










She had the satisfaction of seeing the subtle change in Yanagi’s face as he finally made the connection. 
“Oh,” he said, the faint sarcasm in his voice morphing into equally faint but genuine respect. “Honored to 
meet you, Long.” 

“And you, Sir,” Long said, eyeing the other cautiously. 
“Will you take over for me, Mr. Yanagi?” Donnelly continued, nodding back over her shoulder at the 

gutted tracking module. “Long and I have some business.” 
For the briefest fraction of a second she could see in Yanagi’s eyes the question of what kind of busi-

ness a weapons officer and a gravitics petty officer could possibly have together. But whatever his conclu-
sions or suspicions, he was smart enough not to voice them. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said. Nodding at Long, he kicked off the bulkhead and flew past Donnelly, threading 
his way deftly between a pair of diagnostic consoles. 

“Ignore him,” she advised the still tense-looking Long as she came to a halt beside him. “His heart’s in 
the right place, even if you can’t say the same about his brains. What can I do for you?” 

Long’s eyes were still on the spot where Yanagi had disappeared. “What did you tell him, Ma’am?” he 
asked, his voice tight. “Commander Bertinelli instructed me—” 

“Relax,” Donnelly said quickly. She’d received the same heavy-handed warning from Vanguard’s XO 
about contradicting Captain Davison’s official record of the Phobos incident. “I’ve just told them about 
your courage and quick-thinking in jumping off the hull to help rescue Esterle after the gravitics array 
fried her suit.” 

“Oh.” Long’s eyes started to come back, then narrowed again as the plural apparently made it through 
to his brain. “You told them?” 

“I use it as a cautionary tale,” she said. “Rules and regs are there for a reason, but sometimes you have 
to bend them a little.” 

Once again, his eyes changed, and she belatedly remembered his rather rigid view on such matters. “So 
what brings you here?” she asked, trying to change the subject before she found another pile of awkward-
ness to step into. 

It took Long another half second to regather his thoughts. “P-409-R control modules, Ma’am,” he said. 
“That freighter we talked to on the way in—Wanderer—said they needed a 9-R for some node problems.” 

“Do we even have any 9-Rs aboard?” Donnelly asked, frowning as she ran a mental inventory. 
“There aren’t any in the ship’s stores listing,” Long said. “The highest version I could find were 9-Bs.” 
“Then they’re out of luck,” Donnelly said with a shrug. “Unless the Havenites have some. So where do 

I come in?” 
Long’s face screwed up. “Here’s my problem, Ma’am. The instability Wanderer said they were hav-

ing—” He hesitated. “I’m probably wrong, but—” 
“None of that,” Donnelly said sternly, her thoughts flicking back to Captain Davison’s brusque dismis-

sal of Long’s missile idea. “Remember what I said about ideas? Spit it out—I’ve got work to do.” 
“Yes, Ma’am.” Long braced himself. “The problem is that I just don’t see the instability Wanderer’s 

captain was talking about. There’s the correct sort of flicker, but the timing isn’t right. Or at least, I don’t 
think it is. A Klarian instability is supposed to be random but cyclical, hitting only when the bad node is 
at rein peak. I did an analysis of the flickers, and they just don’t seem to be hitting at the right times.” 

“Let me get this straight,” Donnelly said. “It’s random, but still has a pattern?” 
“Right,” Long said. “I know that sounds weird, but that’s the way Klarians work. Only this one doesn’t. 

It’s almost like someone just hits a switch marked flicker whenever he feels like it.” His lip twitched. “Of 
course, the captain did say two of the nodes were affected. That could be screwing up my analysis.” 

“Let’s assume it’s not,” Donnelly suggested. With one of Guardian’s tracking modules lying guts-out 
on the table, the last thing she had time for was a detailed lecture on impeller node operation. “What’s 
your theory?” 

“It’s not a theory, exactly,” Long hedged. “It just occurred to me . . . would someone use 9-Rs in weap-



ons systems?” 
A chill ran up Donnelly’s back. “Oh, that’s a pleasant thought,” she muttered. “You thinking we might 

have a Q-ship on our hands?” 
“It wouldn’t have to be a full Q-ship,” Long said hastily. “I mean, that would be an act of war, wouldn’t 

it?” 
“Not unless they fired on someone,” Donnelly said, her brain kicking in on boosters. RMN missiles 

didn’t use 9-Rs, but more advanced League or Havenite missiles might use something that advanced. Un-
fortunately, she was hardly up-to-date on other star nations’ weaponry. 

But with a little luck, maybe she could rectify that shortcoming. 
“Come on,” she said, kicking off toward the monitor station. “Commander Calkin has a wish-list of 

missiles he’d like Parliament to buy the Navy someday. Let’s find out just how detailed his specs are.” 
*   *   * 

The Havenites’ table turned out to be excellent. 
Or maybe it was only very good. Metzger didn’t have much experience in elegant dining to compare it 

to. 
But it was really, really good. The appetizers were some kind of crisped vegetable, with a sweet yet 

tangy citrus-based dipping sauce she couldn’t quite identify. The soup was thick and steamy, with gener-
ous chunks of vegetable and mini-dumplings, plus its own interesting set of spices. The main course con-
sisted of leaf-wrapped rolls containing layers of meat, vegetables, and rice, laid across a bed of tomato 
pasta. 

Tucked away to one side, looking a bit out of place beside the more elegant dishes, was a platter of 
chicken wings cooked in BBQ sauce. Metzger puzzled over that one for a while until she overheard one of 
the stewards comment to another guest that it was one of Commodore Flanders’s favorite foods. 

Still, the rest of the spread was obviously not standard ship’s fare, but had been laid on specially by the 
Havenites for their distinguished and hopefully cash-laden guests. The underlying message was clear: 
Haven was the big shining beacon on the hill in this part of the galaxy, and they knew how to treat their 
friends. 

And judging by the smiling faces and empty plates around the U-shaped table, the message had been 
duly noted. By the time they reached the coffee and small but delicious honey-flavored dessert cakes, 
Metzger guessed half the guests were probably ready to renounce their home systems and defect. 

Certainly such a move would be a giant step up for most of them. Micah and Zuckerman, for example, 
were both relatively small systems with modest economies and no more than half a dozen small system 
defense craft between them. Ramon had also sent a delegation, undoubtedly here courtesy of Haven’s 
courier-ship offer, and Metzger could see in their faces the low-level strain that was probably characteris-
tic of everyone living on that ravaged world. 

Or maybe the strain Metzger thought she saw was merely a product of her own imagination, generated 
by the memory of that earlier CIC conversation and with Ramon’s history fresh in her mind. Still, if the 
strain was only her own projection, the grim determination in the Ramonians’ faces definitely wasn’t her 
imagination. Their world was climbing back from the abyss, and the delegates were clearly determined to 
make the kind of connections and alliances with their neighbors that would hopefully assure that such a 
catastrophe never happened again. Which, when it came right down to it, was pretty much the situation 
for all of them. 

All except Manticore, Haven itself, and possibly Casca. The Cascans had a genuine if somewhat rudi-
mentary navy, she knew, with at least one hyper-capable ship and a few smaller system defense craft. The 
Cascan delegates to the dinner had dressed the part, as well, both of them resplendent in full military uni-
forms. The older of the two, seated prominently at Commodore Flanders’s left, wore captain’s insignia. 

If and when Breakwater succeeded in destroying the Royal Manticore Navy, a small corner of Metz-
ger’s mind mused, the uniforms and glitter would probably be the last to go. 



Fortunately, even ingrained cynicism could fight only an uphill battle against good food, and as the 
evening progressed Metzger found herself relaxing and enjoying both the meal and the company. Still, 
she couldn’t help remembering one of her father’s favorite quotes: the tastiest bait hides the biggest hook. 
Most of the time, in Metzger’s experience, the adage wasn’t true. 

Sometimes, though, it was. 
“Thank you all for coming here this evening,” Commodore Flanders said as the stewards worked their 

way around the outside of the table, removing the dessert plates and refilling the coffee cups. “I know 
you’re all anxious to return to your ships so as to be ready for tomorrow’s set of ship tours, so I’ll keep 
this short. But some of you have asked why the Republic of Haven has decided to sell off some of our 
surplus warships at what we all agree are ridiculously low prices.” 

“And those who haven’t asked are certainly wondering about it,” the short, balding man seated at his 
right added quietly. 

“Indeed,” Flanders said, inclining his head to the man. “That’s Ambassador Boulanger’s diplomatic 
way of reminding me that I’m not the featured speaker here. Allow me to yield the floor to Captain Gor-
don Henderson of the Cascan Defense Force.” 

He sat down and the uniformed man to his left rose to his feet. “Thank you, Commodore,” he said 
gravely. “As Commodore Flanders suggests, and Ambassador Boulanger confirms, our time here at 
Secour is limited. Allow me therefore to come right to the point. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I believe this region of space has developed a pirate problem.” 
A small murmur rippled around the table. Metzger looked sideways at Eigen, noting the emotionless 

set to his face. Either he was quick on the uptake, or Henderson’s news wasn’t exactly unexpected. 
“Let me assure you this isn’t some random thought the Cascan government pulled out of a hat,” Hen-

derson continued when the buzz had died down. “Ten years ago, one of the freighters on a circuit be-
tween Micah, Zuckerman, Ramon, Manticore, and ourselves disappeared. At the time we assumed she’d 
been lost due to navigational error or equipment failure. But there were just enough questions to raise 
our suspicions, so we began to keep closer watch on all such traffic. We also began comparing notes with 
freighter captains and the occasional courier who came by, as well as sifting carefully through the region-
al data brought by all such ships. 

“Our diligence was rewarded. During the next three years, we noted the disappearance of two more 
freighters, under equally mysterious circumstances.” 

“What makes you think they were victims of anything more than simple accidents?” a thin man with 
dark skin asked. Metzger hadn’t caught his name earlier, but she was pretty sure he was one of the group 
from Suchien. 

“I agree,” Kanth Padua, the chief Yaltan delegate, said. “Less than one ship per year seems rather thin 
pickings for a serious pirate gang.” 

“It’s not quite as thin as you might think,” Henderson said. “The more important point is that those 
are only the ones we know about. If a League company, say, was starting a new run into this region and 
the pirates snatched the first freighter before it even arrived, we’d never hear about it.” 

“Indeed, it could be that their primary interest up to this point has been systems closer to Sol,” Ambas-
sador Boulanger said. “They certainly have more commercial traffic ripe for the picking. It’s possible that 
what the Cascans have tumbled onto is someone’s first tentative efforts to expand their operation into 
our region.” 

“I’m not sure we have enough shipping to make that worthwhile,” the Ueshiba delegate, Guzarwan, 
pointed out. “But on the other hand, any loss hits us harder than it would a League member system.” 

“Excuse me?” Jalla asked, lifting his hand slightly. “A question, if I may?” 
Metzger looked across the table at Eigen, caught the captain’s eye, and lifted her eyebrows in silent 

question. Eigen gave her a small shrug in return, and an equally small shake of his head. 
Metzger nodded and returned her attention to Jalla. All the other delegates, as far as she’d been able to 



discern, had brought a fellow diplomat or at least a fellow countryman along as their dinner companion. 
Guzarwan, in contrast, had left the other Ueshibans in Wanderer and instead brought the freighter’s cap-
tain. 

It seemed a strange choice, maybe even an insulting one. But whatever Guzarwan’s rationale for his 
decision, apparently Eigen didn’t know what it was, either. 

“Certainly, Captain,” Flanders invited, without any hint of offense or question that Metzger could 
hear. Maybe the commodore already knew why Jalla was aboard. 

Or maybe he was just better at taking such cultural quirks in stride. Given Haven’s prominence and 
position among its neighbors, it was likely their senior naval officers received more diplomatic training 
than those in the RMN. 

“Let’s assume you’re right,” Jalla said. “How do you propose we proceed?” 
“The Cascan government has come up with a set of three tiered responses,” Henderson told him. “Ide-

ally, all the systems in the area will be willing and able to adopt all three, but we understand there are po-
litical and economic realities. At any rate, here they are, in increasing order of cost and difficulty. 

“First: we gather data. What I mean by that is that we not only make sure to analyze the downloads 
from each ship that visits our systems, but that we speak directly to the ships’ personnel about any prob-
lems they might have had and ask for their routine computer status dumps to track down and quantify 
those problems. If there are pirates poking around someone’s hyper limit, there may be clues buried in 
routine data that will help us nail down which systems have been targeted. Conversely, if we’re wrong 
and the disappearances are indeed accidents, that same data may help us pinpoint rogue grav waves or 
other anomalies that future ships can then avoid.” 

“A suggestion?” Jalla spoke up. “If this analysis can be done quickly enough, you may be able to send a 
copy with the same freighter on the next leg of its trip. That way, the systems farther down the line would 
have both the raw data and a preliminary analysis to build on.” 

“Excellent idea,” Henderson said, nodding. 
“You’re talking about a lot of data and analysis,” Ramon’s chief delegate, Petrov Nahnawa, said doubt-

fully. “I’m pretty sure we don’t have the manpower to spare. I doubt some of the rest of you do, either.” 
“We’re not asking you to overstrain your resources,” Henderson assured him. “Especially you on Ra-

mon—God knows the length of the road still ahead of you. If you can’t do much, just send the raw data 
and the next system down the line can do more of the crunch work. But anything you can do will be help-
ful.” 

“I wasn’t trying to drop bricks on you, either,” Jalla seconded. “I was just thinking like a ship’s captain. 
Naturally, we have a vested interest in everyone doing whatever they can to keep the spacelanes safe.” 

“As do we all,” Henderson said. “Which leads us to the second response. My government suggests that 
we look into the creation of emergency data pods. We’re envisioning these as missile-sized devices which, 
in the event of a ship’s imminent destruction or capture, can be loaded with all relevant data and sent in-
ward toward the inhabited parts of a system.” 

“Seems a bit like overkill,” Hrdlicka, Secour’s host-system representative, said. “Freighters are already 
equipped with radios and com lasers. If a beleaguered ship can’t get a signal out with one of those, I’m 
not sure a data pod will tip the balance.” 

“It never hurts to have another string to one’s bow,” Henderson said. “Especially since an experienced 
pirate will know to look for lasers and radio transmitters and destroy them. They may not be looking for 
a data pod.” 

“And what we have in mind here would be a relatively ‘stealthy’ system,” Flanders added. “The Cas-
cans are thinking in terms of something very small, with minimal radar or lidar signature, that uses old 
fashioned reaction thrusters, so there won’t be any impeller signature to be picked up at all.” 

“Exactly,” Henderson said. “There’s a good chance even a pirate close enough to target a freighter’s 
communications array wouldn’t see something that size when it separated from their target, especially if 



it was simply dropped and programmed to light off its thrusters several hours after it was deployed. Ob-
viously something moving that slowly will take a long time to get to its destination in-system anyway—
too long to do the launching ship any good, to be honest—so there wouldn’t be much point in activating 
it the instant it hits space. But when it does reach the local system authorities, at least it’ll confirm a piracy 
problem for them before the next ship comes along.” 

“Still, we’re talking about a lot of refitting here,” one of the Micahan delegates pointed out. “You can’t 
just strap something like that to the forward cargo module with a pull string threaded through the hatch 
to set it off. You’ll need a whole infrastructure to hold, service, and launch it.” 

“And all that infrastructure will take up cargo space,” Jalla put in. “Not much, granted, but still. I don’t 
know about everyone else, but my business runs pretty close to the wire.” 

“Well, a pirate attack would certainly solve that problem, wouldn’t it?” Henderson countered, a bit 
tartly. “Along with every other problem you might have.” 

“Captain,” Boulanger warned. 
Henderson grimaced. “My apologies,” he said, inclining his head to Jalla. “I didn’t mean to sound cal-

lous.” 
“My apologies in turn, Captain,” Jalla said. “You’re right, of course. If the choice is between death and 

a thinner profit margin, obviously we’ll all just have to tighten our belts.” 
“Question,” Padua said, lifting a finger. “Obviously, you’ve put a lot of thought into this. It’s also obvi-

ous that Haven already knows at least the bare bones. Can we assume, then, that Ambassador Boulanger 
and Commodore Flanders are here in part because Haven is taking an official interest in sponsoring this 
anti-piracy effort?” 

Henderson looked down at Boulanger. “Would you care to field that one, Ambassador?” 
“Certainly,” Boulanger said, getting to his feet. “The Republic of Haven and the Cascan government 

have indeed been in touch over the past several years on this issue, and the RHN has begun preliminary 
work on their data pod idea.” He gestured to Henderson. “Which leads in nicely to point three on Cap-
tain Henderson’s agenda.” 

“Yes,” Henderson said, his voice going darker. “Point three is that we, the endangered systems, are go-
ing to have to arm ourselves.” 

This time, Metzger noted, there was no shocked conversational ripple. Clearly, everyone had already 
figured out where the conversation was ultimately headed. 

Most of them had also done the math. “Not a chance,” Nahnawa said firmly. “Not a ship like this.” 
“You wouldn’t start with a cruiser or destroyer,” Flanders said. “A frigate or even a couple of corvettes 

would give you enough firepower to chase off most would-be attackers.” 
“Especially if we can get the shipping companies to settle into a fixed schedule or circuit,” Henderson 

added. “They’re more or less doing that now, of course, but they could certainly tighten things up a bit. If 
you know when a ship is likely to be coming in, and from what direction, you can send a corvette out to 
the hyper limit to meet it.” 

“Assuming you have a corvette,” Nahnawa muttered. 
“You escort it in, then escort it out again once the cargo’s been switched for the next batch,” Hender-

son continued, ignoring the interruption. “Neat and straightforward. If the pirates are lurking at that po-
sition, you’ll be in perfect position to take them out.” 

“And if wishes were gold, we’d all be rich,” Nahnawa persisted. “Be reasonable, Captain. We haven’t 
nearly the resources to buy, maintain, and crew a ship like that.” 

“I’m afraid we can’t help much with the crew or maintenance,” Flanders said, “aside from reminding 
you how much the loss of a single merchant’s cargo would mean for your economies.” He sent Hender-
son a significant look. “You may want to ask Captain Henderson later for the details of Casca’s losses in 
that regard. As to the initial outlay, though, if you’ll look at the price listings we gave you, you’ll see that 
we’re selling these ships at barely above scrap metal prices. Even the corvettes, which we’ll have to break 



apart, crate and ship, and reassemble, are being offered under cost.” 
“That’s very generous of you,” Padua said, his eyes narrowed slightly. “May I ask why the Republic of 

Haven is suddenly so eager to help a group of minor worlds acquire warships?” 
“The obvious reason is neighborliness,” Boulanger said. “We may be a couple of hundred light-years 

from some of you, but with the League over twice as far away this local group of systems is really all that 
we have. Your ability to defend yourselves makes for a quieter, more peaceful region, and stability is good 
for everyone.” 

“Especially for those who actually own most of the shipping companies that are at risk?” Guzarwan 
asked pointedly. 

“Of course that’s part of it,” Boulanger agreed without embarrassment. “But politics, security, and eco-
nomics aren’t zero-sum games. The safer you are, the more you can focus on developing new products 
for the rest of us to buy, as well as raise your own standards of living enough to buy more from us. The 
fact that Haven happens to have the biggest slice of the local economic pie right now doesn’t mean much 
when the pie is continually getting bigger.” 

“There’s one other factor to consider,” Eigen said quietly. “Hyperdrive technology and capabilities are 
being improved every day. It may not be long before ships will be able to access bands above Beta and 
Gamma, maybe even far above them. When that happens, we’ll all be much closer neighbors than we are 
now. The more we cement our friendships while we’re still distant, the better chance we’ll remain friends 
and allies when we’re only weeks apart.” 

“An interesting choice of words, Captain Eigen,” Guzarwan said, his voice dark and suspicious as he 
eyed Eigen closely. “Ally implies a military situation. Is there something about all this you’re not telling 
us?” 

“Ally also means partner or associate,” Flanders pointed out. “I’m sure that’s all Captain Eigen meant.” 
“Or not,” Henderson said calmly. “Because in a sense he’s right. The tiered response I just outlined is 

based on mutual defense. But defense alone doesn’t win a war. At some point, the battle must be taken 
back to the enemy. Which is why . . .” He looked expectantly at Flanders. “Commodore?” he prompted. 

Flanders inclined his head to the other. “Which is why,” he said, “as of thirteen hundred today, the Re-
public of Haven Naval Ship Péridot has officially become the Cascan Defense Force Ship—” He raised his 
eyebrows in silent question. 

“Péridot will do for now,” Henderson said. “If my government chooses to rename her, we’ll do that lat-
er at her commissioning ceremony.” 

Flanders nodded. “CDS Péridot, it is, then. May she serve you well in your hunt.” 
“Thank you.” Henderson turned back to face the rest of the table, and it seemed to Metzger that he was 

standing just a little taller now in the Alpha Spin Section’s artificial gravity. “Because as I said, we aren’t 
going to just sit around and react to this threat,” he continued grimly. “If there’s a pirate gang working 
the region, they have to have a base. We, and CDS Péridot, intend to find that base.” He held out his 
hands, palms upward. “We hope we can count on your support in this endeavor. Financial and military 
support from those who can afford it; moral and logistical support from those who can’t.” 

Metzger looked at Eigen. “A call to alliance,” she murmured. 
He shook his head minutely. “A call to war,” he murmured back. 
Metzger looked away again. A call to war . . . and there was no doubt that Henderson and the Cascans 

fully intended that the Star Kingdom be part of their pirate hunt. Possibly the biggest part. 
And as all the various implications of that tumbled together through her mind, she realized that her fa-

ther had indeed been right. 
But at least the bait had been very tasty. 

      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY	  
The Cascans’ big announcement pretty much ended the meeting. Henderson said a few more stirring 
words, and wasted a minute or two with vague talk about joint strategies and rosy plans for the region’s 
future. But none of it meant anything without the approval of the various Parliaments, Senates, Diets, 
and Regents, all of which were far away, and none of which had sent anyone even remotely authorized to 
make any such sweeping deals. Everyone in the compartment knew it, which meant there wasn’t much 
point in continuing the conversation. Especially since all the food was gone. 

Which was probably just as well. There were a dozen questions Guzarwan wanted to ask, none of 
which he dared speak aloud. 

Starting with who the hell this other group was who’d decided to intrude on his territory. 
Guzarwan’s clients on Canaan had assured him that he was the only pirate gang in town. Apparently, 

his clients didn’t know jack. Not only was someone else here, but they’d obviously been at it for several 
years. 

Though in retrospect that revelation went a long way toward explaining why Haven had organized this 
ship sale in the first place. Guzarwan had puzzled long and hard about that. It had seemed such bizarre 
serendipity when Canaan first approached him and proposed this scheme. 

Or maybe there was no luck to it at all. It was just barely possible that Canaan had engineered the pira-
cy problem in a deliberate attempt to prod Haven into setting up this very sale. 

Guzarwan snorted under his breath. No, that one wasn’t even barely possible. Not Canaan. Whether 
they’d known about the other pirates or not, the ship sale had surely been Haven’s idea. 

Which was just as well. No collusion or manipulation by Canaan meant no trail for anyone to back-
track in the aftermath of the operation. And no trail to Canaan meant no trail to Guzarwan. 

Still, he had to give a nod to the Cascan bean-sifters. Pirate operations that careful and leisurely should 
have continued for years before being noticed. Casca had been right on top of things, even if it had taken 
them a few years to recognize what exactly was happening. 

And at the end of the day, all that mattered was that Henderson and Flanders thought they were ahead 
of the game. Guzarwan simply had to make sure the Cascans didn’t fold their hands and leave before the 
real game got going. 

He waited patiently while the well-wishers and pedantic chatterers finished congratulating the new in-
terstellar power, studying Henderson carefully until the last visitors—the two black-uniformed Manti-
corans, as it happened—said their good-byes and headed to the lift. Then, gesturing Jalla to follow, he 
headed across the compartment to his unsuspecting prey. 

Henderson and Flanders were talking quietly together amidst the muted clinking as the stewards re-
moved the last of the dishes. Both men turned as Guzarwan stepped up to them. “Ambassador Guzar-
wan,” Flanders greeted him with a nod. 

“Commodore Flanders,” Guzarwan said, returning the nod. “Captain Henderson,” he added, nodding 
in turn to Henderson. “Congratulations on your new acquisition, by the way. I presume you’ll be com-
manding her on her return to Casca?” 

“Yes, though that won’t be for another week or two,” Henderson said. “My crew knows the basics, but 
we’re not yet up on the specifics of handling a ship this size.” 

“I’m sure your people will pick it up quickly,” Guzarwan said. “That was also a very enlightening dis-
cussion. Especially given that your analysis closely parallels some of the meditations at the highest levels 
of the Ueshiban government.” 

Henderson glanced at Jalla. Apparently, Ueshiban phraseology was something else he wasn’t up on. 
“What do you mean?” 



“Your mysterious pirates,” Guzarwan explained. “Some of the delegates here tonight were skeptical. 
I’m sure you saw that as clearly as I did.” 

“The evidence perhaps isn’t as clear-cut as one might hope,” Flanders said diplomatically. “But sooner 
or later, I think, they’ll come around.” 

“Perhaps sooner,” Guzarwan said. Glancing at the bustling stewards moving around them, he lowered 
his voice. “It may be that we have additional data directly supporting Captain Henderson and his conclu-
sion.” 

“Really?” Henderson asked, frowning. “What sort of data?” 
“I’d rather not say more until I’ve had a chance to review our records,” Guzarwan said. “They’re most-

ly a set of anomalies in—no,” he interrupted himself firmly. “Balance and preparedness in all things. I 
cannot and must not speculate until I’m certain.” 

“Which will be . . . ?” Henderson prompted. 
He could almost taste it, Guzarwan saw: proof that he hadn’t just been swinging wildly into the air and 

making a fool of himself. Sometimes, it was almost too easy. “My analyst and I should have had sufficient 
time to study and meditate on the data by tomorrow,” he assured Péridot’s new commander. “In fact, I 
wonder if you’d be willing to host another such get-together here tomorrow evening?” 

“Well—” Henderson looked uncertainly at Flanders. “That may not be convenient. As I said, for the 
next few days we’ll be in the process of transferring command, and there will be a lot of extra people 
moving around the ship.” 

“Yet you still plan on showing the other delegates around,” Guzarwan reminded him. “I heard you 
confirm tours for tomorrow with both the Manticorans and Yaltans.” 

“That’s not quite the same as a formal dinner,” Henderson said. 
“It doesn’t have to be as elaborate as tonight’s assembly,” Guzarwan said. “And if cost is the issue, the 

Ueshiban delegation will be happy to underwrite the meal.” 
Henderson stiffened, just enough to show Guzarwan that he’d hit the mark. “The Cascan government 

just bought a heavy cruiser,” he said tartly. “I think we can afford to host another meal for the delegates. 
Do you want everyone who was here tonight to be here tomorrow, as well?” 

“Not necessarily,” Guzarwan said. “In fact, not at all. The only ones I really need to speak to right now 
are the Manticorans and Yaltans. And the two of you, of course.” He paused, as if pondering the problem. 
He could propose the obvious solution if neither of the other two came up with it, but it would be better 
if the suggestion came from one of them. 

Fortunately, Flanders was able to add two and two. “If Mr. Padua and Captain Eigen are here anyway 
for the tour, we could just invite them here to Alpha Spin afterward for an informal meeting,” he suggest-
ed. “I’ll make sure I’m here, and that way you’ll have all of us.” 

“And without risking a public slight of any of the other delegates,” Henderson added. “That works for 
me. Does it work for you, Mr. Guzarwan?” 

“It does indeed,” Guzarwan said. “Excellent. I’ll bring my analyst in for the tour as well, and we’ll be 
set. Hopefully, by then I’ll have news worth sharing.” 

“We’ll look forward to hearing it,” Flanders said, a touch of grimness in his voice. “One question. Does 
this have any bearing on your concerns about the presence of a Manticoran warship?” 

“Again, Commodore, I’d rather not go into details at this point,” Guzarwan said evasively. “Let’s just 
say that there may be a connection.” He smiled tightly. “I promise that by tomorrow I’ll have something 
definitive.” 

“I hope so,” Flanders said. “The Star Kingdom has been a good friend over the years. I’d hate to see 
that relationship damaged. Especially for no reason.” 

“If there’s damage to be had, I assure you, it will be for good reason,” Guzarwan promised. 
“Very well,” Flanders said, still looking troubled. “Until tomorrow oh-nine-hundred, then.” 
“Yes,” Guzarwan confirmed softly. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 



*   *   * 
Ever since the end of the meeting, Metzger had been looking for a way to ask Eigen the question that 

had been nagging at her since practically the beginning. 
Not that she hadn’t had plenty of time for her ponderings. Indeed, for a while it had looked like her 

captain was planning to skip the trip back to Guardian entirely and simply rack aboard Péridot. He spoke 
to each of the delegates, some of them for several minutes, before they broke off the conversations and 
headed back to their own shuttles. By the time Eigen finally gestured her to the Alpha Spin lift, she con-
cluded that there really wasn’t any diplomatic phrasing possible for her question. 

And so, as their shuttle headed across space toward Guardian’s distant running lights, she simply, 
point-blank, asked it. 

“So how long have we known about the pirates, Sir?” 
“I didn’t actually know anything, XO,” Eigen said. “But I’ve heard rumors. Well, actually, even rumor is 

too strong a word. Let’s just say there’ve been some vague indications that something might be happen-
ing out there. They come mainly from between-line readings of Havenite communications, plus the 
whole ship-sale and regional-meeting thing in the first place. All filtered through minds that like to con-
nect dots whether there are any actual connections there or not.” 

“Looks like they got this one right, though.” 
“Possibly,” Eigen said. “For what it’s worth, I’m not even sure how much the Havenites knew before 

tonight. Though now that I think about it, Flanders’s reaction when I first proposed that Guardian take 
up a crosswise orbital attitude might indicate that he also had his suspicions. Still, best guess is that this 
whole thing has been driven by Casca right from the beginning.” 

“And even they don’t seem to know a whole lot,” Metzger murmured. “I wonder if Jalla knows some-
thing.” 

“Could be,” Eigen said. “Merchant captains do hear things. Might explain why he talked Guzarwan in-
to bringing him to the meeting tonight.” 

“To see what we knew?” 
“And hopefully to add in anything he had that we didn’t,” Eigen said. “What concerns me most is that 

if the Cascans’ information and deductions are right we may have a bigger problem on our hands than 
just some random pirate gang.” 

Metzger eyed him. “Meaning . . . ?” 
“Meaning that Kanth Padua was right,” Eigen said. “Three scores in three years may keep a gang going, 

but it’s hardly enough to make them rich. They may be taking more ships than Casca realizes.” His lip 
twitched. “Or they may have themselves a sponsor.” 

“You mean as in a mercenary group?” 
“Professional mercenaries typically don’t bother with small-time freighter attacks,” Eigen said. “I’m 

thinking more along the lines of a rogue state employing privateers.” 
“Oh, that’s a lovely thought,” Metzger said, wincing. “Testing the waters for an attack, you think?” 
“I have no idea,” Eigen said. “They could be hoping for conquest, planning to settle some old score, or 

be running some manifest-destiny craziness. Worse, it could be the remnants or successors to the Free 
Brotherhood or some similar group.” 

“Hence, Péridot and Casca’s plans for a neighborhood tour,” Metzger said. “I wonder if they’ll want the 
RMN to tag along.” 

“Oh, I’m sure they will,” Eigen said sourly. “Luckily, that’s not our problem. That’ll be for Lord Ange-
vin to field when he and Diactoros get here.” 

“I hope the King at least warned him this might be coming before they left.” 
“If not, Angevin’s a diplomat,” Eigen said. “They’re supposed to be trained to land on their feet.” 
“I hope so,” Metzger said. “Have you decided who you’re going to take back to Péridot for the full tour 

tomorrow?” 



“Probably just you,” Eigen said. “You heard Henderson—they’re going to be up to their shoulder-
boards tomorrow with Cascans learning the ropes and Havenites trying to teach them. If Kanth Padua 
hadn’t wanted a tour too I doubt he’d have let us come aboard at all.” He eyed her curiously. “Why, were 
you hoping to curl up in your cabin with a good book?” 

“I was actually thinking that Massingill might be a better choice,” Metzger said. “Not Colonel Massin-
gill—her husband, the Solarian ship design whiz.” 

“Gill Massingill,” Eigen said, making a face. “I have to tell you, XO, I’m really not thrilled at having a 
civilian aboard my ship, even if he is former Navy. Not sure how the Havenites will take it, either.” 

“There are civilian diplomats all over the place,” Metzger reminded him. 
“Different pot of scampi,” Eigen said. “The lines of command and authority there are odd but well-

defined. In Massingill’s case, he’s technically under my authority, but as a civilian things aren’t so clear.” 
“Mm,” Metzger said noncommittally. To her mind, the situation wasn’t nearly so fuzzy. Massingill was 

aboard a Navy ship, she and Eigen could give him orders, and he would follow them. 
“They should have just reinstated him as a PO and been done with it,” Eigen continued. “Too late to 

worry about that now, I suppose.” 
“I doubt he’d have accepted, considering some of the feelings he left behind when he took early retire-

ment,” Metzger said. “My point is that he’s likely to see a lot more on this first pass through Péridot than I 
will.” 

“I suppose that makes sense,” Eigen said. “Fine—I’ll take him tomorrow. We’ll see about talking Hen-
derson into a more leisurely tour later, after the Havenites have finished their training and gone back to 
Saintonge.” 

“He may try to bargain a tour against Manticoran help with their pirate hunt,” Metzger warned. 
Eigen snorted. “I’m sure he will. And I’d bet my pension that Breakwater’s going to be absolutely 

thrilled about this one.” 
“Yes,” Metzger said. “Still, that might be one way to get the BCs out of mothballs.” 
“That it would,” Eigen agreed. “Silver linings, XO. Silver linings.” 
“Yes, Sir,” Metzger murmured. Assuming, of course, that the battlecruisers could be made ready for 

flight quickly enough. And that crews could be found for them. And that whoever might be sponsoring 
the pirates didn’t turn out to be more than a match for the inexperienced fighting force the RMN had 
become. 

Silver linings, maybe. But it was a good idea to remember that the saying also assumed there would be 
a cloud. 

And that sometimes that cloud turned out to be hellishly big. 
*   *   * 

“Sorry,” Donnelly apologized as she finally floated back over to where Travis had spent the last hour in 
a hopefully unobtrusive vigil. “The reassembly was trickier than any of us expected. A bit of metal grit 
had gotten into one of the components and was shorting out a pair of pins.” 

“Not a problem, Ma’am,” Travis assured her. It wasn’t like he had any claim on her time, after all. 
Besides, he was finding it surprisingly restful to float all alone in a corner of Laser One, with no studies 

silently clamoring for his attention and none of the other off-duty petty officers wanting him to do some-
thing for or with them. It was almost like actual solitude. 

Except that, unlike solitude, here he had the bonus of being able to watch Lieutenant Donnelly at work. 
She wasn’t beautiful, not in the way holo-stars were beautiful. But paradoxically, her lack of physical 

perfection actually made her more attractive. It freed Travis’s mind to focus on her graceful movements 
in the zero-gee, and the melodic ring that somehow permeated her voice even when she was giving orders 
or discussing the care and feeding of laser tracking feedback moderators. Her intelligence and attention 
to detail came through, too, as she improvised solutions and short-cuts that her techs had missed. 

And wrapped around all of it was her dedication to her job, her ship, and the entire Royal Manticoran 



Navy. Every free moment she could spare from her work with the module was spent at her terminal as 
she tried to track down the answer to Travis’s question. To see if Guardian might indeed be facing a dis-
guised warship. 

“Anyway, I hope you weren’t too bored,” Donnelly continued, half-turning to settle into the corner be-
side him and holding up her tablet where they could both see it. “Okay; good news and bad news. The 
bad news is that I’m guessing there are two, possibly three, very nasty missiles that use the 9-R control 
module. The good news is they’re so advanced that the League has them on a Class-AA restriction. That 
means that they’re not only forbidden to be sold or shipped anywhere outside the League’s own battle-
cruisers, but there are actually little men with tablets who periodically go around the League counting the 
things and making sure none of them has walked off.” She considered. “It could be little women. The files 
don’t specify.” 

“And none of them is missing?” 
“Not as of my last data, which is admittedly over a year old,” Donnelly said. “But if they’re that para-

noid about the things, I think it’s likely they’re all still accounted for.” She twitched a mischievous smile. 
“If you’re still concerned, you can always give Saintonge a call. I’d guess Commodore Flanders is back 
from Péridot by now, and it’s possible the RHN has some actual specs to work from.” 

“I think I’ll save that conversation for another day, Ma’am,” Travis said, daring to joke a little. “If I may 
ask, though: if you don’t have the missile specs, how do you know they have 9-Rs?” 

“Pure, unadulterated guesswork,” Donnelly said. “The Navy bought a few of the previous model for 
the Casey refit, and extrapolating upward from those gets us to 9-Rs. Again, it’s just a guess, but it does 
follow the League’s usual upgrade pattern.” 

“I see,” Travis said, trying to think. “So you’re saying it’s as likely that they got an impeller upgrade as 
that they’ve got missiles hidden away somewhere?” 

“More likely, actually,” Donnelly said. “At least missiles that use 9-Rs.” 
Travis sighed. “Understood, Ma’am. Thank you for your time.” 
“No problem,” she assured him. “Nice to see that brain of yours is still chugging away.” 
Travis looked sideways at her. Was she mocking him? 
But if she was, she hadn’t stayed to see the reaction. Her attention was on her tablet, switching it back 

to an exploded view of the still partially unassembled module. “Anyway, back to work,” she added. “See 
you later.” Kicking off the wall behind them, she headed back to the table. 

No, Travis told himself firmly as he swam his way down the passageway toward the spin section and 
his quarters. Back at Casey-Rosewood, he’d had a small stirring of feelings for his classmate Elaine Dun-
harrow. He’d subsequently been transferred to gravitics, and had never again been closer to her than 
twenty meters. Aboard Vanguard he’d risked his life for Bonnie Esterle. She’d left without even a hug, 
and he’d never seen her again. Shortly after that, Donnelly herself had grabbed Travis and thrown him 
together with communications tech Suzanne Marx for that junction box problem. Marx had sounded 
mildly interested in getting together again someday, but that had never happened. Whatever it was that 
made up the package that was Travis Uriah Long, women clearly didn’t find it attractive. 

And on top of that, Lisa Donnelly was an officer, and Travis was enlisted, and RMN rules forbade frat-
ernization between ranks. Strictly speaking, he couldn’t even be Donnelly’s friend, let alone anything 
more. No, it would be best if he just forgot the whole thing and focused his attention on his job. 

His job, and why something still felt wrong about Wanderer and her purported need for exotic control 
modules. 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐ONE	  
“This is the Number Two-Four escape pod cluster,” Flanders said, pointing to the set of glow-yellow 
rings painted around the pods’ access hatches. “Vac suit storage there and there; emergency bubble suit 
lockers there. You’ll notice that they flank both sides of the forward lift pylon. That way, if spacers are 
coming up from Alpha Spin, either via the lift or the ladder that runs alongside the lift shaft, they’ll be 
able to spread out to the suits and pods without crowding.” 

“Question?” 
Gill Massingill gave himself a little twist around his handhold and turned toward the speaker. It was 

the Ueshiban representative, Guzarwan, floating beside a red-rimmed opening that marked one of Péri-
dot’s emergency pressure hatches. “Yes?” Flanders asked. 

“You say if they’re coming up from Alpha Spin,” Guzarwan said. “Where else would they go if they 
didn’t go here?” 

“There are other escape pods and suit lockers on Spin Five,” Flanders said. “That’s the outer part of the 
spin section.” 

“Alpha and Beta both,” Henderson added. 
“Right,” Flanders said, nodding. “Those would be the primary escape route for spacers who were in 

there at the time.” 
“Though there probably wouldn’t be many,” Henderson said. “The only time the ship would be in that 

kind of danger would be in battle, and the spin sections would be locked into their vertical positions and 
the crew already distributed to battle stations.” 

“Ah,” Guzarwan said. “Another question, if I may.” He gestured over his shoulder at the pressure 
hatch opening and the hatch itself just visible inside its bulkhead pocket. “This is a pressure hatch, cor-
rect, designed to close in case of depressurization? Yet all the suits and escape pods are on that side.” He 
pointed to the pod hatches beside Flanders and Henderson. “What happens to crew members who are 
forward of here if the section loses pressure and the hatch closes?” 

“They’ll have access to one of the pods farther forward,” Henderson said. “This cluster is mostly back-
up for anyone in Alpha Spin or moving between forward missiles and the hyper generator section.” 

“There were more pod clusters forward?” Guzarwan asked, frowning. “I don’t remember seeing any-
thing like this along the way.” 

Gill looked over at Captain Eigen, resisting the impulse to roll his eyes. Guzarwan was obviously a 
complete prat when it came to ships—the earlier escape pod and suit locker markings had been about as 
blatant as it was possible for such things to be. Yet somehow the Ueshiban had managed to miss them. If 
he was really this ignorant, he should have brought Wanderer’s captain with him on the tour to answer 
some of these basic questions instead of wasting everyone else’s time. 

Because the man he had brought, his hatchet-faced, pot-bellied assistant Kichloo, certainly wasn’t of-
fering any running footnotes. Kichloo had hardly said a word the whole trip, in fact, but the way he 
looked wide-eyed at everything around him tagged him as the same level of amateur as Guzarwan. Right 
now, in fact, he was floating behind his boss, his hands and face pressed against the pressure hatch open-
ing as if he was hoping the royal coronet would be in there. 

Though come to think of it, comparing Kichloo’s face to a hatchet was being rather unfair to hatchets. 
Maybe an ancient stone hatchet. Kichloo’s expression was about as warm and mobile as a granite cliff 
face, but without the cliff face’s natural charm. 

It was just as well he was an advisor and not a regular politician, Gill decided. Winning any kind of 
popular election with a face and cold-fish demeanor like that would be a pretty steep uphill run. 

“The pods and suit lockers were more spread out elsewhere on the ship,” Flanders said, with a tactful 



calmness Gill had trouble achieving even on his best days. “They’re clustered here because, as I said, this 
area serves the spin sections.” 

“Oh,” Guzarwan said, sounding a bit deflated, as if he’d hoped he’d caught the commodore in a mis-
take. “I see,” he added, looking around the passageway as if seeing it for the first time. 

At the other end of the group, hovering together behind Flanders and Péridot’s new Cascan captain, 
Henderson, Gill spotted the Yaltan and Ramonian representatives exchanging looks of strained patience. 
Even they knew more about the ship than Guzarwan did. In a perfect world, he decided, Guzarwan 
would simply die of embarrassment right here and now. 

“Commodore Flanders, how has this type of split spin section worked for you?” Captain Eigen spoke 
up, probably trying to move the conversation away from Guzarwan and his ignorance. 

“Not as well as we’d hoped,” Flanders said, clearly relieved at the change of subject. “Being able to lock 
the spin section vertically inside the compensator field translates into a few extra gees’ acceleration in n-
space. But of course, once you lock it down you in essence no longer have a spin section, which means 
zero-gee throughout the ship. Not especially desirable for anything long term. And of course, the shape 
means you have less useable space to begin with than you have in a standard toroidal section.” 

“That’s more or less what I thought,” Eigen said. “I’d heard that some of the League navies were play-
ing with this design for a while, but I never heard what the outcome was.” 

“Oh, it went on for a while,” Flanders told him. “Various shipyards built everything from destroyers all 
the way up to battlecruisers.” He waved a hand around them. “Obviously, that’s where we got our inspi-
ration for the Améthyste-class cruisers.” 

Gill smiled cynically. Inspiration, hell—from what he’d seen so far, a lot of Péridot was a straight, una-
shamed rip-copy of Solarian designs, right down to the layout of the ductwork and the service access-
ways. 

Still, given that Haven was selling the ship at a substantial loss, it sounded like they’d already written 
off the dumbbell spin section as a dead-end design. Under the circumstances, he doubted anyone in the 
League would squawk about copyright infringement. At least the downsides of the arrangement were 
now abundantly clear. 

The grav-plated habitation and command modules on the Havenites’ battlecruiser, on the other hand, 
were an entirely different kettle of fish. That approach had some interesting possibilities, and it would be 
highly interesting to see what other innovations they’d come up with since moving on from straight 
League designs. Hopefully, Captain Eigen could cadge an invitation over there later so he could have a 
closer look. 

But whether he could or not, Guardian’s secret mission was already a success. From what Gill had seen 
of Péridot and the other Havenite ships, he was sure Manticore could compete with the Republic in the 
ship-building business. 

Assuming, of course, that King Michael could get the Exchequer to loosen up the necessary funds for 
fusion plant and impeller manufacturing facilities. 

Gill hoped so. He really hoped so. It would be so gratifying to work with brand-new ships again, in-
stead of the RMN’s collection of mechanical fossils. 

“Make a hole!” someone shouted from one of the hatchways leading inward. A pair of men in Cascan 
uniforms and a woman wearing Havenite ensign’s insignia floated through the hatchway. The woman 
caught sight of Flanders and winced. “Excuse me, Sir,” she amended in a more subdued voice. 

Flanders waved silent acceptance of the apology and pressed close to the side of the passageway as she 
led the two Cascans aft. “We did warn you all it was going to be a zoo here today,” Henderson said dryly. 

“That’s all right,” Eigen said for all of them. “Please; lead on.” 
Henderson gestured to Flanders. “Commodore?” 
Flanders nodded and pushed off his handhold, sending himself floating aft after the three spacers. 

“Down past the lifts to the spin section modules we have another escape-pod cluster,” he said over his 



shoulder. “Aft of that is the hyper generator and its associated workshops.” 
The group followed. Settling in behind Eigen, Gill continued studying the design and equipment as 

they went, making mental notes of every detail. 
And idly dreaming of the shipyard he would someday be in charge of. 

*   *   * 
“The shuttle from Saintonge has docked with Péridot,” Wanderer’s chief engineer called through the 

open bridge door. “Jalla? You get that?” 
“I got it,” Jalla called back, his own voice uncomfortably loud as it echoed from the clamp enclosure he 

had his face pressed against. Somewhere back there something was jammed. 
There it was. “Six centimeters farther back,” he ordered the man at the other end of the long crate. The 

other nodded and inserted the probe gingerly into the nearest gap. 
And with a click loud enough for Jalla to hear all the way at his end the clamp popped free. “That’s it,” 

Jalla said, pushing back from the enclosure with relief. Wanderer had just the one missile, and Guzarwan 
was pretty sure they would have to use it sometime tonight. It would be highly embarrassing, not to say 
probably fatal, if they couldn’t even get it out of its packing crate. “What are you all floating around for?” 
he growled at the other crewmen hovering around the cargo bay. “Get this thing out of its crate and into 
the launcher.” He craned his neck. “The launcher is ready, right?” he called. 

“Mostly, Chief,” a distant voice called back. 
“What the hell is mostly?” Jalla snarled. “Get it ready, or I’ll mostly kick your butt into next month. 

Move it.” 
He turned back to the crewmen scrambling over the crate. One single missile, paid for in blood, jeal-

ously hoarded for nearly six years against any temptation to spend it. 
Tonight that self-denial would end. Tonight, they would get to spend that missile. 
And in return, they would be leaving the system with warships. Warships loaded with all the missiles 

anyone could ever want. 
There was a loud thud as one of the men’s wrenches slipped off a bolt and bounced off the deck. 

“Watch it,” Jalla snapped. “You break it, I break you. Now, move it.” 
*   *   * 

The disguised false-front compartments in the aft section of Wanderer’s shuttle were cramped and hot, 
with only a little ventilation and no light at all. 

Vachali hardly noticed. He was a professional, and he did whatever was necessary. Besides, he’d been 
in far worse settings throughout his violent life, facing far nastier enemies, and with far less reward beck-
oning from the other end of the tunnel. 

The wait was almost over. He was convinced of that. True, it had been over five hours since he and the 
others had closed themselves in their hidey-holes, just before the shuttle docked with Péridot and their 
great leader and pompous chatterjay Guzarwan headed in for the grand tour. And true, Vachali had been 
expecting to get the signal for the past hour. But it was surely almost time. 

And then, there it was: a small vibration on his wrist, silent and invisible. 
Time to go. 
The first step was to make sure that no one was loitering nearby in the shuttle’s cargo area. Vachali ac-

complished that with a slender fiber-op cable through an innocent-looking scratch in the door’s corner. 
It was barely possible that one of Péridot’s crewmen had wandered in, given that Guzarwan had deliber-
ately left the shuttle’s hatch open to the docking port to show that he had nothing to hide. Unlikely, but 
still possible. And part of Vachali’s job was to ward off even unlikely events that could get him and his 
team killed. 

The area was clear. With Péridot’s transfer of ownership to the Cascans still going on, everyone aboard 
clearly had better things to do than poke around someone else’s shuttle. 

They would be regretting that lack of curiosity before the night was out. 



The hidden door was designed to open silently, and it did its job perfectly. Vachali floated out, making 
sure his concealed handgun was close at hand, and made his way to within view of the open hatch. From 
the passageways and compartments on the other side came the muted murmur of voices and machinery, 
but no one appeared to be nearby. Getting a grip on one of the handholds, he keyed his viber with the 
activation signal. 

The rest of his team had apparently been as bored and impatient for action as he had. Ninety seconds 
later, all fifty were gathered behind him, just out of view from the hatchway. 

“Shora?” Vachali murmured, not because he needed to confirm the other’s readiness but because it 
was traditional to touch base with the second-team commander before going into action. 

“Team ready,” Shora confirmed. 
Vachali nodded, his eyes flicking across the stolid faces and coiled-spring-ready bodies. They were cer-

tainly a colorful lot. Eleven were in vac suits, with bright-orange stripes to make them more visible in 
marginal lighting. Twenty wore Republic of Haven naval uniforms. The other nineteen, plus Vachali 
himself, were dressed in Cascan Defense Force outfits. The EVA team members had their hip pouches in 
place; the uniformed men had their bulkier kit cases floating at their sides. “EVA teams: go,” he ordered. 

Silently, the vac-suited men split into two groups and headed for the shuttle’s two side airlocks. “Com 
team, with me,” he continued. “The rest in twos: thirty seconds apart or as conditions warrant. Labroo, 
you have my case.” 

A moment later Vachali, Shora, Mota, and two of the others were swimming their way down the pas-
sageway toward the cozy little interior nest that housed Péridot’s bridge, CIC, and—most important of all 
at the moment—the ship’s communications center. 

If all went by the plan, Péridot would soon be theirs. If all didn’t go by the plan . . . well, the ship would 
still be theirs. It would just cost a lot more blood. 

*   *   * 
The tour had been fascinating, but by the time the group gathered in the lifts heading down into Péri-

dot’s Alpha Spin section Gill was ready to call it a night. His eyes were tired, his throat was scratchy with 
the slightly lower humidity the Havenites maintained on their ships, and his head was crammed to over-
flowing with all the mental notes he’d taken over the past few hours. 

On top of that, his muscles were on the edge of a general all-over ache. People who’d never experi-
enced zero-gee, he knew, usually had a mental picture of floating around like wingless angels in effortless 
bliss, when in fact it was at least as strenuous as travel through a normal gravity field. None of the weight, 
all of the inertia, as one of his instructors used to say. Gill was definitely looking forward to giving his up-
per body a break while his legs did all the transport work for a change. 

Earlier that afternoon, he’d hoped they could take one of the two narrow ladderways down to the 
wardroom, on the theory that you could learn a lot about a ship’s designer by how he put together his 
ladders. Now, he was more than content to take the lift. 

From what Captain Eigen had said on the shuttle that morning, Gill had expected the gathering in Pé-
ridot’s wardroom to be a much smaller affair than Commander Metzger’s description of the previous 
night’s dinner. He was therefore somewhat surprised to find the wardroom, if not packed to the bulk-
heads, nevertheless comfortably crowded. Something over half of them were officers, in a mixed group of 
Havenite and Cascan uniforms, while the other half were apparently the civilian delegates and their assis-
tants. 

The size of the crowd had evidently taken Eigen by surprise, too. “Captain Henderson?” he murmured 
as their group filed out of the lift. 

“I’m afraid this is my doing,” Guzarwan spoke up before Henderson could reply. “It occurred to me 
that my earlier suggestion of limiting tonight’s gathering wasn’t very polite, not to mention highly undip-
lomatic. So I passed around a more general invitation this morning to the other delegates and arranged to 
have your steward fly some extra provisions up from the surface. All at Ueshiba’s expense, of course.” 



“I already told you there was no need for that,” Henderson growled. 
“Yes, you did,” Guzarwan agreed. “But I beg you to indulge my government just this once. After all, if 

we’re going to be allies—” he inclined his head at Eigen “—it would best if we were also friends.” He ges-
tured across the room, toward a short, balding man having an animated discussion with a few other men. 
“I did of course clear it with Ambassador Boulanger, who I assumed would inform both of you.” 

“Well, he didn’t,” Flanders said stiffly. “More importantly, as Péridot is now under Cascan command, 
the ambassador has no authority whatsoever aboard her. He had no business authorizing anything, let 
alone a gathering like this.” 

Guzarwan winced. “Yes, I see,” he said. “My apologies to you, Sir.” He turned to Henderson. “And es-
pecially to you, Captain Henderson. I was under the impression that, given all the RHN personnel 
aboard, that the transition was still ongoing.” 

“No, Commodore Flanders is correct,” Henderson said, his voice marginally less annoyed. It was, Gill 
reflected, hard to stay mad at a person who was so abjectly apologetic for his lapse of judgment. “We’ll let 
it pass this time. But in the future, bear in mind that it’s the captain who has final authority aboard his or 
her ship. Civilian diplomats and even the captain’s own superiors are required to clear all operations and 
orders.” 

“I understand, Sir,” Guzarwan said, ducking his head. “My apologies.” 
“Now that we’ve got that settled, can we get to the main reason we’re all here?” Eigen asked. “You said 

you would have information for us.” 
“And my research has indeed borne fruit,” Guzarwan confirmed. “Unfortunately, there’s still one piece 

that has yet to fall into place. Captain Jalla is crunching the data aboard Wanderer, though, and we 
should have the entire story within a very few minutes.” 

“Why is Jalla doing the research?” Eigen asked, gesturing toward the silent Kichloo. “I thought Mr. 
Kichloo was your analyst. If there’s still work to be done, why is he here instead of back aboard Wanderer 
doing it?” 

“Because I wanted him at my side when I present our findings,” Guzarwan said, some stressed patience 
creeping into his voice. “Besides, the remaining work is all computerized data-crunching, which Captain 
Jalla can oversee as well as Mr. Kichloo. It will be only a few minutes more, I assure you.” 

Flanders and Henderson looked at each other. “I suppose we can keep everyone entertained a little 
longer,” Henderson said, his eyes flicking over to the buffet the stewards had laid out. “But this had better 
be worth it.” 

“Trust me,” Guzarwan promised. “It will.” 
*   *   * 

The trick to not looking like you were traveling in a bunch, Vachali had long ago learned, was simply 
to not travel in a bunch. 

There were risks to that approach, of course. In this case, if one of them was spotted and challenged by 
a genuine Havenite or Cascan, there would be no backup right at hand to help cajole, bluff, or shoot their 
way out of the situation. But with two ships’ worth of Havenites to draw on, plus an unknown number of 
Cascans being groomed for ship’s operations, the odds were that a few freshly unfamiliar faces wouldn’t 
even be noticed. 

Still, to be on the safe side, he made sure he and Mota traveled the axial passageways together. Mota 
was one of the best hackers in the business, but the kid was pathetically inept at cajoling, bluffing, or 
shooting. 

But as expected, neither of them rated even a second glance from anyone else in the passageways. Just 
as importantly, from the casual pace of the other crewmen and the equally casual tone of their conversa-
tions, it appeared that the watch was starting to wind down. Guzarwan had figured that would be the sit-
uation, but it wasn’t something Vachali had been willing to take on faith. 

There was no guard outside the communications room when he and Mota arrived. Shora, who’d led 



this particular intrusion, was already in place, floating outside the hatch and pretending to study his tab-
let. He waited until Vachali and Mota were ten seconds away, then popped open the hatch and floated 
inside. 

He was talking to the Cascan-uniformed man and woman in the compartment when Vachali arrived, 
closing the hatch behind him. “—down your system and route everything through the bridge while we’re 
running the tests,” Shora was saying to the clearly puzzled ratings. “The ensign will explain further—ah; 
here he is now.” He swivelled on his handhold toward Vachali, his free hand slipping momentarily be-
neath his tunic, then swivelled back again to face the two Cascans. 

Neither of them even had time to gasp before he shot them. 
Vachali looked over his shoulder, to see Mota’s anxious face peering in through the hatch viewport. He 

gestured the other in, and Mota popped the hatch. “Clear?” he asked, his nose wrinkling with the faint 
smell of ozone. 

“Clear,” Vachali assured him. He didn’t much care for the afterscent of shock rounds, either—the acrid 
smell of an honest lead-loaded 10-millimeter always seemed more manly, as well as more honest. But us-
ing darts that could deliver a lethal current surge from an air-propelled weapon was a hell of a lot quieter 
than even a silenced handgun. Quieter, really, than anything except a knife. And for the moment, silence 
was the name of the game. “How long?” he asked. 

“Not very,” Mota assured him as he maneuvered into an angled position above the two dead Cascans 
and got busy with the com board. “Everyone in place?” 

There was a chorus of acknowledgments from the rest of his team, scattered around the other control 
areas of the ship. 

“Okay,” Mota said. “Here we go.” 
He leaned in close to the keyboard, punching away like a berserk woodpecker. As he worked, Shora 

swivelled the chairs around, putting the corpses’ backs to the hatch so that even the small amount of 
blood staining their tunics wouldn’t be visible to anyone who glanced casually through the viewport. 
Vachali, for his part, stayed close to the hatch, his back blocking the view, while the scene was being set. 

For all his inexperience with guns and glib, Mota was definitely good at computers. Barely forty-five 
seconds later, he tapped a final key and nodded. “Bridge, CIC, and Alpha Spin are locked out of the inter-
com system,” he reported. “You’re good to go.” 

Vachali nodded. “Shora?” 
Shora had already pulled the headset off one of the Cascans and put it on. He nodded to Mota, and the 

tech tapped a key. “Attention, all personnel,” Shora said in a clipped, military tone and a pretty fair Ha-
venite accent. “All RHN personnel returning to Saintonge are to report immediately to the RHN shuttle 
at Docking Port Three. I say again, immediately. All other nonessential RHN and CDF personnel are to 
report to Beta Spin for a special assembly with Commodore Flanders and Captain Henderson. Repeat-
ing—” 

He ran through the message again, then signaled Mota to key off. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s see if it 
works.” 

Two minutes ticked slowly by. Shora and Mota repositioned themselves to face the dead Cascans, 
feigning an animated conversation with the bodies, again for the benefit of any passersby. With the scene 
playing out, Vachali could now move out of the way of the viewport and into guard position out of sight 
beside the hatch. If the ploy didn’t work, the three of them and the other two loitering nearby would have 
to move immediately on the bridge and CIC. At that point, Guzarwan’s neat little hijacking would morph 
into a ship-wide running battle, with a toss-up as to whether they and the other teams scattered around 
the ship near the armory, engineering, and impeller rooms would be able to win the day. 

And then, the viber on Vachali’s wrist came to life, and he breathed a quiet sigh of relief. “They’re on 
the move,” he reported. 

“The Cascans seem pretty excited, too,” Shora confirmed, his voice sounding distracted as he concen-



trated on the spotter message coming through on his own viber. 
“Probably heard about all the extra food Guzarwan had brought up and figure they’re in for a treat,” 

Vachali said. Guzarwan had called it, all right, straight down the line. “Order Team Two to meet me at 
the Havenite shuttle and Team One to start moving to their Plan A positions. Mota, you have the uni-
link relay system frozen?” 

“Completely,” Mota assured him. 
“Good,” Vachali said, pulling his uni-link out of his belt. “Open it up for mine—I need to let the chief 

know he’s on.” 
Mota nodded and busied himself with the board again. “You’re in.” 
“Teams are on the move,” Shora added, keying an acknowledgment signal into his viber. “They should 

be ready when you are. How long do you want Mota and me to hang here after they finish hacking the 
rest of the security system?” 

“Until the chief or Kichloo say otherwise,” Vachali said. “And stay on your toes. I’ll probably need you 
before this is over.” 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐TWO	  
“Movement,” Vachali’s voice came tersely over Guzarwan’s uni-link. “Prime.” 

“Understood,” Guzarwan said solemnly, carefully suppressing the grim smile that wanted to come out. 
Phase One was complete, and from Vachali’s report it sounded like the plan was exactly on track. 

Now, with the Havenites and Cascans heading like obedient sheep to the pens where their herders had 
sent them, it was time for Phase Two. 

“You have news?” Flanders asked as Guzarwan put away the uni-link. 
“Yes,” Guzarwan said, putting some darkness into his voice. “And I’m afraid it’s worse than I ex-

pected.” He turned, caught Boulanger’s eye from halfway across the Alpha Spin wardroom, and beckoned 
him over. 

“Well?” Flanders prompted. 
“I’ll be happy to share the full story with you in a few minutes,” Guzarwan said as Boulanger joined 

them. “But first, I need to have a private word with Captain Eigen and Ambassador Boulanger.” 
“What sort of word?” Boulanger asked. 
“No,” Flanders said flatly before Guzarwan could answer. “Not without me.” 
“Or me,” Henderson seconded. 
“I’m sorry, gentlemen,” Guzarwan said, just as firmly. “It turns out that there’s a larger civilian com-

ponent to this than I’d realized. I have to give Ambassador Boulanger an opportunity to respond private-
ly to the allegations I’m about to present to you and the rest of the company.” 

Flanders looked at Boulanger. The other shrugged helplessly. 
“I have no idea what this is about,” he said. 
Flanders eyed him another second, then turned back to Guzarwan. 
“And Captain Eigen?” he asked, making the question a challenge. 
“He’s the highest Manticoran official present,” Guzarwan said. “I know he’s not a civilian, but it’s the 

best I can do. All I can say right now is that he and Mr. Boulanger need to hear this together, and in pri-
vate.” 

“I have no objection,” Boulanger said. “In fact, I’ll admit to being intrigued.” 
“I have a great number of objections,” Flanders growled. “Captain Eigen?” 
“I don’t like it, either,” Eigen said. “But I’m willing to go along.” 
“Captain Henderson?” Flanders asked, turning finally to the Cascan. “This vessel is under your com-

mand. You have the final say.” 
“I agree that it’s ridiculous, not to mention insulting,” Henderson said reluctantly. “But unless we want 

to whip up some truth serum or a torture wheel it doesn’t look like we’ll ever find out this big bad secret 
unless we play along.” He fixed Guzarwan with a glare that was probably designed to shrivel junior offic-
ers. “Five minutes,” he added sternly. “No more.” 

“Five minutes should be sufficient,” Guzarwan promised. 
Henderson still looked like he was sucking on a sour grape, but he nodded. “All right. There’s a storage 

compartment at the aft end of the wardroom. You can talk there.” 
“If it’s all the same with you, Captain, I’d prefer to use the conference room near your office on the 

next level inward,” Guzarwan said diffidently. “The one we saw on the tour earlier. It’s more private, and 
there are larger displays I can link my tablet into.” 

“Fine,” Henderson growled. “Just get on with it.” 
“Thank you.” Guzarwan gestured to Boulanger and Eigen. “Gentlemen?” 
He led the way to the lift, wondering if any of the others had noticed that Kichloo had drifted away at 

the same time he’d called Boulanger over to join the conversation. 



They probably hadn’t. Kichloo was very good at drifting, after all. And military people, despite their 
fancy uniforms and warships, really weren’t all that observant. 

“Can you at least give us a hint?” Boulanger asked as the lift started up. 
“All in good time, Ambassador,” Guzarwan said. “All in good time.” 
The lift car came to a halt, and the doors slid open. Eigen took a step toward the opening— 
And abruptly reversed direction as Kichloo rolled like a silent ocean wave into the car, the muzzle of 

his gun pressed into Eigen’s stomach. “Softly, now—very softly,” Guzarwan warned, his own gun pressed 
against Boulanger’s side. “No shouting, yelling, or screaming. Not even so much as a preliminary deep 
breath. I assure you we can kill you much faster than you can summon help.” 

Eigen recovered first. “Who are you?” he asked, his voice tense but under good control. 
“The new masters of this ship,” Guzarwan told him. “Depending on your actions over the next few 

minutes, the transfer of ownership can go through peacefully or with serious loss of blood.” 
Boulanger let out a long, shuddering breath. “Captain, you can’t let them—” 
“Quiet,” Eigen said. 
He hadn’t so much as raised his voice, but Boulanger broke off his protest and sputtered into silence. 
“Very good,” Guzarwan said approvingly. “Here’s how it’s going to work. You and Ambassador Bou-

langer will accompany us to the bridge and persuade the duty officer to hand over the lock codes for the 
impellers, helm, and navigation. Once we have the codes and my men have started bringing up the 
wedge, you’ll give the abandon-ship warning and order the crew to the escape pods. We take off, you get 
picked up by Saintonge or Guardian or one of the other ships, and the incident will be over. Granted, 
you’ll end up with some egg on your faces, but at least you and the rest of the men and women aboard 
will still be breathing. I think that’s a fair exchange.” 

It was, Guzarwan reflected, probably the most ridiculous and naïve plan imaginable, and he was pretty 
sure Eigen knew that. But the Manticoran’s expression never even cracked. “I suppose it’s the best we’re 
going to get,” he said. “A bit problematic taking us half a ship’s length at gunpoint, though.” 

“I think we can stay close enough together that no one will notice,” Guzarwan assured him. 
This time, Eigen was unable to completely suppress the flicker of hope from his face. Traveling casually 

together in close order, with the captor’s gun necessarily pressed closely against the prisoner’s side, added 
up to the best odds for turnover that a prisoner was likely to get. 

“I suppose we don’t have a choice, do we?” he said, his voice studiously neutral. 
“No, you don’t,” Guzarwan agreed. “Let’s get to it, then, shall we?” 
Eigen’s eyes took on a cold glint. “Yes,” he said softly. “Let’s.” 

*   *   * 
The men of Team Two, as per Plan A’s instructions, had gathered themselves casually along the pas-

sageways. They drifted away from their positions as Vachali passed, forming a loose group behind him. 
Labroo, Vachali’s second in command, was anchoring the far end of the line, and passed Vachali’s over-
night case to him as he joined the assembly. 

By the time he reached the Havenite shuttle, he had a solid mass of other Cascan Defense Force uni-
forms behind him. 

The two Havenite crewmen manning the docking collar were talking with a lieutenant, who Vachali 
guessed was the shuttle’s commander, when the group arrived. “Ensign,” the lieutenant greeted Vachali, 
frowning as Vachali waved the group to a halt. “You going to a party?” 

“I guess that’s up to Saintonge, Sir,” Vachali said. “We just got orders from Captain Henderson that 
we’re supposed to hitch a ride over there with you.” He hefted his equipment case. “We were told to bring 
our overnight kits with us, too.” 

The lieutenant and crewmen exchanged puzzled glances. “I wasn’t informed,” the lieutenant said, 
frowning. “You have a chip?” 

“I got the impression it was a last-minute decision,” Vachali told him. “The captain said he’d have 



someone call and confirm it.” 
“No one’s called yet,” the lieutenant said, frowning. Pushing off his handhold, he glided to the inter-

com in the bulkhead near the collar and caught another handhold there. “Let me see if the bridge knows 
anything about it.” He keyed the intercom. “Bridge; Bay Three; Lieutenant Riley,” he said. “I have a CDF 
group who say they’re supposed to ride over to Saintonge with us. Has anyone cut or logged orders to 
that effect?” 

“Lieutenant, this is CDF Commander Kaplan,” Shora’s voice came from the speaker, with a Cascan ac-
cent that was even better than his Havenite one. “Yes, we know all about it. Captain Henderson and 
Commodore Flanders have both authorized the transfer, but there’s a glitch in the software and we’re 
having trouble getting a chip coded. Let them aboard and go ahead and take off—we should have the 
problem fixed in a few minutes, and will transmit the official orders to you en route.” 

“Yes, Sir,” Riley said. He still didn’t look happy, but Vachali guessed that such snafus had been com-
mon as the Cascans removed Havenite programs and protocols from the various computers and installed 
their own. “Bear in mind that I can’t dock with Saintonge with unauthorized passengers aboard.” 

“They’ll be authorized before you get there,” Shora promised. “I’ll call Commander Charnay right now 
and fill him in on the situation, then transmit a copy of the orders to both of you once we have them on 
chip. Good enough?” 

“As long as Commander Charnay’s happy, I’m happy,” Riley said with a touch of cautious humor. 
“Thank you, Sir.” 

“No problem, and sorry about the glitch,” Shora said. “Safe flight.” 
Riley keyed off the intercom and jerked his head toward the hatch. “Don’t just float there, Ensign—you 

heard the man. Get your people aboard, and let’s burn some hydrogen.” 
*   *   * 

The first risk point came exactly where Guzarwan had expected: as he and the others emerged from the 
lift into Axial Three and his prisoners discovered the whole area was deserted. “Hold on,” Eigen said, his 
head twisting back and forth as he looked both ways down the long passageway. “Where is everyone?” 

“Somewhere else, of course,” Guzarwan said calmly, floating a couple of meters farther back. If Eigen 
was concerned or suspicious enough he might choose to make his last stand right here, and Guzarwan 
had no intention of having his gun within grabbing range. 

Fortunately, in zero-gee the concept of a sudden leaping lunge didn’t exist. With only his fingertips on 
one of the handholds maintaining his position, Eigen would have to either grab the handhold, pull in and 
then push out, or else rotate ninety degrees and shove off with his feet, and either move would be tele-
graphed in plenty of time for Guzarwan to decide how nasty his countermove would be. 

Eigen knew all that, too. He was still staring at Guzarwan with blood in his eyes, but he was making no 
move to come at him. 

Time to ratchet it down a little. “Relax, Captain,” Guzarwan said in his most soothing voice. “The 
crewmen on duty are, obviously, at their duty stations. The rest are across in Beta Spin.” 

“What are they doing there?” Boulanger asked, looking back and forth as if he was still expecting the 
missing crewmen to jump out and say boo. 

“I invited them to a party,” Guzarwan said, tapping his viber. Where the hell was their backup? 
Apparently waiting for a parchment invitation. Five meters down the passageway, Wazir and 

Zradchob popped into view from one of the spin section maintenance compartments. “We’re here, Sir,” 
Wazir said briskly. 

“Thank God,” Boulanger bit out. “Quick—sound an alarm. The ship’s being . . .” He trailed off, his 
brain belatedly catching up with the curious fact that neither their captors or rescuers were reacting in the 
slightest to each other. 

Eigen had already figured it out, of course. “Don’t bother,” he told the ambassador bitterly. “I think 
you’ll find they’re together.” 



“Of course,” Guzarwan confirmed, beckoning to the newcomers. “Escort the captain and ambassador 
to the bridge,” he ordered. “Shora will need them there.” He cocked an eyebrow at Eigen. “You’ll be good, 
Captain, won’t you?” 

“Of course,” Eigen said softly as Wazir nudged his arms behind his back and fastened a slender plastic 
cable-tie around his wrists. “Just as good as I have to be.” 

“I’m sure you will,” Guzarwan said, an unexpected shiver running up his back. Even trapped like a 
caged animal, there was something in the Manticoran’s voice that momentarily chilled his blood. “Take 
them.” 

A minute later, they were gone. “I thought Shora said we already had the bridge,” Kichloo said as he 
opened his shirt and pulled out the wide wraparound belt that had doubled as a fake pot-belly. 

“I wanted them to think they’re still useful,” Guzarwan explained as he punched the lift call button. 
“Especially Eigen. He’s still hoping he can alert the bridge crew in time to sound the alarm.” 

Kichloo grunted. “I heard the Manticoran Navy was all useless fancy-pants dukes and duchesses.” 
“So did I,” Guzarwan said. “Maybe Eigen’s a throwback.” 
The two lift cars arrived. Guzarwan locked them in place, wedging the outer doors open just to make 

sure they weren’t going anywhere. By the time he’d finished, Kichloo had half of the miniature shaped 
charges out of their pockets and floating in a loose cluster in front of him. “One per?” he asked. 

“Make it two,” Guzarwan decided. “Unless there were some pressure hatches you missed?” 
“No, I got ’em all,” the other said. “Want me to go do Beta?” 
Guzarwan nodded. “Go.” 
It took ninety seconds for Guzarwan to affix two of the charges to each of the hatches that opened on 

the emergency ladders, fastening them to the viewports where they would cause the most destruction if 
the people trapped in Alpha Spin were foolish enough to try to open them. Two more charges went onto 
the floors of each of the two lift cars. 

When he was finished, he picked a spot where he could cover both of the pylons and drew his gun. It 
was possible that Flanders or Henderson had noticed that the five minutes they’d given him were up, had 
investigated the conference room and found it empty, and sent someone up one of the ladders to see 
what had happened to the lift cars. Guzarwan didn’t want to start any premature commotions, but he 
wanted someone sounding an alarm even less. 

No one had shown up by the time Kichloo reappeared in the non-spinning part of Axial Two, giving 
Guzarwan a thumbs-up as Guzarwan’s section rotated past him. Guzarwan pushed off the rotating part 
and brought himself to a floating stop beside the other man. “Any trouble?” he asked. 

Kichloo shook his head. “I checked with the EVA team—everything’s ready—and confirmed all our 
people are clear of this section.” 

“Good,” Guzarwan said. “Let’s do it.” 
Ten meters forward down the passageway was the first of the ungimmicked pressure hatches. Guzar-

wan and Kichloo positioned themselves on the forward side of the door, and Guzarwan nodded. “Do it.” 
Kichloo nodded back and tapped the activation code on his viber. 
And from seemingly all around them came a multiple dull thud as the exterior hatches in Péridot’s 

amidships area were blasted open. 
The raucous hooting of the decompression alarms and the sudden wind at Guzarwan’s back had barely 

begun when the pressure hatch in front of him and Shora slammed across their view, cutting off the air-
flow as the automatics kicked in to isolate the hull breach. 

But for once, the safeties weren’t going to do their job. Peering through the hatch’s viewport, Guzar-
wan could see the other red-rimmed openings still wide open, their protective hatches frozen uselessly in 
place in their wall pockets by the nano-enhanced glue that Kichloo had surreptitiously injected into each 
opening during the tour. 

There was a lot of air in even a partial section of a ship the size of Péridot, and it would take more than 



a handful of seconds to drain all of it out into space. But it was already too late for anyone aboard to take 
any action to stop it. Most of the officers and crew were in the two spin sections, which had become sepa-
rate islands of air, sealed off from the rest of the ship by the very pressure hatches designed to protect 
them. 

There were micro airlocks in each of the spin section pylons, of course, that could normally be used to 
let vac-suited crewmen into the vacuum to find the damage and make repairs. But with the charges 
Guzarwan and Shora had now rigged to the hatch viewports, that option was no longer available. Any 
attempt to open the hatch would blow the charges, killing the person in the airlock and rendering it use-
less. 

In fact, given that they’d put two charges on each hatch, it was entirely possible that the blast would al-
so rupture or deform the inner hatch. Unless the captives had been cautious enough to set up a secondary 
barrier further inside, that would depressurize a good portion of the spin section and kill everyone who 
was unlucky enough to be in that area. 

“Send an acknowledgment to the EVA teams,” Guzarwan instructed Shora. With one last look through 
the viewport, he pushed off the pressure hatch and headed forward. “And order the engineering teams to 
move in.” 

He pulled out his uni-link and keyed it on. “Mota?” 
“Here, Chief,” the hacker’s voice came. 
“Link to the shuttle laser and tell Jalla to start bringing up his wedge,” Guzarwan ordered. “Then lock 

down the com board and get busy cracking the bridge lock codes.” He looked at his chrono. “Wanderer’s 
wedge will be up in forty minutes. Make sure we’re right behind her.” 

*   *   * 
Gravitics Specialist First Class Jan Vyland, Travis had found, wasn’t nearly as outgoing or helpful as 

Lieutenant Kountouriote. In fact, he thought of her as something of a cold fish, an opinion that was 
shared by at least a sizeable percentage of the petty officer contingent. 

But if she wasn’t interested in actually helping Travis learn the ropes of gravitics readings, she never-
theless didn’t mind him hanging around during her watch and watching over her shoulder. As far as 
Travis was concerned, that was good enough. 

Though at the moment there wasn’t anything much for him to watch. All of the ships in orbit were 
floating peacefully along in the simple elegance of Newtonian mechanics. Elsewhere in the system, a 
grand total of two wedges were on the plot, belonging to a pair of mining ships maneuvering through the 
rings of one of the system’s three gas giants. 

Most of Guardian’s crew probably saw them as what they were: simple asteroid miners. For Travis, 
though, such ships were a ghostly reminder of the ill-fated Rafe’s Scavenger and the even more ill-fated 
Phobos. Those memories, combined with the general quiet and inactivity of the watch, had stretched a 
gloomy haze across his mind. 

He was practicing running the wedges’ strength and position in a back-of-the-brain calculation when 
the door across CIC slid open. He turned, wondering if the Officer of the Watch had decided to make a 
snap inspection. 

It wasn’t the Watch Officer. It was, in fact, probably the last person Travis had expected. 
“There you are,” Lieutenant Donnelly said, floating in the hatchway. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
“Yes, Ma’am, I was here,” Travis said, feeling his heart rate pick up. She’d been looking for him? “Cap-

tain Eigen gave me permission to observe when I’m off—” 
“Yes, yes, fine,” Donnelly interrupted. “Those P-409-R control modules you asked me about. What do 

you know about Clarino surge dampers?” 
Frantically, Travis searched his memory. Was this a trick question? Some kind of test? 
If it was, he’d just failed it. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them,” he admitted. “Are they important?” 
“Maybe,” Donnelly said. “That weapons thing you were worried about was still nagging at me, so I did 



a little more digging. It turns out that the node Klarian instability they talked about does affect the 9-R 
modules. But it’s even harder on surge dampers, and they’re at least as expensive and tricky to get hold of 
as 9-Rs. So why didn’t Jalla ask about replacing those, too?” 

“Uh . . .” Travis frowned. “Maybe he didn’t want to bother us with details?” 
“He had no problem going on about the 9-Rs,” Donnelly pointed out. “Which he trotted out as one of 

the reasons he was willing to haul wedge all the way here from Ueshiba. Add in the fact that his instability 
wasn’t behaving like a Klarian and that he’s got a Ueshiban delegation aboard that Diactoros was sup-
posed to be bringing . . . ?” 

Again, Travis heart rate ratcheted upward. Only this time it didn’t have anything to do with Donnelly’s 
presence. “So where does that get us?” 

“I don’t know,” Donnelly said. “But I thought it might be worth checking whether or not Jalla ever 
asked Saintonge about selling him any 9-Rs.” 

“Kind of sloppy not to, if it was part of a cover story,” Travis pointed out. 
“Very sloppy,” Donnelly agreed. “But even smart people get sloppy sometimes.” She gestured at the 

hatch. “I think Patty Boysenko’s on com duty on the bridge. Let’s see if she’ll give Saintonge a call for us.” 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐THREE	  
Back in the Solarian League, where Gill Massingill had cut his teeth, one of a yard dog’s most important 
jobs was to keep track of times, distances, and locations. So when Captain Henderson allotted Guzarwan 
five minutes for his private meeting with Captain Eigen and Ambassador Boulanger, Gill had naturally 
noted the time and started a private countdown. 

They’d been gone nine of those five minutes, and Gill was wondering if he ought to point that out to 
Henderson, when the scream of a depressurization alarm burst across the buzz of Alpha Spin conversa-
tion. 

Gill’s first instinct was to look up at the small strips of crepe cloth hanging from the ceiling. They were 
waving gently in the airflow from the ventilation system and the wardroom’s human factors, but there 
was no universal movement that would indicate the direction of a leak. Wherever the depressurization 
was coming from, it wasn’t in Alpha Spin. 

Or at least, it wasn’t in Alpha Spin Five. One of the two spin decks further inward? 
That was clearly what the Havenites thought. Gill looked away from the indicator strips to see that sev-

eral of them were already heading up the ladders built into the lift pylons. A couple of the Cascan Defense 
people were right behind them. 

Gill had a different priority. Moving crossways against the flow of uniforms heading toward the lifts 
and around the clumps of nonmilitary planetary delegates standing in frozen bewilderment, he headed 
for the nearest of the bulkhead-mounted vac suit lockers. 

Only to discover that the locker wouldn’t open. The latch moved and gave the usual disengaging click, 
but the door stayed firmly shut. 

“Trouble?” 
Gill looked over his shoulder. Commodore Flanders was coming up behind him, aiming for the locker 

next to Gill’s. “It’s jammed,” Gill told him, turning back to the locker and frowning at the mechanism. It 
looked like there was something in the gap just above the latch. 

Flanders reached the other locker and tried it. Like Gill’s, the latch worked fine but the door itself 
stayed closed. “What the hell?” Flanders demanded, yanking at the latch one more time and then moving 
to the next locker. It, too, was jammed closed. 

Gill crouched down and peered into the gap. Sure enough, something was stuck in there. On impulse, 
he leaned close and sniffed. 

One sniff was all he needed. “Damn it,” he snarled, shouting to be audible over the alarm. “Commo-
dore Flanders—” 

The last word came out in a bellow that rang in his ears as the decompression alarm abruptly cut off. 
Gill looked up hopefully, but the emergency lights were still flashing red. The crisis hadn’t ended; some-
one had merely shut off the cacophony. 

“What is it?” Flanders asked. 
“It’s glued shut,” Gill told him, pointing to the locker door. “Standard Number Three nano-based for-

mula, probably injected with a hypo.” He looked around at the other lockers lining the walls. “Ten to one 
they’re all like this.” 

For a long moment Flanders just stood there staring at him. Then, abruptly, he yanked out his uni-
link. “Everyone on the spin ladders—stop what you’re doing,” he shouted into it. “Stay away from the 
hatches. Don’t touch them. Repeat, don’t touch the hatches!” He listened another second, then swore and 
jammed the device back into his belt. “Someone get up there!” he shouted, jabbing a finger at a pair of 
junior officers near the ladders. “You two—go! Tell them not to touch the hatches.” 

The officers were already on their way, bounding up the ladders three rungs at a time in the deck’s 



two-thirds gee. 
“What is it?” Gill asked. 
“We’ve been sabotaged,” Flanders bit out, “and whoever it is has also shut down the intraship relay 

system. If they’ve rigged the hatchways—” 
He broke off as the officers who’d just headed up the ladder reappeared, sliding down again. 
“What the—?” Flanders began. 
And stopped as the rest of the people who’d disappeared up the pylon earlier also reappeared, return-

ing at a more subdued pace than they’d left. 
“Daurignac?” Flanders called, beckoning to a woman bringing up the rear of the forward group. “Re-

port.” 
“There’s something on the viewport, Sir,” the woman said, her face tight as she strode over to him. 

“Two somethings. I couldn’t tell what they were, but I didn’t like the looks of them. I ordered everything 
left alone until you could take a look.” 

“They’re explosives,” the Cascan captain, Henderson, said as he crossed the wardroom toward them. 
He was breathing heavily, and Gill belatedly noticed he was coming from the direction of the other lad-
der. That was different—in Gill’s experience, ship captains normally didn’t rush headlong into potential 
danger, at least not until someone more junior or expendable did a first-pass assessment. 

“Guzarwan,” Flanders said darkly, making the name a curse. “Him and his people. It has to be.” 
Gill’s contemplation of Henderson’s heroics vanished in a sudden flash of horrified understanding. His 

own captain had been with Guzarwan. If Guzarwan was a saboteur—“We have to get out of here,” he 
said, ignoring the fact that he was interrupting Henderson’s description of the mystery objects. “If they’ve 
depressurized the ship, we may be the only ones left. We have to get out and see what they’ve done with 
Captain Eigen.” 

“Good idea,” Flanders growled. “How do you propose we do that without suits?” 
“We don’t have suits?” Henderson demanded. 
“Sealed in the lockers,” Flanders told him. “We can check the escape pods, but I’m guessing they’ve got 

those locked down, too.” 
Henderson swore. “So now what?” 
“Maybe they don’t know everything,” Gill said, frowning in concentration. He’d worked on plenty of 

similar ships back in the League, with a lot of different yard dogs. And if a dumbbell-shaped spin section 
was a new one on him, basic human nature wasn’t. “Come on—I’ve got an idea.” 

He set off at a fast jog through the now silent crowd to the forward ladder and started up. Flanders and 
Henderson were right behind him. 

Half a minute later, they arrived at Alpha Spin Four, the innermost deck, one level above the liv-
ing/work space of the section and dedicated to equipment and storage. From here, there was nothing but 
uninterrupted lift pylon stretching between them and the booby-trapped hatch at the main hull. “You 
know how to disarm a bomb?” Henderson asked. 

“Nope,” Gill said, looking around. “But we may not have to. Not yet, anyway.” A few meters from the 
ladder, beside the forward-edge bulkhead, was a service airlock. Beside it was an equipment locker that, 
according to its label, contained tool kits, oxygen bottles, and safety line. Mentally crossing his fingers, 
Gill pulled open the door. 

“What the hell?” Flanders muttered. 
“Yep,” Gill agreed, gazing at the two vac suits stuffed more or less neatly together at the side of the 

locker. “Strictly against regulations to have suits in here. Anyone’s regulations, probably. But EVA crews 
get tired of having to tromp over to a locker and fill out a sign-chart every time they need to make a quick 
run outside. So a lot of them finagle a suit or two off the stores listing and stash them where they can just 
throw them on whenever they need to.” 

Henderson had crouched down and was pulling the suits out and onto the deck. “Looks like medium 



and a large,” he said. “You suppose there are any more in the other pylon?” 
“You can check,” Gill said. “But I doubt it. Getting two suits off-record is hard enough without trying 

for three or four. Besides, the reactor side of a spin section is where more of the nasty stuff is located and 
where you need to be more careful. You don’t mind the datawork and safety checks so much when you’re 
going into a yellow or red zone. There are more green zones here on the forward side—that’s where peo-
ple think they can play things more casual.” 

“So we’ve got suits and an EVA hatch,” Flanders said, straightening up. “I don’t suppose we have any 
demolition experts in Alpha Spin who could go in and disarm the hatch bombs?” 

“I certainly don’t have any,” Henderson said. “Besides, what’s the point? Even if we could get the 
hatches open, there’s vac on the other side. From what I could see of the status lights through the view-
port, it could be the whole amidships section.” 

“With the rest of the ship probably in Guzarwan’s hands by now,” Flanders said bitterly. “We’re sitting 
ducks, Gordon. Sitting, crippled ducks. We’ve got to get word to Saintonge about what’s happened.” 

“They’ve locked down intraship communications,” Henderson reminded him. “That probably means 
all external com systems are locked, too. Even if we could get to a console we couldn’t get a signal out.” 

“We could use one of the radar arrays,” Gill suggested. “They won’t have shut them down, and you can 
tie a suit’s com into one without too much trouble.” 

Flanders and Henderson exchanged looks. “I thought Eigen said you were a former impeller tech,” 
Flanders said. 

“I have experience with a lot of different systems,” Gill said evasively. Now was not the time to explain 
that he’d been sent here to scope out Haven’s ships in hopes that someday Manticore could come in and 
undercut their prices. “The aft radar would be best—if Péridot is holding its same attitude we should be 
able to contact both Guardian and Saintonge from there.” 

“How do we get there?” Henderson asked. “Over the hull and in through one of the aft hatches?” 
“There are sensors on Péridot’s external hatches,” Flanders warned. “If Guzarwan is monitoring them 

he’ll know where we come in.” 
“I presume the sensors can be bypassed,” Henderson said. 
“No need,” Gill said. “They either bypassed or blew at least one of the hatches in order to depressurize 

the amidships. We find that hatch, go in, use one of the minilocks to get into a pressurized part of the 
service accessways—either the starboard one by the hyper monitor or the portside one by the pump 
room; either will get us past the reactor and the impeller room—and head aft.” 

He ran out of air and explanation and stopped, suddenly aware that both men were staring at him. 
“You sound like you’ve got more than just a little experience with these ships,” Flanders said, his eyes 
narrowed. “Where’d you learn all this, anyway?” 

Gill sighed. Admiral Locatelli had sworn all of them to a black-rimmed oath of silence, and had made 
it very clear what would happen to anyone who blabbed. But if they were going to get out of this, he 
needed these men to trust him. “I used to be a yard dog in the League,” he conceded. “Péridot looks to be 
based on the League’s Antares-class cruisers, and I did a fair amount of work on those.” 

“Interesting,” Flanders murmured, his eyes narrowing a bit. “I wondered why Manticore had sent a 
nondiplomatic civilian. So you just came here to look things over?” 

“Doesn’t matter why he’s here,” Henderson cut in impatiently. “What matters is that he knows how to 
get to the aft endcap without being caught. That just leaves the question of who goes with him.” 

“I don’t need anyone else,” Gill assured him. “I can handle things just fine.” 
“Two always have a better chance than one,” Henderson said firmly. “We’ve got two suits; that means 

we send two people. I’m the captain, which makes it my responsibility. Help me on with this, will you?” 
“This isn’t necessary, Sir,” Gill said urgently. The last thing he needed while trying to get past saboteurs 

or terrorists was to have a newbie along for the ride. “Accessways aren’t exactly the safest part of the ship, 
you know. There are tight spots, edges that can snag a suit, and sometimes power junctions are left open. 



One brush with the wrong wire, and you’ll fry.” 
“We’ll all fry anyway if this doesn’t work,” Henderson countered. “Now, help me into the damn suit.” 
Flanders hissed out a sigh. “No,” he said reluctantly. “I worked in aft engineering aboard Péridot when 

I was an ensign. I know that section of the ship, including some of the accessways. I’ll go with him.” 
“My ship, my responsibility,” Henderson repeated harshly. 
“The best person for the job,” Flanders countered. 
For a couple of seconds the two men stared at each other. Then, Henderson inclined his head. “You’re 

right,” he said with clear reluctance. “What do you want me to do?” 
“Go back down and check out the escape pods,” Flanders said as he unfastened his tunic. “I’m guessing 

Guzarwan found a way to lock them down, too, but maybe you can get around his blocks and get one of 
them working. Do I assume their radios are locked down until they’re ejected?” 

“Yes,” Henderson said. “I see where you’re going—if we can get one loose, we can call Saintonge from 
there and give the alarm.” 

“Right,” Flanders said, picking up the suit and starting to put it on. “Meanwhile, Massingill and I will 
try his aft-radar idea. With luck, one of us will get through.” 

“Agreed,” Henderson said. He held out his hand. “Good luck, Commodore.” 
Flanders gripped the other’s hand briefly. “And to you, Captain.” He gestured to Gill. “Shake a leg, 

Massingill. We have a ship to save.” 
*   *   * 

Com Specialist Second Class Patty Boysenko was ready and willing to give Saintonge a call. 
Lieutenant Grace Burns, Officer of the Watch and daughter of Baron White Springs, was neither. 
“No,” she said, her voice carrying all the weight and pomposity of someone new to her position and 

determined to make the most of it. “Regulations don’t permit random or unauthorized communications 
with non-RMN vessels. Especially communications with no official military purpose.” 

“This has a military purpose, Lieutenant,” Donnelly insisted. “If Jalla didn’t actually inquire about the 
components he told us he needed—” 

“Then what?” Burns interrupted. “Seriously. What? He forgot, or changed his mind, or is planning to 
do it later. Are you suggesting Guardian be brought to Readiness One over a simple housekeeping issue?” 

“We’re trying to find out what Jalla and Guzarwan are up to,” Donnelly said between clenched teeth. 
“What makes you think they’re up to anything?” Burns held up a maddeningly placating hand. “Never 

mind. You think you have a case? Fine. Go persuade someone who can authorize the call to do so, and I’ll 
be happy to have Boysenko make it.” 

“You can authorize the call,” Donnelly bit out, trying hard to keep a grip on her rapidly disintegrating 
temper. Burns was in charge of the aft tracking equipment, and the two women had had a pair of small 
run-ins over equipment usage on the long voyage from Manticore. Burns’s side of the argument had been 
overruled both times, and this was obviously her payback. 

Burns shook her head. “Not according to regulations.” 
Donnelly looked at Long, wondering briefly if he appreciated the irony of Burns’s professed rule-

stickler attitude. From the intensely focused expression on his face, he probably hadn’t even noticed it. 
“Fine,” she said, turning back to Burns. “We’ll be back. Ma’am.” 
“What now?” Long asked when the bridge hatch was once again closed behind them. 
“We call Commander Metzger,” Donnelly said grimly, pulling out her uni-link. 
“Wait a second,” Long said, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “Do we—? I mean, are you sure about 

this, Ma’am?” 
“Aren’t you?” 
Long’s face screwed up with uncertainty. 
“I don’t know,” he admitted. 
“Well, I am,” Donnelly said. “You may have a knack for outside-the-line thinking, but I have a knack 



for hunches. Trust me on this one.” 
She keyed her uni-link, not waiting to see whether he decided to trust her, and not really caring either 

way. “Lieutenant Donnelly for Commander Metzger,” she instructed the computerized switchboard. 
“Tell her it’s urgent.” 

*   *   * 
The Havenite shuttle from Péridot was nearly to Saintonge when the promised passenger authorization 

for Vachali and the others finally came through. 
“About time,” Lieutenant Riley growled, peering at the display. “I don’t know. This thing looks a little 

rough.” 
“Yeah, sorry about that, Sir,” Guzarwan’s voice came over the cockpit speaker. “We’re having some 

transmission problems. Everything’s coming out muddy. Saintonge, did you get the copy we sent you?” 
“Negative, Péridot,” a new voice came on. “We got something from you, but it’s all scrambled.” 
“Okay, we’ll try it again,” Guzarwan said. “Shuttle, are you having any com problems of your own? 

We’re reading some static coming off your systems.” 
“Not seeing anything,” Riley said, leaning closer to his repeater displays. “Crevillan?” 
“Nothing I can see, Sir,” the coxswain at the helm reported. 
“Would you try a reboot anyway?” Guzarwan asked. “Anything you can do to boost reception would 

help when we try to send this again.” 
“Saintonge?” the lieutenant asked. 
“We’re not reading any problems here, either,” Saintonge said doubtfully. “But I suppose it can’t hurt. 

Go ahead.” 
“Acknowledged,” Riley said. “Rebooting com system now.” He gestured to the copilot. “Go ahead, 

Prevost.” 
“Aye, Sir,” the copilot said briskly. She keyed her board. “Rebooting now.” 
And with the shuttle’s connection to Saintonge momentarily broken, Vachali shot all three of them in 

the back. 
He took a few seconds to confirm they were dead, then popped the cockpit hatch and looked into the 

shuttle’s passenger section. 
Fifteen of his twenty men had their fake uniform tunics off and were busily getting into the shuttle’s 

vac suits. The other five were also out of their Cascan uniforms and were switching over to Havenite 
ones. 

The rest of the passengers, the group of real Havenites who’d been returning from Péridot, were bob-
bing slowly in their crash harnesses. Dead. 

Again, Vachali gave himself a moment to make sure everything was as it should be. Then, he jerked a 
thumb toward the cockpit behind him. “Dhotrumi? Move it.” 

“Right.” Dhotrumi said. He caught the top of one of the seats and sent himself flying through the hatch 
into the cockpit, doing up the neck of his new tunic as he went. Vachali followed, heading to the pilot’s 
station while Dhotrumi stopped above the dead copilot and busied himself with the com board. By the 
time he finished, Vachali had both bodies out of their seats and had swapped out his own Cascan tunic 
for a Havenite one. “Ready?” he asked Dhotrumi as the two of them strapped into the command stations. 

“Ready.” Dhotrumi keyed a switch to bring the com back up. 
As utterly unclear as Dhotrumi could make it. 
“What the hell?” Saintonge’s Com officer protested, his voice coming through scratchy, distorted, and 

barely audible. “What did you do, Shuttle, pour liquid metal in the works?” 
“I don’t know,” Vachali said, trying to match the late Lieutenant Riley’s voice. But not trying very hard. 

Dhotrumi’s sabotage had rendered any hope of vocal recognition impossible. “If it helps, the good news 
is that Péridot’s orders came through this time. Did your copy make it?” 

“If you count digital mud pies, sure, this is great,” Com said sarcastically. “I swear you guys are going 



back to remedial com tech class as soon as we head for home.” 
“Hey, we did everything by the book,” Vachali protested. “I don’t know what happened. Maybe our 

glitch somehow matched up with Péridot’s glitch and that’s why we could get the transmission and you 
couldn’t.” 

Even through the distortion, Com’s contemptuous snort came through loud and clear. “Sure it did. 
Yeah, never mind the trip home—we’re starting those classes as soon as you’re back aboard. Just make 
sure you have those orders ready to show Security when you dock.” 

“Yeah, about that,” Vachali said, snapping his fingers softly and raising his eyebrows in question when 
Dhotrumi looked over. The other nodded and gave a thumbs-up. “Computer’s also showing a glitch in 
the docking system,” Vachali continued. “This may take a little longer than usual.” 

“You got to be kidding me,” Com growled. “What did you do, bring in a class of Secourian third-
graders and have a water fight?” 

“Hey, we’ll get it fixed,” Vachali promised. “Prevost is back there looking into it now. I’m sure it’ll just 
take a few minutes.” 

“I swear, Riley, I’m going to send all three of you back to boot camp,” Com bit out. “Fine. Send me the 
telemetry, will you? Maybe we can figure it out from this end.” 

“Will do,” Vachali said. Not that the telemetry would come through any clearer than the voice com-
munication, of course. Dhotrumi had seen to that. “Sending now. Want me to stay open?” 

“Thanks, but you’re hurting my ears,” came the sour reply. “While you’re shut down, you can run 
some diagnostics or maybe reboot again.” 

“We’ll do that,” Vachali said. “Shuttle out.” 
He keyed off and half turned toward the open hatch. “EVA teams?” 
“Ready,” Labroo called. 
“Stand by the hatches,” Vachali said. “Two minutes.” 
He turned back to the helm controls. Péridot had been easy. Guzarwan and Kichloo had had the ad-

vantage of being invited aboard before the attack, and the fact that the cruiser had been on Haven’s for-
sale list meant that Mota could research the computer systems ahead of time and look for back doors and 
wall cracks he could exploit. 

Saintonge was an entirely different pan of penne. He and Labroo probably knew as much about Ha-
venite battlecruisers as anyone outside the RHN, but they were a long way from knowing all the critical 
little details that would make or break this operation. Vachali’s men would be going in essentially cold, 
and even with only a skeleton crew aboard to oppose them they were seriously outnumbered. Add in the 
fact that Dhotrumi would be starting largely from scratch on Saintonge’s computer systems, and they 
were definitely facing an uphill climb. 

But that was okay. In fact, it was better than okay. Uphill climbs were Vachali’s specialty. Impossible 
odds, impossible challenges—that was what separated the lions from the sheep. 

Vachali was a lion. He’d proved that time and time again. He would prove it again tonight. 
Saintonge was coming up fast. “One minute,” he called over his shoulder. “Repeat: One minute.” 

      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐FOUR	  
Lieutenant Burns swivelled around in her station as Travis and Donnelly floated back onto the bridge. 
Her face, Travis noted, started to shift into a condescending expression as she saw who it was. 

Until, that is, she saw who was right behind them. 
“I understand Lieutenant Donnelly wants to make a call to Saintonge,” Metzger said without preamble. 

“You have a problem with that, Lieutenant?” 
“Uh . . .” Burns’s throat worked as she flashed a dagger-edged look at Donnelly. “I—it’s not regula-

tion—” 
“I asked if you had a problem with that.” 
Burns’s eyes flicked to Donnelly and back to Metzger. “No, Ma’am.” 
“Good.” Metzger gestured to the young woman at the Com station. “Patty, put through the call.” 
“Yes, Ma’am.” Boysenko turned back to her board and keyed a switch. “Saintonge, this is Com Spec 

Boysenko aboard HMS Guardian,” she said. “Commander Metzger would like to speak with your Officer 
of the Watch.” 

“Guardian, acknowledged,” a crisp voice came back. “Hold for the First Officer, Commander 
Charnay.” 

Travis stole a sideways look at Donnelly. Her eyes, he saw, were on Burns, a small but grimly satisfied 
smile tweaking her lips. Some undercurrent was going on there, he gathered, but he had no idea what it 
was. 

The com display lit up with the face and shoulders of a dark-haired man with a lined face and a small, 
neatly trimmed mustache. “Commander Metzger, this is Commander Charnay,” he identified himself. 
“How may I help you?” 

“I have a small but possibly important question, Commander,” Metzger said. “On our way into Secour, 
Wanderer’s captain said he was having trouble with two P-409-R control modules and was hoping to buy 
replacements from you. Can you tell me whether or not he ever made such a request?” 

“I doubt we’d have sold him one even if he’d asked,” Charnay said, his gaze dropping to something off-
camera. If he was annoyed at being asked to do what was essentially yeoman’s work, he didn’t show it. 
Maybe the fact that Guardian’s XO thought the matter worth asking about personally had suggested to 
him that he treat it similarly. “No, I’m not seeing anything about P-409-Rs in the log. It’s possible he’s 
planning to ask later.” 

“Possibly,” Metzger agreed. “If I may impose a bit further, Sir, could you also check on Clarino surge 
dampers?” 

“Nothing on those, either, Commander,” Charnay said, eying her thoughtfully. “May I ask what this is 
about? And why a senior officer is involved?” He lifted a hand suddenly. “Excuse me.” 

For a moment, he looked off-camera, and Travis could hear voice murmuring unintelligibly. 
“I’m sorry, Commander Metzger, but I have to go,” Charnay said. “We’ve got an incoming shuttle 

that’s having problems with its docking system, and I need to give this my attention.” 
“Understood, Commander,” Metzger said. “Thank you for your time.” 
The screen blanked. “Well, Lieutenant?” Metzger asked, turning to Donnelly. “What now?” 
“I don’t know, Ma’am,” Donnelly admitted, flicking a glance at Burns. Travis followed her eyes, and 

found the same self-satisfied smile on Burns’s face as he’d seen earlier on Donnelly’s. Definitely some-
thing going on there. “If Wanderer was lying about their problem . . .” Her lips compressed briefly. “But 
even if they were, I . . . I’m sorry, Ma’am. I don’t really know where to go with it.” 

“I don’t think lying is an officially actionable offense,” Burns murmured. 
Metzger’s eyes remained on Donnelly. “Then I suggest you do some additional research or thinking 



and see if you can come up with something.” 
Donnelly nodded, a small wince flicking across her face. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
Metzger turned to Burns. “As you were, Watch Officer,” she said. With a final look at Donnelly, she 

turned and headed for the hatch. 
“You two are also invited to leave,” Burns said quietly, eyeing Donnelly and Travis. She swivelled 

around, turning her back to them— 
“Bridge; CIC,” a voice came from the speaker. “Lieutenant, I was just running a visual on Saintonge. 

Something strange seems to be going on over there. There are a bunch of EVAs moving along the hull.” 
“It’s nothing, Carlyle,” Burns said. “They’re having trouble docking a shuttle, that’s all.” 
“Bring it up,” Metzger called from the hatch. 
Burns swivelled around again, her eyes flashing, and for a fraction of a second Travis thought she was 

actually going to tell the XO that she was Officer of the Watch, not Metzger, and that if there were any 
orders that needed to be given Burns would be the one to give them. 

Which would of course be not only insubordinate but pedantic and pointless, given that the XO could 
assume the watch anytime she felt like it. More to the point, Burns was a lieutenant and Metzger was her 
XO and they would both be living on the same ship until they got back to Manticore. 

But Travis hadn’t imagined that flash of Burns’s eyes. 
“You heard the XO,” the lieutenant growled. 
“Yes, Ma’am.” The man at the TO position keyed a switch, and the image of Saintonge appeared. 
There wasn’t really much to see, Travis realized, especially given that the battlecruiser was still end-on 

to Guardian’s flank, the positioning Commodore Flanders and Captain Eigen had agreed on earlier. 
Saintonge’s bow endcap was foremost, her bristling armament of autocannon, counter-missiles, and in-
ternal X-ray laser almost casually pointed in Guardian’s direction. Behind the endcap the tip of one of the 
battlecruiser’s missile launchers was visible, peeking coyly out at the universe. Further aft, the dorsal and 
ventral radiator fins from her forward fusion plant jutted out high over the hull, while behind them the 
matching set of radiators from the aft plant were also visible. The image included some infrared, and it 
was readily apparent that only the aft reactor was running and hot. 

Conspicuous by its absence was the usual wide toroidal spin section, or even Péridot’s dumbbell-
shaped equivalent. Those in the know had told Travis that Saintonge had a different kind of habitation 
section, something that utilized grav plates instead of centrifugal effects to create its artificial gravity. 
Travis had no idea how energy-efficient such a design was, but it certainly made for a sleeker shape. 

“Where are they?” Metzger called. 
“They were there, Ma’am,” Carlyle said, sounding midway between embarrassed and confused. 

“They’ve either gone in or are behind the bow endcap where I can’t see them. I’m sorry, Ma’am.” 
“That’s all right, Ensign,” Metzger assured him. “How many did you see?” 
“At least eight or ten,” Carlyle said. “What I got is all recorded, if you want to take a look.” 
“Maybe later,” Metzger said. “For now, just keep an eye on things over there. If the Havenites are do-

ing some major hull work, it might be nice to know what kind. Anyone else have anything on Saintonge?” 
One by one, in rapid succession, the lidar, radar, and tracking stations called in negatives. Not surpris-

ing, really, given that all of Guardian’s active sensors were currently shut down. Emissions from devices 
capable of probing thousands of kilometers into deep space were far too powerful to use this close to oth-
er ships, especially with small-craft traffic in the area. 

“Nothing on Saintonge from Gravitics, Ma’am,” a final voice said hesitantly, and this one Travis recog-
nized as Specialist Vyland. “But I think I’m getting something from Wanderer.” 

“What, specifically?” 
“It’s hard to tell, Ma’am,” Vyland said. “She’s beneath the planetary horizon, so all I’m getting is a re-

fraction pattern. But it looks to me like she’s bringing up her nodes.” 
Travis and Donnelly exchanged looks. Wanderer, the ship with the supposed Klarian problem, was 



starting her wedge? 
“Really,” Metzger said, thoughtfully. “Patty, had Wanderer given any indication that she was planning 

on going anywhere?” 
“She didn’t send out any general calls, Ma’am,” Boysenko said. “Do you want me to signal her and ask 

her intentions?” 
Metzger looked at the helm display, still showing Saintonge. “Not yet,” she said slowly. “Guzarwan was 

supposedly doing the Péridot tour today. Let’s give Captain Eigen a call and see if Guzarwan mentioned 
anything to him about what he and his ship were up to.” 

*   *   * 
“Okay,” the young and exceedingly frustrated voice came over the cockpit speaker. “You got the patch 

loaded? I got no idea why you’d need it, but—hell with it. Let’s try it again.” 
“Acknowledged,” Vachali said, smiling tightly to himself. The vibers had only a limited range, especial-

ly with a battlecruiser’s worth of metal running interference. But the range was good enough. One by one 
the reports had now come in as the EVA teams reached their assigned hatches, used their cutters, pres-
sure-dupes, and induction jumpers to bypass the sensors and locks, and slipped inside the ship. 

And at last it was time for the lion to strike. 
He made sure to make the docking a little rough, just to add a final touch of realism to the operation. 

The indicators went green, and he shut down first the thrusters and then the rest of the board. Unstrap-
ping, he left the cockpit and joined Labroo, Dhotrumi, and the other two waiting by the hatch. “Stay be-
hind us until we’re clear,” he murmured to Dhotrumi, giving the other a small shove toward the rear of 
the group. He didn’t expect the Havenites to bring much security to one of their own incoming shuttles, 
but there was no point in taking chances. The last thing they could afford was to have their chief hacker 
catch a stray bullet. “And everyone remember we’re still outside the gravity zone. Aim and fire according-
ly.” 

The hatch swung open, revealing three men and a woman, all in tech coveralls. None of them Marines; 
none of them, as far as Vachali could tell, even armed. Sloppy. “About time,” the nearest tech growled as 
he floated forward. His eyes barely even acknowledged the shuttle’s passengers before shifting to the 
docking mechanism. “What the hell—?” 

The rest of his question or complaint was lost to eternity as Vachali and the others shot all four of 
them. 

Labroo was through the hatch and into the connecting passageway before the bodies finished their 
slow bounce off the bulkheads. He looked both ways and gave the all-clear hand signal. 

“Quietly, now,” Vachali warned as the team collected their kit cases and floated out through the hatch. 
The longer they could keep Saintonge’s crew fat, sassy, and oblivious to what was happening to their ship, 
the better. “Very, very quietly.” 

*   *   * 
Gill’s plan had been simple. He and Flanders would exit the Alpha Spin service airlock, use the thruster 

packs from the locker to jet up to the main hull, find one of the hatches the saboteurs had gimmicked, 
and get inside. 

After that, of course, considering that the ship was full of an unknown number of enemies, things 
would probably get more complicated. But at least the opening move was easy. 

Or it was until he discovered that one of the thruster packs was completely dry and the other had no 
more than five seconds of burn time left. 

“Great,” he growled as he and Flanders hung from the handholds outside the lock. There was less than 
half a gee at this level of Alpha Spin, but it still made for more weight than he was used to dealing with in 
a vac suit. “Now what?” 

“We climb the pylon, of course,” Flanders said calmly, hooking his safety line onto the ring beside the 
lock. “Come on—to the top of the section.” 



He bent his knees and jumped, catching the seam ridge at the edge of the Spin Five roof and pulling 
himself up. 

“Great,” Gill muttered again. He had no idea where the Havenite was going with this plan, but without 
anything better to offer he had no option but to follow. 

A minute later they were standing at the base of the forward pylon, on the antispinward side, where 
facing the pylon meant they were also facing the direction of the rotation. Gill gazed up toward the main 
hull fifty meters above them, trying to ignore the dizzying movement of the starry background as it cir-
cled around them at Alpha Spin’s rotation rate of three RPM. The pylon was like a giant white sequoia, a 
solid five meters in diameter, without a single handhold in sight. 

And really, why would there be? There were handholds all over a ship’s main deck areas so that EVA 
crews could get around, but there was no gear and no attachments on the pylons that were likely to need 
maintenance outside of a full dock-based overhaul. Anything in the habitation part of the spin section 
that needed work would be handled with the rotation stopped, based at airlocks like the one he and Flan-
ders had just used. The pylon area was essentially a no man’s land, where no one had any reasonable like-
lihood of spending time or thruster fuel. 

“You said we’re climbing it?” he asked. 
“Correct,” Flanders said. Digging into his belt pouch, he came up with a multidriver and extended the 

longest of its blades. “You should have one of these,” he said, holding it out for Gill’s inspection as he 
flipped his safety line up over his shoulder to run down his back. “You’ll want the longest blade,” he add-
ed, transferring the multidriver into his right palm like he was gripping a Roman short sword. 

Gill found his multidriver and set the blade to match Flanders’s. Wondering what exactly the commo-
dore had in mind. 

Because on the face of it, this stunt wouldn’t work. Gill had already noted the lack of handholds, which 
meant the only way up was to jump. The plus side of that was that once they left the Alpha Spin surface 
where they were standing, they would be free of the pseudogravity caused by the spin section’s centrifugal 
motion. At that point, they would be in a Newtonian vector, heading off at an angle to Alpha Spin until 
they ran into something solid. 

Which would happen very quickly, of course. The fact that their section of the pylon had a higher ab-
solute speed than the more inward sections meant that jumping straight up would bounce them right 
back into the pylon as they caught up with it again, probably no more than a meter or two closer to the 
main part of the ship than they were already. 

The problem was that they wouldn’t stay there. They would bounce into the pylon and then bounce 
right off again, and without any connection with the spin section they would again be in free-fall. 

In theory, as long as they maintained some of their original upward momentum they would continue 
to bounce, kangaroo-style, until they reached the main part of the ship. In practice, though, they would 
lose some of that momentum to friction each time they hit the pylon. 

And if they lost enough of it they would be in serious trouble. Their last bounce would send them 
drifting away from any further contact with Alpha Spin, and their next likely contact with Péridot would 
be when the Beta Spin pylon spun around a third of a minute later to slam into them. 

The impact all by itself would be pretty devastating. Worse was the fact that it would likely send them 
angling away from the ship without any hope of getting back. Even the five seconds’ worth of fuel left in 
Flanders’s thruster pack wouldn’t make the difference. 

And at that point, the next object they were likely to intersect would be Marienbad itself. 
He was opening his mouth to point all of that out to Flanders when the commodore bent his knees and 

jumped. 
As Gill had predicted, he got only a meter up before his vector caught up with the pylon and slammed 

him into it chest-first. As he hit, he swung the multidriver in a wide sideways arc, windmilling it over his 
head toward the edge of the white metal above him. 



Abruptly, the swinging arm stopped, stretched out above him. Flanders also stopped, hanging from the 
pylon as if he was pinned there. 

Which, Gill belatedly realized, he was. Flanders’s swinging arm had neatly threaded the blade of his 
multidriver into a small, unobtrusive safety-line anchor ring in the pylon’s surface. 

Gill huffed out a grunt of mixed admiration at Flanders’s cleverness and annoyance at himself for not 
thinking it all the way through. No, the pylons weren’t equipped with handholds . . . but of course they 
had their share of safety-line anchor rings. In the dim starlight, without the more obvious markings of 
handholds to look for, he’d completely missed the relatively minor bumps in the surface. 

But now that he knew what to look for, he could see several lines of them extending up the pylon to-
ward the main hull. This might work, after all. 

“Whew,” Flanders grunted, turning his head awkwardly to look at the hull below him. “Wasn’t sure I 
still had it. Some of my crazier shipmates liked to hotdog up the pylons like this back when I was serving 
aboard her.” 

“I thought you said you were an officer,” Gill reminded him, studying the layout of the rings. The next 
one up was a good three meters above Flanders’s head, and this time they wouldn’t have the advantage of 
a solid surface to jump from. 

“There was a school of thought at the time that said officers should be able to do anything enlisted 
could, only better,” Flanders explained. “I’m thinking you can climb up my line, stand on my shoulders, 
and jump to the next ring.” 

“Right,” Gill said. On the other hand, if he took a couple of steps farther back from the pylon, and gave 
it a good, strong jump . . .  

Only one way to find out. Backing up three steps, he faced the pylon and jumped. 
He nearly didn’t make it. The speed differential was higher than he’d gauged, and he slammed into the 

pylon only a half meter or so above Flanders. A quick swipe with his multidriver got him connected to 
the next ring up, and a moment later he was once again hanging “down” in Alpha Spin’s pseudogravity. 

“Or you could climb up my safety line,” he suggested, flipping it back over his shoulder. 
“Show-off,” Flanders grunted, and Gill winced a little as the commodore’s weight came onto the safety 

line. “I remember a new PO who tried that same leapfrog stunt on his first try up the pylon. Misjudged 
the speeds and caught the guy below him with the toe of his boot.” 

“I assume he did better his next time around,” Gill said, setting his teeth as the strain of their combined 
weight threatened to break his grip on the multidriver. 

“No, because there wasn’t one,” Flanders said. “That was the first and last time anyone let him play. 
Steady, now.” 

The commodore crawled across Gill’s back and pulled himself up until he reached the business end of 
Gill’s anchored multidriver blade. Planting his boots on Gill’s shoulders, he jumped. 

A moment later he was hanging from the next ring up, and it was Gill’s turn. 
Climbing a safety line in partial gravity was about as tricky and awkward as he’d expected. But he 

made it in reasonably good time, and without kneeing Flanders in the kidneys more than once. He pulled 
himself up onto the Havenite’s shoulders, visually located his target safety-line ring— 

And jerked violently as something flashed past from his right. Reflexively, he bent his knees, dropping 
into as low a stance as he could manage. 

“Watch it!” Flanders snapped. 
“I see him,” Gill bit back. On the main hull, anchored to the upslope of one of the cruiser’s sets of mis-

sile tubes, was a vac-suited figure holding what looked like a shoulder-carried missile launcher. He was 
lining it up for another shot when the spin section’s rotation carried him out of sight around the curve of 
the hull. 

“Go!” Flanders snapped. 
Gill was already in motion, straightening his knees in a convulsive spasm that sent him flying up along 



the pylon’s surface. Whatever sabotage Guzarwan had done to Alpha Spin’s suit lockers and escape pods, 
he apparently hadn’t trusted it enough to skip the common-sense tactic of layering in a backup. In this 
case, he’d put someone in position to shoot down anyone or anything that got out. 

Two seconds ago, Gill had been worried that his jump might not get him high enough to reach his tar-
get ring. But adrenaline was a wonderful thing. His outstretched hand made it to the ring with ten centi-
meters to spare, and with a quick jab of the multidriver he was anchored. “Suck it in,” he warned Flan-
ders, pressing himself as close to the pylon as he could. 

“Like that helps in a vac suit,” Flanders gritted out. “Watch it—there’s another one aft on the bunker-
age tanks.” 

Gill turned his head to look. Sure enough, another launcher-equipped figure was rolling into view on 
the hull bulge that held Péridot’s fuel and other supplies. He winced, trying to press even closer to the py-
lon. 

But the figure rolled out of sight again without even attempting to fire. “Well, now they’re just being 
nasty,” he muttered. 

“No, I don’t think so,” Flanders said thoughtfully. “I gather you never saw any actual combat back in 
the League?” 

“That was my wife’s area of expertise,” Gill said, his thoughts flicking briefly to Jean, going calmly 
about her life on Guardian, as oblivious as the rest of the crew as to what was happening aboard Péridot. 
If Guzarwan had plans for the RMN ship as well . . .  

“Those are tactical field rocket launchers,” Flanders told him. “Fire small heat-seeking or optical-
guided missiles. Guzarwan must have put the gunners out here in case we got one of the escape pods 
working.” 

“Yeah, I figured out that part,” Gill growled. “I’m guessing they can splat us just as permanently as they 
can a whole pod.” 

“If they can hit us,” Flanders said. “Given a ship’s general background glow, heat-seeking should only 
work against us if we use thrusters, which we aren’t. Given that their first shot missed us, I’m also guess-
ing they didn’t fine-tune their optics enough for fire-and-forget on suit-sized targets. About all that’s left 
is to bull’s-eye us manually, and we’re one hell of a small and moving target.” 

“And they only have a limited number of shots,” Gill said, his brain finally unfreezing enough to see 
where Flanders was headed. “Which means they have to decide whether we’re worth spending a missile 
on.” 

“Plus every one they spend on us leaves them one less they can use against the pods if Henderson gets 
one or more of them free.” 

Gill nodded. “So we go on?” 
“We go on,” Flanders agreed firmly. “One’s on the dorsal hull, the other’s ventral, so they’ve pretty 

much got the whole rotation covered. But right as we move into or out of view will be their hardest shots. 
We’ll try to time our major activity for those periods.” 

Gill grimaced. Though with one rotation of Alpha Spin happening every twenty seconds, those win-
dows of opportunity were going to be pretty damn small. 

But it was all they had. “Got it,” he agreed. “You’ve got the next move. Pick your time, and let’s do it.” 
*   *   * 

“I’m sorry, Guardian,” the voice from Péridot came over the bridge speaker. “I’m afraid I’m still unable 
to raise Captain Eigen.” 

“That seems very odd, Petty Officer Wazir,” Metzger said. Her voice was calm enough, but Travis 
could see that her face was starting to darken with suspicion, anger, or both. “In that case, let me speak 
with Captain Henderson. Or Commodore Flanders, if he’s still aboard.” 

“I’ll try,” Wazir said. “Hold, please.” 
There was a short tone marking the loss of Péridot’s signal. “Patty, have you ever heard of a ship losing 



the whole intraship uni-link relay system but still maintaining external communications?” Metzger asked. 
“No, Ma’am,” Boysenko said firmly. “Actually, I’ve been trying to figure out how something like that 

would even be possible. There are half a dozen ways to get messages around inside a ship, and it doesn’t 
sound like Péridot has any of them up and running.” 

The com toned again as Péridot’s signal came back. “I’m sorry, Commander Metzger, but both Captain 
Henderson and Commodore Flanders are unavailable,” Wazir reported. “I’ve left messages for both of 
them to call you when they can.” 

“Thank you,” Metzger growled. “You’ve been very helpful.” 
“You’re welcome, Commander,” Wazir said. “I’m sure Captain Henderson will return your call soon.” 

Once again, a tone from the com signaled a disconnect. 
“Doesn’t much understand sarcasm, does he?” Donnelly murmured in Travis’s ear, her lips close 

enough for her breath to tickle. 
Travis shrugged. It was indeed possible Wazir was particularly dense. On the other hand, having been 

at the receiving end of officer sarcasm, he was hard-pressed to know what else Wazir could do but accept 
Metzger’s comment at face value. 

“What now, Ma’am?” Burns asked. 
Metzger was silent another moment. 
“Carlyle, you said you had footage of the EVA activity at Saintonge?” 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Carlyle’s voice came from CIC. 
“Cue it up and send it here,” Metzger instructed. “Patty, call Colonel Massingill and have her report to 

the bridge.” 
Travis felt his muscles tighten reflexively as memories of his Casey-Rosewood confrontation with 

Massingill flashed back at him. An instant later he relaxed again as his brain caught up with him. What-
ever Metzger wanted with Massingill, it couldn’t possibly have anything to do with him. 

Still, whatever welcome he’d started out with here, he’d probably outstayed it. From the stiff expression 
on Burns’s face, possibly even more so. “With your permission, Ma’am?” he asked. He got a grip on the 
tech station’s handhold beside him, readying himself to beat a hasty retreat as soon as he had permission 
to do so. 

Burns opened her mouth. Metzger got there first. “As you were, Long,” the XO said. Abruptly, she 
turned and looked at him, as if only now remembering he was still there. “How are your gravitics special-
ist studies going?” 

Travis blinked at the complete non sequitur. “Ma’am?” 
“How are you at reading gravitics profiles?” Metzger said impatiently. “Come on, come on.” 
“I’m . . . all right, Ma’am,” Travis managed. “I’ve reached Level—” 
“Good enough,” Metzger interrupted him. “Get yourself over to CIC. Jan, is Wanderer’s wedge still 

coming up?” 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Vyland’s voice came. 
“Patty’s about to wake up Lieutenant Kountouriote and send her to CIC,” Metzger said. “I want the 

two of you to dig into the gravitics and wring out everything you can about that ship. I’m sending Long 
over, too, because he’s here and three sets of eyes are better than two.” 

“Understood, Ma’am,” Vyland said. Whatever her thoughts might be about Travis being attached to 
the real gravitics specialists, they didn’t make it through into her voice. 

“Commander Calkin will be arriving to coordinate the rest of the sensor analysis,” Metzger continued. 
“If there’s anything odd or nonstandard about Wanderer—anything at all—I want to know about it.” 

Metzger gestured to Travis. “Go.” 
“Aye, aye, Ma’am,” Travis said. Grabbing the handhold, he sent himself flying toward the hatch. 
“And after you roust Massingill, Kountouriote, and the TO,” Metzger added behind him, “I want to 

give Saintonge another call. Whatever’s going on in Péridot, they need to know about it.” 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐FIVE	  
The battle for Saintonge’s bridge had been bloody. Bloodier than it should have been. 

For starters, there shouldn’t have been two Marines on guard outside the hatch. All the pre-operation 
intel had said there might be a single guard on duty, more likely none at all. Either one of the EVA teams 
had screwed up their infiltration and some hatch alarm had gone off, or something about the Péridot op-
eration had leaked out and alerted Saintonge’s commanders that something was going on. 

Vachali scowled as he gazed at the three twisted bodies lying on the deck in the bridge’s unpleasant-
feeling half gee, leaking blood and generally being in the way. The Havenite deaths he didn’t care about. 
After all, they were all slated for the great beyond anyway. 

The problem was that in the course of the capture two of his men had also been shot. One was still 
functional, though the pain-killers were likely to mess with his aim and possibly his judgment. The other, 
though, was out of today’s fight. Depending on when they were able to get Saintonge out of the system 
and focus on some medical care, he might well be joining the Havenites on their journey into eternal 
blackness. 

Still, as with everything, there was a bright side. His men’s primary weapons were silent, but when the 
Marines opened up with their much noisier return fire the whole forward end of the ship had come alive. 
With Dhotrumi’s control of the com room preventing any official information or warnings from getting 
out of the bridge, CIC, or anywhere else, the curious and confused men and women converging on the 
battle area had been easy targets for the EVA teams already in place. Between their rapid-fire carbines, 
gas canisters, and hunter drones, they’d destroyed most of the resistance in those first few minutes. The 
rest of the crew had been sent scurrying away to cower in out-of-the-way compartments, where they were 
pinned down and could be rooted out at Vachali’s leisure. 

And now that Vachali had the bridge, he had the ship. 
Or at least, he would soon. The critical question was how soon. “Well?” he demanded. 
“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Dhotrumi said, glancing disdainfully at a smear of blood on his 

sleeve that he’d picked up from the edge of the console. “The good news is that I’ve got chunks of all the 
main passageways except Axial One thinking they’ve got major fires and have therefore opened vent 
pipes to vacuum. No one’s getting through any of those until they break out the suits and build a few mi-
cro airlocks, by which time we’ll have those areas locked down. Labroo says that Impeller Two is still be-
ing contested, but we should have it soon, and we’ve already got control of Impeller One, Reactor Two, 
and Main Engineering, including the hyper generator. Reactor One was shut down when we got here—
we’re not going to get it up to power anytime soon, but we don’t need it. We’ve got the preliminary 
cracking system up and running; as soon as it’s finished, we can get started. Regardless, I should have the 
codes for startup in a few minutes.” 

Vachali nodded. Except for the Aft Impeller glitch, they were still pretty much on schedule. “So what’s 
the bad news?” 

“Well, I’ve still got a little ringing in my ear from that gunfire,” Dhotrumi said blandly. “It’ll probably 
pass, though.” 

“It’ll pass like a boot in the rear, smartmouth,” Vachali growled. “Get back to work.” 
“Aye, aye, Sir.” With a grin, Dhotrumi turned back to his board. 
Vachali looked around at the bodies. As soon as Gad finished securing Forward Impeller, he decided, 

he’d have him send one of his men back here and find a locker or storage room to get the corpses out of 
the way. Until then, he would just have to work around them. Walking past Dhotrumi and one of the 
bodies, he slipped into the helm station and started studying the controls. In about an hour, if things 
went according to plan, he’d be taking this thing out of orbit. 



“Boss?” Munchi’s voice came over the speaker from the com room. “We’ve got a call from the Manti-
corans. You want me to tell them the intercom system is out?” 

Vachali hesitated. That was indeed the cover story that Guzarwan had instructed them to use if any of 
the other orbiting ships happened to call. It was safe, efficient, and discouraged the caller from trying 
back. 

But he’d just received a report via the shuttle’s laser com system that Guardian had tried calling Péridot 
for their captain a few minutes ago and that Wazir had spun that same cover story for them. The idea was 
to allay any suspicions, not enflame them, and having two Havenite ships reporting the exact same prob-
lem was likely to stack things in the wrong direction. 

“No, I’ll talk to them,” he said. Backing up from the helm to the Watch Officer’s station, giving his Ha-
venite tunic a quick check for stray bloodstains, he settled into the padded seat and strapped in. “Go 
ahead, Munchi,” he ordered. 

The com display lit up to show a middle-aged woman wearing a Manticoran commander’s tunic. She 
looked a little tired, but beneath the heavy lids her eyes were alert enough. 

“This is Lieutenant Vachali, Saintonge Watch Officer,” Vachali identified himself. “What can I do for 
you, Guardian?” 

“Commander Metzger,” the woman identified herself in turn. “I wonder if I might speak to Com-
mander Charnay.” 

“The commander is occupied elsewhere,” Vachali said, resisting the awful temptation to point her at 
the body lying at the rear of the bridge near the plotting station. Now was clearly not the time, but Metz-
ger’s reaction would undoubtedly have been priceless. “Perhaps I can help you?” 

“There’s some kind of problem with our communications with Péridot,” Metzger said. “I can’t get 
them to link a call to our captain, and they seem unable to get a message through to your commodore, 
either. I wondered if you’d heard from him.” 

“Not that I know of,” Vachali said, lowering his eyes to the board in front of him. He couldn’t pull up 
the ship’s log until Dhotrumi unlocked the bridge computer system, but of course Metzger had no idea 
he was looking at a blank display. “According to the log, we haven’t had any contact with him since he 
left for Péridot.” 

“Is that unusual?” 
“Not really,” Vachali said. “Commodore Flanders isn’t the type who feels it necessary to check on his 

officers every ten minutes. I know he was going to be assisting Captain Henderson in showing some of 
the visitors around Péridot today. They probably just got caught up in the activities and lost track of 
time.” 

“That doesn’t explain the glitch in Péridot’s intercom and internal relay systems,” Metzger pointed out. 
“Especially since I thought Havenite intercom systems had triple backups.” 

“Sometimes multiple systems go out together,” Vachali pointed out. “I’ve seen a single relay box take 
out an entire sector of a ship’s power systems. Also remember that they’re switching Péridot’s systems 
over to Cascan programs and protocols. That’s bound to wrinkle things up a bit.” 

“Perhaps,” Metzger said. “Thank you for your time, Lieutenant. I’ll just have to keep calling until they 
get things sorted out.” 

“That’s probably best,” Vachali agreed, stifling a grin at the thought of Wazir and Guzarwan suffering 
patiently through repeated Manticoran nagging. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you further. Would you like 
me to log a note for Commander Charnay to call you when he gets a chance?” 

“That would be very helpful,” Metzger said, nodding. “Thank you.” 
“My pleasure, Ma’am,” Vachali said. “Saintonge out.” 
He keyed off the com, feeling pleased with himself. More pleased than he should be, really, considering 

that all he’d done was pull the wool over a woman’s eyes. He swivelled around— 
To find Dhotrumi swivelled toward him, his eyes wide. “What?” Vachali growled. 



“What the hell was that?” Dhotrumi demanded. “Havenite ships don’t have triple com backups, you 
idiot.” 

Vachali’s warm glow vanished. “Oh, hell,” he growled, running the conversation rapidly back through 
his mind. The damn woman had set him a damn trap. And he’d walked right into it. 

Or maybe he hadn’t. “She said it, but I never agreed with her,” he pointed out. 
“You didn’t deny it, either,” Dhotrumi pointed out. 
“Maybe I was just being polite,” Vachali said. “Either way, it leaves her with uncertainty, and uncer-

tainty slows people down.” 
“Maybe,” Dhotrumi said. “But I wouldn’t count on it slowing her down too much.” 
“Then you’d better get this thing cracked so we can get the wedge up and get the hell out of here, 

hadn’t you?” Vachali said. 
“Yeah. Right.” Dhotrumi gave Vachali a final glare, then turned back to his board. 
Vachali shifted his eyes to the man working at the aft end of the bridge, his back to the other two, 

clearly trying to look inconspicuous. Stepping over to Dhotrumi, he leaned down and put his lips right 
behind the other’s ear. “By the way,” he murmured, “the next time you call me an idiot in public, I’ll 
wreck your face.” 

Dhotrumi didn’t miss a beat. “The next time you screw up that badly in public,” he countered in the 
same low voice, “the chief will wreck your face.” 

Vachali grimaced. Guzarwan probably would, too. “Just do your job,” he growled. 
Turning, he headed back to the helm, glaring at the bridge displays. The previous owners had set them 

to give the three-sixty display a corresponding three-sixty view of the space around them. Not especially 
useful, but impressively panoramic. 

And dead center in the display in front of the helm and watch officer stations was the Manticoran de-
stroyer. 

It looked so harmless, Vachali thought sourly to himself, floating all alone in space. So harmless, and 
so vulnerable, with its wedge down and its portside flank lined up with Saintonge’s forward weapons clus-
ter. 

But it was neither harmless nor helpless. It was a warship, crewed by trained Naval personnel, and with 
a full arsenal of weapons. 

And he and Guzarwan had damn well better not forget that. 
Swearing under his breath, he maneuvered into the helm station. “Tell Labroo to get Aft Impeller un-

der our control,” he snarled toward the intercom. “And someone call Gad. Tell him I want these damn 
bodies off my bridge.” 

*   *   * 
“Huh,” Boysenko murmured in a bemused sort of way. “I didn’t know Havenite ships had triple inter-

coms.” 
“That’s because they don’t,” Metzger said, glaring at the blank display, as if she could see through the 

afterimage back to Saintonge and Lieutenant Vachali. “I made that up.” 
She turned around, noting in passing that Burns was still strapped, stiff and straight, into the Watch 

Officer station. Probably still annoyed that the XO had effectively usurped her command. 
Right now, Metzger couldn’t be bothered with hurt feelings. “Colonel?” she invited. 
Massingill was hovering at the missile station, peering at a display that was currently showing Carlyle’s 

loop recording of Saintonge’s EVA activity. Unfortunately, as Metzger had already noted, there wasn’t 
much to see. Carlyle had apparently come in right at the tail end of whatever was going on, and Guardi-
an’s electro-optical sensors hadn’t been pointed the right direction before that. 

“I don’t know, Ma’am,” Massingill said slowly. “That many people, that spread out . . . unless they’re 
doing some bizarre check of the entire hull, I can’t see anything it could be except an incursion.” 

Metzger looked at the looping video, chewing at the inside of her cheek. Unfortunately, she could think 



of any number of things it could have been, all of them completely innocuous. It could have been routine 
maintenance, with several different systems tagged to take advantage of the battlecruiser’s down time. It 
could have been a training exercise for EVA teams—the RMN didn’t do routine exercises of that sort, but 
the RMN was chronically strapped for cash and the Republic of Haven Navy wasn’t. 

Or it could indeed have been a routine check of the entire hull. With only a handful of seconds to go 
on, and no idea how long the spacers had actually been out there, it was hard to draw any definitive con-
clusions. 

But there was also Péridot, another RHN ship, supposedly having bizarre problems with its internal 
communications coincident with Captain Eigen being aboard. There was Metzger’s little triple-intercom 
comment, which Saintonge’s watch officer seemed to have missed, though perhaps he was simply too po-
lite to correct a foreign officer. There was even Long’s and Donnelly’s weird P-409-R question that still 
hadn’t been answered. 

And all of it added up to . . . what? 
Metzger hated uncertainty. That was one of the best things about serving with the Navy: the fact that a 

hundred years of fine-tuning had created a list of regulations, procedures, and protocols that covered 
nearly any situation an officer could possibly find herself in. Regulations that should have banished un-
certainty to the paving stones of hell. 

Yet here she was, up to her neck in it. 
Was there some kind of threat out there, as Massingill seemed to think and Metzger’s own gut was re-

luctantly seconding? Or was it just a bizarre series of coincidences that added up to exactly nothing? 
And if there was a threat, what exactly was she supposed to do about it? 
Abruptly, she realized that the twisting in her gut wasn’t just agreement with Massingill that this 

wasn’t adding up. The twisting was fear. Deep, genuine fear. 
The Star Kingdom of Manticore had never experienced a war. The closest it had ever come to one was 

the brief tangle with the Free Brotherhood, and that had been a hundred years ago. 
Metzger and the rest of the Navy had been trained to fight. But neither she nor any of Guardian’s of-

ficers, from Captain Eigen on down, had ever actually done so. Nor had they ever really expected to. 
What was she supposed to do? Was she supposed to decide that the threat was real and sound Readi-

ness One? 
But what if it wasn’t? Captain Eigen had promised Commodore Flanders that Guardian would hold 

station relative to Saintonge. If she violated that agreement without cause, would there be diplomatic con-
sequences down the line? 

Worse, would there be military ones? Saintonge’s forward laser was pointing directly at Guardian’s 
flank, and the fact that Flanders had promised to disengage it wasn’t particularly comforting. 

The consequences might not stop with Manticoran-Havenite relations, either. It was someone else’s 
concerns that had pushed Eigen and Flanders into the positioning agreement in the first place. If Metzger 
unilaterally violated that agreement, would that delegate lodge a formal protest with Landing over her 
actions? She had no idea what the possible political and trade ramifications might be; what she did know 
was that Defense Minister Dapplelake had given Guardian’s senior officers specific orders to be as diplo-
matic and cooperative as was humanly possible. 

She looked back at Burns . . . and as she did so it dawned on her that the stiffness in the young lieuten-
ant’s face wasn’t from Metzger’s supposed insult at taking over her watch. It was, instead, fear. The same 
fear and uncertainty Metzger herself was feeling. 

And Burns was looking to her executive officer to come up with a response to those fears. 
Metzger felt her back straighten a little. Uncertainty and the fear of petty consequences were for cow-

ards. She was an officer of the Royal Manticoran Navy; and by God and by her King, she would do what-
ever she had to. 

“Colonel, I want you to assemble a response team,” she said to Massingill. “I realize you and the other 



two are the only actual Marines we have aboard, but I’d guess we have our fair share of people who’ve 
tested well with small arms and hand-to-hand combat. Find them, collect them, and get them ready.” 

She could see in Massingill’s face the obvious objection: that skill on a firing range or salle did not ex-
actly translate into combat readiness and skill. But she was a Marine, and Marines followed orders. “Aye, 
aye, Ma’am,” she said. Pulling herself fully into the missile console station, she called up the personnel 
files and got to work. 

Metzger turned to Burns. “Lieutenant Burns, as you’ve probably already deduced, I’m relieving you,” 
she said formally. “But stay here—I may need you.” 

“Yes, Ma’am,” Burns said, and to Metzger’s ear the younger woman’s voice sounded marginally calm-
er. “Should we—I mean, do you want to raise Guardian’s readiness level?” 

Metzger looked at the view of Saintonge floating in the center of the main display, some of her mo-
mentary resolve evaporating back into caution. Not too far, she warned herself. Don’t push it too far. 

And not just out of consideration for the outside world, but also for her own crew. She didn’t want to 
stress them out, or look too jumpy. Not until and unless she had a few more facts under her belt. 

“Signal Readiness Two,” she told Burns. “Then get over to the plotting console and start running a full 
diagnostic on ship’s weapons and targeting systems. Let’s see just how ready Guardian’s prepared to be.” 

*   *   * 
Guzarwan was studying his tablet, reviewing the course he’d composed, when a little crowing yelp 

came from the tech station. “Got it!” Mota announced, looking at Guzarwan in triumph. “We’re in. You 
got helm, reactor, impellers, and all the peripherals that go with them.” 

About time. “Send out the codes,” Guzarwan ordered, jabbing the intercom. “Impellers; bridge,” he 
called. “Mota’s feeding you the access codes—plug them in, and get the startup sequence going.” 

He got an acknowledgement from both impeller compartments and rekeyed for Shora. “We’re starting 
the impellers,” he said. “Pull your men inside and make sure the hatches are sealed.” 

“What about the two Havenites out there?” Shora asked. “You want us to take them out?” 
For a moment Guzarwan was tempted. Part of the startup procedure was to bring the spin section to a 

halt, and as the dumbbells slowed the rapid rotation that had so far defeated his men’s attempts to pick 
off the two would-be escapees would cease to be a problem. 

But even small radar-guided missiles were expensive, and at this late date spending one to take out a 
couple of troublemakers wasn’t worth the effort. If he could keep them trapped outside, that was all he 
needed. “Don’t bother,” Guzarwan him. “Just make sure your men seal the hatches once they’re in.” 

“Got it.” 
Guzarwan turned back to the helm, smiling tightly as the displays started coming up in response to 

Mota’s cracked access codes. Setting his tablet floating in front of him where he could easily read his cal-
culations, he began feeding in the numbers. 

*   *   * 
Gill’s first warning was the slight change in his inner ear as he started yet another climb over Flanders’s 

back. “Commodore?” he called. 
“I feel it,” Flanders confirmed, his voice grim. “They’re getting ready to lock down the spin section.” 
Gill felt a chill run through him. The only reason for this kind of dumbbell-shaped spin section in the 

first place was that locking it vertically made for more efficient compensator field when traveling through 
n-space. And the only reason Guzarwan might care about n-space efficiency—“He’s starting up the im-
pellers?” 

“Sounds like it,” Flanders said tightly. “Which means that he somehow got the lock codes . . . and I 
know none of my people would have given them up. Not willingly.” 

Another shiver ran up Gill’s back. “Let’s hope he’s just got a really good hacker team,” he said, trying 
to put out of his mind the nastier ways Guzarwan might have gotten the codes. “Either way, we’ve got to 
get inside.” 



“No argument here,” Flanders said. “It looks like our playmates agree.” 
Gill looked at the main hull. Sure enough, the two sentries had disappeared, presumably back inside. 

“You realize they’re still going to be waiting for us,” he warned. 
“I’m sure they are,” Flanders agreed. “Just keep going. And no talking from here on—they’re probably 

monitoring our channel.” 
Their progress inward to the slower-moving sections of the spin section, combined now with the sec-

tion’s decreasing speed, made their leap-frog jumps both easier and longer. Three double-jumps after Al-
pha Spin began its slow-down, they reached the hub. 

Gill had been making a mental list of all the hatches he could remember in this part of an Antares-class 
ship and wondering which one Flanders was heading for. The answer, as it turned out, was none of them. 
Instead, Flanders slipped into an open gap at the edge of the hub, led the way on a zigzag course through 
the still-operating mechanism, and finally slipped into a service accessway equipped with single-person-
sized airlock. 

Ninety seconds later, they were both again inside the ship. 
Gill keyed off his suit radio, gestured for Flanders to do the same, and touched his helmet to the oth-

er’s. “Let me guess,” he said. “Officers should be able to do everything the enlisted can?” 
“And we had some pretty crazy enlisted when I was aboard,” Flanders said, an edge of dark humor in 

his voice. “Okay. You said the starboard accessway?” 
“I did say that, yes,” Gill said, wincing. “But that was when Péridot was locked down and we had plenty 

of time. Now, we don’t. What’s it going to take, about forty minutes to bring up the wedge?” 
“Probably down to thirty-five now,” Flanders confirmed. “So if the accessways are out, that means the 

regular passageways. If we eliminate the ones with access to the reactor and Aft Impeller—they’ll surely 
be guarding those—that leaves us . . . not a lot of options.” 

“Maybe we can split the difference,” Gill suggested. “We’ll use this accessway to get past the amidships 
section of Two that they depressurized, then drop back into one of the Three passageways for a bit, then 
back up here into one of the Four accessways until we pass the reactor, then back to Three until we get 
close to Aft Impeller, then back to Four the rest of the way to the aft radar.” 

“Not sure how much time that’ll save us,” Flanders said doubtfully. “Especially when you add in the 
risk of getting seen and shot. But you’re right, it’s probably the best we’re going to get. Okay; we’re in 
Four-Three right now. We’ll keep going until we’re past amidships, then drop in to Three and hope our 
luck holds.” 

“Sounds good,” Gill said. “I don’t suppose there’s any kind of armory or weapons locker back here?” 
“Yes, but I don’t have the lock code. And I doubt we have the time to break into it.” 
“Too bad,” Gill said. “A couple of guns would have felt good about now. Well, never mind. Let’s get 

out of this vacuum chamber and back to civilization.” 
*   *   * 

“She’s definitely got an above-average wedge signature, Ma’am,” Lieutenant Kountouriote called to-
ward the gravitics station mike. “But it’s nowhere near military class, either.” 

“You can see it best right when she was settling into orbit,” Vyland added, tracing the image on her 
display with her stylus. “You see that little vector tweak at the end? It’s brief, but it shows more power 
and compensator juice than a freighter of her type ought to have.” 

“Anything new on the weapons debate?” Metzger’s voice came over the speaker. 
“Nothing yet,” Commander Calkin said from the CIC command station behind Travis. “Unfortunate-

ly, Wanderer’s still below planetary horizon, so we can’t get anything fresh on her. But the records we 
have on her way in don’t show anything out of the ordinary.” 

“What about Saintonge?” Metzger asked. “Anything new there?” 
“Nothing obvious, Ma’am,” Calkin said, and Travis felt the movement of air behind him as the TO 

swivelled around to look at some of CIC’s other overhead displays. “Still running just the aft reactor, with 



no indication of weapons activation—” 
“Whoa!” Travis snapped, jabbing a finger toward one of the gravitics displays. “What was that?” 
“Where?” Kountouriote demanded. 
“It looked like Péridot, Ma’am,” Travis said, tensing as he belatedly realized he’d just interrupted a sen-

ior officer. “I think she’s activating her nodes.” 
“Ioanna?” Metzger asked. 
“Just a second, Ma’am,” Kountouriote said, running the recording back to the proper spot. “He’s right. 

Péridot is bringing up her nodes.” 
Calkin hissed softly between his teeth. “Ma’am, this is starting to get more than a little worrisome. I 

think it’s time we brought up our own nodes.” 
“I agree,” Metzger said grimly. “Problem is, we promised Commodore Flanders we wouldn’t.” 
“Flanders isn’t there for us to talk to,” Calkin reminded her. “And we haven’t been able to reach him, 

his XO, or Captain Eigen.” 
“No, we haven’t,” Metzger conceded. “But . . . Patty, give Péridot another try. See if you can bypass the 

com systems somehow and get to Flanders. Maybe link through one of the shuttles.” 
Calkin muttered something under his breath, and unstrapped from his station. “Kountouriote, take 

over,” he said. Launching himself at the hatch, he opened it and left the compartment. 
“Where’s he going?” Travis muttered to no one in particular. 
“Probably the bridge,” Kountouriote said. “Looks like he wants to have a word with the XO without all 

of us listening in.” 
Travis nodded. He could certainly understand Calkin’s point. With strange things happening with Pé-

ridot and Saintonge, it only made sense for Guardian to bring up her wedge. For that matter, it probably 
made sense to go directly to Condition One, full battle readiness. Tactical Officers like Commander Cal-
kin were supposed to think that way. 

But Travis could also see Metzger’s point. So far all they had was a freighter and an RHN ship bringing 
up their wedges, which was hardly even vaguely aggressive, let alone combat-level threatening. The fact 
that neither of the two Havenite ships was talking to Guardian was irrelevant—they didn’t have to answer 
to the Star Kingdom for anything they did. 

Going to Readiness One probably wouldn’t be visible from the outside world, though pouring power 
into the laser might be detectable at the relatively close ranges of the other orbiting ships. The problem 
was that, given Guardian’s current positioning, bringing up the wedge and sidewalls would be immedi-
ately visible to at least Saintonge, and probably Péridot as well. Travis wasn’t sure whether or not that 
would be considered an aggressive move, especially the sidewall part, but he could see the XO not want-
ing to risk it. Relations between Haven and Manticore were cordial, and Metzger clearly didn’t want to 
put any dents in that friendship. 

On the other hand . . .  
“Maybe there’s a way to split the difference, Ma’am,” he said. “The agreement was for Guardian to 

hold station and keep our wedge down, right?” 
“That’s my understanding,” Kountouriote confirmed, looking up at him. “So?” 
Travis hesitated. Once again, he was offering unsolicited advice to a superior officer. He’d gotten along 

well enough with Kountouriote, and she’d been good about teaching him the ins and outs of gravitics, but 
this might be pushing the line. 

“Spit it out, Long.” 
Travis braced himself. “Maybe we could leave the wedge down and just ease out of position, Ma’am,” 

he said. “If we drop a few kilometers inward, we’ll not only get out of Saintonge’s direct laser line, but 
we’ll also start moving away from her. Which will also take us closer to Péridot,” he added as that added 
bonus only now occurred to him. “I know she’s a lot farther away than Saintonge, Ma’am, but any dis-
tance we’re able to close can only help our sensor analysis of what’s going on over there.” 



“And if Saintonge points out that we’re drifting off-station?” Kountouriote asked. 
“We act surprised, Ma’am, and tell them a green helmsman keyed in the wrong program,” Travis said. 

“In fact, warning us about our movement might get their XO to come out of wherever he’s hiding.” 
“Or at least should get us some senior officer to talk to,” Kountouriote said, nodding thoughtfully. She 

hesitated another moment, then keyed the intercom. “Bridge; CIC. Commander, we have a suggestion.” 
Travis listened tensely as Kountouriote described the plan, half wishing he could see Metzger’s face, 

half relieved he couldn’t. 
It was something of a shock, then, when she agreed. “Helm, starboard thrusters. Slow burn; ease us in-

ward at point one klick a minute. Be ready to reverse. Long?” 
“Yes, Ma’am?” 
“Report to the bridge,” Metzger ordered. “If Saintonge squawks, I want a properly green helmsmen to 

parade in front of him.” 
Travis felt his eyes widen. Between his specialty badge and his rank insignia, there was no way he could 

pull off such a charade. 
“Excuse me, Ma’am—” 
“I know, it’s ridiculous,” Metzger continued. “But these are the same people who didn’t seem to know 

how Havenite intercoms worked. Let’s see if they also don’t know about Manticoran rank and insignia.” 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Travis said. “I’m on my way.” 
And as he headed around the curve of the ship toward the bridge, he wondered distantly if he would 

go down in history as a footnote, or as the prime offender in a major interstellar incident. 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐SIX	  
Vachali had been wrong about all resistance aboard Saintonge being subdued. It turned out there was a 
handful of Marines still capable of making trouble. 

“We got three of them before they pulled back,” Labroo’s grim voice came from the intercom. “Don’t 
know for sure if any of them are dead, but we probably got at least one. All they’ve got are frangible 
rounds, though, and the micro-airlock barriers we set up are working just fine.” 

“Keep an eye on them, and watch for other exits from the hab module,” Vachali ordered. “I’d rather 
not try to depressurize the whole module yet—that kind of thing brings out desperation, and I want to 
wait until we’ve reached the rendezvous and have a full complement aboard before we have to face down 
any Light Brigade charges.” 

“Don’t worry, we’ll hold them,” Labroo promised. “Trev’s pulled one of the reconnaissance drones and 
got it in the accessways. If he can find the route into Marine country, we can send in another one with a 
gas canister.” 

Vachali grunted. “Just make damn sure no one gets out.” 
“Yeah, don’t worry. They won’t.” 
Vachali clicked off. “Boss?” Munchi spoke up behind him. “Not sure, but I think Guardian’s on the 

move.” 
“On the move where?” Vachali demanded, searching the bridge’s screens for the tactical display Mun-

chi said he would be bringing up. 
“Mostly down and starboard,” Munchi said. “Really doesn’t make much sense.” 
Vachali found the tactical. Munchi was right: the Manticoran destroyer was sinking slowly toward the 

planet far below, the laws of orbital mechanics mandating that it pick up a bit of extra speed as it did so. 
“They trying to get away from us?” he asked. 

“If they are, they’re doing a pretty stinking job of it,” Munchi said. “Thrusters are slow, but even Man-
ticoran thrusters can’t be that pathetic.” 

Vachali chewed at his lip. Back when Guardian first arrived, Commodore Flanders had assured 
Guzarwan that he would make sure the Manticorans behaved themselves. Guardian’s movement, howev-
er small, was technically in violation of that promise, and as unofficial captain of the battlecruiser it was 
Vachali’s job to slap the Manticorans down for it. 

Only he couldn’t. A high-level agreement like that required a senior officer to deliver the warning that 
Guardian get its tail back into position, and Vachali’s uniform was only that of a lowly lieutenant. In the-
ory he could throw Dhotrumi or even Labroo into a higher-ranking uniform; in actual practice, all such 
uniforms were either locked away in the hab section with the majority of the ship’s surviving crew or else 
wrapped around inconveniently bloodstained bodies. 

“Boss?” Munchi prompted. 
Vachali bared his teeth in a snarl. “Ignore it,” he said. 
Munchi pursed his lips. “Okay. Whatever you say.” 
He wasn’t convinced, Vachali knew. But he didn’t care. 
Because the cold, hard fact was that whatever Guardian was up to, whether its drifting movement was 

accidental or deliberate provocation, it didn’t matter. Even if the Manticorans knew for a fact what was 
going on—and they didn’t—there was still nothing they could do. No RMN ship would take it upon 
themselves to fire on a Havenite warship, certainly not one holding this many hostages, absolutely not 
without first trying to negotiate those hostages’ release. Vachali could easily stall them until Wanderer 
had her wedge up, her missile prepped, and Guardian in her sights. 

So let the Manticorans stew. Right now, Vachali had more important things on his mind. 



Like getting Saintonge’s damn codes cracked and getting his new ship the hell out of here. 
He turned his attention back to Dhotrumi’s station, scowling at the program data flowing across the 

display. And it had better be soon. 
*   *   * 

Getting to the aft endcap turned out to be considerably easier than Gill had expected. Not only did he 
and Flanders encounter no resistance, barriers, or booby traps, but they didn’t see a single one of the hi-
jackers along the way. 

That was the good news. The bad news was that they didn’t see a single member of Péridot’s crew, ei-
ther. 

Where were they? The depressurized amidships section that had trapped Gill and the others in Alpha 
Spin would serve equally well to pin down the personnel in Beta Spin. But surely no more than half to 
two-thirds of the crew would have been in there when Guzarwan blew the amidships hatches. Were the 
rest of them, the ones who’d been on-duty, locked up somewhere out of the way? 

Or were they all dead? 
He didn’t like that answer. If Guzarwan was willing to kill everyone in the bridge and impeller rooms, 

he was probably also willing to kill everyone still in the spin sections. 
And if he was willing to do that, he was undoubtedly willing to kill everyone aboard Guardian, too. 
Including Jean. 
A hard knot formed in Gill’s throat. Colonel Jean Massingill was a Marine, and a good one. She’d been 

through hell and back in the little brush fires that periodically erupted around the Solarian League’s bor-
ders, collecting more medals and scars than she’d ever really wanted, and had been ready to retire to a 
desk job when the Star Kingdom’s representatives came calling. 

Those desk jobs had been a mixed bag. The Casey-Rosewood stint, for one, had been slathered with 
more politics than she’d liked. But at least the jobs had been safe. If Jean hadn’t always appreciated that, 
Gill certainly had. 

Now she was in danger again. Serious, deadly danger. 
And she didn’t even know it was there. She and Guardian could get shot out of the sky before she had 

so much as a hint that anything was going down. 
But she would now. Gill couldn’t protect her, not from here. But he could at least warn her. 
“Status?” Flanders murmured. 
“Done,” Gill said, finishing his last connection and surveying his handiwork. Tying Péridot’s com sys-

tem into her aft radar wasn’t pretty, but it would work. Theoretically. “You want to talk to them, or 
should I?” 

“You’re Manticoran,” Flanders said. “They’re more likely to listen to you.” 
Gill nodded. 
“Here goes.” He keyed the radar. “Guardian, this is Alvis Massingill. Repeat: this is Alvis Massingill, 

calling RMN Guardian.” 
He keyed to repeat and switched to receiving. The speaker remained silent. “How long?” Flanders 

murmured. 
“Hard to tell,” Gill said. “Figure one to three minutes for the rating in CIC to notice that the radar 

they’re being painted with is modulated, then another two to three to convince the Watch Officer that he 
or she isn’t crazy. Tying in voice to their radar shouldn’t be too hard—Com and Helm are next to each 
other, and the helm has its own link to the radar—” 

“Massingill, this is Guardian,” a voice boomed from the speaker. 
Hastily, Gill dialed back the volume. Guardian was more alert than he’d expected. “Commander Metz-

ger,” the voice continued at a quieter level. “Report your status.” 
“Péridot has come under attack, and appears to have been taken,” Gill said. “The hijackers appear to 

have gained enough control to start bringing up her wedge.” 



There was a brief moment of silence. Then, in the background, he heard a sound that sent a ripple of 
both fear and hope through him: the klaxon of Readiness One. 

Guardian was preparing for battle. 
But it was a brittle hope, and it might already be too late. By his estimation, Péridot was already ten to 

fifteen minutes into its node warm-up procedure, and Guardian’s impellers would take the same forty 
minutes as Péridot’s to reach full wedge. A ten-minute head start would theoretically be all the hijackers 
needed to take their newly functional ship out of orbit and slash her wedge across Guardian’s half-
formed stress bands, destroying the destroyer’s nodes and leaving her helpless. 

A second pass with that same functional wedge would rip Guardian into a nightmare of twisted scrap 
metal. 

The klaxon’s background blare dropped to a distant whisper. “Who, and how many?” Metzger asked. 
“I don’t know how many,” Gill said. “But we think Guzarwan is part of it.” 
“We?” 
“Commodore Flanders is with me,” Gill said. “We were able to escape from Alpha Spin after Guzar-

wan’s people sealed us in.” 
“You brought Commodore Flanders out instead of Captain Eigen?” a male voice cut in. Commander 

Calkin, Gill tentatively identified it. 
“Commodore Flanders once served on Péridot and knows the ship,” Gill said, part of his brain won-

dering why the hell he had to justify his actions to anyone. “Not to mention that he’s Saintonge’s com-
mander. I don’t know what Guzarwan is planning, but I think you’ll need all the help you can get.” 

“I’m sure we will,” Metzger said grimly. “But that help won’t be coming from Saintonge. We think 
she’s been taken, too.” 

“What?” Flanders demanded, crowding Gill out of the way as he pressed closer to the speaker. “How?” 
“Presumably, the same way Péridot was,” Metzger said. “We know a shuttle arrived from Péridot, and 

we observed what looked like the last few seconds of an EVA incursion. Since then, all calls get stopped at 
Com, with the man there claiming the XO and other senior officers are unavailable.” 

“It’s the same scam we’re also getting with Péridot,” Calkin added. “Have you seen Captain Eigen? We 
haven’t been able to contact him.” 

“Captain Eigen and Ambassador Boulanger disappeared with Guzarwan shortly before the attack that 
locked down the spin sections,” Gill said grimly. “We haven’t heard anything from or about them since.” 

He’d expected at least one angry curse to be audible through the speaker. The utter black silence that 
followed his statement was in some ways even more chilling. 

“I see,” Metzger said. “What are your current resources?” 
“Thin,” Gill admitted. “We haven’t seen any other officers or ratings, and without a secure com system 

we can’t easily hunt for any. We have the resources of Péridot herself, but only to the point where the hi-
jackers have control.” 

“Which we assume precludes the reactor, impellers, bridge and CIC,” Flanders added. 
“We also have no weapons, or any way to get any,” Gill finished. 
“Understood,” Metzger said. “Recommendations?” 
“I don’t know,” Gill said reluctantly. “I was hoping that you had some ideas.” 
“I have one,” Flanders said. “Commander Metzger, I presume Guardian has a laser and is carrying a 

full complement of missiles?” 
“Yes, to both,” Metzger said cautiously. “What are you proposing?” 
“You know what I’m proposing, Commander,” Flanders said, his voice stiff. “As captain of RHNS 

Saintonge and commander of Havenite forces in-system, I’m directing you to destroy Péridot and 
Saintonge before their hijackers can fully activate their wedges and escape the system.” 

Again, Gill expected an audible gasp or curse. Again, there was only silence. Maybe Metzger and Cal-
kin had already known Flanders was going to say that. 



Maybe Gill had known it, too. 
“You know we can’t do that, Commodore,” Metzger said. “Firing on a Havenite ship would be an act 

of war.” 
“These aren’t Havenite ships anymore, Commander,” Flanders said bitterly. “They’re pirate vessels, 

and as such are not entitled to share space with civilized nations.” 
“That may be. But—” 
“No buts about it, Commander,” Flanders cut her off. “Now, you’ll need to log both my order and my 

personal command code to confirm my authorization when the—when this is all over.” 
Gill felt his stomach tighten. When this was all over, and Metzger and the entire Star Kingdom were 

hauled before a Havenite court on the charge of starting a war. 
“The code is as follows,” Flanders continued, and rattled off a complex series of numbers and digits. 

“Do you need that repeated?” 
“No, Sir,” Metzger said, her voice stiff and formal. 
“Good,” Flanders said. “I know this is going to be hard, Commander Metzger. But if you can’t frame it 

as what’s best for the galaxy, frame it as what’s best for your people. Because if you don’t destroy them, I 
guarantee the first ship they’ll go after will be yours.” 

“I’m thinking about my people, yes,” Metzger countered. “I’m also thinking about yours. You have, 
what, around a thousand men and women on those two ships?” 

“Nine hundred eighty, plus your captain and several planetary diplomats,” Flanders said. “None of that 
matters. Whatever action you do or don’t take, none of them is going to survive the day. If any of our 
people are still alive, it’s only because Guzarwan hasn’t had time yet to kill them.” 

“What if we send a boarding party?” a new voice cut in. 
Gill stiffened. It was Jean. His Jean. 
What was she doing on Guardian’s bridge? 
“Do you have armored assault shuttles?” Flanders asked. 
“Negative.” 
“Then your boarding party will be dead before it even gets close,” Flanders said bluntly. “You’re way 

the hell over there, we’re way the hell over here, and there’s no place to hide along the way. Guzarwan 
will have plenty of time to prepare, and if he can’t kill them with Péridot’s wedge, he’ll kill them with 
shoulder-launched missiles. These people are well-equipped, and they came prepared. I have no intention 
of adding two functional RHN warships to their arsenal.” 

There was a moment of silence. Gill tried to conjure up his wife’s face against the soft glow of the radar 
status board. Tried to imagine the rigidly controlled expression she was even now hiding behind. 

Because Flanders was right. They had to make sure Guzarwan and his killers didn’t leave Secour with 
his prizes. 

And at the moment, Gill couldn’t see any way to do that except at the cost of all of their lives. 
“I assume there’s no way for you to get to the impellers and shut them down,” Metzger said. “More 

time means more options.” 
Gill smiled, his eyes unexpectedly misting up. More time means more options. The same phrase, the 

same exact words, that Jean trotted out whenever Gill was frustrated by some insurmountable problem. 
She must have said it aloud just now, and Metzger had picked up on it. 

But in this case, there was no way to buy more time. Not with the hijackers in control of all the critical 
sections of the ship. 

There was only one thing left they could try. 
“There may be a way, Commander,” he spoke up. “We know that most of the officers and visitors are 

trapped in Alpha Spin, and we can probably assume that Guzarwan has at least some of the enlisted in 
Beta Spin. Assuming the sections are now locked vertically—are they, by the way?” 

“Yes.” 



“Then what we’ve got is a flank that’s wide open,” Gill continued. “A single, close-in shot could theo-
retically cut through both the fore and aft impeller rings without opening and depressurizing either of the 
spin sections.” 

“He’s right,” Flanders said, an odd note to his voice. “A single properly aimed laser shot or a close pass 
with a missile’s roof or floor, and you could cut through Péridot’s flank without killing anyone but the 
hijackers.” 

“Along with any of the crew still in the main hull,” Calkin put in. 
“I doubt there’s anyone left,” Flanders said. 
“What about the reactor?” Metzger asked. “Won’t a shot like that risk taking down the bottle?” 
Gill looked at Flanders . . . and in the Havenite’s eyes he saw they had indeed both come to the same 

inescapable conclusion. 
Péridot was doomed. One way or another, Guardian had to take it out. 
But Metzger was clearly reluctant to open fire on them. So he and Flanders would offer just enough 

hope to persuade her to take the shot. 
The fact that there was no such hope was irrelevant. 
“We’ll be all right,” Flanders assured her, with a sincerity that even Gill found convincing. “Even if you 

nick the edge, it should just blow the plasma out that side of the hull and leave the rest of the ship intact.” 
“All right.” Metzger still didn’t sound happy, but Gill could visualize her face settling into what he’d 

always referred to in officers as command mode. She’d made her decision, and now she was committed to 
carrying it out. “We’ll hit Péridot’s portside flank. Is there anywhere you two can go where you’ll be safe?” 

“I know some places,” Flanders said. “We’ll be all right. Good luck, and good shooting to you.” He 
took a deep breath. “Péridot out.” He keyed off. “Shall we just leave the setup as is?” he added to Gill. 

“Might as well,” Gill said, his heart aching. Ever since Jean had left active Marine duty, he’d always as-
sumed he would have a chance to say good-bye to her before their final parting. 

And indeed, he’d just had that opportunity. He was here, she was on Guardian’s bridge, and he could 
have said his farewells. 

Only he couldn’t. The words he would have said, and the way he would have said them, would have 
tipped Metzger off that the tale Flanders had spun was nothing but feathered air. The XO might have had 
second thoughts, and with enough second thoughts the missiles would stay in Guardian’s tubes and 
Guzarwan would get away clean. “There isn’t really a chance, is there?” he asked, just to be sure. 

“Realistically?” Flanders shook his head. “No. It would take a miracle to cut through the impellers and 
not breach the bottle, too. When that happens—” He spread his hands wide. 

“That’s what I figured. So what now?” 
Flanders rubbed at his chin. “You said I have five seconds’ worth of fuel in my thruster pack?” 
“About that, yes,” Gill said, frowning. “Why? You want to make a campfire we can sit around?” 
“I was thinking something more constructive. If we can get into the reactor room without being shot, 

there may be enough fuel for me to start a fire.” 
“Ah,” Gill said, a hint of unexpected hope flickering through the ashes. “And when the suppression 

system comes on, the hijackers will have to evacuate or suffocate?” 
“Exactly,” Flanders said. “I’m hoping you know a quick way to scram a fusion reactor.” 
“I know at least three of them,” Gill said, the flicker of hope warming to a solid ember. 
Because if the reactor was already cooling down from a scram when the bottle was breached, there was 

at least a chance the blast would only take out the hull nearest the breach, as Flanders had described, and 
not the entire ship. Granted, it wouldn’t be nearly as intact as the commodore had implied, but parts 
should at least still be habitable. “I’m guessing we’re talking the accessways?” 

“We are indeed,” Flanders said. “Follow me.” 
*   *   * 

“Very well, Commander Metzger,” General Chu said, his eyes boring out of the com display like twin 



lasers. “I don’t know the format for Havenite command codes, so I can’t confirm that Commodore Flan-
ders’s authorization is legally valid. For that matter, given the unorthodox transmission and associated 
voiceprint degradation, I can’t even confirm that that is the commodore.” 

“There are other aspects of the communication that convince me the transmission is valid, Sir,” Metz-
ger said. 

“Regardless, it’s clear we don’t have time to debate the issue,” Chu said. “I do agree with you that alert-
ing the pirates that we’re on to them would be counterproductive. The Secourian Defense Force will 
therefore hold off any overt action or communication for the time being. But understand this: we will not 
allow enemy ships to threaten our world, our people, or our commerce. You’re authorized to take what-
ever action you deem proper to neutralize these ships. If you’re unable to achieve that goal before their 
impellers are fully active, we’ll take our own action against them.” 

“Understood, General,” Metzger said, her voice steady. “Thank you for allowing me time to rescue our 
captain and the other personnel trapped aboard.” 

Chu’s lip twitched. 
“Don’t misunderstand me, Commander Metzger,” he said, a shade less stiffly. “Their lives are valuable 

to us, as well. But our priority must be with our own people.” 
“As it should be,” Metzger said. “Again, thank you. We’ll keep you informed.” 
“Do that, Commander,” Chu said. “And good luck.” 
The transmission ended, and it seemed to Travis that the lines in Metzger’s face grew a little deeper. 

“TO?” she asked. 
“The laser would be the best for the kind of surgical strike we’re talking about,” Calkin said doubtfully. 

“But with us mostly broadside to Péridot, there’s no way to turn into firing position fast enough for them 
not to have time to counter. They’d see the movement, and all they have to do is roll and pitch to put 
their wedge between us and them.” 

Metzger pursed her lips. “Ioanna, what’s their wedge looking like?” she called. 
“Still less than halfway up,” Kountouriote’s voice came from the speaker. “But the TO’s right. Even a 

partial wedge will diffuse a laser somewhat, maybe enough to render it useless.” 
“And even if the shot got through, that much of a shift in Péridot’s attitude would mean we’d need two 

shots to take out both impeller rings,” Calkin added. “Getting one through would be dicey enough. Two 
would be seriously pushing it.” 

“But at least their reactor would be clear of our shots,” Metzger pointed out. “Though that’s not much 
help if we take out the central plasma lines. So a missile is our best bet?” 

“Probably,” Calkin said reluctantly. “We’ll still need to rotate into alignment with Péridot, but we’ve 
got a ten- to twenty-degree slack in our initial launch vector, so we don’t have to be quite lined up with 
her before we fire. If they’re not paying close attention we may be able to ease into position without them 
noticing.” 

“And if they do, they still might buy our green helmsman excuse,” Metzger said reluctantly. 
“If they bother to ask,” Calkin warned. “They might just open fire instead.” 
“We’ll just have to hope the Havenites locked down their weapons systems better than they did their 

impellers,” Metzger said. “Assuming we get that far, who do you recommend to set up the shot?” 
“I’d give it to Lieutenant Donnelly,” Calkin said. “She’s consistently shown excellent or outstanding in 

simulations.” 
“Fine,” Metzger said. “Get her started, but I’ll want the two of us to look over her course and pro-

gramming before we commit. And have her use a practice missile—we’re going to do enough damage 
without risking a warhead going off along the way.” 

“Aye, aye, Ma’am.” Calkin glanced at Travis, as if wondering why he was still on the bridge when the 
crew were supposed to be at their assigned Readiness One stations. But he turned back to his board with-
out asking. Keying the intercom, he began talking softly into the mike. 



Asked or otherwise, it was a good question. And it was one Travis didn’t have an answer for. He’d 
started to leave when Metzger signaled Condition One, but halfway to the hatch the XO had waved him 
back. She’d finished her conversation with Flanders and Massingill, then moved immediately to the ques-
tion of how to destroy Péridot’s nodes without killing the ship and everyone aboard. 

Meanwhile, Travis remained floating in a corner of the bridge, wedged between two overhead displays 
and trying not to block either, trying to stay inconspicuous as he awaited orders. 

And watching the bridge personnel age right before his eyes. 
Metzger and Calkin were bad enough, with the lines and shadows in their faces deepening and darken-

ing. But Colonel Massingill was worse. Her face had gone steadily more rigid as Flanders’s description of 
Péridot’s situation drained away more and more hope. Now, with the decision made, the stiffness in her 
expression had dissolved, leaving behind it the face of someone gazing at death. 

Which she was. Travis knew enough about the positioning of impeller nodes to know it would be al-
most impossible to successfully cut through both rings with a single shot without also slicing away 
enough of the reactor’s peripheral containment equipment to precipitate a catastrophe. If the blast was 
contained enough, or the reactor was ejected soon enough, the two spin sections and their occupants 
might survive. But the rest of the hull would be shattered. 

Massingill surely knew that. And if she and Travis knew it, Metzger and Calkin must know it, too. So 
why were they going through with the charade? 

A bitter taste tingled at the back of his tongue. Because they had no choice. Guzarwan had to be 
stopped, and this was the only way to do it without straightforwardly blasting Péridot to atoms. Even if 
the chances were slim, they were better than no chance at all. 

The RMN oath included a willingness to die for the Star Kingdom. It had never occurred to Travis that 
such an oath might also include a willingness to kill your own for the same cause. 

Back on Vanguard, he’d disagreed with Captain Davison’s decision not to trade a slim chance of rescu-
ing Phobos for the near-certainty of rescuing Rafe’s Scavenger. Disagreed with it violently. Now, looking 
back, he could better see the situation the captain had been in, and the heart-wrenching decision he’d had 
to make. 

It was the same decision Metzger had just made. And it carried the same cost. 
Part of that cost would be the life of Colonel Massingill’s husband. 
“Colonel?” 
As if someone had thrown a switch, the deadness vanished from Massingill’s face as her heart and soul 

shifted back from being a wife to being a Marine. “Yes, Commander?” 
“What’s the status on your assault team?” 
“The bosun and I have collected nine likely names, and Sergeants Holderlin and Pohjola are gathering 

them outside Shuttle Two for a quick assessment and briefing.” Massingill’s eyes flicked to Boysenko. 
“We just need to get Boysenko down there to join them.” 

Metzger turned her head, her eyes widening momentarily with surprise. “Patty?” 
“I did competitive shooting in high school, Ma’am,” Boysenko said, a slight quaver in her voice. “I’ve 

kept up with it.” 
“I see,” Metzger said, back on balance. “Very well. Report to Shuttle Two. Colonel, let me know when 

you’re ready to move.” 
“Aye, aye, Ma’am.” 
Massingill flicked a glance across the bridge at Travis . . . and as she did, a memory flashed to his mind. 

Massingill, her face looking so much younger than it did now, gazing up at him from her desk as Gun-
ner’s Mate First Class Jonny Funk—the late and still heart-wrenchingly missed Jonny Funk—described 
for her the boots’ theft of cookies from the Casey-Rosewood mess hall. 

At the time, Travis had thought it was the worst thing that had ever happened in his whole life. Now, it 
seemed unbelievably banal. 



The glance ended, and Massingill and Boysenko headed together for the hatch. A moment later, they 
were gone. 

“You think this is a good idea?” Calkin asked quietly. “Flanders warned that Guzarwan’s men have 
hand-held missiles. Not much point in sending a shuttle full of people to Saintonge if it’s just going to get 
swatted out of the sky.” 

“Saintonge is a lot closer than Péridot,” Metzger pointed out. “Whoever’s over there won’t have nearly 
as much time to react. I think there’s a fair chance they can get to her, especially if the hijackers are still 
working on taking over the ship. Anyway, we have to try.” 

There was a brief pause. Possibly, Travis decided, his best chance to get out of here. He cleared his 
throat— 

“You know how to work a com board, Long?” Metzger asked, looking over at him. “No, of course you 
don’t. Doesn’t matter—there isn’t anyone out there for us to talk to anyway.” She pointed to Boysenko’s 
vacated station. “Strap in.” 

Travis felt his eyes goggling. “Yes, Ma’am,” he said, fighting the confusion. What in the world? Maneu-
vering himself into position, he fumbled the straps into place. “Uh . . . Ma’am . . . ?” 

“I don’t know, either,” she said absently, drifting toward him as her eyes shifted methodically between 
the various displays. Looking for information. Looking, maybe, for hope. “All I know is that you’re not 
really needed at Three-Ten Damage Control,” she continued, “and that you’ve demonstrated a talent for 
outside-the-lines ideas. Right now, that’s what we need.” 

Travis swallowed hard. “Ma’am, I don’t know—” 
“No—don’t know,” Metzger interrupted. “Don’t think. Just let your brain spin and see what it comes 

up with.” A ghost of a pained smile flicked across her face. “And if you don’t get anything, we’re no worse 
off.” 

Travis felt his stomach tighten. No, Metzger and Péridot might not be worse off. But he would be. 
Because thirty seconds ago, he’d been an observer to the unfolding drama. Now, suddenly, he’d be-

come one of the participants. 
And if he didn’t come up with something, he would forever feel responsible for what was about to 

happen. 
Which meant that he’d damn well better come up with something. And he’d better do it fast. 
Keying the computer to bring up everything the RMN had on Havenite Améthyste-class cruisers in 

general and Péridot in particular, he began to read. 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐SEVEN	  
“Got it!” Dhotrumi said triumphantly. “We have got control. Hooray for me.” 

“Yeah, and about time,” Vachali growled, keying the intercom. “Impellers, you’re a go. Get us up and 
running.” 

He got acknowledgments and keyed off. “About time?” Dhotrumi echoed. “You’re joking, right? Show 
me one hacker this side of the League who can get into a military computer that fast.” 

“When we find him, I’ll be glad to introduce you,” Vachali countered. Actually, he was pretty damn 
impressed that Dhotrumi and his team had cut through the barriers as quickly as they had. That was why 
Guzarwan had hired the kid in the first place, of course, but even so it had been a remarkable perfor-
mance. 

Not that he would ever tell Dhotrumi that. He was puff-headed enough as it was, and Vachali had long 
ago learned that complimenting people only made them lazy. 

“So what do we do for the next forty minutes?” Dhotrumi asked. 
“Well, I’m going to run our new ship,” Vachali said. “How about you seeing if you can keep your 

streak going by cracking the weapons systems?” 
Dhotrumi shook his head. “It’s not a matter of cracking the codes,” he said. “Impeller and helm sys-

tems are designed for idiot grunts to start up if they have to. Weapon-work requires a lot of people and a 
lot of specialized training, and that’s not this team’s particular skill set. Once we’re back at base we can 
tackle that. But not here.” 

“Whatever,” Vachali growled. Guzarwan had warned him in advance that that would be the case. But it 
never hurt to try again, especially with Dhotrumi in the flush of self-congratulatory victory. “In that case, 
how about figuring out what that weird vibrating radar thing was a minute ago?” 

Dhotrumi snorted. 
“It was probably Munchi hallucinating. Ships use pulsed radar all the time. No one uses the kind of 

thing he described.” He waved a hand. “If you’re worried, call Guzarwan and ask. It supposedly came 
from his ship.” 

Vachali looked at the main display. He would love to call Guzarwan, if only to let him know that 
Saintonge was up and running. 

Unfortunately, the only secure way to do that was via communication laser . . . and whether by acci-
dent or design, Guardian’s slow drift had dropped it squarely between Saintonge and Péridot. 

He scowled, running his eyes along Guardian’s lines. The destroyer was still lying crosswise to 
Saintonge, its portside flank wide open to anything the battlecruiser wanted to throw at it. Vachali didn’t 
have anything he could throw, of course, but Guardian didn’t know that. 

The question was, how much did the Manticorans know? 
It was a critical question. Were they still lying there fat and sassy, taking Péridot’s and Saintonge’s 

communication-problem lies at face value? Or had they seen through the ruse and were they even now 
gearing up for battle? 

“Is Guardian bringing up its wedge?” he asked suddenly. 
“No idea,” Dhotrumi said, peering briefly at the display and then going back to his monitors. “A good 

gravitics man could probably tell you. Too bad we don’t have anything like that here.” 
“Can they tell that we’re bringing up ours?” 
“The exact same complete lack of an idea,” Dhotrumi said sarcastically. “How many types of genius do 

you expect me to be, anyway?” 
“Whichever types don’t have a smart mouth,” Vachali growled. “Fine. Just get back to work.” 
“Whatever you say.” 



Vachali glared at Guardian another moment, then turned away. No matter what they knew, he told 
himself firmly, they couldn’t possibly know enough. “And have Munchi keep an eye on them,” he added. 
“If they start turning toward us—or turning any direction—I want to know about it.” 

*   *   * 
Finally, the missile was ready. 
Jalla took a final look across the hold at the mechanism, poised by the open hatch like an arched snake, 

then maneuvered his way back through the airlock that led into Wanderer’s bridge. The lock cycled, and 
he floated through the inner hatch, popping his helmet as he did so. “Buju, get a laser on Péridot,” he or-
dered his second officer as he started stripping off his vac suit. “Tell the chief we’re ready.” 

“You can tell him yourself,” Guzarwan’s voice boomed from the bridge speaker. “Good job.” 
Jalla threw a glare at the back of Buju’s head. So the other had anticipated the order and already set up 

a link to Péridot. Never mind that Jalla had expressly forbidden him to break communication silence un-
til he got a specific order to do so. 

Guzarwan liked a certain amount of initiative among his team. Jalla didn’t, and Buju was going to hear 
about it when this was all over. 

“Yeah, missile prepped and ready,” Jalla growled toward the com station. “Impellers are coming up 
nicely. We should be ready to move in twenty minutes.” 

“Good,” Guzarwan said. “Bearing in mind that you won’t move until I tell you to.” 
“Got it.” The chief liked a little underling initiative, but there were limits. “Anything from Vachali?” 
“He’s got control,” Guzarwan said, his voice souring. “I don’t know if they’ve got the wedge started yet. 

It seems Guardian has managed to lose station right into the middle of the laser path between us.” 
Jalla felt a tingle run up his back. “Guardian’s out of position? I thought Flanders promised they’d stay 

put. Under threat of whatever he told you he’d threatened.” 
“Flanders isn’t in charge anymore, is he?” Guzarwan growled. “Don’t worry about Guardian—with 

their wedge down, they probably can’t turn fast enough that you won’t be able to get up over the horizon 
and target them.” 

“Probably?” 
“And they haven’t got a clue as to what’s going down anyway,” Guzarwan added. “Just relax, okay?” 
“Yeah, easy for you to say.” 
“What easy?” Guzarwan shot back. “I’m in sight of them. You’re not.” 
“Maybe we should remedy that,” Jalla said. “Why don’t I fire up the thrusters and take them out right 

now? I figure I can be in targeting position in—” 
“Whoa, whoa,” Guzarwan interrupted. “You fire now and Marienbad will scramble every ground-

based defense they’ve got.” 
“So?” Jalla countered. “What have they got that can bother us?” 
“Until our wedges are up? Who the hell knows? Not to mention that we’re going to need enough time 

after we take out Guardian to kill everything else up here. I don’t want anyone even suspecting there’s a 
problem until it’s too late to get their wedges up. So calm it down.” 

“I’ll calm it down,” Jalla said reluctantly. “But you keep an eye on Guardian, okay? Keep a good eye.” 
“I am,” Guzarwan promised. “Don’t worry. The only thing Guardian can do is destroy us, and the 

Manticorans would never do that to an RHN ship. Not unless they wanted to start a war that there’s no 
way in the universe they could win. Not against Haven.” 

Jalla exhaled noisily. “If you say so.” 
“I say so,” Guzarwan said. “Just sit tight, okay? And relax—you’ll get to fire your missile. I promise.” 

*   *   * 
“Bridge; CIC,” Kountouriote’s voice came from the bridge speaker. “Commander, gravitics just picked 

up a twitch from Saintonge. Looks like they’re bringing up their impellers.” 
Metzger suppressed a grimace. So Guzarwan’s people had cracked Saintonge’s codes, too. She’d hoped 



fervently that Péridot had been a fluke. “Acknowledged,” she said, tapping the intercom key. “Shuttle 
Two; bridge. Saintonge’s got their nodes started. What’s your status?” 

“We’re nearly there, Ma’am,” Massingill’s voice came back, sounding even grimmer than it had when 
she’d been on the bridge. Though that could have been Metzger’s imagination. “A few more minutes, and 
we’ll be ready to suit up and load the shuttle.” 

“Understood.” Briefly, Metzger considered reminding Massingill that she not only had to get to 
Saintonge, but she also had to retake it before the forty-minute clock ran down. If she didn’t, Guardian 
would be forced to destroy the other ship whether Massingill and her team were still aboard or not. 

But she kept her silence. Massingill surely already knew that. “Bridge out,” she said instead, and keyed 
off. 

In fact, the sobering thought struck her, maybe Massingill was counting on it. By the time her shuttle 
headed out she would likely know whether Flanders’s gamble had worked, or whether her husband was 
dead. 

And if he was . . .  
Metzger felt her throat tighten. She’d known many long-married couples separated by death where the 

surviving partner had lost the will to live. If Massingill chose not to outlive her husband, she could hardly 
find a better way to go out than in a single, massive, Wagnerian charge against impossible odds. 

And whether or not she committed suicide by combat could well hinge on whether Metzger could find 
a way to stop Péridot while still keeping Alvis Massingill alive. 

Metzger focused on the back of Travis Long’s head. He was leafing through the data on Améthyste-
class cruisers, scrolling pages at probably one every ten seconds. The kid was a fast reader, or at least a 
good skimmer. Probably one reason why he was doing so well in the informal Gravitics Specialist classes 
Kountouriote was running him through. 

Metzger looked away, wondering distantly why she’d kept him here on the bridge. It had been an im-
pulse decision, one that violated standard protocol but otherwise seemed harmless. It still seemed harm-
less; but she could tell from the sideways looks Calkin and the rest of the bridge crew occasionally threw 
at Long that they were all wondering about it. 

Metzger didn’t really have an answer for them. Granted, Long’s Unicorn Belt idea about using a mis-
sile to carry oxygen to Rafe’s Scavenger had been inspired. But his more recent suggestion to let Guardian 
drift off-station as a way of testing Saintonge’s vigilance hadn’t been anything out of the ordinary, and his 
concerns about Guzarwan’s control circuit gambit hadn’t gone anywhere at all. When you added it up, 
there really wasn’t all that much to make Travis Long stand out from the pack of other clever but inexpe-
rienced young petty officers. 

“Ma’am?” 
Metzger turned to Calkin, putting Long out of her mind. “What is it, Drew?” 
“An idea, maybe,” Calkin said. “Instead of using the missile’s wedge to try to cut through both impeller 

rings, what if we ignore the aft ring and go for an angled cut that’ll take out just the forward ring and the 
forward endcap?” 

“Sounds pretty drastic,” Metzger pointed out. “Won’t cutting that deep with the edge of a stress band 
do bad things to the rest of the ship?” 

“A lot of it, but not all,” Calkin said. “If we make the cut as far forward as we can, the edge effects 
should take out the impellers and neutralize the bridge, but leave everything from amidships aft mostly 
habitable. Certainly the reactor should make it through all right, and hopefully all or most of the spin sec-
tion.” 

Metzger chewed at the inside of her cheek. Péridot only needed one impeller ring to raise the wedge 
and escape. But with that much damage, the surviving pirates might decide it was no longer worth the 
effort to steal. At which point they would do . . . what? Give up and simply abandon ship? 

Or would they pay Metzger back by abandoning ship only after slaughtering everyone else aboard? 



Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe none if it mattered. The more she looked at the problem, the more it 
looked inevitable that the day would end with a wrecked Havenite ship and a dead Havenite crew. 

But there was nothing to gain by giving up. “Run some simulations,” she told Calkin. “See what shakes 
out.” 

“Right.” Calkin turned back to his board. Metzger glanced at Long— 
And paused for a longer look. There was something about Long’s back and shoulders, a stiffness that 

hadn’t been there a minute ago. 
And the tech manual on his display was flipping pages now at less than two seconds each. 
Long wasn’t looking for inspiration anymore. He’d found it. Now he was looking for . . . what? 
Metzger didn’t know. But somehow—unexpectedly, unreasonably, even ridiculously—a small hint of 

fresh hope was taking root in the back of her mind. 
Long had an idea. Maybe a useless one. But at this point, Metzger would take anything she could get. 
In the meantime, there was still a Plan A that needed her attention. “Weapons; bridge,” she called into 

the intercom. “Lieutenant Donnelly: report.” 
*   *   * 

The accessways directly port and starboard of Péridot’s dorsal radiator complex were more tightly 
packed with equipment and conduits than the route Gill and Flanders had taken earlier to the aft endcap. 

It was also damn hot. On the other side of the bulkhead, Gill knew, were the massive and heavily 
shielded pipes that carried the reactor’s waste heat to the huge radiator fins jutting outward from the hull. 
This particular accessway contained part of a step-down coolant grid, designed to protect nearby parts of 
the ship from the much hotter central heat-sink, plus a set of strategically placed hatchways in case a re-
mote had to be sent into the main radiator system itself. 

The radiator area was theoretically hot enough to kill anyone not wearing the proper gear who got 
within a hundred meters of it. Not that anyone could actually do that. Even here in the step-down area, 
the pipes were hot enough to cook on. 

The plus side was that this wasn’t a place where any of Guzarwan’s hijackers would want to spend their 
time. Probably why Flanders had chosen this route in the first place. 

And now they were here. 
“You figured out where you’re going to start that fire?” Gill murmured as Flanders finished unfas-

tening one of the reactor control room’s ceiling sections. 
“Slight change of plans,” Flanders murmured back. “I think instead I’m going to try sending the 

thruster pack into the moderator system coolant lines. If the impact bursts enough of the pipes, the cool-
ant should blast out hard enough to simulate smoke to the detectors. Since there’s no actual fire, even if 
whoever’s in there gets to an extinguisher, there won’t be anything he can do to convince the detectors 
the fire’s out. The stage-two response should then kick in and flood the compartment, and they’ll have 
the choice of getting out or suffocating. The moderator coolant is lower-temp than the rest of the system, 
so we should be okay in there.” He eyed Gill. “What about you? You picked out which scram method you 
want to use?” 

“We’ll go with the two easiest,” Gill said. “Let me give you the run-downs, and you can choose which 
you want to go for after they clear out—” 

“That’s okay,” Flanders interrupted. “That’ll be your part of the job. You just do it, all right?” 
“Sure,” Gill said, feeling his eyes narrowing. “But wouldn’t it be better if we both knew what to do?” 
“I won’t be down there with you,” Flanders said. “Not in any shape to work, anyway. I’ll get them out; 

you’ll scram the reactor. Got it?” 
“Yes, Sir.” Now, belatedly, Gill realized why Flanders was still wearing the thruster pack instead of hav-

ing it off and ready to go. 
It was ready to go. Because Flanders was going to be wearing it in. 
In hindsight, of course, it was obvious. Gill should have seen it coming before they even left the 



endcap. Even with a target as big as a cooling grid, simply aiming the thruster and turning it loose was 
more likely than not to end in a clean miss. With Flanders wearing it, controlling it the whole way, it was 
virtually guaranteed that it would land where it was supposed to. 

It was also virtually guaranteed that Flanders would die in the effort. If enemy gunfire didn’t get him, 
the shattered pipes would. 

Should Gill say something? Should he argue the point, or volunteer to go in Flanders’s place? 
He probably should. But he knew he wouldn’t. Flanders had made up his mind, and Péridot was one of 

his nation’s ships. It was his job. 
More to the point, Gill didn’t have anything better to offer. 
Flanders pulled out the last connector and gestured toward Gill’s helmet. “Remember: no talking.” 
Ten seconds later, they were ready. 
Through Flanders’s faceplate, Gill saw the other give him a brief farewell smile. Then, turning to the 

ceiling, the Havenite eased the section open a crack and peered through into the reactor room. Gill got a 
grip on a nearby support strut, ready to pull himself forward the minute Flanders made his move. 

Only Flanders didn’t move. He just floated there, his faceplate pressed against the crack. Then, slowly, 
he eased the section back into place, floated away, and gestured Gill to take a look. Frowning harder, Gill 
took the other’s place and eased open the section. 

There were four men in the reactor room, or at least four within his angle of view. Three were strapped 
in at various consoles, while the fourth floated near them in guard position, his head turning methodical-
ly toward each of the hatches leading into the room, a carbine ready in his hands. 

All four of them were wearing vac suits. 
Gill looked at the scene for another couple of seconds. Then, carefully setting the section back in place, 

he floated over to Flanders. The other had already unfastened his helmet, and Gill followed suit. “Well,” 
Gill murmured. “So much for that approach. Any other ideas?” 

“No, just the same one,” Flanders said grimly. “Only now, instead of blasting into the grid, I run down 
the guard. If I can get that carbine away from him, I can shoot him and the others. If I make it, and if I 
still have ammo left, I’ll try to shoot the grid. Once we spark a stage two and the automatics lock out eve-
ryone else, we’re back to you getting in and scramming the reactor.” 

“That’s insane,” Gill told him. “That guard’s a good ten meters away, and he and all the rest of them 
are also wearing sidearms. You don’t have a chance.” 

“You got a better idea?” 
“Yeah, I do,” Gill said. “You charge the guard; I charge the guys at the console. That creates double the 

chaos, double the targets, and double the chances that one of us will get a gun while we’re in good enough 
condition to use it. And don’t give me that look,” he added. “You know it’s the only way that makes 
sense.” 

Flanders huffed out a breath. “Maybe,” he conceded. “But it’s not right. You’re a Manticoran; this is a 
Havenite ship. This shouldn’t be your fight.” 

“Tell that to Guzarwan,” Gill said sourly. “Anyway, it became my fight the minute they marched the 
captain away as a hostage. Not to mention locking me into that damn ridiculous dumbbell spin section of 
yours.” 

Flanders flashed an unexpected smile. “Now, that one we definitely agree on,” he said with a hint of 
humor. “Always thought those things looked ridiculous, not to mention cramped. You have a preference 
as to which console you go for?” 

“Main control board,” Gill said. “There are two men there, which gives me a choice of two guns to go 
for instead of just one. Plus, if everyone down there knows what they’re doing, they’ll be a little leery of 
shooting toward the main controller. Certainly more leery than shooting toward the monitor station.” 

“And if they don’t know what they’re doing, a few ill-considered rounds could end up scramming the 
reactor for us,” Flanders agreed. “We’ll need to find better entry points. You saw how I unfastened the 



ceiling section?” 
Gill nodded. “I think my best shot will be something over there.” He pointed to a space between a re-

turn coolant pipe and an air-exchange driver. “It’s right over main control, and there’s a solid bar above it 
that I can use to kick off of.” 

“Good,” Flanders said. “I’ll see what I can find above the guard. Work quiet, work fast, and signal me 
when you’re ready.” 

*   *   * 
The missile was programmed and ready, and Commanders Metzger and Calkin were doing their final 

check on the numbers, when Travis finally found the answer he’d hoped was there. “Commander Metz-
ger?” he called. “I think I may have something.” 

Metzger was at his side in an instant. Faster than Travis had expected, in fact, robbing him of the ten 
seconds he’d counted on to let him double-check his conclusions. “Go,” she ordered, leaning over his left 
shoulder. 

Travis braced himself. He would just have to trust that he was right. “The molycircs in the nodes,” he 
said, pointing to the Péridot schematic he’d pulled up. “The ones that handle the synchronization of the 
Casimir cells. Specifically, the ones here and here, at the core of the clusters closest to the hull.” 

“Yes, we see them,” Calkin said. The tactical officer had come up on Travis’s right shoulder, sandwich-
ing Travis uncomfortably close between the two officers. “So?” 

“You said it yourself, Sir, earlier,” Travis told him. “Edge effects. The gravitational strength drops off 
rapidly from the edge of an impeller stress band, but the effect does extend a few dozen meters out before 
it becomes negligible. And molycircs are highly susceptible to transitory stresses.” 

“What exactly are you suggesting?” Metzger asked, though her tone made it pretty clear that she al-
ready knew. 

“We don’t have to actually hit Péridot to kill its wedge, Ma’am,” Travis said. “If we can run the edge of 
the missile’s stress band within twenty or thirty meters of the hull, that’s all it’ll take. It’ll wreck the focus, 
kill the stabilization, foul up all the other nodes as they try to synch up into stand-by, and that’ll be it for 
that ring.” 

“And if we run the missile parallel to the hull, we’ll take out both rings in the same pass,” Metzger 
murmured. “And there goes the wedge.” 

“Yes, Ma’am,” Travis confirmed. “And they’re not going to get the nodes retuned, either. Not anytime 
soon.” 

“What about the reactor?” Calkin asked. “It has molycircs, too.” 
“Yes, Sir, but all of them are deeper in toward the center of the hull,” Travis said, pulling up a different 

page. “The gravity transient shouldn’t get close enough to affect them.” 
“Besides, even if it does, it’ll just shut everything down in a controlled scram,” Metzger said, reaching 

over Travis’s shoulder to the intercom. “Exactly what it’ll do to the nodes, in fact. Weapons; bridge. Don-
nelly?” 

“Donnelly, aye,” Donnelly’s voice came back instantly. 
“Get back to your board,” Metzger ordered. “I need a fast reprogramming.” 

*   *   * 
“Missile away!” Mota’s voice boomed from the bridge speaker. “From Guardian—damn it all, they’re 

firing!” 
Guzarwan snapped his head around to the tactical display, feeling his tongue freeze to the roof of his 

mouth. No—it was impossible. The Manticorans, firing on a Havenite ship? That was an act of war. 
But the missile was there. It was there, damn it—a blur on the tactical as its thirty-five-hundred-gee ac-

celeration ate up the thousands of kilometers separating the two ships. Guzarwan had one final glimpse 
of the missile as it bore down on Péridot’s stern— 

And then, nothing. 



Guzarwan stared at the tactical, a sense of utter disbelief swirling through his mind. According to the 
track, the missile had shot out from Guardian, angled the last few degrees to line up on Péridot, and con-
tinued straight on toward its target. 

And after all of that effort, the Manticorans had missed. 
They’d missed. 
It was impossible. But it was true. The track plainly showed the missile running parallel to the portside 

flank, a good ten kilometers out, then heading off toward the eternity of the universe. 
They’d missed. 
No one out here was supposed to have much experience with real warfare, Guzarwan knew. Even Ha-

ven, who’d tackled pirates and the occasional lunatic interstellar nomad group, was barely above amateur 
status. But this was just ridiculous. Even if the missile itself didn’t zero in, Guardian should at least have 
been able to get it close enough to its target for its stress bands to do some damage. But they hadn’t even 
managed that. 

Could Péridot have some automatic ECM running that had confused or disabled the missile? Mota 
hadn’t been able to tap into any of the weapons or active defenses, but it was possible the Havenites rou-
tinely left some of their passive defense systems running on general principles. Guzarwan hadn’t spotted 
any evidence of such a setup on the status monitors, but it was the only thing that even halfway made any 
sense. 

And if that was indeed the case, then he and Vachali were even more home free than he’d thought. If 
none of the Manticoran missiles could touch them, Péridot and Saintonge could not only bring up their 
wedges at their leisure, but they could also cut their mowing-machine swath through the other orbiting 
ships with impunity. Guardian would be the first, of course, lest one of his new ships accidently stray 
within laser range— 

“Chief!” Thal’s frantic voice came from the speaker. “The wedge has collapsed!” 
Guzarwan’s heart skipped a beat. 
“What the hell are you talking about?” he demanded. 
“It’s collapsed,” Thal repeated. “The whole system—both impeller rings—they’ve shut down. We’re 

trying to restart, but—God, the diagnostics have gone crazy.” 
And in a horrible, suffocating instant, Guzarwan understood. 
The Manticoran missile hadn’t missed at all. It had done exactly what it was intended to do. 
Somehow, that close pass had scrambled the impeller rings. Scrambled them badly enough to shut 

down, and to take the half-formed wedge with them. 
And now, far from being immune to Guardian’s weapons, Péridot stood utterly open and defenseless 

against them. 
Thal was still blabbering about tuning and synchronization and molycircs, his voice joined now by a 

chorus of frantic reports coming from other parts of the ship. But Guzarwan wasn’t listening. There was a 
way out of this, he knew. There was always a way out. He wasn’t going to give up, not now. Not after the 
Manticorans had so clearly demonstrated their reluctance to destroy Havenite property and lives. Not 
when he had two ships’ worth of hostages to bargain with. 

Certainly not with the ultimate hole card, Wanderer and its missile, still unsuspected up his sleeve. 
“Everyone shut up,” he called toward the mike. “Shut up.” 
The cacophony trailed away. “All right,” he said into the tense silence. “Everyone shut up and listen. 

Here’s what we’re going to do . . .” 
      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐EIGHT	  
Gill had just finished unfastening his section of ceiling when something seemed to zoom by. 

An instant later, he realized how absurd that sounded. He was floating in zero-gee, in the middle of a 
tangle of pipes and conduits that pretty well precluded the possibility of anything moving quickly, let 
alone moving so fast that he hadn’t seen it. 

But yet the sense remained. 
Frowning, he looked around. Nothing seemed to have changed. He leaned out from the air-exchange 

box that was blocking his view of Flanders. 
To find that the other was looking around, too. In the gloom of the accessway Gill couldn’t make out 

Flanders’s expression through his faceplate, but he had the sense from the other’s posture that he was 
feeling the same confusion. 

The commodore spotted Gill looking at him, and for a moment they gazed across the cramped space at 
each other. Then, motioning Gill to stay put, Flanders worked his way through the equipment to his side. 
He touched his helmet to Gill’s— 

“I just had the strangest feeling,” the Havenite’s faint voice came. “Like a mini-groundquake. I know 
that’s ridiculous, but . . .” He lifted a hand helplessly. 

“Not really,” Gill assured him. “Only to me it felt like something shot past.” 
“Weird,” Flanders said. “After forty years in the Navy, I thought I knew every twitch or grunt a ship 

could make. But that was a new one. What the hell are they doing down there?” 
Gill looked at the status display at the inside edge of his faceplate, freshly aware of the red glow that 

marked the silenced com. But if the reactor crew was in vac suits, and couldn’t easily use the hard-wired 
intercoms . . . “Let’s find out,” he suggested, pointing to the com control. 

Flanders nodded and reached for his own control. Twisting his face so that he wouldn’t even be 
breathing toward his mike, Gill turned on his com and ran slowly through the frequency presets. He 
reached the fifth one— 

“—to Shuttle Port One,” Guzarwan’s harsh voice came. “Stay in good retreat formation—remember 
there are still at least two Havenites running around loose, plus probably a few more gone to ground 
elsewhere.” 

“Never mind the Havenites,” someone bit out. “What about the damn Manticorans? If they decide to 
blow us out of the sky—” 

“If they wanted to blow us out of the sky, they’d have done that instead of just wrecking our impellers,” 
Guzarwan bit out. “Stop yapping and get your butts to the shuttle.” 

Flanders tapped Gill’s arm and tapped his com switch. Gill nodded and shut his off, as well, then 
touched his helmet to Flanders’s. “Any ideas?” he asked. 

“About what Guardian did just now? Or about what we should do next?” 
“Either or,” Gill said. “I’d go with the second question, because frankly I haven’t a clue as to how they 

scrambled Péridot’s nodes without gutting us like a fish. But somehow, they managed it.” 
“With the happy result that the rats are pulling out,” Flanders said with grim satisfaction. “And once 

they’re gone, the ship is ours. You know how to assemble an emergency micro airlock, right?” 
“I’ve knocked together a few in my day,” Gill confirmed. “But I don’t know the first thing about dis-

arming bombs.” 
“You won’t need to,” Flanders said. “We use the airlocks to reseal the outer hull hatches they blew, 

then repressurize the amidships section.” 
“But the hatches to the spin sections are still booby-trapped. How do we clear them?” 
“Again, we don’t have to,” Flanders said. “Once the area is repressurized the bombs are welcome to 



blow through the viewports. Hell, they can disintegrate the entire hatch if they want. As long as everyone 
inside is out of the blast range, I don’t care.” 

“So we just stand off and throw bricks at them or something until they go off?” 
“Something like that.” Flanders’s face settled into hard lines. “And once we’ve got Péridot back . . . well, 

we’ll see what our options are.” 
Gill felt something hard settle into his stomach. There was a simmering death in Flanders’s eyes that 

Gill hadn’t seen there before. It was just as well, he thought soberly, that that death wasn’t aimed at him 
and his people. “Sounds good,” he said. “Let’s do it.” 

*   *   * 
It worked. To Travis’s mild surprise and infinite relief, the plan actually worked. 
Kountouriote’s gravitics sensors confirmed Péridot’s wedge had collapsed. Carlyle’s infrared sensors 

further confirmed a dip in the cruiser’s heat that suggested the reactor’s systems had taken a mild hit as 
well before the automatics restabilized the power levels. 

And as the quiet and cautious triumph rippled across Guardian’s bridge, Travis felt a warm glow of 
satisfaction filling him. 

The glow lasted exactly forty-five seconds before the com board he was still strapped to went crazy. 
The first furious and frantic calls came from the Havenite courier ships in distant orbit, their watch of-

ficers demanding to know who the hell was throwing missiles and who the hell they were throwing those 
missiles at. Travis was still fumbling with the unfamiliar controls when Marienbad’s ground command 
chimed in, a surprisingly calm General Chu acknowledging the event, though pointedly asking if this was 
what Manticorans considered keeping an ally informed. 

Fortunately, before Travis could even begin to figure out what to say or do, someone he hadn’t even 
seen enter the bridge nudged his hands aside and keyed everything over to the Tactical station, where 
Calkin had settled in and was starting in on the explanations. 

Travis wished him luck with that one. 
A minute later the newcomer had helped Travis out of his straps and taken his place at Com. “Over 

here, Long,” Metzger said, beckoning. 
Travis pushed himself to her side. “Yes, Ma’am?” 
“Well done, Petty Officer,” she said, peering at her displays. “Now for Saintonge. Any thoughts?” 
Travis frowned. “I thought you were sending Colonel Massingill to deal with them.” 
“Sent, past tense,” Metzger corrected. “Massingill’s shuttle left about a minute ago.” 
“Oh,” Travis said, frowning at the tactical. He hadn’t even noticed that one go by. 
The shuttle was there, all right, arrowing toward Saintonge’s bow endcap. So far, the battlecruiser 

wasn’t showing any response. 
“I’m mostly wondering if you’ve got any other thoughts on taking out impeller rings,” Metzger contin-

ued. “We’re not exactly in position to try the same trick again.” 
“No, Ma’am,” Travis agreed. Missiles had a certain level of maneuverability, but it was only a few de-

grees at the most. 
And of course, turning Guardian’s bow to Péridot had left her stern pointed toward Saintonge. Battle-

cruisers like Vanguard had aft lasers back there to use against enemy ships. Elderly destroyers like Guard-
ian didn’t have so much as an autocannon. 

And they certainly couldn’t get away with the same slow yaw rotation that had gotten Guardian lined 
up for the shot on Péridot. Not now. Saintonge would be watching them like a giant hawk. “I’m afraid I 
don’t have any other ideas, Ma’am,” he admitted. “I don’t know the standard tactical responses in this 
situation.” 

Metzger snorted. “The standard tactical response in this situation is to not get in this situation,” she 
said. “If you’re already there, you roll wedge or else use your laser or missiles to beat the crap out of the 
enemy before he does it to you. Here and now, we’re not in a position to do either.” 



“Except as a last resort.” 
“Except as a last resort,” Metzger said grimly. “And if we don’t, General Chu will. He will, and he 

should.” 
“I understand,” Travis murmured. “I’m sorry, Ma’am.” 
“Never mind sorry,” Metzger countered. “My point is that unless the Saintonge hijackers have been 

sloppy at their job, Massingill is unlikely to find any useable allies over there. If the rest of the Havenites 
are dead or contained, she won’t be able to do more than buy us a little time. It’s up to us to find a more 
permanent solution.” 

“A solution that doesn’t involve destroying the ship,” Travis said. “Understood, Ma’am.” 
“Commander, we’re getting a signal from one of Péridot’s shuttles,” Com spoke up. “Correction: it’s 

one of the ones Saintonge sent over there earlier today. Audio only, on laser carrier.” 
“Wants to keep this private, I see,” Metzger muttered. She hunched her shoulders briefly and keyed her 

board. “Péridot shuttle, this is Commander Metzger, Executive Officer of HMS Guardian. I assume that’s 
you, Guzarwan?” 

“It is indeed, Commander,” a familiar voice answered. “Congratulations on your splendid maneuver a 
few minutes ago. My technical people still don’t know exactly what you did, but it was most effective.” 

“We’re glad you liked it,” Metzger said. “We’ll be using it on Saintonge next. You might want to warn 
your people there.” 

“Already done so,” Guzarwan said. “But I’d recommend not trying it a second time. Not unless you 
want to risk a war with Haven.” 

Metzger’s eyes flicked to Travis. “On the contrary, I think Haven would thank us for keeping their 
warships out of enemy hands.” 

“They might,” Guzarwan said. “If you had any proof that Saintonge was, in fact, in such hands at the 
time of your attack. I doubt you could muster anything that would satisfy them. Certainly not the more 
aggressive faction of the RHN. I presume you’re familiar with the truism that an unused military either 
fades away or finds a reason to go to war?” 

Metzger’s lips compressed briefly. She did have such proof, Travis knew. More than that, she had 
Commodore Flanders’s explicit order to destroy both Saintonge and Péridot if necessary. 

But that was apparently something she wasn’t yet prepared to share with the enemy. 
“What do you want, Guzarwan?” she asked instead. 
“I called to explain the new reality.” The banter was gone from Guzarwan’s voice now, with only cold-

ness remaining. “Thanks to you, Péridot is no longer of any use to us. My men and I have therefore 
boarded a shuttle and will soon be joining our friends aboard Saintonge.” 

“Traveling along our line of fire?” Metzger asked pointedly. “What makes you think you’ll reach your 
destination?” 

“For starters, my men have control of Saintonge,” Guzarwan said. “Along with the ship herself, we 
have a great many Havenite hostages whom we weren’t planning to kill but whom we also don’t especial-
ly need alive. I doubt you’d enjoy watching us execute them one by one in full video view of the other 
ships and the entire population of Marienbad.” 

“They’re military men and women,” Metzger said, her voice steady. “They’re prepared to die for their 
nation.” 

“Of course they are,” Guzarwan said. “But Ambassador Boulanger may not be so sanguine about giv-
ing his life for the Republic. Are you, Ambassador?” 

“Don’t flatter yourself, Guzarwan,” a new voice said calmly. “A diplomatic post carries the same risks 
as a military one.” 

“Perhaps,” Guzarwan said. “Still, I doubt Commander Metzger would want Guardian to be the in-
strument of your death. And she certainly wouldn’t wish to be the instrument of her own captain’s 
death.” 



Someone behind Travis snarled a quiet curse. Metzger’s expression didn’t even twitch. “You really 
think I’d hesitate over one life in the midst of a battle?” 

“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Guzarwan agreed. “But that’s not really the situation, is it? Your ship’s not in 
any danger, I have your captain and a Havenite ambassador, and you really can’t justify killing them 
when there are other, less violent options for stopping me.” 

“Really?” Metzger asked. “What options are those?” 
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Guzarwan said. “But I know you won’t give up looking for them until we 

raise Saintonge’s wedge and head for the hyper limit. Perhaps not even then.” 
“You’re absolutely correct on that point,” Metzger said. “So let me offer you a deal. If you surrender 

your hostages and abandon Saintonge, I’ll give you safe passage to your own ship and allow you to leave 
unhindered.” 

“Please, Commander,” Guzarwan chided. “We’ve put in far too much effort to simply walk away. Es-
pecially when we still have the upper hand.” 

“You’re sure about that?” 
“You aren’t?” Guzarwan countered. “Fine—here’s my counteroffer. Since you’ve already cost us one 

warship, give us the other and we’ll call it a draw. As a good-faith gesture, we’ll leave Captain Eigen and 
Ambassador Boulanger aboard this shuttle when we disembark. As soon as they can cycle the flight sys-
tems back around, they’ll be free to leave and join you aboard Guardian.” 

“Very generous of you,” Metzger said. “And the rest of Saintonge’s crew?” 
“They’ll be put into escape pods and sent out as soon as we’re ready to leave orbit.” 
“And you’d let them go? Just like that?” 
“Just like that,” Guzarwan assured her. “Of course, some of those pods will be on tight intersect cours-

es with the atmosphere, so you’ll have to make a choice between rescuing them or chasing us. But I’m 
sure you’ll make the right decision.” 

“Guzarwan—” 
“I have to go now, Commander,” Guzarwan cut her off. “I’ll speak to you again once we’re aboard 

Saintonge. Oh, and I presume I don’t have to tell you that trying to tractor us in to Guardian will be the 
same as opening fire on us. Ambassador Boulanger and Captain Eigen will be the first to be executed, 
with the crews of the two Havenite ships next in line. I’m sure you’d enjoy the temporary promotion to 
captain, but I doubt such an incident would do much for your long-term career advancement. Until later, 
Commander.” 

There was a click, and Travis looked at the board to see that the shuttle’s carrier laser had winked off. 
“Here they come, Ma’am,” Carlyle’s voice came from the speaker. “Shuttle leaving Péridot and bearing 
our direction. Moving at full speed.” 

“I see them,” Metzger said. “Drew, did you get everyone out there calmed down?” 
“More or less,” the TO said. “No one’s happy, but none of the other ships is in any position to do more 

than just yell right now.” 
“What about Chu?” 
“He says that if we plan to fire any more missiles we’re to damn well inform him of that fact before-

hand. Aside from that, I get the impression he’s rather impressed by our ingenuity.” Calkin flicked the 
backs of his fingertips across Travis’s shoulder. “I told him ingenuity was just SOP for the RMN. Any-
thing from Colonel Massingill?” 

“They’re nearly there,” Metzger said, leaning closer to her displays. “What’s happening to Saintonge?” 
“I don’t know,” Calkin said, frowning. “Carlyle?” 
“She’s . . . jittering, Sir,” Carlyle said, sounding confused. “Running her thrusters . . . it seems like al-

most at random.” 
“It is,” Metzger said sourly. “They’ve spotted Massingill’s shuttle and are trying to keep it from dock-

ing.” 



“Massingill will figure something out.” Calkin waved at the display. “Meanwhile, Guzarwan and his 
hostages are ten minutes out from Saintonge. We need to decide what we’re going to do with them.” 

*   *   * 
“Okay, we’re doing it,” Vachali’s grouchy voice came over the shuttle speaker. “But bouncing everyone 

around like this is going to play hell with our containment.” 
“Why, are you getting bounced around more than the Havenites?” Guzarwan scoffed. “They’re the 

ones trying to move. You’re in fixed positions.” 
“Fixed like we’re riding a hurricane,” Vachali countered. “I thought these grav plates were supposed to 

dampen out jitters like this.” 
“I guess they don’t. Or else you just don’t know how to sweet-talk them.” 
“Yeah, right,” Vachali growled. “Come on, Chief, this is ridiculous. I say let ’em aboard and have at it. 

Bouncing around like this won’t stop them forever.” 
“I’m not interested in stopping them,” Guzarwan said, getting a hard grip on his temper. Vachali was a 

good fighter, but a lousy strategist. “Not right away, anyhow. We want Metzger dithering around until 
the last minute, hoping she can find a way to pull this out of the fire. If we let the shuttle dock and play 
Capture the Hill, it’ll be over way too fast. Better to let them pop in through a bunch of different hatch-
ways—probably the same ones you froze the sensors on—and go out in their own private blazes of glory. 
Not knowing what’s happening will slow Metzger down, make her think she’s still got a chance. Right 
now, that’s what we want.” 

“If you say so,” Vachali grumbled. “I’d still rather have ’em all in a bunch.” 
“It won’t matter,” Guzarwan said patiently, stifling the urge to roll his eyes. “This is the Manticoran 

Navy, remember? They’re not going to have more than three or four Marines aboard. Probably not even 
that many. You’ve got fixed positions, and you’ll be dealing with a few professionals plus a few more 
amateurs. Trust me—it’ll be a duck shoot.” 

“Yeah. I suppose.” 
“More to the point, if they dock, their shuttle will be attached to the hull,” Guzarwan went on. “If, in-

stead, they have to go in through the hatches, they’ll probably have the pilot hang around, just drifting . . . 
and with your thrusters already moving you around, he won’t even notice when you maneuver him into 
range of one of your com lasers and fry their transmitters.” 

“Ah,” Vachali said, understanding finally coming. “And since their suit coms will be relayed through 
the shuttle . . . ?” 

“The whole team will be cut off,” Guzarwan confirmed. “Metzger won’t have any way of knowing 
what’s going on, or whether the team’s even alive or dead. Like I said, it’s all about uncertainty and buy-
ing time.” 

“I’d rather just blow the shuttle now and be done with it,” Vachali grumped. “But you want to play it 
cute, fine. You’re the boss.” 

“That’s right, I am,” Guzarwan said, putting an edge on his voice. “Get back to work. I’ll let you know 
when we’re ready to dock.” 

“You sure you don’t want to go EVA, too?” Vachali asked sarcastically. 
“I’ll let you know when we’re ready to dock,” Guzarwan repeated. “Out.” With a sharp flick of his fin-

ger, he cut off the com. 
“He’s right, you know,” Eigen said from behind him. “It won’t work. None of it will.” 
Guzarwan swivelled in his station to look at his two hostages, strapped into two of the fold-down 

jumpseats on the cockpit aft bulkhead. “You don’t think so?” 
“I know so.” Eigen nodded past Guzarwan. “I can see the gravitics readouts from here. Guardian’s go-

ing to have her wedge up before Saintonge.” 
“Probably,” Guzarwan agreed calmly. “And?” 
“So she’ll be fully maneuverable before Saintonge will be,” Eigen said. “Even if you’ve got enough 



wedge up to partially protect you, you’ll never be able to roll before she can line up along your bow and 
open fire.” 

“You assume she’ll risk war with Haven over a measly little battlecruiser that the RHN probably won’t 
even miss,” Guzarwan pointed out. “But, really, the argument’s moot. No matter how fast or maneuvera-
ble Guardian is, she’ll still have to turn around if she’s going to bring her bow weapons to bear.” He 
waved a hand toward the distant planetary horizon behind them. “Sadly for Guardian, halfway through 
her turn Jalla will bring Wanderer up over the horizon and put his missile through her unprotected 
flank.” 

Boulanger’s eyes went wide. Eigen didn’t even flinch. 
“You assume Commander Metzger will be so focused on Saintonge that she won’t be keeping an eye 

on everyone else in the system.” 
“No, actually, I assume there’s no way she’ll guess Wanderer has a military-grade missile aboard,” 

Guzarwan countered. “But it’ll be interesting to watch. Don’t you think so?” 
“If you’re still alive to see it.” 
“There’s that,” Guzarwan agreed. “Still, in light of this new information, perhaps you’d be interested in 

making some kind of deal that would ensure Guardian’s survival.” 
“What kind of deal?” 
“I don’t know,” Guzarwan said frankly. “Some way to disable her weapons would be best. As I’ve al-

ready said, we’re not interested in causing any more deaths here. Since we aren’t going to be able to acti-
vate Saintonge’s weapons, disabling Guardian’s would put us on an even keel. At that point, once our 
wedge is up we can all retire from the field and go our separate ways.” 

Eigen snorted. 
“Even if I was willing, how exactly do you think I could disable Guardian’s weapons from here?” 
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Guzarwan said. “It would probably involve contacting someone aboard 

and making the deal. Figuring that part out is your job.” He made a show of consulting his chrono. “But 
I’d advise you think quickly, because in approximately twenty minutes this offer will go away.” 

“As will Guardian?” 
Guzarwan smiled. “Yes. As will Guardian.” 

      



CHAPTER	  TWENTY-‐NINE	  
“There it goes again,” Marine Sergeant Pohjola commented, nodding out the shuttle viewport as 
Saintonge’s starboard thrusters flared, sending the massive battlecruiser drifting to their right. “Sort of 
like a slow-motion pinball. Docking with something bouncing around like that would be a real trick.” 

Massingill nodded. She’d figured that was what Saintonge’s hijackers were up to when Pohjola first 
spotted the battlecruiser’s random thruster blasts. 

Just as well she’d never planned on docking the shuttle in the first place. “I hope they’re enjoying 
themselves,” she said. “Just make sure you keep us some distance. Holderlin, you ready?” 

“We’re ready, Ma’am,” Sergeant Holderlin said calmly from inside the aft-starboard airlock. His three 
teammates were lined up behind him, Holderlin’s own rock-steadiness in sharp contrast to their restless 
fidgeting. 

Massingill didn’t blame them. RMN basic training had included a couple of units of close-quarters 
self-defense, but no one who went through those classes ever seriously expected to use any of it. Now, not 
only were they going to be fighting, but they were going to be fighting in a foreign environment, against 
an unknown enemy, and for a nation and people that weren’t even their own. 

Personally, Massingill didn’t mind fighting for the Havenites. Right now, she didn’t care who she was 
fighting for or, really, whether she was fighting for anyone or any cause at all. All she cared about was 
that she was getting to take the battle to the people who’d killed her husband. 

A suffocating bitterness rose into her throat, burning with anger and grief. Alvis had been safe enough 
when he spoke to Metzger. He’d certainly been alive. But that safety must have somehow deserted him 
after that. Either the hijackers had found them, or he and Flanders had gone off to do something crazily 
heroic in an effort to save Flanders’s precious ship. 

Thanks to Guardian, Flanders’s ship had been saved. But Alvis had never called back. 
And he should have. He should have called to tell Guardian that the attack had been successful and 

that the hijackers were preparing to abandon ship. He should have called to warn Metzger that Guzarwan 
had hostages, including Captain Eigen. 

But he hadn’t called. Not then, not now. And he should have. 
If he was still alive. 
Of course he hadn’t gone to ground like Flanders had said they would. He’d probably tried to do some-

thing stupid. Scram the fusion plant, maybe, to keep Péridot from blowing when the missile wedge sliced 
through the hull. Or maybe he and Flanders had gone to try to rescue the hostages. She could easily see 
Alvis trying one or the other hair-brained scheme. 

Only it hadn’t worked. And he was dead. 
“Five seconds,” Pohjola called. 
Massingill took a deep breath and did a last check of her team. All three of them looked as nervous as 

Holderlin’s group. “You ready?” she asked them. 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Boysenko said. The other two—Riglan and O’Keefe—merely nodded wordlessly. 
Combat butterflies, one of Massingill’s DIs had called them. They’d be fine once they hit deck and the 

shooting started. 
Probably. 
“Go!” Pohjola called. 
In a single smooth motion Holderlin popped the outer hatch and flung himself out into space, the Al-

pine-style safety lines pulling the others in rapid order out behind him. “Five seconds,” Pohjola called 
again. 

Massingill nodded, getting a grip on her thruster control with one hand and taking hold of the outer 



hatch release with the other. With only three four-man teams available, they’d decided Holderlin’s group 
would penetrate Saintonge near the forward fusion plant radiator, with the goal of attacking either the 
bridge or CIC, while Pohjola’s team would breach somewhere in the vicinity of the hab module, where 
they could choose between harassing whoever was guarding the trapped Havenites or else tackling the 
fusion reactor room. Given the situation, standard procedure would normally have dictated that Massin-
gill’s team find a point of entry near one of the impeller rooms, with the goal of damaging or otherwise 
shutting down the ring. 

Massingill had come up with something slightly more creative. Whether it was brilliantly creative or 
stupidly creative remained to be seen. 

“Go!” 
Massingill keyed the hatch and pulled on the hand bar, hurling herself out into the vast nothingness 

outside. She felt the three slight tugs on the Alpine line as the other three fell out behind her in sequence, 
then keyed her thruster. The tension on the line increased sharply, the shuttle’s stern flashed by, and the 
line tension decreased as her team kicked in their own thrusters. Checking to make sure all three were 
still attached, Massingill shifted her eyes toward the massive battlecruiser beneath them. 

As always, Pohjola’s timing had been perfect. She and the others were angling straight toward 
Saintonge’s hab section, with its fancy grav plates that Alvis had been hoping to get a look at. Far more 
interesting to Massingill at the moment was the narrow zero-gee sheath running around the outer edge of 
the hab section that allowed for personnel and equipment transfer without such traffic having to go 
through the ship’s living quarters. Part of that sheath was given over to the docking ring for the battle-
cruiser’s four shuttles. 

One of the docking ports was currently empty. One of them was occupied by the shuttle the first group 
of hijackers had brought over from Péridot. 

And as Saintonge’s crew hadn’t expected an incursion from its own spacecraft, so too the hijackers 
probably weren’t expecting a counterattack from theirs. 

Alone, Massingill could have made the touchdown and reached the docked shuttle in two minutes. 
Dragging three amateurs along behind her, it was closer to four. 

“What happens if we can’t get it open?” Riglan asked nervously as Massingill worked at the cockpit 
drop-lock, a small emergency escape route that she’d never heard of anyone actually using. “I mean—” 

He broke off as Massingill popped the outer hatch. “I’ll go first,” she said as she maneuvered herself in-
to the cramped space. “When it cycles again, it’ll be Riglan, O’Keefe, and Boysenko.” 

The disadvantage of drop-locks, Massingill had been taught, was that they offered no freedom of 
movement whatsoever if you came under fire. Their advantage was that the small volume translated to a 
quick cycling time. Another three minutes, and the team was at the shuttle’s docking collar, peering cau-
tiously into the deserted bay and passageway beyond. 

Massingill gave a scan with her suit’s audio sensors, just to make sure, then gestured to the others to 
pop their helmets. “Looks clear,” she murmured, feeling a twinge of guilt as they opened their heads to 
the outside air. Her own Marine vac suit included a full sensor package, and was designed to be kept 
zipped during an incursion. 

Unfortunately, the others’ standard-issue ship suits weren’t so well equipped, and the risk of blunder-
ing into an enemy because you couldn’t hear him was higher than the risk of taking gas, debris, or a graz-
ing shot. Hence, it was buckets-off from here on. 

Not that their helmets would be much good against a full-on shot anyway, she knew. Or their suits, ei-
ther, for that matter. “Sling your helmets—make sure your headsets are muted but receiving—and let’s 
go.” 

They headed down the passageway, swimming quickly and mostly quietly through the zero-gee. 
Guzarwan’s shuttle, Massingill knew, would be docking soon, and someone from the first group of hi-
jackers would be there to meet it. 



Whatever Guzarwan had planned for his reception committee, it was about to get a little bigger. And a 
whole lot livelier. 

*   *   * 
“It’s risky,” Metzger said reluctantly. “But I think you’re right. We really don’t have any other choice.” 
“Well, if we’re going to do it, we need to start now,” Calkin said. “We’re not going to beat Guzarwan’s 

shuttle there as it is.” 
Floating behind them, Travis felt his throat tighten. He’d hoped they might be able to use the same 

trick on Saintonge that they had on Péridot. But the mathematics of geometry—Guardian was still orbit-
ing below Saintonge and stern-first to her—plus the physics of inertia—it would take nearly six minutes 
on thrusters for Guardian to rotate the necessary one-eighty degrees to bring her weapons to bear, plus 
however more minutes it would take to gain altitude to match her orbit to Saintonge’s current level—had 
combined to made that tactic unusable. There simply was no way to get into a position where they could 
send a missile wedge along the Saintonge’s axis to take out her nodes. 

And with nothing cleaner to go with, Metzger and Calkin had fallen back on their original plan for Pé-
ridot: to instead send a missile at Saintonge at an upward angle where it would slice across its bow 
endcap, tear through its forward impeller ring, bridge, and CIC, and hopefully disrupt things enough to 
keep her from bringing up her wedge. 

And, as an inevitable consequence, kill every Havenite unlucky enough to be trapped in that third of 
the ship. 

But the timer was rapidly counting down, and Metzger had to do something. Sixteen minutes from 
now, if Kountouriote’s calculations were correct, Saintonge would have her full wedge and be ready to 
make a run for the hyper limit and freedom. The fact that Guardian would have her own wedge up three 
minutes before that sounded like it should be a tactical advantage, but really wasn’t. Not unless Guardian 
wanted to destroy the battlecruiser, which Metzger had already made clear that she didn’t. 

So instead of a kill, Guardian would try for a decapitation. 
“Still, if we’re fast enough, Captain Eigen shouldn’t be all the way to the bridge before we’re ready to 

fire,” Metzger continued. “Especially if Massingill’s able to pin them down in their shuttle. Any idea what 
the penetration of autocannon shells on a stationary target would be?” 

“Not sure anyone’s ever run those numbers,” Calkin said. “I wouldn’t count on them doing any good, 
though. Explosives designed to take out a missile coming in at five thousand klicks per second probably 
won’t do much against an armored endcap or impeller ring.” He waved a hand. “But we can try it first if 
you’d like.” 

“Probably not worth it.” Metzger hit her intercom key. “Missile Ops; bridge. Status?” 
“Nearly ready, Ma’am,” Donnelly’s voice came back. “We were having trouble charging the capacitors, 

but we’re back on track. Two minutes, max, and we’ll be ready.” 
“Let me know when you are.” Metzger broke the connection and looked at Travis. “Long?” 
Travis winced, his eyes flicking guiltily away from her to the tactical display. What was he supposed to 

say? 
Because he had nothing. The XO was clearly still hoping he could come up with something clever. But 

he had nothing. 
The physics were as clear as they were unyielding. The minute Guardian kicked in full thrusters and 

started her yaw rotation, Saintonge would undoubtedly start an upward pitch of her own in hopes of ro-
tating her ventral stress band and putting it between her and potential attack. Even an incomplete wedge 
would diffuse the fury of Guardian’s laser, and it would certainly destroy the wedge of an incoming mis-
sile. 

If Saintonge won the leisurely pas de deux, the hijackers would escape. If Guardian won, she would get 
her shot, and do her best to destroy as little of the Havenite battlecruiser as she could manage. 

Either way, they were all looking down the throat of disaster. 



“Long?” Metzger repeated. 
“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Travis said. “I—nothing’s coming to me.” 
“Don’t worry about it,” Calkin said with a grunt. “You’re already one for two in the idea department 

today. That’s not a bad average for anyone. Ma’am, I need you to look over these numbers.” 
Travis frowned, Calkin’s voice vanishing into the background of his perception as a sudden thought 

flicked across his mind. We’re having trouble charging the capacitors, Donnelly had said . . .  
“Commander, Guzarwan’s shuttle has reached Saintonge,” Carlyle’s voice came from CIC. “Docking 

now.” 
“Thank you,” Metzger said. “Missile Ops; bridge. Lieutenant?” 
“Prep countdown starting now, Commander,” Donnelly reported. “We’ll be ready to launch by the 

time Guardian’s in position.” 
“Acknowledged. Helm—” 
“Commander?” Travis cut in. “I’m sorry, Ma’am—” 
“Spit it out, Long,” Calkin snapped. 
Travis braced himself. “I was wondering what happens if you wreck one of a reactor’s radiator vanes.” 
“There’s a small spike in the plant heat output, and then it settles down,” Calkin said impatiently. 

“That’s why each reactor has two radiators, so that one can take up the slack if the other’s damaged in 
battle.” 

“Wait a minute, not so fast,” Metzger said, her eyes narrowed in thought. “If I remember right, the 
temp spike gets smoothed and rerouted because the engineers in the reactor room make that happen. I 
doubt the hijackers have a full slate of trained personnel back there.” 

“No, no, you’re right,” Calkin said, his scorn fading into sudden interest. “The reactor was already go-
ing—they didn’t need to put anyone with any brains back there. If the RHN has the same automatic 
backup scram system we do—” Abruptly, he shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Saintonge’s running its aft 
reactor, and there’s no way we can hit either of its radiators from our position. Not without slicing off the 
aft third of the ship and probably blowing the reactor along with it. If we’re going to do that, we might as 
well put a missile down its throat and be done with it.” 

“We don’t need a missile,” Metzger said suddenly. “We’ve got one. We’ve got Massingill’s shuttle.” 
“Hell on wheels,” Calkin murmured, his hands abruptly skating across his board. “Can we even get it 

going fast enough to do the kind of damage we need?” 
“You run the numbers—I’ll get Massingill,” Metzger said, gesturing to the man at Com. “Simons, get 

me Colonel Massingill.” 
“Too late, Ma’am,” he said tightly. “Massingill and her crew are already engaged.” 

*   *   * 
It was about as perfect a setup as Massingill could ever have hoped for. Two hard-faced hijackers were 

waiting for the shuttle from Péridot, their carbines slung over their shoulders, their full attention on the 
task of docking the incoming vessel. 

And Saintonge’s new commander had even shut down the ship’s random twitchings while the shuttle 
docked and hadn’t yet started them up again. Peering down the barrel of her carbine as the passengers 
filed out, Massingill waited for the critical moment when the hostages came into sight. A quick two- or 
three-shot to take out the primary guards, then a hail of covering fire, and Captain Eigen should have the 
few seconds necessary to get himself and Ambassador Boulanger to cover. Then an ordered retreat to the 
fallback spot Massingill had picked to make her rearguard stand while the others got the hostages back 
into the shuttle, and her part in this drama would be almost finished. 

As usual with military plans, it didn’t work out that way. 
Ten passengers had emerged, some heading for the bridge, the others hovering outside the shuttle as 

they apparently waited for further orders or traveling companions, when two oblivious hijackers came 
bouncing around the curve of the outer ring behind Massingill’s group and careened smack into the cen-



ter of their formation. 
There was no option. Cursing under her breath, Massingill let go of her carbine with her right hand, 

leaving it pointed at the docking bay, then snap-drew her sidearm and shot both of the newcomers. 
“Fire!” she barked at her team. 

And with that, as the old phrase so succinctly put it, all hell broke loose. 
The four Manticorans opened fire, sending a barrage of 10mm rounds into the group by the docking 

collar. The hijackers were also in motion, some trying frantically to retreat to the cover of the shuttle, 
others realizing they were too far out of position for any chance of escape and coolly drawing their 
sidearms or trying to bring their own carbines to bear. Massingill let her team handle the distraction fire, 
concentrating her own efforts on sniping out the most competent-looking of the enemy. Vaguely, she 
heard a voice shouting from her headset, but the gunfire was too loud for her to make out any of the 
words, and she was too busy to pay attention anyway. 

She’d killed five of the enemy, and the rest of the Manticoran fire had taken out two more, by the time 
the rest made it back into the shuttle. A few random shots came from around the edge of the collar, but 
another couple of rounds from Massingill and the rearguard pulled back. 

And an echoing silence descended on the passageway. 
Massingill took a quick moment to check her team. They seemed uninjured, though all three looked a 

little traumatized and more than a little tense. No surprise there. 
Unfortunately, there was no surprise left anywhere else, either. Guzarwan was under cover, the hostag-

es were still in his hands, and the whole ship had been alerted to the threat. Even if Holderlin and Pohjola 
were successful in pinning down their share of the hijackers, that still left an unknown number of rein-
forcements available for Guzarwan to send up Massingill’s kilt. 

“Massingill! Massingill?” 
Massingill worked her jaw, trying to clear away some of the ringing in her ears. The voice was coming 

from her headset. Probably a follow-up to whatever Guardian had been trying to tell her earlier. “Massin-
gill,” she replied into her mike. 

“New orders,” the voice said. “Urgent. Take your shuttle—” 
And then, abruptly, all was again silence. 
“Say again?” Massingill called, glancing down at the radio. Her equipment seemed to be functioning all 

right. “Say again, Guardian?” 
But there was nothing. She started to key to a new frequency— 
“Colonel Massingill?” a distant voice called. From inside the shuttle, Massingill’s numbed ears tenta-

tively concluded. “This is Guzarwan, Colonel. I want to offer you a deal.” 
Massingill felt her lip twist. At this point, a conversation was probably either stalling or an attempt to 

zero her in from the direction of her voice. “Fall back,” she murmured to the others. “Riglan first—” 
“I won’t bother trying to bargain for your captain’s life, Colonel,” Guzarwan continued. “I know how 

you military people are, all stiff and noble and self-sacrificing. So let’s try this instead. 
“Tell me, Colonel: what would you trade for your husband Alvis’s life?” 

*   *   * 
It had taken five minutes of careful maneuvering, but Saintonge and the target were finally in the prop-

er positions. “Go,” Vachali ordered. 
On the status board, one of the com lights lit up . . . and with a mere two seconds’ worth of fire from 

Saintonge’s mid-starboard com laser, the Manticoran shuttle’s own communications capabilities were 
neatly and permanently fried. 

And with the attackers’ link to Guardian gone, it was time to do something about that ruckus back in 
the docking bay. “Labroo, get your people to Docking Three,” he ordered into the intercom. “Kichloo’s 
managed to lead the chief into an ambush. Go get them out of it.” 

“On our way,” Labroo said briskly. “What’s status?” 



“Seven casualties, we think,” Vachali said. “The chief and the others are pinned down but safe. And 
watch your flanks—two other teams came aboard, and one of them may be waiting to hit you along the 
way.” 

“Let ’em try. I’ll call when they’re clear.” 
“Boss!” Dhotrumi cut in. “Guardian’s on the move—yaw rotation to port. You get that, Munchi?” 
“I got it,” Munchi confirmed from the helm. “Boss?” 
“Go ahead,” Vachali said, feeling his lips curl back in a vicious grin. So the Manticorans were making 

their final bid to stop Saintonge from leaving the system. Too bad for them. “We want a—what was it 
again?” 

“An upward pitch,” Munchi told him. 
“Right,” Vachali said. “Whatever we do to get our bottom wedge—” 
“It’s called the floor.” 
“Whatever the hell it is, get it between us and Guardian,” Vachali said impatiently. Smartmouths, eve-

ry single one of them. 
“Yeah, got it,” Munchi said. “What about the shaking? You want that back on?” 
“Don’t bother,” Vachali said. The random ship movements would drain power from the thrusters, and 

Saintonge needed all the power it could get to keep its lumbering battlecruiser’s defensive pitch move-
ment ahead of the smaller and nimbler destroyer’s turn. 

Besides, the shaking hadn’t stopped the Manticorans from boarding. It probably wouldn’t do any bet-
ter at spoiling their aim in the running gunfight back there. 

But that was all right. The Manticorans’ time had run out, and even their nuisance factor was about to 
be erased. “And call Jalla,” he added. “Tell him to get his butt over the horizon. 

“Tell him it’s time to use his missile.” 
*   *   * 

“Simons?” Metzger demanded, her throat tightening as she stared at the monitor. Suddenly, without 
even a sputter, the carrier signal from Massingill’s team had vanished. “Simons, talk to me.” 

“It’s the shuttle, Ma’am,” Simons said, peering at his displays. “It’s stopped relaying our signals. They 
must have fried its systems somehow.” 

“Did Massingill get the message?” Metzger asked, switching her gaze to the tactical. Saintonge was on 
the move, pitching her bow upward, hoping to raise her floor high enough to put it between her and 
Guardian. “Come on, look alive. Did she get the message or not?” 

“Ma’am . . . no, Ma’am, I don’t think so,” Simons admitted. “The first time through there was a lot of 
gunfire, and the second time was cut off.” Simons gave her a hooded look. “I’m sorry, Commander.” 

“Never mind sorry, Com,” Metzger bit out, her mind racing. “Tell me how we can reestablish contact.” 
“I—” Simons lifted a hand helplessly. “Another shuttle could do it, Ma’am. But—” 
Metzger jabbed at her intercom. “Docking One; bridge. Get that shuttle into space—emergency 

launch.” 
“Aye, aye, Ma’am,” a voice came back. “It’ll be clear in five minutes.” 
“You’ve got two,” Metzger said tersely and keyed off the intercom. 
“They can’t do it, Ma’am,” Calkin said, almost gently. “Not in time. Unless Massingill somehow got 

more of the message than we thought, we’re going to have to go with either the laser or a missile.” 
“I know.” Metzger tapped the intercom. “Missile Ops; bridge. Confirm readiness.” She took a deep 

breath and looked back at Calkin. “Stand by to fire.” 
      



CHAPTER	  THIRTY	  
It was a trick, Massingill’s suddenly numbed mind knew. A stupid, meaningless trick designed to pin her 
and her team in place until Guzarwan’s reinforcements could arrive. 

But somehow that didn’t matter. If there was even a chance that Alvis was still alive . . .  
“Colonel?” Riglan asked tentatively. 
“Get to the fallback,” Massingill told him. “All of you. Wait for me there.” She threw a sideways look at 

Riglan’s pinched face. “You hear me? Fallback position, damn it.” 
“You still there, Colonel?” Guzarwan called. 
“I’m here, Guzarwan,” Massingill called back, shifting her attention to the passageway beyond the 

docking collar, then to the collar itself. So far, no signs of reinforcements from outside or a sortie from 
inside. The counterattack was probably forming up somewhere behind her. “Talk fast. Is Alvis there with 
you?” 

“Here? No, he’s safely locked down with the rest of the officers and dignitaries in Péridot’s Alpha Spin 
section. But he won’t be safe much longer. Have you ever heard the phrase dog in the manger? It refers to 
selfish individuals who, if they can’t have something they want—” 

“I know what it means,” Massingill cut him off. “Get to the point.” 
“The point is that before we abandoned Péridot we left the survivors a little going-away present,” 

Guzarwan said, his voice suddenly ice-cold. “A small but powerful bomb in the fusion bottle regulator. If 
it goes off, the reactor goes with it. And for a few moments our little trinary system will have a fourth 
sun.” 

Massingill felt a curse bubbling in her throat. “What’s the deal?” 
“You let one of my men out to reseal the hatch and let me fly this shuttle back to Wanderer,” Guzar-

wan said. “I then tell you where the bomb is and how to disarm it. A simple trade, really—I get away; you 
get your husband back. Oh, and you also get Saintonge, assuming you can take it back from Colonel 
Vachali and his team. I make no promises on that one.” 

Massingill squeezed the barrel of her carbine. It sounded good. Very good. 
Too good. “How’s the bomb triggered? Radio signal?” 
“It’s on a timer,” Guzarwan said. “But don’t worry—you’ll have plenty of time to get to Péridot and 

disarm it. Assuming you leave within the next few minutes, of course.” 
“Don’t believe him, Ma’am,” a nervous voice whispered. 
Massingill looked up in surprise. In open defiance of her direct order, Riglan and the others hadn’t so 

much as budged from their positions. 
Or rather, two of them hadn’t. Riglan and O’Keefe were still there, but Boysenko was nowhere to be 

seen. “I ordered you the hell out of here,” she bit out. “Now, go.” 
“Don’t believe him, Ma’am,” Riglan repeated, sounding more nervous than ever. He was also making 

no move to leave. “He’s trying to stall.” 
“I know what he’s trying to do,” Massingill said, her heart feeling like it was tearing itself apart. A con-

venient bomb, on a convenient timer, and he was even throwing in Saintonge. No, the deal was way too 
good to be true. 

Especially since she already knew that Alvis was dead. 
Which just left Captain Eigen and Saintonge still in the equation. 
And with that, Massingill knew what she had to do. “Counteroffer,” she called. “You bring Captain 

Eigen and the ambassador to the hatch so I can see they’re still alive. Then I’ll come seal the docking 
hatch myself and you can go.” 

“You know I can’t give up my hostages,” Guzarwan said. “If I did there’d be nothing to prevent Guard-



ian from shooting me out of the sky.” 
“I’m not asking you to give them up,” Massingill said. “You can keep them until you’re aboard Wan-

derer. I just want to confirm they’re safe and unhurt.” 
There was a pause. “Stand ready,” Massingill murmured to Riglan. “You and the others—well, you and 

O’Keefe. Where’s Boysenko?” 
“She left a little while ago,” Riglan said reluctantly. “It was—well, the shooting was mostly done.” 
Mostly, but not quite? Massingill grimaced. But it was unfortunately all too common. Some people 

could handle live combat. Others couldn’t. “Doesn’t matter,” she told Riglan. “When the shooting stops, 
wait a moment and see if the captain comes out. If he doesn’t, then get to the fallback and wait for orders 
from Holderlin or Pohjola.” 

Riglan’s eyes went wide. “Ma’am?” 
“You heard me.” Massingill turned back toward the shuttle, the cold lump that combat always brought 

to her stomach dissolving away. It was almost finished, and there were no longer any life-altering deci-
sions to be made. If Guzarwan agreed to her terms, she would head to the shuttle and step into the 
hatchway as if preparing to close the collar. 

But instead, she would open fire on the hijackers, emptying her carbine in three-round bursts, killing 
as many of them as she could before their return fire ended the burden of decision-making forever. 

It was Eigen’s only chance. It was also the way a Marine should go out. She flicked her selector to burst 
mode and filled her lungs. “Guzarwan? Do we have a deal?” 

And then, to her utter amazement a new voice crackled in her ear. “Massingill, this is Guardian,” 
Commander Metzger said. “I have urgent new orders for you.” 

*   *   * 
“Understood, Commander,” Massingill’s voice came from the bridge speaker. “Pulling back now. I’ll 

be in space in two minutes.” 
“Good,” Metzger said. Her voice seemed calmer, Travis thought, but the tension in her face more than 

made up for it. “We’re prepping another shuttle now to come get you after you eject.” 
“That won’t be necessary, Ma’am,” Massingill said. “Can you send Pohjola or Holderlin to pick up the 

rest of my team?” 
“Already done,” Metzger said, frowning. “What do you mean, it won’t be necessary?” 
“One other thing,” Massingill said. “Guzarwan said there was a bomb—” 
Without warning, her voice cut off. “Simons?” Metzger demanded. 
“It’s Saintonge’s wedge, Ma’am,” Simons said. “It’s rotated high enough to cut us off.” 
“It’s all right,” Calkin said. “She got the orders. It’s just a question now of whether she can wreck the 

radiator in time.” 
“That’s not the only question,” Metzger said grimly. “She said something about a bomb. Did she mean 

a bomb aboard the shuttle? Is that what she meant about not needing to send another one?” 
Calkin hissed between his teeth. “Well, if the bomb holds off to the right second, it’ll make even more 

of a mess of the radiator. If it doesn’t . . .” 
Metzger nodded heavily. “If it doesn’t, we still have the missile.” 

*   *   * 
Kichloo eased his head around the hatch, and Guzarwan braced himself to watch the lieutenant’s head 

get blown off. 
But it didn’t. Instead, he took a long look around and then gave a thumbs-up. “They’re gone.” 
“Massingill too?” Guzarwan asked. 
“Her, too,” Kichloo confirmed, sounding puzzled. “I wonder what spooked them.” 
“Maybe Manticorans are naturally nervous,” Guzarwan said. But he would have sworn from the tone 

in Massingill’s voice that she was about to make a grand, self-sacrificing stand of some sort. 
Maybe she’d gotten new orders from the other teams. That could be good, or very, very bad. 



Either way, it was time to get the hell out of here. 
“Get them out,” he ordered Kichloo, gesturing toward the closed cockpit hatch. 
Kichloo nodded and shoved off the bulkhead to the hatch. He opened it and floated inside, and a mo-

ment later Eigen and Boulanger floated out into the main shuttle. “They behave themselves in there?” he 
asked as Kichloo emerged behind them. 

“Yeah, but not from lack of trying,” Kichloo said darkly. “Eigen was trying to run up the thrusters.” 
“Good trick, with your hands tied behind your back,” Guzarwan commented, eyeing the Manticoran. 
“It would have worked if you hadn’t shut the board to standby,” Eigen said, peering out the hatch as 

Kichloo caught his upper arm and steered him toward the opening. “Or if my people had kept you busy 
longer. Though I see they made a pretty good showing as it is.” 

“They did,” Guzarwan conceded, silently cursing his carelessness. They’d already released the hostages 
from their restraints when the attack started, and he hadn’t wanted to risk his insurance policies getting 
damaged in an open gun battle. He should have left someone in there to keep an eye on them, but at the 
time it had seemed more important to have every gun available to repulse the unexpected attack. 

With a locked board, the hostages’ hands tied, and no weapons available, it had worked out all right. 
But it had still been sloppy, and if anyone else had made the decision he would have flayed the man alive. 

“But they’re gone now,” he continued. “Come on—next stop is the bridge.” 
Two by two, the pirates slipped out into the passageway, some heading toward the Manticoran ambush 

site, the others creating a vanguard and heading forward. 
“You weren’t really going to give her the bomb’s location, were you?” Eigen asked quietly. 
“You heard that?” Guzarwan asked. 
“The cockpit intercom was still on.” 
“Ah,” Guzarwan said. “To answer your question, I might have. She fought well, and I appreciate that in 

an enemy. I might have given her back her husband as a reward.” 
“Ah,” Eigen murmured. Pretending to believe his captor, just as he’d pretended to accept his captivity. 
But Guzarwan wasn’t fooled. So far, aside from the shuttle attempt just now, Eigen had behaved him-

self. He hadn’t attempted to escape, not even when Guzarwan pretended to give him an opening. 
But that was all illusion and a biding of time. The Manticoran had simply known better than to try an-

ything aboard the confines of a shuttle or aboard a ship already firmly under enemy control. Here, with 
Saintonge’s ownership still under some dispute, all bets were off. If Eigen found an opening, Guzarwan 
had no doubt he would go for it. 

So he made sure to stay close to the hostages, where he could keep a close eye on them, as the group 
filed out of the shuttle and headed forward. Fortunately, the need for hostages would soon be past. The 
charade would be over, and he could relax. 

Until then, he would make sure neither of his prisoners got away. He would make damn sure. 
*   *   * 

Massingill’s reflexive assumption, when she’d first noticed that Boysenko was no longer with the 
group, was that the young com officer had broken under the unaccustomed stress of combat and fled. 
Now, after the unexpected reestablishment of contact with Guardian, she recognized the far more palata-
ble and honorable truth. 

Boysenko was in the hijackers’ shuttle, the one they’d entered Saintonge through, when Massingill and 
the others arrived. “I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have come back here without telling you why,” the young rat-
ing apologized as Massingill joined her in the cockpit. “I thought that if our own shuttle’s com was out I 
could run a relay through here instead.” 

“It was a good idea,” Massingill assured her, glancing at the controls. The shuttle was still on standby. 
Perfect. “I probably couldn’t have heard you over the noise anyway. Get to the passageway with the oth-
ers and get the hatch closed.” 

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Boysenko’s eyes narrow. “Shouldn’t we have two of us for this?” 



“You know how to fly this thing?” Massingill countered. “No? Then get out.” 
“But—” 
“Get out or I’ll shoot you,” Massingill said, turning to look her straight in the eye. “I mean it. Go.” 
Boysenko nodded, a quick, guilty jerk of her chin. “Yes, Ma’am. Good . . . good luck, Ma’am.” 
Ninety seconds later, with the hatch closed and sealed, Massingill hit the thrusters and drove the shut-

tle hard away from Saintonge’s flank. Rolling over, she gave herself a long push outward, backing away as 
many kilometers as she could from the battlecruiser’s flank. More distance would have been better, but 
she was pressed for time, and this was all she dared risk. Swiveling the shuttle into a corkscrew one-
eighty, she headed up and over, firing a long blast from the thrusters to kill her outward momentum. A 
pair of tweaks from the starboard laterals turned her back around and lined her up with her target. 

There in front of her, jutting thirty meters upward from the hull, was the aft dorsal radiator. 
Massingill smiled tightly. Good luck, Boysenko had said. But she hadn’t meant it. Or, rather, hadn’t 

said it with any expectations that the words meant anything. She’d looked into Massingill’s eyes, and she 
knew beyond a doubt what was about to happen. 

Alvis Massingill was gone . . . and with that crushing loss, Jean Massingill no longer had anything to 
live for. 

Throwing full power to the aft thrusters, Massingill sent the shuttle leaping toward the radiator. Forty 
seconds, she estimated, until impact. 

“For Alvis,” she murmured. 
*   *   * 

On the status board, a set of amber lights went green. “Wedge is up, Ma’am,” the helmsman reported. 
“Thrusters off,” Metzger ordered. “Increase speed of yaw to full; pitch positive twenty degrees. Missile 

Ops; bridge. Confirm missile readiness. TO; prepare to launch on my command.” 
Travis looked at the forward display, his pulse throbbing in his neck. Saintonge was nearly in range 

now, with Guardian’s rotation suddenly speeding up now that her wedge was driving the movement. 
But Saintonge’s wedge was almost up, too, and the floor was currently between the two ships. In order 

for Guardian to get her shot, she was going to have to line up with the battlecruiser while simultaneously 
rising to get above the forward edge of Saintonge’s lower stress band. 

And meanwhile, Massingill was doing . . . what? 
Travis didn’t know. No one aboard Guardian knew. Saintonge’s wedge was already strong enough to 

block all the destroyer’s sensors: optics, radar, and lidar. For the moment, as far as Saintonge was con-
cerned, Guardian was blind. 

The next few seconds would tell the tale. Until then, there was nothing to do but wait. 
*   *   * 

Wanderer’s drift upward in its orbit—upward, and backward—had been slow. Sometimes infuriatingly 
slow. 

But Jalla’s patience had finally been rewarded. Over the rim of the planet’s horizon, Guardian was fi-
nally in sight. 

Actually, all the players were in sight. Péridot was closest, floating dead and quiet the way Guzarwan 
had left it, her remaining crew still unaware of the larger drama going on beyond her hull. Far beyond 
Péridot was Guardian, her wedge completely up now, her bow mostly turned away from Wanderer as she 
continued lining up for her shot on Saintonge. Just beyond Guardian, practically on top of her in fact, 
was Saintonge, her wedge angled upward like a fighter with his forearm raised to block his attacker’s in-
coming fist. 

Jalla took it all in, the way an experienced warrior took everything in. But really, he only had eyes for 
Guardian. For Guardian, and her stern turned so inviting and vulnerable toward him. 

Larger warships had aft autocannon to protect them from up-the-kilt attacks. But compact destroyers 
like Guardian didn’t have room for such things. Their only defense against an up-the-kilt attack was to 



make sure no enemy ever got behind them. 
Wanderer’s missile was a bit out of date, as such things went. Unlike modern missiles with their ten-

thousand-gee sprint modes, Jalla’s could only manage five thousand. 
But five thousand gees would be enough. More than enough. At that acceleration, it would take a little 

over forty seconds to cross the forty-five thousand kilometers separating them. 
Which meant that the Manticorans would see what was coming, and even have time to recognize and 

bitterly regret their folly. That, for Jalla, was the best part of all. 
“Hatch door open,” he ordered. “Target parameters ready to load. Stand by to ignite booster.” 
He grinned tightly. He’d always, always wanted to say this. “Prepare to fire.” 

*   *   * 
With barely twenty seconds left to impact, Massingill threw herself out the shuttle hatch. 
She was going way too fast to stop, of course. Fortunately, she didn’t have to. Kicking her thruster pack 

to full power, she drove straight up, directly away from Saintonge’s hull, clawing for distance up and over 
the huge radiator vanes rushing toward her. She made the necessary clearance with less than two seconds 
to spare, wincing as the sudden spike in heat from the now distant radiator nevertheless blazed through 
even the extra protection of her Marine vac suit and singed her skin. The heat continued to increase, 
peaking as she sailed over the top of the radiator. Directly below her, the shuttle slammed into its target— 

And the entire center of the radiator disintegrated into a boiling cloud of superheated liquid metal. 
Reflexively, Massingill flinched, despite the fact that sitting inside a suit traveling on a ballistic path 

made the value of flinching pretty much zero. For a heart-stopping couple of seconds she was afraid the 
expanding cloud of superheated liquid would overtake her and burn her alive. But she was still hurtling 
past at the shuttle’s original impact speed, and the extra vertical momentum she’d given herself was still 
eating up meters, and the blazing light from the cloud was already fading as the metal droplets dumped 
their heat into the universe at large and began solidifying again. She watched the cloud another few se-
conds, just to make sure it was safely behind her, then turned her eyes to the vastness of space above. 

The vastness of space . . . and the whole of the incredible starry host stretched out across the sky. A 
view she could see with perfect clarity, unimpeded by anything. 

The gamble had worked. Saintonge’s reactor had scrammed, and taken her wedge with it. 
“There you go, Guzarwan,” she said under her breath toward the ship pulling away beneath and be-

hind her. “That’s the kind of deal I make. Choke on it.” 
*   *   * 

The group was still only halfway to Saintonge’s bridge when a wailing klaxon alarm erupted around 
them. 

Cursing, Guzarwan grabbed a handhold as the alarm shifted from solid tone to a staccato three-one-
three-one cadence. Spinning around in a half circle, his gun held ready, he darted quick looks both direc-
tions down the cramped passageway. But there was nothing. “What the hell is going on?” he bellowed 
over the siren. “Mota?” 

The hacker was hunched in half a fetal position at the side of the passageway, working furiously on his 
tablet. “It’s—my God, it’s a reactor scram.” 

Guzarwan felt his eyes widen. “A what?” 
“The reactor’s shutting down,” Mota said, his voice suddenly frantic. “Automatic safety—someone’s 

got to override it or it’ll just—oh, God.” 
There wasn’t any time even to swear. “Get the bridge!” Guzarwan shouted. “Get the reactor room. All 

of you—go. Get the hell back there and—” 
But it was too late. Abruptly, the passageway lights flickered and went out, the dimmer red glow of 

emergency lighting springing up to take its place. 
And in that fraction of a heartbeat as the lights went briefly out something hard and unyielding 

slammed against his throat. 



Reflexively, he let go of his gun and grabbed at the agony that his neck had become, trying desperately 
to dislodge the bar squeezing against it. But he was too late. The arm pressed against his throat—it was an 
arm, he realized now—had locked into the elbow of another arm, and the second arm’s palm was pressed 
hard against the back of Guzarwan’s head. 

And with a wave of horror he realized that his life was being choked out of him. 
He tried to shout to the rest of his men, milling uselessly around him, looking wildly in all the wrong 

directions for the ambush they obviously expected was imminent. But his voice was long gone. He tried 
to retrieve the gun he’d let go of when the attack first began, but the weapon was also long gone, plucked 
from the air by yet a third hand. 

How? The word remained unspoken, because there was no air with which to speak it. 
Perhaps his killer sensed the question anyway. Or perhaps he merely had need to gloat. “You shouldn’t 

have left us alone in the shuttle cockpit,” Eigen murmured in his ear, just loud enough to hear over the 
now distant alarm and the hammer of blood pounding through Guzarwan’s head. “Or maybe you just 
didn’t know that military cockpit med kits always include scissors.” 

Guzarwan almost smiled. But there was no air for even that. No air, and no time. 
And then, there was no time for anything. Anything at all. 

*   *   * 
“There she is,” Gill said. It really wasn’t necessary to point that out, he knew—everyone on Péridot’s 

bridge could see Wanderer coming up over the horizon. But the tension inside him was reaching the un-
bearable point, and he had to say something. 

“There she is, indeed,” Commodore Flanders agreed. Agreeing, or humoring. Gill wasn’t sure which. 
“Are we ready, Captain?” 

“We’re ready.” Captain Henderson smiled tightly at Flanders from his place in the command chair. 
“Under the circumstances, Commodore, I think it only fair that you give the order.” 

“I appreciate the offer, Captain,” Flanders said. “But Péridot is your ship. The honor is yours.” 
Henderson inclined his head. “Thank you.” He turned to the forward display and seemed to straighten 

up. “Tactical officer? Fire.” 
And with a violent discharge of plasma from its capacitors, the collimated pulse of X-ray energy lanced 

outward. 
One shot was all Péridot’s capacitors could give it. One shot was all it needed. In the distance, Wander-

er’s bow disintegrated before the unstoppable fury of the energy beam. The fury continued unabated, 
boiling through the forward impeller ring, the forward cargo bay, the center of the hab spin section, and 
into the reactor. 

And then, for a few seconds, the trinary system had a fourth sun. 
The blaze had faded into a fiery glow when the com officer lifted a finger. “Captain Henderson? Shuttle 

Control reports Marines are geared and packed and ready to fly.” 
“Order them to launch,” Henderson said. “Then signal Guardian and tell them reinforcements are on 

their way. Whoever the Manticorans have aboard Saintonge, I imagine they can use a little help.” 
“Yes, Sir.” The officer turned back to his board. 
“In a way, it’s almost too bad,” Henderson continued, almost wistfully. “With Wanderer gone, so is our 

best chance of figuring out who they were and where they came from. Can’t sift much evidence from an 
expanding cloud of dust.” 

“Oh, I’m sure there’ll be a few survivors left after we retake Saintonge,” Flanders soothed. “And Haven 
has some very good interrogation techniques. Whatever they know, we’ll get it out of them.” 

“There’s also the bomb your people found in Péridot’s reactor room,” Gill reminded him. “There may 
be clues in the materials or design that’ll point us in the right direction.” 

“The important thing is that we’ve kept Havenite military technology from being stolen,” Flanders 
said. Deliberately, he turned his eyes on Gill. “Which reminds me, Massingill. You and I need to have a 



talk.” 
Gill frowned. There’d been something in the commodore’s tone right then. “Yes, Sir,” he said. “I’ll look 

forward to it.” 
“Maybe,” Flanders said. “Maybe not.” 

*   *   * 
Massingill had been planning to wait until she’d stabilized her position and relative velocity before 

calling anyone. Boysenko beat her to it. “Colonel Massingill?” the younger woman’s tentative voice came 
through Massingill’s helmet. “Are you there? We’re picking up a thruster trail about thirty kilometers 
from Saintonge. Is that you?” 

“That’s an affirmative, PO,” Massingill said. “Nice timing—I was just about out of maneuvering fuel. 
Where are you?” 

“In the second Havenite shuttle, the one Guzarwan brought from Péridot,” Boysenko said. The relief in 
her voice was so thick that Massingill couldn’t decide whether to be amused or touched. “Thank God. I 
thought you were . . .” She trailed away. 

“Planning to go out in a blaze of glory?” Massingill offered. 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Boysenko said, sounding embarrassed. “When you said Guardian didn’t need to send 

another shuttle, we all thought . . .  I’m sorry, Ma’am.” 
“That’s okay,” Massingill assured her. “I just meant that they didn’t need to send another shuttle be-

cause we already had the one you’re now riding in. No, I’m not ready to die just yet. Not while Guzarwan 
is still alive. I need to at least take a crack at killing him first. So who’s flying the shuttle? Pohjola?” 

“It’s Holderlin, Ma’am,” the sergeant’s voice cut in. “Just relax—we’ll be there in a few.” 
“Yes, thanks, I think I can manage that,” Massingill said dryly. 
“One other thing, Ma’am,” Holderlin said. “Boysenko, you want to do the honors?” 
“Thank you, Sir,” Boysenko said. “Colonel, we’ve just heard from Péridot. Your husband is alive and 

well.” 
Massingill caught her breath, her vision suddenly blurring. “You’re sure?” 
“Very sure, Ma’am,” Boysenko said. “Commander Metzger says he called and talked directly with her. 

And the crew found the bomb and disarmed it. There are also two shuttles on the way—Commodore 
Flanders is sending all of Péridot’s Marines here to assist.” 

“Really,” Massingill said, blinking away the tears as best she could. “In that case, Sergeant, you’d better 
step on it so we can get back inside. Can’t have the Havenites thinking we’re lazing on the job.” 

“Certainly can’t, Ma’am, not at all,” Holderlin agreed. “Stepping on it now, Ma’am. Anything else 
you’d like to talk about? We do have a few more minutes.” 

“Just concentrate on your flying,” Massingill said. “The last thing I need now is to get run over by some 
hotshot who isn’t watching where he’s going.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 
“Actually, yes, there is something,” Massingill corrected herself as a thought suddenly occurred to her. 

“Boysenko, do you know whose crazy idea it was to ram a shuttle into the radiator?” 
“I believe it was Commander Metzger who came up with the shuttle part, Ma’am,” Boysenko said. “She 

was giving Commodore Flanders the details. The radiator idea itself . . . I’m not absolutely sure, but it 
sounded like that one was Gravitics Tech Long.” 

Mentally, Massingill threw Long a salute. Rule-stickler, crazy-idea Travis Uriah Long. Somehow, it 
seemed fitting and proper that he’d been the lunatic behind this. “Thank you,” she said. “If you talk to 
Guardian before I get back, please congratulate the XO for me on a brilliantly successful scheme.” 

She smiled tightly. “And tell Long the chocolate-chip cookies are on me.” 
*   *   * 

“I trust,” Commodore Flanders said soberly, “that you see the problem.” 
Massingill looked sideways at her husband. Alvis was sitting there quietly, his eyes holding Flanders’s 



gaze. 
His hand was on Massingill’s lap, gently holding her hand. 
It had been years since he’d held her hand in public. Whatever this problem was that Flanders was 

about to unload on them, that alone almost made it worth it. 
“Or possibly you don’t,” Flanders continued into the silence. “Let me explain.” His gaze locked onto 

Alvis. “You’re a civilian, retired from your naval position, yet traveling aboard a Royal Navy ship. You 
came aboard Péridot, ostensibly as part of a friendship envoy, but with the actual goal of giving Havenite 
military hardware a good, hard look. The only two reasons for you to do that are, one, to see if our ships 
are worth purchase by the Star Kingdom; or, two, as actual military espionage.” 

“Yes, I can see how the situation could be interpreted that way,” Alvis said mildly. 
“Well, I can’t,” Massingill said, her heart suddenly thudding in her chest. Espionage? After all they’d 

done for Flanders, he was going to drop espionage charges on them? “And as long as we’re talking inter-
pretation, how does the RHN interpret the fact that we saved its butt here?” 

“Jean,” Alvis said, quietly soothing. 
“No, I mean it,” Massingill said, ignoring the warning. Just because Captain Eigen had given his per-

mission for them to talk to Flanders didn’t mean the commodore had carte blanche to do or say whatever 
he wanted. “Because on that charge it’s pretty clear we’re guilty.” 

“Please,” Flanders said, raising a calming hand. “You misunderstand. I’m not saying Haven is inter-
preting your actions that way. I’m suggesting that Chancellor of the Exchequer Breakwater will probably 
do so.” 

Massingill felt her jaw drop. Of all the names Flanders might have dropped into the conversation—
“Breakwater?” 

“Captain Eigen and I had a long talk yesterday,” Flanders said, his voice turning a bit sour. “It’s his 
opinion that Breakwater’s faction has a vendetta against the Royal Navy, and that they’ll do pretty much 
anything they can to make you look bad.” 

“That’s a pretty accurate assessment,” Massingill murmured. The politics were a bit more complicated 
than that, she knew, but the end result was the same. 

“And since there’s really nothing else the Royal Navy did here that can be the least bit criticized,” Flan-
ders continued, “it’s Captain Eigen’s belief that they’ll latch onto Mr. Massingill’s presence and activities.” 

Massingill looked at her husband. 
“Yes, it’s insane,” Alvis said. “But I think the captain is right.” 
Massingill grimaced. Unfortunately, she had to agree. Whether or not this incident ever made it to the 

general public, Parliament would certainly be told, and Breakwater would never allow it to go into the 
records untarnished. Even if he had to invent the tarnish and slap it on himself. 

“Captain Eigen also told me,” Flanders continued, “that you two aren’t particularly happy where you 
are.” 

Massingill frowned at him. That was also true; but what in the world did that have to do with any of 
this? 

“So let me lay out my cards,” Flanders went on, his eyes steady on her face. “Our reports indicate that 
the RMN is currently in a state of build-down, with some of our analysts wondering if it may even cease 
to exist in another few years. Mr. Massingill has already accepted early retirement, and opportunities for 
you, Colonel, are going to be steadily shrinking. 

“The Republic of Haven Navy, on the other hand, is the up-and-coming power in this sector. We need 
good people—which you’ve already proven yourselves to be—and you need a service that will give you 
the opportunity to achieve your goals.” He gestured to Massingill. “Senior rank for you, Colonel—” he 
shifted the gesture to Alvis “—a challenging, high-level yard or ship design position for you.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. 
“So. What do you say?” 



It took Massingill a few seconds to find her voice. This was not the direction she’d expected this con-
versation to go. She looked at her husband . . . and only then belatedly realized that her own confusion 
was nowhere to be found on his face. 

And then, finally, she got it. 
“You two have already set this up, haven’t you?” she asked. 
Alvis shrugged, a little uncomfortably. “We’ve discussed it,” he admitted. “But nothing’s been decid-

ed.” 
“But it could be?” 
“It could be,” Alvis agreed. “But only if you’re on board. If you don’t want to go, we don’t.” 
Massingill took a deep breath, exhaled it slowly. “And Captain Eigen’s all right with this?” 
“He doesn’t like the thought of losing us, no,” Alvis said. “But he understands our position, and freely 

admits that Haven can offer us more than Manticore can right now.” 
“What about the politics?” Massingill asked, a small part of her mind noting that worrying about 

Breakwater and his cronies was a ridiculous thing to be doing right now. 
“The captain concedes that Breakwater can still pick on me,” Alvis said. “But it’s going to look exceed-

ingly petty when I’m not there to defend myself. More to the point, he’s going to have a hard time accus-
ing us of spying on Haven when Haven’s just hired us.” 

“I suppose,” Massingill said. “And this is really what you want to do?” 
“Haven is the cutting edge of ship design and construction, Jean. It’s the sort of thing I wanted to do 

on Manticore. It’s basically what they promised I could do. Only Parliament won’t let the RMN do any-
thing.” 

He squeezed her hand a little tighter. 
“It’s a big step,” he said quietly. “I want to go—you already know that. But if you don’t, we won’t. We’ll 

go back to Guardian, and I’ll never say another word about it.” 
Massingill took a careful breath. Serving with the bright, shining star in this part of the galaxy. No 

more of Parliament’s close-fisted, short-sighted stupidity. Alvis happy. Her happy. 
Yard dog and ship designer Alvis Massingill. Brigadier Jean Massingill. 
“One request,” she said. “Marine Squad 303, part of the team that helped us take back the Saintonge? 

Once I have my command, I’d like them assigned to it.” 
“I can certainly put in the request,” Flanders said, frowning. “But I’m obligated to point out—how shall 

I put this?—that 303 isn’t exactly the best Haven has to offer.” 
“You’re right, they’re not.” Massingill smiled tightly. “But they will be.” 

      



CHAPTER	  THIRTY-‐ONE	  
Travis didn’t recognize any of the vehicles parked along the street or in the drive of his mother’s house. 
But that was hardly surprising, given how little of his mother’s life he’d shared recently. 

Or really, shared ever. 
So why was he here? 
For a long moment he sat in his rented air car, amid the small cracklings as the engine and body cooled 

down from the flight, listening to that question as it echoed through his brain. His mother probably 
wasn’t expecting him to show up for her birthday party. She probably didn’t even know he and Guardian 
were back from Secour. In fact, he would give long odds that she didn’t even remember that he’d gone to 
Secour. 

His mother wouldn’t care. Most of the other guests wouldn’t know who he was. Travis’s half-brother 
Gavin probably would be here, but Travis couldn’t decide if that was a vote for or against. 

There was a tap on his passenger window. Travis frowned, peering out at the woman bent over at the 
waist looking in at him. Her face was sideways at that angle, but she did look rather familiar . . .  

With a sudden rush of warmth, he jabbed at the switch and unlocked the door. She pulled it open—
“Petty Officer Long,” Commander Metzger said, nodding in greeting. “May I join you?” 

“Of course, Ma’am,” Travis said. “I’m sorry—I didn’t recognize you in civilian clothing—” He winced, 
belatedly realizing how stupid that sounded. 

Fortunately, Metzger was nothing if not gracious. “Don’t worry about it,” she assured him. “Faces out 
of context. Happens to everyone.” 

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Travis said. “Ah . . . may I ask . . . ?” 
“What I’m doing in the neighborhood?” Metzger gave a little shrug. “The Massingills used to live 

nearby. I’m helping some of their friends pack up their things for shipment to Haven.” 
“Oh,” Travis said, feeling a sense of the universe tilting around him. A senior officer helping with the 

mundane job of packing was a scenario he’d somehow never imagined before. “I thought . . . shouldn’t 
there be people to do that?” 

“Senior officers are people, too, you know,” Metzger said dryly. “But you’re right. If they were still in 
the service, some yeomen would have been assigned. As it is, they have to rely on friends.” 

“Yes, Ma’am,” Travis said. He somehow hadn’t imagined senior officers having friends, either. “Do 
they, uh, need any more help?” 

“Thank you, but we’ve got it covered.” She gestured out the window. “I was told you were coming here 
today. I’m glad I was able to catch you before you went inside.” 

“Actually, Ma’am, I’m not sure I am going in,” Travis confessed. “The main reason I came . . .” He 
stopped. 

“Was to tell your mother and brother about your citation?” 
Travis sighed. “Yes, Ma’am,” he admitted. “I mean . . . I heard about it yesterday, and Captain Eigen 

seemed to think it was going through. I didn’t know until I got here a few minutes ago and checked my 
mail . . .  I know, it’s petty of me.” 

“It’s petty, all right,” Metzger said, a sudden hard edge to her tone. “But the pettiness isn’t yours. Do 
you know why the First Lord denied Captain Eigen’s request?” 

Travis shrugged uncomfortably. “Probably because I didn’t really do anything,” he said. “I had a couple 
of ideas, but you and Lieutenant Donnelly and Colonel Massingill were the ones that made everything 
happen.” 

“True,” Metzger agreed. “But everything starts with ideas, and whether you were officially part of the 
team or not, you went above and beyond. No, the reason you were passed over was because of politics.” 



“Politics?” Travis said, completely confused now. “But I never—did I break some regulation, Ma’am? 
Or offend someone?” 

“You, break regs? Never,” Metzger said with a wry smile. “Change offend to drive people crazy, and that 
one’s a maybe. But I’m not talking about your politics. I’m talking about your brother’s. Were you aware 
that he’s part of Breakwater’s anti-Navy coalition?” 

“Uh . . .” Hurriedly, Travis searched his memory. Now that she mentioned it, he had heard Gavin’s 
name mentioned in conjunction with the Exchequer’s. “I didn’t realize that he was that much against us.” 

“Well, he is,” Metzger said sourly. “And the people most annoyed by that are also fully aware of your 
blood relationship to him. Apparently, those same people think that any honors or citations awarded to 
you will somehow bleed over onto him and raise his status even higher among his peers.” 

Travis stared at her. Being passed over because he hadn’t done anything noteworthy was one thing. 
But this—“That doesn’t even make sense,” he protested. “I’ve seen him maybe three times since I enlisted. 
We don’t meet regularly—I don’t think he even particularly likes me.” 

“I agree, it’s insane,” Metzger said. “But that’s one of the frustrating things about pride and politics. 
Once an idea gets anchored to either of those, it no longer has to make sense. It just is.” 

Travis looked away. He’d joined the Navy looking for order and stability for his life. It had never oc-
curred to him back then that stability was a two-edged sword. “I see,” he said. 

For a moment there was silence. “So what are you going to do?” Metzger asked. “I don’t mean whether 
you’re going to your mother’s party or not. What are you going to do about the Navy?” 

Travis let his eyes drift around the street and the houses. The civilian street; the civilian houses. 
He could come back to this life, he knew. There would be a circle or two of hell to pay if he quit the 

Navy now, but he could do it. If nothing else, Gavin could probably help push his resignation through the 
system. He owed Travis that much. 

But if he quit, he’d be turning his back on some good people. A lot of good people, really. Good, com-
petent people, who’d found a way to do their jobs inside of an imperfect system. 

People, moreover, who apparently recognized his contributions even if the system itself didn’t. Why 
else would Metzger have bothered to chase him down this way, if not to subtly let him know that she ap-
preciated what he’d done? Captain Eigen did, too, and probably a few others. Maybe even Lieutenant 
Donnelly. 

Maybe that was all he really needed. Maybe it was people like that who were the stability he’d always 
hungered for. 

“I signed up for five T-years, Ma’am,” he said. “I’ll serve it out.” 
“That’s good,” Metzger said. Out of the corner of his eye, Travis saw her reach into a pocket. “Because 

the Navy has plans for you.” She held out a data chip. “Here are your new orders.” 
“My orders?” Travis frowned as he gingerly took the chip. “I thought I was on R and R.” 
“You are,” Metzger said. “It’s just that when you report back for duty you won’t be returning to Guard-

ian. You’ll be transferred to a shore command to start working on your college degree.” 
Travis felt his eyes widen. “College?” 
“That’s right, Gravitics Tech Long,” Metzger confirmed, a tight and slightly wicked smile creasing her 

face. “You’re going to college . . . because a college degree is pretty much a requirement for Navy offic-
ers.” 

It took Travis a moment to find his voice. “But . . . you want to make me an officer?” 
“Indeed we do,” Metzger said. “It’ll be college, then OCS, then a commission. The Powers That Be may 

have cut you out of a citation, but even they can’t be everywhere. Captain Eigen put in your application, I 
seconded it, and we even got a statement from Colonel Massingill before she and Gill headed off for Ha-
ven. You’ve been officially approved, so if you accept, there’s not a damn thing anyone can do about it 
unless you flunk out. So don’t.” 

“I won’t, Ma’am,” Travis said, his hand starting to shake a little. “I—thank you, Ma’am.” 



“No thanks needed,” she assured him. “You earned it.” She pointed at the chip in his hand. “In the 
meantime, there’s a party to attend, and possibly a little bragging to be done. Have at it, and don’t be 
modest.” 

Her smile faded. “Because you’re going places, Petty Officer Long. I’m not sure where those places are, 
but you’re going to go there. And I’m thinking that at the end, the Royal Manticoran Navy is going to be 
damn glad that you were along for the ride.” 

Travis swallowed hard. “Thank you, Ma’am. I’ll try to live up to your expectations.” 
“Don’t worry about my expectations,” she said. “Just live up to your own.” 
She smiled dryly. “And stock up on your sleep. OCS isn’t a resort camp like Casey-Rosewood.” 
“Yes, Ma’am,” Travis said, smiling back. “I’ll remember that.” 

*   *   * 
Prime Minister Burgundy looked up from the report and shook his head. “Incredible,” he said. “Simply 

incredible.” 
“Isn’t it?” Edward agreed, studying Burgundy’s face. There was a darkness there that seemed to go be-

yond even the threat that the Star Kingdom—indeed, the entire region—had just avoided. “It’s staggering 
to think of what might have happened had they succeeded. Even an old heavy cruiser is a formidable 
weapon; but a modern battlecruiser like Saintonge?” He gestured toward Burgundy’s tablet. “I daresay 
even Breakwater may have to eat this morning’s words.” 

“You mean his characterization of the Navy as a group of squealing pigs in a trough?” Burgundy said 
sourly. “Oh, yes, the Exchequer was in rare form today.” He huffed out a sigh. “Only one flaw in your 
theory. Nothing in this report is going to change Breakwater’s mind . . . because he’s already seen it.” 

“He’s what?” 
“I don’t know who leaked it to him,” Burgundy said sourly. “But I know for a fact that he obtained a 

copy over the weekend. He knows exactly what happened at Secour.” 
“And he still insists that the Star Kingdom is overmilitarized?” Edward demanded. “That’s insane.” 
Burgundy shrugged uncomfortably. “You have to look at it from his point of view. We have three bat-

tlecruisers in service. Even if Guzarwan had succeeded, he’d still only have had one. The man was incred-
ibly bold, but he wasn’t incredibly stupid.” 

“I’m sure the fact that the Star Kingdom would have been off his list would have been of great comfort 
to Casca, Zuckerman, or Ramon,” Edward countered. “Or Ueshiba. Remember, Guzarwan was using 
their credentials. That might mean he’d already checked them out and seen something there he liked. 
And not just their fine mushroom dishes.” 

“Perhaps,” Burgundy said. “Another possibility is that he had Ueshiban credentials because they’re the 
ones who hired him.” 

“You’re not serious,” Edward said, frowning. “Wouldn’t that be rather—I don’t know. Obvious?” 
“Obvious, or calculatedly audacious,” Burgundy said. “They might have given him credentials on the 

assumption that everyone would dismiss them for exactly that reason.” He made a face. “I’m almost sorry 
Captain Eigen had to kill him. It sounds like the prisoners the Marines collected had no idea who actually 
hired them.” 

“Haven’s got good investigators,” Edward said. “If the prisoners know anything, they’ll get it out of 
them.” 

At the third point of their triangle, King Michael cleared his throat. “I think, gentlemen, you’re both 
missing the point,” he said. “As is our Lord Exchequer. Yes, Guzarwan didn’t get the warships he went to 
Secour to steal. But who’s to say those are the only ones he’s gone after? Or that his other efforts haven’t 
succeeded?” 

A chill ran up Edward’s back. His father was right. Somehow, he’d assumed this had been a one-off 
job, based on a once-in-a-lifetime set of interlocking opportunities. “Wouldn’t we have heard if some-
thing like that had happened?” 



“Would we?” the King asked. “If Guzarwan had succeeded at Secour, I hardly think Haven would have 
sent out a news release. I doubt any other victims would behave any differently.” 

“Ships disappear all the time,” Burgundy muttered. “Not as often now as they used to, but they still oc-
casionally just vanish into hyperspace.” 

“And it’s much easier to blame forces of nature than admit you had a warship stolen,” the King added. 
“So what you’re saying is that someone out there could already have a battle fleet?” Edward asked. 

“And that we have no idea who?” 
“It’s not quite that bad,” the King soothed. “A destroyer or cruiser takes a certain level of infrastructure 

and money just to keep going, and a battlecruiser is even worse. If Guzarwan was representing a rogue 
system, it has to be one that has both spare cash and the expertise to train people to operate military-class 
equipment.” 

“So you don’t think they were part of the pirate gang Casca thinks they’ve found?” Edward asked. 
“The resources we’re talking about should be well beyond a group of pirates,” the King said. “Certainly 

any gang trying to survive on the sparse traffic around here. No, if it’s an independent group, then I think 
we’re looking at something more like the Free Brotherhood.” 

Edward winced. “What a lovely thought.” 
“It is, isn’t it?” the King agreed. “Still, even a new Brotherhood will probably have a planetary base 

somewhere, and that base will still need that threshold of money and expertise. Those are the systems 
where we’ll start our investigation.” 

“Our investigation?” Edward asked, frowning. “I thought we agreed that Haven would take point on 
this one.” 

“Haven agreed that Haven would take point,” the King corrected. “That doesn’t mean we can’t poke 
around a little on our own. Admiral Locatelli’s been pressing the Cabinet for years to authorize more hy-
perspace experience for his ships and crews. This might be a good time to give it to him.” 

“If you can get it past Breakwater,” Edward growled. 
“I know,” the King agreed heavily. “But we have to try.” 
“We have to try?” Edward repeated, a sudden stirring of anger and frustration rippling through him. 

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, this has moved beyond politics. There’s someone out there—
someone maybe very close to Manticore—who’s collecting or at least trying to collect a full set of capital 
warships.” 

“You’re right, of course,” the King agreed, his voice suddenly sounding old. “This has indeed moved 
beyond politics. The problem is, I haven’t.” He looked over at Burgundy. “And I don’t think I ever can.” 

Edward stared at his father, his flash of anger gone. “I don’t understand.” 
“I’m tired, Edward,” Michael said quietly. “I’ve been at this for a long time. Longer than I expected. 

Much longer than I ever wanted.” He waved a hand. “You create alliances in this job, some permanent, 
most temporary. Every one of those alliances and compromises creates a connection, some thickness of 
political thread that now runs between the two of you.” He took a deep breath, exhaled it softly. “At some 
point, you find that all those threads have enmeshed you in a web from which there’s no escape or even 
freedom of movement.” 

“The bottom line is that he can’t push Parliament for the kind of reform and funding the Navy needs,” 
Burgundy said softly. “It would trigger a massive governmental crisis, and if Breakwater played his cards 
right it could very well end in a complete gutting of the Navy.” 

“I have too many threads encircling me, Edward,” Michael said. “I can’t revive the Navy.” He smiled 
faintly. “That task will be up to you.” 

Edward’s breath caught in his throat. “Me?” 
“Oh, not yet, of course,” Michael hastened to assure him. “Not until you’re king. But that day isn’t far 

off. And when it arrives, in the pomp and bustle and uncertainty as everyone sizes up the new monarch, 
that will be the time for you two to strike.” 



Edward looked at Burgundy. “Us two?” 
“Us two,” Burgundy confirmed. He straightened up in his chair. 
And suddenly, the weight of years and diffidence that Edward had assumed were a permanent part of 

his face seemed to crack like thick piecrust and fall away. The eyes gazing at him across the room were 
the eyes of the young Davis Harper, Duke Burgundy, eyes that blazed with hope and righteous fire and 
the future of the Star Kingdom. “Your father isn’t a fighter, Edward,” he said. His voice was still the older 
Burgundy’s voice, but it too had a hint of old fire behind it. “Not in the way you want, or in the way the 
Navy needs. And up until now, there seemed no harm in just letting history drift along while we waited 
for the time to be right. 

“But drifting is no longer an option. With this document, Parliament is going to get a wake-up call.” 
“And we’re going to persuade them how?” Edward asked cautiously. 
“Not by precipitating a crisis, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Michael assured him. “It’ll start 

slowly and carefully, with a gentle levering of one Lord at a time. It’ll probably take a few years, but by the 
time you ascend the throne, the majority you need to revive the RMN will be there waiting for you.” 

“I see,” Edward said, not really sure he did. “And how does this levering occur?” 
“I told you I was trapped in this mass of political threads,” the King said. “But those threads go both 

ways. There are favors that can be called in, desires that can be met, honors that can sway both hearts and 
votes.” 

“And if more is needed,” Burgundy added darkly, “be assured that I’ve been in this business long 
enough to know where all the most interesting bodies are buried. The right word, the brandishing of a 
figurative shovel, and we’ll have what we need.” 

Edward winced. That same figurative shovel would also undoubtedly make them a whole new set of 
enemies. He and Burgundy would have to think long and hard before they went that route. 

“But that’s for your future,” Michael said. “Right now, you get to go back to your family, and from 
there back to your ship.” 

“Right,” Edward said dryly. “Like I’m going to be able to relax now.” 
“You will,” his father said. “Because on at least one issue, our Lord Exchequer is perfectly correct: we 

will never be anyone’s primary target. Not with three battlecruisers on station and another five ready to 
reactivate.” 

“Wars, like all political conflicts, are fought for a reason,” Burgundy added. “And while I love the Star 
Kingdom I also know that there’s nothing on Manticore, Sphinx, or Gryphon that’s worth that much 
trouble. To anyone.” 

*   *   * 
The best thing about working for Axelrod of Terra, Karen Wamocha had always maintained, was the 

pay. A star-spanning megacorporation like Axelrod could afford to hire the best, and could more than 
afford to write salaries commensurate with that quality. 

The worst thing about working for them was the overall working environment. Specifically, the scen-
ery. 

There wasn’t much you could do, after all, with a windowless office ten stories below Beowulf street 
level. 

There was a projection wall, of course, that could dial in any view Wamocha wanted. But it was only 
visual, without the sounds and aromas that made the real world come alive to her, and she’d gotten bored 
with the toy after her first month. Now, she usually just set it to a nice dark blue. There was the row of 
potted plants across the front of her desk, and the giant fern in the corner, but aside from providing a lit-
tle extra oxygen, there wasn’t much point in them anymore, either. 

She was staring at the plants, toying with the idea of simply saying screw it and escaping to the Tapes-
try Mountains for a few days of skiing, when there was a tap at her door. 

She looked up to see Luther Luangpraseut standing in the opening, an oddly intense look on his face. 



“Chief, can I see you a moment?” he asked. 
“Sure, Luther,” Wamocha said, gesturing him in. Proper business etiquette recommended that manag-

ers address their subordinates by their job title or a deferential form of their last name. But analyst was 
such a vapid term, and having mangled Luther’s name three times in his first day on the job, Wamocha 
had given up on that approach, as well. “What is it?” 

“Maybe nothing.” Luther stepped inside, pointedly closing the door behind him. “Maybe something 
big. I don’t know if you remember, but one of the jobs I was hired for was to go through all the old astro-
gation data, consolidate it, and recode it into the new storage format.” 

“Yes, I remember,” Wamocha said. She did, too, though she’d have been hard-pressed to pull up Lu-
ther’s job description without that hint. “And?” 

“I’ve been working on the Manticore system,” he said, stepping around behind her desk and inserting 
a chip into her computer. “I may be crazy, but I think there may be something there.” 

Wamocha gazed at the data sheet that came up, the mountains, skiing, and even the inherent dreari-
ness of windowless rooms abruptly forgotten. The data wasn’t even close to being conclusive. But all the 
right hints were indeed there. 

And if those hints weren’t just data-smoothing constructs . . .  
“The thing is, I’m wondering how to proceed,” Luther continued. “I know our division has a contract 

with the League to hunt down wormhole junctions. But Manticore isn’t in the League. So does that mean 
we don’t need to tell them?” 

Wamocha smiled tightly. There were some situations in which a manager had to make decisions on 
the fly, using his or her best judgment. But on this one, at least, company instructions were extremely 
specific. “That’s exactly correct,” she confirmed. “The contract explicitly states that the League only gets 
information about its own local wormholes.” It wasn’t all that explicit, she knew, having made a point of 
slogging through the whole damn thing a couple of years ago. But the concept was implicit enough in the 
fine print to stand up if there was ever a court challenge. “Where’s your raw data?” 

“Mine? It’s right there,” he said, pointing to the chip. “But really, all the background information is out 
there for the taking. Anyone who knows what to look for could dig it out with a little work.” 

Wamocha nodded. Fortunately, though, no one would. Manticore had been sitting out in the middle 
of nowhere for over a hundred years, with ships coming and going throughout that time. No one would 
ever find a wormhole in that system for the simple reason that no one would ever go looking for one. On-
ly Axelrod, with its vast resources and huge bottom line, could afford the luxury of spending time and 
money on this kind of crapshoot. 

Which was why, when one of those gambles paid off, Axelrod deserved the lion’s share of the profit. 
Axelrod, and the Axelrod employees responsible. 

And if there was indeed a Junction in the Manticore system, damn right there would be profit. There 
would be profit and to spare. 

Luther was looking expectantly at her. “Well, they’re all welcome to try,” she told him, mentally pulling 
up the procedure listing she’d memorized so long ago in the hope that one of these long shots would 
someday come in. “But never mind them. Here’s what we’re going to do. As of right now, you’re out of 
the research tank. Turn all your projects over to Carnahiba and Oehm—tell them I’ll talk to them later 
about sharing out the load with the rest of the team. Then collect your computer, your files, and every-
thing else you’ve got down there and report back up here. You know the visitor’s office across from the 
conference room? That’s yours until I can get someone reassigned and we can move you into something 
more permanent. What’s your pay level?” 

Luther’s eyes had gone wide. “Uh—uh—Five,” he managed. 
“You’re now at Seven,” Wamocha told him. “What the hell—make it Eight. Take the rest of the day to 

relocate and then go home and have a nice, relaxing evening. Starting tomorrow, your one and only job 
will be to start pulling together everything you can find on the Manticore system. And I mean every-



thing—astrogation records, merchant ship course adjustments and fuel usage, regional grav wave data, 
and anything else that might help nail this down. Pull it, consolidate it, graph it, normalize it, and other-
wise just analyze the living hell out of it. Clear?” 

“Y-yes, Ma’am,” Luther stuttered, his face glowing now like a minor star. 
“Good.” She lifted a warning finger. “One other thing. As of this moment, this project is under the 

Black Dagger protocol. You understand what that means?” 
“Yes, Ma’am,” he said again, more confidently this time. “It stays between you, me, and the Board.” 
“Correct,” Wamocha said. “Once you have your stuff in your new office come back here and I’ll give 

you the encryption you’ll use for everything from now on. I’ll go ahead and re-encrypt this chip; you’ll do 
the same for everything else on your computer. Questions?” 

“No, Ma’am,” he said. 
“Then get to it.” She smiled at him, something you never did with subordinates. “Welcome to man-

agement level, Luther.” 
“Thank you—” he braced himself “—Karen?” 
“Karen it is,” she confirmed. “Now get moving. Time is money.” 
“Yes, Ma—Karen.” He flashed a smile of his own, and was gone. 
Wamocha turned her attention back to the data, her smile fading a little. It still could be nothing, she 

reminded herself firmly. In which case the huge bonuses Axelrod offered in these instances would blow 
away in the wind. 

And even if there was a wormhole it would likely take years to confirm and track down. They would 
have to send ships out there, probably more than one, packed with the kind of expensive and sophisticat-
ed instruments that hadn’t even existed a few T-years ago. Even more important, the surveys would have 
to be kept utterly quiet, lest the Manticorans get wind of what was lurking in their system. Subtlety, like 
everything else of value, also cost time. 

But if the wormhole was there—if it was there—the rewards would be astronomical. For her, for Lu-
ther, and for Axelrod. 

She could but hope. 
And speaking of Axelrod, it was time to share the cautious good news. Pulling up the Black Dagger en-

cryption, she began composing the most important letter of her life. 



AFTERWORD	  
In the authors’ foreword, we explained that there are really three authors for this book and mentioned 
something called BuNine in connection with how Tom Pope became involved with the Honorverse in 
the first place and this book in particular. Those of you who have read House of Steel: the Honorverse 
Companion will have recognized that name. Those of you who haven’t read House of Steel (and I’m sure 
all of you had some sort of valid excuse) may not have recognized it, however. 

So, we’d like to tell you that Bureau Nine (affectionately known to inhabitants of the Honorverse as 
BuNine, for short) originated as a group of Honorverse fans that originally coalesced around Ad Astra’s 
Saganami Island Tactical Simulator. BuNine is not just a group of Honor Harrington fans, however. 
About half of them have some sort of connection to the US military, mostly the Navy, in either a civilian 
capacity or in uniform. The other members include artists, lawyers, computer specialists, and the like, all 
of them expert in their own fields (and all of them prepared to offer their skills to David . . . and to argue 
with him upon occasion, shocking though he knows his legions of devoted readers might find that to be-
lieve). They had a tremendous amount to do with House of Steel—indeed, they wrote (with David’s over-
sight and checking) three hundred and eighty of its five hundred and sixty pages and produced the six-
teen pages of full-color plates which illustrate that volume. A huge percentage of the content they con-
tributed consisted of their applying their own expertise and historical knowledge to actually building por-
tions of the Honorverse which David had sketched out in his notes but never fully developed for the 
reader. When BuNine got done, the portions of the Honorverse covered in House of Steel had moved 
from elements which had been described in passing into strong, fully developed components of the 
Honorverse literary canon. 

Speaking for himself, David has found all of BuNine’s members immensely helpful, and they have 
moved from fans who read his books to people who collaborate with him in improving his books and who 
have become close personal friends, as well. BuNine’s members in particular contributed to A Call to Du-
ty by critiquing the manuscript and sharing their insights—always useful, frequently entertaining, and 
occasionally painful—into that mystic military rite of passage known as “boot camp.” They offered us 
plenty of other insights, as well, and we’d like to specifically thank Barry Messina for sharing his memo-
ries and experience and serving as a window into “how this stuff really works” for people creating a ficti-
tious Navy. 

Thanks guys, you did good. 
 David Weber 
 Timothy Zahn 
 Thomas Pope 


