broken Promises. She killed many of our incarnates, and escaped us to return to the Empire, where she now leads.” 

			“You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. “Zornaav is the One, the leader of the entire Empire. And you’re telling me she’s a Tabran? I’ve never heard of her glowing like you do.”

			“The Empire controls the media,” Katherine said. “And you know how they can edit perceptions already.”

			“But this? It’s ridiculous.”

			“It is no joke,” Rememberer said. 

			My mind reeled. It was one thing to know that Zornaav had been leading the Empire closer to war for years now. It was another to know she was – or had been – a Tabran incarnate. But I was still missing part of the story. “Okay. How does that connect to Jiraad?” I asked. 

			“When the Empire chose to settle humans on Jiraad, we knew they were aware of our claim to the planet. We sent a message to the Zhen Empire, requiring them to remove the settlement. We were clear that if the colony was not removed, the refusal would be seen as an act of war, and the colony would be destroyed.”

			“And it didn’t occur to you that the humans had nothing to do with that decision?”

			“We did not then understand the difference between humans and Zhen,” Sunset said. 

			“Bullshit! You used kinetic bombardment. The math necessary to aim those damn things requires specific scans. You expect me to believe you didn’t know we were a different species?” 

			“Tajen,” Katherine said calmly. She placed a hand on my arm, gently pulling my hand away from my gun. I hadn’t even realized I’d reached toward it. “He’s not the enemy.” 

			I glanced at her. “According to whom? Them? You can’t trust them, Katherine. Not any more than we can trust the Zhen.” 

			All three of Rememberer’s eyestalks turned toward me. “I do not blame you for your hostility,” he said. “But I did not mean we could not tell the biological difference. We knew the humans were not the same as the Zhen in physical form, but we did not realize the dynamic within the Empire between the Zhen and your race. And the message we received from the One seemed clear enough.” 

			He gestured with the arm facing me, and a hologram of Zornaav sprang up in the center of the room. Unlike Zhen displays, which used our NeuroNets to simulate display screens, this one was directly projected from an unseen source. I started trying to figure out how it was done, but the One’s face began to speak, and I focused on the voice of my former Empress. “My people on Jiraad are proud to serve, and will be proud to die, for me. But your ‘Regency’ will regret any move made against us. Do not tempt us to go to war with you.”

			“But you did,” I said. 

			“Yes. We had delivered an ultimatum, and the Zhen refused to comply. We had told them what we would do. Having said it, it had to be done.” 

			“It had to be done?” I sputtered. “You had to kill them all?” 

			“It was the will of the Corporate.” Before I could speak, Rememberer raised his arm in a human gesture. “At that time, the membership of the Corporate was entirely composed of non-incarnated nanite swarms. It was thought they could rule better without interference from emotions, acting purely logically.”

			“So it was logical to kill millions.” 

			“Yes,” he said. “Logical. But…in the end, it was not the right thing to do.” 

			I glared at him, and my voice was a study in quiet rage as I asked, “And what brought you to that point of view?” 

			Rememberer’s eyestalks bent toward the floor. After a moment, he flicked them back to me. “When the fighting was over, we sifted through the remains of the Zhen infrastructure on Jiraad. We came upon evidence of the Jiraad government in the weeks before our attack, asking – begging, I believe is the correct word – for the Empire to allow them to leave. We found entries in personal journals, expressing fear and longing for Zhen:da to allow them to return. We found messages sent to Terra, asking for help relocating. We realized we had been blind.”

			I took a moment to get control of my breathing. “Whatever,” I said, turning away from the aliens. “Why are you telling me all this? What do you want?” 

			Sunset spoke up. “We want your help,” she said. 

			“Fuck you,” I snapped, and strode from the room. 

			* * *

			I was halfway to the docking bay when I realized the only ship I could use to leave was the Tabran-made ship that brought me here. And since Midnight, as the ship’s AI called itself, had taken control of our course and brought me against my will by order of its Tabran makers, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to convince it to take me home.

			Well, worth a shot, I told myself, and kept going. I didn’t get far before I heard someone running up behind me. “Tajen!” Katherine called as she came around the corner. “Wait up.” 

			I kept going. “You coming with me?”

			She grabbed my arm and pulled, stopping me. “Tajen, they’re not the enemy.” 

			I spun to face her, jerking my arm out of her grip. “Are you fucking serious? The butchers of Jiraad aren’t the enemy?” 

			“They’re the enemy of the Zhen. They aren’t our enemy.” 

			I felt the heat rising in my face. “You believe their story?” 

			“Why wouldn’t I?” 

			“Because it’s ridiculous, Katherine!” 

			She folded her arms. “Is it? Think about it, Tajen. Think about the Empire before we came along. The Zhen:ko running everything, and under them the Zhen:la. And beneath them the Tchakk and the Tradd, doing whatever the Zhen told them to. The Hun mostly stay huddled on their world – have you ever been there?” 

			“No,” I said.

			“Why not?”

			“You know why as well as I do.” 

			“Tell me anyway,” she said.

			My anger faded as I began to see where she was leading me. “The Hun tried to rebel a few hundred years ago. When the rebellion failed, the Zhen imposed an occupation on them and blockaded their planet. The place is still forbidden to any but Zhen ships.” 

			“Where do the Hun we see in the Fringe Systems come from?”

			I shrugged. “I don’t know. I assume some have escaped the blockade. Others….” I gestured helplessly to the bulkhead. “From out there, somewhere.” 

			“And you never went to the Hun world because….”

			“I told you – it’s blockaded.” 

			She nodded slowly, like a teacher urging me toward an answer. “And we all do what we’re told to do, in the Empire – or we pay the price.” She leaned against the bulkhead. “Look, I remember the visuals from Jiraad. And of course I know how much it eats at you, still. But their explanation…I believe them.” 

			I sat on the deck, my back against the wall. “It’s not that simple, for me.”

			Katherine slid down the wall to sit beside me. “What do you mean?” I pointed to my head and the neural computer nearly everyone in the Empire had. Last year I’d been forced to reboot mine, which had necessitated a very difficult experience facing some old trauma. “When I unlocked my NeuroNet last year, I did it in part by accepting there was nothing I could have done to save Jiraad. The Tabrans won not because I failed, but because they had the superior tech and the superior positioning. But that means I went from blaming myself for those millions of deaths to blaming them. And I can’t let go of that easily.” 

			“Nobody is asking you to,” she said. “They accept the blame, and even your hatred, if you want to give them that. But they do need our help.” 

			“To do what?” 

			It wasn’t Katherine who answered, but Rememberer of Unpleasant Truths, who had walked up to us while we were talking. “To save the Zhen – and your people – from the consequences of our mistake.” 

			“What does that mean, in terms of actual goals?” 

			“We wish to remove Keeper of Broken Promises from Zornaav.” 

			“But to do that, you’d have to get to her. Which means invading the Zhen Empire.” I whistled. “Even with your technological advantage, that would be a monumental task.”

			“Yes.” After a moment, he said, “We have a plan….” He gestured back down the hall, to the conference room. 

			I stared at him a moment, then shook my head. “What the hell,” I said. “You gotta die of something.” I stood, gestured him to go before me, and followed him back in, Katherine right behind me. I looked to the Tabrans and said, “All right, I’m – conditionally – on board. What’s your plan?”

			Sunset After a Storm gestured to me. “You are correct, Captain Hunt, that we cannot simply invade the Empire. We would have to fight our way to Zhen:da, and even with our technological advantage, the cost in lives would be catastrophic. But there is another way.” She waved her hand, and the hologram in the center of the room displayed a Zhen battleship, with information displayed around it. 

			I stepped closer to read the information before making a disgusted noise at myself. “I don’t read Tabran.”

			Sunset gestured to the display, and the information seemed to disintegrate into tiny motes of light that re-coalesced into Zhen words and phrases. “English would have been nice,” I muttered, but Zhen was a reasonable alternative, since, thanks to the Zhen education system, I’d been speaking it longer than I had English. 

			“The Adamant,” I said. “That’s the Zhen ship that abandoned the battle at Shoa’kor.” 

			“Yes,” Simmons said. “According to our monitoring, the Adamant exchanged communications with your fleet before jumping out of the engagement. They have not returned to Zhen:da.” 

			“Well, no, they wouldn’t,” Katherine said. “They fled the battle; they’d be executed as traitors.” 

			“But why did they leave?” I asked. “Do we know?” 

			“They declared themselves no longer interested in supporting the current Zhen government,” Rememberer said. “But we do not know if that means they will help us. That is what we want you to find out.” 

			“And how am I going to do that?” 

			Rememberer changed the display, pulling away from the Adamant to display a chunk of the Empire, adding in vector lines. “The logical endpoint of their jump vector is here,” he said, indicating a place on the startup. “We want you to find them. If they are willing to help us, bring them into our alliance. If they are not, we want you to copy their ship’s database and bring it back to us.”

			I blinked at him a few times. “You want me to go find one Zhen ship in the Uncharted Regions.” 

			“Yes.”

			“The wildest, most lawless part of the Empire, where not even the Zhen manage to hold on to anything.” 

			“Yes.” 

			“The Uncharted Regions.”

			“Yes.” 

			“That’s…that’s going to be difficult.”

			“Yes.”

			I grimaced at him. “Is that all you can say?” 

			He made a complicated gesture with all three arms. “No. But it is the most logical thing to say.” 

			I pointed at the map. “That’s…that’s hundreds of star systems, most of them not even explored by scouts. Half those systems don’t even have names. Not even the Empire knows what’s out there. And that’s not even mentioning the natural hazards.” 

			Simmons spoke up. “Which makes it the perfect place to hide.”

			“But that’s the problem – it’s the perfect place to hide.” I gestured at the display. “The odds of finding one ship in all that – and not getting my own ship cut to pieces by a gravitic anomaly, or ambushed by gods-know-what – are utterly absurd. And that’s setting aside that my little rebellion against the Empire put me at the top of their hit list.” 

			“It is our thinking that, as one exile to another, you are the perfect person to approach them.” 

			“Me. All by myself.” 

			“Yes, you. However, you will have some help.” 

			“Oh?”

			“The ship we created for you is Tabran technology. This will enable you to bypass many of the known dangers of the Uncharted Regions, such as gravitic shears. The jump drive is more efficient than any the Zhen have made, and the ship is well armed and armored. The AI we created for you—”

			“Wait. ‘Created for’ me?” 

			Katherine grinned. “The ship’s AI was designed to fit with your personality,” she said. “They told me about it – they based the AI’s patterns on recorded information and psych profiles of you. Should be a match made in heaven.” 

			“Where did they get the profiles?”

			She turned to look at Simmons, who suddenly looked sheepish. Pieces fell into place, and something clicked in my head. “Ah,” I said. “You were spying for them?” 

			He looked almost, but not quite, offended. “I prefer to think of it as ‘observing,’ but I suppose it could be called ‘spying’ as well. But I never gave them classified information that might interfere with my oath to Earth.”  

			I took a deep breath, wondering if I should be angry. I decided there really wasn’t a point to it, and turned back to Rememberer. “Go on.” 

			“I was going to say the ship’s AI will be able to hack Zhen systems, if you can get it access.” 

			“Right, that’ll do the trick,” I muttered. I tried to think of any reason to avoid this, but the truth is, they were right. We needed to know what was going on with the Adamant, and if they would help us.

			“I’m still not sure I trust you,” I said. “But okay. I’ll do it. I’ll rendezvous with the Shoa’kor fleet, pick up my crew, and—” I stopped when I saw Katherine’s expression. “What?” 

			“We wish you to leave directly from here,” Sunset said. “We believe you – and your people’s ships – will be safer if the Zhen believe they have eliminated you.”

			“They saw me jump out,” I said. “There were fighters right on my tail. Besides, I’ll just jump in, pick up Liam and my crew, and head back out.” 

			Katherine’s face tightened. “Tajen, you can’t. Our information suggests there were Zhen sympathizers on Shoa’kor, reporting to the Zhen – that’s how they knew when to strike. It was a trap.”

			“That makes sense. Their timing was a little too convenient, but I thought we’d just gotten lucky.” 

			Rememberer said, “We have already fooled the Zhen into thinking you eliminated. This will make your job in the Uncharted Regions easier.”

			I thought about it. “I’m sorry, but even with that chance, I can’t let Liam think I’m dead. Especially if there are Zhen spies in the fleet.” 

			Simmons said, “If he knows you’re alive, it will change his thinking, as well as his actions. If the Zhen realize you are alive, they may consider that sufficient reason to intensify their efforts against both the refugee fleet and the Earth, in an effort to draw you out.”

			“I’m not that important,” I said. 

			“Did you not just point out that you are in fact at the top of the Empire’s hit list?” 

			I opened my mouth to argue, then stopped. He was absolutely right; not only had I said it, but it was the truth. As much as I didn’t want to be the Big Man of the Resistance, I very much was. “You really need to stop listening to me, Simmons.” 

			Katherine stepped up to me and put her hands on my shoulders. “Tajen, I know you want to think you’re just a part of the Resistance, but that’s crap and you know it.” 

			I considered her words. I struggled to keep my emotions from my face, my eyes and lips pulling downward. As much as I hated to admit it, they were right. Knowing I was out here would change Liam’s choices, and could put the fleet in greater danger. I nodded. “Okay,” I said. I looked to Katherine. “You coming with me, at least?” 

			“No,” she said, removing her hands from me. “I’ve got my own mission.” 

			I looked askance at the Tabrans and then back to her. “What impossible thing are you doing?” 

			“Short version? I’m headed into Marauder space.”

			I blinked at her for several seconds. “You’re insane.”

			A slow smile spread across her face. “Probably,” she said. “But I can handle it.”

			“Psh. Of course you can.” I took a moment to reflect on the craziness that had become my life. “Okay, let’s talk about this plan of yours.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Liam

			I was going to kill Tajen Hunt. 

			Yes, he was my husband. Yes, I loved him. But I was going to kill him. Because in the middle of a battle, while I was trapped in my turret, he left our disabled ship on his own to rescue allies on Shoa’kor Station. He didn’t wait for me to get free so I could go with him, and he didn’t take anyone with him. He went alone, into an unknown situation, all fire and snark and oh-so-handsome derring-do.

			I was going to kill him. But later. 

			First, I had to get our ship, the Something Cool, to the Kelvaki ship Drokkha Nakar without slamming her into the deck. It wasn’t easy; we’d been hit bad in the battle and lost all systems. Kiri, my niece by marriage, had gotten us back up, but the jump drive was toast – if we didn’t get aboard the Kelvaki ship, we’d be stuck in Shoa’kor with a lot of pissed-off Zhen.

			I dodged some floating debris and then sucked in my breath when a comms signal intruded on my awareness. “Liam?” came my husband’s voice. 

			My heart broke. He sounded like he was on the edge of collapse, as if he’d been fighting for days in a running battle. He sounded broken. “I’m here, Tajen. We got the ship back up. Where are you?” 

			“Docking bay…time to say goodbye, my love.” 

			A shiver ran down my back as I heard the defeat in his voice. “What are you talking about?” 

			“The ship I was going to use is destroyed.” He paused for breath. “I took the Zhen out, but the Zhen:ko bastard poisoned me. It’s making it hard for me to move. I think I’m done here.” 

			“Tajen, don’t you dare give up!” I searched the plot, located Shoa’kor. “What docking bay? We’ll find you.” 

			“Can’t tell. I love you, Liam.” 

			I was suddenly angry. Angry at him for giving up – and for leaving me behind when he went to the station. No way was my husband quitting. I put all the steel of a Zhen drill sergeant into my voice. “Don’t you do this, Tajen. Get on your feet, soldier!” 

			“Can’t. Legs’re numb. Kinda gettin’ hard to talk.” 

			A new voice came over the comms. “I’ve got his signal, and a ship in better shape,” came a female voice. “I’ll pick him up.”

			I switched to that channel. “Who is this?” 

			“Does it matter? I’m not with the Zhen. Tell him to get on the ship. I’ve got a med-bay standing by.”

			I switched back to Tajen. “Tajen, don’t give up. There’s help coming. Get on that ship, my love!” 

			There was no reply, but a few minutes later, the unknown pilot came back on the comms. “I have him,” she said. “We’ll meet you at jump Alpha.” 

			With difficulty, I turned back toward the Drokkha Nakar and continued to head for that refuge, my heart hammering in my chest. Kiri somehow managed to keep her mind on her job, but I nearly slammed us into another piece of dead ship. The collision alert warning finally got through to me and I managed to only scrape part of the ship against it, but the screaming metal of that scrape brought me back to my job. 

			The fight was still going on. I needed to get us to the Kelvaki carrier and convince them to get me a new ship. I was just starting to formulate my argument when the antigrav generator crapped out and the Something Cool slammed to the deck. 

			“Ouch,” Kiri called from behind me, at the engineering station. “Sorry, I couldn’t keep it stable.” 

			“We’re landed,” I said. “And any landing that doesn’t kill you is a good one.” 

			“Not sure Tajen will agree when he sees this ship.” 

			I unstrapped and extricated myself from the pilot’s chair. “Can’t disagree. Her name doesn’t really work anymore. Maybe we should change it to Something That Used to Be Cool.” 

			She smiled at me as she unstrapped, the expression looking odd on her grease-stained face. I activated my comms implant. “Everyone, off the ship,” I called. 

			Kiri and I made our way through the ship to the exit hatch, where we met Zekan, a Zhen defector who had joined us recently. He was standing, arms raised in the universal gesture of surrender, with a squad of Kelvaki guards holding him at gunpoint. “Whoah whoah whoah,” I called, placing myself in front of him. “He’s a friendly!” The guards didn’t even seem to hear me, but as Injala stepped from the ship and gestured to them, the guns lowered. “This Zhen:la is under my personal protection,” she said, loud enough that the Kelvaki working – and gawking – nearby could hear. “He is an ally to the humans, and at least for now, to the Kelvaki.” She lowered her voice to normal levels. “Though he is to be kept away from restricted areas,” she said. “My apologies, Zekan.” 

			Zekan lowered his arms. “No apologies necessary. I would do the same, were our positions reversed.” 

			Injala inclined her head. “I must report to the ship’s captain,” she said. She gestured to the commander of the guards. “Please escort my companions to the diplomatic lounge.” 

			“At your command, Kaar Injala.” 

			“Wait,” I said. “Injala, it’s still bad out there. I need to help.” 

			She held her hand up in a warding gesture. “I understand, Liam. But right now there is little we can do. I will report to the captain and explain the situation. There are…forms to be obeyed. But I will return, and we will find your husband. Trust me, yes?” 

			I nodded. What else could I do? She turned and left us, moving quickly out of the bay. The rest of us were led to a nicely appointed room not too far from the docking bay. The guard captain showed us how to access the refreshments, then let us know there would be guards outside ‘for our convenience’ before leaving us alone. 

			When the door shut, Kiri said, “We should assume we’re being watched and listened to.” 

			“Well, yeah,” I said. “But it’s not like we’ve got anything to hide from the Kelvaki. We’re not their enemies, Kiri.” 

			“Okay, good point,” she said. “Sorry. I’ve been working under operational security mode for a while now. Hard to let go.” 

			“I understand,” I said, taking a seat. “But Injala’s right, there isn’t much we can do right now.” 

			“Should we not be helping the Kelvaki bring more of your ships aboard?” Zekan asked. 

			“We probably would be, Zekan, if it was just Kiri and me. But the Kelvaki aren’t going to trust you just yet. I suspect Injala asked for all of us to be brought here as a safeguard for you – otherwise she might have been required to put you in the brig for now.” 

			“I see,” he rumbled. “Then I shall endeavor not to, what is the human expression? ‘Overturn the boat’?” 

			“Close enough,” I said with a grin. “Now. As fraught as things still are out there, let’s sit and catch our breath. You never know when we might have to start running at full speed again.” 

			Kiri seemed to shake herself. “Liam, how can you be so calm? Tajen is—”

			“I know,” I said with a transparently false cheerfulness. “But if I don’t pretend things are okay, I’m going to fixate on how my husband is out there on his own, and I’m nowhere close enough to help, and then I’m going to lose my damn mind. So let me pretend, hm?” 

			“Understood,” she said, sitting down beside me. 

			I put my arm over her shoulder and she tucked herself into me. “Have faith. He’s going to be okay.” Even I couldn’t be sure whom I was trying to convince. 

			“Faith in what?” 

			I thought a moment. “Tajen’s stubbornness.” 

			She snorted despite her nervousness. “That’ll work.”

			I tried to follow my own advice, I really did. But I was practically vibrating with my need to get back out there. My knee wouldn’t stop jumping. I saw Kiri notice it, smirk at it, and decide to say nothing.

			Nearly a half hour later, Injala returned. I jumped up the moment she was in the room, ignoring Kiri’s yelp as her support left her. “Can we get a ship and get back out there?” 

			She held up a hand. “There is no need, the battle is all but over. What we need right now is help getting your people – those in ships without jump capability, as well as those we are evacuating from Shoa’kor – aboard. There are more than we expected.” 

			“Let’s go,” I said. 

			As we walked down the corridor back toward the docking bay, Kiri stayed glued to my side. “What about Tajen?” 

			I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “He can take care of himself,” I said. “Provided the ship made it through the battle.” 

			Injala said over her shoulder, “The ship made it. Tajen jumped out a few moments ago.” 

			“Whoever that was who picked him up said they’d meet us at jump Alpha. We’ll see him soon,” I said. 

			The docking bay we’d landed in was small, and it had been busy but not overly so. This one was huge, and it was unbridled chaos. Kelvaki crew hustled back and forth, landing ships and getting them unloaded, then clearing the ships out of the way so the next could land. Kelvaki and human shuttles were coming in, dropping their passengers, and then heading back to pick up more. 

			I didn’t wait for instructions; I could see a Kelvaki officer having trouble communicating with a group of humans. I jogged over to them. “I’ve got this,” I said in Kelvaki. “Where should I take them?” 

			The Kelvaki flicked a claw at me, sending me a guidance program. “Lakala barracks. Human food and water there already.” 

			“Thank you.” I took the humans to the dorm, got them situated, and went back for a new group. As I arrived back in the docking bay, something exploded, a wave of pressure slamming me to the deck. I slowly got back to my feet and looked for the source of the blast. A human shuttle was burning; one of the engine pods was on fire. I looked around wildly and grabbed a fire extinguisher, then ran toward the shuttle. Skidding to a stop fifteen feet from the fire, I realized I didn’t know how to activate the device. “Shit!” I said, hefting the canister to read the Kelvaki text. “Fuck, I’m an idiot,” I muttered to myself, and triggered the extinguisher, pointing it at the flames. 

			As the fire-retardant foam hit the flames, they shrank but did not go out. A Kelvaki came up to me and joined with his own extinguisher as others continued to get passengers off the shuttle, some of them on stretchers. 

			“Fall back!” a Kelvaki voice behind me shouted. I glanced at the shuttle and realized there were no more passengers coming off. I backed up, a heavily muscled and clawed hand on my shoulder guiding me as I continued to spray the foam. My extinguisher ran out. I held on to it; one of the first rules of working on a ship is you don’t just toss things away that might come back to hurt you later. Another Kelvaki came up and took it from me. “Hold here,” the Kelvaki guiding me said. “They’re going to push that shuttle out.” 

			“Push it out?” 

			“It’s blocking the bay,” he said. “We have too many ships incoming to leave it there.” 

			“Won’t it just block the entrance from space?” 

			He gestured to the bay’s entrance. “Watch.” 

			A large ship-tractor, usually used to move unpowered ships in and out of deep storage, rolled up to the shuttle and pushed it out of the bay. Once it was floating in space, a small swarm of drones flew down from racks in the ceiling, attached themselves to the shuttle, and simultaneously fired their small engines, shoving the wreck ‘down’ relative to our reference. Almost as soon as it was out of the way, more shuttles flew in, landed, and began discharging humans from Shoa’kor. The drones returned a moment later and slotted themselves back into their ceiling perches.

			Kiri and I leaped into action. One of the first men off the shuttle was pouring blood from a head wound. I pulled him aside into a workshop alcove and got him to sit while I checked the wound. “Medic!” I yelled.

			A passing Kelvaki crewman thrust a human medkit to me. “No medics to spare,” he said. “All engaged.” 

			Opening the medkit, I said to my patient, “Hey, don’t worry. I’m not a professional, but I’ve been trained in battlefield first aid. You’re gonna be fine.” I used some wipes to clean the wound. “This actually isn’t too bad.” I picked up a can of nanite-based healing foam. “This’ll stop the bleeding, clean the wound, and seal it up. You won’t even have a scar.” Once I’d sealed it all up, I patted him on the shoulder and handed him over to a Kelvaki crewman. I turned back toward the bay and found I had a line of injured people waiting for me. “Okay then.” I waved the first one forward. “Hi! I’m Liam, and I’ll be your first aid provider today.” The woman started to chuckle, but winced in pain, holding her left arm in place with her right. “Oh, shit,” I said. “I”m sorry, you’re hurt and I’m trying to be funny. Here, sit.” 

			When I was done helping her, I moved to the next, and so on. I don’t know how long it took, but it seemed like hours. When it was over, I had nine completely used-up medkits stacked beside me, a sore back, and a weary soul. I took in a deep breath, held it, and released it slowly. I didn’t sit so much as collapse onto a convenient crate. “By the Nine,” I said to nobody in particular. “That was hard.”

			“One should be careful invoking the Nine,” Injala said, as she entered the alcove and sat beside me. “They do not always react kindly to those who speak of them.”

			“It’s fine,” I said. “I’m not even sure they exist.” The Nine were a quasi-religious figure in the Kelvaki culture. Not gods, per se, but beings who ascended somehow to godlike power and now helped guide the universe. Originally they’d been thought to all be Kelvaki, but as the culture met new beings, the belief began to shift, and now most people thought the Nine were a mix of species – if they thought of them at all. Me, I considered them to be a neat idea, but not much more. 

			Her ears quivered to signal her amusement. “I hear that a lot these days,” she said. “It doesn’t matter. If you are ready to move, I can take you to your quarters. You will need sleep for what comes next.” 

			“When do we jump?” 

			“About a minute ago.” 

			I blinked. “Really? I totally missed the transition.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I get a little bit nauseous every time a ship I’m on jumps into or out of slipspace. Tajen—” At mention of my husband, I got a lump in my throat and swallowed it before continuing. “He doesn’t believe me.” 

			“Some Kelvaki experience this. Not many, but some.”

			“Really? I’d never heard that.” 

			She tilted her head. “The power of machismo often crosses racial boundaries.” 

			I laughed as I remembered the Kelvaki council member Aljek. “Yeah. So, what will I need sleep for, exactly?”

			“This task force is without leaders. When we reach jump point Alpha, you and Tajen will need to take charge of the fleet.”

			“What about the commander of this ship?” 

			“Captain Tanarakh commands the Kelvaki ships in the fleet. But he cannot be seen to be in command of the fleet as a whole. This must be a human-led force. Tanarakh intends to transfer you and your team to the human flagship as soon as we reach Alpha. Tajen can meet you there, and the two of you will be in charge.” 

			“We have a human flagship?”

			“A Kelvaki-built warship – we have modified the consoles for human use. We will keep Kelvaki crew on board until your own is fully trained, but the ship must become human. Kiri is looking for humans in the fleet who have the relevant experience to shorten the learning curve.” Her ears quivering, she said, “You get to name it.” 

			“Oh joy,” I said. 

			“Think carefully,” she said. “It will be an important ship.” 

			“Oh, don’t go there,” I said. “Just…let me deal with all that later. Right now I need sleep.” 

			“Of course,” she said, helping me to my feet. “Come on. It’s just down the hall.” 

			* * *

			We exited slipspace at jump point Alpha two days later. Not everyone was there, but that was to be expected – no two ships travel through slipspace exactly the same, including the amount of time a jump takes. The rest of the ships would arrive soon.

			I transferred to the human ship along with my team and Injala, who would help me train the human crew. Most of them were already trained but they came from various ships and most didn’t have military experience; none of them were used to working together. It would be our job to forge them from a collection of half-trained space-monkeys into a team capable of working together in high-stress situations. 

			I was mildly irritated to find Tajen hadn’t arrived yet; he’d never given me the full list of rendezvous points he’d planned, on the theory that nobody should get those until we needed them. Until he arrived, I was working at least partly in the dark. “What the hell am I doing here?” I asked myself, leaning on a viewport, looking out at open space and the fleet of ships that had fled Shoa’kor. 

			“Leading,” a man said from behind me. “And, so far, you’re blowing it.”

			I turned. Jeremy Quince was standing in the doorway to the observation lounge. He’d been the station administrator at Shoa’kor for the last few years, and a pain in Tajen’s ass for years before that. He wasn’t really a bad guy, just a moderately good guy with an abrasive attitude and a total lack of fucks given about what people thought of him. 

			I liked him.

			He was leaning on a cane, one of his legs wrapped in a nanite cast and nanite bandages wrapped around his head. What skin I could see was heavily bruised. “Quince,” I said. “You look like shit.” 

			He eased himself into a seat, wincing in pain. “Yeah, well, I got shot to shit by the Zhen. Even nano-meds take time. They say I’ll be better in a few days, but….” He paused to cough, the hacking doubling him over. He sighed as he pulled himself back up. “I’m not sure I believe them.” 

			I leaned back against the viewport. “So, I’m blowing it?”

			“A bit, yeah.” 

			“Would you like the job?” 

			“Sure,” he said. “But we both know I’d be terrible at it.” 

			“I’d still rather it was someone else’s job,” I said. 

			“Alas, it’s yours, and you’re stuck with it. But.…” He grinned, then the grin became a cough. “…as your husband recently reminded me, I have skills that can help.” 

			“You do at that. I—”

			I was interrupted by Kiri entering the lounge at speed. “Liam, we’ve got a problem,” she said by way of greeting.

			“What is it this time?” I asked. 

			“We’ve got seven ships with failed jump drives.”

			“You’re kidding.” 

			“Wish I was. Four of them can’t be fixed, but they’re smaller ships, so we can move their passengers and crews to other ships easily. Two of them can be repaired with parts they have. The last one, the Liquid Asset, jumped before their drive was ready. They just arrived, and their drive practically exploded. I already checked; nobody in the fleet has the parts to repair it.”

			“Shit.” 

			“It gets worse. The Liquid Asset is big, and it’s got a lot of people on board.” 

			“How many?” 

			“Twenty thousand.”

			“Shit.” I thought a moment, then said, “Can we move them to other ships?” 

			“Yes. But we have two options: do it fast, or do it right. If we do it fast, we’ll end up with some overcrowded ships and have to adjust later. It’ll take time to do it without causing problems.” 

			Quince raised a hand. “I can handle that,” he said. “Seems like a pretty simple logistical problem.”

			Kiri looked at him, then to me. I nodded. “That’s Quince’s problem now.” 

			“Got it,” she said. 

			“Anything else?” 

			“Not right now,” she said. “I’m sure something’ll come up.” 

			“I’ll be waiting when it does,” I said. She left, and I turned to Quince. “So. How am I blowing it?” 

			He grinned. “I think you might have it figured out already,” he said. “Stop trying to do everything yourself. You’re the boss, but let the rest of us do what we’re best at. You do what you’re best at.” 

			“And what’s that?” 

			“The thing I’m not best at. Get along with people. Hold us together, make the hard calls, and then get out of our way so we can do what we need to.” 

			“I’m only in charge until Tajen gets here to take command,” I said. “I’m not looking to do this full-time.” 

			He waited a beat before answering. “We’ll see how that works out,” he said. “But for now, I’d better get on resettling those civilians.” He levered himself out of the chair and headed for the door. As he passed through, he said over his shoulder, “You’re not Tajen. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Your husband is a good man – but you’re much more flexible in your thinking. You’re going to need that to keep this fleet together.” 

			Alone again, I thought about what he’d said. He was right, in a way. Tajen wasn’t unable to change, but he was a bit – maybe more than a bit – black-and-white in his thinking. You were either a friend, or an enemy; good, or bad. People could change, but once Tajen had an opinion about someone, it was bloody hard to change it. He was a good pilot; one of the best I’d ever seen. Give him an objective and there was nobody better at getting it done, usually with a smart-ass remark along the way. But he wasn’t good at setting policy. He always said that once the war was over, he intended to retire and let the politicians take it from there. 

			The way things had been going, I found myself really hoping he’d have the chance. 

			* * *

			Three days later, I stood on the bridge of the newly christened Earth warship Litvyak, tapping my hand on the console in front of me, waiting. Beside me, Injala stood, quiet. In my peripheral vision I could see her watching me. “I know,” I said. “He’s coming.” 

			Her voice gentle, she said, “He should have been here days ago.” 

			“Maybe he got delayed by something.” 

			“Liam, your husband is one of the best pilots I’ve ever seen. If he is this late, he’s not coming.”

			For just a second, I held my breath. I told myself to start breathing again, forcing slow, steady breaths. “He’s coming.” 

			She began to speak, but was interrupted by the sensors officer. “Jump signature, one ship!”

			“Who is it?” the captain asked. 

			“It’s our scout ship, Captain. He’s hailing us.” 

			“Put him through.” 

			The pilot’s voice came over the bridge speakers. “Litvyak, this is scout vessel Lovat reporting in. We found Captain Hunt’s ship. It looks like he jumped out of Shoa’kor on a short jump, sir.”

			Short jumps were a favored tactic of Tajen’s whenever he couldn’t get a proper line on his preferred destination. He’d line up a quick jump, just to give him breathing room, then realign and jump when he shook the pursuit. 

			Something in the Lovat commander’s phrasing percolated through to me, and I felt sick. I leaned on the console for support. “Is Captain Hunt all right?” 

			There were a few seconds of silence. Then, “No, sir. The ship…it was in pieces, sir. We identified it from a still-functioning transponder, but there wasn’t much left. It looks like the Zhen caught up to him, sir.” 

			I tried to keep my voice steady as I asked, “Did he eject?” 

			The scout commander’s voice was quiet. “No, sir. The escape pod was in the wreckage. It had no integrity. There was no sign of Captain Hunt.” 

			My fist slammed into the console before I knew I was going to do it. A long string of curses followed, in English, Zhen, and Kelvaki. When it was over, I was breathing hard and leaning heavily on the console in front of me. I took several cleansing breaths before straightening up and turning to the Litvyak’s captain. 

			“Who’s in charge of the fleet?”

			She was about to answer when Injala spoke. “You are.” 

			“She’s right, sir,” the captain said. “Tajen left word that in his or Katherine’s absence, you were in charge.” 

			“Well, that was stupid of him.” 

			“Do not do that,” Injala said. “He trusted you to lead. So lead.” 

			I tried to find a way to offload this responsibility. But I couldn’t. She was right – Tajen had trusted me. I couldn’t let that be proven wrong; at least, not on purpose. 

			“Ah, crap,” I said. “Captain Zhang.” 

			“Yes, sir?” 

			“Signal the fleet to plot a jump to rendezvous point Beta. Send the Drokkha Nakar with a fighter group ahead to protect them. We’ll remain to hold the rear. I’ll be back by then. For now, the bridge is yours.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			I made my way back to my quarters and sagged down onto the bed. I felt wrong, and I couldn’t figure out why. My husband was dead; I should be crying, at least. Raging, at worst. But other than my expletive-laden anger when I first heard, I was completely numb, and not sure why. 

			So I just sat and stared into space, wishing I could feel something. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Katherine

			I turned to look out the cockpit window at Tajen’s ship. Activating my comms, I said, “Good luck.” 

			Tajen’s voice came back over the channel. “Well, now you’ve fucked me,” he said. “It was going to be easy. Now it’s just gonna be a complete shitshow.” 

			“Consider it a service,” I said. “You’d be bored if everything went to plan.” 

			“You’ve got me right,” he said. His voice became serious as he added, “Good luck to you too. I’ll see you—”

			“—when I see you,” I said, finishing the old spacer’s farewell, and cut the link. I turned my attention back to my controls and pulled the ship onto the trajectory for Marauder space. 

			The Marauders were a loose conglomeration of raiders operating out of a region of space that was well outside Imperial control. They’d been around for centuries, preying on ships of the Empire, the Kelvaki, and probably even the Tabrans. Nobody knew much about them; ships had been sent into Marauder space, but few returned, and most spoke of barbaric behavior. There was some trade on the edges of their space between their raider clans and less-than-reputable traders, but mostly they survived by piracy. 

			As Rememberer had explained it, back when the original Tabrans had wiped themselves out in the biggest ‘oops’ in history, the nanite swarms had used Tabran technology to leave the homeworld and reach the colonies; their programming led them to annihilate the Tabrans with ruthless efficiency. This led to chaos throughout the Tabran Regency. Some outposts were left entirely abandoned, and the Marauders took a few of them for their own. 

			One installation was the last known location of a control mechanism able to manipulate and even destroy Tabran nanites. In the aftermath of the Outbreak, the nanite swarms had deliberately destroyed and purged from Tabran computer systems all record of the device’s workings, an act of desperate self-preservation as the biological Tabrans had tried to destroy them. The installation had been taken over by the Marauders, and had been in their hands for centuries. 

			My mission was to find that device in Marauder space and retrieve it, along with any other lost Tabran science or machinery. The hope was it was still functional; if not, the Tabrans were fairly sure they could reverse engineer it more quickly than they could create the tech from scratch. 

			“One thing I don’t get,” I said to Simmons. “They know how they work, right? The Tabrans, I mean – they know how their own nanites work.” 

			“Of course.” 

			“Then why can’t they recreate the technology without the device?” 

			He pursed his lips. “Rememberer did not tell you everything,” he said. “The original nanite swarms didn’t just delete the reference material for the control mechanism; they also rewrote their own code to make any research into that sort of control impossible. That they are even willing to entertain using this device against the Zhen shows how desperate they are.” 

			“But…why? Tabran tech is light-years beyond the Zhen.” 

			“In some ways, yes. Their FTL systems are better, their communications tech is much more refined, and they have better weapons. But in other ways, there is parity between them. And the Tabrans as they are now do not innovate. Eventually, the Zhen will catch up, and they’re afraid that if that happens before they fix their mistakes, it will be catastrophic for the galaxy.” 
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