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Chapter 1
Kris Longknife stood alone in the middle of her prison.
So what else was new?
That her prison was an admiral�s in port cabin didn�t calm the roiling of her emotions.� Her mouth was dry and her stomach seemed ready to leap out of her mouth.
She had failed.
Not only had she failed to meet with her Grandfather Al, she�d almost gotten her best friends killed.
Jack killed!
They were just getting to know each other and one of her wild goose chases had damn near gotten Jack and Penny gassed!
What was even a Longknife doing with Serin gas!� Much less using it on three stories of his penthouse offices.
Kris wanted to scream.
What she really wanted to do was crawl back into Jack�s arms and pretend the world wasn�t there.
Better yet, pretend that she hadn�t just turned herself over to Musashi justice.� Justice that could end with her kneeling, waiting for the headsman�s cut.
The back of her neck itched.� She didn�t scratch it.
Instead, she took three deep breaths, rolled her shoulders to get some of the tension out and smiled at this, her pursuer.� Her Javier.
Wardhaven Bureau of Investigations Senior Chief Agent in Charge Foile even looked the part.� Tall and rail thin, he wore a tan raincoat cinched in at the waist and a brown fedora hat.� The hat came off immediately as he entered her borrowed quarters.
The agent had the somewhat dazed look of a civilian who had just been lead through the maze of passageways, ladders and hatches that was a warship.� The look vanished as he spotted Kris.� His eyes narrowed and Kris find herself facing an� appraisal more calculating than she was used to.� He paused as their gaze locked.
Kris struggled to keep her face bland if not innocent.� She found herself fighting the need to blurt out her entire life story to those hawkish eyes.
She kept her mouth shut and swallowed hard.
The agent stepped forward and gave Kris a slight bow from the neck.� �Lieutenant Commander, Her Royal Highness Kristine Longknife, I presume,� he said with just a twitch of a smile at the corner of his lips.
His gentle formality gave Kris her opening to fall back into her royal persona. She offered him her hand.� �After tonight, I may be back to just Kris.� I�m not even sure the Longknife applies.�
Foile took the hand.� For a moment, Kris thought he�d bend and kiss it.� Instead, he shook it.
�Your father had me chasing after you for the last several days,� he said.� �I doubt he would do that if he planned to disinherit you.�
Kris had to smile at that.� The agent was so innocent of the internal workings of the family that spawned her.� �Don�t be too sure.� Water seems to be a lot thicker than blood where my family�s concerned.� Now,� Kris said, and pointed him at an overstuffed chair, �you said you had questions.�
Foile settled into the offered chair without breaking eye contact with Kris.� Upon reflection, she took one across from him.� Unfortunately, that left Jack alone on the couch.
No more cuddles tonight, did not come out in a sigh.
The agent did not let the silence go long.� He steepled his fingers, eyed her over them and said, �May I first say that you have led me on quite a chase.� No matter where I was, you�d just left.� Professionally, I must admire you.�
�I had a lot of good help,� Kris said with a light chuckle.� �Jack here, and Penny.� She�s asleep in her new quarters.� At least I hope she�s getting some rest.�
The agent canted his head a tiny bit.� �And others?� he said evenly.
�No one helped us,� Kris said, keeping her words even and her face bland.� No doubt the agent would take her answer for a lie, but good people did not deserve to be dragged down into this, her latest fiasco.
Foile raised an eyebrow.
Kris recognized that eyebrow.� She�d suffered under it from her Grampa Trouble and, on rare occasions, from her father, the Prime Minister.� She�s met it from quite a few Navy officers.� She�d learned to keep her mouth shut and not even blink.
Today, she folded her hands in her lap and waited patiently for this to pass.
When the silence had stretched and was in danger of bending, the man gave just a hint of a smile and spoke.� �Your father asked me to catch you before you got yourself killed and others with you.� I did not catch you, but you seem to have not gotten yourself killed.�
Kris breathed a sigh of relief that the eyebrow thing was over and gave Jack a wide open smile from her heart.� �I�m rather well practiced at that.�
Agent Foile seemed to settle back into his chair, as if she�d passed some sort of test.� Then he went on.
�There is the matter of why you almost got yourself killed this evening.� I asked your father about that and he told me to forget it.� He strongly hinted I should forget the entire last week.�
Kris shrugged.� �I imagine so.� Father does tend to want to forget problems he can�t solve,� she said softly, trying not to let any bitterness slip into her words.
�I�m having a hard time forgetting you risked your life just to talk to your grandfather.� And the extent he went to avoid you.�
Yeah, right!
But Kris needed to dodge, not play into some trap this wily agent no doubt was setting. �Sarin gas.� That was a bit extreme.� Are you sure he gassed the place?�
Agent Foile shrugged.� �I told you what I was told.� I did not check out the facts, and you did kind of trash the building in your exit.�
Kris allowed herself a hearty laugh.� From the couch, Jack joined in.� It was good to hear him laugh.
�Yes,� Kris admitted, �that exit was spectacular even by my standards.�� I hope everyone got out of the building.� We restored power to the elevators.�
�Yes, I know,� the agent said.� �From what I heard, the place was empty when you left the building.�
Kris breathed a sigh of relief at that.� But before Kris could enjoy that for a moment, the agent was back at her.
�But what was so important that you risked your life to see your grandfather?�
Kris raised both eyebrows and answered his question with one of her own.� �And why was he so intent on not letting me get a word in edgewise?�
To her surprise, the agent�s answer was an even, �Exactly.�
Kris leaned back in her chair, weighing the options that answer seemed to open up to her.� She glanced at Jack; he raised an expressive eyebrow of his own.
She eyed the agent again.� �Are you sure you want to know?�
The agent didn�t even flinch at the question.� He answer was as even as she�d ever heard.� �I pursued you for four days.� I forced myself on your father, the Prime Minister, and I came all the way up here and managed to crash your present security.� By the way, are you seeking political asylum?�
That twist surprised Kris, but she had her answer already prepared for whomever asked it.� �I�ve turned myself in.� I expect I�ll be facing a Musashi court in a few days.�
Maybe she should have left it at that.� Maybe the agent had intended to flinch away from the larger question.� Maybe she should have kept her mouth shut.
But then, when have I ever?
�But back to your question.� Once again, I must ask you, do you really want to know the answer?� If I tell you, you will likely never sleep as soundly as you have.�
Agent Foile sat back in his chair.� Now his hands grasped its upholstered arms.� He seemed to think long and hard.� No doubt, if Father had called on him, he was a good and faithful servant of the people of Wardhaven.� Did he really want to be initiated into all the twists and turns of the inner circles of those he served?
He took a deep breath and leaned forward.� �Can what you tell me be any worse than what I�m imagining?�
�Very likely,� Jack cut in from his place on the couch.� �It�s dangerous to get too close to one of these damn Longknifes.�
Kris sighed.� Jack had a life before he got too close to her.� What had she given him in return?
The agent did not flinch.� Not even a little bit.� �I suspect I have been too close to you Longknifes ever since your father summoned me to his office.� Enough beating around this bush.� Would you please answer my question?�
Kris could only shake her head and give the man a gentle smile.� �Unfortunately, I am not all that sure what the answer is to your question.� I assume you know that I seem to have started a war with some hostile aliens on the other side of the galaxy.�
�It was in the all the news,� Foile said in a matter-of-fact voice that made Kris smile.� �My Agent Chu, a fan of yours, made sure I saw the worst of it,� he said, sounding like a father who had been dragged off to a rock concert.� �Then, suddenly it wasn�t there anymore.�
�Yes,� Kris said, trying not to sound as forlorn as she felt by someone else drawing that conclusion.� �There seem to be major differences in high places just how to respond to the hot potato I dropped in their laps.� My great-grandfather Ray, King Raymond I to you, appears to be trying to raise a Navy without raising taxes.�
�How�s that working for him?� Foile asked.
Kris knew that the question was a throw away.� She smiled and answered, �Not so good.� Quite a bit of resistance all around.� But it�s his son, my grandfather Al�s reaction, that is causing me trouble.�
There, she�d let the cat out of the bag.
The agent canted his head.� �What is his reaction?� came at Kris evenly.� The pounce might be soft and quiet, but the force of it was overwhelming.
Kris only reflected for a second before laying all her cards face up on the table.� �Nothing, officially, but there�s chatter, not a lot of it, but it seems that Grampa Al wants to take a different tact from his father.� Being the hard-headed business man that he is, it appears he wants to get the aliens talking to him, to establish trade.� Whereas the excitable and shoot�em up types like Ray and me only get them shooting first and neither asking nor answering questions.�
The agent took her words in without reaction.� He seemed to mull them over for a moment.� When he spoke, it was a question.
�What do you think your grandfather Al will try to do?�
Kris took a deep breath.� She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.� She took another breath, let it out slowly and crept up on her worse nightmare.
�How about sending out a trading fleet loaded with all the goodies that we make?�
Foile pursed his lips in thought, then leaned forward, slipping to the edge of his seat, �And if these bad actors capture the fleet?�
Kris scowled and prepared herself to dive deeper into that nightmare.
Jack got there first.� �They get all the computers and navigational material to take them right back to us.� he said.� Then he rose from the couch to started pacing out his nervous energy.
Kris envied him his active release, but stayed in her chair, hands now folded tightly in her lap.
�A lot of good people died under my command,� she said.� �Every ship that was hit dropped its reactor containment and blew themselves to atoms so that the aliens could get no navigational data from them.� It looks like Grampa Al will give it to them on a silver platter.�
Now the agent nodded.� He seemed to smile into himself.� �This was what you wanted to question him about?� he said as if he had finally solved the perfect crime.
�Yes.� Kris said, giving the word all the finality it could carry.
�And rather than talk to you, or tell you some lie, he ran away.�
�Yes,� Kris said, then added with her own raised eyebrow.� �Interesting reaction.�
�Very interesting,� the agent agreed.� He seemed to realize he was on the edge of his seat.� He forced himself to settle back, but if he was trying to relax, it didn�t look like he succeeded.
�You see why I was willing to risk everything to get a few words in,� Kris said.
�I do,� the agent said, �and may I say that I�m glad that I didn�t keep you from getting as far as you got.�� He chuckled.� �I don�t often fail.� I�m glad I picked this time to have one of my rare breaches.�
Kris shrugged and waved limply at the quarters that were her prison.� �I did fail.� Now all I can hope for is to get my day in court and present my case to the public at large.� Clearly, I will not be talking about vague rumors and innuendoes for which I can produce no basis in fact.�
The agent nodded vaguely, apparently lost in thought.� When he spoke, it was with a smile.� �On the other hand, it is frequently my job to produce just the sort of facts you lack.�
�Be careful,� Kris said.� She said that a lot.� It usually didn�t do much good.
Jack ceased his pacing.� �While her Grampa Al might not be willing to use violence against Kris here, his subordinates, or their helpers, have been known to get very enthusiastic in their effort to get into his good graces.� Remember �will no one rid me of this troublesome priest?�� The same could be said of a princess or a cop.�
The agent nodded at the warning, but his smile grew wider.� �Minor minions are wont to go off half-cocked.� However, they are often the ones that crack under pressure and give us our first handle on a rope that leads up the chain of evidence.�
The agent paused.� Kris could almost see him organizing his thoughts, his plans.� They cascading out behind his eyes.
�I think I know a couple of trees to shake,� he finally said.� �This could be very challenging.� Challenging and fun.�
�You have a weird sense of fun, then,� Jack said.
You�re one to talk, said the look Kris shot at him.
So sue me, he silently shot right back.
The agent stood purposely, then paused, �One word, Princess.� If memory serves, Musashi still has capital punishment.�
Kris nodded.� �Your memory is correct.� Nelly advised me of it before we landed on the Mutsu, but thank you for the thought.�
Kris paused, trying to figure out if there was anything she could do to help this man, this bloodhound who was willing to take on an impossible search for her.
�If I may add, if you insist on taking on this quest for a damsel . . . and all humanity . . . in distress, you might want to talk with my brother Honovi.� He�s a member of parliament and not as blind to some things as my father.� You might also want to talk to my Grampa Trouble.�
The agent laughed.� It was something that started deep in his belly and rose to light up his face.� �If you mean General Tordon, I talked with him.� He was a most reticent witness.�
Kris joined in with a chuckle of her own.� �He�ll loosen up when you get to know him.� Tell him I sent you and that I dropped the Grampa Al monkey on your back.�
�Thank you,� the agent said, then hastened to correct any misperception.� �Not for the Grampa Al monkey, but for the secret handshake for General Trouble.�
�Just remember,� Kris said, shaking her head in warning.� �He�s trouble for everyone, even me.� Oh, another thing.� I left my luggage in the Downside elevator station.� Is there any chance you could send it on to the Mutsu?�
�The police impounded it, but with no case filed, I can likely get it loose.�
�Thank you.�
�There is just one more matter, Princess.� One of my agents, Leslie Chu is a great fan of yours.� Is there any chance I might have your autograph?�
�I have a fan club?� Kris said, not believing her ears.
�It seems so,� the agent assured her.
Jack just shook his head.
Kris found this almost as hard to accept as an Iteeche Death Ball appearing off her bow.� She�d adjusted to that; she could adjust to this.� �Is there any paper here?�
�I can print out one of your pictures,� Nelly said, and the admiral�s desk began spitting out a print.� Kris took it from the printer, sat at the desk and found a pen.� She thought for a moment, signed it with a flourish, and then added.
�Sorry I missed you.�
The agent allowed her another one of his hearty laughs and, with a solemn bow from the waist, turned to take his leave.

Chapter 2
Late the next morning, Senior Chief Agent in Charge Foile knocked at the front door of Nuu House.� The portico and wood carved door was either imposing or intimidating, depending on your perspective.
Agent Foile considered it an interesting piece of history.
From nowhere in particular a voice inquired, �Who may I say is calling?�
�I am Taylor Foile, calling on General Trouble.�
He�d considered his words carefully.� Intentionally, he�d dropped his official credentials.� He was on leave.� His boss had signed for a month off.� This was not bureau business.� And, having been tasked by Kris to meet and seek the help of the legend, it seemed appropriate to use the legend�s name.
A long moment later, the door opened and Taylor found himself face to face with the legend himself.
�General Trouble?�
�Agent Foile, I presume.�
�Please call me Taylor.� I�m on leave for the next month.�
The legend raised a questioning eyebrow, but said nothing.
Before the silence stretched, Taylor asked, �May I come in and is there any place we can talk in private?�
�I assume you�d prefer someplace less intimidating than the room we last met in?�
�Please.� You�re great-granddaughter Kris has asked me to talk with you.�
The legend seemed to try to scowl, but there was too much of a grin for it to overcome.� �You have to watch out for that girl.� She�s trouble.�
�Interesting, she gave me the same warning about you, sir.�
�Then you�re twice warned,� the legend said, pointing Taylor to what the agent knew to be the library.� The legend led him to a pair of sofas, facing each other before a fireplace that was large enough to play cards in.
On the table between them was a platter with some delicious looking confections as well as a coffee urn and a thermos of hot water.
�What would you like to drink?� the general asked.
�Tea, please,� Taylor said.
The general poured hot water into two delicately fine china cups of white with gold filigree and offered Taylor a box full of assorted teas.� Taylor chose Earl Gray and began to steep his tea with purpose.
�So,� the general said, dipping his own tea bag of Earl Gray, �Where is Kris?�
�You don�t know?�
�I have many kids, grandkids, and more great-grandkids than I can hope to keep track of, considering that the last number keeps changing.� No great-great-grandkids.� That generation seems too busy to find time for kids.�� He paused to stare at nothing far away before adding.� �Their loss.�
�I thought you had seen Kris only recently,� the agent found himself falling back into his professional form.
The legend easily fell back into his own form.� He sipped his tea and gave away nothing.
�Pardon me.� I shouldn�t have asked that,� Taylor said.� �I am on leave, but it seems I�m to have a busman�s holiday.�
That eyebrow went up, again.
Taylor took that for a nebulous question and attempted to answer some of it.� �Kris is, for the moment, safe on the Musashi battleship Mutsu.� Unfortunately, she is in custody and headed for her day in court.�
The grandfather across from Taylor frowned.� �Musashi still has the death penalty, doesn�t it?�
�Kris told me that she was aware of that before she surrendered herself.�
�Hmm,� was all the grandfather offered.
After taking a moment to weigh the general�s bland facade, Taylor went on.� �Were you aware that Alexander Longknife had three of the upper stories of his tower ready to be flooded with Sarin gas?�
That struck a nerve.
The general scowled.� �That man is going around the bend without a paddle,� he growled.
�It seems so,� the agent in Foile agreed.� �The question is just how far around whicht bend he intends to go?�
The general eyed Taylor for a long moment.� Taylor met him measure for measure.
�What has my great-granddaughter shared with you?� General Trouble asked.
Taylor told him in as few words as he could manage.
When he finished, the general took a final sip of his tea, set it down and fixed Taylor with a level gaze.� �You�re in a lot of trouble,� he said.
�I�ll take that as a complement, coming from you,� Taylor said with an even grin.
Trouble grinned right back.� Tiger to tiger.
�So,� the old general said, �what do you plan to do about this?�
�I intend to find out if there is a Fleet of Fools intent on making all the mistakes Princess Kristine�s Fleet of Discovery did not make,� Taylor said.
�That will be a tough nut to crack,� Trouble said.
�I�ve cracked a few tough nuts in my time,� Taylor answered evenly.
�I imagine that you have.� An, no hard feelings on not getting to Kris before she made her try last night.�
�I am glad that I failed,� Taylor admitted.� �I haven�t blown it very often, but if there was ever a situation where I needed to do a face plant, this was the one.�
�So, assuming that you are not here to arrest me, what can I do for you?� the general said, relaxing into his sofa.
�If you were Alexander Longknife and sending out a treasure fleet, what ship or ships would you send?� If we can identify the likely ships, I can begin to look for a weak link in the crew.�
Trouble rubbed at his chin.� �Ships, especially merchant ships, are not my area of expertise.� You might want to talk to Kris�s brother, Honovi.� He may be a politician, but he�s a good one.� As of late, he�s been working on laws relating to merchant ship safety.� He might know what you need to know.� Then again, he might not.�
�You�re the second person to suggest I have a talk with him,� Taylor said.� �Kris did as well.�
�Then let me get you an appointment to see a very busy member of parliament.�� Trouble said, and began making the arrangements.

Chapter 3
Late that evening, Taylor Foile found himself ushered into a nursery where Member of Parliament Honovi Longknife was walking slowly back and forth, bouncing a tiny infant who seemed more colicky than happy with his father�s attention.
�I�m sorry I could not see you sooner,� the young father whispered, letting his infant offspring grab his little finger and hold on tight.� A burp brought a smile to its tiny lips and another one to the father�s.
�A new, unhappy tummy?� Taylor asked.
�Terribly so,� the father said.� �The doctors assure us this is just a stage, but it cannot end soon enough for me.�
Taylor raised a questioning eyebrow.
�My wife and I are switching off nights.� Tonight I have the duty.� And yes, we do have hired help, but there are just some things a father and mother should do.�
Taylor suspected that the Great Billy Longknife had had little to do with his own children�s upbringing.� Here was a new father in rebellion against the pattern.� Maybe not as vocal and public as the young princess�s, but cut from the same family tree.
The father switched to Member of Parliament as he turned his gaze from child to agent. �Grampa Trouble said you�ve talked to Kris and him and needed to talk to me.� I�m sorry I couldn�t cut some time out sooner for you, but . . .� the young man shrugged.
The movement of his shoulders was easily subsumed into this walking and bouncing of the infant, but Taylor caught it.� �Is there anything I can do for you?�
�Your sister and the General think you can,� Taylor said and began again to spin out the tale Kris had shared with him, cut now to the absolute fewest words.� Before he was done, the scion to the Longknife throne interrupted him.
Honovi was shaking his head.� �Grampa Al would never do that,� leaked out in more of a yelp than a whisper.� The infant, who had been starting to doze off opened his eyes to take in his surroundings, but a huge yawn of tiny proportions led to drooping eyes again.
When the infant again slept in his father�s worried arms, the Member of Parliament went on in a firm whisper.� �I was there the night when Grampa Al swore off politics and demanded Father do the same.� Grampa Al would never get involved in politics.� Certainly not off-planet.�
�At least one off-planet president thinks he has, and I believe your sister has come to that conclusion as well.�
The frown on the young father�s face did not seem convinced, but Taylor went on with Kris�s tale.
�Serin!� came out as a whispered yelp.� �My grandfather rigged that Palace of Insecurity with Serin?�
�So I am told,� Taylor said.� �And when your sister left the building with a shuttle launch, there was no chance for me to check the story.�
�Al had a shuttle there, too!� though whispered, lacked nothing in incredulity.
�I saw it with my own eyes.� Your sister launched it to take her up to the Musashi battleship Mutsu where she surrendered herself to their justice.�
�They still have the death penalty,� sounded more like a request for him to deny the statement.
Taylor nodded.� �Still.� They use the axe.�
�Oh, Sis, what have you gotten yourself into now?�
�Whatever it is, she did it with full knowledge.�
�My sister has a death wish.�
�I do not know her as well as you do, sir, but I would not agree with you.�
�True.� Maybe it�s not a death wish.� But I sure don�t know what else it could be.�
Taylor was dearly tempted to offer an opinion of, �A strong sense of duty,� but he could see where that would take the conversation, and that was not the reason he was here.
�The general suggested that your recent work on revising the Merchant Marine Laws might give you insight into our next problem.�
�There�s more?�
Taylor told Honovi of Kris�s fear that her grandfather was preparing to launch a Fleet of Fools.
The young father stood for a long moment, gently swaying with his babe in arms.� The child seemed to be lost in the sleep of the innocent . . . who are well burped.
Kris�s brother settled his new son into a bassinet, checked to make sure the child monitor was working, and motioned the agent on leave to lead him from the nursery.� With one backwards glance, the Member of Parliament led Taylor down the hall to a small office.
The tan walls were in need of paint.� The desk was chipped gray metal.� The wall in front of it was covered with pigeon holes overflowing with data storage chips�� The two chairs also deserved replacement.
�Merchant ships, huh?� Honovi muttered.
�Merchant ships loaded with every good thing we make.�
�Have you read the logs of the Wasp?� Kris�s ship.�
�I have not heard anything about the logs of that ship.� Why?� Taylor asked.
�I�m not surprised you haven�t,� the Member of Parliament said.� �They were confiscated and shipped immediately to Wardhaven on the same courier that brought Kris back.� I think Dad invented a new security classification for them.� �Slit your throat before reading� or something.�
�Without divulging the content, could you tell me why they are so special?�
�They tell how Kris managed to get the jump gates to throw ships a thousand light years or more,� her brother said.
The agent whistled.� �I thought most jumps took you twenty or thirty light years.� Fifty is considered a long jump.�
�Yes,� Honovi said.
�So anyone wanting to get to the other side of the galaxy before they died would need to know what Kris did,� the agent said.
�Exactly.�
�So, who has read those logs?�
�Very few.� Access is restricted.� You have to have a �need to know,� and not many meet Father�s very restricted idea of needing to know.�
The agent in Taylor stared at the ceiling.� �Didn�t we just install an entirely new security system for Wardhaven�s net?�
�I believe so,� the young man, frowning at this turn of the conversation.� �Word is that it�s tighter than a drum.�
�Very tight.� I understand that even you sister�s famous Nelly was locked out.�
�Serves Sis right,� the brother who stayed home almost crowed.
�Who sold us this marvelous system?� Taylor asked, knowing the answer all too well.
The smile on the Member of Parliament grew grave.� �My grandfather Al,� he whispered through a scowl.
Taylor canted his head to study the flow of emotions racing across the young man�s face.� It finished with a soft groan and a muttered, �How much do you want to bet me that the access log on that file is missing one or two entries?�
�No bet,� the agent said.
�No bet,� the young man echoed.� �But it won�t do him all that much good,� he said, with a chuckle.� �Al has been pushing us to cut the regulations and red tape that affect the merchant fleet. He�s been hammering on us for the last five years to lighten up on the power requirements for ships.� Shippers can make more money if their ships have only the reactors and motors they need to make .85 gees acceleration or deceleration.� Cut down on the deadweight of the ship and it can carry more cargo at a lower price.� Also, if we change the laws so the ships don�t have to carry extra reaction mass from port to port, again he makes more money.�
Hanovi paused, then added.� �Of course, you have a damn thin safety margin if things go sideways.�
The agent raised a questioning eyebrow.
The Member of Parliament leaned back and eyed the ceiling as he explained.� �Most major shipping lanes begin and end at space stations with reaction mass for sale.� �Why should ships have to lug around more hydrogen for more jumps than there are between their scheduled ports?� Weight costs money,� Al kept yammering at me. �Let ships get by with no more reaction mass than they need and no more power plant than is necessary to get from port to port.� We can build ships for specific trade routes and cut the price to the bare minimum�.�
�But,� Taylor was quick to point out, �that will make the ship very dependent on ports and very specialized for that route.�
�Exactly,� Honovi agreed.� �Planets that don�t provide enough trade for their own specially built fleet will be sloughed off to general ships at a higher price.�
�And if you wanted to go jumping around the galaxy using this new technique your sister discovered . . .?�
�You�d need a whole different bunch of ships.� Totally new design with more power and a whole lot more storage tanks for reaction mass.� Probably stronger hull scantlings, too, though I can�t tell you why without having to slit your throat.�
The two men stared at each other, a tight smile growing on their faces.
�So,� Taylor said, �What type of merchant ships are they building at the Nuu yards up on the station at this very minute?�
�Very specialized ones, if you believe what my grandfather tells me.� But,� Honovi said, raising a finger, �I don�t believe everything Al tells me.� I have my contacts at the yards and among the merchant skippers.� Let me make a few calls tomorrow.�
�And I do not doubt that someone I know knows someone who is very good at getting around this new net security,� Taylor said.
�Who?� Honovi asked.
�Your sister did not get as high as she did in Al�s tower without knowing something about the layout.� She had just arrived back on Wardhaven.� Someone must have provided her with her intel.�
�Who?� the brother repeated.
�I will be talking to General Tordon again tomorrow morning.�
�Who else but Grampa Trouble?� Honovi agreed, a loving scowl on his face for his rascal of a great grandfather.

Chapter 4
At 8:30 Foile was again knocking on the front door to Nuu House.
Without so much as a request for identification, the legend himself answered.� �I was expecting you.� Care for breakfast?� he asked.
They adjourned to the kitchen where Taylor found himself sharing a breakfast of huge and wide-ranging proportions.
�Do you do this everyday?� Taylor asked.
�Of course not,� Trouble chuckled.� �But a brunch starts at 0930 for an immense number of Honovi�s closest friends.�� Fortunate for us, we can mooch before them.�
The breakfast was quite enjoyable.� It turned out that the cook�s husband was a veteran, invalided out of the service after the Unity War nearly ninety years ago.� He and Trouble began swapping war stories that couldn�t possibly be true, but raised the hairs on the back of Taylor�s neck, nether the less.
Only when the cook and her husband began setting up the brunch did Taylor have a moment to pose a question to Trouble of how he might gain a better grasp of who had accessed the Wasp�s logs.
�And you think I might know of some such wizard just why?� the legend said, eyeing the agent in a fashion that likely would have a normal human crawling under the table.
Taylor ignored the urge, but did take the time to consider how he might broach the topic without becoming an accessory after the fact to Kris�s little breaking and entering expedition.� Failing to find a way around it, Taylor chose to ignore it.
�Let me simply say, without laying a basis for my suspicion, that I think you know someone with the prerequisite skills.�
�Spoken like a cautious man who knows his way around the law,� the old general replied with a chuckle.� �Let me contemplate a few of my sins and see who I might recommend to you.� Recommend to you without any surety of success since, I, no doubt, have never used their services.�
�No doubt at all,� Taylor said, lying through his teeth with just as much feigned innocence.
A moment later, the cook returned but didn�t head for the stove.� �Honovi slipped this to me and said to see that you got it.� How�d he know you were here?�
Taylor shrugged.� He was getting way too good at avoiding saying what he knew.� When I get back to the office after this vacation, I will need another one to regain my reputation for probity?
 When they were again alone, Taylor opened the note.� It had a number scrawled across it
that had just the right numerics to be a phone number.
The general raised a questioning eyebrow as Taylor had his computer run the number in a reverse search.� It was the� personal number of a structural engineer working for Nuu Yard up on the station.
The general allowed Taylor a smile.� �Good kid, Honovi is.� Add this number to your list,� he said and slipped a phone number across the table.
Again, Taylor ran the number through the directory.� This time the reaction was Number Not in Use.
�Surprised?� Taylor asked.
�None at all,� Trouble assured him.
�It seems that I have my work cut out for me,� Taylor said, pushing back from the table.
�Or at least a start,� the general said, raising to his feet and offering Taylor his hand.
�May I get back to you when I have more to report?� Taylor asked.
�I�m hardly in your chain of command,� the general answered.
�For this particular case, you are the closest person I have to that role.�
�So, if you are Kris Longknife�s bloodhound, what would that make me?�
�Have you ever been Master of the Hunt?�
�Hunts for Iteeche maybe.� Never for the truth.� It�s far too illusive for the likes of me.�
�Well, I have never worked for a princess either.�
�Well then,� Trouble said, �let us see if we old dogs can learn a few new tricks.�

Chapter 5
Taylor called the number Trouble had given him.� Surprise of surprises, it took him to a voice box that did not ask him to leave a message.� Still, the agent left his name and number and managed not to cringe too much as he said �Trouble sent me.�
Honovi�s number called for more consideration.� Again, Taylor found himself going up the beanstalk.� This time, he headed for the area outside the Nuu yard.� There, he easily found the Lost Dutchman.� It was a huge eatery of no particular ambiance.� Clearly, it was intended to get a lot of hungry folks fed with a minimum of fuss.� It offered a breakfast menu before the first and second shift, a lunch menu in the middle of both and a supper menu when either was done.
Taylor arrived an hour before the end of the day shift.� He found a public net access and called the number.
�Yeah,� came harried but quick.
�Honovi Longknife suggested I talk to you,� was all Taylor said.
�About what?� was laden with caution.
�This and that,� sounded vague enough for Taylor.
�Where?�
�The Lost Dutchman sound good to you.�
�How will I know you?�
�I�ll be in the back, and I�ll know you.�� Taylor�s directory included a picture of the woman.� Taylor had not enabled the video of his borrowed net access.
�You�re lucky.� It doesn�t look like I�ll have to work late,� was followed quickly by a click.
Taylor ordered himself a lemonade and downloaded the latest copy of Jane�s All the Worlds� Merchant Ships.� After realizing the standard version was little more than a recognition manual with the bare minimum of specs on the ships, he paid for the attached database that included builders as well as the full specs on the power plants and other technical data.
It was the technical data he most wanted to know.
First, Taylor arranged the data by latest construction to older.� Honovi was correct.� Ships delivered most recently were different from those five years ago.� Fully loaded with cargo, they were much larger than the earlier ones, yet, their power plants were a good third less powerful� than those for the� older ships.� When he compared empty deadweight to fully loaded mass, the ratio was a good twenty to thirty percent higher.
Taylor stared off into the middle distance of the large dining room as he worked to connect the dots.� The new hulls must be a lot lighter.� They also likely contained fewer or smaller storage tanks for reaction mass.� Honovi had been careful to reveal nothing about the content of the Wasp�s log, but he�d been definite that these jumps involved hard accelerations and that meant well reinforced hulls, big reactors and plenty of reaction mass to feed them.
New construction might make it to the next port with no problems, but a thousand light year jump?� Not so likely.
Taylor turned back to his database.� �What can you tell me about new construction?�
According to one of the advertisements that came with the database, the Nuu Yards were producing a new class of ships.� They were huge, light and low powered.� �The most economical trade ships for the new age� it bragged.
Taylor reviewed the specs for the Pride of Free Enterprise, and the Pride of the Free Market.� They were light as a prima ballerina and likely just as beautiful . . . and specialized.
After staring at them for a long minute, Taylor tapped for the update option on the page.� It cost, but promised to give him the most up to date information on the construction of the ships and the latest press releases from the building yard.
A bit more than a month ago the yard had announced that these ships would be made with the latest Smart MetalTM.
�That�s interesting.� Why use smart metal for a merchant ship specialized for one specific trade route?� Why pay for the option to reorganize your ship when you�ve designed it down to the last fine point to be just exactly what you want?� Taylor muttered to himself.
He strongly suspected he knew the answer.
He scrolled down for the very latest updates.
He didn�t have to scroll much.� There hadn�t been an update in over a month.� There was no launch date, nor data on any changes to the design.� The latter was understandable.� It was harder, however, to believe that the yard�s PR had nothing to brag about concerning the first Smart MetalTM hulls.� As a point of fact, it was only slightly short of unbelievable.
Taylor closed down his net access.� He needed to think about what his research showed before he talked with someone who knew just exactly what was going on, but had likely been told to forget it the moment she set foot outside her office.
On a stray thought, Taylor paid for access to Jane�s All the Worlds� Fighting Ships.
No surprise, the USS Wasp had its own entry, although the final notation said the ship was being scrapped at High Chance Station.� It was the earlier entries Taylor found interesting.� The ship had started life as a single reactor something that quickly found its way into the pirate trade.� Captured by Princess Longknife, it came into U.S. hands after being condemned by a court on Chance.
Taylor had to pause for a moment to smile.� �So, Princess, your ship began life at Chance and is now ending there.� Poetry anyone?�
Since the universe did not answer, Taylor went on.
Once in the US Navy, it had been subjected to an overhaul that amounted to little short of a rebuild.� It acquired a second reactor and four 18-inch pulse lasers.� It was also jumboized so it could carry more shipping containers.� Those containers had proven most versatile, carrying scientific equipment as well as quarters for the scientists.� The Wasp had been classified as a Exploration Corvette.� Oh, more containers had been added to support a Marine detachment, then more to support more Sailors who supported more of just about everything.
�Princess, I do believe your ship just kind of grew.�
The pictures in the file showed the ship as it grew more and more containers.� It was a boxy looking ship, but even with the largest collection it had when it departed with the Fleet of Discovery, it had been a compact looking affair.
Taylor flipped back to the displacement of the refitted corvette.� Its deadweight showed it pretty solid.� Even with its containers, it was still quite heavy.
�Computer, compare the tonnage of the U.S.S. Wasp with the tonnage of a similar freighter with the same number of shipping containers.�
 The computer found four small freighters.� Fully loaded, they still massed well below the Wasp.
�There are containers for shipping computer components, and then there are containers for shipping scientists and Marines,� the agent muttered to himself.
�Computer, can you find any specs for the containers the Navy is using for its ships.�
�No, sir,� came back fast, but not as a surprise.
The Wasp had not been outfitted to make a profit, but to take a princess where she wanted to go.� To let her see what she wanted to see, and get her out of any trouble she got into while there.
Taylor pushed himself back from the table and stared off into space for a long, long time.
He almost failed to notice that the restaurant was filling with after shift customers.� When he did, he had little trouble spotting his engineer.� She was the only lone individual looking around for someone.
Taylor had his computer do a quick visual check to verify the woman was indeed the one he�d called, then waved at her.
The woman exuded caution as he approached Taylor�s table.� The agent stood and offered his hand.
�I am Taylor Foile.� Honovi suggested I talk with you.�
The woman took his hand.� The shake was tentative and calculated, perfect for an uncomfortable engineer.� �I�m Annie Smedenhoff.� Yes, Honovi called and said I should talk to you.� Why?�
�The Prime Minister�s son didn�t tell you?�� Why wasn�t Taylor surprised?
�How much of your life do you trust to the net, Mr. Foile?� the engineer shot back.� �Especially after the latest upgrade of what they call �security�?�
�I�ll concede the point.� After all, I�m here talking to you in person.� Do you trust we can talk here?�
The young woman pulled a thin pink box from her purse, punched the single, green button on its face and set it in the middle of the table.� A moment later, Taylor noticed two small, glowing dust motes.
�Yes, I think we can talk,� the woman said.
�Were you followed by, ah, them?� Taylor asked.
�No telling, but now, no doubt, they will not be telling, will they?� By the way, I�m recording this conversation.� Are you?�
Taylor had not expected this level of paranoia.� However, he�d been warned enough that he was venturing onto dangerous ground if he tried to follow the Longknife princess�s question.
�On official business, yes, I do.� However, as it turns out, I am on vacation at the moment,� Taylor said, as he reached into his pocket and removed an old fashioned pad of paper and pen.� �Today, I may take notes on the more complex issues in your area of technical expertise.�
�So Member of Parliament Honovi Longknife calls me up and asks me to meet with you, on your vacation, huh?�
�On my vacation I am attempting to unravel a riddle of sorts.�
�A riddle.� Of sorts,� Annie said, and punched for a cob salad on the computer menu at the table.� Taylor took the moment to order a Ruben sandwich, no fries.
�Yes, a riddle.� I don�t know if you know, but Princess Kristine Longknife went to call on her grandfather Alexander a few days ago.�
Annie smiled.� It was a nice addition to her face.� She wore no makeup except maybe a touch of lipstick.� The smile added a glow to her face and a slight dimple on her left cheek.� �So that was what the commotion was all about.� I knew someone at the yard had to go collect a shuttle from, what was it, the Matsu?�
�The Imperial Musashi Battleship Mutsu,� Taylor corrected.
�Yes,� she said, and Taylor had the distinct impression he had passed a test of sorts.
�The shuttle is being refurbrished down to the glue on its skin.� I understand it will then be returned to Mr. Alexander�s own Tower of Power.�
Their meals arrived on a self-propelled trolley.� They removed their food.� Foile settled up their tab with cash and the trolley rolled off.
�You are, ah, seeking your privacy,� Annie said.
�What privacy I may have.� No doubt there are cameras recording our presence in the room.�
�But there is too much ambient noise for them to separate our conversation from so many others, at least at the moment.
A few feet away, another dust mote glowed bright for a moment, then dissipated.
�The Longknife princess went to extremes to talk to her grandfather,� Taylor said, going straight to the point.� No doubt, their conversation would have to be over all too soon.� Sad that, because Annie was a pleasant woman to spend time with.
�And what did she want to talk to her grandfather about?� Annie said, taking a bite of her salad.
�Is he thinking of sending freighters out, beyond human space?�
�Oh,� Annie said.� She swallowed her mouthful, took another bite and finished chewing it without saying another word.
Taylor ignored his sandwich.� �I have pulled up all the information available about the ships now building in the Nuu Yards.� I know that they are Smart Metal, a strange and expensive choice for ships intended to spend their lifetime plying the well-ordered shipping lanes between comfortable point A and profitable point B.� Honovi also sees this as strange.� He thought you might tell us something since, despite the Nuu Yards� usually verbose press releases, there has been nothing in them about the Pride of Free Enterprise for the last six weeks.�
She took another bite, while staring at the wall to the right of Taylor�s face.
When she finally spoke, her words came very softly.� Taylor had to work hard to hear them over the talk at the nearby tables.� �There won�t be any press releases, even when they�re launched, take on their first cargo, and depart on their first voyage.�
�That�s unusual,� Taylor said, equally softly.
�Unheard of,� Annie corrected him.� �Totally unheard of.� Nuu Yards never miss a chance to herald the wheels of progress.� At least, not until these two ships came along.�
�What�s so strange about them?� Taylor asked.
�They�re gigantic!� Annie said.� �We�ve added the two reactors for the next two ships on to them.� Four in each hull.� Huge engines, and plenty of them.� Also, we�re pouring the Smart Metal from the next planned ships into these two. That might just mean that someone wants to ship a whole lot of stuff, but that can�t be all of it.�
�Why?�
Again she paused, but not to take another bite.� Now, she was arranging all the croutons in the salad in a line on the right side of the plate.
�There is no way for a uninformed engineer to know anything about the potential use a ship will be put to,� she said.� �However, engineers are not blind.� You ask us to do something, we can�t help but extrapolate the data to its logical conclusions.� The conclusion may originate in sales, but they are, surprisingly often, logical.� Particularly if they intend to turn a profit.� And Alexander may be many things, but he never has his eyes far from the bottom line.�
Taylor took this rambling conversation for something that would lead to somewhere.� He did not interrupt.� He was quickly rewarded for his forbearance.
�I�ve been asked to calculate the longitudinal hull strength members needed to bear up to 2.5 gees, and to pass my calculations along to the Smart Metal programmers so they can develop a standard configuration using that acceleration.� That is unusual acceleration for a merchant ship, don�t you think?�
�Yes, considering that Mr. Longknife had been lobbying parliament for the last five years to allow for the absolute minimum of ship, reactor and reaction mass needed to get from a specific point A to point B.�
�Yes.� I worked on those calculations too,� Annie said, and seemed to think better of ignoring her salad.� She took a bite and chewed it slowly as she went on.� �What�s unusual about these ships is that I�ve also been asked to recalculate the lateral strength members.� How much cargo can the ship take on and keep aboard safely while high under centripetal forces.�
�While the hull is rotating?� Taylor asked to make sure he understood.
�Yes.� That�s crazy.� You accelerate a ship at one gee, and you�ve got a down equal to one gravity.� Nice.� That�s what lines do.� This station rotates at just the right speed so that the A Deck has enough centripetal force that you feel like it�s one gravity.� Nice.� Mix the two up and you get one hell of a confused inner ear.�
The two stared at each other.
�It makes no sense,� the young woman said.
�It has to make sense,� Taylor said.� Something was gnawing at the back of his mind.
�Wait a second,� he said and called up the Fighting Ships database.� He�d flipped through the first couple of entries before he�d launched a search for the Wasp.� Now he went back to those early entries.� They showed the fleet of Earth.� Battleships had pride of place.
�Look at these battleships.� Have you ever worked on the design of one of them?� he asked the engineer.
�No.� Not even in college.� They�re obsolete.� No one has built one since the Iteeche War.� There are scads of them left over from then.�� She paused for a moment.� �Well, almost no one. There are reports that Greenfield has built a few of them.� They didn�t do much in the war and they don�t have all the relics in orbit that most of us have.� Anyway.� No, I�ve never worked on something like that.� Corvettes, destroyers.� Yes, we make them.�
�Look at the notation on these battleships.� What�s 15 RPM mean?� This one is 20 RPM.�
�Revolutions per minute.�� Annie spoke the words as if from pure rote, something she had memorized long ago but saw no application here.
Then she shook her head.� �You don�t rotate a ship.� The Santa Maria, one of the first exploration starships launched from Earth, did a bad jump because it had a bad thruster and took on a rotation as it did its first jump.� They ended up way across the galaxy.� It took another ship on a bad jump to find it.�
�How�d that happen?�
�You must have read about it.� Ray Longknife�s ship was sabotaged.� We never did find out who did it.� Anyway, he and his ship ended up way the hell and gone and stumbled onto the lost colony the crew of the Santa Maria had set up.� At least the survivors.� All I know is that we engineers design ships to stay steady as rocks when we approach a jump.�
�So, why do these battleships advertise how many revolutions per minute they can do?� Taylor asked.� Now he knew why you didn�t want to do RPMs.� He still didn�t know why these particular ships did them.
�Oh,� Annie said, and Taylor could almost see a light bulb above her head light up.� �Lasers.� These battleships have thick ice armor.� See, three meters thick.� Three and a half for this big bruiser.� That�s to absorb laser hits.�
�So?� Taylor said, still not enlightened.
�Even with that much ice, if you hit it with a big enough laser, it will melt through, so they rotated the ship to force any laser hits to burn through more ice.� It creates a hell of a problem keeping the ships balanced.� You burn off some armor on a fast rotating ship and you�ve got the devil�s own time keeping your ship from spinning itself to destruction.� Now I remember this problem in class.� A classic first year problem.� How fast do you need to redistribute reaction mass and how much pumping power do you need?� I aced it.� she said with a proud smile.
�Are they asking you to figure out how much pumping you�ll need to redistribute weight on this rotating ship?� Taylor asked.
�No.� No one�s raised that problem.� I wonder if I should.�
�Please don�t do it tomorrow,� Taylor suggested, trying to sound as helpful as he might.
�Yeah.� Right.�
�So, let�s see what have we have here,� Taylor reflected.� �Merchant ships that are huge, and, unlike everything that was put forward for the last five years, have excessive power plants.� They also are designed for higher gee and we have this RPM issue, but no thought of armor.�
�No.� We�re not putting ice armor on them, though I did overhear some folks at lunch from the Navy side of the yard talking about having the new Smart Metal do its own rotation thing.� With this new stuff, we can get it spinning around on the outer skin of the ship without the crew inside having to spin with it.� It will even redistribute itself as it takes hits.� Fantastic stuff!� Oh, you didn�t hear that from me.�
�Hear what?� Taylor said, allowing himself a small but friendly smile.� �As a matter of fact, I haven�t heard anything.�� Then he frowned.� �Anything that I can connect the dots to.�
Annie took another bite from her salad.� �I think there is one more dot for your little puzzle.�
�Yes.�
Again she chewed her food.� �There is a third ship we are working on.� It�s small and has to be ready when the big two are launched.
�A third, small ship?�
�Yes, little, but not normally little.� It has three smaller reactors.� Normally, you try to fit the reactor to the ship.� Small ship, small reactor.� Big ship, bigger reactor.� If you get big enough, you add a second reactor.� That�s what is economical.� You don�t ever put three of the smallest size ones on one ship.�
�Redundancy?� Taylor guessed.
�That�s all I can figure out.� It�s also small, and not at all rigged for cargo.� In fact, it�s not� rigged for much of anything.� The programmer working on the Smart Metal configurations of the ship has gotten huge bonuses, but other than him showing off pictures of his new sports car, he�s not saying a word about his work.�
�A small ship but with redundant power plants so that if one went down on a long voyage you�d still have the other two.� Is there anything else special about it?�
�It�s getting the same sensor suite that the big ships are getting.� That includes a Mark XII rangefinder.�
�How is that special?�
�It�s just the best, most expensive rangefinder on the market, and Westinghouse charges an arm and a leg for them.�
�Just a second,� Taylor said, and called up the entry on the Wasp.� �Yes, it got one of the first Mark XII rangefinders.� It was installed just before Kris Longknife found those two planets loaded with alien artifacts out past Chance.� There�s a tight control over who gets to go there and how they go.� Strange, a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow and no one�s beating a trail there,� Taylor mused.
�Strange, that,� was all Annie said.
�I take it that you know a lot more than I do.�
�Very likely, but it doesn�t involve what that Longknife girl is up to lately, so let�s not go there.�
�Are you putting big lasers on these ships so that they need the best rangefinder?�
�That�s just it.� All three ships have no armament.� As I understand it, there won�t even be a gun locker, although with Smart Metal, you can change that real fast.�
�Stranger and stranger,� Taylor said.� He glanced down at his notebook.� He�d totally forgotten to take notes.� He scrawled Mark XII and left it at that.
�Well, I do have a date with my cat and some good TV tonight,� Annie said, applying a napkin to her mouth.� �It�s been a ball sharing my ignorance with you.� If you ever find yourself in my neck of the woods not knowing anything and wanting to know even less, look me up.� You have my number.�
Taylor chuckled at her joke, and stood like a gentleman as she left.� He sat down and made some more notes.� He reviewed several of the pages in his two databases, then slowly ate his sandwich.� He obviously knew a lot of interesting stuff that related to each other in some rational way.
The only problem was, he didn�t know enough about the entire puzzle to see how they fit together.
Sandwich finished, he stood up, signaled a wandering trolley and bussed his own table.� As he did so, he noticed a man standing in the doorway of the restaurant, eyeing him.
�Computer, who is that man?� Taylor whispered.
�There is a 97.382 percent probability that he is Arlen Cob, a senior investigator with Nuu Security, assigned to Nuu High Wardhaven Station Docks.�
When Taylor reached the door, Arlen was gone.� Midway to the space elevator station, and with no apparent tail, Taylor attached to the transient net and called Honovi, leaving a cryptic note that he hoped the busy young man would take for a request to meet with him again for some quality baby time.� He also found a even more cryptic note from the number that was not in use at this time.� A woman�s voice asked him to meet her at a place near his office.� She used the unique name the regulars applied to it, something that brought a smile to cops, but meant nothing to most civilians.
Taylor increased his pace towards the beanstalk station.

Chapter 6
The Atrium was many places, organized around a hollow square that rose nine floors to a clear ceiling.� There were trees and vines twining green around stair wells and elevators between the floors.� Every once in a while, it seemed to rain, but it was a fine mist and only fell where the plants needed it.
A well-managed jungle, the cops called it.� While people with too much money spent it among the greenery of the nine floors, the basement had several nice places were working folks might hang out.� Government types with only the pay voters saw fit to give them.
Taylor would bet money that his caller didn�t intend to meet him in the basement.� The voice was too well manicured.
He took a seat at a finely worked cast iron table and pulled out his reader.� He was way behind on his comic strips.� Mostly, he stayed to the strips that did their jokes in a day.� He could never count on following a storyline that covered a week, much less a month.� He caught up on the last week of his favorites, then turned to the one long plotted comic he enjoyed.� He had to flip back through six weeks before he could find the beginning of this particular story ark and follow the jokes.� Taylor was smiling happily at a particularly good running line of jokes when the woman who had sent him here entered.
At least, he hoped she was looking for him.
Likely, well over half the eyes in the Atrium followed her, hoping she had come to meet them.� While engineer Annie had fit in, using light makeup and a shirt and pants that were nearly the uniform of the civilian workforce, this woman stood out.
Her dress was clearly professional, but the tight sheath of several competing shades of gray drew the eye and made every step she took a celebrating of several million years of female evolution and locomotion.� Her makeup turned a lovely face into something striking and unforgettable.
Clearly, today she�s not afraid to be remembered.� I wonder what she looks like when she doesn�t want to be so memorable? the professional in Taylor thought.
As she passed his table she spoke softly, �Agent Foile, will you walk with me?�
He pocketed his reader and rose to follow her.� In a moment, he was beside her.� �No agent today.� I�m on vacation.�
�I am rarely asked to go fishing,� the woman said.� �I really doubt you are on holiday.�
Taylor chose not to press the point.
They entered an elevator and the woman pressed for nine.� Taylor had staked out a few stores on that level.� Most of them sold the most expensive works of art on Wardhaven.� However, she led him to a small restaurant.
�Your usual, Mademoiselle M?�
�Certainly, Charles.�
�It�s ready for you,� was all the ma�tre d� said.
Without looking back, Mademoiselle M led Taylor to a small room with a table and chairs.� She held the door open for him to enter, then closed it firmly behind her.� The room was something Tailor had only heard of.� Art work in gold frames, rich cream wallpaper with gold filigree running through it in a flower pattern, and a plush blue carpet enveloped his shoes.
�Clear,� the woman said and suddenly all the falderal vanished.� The walls were spartan white and bare of anything.� The table, chairs and carpet were still there, but Taylor had seen interrogation rooms with more warmth than this room now exuded.
He took a chair.� She settled into the chair across from him.� From her small purse, she removed a compact and began to check her makeup.� She was careful to keep the mirror out of Taylor�s line of sight.
The agent would bet money that the �compact� was doing a far more thorough check of the security of this room than Annie�s pink box had done.
�So, how is your vacation going, Mr. Foile?� she said.� The tone was chit chat.
Taylor chose to return the soft ball with an equally easy pitch.� �So far, I�m just in the decompression stage.� I usually need a week just to shake off the stress of the job.� I was catching up on the last month of comics when you walked by.�
She put the compact away.
�So why are we here?�
�Trouble sent me.�
�He only sends me trouble.� What kind of trouble are you, Mr. Senior Chief Agent in Charge?� You still licking the wounds from your chase after Kris Longknife?�
�I didn�t know that made the news.�
�It didn�t.� I rarely bother with the official version.� No, I was following you and her antics on your Bureau net.� You would have had a better chance of catching her if you knew where she was headed.�
�Ah, but I didn�t.� My orders to �Find her before she gets herself and others killed,� was rather vague.�
�Which leaves one to wonder if you were intended to fail?� she said, raising a perfectly arched eyebrow.
�If I was to fail, why send me?�
�Yes.� she said.� �So, why did Trouble send me to you?�
�It seems that the logs of the Wasp�s last voyage, it being the princess�s flag, were brought back to Wardhaven and buried under an entirely new security level. �Burn before Reading,� or some such thing.� The question posed to me by a good friend was whether or not we can trust the access logs of the data, or have the travels of our wayward princess been read more widely than the Prime Minister would prefer.�
The woman shook her head.� �If you don�t want data read, don�t put it on the net.� Back in the ancient days, the only way to access some data was to place an order to have the tapes hung on the computer.� You did what you wanted then put them back in a locked box, or so my old grandmother insists.� It wasn�t that way in her day, but in her great-grandmother�s day, no doubt, when the dinosaurs stomped the Earth.�
She paused to enjoy Taylor�s smile at her humor.� �Who has these logs?�
�I don�t know.� They are Navy property, I would suspect that the Navy has custody of them.�
�Hmm.�� Now Taylor observed that even a frown looked good on her.� �That could definitely complicate my job.� The Navy types are notoriously untrusting.� They insisted on being trained up on this new security system and then tweaked it to their liking.� I could likely walk into the Prime Minister�s personal files without him twitching to the visit.� Navy, ah, not so much.�
She paused to study her fingernails for a long moment.� They were a most stunning shade of lavender, and matched her eyeshadow.� Taylor had seen the combination on teenagers and been tempted to ship them off to the morgue.
On her, it was strangely alluring.
Or was it that, on her, even death would be alluring.� Taylor closed down that line of thought.� Hard.
�To get somewhere, it often helps to know where you are coming from.� Do you have any guess who these pairs of unauthorized eyes might belong to?�
�Some of Mr. Alexander Longknife�s associates,� Taylor said.
Mademoiselle M uttered a nasty word.� �Why should I risk my neck, as well as my street cred on some intramural dust-up between that family?� she snapped, and glanced at the door.
Taylor suspected that she might allow him one more sentence.� Maybe two.
�The life of all humanity just may be weighing in the balance.�
�Says who?� she snarled.
�Kris Longknife.� And Trouble seems to agree with her.�
�That girl.� Maybe.� Him?� Damn.� Start talking, Mr. Taylor.� I might have bought your pig in a poke for just an ordinary problem.� This has got foul smelling stuff all over it and very likely several pounds of explosives thrown in for a joke.�
Quickly, Taylor ran the woman through the runaround the Longknifes had subjected him to, from chasing Kris Longknife for her father to the daughter charging him to get to the bottom of why the grandfather was so allergic to talking to his offspring.�
�He popped Sarin gas in his own office and ran away, long dress hauled up to show his bare ass,� the woman snapped as Foile ended his story.
�I was told about the Sarin and did not have the opportunity to observe him in full retreat,�
�I would have done this just for just the pictures of that,� she said.� �Why are these logs suddenly so interesting to the old man?�
�They may contain just how Kris Longknife managed to make long jumps.� Jumps of thousands of light years.�
�Right.� I wondered how she managed to get there and back again before the onset of menopause.� And if he has read the method to her madness?�
�He may dispatch a trade fleet full of all the best goodies we make to see if he can be more successful in opening negotiations with these aliens.�
The lovely lady said another, nastier word.� �Some men just never understand that �no� means �no�, and �no way in hell� means �no, you can�t,� really.�
The two could easily agree on that.
�Okay, if Trouble sent you, then he shares the same fear that Kris Longknife does.� You said you were on vacation.� I take that to mean that I can�t send a bill to that nice slush fund that the WBI usually pays me out of when they need my services.�
�I doubt it.�
�And if I am hauled in sporting handcuffs, no one is likely to loan me a key when no one is looking?�
�If we succeed, there is likely to be a nice plaque attesting to the gratitude of a grateful nation.� Otherwise, we may both rot in jail for the rest of our lives.�
�Which won�t be long, because the monsters will come and kill us all.�
�I like working with an optimist,� Taylor said, smiling.
She reached across the table and removed a small bit of lint from his coat and crushed it between her fingers.� �I wonder how long that has been there?� she said.
�I have my standard issue bug detector in my pocket,� he said.
�Standard issue,� she made sound like an even nastier word.
�Has someone been listening in to our entire conversation?�
�Of course not.� I squelched the transmitter on that puppy before I said hello.� I was wondering whether it might be worth my while to let you continue passing worthless stuff to whomever is interested in you.� I just decided I don�t want to.�
�How long has it been there?� Taylor asked, not at all liking the taste in his mouth left by the idea of him being a pawn in someone else�s chase.
�Hard to tell.� We can make them so tiny, but they still need power.� The smaller they are, the shorter the time they can transmit anything.� Then, of course, they might record and only send late at night.� Who knows.� Where have you been?�
Which was an easy way for her to get a list of just who was playing in this game.� He tried to stay vague, but she got the gist.� �The Prime Minister�s residence is no big show.� They really need to hire me to clean up their act.� Nuu house is fine.� I check their security once a month.� Sooner if I think they need it.� The engineer you met up on the station.� What did her box look like?�
Taylor used his fingers to give the measurements of the device.� �Pink with a light green button.� More than that, I cannot say.�
�It sounds like a Private Eyes Only, which can mean nothing at all if you don�t actually set the thing up.�
�She seemed security minded,� Taylor said.
�We shall see.�� She rummaged in her purse, muttering softly to herself.� �No, not the compact, it would take too long to train the poor fellow.� Oh, right,� she said, and pulled a small ball from her purse.� Besides being round, it swirled with a rainbow of colors, ever changing, like a miniature gas giant planet.
�Here, keep this in your pocket.�
�What is it?�
�A talisman.� A magic charm.� Call it what you will, but it should ward off the evil electronic bugs for the next week.�
Taylor held it up to the light and watched the eddies and swirls within it.� �Will it jam my own system?� I�m not totally ignorant of modern life.� I don�t eat with my toes.�
�No doubt that you are and no doubt that you don�t,� the woman said, seeming to enjoy his joke.� �Now, you go your way and I will go mine.� I�ll get back to you when I have something to share with you.�� Mademoiselle M rose from her chair.
Taylor rose too, as a gentleman should and said, �Then I may just go fishing until I have something to share with you.�
�Oh, where do you like to toss in your hook?�
Taylor chose to ignore the double entendre and answered the simple question.� �The long pier where the Severn meets the ocean.�
�Oh, I often fish there.� We might run into each other.�
�I�ll look forward to meeting you again.�
�Let�s hope you�re not getting my one phone call from jail,� she said and let him leave the room first.

Chapter 7
That evening, Taylor found himself knocking on Honovi Longknife�s door, again.� The butler let him in and ushered him upstairs.� He passed the open nursery door; tonight, the wife was doing troubled tummy duty.� The infant seemed less fussy in his mother�s arms.
Taylor had always envied the way his wife was able to quiet their children.� A glare that would silence the most hardened criminal went right past his crying offspring.
Life is not fair.
The Member of Parliament was in his small home office.� The butler knocked, announced him merely as Taylor and left.� After a �come in,� Taylor opened the door and entered.� The room, if anything, was more disheveled than last night.� The politician had several readers open on the desk and was intently studying an old fashion monitor.
�I hope your day was better than mine,� the Member of Parliament said curtly, not taking his eyes from the screen.
�Mine was interesting,� Taylor answered with intentional vagueness.
�Don�t call Annie again,� Honovi said, turning his chair to face Taylor.� �She�s spooked.� Do you know she passed a Nuu Yard security type on the way out of the Lost Dutchman?�
�Yes, I saw him too.� However, he was gone by the time I left.� I suspect that it is his job to hang over the door like a vulture to scare anyone who might be considering anything not in his boss�s interests.�
�Well, whatever he was doing there, he scared the bejesus out of her.� If you need to talk to anyone at the dock yard, I�ll give you another contact.�
�Do you have a date for the launching and fitting out of the Pride of Free Enterprise?�
�No, and that bothers me.� Usually, I get invitations to attend those things.� Maybe it�s because I�m a shareholder.� More likely, they want to get photos of a Member of Parliament at one of their shindigs.� Anyway, I�m always told two months in advance.� I can�t believe it will take them more than two months to finish those ships.� There are Navy ships spinning out at the yard that are taking less time than these.�
�What do you know about the redesign of these ships?�
Honovi leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and gave Taylor a blank stare.� Taylor spent the next couple of minutes describing how the ships now had double the reactors and likely double the Smart MetalTM.
Taylor concluded by saying, �I�ll bet you my pension that the Kris Longknife maneuver at jump points involves high accelerations, high speeds and high rotation on the hulls, something that is anathema among safe and rational star travelers.�
�Say much more and I�ll have to slit your throat,� was the Member of Parliament�s quiet response.
So Taylor mentioned the Mark XII fire control system that had no lasers to call the shots for and the small tender that was also due to complete at the same time as the other two.
�A small ship?� said a surprised shareholder.
�Made of Smart Metal and with three small reactors when anyone worried about making a profit would have gone for one large one.�
Honovi leaned back in his chair and eyed the ceiling.� When he spoke, it was soft and thoughtful.� �The Wasp almost wrecked herself trying to cloud dance for fuel.� Their tanks were just about bone dry by then and if they couldn�t get more reaction mass, they were not coming home.� Really bad time my sis got herself into.�
�And a Smart Metal tender,� Taylor went on, �might be just what they�d need to refuel the big ships.�
�Yep.� That pretty much settles it.� Those two oversize freighters are not headed for any planet�s space station.�
�And the Mark XII rangefinders?� Taylor asked.
�You really are asking me to slit your throat.�
�Your father gave me crumbs to chase down Kris Longknife.� I found her, too late to stop her from invading your grandfather�s tower, but just in time to keep her from stepping off an elevator into a room full of Sarin gas.� I would prefer to solve this mystery in time for you to stop these ships from leaving human space.�
The Member of Parliament nodded along with Taylor as he made his case.� When he finished, Honovi sighed.
�You make a strong argument for yourself.�
�I make the only case I can.�
�Okay, it�s your funeral,� and he quickly told the special agent what he already had figured out.� �The Mark XII is the final argument that Grampa Al wants to go way off the reservation.� It�s the only system sensitive enough to spot what Nelly names �fuzzy jumps.�� You go through one of them just right and you�re guaranteed a long jump.�
�And the small tender will refuel them when they are far from the proper facilities a freighter has come to need,� Taylor concluded.
�Yep.� My grandpa is up to no good.� Way far away up to no good.�
�Now the question is: when and where?� It would help if we knew who he was going to use to crew those ships and what he planned to take with him,� Taylor mused.
�Who may be a function of how, which we know.� Kris has insisted on surrounding herself with a young bunch and Grampa Ray has gone along with her.� Or I should say her crews are young or very fit.� She tends to honk her ships around a lot, and I suspect this high rotation through a jump at high acceleration is bound to be hard on anyone who�s settled into a sedate middle age.�
�So those with a beer-belly paunch need not apply?�
Honovi nodded.
�I�ll have to get a list of potential sailors and check them out for physical fitness.�
�That would be my first cut,� the Member of Parliament agreed.
�I�ll get back with you when I have something to report or need more information from you,� Taylor said coming to his feet, �but for now, I think it�s time for this man to take his holiday off to the fishing pier.�
�You fish?�
�Metaphorically, always.� As a matter of real hook, line and sinker, not nearly enough.�
�Then good fishing to you.� I wish I could go along.� I don�t remember the last time I took a real holiday.� Father is a slave driver.�
�And politics is a game without time-outs or decent rules,� Taylor said.
�What I�d give for a referee or umpire.�
On that shared laugh, they parted ways.

Chapter 8
Taylor actually got to spend time with his own children the next morning.� He let his wife sleep late and got them off to school himself.� After an even later morning breakfast with her, he made his way to the fishing pier.
He invited her to come, as he always did, and she declined, as she always did.� �If you catch anything, you clean it before you set foot inside this house.�
At the pier, he rented a tackle box and reel from a small shop run by retirees.� They seemed to be more in the business of talking about fishing and the weather than in making money.� Taylor often considered that he might work at the shop one day a week when he retired.� His wife would likely appreciate the break.
For the next hour, he cast his lot to the sea, and got little back in return but empty hooks.� He suspected the fish around the pier were getting too smart for the usual lures.� He was just starting to consider using something from the bottom of his tackle box, something with an official suggestion that it be used in fast running mountain streams.� After all, why was it in the box in the first place, and how many fish around the pier had ever passed through a fast running mountain stream?
�Hey, boss, I got something for you,� said Special Agent Leslie Chu as she came up beside him and leaned on the rail.
�A fish?� he said, not looking her way.
�Nope, you�re supposed to be the fisherman today, how�s it going?� she said, her own eyes on the water lapping the pier supports.
�Not a bite.�
�Sorry about that.� I�ve got a few things that might interest you.�
�In return for that autographed picture of Princess Kris Longknife?�
�Partial payment, at best.� Did she really mean that she was sorry she missed me?�
�With a sparkle in her eye as she wrote it.�
�Damn, I wish I could have been there,� one of the charter members, no doubt, of the Kris Longknife fan club said with a sigh.
�It might was better that you were not,� Taylor said.� �She was not having one of her better days.�
�Yeah.� Sarin gas for God�s sake.�
As they talked, Taylor had been changing his lure from the official ocean one to the not recommended mountain stream one.� He tried a fly fisherman�s toss to get it well away from the pier and saw it drop nicely between waves.
�You said you had something for me?�
Leslie held her wrist unit close to his left hand where his own computer sat.� He heard a very soft series of tones as their two computers shared access codes and then synced.� �There are those merchant marine types you asked about.� All of them have worked for Nuu shipping lines but are on the beach at the moment.�
�Did you include their height, weight and age?�
Leslie made a face at the ocean.� It would not make a dent in her cuteness quotient for the day.� �I know Kris Longknife.� I know how she knocks her boats around.� She damn near disability retired an entire planet�s Navy when she was in Training Command and getting folks up to speed on the fast attack boats.� Of course I gave you that stuff.� I don�t know what you�re up to, boss, but if it includes ships trying to keep up with Kris Longknife, they better be crewed for a fast and wild ride.�
�Very good of you, Agent, but please limit your speculation as to what I�m up to, if you will.� It�s bad enough that I am risking my pension.� I do not want you risking yours.�
�Understood boss.� By the way, I�ve put a tracer on most of the folks on that list.� I skipped the older types, anyone over forty.� Let me know when you lose interest in any of them or decide some old fart like yourself can keep up with my princess.�
�Youngster, you are impertinent, and are staying at least one step ahead of your mentor.� Yes, I want to know if any of these folks stop by Alex�s Tower of Insecurity or the shipyards topside.�
�You going to fish tomorrow?�
�I don�t know.� It all depends on how my other lures and hooks are working.�
�I�ll drop by when I have something.� I might even rent some gear and give you a run for your fish.�
�I�m sure they would find you far more attractive than I,� Taylor said, with a fatherly smile.
�You bet they would,� she said, and headed up the pier without looking back.
Why do you young agents make me feel so old? Taylor thought as he turned back to the ocean.� For a long moment, he meditated on it, enjoyed drawing in deep breaths of the ocean air.� Certainly, his ancestors must have been people of the coast.� Someday he must check on his roots, but just now, all his investigative skills were fully occupied.
He retrieved his now unbaited hook, added a pair of cubed bait that the box assured him was just the thing to lure half the ocean�s fish out of the sea.� He checked the area around him to make sure he had it all to himself, then made an even longer cast.
A few minutes later, he became aware he was not alone on the pier.
As he first walked out on the pier, he had taken stock of those on it today.� There were the usual collection of fishermen and women.� Some plied their rods alone, others in groups that were talkative or silent as was their wont.� There were the usual young couples, more interested in each other than the scenery or the fishing whether they had gear or not.
He had spotted Leslie the moment she set foot on the pier, though he had ignored her until she spoke to him.� That was no easy thing for an old man to pass up such a lovely sight.
There was nothing lovely about the man now making his way slowly out on the pier.� His eyes took the measure of every person on the pier as if they might be secret assassins waiting for his next footstep to strike.
Taylor did not have to task his computer with identifying the man.� He remembered him from The Lost Dutchmen�s doorway.
For someone undercover, the man had poor spycraft.� He had not even bothered to stop and rent fishing tackle.
Taylor took all of this in out of the corner of his eye, and proceeded with his fishing.
Right up to the time that Arlen Cob rested his elbows on the pier�s handrail beside Taylor and said, �You catch anything?�
�Not so much as a bite,� Taylor answered reeling in his line.� He held up the hook.� �Empty.� The little beggars here must be very good thieves.�
The security man refused the bait to talk of thievery.� �Good thing, you not catching anything.� It would be an even better idea if you kept you fishing out here on the pier.� You know, not dropping your hook in waters where it�s not wanted.�
Taylor rebaited his line again.� This time he put three cubes on the hook.� �I doubt if the fish really want me dropping my line in their faces,� he said as he whipped the line out, casting it further than before.
�Nice little girl you got running around with you,� the security man said.
�Leslie is a special agent of the Wardhaven Bureau of Investigation.� She�s nobody�s little girl.�� Taylor allowed himself a scowl, but aimed it at the wine dark sea.
�You being on annual leave and her chasing out here to spend her lunch hour with you, people might talk.� People might talk even more if two dead bodies were found in the same bed of some cheap hotel, with them in no condition to talk back to them�s that talk.�
�The Bureau does not take kindly to their agents being killed.�� This time Taylor aimed his scowl at the man.
His smile was cruel.� �Not everyone at the Bureau is as good as you.� If a case gets handed off to someone just putting in their time to retirement, it might stay open for a very long time.� Especially if, finding the answer might be inconvenient, even embarrassing, to people who don�t like to be embarrassed.� Do I make myself clear?�
�Are you threatening a Bureau agent?� Taylor said, keeping his temper.� Barely.
�Threatening?� No, of course not.� We�re just taking fishing, man.� You being on holiday, you wouldn�t be recording anything.� Me, being on my lunch hour, I left my recorder running.� You know what it would show.� Just you and me talking about fishing and the weather, and what a nice couple those kids are over there.� People would be amazed at your vocabulary, Senior Chief Agent Foile.� Amazed.� Best if my recording is never called into court, don�t you think?�
Foile could tell when he�d been put in check.� �Yes,� he hissed, like a steam kettle desperate to let off pressure.
�Good.� Good that we understand ourselves.� Now, I�m going to leave, and you go on fishing.� And, oh, by the way, there�s some of us that really don�t like you.� If you hadn�t warned that Longknife brat, she�d have charged right out of the elevator and into something she really wasn�t ready to play with.� No, that kid is definitely not ready to play with the big boys.� But you spoiled all that.� Shame,� Arlen said.� He paused, eyeing Taylor to make sure he was following the conversation.
Taylor fumed but said nothing.� He�d definitely have something to say.� Later.
Through a twisted smile, Arlen went on.� �Now some folks down at the office might be holding that against you.� Me?� I�m not.� You just kept missing her, time after time.� So sure, you�re hot to get your oar in the water when you get a chance.� You shoot off your mouth where it�s not wanted.� You make a habit of that and it could get you in trouble.� You know what I mean.�
�I think I do,� Taylor said.� Calmly.� Oh so calmly.
�Good, now you enjoy the fishing.� I�ll be seeing you.� Or maybe it would be best if I didn�t see you.� Ever again.�
The man turned and sauntered away.� Once in a while he�d look back over his shoulder and chuckle.� He really seemed to be enjoying himself.
Taylor reeled in his hook and baited it again.� He let his muscles get lost in familiar movement, although he did put the hook through his thumb.
Fortunately, it was only through the outer layer of skin.� It was more embarrassing than painful.
Hook cast back into the sea, he let his eyes rove the ocean.� With intent, he loosed his lips and his nostrils, forcing them to give up the tension they held.
�You knew this job was dangerous when you took it.� Everyone warned you.� You�re a big boy now.� There are no surprise here,� he said out loud, trying to believe it.
Oh yes there is.� The threat against him, his agent, even against Kris Longknife was a bit more than he usually ran into in his Bureau work.
�They warned me that getting too close to one of those damn Longknifes was dangerous,� he said to reminded himself, and, what was he close to, three of them.� No!� Four when you tossed in the father and five if you included Trouble for his proximity to the family.� He was way too close to a whole pot full of Longknifes.
�So, Taylor, would now be a good time to fold your cards, toss in your hand and call it quits?�
He thought for a moment.� He watched one wave chase another towards the near beach sands.
Suddenly, his line took off running.� His mind was so far from the pier that he almost dropped his pole.� That was something he hadn�t done since he was a boy and his dad took him fishing the first time.� He got control before he embarrassed himself for the second time in one noon hour.� He let the fish run a bit, then pulled in enough line to make sure the hook was well set, then let him run some more.� The fish jumped, trailing the line behind it.
�Hey, that�s a big bugger,� came from the three old codgers fishing thirty feet further out on the pier.� �Ain�t seen a core that big for quite a few years.�
The three of them gravitated down to him, one offering advice that was usually contradicted by one or both of the others as soon as it was spoken.� Taylor did feel that the pressure on the line was letting up and began to reel the fish in.
The core got its second wind and Taylor had to give it more line, but soon enough it he was reeling it up to the pier.� One of them offered a long handled net and caught it up.� Taylor reeled in the last few feet as the net man hauled it up, hand over hand.
One held the fish while another expertly removed the hook from the fish�s mouth.
�She�s been hooked a few times,� he said.� �Just look at her mouth.� But this time, you ain�t getting away, are you baby.�
�We got to get a picture of this monster,� one said, and corralled a pair of the lovers to operate the camera so all four of them, and the fish, could be in it.
 Taylor waited until the couple had snapped several pictures, then tossed the fish back over the side.
�Oh,� one of the old timers said.� �It�s a shame you lost your handle on that honey.� She�d have fed a family for a week,� but the other two seemed to know exactly what happened.
Taylor would gladly take a filleting knife to Arlen Cob.� Maybe even Alexander Longknife, but he had no wish to take out his frustrations on some poor fish that just happened to get in his way at the wrong time.
Besides, his wife hated fish, no matter who cleaned them.
Taylor folded up his gear, cleaned it at the washing station, and headed back to where he�d rented it, all the time contemplating the need to warn Leslie and the even stronger need to keep his fingerprints off any alert.
The four retirees were at the rental place.� They included one Taylor thought he remembered.
�Albert, can I borrow your phone?� Being on vacation, I seem to have left mine on the dresser.�
Albert, who�d retired five years ago from the Bureau, couldn�t avoid the flick of his eyes that took in the computer at Taylor�s wrist, but he was offering his own commlink without batting an eyelash.
Taylor typed out a quick message.� I left a file relating to our last case in my secure briefcase.� Be careful retrieving it, I wouldn�t want you splashed with acid.
Taylor handed the commlink back.� Albert glanced at the message before he did the unique magic that got messages sent over the different net providers and various equipment systems that somehow could never standardize on a single interface.
�The old acid security joke, huh.� She a new kid?� Albert asked after reading the old joke.
�Still new enough to benefit from a warning to keep safe,� Taylor admitted.
�She the kid that came out to have lunch with you?�
�Yep.�
�They get younger every year.� Next year I swear, they�ll be recruiting in kindergarten.�
Taylor laughed at the old joke and headed for home.� With any luck, Leslie would get the message, know what it really meant, and take the caution to heart without it being traced back to Taylor.
He whistled softly to himself as he waited for the bus.� One was along as soon as the transit company promised and he was home before the kids got off from school.� Today, he�d see if he could still do eighth grade homework.� His two upper school kids would, no doubt, turn up their nose at dad�s offer of help.

Chapter 9
Next morning, Taylor actually did do something vacation-like.� He took his wife to the Japanese Gardens on a hill above Wardhaven.� They walked the quiet grounds, listening to a water wheel and the soft call of birds.� Sitting on a cool stone bench, quietly letting a rock garden whisper to them, his wife said.
�You�re not really on holiday, are you?�
�I�m here with you,� he countered.
�Physically.� Today.� Yesterday.� The day before that.� Please don�t lie to me, and no, I don�t want to know what is actually going on. I�ve survived twenty-seven years as a Bureau wife.� Just don�t make me a widow.� I deserve the full retirement pension.� It may be double of you and half of the pay, but it beats what widows get.� You hear me.�
�I think I do.�
�Good.� Be careful.�
�I will.�
The next day he took her to a movie she�d been wanting to see.� The leading character was one his wife swore she was in lust with, almost more than with him.� He paid extra to get seats near the center of the theater.� That gave them the best view of everything happening around them.
�I love the way you always know when he comes on stage,� his wife said.� �Some of the new actors these days, they can be on stage a couple of minutes before you know they�re there if you aren�t looking that way.�
�Yes,� Taylor agreed.� �He always seems to make some sound so you know he�s there, a cough, or a misstep.�
�He�s a pro,� his wife agreed.
Which left Taylor wondering what misstep he could catch Alex Longknife in?� What would that old and scared man want to sell to the aliens?� Computers?� Machinery?� Most likely, but tracking any particular order among so many would be nearly impossible.
Art work?� Food delicacies, wines and other fine spirits?� Could orders for those be traced?� They would certainly be more limited in their sales.� And if there was an order to have them all delivered by a specific date . . . ?
Hmm, that might give us a better call on the fitting out date for those ships overhead.
Taylor made a mental note to himself.� The theater done, they walked toward where he�d left their car.� �Just a moment, honey, I need to buy something,� he said, and ducked into a small store, specializing in off world media, various intoxicants, and, of course, discreet and disposable phones.� He paid cash.� He always carried a bit of cash for purchases he didn�t want traced.
He was an officer of the law, but that didn�t mean he had to be dumb.
Using his burner phone, he sent Leslie a text.� Please check orders for luxury items and art.� See if there is a pattern of specific deliver dates.� Be careful.� Some folks are playing hard ball on this one.
His wife was waiting patiently for him when he got back on the street.
�Be careful,� was all she said.
�Love, I always am.�

Chapter 10
Next morning, Taylor got the kids off to school, then took himself off to the fishing pier.� Again, he had little luck, but he did not change his fishing lure.� He kind of liked letting the fish take his bait.� The sky was blue with some lovely fluffy clouds floating along with the wind.� The water was a clear blue and the air tasted of sun and salt and youth itself.
At lunch, Leslie showed up, two aluminum wrapped burritos in hand.
�You shouldn�t have come.� It�s dangerous.�
�Yeah.� So someone told me.� Did you have to use that old acid joke?� I�m not a probie anymore.�
�It got the message out, if not understood,� Taylor said, as gruffly as he could.� Still he put his rod aside.� He did love the burritos created by the food artist at this particular cart.
�It was understood.� I�m a big girl and I chose to take it under consideration.� I�m considering it still.� Now, about the orders for art and high class consumer goods.� There is a pattern.� There�s a couple of tons of wine, fine cheeses and delicacies due to be shipped up the beanstalk in two weeks. Deliveries are spread over three days,� she said with a knowing smile.
�On top of that, several art galleries are supposed to deliver pictures, paintings and sculptures those very same days.� Interesting, isn�t it?� He�s also shipping several complete library systems, audio, visual, media, and about half of the books from the Wardhaven public library.�
�The technical sections?� Taylor asked.
�Damned if the fool isn�t,� Leslie said with a scowl.
�He does not pay attention to the news,� Taylor said.
�Or at least any that he doesn�t think is right,� Leslie added.� �How much of what passes for news do you believe?�
�I trust the comics.� Occasionally the sports section.� The rest, well, when it was real paper, it was good to wrap fish in.�
�Oh, it�s not that bad.� The news about Kris Longknife is usually accurate.� You can trust her maid for that.� She�s on Musashi now, awaiting trial.� You should watch the one press conference she gave.� It was a hoot,� the special agent said with a most non-bureau giggle.
�No doubt.� No one can accuse her of being a fool,� Taylor agreed.� �A fool would have lost her head long ago.�
Leslie winched.� �She may lose her head on Musashi.� Quite literally.�
�Well, let us not lose our head here.� You be careful.� Both you and I have been threatened by a certain security type from Alex Longknife�s establishment.� Keep your eyes open and your back checked.�
��I�ve asked my mother to call me every night,� Leslie said.� Taylor knew what a sacrifice that was for the agent.� �If she can�t get ahold of me, she�s to call you or Mohomet or Rick.� One of you will, no doubt, get the bloodhounds out on my trail.�
�No doubt.� Now, thanks for the burrito, and the news.� Get back to work, and again, watch out for our new friends.�
�Yes, boss,� she said, in a tone no doubt she�d mastered as a teenager for her mother.
He tended to his fishing, but kept a watch on her out of the corner of her eye.� She was a delight to watch . . . and she made it off the pier and into the streets of the city without any problems.
Taylor tossed his line back in with four bait cubes.� With any luck, the fish would know it for what it was and carefully relieve the hook of its burden without bothering him to reel it in.
Was Alex actually sending a full technical library out to the aliens?� What did he expect to get for it?� Wine.� Cheese.� Caviar, no doubt.� From what Taylor had picked up about the aliens, they were hardly the type to bother with hors d�oeuvres.� No, Alex Longknife was ignoring all that Kris Longknife had reported back about the aliens.� He was assuming they were just like him and strutting out there, confident that he, and he alone, understood the situation.
And he�d fall flat on his face, which wasn�t so bad, but it would be the greatest catastrophe in human history.
Taylor winced.� It would take one of those damn Longknifes to foul up that bad, wouldn�t it?
Taylor considered interviewing some of the galleries and purveyors of fine foods, but dropped that line of questioning.� They would most likely only know that they had an order and that they were fulfilling it.� No leads there.
Again the agent considered the list of merchant marine officers that Leslie had given him.� Yep, they�re the most likely source of information.� They would have to know something about where they were going and why.
Taylor reeled his hook in.� Empty.� He rebaited it, putting six cubes on it, careful to have them loosely affiliated with the hook, and did another cast.� He leaned forward, eyes half on the water beneath him, half on his wrist unit as he flipped through the officers.
All had salient careers with the Star Lines.� They�d delivered the goods on time and at a profit.� None, Taylor noted, had any experience handling the extraordinary or uncommon.� They�d sailed the established trade routes and done the job.
If Alex Longknife thought these men could follow in the footsteps of someone like Kris Longknife, he was a fool.
However, it was very unlikely that anyone that made it to the top of his fortress of insecurity would tell him that.
Taylor looked over the list again, and found nothing new.� He rebaited his hook.� Eight cubes was all he had, and all the hook would take.� Another cast into the ocean void.
Who would I send into the void?
The large freighter would, no doubt, get experience captains and officers.� But what about the small tender?� Who would take it out?� Who would enjoy cloud dancing and, maybe, doing extra scouting?
Taylor went down his list again and found no one with command experience in a cruiser during the war.� No one with any experience in the little stuff.
My list is too short.
Taylor reeled in his hook, collected his gear and headed to the wash area.� Clean and done, he returned it to the rental.� None of the retirees there today were from the bureau.� He put five bucks into the tip bucket and headed for the bus stop.
Half his mind was on where he might find the missing skipper, someone to command the tender.� The other half of his mind, was, as normal, checking out his own situation.� There were the usual joggers and skaters.� Business men and women went from their last meeting to their next one.� Here and there, a couple strolled along, intent on each other.
A limo pulled up to the stop light.
The bus he wanted turned onto the street.� Taylor turned to watch it as it headed toward him.
Suddenly, a couple that he�d have sworn were too interested in each other to bother anyone stepped up to him.� The door in the limo opened and he was shoved into it.
He opened his mouth to scream, but a small prick at his neck did something and the day turned dark before he could get a sound out.

Chapter 11
Taylor came aware of his surroundings slowly.� Before opening his eyes, he took stock of matters and found them grave.
He was seated in a comfortable chair.� His hands were cuffed in his lap.� He could also feel restraints at his ankles.� In all likelihood, the two were chained together.
His first glace upon opening his eyes verified that.� He kept his chin resting on his chest and surveyed his surroundings through slit eyelids.
The room looked comfortable, in an expensive way.� The rug was white, the chair and sofa he could see were white leather.� The walls were a sterile white as well.
If they beat up on me, the blood will sure make a mess of the decor.
Taylor didn�t find his joke funny.
Arlen Cob sauntered into the room.� �Ah, sleeping beauty has awoken.� I feared I�d have to give you the required kiss.�
�It only works if true love is behind it,� Taylor said, dryly.� �But I would trouble you for a drink.� Water please.�
�I think that can be arranged,� and Arlen left the room.� A moment later he returned with an icy glass of water and a straw.� He brought the straw to Taylor�s lips and the agent sucked up half the glass in one gulp.
�Yeah, I�m told that stuff dries you out,� he said.� �There�s more cool stuff where that came from.�
�So you don�t intend for me to die of thirst.� Starve?�
�We intend to return you to your life, untouched by angry human hands, right about the time your leave runs out.�
�How nice, and, no doubt, after the ships have sailed.�
The security man�s smile was pure evil.� �I don�t know nothing about no ships.�
Taylor looked around the room.� �Comfortable place you got here.�
�We like to think it is.� In time, I think you�ll find it that way.� We can provide all kinds of amenities, once you understand that you aren�t going anywhere.� Why, I�ve even been given a cash allotment to give you so you can join in our poker game.� We really want you to think of this as a holiday.�
�And not a kidnaping?�
�Oh, you strike me to the quick,� Arlen said, raising his free fist to his heart.� �Such a strong word for folks that just want you to enjoy your holiday and not waste it poking your nose where it don�t belong.�
�Into what you don�t want me to know.�
�Six one way, half a dozen the other,� the security man said.� �Just so long as you understand that you are not leaving here for the next two, three weeks, we�ll get along fine.�
�And if I refuse your hospitality?�
�That would be a major mistake, Agent.� A major mistake.� We can do this the easy way, and you can join our poker game, swim in our pool.� Share the hot tub with some truly lovely gals that don�t own a swim suit among them.� Maybe share other stuff they got that you wouldn�t believe,� he said with a friendly leer.
All the friendly was gone in a blink.� �Or we can do this the hard way.� I got more of that shit we used on you.� We can keep you out for a long, long time.� �Course, I understand that it ain�t healthy for a man of your age to spend a couple of weeks in bed.� It could lead to embolisms and other messy stuff.� It�s your call.� Choose wisely.�
And with that, Arlen left the room, leaving Taylor to contemplate his sins, past, present and to come.
Alone, Taylor tested the boundaries of his imprisonment.� The cuffs on his hands were linked to his ankles with a chain that let him move a bit, but not enough to reach his pants pockets, assuming they hadn�t been emptied, and assuming he was carrying anything useful.
His leggings were not only chained to his cuffs, but had chains going to each leg of the chair.� His feet couldn�t move more than a centimeter or two to the right or left.
He managed to struggle to his feet.� He had to stand stooped over; the chain to his legs was not long enough to stand fully upright.� He tried to shuffle forward.
The chair would not move.� Whether it was just too heavy or somehow secured to the floor, it wasn�t going anywhere, and he with it.
He sat back down.� As much as he hated to admit that the security flake was right about anything, Taylor could already feel his blood pooling towards his feet.� Sitting, hour after hour, was not going to go well.
So, old boy, what do you do?� Have them deal you in, or what?
Taylor hated the question.� He hated the answer even more.
If he stayed here in the chair, the situation would remain static.� If he played along, he might get an opening.� Criminals always made mistakes.� If he played their game, he might get an opening.
But keep your pants on, old friend.� No doubt, they�ll have cameras around to capture anything worthy of blackmail.
Assuming they didn�t digitize him into a compromising position anyway.
From somewhere, the heavenly smell of steaks on a grill wafted through the room, and Taylor found it had been a long time since breakfast.
It was thirty minutes before Arlen returned.� �What�s it going to be?� Steaks fresh from the grill or a bottle of sugar water jabbed into your arm?�
Taylor scowled.� �I will escape.�
�I fully expect you to try.� You won�t,� had finality in it.
Taylor found himself freed from his chair and allowed to shuffle to the next room.�� A spacious kitchen and dining room had a table that clearly had been the center of a poker game only a few minutes before.� The three men now lounging around it had the distinct air of alertness and power. They also looked like they were very comfortable with the automatics that hung ready in their shoulder holsters.
One end of the room faced a expansive patio and pool.� Through large French doors, a fifth man brought in large platter with a huge steak, a baked potato slathered in butter and an ear of corn.� With a cautious eye, the armed cook set the steak before Taylor.
The agent eyed it hungrily.� �Do I eat it with my hands, guys?� Taylor asked.
The hard cases enjoyed a laugh and Arlen produced a steak knife with a serrated edge but a well-rounded end.� �You aren�t getting away from us,� his kidnaper said.
They waited for him to get fully involved with his steak, there was just enough play in the wrist restraints for him to eat if he bowed his head to meet the fork, before they went outside one by one to return with their own platters.� The table chatter was focused on the upcoming hockey championship.� Taylor followed the sports pages enough to make a few comments on the chances the Accomack Fliers would have against the Wicomico White Lightnings.
The book said it was a good idea to help your kidnappers see you were a human being like them.� Arlen might be saying he didn�t intend Taylor any harm, but the agent hadn�t heard that from the rest.
Besides, in a situation like this, things were always subject to change.
The steaks were hardly done when the girls arrived.� What little they wore didn�t stay on after a dip in the pool or the hot tub.� The kidnappers enjoyed their very available feminine gifts.� Taylor had to work hard to keep his pants on, not that that kept each of the girls from trying her hand at getting him into the fun.
�You know you want me,� each of them would purr, taking him firmly in hand.
�Thank you, but I think I�ll pass,� Taylor said, time after time.� No doubt they would produce a film of him fully involved in the orgy, but he wanted to be able to face his wife and say, �That is a fake.� I didn�t do anything of the sort.�
He also wanted to pass a Bureau of Investigation polygraph test.
While he was trying not to gawk at the live porn action around him, he studied what he could see out the window.� There were hills in his view.� His best guess was that he was in a house deep in the foothills to the west of Wardhaven.� He doubted they were all the way to the mountains.
With any luck, the recording of this, with him no doubt naked and flagrante, would also have some of the scenery.� His agents would be able to locate the house from that.
Assuming he survived long enough for them to attempt black mail, or whatever Alex Longknife intended to do to cover up this bit of kidnaping.
Through the carrying on, Taylor kept his eye out for an escape, but while a lot came up, an escape wasn�t one of them.� All through it, one of the guards was seated a meter or so from him.� Well out of reach for a lunge, something that would be worthless, anyway, in his shackled condition.� His guards never got close enough for him to make a grab for their gun.
�Isn�t it the pits when the bad guys hire people good at what they do,� Arlen said with a smirk when it was his turn to keep watch.
�Yeah, the boys like to play, and I make sure they get a good chance at it, but no, none of them is going to slack on the job.� We know what needs doing, and we do it.� For example, note your computer and burner phone,� he said with a wave of his hand to the counter where the contents of Taylor�s pockets lay spread out.
�We took the battery out of your computer and the chip and battery out of your phone.� Did it as soon as you were out cold in the car.� No locator is going to find you.�
Arlen walked over to the counter and picked up the batteries.� �We won�t be needing these, will we?� he said, and dropped them into a glass of water.
Correction, glass of acid.� The contents of the glass bubbled and the batteries dissolved.� Then the kidnapper added the phone chip.� �There, you can quit looking at your gear.� Even if you managed to hop your way over here, there�s be nothing you could do to make any of this junk work.� You�re screwed, even if you won�t enjoy the entertainment we�re offering you.�
�I will escape,� Taylor said, doing his best to make it sound ominous, thought he still had no idea how he might pull it off.
�In your dreams, boyo.� In your dreams,� Arlen said, his back to Taylor as his hands wondered through the agent�s pocket contents.
�My, now what is this?� the kidnaper said, raising a sphere to eye level.
�That�s a marble my father gave me.� I keep it as a kind of good luck piece,� Taylor said, lying through his teeth.� It was the sphere Trouble�s Tech mage had given him.� What it did, he still had no idea, but he wasn�t about to tell this bunch of criminals that.
�You, a hard headed type, believe in magic.� I think not.�
�My father died two years ago,� Taylor said, finding no problem telling this painful truth.� �It reminds me of him.� I roll it around in my hand when I have a tough call to make and ask myself, �What would dad do?��
�What do you know?� Someone who cares about his old man.� Me, I would have spat on his grave, but his fourth wife cremated him and kept the ashes on her mantelpiece.� She�s got a collection there, now.� Four husbands.� She would have hired me some girls for this, if I�d made her an offer.�
Taylor wondered how this bit of self-revelation would end up.� Not the rambling talk, but the fate of the sphere.� Arlen held it up to the light.� �It�s got all kinds of colors in it,� he muttered, then he put it in his own pocket.
�Ask me for it nice when we let you go and I may give it back to you.�
�You really want to add theft to kidnaping?� Taylor asked.
That got him a nasty face, but the head honcho pulled the sphere from his pocket and, carefully approaching Taylor from behind, slipped it into his left pants pocket.� �There, you happy?�
�Thank you,� Taylor said.
�You�re welcome.�
The sun was well down before the girls were sent packing.� They made a final attempt on Taylor but he managed to keep as much of his virtue intact as conditions allowed.� Arlen sent them on their way with a large bonus and then had his four henchmen see that Taylor was put to bed and shackled to it most securely.
One man was ordered to the comfortable chair Taylor had awoken in.� �We�ll trade off every two hours.� Don�t worry, Boyo, you won�t get lonesome.�
With not much to do, and little chance to do it, Taylor decided to let himself sleep.� They might kill him, but trussed up like he was, he wouldn�t be able to stop them.� He�d learned as a soldier to get his sleep when he could.� No use being tired when the chance came.
To Taylor�s surprise, he fell asleep rather quickly.

Chapter 12
He came awake to someone gently shoving his foot back and forth.
�Wakie wakie, boss,� came in Leslie�s delightful voice.
�Aren�t you up past your bedtime?� Taylor said, fully awake and alert to not only his subordinate laughing at his question, but a large number of uniformed, armored and armed men and women moving about the room.� One produced a pair of cutters and soon Taylor was free to sit up in bed.
�We�re hunting for the key to the cuffs and shackles,� Leslie said.
�What took you so long?� he grumbled, unable to think of anything better to fill the silent void.
�Well, we took a wrong turn twice, but other than that, I think we did rather well.�
�What�s it been, twelve hours since they snatched me?�
�You�re wife called me when you didn�t make it home to help the kids with their homework.� Boss, do you really think someone as old as you can keep up with the kids today?�
�No, but I like to think I can.� And then what happened?�
�Your boss declared you missing when I explained what we�d been up to.�
�I would have thought she�d say good riddance.�
�You wrong her greatly, boss, and be careful.� She�s in the next room.� Anyway, it was easier than we expected.� You know when you asked me to put a trace on those Merchant Marine skippers?�
�Yes.�
�Well, I put a trace on you, too.� Then double checked it when you pulled that acid briefcase joke on me.� Good thing I did.� We knew your computer, and I did a check on your burn phone, but we found a third trace on you.� Quiet little thing, something that showed up but we couldn�t do an ID on.� Still, where you went, it went, so we tagged it into our tracker.� You have any idea what it was?� Because the other two went dead after you left the fishing pier.� That one just kept on whispering �Here I am.� Come get me!��
�I�ll tell you about it later,� Taylor said, managing to wiggle himself out of bed while his hands were still cuffed and his feet still shackled.� Not having them chained together was almost wonderful.
�Here�s the key,� Rick Sanchez said, coming in the room.� �Boss, did you really get your ass into an orgy?�
�No,� Taylor said firmly, and maybe a bit primly.
�You know he didn�t Rick, we had him under surveillance before the entertainment arrived,� Leslie said, just as primly.
�Well, there�s a video running out there that shows him dipping his wick with the best of these thugs,� Rick said.� �I�m thinking of keeping a copy to keep me warm in my long bachelorhood.
�Destroy it.� Taylor said.
�Can�t,� Rick shot back.� �The big boss says it�s evidence.� We�ll match our video against theirs and call it conspiracy to blackmail.�
Taylor shrugged.� �The bigger book we can throw at them, the better.� How soon can I get Arlen in an interrogation room?�
�Ah, boss,� Leslie said, �you�re up to your neck in this case.� You can�t do the investigation.�
�This is not a case.� It will never see a judge,� Taylor said.� �It�s too hot to go that route.� It will be handled otherwise, for better or worse.� Now, let�s get down town and see how well Mr. Arlen Cob can sing.�

Chapter 13
The surroundings were familiar and drab.� A table.� Some chairs.� A prisoner in cuffs.� This prisoner was cool.� Arlen had been cool from the moment Taylor first saw him in the doorway of the Lost Dutchmen.
How do I break that ice?
Taylor nodded to his boss and subordinates, took the formal paper that his boss handed him, and went to beard the cool Mr. Cob.
In the interrogation room, Taylor crossed to the table and sat down facing Cob.
�We�ll make this short and sweet,� Cob said calmly.� �I want my lawyer.� He�ll be here in ten minutes, then we�ll begin a lawsuit that will have the bureau giving me its budget for the next five years.� Other than this, I ain�t saying a word.�
�Terrorist don�t get lawyers,� Taylor said just as calmly.
�You can accuse me of kidnaping you.� Nothing else.� And that will never go to court.�
Was there a hint of worry there?
Taylor pressed on.� �We�ll ignore the other charges against you for now. I don�t hold a grudge.� But you, me boyo,� Taylor had to admit he liked the slight involuntary flinch he got from Cob at turning that familiarity around, �are charged with aiding and abetting a terrorist.� Under the law, terrorists and their allies don�t get lawyers.�
�There�s no such law!� came in an explosion from Cob.
�Oh, but my bureau lawyers tell me there is.� An old, one might even call it ancient law, folded into the Society of Humanity�s judicial code from long ago, and, as it seems, left in our legal code from our days in that by gone society.� Yep, boyo, you�re a terrorist and will be tried under those codes.�
Cob was at a lost for words.� His lips moved, but nothing came out.� Finally he took a deep breath.� �I am no terrorist.� I�m not aiding and abetting any terrorist.� I don�t know where you dreamed that up, but you�ve got nothing like that on me.� Sooner or later, you�ll have to answer my employer, and then,� his confident smirk came back, �I�ll own your ass.�
�On the contrary.� You and your employer are involved in aiding and abetting terrorists.� To whit, delivering equipment and technology under the proscribed articles list for foreign sale to alien terrorists bent on the destruction of all humanity,� Taylor kept his voice as matter of fact as twenty years of work at the law allowed him.� He tasted the sound of his voice and found it good.
Cob had the smarts to blink several times after the charge was given him.� Then he shook his head.
�I don�t know nothing about no shipment of anything to aliens, or anybody else,� came out calm, but the �I swear to God,� showed he was taking the heat to heart.
�You were told to hold me for two, maybe three weeks.� Strange that.� Over the next two weeks, a large shipment of technical information, a library to keep it in and examples of quite a lot of restricted gear and machinery was due to be shipped up to the Nuu Yards.� In two weeks� time, a pair of huge ships fitting out there were also due to be completed.� Coincidence?� I doubt it.�
Taylor paused to let that sink into Cob�s thick skull.
�Those ships during construction were specifically modified from what you�d expect for conventional trade among human planets to specific conditions suitable only for going out to make contact with the space aliens Kris Longknife encountered in her circumnavigation of the galaxy.� With the cargo arranged for them and the technological information in them, those huge alien mother ships could beat a quick trail to our door.� You�ve seen the pictures of what those monster ships look like, haven�t you?�
�Yeah, I saw it.� Couldn�t miss if for the couple of days it was on the news.�� Cob was actually showing signs of being thoughtful.� �Ugly things.� I remember when it was just six battleships threatening to blow Wardhaven back to the Stone Age.�
The kidnapper�s eyes wandered off to the left wall of the interrogation room.� �People were pretty pissed about that.� That Kris Longknife was the toast of the town for a whole week.�
�It did wonders for her dad�s re-election, didn�t it?�
�Yeah.� Bunch of sheep,� Cob snapped.� Then seemed to think better of it.� �But this is still a political matter.� It�s gonna be settled by the Longknifes, not by sending me to jail.�
�You sure of that?� Even if we take it that you were just an uninformed pawn, you�re still up for kidnaping an agent of the Bureau of Investigations in furtherance of a conspiracy to provide critical secrets to the most God awful terrorists we�ve ever seen.� Remember those pictures of the mother ship?� Huge.� Imagine the mob of soldiers they�ve got.�
The prisoner gulped.� Hard.
�But you didn�t know.� Still, you won�t be seeing a conventional court.� You�ll be sentenced, probably for life.� You hear any stories about our prison on HellFrozeOver?� I understand they use the prisoners for genetic experiments.� Stuff too deadly or dangerous to risk anywhere closer to Wardhaven.�
Cob�s mouth opened, but nothing came out.
Taylor gauged the emotions running riot on his prisoner�s face.� Denial didn�t get much play time.� No, most of it was raging terror, descending in a vicious cycle from bad to worse.
It had been a long time since there had been any problem with terrorists.� Still, every couple of years there would be a spat of movies on the topic.� Each generation seemed to make the deeds of the terrorists more despicable . . . and the response of society more brutal and horrendous.
Taylor wondered which movies were playing in Cob�s mind.
�What can I tell you?� came out as little more than a whisper as the man�s stare fixed on the table.
Cob was broken.
�I want to know about ship captains.� Merchant ship officers.� Have you been involved in tracking any of them?� Do you know anyone who has?�� Taylor shot his words hard and fast, machine gun fashion.
Cob seemed to reel back in his seat.� He took two deep breaths before saying a word.
�Me, no, I got you,� came out more as spit than words.
�Who got the merchant marine officers?�� Taylor knew he was fishing in thin air, still he cast his hook, sure there was a bigger fish out there somewhere.
�Kittikon.� He got asked to check out some merchant skippers for the old man.� He thought it was scut work.� Nothing to it, except for one.� �Crazy shit coming out of the top floors,� he told me over a beer, two, no, three weeks ago.� They had him chasing down a skipper for the Star Line that had never sailed a mile in a freighter.� He thought maybe the old man was going senile.� The gal was a commander in the Navy.� A real hot rodder in her destroyer.� That mean anything to you?� was more a plea than a question.
�And where might I find this Kittikon?� Taylor asked.
�I don�t know.� I haven�t seen him much around the shop lately.� But then, you were keeping me kind of busy.� You got a lot of friends in high places.�
�And you reported all my comings and goings.�
�Yep, every one of them.� Well, all but that dame you met at the Galleria.� Who was she?�
�As you�re aware, I ask the questions, you answer them,� Taylor said, hardly willing to tell this man that he knew no more about this technical whizz than he did.� �I believe you may have been of some help, Mr. Cob.� I�ll see that something to eat is brought into you.�
�A steak with all the trimmings?� he said, slipping back into the something of the wise ass he�d been earlier.
�Not on the bureau�s budget.�
�Thanks for nothing.�
�It will be better than jail fare, I assure you,� Taylor said, and headed next door to consult with his boss and Leslie.
The young agent was already using her wrist unit to call up Mr. Kittikon.
�Employed by Nuu Security for the last ten years.� He seems to have gone up the organization with more than the usual speed.� No criminal involvement.� Not so much as a traffic ticket in our database,� Leslie reported.
�Can we track him?� the boss asked.
�No ma�am,� Leslie replied.� �I tried as soon as Cob here spit out his name.� Nuu agents usually stay on the grid, but this guy has been off it for, oh, the last three weeks.�
�So this problem has been developing for the last three weeks,� Taylor said.� �Since before Kris Longknife paid her visit to us.� She was right, this project has been underway for at least a month.� Likely from the time they changed the design of those two ships in the Nuu Yard,� Taylor said.
�So, we need to track someone off the grid,� the boss said.� She gnawed her lower lip for a long moment, then made her call.� �Agent Chu, you are authorized to access the Prometheus database.� I will have a letter added to your file from me authorizing this as soon as I can get back to my desk.� Get started on it now.�
Both Taylor�s and Leslie�s eyebrows shot up.� Prometheus was a project left over from the long ago Iteeche War.� It took in all the take from every camera on Wardhaven, both private and public, and collected it into one huge database.� Officially, no one had access to it.� Taylor had not even dared to ask to access it to track Kris Longknife, but had made due with the usual piecemeal data pulls that the authorities regularly used.
Prometheus was so off limits that officially, it didn�t exist.� Still, parliament regularly granted the small sums needed to increase the project�s storage servers the tiny staff of technicians needed to handle the new feeds that they kept adding to the project.
It was too powerful for anyone to use, but also too powerful for those in power to give up.
Taylor�s boss would be in very hot water when it was found she�d authorized its use.� Prometheus, being moribund, had no procedures for authorizing access.� No ones authority, not even the prime minister�s, included granting access to Prometheus.
No doubt, that topic would come up later.

Chapter 14
Two hours later, Taylor was wondering what all the excitement was about Prometheus.� It didn�t appear to be worth a damn.
Of course, part of the problem was that they were accessing data in the vicinity of the Longknife Tower.� Taylor had concluded that the tower would be the perfect place to pick up the trail of Security Specialist Kittikon.
He was very wrong.
In the recent past, while in hot pursuit of Kris Longknife, Taylor had gained some personal experience with the level of security at Longknife Tower.� He had not been impressed.
Now, the agent began to wonder if that atrociously poor quality was an intended feature rather than a byproduct of poor management or tightfisted folly.
The cameras feeding Prometheus went down time and time again, usually during the height of the business day.
Leslie had several recent photos of Security Specialist Kittikon.� After an hour of running it through the database, going back over everyone recorded entering the tower for the last six weeks, they did not have a single hit on him.
�Maybe if we back our search away from the tower�s cameras.� Get into territory where the cameras don�t go up and down like ping pong balls,� Leslie suggested.
So they backed the search out.� That gave them a lot more data to run through, both because it covered a lot more territory, and because it didn�t have gaping holes in the coverage
It was late at night, and they�d only done a week, when Taylor insisted they go home.� �The machine will have something to tell us tomorrow morning and that will be soon enough.�
He got Leslie to leave by asking her for a ride home.
His kids were delighted to see him.� His wife let them fawn over him for a long hour, even condescended to play a board game with them, then showed them off to bed and led him by the hand to their bed.
�You were missed,� she whispered, then showed him why he hadn�t taken all that much interest in the orgy by the pool.� When he came up for air, she cuddled close.
�Don�t you ever terrify me like that again.�
�I was never in any danger, love.�
�Don�t lie to me.�
�I wasn�t, really.� They intended to keep me out of circulation for two or three weeks, then turn me loose with the threat of releasing some very embarrassing pictures if I complained.�
�How were they going to get the pictures?�
�You can do a lot with computers these days.� Leslie told me the bureau had me on camera the entire time they had me.� I was a good boy.�
�No doubt you were,� she said, and pulled him close.� �You�re my good boy, remember that.�
�With moments like these, how could I not?� he said, and held her close until she began to breathe softly in sleep.
Only then did he shudder.
If he�d been held the entire two weeks, he had no idea how it might have ended.� Could he have stayed good?� If he had, would they have been happy to create their blackmail video or would someone have decided that a dead agent was worth the risk?
For the millionth time, he thanked any God listening that he had a team as good as his and a boss so understanding.
Somehow he fell asleep.
Next morning, it was the sound of his boys arguing with his daughter that woke him.� She was for a nutritious breakfast.� They were for something less so.� She won before he managed to make it downstairs.� She was rather proud of herself that she had fixed breakfast for the four of them.
�You�ll serve mom later, won�t you Dad?�
�Of course, dear.�
They seemed to linger at the door until he sent them on their way with a series of hugs and promises to be there when they got home, then he did prepare toast and applesauce for his slumbering wife.
Or not so slumbering.� She was waiting for him as he brought the tray upstairs.� Can a wife sexually assault her husband?
Is it assault if he is a willing participant?
It didn�t matter who jumped whose bones.� They leapt at the same moment.
He was late getting back to the office.
Security Specialist Kittikon was still eluding the mighty Prometheus.
�We�ve covered the area around the tower.� We�ve covered several of Alex Longknife�s other residences.� We�ve gone over all the major and most of the minor offices of the Star Lines,� Leslie said.� �Kittikon has not showed up at any of them in the last eight weeks.�
�When did you come in this morning?� Taylor asked.
�Early,� was the most specific any of his team would confess to.
Taylor pulled up a chair and stared out the window for a long minute.� Maybe two.� Well, at least five.
�Clearly,� he said slowly, �this Kittikon fellow does not want to be recognized.� Kris Longknife was not recognized when she crossed the space station to the elevator, or aboard it either, now was she?�
�Disguise,� Leslie said.
�That would be kind of admitting that you were up to no good,� Rick said.
�Clearly, he is not,� Mahomet concluded.
�So, what do we have to go on?� Taylor asked.
�His height,� Rick said.� �We could make some allowance for elevator shoes or a slouch.�
�And run it all again,� Leslie said, despair for the length of time clearly in her voice.
�But we�re not just after him, now are we?� Taylor said, posing the question.� �He had to be bringing in a skipper for that tender.�
�Two people,� Leslie said, slowly.
�Should we search for recent Navy destroyer captains now on the beach?� Rick asked.
�It would not do us any good,� Mahomet pointed out, �If Kittikon is in full disguise, so would he or she be?�
�So we hunt for two men.� Or a man and a woman.� No, two people?� Leslie said.
Taylor smiled as his prot�g� caught on.� �And we follow them out until they go into a rest room and come out different.�
�This is going to take a lot of computer power,� Leslie said.
�I�ll go talk to the boss.�
The boss did her best, but Taylor did better.� He used his new found in with a senior member of parliament to get access to the Ministry of Defense�s spare computers as well.
Still, it took a whole lot more time than they had.
A week later, Leslie bounced out of her chair and began doing a rather cute victory dance.� �Yes!� Yes!� I have her!�
�Her?� I thought we were after a him?� Rick asked.
�Yes, but he�s a her at the moment.�
�Explain,� Taylor said.
�Here we have two well-dressed matrons entering a lady�s room at a shopping emporium about a mile from Longknife Tower.� They never leave that room, not for the six hours until closing.� No exit.�
The team was gathering around to watch the action on the wall screen.� Even the boss seemed to have been called in.
�However, here we have two rather attractive young women leaving the facility, some fifteen minutes later.� They never entered it.� The computer spotted this discrepancy.� I had it check all the way back and forward through the day, then follow the matrons back to the tower, or as close as we could get to it before the cameras puked out on us.� They were in a taxi.� One of the better ones.� They left here in a town car.� Again, one of the better ones.�
�Is that Kittikon?� the boss asked.
�Allowing for the minor discrepancy in gender, the computer gives us a 39.58% chance it�s Kittikon.� That�s too low for us to normally get a hit on the search routine, but I lowered the threshold.� The other �woman� is as much a mystery.� She doesn�t cause a hit in any of our searches.� However, when I lowered the probability to 35%, I got 56 potential hits.� What�s interesting is that one of them is a former destroyer skipper.�
�Former?� the boss asked.
�Commander Megan Zloben was relieved of her command by her superior for the rather general reason of �loss of confidence.�� What does that mean, boss?�
Taylor made a face.� �It means her superior no longer had confidence in her ability to command the ship.�
�That sounds rather vague,� Leslie said.� �And not all that fair.�
�I have the file here,� Rick said.� �It says she failed to properly mentor her subordinates.�
�Gosh, boss,� Leslie said, eyes way too wide, �are you getting credit for making us a great team?�
�Something like that,� his boss said.� �It appears that this commander knows how to drive a ship, but not how to build a crew.�

�And she�s on the beach,� Taylor said.
�And a certain Alex Longknife is more interested in her driving a ship whether or not she drives her crew to drink.�
�He�s likely paying top dollar,� Mahomet pointed out.� �They can put up with a bit of� Captain Bligh.�
�So, where is she?� Taylor�s boss asked.
�The computer is tracking the two of them.� Their town car passed through several areas not under surveillance.� When we next see it, it�s taking on a new fare,� Leslie reported.� �I�ve got it working, ma�am.�
�You keep it working.� Taylor, you go home.� This was supposed to be your vacation time, remember?�
�My wife won�t let me forget.�
It was two days later that they finally tracked them to a small villa down the coast.

Chapter 15
Despite the massive array of force that followed them to the villa, Taylor persuaded his boss into letting him just walk up and knock on the door.� She did assure that two vanloads of�� select SWAT teams were just a short run away.
Taylor�s knocked but no one answered.
�Mr. Kittikon, Commander Zloben, I know you�re in there,� Taylor shouted.
No one still answered.
�I�m not going away.� You may open the door, or I will open it, but either way, it is time we meet.�
The security specialist opened the door a crack.� He was bare chested and in his undershorts.� Maybe gym shorts.
�I�m here alone.�
�Then you won�t mind me coming in to talk to you.�
�As a matter of fact, I do mind, and you may not come in.�
�Then I will share with you the search warrant I have to go over these premises.�
�You have no reason to get a search warrant.�
�Yes.� Your file shows you have a law degree.� However, I know a judge who lost her youngest daughter on the Furious under Kris Longknife�s command.� She has a most intense interest in seeing that her daughter did not die in vain.�
The door opened.� Taylor was led into a wide sitting room.� Commander Zloben was reclined on a leather couch in a most revealing tank top and even more revealing bikini underwear.
�Good morning, Commander,� Taylor said, taking a seat in a matching leather chair across from her.
�And you are?� she said, raising an eyebrow, but not coming to her feet.
�I am Senior Chief Agent in Charge Taylor Foile.� I have been on your trail for some time.� I am glad to make your acquaintance.�
�I don�t know why.� she said, waving Kittikon over.� He settled beside her and she proceeded to stroke him in a most salacious manner.
Taylor addressed himself to the security specialist.� �The ships are fitting out.� When is Commander Zloben taking command of the tender?�
�You seem to know a lot more about this than I do.� Why don�t you tell me?� he said, responding to her stoking by brushing aside the wisp of her top to begin stroking her erect nipple.
So Taylor told the two of them the story he had pieced together.� Several furtive and alarmed glances interrupted their affectation of foreplay to confirm Taylor�s suspicions.
He had guessed right.
�So, why don�t you tell me where the fleet is going?� Taylor concluded.� �I suppose we could hold the two Longknife freighters and the tender in port, but I suspect that those three ships are not the entirety of the foolishness.�
The commander pulled down the security man�s shorts and began fondling him in full view of the agent.
�Why should I tell you anything?� she said.
�Because, if these aliens run true to form, you and your crew will be dead in a couple of weeks if you don�t cooperate with us.�
The commander actually interrupted her sex play to eye Taylor.� �What makes you think that?� You haven�t told me anything I don�t already know.� I did watch the reports that came back with that Kris Longknife girl.� But as for these aliens killing me, you have not thought this through.� No, not at all,� she said, and returned her attention to her sex partner.
�What do you think I�ve missed?� Taylor said.
She didn�t even look back at him, but toyed like a cat with what was in front of her.
�I command a fast tender.� I refuel the ships when they need it, but that also means I can refuel myself any time I want to.� I�ve got almost unlimited range,� she said, and demonstrated it by roving her fingernails, claw like, over Kittikon�s thighs and chest and all in between.
�As I see it, when they meet up with the aliens, I hang well back.� If things go well, I�m in on the ground floor of a huge profit maker.� If it goes sour, well, I run,� she said, and ran her fingers up Kittikon�s chest, and back down.
�After all, someone has to bring the word back, and I figure I can run just as fast as that Longknife brat.�
�And the aliens will follow you back.�
�Did they follow her back?� the commander asked, and applied herself to her toy, who responded with a delighted moan.� �Let�s say, you�re right.� The aliens find out where we are from the freighter�s nav gear.� I still have a ship.� I�ve got several cute boys and girls in its crew.� I know some really wonderful desert planets that aren�t on anyone�s charts.� I set myself up fine.� Maybe I make a few trips out to get what we need.� Maybe I sell passenger slots on my ship to folks that want to run too.� I really don�t see a down side, mister-whoever-you-are.� Now,� she said, slithering out of her bottom, �you interrupted a nice roll in the hay.� If you want, you can stay and watch, but, please, be quiet.�
Taylor had interrogated a lot of criminals in his time.� He�d learned to use silence as a scalpel to cut through resistance and get to the cancerous tumor of crime.� Never had he been at a loss for words.
The total self-absorption and self-interest of this former Navy commander lolling in front of him left him speechless.
He let himself out.� Behind him, someone groaned.� Someone else laughed.
�Did what we think just happened actually happen?� came from Leslie in his earbud.
�It most certainly did,� Taylor whispered, as he made his way toward the Bureau�s surveillance van.� �You can send the SWAT folks home, unless they want to make it an orgy.�
�They�re taking a vote on that,� Leslie said.
Taylor adjusted himself before he entered the van.� Yes, he was intent on the mission, but he had eyes, and they were connected to a male brain.
�So, what do we do?� his boss asked.
�Rick, Leslie, monitor all communications from that house,� Taylor ordered.
�I would think they�d be otherwise involved,� Rick said.�
�We got a message coming out,� Leslie said.
�As I expected, the display was to discomfort me,� Taylor said.� �No doubt, it ended the moment I left the building.�
�Damn,� Leslie said.�
�Damn for what?� Taylor said.
�For something interruptus,� Leslie said, �and for the message.� It was just a squirt of something in code.� And it was addressed to a number that isn�t in our database.�
�The Bureau has every net number on the planet,� the boss said.
�Not this one,� Leslie countered.
�It must be nice to have produced and sold our planet�s communications security system,� Taylor said, dryly.� �No doubt there are several numbers not in our database.�
�I�m tracking that number,� Leslie said.� �It just made a call to another one.� It shot the same message out.� Oh, and that number also isn�t one we know about.� It�s going to another number.� This may take a while.�
�And, no doubt, the message is flashing faster than we are tracking it.� It will get somewhere well before we follow it,� Taylor said.
�No doubt,� his boss said.� �Any idea what it says?�
�If it says anything other than, �we�ve been found out,� you may have my pension,� Taylor said.
�I think you�re pension is safe,� she said.� �So, what happens now?�
�I suspect that a well laid plan will get sped up,� Taylor said.� �Rick, check out the orders that were placed for cargo.� How much has been delivered?�
�About half so far,� he reported.� �Oh, what don�t you know.� They�ve just begun to speed up the scheduled deliveries.� They�re also canceling anything that can�t be delivered by noon tomorrow.�
�That was fast,� his boss said.
�I suspect that our attention has not gone unnoticed,� Taylor said.� �I would bet that when we accessed Prometheus, a flag went up in Longknife Tower.� No doubt, this need for speed was not totally unexpected.�
�They�re moving,� came from the driver of the van.� Taylor stuck his head out of the back and got a view of the commander and Kittikon, now dressed in shirts and slacks, jumping into the car in the driveway.� In a moment, it gunned into the street and took off.
�Shall we follow them?�
His boss tossed the question to Taylor with a raised eyebrow.
�I suspect they�re headed for the beanstalk and from there to the Nuu Yards.� Leslie, check all those merchant marine officers you identified.�� How many of them are on the move?�
�About two dozen.� No, twenty-seven.�
�That�s an odd number,� Mahomet said.
Taylor frowned in thought, but his boss gave voice to the problem first.� �A lot of them moving, but none of them compromised.� How do we get someone to talk to us?�
�Usually, something comes up,� Taylor said.� �They are the bad guys.�
�But these bad guys are really good,� Leslie said with a frown on her usually optimistic young face.
Taylor�s commlink buzzed.� He tapped it.
�Agent Foile,� Member of Parliament Longknife said.
�Here, sir.�
�I just got a call from Annie Smedenhoff.� It seems her boyfriend has just been ordered up the beanstalk to join the crew of the Pride of the Free Market.� He was told something about the intended navigator being on a ship coming in but they want to sail now.� Annie�s in a panic.� She told him what she thinks the Prides are up to, and he�s not at all interested in going, but it seems to me that we need someone on one of those ships.�
�We most certainly do, sir,� Taylor said, smiling at Leslie.� She grinned back, made a fist and punched air.� �When does he have to be headed up?� the special agent asked.
�He�s been told he has four hours to pack.�
�Tell him, and Annie, to take all of the four hours.� I�ll see what I can do about arranging something.�
�You do that.� I�ve got to get going on something else.� The whole damn fleet�s out on maneuvers and there aren�t many available to tail those ships.�
�We don�t really want to be obvious on their tail, sir.�
�I�ve watched enough TV to know that, Agent.� You do what you can do.� I�ll do what I have to,� and he rang off.
Taylor found himself staring at the roof of the surveillance van.� The others stayed silent as he thought.
Then he tapped his commlink.� He called a number he had only used twice.
A woman�s voice answered him.� �You have problems, I see.�
�If you are following me, then you know I need to have someone get a message off a starship before it jumps out of the system, but no one must know it has been sent.�
�I think I have something at hand.� Meet me at the Galleria.� I�ll be waiting for you outside.
Things must be critical.� The woman blew her cover by being there, pacing back and forth, as they rolled up.� She jumped in the van and ordered.� �Head for the space elevator station.�
The van moved quickly through traffic.
�I have a ring,� the tech magician said without preamble.� �It will remember what it types.� It can burst transmit that memory with a simple command.� Three twists around the finger causes it to send.�
�So, how do we get it to the navigator?� Taylor�s boss mused.
�Rick and I could be a couple,� Leslie said, �with me headed up the beanstalk.� We could do a brush-by of the guy.�
Taylor shook his head.� �Both of you are Bureau.� They�d spot you and suspect anything you did.�
�We don�t have time to pull in an undercover team,� the boss said.� �And there�s no way to know which of our assets have been turned.�
�We could play it straight up,� Taylor said slowly.�
�Huh,� came from both the tech savvy woman and his boss.
Taylor eyed the technical magician.� �Can you get instructions on how to use that ring to the navigator without Alex�s gang knowing it?�
�Do bears connect to the net in the woods?� she said with a confident smile.� �But you still have to get him the ring.�
Now it was Taylor�s turn to smile.� He keyed his commlink to a very familiar number.� �Love, I need to ask a favor of you.� Could you meet me at the space elevator station?� I�ll be going up, and you may dump on me all of the anger that you have been kind enough to keep to yourself.�
�Are you asking for me to argue with you in public?� came back in a dangerously even voice.
�Yes, love.�
�That . . . will be a joy,� she said, and rang off.
�Is this a good idea?� his boss asked.
�I�ll tell you in a week,� Taylor said.
They returned to the bureau headquarters.� Shortly thereafter, Taylor took public transit to the beanstalk station.
His wife accosted him as he got out at the station.
�Where do you think you�re going?� was loaded with all sorts of prickle.
�I have a job up on the station,� he said evenly.
�You�re on vacation.�
�Right after I finish this.�
�That�s what you told me yesterday, and the day before that and . . .� the argument went on from there, getting louder and more explosive.� People took it in . . . and turned away, embarrassed for them.� No doubt certain security cameras were also taking it in and conveying it to interested parties.
Taylor did manage to get a few quiet words in.� His wife did not pause in her full harridan act, but acknowledged him with a slight widening of her eyes.
Taylor spotted Annie and a very nice looking young man.� They easily filled the all too familiar role in the station of lovers about be to parted, and very reluctant to do so.
Taylor slipped the ring into his wife�s hands during an attempt to hold her hand and calm her.� She slapped him with one hand as she slid the ring onto the small finger of the other.
Taylor waited until the flow of the crowd forced the two couple closer together.� He stayed on the far side of his wife from Annie and her boyfriend.� His wife chose that moment to turn away from him in full huff.
And ran right into the other couple.
The collision brought on a cascade of falling luggage and a flood of apologies, with several accusatory words and glowers aimed at Taylor for driving her into this personal accident.
Taylor did attempt to say a few words to the couple, but his wife talked over him.� When the two younger folks moved on, there was no ring on Taylor�s wife�s finger.
It was easy to tell, she was wagging one finger of that hand under his nose.� �You take your lame ass up that beanstalk and you better bring a lock pick home tonight, �cause I�ll have changed the lock.� And I�ll have a chain on the door anyway.�
�I have to go,� Taylor said softly.� Firmly.� Sadly.
They argued, standing there, impeding traffic, with her holding on tight to his arm and him saying he had to go until the very last warning of the ferry�s departure forced him to yank his arm away from her and flee at top speed for the boarding dock, leaving a very angry woman crying in his wake.
I wonder if she had any idea she�d be doing something like that on that long ago spring day when she said �I do�! Taylor thought as he just barely caught the departing ferry.
Taylor continued playing the senior agent for the trip up.� He encountered a full six of the Star Line merchant officers and tried desperately to suborn them.� In each case, he failed.
He followed the flow of merchant officers and sailors right up to the gate to the Nuu Yards where a grinning pair was waiting for him.
�You can�t go in,� Security Agent Cob said, putting a hand on Taylor�s chest and shoving him back with a will.
�Yep,� Security Specialist Kittikon said.� �You ruined my morning.� Now I get to ruin your day, month and year.�
�I�ll see that the Port Captain withdraws their authorization to sail,� Taylor snapped.
�You try,� both said with confident grins.
So Taylor tried.� It was amazing how much bureaucracy there was in a space stations port office.� So he pulled strings.� And found that for every string he was pulling on, there were a pair of six inch cables pulling the other way.
Taylor even resorted to trying to have the Navy defense batteries ordered to fire on the ships if they moved.� It turned out that the captain with the authority to do that was away from his desk and no one knew when he�d be back.
Clearly, a lot of Alex Longknife�s money had gone into getting those ships away from their piers.
At 12:30 local they sealed locks.� By 1:00 they were away and by 2:00 they were out of range of the defense batteries.
It was a well-played charade.� For those actually involved in it, Taylor hoped they�d live long enough to spend their bribes.� For himself, he hoped the ring and instructions worked as well as advertised.
He was back down the elevator and at his desk when Leslie jumped out of her seat at her desk.� �M-688,� she whispered.� �They�re going to M-688.�
Taylor called Member of Parliament Honovi Longknife with that information.
�That�s a long way away from here,� the Longknife scion said.� �I�ve got a squadron of heavy cruisers getting ready to take off after them, but I�m none too sure I can catch them.�
�What about calling Kris Longknife?� Leslie put in.� �The court is deliberating her fate.� If they don�t chop off her head, she might be able to do something.�
�How?� Mahomet put in.� �Even a Longknife needs a spaceship to chase starships.�
�Maybe she has one,� Leslie shot back.� �The school kids on Musashi have been raising money to buy her a ship and go see what the situation is on the planet she tried to save.� They�re having car washes and bake sales and all sorts of stuff.�
�Yeah,� Rick said.� �That ought to buy her a row boat.�
�Actually,� her brother said, �it might get her a bit more than that.� Mitsubishi is trying something new with Smart Metal.� Let me see if Admiral Crossenshield can do something there,� the Member of Parliament and the politician who stayed home muttered, half to himself.
Taylor found himself eyeing Leslie.� The charter member of the Princess Kris Longknife fan club was grinning from ear to ear.
Taylor set about finishing up loose ends, but his boss came in, took his hat and coat from the stand and handed them to him.� �You go home to your wife.� She did a superb job today.� I hope it was acting, but I have a bad feeling about it.�
Taylor took his offered coat, put his hat on his head and took the trolley home.
The lock had not been changed.� His wife met him before he had a chance to close the door with a warm hug and an even warmer kiss.
�That was most cathartic.� You must involve me in your work more often,� she said slyly.� �How�d the rest of your day go?�
�Better than some.� Worse than others,� he answered in his usual, noncommittal way.
And they might have made a good start on making it a very good day, but the kids chose that moment to storm in from school and the best part of the day had to be put off until later.
Much later, as Taylor held his slumbering wife, he mused on the fortune he had in his family.� He found his thoughts roving over what he had discovered of the ups and mostly downs of the Longknife family.� He shook his head and wished Kris Longknife better luck with family in the future than she seemed to have had so far in her young life.

Preview: Kris Longknife � Defender, by Mike Shepherd,
coming from Ace in October, 2013
Life is full of decisions.� It�s time for Kris to make some hard ones.

Chapter One
�That was what was about to attack Alwa?� Granny Rita said.� Once commodore of BatCruRon 16, she�d fought hopeless battles.� Still, her voice held dismay as she surveyed the wreckage of the alien base ship.
�It was about twice this size before we took some bites out of it,� Lieutenant Commander, Her Royal Highness, Kris Longknife said.� Herself no stranger to hopeless battles, she added.� �And we�re still quite a ways off.� It will get bigger.�
Rita Nuu Longknife Ponce, former commodore and captain of the battlecruiser Furious, was the recognized leader of the humans, and uniformly called Granny Rita by both the heavy ones, us humans, and the indigenous inhabitants of Alwa, who were either the People, or the Light People.
Granny Rita turned to translate to the delegation of six Alwans who had come out to see and verify for all the unbelievable story Kris had told their Associations of Associations.
Privately, Granny Rita called them the assembly the flock of flocks, but she�d warned Kris never to say that where any Alwan might overhear.
Kris listened as Granny Rita and the Alwans clicked and cooed with maybe one word in five sounding familiar to Kris.� It was a pigeon that they�d worked out over eighty years.
However, Nelly, Kris�s not-very-personable computer, was working on a translator for the two people.� Kris wondered if some of the peace that had been maintained for the last eighty years between the Alwans and the humans might have been helped by both sides� not fully understanding what the other side said.
When Nelly finished this effort, Kris would have to have a talk with her.
The six Alwans� movements were quick, almost jerky, as they moved around the forward lounge.� Their arms and hands waved.� Kris had a feeling that a couple of million� years earlier, the flock would have taken flight at this news.� Now, having given up most of their feathers as well as flight, they formed and re-formed groups of two or three, talking among themselves and rarely glancing at the view screen that showed the battered alien-invasion base.
This meeting was not being held on the USS Wasp�s bridge. The Alwans had taken in the intensity of the bridge crew at their work and immediately expressed distress to Granny Rita.� Kris had offered the Forward Lounge with it four huge screens.� Since Kris�s staff were all equipped with Nelly or one of her children, Kris was confident they could do anything that needed doing while letting the Alwans take in the familiar activities of humans eating, drinking and, in general, enjoying themselves in the familiar surroundings of a restaurant.
And now, thanks to the magic of Katsu�s wizardry with Smart MetalTM, Kris was able to separate the restaurant from her transferred Tac Center with a transparent wall.� Yep, Katsu-san could make Smart MetalTM clear as glass!
Kris missed him already, but Katsu said he had trained the Wasp�s ship maintainers as well as he could.� He wanted to get back to Musashi and his job at Mitsubishi Heavy Space Industry; his head was already full of ideas for making the next class of ships even better.� Thus, buzzing with new ideas, he joined the IMS Sakura for the long voyage back to human space.
Kris hated the idea that the Wasp was all by itself clear on the other side of the galaxy.� Still, there was no question folks back home needed to know that the sacrifice of their Fleet of Discovery had saved the world they fought for.� Even more, the strange planet they laid down their lives for had provided a home to a desperate group of humans.� Now, eighty years later, it sheltered a growing human colony.
That colony was led by the former wife of King Raymond of United Society (or United Societies depending on how you thought the new constitution should be interpreted).� Problem was, she had buried two husbands in the last eighty years on Alwa and was now mother to seven, grandmother to thirty-four and great-grandmother to 123.� That number was subject to change . . . often.
Kris herself was included among the great-grandchildren and had spent a full week meeting a big chunk of her half uncles, aunts, and cousins.� Still to one and all of the humans on Alwa, related or not, the former commodore was Granny Rita.
Surprises on top of surprises.� Kris could only wonder how the news the IMS Sakura carried would be received.
But for now, she had no time for Longknife family matters; a huge alien mother� ship loomed larger and larger on their screens.� Now the Alwans seemed mesmerized by its promise of death.� They huddled before the screen, eyes locked on it, only occasionally whispering something low.
�This isn�t good,� Granny Rita whispered to Kris.� �Once or twice, I�ve seen one group of them resort to confrontation to settle differences.� When one side is fully intimidated by the others�show of force, the weaker side would just hunkers down and surrender.� These folks don�t fight.� If you can strut yourself a good enough show, you win.�
�Can you get across to them that a couple of human ships smaller than this one chewed that monster up pretty good and only spit out this much?� Kris asked.
Granny shrugged.� �They�ve walked this ship.� They know its measure.� That . . .?�
�Maybe we should have shown them the two Hellburners we have amidships?� Jack said.� He was her chief of security, skipper of a rump battalion of Marines composed of a reinforced Wardhaven Marine company and a borrowed, and equally reinforced Musashi Marine company.
For all too brief time, they�d managed to be lovers.
At the time, they were a fugitives and Jack not in Kris�s chain of command.
Now Kris was back on the new Wasp and Jack was keeping her safe and both of them were keeping doors open whenever it was just the two of them alone.
Simply put, Navy regs on fraternization sucked bilge water, through a straw.� But Kris and Jack wore the uniform and followed the regulations.
Kris shook her head.� �The Hellfire missiles look pretty tiny.�� Though the few cubic millimeters of Neutron Star material weighed fifteen thousand tons, it was hard for anyone who hadn�t seen them in action to believe how destructive they were.
Again Granny was shaking her head.� �These folks have theater.� They really enjoy attending a show.� But their media is just for what is happening now.� They do not record their history.� Yes, some plays are historically based, but they really don�t have any concept of either battle, like you showed us, or of recording it for later review.�
�This isn�t going over all that well, is it?� said Penny.� Chief of Kris�s intelligence, she also stood double duty on the bridge as Defensive Systems.� On a ship that could convert your spacious stateroom into a footlocker and send the extra Smart MetalTM to armor the ship�s hide, it was a critical battle station.
Kris�s usual battle station was next to Penny�s, Weapons, putting the enemy in the crosshairs of the Wasp�s destructive lasers.� For the new Wasp, those included four long 18-inch laser rifles, usually reserved for a battleship.� The Weapons Division was still looking for a chance to show what they could do.
Everyone else on the Wasp was fervently hoping the Weapons Division would continue polishing their guns and wondering what they could do.� The Wasp was as far from human space as a ship could get.
She was also very alone now that the Sakura was gone.
Being far from any repair facilities and any help was no time to go looking for a fight.
On this Kris and her entire staff agreed.
But they did want to know what kind of damage they�d actually done to the alien raider�s base ship?� Just how good were the Hellburners at doing bad?
Inquiring minds wanted to know.
But carefully.� Very carefully.
�Nelly, how far has the hulk drifted from the jump point it was just out of when we hit it?� Kris asked her personal computer.� Nelly was much upgraded from the day she�d been given to Kris before she started school.� She was now worth at least half the value of the USS Wasp.� Nelly had condescended to give the Mitsubishi Heavy Space Industries Chief Engineer, Katsu, one of Nelly�s.� This had made up for the other half of the frigate�s cost not covered by bake sales and the donations of the schoolchildren of Musashi.
�She was accelerating away from the jump point,� Nelly said, �at about half a gee.� Then we hit her hard in the rump and that must have accelerated her more.�
�I agree with that,� said Captain Drago, from the bridge.� Hired by the Wardhaven Intelligence Service to captain the Wasp under a contract that had more to do with King Ray wanting to somehow save Kris from making all of the worst mistakes he�d made as a junior officer, Drago hadn�t kept Kris from taking on the giant planet murderer that tumbled and rolled in front of them.
Old men�s plans for young people don�t always work as they wished.
�Captain,� Kris said, �you can call me paranoid, but I�d like to approach the hulk so as to keep it between us and anything that might suddenly pop out of that jump.�
�Paranoia had kept a lot of Longknifes alive,� Granny Rita said.
�Adjusting course,� Captain Drago said.
�Nelly, how much of the Wasp�s Smart Metal TM do you want to use for explorer nanos?�
�As much as Penny will let me, Kris.� I�ll be controlling them with all the self-organizing matrix that I haven�t yet used for my next child.�� In half payment on the Wasp, Nelly had swapped one kid to Katsu, with solid overrides if he, or his father, should ever try to duplicate her child.� Having lived with Kris for twenty years, Nelly came by her paranoia honestly.� Nelly�s price for that one had been enough matrix to birth three more children to replace those lost on the long, dangerous flight from this battle.
She�d only granted two of the new personnel on the Wasp the honor of working with one of her children.� That left one yet unborn.� Nelly was willing to divide that matrix up and share it out among the exploration drones to give them top-notch guidance for their study of the hulk.
That still left the basic question.� How much Smart MetalTM would there be for her matrix to fly?
Penny took a while to talk to Mimzy, her own computer and one of Nelly�s offspring.� �Kris, I�d like to shrink the Wasp down to Condition Baker.�
Under Baker, the �love boat� proportions of Condition Able became a bit constrained.� Unused spaces shrunk or vanished.� The reaction mass tanks that had given up a part of their contents on the way out here would be resized.� All that spare metal would be moved to the outer hull of the Wasp to form a reflective surface and a honeycomb through which cool reaction mass flowed.� This sandwich of armor should protect the Wasp from laser hits as good, if not better than the six-meter-thick ice armor on heavy battleships.
�I concur,� Captain Drago said.� This meeting with the Alwans might not be taking place on the bridge but clearly he was following it very closely.
He was, after all, the captain.
�Mimzy,� Penny said, �announce to all hands that we will be going to Condition Baker in one minutes and that we may go to Condition Charlie without further notice.��� Charlie was worse than Baker, but not as bad as Condition Zed.� When Zed was ordered, people�s quarters were compressed down into a few lockers and the entire rest of the room vanished.� The same went for the scientist�s research labs.
Boffins had complained loudly about Condition Zed.� The scientists had been shown the fine print in their contracts and reminded that they were all subject to activation as reserve officers, and as such, would follow the proper orders of their duly appointed superiors.
The scientists still complained, but they knew it wouldn�t matter if ever Captain Drago, Kris or Penny ordered Condition Zed.
Around Kris, the Forward Lounge began to shrink.� Empty tables melted into the deck.� Folks in the middle of their dinner found their table and chairs moving closer together, as empty places vanished away.
All hands went through this drill once a week for Baker and once a month for Zed.� Folks kept right on eating, drinking, and when a new couple came in, the lounge expanded to provide them a table.
The Alwans were still fixated on the wreck ahead; they failed to notice what was happening around them.
�Princess, my boffins have noticed something strange about the wreck,� came in the calm, aristocratic voice of Professor Joao Labao.� He was on sabbatical from the University of Bras�lia and senior administrator of the 250 scientists aboard the Wasp and the reason the frigate could honestly claim to be a research ship.� �Have your examinations identified anything different between the right and left sides of the aft end of the hulk?�
�That�s a negative,� came from Senior Chief Beni.� He�d come out of retirement to have �a shot at them that killed my kid.�� �I�m getting no radio readings from that hulk.� The reactors are dead.� Anywhere you look on the electromagnetic spectrum or radioactive scale, she�s as dead as Caesar�s ghost.�
�I would most certainly agree with you, Chief,� the professor said.� �It�s our optics that are giving us cause for second thoughts.�
�Pass them through to me in the Forward Lounge,� Kris said.
�And me on the bridge,� the skipper spoke over Kris.
The rolling, tumbling hulk had been getting closer.� Now, using the powerful optical instruments usually reserved for deep-space research, the aft end of the blasted wreck jumped into clear definition.
Bits of hull and I-beams were twisted like a child�s strand of candy.� Other thick hull strength members were nearly broken through.� Some hung by a thread and did their own dance as the ship waddled through space.
�We hit it hard,� Kris muttered.
The Alwans had broken from their fixation on the huge ship and now were once again moving quickly among themselves, talking rapidly.
�I think,� said Granny Rita, �that they are now impressed with what you can do.�
That was good, because the picture then changed.
The professor took up the narration.� �What you were looking at was the left end of the aft quarter, portside aft to you Sailors.� What you�re now seeing is the right side, starboard aft quarter.� Notice the difference.�
There was still clear evidence of damage.� But much of the beams that had looked knocked about like jackstraws on the other side were gone.� The picture zoomed in further.
�We think someone has been cutting away at that wreckage with laser welding torches.� We�ll need to get in closer.� Have nanos take a good look at the cut, but that side of the ship does not look like we left it, of that I am sure.�
�All hands, battle stations,� Captain Drago�s voice announced on the 1MC.� �All weapons, report when you are manned and ready.�

Chapter Two
Around them, all hands beat to quarters.� The Forward Lounge became suddenly vacant.
And the Alwans looked ready to climb the walls.
Granny Rita did her best to calm them, but the idea that they were about to be in a fight to the death was having a very erratic impact on their behavior.� Some ran around.� Others froze in place.� At any particular moment, with no particular rational, the runners would freeze and the statues would take off running.
They did a lot of clicking whether they were running or not.
Jack was suddenly at Kris�s elbow, just in case any of the crazy birds failed to notice she was in the way of their mad running.
�What do you do with them?� Kris ask Granny Rita
Still, without a word from Jack, she fell back to the wall well out of the way of traffic.� Jack gave her a smile that said, �Thank you, love for not making me have to fight with you.�
Granny Rita gave the two of them a look that said . . . nothing to Kris.� It did make her fidget.
Then Granny Rita shrugged.� �I don�t know.� I�ve never seen them like this.� As I said, they don�t fight among themselves.� They resolve conflicts by impressive displays.�
�How�d something like this ever rise to the top of the food chain?� Jack asked.
�You haven�t seen them feeding,� Rita said.� �I�ve seen them bite strips of meat off a living, running beast.� But fight among themselves.� Never.�
�So how did you establish that the Heavy People were not prey?� Penny asked, watching the show with the native curiosity of a natural-born intelligence officer.
�Our Marine detachment put on a very impressive display.� They also killed a few prey beasts, publicly butchered them, and held a BBQ.� The Alwans discovered they liked cooked meat.� We did what we had to make friends,� Granny Rita finished vaguely.
The battle-stations Klaxon went silent.� That had a settling effect on the Alwans.
�Lieutenant Lien,� called Captain Drago.� �Please set condition Charlie as quickly as you can.�
Drills had shown that having the ship changing shape while all hands were racing to be someplace else was not a good idea.� Now, with all hands where they were needed, getting more armor to the ship�s hide became a priority.
Penny announced, �We are setting Condition Charlie.� All hands stay put until I report the condition established.�� After a pause, she added for just those close at hand, �Mimzy, set Condition Charlie.�
�Daughter,� Nelly added, �call on as many of your brothers and sisters as you need to make this go quick and clean.�
�Yes, mother,� Mimzy said in a voice Kris had practiced before a mirror when she was thirteen.� �All right, crew, you heard mom, let�s make this happen shipshape and Bristol fashion.�
Behind them, bottles at the bar folded themselves up into cases as what was left of the lounge floor rolled itself up.� The glass wall vanished as the small part of the lounge Kris was using suddenly was backed up to the non-airtight doors that had been fifty meters away a few seconds ago.
The Alwan�s watched wide eyed.
�Condition Charlie is set throughout the ship,� Penny announced moments later.
Captain Drago followed that announcement with one of his own.� �The Blue Team is relieved from its battle stations and will don high gee stations.� When they report back to their stations, the Gold Team will do the same.�
�Blue, Gold team?� Granny Rita asked.
�I�ve told you about how handy Smart Metal is,� Kris said.� �This ship can handle gee forces way beyond what the Mark I Sailor can.� So we�ve got a new high gee station, made of Smart Metal, to help us keep from splattering ourselves all over the deck as we honk the ship around to avoid getting hit.� In combat, the Wasp never follows any course for more than three or four seconds.�
�Two,� Nelly put in.
�We dodge around a lot,� Kris went on, �and the gee stations let us do it.� The armor is there, but it�s better not to get hit.� The problem with the eggs as we call them is that they fit you like a second skin.� Once, for political reasons, I had to go into an egg wearing undress whites.� I was black-and-blue from the belt buckle, the clutch backs on my ribbons and my shoulders.� Ugh.� The standard uniform in an egg is buck naked.�
�Oh.�� The old lady�s eyes lit up.
�Granny. We all look like a collection of Easter eggs from the outside, boys and girls alike.�� There were certain aspects of Granny Rita�s outlook on life that Kris found a bit hard to understand.
Now Granny shrugged.� �It sounds like a young person�s way of fighting.�
�Most of our crew members are under thirty,� Kris admitted.
�So, what are you going to do about us?�
The ship�s pharmacy had a small supply of antiaging pharmaceuticals.� After all, Cookie, the cook, was well over a hundred as were several of the restauranteurs.� Granny Rita had been glad to have her arthritis cured, her bones strengthened and her arteries cleaned.
Still, knocking her around at high gees was not what Kris wanted to do to her new found great-grandmother.
And the Alwans!� Though their bones were more solid than they had been when they flew several million years ago, the odd were quite high that a battle might have Kris returning the six delegates looking more like boneless chicken than spokespersons for how much Alwa needed human aid.
�Nelly, do you have the specs for the water tanks the Iteeche used to survive the last battle?�
The Iteeche Empire, some eighty years ago, had almost made the human race extinct.� Just ask any veteran.� Just ask Granny Rita!� It was Iteeche Death Balls that had got her into a running gun fight, them gunning, her running, that she hadn�t been able to slow down from until she was on the other side of the galaxy.
Only recently had Kris had a chance to talk to some Iteeche and discovered that their veterans were proud of how they�d saved their people from annihilation by the humans.� During the Voyage of Discovery that had resulted in the shootout with the wrecked base ship they were coming up on, Kris had three Iteeche aboard.
�Of course I have the tank designs stored in my bursting innards,� Nelly snapped.� �I can knock out seven of them, one for Granny and six for the Alwans.� I suggest you use your normal Tac Center.� That way, Granny Rita can follow the battle or we can show pleasant scenes from around human space to relax the Alwans.�
�Do that, Nelly.�
�You�ve had Iteeche aboard?� Granny Rita said.
�It�s a long story, but the only reason I came out here and found you and that,� Kris said, nodding toward the hulk, �was because they were losing scout ships and came asking for our help.�
�So we made peace.� I kept telling Ray he should do more to find a way to stop all the killing.�
�We can talk about this later,� Kris said.
�Yes.� Are you expecting a fight, now?�
�Yes, no and maybe.�
�You can ask a Longknife a question, but you better not expect an answer,� Granny Rita said with a sigh.
�I don�t expect a fight,� Kris said, expanding on her initial cryptic reply. �You notice that none of us here are rushing to our battle stations. However, we now have evidence that someone has been mining this wreck.� Are they its former owners or someone we haven�t met yet?� We�ve run into these raiders four times.� Three times they started shooting.� We managed to run away the other time.� Tell me, Commodore, wouldn�t you be at battle stations?
�No question about it.� Those water tanks you were talking about.� You want me to get me and my friends into them now?�
�No, we�ll wait.� All this drill may be for nothing.� Kris said, then switched topics.
�Nelly, I want to survey that hulk as fast as we can.� I also want to make a change in your nano allotments.� We�re going to tuck ourselves in just as close as we can to the wreck, with it between us and the jump.� I want a belt of sensors around the hulk focused on the jump.� Anything comes through that jump, I want to know.�
�I was already working on just such a sensor array, connected with tight-beam communications,� Nelly said.� �However, how fast we can examine the hulk will depend on how much Smart Metal Penny lets me have.� Penny?�
�The Sakura transferred a lot of supplies to us before she left,� Penny said.� It had also donated an 18-inch laser rifle that the Wasp now had pointed aft.� Smart Metal TM, used to its maximum, was a delightful and flexible material.� �They also stripped out a thousand tons of Smart Metal and transferred it to us.� I�ve been using most of it for armor.� Nelly, if I gave you a hundred tons of the stuff, would that be enough?�
�Perfect,� the computer said.� �Now, Mimzy, let�s get to work giving the boffins something to look at and making sure that jump point is under constant observation.�

Chapter Three
 The four huge screens in the Forward Lounge were now showing sixteen different pictures as the nanos spread out through the wreck.� Or, more correctly, fifteen pictures of the wreck and one picture of blank space.
 The jump point was blessedly unemployed and Kris fervently hoped it would stay that way for a long time.� A very long time.
�You don�t have to keep glancing at the jump point, Kris,� Nelly said.� �I and every one of my kids have it under constant observation.� If it burps out so much as a grain of sand, you will know.�
�I know, Nelly, it�s just a human thing.�
�A Longknife thing,� both Jack and Penny said at once.
Granny Rita just grunted.
The nanos were starting from the blasted aft section, and moving inward.
Of the engineering spaces, nothing remained.� The two Hellburners that hit there along with the corvettes lasers and smaller antimatter torpedoes, had only started the damage.� The hundred or more thermonuclear reactors that powered the huge rockets had lost their containment systems, freeing superheated plasma to add more destruction to what the humans started.
A third Hellburner had hit farther forward.� There had been reactors there, too.� Reactors that powered the ship and the uncounted lasers that dotted the ship�s surface.
Amidships, shock, whiplash and torque added to the destruction.� They came across gaping holes in the middle of the ship that appeared to have been caused by reactors that lost their containment fields when their superconducting magnetic containment systems failed.
Kris revised her estimate of the bite they�d taken out of the monster.� Her original guess was they�d blown away thirty to forty percent of the base ship.� Now it looked like more than half of the ship was wrecked.
�It must have been pure hell aboard this ship,� Granny Rita said.
Kris nodded.� �Still, even as it was blowing itself apart, it was shooting too many lasers to count at our battle line, blasting hundred-thousand-ton battleships with six meters of ice armor into hot gases in only seconds.�
Even Penny was shaking her head.� �I wish I could feel some sort of sympathy for those who suffered through this.� But Kris and every human ship around had done everything they could to open communications.� And the aliens just came out shooting every single time we ran into them.�
Granny Rita did her best to translate all this to the Alwans.� They now stood still, alone, not in any group, in stunned silence.
Kris wondered how much of this they were really getting and how much was being lost in translation.
Nelly, are you getting any of this?
Kris, as best I can tell, the Alwans don�t believe us.� They can�t believe that these aliens did not talk to us.� I think one of them said something about how can anyone put on a courtship dance without crowing.� I could be way off on the translation.
That�s okay, Nelly.
Kris had yet to get around to telling Granny Rita about Nelly Net, the ability she and Nelly had to talk directly to each other and to talk to anyone who had on one of Nelly�s kids.� There were a lot of things they just hadn�t had time for, Kris told herself.
�We�re getting some interesting stuff,� came from Professor Labao.� �We�ve only done a small part of the search but we haven�t found a single body.� Not even a skull.� It�s too soon to tell for sure, but it looks like someone went over this entire ship and removed every dead body, body part or blood smear.�
�That�s what we found on the planet they murdered,� Kris told Granny.� �No grave yard.� If it wasn�t for three women murdered and their bodies hidden among all the native ones, we would have nothing on that bunch of murderers.�
Granny made a face.� �Beasts that they are, they seem to revere their dead.�
�That, or they want to use them for reaction mass,� Jack growled.
�We think we�re finding hydroponic gardens as well as vats for growing proteins. The vegetation is very dead, the tanks and vats are drained,� the professor added.
�See if we can get any residue,� Kris ordered.� �It would help to know if they recycle their dead in the hydroponic tanks and what kind of vat meat they ate.�
�We�re on it already,� the professor answered.
�We�ve just found something else interesting.� It looks like someone dug a hole into the wreck so they could get out the reactors that hadn�t blown,� said Professor Labao.
One screen went from four windows to just one.� Yes, there was a huge tunnel into the wreck.� Nanos following it found evidence of undamaged portions of the ships, but some large chunks had been hastily removed with welders torches.� There were a lot of thick power cabling leading out from those holes.
�Best bet,� the professor said, �is that reactors and their superconducting containment gear were hauled out through this hole.� It�s about the most expensive gear aboard a ship.� That and its weapons systems.�
�Is there evidence of the lasers being taken out?� Kris asked to anyone listening on net.� �Also, have we found the bridge?�
�The forward section of the ship took a lot of damage.� This monster and her baby monsters might have been slaughtering the battleships, but we humans were getting our licks in too,� came with a touch of pride from Captain Drago.
�This is a huge ship, Your Highness,� Professor Joao Labao said respectfully but firmly.� �Rome was not built in a day and we will not plumb its secrets in an afternoon.�
�Well, so far you�ve got plenty to interest me,� Kris said.� �Have your boffins get the nanos collecting as much data as they can, because I don�t intend to spend a day here waiting for whoever has the salvage contract on this mother to wander back through that jump point,� Kris said.
�I couldn�t have said it better myself,� Captain Drago said.
�Your Highness, we have something I think you will find very interesting,� the professor said, as if to placate an irascible princess.
Smart man.
�I have seen that video of a huge choir addressing an even larger audience, followed by a lone man giving quite a long harangue to his listeners.�� The subject video, picked up while the USS Hornet was running for its life showed up in a small window.
�I think we have found the room.�
The screen that had been showing the huge tunnel now switched to show a massive auditorium.� No, from the fine decorations it was more like an opera house.� There was statuary, usually of the same man in an heroic pose and white columns along the walls separating box seats that looked quite plush.� The common people, however, were packed in row upon row, balcony atop balcony.� The aisles were narrow to allow room for more seats.
�To fill as many seats as those with only aisles that size, I�d have to march them in, like Marines,� Jack said.� �I�m not even sure my line troops would put up with that kind of regimentation.�
�Lots and lots of people, marching in lockstep,� Kris said.
�You told me,� Granny Rita said, �about one ship you blew up after it attacked you being filled to the gills with people.� It looks like they filled a monster ship like this just as tightly.�
�We are looking into what we think are the crew quarters,� the professor said.� �I�ve heard of places on Earth that pack the unemployed into cramped public housing, but this is something entirely different.� There�s barely room to slip yourself into a bed from a narrow passageway.� No privacy.� Just stacks and stacks of beds.�
�Huge numbers of people who just want to kill us,� Penny said.� She had argued the hardest against Kris launching her tiny command into a battle with so little intelligence on the target.� Now the look on her face bore the sadness of the ages.� �How are we going to kill all these people?� she finally said.
�They�ve got to talk to us before we have to do that,� Kris insisted.
�Kris Longknife, an optimist?� Jack said with a bit of a grin.� Jack was the only man alive she�d let get away with something like that.
Still she elbowed him in the ribs.
He put both hands up in surrender and retreated behind a wide grin.
Granny Rita gave the two of them the eye, and they sobered quickly and returned to the problem at hand.
�Kris, could we get a better look at the ceiling of the place?� Nelly asked.
One of the nanos dutifully began scanning the overhead.� It took several seconds before the immense ceiling was resolved into a single picture.
�Dots, lots of dots,� Penny said.
�In a random pattern,� Kris added, stroking her chin.
�If that thick belt of dots isn�t the Milky Way then I�ve never looked at a star chart in my life,� Granny Rita said.
�Professor,� Nelly said. �I need to combine several of the nanos in the room and close by to it.� I want to get a full coverage and very exact copy of that picture.�
�What are you thinking, Nelly?� Kris asked.
�I think someone went to a lot of trouble to put a very exact sky on the ceiling of this very large room that they regularly filled with people.� Kris, have you heard of the Sistine Chapel?�
�We did take art history in college, Nelly.�� Kris said sarcastically.
�Yes, but I could never tell how much you were paying attention and how much you were just using me for an easy A.�
�Nelly, what happened to you being polite?� Kris asked.
�Auntie Tru is on the other side of the galaxy and there�s no way you can threaten to take me in for her to look under my nonexistent hood.�
Kris was beginning to wonder who else might be taking advantage of their being so far from home that the threat of sending them dirtside was very much out of the question.
�Tell me, Nelly,� Jack said, �I didn�t take art history in college.� Why is the Sistine Chapel so important to our present conversation?�
�You did too take art history,� Nelly snapped.� �I have access to all your records, I will have you know, Jack.�
�Nelly, get back on topic,� Kris snapped.
�The Sistine Chapel was a place of worship.� It was decorated with some magnificent art work for the instruction and edification of those attending services there.� The pope in charge at the time spent a lot of money to have that ceiling painted, although he had a war on and paying the painter was regularly a second priority to paying his army.� Anyway, I wonder if this is not such a special artifact.� I am merging several nanos so that I can get a high-definition recording of not only the precise relations of the stars to each other, but also any color texturing the stars have.�
�You think this might represent the night sky over a unique planet?� Penny said.
�I think it�s possible.
�Let me know as soon as you finish that, Nelly,� Kris said.
�Yes, your not so smart Highness,� Nelly said, her voice more smug than any computer had a right to be.
�Alert, Alert,� Nelly�s voice came in a totally different tenor, and it came over the entire 1MC.� �A ship has just exited the nearest jump point.� Ship matches the profile of one of the smaller hostile ships.� Just four or five hundred thousand tons of crazy kill you.�
The bong-bong of the battle-station Klaxon went off.
�This is no drill.� Man your battle stations.� All hands, man your battle stations.� This is no drill,� resounded through the ship.

Chapter Four
�Bath time,� Kris yelled as she yanked the door open and led the way out of the truncated Forward Lounge.� Jack was at her elbow.� Granny Rita led the Alwans, who once again looked like they wanted to take flight.� Penny followed up the rear, doing her best to shoo along any who tarried without actually touching them.
Alwans did not like to be touched.� At least not by Heavy People.
That was something Kris hoped Nelly�s translator would explain.
Assume they survived the next few minutes.
Behind them, the last vestige of the Forward Lounge melted away, as did the passageway they trotted down just as fast as they left it.
The Wasp was moving to protect herself.
�The jump has spit out a second ship.� Same type,� Nelly announced.
The distance from the Forward Lounge to Kris�s Tac Center just off the bridge was a surprisingly short gallop.� The water tanks were there, already filled and lids hanging open like waiting coffins.
The Alwan�s balked.
�They�re claustrophobic,� Granny Rita said.� �I�d better show them how.� Is it better not to go into the tank clothed?�
�The Iteeche never wore clothes.�
In a moment, the old girl was down to the buff and climbing into the tank.� She was clicking and cooing at the others.�
She�s telling them that if she can do it, so can they, Nelly told Kris.� I�m pretty sure of that translation.
Five removed what little they wore and went, reluctantly, into the tanks.� The sixth balked.
He says we�re all going to die, Nelly reported.
�Granny, you tell him that these are the prey we hunt.� Yes, they are bigger than us, but don�t the Alwans hunt prey bigger than any one of them?
Granny just told him that and that if he didn�t go into the tank, he will be dead meat and disgrace his tribe.
The Alwan went.
Kris, Jack and Penny gave the tank residents breathing masks and waited as they verified that they worked, then they sealed them in, locked them down and let the tanks top themselves off with water.
There was a lot of chatter; the air masks had mikes in them.� Granny Rita�s last words to Kris were �You better get your bare ass into your egg, honey.�
Kris raced for her quarters.� Again, they were much closer.� Abby was waiting her, already stripped.� She helped Kris skinny out of her uniform and into her egg, then, as Kris rolled out for the bridge, Abby settled into hers.
�A third ship just joined the other two,� Nelly reported.� �They are starting a slow, quarter-gee approach to the wreck.�
Kris rolled onto the new Wasp�s bridge.� It was just like old times.� Captain Drago held the command chair.� Penny was at Defenses.� An older Chief Beni was at sensors, assisted now by a shy female chief from Musashi.� The woman on Navigation was also Musashi Navy; Kris had not had a chance to get to know her like Sulwan Kann.
�Warning to all hands.� We are taking the ship to Condition Zed.� We are going to Condition Zed on my mark.�� Penny waited a few seconds in case anyone had a strong objection, then announced.� �We are setting Condition Zed.� Don�t expect anything you�re holding on to to be there in a second.
Since everyone was already in their egg, they shouldn�t be holding on to anything.
The bridge shrank.� The skipper, Kris and Penny were almost rubbing elbows.� The overhead was a good half meter closer.
The only thing that didn�t change was the main screen.
It was still there, showing death coming for them in living color.
�Sensors, anything new?� Captain Drago asked.
�Nothing sir.� They match both the visual and electromagnetic signature of the hostile raiders.� Their reactors match to the third decimal.� They�re radar is active and they are pinging the hulk.
�Oh, that was rude,� the senior chief added.� �They just lased a small meteorite.�
�So much for just drifting up on them again,� Captain Drago said.
That ambush had worked once.� They couldn�t expect it to work forever.
�Any suggestions, Your Highness,� the skipper asked.
�They�re out of range of even our 18-inch laser rifles.� But they�ll have to flip ship to start deceleration if they intend to match orbit with this hulk giving us some up-the-kilt shots at their reactors.� Let�s see what happens then.�
They waited.� Waited for something to happen.� Waited for the enemy to make a move . . . to make a mistake.
While doing their best not to make one themselves.
�Edge us in closer to the wreck,� Captain Drago ordered.
The helmsman obeyed, but it was no easy job.� Even half-destroyed, the hulk was huge, with a gravity well of its own.� If Kris and the skipper hadn�t decided to keep the Wasp on the side of the hulk away from the jump point, the natural thing would have been to go into orbit around the wreck.
The helmsman had been working against the nature of things and the laws of physics.� Now he worked against them even more.� The navigation jets, never intended for this, got a work out.
Maybe those gases showed up as a corona around the hulk.� Maybe someone on the other side noticed that there was a lot more hot gases in the general vicinity of the dead wreck.� For whatever reason, the three alien ships began to spread out, widening their field of view around the dead base ship.
Hiding behind the hulk got harder.
�That�s not good,� Captain Drago muttered.
Kris grinned. �But we get a crack at them one at a time.�
The skipper frowned at Kris�s optimistic assessment of the situation.� �That just might work.� Helms, hold steady, but get ready to move us right or left fast, on my order.�
�Aye, aye, sir.�
The long wait continued.� A hundred thousand kilometers out, the alien ships did what they had to do if they didn�t want to fly right by the hulk.� All three flipped ship and began to decelerate at a quarter gee.� If all went well, they would arrive at the hulk with no headway, ready to go into its weak orbit.
Of course, it was Kris�s job to see that things did not go well.
�The right ship has eight reactors,� the senior chief reported.� �The other ships have only six.�
�I suppose that makes the rightmost ship our target,� Captain Drago said.
�Main battery is locked and loaded.�� The new frigate packed four of these huge battleship guns into her bow.� They had great range, but a problem.
They could be fired only fifteen degrees to the left or right, up or down, of the direction the ship was pointed.� Somehow, Captain Drago would have to get his ship over to the right of the wreck fast enough to surprise the enemy, but arrive with the bow aimed dead on his target.
The brilliant engineer who had designed the class hadn�t come up with any suggestions as to how you fought his marvelous new toy.
Then it got more complicated.
�The Alwans want to know if you are going to talk to the aliens,� came over the net from Granny Rita.
�We�d kind of planned on killing them, Granny.� We are outnumbered three to one and every other time we try talking, they just shoot.�
�The idea of not making any demonstration upsets the Alwans.�
�The idea of our all getting suddenly dead kinds of upsets us, Granny.�
The nods from around the bridge supported Kris�s position.� They were in the eggs but the eggs weren�t the all-encompassing containers they would be at four or five gee.
�Kris, honey, I understand where you�re coming from, believe me.� I�ve been where you are.� But I have to live with these people.� I beg you to accommodate them.�
Kris had already offered Granny Rita a ride home, if only for full rejuvenation.� The strong willed old woman had turned her down.� The Alwans were in danger and she was not leaving them in their time of need.
Kris expected that position would cause a lot of trouble.� She�d expected that trouble at some indefinite time in the future.� Strange how it popped up sooner.
Well, what do you expect from a Longknife, even one that called herself Granny Rita Ponsa at the moment.
�There was the approach you tried on that scout ship in the Iteeche system,� Penny said.
�There�s not time to launch a communication�s buoy,� Kris muttered.� �Nelly, can you put together some nanos.� Make them give off enough noise to seem like a ship, as well as send a �we come in peace for all humanity� message.�
�It will mean that I lose some of my next child�s matrix,� Nelly complained.
�I�ll buy you more.�
�From the other side of the galaxy?�
�Nelly, we don�t have time for this argument.�
�I know, Kris.� I�m already collecting the nanos and forming them into the craft you require.� There is a hole in the wreck we can launch it out of.� I�m using the collection of messages we sent the last time.� I hope the Alwans won�t mind us sending in Iteeche as well as human.�
�The hostiles are a hundred thousand klicks out and flipping ship,� Captain Drago said.� �I�d like to knock out one or two of them before they�re close enough to ram us,� he added dryly.
�Nelly, launch the diversion,� Kris ordered.� �Lasers 1 and 2, prepare to fire:� 3 and 4 stand by.� Laser 5, maybe we can come up with a target for you.�� Laser 5 pointed aft.
�Helmsman, prepare to rotate ship ninety degrees to starboard, lay on three gees acceleration for five seconds, then rotate ship ninety degrees to port, lay on one gee but begin Evasion Pattern 6.� Understand,� Drago ordered.
The helmsman was a chief boatswain�s mate, but he still blanched at the order.� �Sir, I�ll try.�
�Try ain�t good enough, Chief,� the skipper said.� �Nelly, can you lay in the course?�
�It is done, Captain.�� For once there was none of Nelly�s backtalk.� Even if this was the first time Captain Drago had trusted his ship to her.
�Make it so, Nelly.�
 On the 1MC the message being broadcast from the diversion demanding to know what ship had entered the system, to whom they offered their oath and . . ..
It didn�t get any farther than that as all three ships fired on it.
While they shot, the Wasp rotated hard, kicked its crew in the rear with three gees acceleration.� Then she gave them whiplash with a second ninety-degree rotation while coasting for maybe half a second.
Immediately, she then put on a single-gee acceleration and launched herself into a jinxing pattern that would have slammed heads hard if the eggs hadn�t locked down every inch of their bodies and cushioned them.
Kris had the larger of the three ships in her crosshair.� Twelve huge rocket motors were putting out plasma from three or four reactors.� Kris gave it her best guess, targeted where she�d expect to find two reactors and fired Laser 1 and 2.
Apparently engineering solutions galaxywide tend to yield the same answers.� Two 18-inch lasers smashed into the engineering spaces of two reactors.� Magnetic containment equipment suffered lethal disruption.� Twenty-thousand-degree demons that were never meant to know the face of man were unleashed, ripping and tearing, feeding on construction that was not meant for the likes of them.
Two untouched reactors joined the dance of destruction, then their hunger spread the entire length of the ship.
In a blink, where a ship had been were only gases.
Kris would watch this on the recordings after the battle.� Once she�d seen the destruction begin, she had already turned her attention to the second ship.
It had not yet reacted to the disaster overtaking her leader.� Her slow response was her doom.� This ship had only nine rocket engines.� Kris targeted two reactors and hit one.
One was enough to begin the chain of catastrophic failures that would eat the ship
The third ship had a faster captain, he�d already began to swing his vulnerable engines away from this sudden attack.� Kris had had Nelly launch four of her limited supply of high acceleration 12-inch antimatter torpedoes at him even as she concentrated her lasers on the other two.� The six 5-inch secondaries added what they could.
The third hostile, though smaller, was still equipped with way too many lasers and was bringing them to bear on the Wasp.
�Flip ship,� Drago ordered.� �Get that wreck back between us and them.
Nelly was already doing it as the helmsman reached to obey.
Kris had her eye on the alien.� She still had her rear stinger.� If the stern came within fifteen degrees of that puppy, she�d knock a big hole in its bow.
Nelly, can you give me a shot?
I can adjust our jinking to show them our rear, but only for one second.� And I�ll be changing course even as I�m doing that.� I could fire the laser and adjust its aim to my jinks.
Do it, gal.
A short breath later, Laser 5 fired.� A few seconds more and the wreck was once again between them and their enemy.� The entire sally had taken less than ten seconds.
As the Wasp returned to the safe shadow of the hulk, and to a more sedate smooth quarter gee, the bridge, and the entire ship exploded in cheers.
Captain Drago let the crew rejoice for a few moments, then punched his commlink.� �All hands, good shooting, good ship handling all hands.� Two down, but anyone want to bet the third ship heads home with its tail between its legs to let its betters know that the old wreck has a new owner?�
No one offered to take the bet.
Even as he finished speaking, sensors was already reporting.� �Sir, the ship has continued on a course that will bring it around the hulk after us.�
�Then we better play ring around the rosie,� the captain said, and the helmsmen tucked the Wasp in close to the wreck.� With one eye on the sensors on the hulk, he began edging them to port, keeping the still very hostile exactly opposite to them.
�Well, Your Royal Highness, have you got any more ideas, cause I�m plum out,� said Captain Drago.
Kris sighed.� She�d been about to ask Captain Drago the same question.
But she was the Longknife.� Admitting she�d scraped the bottom of her barrel of ideas for how to keep alive while killing what was after you was just not part of the legend.

Chapter Five

For the next quarter hour, they circled the wreck.
Then the alien got sneaky and reversed course.
The Wasp also quickly flipped ship and took off in the opposite direction.
Unfortunately, that gave away that they had better situational awareness than the hostile.� He noticed that quickly enough and started shooting up the hulk with all those lasers the aliens seemed to oversupply their ships with.
In fifteen minutes they�d lost so many that they could no longer communicate with them by tight beam.� Rather than lose more of Nelly�s next child�s brainpower, they closed their net down.
�He�s going to switch his direction real soon,� Drago muttered.
�So let�s change the game.� How about hide-and-seek.�
�Explain yourself, Princess.�
�There�s a big hole in the wreck.� I�d hate to take the love-boat-size Wasp in there, but at Condition Zed, we�re pretty small.�
�Nelly, have you mapped that hole?� the captain asked.
�No, but Professor Labao�s computer has.�
�Lay in a course to back us into said hole next time we pass it.� Be careful with my ship, Nelly.� I like it just the way it is.�
A few seconds later, Nelly flipped the Wasp, slammed on the breaks with a three gees deceleration and brought the ship to a dead halt in space.� In a human blink, she swung the ship around, aft end to the hole in the hulk, and then did a little twisting dance as she backed it into a hole that was doing its own bit of rock and roll.
There was no crunch of metal.
They were hardly in the shade of the hole before the alien ship slid by a good thirty thousand klicks out.� Not only was he changing his direction, he was also edging out to get a longer horizon.
�Now what do we do?� Drago asked.
�Nelly, deploy visual sensors to the right and left, above and below our hide-out.� Whatever direction he comes from next time, I want to get enough warning to accelerate out after he passes and get a shot at his engines.�
�Doing it, Kris.� By the way, Kris, we got the full coverage of that ceiling I wanted and one of the nanos discovered a boot with the leg still in it.� We should be able to get DNA off it.�
�Good Nelly, now where are my visuals?�
�Coming on line,� and the forward screen divided to show what was ahead of them as well as a large cross in all four major points of the compass.
�Kris, dear,� came Granny Rita�s voice over the net, �I do hate to joggle your elbow again at a time like this, but the Alwans would like you to make a new try at contacting the alien.� They feel that the demonstration you have given should persuaded it to surrender to your will.�
�Sorry, Granny, it ain�t gonna happen.� This is the fifth time we�ve run into these bastards.� The only one that didn�t end with one side annihilated was the one where our ship managed to run away.� Fights with these people are to the death.� Tell your friends to get used to it.� Either they die or we die, and I am busy doing everything I can right now to� make sure they�re the ones dead.
�Thank you, love, I had to try.�
Nelly, what are those crazy birds talking about?
Sorry, Kris, I can�t follow them.� They are using too many social references to things that happened in the past.� Language is more than each word.
Enough, Nelly.
The alien was getting smarter.� He�d adjusted his orbit by 55 degrees.� Kris barely caught a glimpse of him as he headed for an orbital crossing that wasn�t too far from their hideout.� He was also blasting away at the wreck, using his firepower to swat at anything or nothing.
�There�s a chance that one of his wild shots may blast our hole,� Nelly said.� �Should I back us deeper?�
�No,� Kris and Captain Drago said at the same time.
�Get ready to boot us out of here on my order,� Kris said.� �Jink the way you think you have to, Nelly, but get the forward end of the Wasp aimed at that bastard.�
�Jinking pattern standing by,� Nelly said.
Kris forgot to breathe as the alien slid close to their hole, but he didn�t pass directly over them.� The cave did take a near hit.� A girder collapsed across the exit.
�Kris,� Nelly started.
�Ram it,� Kris ordered.� �The skipper can complain to me about the dint.� Now go!�
The Wasp leapt into a three-gee acceleration, then warped its bow around to chase the alien across the sky.
The crosshairs on the lasers settled on the now-targetable aft engineering space.� Kris fired three, holding just Laser 4 in reserve.
Two of the lasers slammed into the ship but seemed to do nothing.� The other one did critical damage to one of the reactors.� The ship began to slew around as a couple of the rocket engines lost plasma.� Its lasers were suddenly aimed at empty space, but they kept right on firing even as the rear of the ship began to vaporize.
Kris put her last 18-inch laser into where she would have put one of the two forward reactors, the ones that powered the life support and the lasers.� Her instincts were good.� The hit loosed the plasma demons that gobbled up the forward end of the ship.
The laser fire only died as the entire ship converted itself to a ball of expanding gas.
Nelly cut acceleration to a single comfortable gee, as the bridge crew silently took in that they would live.� The aliens were dead, paying the full price for starting this fight.�� The humans would live to see another sunset.� They would taste dinner.� They still had the chance of finding someone who might love them back as strongly as they loved them.
�Is it over?� Granny asked over the net.
�It looks that way,� Kris answered.� �Nelly, do you have a visual on the jump point?
�Yes, Kris, and it�s quiet.� I�m launching two standard low-tech buoys to take up station on either side of that jump.� They will tell us anything we need to know while we drop back to the wreck and pick up the nanos we left behind.�
�Do we have to?� the new navigator asked.
�Those probes are Smart Metal we can use for armor and matrix that Nelly intends to use for her next child,� Kris said.� �Yes, we will return quickly enough to pick them up.� Who knows?� Some of the nanos may have data we didn�t get a chance to download while we were fighting for our lives.� Battles can be so distracting,� Kris said through a grin.
�I am so glad that Your Highness understands the hunger of her scientists for discovery,� Professor Joao Labao added on net.
That drew boos from several of the bridge hands, but they were careful to keep their comments low and to see that their mikes were off.
Thirty minutes later, Nelly reported that all her probes that were still able to move were back aboard.
�Navigator, set course for Alwa,� Captain Drago ordered.� �One point five gees if you please.� All hands we will maintain battle stations until we exit this system.�� Defense, we will maintain Condition Zed until the same.� Commodore Rita Nuu Ponsa, if you feel that the one and a half gees is too much for your delegation, you may invite them to stay in their gee tanks.� Since we won�t be jinking, I believe that we can pop the lid off the tanks and let them breath on their own.�
�Thank you, Captain.� Please have someone get us out of these coffins.�
Kris rolled her egg for what would have been her Tac Center.� Jack made to follow.
�You can park that egg wherever you want, Jack, but not where I�m going.� Granny is not presentable and, if I have to pop this egg to help her and her Alwans� out, I won�t be either.�
Jack eyed Kris as if to say �and I�d be seeing what that I haven�t?� but kept his language a gentlemanly, �Aye, aye, ma�am.�
Penny rolled her egg after Kris.� �I can lend a hand.�
How come the Alwans get to see you naked and I can�t? Jack said over Nelly net.
Because I say so, and let�s shut this down, I don�t want to scandalize the computers.
Kris, I find human sexuality very interesting, but hardly scandalous.
Nelly, shut up.� Jack, shut up.� Penny, let�s get this over with.
And they did.� Kris found it interesting the way the Alwans looked anywhere else but at the naked humans who helped make their lives less claustrophobic.
To no apparent question from Kris, Granny whispered, �I�ll explain later.�
The sigh as the Wasp edged through the next jump could be measured on the Richter scale.

Preview: To Do or Die, by Mike Shepherd, coming from Ace in February, 2014
Sometimes peace needs a helping hand.� Ray Longknife and Captain and Mrs. Trouble are just the folks to give it that hand.� Or fist, as need be.
ONE
It was a port dive like any other humanity had built since some lucky bastard brought the first log back to shore.� And the topic today was no different from when the Phoenicians sailed the middle sea � pirates and slavers.
Only this dive stood in the shadow of the New Birmingham bean pole.� The shops and heavy-fabrication barns that gave a thirst to this bar�s customers sent their goods and gear up the elevator to starships in the orbital yards of High Birmingham.
Today was different for Captain Terrence Tordon.� Trouble to his enemies, Trouble to his friends, and more often than not, just plain Trouble, he�d come to accept the label for all it meant.� Born, raised and commissioned in the Society of Humanity Marine Corps, he had passed many a happy hour dives such as this.
Today, however, was the first time he followed his wife into one.
Commander Uxbridge led them through the bar�s door with its flashing beer ads.� It was he who suggested the sun was below the yard arm and their business might better be completed in informal surroundings with a drink at hand.� Uxbridge was finishing up his forty years with the Navy at the disappointing rank of commander, so no one would be surprised if he put in less than a full day.
Trouble and his wife Ruth followed because she had questions about the source of funds now flowing into Uxbridge�s numbered Swiss accounts on Old Earth.
Officially, Uxbridge was the czar of Navy scrap on New Birmingham.� He sold off surplus gear, battle-shattered hulks � and defeated Unity ships from the recent unpleasantness.� They weren�t supposed to be in working condition.
So why were said ships showing up in the hands of pirates and slavers.� Trouble had had the unfortunate experience of accepting said slavers� hospitality not once but twice a few months ago.
It was a major source of embarrassment for a combat Marine.
Trouble glanced around the bar as he settled into a chair next to his wife.� This early, the booths lining the walls and the tables scattered around the floor were empty except for two men in one booth.� They seemed lost in haggling.� Given the time and place, it likely had something to do with recreational pharmaceuticals.
The front entrance was balanced by a rear exit.� The lights were up, throwing in harsh relief dilapidation that went unnoticed in the smoky shadows at night.� Behind the bar, a mirror ran the length of the room.� It exhibited dents and dings that proved it metal, not glass.
Trouble fingered the table.� Painted to look like wood, it was heavy metal.
That�s one way to avoid replacing the furniture every time the customers get rambunctious, he thought with a smile.
Then he went back to splitting his time between Ruth�s conversation with Uxbridge and the rest of the bar.� He was, after all, the guard dog here.
Ruth, a farmer born and bred, even looked the stereotype today.� Her long black hair was braided into two pigtails and she wore a calico dress with full skirt.
How much she looked the part of the contract farmer for a light cruiser, providing fresh fruit and vegetables from hydroponic gardens between the ship�s ice armor and main hull, had been a hot topic between husband and wife that morning.� However, since the Navy Department only just started this crazy farm program, no one was too sure what the proper appearance of a ship-based farmer was.
Ruth had dressed as she wanted.
Trouble, who�d never lost a firefight, was getting used to losing to his bride.
Whatever her appearance, Ruth could talk farming.� And she was talking Uxbridge�s ears off about hydroponic agribusiness and her need for additional tubing, tubs and pumps.� She was laying it on thick.� So thick, no one would mistake her for an Alcohol, Drug and Explosives Enforcement Agent.
Even a part-time one.
At least that was what Trouble and Ruth fervently hoped.
A waitress showed up.� Ruth interrupted her monologue long enough to order a beer; both men followed her lead.
Trouble noted that the conversation between the two men in the booth seemed to be getting more heated, but they kept their words too low for him to make them out over Ruth�s voice.� He rested a hand on her knee under the table, hoping she�d take it for a request for a pause.
She brushed his hand off.
Did she really think he�d make a pass at her right now?� Still, this was her show.� Captain Umboto had made that clear as they left the Patton this morning.
Ruth leads; Trouble follows.
But Ruth, love, do you have any idea where we�re going?
The drinks arrived.� As Trouble reached for his, he noted the booth�s conversation was on pause as one of them answered a phone.� Was there a twitch of a nod in their direction?
Uxbridge was seated with his back to the booth.� Was he looking at Ruth, or beyond her to something in the mirror?� Trouble started to turn, to check the mirror out, but Uxbridge was lifting his glass in some kind of informal toast.
Trouble raised his mug, glancing at Ruth, who was smiling as if she had good sense.� The commander was smiling, too, kind of smugly.
Movement at the corner of his eye drew Trouble�s attention.
�Honey, I think we got a problem,� he muttered.
His bride ignored him . . . a habit developed since saying �I do.�
She missed the pistols coming out across the room.
�Down,� Trouble growled � and upended the table.
Their drinks went flying, adding little to the heavy aroma of yesterday�s brew, smoke, sweat and more exotic odors.
�What are you doing?� Ruth screeched, and made to follow Commander Uxbridge as he headed for the back door.
Trouble kicked the chair out from under Ruth, unbalancing her enough that he could pull her down beside him � just as two rounds from across the room filled the air where her head had been.
�Huh?� Ruth came out of her fixation on Uxbridge to glance around.� �What�s going on?�
�A friendly exchange of joy dust for cash seems to have gone wrong,� Trouble offered as he edged his head above the upended table, and ducked fast as the two people across the room squeezed off more incoming in his general direction.
�Assuming it was what it looked like, and not cover for your friend�s withdrawal.�
Ruth�s automatic was out of hiding from its rather nice place that Trouble enjoyed roaming in quieter times.� Set for sleepy darts, she squeezed off two rounds at Uxbridge as he disappeared out the back door.
�Darn,� she muttered as she only added more chips to the bar�s battered motif.
Trouble edged his own service automatic around the table top and sent a few of Colt-Phizer�s best toward the erstwhile entrepreneur and client.� He glanced around for the bartender, but she had made herself scarce.
To call the local constabulary?
Not likely.� Trouble had noted a distinct lack of New Birmingham�s uniformed finest as he and Ruth approached the �friendly watering hole,� the commander had suggested.
Trouble ducked as another couple of rounds shoved the table against his shoulder and showered plaster from the wall above him.� He tapped his commlink.
�Gunny, I could use some help here.� Where are you?�
The pause that followed was decidedly longer than Trouble expected.
�Stuck in traffic, sir,� finally came back.
Marine NCO�s are people of few words � but they pack a lot of meaning into what syllables they do speak, just as the Corps packed a lot of power into its chosen few.� What Trouble heard was straight information underlain with rock-solid determination, overlain with more embarrassment than he believed possible to a Gunnery Sergeant.
�You wouldn�t believe the traffic here, sir.�
Trouble would.� Raised by the Corps at bases around the rim of human space, this was his first venture deep into the overpopulated heart of humanity.� From orbit, New Birmingham was one glowing orb, whether in daylight or darkness.
�We�re fifteen blocks from you, sir.� Should I get the crew moving on foot?�
The image of four combat-loaded marines double-timing through this industrial area, even in the camouflage they�d dummied up for today, made Trouble cringe worse than the next burst from across the room.
He glanced around the lower corner of the table.
The two were running -- one for the front door, the other for the back.
�They�re bugging out,� he shouted to Ruth.� He snapped off a three-round burst at the back of the one headed for the front door.� Ruth tried for the other.
Both got solid hits.
And the rounds just stuck there like darts on a dartboard.
�Body armor,� Trouble spat as he stood, dusting plaster from his one set of civilian clothes.� But he was talking to himself.
Ruth was up and headed for the back door.
Trouble caught her elbow and swung her back around.� �You�re not sticking your pretty head out that door until all concerned have had a few minutes to reflect upon their evil ways.�
�But Uxbridge is getting away.�
�He�s got away, Ruth.� Diamonds to donuts, there was a car waiting for him out there.� And his driver knows how to get around this damnable local traffic.� All that�s out there now is a buddy of our gun-toting trader from across the room.�
Trouble waved at the now-vacant table.
�Oh! Yeah, I guess that�s how I�d do it.�� Ruth looked around, probably taking in the pub�s decor for the first time.
Imitation wood paneled the walls in dark swirls.� Blinking signs for local brews and sports teams paled in the full light of day.� Now the bartender wandered out from the bathroom.
She noted the situation with an unconcerned eye and asked if they wanted fresh drinks.� Trouble declined, righted the table and chairs, settled their tab and led Ruth cautiously out the front door.
A half dozen people in working overalls passed them going in.� It was as if an Open for Business sign had been turned on.� A dozen more in pairs and trios followed.
A moment later a cab drove up.
Gunny piled out to report as the other three marines took point, covering 360 degrees around them.
The idea was for them to be inconspicuous today, since New Birmingham had its own police force . . . however invisible . . . and strong gun-controls laws . . . that seemed less than perfect in their application.
The Marines� body armor was covered by their new, multicolored sweat suits, making them look for all the world like a child�s crew-cut, hard-eyed, teddy bear.� Their guns were hidden in bags, making them only slightly less conspicuous.
�Sorry about the delay, sir.� Next time I do this, we use one of our own drivers.�
�I agree, Gunny.� Let�s get out of here.�
The cabby had no trouble delivering them quickly to the space elevator.� An hour later they were up the bean pole and reporting to Captain Umboto in her day cabin on the Patton.
�He got away, Izzy� Ruth blurted out.
Trouble gritted his teeth at his wife�s familiarity.� He�d spent much of his two months of married bliss trying to introduce Ruth to the Navy Way.
He hadn�t been all that successful.
She had finally acquired the ability to identify rates and rank.� The wardroom still chuckled at Ruth�s initial effort.
Standing in line at the Navy exchange at High Woolamurra, Ruth had proudly told Trouble, �That one�s a captain, �cause he has four stripes.� But what�s five stripes?�
�Five stripes?� Trouble asked, puzzled as he followed Ruth�s gaze . . . to two chiefs.� One, with over sixteen years in the navy, sported four gold hash marks.� The other, with twenty plus years, had five.
Trouble spent the rest of the wait in line trying to stop laughing as he explained the difference between officer rank stripes, that encircled the sleeve, and enlisted service hash marks that angled up to cover part of the sleeve.� Undaunted, Ruth shared with the entire wardroom over supper that night how she�d made her latest discovery.
Half of the officers had almost laughed up their chow.
The skipper surprised him; she�d nodded understandingly at Ruth.� �Learning all the secret handshakes of this bunch is a bitch,� she muttered encouragingly.
The skipper surprised Trouble again today.� She just nodded at the announcement that the bird had flown the nest and changed the subject.� �Better get the farm ready for fluctuating gravity, Ruth.� We�re clearing the pier in two hours.�
�Orders, Skipper?� Trouble asked.
�The yard at Wardhaven finally thinks they�ve figured out the spaghetti that passes for wiring in our main system.� We�ve got a week�s reduced availability there.�
Trouble and Ruth both knew the truth behind those words.� The Patton was one of many hasty war conversions from merchant vessel to light cruiser.� The yards had rushed the ships into commission paying attention to only what would make them fit to fight . . . and wasting little time on minor things like system standardization.
Thanks to that haste, the Patton had damn near ended up a permanent fixture at the end of a pier.� Trouble wouldn�t have minded that, except he and Ruth about then were in slavers� hands, growing drugs on a stinking, hot planet named Riddle.
The work was bad; the supervision was worse.
Slave drivers stalked around with whips in their hands and rape on their minds.
Ruth and he had risked their necks to help an invasion fleet show up.
But those were yesterday�s problems.� Today, the Patton was in the best shape she�d ever been and the skipper had a tiger grin on her face.
The call to Wardhaven came from the people who made planets shake.
When they talked, people died.
Hopefully, it wouldn�t be anyone Trouble knew personally.� With a salute and a shrug, the Marine officer went to prepare his detachment to get underway.

TWO
A week later, Ruth galloped up to the captain�s gig.� Trouble was waiting for her, his face the mask it became when he was busy being Marine.� Catching her breath, Ruth glanced around.� Good, Izzy wasn�t there yet.
She flashed her husband a proud grin, which he ignored as he always did when he was in Marine mode.� Still, she had a right to be proud.
She�d heard Trouble grouse, and other naval officers, too, that every civilian considered themselves a brevet admiral . . . and acted accordingly.� Ruth was doing her darnedest to be their obedient servant . . . and act accordingly.� Although it was none too easy to meet their expectations.� Take this situation, for example.
All Ruth�s life, she�d been taught to defer to her betters, to let her elders enter a room first and take their preferred seat before she and the other kids started squabbling over who got what was left.
Always, age before beauty.
But not now, not the Navy Way, as her husband had done his best to make clear.� Here, the junior entered a vehicle like the captain�s gig first and God help her if she didn�t guess what seat the senior wanted and avoid taking it.
�It�s madness,� she insisted.
�No,� her new husband would remind her, �it is neither the right way nor the wrong way.� It is the Navy Way.�
Movement caught Ruth�s eye.� Izzy and the new exec were entering the docking bay.� She flashed Trouble a quick grin and entered the captain�s gig first.� Taking the measure of the eight seats available to her, she picked a middle one on the right.� That left seven free for the three officers to squabble over.
Her husband entered right behind her, took the seat across from her and began belting himself in.� The XO entered, took a quick side step and let Izzy pick her seat.
Smart man, he�d go far in any Navy Ruth ran.� She shrugged internally, doubting any Navy operated that way.
Izzy settled down in the seat ahead of Ruth.� �How�s it going, Ruth?� the captain asked as her hands automatically belted herself in.
Ruth was still trying to figure out the five-point harness the Navy used and didn�t look up until she heard her name.� �Oh fine, Izzy,� Ruth said and watched both Trouble and the exec blink at the familiarity.
Well, darn it, I�m a civilian.� There have to be a few advantages to that disability Ruth did not say.
�How are the farmhands working out?� Izzy asked, settling back in her seat, all harnessed in.
Ruth was still struggling.� Trouble popped his one point release and reached over to help.� Another time, his hands� feathery touch on her breasts and inner thighs would have been a turn-on.� Today, it just added to her frustration as he inserted tab A into slot B with an ease that eluded her.
Then again, he was always good at getting his tab A into her slot B.� Trying not to blush, Ruth concentrated on Izzy and let her husband strap her in.
�They�re catching on fine,� Ruth assured Izzy.� �Chief Yellin and Petty Officer Dora grew up on farms.� They�re fast learners, and they pass it along to the rest very quickly.�
Actually, retired chief and petty officer, but you don�t tell captains what they already knew.� At least that was what Trouble insisted.
�You�ve been eating our produce for the last week,� Ruth pointed out.
�I know.� I signed the pay chit before we docked.� I mean the other hands.�
Trouble flashed Ruth just a hair of a raised eyebrow.� He�d warned her that nothing happened aboard ship without the captain knowing.
�We were expanding the tanks,� Ruth began as methodically as she could while the gig went zero gee and pulled away from the Patton.� �We were back at High Woolamurra station, and where I grew up, a farm wasn�t a farm without the farmer�s wife.�
�So you hired on Chief Yellin�s wife,� Izzy finished.
Ruth nodded.
�And kids?� the XO asked.
�No, sir,� Ruth shot back.� �They�re all grown and on their own.�
�Although if this experiment of yours works out,� Izzy went on quoting almost verbatim from what Ruth was thinking, �the youngsters on your farm will want to bring along their wives and they will want to have kids.�
�I�m housing them in the farm area, between the ice armor and the main hull, and I�m paying for their rations, same as any other of my contract labor force.�
�And if we have to fight?� the XO led on.
�The ex-crewmembers will report to their battle stations.� Chief Yellin has identified a very safe area near the ship�s core for me and the wives to report to.�
The Exec turned to Izzy for The Word.� If Ruth�s eyes weren�t deceiving her, the skipper was sporting a sliver of a grin.
�Someone with too much time and too little brains back at the Navy Department decided it was cheaper to lose a ship or two rather than keep full crews aboard in peace time,� Izzy said.� �Some other dunderhead decided the planet-bound farmers were charging too much to provide certified bug- and fungus-free fresh fruits and vegetables for the ships.� I figured I could combine both directives and give the Patton a farmful of willing hands only too ready to down tools and race back to battle stations.�
Izzy stroked her chin as entry gee�s built up.� �Should have realized I wasn�t the only one with an imagination.� Whose idea was it, yours or Chief Yellin�s?�
�Mine,� Ruth said.
One thing she�d learned fast from Trouble . . . and his troubles . . . was that when higher ups asked who was responsible, the only answer was the senior officer present.
At the farm, that was Ruth.
Izzy�s grin was pulled down at the ends.� Ruth hoped it was by the extra gee�s they were under.� �Hope you�re just as creative for what we�re getting into.�
After that, the captain lapsed into thoughtful silence.� The others followed suit.
Ruth raised an eyebrow to Trouble.� What are we getting into? 
His almost imperceptible nod added nothing to her growing sense of apprehension.� What kind of nut farm have I signed on with?
Until a few months ago, Ruth had never been off Hurtford Corner, the planet of her birth.� Since being drugged and dragged into the filthy hole of a slave ship, she was up to five planets now . . . four in the last month alone.
It was nice seeing new places with Trouble�s arm comfortably around her.� How pleasant Wardhaven could be would have to wait for a time when Trouble wasn�t being so darn Marine.
Once the gig landed, a government limo was waiting for them.� Ruth quickly entered and took a jump seat, Trouble right beside her.� A civilian had attached himself to their group sometime during the walk from gig to limo.� Izzy actually broke into a wide smile at the sight of him and made a point of entering ahead of him.
�Woman, I�m a civilian now.�
�And a deputy minister, if I�m not mistaken.�� Izzy shot back.� �This is your get about, isn�t it?�
�Rita refuses to have anyone assigned a limo.� Good woman.� Trying to be as tight a skinflint on the nonessentials as her husband would want.�
�How is she?�
�More pregnant every day.� And the happiest woman on ten planets since her husband made it back.�� The civilian reached a hand across to Ruth�s husband.� �Trouble, isn�t it?� I see you�ve got your captain�s bars back.�
�Yes, Captain Anderson.�� Trouble answered quickly.
And Ruth did a quick reassessment.� The old guy was retired Navy.� That raised his stature in the strange game these folks played.� If this was the Captain Andy, skipper of the 97th Defense Brigade in the recent war, he was darn near a god to Izzy and Trouble.
�And this must be your bride,� the old fellow beamed.
Ruth beamed back, unsure if she should nod her head, offer her hand, try to curtsy where she was seated, or salute.� Flustered, she just sat there and blushed.
�I read the report on what you and your husband did on Riddle.� Captain Anderson continued.� �A fine bit of action.� Well done.� Very well done.�
Ruth might be new to the Navy, but she knew that to be the highest praise available to these tight-lipped, unexpressive people.� Now she was blushing red-hot, but, for a civilian, in the presence of a god of war, it seemed like the best response.
�What are we headed for this time out?� Izzy asked.
�I have no idea.� The spy has been keeping busy and offering no tidbits for the rest of us to gnaw on.� I, myself, have been fully occupied trying to restore one lost bridegroom to the side of his lady-in-waiting.� Shall we just go along, my feline friend, and enjoy the ride?�
�This tiger says why bloody not,� Izzy said.
The rest of the drive was quiet enough to give Ruth plenty of time to wonder what a farm girl was doing among the likes of these hardheaded fighters.� When she�d signed herself up to be Izzy�s part-time ADEE Agent, she�d figured it for a minor thing.
Apparently, there was a lot more to saying �Yes� to the likes of Trouble and Izzy than she�d ever dreamed of.
Their destination was an imposing building of gray stone pierced by row upon row of windows.� The limo drove into a basement garage and dropped them off next to an elevator, which disgorged them onto a thickly carpeted, high-ceilinged hallway, lined at long intervals by dark, wooden doors.
This is definitely not the poor side of town. 
The empty conference room that Captain Anderson led them to smelled of wax and wood.� A thick slab off a huge tree dominated the center of the room.� Trouble took Ruth�s elbow and edged her toward one of the high-backed wooden chairs lining the wall.� Izzy and Andy seated themselves at the table.� Ruth tried not to look like she was gawking as she surveyed the room.
Two chandeliers provided a gentle light.� The walls were a rouge-and-cream paper, marred by empty hangers.� Ruth would have bet paintings once hung there.� Why keep the empty hangers?
She doubted it was an accident.
Nothing in the room spoke of carelessness to detail.� Except the hangers . . . and the two large screens at the front and back of the room.� They must be recent additions; their cables were neat but showed in stark, modern contrast to the carefully contrived ancient elegance of the rest of the room.
Interesting, very interesting.� Turning to Trouble, she opened her mouth . . . and was immediately shushed by a curt shake of his head.
She followed his gaze to an opening door.� Quickly, the room filled with purposeful people, talking quietly among themselves, juggling armfuls of readers, looking for seats.� Several seemed to know her husband.
One gorgeous blonde flashed him a brilliant smile.� �How�s it going?� she gushed.
�Great,� Ruth answered Trudy Seyd.
They�d met on Riddle.� Tru had not only been Ruth�s bridesmaid, but had gotten the planet�s records center back up so that it could issue Trouble and Ruth a marriage license.
�What are we up to?� she shot back.
Tru�s grin got even bigger.� �Can�t spoil the boss�s announcement, but I think Trouble here is gonna love it.�
The Marine beside Ruth groaned.� �They don�t pay me enough for what you get me into.�
�Hey, you never would have met Ruth except for the last mess I got you into.�� Tru protested, which wasn�t exactly correct, but was close enough not to argue over.
�Oops, here comes the boss.�� Tru turned to take a place near the head of the table.
The announcement was ambiguous since three entered the room.
A rotund man in a rumpled white suit easily could have deserved the title; clearly he was used to dominating any room he entered.
Then Ruth caught a hint of the steel in the other man�s eyes.� Back ramrod straight, the taller man took the room in with a commanding glance, nodded at whatever the other was saying, then turned a loving smile to the woman that seemed surgically joined to him at the elbow.
The woman was clearly pregnant.� The smile she shared with the man was warm enough to make comfortable any long winter night.
Ruth remembered such glances between Ma and Pa, and sighed in hope that she and Trouble might one day share the same.
Then the woman spared a quick, appraising glance for the room, and Ruth ditched her first impression.� The steely eyes and the assessing look were a startling contrast to the loving wife.
�Everyone is here,� the woman announced, taking the chair at the head of the table.� The men moved smoothly to fill the empty seats at either side of her.
�Hopefully, this is the last ministerial meeting I�ll be chairing, now that my long, lost husband has wandered back from whereever it was he strayed off to.�
That drew a chuckle from the room.
�Captain Umboto, I�m glad you could make it.� I see you�ve brought your key staff.�� Which came as another shock to Ruth, piled so quickly upon the last one.
Since when was I promoted to key staff? 
Then the woman turned to the big man.� �Well, Mr. Spy, what have you and yours been up to?�

THREE
Captain Izzy Umboto leaned forward in her seat, hungry for action, for anything to sink her teeth into.� As far as she was concerned, most meetings were a waste of time.� Not with this bunch.
While the minions around the walls would have readers overstuffed with the raw feed, the discussion at the head of the table would be lean, mean, and with a bit of luck, something worth fighting for.
Andy patted her hand gently.� �Down, tiger.� Overeager people in our trade get the wrong people killed.�� Under the Buddha-like gaze of her old master, the captain of the cruiser Patton leaned back in her chair, took a deep breath, and waited.
Fortunately, the spy did not make her wait long.� �My technicians have been sifting through the scraps you enthusiastic field folks left us on Riddle.� Fortunately, it was enough.� Although I suspect it does not take a genius for intelligence analysis to glean the essentials from the debris.�� The spy fixed Izzy with wide, inviting eyes, tempting her into his realm.
�The station above Riddle was too small and its capacity too limited to maintain a fleet of pirate cruisers,� Izzy said quickly.� �It lacked the yards to refurbish the pirated ships or to file the serial numbers off them so that they could appear again on regular shipping lanes.�� Izzy continued with growing confidence and a touch of disappointment.
It had felt good to grab a space station, capture three pirate raiders and bring down a planetary government of drug lords and slavers.� Still, in the back of her mind, even then she�d known the fish was too small for the damage it did.
She needed to look further for the bastards that gave her niece Franny the drugs that killed her.
Okay, spy, point me at something I can blow up. 
�A very accurate assessment,� the spy said, rewarding her with a smile, a most strange rearrangement of his face.� �We winged the buggers, but we missed the heart.�
�So where is the bankroll for those bastards?� said the other man.� Izzy liked the sound of the question.� She studied the man for a moment, then blinked in surprise.
This was Colonel Ray Longknife, the man who killed Unity�s President Urm and ended the war.� But in all the videos he hobbled around with a cane or two, the results of a chunk of iron her brigade had put up his backside.
Izzy frowned her own question at Andy.
�A long story,� he whispered back.� �Later.�
�A good question,� the spy answered.� �And one that gets straight to the heart of matters like these.� In military operations, you follow the flow of energy and munitions.� In matters like these, you follow the money and it leads you to the source.�
�And?� the woman cut in.
�We lost the trail,� the spy said bluntly.� �Which says something in and of itself.� Only old money can hide that well.� Old money from Earth.� Fortunately, while money can hide, what it does often leaves telltales behind.� For example, Colonel Longknife, we have taken apart the little present left behind in the Second Chance�s main network.� A delightful bit of code, created by a sterling programming boutique back on Old Earth.�
The colonel looked very interested in the spy�s work.
�They serve a very select clientele, very discreet.�� Only recently has their conscience been pricked about the use certain of their customers have put their code to in the recent war.� But they have come forward and made a clean confession of it.�
Why did Izzy doubt that guilt and absolution had anything to do with this sudden turn of affairs?� She grinned, for once enjoying the chase.
�There is also the recent bit of luck that Mrs. Tordon gave us, putting the fear of God in her Commander Uxbridge and allowing him to take flight.�
Izzy swiveled in her chair to observe the spy�s high praise turn Ruth beet red.� Still, she did a decent imitation of the Marine seated next to her, saying not a word to deflect the kudos or correct the spy�s misconception . . . if indeed he did not already know she had meant to bag the commander that day.
�Uxbridge�s sudden withdrawal of all funds in certain numbered Swiss bank accounts allowed us to trace not only where he went, but also where the funds came from.�
�Where does the trail lead?� The woman leading the meeting rushed the spy; a glance her husband�s way made it clear she had better uses for her time.
�Forward, to a certain planet misnamed Savannah.� While we on Wardhaven were successful sending our Unity thugs and politicos packing, their President Milassi managed to hang on, pointing to an election he won before Unity took over five years back.� He has to face elections in a few months.� Interest in the outcome of those elections goes far beyond Savannah.�
�Savannah was settled before Wardhaven,� Colonel Ray Longknife mused.� �Industrialized from the get-go.� I never had to fight them.� Glad of that.� Anything else we need to know about Savannah?�
�The Humanity ambassador to Savannah has requested additional Marines to bolster his small guard.� Milassi seems to be having trouble maintaining order.� The Senate also has a fact-finding committee due there in ten days.� They want a cruiser in orbit for their stay.�
The spy turned to Izzy.� �You will shortly receive orders to the Savannah system.�
�Nice of you to tell me about them.� Did that trail your sniffing after lead anywhere else?�
�Yes.� Forward the trail led to Savannah.� Backward, and not as a total surprise, it lead to this gentleman.�
The screen behind the spy came alive as Tru Seyd tapped her reader right on cue.� A face smiled out at them blandly, the kind of pictures that the business section of papers featured under the headers of �promoted� or �heading the megamergered stellar corporation.�
Izzy found such pictures lacking in conviction.
This one was no exception.� If the years had lined that face, given it any wisdom or character, computer processing of the negative or surgery on the original had removed any evidence.
The face was bland, blank, uninformative.
Still, Izzy memorized it, as she might the electromagnetic fingerprint of a new enemy�s flagship.� This was the target.� This empty face had retailed the drugs that killed Franny and too many others.
Deep within Izzy a question formed.� Why would anyone as outwardly clean and straight as this man mess with poison? 
Izzy waved off the question; the odds of her getting an answer were not worth betting on.� Then again, the odds of her getting such a man in her gun sights were pretty slim, too.
If it came, Izzy didn�t want to miss.
�Mr. Henry Smythe-Peterwald�s money was mature when old money was just being minted.� His family has been buying and selling politicians since before graft had a bad name.�� The spy examined his notes.� �I believe one or two popes are in his direct lineage, though that was before the pope gave up his army.
�The family�s money went from obscene to merely plentiful until a few generations back.� Henry�s grandfather got in on the ground floor of the interstellar net.� He got a lock on the hardware and managed to buy up all the software.� He also invested quite heavily in several planets just opening up.�
�Was Savannah one of them?� Izzy asked.
�Yes.�
Izzy made a gun with her finger.� �Bang,� she said to the picture.
�Were it only that easy,� the spy fairly moaned.� �Money and power build walls that keep investigators out more thoroughly than prisons keep ordinary people in.� The trap that captures Mr. Peterwald must be carefully baited and cautiously sprung.�
�He wouldn�t be going to Savannah any time soon?� Izzy asked.
�He has never set foot off Earth in his life.� No one in his family has.�
Izzy had never even seen Old Earth.
She sighed.� Sailors didn�t get to pick their battles.� They fought where and when they were told.� She did have orders to take the Patton to Savannah and offer all assistance.� She might just have a chance to bring some well-deserved pain and discomfort into Mr. Peterwald�s life.
Others, way above her pay grade, would be the ones to bring down such a gold-encrusted scumbag as little Henry there.

FOUR
Henry Smythe-Peterwald XI paced his father�s room.� Twenty paces took him to the windows that looked out over a thousand pristine acres of woodlands.
The old man had nurtured the waste just to impress lesser beings.� Henry never knew his father to actually walk among those trees.� In his youth, Henry had tried to hide there, to find some special place that was his alone.
Father�s guards always found him.
Today, Henry ignored the view and whirled to cover the twenty paces back to the white wall, bare except for the myriad of medical gear that kept the old man alive.
His father had bragged, �I will live forever.� I�m buying the rejuvenation treatments other people are dying for.�
The old man would laugh at his joke, enjoying it immensely.
�You stupid, old bastard,� Henry snarled.� �You warned me never to trust a beta version.� �Wait until the second or third upgrade to risk your own system to the new damn code.�� But you had to have the first rejuv the labs came up with.� Now your brain has turned to snot?�
Remembering what his father could not, Henry laughed.� He laughed in the old man�s face.
It was safe to laugh now.
The old man couldn�t call his guards.
The eyes that had made Henry cringe now stared blankly at the ceiling, blinking rarely.� Breath flowed in and out as the ventilator pushed and pulled.� The body could easily pass for a healthy thirty-year-old�s, a good twenty years younger than Henry.
�Now live with what it�s got you, old fool,� the son snarled at the blank face.
The beeps and weaving patterns on the monitors quickened.� Henry stepped away from the bed, put several paces between him and his father before the nurse passed through the self-opening door.
�Mr. Peterwald, your father seems to be having a distress episode,� the woman said as she hurried to the bed.
�I�ll leave him to you,� Henry said, avoiding even a glance at the nurse.� Ms. Upton was probably the ugliest woman to pass the Nursing Boards in the last fifty years.� Several others on his father�s support team rivaled her for that accolade, but Upton brought a second factor to her credit.
Her voice made stripping gears sound melodic.
His father had always kept the beautiful and graceful at his beck and call.� Now, if the old man actually could hear, could understand what was going on around him, he�d be hating every moment of his immortality.
Served the bastard right.
Henry smiled as he left the room.
An elevator took him down to his office area.� The wide space it disgorged him into presented a view of plants, trees, and a waterfall.
Hidden behind the facade, dozens of people in this room labored to fulfill his slightest whim.
More waited patiently, hopefully, for him to permit them a moment of his time.
He was distracted by none of them as he walked to his office.� A word from him and the waterfall would have disappeared, giving him a view to his primary secretary.
Henry walked, breathing the aroma of the woods, listening to the chirp of birds.� Almost, he was in his hiding place, his special place.
Only now, no guards would dare disturb him.� Today, no father could yank him in to put on a senseless display for lesser petitioners.
Someday, he might go back to the woods, the real woods, to see what his secret place had become.� Not today.
Not now.� There were things to do.� Grandfather had remade the family fortune.� Father had added to it, reaching new heights until presidents and prime ministers sweated as waiting petitioners in this very room.
Now that Henry had finished paying off the courts and been formally appointed the old man�s guardian and master of the family fortune, Henry would show the old man who was the better.
But he�d have to do it quickly, before the old man�s brain was totally mush.
The drug money had offered him a quick way to the heart of Unity.� Grandma Smythe may have razored out the bootleggers from the family tree but that didn�t mean Henry was ignorant of the many ways the family made its fortune.
The Unity propagandists were right.� Henry and other powerful men were jacking up the price for finished goods, and offering cutthroat prices for the raw materials the outer rim could offer for payment.
Why shouldn�t the rim send Earth the drugs its teaming masses demanded for their distraction.
It had been an easy alliance for Henry.� He had the ships; he knew which of his captains weren�t obsessive about following every little law.� The profits hadn�t been all that great.� Unity middlemen and the skippers had robbed Henry blind.
But he�d gotten the connections he needed with President Urm.
And Urm had happily promised Henry a war, with all its chances for war profiteering.� And when it was done, he�d be in the prefect position to buy up losers for pennies on the dollar.
Yes, the war could have doubled or even tripled the family�s fortune.� If there was a brain cell left in the old man, he�d have had to admit that his son had beat both him and granddad.
But the war ended too soon.
�Is Whitebred waiting?�
�Yes, Mr. Peterwald.� his secretary immediately answered.
�How long has he been waiting?�
�Two days, Mr. Peterwald.�
�Good.� Send him in.� And, Milly, change my office to one most intimidating for his personality profile.�
�Yes, Mr. Peterwald.�� There was a brief pause.� �Done, Mr. Peterwald.�
Around Henry, the room wavered, then solidified.� Patterned after the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, this was one routine you couldn�t download from every site on the Web.� Just keeping the mirrors synchronized took more computing power than a large city.
Henry loved it.� He relished what happened to others when he surrounded himself with these ancient trappings of power.
Yes, it would be fun working Whitebred over in the Hall of Mirrors.
A short, dark-haired man entered.
He wore the buttonless gray suit that was de rigueur this month for high-powered business executives.� Molded into the shoulders and arms were probably enough computing power to work a small starship.
In Henry�s view, numbers appeared beside Whitebred showing his respiration, heartbeat and blood pressure, probably stripped right off his own coat�s confidential medical monitors.� When Whitebred opened his mouth, Henry would get an immediate stress analysis, matched against Whitebred�s nominal stress in his last couple of corporate meetings.
Henry kept such data on file for all his people.� Good information on your subject made meetings like this easy.
He checked the make and model of Whitebred�s own office software and suppressed a snort.� Henry would know everything about Whitebred.� He, in turn, would know nothing about Henry, or be in worse shape still if the poor man actually trusted the readouts that his own system fed him about Henry.
Yes, Henry would enjoy this meeting.
�Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Peterwald,� the supplicant said.
�Hope I didn�t keep you waiting too long,� Henry lied.
�No, no sir. No wait at all,� the man lied in return.
�Are you enjoying your work with us?�
�Yes, very much,� he lied again.� �I think I have a lot to offer the corporation.�� That was not a lie, at least as Whitebred saw it.
�Well, we have to look out for our returning war heroes.�
The man winced visibly.
�I liked your idea.� The way you were running that fleet, you could have ended the war in a day.�
The man preened.
Henry abstained from pointing out that his bottom line was predicated on the war going for another six months.� Whitebred did not have permission to end the war so suddenly.� Then again, his actions hadn�t mattered one whit.
�I really could have if those mutineers hadn�t ruined everything.�
�Apparently, yours weren�t the only mutinous hands around.� It was one of his own men that killed Urm.�� And ruined all my profitable plans.
�Yes,� Whitebred hissed.
�I understand that you were able to leave a bit of a present behind for your mutineers.�
�Yes, Mr. Peterwald.�
�Well, I have a surprise for you.� That Colonel Longknife who killed Urm also bought your cruiser off the scrap heap.� Even hired what was left of its crew, most of your mutineers, I understand.�
�Have they attempted a jump?�� The man was hardly breathing.
�As I understand it, Longknife, Abeeb, and the Marine captain went tooling off to a meeting several jumps from Wardhaven.� Never got there,� Henry announced dolefully.
Whitebred beamed from ear to ear.
�Yes, I think you have taken care of all our problem people.�� Henry chuckled.
The other man laughed out loud.
This was going rather pleasantly.� The man was Henry�s kind of fellow.
�How would you like to be an admiral again?�
�I don�t think the Navy would have me, Mr. Peterwald.� But, if you can arrange it, sir, and that�s where you want me, I�m your man,� he quickly corrected what another man might mistake for a rejection.
Henry smiled his understanding.
�No.� There�s nothing in the Humanity Navy that interests me.� However, Savannah is in need of a new fleet commander.� The station there is doing double duty for me.� The Navy shores up a government I find very convenient, and its yards will work on ships other places are squeamish about handling, if you know what I mean,� Henry said with a raised eyebrow.
�Definitely, sir,� Whitebred said, no question even hinted at.
�Good.� I want a man there in charge of all that.� President Milassi of Savannah owes me several favors already.� What with an election coming up, Milassi will want to owe me many more.�
Henry snickered at the malleability of politicians.
Whitebred joined him in the laugh.
�Having my own man on the scene is just what I need.� You�ll command not only the ships and yards but several battalions of marines.� Think you can handle that?�
Whitebred had the good sense to say nothing at this reference to his recent inability to command his own fleet.
�I might add, that unlike the fools you had to put up with in the war, most of these officers know where their money comes from.� The real money, not that pittance they draw from Savannah.�
With it clear that all the important officers were in Henry�s pocket, Whitebred leaned back in his chair.� �When do you want me to start?�
�Right now would be good.� I want to update you on the history of Savannah.� Not the crap the media would feed you.�
Henry stood, walked around his desk and put an arm around Whitebred�s shoulders as the man scrambled to his feet.� �My grandfather started that colony.� I think of it like a plantation that�s been in the family for generations.� Can�t let it be tossed around like a ball among strangers, can we?�
�No, Mr. Peterwald, we can�t let that happen.�
�Good, how would you like to do dinner?�
Henry beamed happily as the man nodded.
�We can talk more over food.� Milly, have security scrounge up my son from wherever he�s hiding.� It will be an education for him to hear how the family runs things.�

FIVE
Where Ruth grew up, they had words for how she felt; useless as tits on a boar hog.� Worthless as a fifth wheel.
None of those were as useless as an officer�s wife while he was busy moving his detachment.� Trouble was prowling around his green-clad troops, talking with his Gunny, busy as a man could be . . . and impervious to Ruth�s presence.
Older Marine officer wives had warned Ruth about this.� She understood it . . . in her head.� But living through it . . . that was another thing entirely.
Maybe she should have stayed on the Patton, or come down on another shuttle.
But she had work of her own to do.
And it would help if she was introduced to the embassy staff by Trouble so that they would connect her with him.
After all, if she got in trouble and had to run for the safety of the legation, it would help if the Marine at the embassy gate knew to let the captain�s woman in.
And Ruth was busy getting herself in trouble.
Or at least not doing what a simple space-based farmer or officer�s wife should do.
Izzy and Trouble covered this during the week the Patton was in transit.
Those idiots back on Riddle had hardly known how to grow the drug plants. Surely, they hadn�t done the bioengineering that turned common Earth-based plants into forget-the-world dust.� No, someone else had created the stuff.
Ruth�s job was to find that someone and do something about them.
Right!� Easy!� Just land on a strange planet and wander around asking any stranger, �You know where the illegal-drug research station is?�
I wouldn�t survive a day.
Izzy and Trouble had looked at her dumbly, and said �That sounds like a plan.� and left her to stew over a real one.
As Trouble got his Marines and their duffle bags loaded aboard a bus sent by the embassy for his company, Ruth rented a car from a counter in the spaceport.
Now she understood why Izzy had been so insistent that Ruth get a credit card with her corporate name on it.
Pa never borrowed anything.� If he and Ma couldn�t pay for it, they went without.
Here, Ruth needed borrowed wheels, and no one rented without a credit card for collateral.� The Navy wasn�t the only place that took some getting used to.
Ruth completed her rental agreement and pulled her tiny car up behind the bus to wait.� The fellow who rented her the car had assured her that its map screen would show her how to get anywhere in town.
Yeah, right.� Ruth would follow the bus.
While she waited for Trouble to get moving, she asked the computer to show her the best way to the Society of Humanity Embassy.
The computer told her there was no embassy, �Glorious Unity forces being at war with Earth�s running dogs.�
Someone hadn�t updated their database.
Trouble seemed in no hurry, so Ruth expanded her research.� �Where�s the illegal drug research center?�
�I know of no such business,� came back at her.
�Chemical research center?� she tried.
�I know of no. . .�
�Farm or plant research center?�
�I know of . . .�
�What do you know?� Ruth snapped in exasperation.
That was a mistake.� The computer began an unstoppable exposition on all the bars and bordellos in town, some with quite graphic descriptions of the services offered.
And it wouldn�t shut off.� Ruth tried punching buttons.� If anything, it got louder.
�Hey, woman, want your windows washed?� a young voice piped.
�What?� Ruth asked, glancing around for the voice�s source.
�Want your windows washed?� They�re dirty.�
�What?� Where are you?� I can�t hear you very well.� This thing won�t cut off.�
In answer to her first question, a squeegee started waving outside the passenger side of the car.
Ruth rolled the window down.
The squeegee reached in and rapped the dashboard, �Shut up, you machine mouth,� the young voice snapped.
The silence was delicious.
�That�s better.� Woman, you want your windows washed?� I do a good job.� Only one dinar.�
Ruth checked her purse.� �I don�t have any Savannah money yet.�
A face, very dirty and horribly thin rose on tiptoes to smile at her from the passenger window.� �That�s fine.� I can do your windows for one Earth dollar.�
Ruth wasn�t sure what the exchange rate was, but she was pretty positive it wasn�t one for one.� She glanced at her windows.� They were clean.
She studied the kid; his hopeful smile was hard to deny.� Ruth held up an Earth quarter.
�You drive a hard bargain, woman, but you win,� and the kid quickly went to work smearing her front windows.
�Where you want to go?� the kid asked as he came around to her side of the car, giving Ruth her first good look at him.
The rest of the boy was as thin as the face had promised.� He looked maybe six or eight, but allowing for a tough street life, he might be twelve.� His clothes were dirty, torn and way too big for him.� What passed for shoes were held together by string with used newspaper for soles.
Following behind him was a girl, maybe a year or two younger.
�Are you his sister?�
�No, he�s my brother,� the girl piped back.
�Tiny gets confused easy,� the boy explained, not slowing down his work.� �Where you going?� he asked again.
�To the Society of Humanity Embassy,� Ruth answered this time.
�The old one or the new one?�
�The one with the ambassador, I hope.�
�Oh.� The traffic�s bad through town.� You could get lost real easy, ma�am.� I�ll show you a shortcut.� Get you there real fast.� Only cost a dollar.�
�I�m planning on following that bus.�
The boy studied the big vehicle ahead of them.� �You could lose it at a stoplight.� I can make sure you get there.� Only a dollar.�
Ruth looked down into the pleading eyes of the girl . . . and weighed the chances that these two kids could hit her over the head and leave her body in a ditch somewhere.
Concluding that neither or both could hurt her, Ruth nodded.� �You make sure I get to the embassy, and I�ll pay you two quarters.�
�You drive a hard bargain, lady,� the boy answered.
But his sister was nodding yes.
�Okay, we do it.� Just for you.�
Sis let out a squeak of joy and clapped her hands.� A moment later, big brother opened the passenger door and helped sis into the backseat.� She ignored the seat belt and stood, leaning on the front seat.� Brother then settled himself down beside Ruth.
�I can take you there now.� Why you want to follow stinky bus?�
�Because my husband�s on it.�
�He one of the jarheads?�
�Marines,� Ruth automatically corrected the epitaph she now knew to smile when she said, and better yet, not say.� �And since he may have to loan me an extra quarter for your tip, it�s Mr. Marine to you.�
�Yes, ma�am, boss lady.� Whatever you say.�
The bus rumbled into life, and Ruth discovered why the kid called it stinky.� The engine let off a blue cloud of poorly burned hydrocarbons that made Ruth want to cough.
Sis held her nose and made a �Pee Euw� sound.
Brother gave Ruth his �Whatever you say, woman, you�re paying for this,� shrug.� Thankfully, the bus quickly got in gear.
Ruth followed it out of the port.
�It�s gonna turn left at this light,� brother told her.� It was a good thing Ruth had been warned; the bus did a quick left at the light without even slowing and nary a signal.
Ruth hit her turn light and followed.
�I told you so,� the boy grinned.
�That�s worth an extra quarter,� Ruth assured him, keeping her eyes on the road, the traffic, and the bus.
�It�ll take this on-ramp to the expressway,� the boy offered.
�Expressway?� Ruth cringed inside.� On Hurtford Corner, she�d never driven over forty, fifty kilometers an hour.
She�d since learned that speeds on expressways . . . unless clogged with rush hour traffic . . . could be a hundred or more.� Swallowing her fear, Ruth followed the bus up the ramp.� Again, no turn signal.
She listened for her own turn signal; it made happy clicks.� Yes, turn signals weren�t outlawed on this planet.
But they did seem distressingly optional.
At least for large buses.
And trucks and anyone else that wanted in her lane.
Everyone behind the wheel on this planet seemed possessed by some urgent death wish.� Cars and trucks rocketed along at speeds that must have exceeded the Patton�s best, changing lanes with only inches to spare.
The bus, not to be outdone, aimed itself for the far left lane as soon as it entered the highway and dared anything smaller to get in its way.
Ruth started to follow.
�I know the way to the embassy,� the kid assured her, �if you want to go slower.�
The boy huddled on the seat beside her.� Sis was no longer hanging over the front seat; a quick glance behind Ruth didn�t show sis on the backseat.
She must be cowering on the floor.
Ruth started to ask if the two of them had ever been on an expressway before.� Then swallowed the question, unwilling to strip the boy of his man-of-the-world airs.
Ruth stayed in the slower right lane and let the bus disappear in traffic ahead.
�Where is the embassy?� she asked her guide.
�Near the river, a couple of blocks from Government Center,� he said through clinched teeth.
�Computer, show me the way to Government Center,� Ruth ordered.� A map appeared on the dash in front of her, showing the expressway in red.� The fifth or six exit ahead showed as yellow and a trail led off it to the right.
�Thank you, young man.�� Ruth said as cheerfully as she could manage with a huge truck riding her bumper, eager to push her along.
�Ah, you are welcome,� the boy said, the words seemingly strangers to his mouth.
How often was the poor kid thanked for what he did? 
As Ruth motored along at a stately speed . . . and cars whizzed by her on the left . . . the children regained their confidence.� Apparently, they�d never experienced the view the expressway offered. As they came over a rise and began the descent into the river valley, their excitement returned.
�Oh, there�s the river,� the girl squealed.�
�Those tall buildings near the river are Government Center,� the boy offered.
Ruth risked a glance.� Several skyscrapers shot up in the center of town.� Whether all of them were Government Center or just a few, Ruth didn�t know or ask.
No doubt, she would find out soon enough.
Don�t miss, Vicky Peterwald � Assassin, an e-novella, by Mike Shepherd, summer 2014
Kris Longknife killed my brother.� Kris Longknife must die!
Or Vicky Peterwald � Target, by Mike Shepherd, coming from Ace summer 2014
Vicky Peterwald has it all.� She�s a grand duchess.� She�ll inherit an empire.� Oh, and she has a stepmother three years old than she is, pregnant, and wants Vicky dead.� Can a girl survive having too much?
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