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			Chapter One

			Tajen Hunt

			I stood in front of a huge window overlooking Earth and fingered my collar. Kiri slapped my hand. “You’re going to mess it up after all my hard work.”

			“It itches.” 

			“It’s cut almost exactly like the uniform you wore for more than a decade.”

			“I hated how that felt, too.”

			She tried not to laugh, but her smile gave her amusement away. “It’ll be over in a bit. Liam’s on his way.” She gave Katherine Lawson, my second-in-command of Earth’s space forces, a long-suffering look. Katherine said nothing out loud, but her expression made it clear she got my niece’s point, and agreed. 

			My partner, Liam Kincaid, entered a few moments later, skidding to a halt just outside the room. He composed himself before entering the observation lounge. A small group of friends stood in loose ranks, which parted to let Liam through. His suit was as elegant and uncomfortable-looking as mine; Ben Denali stopped him halfway through the crowd, reaching to adjust the suit. After a few seconds of shifting and tugging at the jacket, Ben flicked Liam’s hair back into place, gave him a once over, then nodded decisively and pushed Liam toward the front of the room.

			“Sorry,” Liam said. “Had a little training accident to deal with.”

			“Everyone all right?”

			“Yeah, everyone’s fine,” he replied. “But I had to give my team The Talk. It took a while.” 

			“The Talk” was what everyone called Liam’s patented “This is why you listen to me, morons!” lecture. He’d given it enough times in the year since we took Earth back from the Zhen and began training our defense force volunteers that it was nearly a rote speech. It was also entertaining enough that an audience inevitably formed as he was giving it. I looked him in the eye and raised an eyebrow at him. “You sure you didn’t embellish it a bit for the audience and lose track of time?” 

			“Of course not!” he said in an aggrieved tone. Then, after a beat: “Maybe a little.”

			“Well, you’re here now,” I said, offering him my arm. “Shall we?”

			He linked his arm with mine, and we turned to Katherine. She smiled and looked around the room. “We who stand here today have been witness to several ‘firsts.’ We are the first humans to see Earth in over a thousand years. We are the first humans to break free of the Zhen Empire and declare ourselves free of their treachery. And now, we in this room are witnesses to the first marriage ceremony since we founded our colony.”

			She took a breath, looking down at the book in her hand, and said, “When Tajen and Liam first met, it was an instant connection. They got along so well, and so immediately, that it took the rest of us by surprise. And their attraction was obvious to us all, too. So much so that the rest of us had a betting pool going for how long it would take.”

			“I won,” Ben drawled, drawing a laugh from the audience. 

			“Indeed he did,” Katherine said, her sour tone cueing even more laughter. She waited for it to die down, then said, “Liam and Tajen have written their own vows, which they will give now.” 

			We turned to face each other. We’d agreed Liam would go first. “Tajen, I was no saint before we met. But the moment you first spoke to me, I knew that I was going to spend my life mooning after you. Do you remember your first words to me?” 

			“No,” I lied. 

			“‘Who the hell are you and what are you doing to my ship?’” he quoted, getting another laugh. “I was smitten. You cannot imagine how relieved I was to see my affections weren’t one-sided.” He paused and smiled. “I pledge myself to you, and to our family, blood and chosen both. From you I will hold nothing back, and give wholly of myself. I am yours, for now and always.”

			“Liam, I first saw you half buried in my ship’s electronics bay, with only your legs sticking out. And even then I knew you’d be trouble. I tried not to fall for you, but… it was impossible. We live a dangerous life, but I want to spend as much time with you as I can, for as long as we’ve got in this universe. I am yours, for now and always.” 

			We placed our hands over each other’s hearts. Katherine said, “Liam Kincaid, do you take this man as your husband, to love in all ways, for as long as you can?”

			“I do.”

			“Tajen Hunt, do you take this man as your husband, to love in all ways, for as long as you can?” 

			“I do,” I said, unsure whether I was going to cry or grin like an idiot. 

			“Then by the power placed in me by the Provisional Government of Earth, I now pronounce you married.”

			Before the words were finished, Liam and I were leaning in to kiss. We were just about to complete the act when the sudden blare of the Earth Orbital Station’s alert klaxon pummeled my ears. My comms implant sounded, a panicked voice filling my head. “Captain Hunt, this is command. We’re reading seven ships coming out of slipspace.”

			I was running for the tower before he was finished speaking, Katherine and Liam on my heels. I took the stairs two at a time, stumbling into command. The officer on watch, Kaz Simmons, welcomed me with a salute. I’d tried to put a stop to that, but nobody would listen to me. I ignored the salute until I realized he wasn’t going to stop until I returned it. I sketched a quick salute and snapped, “Report!”

			Simmons answered in the precise speech that I’d grown accustomed to from him. “Seven ships, all of Zhen manufacture. They came out of slipspace, then used chain drive to get to the inner system. They’re waiting just outside lunar orbit, as I instructed them to.”

			“Who are they?”

			“They claim to be refugees. Lead ship is called the Stellar Wind, registered to the Faded Sky Shipping Cartel. The captain is Liz Orozco.” He cleared his throat. “She is refusing inspection, and she is asking to speak to you directly, sir.”

			I motioned him to put it on the screen and stepped into the comms’ visual pickup. “Earth command to vessel Stellar Wind. As you’ve been informed, all ships coming to Earth are required to submit to inspection. I’m told you don’t want to. Explain yourself.”

			The woman who appeared before me was in late middle age. She looked almost embarrassed when she recognized me. “Captain Hunt, it’s not that we refuse inspection. As I’ve tried to explain to the young man, we’re carrying some…well, something that could get us in trouble. We wanted to explain to someone in charge what we’ve got aboard before you scanned us. Tempers flare, and that could be a disaster, you see.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “And what is it you’re carrying?”

			“Weapons, Captain.”

			“What kind?”

			“Mostly ground – about a hundred Zhen pulse rifles, some smaller sidearms. But we’ve also got fifteen starfighter-class pulse guns, ready for mounting, and a few crates of explosives. It’s all yours.”

			“And you’re asking…?”

			She grinned. “Nothing, sir. But I suspect you’ll need ’em. I had ’em sitting in my – well, my employer’s – warehouse. Thought you could put ’em to better use here than he could.”

			“We could indeed, Captain Orozco.”

			She looked embarrassed. “Please, call me Liz. I’m not a captain. I stole this ship and will be turning it, too, over to your colony.”

			“It’s not my colony. Liz, I’m grateful for what you’ve brought us, but I’m going to have to ask you to stand down and submit to inspection. Nobody gets—” I was cut off by a new alarm blaring across the command deck. “What the hell?”

			In the battle tank, one of the ships in the Stellar Wind’s formation was accelerating toward the station. “What the hell is this?” I snapped at the screen.

			Orozco blanched. “I don’t know!” She pointed to someone outside the field of view. “Get him on comms!” she shouted. “Deveraux, what the hell are you doing?”

			I couldn’t hear the reply, but Orozco’s eyes widened, and she drew a finger across her throat, then turned back to the pickup. “Captain Hunt, he’s lost his mind, says he’s here to—”

			I cut the feed and turned to the defense officer. “Fire on that ship!” He relayed the order, and the station gunners, as well as the system patrol ships that had responded, focused fire on the vessel. I could see, though, that as powerful as our guns were, they weren’t going to be enough. The freighter was too big, and our ships were too few. 

			“Sir! Another ship on the move!” the sensor officer called.

			I looked up at the holotank and cursed. “Get Orozco back!” I roared. The comms officer signaled me, and Orozco appeared before me again. “What the hell is going on?”

			She waved her hands in a warding gesture. “I don’t know!” she said. 

			I started to give the order to fire on that ship too, but stopped when I realized what was happening. The second ship was on an intercept vector with the first. As the two connected, the smaller ship crumpled. Her drives blew, and the small ship was gone. 

			I looked at the plot and realized the freighter had been knocked off course; it wouldn’t hit the station – but it was headed right for one of the arms of our shipyard. I turned to the comms officer. “Signal the shipyard and tell them to evacuate.”

			“Will they have time?” Katherine asked. 

			I didn’t look at her as I replied, “Not all of them.”

			We watched in sick horror as the freighter slammed into the shipyard. Moments after impact, the freighter’s drives blew, and the resulting star vaporized half the dock and numerous ships. “Brace for impact,” the comms officer called, and we all grabbed for supports.

			When the shaking was over, I looked to the watch officer. He scanned his boards and said, “No casualties on the station, sir. But the shipyard….” He gestured at the screen.

			Now was not the time to berate a civilian-trained crew member on military protocol. I walked over to look at the screen.

			We’d lost over half the shipyard, and what was left was in pretty bad shape. Barely any of our docked ships had managed to detach and get away in time. The loss in lives was devastating. I cleared my throat and spoke softly to him. “Get a list of the dead. The council meets in an hour. I want a detailed status report by then.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			I turned to comms. “Get Orozco back on screen.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			I looked back to the screen, which was showing Orozco once more. Her face was pale, her breathing shallow.

			“What the hell happened?” I said.

			“Captain Hunt, I’m sorry,” she said. “Deveraux…he had told us he was one of us. But when he tried to ram your station, he broadcast a denunciation. He said that we – and you – are criminals, making things worse for people back on Zhen and Terra.”

			I blinked, not knowing what to say. I’d known there were human elements that didn’t approve of what we’d done, taking the Earth from the Empire and declaring it our own. Despite finding out the Zhen had wiped out Earth civilization and then lied to us about it for eight hundred years, despite the Zhen treating us like second-class citizens, despite everything they had done, many humans still thought of the Zhen as the good guys. After all, they had found our drifting, nearly dead colony ship. They had saved our people, given us a home. It didn’t seem to matter that that had happened centuries after they’d already destroyed our homeworld while we’d been drifting through space. The Zhen Imperial news sources had taken advantage of this divide; there were commentaries all over the slipnet about us, making us out to be villains and cutthroats who had turned against the ‘benevolent’ Empire. Far more humans and Zhen than I had ever thought possible just fell for that nonsense without a second thought. 

			“The second ship?” I asked. 

			“The Avo Grande, captained by Mel Kramer. She sent a message just before impact. All it said was, ‘At least I saw it. This way, my death means something.’” She paused, clearly emotional. “She was a Dreamer, Captain. The day your message was broadcast, she called me. It was she who convinced me to come.” She paused to get a grip on herself. “She was dying, you see. She wanted to die on Earth.” 

			I nodded. “How many were on her ship?”

			She attempted to smile but faltered. “That’s the one piece of good news. She didn’t have any. Her ship was a scout-ship she’d bought secondhand. She didn’t have space for a crew. She’d planned to volunteer it for your defense fleet.”

			“What about Deveraux’s ship?”

			Orozco looked down, troubled. “Well…there we weren’t so lucky. The Harbinger had a crew of five, and six passengers. But he had all the weapons in his cargo.”

			“I don’t care about the weapons,” I said. “Tell me there were no kids on board.”

			“No, none.”

			I let out the breath I hadn’t intended to hold. “Well, that’s something.” I looked to Katherine. We’d been working together long enough now that we didn’t really need to speak. She nodded, and I turned back to Orozco. “Given what’s happened, I’m almost sorry to say it, but we still need to complete the inspection.”

			She nodded. “I understand, sir.”

			“When that’s done, though, assuming – as I do – that nothing untoward is found, you and your fleet are home. Welcome to Earth.”

			“Thank you.” 

			As her visual faded from my view, I turned to my chief of security. “Be thorough – don’t cut any corners – but try to be respectful to them. They’ve just lost people.” I glanced back at the wreckage of the shipyard. “As have we,” I added.

			“I think we can handle the job, sir.” She saluted and left the control room.

			I led Liam into the hall, then sighed as my NeuroNet displayed a priority message. I turned to Liam. “So much for the celebration,” I said. “Diana’s called an emergency meeting. I’ll catch up with you at home?”

			“Of course,” he said. “I might as well go out on that exploration survey I was putting off.” He leaned in and kissed me, his lips tender. 

			I breathed in his scent as we separated. “Bad timing,” I muttered. 

			“Seems like that’s a way of life around here,” he said. 

			* * * 

			The new Earth Council gathered in the colony administration center’s conference room an hour later, mugs of steaming tea in our hands. Since we’d defeated the Zhen force that had tried to pry us off the reclaimed Earth a year ago, we’d been rebuilding the civilization they’d destroyed over a thousand years before. Many humans had left Zhen and Terra, the human colony world in the Zhen Empire, and taken up residence on our ancestral homeworld. 

			It was still a rough world, with a lot to be rediscovered, but it was coming along nicely. We’d built a small city, with the astoundingly unoriginal name ‘Landing’, and were moving outward slowly. There were some isolated settlements on other parts of the planet, some with reclaimed Old Earth names, and some with names inspired in the years of what was now becoming known as ‘the Big Lie’, the period of time in which we’d thought of the Zhen as our saviors, and not the architects of our misfortunes. 

			I had never intended to become the leader of a colony, so when the original group of colonists who arrived with me had tried to make me the colony’s head, I immediately, without reservation, refused. We held elections a few weeks later, and chose Diana Adakai, a woman from Terra who had come with the first wave of humans, to join us. She headed a large group of people she called ‘Diné’, who she told me had worked very hard to remain ‘whole’ during the eight hundred years of the Big Lie. Ben had joined them, and was learning the language. It turned out his mother had been one of them, but he’d been raised by his father and hadn’t learned as a child. 

			Diana sat in her place at the head of the table and looked around the table. “While we have urgent matters to discuss, let us begin with the standard reports, please,” she said, setting her cup down on the table. 

			Kiri, to her immediate left, spoke first. “Network security has been upgraded with a new cypher,” she said, brushing her red hair back from her face. “I removed the Zhen back doors from all the software – and, by the way, you’re not paying me enough. It was damned difficult to do without crashing the whole system. We’re continuing to scour the system for more software traps, but I think we’ve got them all. We’re also replacing some of the most vulnerable Zhen equipment with Kelvaki equivalents, giving us another layer of security.” 

			“What about comms?” I asked, from beside her.

			“All the ships in the fleet are now using the same comms equipment, and they’re protected by a Kelvaki encryption code. So far as we or the Kelvaki are aware, the Zhen haven’t broken this encryption. We’ll continue to update the keys and frequencies often.” 

			Diana nodded. “All the ships in the fleet,” she repeated softly. Her eyes met mine, and she sighed. “How many is that now, Tajen?” 

			I took a deep breath as I composed my answer. “Not enough,” I said. “We’ve only got two squads left – twenty-four ships in total. The Zhen attacks of the last month have been whittling us down even before today’s disaster.”

			“What are they doing?” she asked. 

			I frowned; we’d discussed this before. I realized she was asking for the benefit of the others around the table. “It’s an attrition tactic,” I said. “They could just come in with a huge fleet and overwhelm us, but the Zhen like to toy with their enemies when they can. This is designed to brutalize us psychologically. They want us at the edge so they can just push us over. They don’t just want to take Earth back. They want to break us completely as a people.” 

			“How many personnel did we lose today?” 

			“One hundred and fifteen,” I said.

			“How long can we survive with our current numbers?”

			“If they continue this campaign?” I bit my lip. “Maybe six months, at the current rate. But I’d say probably less – a lot less. My pilots were already beginning to fray. Today may have accelerated the process.” 

			She frowned. “So. We need more ships.” 

			“Yes.” 

			She met my eyes briefly, then turned to another member of the council. “Let’s hear from exploration.” 

			Neil McShane, a tall man with a patrician nose and an elegant accent, said, “We’ve finished the flyovers of this continent,” he said. “We’re definitely in what was once called North America, somewhere in the old American Southwest.”

			“Have you found signs of any other Zhen bases?”

			“No. We have found signs of survivors after the Zhen invasion, but nothing recent. My team is still divided over whether that means they all died out eventually, or if they’re still out there somewhere, in hiding.” Neil shook his head. “We’re looking, I promise you. But there isn’t much out there besides plants and animals. Even the ancient cities are pretty much gone. It’s been a thousand years, after all, and the Zhen bombardment reduced most of the cities to ruins. In some places you can’t even tell that millions of people lived there, once.”

			Diana said, “Keep looking, but priority is finding any Zhen outposts, for now.” She turned to the next person around the table. “Jim?”

			Jim was a barrel-chested man with a magnificent beard and moustache. He’d been a doctor on Terra and had been elected by the first group of civilians to administrate the day-to-day operations of the colony while Diana focused on the big picture. “We’ve got the land for the next batch of housing set up – we’re going to start the replicators working today. One of my guys created the plans – they’re going to be nice places, not cookie-cutter like the originals.”

			“Have we got enough raw materials to do that?”

			He gave us all a huge smile. “Yes. The last group of civvies that arrived brought a construction rig, remember. They knew exactly what we’d need. Mind you, we could always use more.”

			“Fine. How’s the militia coming?”

			Our militia commander, a former infantryman called Driscoll – I never did figure out if that was his surname or his first name – grimaced. “I’m doing my best, but we need better weapons.”

			“What about your personnel?”

			“The people I’m training are okay, but if we get more military types,” he said, glancing at me, “I’d appreciate them being sent my way.”

			“We’ll see what we can do,” I said. 

			* * * 

			Liam came in the door of our shared quarters just as I was taking our dinner out of the cooker. He looked at the plates and cocked his head. “Roast rations A or B?”

			I grinned. “One of each. With some additions from the hydroponics bay.”

			“Well, that’s something. Let me shower first.” He headed for the shower and stopped, turning. “Unless you want to join me?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows. 

			I raised my left eyebrow and snorted. “My husband, you are very pretty, but way too filthy. Get cleaned and we’ll eat.” 

			As he showered, I plated our food and set the table. When he came out, pulling his shirt on, I noticed a new bruise on his torso. “That looks bad. What happened to you?” 

			“Ah, it’s nothing – I fell down an old shaft in a cave.” 

			“That’s nothing?” 

			“Well,” he said, “it hurt like hell. But we had a field medic with us. I’ll be okay. And it was worth it.” He indicated the plates. “Which one’s mine?”

			“Take your pick. Why was it worth it?”

			He considered the plates. Like all human rations, they only vaguely resembled the foods they were purported to be. They were bland, but we’d learned over the years the best ways to modify them to make them palatable. “I’ve always hated A,” he said offhandedly, as he took the B plate. 

			“Bastard,” I said with a grimace. I took the plate he’d left behind. “You’re lucky I love you.”

			He snorted as he sat down at the small table. “You’re lucky I let you love me.” 

			I tried to give him a hard look, but I couldn’t stop grinning at the dumb joke. “So, the cave?”

			He took time to eat a few bites before answering. “I fell in the hole, and it was deep. Luckily, we were wearing emergency grav-harnesses, so the fall wasn’t as bad as it could have been – the harness kicked in, but not soon enough to give me a soft landing.” He took a drink before continuing. “Anyway, there was a hallway at the bottom – there were some remnants of old signs, but nothing still legible. But we think, from the railings and some old stuff down there, that it was a tourist stop once.”

			“In a cave?” 

			He spread his hands wide. “They were magnificent – formations like I’ve never seen anywhere else. And it was huge. The whole thing was about two hundred feet below ground, and cold. It looks like it was used for storage, once – probably got used just after the Zhen destroyed everything. I was thinking we could do the same, just in case.” 

			“When the Zhen come back, you mean.” 

			“Yep. Put some food and weapons in there, and it becomes a bolt-hole if we need it.”

			“Sounds like a good idea. You run it by Driscoll?” 

			“Yeah, he liked it. Started things in motion already.”

			“Good, I—” We were interrupted by the door chime. “Ah, hell,” I said, and used my implant to tell the door to open. Diana Adakai stood in the doorway. “Diana, come in. What can I do for you?”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to ruin your dinner,” she said. 

			I gestured her to a seat. “Don’t worry about it. The food was crap, anyway.”

			She smiled as she came in and nodded to Liam. “I’ve got an assignment for the two of you,” she said as she sat. 

			I took the seat across from her. “Yes?” 

			“We need more ships,” she said. “We need more guns. We need trained pilots to fill in before our trainees are ready. I want the two of you to go to Kelvak and get them for us.” 

			“Kelvak isn’t a shopping mall,” I said. “And my last communication with Dierka suggested he was at the end of his ability to send help.” 

			“I know, and I thank Dierka for all the help he’s given us in the past – I have a small idea of how much it might have cost him, politically. But the fact remains, we need help, and the Kelvaki are the only people in a position to help us – unless you’d like to ask the Tabrans?” 

			“It…wouldn’t be my first choice, no,” I said. 

			“There you are, then. Of all our people, you’re the only one who has a chance of convincing the Kelvaki. So, I want you to go there, and find out what we can do to earn more help from them.” She gestured to Liam. “And because I know you have a tendency to get in trouble on your own, I want Liam there to keep you out of it.” She glanced at him and added drily, “You’ll have to keep an eye on him as well, I have no doubt. But as you’ve just been married, I don’t think either of you will mind that aspect of your trip.” 

			I ignored her salacious expression. “Not that we have much, but what am I authorized to offer?”

			“Short of giving away our homeworld, Tajen, do whatever it takes.” She rose and moved to the door. “My analysis – based on your reports, of course – tells me that we have, at best, twelve weeks at the current rate of attrition before we’re out of ships. Please take that as your deadline, but – don’t shave it too close, please.” 

			“Of course. I have one thing to do, and we’ll leave immediately after.” 

			“Excellent.” She left. 

			I looked at Liam. “I guess we get a honeymoon after all. Can you pack us up? I have to go talk to Katherine.” I left before he could say anything. 

			* * * 

			On my way down to Katherine’s quarters, I thought about how to say what I needed to. By the time I touched the annunciator beside her door, I thought I had it ready. I hoped so. 

			When the door opened, Katherine looked at me oddly. “Something wrong?” 

			“Not really,” I said, as she ushered me in. “I’m being sent on a mission to Kelvak.” 

			“To get more ships?” She whistled. “Good luck with that. My understanding of the situation there isn’t perfect, but it doesn’t seem like that’ll be easy.” 

			“It probably won’t be,” I said. “But while I’m gone, I need someone to manage things here. You’re my second, so you’re up.” 

			She froze for a moment. “Tajen, I’m not sure I’m the best—”

			“Katherine,” I said, dropping my pitch, “let’s cut the shit, okay?” I kept eye contact with her until she agreed. “Good. You were a great captain when you had Maggie’s Pride, and you’ve been a perfect partner ever since. Right up until Takeshi died.” I held her eye. “And then you folded.”

			She wilted. “I couldn’t save him,” she said. 

			“No. And nobody else could have, either. But your brother didn’t die because you screwed up. He died because a Zhen soldier got too close, and we were all too far away.” I reached out and put my hand on hers. “The point is, it destroyed your confidence. And I get it – of course I do – so I let you fold. We were in crisis and we needed to keep moving. But it’s time to remember.” 

			“Remember what?”

			“That you are a damn fine commander.”

			“Sure, for a merchant—”

			“Nope,” I said, cutting her off. “A damn fine commander, full stop. Katherine, I need to go away, possibly for quite a while. I need to know someone who has a karking clue will be in charge here while I’m gone. Someone with the same training and ability to think on their feet I have. Someone who can make hard calls. I need you.”

			She pursed her lips, thinking. “All right,” she said finally. “But you need to promise to get your ass back here as soon as possible. If the war gets hot again while you’re not here, I’m going to kick your karking ass.”

			“You have my word,” I said with a grin. 

			“You’re goddamn right I do,” she said, rising to grab a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. “Now, have a drink with me before you go. We need to make sure we’re on the same page with the fleet assignments.”

			“Absolutely,” I said. 

			* * * 

			I talked with Katherine for over an hour. When I returned to my quarters, I found Liam sitting on the couch reading. As I entered, he waved his hand and the book’s projection faded from view. “Ready to go?” he asked, standing. “I packed for both of us. Gear’s already on board.”

			“Did you get my—”

			“Blaster?” he asked. “Yes. And I also got your best cloak, and that weird badge Dierka gave you. All on board.”

			“You’re amazing.” 

			He furrowed his brow at me. “Why are you always telling me things I already know?” 

			We made our way back to the docks and boarded my ship quietly. When we got to the bridge, Kiri, my eighteen-year-old niece, was sitting at her accustomed place at the flight engineer’s console. “Hey, guys!” she said brightly.

			I looked at Liam. “Did you call her?”

			He shook his head. 

			Kiri beamed at me. “Diana told me she was sending you. I decided to go with you.” 

			“Kiri, you’re needed here,” I said. 

			“What’s that ancient expression? Oh, right – bullshit. Tajen, all I’m doing here is maintaining the colony’s systems and updating the security codes every few weeks. Jonn can handle that. You’re not taking Ben, right?”

			“He’s busy with the medical clinic here.” 

			“Then you know as well as I do that you’re going to need me.”

			“And how do I know that?”

			She gave me that look she reserves for special occasions, the one that seems to say I am being particularly stupid. “When have you not needed me, since this all began?”

			Liam chuckled. “She’s got a point.” 

			I gave him the you’re not helping look, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Fine, you can come,” I growled. “Stow your gear.”

			“Already done,” she said with a shit-eating grin. “Ready for departure, Captain.” 

			I pointedly turned away from her and continued to the pilot’s chair. Liam took his place beside me, and we quickly brought the engines up and did our preflight checks. Once we had clearance, I disconnected from the station, brought us about, and began heading for the jump point at the edge of the system. “Activating chain drive,” I said. 

			As our drive opened up, Liam grinned. “I love that sound,” he said. “The way the drive cycles up, and then drops an octave as we go luminal.”

			I smiled. “I’ve always loved it. In training sims I got in trouble once because I dropped in and out of chain drive just to hear it cycle again.”

			We lapsed into a companionable silence, mostly because it was still late night for us. As we approached the jump point, I brought us out of chain drive and slowed us, bringing us to a relative stop just inside the system’s jump limit, the point at which jump drives could operate without interference from the star’s gravity.

			“Jump solution is locked and loaded up,” Liam said. 

			“Kiri, check his math,” I said. 

			“Hey!” Liam cried, as Kiri brought up the jump plot and ran her eyes over the lines of code. 

			“Eh, it checks out,” Kiri said. “More or less.” She winked at Liam. “You know, for a ground-pounder.” 

			Liam had been studying to be a pilot. He knew it was only a matter of time before I put Katherine in command of a ship again. He also realized that while he was an excellent soldier, he needed another job if he was going to be flying with me a lot – which he was, considering our relationship.

			“You two do realize, I hope, that not only did I qualify as an astrogator last month, but the ship’s computer has already checked my jump plot?”

			“Of course,” I said, as if it was obvious – which, of course, it was. 

			“Yeah, I know,” Kiri said. 

			“Then why the song and dance?” Liam asked. 

			I grinned. “Because it’s fun.” Kiri nodded in agreement. 

			He turned back to his board. “I hate you both.” 

			“I’ll make it up to you,” I said, as I brought the jump drive online and pushed the throttle forward. I watched as the stars elongated into lines, and then disappeared in a flash, replaced by the disconcerting, weirdly shifting colors of slipspace.

			“Yeah? How?” he asked. 

			I gave him the full force of my ‘Pilot’s Grin’, that mix of cocky arrogance and total confidence that I’d used to blind many a starry-eyed young man across space before I’d met Liam. “We’re gonna be in slipspace for three weeks,” I said, “and we’re alone on board.”

			“Uh, hello,” Kiri said. 

			I gestured at her. “Well, okay, she’s here. But she’s,” I said, giving her a mock glare, “a total bookworm who will give us at least twelve undisturbed hours so we can—” 

			“Sleep?” Liam said. 

			“Exactly,” I said, trying to stifle a yawn. 

			“You guys are already a boring old couple,” Kiri said. 

			“Shut up, you,” Liam and I said together. The two of us unstrapped, and I clapped Kiri on the shoulder. “In all seriousness, it’s late and we need sleep. We’ll see you when we see you.” She nodded, and we headed off to our quarters.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The first few days in slipspace are always productive. I finally get around to various maintenance tasks I’ve been meaning to do for ages, get some reading done, maybe play some games. But eventually, if the trip is long enough, once I’ve done everything I need or want to do, I end up in the cockpit, bored out of my mind. 

			This trip, it took me four days. 

			Kiri was working on some project in her quarters, and Liam was working out in the small gym we’d installed for long voyages. Having grown bored with watching him, I’d returned to the cockpit, my home-away-from-home. I was sitting in the pilot’s couch, my feet up on my console, watching the weird colors of slipspace go by, when something out there caught my eye. 

			Slipspace is weird, but the weirdness is always moving, always flowing, like liquids of varying viscosities and colors trying to mix and never quite managing. Nothing out there stays still. Nothing is constant except the ship you’re on.

			Something out there was pacing us. 

			I took my feet down and sat up straight, leaning closer to the glasteel viewport. I could barely make it out, as if seeing through thick fog, but there was something there. I thought I could see some light limning the edges of the object.

			I set my implants to record the image, but almost as soon as I did, it seemed to move away, and disappeared. 

			“What. The. Shit?” I said out loud. 

			“You know, looking out into slipspace is a good way to make yourself crazy,” Liam said, entering the cockpit. 

			“Yeah,” I said. “I might be halfway there.” 

			“I won’t argue that,” he said, “but why now?”

			I gestured outside as I sat back. “I could have sworn I saw something out there.” 

			He sighed. “Well, you wouldn’t be the first.”

			“Yeah.”

			Kiri entered the cockpit and took her usual seat. “The first what?” 

			“To see something out there,” I said, gesturing to the ports. 

			“I thought nothing lived in slipspace?” 

			“Nothing does,” I said, “so far as anyone knows. But pilots have been claiming to have seen something for centuries. The Zhen even mounted an entire expeditionary force to try to find out if there’s anything out there.” 

			“What happened?” 

			“Only one ship came back.”

			“What did they say?”

			I shook my head. “Nothing useful. Most of the ships got lost in a gravitic anomaly deep in slipspace. A few got lost on the way back. Just…faded off the scanners of the one remaining ship.” 

			“So there might be something out there.” 

			“Maybe. Could all be spacer nonsense and coincidence too,” I said.

			Liam took a small flask from his pocket, held it up briefly, and said, “To weird spacer lore. May it never get us killed.” He took a drink and replaced the flask. “I’m headed back to the galley. It’s lunchtime. Anyone hungry for anything specific?” 

			“Food,” I said absently. 

			“Helpful,” he said. As he left, I could hear him down the corridor, talking to himself. “Always with the helpful requests, he is.” Something banged, as if he’d tripped over something. “Fuck is this?” he cried. 

			“Oops,” Kiri said. “I think I left my tools in the hall.” She scurried off, and I could hear her and Liam arguing good-naturedly about who was more annoying. 

			I turned my attention back to the view into slipspace. “Where are you?” I said to nobody in particular. “What are you?” 

			I must have sat for half an hour, just gazing into the void. Once or twice, I thought I saw something, but it invariably turned out to be a trick of the light, or a shadow of slipspace energies reflecting off my ship.

			Liam returned and handed me a small bowl of something hot and steamy. I sniffed at it and smiled. “I didn’t realize we had any chili,” I said. 

			“I froze some the last time you made it. Thought I should bring it when we packed up for the mission.”

			I took a bite of the very spicy mixture of tlal meat and spices, chewing with pleasure. Legend had it that the dish was adapted by one of the earliest human colonists, recreating a beloved dish he’d learned at his grandmother’s knee. Even though the spices we used now were very different from the spices used on Old Earth, it had the flavors described in the books. I was hoping to find the original plants in the wild and recreate the original recipe, but so far I hadn’t found anything that matched the pictures we had. And cows had gone virtually extinct with no humans to care for them; as near as we could tell, they’d been so changed by centuries of breeding they couldn’t live in the wild. A few tiny herds had been found that were close enough to their ancestors’ size and physiognomy that they could survive, but the Zhen had preyed on them fairly extensively. We’d decided it was best to leave them in peace.

			Liam broke the silence. “You think we’ll ever be able to use cow meat instead of tlal?” 

			“Maybe,” I said. “Remember that group on Terra that figured out how to grow meat in a lab?” 

			“Yeah,” he said. “But the Zhen outlawed it.” 

			“Right. They think it’s unclean to eat something created in a lab. Goes against their predator instincts.” I waved my spoon in the air. “And I think it was part of their whole project to direct our development – since they didn’t like it, they made it illegal for us too. But now? We can do it on Earth, and we don’t even have to kill one of the few remaining cows.” 

			“But we’d have to get a sample,” he said. “Wouldn’t that mean having to kill one?” 

			“Why?” I asked. “If all it takes is a gene sample, we can probably get that without killing. And if we can’t, well, maybe it’s better not to. And if that fails, well, it may not be Zhen-approved, but we can do okay with plant-based proteins.” 

			“Sure we could. But why? You’ve never had a problem eating animal flesh before.” 

			“It’s what I grew up with. I’m not sure I’ll ever have a problem with it, per se. But I’m starting to wonder if doing things the Zhen way might be a problem beyond the obvious. Why do it their way if we don’t have to?” I shrugged. “I don’t know the answer, I’m just asking the question.” 

			“Fair enough,” he said. 

			Kiri came in. “I heard you guys talking about meat. You do realize most of the tlal meat the Zhen eat is synthetic, right?” 

			“What?” I asked. “But fake meat is illegal.”

			“Officially. And officially, it’s all real. But only the Zhen:ko get real meat.”

			“How do you know that?” Liam asked. 

			“I found it in an old file,” she said. “The Zhen government made vat-grown food illegal when we started doing it, but they’ve been growing it in labs for centuries now. They just don’t tell anyone.”

			“That doesn’t make sense,” I said.

			“It might, actually,” Liam said. “They tell the people what they feel the people need to know. Believing it’s all taken from animals preserves the narrative of Zhen:saak:arl.” He held up his hands in a gesture of benediction. “The Struggle is All. The Struggle is Holy. We Must Fight For What We Have,” he said, quoting the Three Tenets of Struggle. He dropped his hands. “On the other hand, when was the last time a Zhen actually had to fight for their food?” 

			He had a point. “The Zhen:ko are a collection of bastards,” I said. 

			“No argument there,” Kiri said. She gestured to the viewport. “Any more sightings?”

			“No,” I said. “I guess I’m just going crazy.” 

			“No argument there,” she said, an innocent smile plastered to her face. 

			* * * 

			Later that evening, shiptime, the three of us sat together in the mess hall for a dinner Liam had come up with. He claimed it was an old stew recipe his family had handed down since the Rescue. “So, what are we likely to find on Kelvak?” Liam asked. 

			“How much do you know about their political system?”

			“Not much. I learned a little when I was taking lessons in the language, but it was surface-level stuff about the Great Houses of the Assembly.”

			Kiri added, “From what I remember, each House oversees one aspect of their infrastructure – the original Houses were formed by the first Ascendant of the Kowali clan when they took power.”

			“That’s right,” I said. “I wasn’t aware Kelvaki history had been added to the curriculum on Zhen.”

			“It wasn’t,” Kiri said. “But I read a lot.”

			Liam grinned. “So, what, they add a new House every time technology advances?” He set a bowl in front of me.

			“No, that would be insanity.” I poured him a glass of wine and passed it over. “Most of the time, new tech is folded into a House that already covers that area – each Great House contains several smaller Houses.” I took a sip. “Anyway, most of the Houses are rev, a family House-name – like a clan. But the rev’na, the Great Houses, have functions besides clan structure. They each oversee several rev, and have nominal control over some industry or piece of infrastructure. Sometimes a rev is elevated to a rev’na, but it’s usually a reward for a tor’rev who’s done something for the Assembly.” I sipped my wine and said, “It hasn’t happened for a long time.” 

			“Tor’rev?” Kiri asked. 

			“The head of a House,” Liam said. I touched my nose and pointed at him.

			“What’s the head of a Great House called?”

			“Same word,” I said. 

			“How many Houses are there, now?” Liam asked. 

			“Dozens, maybe hundreds of regular Houses. But only twelve  Great Houses.”

			“And every Great House has a seat in the High Council?” 

			“Yes.”

			“What does the Ascendant’s House oversee?” 

			“The Assembly itself,” I said with an airy gesture. “They guide the Assembly’s policy and oversee contact with outsiders.” 

			Liam took a bite and chewed it, a thoughtful look on his face. “So, what’s our plan?” 

			“I’ve sent ahead to Dierka. He’ll meet us when we arrive in-system. We’ll discuss the current situation with him and get his advice before we do anything else.” 

			“See?” he said, smiling at Kiri. “I keep telling people, he’s not just a pretty face.” 

			She gave him a disgusted look. “Please leave me out of your flirting. You two are gross.” 

			“We are not ‘gross’, Kiri Hunt, and I’ll thank you to remember it,” Liam said before leaning over the table and pursing his lips. “Give us a smooch, smoogly-woogly.”

			I stared at him, and said, deadpan, “For that, I am not kissing you ever again.”

			He sat back down and grinned. “Liar,” he said, taking another bite. 

			I didn’t let my amusement show, but took a sip of my wine, met his eyes, and said, “We’ll see.”

			* * * 

			We came out of slipspace in the designated arrival zone. Immediately, my system notified me of seventeen weapons locked on to my ship. 

			“Kelvaki control, this is Tajen Hunt on the Earth vessel Something Cool. I am here to speak to the Assembly High Council on behalf of Earth.” 

			“Stand by, Something Cool.” None of the weapons targeting us released their lock; in fact, ten more guns locked on while we waited. 

			“Is this normal?” Kiri asked. 

			“No,” I said. “It’s never happened before.” 

			“I think I might know why,” Liam said, flicking his display at me. The graphic leaped into the air between us, my NeuroNet implants showing it as a hologram. Liam gestured, and a section lit up red. “There’s a Zhen Imperial courier out there, and it’s got six Karnakkar-class fighters escorting it.”

			“Shit,” I said.

			“Think they knew we were coming?” 

			I shook my head. “Probably not. But the Empire’s been looking at the Kelvaki for a while. They don’t like that Kelvak helped us take Earth, even if it was unofficial.”

			“It’s going to make our job harder,” Kiri said. 

			“You are not wrong. Any activity from the Zhen since we got here?” 

			Liam didn’t take his eyes off the board. “No, but— Wait. We’re being scanned.” 

			“By the Zhen?”

			“Yeah. No weapons lock – and the Kelvaki seem to have weapons locked on them too.” 

			“Interesting. I wonder what—” I was interrupted by the comms system. 

			“Zhen courier Her Will to Kelvaki command. The Zhen government protests the presence of the human ship. We demand you refuse them entry to Kelvak and order them to leave Kelvaki space immediately. They have no diplomatic standing and may not speak for any part of the Zhen Empire.”

			“Oh, that’s great,” Liam said. “We’re already—”

			“Shhh,” I said. “Wait for the reply.” 

			A few moments later, the Kelvaki channel lit up, but it wasn’t the original voice. I smiled as I recognized Dierka’s voice and acid-laced tones. “Kelvaki control to Her Will. I do not care for your tone, Zhen. You do not command here. The Kelvaki government will welcome both your parties. You may both make your respective cases to the council. 

			“If either of you fires on the other, the offending ship will be destroyed, and the Kelvaki will immediately fully ally with the other. 

			“If both ships fire, then both ships will be destroyed. In addition, your missions to Kelvak will be forcibly expelled from our space, and the Kelvaki Assembly will consider itself at war with both the Zhen Empire and the planet Earth. Do not try our patience.”

			The channel went dead. 

			“Wow, that was….” Liam began. 

			“He’s bluffing,” I said. “Oh, not entirely – if they fire on us, the Kelvaki will blow them straight to hell. And if I was dumb enough to fire, he’d shoot us down too – he’d have to. But ally with the Zhen? Dierka would be five days dead before he even considered that.” 

			A few moments later, the channel came to life again. “Attention Earth vessel Something Cool. A Kelvaki tender will rendezvous with you shortly; at that time, you will surrender your ship to the control of a Kelvaki Assembly pilot for docking. Until then maintain your present position. Any deviation from these instructions will result in your immediate destruction.” 

			The comms signal ended, but almost immediately, my implants informed me of a communication incoming on my personal NeuroNet channel, with a Kelvaki origin code. Only one person in Kelvaki space had the code for that, so I allowed the connection. The same voice from before said, “I am bid to tell you that you are welcome, Tajen Hunt, but that the situation is difficult. You are asked to do your best not to make it more so.” The comms signal faded again. 

			“Well, that’s great,” I said with a sigh. “Here we are, on a time-sensitive mission, and the karking Zhen have to show up and complicate things.” 

			Liam waved a hand in their general direction. “It’s what they do,” he said.

			“Now what?” Kiri asked. 

			I looked at her. “We,” I said, drawing out the vowel, “do exactly what we’re told to do, so they don’t blow us up.” 

			“I meant after that, obviously.” Her tone made it clear she didn’t think much of my answer. 

			“Wish I knew,” I said. “I’m pretty much making this up as I go along.”

			* * * 

			An hour later, the tender vessel arrived. The ship got permission from me to link up via airlock, and attached to the side of my ship. Once the inner door of the airlock opened, two Kelvaki arrived. One of them was eight feet tall and about half that from shoulder to shoulder. His face was dominated by a mouth fully a foot across and bristling with teeth. In short, he was a mountain of reptilian muscle I knew quite well. “Dierka!” I said. “I didn’t expect you to come yourself.” 

			“Well met, draka,” the heir to the Kelvaki throne said, baring his teeth and unsheathing his claws in greeting before retracting them. I returned the predatory grin, baring my teeth, stunted and dull as they were compared to a Kelvaki’s, and steeled myself as he came closer. I braced as he swatted my shoulder as gently as he could – which still knocked me on my ass. 

			When I was younger, I’d served in an exchange program with the Kelvaki military for a short while, and Dierka and I had ended up the last survivors of a battle during the Third Marauder War. Out of that experience had grown a fierce friendship. He regarded me as his draka, his brother-by-choice, and every damned time we met up, he thumped me off my feet. I climbed back to my feet gingerly. “Dierka, I keep asking you to stop doing that,” I said, rubbing my shoulder. 

			Kelvaki didn’t smile like humans. They showed amusement by twitching their long, pointed ears. Dierka’s were fairly well dancing. “And I keep telling you ‘no’,” he said, chuckling the awful and disconcerting Kelvaki equivalent of a laugh. True to Kelvaki custom, he then got right to business. “You have chosen your time to approach us poorly, Tajen,” he said. “As you saw, the Zhen are already here, and they are…” he shrugged, “…not happy, shall we say.”

			“What are they mad at you about now?”

			His ears twitched. “They’re Zhen. What are they not mad about? But mostly they are angry because we helped you take your world back. They are here to tell us that they will overlook it – and to demand that we ‘not interfere in the interior workings of the Empire again,’ or we will be at war.” He hesitated before saying, “I do not like to say this, but their threats are working. My uncle is doing his best, but the majority of the Council does not wish war with the Zhen.” Dierka’s uncle was the current Ascendant, and due to an ‘accident’ we all believed, but couldn’t prove, had been organized by the Zhen, Dierka was now the heir to that office.

			“They know the Zhen will come for them eventually, right?”

			“Some do, some will not admit that probability even to themselves.” 

			Liam spoke up. “Whom do we have to convince?” 

			Dierka seemed to ruminate for a moment. “The Ascendant is already on your side,” he said, “and so is Skaaran of House Makann, and Jinnka of House Lakor. But Skaaran has relatively little influence, and while Jinnka controls our ground forces, that is only one third of our military.” He sighed. “So, essentially, you need to convince them all.”

			“All of them?” Kiri asked. “Not just a majority?”

			“No,” Dierka said. “In matters of war, the entire High Council must agree.” 

			“You have any leverage on any of them?” I asked.

			“No,” he said. “While I’m sure that such exists, I am not aware of any of it.”

			“That’s where I come in,” Kiri said. “All I need is access to your systems.”

			“You really think you can hack an alien computer system?” I asked. 

			“Who said anything about hacking?” she said, a disdainful look crossing her features. “Just hook me in and watch me find you some leverage.” 

			“Worth a shot,” I said, looking at Dierka. 

			“I’ll get you an access code,” he said to Kiri. “One not traceable to you,” he added with the Kelvaki equivalent of a wink, “in case you decide to look in places you maybe should not.” 

			She gave him her brightest smile. “You know me so well.”

			Dierka stood, and finally gestured to the smaller functionary beside him. Like all Kelvaki women, she was smaller than the males, closer to human proportions, but with the same overall appearance, and the same fearsome teeth and retractable claws. I’d heard some say that history had forced the women to become even more dangerous than the men. Having served with several in my time among the Kelvaki, I believed it. “This is Injala,” he said, “a servant of my House. She will advise you throughout your stay on Kelvak.” He gave me a penetrating look. “I trust her with my life.”

			I cocked my head. “How many times has that come up?” I asked. 

			“Six,” he said. 

			Injala immediately said, “Eight.” 

			Dierka looked at her. “Eight?” 

			“Yes, my lord.” 

			“Huh,” he said. “Wait. Are you counting that idiot yesterday?”

			“Of course.” 

			“That was nothing!” 

			“He had a bomb strapped to his torso, my lord.” 

			“Oh,” he said. He stood there, silent, then shrugged it off and turned to me. “Injala will begin by piloting your ship in.” He waved at me once more and headed for the airlock. 

			As it closed, Injala turned to me. “If you are ready, Captain Hunt?”

			“Of course,” I said, gesturing toward the cockpit. “This way.” 
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